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This paper studies the role of international donors in developing Myanmar’s new media landscape
during the past five years under U Thein Sein’s government. Since the initial period of reform, official
development aid to Myanmar has increased manyfold and a growing number of donors have
focused their efforts on the media sector, which is viewed as a catalyst for democratic change. As a
consequence of having one of the most repressive censor regimes for several decades, media
development in Myanmar lags far behind its neighbours. Coordinated and individual donor activities
are focusing on building the skills and capacity of media, expanding media outreach, promoting
access to information among the public and crafting new media legislation. Most of the international
donors which provided aid outside government systems until recently have shifted their strategy and
now devote more attention to collaboration with the government.

This study combined a historical method with ethnographic interviews with multiple media
stakeholders, including government officials, journalistic institutions and aid beneficiaries, to analyse
a longitudinal process of change in Myanmar’s media ecosystem. The paper argues that during the
transition phase (2011-2015) international donors had to dance to the tune played by former military
officials and needed patience in dealing with the fluctuation of commitment by Thein Sein’s
government. Though the rule of semi-military government is coming to an end with some positive
results, authoritarian elements are still strongly embedded in law-making, opposing the values of
democracy and pluralistic society that donors primarily aim for. Many journalists and media activists
believe that the newly installed legal framework governing the media sector opposes liberal values.
After a stunning victory in the recent national election, the legacy of past reform will now be
succeeded by a government led by Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy. In the post-
Thein Sein period, both policymakers and media donors need to review substantial areas of concern
in regulatory frameworks and improve the quality of media laws and functioning by reviving a
genuine media democracy that could stop the continued domination of state-owned media over
non-state entities.



