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PREFACE 

By Ye Naing Moe 
Founding director and lead trainer at Yangon and 

Mandalay Journalism Schools

When I think about the local media outlets in 

Myanmar’s ethnic states and regions, one of the 

first things that comes to my mind is that they 

are struggling financially. 

IT’S a hard truth, and it’s a threat to the ecology 

of democracy. Media are a vital part of democratic 

societies. Without news media, democracy cannot 

survive.  

Thanks to the local media outlets that were 

launched in the borderlands during the decades-

long military rule, as well as in the wake of the 

political opening, local people in the ethnic states 

and regions have a voice for the first time in our 

country’s modern history. While Yangon-based 

media outlets cover national stories, local media 

outlets strive to hold local authorities accountable, 

to meet local public information needs, and to 

protect the rights of local people. 

As a media trainer helping journalism watchdogs 

across the country, I’m a witness to the critically 

important role played by local media outlets in their 

diverse communities. I can think of many examples 

over the past few years. A local outlet in war-torn 

Kachin State uncovered the story of local women 

being trafficked to China, while in Magway a local 

outlet broke the news that public funds had gone 

missing under the previous local government. In 

Kayah State, a local outlet highlighted the impacts 

of the mining industry on local communities, while 

its counterpart in Tanintharyi Region published 

stories about  environmental degradation. 

Local communities have started to see local 

media as the guardians of their rights.  But that 

doesn’t mean they can just sit back and enjoy their 

newfound freedom of expression. On the contrary 

- local journalism is under threat.

Media outlets in the ethnic states and regions are 

struggling to build successful business models. They 

receive very little revenue from advertisements, 

whether for their print or digital platforms. This 

means doing journalism cannot, on its own, ensure 

local media survive. To be sustainable, they also 

need to find innovative ways of making money. 

The current government’s attitude towards 

independent media also contributes to the problem. 

The NLD government, led by Noble Laureate Daw 

Aung San Suu Kyi, does not appreciate journalists’ 

efforts and, by continuing to operate government-

run media, has weakened independent outlets’ 

work and impact.

Media are a vital part of 
democratic societies. Without 
news media, democracy 
cannot survive.
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You never know when a government ministry might 

make a criminal complaint against journalists 

for their stories. Some officials are resorting to 

using colonial-era laws. And when journalists get 

prosecuted, they face an insurmountable problem: 

the absence of an independent judicial system. 

In August I spoke on behalf of the defense at the trial 

of two of my former students, Reuters journalists 

Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo. They’ve been convicted 

of unlawfully obtaining “secret” state documents 

and sentenced to seven years imprisonment. I, 

and many others, believe they were arrested in a 

sting operation because they were investigating 

the killing of 10 Rohingya Muslim men during a 

military crackdown in Rakhine State. 

In southern Myanmar, the regional government 

has brought charges against the chief editor of 

Tanintharyi Weekly for publishing a satirical 

story about the Chief Minister. In Mandalay, a 

member of the extreme nationalist group, Ma Ba 

Tha, has brought a criminal case against the chief 

editor of the investigative media outlet, Myanmar 

Now, for criminal defamation using 66(d) of the 

Telecommunications Law. All these cases have had 

a chilling effect on journalists. 

The rise of Facebook has also added to the problems 

facing both local and national media outlets in 

Myanmar. Like other countries, social media is 

changing the way we get news and threatening 

the existence of professional media outlets. When 

people stop paying for news, who will monitor the 

three estates - executive, legislative and judicial? 

For Myanmar, home to the world’s longest-

running conflicts, and where Facebook is being 

used to spread misinformation, disinformation, 

and hate-speech, this is the worst-case scenario.

The presence of local media outlets is an 

indicator of the well-being of local communities 

and democracy. If local journalists are not out 

there telling people’s stories, the fabric of their 

communities will be broken. 

As a local journalist in central Myanmar told me 

recently, “If we can’t report, then the whole region 

will be silent.”

“If we can’t report, then 
the whole region will be 
silent.”
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by Tessa Piper
MDIF Program Director for South East Asia; Director of 

MDIF’s Myanmar Media Program (MMP)

Myanmar’s local media outlets face a variety 

of internal and external obstacles hampering 

their prospects for sustainability. Key among 

these today, and the focus of this report, are the 

business realities that every media outlet must 

tackle. 

JUST as the national media landscape has 

undergone major changes since Myanmar began 

its political transition, so too has the local media 

landscape. Media from the borderlands are now 

operating officially inside the country, and new 

local media outlets have sprung up too. These 

changes have brought with them both new 

opportunities and unfolding challenges. 

From April through August 2018, MDIF’s Myanmar 

Media Program gathered data on local media 

outlets operating around the country to build up 

a picture of the overall local media landscape. In 

the context of this report, local media outlets are 

defined as those that function primarily to serve 

the information needs of a particular geographic 

area or a particular ethnic nationality.

Thirty-eight of the 55 local media outlets that MDIF 

has mapped were launched since 2011. A dozen or 

so local media outlets that sprang up over the past 

several years have already ceased operation due to 

inexperience or insufficient funding. 

As this report explains, the unfavorable business 

environment is heavily stacked against the 

survival of local media outlets. They must contend 

with stagnant and sluggish local media markets, 

private distribution monopolies, an uneven 

playing field dominated by government-owned 

and government-funded media, and increasing 

conflict. On top of this, outlets producing ethnic 

language content face the critical issue of language 

preservation.

The uphill struggle is compounded in Myanmar’s 

media environment because many local media 

outlets face the double challenge of both 

setting up and maintaining a print media, while 

simultaneously dealing with the transition to 

digital media like their peers elsewhere. Although 

it is fast declining in other countries, many 

have chosen to set up print media because print 

represents their main commercial source of 

income and looks set to remain so for at least the 

next few years. 

The global and national shift towards prioritizing 

resources for digital media is a risky proposition 

for local media outlets, and needs careful balancing 

INTRODUCTION

Thirty-eight of the 55 local 
media outlets that MDIF 
has mapped were launched 
since 2011.
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and timing. Although digital platforms offer an 

attractive means of unlocking access to much 

bigger audiences than local outlets can attract 

through print distribution, their online audiences 

nevertheless remain too small for them to generate 

anything more than a very modest revenue. 

Local media outlets are almost always run by 

people from the outlets’ local communities who 

have a good understanding of local interests, and 

who are consequently generally best able to serve 

the information needs of their local audiences. 

Given that parts of the country have been riven 

with conflict for decades, their role is vital. In such 

a precarious situation, local media outlets are in 

considerable need of assistance simply to survive, 

never mind to thrive.

The Myanmar Media Program

MDIF’S Myanmar Media Program (MMP), 

supported by the Swedish International 

Development Agency (Sida), is a three-year 

business capacity building initiative to strengthen 

Myanmar’s independent news sector by providing 

customized coaching, training and consulting to 12 

selected independent media outlets.

Five of the participating media outlets are local, 

chosen from more than two dozen applicants. 

Their profiles are included in this report, along 

with analysis by their coaches. As the coaches 

explain, many of their challenges are similar to 

those faced by their national-level counterparts, 

yet in some ways are even more acute. One of the 

most fundamental impediments to progress is 

the scarcity of skilled and experienced human 

resources, a problem not only in the media sector 

but also across other professions. Where highly 

skilled people do exist, they are in high demand, 

and most media outlets are unable to offer the kind 

of remuneration that such talent can command. 

For local outlets this problem is more serious 

still, as such expertise is almost impossible to find 

outside Yangon. 

Local outlets therefore need to build technical 

skills capacity from the ground up, and this takes 

time. Meanwhile, the speed and scale at which 

they can absorb new ideas, and adopt or adapt to 

new ways of working, are limited, and the pace 

of implementation has to accommodate these 

factors.

A major added challenge is the need to encourage a 

change in mindset. A number of local outlets have 

been - or still are - fully or significantly reliant 

on donor funding. While this has been invaluable, 

and often remains critical to their existence, it is 

not a sustainable long-term solution, as it leaves 

them dependent on a single source of income that 

is likely to phase out.

MMP’s five local media partners have been 

working hard to fulfil their core role of providing 

their audiences with information that serves the 

public interest, while simultaneously coming to 

grips with the new challenges posed by the need to 

become more financially self-reliant. While each 

outlet has moved forward at its own pace, they have 

each had their fair share of ‘light bulb’ moments 

that have enabled them to learn together, progress 

independently, and provide their audiences with 

the local information they need.

Local media outlets are 
in considerable need of 
assistance simply to survive, 
never mind to thrive.
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by Jane Madlyn McElhone
MDIF media consultant

Myanmar’s states and regions face political 

instability, economic stagnation, and security 

concerns caused by weak government and 

decades-old armed conflicts.

WHEN Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League 

for Democracy (NLD) assumed power in April 

2016, one of its stated top priorities was ending 

Myanmar’s decades-old conflicts. Yet two years 

later, her signature 21st Century Panglong peace 

talks have shown little progress. Meanwhile, 

armed conflicts have increased, particularly in 

northern Shan, Kachin and Rakhine States, with 

devastating consequences for local communities.

Adopting federalism - a necessary step to achieve 

peace - is key to the impasse. Yet this requires a 

constitutional amendment and the consent of 

the unwilling military which holds a quarter of 

parliamentary seats, heads three key powerful 

ministries, and controls the peace process.

The NLD government’s inability to deliver peace 

is mirrored in other areas of weak performance. 

Despite years of calling for greater media 

freedom, the government has taken no concrete 

steps to reform the legal framework and, as a 

result, it continues to over-regulate and interfere 

in the media sector. Similarly, the government’s 

promises to tackle Myanmar’s bureaucratic and 

hostile business environment, and to create a new 

one that supports business and entrepreneurship, 

have largely remained unfulfilled.

Local media

MYANMAR'S political opening created new 

opportunities for local media outlets to operate 

openly and to provide their audiences with access 

to locally produced news and information. This 

does not mean, however, that all communities 

are served by local media. Outlets are unevenly 

distributed around the country, and have limited 

scale and reach. Many areas, particularly those 

that are rural, still lack access to any form of local 

media. In other areas that do have access, it may 

be limited to government-controlled operations 

rather than local independent outlets. 

Chin State, one of the poorest and least 

populated administrative areas in the country, 

with a population of around half a million, is an 

anomaly, served by an estimated 17 local outlets. 

This number is in flux, with outlets opening and 

closing, and dependent on how the individuals and 

groups that count them define local private media. 

Due to its geographic isolation, it takes longer for 

national print media to reach Chin State, and the 

telecommunications systems are comparatively 

under-developed. That it is linguistically and 

LOCAL MEDIA AND 
MYANMAR’S POLITICAL 
OPENING 

Many areas, particularly those 
that are rural, still lack access 
to any form of media outlet.

9



ethnically diverse and has a missionary history has 

also helped to preserve local languages. What all of 

this means is that the population is quite dependent 

on, and loyal to, its local outlets. Although many 

are shoestring operations, either solely digital 

and often limited to Facebook, or printed double-

sided newsletters, they help to preserve ethnic 

languages and traditions, and fill an information 

gap in this remote, mountainous state. 

MDIF has mapped 55 local media outlets currently 

operating in Myanmar’s ethnic states and regions. 

Of these, 38 did not exist until 2011. Before that 

time, ethnic media outlets were effectively banned 

inside Myanmar, and so they operated in the 

borderlands of Thailand, India, and Bangladesh, 

as well as overseas. Some were launched as part 

of the armed political struggle, while others 

with financial assistance and training from 

international donors and supporters. Yet others 

set themselves up using investment from their 

families, local businesses, civil society, religious 

and educational groups, and political entities. 

Forty of the 55 local media outlets mapped in 

this report identify as serving particular ethnic 

nationality audiences. The remaining 15 are 

defined as local due to their coverage of specific 

geographic areas of the country.

There are currently one or more local outlets 

operating in each of the seven ethnic states: 

Kachin (4), Kayah (Karenni) (1), Kayin (Karen) 

(1), Chin (9), Mon (4), Rakhine (Arakan) (3), and 

Shan (9). An estimated 30-40% of Myanmar’s 

total population live in these states, as well as in 

six self-administered areas: Naga, Danu, Pa’O, 

Palaung, Kokang and Wa. The Pa’O and Ta’ang-

Palaung are among the ethnic nationalities with 

local language media outlets in, respectively, 

southern and northern Shan State. 

Some media continue to operate in areas not 

controlled by the Myanmar government and 

military. One of the best known is Laiza FM 

Radio which broadcasts to much of Kachin State 

and northern Shan State from its base on the 

Myanmar-China border in an area controlled by 

the Kachin Independence Army. Some outlets 

are based outside the country, in Thailand, 

Bangladesh and overseas, including operations 

established by the Rohingya minority.

The country’s largest Bamar (Burman) ethnic 

group is typically the dominant population in the 

regions, but smaller minority groups also live 

there. MDIF mapped a total of 25 local media: three 

in Magway Region, two in Bago Region, two in 

Tanintharyi Region, nine in Sagaing Region, four 

in Mandalay Region, and five in Yangon Region. Of 

the nine in Sagaing Region, eight are Chin media 

outlets with offices in Kalay, near the Chin State 

border. They are located there for geographical 

convenience, and to take advantage of better 

telecommunciations and other services. One of the 

media outlets in Mandalay is Shanni, and all of the 

local media outlets operating out of Yangon are 

Shan, Chin and Rakhine.

Risks

ALTHOUGH the environment for local media 

outlets has improved to varying degrees since 

the political opening, practising journalism in 

the states and regions remains a risky business. 

Two journalists have been killed for doing their 

jobs since the political opening: in Mon State 

in 2013 and in Sagaing Region in 2015. Local 

media outlets operate amidst old and new 

armed conflicts in the ethnic states, making 

it more difficult for them to be recognized as 

independent. Parts of northern Shan, Kachin and 

Rakhine States have been particularly affected 

by increased conflict, and the military’s power 

and influence. The crisis in Rakhine has tested 

the professionalism  and ethics of the national 

and local journalism sectors, and their stance 

vis-à-vis the menace of growing nationalism. 

Until 2011, ethnic media were 
effectively banned inside 
Myanmar.
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Besides physical danger, the threat of arrest is 

very real. Journalists working in ethnic states are 

at particular risk of arrest on charges of unlawful 

association simply for reporting on certain ethnic 

armed groups. Staff in local outlets also face the 

risk of legal action. This has a chilling effect and 

encourages self-censorship, particularly in the 

wake of the arrests and sentencing of the Reuters 

journalists, Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo.

Even when local outlets adequately mitigate the 

risks of physical danger and arrest, there remains 

the challenge of accessing government-held 

information, particularly with regards to conflict 

and security. State governments and parliaments 

do not use ethnic languages and are notorious for 

restricting access to journalists from the state 

media. Without proper access, local outlets risk 

depriving their audiences of information that is in 

the public interest.

Besides physical danger, the 
threat of arrest is very real.
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by Jane Madlyn McElhone
MDIF media consultant

A note on methodology

For the purposes of this report, MDIF gathered 

information from 55 local media outlets in 

Myanmar’s ethnic states and regions. Local media 

are defined as media that function primarily 

to serve the information needs of a particular 

geographic area or a particular ethnic nationality. 

Media outlets with a national focus are not 

included. The media were surveyed in person or 

by phone, with follow-up e-mail verification. 

The information provided was cross-checked 

with industry experts and observers.  Responses 

were captured in a Google Form for record-

keeping and analysis. 

To the best of MDIF’s knowledge, the research 

covers all local media in Myanmar that were 

producing news over the April-August 2018 

research period.  However, there may be 

omissions: in a few cases, it proved impossible to 

reach media outlets and to verify if they were still 

in operation. A few of the outlets closed during the 

research period and so their data was removed 

from the study. As the sector is rapidly evolving, 

the information contained in this report is liable 

to change.

The outlets are private; MDIF is not commenting 

on their level of independence or the quality of 

their journalism. People use a variety of names to 

reference ethnic minority nationalities and ethnic 

states.  For the sake of consistency and clarity, in 

this report we use official names, except in direct 

quotations.

Summary of findings

CHIN State, Shan State and Sagaing Region have the 

largest number of media outlets. However, there 

is only one non-Chin media outlet in Monywa, 

Sagaing Region; the remaining outlets are Chin 

and are located in Kalay, near the  Sagaing-Chin 

border. There is at least one media outlet in all 

seven ethnic states, as well as in six out of seven 

regions. The Ayeyarwady Region has community 

Facebook pages that provide local information, 

and Karen Information Center’s monthly journal, 

Karen News, is distributed there to help serve the 

information needs of the local Karen population 

(estimated at 70% of the total population of that 

region). Until now, it has been the only region 

without a dedicated local media outlet, but 

reflective of the fast changing nature of the sector, 

a group of young journalists are setting up a new 

online outlet called Delta News Agency (DNA). 

 

LOCAL MEDIA 
RESEARCH DATA

Chin State, Shan State and 
Sagaing Region have the 
largest number of media 
outlets.
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Local media establishment has surged since 

2011: 38 of the 55 media outlets have been set up 

since then. Forty-nine are officially registered as 

media. Five of the outlets  operate second offices in 

Thailand and one in India.  One is based in Thailand 

and another in Bangladesh. 

Forty-four of the 55 outlets are multimedia, 

with both print and digital platforms, including 

Facebook pages and, in some cases, websites, as 

well as, increasingly, online video and audio. Ten 

are digital only. One is print only.

Myanmar is the main language used for both 

print and digital platforms.  Nine outlets publish 

exclusively in ethnic languages, for Chin, Shan, 

and Mon audiences. English is rarely used for 

publishing and is confined to online media.

Many local media are small, producing five or 

fewer stories a day, and with fewer than 10 people 

on staff. The small numbers of full-time staff 

are supplemented with freelance and part-time 

support for news gathering and print distribution. 

Media businesses

APPROXIMATELY half of the media surveyed said 

they were private companies. Even so, running a 

media business – whether as a private company 

or as a non-profit organization – appears to be a 

relatively new concept for many of the outlets. 

More than 40% of outlets have no full-time 

business staff. Twelve have part-time staff that 

are dedicated to carrying out business functions.  

The majority of outlets have some form of 

commercial income. International donors 

currently support more than one in four; one in 

four media also receive local support/donations. 

Only 5 out of 55 media report relying solely on 

ccommercial revenue (print sales, advertising and 

content sales). Four outlets report no commercial 

revenue at all.

Commercial revenue is still largely built on print 

copy sales and print advertising sales, although 

other revenue sources, including digital advertising 

and content sales, appear to be growing.

Advertising

DIGITAL advertising continues to be a struggle. 

Only an estimated one media in three reports any 

digital advertising sales in the past 12 months. The 

single outlet that reported digital only ad sales was 

fully online. 

A mainstay of local print media publications in 

other countries, classified advertising is still 

largely an unknown or small revenue source for 

local outlets in Myanmar. Thirty-one of the 45 

print publications accept classified advertising, 

yet only 21 received any classified advertising 

revenue in the past 12 months. Thirty-nine of 

the 45 print media outlets have had some form of 

advertising in their publications over that same 

period.

Content Sales

TWENTY-EIGHT of the outlets reported content 

sales to other media. Many sales are contingent 

on international NGO subsidies. For example, 

Burma Relief Centre’s support for the Ethnic 

Language TV (ELTV) series produced by Burma 

News International (BNI) ethnic media members 

and broadcast on DVB; financial support from 

the Deutsche Welle Akademie for text and video 

content produced by media outlets for the state 

broadcaster MRTV’s digital site; and financial and 

editorial support from the Swiss NGO, Fondation 

Hirondelle, for podcasts produced by local media 

outlets in collaboration with the national online 

and bi-weekly print media, Frontier Myanmar, 

Twenty-eight of the outlets 
reported content sales to other 
media.
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for the human rights podcast series Doh Athan 

(Our Voice). Outlets also produce radio and video 

content for, among others, Voice of America (VOA) 

and Radio Free Asia (RFA), as well as BNI Online 

TV and the state-owned MRTV station’s National 

Races Channel. Some of the outlets produce 

commissioned content, including the local news 

agencies in Tanintharyi Region and Shan State. 

Print media

FORTY-FIVE of the 55 outlets have some form 

of print publication. Print media thus constitute 

the primary local media format.  Most print 

media are published weekly, followed closely by 

monthlies and multiple times per month. Daily 

(primarily 5 times per week) publications are rare. 

Poor infrastructure, especially in remote states 

and regions, and natural disasters - flooding and 

landslides - undermine some outlets’ ability to 

maintain regular frequencies. Many publications 

tend to be small, with 10 to 20 pages of content per 

issue, and sometimes as many as 30. 

Journals that publish on a weekly basis, or 2-3 

times a month, tend to charge readers 500 MMK 

per issue. Smaller publications – usually 1-4 pages 

- tend to charge less than 500 MMK. Monthly and 

annual publications tend to charge at least 1,000 

MMK. 

Printing is a major challenge and cost for local 

publishers.  Given the scarcity of commercial 

printers in the states and regions, the majority of 

the 45 local print publishers said they use printers 

in Yangon and Mandalay, with negative cost and 

time implications. Twelve use printing houses 

in their own state or region. Six print in-house, 

using a digital printer or copier. 

Estimated readership

IN MDIF-sponsored surveys of five media markets 

– Kayin State, Kachin State, Mon State, Shan 

State, and Tanintharyi Region - between May 

2017 and January 2018, 56% of the more than 

3,000 respondents said they usually purchase 

their publications. Twenty-four percent said they 

benefit from pass along readership from friends 

and family, and 20% access publications in public 

places, including teashops, schools, monasteries 

and churches. Estimated readership for the 45 print 

publications mapped for this report – calculated 

based on circulation, pass along readership and 

public access estimates - varies from 5,000 to 

15,000 per edition. 

Ethnicity

FORTY of the 55 media in this mapping identify 

as serving an ethnic minority. Twelve outlets 

regard themselves as local due to covering a 

specific geographical area(s) or targeting a specific 

geographic audience.

For more information, please refer to the local 

media data charts at the end of this report.

Forty-five of the 55 outlets 
have some form of print 
publication. 
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by Ross Settles
MDIF business consultant; Adjunct Professor, 

Journalism and Media Studies Center, University of 

Hong Kong

Myanmar’s local media outlets exist in a perfect 

storm of undermining forces, which together 

create an almost impossible environment for 

achieving commercial sustainability. 

A SMALL number of local media have begun to 

invest in the products and processes needed to 

develop commercial media businesses. But the local 

markets needed to support these developments 

have mostly failed to emerge, leaving the outlets 

to pursue their commercial efforts in a near 

vacuum. Three main factors which have hindered 

the development of local media markets will be 

explored in this report: 

 y Uneven advertising market development

 y Continuing government domination of the 

media sector

 y Uneven digital media transition

MYANMAR’S ADVERTISING 
MARKET

While advertising spending is the largest stream 

of commercial income for private media outlets, 

rapid growth triggered by the political opening 

has slowed and may be in decline. The situation is 

acute for local outlets based in local communities 

plagued with significantly underdeveloped 

economies and markets.

REVENUE from advertising is the largest 

contributor to Myanmar media’s commercial 

income.  But while the country’s total advertising 

spending has grown substantially since the 

political opening, reaching more than $200 

million in 2017, Yangon advertising agencies are 

reporting a significant decline in total spending by 

as much as 7-10% versus 2016.  Early reports for 

2018 forecast continued softness in the market.  

Much of the decline in advertising spending 

comes from slower than expected demand from 

international advertisers, particularly consumer 

products companies, which continue to be 

cautious about investing in Myanmar. This is 

due to a variety of factors, including the Rakhine 

State crisis and increasing conflict in Myanmar’s 

other ethnic states, namely Kachin and Shan, 

as well as a slowdown in the pace of reforms.  

 

For local media, the overall size and slow 

current growth of the advertising market creates 

heightened competition with major national media 

outlets. In addition, the national and international 

advertisers that drive most of Myanmar’s spending 

THE MEDIA MARKET:  
MACRO OBSTACLES TO LOCAL 
MEDIA SUSTAINABILITY 
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focus the majority of their own spending on 

national audiences.  Local advertising, delivering a 

unique message to local audiences, represents an 

estimated 10-20% of total spending.  Spread across 

Myanmar’s ethnic states and regions - a mostly 

rural population - the amount of advertising 

currently available to local media is small.  Many 

of the obstacles to local advertising growth are 

structural to local economies, and outside of the 

ability of individual local media to address.  At best, 

local media can focus on expanding local business 

understanding of the value of advertising, while 

creating advertising services that capture as much 

of existing local ad spending as possible.  

Media and the government

GOVERNMENT involvement in the media industry 

continues to create an uneven playing field for 

both national and local private media. All state-

owned media are funded from the government 

budget and also have privileged access to 

government advertising. In the print publishing 

industry, government publications also take 

advantage of the government’s national printing 

and distribution networks to create large national 

circulations, squeezing out other publications. 

Broadcasting

MYANMAR’S government has promised to use 

open and competitive processes to distribute 

licenses to both national and local media outlets 

so that they can establish new television and 

radio channels. However, despite being three 

years old, the Broadcasting Law has yet to be 

implemented. As a stop-gap measure, in early 

2018 the NLD government allocated temporary, 

and therefore precarious, agreements to five new 

national digital television channels. Recipients 

were required to lease digital broadcasting 

infrastructure from the state broadcaster, MRTV, 

making them vulnerable to government pressure, 

among other challenges. In August 2018, the 

Broadcasting Law was amended to try to prevent 

monopolies from developing in the broadcast 

sector, and to establish a vague legal framework 

for the temporary licenses already distributed. 

The latter increases the risk that broadcasters 

holding temporary licenses will self-censor and 

under-invest in their channels.

Private radio, which could be an effective way 

for local outlets to access rural audiences as well 

as promote ethnic language use, remains in the 

hands of the government media, the military, and 

partnerships between the government and crony-

owned private companies.

Digital 

THE government’s slow progress in reforming the 

country’s heavily centralized and government and 

military-linked media industry has inadvertently 

created an opening for the rapid transition of 

audiences to digital media platforms, yet this 

largely benefits international digital media 

companies.   

To leapfrog Myanmar’s current free-to-air 

broadcast rules, some local media operators, 

especially those working in ethnic languages, have 

begun to invest in online radio and video efforts 

to take advantage of the expansion of high-speed 

mobile internet access and the high penetration 

of Facebook and YouTube to create podcasts and 

stream audio products and services. According 

to Alexa.com, as of August 2018 Facebook and 

Youtube were among the top 5 accessed sites in 

Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore. 

Yet access to high-speed bandwidth in Myanmar 

continues to be very uneven. As a result, both of 

the local media outlets that have online radio 

channels – Shan Online Radio (formerly called 

Radio Panglong) and Radio Karen – are broadcast 

from Thailand where internet is faster and more 

dependable than in their home states. 

Many local media outlets say they want to launch 

private local radio and TV stations once the 

Broadcasting Law becomes operational. But these 

16



plans will need to confront the significant revenue 

challenge presented by both online and free to-air 

options.  For online offerings, the default audiences 

are often living across Myanmar, in major cities 

like Yangon, or are part of the substantial overseas 

migrant populations in Thailand and elsewhere 

in Southeast Asia, making direct advertising sales 

difficult. Access to online advertising networks 

also continues to be uneven.  If broadcasting to 

audiences concentrated in an outlet’s broadcast 

area, the challenge will be dealing with the lack of 

focused local advertising spending. 

Myanmar’s recent and rapid adoption of digital 

media has created a unique set of challenges 

for local media.  Audiences have quickly moved 

to embrace digital platforms for their news, 

information and discussion. Traditional print 

media are thus faced with increased competition 

and, as a result, the increased cost and complexity 

of maintaining their traditional audiences and, 

where possible, capturing new audiences outside 

their local markets.  In media markets more 

experienced with digital transition, tools and 

platforms have long existed to create revenue 

from these online content efforts.  Unfortunately, 

though, both Facebook and Google, the largest 

operators of these revenue platforms, have failed 

to make revenue tools available to most Myanmar 

media and advertisers.  Large advertisers have 

found shortcuts to reach national audiences 

by spending through international advertising 

agencies, often shuttling the ad buy to an overseas 

“account”.  But smaller local outlets often lack 

access to these revenue tools.  For Myanmar’s local 

media, the digital transition has fragmented their 

traditional audience and created new competition 

almost overnight, increasing the costs of content 

creation and distribution.  At the same time, the 

revenue tools and platforms needed to generate 

income from these audiences have been slow to 

materialize.  

The challenges for local media are compounded for 

ethnic language outlets that face the complex task 

of finding literate ethnic language audiences for 

their content.  The four-decade ban on the teaching 

of ethnic languages in government schools under 

the military junta, only lifted in 2012, has created a 

young audience that may identify with their ethnic 

group, and who may speak their ethnic language, 

but who often no longer feels comfortable or able 

to consume print media in their ethnic language. 

Ethnic language audiences for print media are thus 

increasingly older and often dispersed in rural 

towns and villages, or refugee camps.

For ethnic language outlets struggling to establish 

commercial sustainability, the lack of easily 

accessible ethnic language audiences, at least for 

print, creates an almost insurmountable hurdle. As 

well, while the universe of potential advertisers is 

small, they also face the increased costs of content 

creation and distribution.  The content management 

and advertising tools and platforms needed to 

make digital media viable will require a long time 

frame as they depend on global companies like 

Facebook and Google to invest in the development 

of easily implementable products.  And long-term 

commercial sustainability for ethnic media cannot 

be separated from the necessity of promoting 

literacy in their local languages, especially among 

younger audiences.  

Myanmar’s media market currently undermines 

the efforts made by local outlets to create 

sustainable commercial revenue.  Driven by an 

in-depth understanding of their local markets, 

some individual outlets have nonetheless been 

successful. But full self-sufficiency will require 

several changes in local advertiser behaviour, 

the government’s role in the media industry, and 

a more robust set of revenue generating digital 

technologies for both local advertising sales and 

potentially for digital subscription sales.  Yet 

individual local media outlets lack the ability 

to effect these changes. Government and local 

media support organizations will need to define 

an agenda and pursue policies and programs to 

remedy these shortcomings in the local media 

market. 
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Myanmar’s advertising market and local 
media

MYANMAR’S economy continues to send 

mixed signals about the future to domestic and 

international businesses that drive the domestic 

advertising market. The World Bank’s semi-

annual Myanmar Economic Monitor published in 

May 2018 highlighted a rebound in GDP growth to 

6.4% for 2017-2018, yet still lagging World Bank 

projections of growth of more than 7% per year.  

In response to the report, Myanmar business 

leaders highlighted the lingering uncertainty in 

the economy, uneven growth in different parts 

of the country and by industry sector, rumored 

instability in the financial system, a hostile 

climate for foreign direct investment, significant 

levels of opaque bureaucracy and “red tape”, and 

perceptions of a slowdown in the pace of reforms. 

They also noted the “reputational damage” to 

international businesses investing in Myanmar 

due to continuing unrest and armed conflict in 

states such as Kachin, Shan and Rakhine. 

For businesses that invest in advertising today to 

create future demand, the lack of a clear and stable 

growth story has resulted in 2018 being a second 

year of stagnant national advertising spending. 

MDIF’s estimate for total advertising spending in 

2017 was $200-250 million. Industry experts report 

that total media spending on advertising declined 

by 7-10% from 2016 to 2017. Television continued 

to dominate advertising spending, with Forever 

Group’s free-to-air and pay TV operations leading 

all other media outlets in advertising revenue. The 

second largest category was print, although print 

advertising is perceived to be stagnant or declining 

in real terms. Online advertising spending has 

failed to keep pace with the rapid expansion of the 

online audience. Total online advertising spending 

may be up to 10% of the total, approximately $20 

to $25 million, including advertising spending 

with overseas agencies. Mango Media, the biggest 

advertising agency in Myanmar, estimates that 

Facebook - the digital platform with the greatest 

audience reach in Myanmar - may have earned as 

much as $20 million in 2017-2018 without even 

operating an office inside the country. 

In addition to the overall stagnation and 

consolidation in the advertising market, 

Myanmar’s local media struggle to find reliable  

sources of local advertising spending. Of the 

estimated $200 to $250 million in total advertising 

spending, industry experts estimate that as much 

90% is directed at national audiences. Local 

advertising - advertising with a specific local 

audience - may be less than $20 - $25 million 

for all of Myanmar (outside of Yangon). Based on 

this estimate, the potential advertising available 

to local media is very small.  Since advertisers are 

predominantly interested in reaching audiences 

in urban areas, MDIF has estimated (Figure 1) the 

local market by state and region based on urban 

audience. 

Total online advertising 
spending may be up to 10% of 
the total, approximately $20-25 
million.
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LOCAL ECONOMIES: 
SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED 
BUSINESSES

Myanmar’s small, underdeveloped local 

advertising market reflects structural issues 

with local economies. Small and medium-sized 

businesses (SMEs) make up the bulk of local 

advertising in most international markets. 

Typical SMEs look to expand their sales 

through advertising to create future demand. 

To understand the limits to local advertising in 

Myanmar it is necessary to understand the profile 

of local SMEs. 

IN late 2015, the German Institute for Development 

Evaluation (DEval) surveyed 2,500 SMEs across 

11 urban areas. The survey highlighted several 

important attributes that help to explain local 

SMEs’ limited interest in advertising:

 y  Limited new business creation → Limited need 

to advertise for new customers

 y  Small, but established businesses → Well known 

businesses with established markets → Limited 

need to advertise

 y  Limited access to growth resources → Limited 

ability to grow business → Limited need for new 

customers/new demand

 y  Unregistered businesses → Concerns regarding 

increased visibility  →  Advertising leads to 

taxation

The DEval survey found that the majority of local 

SMEs are small, 67% have fewer than 10 employees 

and only 2% have more than 50 employees.  They 

are also well established, with few start-ups.  In 

terms of age, one in 20 firms is less than one year 

old, while 55-60% of firms are at least 10 years old.

While the Deval survey is now three years old, there 

is little to suggest that there has been significant 

change to the SME environment in the meantime. 

Indeed, the current state of the economy would 

suggest that in some states - mostly conflict areas 

- the situation has deteriorated. 

Well established businesses generally have little 

need for advertising, having already built their 

reputation and demand over years of successful 

operations.  New ventures need to advertise 

to create new reputations and demand.  The 

combination of large numbers of well-established 

SMEs with little to no new competition creates a 
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relatively stagnant marketplace and undermines 

the need for advertising to create new demand.  

DEval also found that Myanmar’s small businesses 

have limited access to financial resources to grow 

their businesses.  Fewer than one in five of the firms 

surveyed has obtained external financing, with the 

majority of financing coming from “friends and 

family” and other non-institutional sources, and 

only one out of six from traditional bank financing.  

Even for local SMEs with a plan to grow their 

businesses and a resulting need for advertising, 

the resources and financial infrastructure required 

to finance this growth is mostly lacking.  

DEval also recorded the size of Myanmar’s 

unregistered “grey economy” of small businesses 

with no government registration.  This economy is 

different than the better known “black economy” 

of illicit trade in jade, timber, endangered animals 

and drugs.  The “grey economy” is a continuation 

of long-standing traditional commercial 

activities, mostly in the services sector such as 

restaurants, retail, training and education, and 

transport.  DEval found that as many as one in four 

small businesses in the survey were not registered 

with the government. These small, unregistered 

businesses see advertising as an activity to 

avoid.  Advertising creates greater awareness of 

“grey” businesses and can draw scrutiny from 

governments and tax authorities.   Interviews 

with local media advertising representatives 

confirm that this “grey economy” represents one 

of the largest and most consistently challenging 

targets for local advertising sales teams. 

In addition to the economic issues identified by 

DEval, local media representatives consistently 

cite ongoing ethnic conflicts as undermining 

confidence in the local economies in the ethnic 

states.  The continuing instability creates a 

disincentive for SMEs to invest in future demand 

that they are not fully confident they can satisfy.  

In the short-term, local media will need to maintain 

regular sales pressure to encourage and train SMEs 

about the benefits of investing in advertising for 

future demand.  But long-term sustainability will 

require a continuing structural effort to:

 y  Promote local economies, especially small and 

medium-size enterprises

 y Register and incorporate state and region-

based SMEs into the overall national economy

 y Develop local business entrepreneurship and 

new business start-ups. 

A combined local business development effort, 

accompanied by continuous sales pressure and 

advertiser training, will open up the demand for 

local advertising. Yet both efforts could require 

several years before seeing significant growth.
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GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT 
IN MEDIA

Local news versus lower prices and 
greater availability

Local media outlets work at a significant 

disadvantage because they are competing 

against government media that is subsidized by 

government funding, has privileged access to 

government advertising revenue, and freely uses 

the government’s infrastructure to produce and 

distribute media content, creating large national 

circulations and squeezing out smaller, local 

media outlets.

SOON after taking power in 2016, the NLD 

unexpectedly declared its intention to maintain 

state-owned media. Information Minister Pe 

Myint argued that state-owned and controlled 

print media and broadcast media, with their huge 

circulations and audiences, provided an exceptional 

mechanism to keep the public informed about the 

government’s work.

Decades of state monopolization of the media have 

distorted media economics in both the publishing 

sector and in broadcasting, and undermined 

smaller local media striving for commercial 

viability.  In the print sector, the state operates 

two nationally distributed advertising-supported 

Myanmar language newspapers – Kyemon (The 

Mirror) and Myanmar Alin (The New Light of 

Myanmar), as well as the English language Global 

New Light of Myanmar. These dailies operate as 

arms of the national government and leverage a 

common advertising sales team and a network 

of state-owned printing operations around the 

country to publish daily newspapers that are 

available simultaneously.  In Upper Myanmar, 

Mandalay Nayzin (Daily) is also operated 

by a government agency, the Mandalay City 

Development Committee.

State-owned newspapers have exclusive access 

to government advertising dollars and receive 

tender announcements as part of new government 

rules.  In the past, government advertising and 

tenders were placed under a series of rules and 

conventions that made support of state-owned 

newspapers a de facto requirement.  Then, in 

early 2017, the President’s Office issued new rules 

for tender announcements. For the acquisition 

of goods or services of more than MMK 100 

million (approximately $63,000) or the sale or 

lease of government assets of MMK 10 million 

(approximately $6,300), the new directives require 

publication of two tender “announcements” 

in state-owned newspapers at least one month 

prior to the tender closing. Advertising for 

government-related programs continues to follow 

past patterns, with government departments 

and government related industry favoring state-

owned media.  The collective size of the current 

government’s advertising subsidy to state-

owned media is difficult to estimate, and national 

advertising measurement firms do not include 

tender announcements or government advertising 

in their national measurements. 

State-owned dailies also leverage their national 

reach and economies of scale to offer their papers 

at substantially lower prices than the privately 

held national and local publications.  

The Tatmadaw (military) publishes its own two 

dailies: the national Myawaddy Daily and the 

Yadanarpon Daily in Mandalay.  The military 

serves as the distribution network for Myawaddy 

Daily and its other media products, using a vast 

network of trucks and regional command posts. 

Its printing headquarters is in Naypyidaw, with 

branches in Yangon and Mandalay. It also operates 

Myawaddy TV anad Thazin Radio.

The daily frequency of state-owned newspapers 

and their exclusive access to local printing facilities 

around the country gives their publications 

both a cost and a news advantage over local 

publications. Local publishers are usually required 

to plate and print their publications either in 

Yangon or Mandalay. None of the local publishers 

participating in MDIF’s Myanmar Media Program 

21



have access to local platemaking technology and 

only one has access to printing facilities in their 

home region.  Plating and printing remotely 

disadvantages local publishers in two ways. First, 

production costs are increased by the cost of 

transportation.  Second, remote printing leaves the 

publisher vulnerable to delays and irregularities in 

delivery, newsstand operators without a reliable 

source of product, and readers unclear as to 

whether or not the news presented is up-to-date.  

In some cases, remote printing can add three to 

four days to the time between the publication 

closing (last story posted) and the on sale date. For 

local publishers, the higher costs and slower time 

to market require innovative pricing, distribution 

and marketing to overcome any disadvantages 

perceived by the reader. 

State-owned publications also leverage their 

group power to create special advantages for 

their products when dealing with independent 

newsstand distributors - the dominant distribution 

channel for Myanmar’s publishing industry.  

Independent outlets are usually required to 

consign copies for sale by the newsstand, thereby 

accepting some amount of returns for each issue, 

and agreeing to payment for sold copies only after 

all sales and returns are received and reconciled.  

Due to unforeseen changes in reader demand, 

independent media operators are often obliged 

to accept losses in excess printing costs due to 

over-production (producing more copies than 

newsstands can sell).  Dealing with small news 

agents who regularly encounter cash flow issues 

can also leave media operators with large and 

uncollectable newsstand receipts.  State-owned 

publications, on the other hand, sell copies directly 

to newsstand distributors, accept no returns, and 

are regularly paid in advance for the copies sold. 

The return policy offers another example of how 

state-owned publications use their reach and 

bargaining power to receive special treatment.   

Publication Market Frequency Newstand Price Est. Circulation

Kyemon (The Mirror Daily) National Daily 100 ks 220,000

Myanma Alinn (Daily) National Daily 100 ks 180,000

The Myawaddy (Daily) National Daily 100 ks 105,000

Standard Time Daily National Daily 300 ks 40,000

Eleven Daily National Daily 300 ks 30,000

7Day Daily National Daily 300 ks 22,000

Myanmar Times Daily National (Myanmar language) Daily 150 ks 40,000

Democracy Today National Daily 300 ks 4,000

The Voice Daily National Daily 300 ks 20,000

Yadanarpon Daily Mandalay Daily 100 ks 12,000

Mandalay Nayzin (Daily) Mandalay Daily 100 ks 9,000

Myitkyina News Journal Mytkyina, Kachin State Weekly 500 ks 3,000

Guiding Star Mon State Bi-weekly 500 ks 2,000

Tanintharyi Weekly Tanintharyi Region Weekly 600 ks 4,300

Karen News Kayin State, Yangon Monthly 500 ks 3,000

The Shan Magazine Shan State Monthly 1500 ks 1,000

Figure 3: Observed newsstand prices, estimated circulation as of August 2018
Source: media outlets and industry experts

Military owned PrivateState owned
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Digital Media Transition: New 
Audiences, New Complexity

MYANMAR’S embrace of digital technology is 

well documented.  Its internet population has 

reached 18 million - an increase of 29% since 

2017.  Approximately 34% of the total population 

has internet access, mostly through mobile phone 

connections. Five years after the first private 

mobile phone operators entered the market, the 

number of mobile phone connections exceeds the 

total population of the country.  But digital access 

continues to skew strongly toward urban audiences 

in Yangon and Mandalay.  Facebook profiles - which 

have become a proxy for digital media access - give 

an indication of the actual distribution.  According 

to We Are Social, Southeast Asia, 2018 and the 

July 2018 Facebook Audience Profile Calculator, of 

the 18 million resident profiles on Facebook, 8.7 

million are Yangon based, and only 7.1 million are 

from outside of Yangon and Mandalay.

For local media, digital audiences create new 

complexity and new costs without a ready 

opportunity for new revenue.  The local media 

in MDIF’s Myanmar Media Program have 

complemented their traditional platforms 

with multiple new digital offerings –  websites, 

Facebook pages, Viber groups, Youtube channels, 

streamed online radio, and podcasts - to name 

the most common.  Due to the skew in digital 

distribution, in most cases these new digital 

offerings add substantial new audiences in Yangon 

and Mandalay, and often in Bangkok and other 

diaspora centers.  Yet this has not deepened their 

reach to their core local audiences. 

Unfortunately, most of these new digital services 

lack advertising demand to cover the costs of 

content creation and distribution.  The major 

digital advertising sales networks –  Google 

AdSense and Facebook Audience Network – do 

not officially support offerings in Myanmar or 

ethnic languages.  Local sales representatives 

must finesse the location of the digital audience 

when presenting the advertising package.  A 

local advertiser wishing to reach local customers 

would likely find that the size of the audience 

outside of the state or region undercuts the 

attraction of the advertising package presented.   

 

Digital media have identified important new 

audiences both in the states and regions, and among 

local consumers who reside in Yangon, Mandalay 

or overseas.  Reaching these new audiences has 

created new costs and greater complexity, but few 

new revenue opportunities outside of advertising.  

Digital subscriptions, memberships and/or 

ecommerce for audiences outside of the regions 

and states may offer the secret to generating 

revenue from these audiences.  Until these options 

are explored in more depth, however, local media 

risk losing focus by overly investing in digital 

services while neglecting to develop their home 

market opportunities in traditional media formats.

Ethnic Language Media: An additional 
test  

In addition to the challenges presented above, 

ethnic language local media must address the 

difficult task of finding and growing audiences 

in ethnic languages.  For decades, Myanmar’s 

education system consistently promoted the 

Myanmar language, and outlawed the use of ethnic 

languages.  While the exact impact is not known - 

Myanmar’s 2014 Population and Housing Census 

did not ask any questions about languages spoken 

in the home or first languages – the five local 

media surveys that MDIF commissioned in 2017-

2018 offer some insight into the current status of 

ethnic language audiences.

Reaching these new audiences 
has created new costs and 
greater complexity, but few 
new revenue opportunities 
outside of advertising.
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MDIF surveyed five local media markets in the 

north, east and south of Myanmar. Of these five 

markets, ethnic languages were a focal point 

in three markets: Mon State, Kayin State and 

Shan  State.  When more than 1800 respondents 

were asked for their preferred language for news 

consumption, 96% said they preferred Myanmar 

language over the dominant ethnic language in 

their local market. Specific issues were addressed 

separately in different surveys.  In Shan State, for 

example, the program surveyed respondents in 

the major cities in the north, south and east. Of 

these, 38% said that they speak Shan, but only 

6% said that they could read the Shan language. 

In Kayin State, the survey looked  specifically at 

the demographics of Kayin language use. Of those 

surveyed in every demographic group, a minority 

used the Kayin language, while adults 65 and older 

used it twice as much as those under 25. These 

results are preliminary and do not represent a full 

linguistic survey of ethnic language access and 

literacy in Myanmar. But taken as input for the 

development of sustainable operating strategies 

for local ethnic language outlets, they underscore 

the fundamental challenge of finding and growing 

ethnic language audiences, especially among the 

young. 

There are few international examples for these 

media to follow. Slow support from Myanmar’s 

national education bureaucracy and limited 

resources for the states and regions, or from 

overseas, largely places the burden on the 

individual media operators, small under-funded 

language support organizations, and monasteries 

and churches.  The additional costs of promoting 

ethnic languages are generally not supported by 

local advertisers.  Large advertisers are confident 

that they can reach their intended audience 

through national and occasionally local Myanmar 

language publications.  The combination of small, 

even shrinking audiences, difficult to find and 

serve, and limited advertiser interest, adds yet 

another major challenge to those local media in 

Myanmar wanting to serve their audiences in 

ethnic languages.

96% said they preferred 
Myanmar language over the 
dominant ethnic language in 
their local market. 
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DAWEI Watch and its journal Tanintharyi Weekly 

are the most established and prominent sources of 

news and information in Tanintharyi Region. The 

founding team of journalists pooled their modest 

savings to start the media outlet in 2012. According 

to co-founder, Myo Aung, their goal was, “to serve 

the right to know for the Tanintharyi people”.

During its first year, Dawei Watch operated 

as a news agency, providing news about the 

Tanintharyi Region for a variety of Yangon-based 

media outlets. One year later, in 2013, it launched 

a 16-page Myanmar language printed journal, 

Tanintharyi Weekly, with the tagline ‘The Voice of 

Minorities’. At first, the journal targeted readers 

across Tanintharyi Region and focused primarily 

on politics and other local news. Since then, it has 

expanded to 28 pages and coverage has steadily 

widened to include local news from cities and 

townships across the region. 

Launched in 2015, Dawei Watch’s website features 

stories from its weekly journal, as well as original 

daily content. Dawei Watch also publishes content 

on its Facebook page, produces a weekly online 

radio news program called Tanintharyi Radio, and 

is experimenting with video.

DAWEI WATCH’S LOCAL 
MARKET

TANINTHARYI Region runs along Myanmar’s 

southern coast, bordering Thailand to the west and 

the Andaman Sea to the east. It is one of Myanmar’s 

most rural regions with fewer than 1.4 million 

citizens. Its urban population is concentrated in 

three centres: Dawei in the north, Myeik in the 

centre, and Kawthoung in the south. More than 

200,000 people from Tanintharyi Region live in 

Thailand.

Similar to other parts of southern Myanmar, 

agriculture is the primary livelihood. Along with 

the Ayeyarwady Region, it is one of the two largest 

fish producing areas of the country. As well, it has 

large rubber and palm oil plantations, although 

both have had an environmental and demographic 

impact, including deforestation, displacement 

of local populations, and illegal land seizures. 

Tanintharyi Region also supplies as much as two-

thirds of the country’s tin and tungsten. 

CASE STUDY: 
DAWEI WATCH

Established: May 2012

Principal Office: Dawei, Tanintharyi Region 

Publication Languages: Myanmar 

Print publication: Weekly journal 

Estimated readership: 17,200 weekly 

Principal Markets: Dawei, Myeik, Kawthoung 

(Tanintharyi Region)

DIGITAL PROFILE

Website: www.daweiwatch.com 

Facebook: Dawei Watch

Youtube: Dawei Watch TV

IN BRIEF

25



Units Myanmar Tanintharyi Region Dawei Township

Population Thousands 51,486 1,408.4 125.6

Population Density People/Km2 76 32.5 29.4

Urban % % 30% 24% 63.8%

Median Age Years 27.1 24 28.5

Literacy % 89.5% 92.8% 95.1%

Migrant Population Thousands 2,021.9 203.2 131.2 (District)

- Top migrant 
destinations (%)

Country (%) Thailand (70%) Thailand (93%) Thailand (93%) 
(District)

 Figure 4: Tanintharyi Region 2014 census data 
Source: 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census

Given its strategic location, there are long-

standing plans to build a deep seaport and to 

establish a Special Economic Zone. However, 

these plans were halted in 2013 by the previous 

government reportedly due to financing 

difficulties. More recently, the NLD government 

has expressed interest in restarting the project. 

From the beginning, there has been considerable 

local opposition to the port. 

According to a Dawei Watch audience survey 

commissioned by MDIF and conducted in May 2017, 

newspapers and television are the two primary 

sources of news in Tanintharyi Region, with some 

relative variations according to urban area. Social 

media is a significant source of news for 15-16% 

of respondents (See Figure 5). When asked about 

their preferred topics, survey respondents said 

politics (42%), economics (21%) and social affairs 

(21%), ahead of sports (8%) and entertainment 

(5%) (See Figure 6).

Note: Dawei District is made up of 6 townships, including Dawei Township.
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Figure 5: Popular platforms in Tanintharyi Region 

Source: MDIF/Dawei Watch audience research, May 2017
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Figure 6: Top 5 preferred news topics in Tanintharyi Region 

Source: MDIF/Dawei Watch audience research, May 2017
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by Tosca Santoso
MDIF/MMP coach and founder and former Managing 

Director, KBR national radio news agency, Indonesia

A HOME-MADE ‘honesty box’ sits outside the tea 

shop. In the top, there’s a slot to put money in, 

and above that, a rack where you get your paper. 

These boxes are distributed by the management 

of Tanintharyi Weekly at locations across Dawei. 

Not only at tea shops, but at petrol stations as well. 

Places where there are lots of people who might 

want to buy their journal. The boxes are one way 

that Dawei Watch, the company that publishes 

Tanintharyi Weekly, reaches readers. Unique, 

simple, effective. 

In another experiment, following input from 

readers, Dawei Watch attached small mail boxes 

outside the homes of its subscribers. Every week, 

they place the latest edition of the Tanintharyi 

Weekly journal in the boxes - not only to protect 

it from the heat and rain, but also to show their 

appreciation to their regular customers.

GROWING A PRINT 
MEDIA AMIDST A DIGITAL 
EXPLOSION

A Tanintharyi Weeky kiosk in a local tea shop.
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“Distribution has to be tightly controlled. We 

can’t have too many returns,” says Dawei Watch 

distribution and advertising manager, Myint Aye. 

Every week, the distributors’ work is evaluated; if 

they have too many returns, they will not be sent 

as many copies the following week. In practice, 

this means only 1-2 returns per distributor are 

tolerated. Sales and subscription collections at this 

media outlet are very high. The plan is to increase 

circulation gradually. As of mid-2018, it was 4,300 

copies a week, and this will soon rise to 5,000 – an 

impressive number for a local media outlet. 

Investing in new audiences

AT a time when print media outlets in many 

countries are suffering because of the explosion 

of online platforms, Tanintharyi Weekly’s 

performance goes against the tide. This proves 

that in certain markets there’s still room for print 

media expansion. The managers leading the young 

journalists are open to change and opportunity, 

enabling Tanintharyi Weekly to grow. This was 

apparent in the way they responded to the results 

of the 2017 audience survey commissioned by 

MDIF. According to the research, there is immense 

potential for readership growth in Myeik district, 

a six hour drive from Dawei. Advertising from the 

district shows potential too. 

“We decided this year to focus on developing the 

market in Myeik,” says Thu Rein, one of Dawei 

Watch’s founders. That’s why, in June, Dawei 

Watch celebrated its fifth anniversary in Myeik, 

with a large public event for its local readers and 

advertisers. The Tanintharyi Weekly is strongly 

associated with Dawei, and Myeik is a town with 

its own proud heritage, so the plan was, however, 

easier said than done. Yet the management team 

was undeterred. 

Myo Aung, Dawei Watch co-founder and 

Tanintharyi Weekly editor-in-chief, is trying 

to bring his media outlet to the local audience - 

to make the Myeik people feel that Tanintharyi 

Weekly belongs to them. They plan to add extra 

pages with Myeik features in each edition. They 

have set up a small office in Myeik. And they plan 

to include an opinion page by Myeik writers in 

the journal distributed there. A page of readers’ 

letters, sent via social media such as Facebook and 

Twitter, will bring readers closer. 

Tanintharyi Region has a total population of 

1.4 million people, and Myeik is the town with 

the most people. So it is no surprise that the 

management team is targeting Myeik to develop 

its market. And it is also a wealthy town with 

dynamic, local businesses, so a good source of 

potential advertising. Tanintharyi Weekly has 

already secured a long-term contract advertising 

Myeik apartments on its back page. “The region 

has plenty of advertising potential,” says Thu 

Rein. As well as residential development, there is 

the tourism sector, fishing industry, and transport 

businesses. 

Dawei Watch was the brainchild of its journalist 

founders. They provided their own modest start-up 

capital, and assumed the personal risk of running a 

media business. Naturally, they care about freedom 

of information and the public interest. But because 

they invested their own money, from the very 

start they have been business-minded. Counting 

every kyat to be cost effective, and making sure the 

business is generating an income. Dawei Watch 

depends on two revenue streams: journal sales 

and advertising. “Our income is just enough to 

cover our monthly operating costs. If we do make a 

profit, it’s very small,” says Thu Rein. 

Yet, however small, they still deserve 

encouragement for managing to remain self-

sufficient. And although there is occasional donor 

funding, this is used for development and other 

activities they cannot afford to cover themselves, 

Because they invested 
their own money, from the 
very start they have been 
business-minded. 
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including reader surveys, and the development 

of markets in other towns. The Dawei Watch 

management team carefully oversees this funding 

and the development of their business.

Setting up local infrastructure

AS well as expanding its market to Myeik district, 

Dawei Watch is considering the strategic benefits 

of setting up a local printing operation rather than 

relying on a printing house in Yangon, as they do 

now. The distance between Dawei and Yangon has 

clear consequences, including early deadlines. All 

content must be at the printer by Saturday night 

latest so that the printed journal can arrive in 

Dawei on Monday morning. That means two days 

between deadline and distribution. In other towns, 

such as Myeik, the journal is not distributed until 

Monday evening.  Clearly that is not ideal for a 

weekly journal. Having a printing house in Dawei 

would shorten the time between the editor’s 

deadline and getting the journal into the readers’ 

hands.

Tanintharyi Region currently has no commercial 

printers that can handle publications like journals. 

But can the market handle a new printing company? 

What else might people in Tanintharyi want 

printed? Would the savings on transport be enough 

to cover the high cost of electricity in Dawei? The 

Dawei Watch management team has seriously 

pondered these questions, and acknowledges the 

challenges involved. “Our team has no expertise 

managing a printing firm,” admits Myo Aung. 

While thinking about market development, Dawei 

Watch has not neglected its main calling: providing 

information about, and for, local people. It is a 

journalistic task that is not without risk. Since 

A reader picking up Tanintharyi Weekly at a bookstore in Dawei.
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November last year, Myo Aung has been busy in 

court. A satirical column published in his journal 

upset local officials, and they are prosecuting Myo 

Aung for alleged defamation of character. Yet he 

is taking it all in stride. “I view the court sessions 

as a chance to explain the role of journalism in 

society,” says Myo Aung. So, although tiring, 

he has turned this unfortunate incident into a 

platform to explain how media serves the public. 

This is a public education role that the Dawei 

Watch managers consciously perform. 

The establishment of the Dawei Watch Foundation 

has further amplified their education role. They 

offer journalism courses, personal development 

training, including communication skills, 

presentations, and leadership, political, social, 

economic and regional knowledge courses, and 

leadership coaching for young people. Regular 

training sessions will be offered on the first floor 

of their new office that is being built in Dawei. 

Young people who are interested in the world 

of media may want to hang out there, drinking 

coffee in the back yard of the new office.

Dawei Watch also has a digital presence: it uploads 

texts and videos to its website, Facebook page, 

and YouTube channel, and its online presence will 

continue to grow. The team also plans to build a 

television production studio in their new office - 

one of their areas for future development. For now, 

though, they continue to strengthen their print 

operations - their primary source of income for at 

least some time to come.
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THE Karen Information Center (KIC) was founded 

as the information arm of the Karen National Union 

(KNU), the ethnic armed organization fighting 

for Karen self-determination during the military 

junta. In 2013, KIC registered with the government 

and opened an office in Hpa-an, Kayin State, 

supported by an office in Mae Sot, Thailand.

KIC’s mission is to be an independent news source 

for Karen people, regardless of who holds power, 

and to provide information on issues that shape 

Karen communities in Myanmar and around the 

world.

KIC was an early adopter of the internet, launching 

a Myanmar language website in 2008 from Mae 

Sot, Thailand. Two years later it began distributing 

news on CDs, and in 2011 founded an English 

language online news service called Karen News. 

In 2013, KIC began publishing a monthly Myanmar 

and Kayin language journal called The Karen News 

(Kayin Tha Din Sin). Today, this 32-page journal 

has 10 pages in Kayin language and 22 pages in 

Myanmar.

In February 2018, KIC became the second local 

media outlet in the ethnic states and regions to 

launch daily streaming of news via online radio, 

Radio Karen, from its Mae Sot studio. It also 

produces the program Free Ethnic Voice Radio for 

Voice of America (VOA).

Since 2015, KIC has also been producing a weekly 

Kayin language television program for the Ethnic 

Language TV (ELTV) series, subtitled in Myanmar 

language and broadcast every Wednesday on the 

private broadcaster, DVB. KIC also produces other 

video news items that it uploads onto its website 

and Facebook page. 

KIC’s local market

KIC’S mission to be an independent news source 

for all Karen people creates a complex market 

strategy defined by the location of large local 

communities. Within Myanmar, the KIC market 

includes readers in Yangon, Ayeyarwady Region, 

Tanintharyi Region, Bago Region, Mon State, and 

Kayin State. KIC’s head office is in the Kayin state 

CASE STUDY:  
KAREN INFORMATION 
CENTER

Established: 1997

Principal Office: Hpa-an, Kayin State

Publication Languages: Myanmar, Kayin (Karen), 

and English

Print publication: Monthly journal 

Estimated readership: 15,000 monthly 

Principal markets: Kayin (Karen) State, Yangon, 

Ayeyarwaddy Region, Bago Region, Mon State, 

Tanintharyi Region

DIGITAL PROFILE 

Website: www.kicnews.org (Burmese), www.

karen.kicnews.org (Karen), www.karennews.org 

(English), www.radiokaren.org (Radio)

Facebook: KICNewsPage

Youtube: Karen News Team

IN BRIEF
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capital Hpa-an, which is the focal point of its 

market and the location of much of its news. 

Kayin State is the site of one of the longest running 

armed conflicts in the world, beginning shortly 

after Myanmar gained independence from the 

British in 1949, and continuing until a cease-fire 

agreement was signed between the Myanmar 

government and the Karen National Union in 

January 2012. The conflict has had enormous 

economic consequences for the population, with 

a large number of refugees fleeing the state and a 

significant number of internally displaced peoples. 

Since the ceasefire agreement, Kayin State has 

begun to develop - for example, with investments 

in local industry and tourism. Yet conflict is 

continuing, and economic development of the 

state will be ongoing for many years to come.

Kayin State is in a mountainous region bordering 

Thailand in southeastern Myanmar. The 

population is widely dispersed: the northern areas 

are almost completely cut off from the capital and 

the more densely populated southern parts of the 

state. It is mostly rural with a young population. 

Literacy is the second lowest in Myanmar with 

one in four adults over 15 unable to read in any 

language. It also has a large diaspora population 

working in Thailand or living in refugee camps 

along the border.

Like the other states and regions in southern 

Myanmar, farming is the main occupation in Kayin 

State and agriculture is the primary source of 

income. Rice is the major crop, followed by coffee, 

cardamom, fruit and vegetables. The state is also 

Units Myanmar Kayin State Hpa-an Township

Population Thousands 51,486 1574 421.6

Population Density People/Km2 76 51.8 145.3

Urban % % 30% 22% 18%

Median Age Years 27.1 23.6 25.2

Literacy % 89.5% 74.4% 79.9%

Migrant Population Thousands 2,021.9 322.8 201.9 (District)

- Top Migrant 
destination (%)

Country (%) Thailand (70%) Thailand (94%) Thailand (94%) 
(District)

Figure 7: Kayin State 2014 census data

Source: 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census

Note: Hpa-an District is made up of 7 townships, including Hpa-an Township.
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Figure 8: Popular platforms in Kayin State
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the site of large rubber and sugarcane plantations. 

In January 2018, MDIF commissioned an 

independent audience survey of KIC’s primary 

media markets, including Yangon (Insein, Mawbi, 

Twantay Townships), Ayewarwaddy Region, 

Bago Region, and Hpa-an. For the Kayin State 

market, respondents cited television (93%) and 

newspapers (88%) as their two main news sources, 

followed closely by weekly journals (81%) (See 

Figure 8). More than half of the respondents use 

social media, while 26% listen to the radio.
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by Tosca Santoso
MDIF/MMP coach, and founder and former Managing 

Director, KBR national radio news agency, Indonesia

THE office in Mae Sot, Thailand has no sign 

outside. Although they have been there for years, 

there is nothing telling you that this is where the 

Karen Information Center (KIC) does its work. Yet 

cross the border into Kayin State and things are 

very different. Their new office in the capital Hpa-

an has a large sign. From the end of the street, 

the name KIC stands out. Although it is a small 

difference, it marks a very different stage in the 

life and management of this small public service 

media outlet.

The KIC journal - Karen News - was first published 

in Mae Sot in 1997, in Myanmar and Karen 

PUBLIC INTEREST 
JOURNALISM FOR KAREN 

KIC wanted to provide the Karen 
ethnic minority with news and 
information about their own lives 
and communities that they had 
no other way to access.

KIC director and chief editor Nan Paw Gay conducts an interview in Yangon for Karen Martyrs’ Day.
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languages. At first, it was under the direct control 

of the Karen National Union, a Kayin political 

organization whose armed wing is still active, and 

distributed to regions under its control. “It would 

have been difficult, and dangerous, to distribute 

the journal outside KNU areas,” says Nan Paw Gay, 

KIC director and editor-in-chief, recalling the 

early days of the media she now heads.

In 2003, KIC’s management separated from 

its umbrella organization, and became an 

independent NGO. It wanted to provide the Karen 

ethnic minority with news and information about 

their own lives and communities that they had no 

other way to access.

The journal is important for refugees living in 

camps along the Thai-Burmese border. At its peak, 

there were some 200,000 refugees there, but now 

that number has shrunk to 90,000. Despite the 

peace process and the new government, some 

refugees do not want to risk going back home, or 

have nothing to go back to. So about 400 copies of 

Karen News continue to be distributed to Karen and 

Karenni people inside the camps, free of charge, 

with donor support.

Karen News primarily covers ethnic conflicts, 

human rights abuses, and other issues facing 

the Karen people. “The response from the Karen 

people inside the camps has been very positive,” 

says Nan Paw Gay. “They’re getting the Karen 

news they need.”

Yet the refugee camps represent just a small portion 

of the audience. KIC also serves communities in 

Kayin State, Ayeyerwady Region, and in other 

areas where Karen live. Before the political opening 

they smuggled copies of their journal across the 

border, as well as news on CDs. Now they operate 

openly out of Hpa-an, supported by their office in 

Mae Sot. Although they are located in two different 

countries, it takes only three hours to travel 

between the two.

KIC joined MDIF’s MMP program at the end of 2017, 

later than the other partners. Knowing they could 

not depend on donor funds forever, they wanted to 

learn how to run their operation in a more business-

like way, including management and staffing. They 

didn’t have the skills to do that, but they did have a 

staff that was used to learning by doing. “They’ve 

learned everything on the job, whether to be 

journalists or accountants,” says Saw Blacktown, 

KIC’s TV programming head. 

Improving its distribution methods and securing 

local advertising were the priorities. KIC quickly 

recruited sales staff, although had to train them 

from scratch. We arranged for the marketing 

manager at Mon News Agency – a neighboring 

local news outlet and MMP partner less than an 

hour away in Mawlamyaing, Mon State - to give 

them their first ever in-house sales training. 

Together they designed simple advertising 

guidelines and identified potential local advertisers 

in Hpa-an, including transportation companies, 

hotels, restaurants, textile businesses, shops, and 

Distributing Karen News journal in Ma Ku Kyune village, Pathein 
township, Ayeyarwady Delta.
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herbalists. Then in August, KIC marketing staff 

travelled to Dawei, Tanintharyi Region to witness 

first-hand the distribution and advertising 

methods of another MMP partner, Dawei Watch. A 

third partner, Shan Herald Agency for News, also 

made the trip. This kind of peer-to-peer mentoring 

and exchange is a key and effective element of the 

program.

During an in-house coaching session in July, I 

accompanied the KIC sales staff on their visits to 

prospective advertisers and potential outlets for 

the distribution of Karen News. We stopped at tea 

shops, textile stores, supermarkets, petrol stations, 

and busy bus terminals. “You can put your journal 

in here,” says the manager of a tea shop. A petrol 

station manager was also interested. This was 

positive reinforcement for the KIC management 

team that want to expand their journal’s reach.

After the visits, we created a marketing database, 

with contact details of prospective clients and 

suggested follow-up. “These visits should be done 

once a week without fail,” says one of the KIC 

marketing staff members. It was a new experience 

and they were enthusiastic.

Bartering was one of the topics we covered during 

the coaching session. Because many local firms are 

not used to advertising, paying in kind – instead of 

cash - might be more attractive to them. There are 

quite a few hotels in Hpa-an, for example, full of 

tourists and business visitors. The marketing team 

could persuade them to advertise in Karen News 

in return for hotel vouchers that KIC guests could 

redeem when visiting Hpa-an. KIC would then get 

cash, and the hotels placing the adverts would get 

more customers. “On my next coaching visit, I’ll 

stay in a hotel that wants to barter with KIC,” I 

promised the marketing staff.

The team’s efforts paid off in August. Their target 

was to secure a half-page advert, but that month 

they managed to get full page adverts from two 

clients. Given that the KIC journal has 32 pages and 

is published just once a month, their target will 

now need to be revised upward.

Yet KIC knows that publishing a monthly journal is 

not enough, especially as the information can get 

out-of-date. Online media, radio streaming and 

television content production are now the focus of 

the work in the KIC office in Mae Sot. There are two 

practical reasons for choosing this location over 

Hpa-an for its online activities: a more reliable 

internet connection and stable power supply. KIC 

has a simple, multi-functional studio there where 

they make television and radio programs. 

KIC also produces online radio. They call it Radio 

Karen and it is broadcast in Kayin language 

via streaming. Their audience is widespread, 

inside Myanmar and especially in the diaspora. 

“12,000 people have listened to some of our radio 

programs,” says Saw Blacktown. This kind of 

media product has the potential to be monetized.

Having produced Karen language television 

programs for the Ethnic Language TV (ELTV) 

series that have been broadcast by DVB since 2015, 

KIC is also keen to respond to audience demand by 

expanding its audio-visual content. It intends to 

do so both by producing and posting content on 

its digital platforms as well as by exploring the 

possibility of providing content to one or more of 

the recently established national digital television 

channels.

KIC also plans to create apps for its digital content 

platform, including radio and television. If the law 

allows, it would also like to manage a community-

based terrestrial radio station. 

There are also new opportunities to collaborate 

with the government-run television channel, 

MRTV. But this has sparked intense debate at KIC. 

Will they be censored by the government if they 

report on Karen issues? Given the on-going armed 

“You can put your journal in 
here,” says the manager of a 
tea shop.
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conflict inside their state, it is not an easy answer. 

“We can’t only think about the money. There is 

also a question of control,” says Nan Paw Gay.

KIC’s path to full financial self-sustainability is 

some way off and it will not be easy to achieve. 

Like many other local media outlets, they face 

the challenge of quickly learning and adopting a 

very different way of operating, and doing so in a 

difficult business environment.

Will they be censored by the 
government if they report on 
Karen issues?
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FOUNDED by a group of young democracy activists 

in Sangklaburi, Thailand in 2000, Mon News 

Agency (MNA) and its bi-monthly journal Guiding 

Star are the leading Mon language providers 

of news and information. In the years since its 

founding, MNA has expanded its reporting reach 

with digital news production in Mon, Myanmar 

and English languages. 

In 2015, MNA registered as a news agency with the 

Myanmar government and moved its headquarters 

to Mawlamyaing, the Mon State capital, supported 

by a second office in Sangklaburi, Thailand. 

A not-for-profit organization, MNA’s goal is to 

produce fair and balanced news about Mon state for 

audiences in Myanmar, Thailand, and around the 

world. MNA is also dedicated to the preservation 

and promotion of the Mon language.  Labelled as 

a vulnerable language by UNESCO, Mon has an 

estimated 800,000 speakers.  In Mon State they 

are concentrated in the southern Mon townships 

of Ye, Thanbuzayat and Mudon where Guiding Star 

has the largest circulation. 

Guiding Star is 18 years old. Launched as a bi-

monthly news journal, it became a weekly in late 

2016, but it reverted to a bi-monthly and cut its 

circulation in May 2018 because of difficulties in 

covering the additional publishing costs linked to 

reduced donor funding, coupled with lower than 

expected advertising demand.

Recognizing the potential of the Mon population 

living outside of Mon State and largely outside 

of Myanmar, MNA has developed a variety of 

multilingual online products, including a website 

and Facebook pages. 

The news agency is increasingly focusing on the 

production of video content. This includes a weekly 

news program in Mon language that is broadcast 

as part of DVB’s Ethnic Language TV (ELTV) 

series, as well as video news clips for distribution 

on Facebook and Youtube. MNA produces audio 

content for Radio Free Asia (RFA), and a human 

rights podcast for Frontier Media’s Doh Athan 

series. It also provides news stories and video for 

the state broadcaster MRTV’s online site.

CASE STUDY:  
MON NEWS AGENCY

Established: 2000

Principal Office: Mawlamyaing

Publication Languages: Mon, Myanmar and 

English

DIGITAL PROFILE

Website: www.monnews.org (English), www.mon.

monnews.org (Mon), www.burmese.monnews.

org (Burmese)

Facebook: Mon News Agency, MNA TV & Online 

News, MNAMonNews

Youtube: Mon News Agency

IN BRIEF
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MNA’s local market

ACCORDING to the 2014 Myanmar Population 

and Housing Census, Mon State is one of 

Myanmar’s mostly densely settled regions, 

with the third highest population density after 

Yangon and Mandalay.  The state is comprised of 

dense but relatively small village and townships 

settlements.  The young median age and literacy 

levels mirror the national Myanmar average.  

The most striking characteristic of Mon State 

is the high percentage of adults living abroad: 

according to the 2014 census, more than one in five  

Mon adults live outside of Myanmar, 90% of them 

in Thailand (See Figure 10). 

Independent MNA audience research sponsored by 

MDIF queried news consumers in Mawlamyaing 

and the core Mon speaking townships in southern 

Mon State about their news consumption 

preferences. Across all markets, respondents cited 

print (newspapers/journals) as their primary news 

source, followed closely by television and social 

media (See Figure 11). Print’s continuing strong 

role reflects the uneven access to digital media 

in Myanmar, especially among older adults that 

live in some of southern Mon State’s smaller Mon 

language dominant villages and towns.

Figure 10: Mon State 2014 census data

Units Myanmar Mon State Mawlamyaing 
Township

Population Thousands 51,486 2,054.4 289.4

Population Density People/Km2 76 167 1322

Urban % % 30% 28% 87.7%

Median Age Years 27.1 26.7 29.2%

Literacy % 89.5% 86.6% 75.7%

Migrant Population Thousands 2,021.9 426.6 294.2 (District)

- Top mIgrant 
destination (%)

Country (%) Thailand (70%) Thailand (90%) Thailand (90%) 
(District)

Source: Myanmar 2014 Population and Housing Census

Note: Mawlamyaing District is made up of 8 townships, including Mawlamyaing Township.
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Figure 11: Popular platforms in Mawlamyaing and southern Mon State 
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Figure 12: Top 5 preferred news topics in Mawlamyaing and southern Mon State

Source: MDIF/MNA audience research, August 2017
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by Tosca Santoso
MDIF/MMP coach, and founder and former Managing 

Director, KBR national radio news agency, Indonesia

PUBLISHING news and information in the public 

interest is not the only reason Mon News Agency 

(MNA) exists. It also has a mission to develop Mon 

culture and language. 

“From the start, we wanted to preserve the Mon 

language. Our loyal readers would be devastated if 

Guiding Star were published in Burmese,” says Nai 

Myint Naing, managing director of Guiding Star 

journal, a print media under the MNA umbrella.

The choice of language is a complex strategic 

matter. Most Mon people, especially in urban 

areas, speak Myanmar, and the state has a large 

ethnic Bamar population. It is doubtful that local 

officials and business people, who are more 

familiar with Myanmar, are going to adopt Mon 

as their language of choice. Yet Guiding Star has 

Myanmar language competition from another local 

print media, Hinthar News Journal, so switching to 

that language would mean having to compete in a 

narrow local market. 

Conversely, being the only Mon language bi-

weekly journal presents an interesting opportunity 

and a potential strength. An estimated 800,000 

people speak Mon, including in the Mon diaspora. 

KEEPING MON 
LANGUAGE MEDIA ALIVE 

MNA debate on the rights of ethnic nationalities.
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So, with a view to sustainability, Guiding Star is 

trying to optimize this differential and to turn it 

into an income source.

In 2016, when MDIF’s MMP program was launched, 

sales of Guiding Star were MNA’s main – albeit very 

modest - source of non-donor funding income. 

Although far smaller than donor contributions, its 

print media had business potential.

Initially, Guiding Star was published twice a month. 

But a readership survey, commissioned by MDIF in 

2017 and conducted by a Myanmar survey research 

company, found that most readers (70%) wanted a 

weekly journal that could give them more local news 

and information in a timelier manner, particularly 

about politics, culture and day-to-day happenings 

in Mon State. From a business perspective, this 

would translate into more advertising space and a 

potential for increased income from journal sales.

The Guiding Star management responded to the 

readers’ wishes, relaunching the journal as a 

weekly, and added more local content. They felt 

optimistic and made a plan to gradually increase 

circulation by 50 copies a month.

When I first started working with MNA as their 

coach, it was clear that creating a business team 

within the organization was a top priority. While 

there were staff that handled the distribution of 

Guiding Star, there was no sales team to drum 

up advertising. The few advertisements that 

appeared were one-offs. Clients who wanted to 

place advertisements would approach Guiding 

Star because they wanted to reach readers in 

Mon language. We emphasized the importance of 

hiring sales people to generate regular advertising 

income, helped recruit staff and write their job 

descriptions, and assisted with the design of 

Standard Operating Procedures.

At first things proceeded as planned. But the 

correlation between increased circulation and 

revenue was not always linear. Difficulties with 

limited distribution in remote places – some 

distributors use motorbikes and only distribute 

2-3 copies – made billing difficult. Most payments 

are made in cash. And the distances made meetings 

between distributors and MNA more problematic 

than first thought. Payments that should have 

been made within three months were often late, 

and it was not unusual for a distributor to pay just 

once a year. Cash flow from circulation income 

became very difficult to control.

Increased circulation, of course, also meant higher 

print costs. But not necessarily increased revenue. 

In the medium term, a weekly offered the potential 

of significantly increasing advertising income as a 

result of more frequent publication and more space 

for advertisements. Yet the MNA management felt 

that the short-term risks of not being able to cover 

costs were too great. So, with cash flow challenges 

increasing, in May 2018 Guiding Star once again 

became a bi-monthly.

MNA founder Nai Kasauh Mon and his management 

team are very proud of their social role, and 

consider MNA a public service. The Guiding Star 

distribution network was largely developed 

through friends and personal relationships, and 

was primarily intended to disseminate information 

for the good of the community. So it was not, first 

and foremost, a business network. If a distributor 

was in arrears in making payments to MNA for the 

income collected from sales of the journal, MNA 

was generally tolerant and hesitant to press them 

to pay, as businesses usually do when collecting 

receivables.

When the cash flow got worse and I suggested 

reducing the number of journals distributed free 

of charge to schools, the MNA management said 

a firm no. “Distributing the journal to schools 

is part of our public service. We can’t change 

that,” they say. So, even when faced with a very 

difficult financial situation, hundreds of copies of 

“Distributing the journal to 
schools is part of our public 
service. We can’t change that.”
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Guiding Star continue to be distributed for free for 

teachers and school children to read, thus helping 

to preserve Mon language use among the younger 

generation.

It is in MNA’s DNA to serve the public. Not to be 

a business. Yet we are working together with 

a common goal: to keep their media alive by 

developing its business potential. The move away 

from full donor funding was a part of this endeavor 

- with the hope that one day the proceeds of the 

business would enable MNA’s media operations to 

be financially self-sufficient. In the short term, the 

goal was to steadily reduce the level of reliance on 

donor funding to cover core costs.

Like other media, revenue streams were expected 

to come from two areas: the sale of the Guiding 

Star journal to readers and advertising income. 

That’s why MNA recruited sales staff to secure 

advertising, both local and national. The first 

round of recruitment was internal. Luckily, MNA 

managed to identify a business manager with 

good business sense when it came to advertising 

sales, even though she had no prior experience. 

She learned quickly and recruited new staff for 

her team. Maintaining a solid team was not easy, 

though.  As media sales work was unfamiliar, the 

new team members had to learn from scratch, 

and the challenges of the work, coupled with very 

modest salaries, resulted in high staff turnover. 

Having spent months training people, MNA’s 

business manager was, on several occasions, 

forced to replace them with new, inexperienced 

recruits, and to start the process all over again. 

Despite the challenges, 2017 saw significant 

growth in advertising revenue at Guiding Star. On 

average, each edition had more than a half page 

of advertising. But this income was not enough 

to cover costs. Donors were still the main source 

of income. And this dependency made MNA 

vulnerable to internal donor changes. For instance, 

when a donor decided not to fund print media 

anymore and to focus solely on online media, MNA 

responded too quickly. “All media were moving 

online. We didn’t want to be left behind,” says Nai 

Kasauh Mon. 

The focus on developing print’s income-

generating potential was suddenly abandoned 

as they switched direction. Almost 60% of staff 

was dedicated to online and television content 

production. This migration from print to online 

is a global trend but, for certain markets such 

as Mon State, it is not yet the end of the road for 

print media. Local advertising, though small, is 

growing. And circulation can still be increased. 

Yet by reverting to a bi-weekly publication, and 

significantly reducing resources devoted to the 

publication of Guiding Star, the possibilities 

for increasing advertising and circulation were 

severely curtailed. The opportunity to decrease 

MNA’s dependence on donor funding by increasing 

print media revenue was thus lost.

Meanwhile, income from online advertising is very 

far from covering MNA’s operating costs and will 

remain so for the near future. 

As the only Mon language print news media, 

Guiding Star can potentially expand into new 

geographical areas where people speak Mon. It 

has earned the trust of its audience, yet this will 

not be an easy road. To survive, it needs to become 

less dependent on donors by changing its revenue 

model, while at the same time strengthening its 

management, staff capacity and output. 

Nai Kasauh Mon says that MNA will continue to 

publish Guiding Star until 2020. No matter how 

difficult the conditions, he wants his print media 

to reach readers because that is what the Mon 

community wants. By then, Guiding Star will be 

20 years old. But at that point he is not sure what 

will happen. He has turned his interest and focus 

to online media and producing television content. 

Digital media, Nai Kasauh Mon believes, offers a 

more promising future.

“All media were moving online. 
We didn’t want to be left 
behind”
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SINCE its founding in 2014, Myitkyina News 

Journal (MNJ) has grown to be the largest news 

organization in Kachin State. Taking advantage 

of the change in publishing regulations, the three 

founders Brang Mai, Zaw Hkun and Seng Mai 

worked together to create an outlet focusing on 

local public interest issues. MNJ does not self-

define as an ethnic media; instead it describes 

itself as an independent news media based in 

Kachin State.

MNJ publishes a weekly 20-page Myanmar 

language print journal that covers local politics, 

and social and business developments. It is the 

only local private news weekly journal in Kachin 

State. Its local competitors include Kachin Times, a 

bi-monthly Jingpaw (Kachin) language magazine, 

and Kachin Waves, a Myanmar language annual 

publication. 

Registered as a bi-monthly journal in March 2014, 

MNJ increased its frequency to three times a month 

in 2016, and then to a weekly in 2017. Published on 

Fridays, most of its readers are in the state capital 

Myitkyina, but it also offers copies for sale in 

eleven other towns and townships across the state. 

Due to continuing armed conflict between ethnic 

armed groups and the Myanmar military, MNJ 

has temporarily ceased distribution in Tanaing 

and Momauk townships, which are adjacent to the 

fighting. 

MNJ has also invested in digital media products, 

including its Facebook page and website, to 

increase its publishing frequency and to serve 

audiences beyond the reach of its weekly journal. 

Its Facebook success reflects the company’s 

initial strategy to publish news, photos and video 

exclusively on its FB page, even though it had to 

combat  “copycat” spam pages which emerged 

in response to MNJ’s popularity. The company 

also produces video for social media and Youtube 

distribution and provides news headlines through 

Viber, a popular chat service. 

Currently MNJ generates some commercial 

revenue from newspaper sales and advertising, 

including display ads, native advertising and 

classifieds. It also sells print, video and audio 

content to other domestic media operations. The 

company can cover ongoing operating shortfalls 

thanks to significant international donor funding.

CASE STUDY: 
MYITKYINA NEWS 
JOURNAL 

Established: 2014

Principal Office: Myitkyina town, Kachin State

Publication Languages: Myanmar 

Print publication: Weekly, published every 

Friday

Estimated readership: 12,000 weekly

Principal market: Myitkyina town, Kachin State

DIGITAL PROFILE

Website: www.myitkyinanewsjournal.com 

Facebook: Myitkyina News Journal

Youtube: Myitkyina News Journal
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MNJ’s local market

KACHIN State is one of Myanmar’s largest and 

most sparsely populated states. Approximately 

1.7 million people live there, with close to 20% in 

the capital Myitkyina. The predominantly young, 

mostly literate, population is spread across a large 

rural area.

MNJ’s principal market is the state capital 

Myitkyina, as well as the neighbouring township, 

Waingmaw. Together they represent a potential 

market of about 413,000 people. The economy of this 

area is primarily based on a mix of local businesses, 

legal and illegal mining and trading interests, 

and a growing number of foreign merchants. The 

local economy is complex, including businesses 

with unique ethnic consumers that prefer 

services in their local languages, and a number 

of unregistered businesses that seek to avoid the 

heightened visibility that comes with advertising. 

The combination creates particular challenges for 

MNJ’s local advertising development. 

In December 2017, MDIF’s MMP commissioned 

independent audience research to understand 

MNJ’s market challenges. Six hundred and eighty 

interviews were conducted in five principal 

market areas: Myitkyina, Puta’o, Mohnyin, 

Bahmaw, and Hpakant. The respondents almost 

uniformly confirmed that print media was their 

most important source of news, followed by 

television, and to a much lesser extent, online, 

Units Myanmar Kachin State Myitkyina 
Township

Population Thousands 51,486 1689.4 306.9

Population Density People/Km2 76 19 64

Urban % % 30% 36% 79%

Median Age Years 27.1 24.7 24.5%

Literacy % 89.5% 91.7% 94.2%

Migrant Population Thousands 2,021.9 21.5 12.8 (District)

- Top migrant 
destination (%)

Country (%) Thailand (70%) Thailand (43%) Thailand (52%) 
(District)

Figure 13: Kachin State 2014 census data

Source: 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census

Note: Myitkyina District is made up of 11 townships, including Myitkyina Township.
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Others (under 2%)
2%

Women’s issues
2%

Crime
2%

Literature/Culture
2%

Social
4%

Herbal medicines
5%

Entertainment
6%

Sport
12%

Business
22%

Politics
44%

Figure 14: Popular platforms in Kachin State

radio and mobile apps (See Figure 14). The 

continuing strong role of print as a news source 

in Kachin State - and the much less frequent 

use of emerging technologies such as online and 

mobile apps - suggests that rapid digital adoption 

has been primarily confined to the more affluent 

urban centres in southern and central Myanmar.

Source: MDIF/MNJ audience research, December 2017

Print media 
(newspaper, 

journal, magazine)

TV Online Radio Mobile 
phone app

5%
12%

52%

79%

94%

Figure 15: Preferred news topics in Kachin State

Source: MDIF/MNJ audience research, December 2017
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by Charles Peters
MDIF/MMP coach and Sales Director, BFM, Kuala 

Lumpur, Malaysia

The key to success for a local outlet like Myitkyina 

News Journal (MNJ) is curiosity. 

ITS managers need to be continually asking 

themselves: do we know who our readers are? 

Are we anticipating and serving their information 

needs? How can we remain relevant? How can we 

meet the information needs of diverse readers in 

diverse communities in diverse townships?

As a coach at MNJ, we’ve discussed a number of 

ideas for diversifying content, and step by step 

they’re being tested. Content that appeals to a 

larger number of consumers in major marketplaces 

in Myitkyina and other major Kachin townships 

could create a more exciting local publication that 

attracts more readers and generates more sales.

One of MNJ’s main challenges is increasing 

circulation. With 300,000 people living in 

Myitkyina town, the potential is there. Yet building 

up circulation requires planning and execution. 

It is crucial to have a resourceful circulation lead 

with a keen sense of the product and its market 

environment, and with the ability to find ways 

to maximize sales potential. For a long while 

CEO Brang Mai has been taking the lead. This is 

a common scenario in Myanmar but is not ideal, 

as he needs to focus on other aspects of media 

management. Yet it is extremely difficult for MNJ to 

find staff with relevant skills to take on these kinds 

of specialist roles. Hiring a circulation head who 

is steadily learning the ropes has been a positive 

development over the past year. It’s a complex job, 

with many challenges, and it will take some time 

for him to fully master it. 

MOVING FORWARD 

MNJ founder and chief editor Seng Mai driving the distribution trishaw.
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Circulation represents a particular challenge 

outside of Myitkyina town. On one hand, sales 

from other townships are positive, expanding 

MNJ's reach beyond the state capital. On the other 

hand, these sales have yet to make much difference 

financially, primarily due to the difficulty of 

collecting money from distribution agents - 

money on which the company depends. The ad 

hoc nature of the local distribution system means 

that it’s almost impossible for MNJ to establish an 

effective means of securing timely payments. They 

must learn from the beer and telco companies how 

to penetrate these markets and make collections.

Given the dramatic rise in internet access, and the 

enormous popularity of Facebook, MNJ has also 

been focusing on growing its online audience. Yet 

while its Facebook page has attracted almost half a 

million followers – an impressive figure for a local 

media outlet in Myanmar – the audience is not yet 

large enough to attract ad spend, so is unable to 

generate any meaningful income flow. The success 

of MNJ’s print journal is therefore vital to help pay 

the company’s bills. 

More advertising revenue needs to be generated 

to achieve financial sustainability. Increasing 

MNJ’s circulation is one way to achieve this, as this 

would offer advertisers an attractive medium for 

reaching consumers in major Kachin townships. 

A weekly publication with a significant market 

presence would allow MNJ’s sales team to attract 

both local and national advertising revenues from 

government, telecommunications companies, 

financial institutions, airlines, transportation 

businesses, smart phone outlets, and home 

appliance shops.

To keep the company going, the sales staff 

needs to take more responsibility for generating 

advertising revenues and collection of payments 

from advertisers. As part of my coaching, we’ve 

put in place individual sales targets for each of the 

sales people and agreed to the geographic areas 

they will cover.

Recognizing that all of its media partners need 

to develop practical sales skills, MMP has been 

organizing periodic sales workshops over the past 

two and a half years. The most recent of these was 

held in August in Yangon. As one of the trainers, I 

was keen to give participants the chance to test out 

their sales approach, first during practice sessions, 

and then by going out on sales calls. I confess that 

it was a small matter of pride for me that MNJ was 

one of three media outlets whose teams made a 

sale during the course of the workshop! 

I would like the MNJ sales team to develop more 

self-confidence when communicating with the 

editorial team about market opportunities - for 

example, by developing features or columns to 

attract advertisers. To be a relevant publication in 

the local market, you need to have a content mix 

that serves the consumer and the reader. To get 

there, the circulation and advertising staff need to 

participate more actively in the journal’s content 

development and presentation design.

The path to financial sustainability for a local media 

in Myanmar is challenging in any circumstances. 

On top of that, MNJ is operating in a state with 

political instability and no-go areas due to armed 

combat. Luckily, Brang Mai is eager for suggestions 

and implements them quickly, whether for 

circulation and advertising, the development of 

digital platforms, or the strengthening of MNJ’s 

journalism. Sustainability won’t be easy to achieve, 

but the company is definitely taking steps in the 

right direction.

MNJ’s Facebook page has 
attracted almost half a million 
followers. 

To be a relevant publication in 
the local market, you need to 
have a content mix that serves 
the consumer and the reader.
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FOUNDED in December 1991 by two intellectuals, 

Khuensai Jaiyen and Saengjuen Sarawin, Shan 

Herald Agency for News (SHAN) is one of the 

oldest Shan language news, opinion and cultural 

organizations.  

The news agency originally operated along the 

Thai-Myanmar border, but moved to Chiang 

Mai, Thailand in 1996 to escape conflict in Shan 

State and to foster its independence. In 2013, 

SHAN registered with the Myanmar government 

and relocated its head office to Taunggyi, Shan 

State, supported by a second office in Chiang Mai. 

Management of the news agency has now been 

passed to a younger generation of Shan leaders, Sai 

Aung Hla and Sai Muang. 

SHAN’s mission is to provide information about 

political, social and economic developments 

in Shan State and across the country, and to 

foster a greater understanding of human rights, 

democracy, federalism, and ethnic rights, as well 

as the Shan cultural, historical and linguistic 

heritage. 

Since its founding, SHAN has published content 

on multiple print and digital platforms in several 

languages. Reflecting the complex history of 

the Shan diaspora, it first experimented with 

publishing in Shan, Thai, Myanmar, Chinese and 

English. Then, in 2012, it consolidated its efforts 

on a smaller number of languages: Shan, Myanmar 

and English. Today SHAN’s feature product is 

The Shan Magazine, a monthly Shan language 

selection of news, information and features about 

Shan people, culture and politics. 

Digitally, SHAN is one of the most experimental 

and innovative local news producers in 

Myanmar. Building on its multilingual website, 

the company has expanded into social media 

publishing with multilingual Facebook pages.  

In order to reach young members of the Shan 

diaspora, who often cannot read Shan language, 

it launched an online streaming radio channel, 

SHAN Online Radio, in 2013, which now also offers 

online live streaming for its audience on Facebook. 

The experiment is now bearing fruit: its online 

CASE STUDY:  
SHAN HERALD AGENCY 
FOR NEWS

Established: 1991

Principal Office: Taunggyi

Publication Languages: Shan, Myanmar and 

English

Print Publication: Monthly magazine

Estimated Readership: 5000 monthly 

Principal Market: Taunggyi, Lashio, Muse, Nam 

Kham (Shan State)

DIGITAL PROFILE

Website: www.shannews.org (Shan version), 

www.burmese.shannews.org (Burmese), www.

english.shannews.org (English), www.radio.

shannews.org (Radio) 

Facebook: Shan Herald Agency for News, 

Panglong (Burmese), Panglong Video, Shan 

Radio Online, SHAN

Youtube: Mongloi

IN BRIEF
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radio audience is now second only to its video 

audience.

SHAN generates commercial revenue from 

magazine sales and both print and digital 

advertising. It also sells video and audio content 

to international and domestic media operations, 

including Shan language radio content for 

broadcast on Radio Free Asia (RFA), Voice of 

America (VOA), Free Ethnic Voice Radio, and MAP 

Radio FM (Chiang Mai, Thailand. It also exchanges 

content for free with Tai Hun Mai Radio in southern 

Shan State. 

More recently, SHAN has invested in video 

production and distribution via YouTube and 

Facebook video channels in Shan language, with 

Myanmar language subtitles. These channels have 

developed a significant audience among the Shan 

diaspora, with approximately 50% of the YouTube 

channel’s audience tuning in from Thailand . SHAN 

also produces a weekly Shan language television 

program as part of the Ethnic Language TV (ELTV) 

series broadcast on the independent broadcaster, 

DVB.

SHAN is able to cover ongoing operating losses 

thanks to international donor funding.

SHAN’s local market

SHAN State is Myanmar’s largest ethnic state 

and one of its most complex markets, both 

demographically and economically. It has three 

primary urban areas - Taunggyi/Nyaungshwe, 

Lashio, and Kengtong - that include 20% of the 

Units Myanmar Shan State Taunggyi 
Township

Population Thousands 51,486 5,824.4 381.6

Population Density People/Km2 76 37 350

Urban % % 30% 24% 69.4%

Median Age Years 27.1 24.4 26.2

Literacy % 89.5% 64.6% 85.2%

Migrant Population Thousands 2,021.9 235.9 34.1 (District)

- Top migrant 
destination (%)

Country (%) Thailand (70%) Thailand (76%) Thailand (83%) 
(District)

Figure 16: Shan State 2014 census data

Source: 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census

Note: Taunggyi District is made up of 12 townships, including Taunggyi Township.
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state’s total population. As a result of neglect 

and repression of the Shan language by past 

governments, as well as a history of conflict, Shan 

State has the lowest literacy rate in Myanmar. 

MDIF-sponsored independent audience research 

confirms the low incidence of Shan language usage 

among potential news consumers. Only 38% of 

respondents say they speak Shan, and only 6% say 

they are literate in Shan.  Decades of ethnic fighting 

have also contributed to a significant exodus, with 

hundreds of thousands of Shan residing outside 

the country, mostly in Thailand. 

Shan State is one of Myanmar’s most resource-

rich areas, with significant reserves of timber, coal, 

minerals, metals and precious stones. It exports 

produce to other areas of the country and produces 

wine and coffee, primarily for export. 

Shan State’s wealth and strategic position in the 

“Golden Triangle” have also contributed to large-

scale illegal production of opium and heroin, 

along with illegal mining and logging. The breadth 

of the underground economy has contributed 

to substantial development in the main cities, 

especially Taunggyi. But this development has not 

been accompanied by a corresponding increase 

in advertising opportunities. Most businesses 

with ties to the underground economy prefer to 

avoid the additional visibility that comes with 

advertising. 

MDIF-sponsored audience research conducted 

in May 2017 found that newspapers, followed 

by television and social media, are the top news 

sources (See Figure 17). Despite the dramatic 

growth in internet access in Myanmar, in Shan 

State its impact has been very uneven. Until now, 

digital audiences for SHAN and other local media 

are primarily based in Yangon and Mandalay, as 

well as overseas, rather than inside Shan State. 

Respondents’ news interests varied somewhat 

based on their location according to the audience 

research. In Taunggyi, the state capital, news 

interests reflected typical patterns, notably, 

politics, economics/business, and social issues 

(See Figure 18). But in Lashio and Kengtong, both 

markets with greater exposure to fighting and 

refugee issues, social issues are cited as the most 

important news topics.

Ongoing internal conflict, a robust underground 

economy, and complex internal migration, both 

into Shan State from elsewhere in Myanmar, and 

out of Shan State into Thailand, create a difficult 

market environment for the pursuit of commercial 

sustainability. Businesses are wealthy, but may 

not want to advertise, and growth in population 

increasingly advantages media in Myanmar 

language, rather than in Shan language. Together 

these make the sales of local media products and 

advertising challenging. Outside of Myanmar, 

SHAN’s success with digital products appears 

to offer opportunities for revenue growth from 

advertising and potentially paid content products 

catering to the Shan diaspora. 
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Figure 18: Preferred news topics in Shan State

Politics Economics Social Sport Entertainment Crime

15.1%

5.2%

9.9%
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7.3%
9.2%10.1%

43.1%

13.8%
16.5%

6.1%
7.5%

12.1%

28.5%

23.4%22.4%

Kentong Lashio Taunggyi

Source: MDIF/SHAN audience research, May 2017 
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29%
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Figure 17: Popular platforms in Shan State

Source: MDIF/SHAN audience research, May 2017 
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by Premesh Chandran
MDIF/MMP coach and Malaysiakini CEO

In a small bungalow just outside Chiang Mai, 

Thailand, a group of young journalists work 

diligently to bring news to Shan State and the 

Shan diaspora in Shan language. There is a big 

map of Myanmar on the wall showing their large 

state in the northeast, bordering Thailand. Other 

walls hold pictures of Shan leaders and elder 

statesman. In the meeting room, the Shan flag is 

prominently displayed.

“IT'S important that Shan people have their own 

news in Shan language,” explains Sai Aung Hla, 

the managing director of SHAN. He also helps 

people write stories in English, run the newspaper, 

manage accounts, and many other tasks. That’s 

not uncommon - nearly everyone in this 15-person 

media organization has more than one role. 

Shan State has a long history. It used to be a major 

nation - a kingdom covering what is now northeast 

Myanmar and northwest Thailand, with China to 

the north. But modern geopolitics have left the 

Shan people without statehood, and with a long-

standing conflict, first with the military junta and 

now with the Union government and military, 

ADAPTING IN A TIME 
OF CHANGE 

Shan Herald Agency for News staff members selling The Shan Magazine.
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over the right to greater autonomy within the 

modern Myanmar state. 

Restrictions on ethnic language use meant that 

for decades the Shan language was not taught in 

school. Consequently, it has become primarily 

a spoken language, with many Shan using 

Myanmar language when they write. A May 2017 

survey commissioned by MDIF of respondents in 

the major cities in the north, south and east of the 

state found that 38% said that they speak Shan 

but only 6% said that they could read the Shan 

language. 

“We want to strengthen the Shan language, and at 

the same time we want to reach a wide audience 

in Shan State. That’s why we publish in both 

Shan and Burmese,” explains Sai Aung Hla. SHAN 

publishes daily news on shannews.org. The site has 

recently been redesigned, with audio, video and 

written content now appearing together, instead 

of on separate pages. As of early September 2018, 

they also have more than 100,000 followers on 

Facebook. This is an impressive number for an 

ethnic media outlet in Myanmar, and shows that 

they have a strong support base inside the country. 

SHAN has been staying afloat thanks to grants 

and donations since its start. Yet now that they 

are in MDIF’s Myanmar Media Program they 

are looking for ways of generating other forms 

of income, in recognition of the fact that donor 

support will wane over time. Although they have 

a large online audience, it is insufficient for 

generating advertising. After discussions with 

SHAN management, and taking into account 

the results of the audience survey, we suggested 

they consider revamping their monthly journal 

and turning it into a monthly magazine. As a 

magazine, it can be priced higher, and have a 

longer shelf life, compared to daily and weekly 

publications. Daily news can then continue to be 

published on SHAN’s website and Facebook page, 

with longer in-depth stories in the magazine.

SHAN successfully launched its magazine in 

November 2017. But it was no easy task. They had to 

develop the content, hire layout designers familiar 

with Shan language, deal with printers, and 

figure out distribution. The plan worked: SHAN’s 

magazine now has more than 5,000 readers, and is 

nowadays covering its production and distribution 

costs thanks to sales and advertising revenue. 

This is an impressive achievement under any 

circumstances, but particularly for an NGO that for 

more than a quarter of a century relied on donor 

funding for its survival. It still, of course, relies on 

grant funding to cover its editorial costs, but this 

is a step in the right direction that bodes well for 

SHAN’s future financial stability.

Changing mindsets within the organization has 

also been important. SHAN has always had a clear 

vision of providing its audience with accurate and 

trusted information. But as an NGO it has had to 

balance its vision with a strong project and donor 

focus. Funding from donors requires a certain cycle: 

writing a grant proposal, approaching donors, 

securing funding, hiring staff, producing content, 

writing a report, and then repeating the cycle. 

Some of the key questions that are, by necessity, 

asked by donor funded NGOs include: what does 

the donor want? How can we show ‘results’? And, 

critically, how do we ensure that our own goals and 

priorities remain front and center?  

With a commercial product, the questions are 

entirely different, starting with: who is the 

customer? What does the customer want? And how 

will we reach and convince the customer to buy 

our product? An organization must put together 

a strong marketing team, create incentives that 

reward performance, finance the project, and risk 

failure. It must hire people who have more of a 

business mindset, as opposed to those who focus 

purely on the mission. For a small organization 

with limited resources, these become major 

Changing mindsets within the 
organization has also been
important.
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challenges - even more so when it has been run 

in a totally different, NGO, manner since 1991. An 

organization can easily split and resist change, 

especially when grants remain the main source of 

income. 

Donor funding can create complications for 

media seeking to be more market-oriented. Most 

donors have traditionally wanted funds to be 

used to generate content, instead of investing 

in marketing and sales. They can sometimes be 

blinkered in terms of local priorities, such as only 

funding digital media, and pulling the plug on 

areas that could be profitable but do not fall within 

their funding scope. They are also often driven by 

their program priorities, rather than by building 

an institution that can survive beyond donor funds.

SHAN has been able to bridge the sometimes 

conflicting demands of donor funding and 

commercial operations - in part because its 

managing director has been committed to 

seeing the change happen and its organizational 

leadership is supportive. However, other challenges 

remain unresolved. For example, SHAN has not 

been able to recruit marketing and business staff, 

partly because it operates in Shan language, and 

these skill sets are hard to find. Some candidates 

may also consider it a political risk to work with an 

outspoken media. 

Distribution is another key area that needs 

focused attention and skills. SHAN will need to 

build more sales channels and retail points, go 

into more townships, and improve relationships 

with key contacts such as universities, bookshops, 

restaurants and hotels in order to build their 

presence. 

If it can push its estimated readership up to 

10,000, its advertising will increase. The inflow 

of revenue will help improve content and reward 

sales channels, including better staff salaries. 

And there are other possible areas to grow such 

as introducing classifieds and job ads that can 

generate revenue and readership. 

SHAN has also significantly improved its 

organizational accounts, such as cashflows. We 

encouraged the team to consider changing its 

financial reporting systems, and trained them 

to do so. As a result, they have adopted standard 

accounting software and are now doing more than 

just straightforward donor project cost accounting. 

Key challenges include hiring the right talent and 

creating the right partnerships to move forward, 

while dealing with the still tense political situation 

nationally, as well as increasing conflict in Shan 

State. Should the government come down hard on 

ethnic media, this may prove difficult and hinder 

commercial expansion. Nevertheless, SHAN is 

committed to growing its audience base, and over 

time, will find innovative ways to do so. 

SHAN has been able to 
successfully bridge the 
sometimes conflicting 
demands of donor funding and 
commercial operations. 
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IN the short-term, persistence and resilience will 

continue to be key to the sustainability of local 

media outlets.

Media infrastructure issues, whether government 

media involvement, restrictions on use of digital 

media platforms, or a lack of local printing 

capabilities, are all critical to the economic survival 

of local media outlets. Many of these problems are 

structural and require a focused strategy by the 

government, including on the state and regional 

levels, as well as by development agencies. 

These strategies would need to respond to the 

following questions:

1. How can government and development 

agencies create a more predictable political 

and economic outlook for both national and 

local businesses? 

2. How can local economic growth and 

entrepreneurship, especially among local 

SMEs, be promoted? How can SMEs be 

encouraged to join the formal economy? 

3. What is the state’s appropriate role in the media 

industry?  How can the government reduce the 

market distortions that state media dominance 

causes? What lessons can be learned from 

other international transitions in state media 

ownership? 

4. How can government and development 

agencies facilitate a more even transition to 

digital media, commerce and communications 

within Myanmar? How can they support 

Myanmar-based solutions to common digital 

revenue problems? 

5. How can government and development 

agencies support ethnic language literacy? 

What international examples exist of minority 

language preservation and what are the 

lessons learned? 

Local media outlets must also address several 

important strategic questions when planning for 

their long-term futures:

1. What should be outlets’ strategic emphasis? 

Creating and distributing news, supporting 

local economies or preserving and modernizing 

local ethnic languages?

2. Where should business development efforts 

be focused? Print media? Television? Radio? 

Digital? Other businesses entirely? 

3. How should local media outlets plan for 

the digital transition? Where should digital 

channels invest time and money? Which 

new audiences do digital media make 

available? Which potential revenue streams 

do these audiences support? Advertising? 

Subscriptions? Commerce?

4. How should management encourage, reward 

and motivate local media teams, whether 

news, administration or sales?

5. How should management plan for, and finance, 

operating losses that support local local media 

outlets’ long-term strategy for sustainability? 

The answers to these questions will help set the 

framework for long-term strategies for media 

and revenue development, organizational 

development and ultimately sustainability.

CONCLUDING 
QUESTIONS
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LOCAL MEDIA DATA CHARTS 

FOR the purposes of these data charts, MDIF 

gathered information from 55 private local media 

outlets in Myanmar’s ethnic states and regions 

from April-August 2018. Local media are defined 

as those that function primarily to serve the 

information needs of a particular geographic area 

or a particular ethnic nationality. Media outlets 

with a national focus are not included. 

To the best of MDIF’s knowledge, the research 

covers all local media in Myanmar that were 

producing news over the April-August 2018 

research period. However, there may be omissions: 

in a few cases, it proved impossible to reach media 

outlets and to verify if they were still in operation. A 

few of the outlets closed during the research period 

and so their data was removed from the study. As 

the sector is rapidly evolving, the information 

contained in this report is liable to change.

The outlets are private; MDIF is not commenting 

on their level of independence or the quality of 

their journalism. People use a variety of names to 

reference ethnic minority nationalities and ethnic 

states. For the sake of consistency and clarity, in 

this report we use official names, except in direct 

quotations.

Please also refer to the Local Media Research Data 

section of this report. 

Before 2000 2000 to 2005 2006 to 2010 2011 to 2015
2016-August

2018

Borderlands/outside of
Myanmar 1 7 1 1 0

In Myanmar 2 3 3 28 9

Since 2011 all local media have been launched inside Myanmar, with the exception of one outlet launched in 

Thailand. 

. 

HISTORY 

Figure 19: Period and Location of Media Founding

(n=55)

The numbers in this table do not include the dozen or so local 

media outlets that have shut down since 2011.
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Figure 21: Main office by town/city
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Local media have main offices in Myanmar’s ethnic states and regions, as well as in Yangon and Mandalay, 

and in neighbouring countries. 

LOCATION OF LOCAL MEDIA OUTLETS
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Figure 20: Main Office Locations

• One local media has its main office 

in Thailand, and another media has 
its office in Bangladesh.

• Only Ayeyarwady Region has no 
local media offices.

• Some media have second offices:
- 5 in Thailand
- 3 in Yangon
- 1 in India

- 5 in states/regions

Myanmar Regions

Myanmar States

International

(n=55)
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Ethnic only, 9

Myanmar + ethnic, 13

Myanmar + English + ethnic 
+ other, 1

Myanmar + English + ethnic, 4
Myanmar + English, 

4

Myanmar only, 24

Myanmar is the main language used for both print and digital local media publishing. Nine outlets publish 

exclusively in ethnic languages. 

LANGUAGE MIX

Figure 22: Language Mix
(n = 55)

§ 7 of the 9 ethnic 
language only outlets 
publish in a Chin 
language.  

§ The other two ethnic 
language only outlets 
publish in Mon and 
Shan languages. 

§ 9 online media 
outlets publish in 
English, in addition to 
other languages.

Figure 23: Media languages - multiple responses for all platforms
(n = 55)
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Most local media operate both print and digital media. Most digital media utilize both Facebook and 

websites. 

Print only, 1

Digital only, 10

Print + digital, 44

MEDIA MIX

Figure 24: Media Mix
(n = 55)

Facebook only, 19

Website + Facebook, 35

Figure 25: Digital Mix
(n=54)

Basic digital = Text + photo, only.

Multimedia = Basic + video and/or 
audio.

One media has no digital platforms and one 

media with digital publishing did not report its 
digital mix.

Basic, 13

Multimedia, 41

Most local media are small, both in terms of daily news output and staff size. 

Large, 9 Medium, 10

Small, 34

MEDIA SIZE: 

Figure 26: Daily story output
(n = 53)

Small = Up to 5 stories/day

Medium = 6 to 9 stories/day
Large = 10 or more stories/day

Figure 27: Staff
(n = 54)

Fewer than 5 
staff, 4

5 to 9 staff, 27

10 to fewer than 
25 staff,  2125 or more staff, 2
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While full-time staff sizes are small, many outlets have sizeable numbers of part-time staff for both their 

news and business operations.   

STAFF MIX AND COMPOSITION: 

Figure 28: Media staff summary
(n = 54) (multiple responses)

61%

43%

Media employing part-time staff

Media employing full-time business staff

• At some outlets, full and part-
time staff carry out both 
editorial and business duties -
for example, news reporting 
and distribution.

• More than 40% of media have 
no full-time business staff.

• 12 media have part-time staff 

dedicated to business 
functions.

Figure 29: Income sources
(n = 50, multiple responses)
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This chart indicates income sources but not the amount earned.

Most local media reply on a variety of funding sources: for example, commercial revenue, local donations 

and personal savings. Commercial revenue includes copy sales, print and digital ads, and content sales. 

Print copy and advertising sales are the dominant commercial revenue sources.

REVENUE MIX: 

Figure 30: Sources of income - past 12 months
(n=50)
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Commercial revenue only

Commercial revenue + investments/personal savings only

Commercial revenue + investments/personal savings + local
support/donations only

Commercial revenue + local support/donations

Commercial revenue + INGO grants/support

Commercial revenue + other business activities

Commercial revenue + INGO grants/support + other business
activities

This chart indicates income sources but not the amount earned.
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Most local media reply on a variety of funding sources: for example, commercial revenue, local donations 

and personal savings. Commercial revenue includes copy sales, print and digital ads, and content sales. 

Print copy and advertising sales are the dominant commercial revenue sources.

REVENUE MIX: 

Figure 30: Sources of income - past 12 months
(n=50)
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This chart indicates income sources but not the amount earned.

Figure 31: Commercial revenue mix - past 12 months
(n = 55)
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This chart indicates income sources but not the amount earned.
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Print media constitute the backbone of local media in Myanmar. Forty-five of the 55 media mapped have 

print publications.  

PRINT MEDIA: 

Figure 32: Media mix
(n = 55)

Print only, 1 Digital only, 10

Print + Digital, 44

Daily, 4

Weekly, 15

2-3/Month, 12

Monthly, 12 Other, 2

Figure 33: Print frequency
(n=45)

Note: Other includes once a year or 6 times a year.

Locations where media distribute more than 50% of their print copies 
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Figure 34: Primary print markets
(n = 45)

• Shan and Chin States have the 
largest # of local print media 
publications.

• Sagaing Region’s Kalay = 

important hub for local Chin 
media

• Ayeyarwady Region has some 
local print coverage for ethnic 

Kayin audiences
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Print publications vary in terms of size & estimated readership. Small publications are often under 10 pages 

with an estimated readership per issue of 5,000 (circulation + pass along + public access).

Figure 35: Pages/issue
(n = 45)

< 10 pages, 11

10 to 19 pages, 420 to 29 pages, 14

30 to 39 pages, 9

> 40 pages, 7

Figure 36: Readership/issue
(n=45)

<5,000 
readers, 14

5-7,500 readers, 11

>15,000 readers, 5

7.5-10,000 readers, 7

10-15,000 
readers, 8

Due to limited availability of local commercial printers, most publications are printed outside their main 
market.  

Figure 37: Printing location
(n = 45)
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In-House

In local market

Yangon

Mandalay § Myanmar’s printing industry lacks region 
and state-based capacity to support large 
print runs.  

§ Yangon and Mandalay printers dominate 

commercial printing. 

§ Local commercial printers are used in 
Magway and Taunggyi.

§ Smaller publications serving remote areas 
rely on in-house digital printers/copiers for 
small print runs. 

§ Five local outlets based in Yangon and 

Mandalay use commerical printers in those 
cities.
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The newsstand price of weekly journals is usually 200 MMK -750 MMK. Monthly publications are usually 

more than 1000 MMK.  
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< 200 Ks >200 - <500 Ks 500 Ks >500 - <750 Ks 1000 to 1500 Ks > 1500 Ks

Figure 38: Newsstand price
(n = 43)

Two publications were free.
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