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Three months on from Cyclone Nargis the disaster has dropped out of the 
international headlines, but the humanitarian situation on the ground continues to be 
dire with on-going assistance critically needed.  This brief update aims to provide an 
overview of the humanitarian response to Cyclone Nargis based on media and 
humanitarian agency reports.  It does 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  
 
PONJA report released and new U.N. funding appeal issued.  
The Post-Nargis Joint Assessment (PONJA) report was released on June 24th at the 
Singapore ASEAN Ministerial Meeting.  In compiling the report over 250 experts 
spent 10 days assessing 291 villages in the 30 worst-affected townships in Myanmar.  
The report states that more than 84,000 people are dead, and a further 54,000 still 
missing from the Cyclone, with 20,000 people injured.  The evaluation, conducted by 
the United Nations and the Association of South East Asian Nations with the 
Government of Myanmar, estimates $1bn (!630m, £500m) of recovery funding over 
three years will be required to help severely affected survivors rebuild their lives. 
900,000 people will depend on food aid for the next three months, and many of them 
until at least April 2009. 

The report estimated that Nargis had caused about $1.75bn in damage to physical 
assets in Burma, including the destruction of 450,000 homes, damage to another 
350,000 and the loss of thousands of schools, health centres, and religious buildings. 
About 1.5 million acres of farmland was destroyed, with the cyclone affecting 9,070 
square miles of the Irrawaddy delta Ñ  almost twice the size of Lebanon. 

Victims also lost an estimated $2.3bn in income, bringing total losses to about 21 per 
cent of BurmaÕs gross domestic product in the last fiscal year.1 The affects of Cyclone 
Nargis and its aftermath are being felt outside the areas directly hit, with further 
pressure being put on an already weakened economy.  With tourism numbers 
continuing to fall after the protests in September last year both Air Bagan and Air 
Mandalay, two private Myanmar airlines, are reported to have suspended flights into 
the country due to the fall in tourist numbers.2 
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Based on the PONJA report the U.N. more than doubled its appeal for relief and 
reconstruction aid to US$481.8 million on July 10th. 3  Of that amount, 41% has now 
been raised, with a shortfall of US$285 million still needed for relief and early 
recovery activities through to April 2009. The new total is earmarked for 103 projects 
submitted by 13 U.N. agencies and 23 NGOs, with the greatest increases for the 
agricultural and early recovery sectors.4   
 
With the loss of up to 85 percent of seed stocks and some 50 percent of buffalos in 
cyclone-affected areas, the rapid provision of paddy farming inputs in time for the 
monsoon planting season remains critical. While agriculture is a key area, as it affects 
both food security and livelihoods, it remains the least funded sector in the Revised 
Flash Appeal of 10 July, with unmet requirement of US$51 million. 
 
A priority concern is providing food security for the farmers unable to plant this 
season. To date, more than 25,600 tons of food assistance has been delivered to 
affected areas, of which almost 22,500 tons has been distributed amongst 
approximately 684,000 cyclone-affected beneficiaries.  However, it remains urgent to 
meet the basic food needs of some 924,000 vulnerable individuals on a systematic 
basis over the next 9 months - although it is hoped that the forthcoming 
October/November harvest will lower requirements for food assistance. Meanwhile, 
53 percent of the estimated 488,000 affected households have received some kind of 
shelter assistance, including plastic sheets, toolkits and other essential non-food items. 
In addition, many more households have rebuilt using local materials, but there will 
be a longer-term need to build safer and more permanent housing. 
 
Meanwhile, continued efforts are on-going to repair more than 900 schools to 
establish more than 400 temporary safe learning spaces for up to 60,000 children, to 
distribute essential learning materials to 140,000 girls and boys, and to provide school 
supplies to more than 600 schools. To date 254 Child Friendly Spaces are also 
functioning, providing protection and psychosocial support to children.  The 
disproportionate number of women killed by the Cyclone has been identified as 
presenting a challenge to social cohesion in the coming months.5  
 
The funding appeals for individual relief clusters have been met as followed: the 
Education Cluster is 32% funded, Early Recovery 16%, Logistics 60%, Emergency 
Telecommunications 67%, Agriculture 13%, Health 36%, Protection of Women and 
Children 23%, Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 39%.  Agriculture and early recovery, 
identified as priority areas remain the least funded clusters. 
 
Situation Assessments. 
 
There have been mixed assessments of the relief operation to date.  U.N. agencies, the 
Myanmar Government and some other organisations have been upbeat about the 
situation and the relief response, particularly noting that the second wave of death 
from disease and starvation anticipated by some relief agencies has not occurred. 
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Behind this recent optimism the situation in the Delta remains dire.  "The vast 
majority of people have received some assistance. But very few people have received 
enough assistance to get them through the next three months, and almost no one has 
received enough assistance to enable them to rebuild their lives," said Andrew 
Kirkwood, who heads the aid agency Save the Children in Myanmar.  Mr. Kirkwood 
continued that three months after such a disaster, aid agencies would normally be 
rebuilding schools, health clinics and other facilities. But in Myanmar, he said, the 
first phase of emergency distribution of food and basics is likely to continue for 
another three months.6   
 
Access to the Delta region remains difficult, both for logistical and bureaucratic 
reasons. The relief effort has taken place during the monsoon, with heavy rains 
continuing to make access to the Delta region difficult.  This has affected the 
movement of both goods and relief staff; by mid-July the U.N. was running one 
helicopter a day to the Delta region dedicated to passenger transport, with time 
allowed for staff to complete business on the ground before returning to Yangon.  As 
roads become unsuitable for trucks over 5 metric tonnes, cargo transport is 
increasingly dependent on waterways, and in areas where the rivers rise too high, 
helicopter distribution is increasingly the only option.7  
 
From August 10th aid agencies will have to charter their own planes, as the United 
Nations ends free flights between Yangon and Bangkok. The Òair bridgeÓ was 
temporarily set up to facilitate the flow of aid into the country.  The U.N. will 
continue to fund the five helicopters ferrying supplies into the remote regions of the 
Irrawaddy Delta.8  These five helicopters remain out of a fleet of 10 which carried 
relief supplies to inaccessible regions; after the most urgent needs were met, the WFP 
re-deployed five of the helicopters elsewhere.9 
 
Getting people and money in. 
Given the difficulties of obtaining visas for relief staff in the immediate aftermath of 
the disaster, attention is still being paid to the numbers of visas issued.  On July 8th 
New Light of Myanmar, a government-sponsored newspaper announced a total of 
1,670 visas had been issued in the two months since the Cyclone hit10 and by the end 
of July more than 2,000 visas had been issued. As of 7 August, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs had granted 358 visas and 147 stay extensions to U.N. staff working 
on emergency response, while 418 travel authorizations have been approved by the 
Ministry of Social Welfare, Relief and Resettlement, allowing travel beyond 
Yangon.11 On July 29th the Government of Myanmar organised a field trip involving 
more than 148 representatives of foreign missions, U.N. agencies, international 
NGOs, relief organisations and the media to the affected areas to reassure them that 
access continues to be unimpeded and is expanding.12   
 
                                                
6 7th August, 2008. Associated Press. Conditions in Myanmar starker than portrayed. 
7 Myanmar: Response to Nargis Cyclone Logistics Consolidated Situation Report 16 Jul 2008 
8 24th July 2008. Reuters. Myanmar cyclone "air bridge" to end next month. Ð Thin Lei Win. 
9 3rd July 2008. World Food Programme. Cyclone Nargis: Two months later. 
10 8th July 2008. Sydney Morning Herald. Burma grants visas to aid workers. 
11 7th August 2008. OCHA Myanmar Cyclone Nargis OCHA Situation Report No. 44 
12 30th July 2008. Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); Government of Myanmar; United 
Nations Country Team in Myanmar. Cyclone Nargis response enters a new phase in relief and early 
recovery 



A more recent concern has been U.N. money ÔlostÕ in the process of being exchanged 
into Kyat Ð the Myanmar currency. There have been concerns that up to 20% of the 
funds spent on the relief effort in Myanmar may be being lost through the costly 
exchange rate mechanism in place in the country. Foreign currency brought in to 
Myanmar by aid agencies must first be changed into government-issued foreign 
exchange certificates (FECs) before it can then be converted into the local currency.  
Officially, one FEC is worth the same as US$1, but they trade for only about 80 cents 
of every dollar they represent, meaning conversion costs for the aid agencies run at 
about 20 per cent Ð massively higher than in conventional exchange systems.   
 
The United Nations has been down-playing fears over this possible loss, highlighting 
that the Òvast majorityÓ of aid provided to Myanmar has been through direct supplies 
of food, medicine and shelter, and therefore not subject to the exchange rate 
mechanism.  But U.N. has acknowledged that an unstated amount of money has been 
changed into kyats to buy supplies and pay the wages of locally hired staff, 
recognizing that there may have been ÒsignificantÓ and ÒunacceptableÓ losses of 
around US$10 million.13 The proportion of cash passing through the currency 
exchange system is expected to increase as the United Nations focuses more heavily 
on reconstruction efforts and follow an established pattern of acquiring supplies 
locally to assist economic recovery, and the organization has said that it will consult 
with the Myanmar Government on the issue.14 
 
Re-construction and Re-building. 
Land plots in the disaster areas are being reclaimed, and there are plans to build up to 
100,000 low-cost provisional houses for homeless storm victims. Contracts for this 
reconstruction work has been issued to local companies in Myanmar, with 16 private 
construction companies awarded contracts to build over 6,000 low-cost houses in the 
Ayerwaddy and Yangon divisions in mid-July.15 There are reports that Laputta, the 
coastal town hardest hit by the Cyclone, is to be re-built in a different location.16 
 
Reconstruction has been much more rapid in the areas affected closest to Yangon. 100 
of the 110 over-15-ton rice mills in Yangon division were reported to be back in 
operation by the beginning of June, but only 50 of the 170 in the Ayerwaddy 
Division.17   
 
International Developments - Responsibility to Protect clarified, visits by the 
U.N. officials and ASEAN developments. 
 
Following calls to invoke the ÔResponsibility to ProtectÕ (RtoP) principle and 
forcefully deliver humanitarian relief to Cyclone survivors in the weeks following 
Nargis, there have been efforts to clarify the nature of RtoP.  Speaking in Berlin in 
July the U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki-moon stated, ÒRtoP is not a new code for 
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humanitarian interventionÓ, but that it instead Òaffirmed the primary and continuing 
legal obligations of States to protect their populations -- whether citizens or not -- 
from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanityÓ.  The 
Secretary-General went on to state that ÒToday, the responsibility to protect is a 
concept, not yet a policy; an aspiration, not yet a reality.Ó18  Whilst there are groups 
exploring whether the actions of the Myanmar Government immediately after the 
disaster could be considered a crime against humanity and so warrant pursuit in 
international courts of law, the authors of RtoP have been careful to point out that in 
this case it does not, itself, apply.19 
 
A number of U.N. officials continue to visit Myanmar in the wake of the Cyclone.  In 
late July the UN Humanitarian Chief John Holmes visited Myanmar for the second 
time since the Cyclone, meeting with Prime Minister General Thein Sein, and Deputy 
Foreign Minister U Kyaw Thu- Chairman of the ASEAN-Myanmar-UN Tripartite 
Core Group- and visiting relief and rehabilitation works in the Delta region.   
 
John HolmesÕ visit was followed by Tomas Ojea Quintana, the United Nations 
Rapporteur on Human Rights in Myanmar, who arrived for his first visit to the 
country on Sunday 3rd August. Over his five-day stay Mr. Quintana met with political 
prisoners, officials from Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy (NLD) 
party and national police chief Khin Yee, as well as Labour Minister Aung Kyi who 
was assigned to coordinate the juntaÕs contacts with the democracy leader after last 
SeptemberÕs protests.  He also met with disaster relief officials.  Mr. Quintana is due 
to report his findings to the UN Human Rights Council in March 2009, and said that 
he had received Ògood signsÓ that the ruling junta accepted the need for his mandate 
to investigate widespread claims of abuse in the country, and that he hoped to return 
to Myanmar before he filed his report.20  

Ibrahim Gambair, the UN Secretary GeneralÕs Special Adviser on Myanmar is 
scheduled to visit Myanmar in mid-August for his fourth trip, postponed from May 
due to the Cyclone.21   
 
At the annual ASEAN meeting held in Singapore at the end of July, the foreign 
ministers of the regional group issued a strong statement expressing their deep 
disappointment in the extension of Aung San Suu KyiÕs house arrest and repeating a 
call for her to be released.  They also urged the junta to engage in a Òmeaningful 
dialogue with all political groups and work towards a peaceful transition to 
democracy in the near futureÓ, and to allow full access to senior leaders and the 
widest possible range of contacts to U.N. envoy Ibrahim Gambari.22  
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At the same meeting Myanmar ratified a new ASEAN charter, which commits it to 
principles of democracy, good governance and human rights, and which aims to 
establish a free-trade zone of more than 500 million people by 2015.23   
 
The Cyclone in Myanmar has seen ASEAN engaged in humanitarian relief to a 
greater degree than ever before.  In addition to its role is providing good offices 
between the Myanmar Government and the international community, ASEAN 
established a humanitarian relief fund for the disaster response.  Relatively little 
information has been available about contributions to this fund, but it received a 
considerable boost this week with a contribution of US$1 million by Norway.24 
 
 
 
Finally, six athletes from Myanmar will take part in the Beijing Olympics opening 
today.  The four men and two women will compete in track and field, swimming, 
archery and rowing events. Two Myanmar athletes competed in the last Olympics in 
Athens in 2004.25 
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