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1) Introduction

The Burma Project (BP) began working with Burmese journalists as soon as it was established, in 1994. Historically, our strategy was designed to ensure people in Burma and the international community had access to credible news and information about the closed country. Our tools included core grant-making, scholarships, and trainings for journalists and editors. As our journalism grantees tackled new opportunities and crises, including the 2007 Saffron Revolution, 2008 Cyclone Nargis and the 2010 elections, our funding for journalism gradually increased. The Program on Independent Journalism (PIJ) has worked in close collaboration with us since 2003 (when they assumed a global mandate). While BP managed grants targeting journalists working inside the country and ethnic media, PIJ assumed responsibility for managing grants to exiled media groups.

When change came to Burma in 2011/12, journalists in the country scrambled to adapt and exiled journalists pondered a return home. A stream of new donors and media support organizations transformed the landscape. After close to two decades working underground inside the country and along the border, we grappled with our own unprecedented transition, opening an OSF office in Rangoon in 2012 and re-thinking our strategy in light of the changes.

2) Our ambitions

Out of all our civil society partners, journalists and media organizations were the quickest to respond to Burma’s political changes, so we were eager to help them capitalize on the openings. Since this group faced the biggest challenges, we placed priority on assisting the return of exiled (including ethnic) media. In addition to direct assistance, we facilitated networking so Burmese journalists inside could share and compare experiences with their peers across South East Asia and escape their past isolation.

As a complement to our ongoing core funding, we supported organizational and risk assessments for the Burma News International (BNI) ethnic media network and its 13 individual member organizations, as well as strategic planning, training assessments and scoping trips inside. By 2013 the majority of BNI members had established a presence inside the country and registered ethnic language publications with the Ministry of Information (MOI). As ethnic content had been banned in the country for decades, this was a watershed moment. With OSF support, BNI also launched Burma's first-ever annual ethnic media conference and wrote in-depth reports on the ethnic peace process. 

Our exiled Burman media grantees, The Irrawaddy and Mizzima, immediately opened offices in Rangoon, and Mizzima launched one of the country's first dailies. Our exiled broadcast grantee, the Democratic Voice of Burma (now DVB Multimedia), moved its operations from Norway to Thailand, and established a large office in Burma. It continues to broadcast television into Burma from Thailand. Although most of these Burman and ethnic grantees have moved the bulk of their operations inside they also maintain small offices in neighboring countries, due to the uncertainty of the transition. This strategy will be revisited in light of the 2015 elections. 

Our Rangoon-based underground grantee, the Yangon Journalism School (YJS), was for the first time able to expand its training programs to include the MOI. This provided the school with official recognition. Although they ceased their outreach when they realized the ministry wasn’t committed to genuine reforms, their work provided insight into the ministry’s mentality and capacity. The Chronicle (Maw Kun) took advantage of the openings by launching the country's first Burmese-language in-depth and investigative monthly magazine. 

Our strategy for 2014-17 was guided by the hypothesis that Burmese journalists can play a significant role in monitoring their country's transition, promoting peace and justice, combatting intolerance and encouraging transparency. Consequently, public interest journalism cross-cuts both our fields and concept. In the concept - Equality and Inclusion: Promoting Diversity - BP advances efforts to promote tolerance, respect and the inclusion of marginalized groups across different fields. We encourage our journalism grantees to report responsibly on the increasing religious intolerance and violence toward Muslim communities (the Rohingya in particular) as well as the rights of other marginalized groups. While our concept is in the early stages of development, our media grantees have been at the forefront by reporting on these issues and educating the public. DVB broadcasted a series on the use of nationalism to manipulate political transitions in other countries. YJS teaches journalists about ethics and hate speech, and seeks to increase understanding of marginalized groups.  

Under our category of work - Good Governance and Democratic Practice - journalism grantees play an important role in two fields. The Peace and Reconciliation in Post-Conflict Societies field encourages transparency and inclusiveness in Burma’s peace process. BNI produces multimedia content, for example, about an otherwise opaque peace process. Our Budget Transparency field emphasizes journalism's contribution to the debate on transparent and ethical investment practices. To this end, YJS works in partnership with the Natural Resource Governance Institute (NGRI) (formerly Revenue Watch Institute) to provide trainings for journalists on the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI). 

The primary tool of our portfolio is grant-making, complemented by in-house mentoring, training, and organizational and business development. The provision of institutional development opportunities for our grantees, in collaboration with PIJ, is an important part of our support to the journalism field. 

All of these endeavors reflect PIJ's global efforts to support public interest and investigative content in transitional countries.

Assumptions: Our strategic response was based on the belief that journalists would play a central role in monitoring the transition, promoting transparency, advocating for human rights and reporting on intolerance and religious conflict. We predicted our work would be more durable and culturally appropriate if we supported the work of local (historic and new) partners, in collaboration with our regional networks, rather than international media support groups. 
Our assumptions were tinged with strong skepticism and caution about the state of the field. While we pondered a relationship with the MOI, we did not trust it to allow independent media to flourish. We assumed cronies and former military wouldn't easily give up their control of the sector. Based on PIJ's experiences in other countries, we anticipated that international donor funding could fail to have a profound and positive impact on the sector. We assumed journalists would struggle with new-found pressures linked to working in a more transparent, ethical and professional manner and dealing with markets. We also assumed exiled media partners moving inside would struggle to carve out a space in the media sector, to be accepted by journalists inside and to move beyond their historic dependence on donor support. We believed ethnic media would face some of the most crippling challenges, including not being welcomed by the national (Burmese) and regional (ethnic) authorities, and not being able to publish in their own languages.

Overall we believed our 20 years of work and support inside Burma and along the border, our hard-gained credibility, our regional networks and PIJ's global knowledge and experience in transitional societies enabled us to make informed decisions, to respect local ownership and to play a leadership role in the journalism field. We also trusted our grantees would know how to make the most of the opportunities presented by the transition.

3) Our place:

A rapid role-out of reforms in the journalism sector took place in 2012 and 2013. These included the abolishment of the notorious Press Scrutiny Board, the proliferation of media licenses, the creation of a press council, and the development of media freedoms that rival, and in many cases surpass, other ASEAN nations. Despite the initial euphoria, three years later Burma’s journalism sector remains fragile.

Journalists face a new kind of censorship in the form of lawsuits for reporting on sensitive issues like alleged state corruption. Journalistic coverage and online debate linked to anti-Muslim/anti-Rohingya sentiment highlight the fragility of newly-found freedom of expression and the challenges linked to intolerance and hate speech. The government's wielding of the Official Secrets Act and jailing of reporters, including long prison sentences with hard labor, have had a chilling effect and indicate a significant back-sliding. 

The reach and control of the MOI have skewed the development of the sector. It is deeply involved in media development and steers donors and implementers towards helping them establish a so-called public broadcasting service and improving the quality of government-owned newspapers. Some media support agencies maintain they can’t work with independent media unless they also provide assistance to the MOI. 
Mounting references by wide-ranging actors –from Daw Aung San Suu Kyi to President Thein Sein–about the social responsibility of journalists and editors point to an unsettling desire to further control the sector. Add to this flawed media laws, a crippling (and growing) concentration of ownership in the hands of the government and its cronies, self-censorship, a paucity of relevant training, a weak understanding of professional journalism standards and ethics, a scarcity of in-depth, watchdog journalism and public interest content, widespread poverty, inadequate compensation, governmental and crony control over distribution networks, poor infrastructure and low levels of education and media literacy. 

When the transition first got underway, OSF and Internews/USAID were arguably the best known and trusted players in the journalism field, inside and in exile. At Burma's first-ever national media conference held in Yangon in early 2012, OSF's historic support for the many independent editors and journalists working inside the country was publically acknowledged. A large group of donors and implementers including the National Endowment for Democracy, USAID, SIDA, the Norwegian and Danish foreign ministries, CIDA/Burma Relief Centre and the Dutch also offered a variety of historic support to journalists in exile. However, it was OSF that led the way with regards to support for journalists inside the country. 

Over the past three years the donor environment has changed dramatically. Although we expected Internews and USAID/OTI to continue playing a central leadership role, they had a slow start. We are concerned that USAID's new $20 million grant for media and civil society will have little impact on the media sector. In contrast, European donors and implementers, with Scandinavians at the forefront, now dominate the officially-sanctioned media development sector, in collaboration with UNESCO and under the direction of the MOI. It is this group that endeavors to 'coordinate' media development efforts and to organize the annual national media conference. IMS was one of the first new players to arrive with basket funding from the Danes, Swedes and Norwegians; it has since played one of the most visible, if sometimes controversial, roles. It is notably part of a European donor consortium that also includes the Swedish training organization FOJO, the French/Canal France and the Germans’/Deutsche Welle Akademie, as well as UNESCO, the MOI, the powerful crony media group Forever and OSF's former grantee Mizzima. 

The consortium's raison d'être is a new training school called Myanmar Journalism Initiative - by far the country's largest and most expensive media initiative (with an additional €5 million recently announced by the EU). Many of these groups also offer support and training for the state broadcaster and state print media. While we hope the nascent training school will help fill an important gap, the overwhelming concentration of donor funding in this single initiative has skewed the sector and left other vital needs - such as support for public interest content and the development of ethnic media - unaddressed.

Compared to others, OSF is armed with comparatively modest sums of money (PIJ and BP’s combined budget is around $901K for 2014)  and few field staff. We were accustomed to working discretely and independently, eager to protect our hard-earned relationships of trust (our most valuable brand), and skeptical of the rapid change and promises. We thus proceeded with greater caution and less fanfare than newer donors. Our focus on local ownership has also meant our partners and grantees have often played more public roles than we have.

At the start of the transition we engaged with the MOI but we (along with Mr. Soros) became disillusioned. We maintain a polite yet distant relationship which has affected our status and visibility among the officially-sanctioned media working group; we are also not part of the multi-donor consortium funding the new journalism school. On the other hand, we maintain close relationships and influence with many other donors and organizations including Omidyar, the Media Development Investment Fund, SEAPA, NED, SIDA, and so on. Perhaps most importantly: as many Burmese journalists and editors are critical of the international community's close collaboration with the MOI and its cronies, our decisions have meant that three years into the transition we have succeeded in safeguarding our independence and relationships of trust.

PIJ has led our collaborations with regional partners that seek to establish peer-to-peer mentoring across the region and inform our grantees' thinking. Such partnerships include the South East Asia Press Alliance, Media Defense South East Asia, Malaysiakini, and Hong Kong University's Media and Journalism Studies Center, as well as the Media Development Investment Fund's Asia bureau and the Media Legal Defense Initiative. OSF is the most significant donor in the field supporting regional collaborations.

4) Our Work:

Overall, our grantees' responses to the new opportunities presented by the transition have exceeded our expectations. The pressures and demand for greater transparency have, however, also exposed their organizational weaknesses. For OSF, the transition has shed light on where our investments have succeeded and what we could have done differently. 

Successes:

· Many of the independent journalists and editors working in Rangoon today received training from our former grantee, the Indochina Media Memorial Fund (IMMF), including the founder and director of the Yangon Journalism School. The IMMF journalism manual remains the go-to guide for most journalism trainings. OSF’s relationship with IMMF created a trust and respect among journalists inside the country we could not have otherwise achieved. That trust meant the right people wanted to work with us.

· We are proud of our focus on, and support for, local ownership and our grantees' strategic responses to the transition. 

· Our grantees play a vital role in the public sphere. DVB, The Irrawaddy, BNI members and the YJS are standard-setters in terms of content and quality of public interest journalism, as well as participation in public forums. Widely considered the best trainer in the country, YJS founder and director Ye Naing Moe is a renowned throughout the country for his work. Our long term investment in him has had a big impact on the field.

· We have done more to promote ethnic media than any other donor, including helping ethnic media grantees respond to the opportunities created by a change in law that allowed the provision of ethnic language content.

· Our journalism grantees have played a stronger role with regards to our “Equality and Inclusion: Promoting Diversity” concept than our other civil society partners.

· Despite the influx of new monies, we remain one of only a small handful of donors supporting independent content, and influencing choices and relationships.

· Our grantees all write about business practices and governance, thus contributing to a national debate on business transparency. However, they need a great deal of training in this area and we have yet to respond to that need meaningfully.
· Our grantees work together to share content (thereby improving it). BNI and The Irrawaddy both produce programming for DVB TV. Our other civil society grantees also feature prominently on DVB.

· PIJ has successfully linked Burmese journalists with regional grantees and networks, assisting their strategic planning and inspiring them to think beyond Burma’s rather traditional media sector.

· We are one of a small handful of donors willing and able to fund organizational development. Many of our grantees are institutionally stronger because we prioritized this work, using a mix of business advisors, strategic planners, capacity-building audits and peer-to-peer mentors. Organizations with very little institutional capacity (Maw Kun, YJS and BNI members) responded more quickly than larger, more complex organizations.
· Via the YJS's training, we reached out to mainstream media that often do not have the same ethical standards and professionalism as our grantees and close partners.
· BNI is the only network in the country with ethnic Arakan and Rohingya members. This creates significant controversy and is an ongoing challenge for them (they suspect this is why MOI hasn't approved their registration). We are proud they continue to stand by their Rohingya member.
Disappointments:

· The degree of intolerance and racism exhibited towards Rohingya and all Muslims in the media sector has been a surprise and disappointment. Most journalists are either afraid and/or unwilling to write about religious violence, including our former exiled media grantee Mizzima. Journalists that do write in a balanced way about the issue are often threatened. YJS trains journalists in ethnics, freedom of expression, and tolerance (including avoiding hate speech) but the need is much greater than its resources. All groups struggle with using the term “Rohingya”; this phenomenon isn't limited to the journalism field. We stopped funding an ethnic Kachin organization due to the increased nationalism in its reporting.
· Media law reform was a crowded field so we decided not to engage. We did, however, try to fill a gap by supporting the training and networking of Burmese media lawyers via Media Defense South East Asia; yet when the regional network subsequently imploded due to leadership problems, our nascent work was halted. A lawyer’s network has since been established and TIFA Foundation is now interested in getting involved by networking Burmese with their Indonesia peers with the help of the Indonesian journalists’ network AJI. The OSF spin-off, Media Legal Defense Initiative, has also started working with Burmese lawyers and offering legal defense. PIJ will also ensure further training efforts, potentially at Hong Kong University, for Burmese lawyers.
· While impressed with many aspects of their work, the institutional weaknesses of long-time grantees such as DVB and BNI (after a great deal of organizational development support from us) are of concern.

· The behavior of some donors and media support groups has been a greater disappointment than we had anticipated. Many seem comfortable cozying up to MOI rather than being a critical voice. State-owned media still dominate the entire sector and donors are complicit in supporting them. Donors have also been lackluster in fostering Burmese leadership and ownership. The quality of journalism training financed by some new donors has also been substandard and an overwhelming percentage of donor funding has focused on one donor-driven project. 
· Earlier this year several journalists were given long prison sentences with hard labor. Although in burgeoning and struggling democracies authorities often use the courts to censor and punish journalists, we did not expect them to lash out with such severe punishments.
Surprises:

· Two of our exiled media grantees - Mizzima and DVB Multimedia - immediately developed close relationships with the MOI upon returning to Burma. Journalists who had remained inside the country criticized these groups for such an extreme change in stance and endorsing MOI’s expanding role.
· In an effort to survive, our former exiled media grantee Mizzima gave up majority control of its operations to two crony investors. 
· Having historically resisted donor support for institutional development (even when it needed it) and with a reputation for arrogant leadership, it looked like The Irrawaddy would face some challenges succeeding inside the country. In reality, though, it has maintained a staunch independent stance, perhaps more than any other organization, is steadily strengthening its organization, including seeking needed input, and increasing its self-generated income. It is also often cited as the best publication and a standard setter in the field.
· BNI moved more quickly than we could have imagined, setting up an office inside, establishing annual ethnic media conferences, and demonstrating an inclusive approach with regards to non-members, thereby winning respect from its peers and forcing MOI to recognize it (although not, unfortunately to approve its registration).
· After a slow start, YJI is improving its organizational and financial health and has expanded its trainings beyond our expectations.
· We didn't expect so many media would have proliferated. Also, given their financial loses, we didn't expect so many dailies would have survived this long.
Lessons Learned:
· That even though we are a comparatively small donor, we shouldn't assume larger donors are leading the way in regards to grantee organizational development. We should always ensure we understand the organizational and financial health of our grantees and not assume systems are in place (e.g., an embezzlement scandal at DVB should not have been allowed to happen. Good management seems to be particularly challenging four our grantees).
· If you have (long) experience inside a country before it opens, you are one step ahead with regards to knowledge, understanding, trust and credibility. 

· Even with the dominance of the MOI, we can still play an influential role in the media sector. 

· An earlier focus on institutional development, particularly in the areas of marketing and business development, could have made a big difference to our grantees.

· We should not incubate projects alone (e.g., Maw Kun).
· OSF offered limited scholarship opportunities for Burmese journalists. In hindsight, we should have funded more and been more involved in their selection. It’s a disappointment that the OSF Scholarship Program is no longer funding Burmese as other donors aren’t filling this gap. Given that journalism has not been formally taught in Burma since the 1970s, this would be a vital contribution to the journalism field.

· While we help our grantees become more financially sustainable, we recognize it’s not an even playing field and that they may need donor support for some time to come. 

· More Training of Trainers for journalism trainers could have made a big difference. The country has only a handful of trainers. 

· One cannot predict how exiled media will respond to a transition!
5) The way forward 

· With the proliferation of ethnic media (there are 25 new media agencies in Chin State alone) we need to establish more robust criteria as to grantee selection. 
· The journalism and media development sector in Burma is conservative. We can play a role in encouraging innovation, inspiring experimentation and providing access to new ideas and debates. For example, we plan to support the country’s first tech/civil society/journalism hub. 
· In partnership with Omidyar, MDIF and USAID, we plan to continue assisting with the marketing and business development of our grantees.
· We will continue to provide opportunities for exchanges with relevant media and journalists in other parts of the region and world, especially given that other donors don’t seem to be doing this. For example, PIJ is inviting grantees to a Malaysiakini revenue summit, to attend an investigative journalism conference, and the like. 
· While we monitor English language news quite closely through our daily production of Burmanet, we struggle to systematically monitor Burmese language news. We have been unable to hire a Media Coordinator to help us, so are consequently in discussions with Omidyar about partnering on a content analysis project.
· We will continue to play a leadership role in supporting the development of investigative journalism in partnership with YJS, The Irrawaddy and Maw Kun. Omidyar is joining us in this effort.
Appendix: Questions for the group

· Burma’s entire telecoms sector will be transformed in the coming year and we don’t feel equipped to take advantage of this opportunity. We would welcome suggestions from the group.
· A relatively moderate Arakan (Buddhist) newspaper avoids reporting on Rohingya issues in Arakan State, in part out of fear of criticism from its own community. Is it better to fund a comparatively moderate group of which we sometimes disapprove, or cut funding which could likely lead to its closure and thereby leave the news in the hands of only Arakan hardliners? 
· While we assist our grantees to become more financially sustainable, we also recognize it’s not an even playing field and that they may need donor support (including support beyond 1/3 of their budgets) for some time to come. What is the group's view on this issue?
· Have we capitalized on our past experience and knowledge by demonstrating effective leadership during the transition? What leadership role does OSF want to play in the journalism sector? For example, while we play a leading role in advising and influencing some new donors to the field, can we do more to “pass the baton” to the new donors to assure future support for our long-time grantees. 
· Community radio is in its infancy. Should we help with the development of the radio sector (by supporting local ownership)? If so, how?
