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These updates aim to provide an overview of the humanitarian response to Cyclone 
Nargis as it unfolds, based on media and humanitarian agency reports.  They do not 
express or represent a particular opinion or position of the author or the Applied 
Research Centre in Human Security.  All efforts have been made to identify the 
sources on which the update draws.   
 
Previous updates are available at www.coventry.ac.uk/archs  
 
Situation Update. 
Based on initial estimates by UN, Red Cross/Red Crescent and NGO teams, 2 million 
of the 2.4 million people badly affected by Cyclone Nargis remain in need of 
prioritized assistance.  Further in-depth assessment is still urgently required.  The 
official death toll remains as it was on May 16th at 77,738 dead, with 55,917 people 
reported missing.  The International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies reported Monday that at least 1.5 million people remain homeless in the 
delta region.  No disease outbreaks have been reported to date, however rates of 
diarrhea, especially in children, are increasing. 
 
 
Cr isis Diplomacy and ÔThe Chance for A New Beginning.Õ 
 
A series of high-level diplomatic meetings took place last week to break the impasse 
on access of international humanitarian workers to Myanmar and the areas affected by 
Cyclone Nargis.  The United Nations Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian 
Affairs and United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator, John Holmes, arrived in 
Myanmar on Monday 19th May followed by both the Secretary-General of ASEAN, 
Surin Pitsuwan, and United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon on May 21st.  
Pitsuwan met with MyanmarÕs Prime Minister General Thien Sein on the 21st, and in 
the first visit of a UN Secretary-General to the country in over 40 years Ban Ki-moon 
toured the delta region by helicopter on the 22nd and met with Senior-General Than 
Shwe on Friday May 23rd in the capital Naypyidaw.1   At this meeting, the Senior 
General apparently Ôresponded with flexibilityÕ on all issues related to the 
humanitarian effort.  He agreed to allow ÔallÕ international humanitarian workers into 
Myanmar and on into the hardest-hit delta regions.2    
 
A donorÕs conference was subsequently held in Yangon on Sunday May 25th, 
attended by representatives from 51 states and members of the international 
humanitarian community.  Whilst the international community pledged over US$100 
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million to relief efforts, many donors  - including Australia, the European 
Commission, Denmark, the Netherlands, Germany and Sweden3- made it clear that 
they would not make new pledges until the Myanmar government demonstrated its 
willingness to allow aid workers into the Delta region to assess and then deliver the 
relief supplies.  Of this figure, the European Community offered an additional 
US$26,8 million on top of the $72.5 million it has already pledged; China boosted its 
pledge to $11 million; Australia pledged US$24 million; The Philippines doubled its 
pledge to US$20 million and South Korea increased its pledge to a total of US$2.5 
million.4   
 
The money pledged at the conference is in addition to the US$77.5 million which has 
been committed and the US$50 million which has been pledged by state, corporate 
and private donors towards the UN Flash Appeal.  This appeal called for funding for 
US$201 million worth of projects in a co-ordinated response to the damage and 
human toll of Cyclone Nargis, and was launched on May 9th.5  As of Thursday May 
29th less than 50% of the money needed to fund the programmes listed in the Flash 
Appeal has been secured.  However, if all the pledged money is donated almost 60% 
of the Appeal will have been met.  It is unclear at this stage if the money pledged at 
the conference on Sunday would be directed to projects listed in the appeal, or would 
be committed to projects listed outside the Flash Appeal.  At present, US$107 million 
is noted by the UN Financial Tracking System as having been committed or pledged 
to the relief effort outside the UNÕs Flash Appeal, and may represent bilateral money, 
donations to NGOs or organisations not part of the appeal, or be in the form of 
supplies in-kind.6   Much more is needed, and the UN intends to revise the Flash 
Appeal on June 12th to take account of updated assessments and more elements of 
early recovery. The Government of Myanmar has estimated that relief and re-
construction costs may amount to US$11.7 billion, although it is unclear how this 
figure was decided and exactly what it would be spent on.     
 
In opening the pledging conference, the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon re-stated 
that the immediate challenge is humanitarian. ÒOur focus should be on saving lives 
and helping Myanmar rebuild.  We must think about people, just now, not 
politics...We have the chance for a new beginning, today. I ask all of us to keep our 
eye firmly on the immediate objective - saving lives - guided by the principles of 
neutrality, impartiality and our common humanity.Ó 7 
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Deliver ing the Humanitarian Response. 
 
In a press conference on his return from Myanmar, John Holmes, reported that there 
had been some progress on all the key challenges in the relief operation.8  The four 
main issues to date have been access for international relief workers, both through the 
issuance of entry visas and the ability to reach the affected areas of the Irrawaddy 
Delta; the possibility of more non-governmental organizations going to work in 
Myanmar; the use of extra relief from outside to supplement what the Government 
already had in place; and the need to set up better logistical arrangements for the 
arrival and distribution of aid. 
 
¥ Signs of increased access for international relief workers. 
 
Visas are now being granted more readily and in large numbers for both UN staff and 
staff of other international Non-governmental organisations.9  For example, on 
Monday May 26th WFP submitted seven visa applications and all seven were issued 
the same day and on Wednesday May 28th, all remaining visa requests (45) for 
various UN agencies were approved.  This will significantly increase the number of 
UN International staff in Myanmar, which was reported as being around 100 on May 
23rd.   Whilst they have been restricted to Yangon, these staff have been supporting 
109 national UN staff working in the cyclone-affected areas.  At this early stage since 
the change in policy at last FridayÕs it appears that access to the country has now been 
opened significantly.  An official mechanism and rapid-clearance system has yet to be 
developed.  In another turn-around (see Humanitarian update Wednesday 14th May), 
on Tuesday State-run media praised the work of UN agencies, ASEAN and the 
international community in assisting rehabilitation efforts. 
 
International relief workers are also gaining more access to the delta region.  OCHA 
reported on Tuesday that 8 Save the Children staff, 8 Medicins Sans Frontiers staff, 
six UNICEF staff and at least one WFP worker were among international workers 
who were granted access to the delta since Saturday May 24th.  Five German 
government workers also travelled to the affected region.  They join a number of 
international medical teams invited by the Myanmar Government two weeks ago, 
who are now providing medical care and support to national health-care staff in the 
affected areas.  There are more than 200 of these health-care workers in total, sent 
from Bangladesh, China, India, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, Japan, 
Belgium and the Philippines. 10 
 
¥ Relief supplies and logistical arrangements. 
In terms of the delivery and use of extra relief from outside to supplement the 
governments efforts, as of Tuesday May 27th about 160 aid flights had arrived in 
Myanmar, at a rate of about 10-15 a day. Of the 150 flights, which had arrived by 
May 23rd, 77 were bilateral flights, 27 were from UN agencies and IOM, 30 from the 
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International Federation of the Red Cross/Red Crescent, and 16 from International 
NGOs.  At the pledging conference press briefing, John Holmes said that the 
unloading and clearance of supplies in Yangon had, by and large, been satisfactory 
and that despite the logistical and challenges of getting the supplies to the affected 
areas (lack of viable or otherwise roads, initial lack of available vehicles) this was 
getting increasingly efficient.  
 
On Monday the government announced that relief supplies aboard US and British 
ships anchored offshore could be used if transported by small local boats, but the 
ships would not be allowed to enter territorial waters.  Myanmar has accepted over 60 
US Air Force flights of relief supplies.11 Le Mistral, the French naval vessel, has 
unloaded its humanitarian cargo in Phuket, Thailand, from where it will be 
transported to the delta region.12  Don Muang, BangkokÕs former International 
Airport, is now operational as the main staging area of an Ôair-bridgeÕ for foreign 
relief into Myanmar.  The operations hub is managed by the World Food Programme, 
as the lead of the Logistics Cluster, and has been secured for three months inititally.  
The UN has chartered three aircraft - one Illyushin 76 and two Antonov 12s Ð to serve 
the air bridge.  In Yangon the goods are stored in a 4,000 square meter warehouse, 
managed by DHL.  For onward distribution to the affected regions the UN is using a 
fleet of 30 trucks, two boats, four barge pushers and four barges to distribute goods 
from Yangon to the delta. By barge the transit time is between 3 to 6 days and each 
barge can carry around 700 tons. The logistics cluster has also identified 20 small 
boats, based in Pathein, that can be rented and sent to Labutta and Bogale to distribute 
the supplies from the five coordination centres set up in the worst-hit regions into 
affected villages.  Ten WFP-chartered helicopters are to join the existing Myanmar 
national helicopter capacity over the next ten days, which should greatly increase 
access to the worst hit areas. 
 
In terms of the relief effort so far, food, water, shelter and medical attention are still 
the top priorities. WFP has now dispatched enough food to the affected areas to feed 
570,000 people with a two-week ration of rice. WFP estimates that nearly 485,000 
people have received a first ration of food since the cyclone struck. High-energy 
biscuits for over 107,000 children and ready-to-eat meals for about 2,500 people have 
also been dispatched.  Poor people in Myanmar spend on average 60 to 70 percent of 
their household budget on food, and the FAO is concerned that the already severe 
food security situation is further worsening due to food shortages and high food 
prices.  
 
The World Food Programme estimates that providing the necessary complete food 
basket for 750,000 people for the next six months will require 65,600 tonnes of rice, 
at a cost of some $70 million. Shelter materials, particularly tarpaulins and plastic 
sheeting, are desperately needed in large quantities Ð at least 400,000 items. 95,000 
have so far arrived from UNHCR and many other sources.  The UKÕs Department for 
International Development reported on Tuesday that 11 flights will arrive over the 
next week carrying shelter for 250,000 people.   
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Water treatment plants are urgently needed as well as more water purification 
materials. IOM expects to receive 147 portable water purifiers this week (May 27th Ð 
June 2nd); the five employees of the German Federal Agency for Technical Relief 
have set up two water treatment plants in Bogalay, able to supply drinking water for 
20,000 people whilst the ICRC have set up a water purification unit in Dedaye.  On 
the medical front, supplies of essential drugs and equipment have been arriving in 
reasonable quantities from UNICEF, WHO and several major NGOs, but onward 
distribution remains patchy, given the logistical difficulties of reaching affected 
populations, access problems and the destruction of local health structures.13   
 
¥ Assessment and co-ordination: An evolving picture. 
 
A critical concern for the UN is the number of people who have not yet been reached, 
and whose situation remains unknown. It is estimated that just over a million people 
have been reached by the international humanitarian response out of the 2.4 million 
estimated to have been badly affected, but many of these are in the Yangon division 
whilst areas of the delta region which were more seriously affected by Nargis are yet 
to be assessed. The UN estimates that it in the 15 worst affected townships, 9 may 
still have major unmet needs, with perhaps 20% or less of the affected population 
reached. 
 
Whilst the Government has mounted a national relief effort using the bilateral 
assistance it has received directly, the international community has repeatedly 
emphasised that the scale of the disaster would be beyond any countryÕs ability to 
respond effectively in isolation. The National Disaster Preparedness Central 
Committee, the Myanmar GovernmentÕs relief co-ordination body headed by the 
Prime Minister, has said that more than 2,000 government and NGO medical experts 
and 39,000 Red Cross and private health workers have been deployed in affected 
areas.  There is, as yet, no reliable means of measuring the reach of the governmentÕs 
response, including the distribution of this bilateral assistance and whilst the UN 
estimates Òtheir reach should be in the hundreds of thousands, at least, perhaps also up 
to a millionÓ they also noted that Òthere is likely to be large overlap in the two sets of 
figuresÓ [of people reached by the UN and those who may have been reached by the 
Government].14 On May 24th OCHA stated that local NGOs and civil society groups 
had reached an estimated 128,000 survivors and on May 27th OCHA estimated that 
the Myanmar Red Cross Society had reached a total of 124,190 beneficiaries.  
 
This highlights two issues.  First, the need for accurate assessment of those still in 
urgent need of major assistance and an effective response.  Second, the Ôurgent needÕ 
for closer co-ordination. 15 
 
Significantly more materials are needed.  The volumes and nature of supplies required 
will become clear as a more comprehensive assessment becomes possible.  ASEAN 
will re-deploy its Emergency Rapid Assessment Team (ERAT) for a new assessment 
due by June 12, ahead of the new Emergency appeal.   ERAT will be deployed from 
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June 1st for a month to conduct field assessments of recovery needs.16   
 
In terms of co-ordination, more details emerged SundayÕs pledging conference about 
the two-tier structure of the co-ordinating mechanism for international assistance into 
Myanmar.  A Task Force comprised of two representatives from each of the ASEAN 
member countries will form the policy tier, led by the Secretary-General of ASEAN. 
OCHA (the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs) will act as its 
permanent adviser and the group will meet as required.  The operations tier will be a 
Tripartite Core Group (TCG) based in Yangon at an ASEAN field-office, and chaired 
by MyanmarÕs government, with three representatives each from the junta, ASEAN 
and the UN to address receipt, movement, delivery and monitoring issues. The TCG 
will meet two to three times a week. The leads of the TCG have been identified as; 
from the Government of the Union of Myanmar the Deputy Foreign Minister, from 
ASEAN the Thai Ambassador to Myanmar, and from the UN the Humanitarian 
Coordinator.17   
 
¥ Relief and recovery: Concerns and pr iorities. 
 
As the relief effort proceeds there are a number of concerns and priorities.  Foremost 
amongst these is the possibility of a potential second wave of deaths due to diseases 
and nutritional deficiency among those not so far reached or only reached with small 
amounts of assistance.  The World Health Organisation estimates that at least 60% of 
the health infrastructure in the delta has been destroyed or damaged.  There are some 
reports of diarrhoeal diseases in the affected areas but nothing markedly above base 
levels so far.  UNICEF has started a quick nutritional survey but results will not be 
available for a number of days. In some areas of the delta, rates of malnutrition, 
particularly among children, were already above emergency levels before the 
Cyclone; OCHA estimates that before Nargis, the Irrawaddy region had around 30% 
chronic and 9% acute malnutrition rates.  
 
One concern is the process of re-locating and/or returning people to their homes.  The 
UN is concerned that if the people in official camps, informal settlements, 
monasteries and local school buildings decide to return home at any stage it would be 
a Ôpurely voluntary operation done in full consultation with the people themselvesÕ18 
and that they return to areas with satisfactory conditions.  The UN believe there are 
around 600 government run and informal settlements altogether, housing more than 
260,000 people, mostly in monasteries, schools or other public buildings.   
 
Another concern is the number of children orphaned or separated from their parents.  
UNICEF says 1 million children need urgent assistance; children who have lost their 
homes and families are vulnerable to exploitation, child soldier recruitment and 
trafficking. A task force comprising UNICEF, Save the Children, the Department of 
Social Welfare and World Vision has been set up to address this problem. There was 
particular concern earlier this week (May 26th) that 2000 orphaned children were to be 
placed in state-run homes, instead of being settled with families in their 
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communities.19 The Department has invited UNICEF to lead a national action plan for 
child protection in emergencies in partnership with them.  The government has now 
said that school will resume in July for children in the Irrawaddy Division, instead of 
on June 2nd as in the rest of the country.  Wider psychosocial support for traumatized 
survivors is another priority.  From its experience in other disasters the World Health 
Organisation expects 30-50% of the cyclone-affected population may suffer 
psychological distress.   
 
A clear priority is the restarting of livelihoods for the communities of the delta Ð 
nearly four-fifths of MyanmarÕs population earns its living from agriculture and 
fisheries.  Early recovery of livelihood-generating materials and conditions is central 
to sustaining the lives saved by humanitarian efforts. The five worst hit states produce 
65% of MyanmarÕs rice harvest, roughly half of the poultry and 40% of pigs.  
Fishermen need boats, nets and other equipment, and there will need to be a concerted 
effort to mitigate the effects of a likely reduction in rice-production. In terms of 
longer-term disaster risk reduction, the guiding principle, according to the UN, must 
be Ôbuilding back betterÕ.20  The UNDP has started Cash for Work programs in the 
rice growing area of Kyaiklat in the delta; initially clearing ponds and land 
preparation to support farmers. 
 
Referendum Completed: 2nd Round of the Referendum 24th May, 2008. 
 
On Monday state-radio announced that 26 million out of 27 million eligible voters in 
the 47 townships severely affected by Cyclone Nargis turned out to vote on the draft 
constitution.  The constitution was approved by 92.4 percent of voters Ð an identical 
figure to that returned in the first round of voting on May 10th.  The government had 
previously announced that there was no way the vote could statistically influence the 
result of the first round.21 
 
Daw Aung San Suu KyiÕs House Arrest Extended. 
 
Fifteen people were arrested in Yangon on Tuesday as they tried to march to Aung 
San Suu KyiÕs house on the anniversary of the 1990 election which her political party, 
the National League for Democracy, won.22  Whilst the conditions of her detention, 
under Article 10 (b) of the State Protection Act, provide for a maximum of five years, 
on Tuesday her house arrest was extended for an additional year.23  On Tuesday the 
Indonesian Foreign Minister, Hassan Wirayuda, urged the Myanmar Government to 
release Aung San Suu Kyi as a Òpositive gesture to the good will of the international 
community.Ó24 
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