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Introduction

Introduction

This Asia-Pacific chapter is part of the global “State

of Media Development Report” led by DW Akademie,
aligned with the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development's (OECD) “Development Co-operation
Principles for Relevant and Effective Support to Media and
the Information Environment.” The report comes at a time
when global media development faces both growing rec-
ognition and declining donor support, especially following
the US funding retreat. In response, the study emphasizes
region-specific insights to inform more effective, locally
grounded strategies.

Focusing to a large extent on mainland Asia, this report
explores how media development actors are engaging
with the OECD principles amid complex political and
social dynamics. The region features both democratic
resilience and authoritarian regression, with shrinking
civic space, digital surveillance, and economic pressures
affecting independent journalism. Gender disparities, lack
of legal protections, and uneven donor coordination per-
sist, making context-sensitive approaches more important
than ever.
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Chronic underfunding is a pervasive challenge for public interest

media and media development organizations across Asia
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Asia-Pacific’s political and
media landscape: A summary

Asia-Pacific’s political and media environments are
increasingly marked by contradictions, with innovation and
resistance existing alongside repression and democratic
backsliding. Across South, Central, and Southeast Asia,
many governments are tightening control over civil society,
press freedom, and digital space while journalists and
independent media struggle to remain resilient.

Countries like India and Pakistan have introduced legal
and administrative restrictions on foreign funding and
civil society operations undermining independent journal-
ism. In Myanmar and Afghanistan, authoritarian regimes
have almost entirely dismantled free media, forcing many
journalists into exile, especially women. Even in democra-
cies such as Mongolia, Nepal, and the Philippines, media
freedom is under strain from political interference, legal
loopholes, and concentrated ownership.

Digital technology offers both opportunity and danger.
Social media and online platforms allow new forms of
storytelling and civic participation but also invite state
surveillance, cyber threats, and disinformation. Journalists
are increasingly targeted online, and public interest media
often lack the technical or financial means to defend
themselves in digital spaces.

Media development across the region is also under pres-
sure. Foreign-funded initiatives, especially in countries
like India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan, face bureaucratic
roadblocks and political suspicion. Funding for core oper-
ations, such as salaries, safety, and infrastructure, is often
missing, making sustainability difficult.

Gender inequality remains pervasive. In repressive
regimes, women journalists are excluded or targeted. In
relatively open societies, women remain underrepresented
in leadership roles and lack access to resources, support
networks, and safe working conditions.

Despite these challenges, pockets of resilience persist.
Innovative digital journalism is growing in Pakistan, exiled
media from Myanmar continue reporting under threat, and
civil society in Nepal and Mongolia continues to advocate
for reforms. The region reflects a diverse and dynamic
media landscape, but one that needs protection, invest-
ment, and reform to survive and thrive.



Methody

Methodology

The research employed a mixed-methods approach:

- 10 key informant interviews were conducted across 8
countries, selected with input from DW Akademie and
the Global Forum for Media Development (GFMD).
Interviewees represented national and regional media
development organizations.

- Aregional online survey gathered broader perspectives
on donor behavior, funding sustainability, strategic prior-
ities, and local capacity-building.

Interview questions and surveys were designed around
the OECD principles to assess alignment in practice.
Interviews were conducted and transcribed by regional
researchers between December 2024 and February 2025,
during a time of significant global shifts, including political
transitions in donor countries. This report distills practical
insights for global and local actors, identifying challenges
and pathways to more resilient, inclusive, and sustainable
media ecosystems across Asia.

®
O
S
.8
&
o
2
)
2
2
Q
S
|
2
S
2
3
o
=~
<
3
X
B
%
QO
<
€]

In much of the Asia-Pacific region, international assistance has unintentionally
exposed media actors to legal risks, surveillance, and safety threats
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PRINCIPLE 1

Ensure that assistance
does no harm to public

Interest media

Minimally fulfilled

Most data show that the
principle has not been met.

While most assistance is well-intentioned, stakeholders
increasingly recognize that such cooperation can uninten-
tionally expose local media actors to various risks. The “do
no harm principle,” though not always explicitly cited, is
embedded in many risk mitigation efforts seen across the
region.

General overview

Regional respondents unanimously acknowledged a range
of unintended consequences —legal, political, reputa-
tional, and operational —that may arise from foreign donor
partnerships. In several countries, particularly those with
restrictive regimes, collaboration with international actors
has triggered surveillance and government scrutiny. For
instance, in Mongolia, a media development organization
shared that partnerships with certain donors attracted
attention from defense and intelligence authorities, with
one official even accusing the organization of attempting
to leak state secrets. Similarly, in Kazakhstan, multiple civil
society groups faced tax investigations due to their foreign
funding.

In India, the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA)
was highlighted as a structural barrier that limits how
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) allocate foreign
funds. As a result, senior leadership in non-profits often
works without pay due to regulatory constraints. Likewise,
in Afghanistan, the association with international donors
created bureaucratic hurdles and license renewal refusals.
One respondent noted that these affiliations had led to
persistent security threats, even if the risks weren’t directly
caused by the donors themselves.

A recurring concern across multiple contexts was the
emphasis on donor visibility, particularly through logos,
branding, and co-branded events. In countries such as
Myanmar and Nepal, respondents highlighted that public
association with certain donors posed reputational and
safety risks for local organizations. In some instances,
according to respondents, donors responded positively
to these concerns, agreeing to maintain a low profile to
minimize exposure for local actors.

In addition to external threats, respondents also raised
the issue of internal risks such as non-transparent fund
distribution. For example, in Myanmar, media house
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owners were reported to retain part of the donor funding
rather than distribute it fairly among staff. Content over-
sight was another sensitive issue. In Mongolia, a donor
requested to view all episodes of an anti-corruption TV
series before airing. Although no changes were
demanded, such practices raised concerns about edito-
rial independence.

Despite these issues, organizations across the region

are increasingly integrating structured risk mitigation
approaches. The most common strategy involves the joint
development of risk matrices and action plans with inter-
national partners. In Pakistan and Myanmar, such planning
was seen as instrumental in minimizing potential threats.
Donors were also recognized for prioritizing digital and
physical safety measures, especially for journalists and
frontline media workers.

The importance of shared accountability and inter-

nal alignment was stressed. One organization in the
Philippines emphasized that ensuring ethical commit-
ments are integrated into project implementation, and not
just its design, helps build trust and reduce unintended
harm.

Challenges

- Lack of institutionalized ethical funding policies:
Most media organizations lack formal ethical funding
frameworks, leaving them vulnerable to funding offers
from politically motivated donors or corporations whose
interests conflict with public welfare.

- Donor-recipient power imbalances and limited
accountability: Media development actors across
the region expressed concerns about unequal power
dynamics in donor-recipient relationships, often rein-
forced by hierarchical language and a lack of genuine
feedback mechanisms. For example, a respondent from
the Philippines criticized the use of the term “assistance”
as donor-centric and suggested adopting terms like
“cooperation” or “partnership” to better recognize local
actors’ roles.

- Inconsistent risk mitigation and safety measures:
While some organizations have established safety
protocols, many, particularly in India and Pakistan, Nepal
and other countries, lack structured risk management
or safety training. As noted by one respondent from
India, compliance is basic, and teams often learn safety
measures on the job without formal preparation. This

gap exposes media professionals to various threats,
including physical harm, digital surveillance, and legal
challenges, thereby weakening their ability to operate
safely and effectively.

Positive examples

Ethical principles: In Mongolia, a media development
organization upheld ethical standards by rejecting funding
from a major tobacco company, prioritizing public health
over financial gain. The organization maintains a clear
policy against accepting money from political parties or
corporations that conflict with public welfare values.

Donor solidarity: In Kazakhstan, amid a government
crackdown, an independent media outlet was saved from
closure when a donor covered heavy tax fines. The donor
also launched international advocacy efforts, including
appeals to the European Parliament, to protect press
freedom. This case underscores the importance of flexible,
timely donor support in sustaining independent media
under threat.

Recommendations

1. Embed ethical safeguards in program design: Include
clear “do no harm” clauses and context-specific risk
assessments in all media support programs to protect
editorial independence.

2. Minimize visibility risks and practice discreet
support: Use flexible visibility approaches, like dis-
creet branding, to avoid exposing partners in sensitive
or high-risk environments.

3. Promote ethical and accountable funding practices:
Support media outlets in rejecting harmful or politi-
cized funding, and respect their ethical policies with-
out imposing editorial conditions.

4. Strengthen two-way communication and mutual
accountability: Establish two-way feedback chan-
nels so local partners can raise concerns and shape
strategies, promoting shared ownership and adaptive
support.



DW Akademie Report The State of Media Development Asia-Pacific

@ PRINCIPLE 2

Sufficient financial
and other support

Not fulfilled at all

All data show that the principle
has not been met.

General overview

Across Asia, public interest media suffers from systemic
underinvestment dominated by short-term, project-based
grants and a lack of core or flexible funding. While many
organizations draw from a diverse mix—international
donors, local donations, consortiums, and memberships
—this has not translated into financial resilience. Funding
levels have largely been declining over the past five years.

A major concern is the absence of long-term institutional
support. As an Indian respondent noted, “All of the grants
we receive are activity-based. ... It's rarely about support-
ing the organization itself.” In Myanmar and Kazakhstan,
even basic tools are hard to fund. An Afghan respon-

dent noted that an Afghan exile-based outlet in Europe
struggled to access funding due to registration barriers."
Shrinking donor commitments worsen the overall funding
landscape in the region. Nepal and Mongolia have seen
reduced support from funders like the Open Society Foun-
dation (OSF). Donor inflexibility, such as strict caps on
administrative costs, undermines sustainability amid rising
expenses. As mentioned by a GMFD representative, major
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players like Meta, Google, and Open Society Foundation
(OSF) have scaled back.

The funding landscape is also marked by geographic and
thematic disparities. Some groups like AMIC in the Phil-
ippines generate up to 85 Percent of income internally,
but this is rare. Most remain reliant on foreign aid, often
for goals unrelated to media development. “Typically,

the grants we receive have [media] as a methodology to
achieve something else, like women’s empowerment or
health,” one Indian respondent said.

Local philanthropic culture is weak, and private sector
involvement remains minimal, often hindered by politi-
cal sensitivities. In fragile or authoritarian contexts like
Afghanistan and Myanmar, dependence on international
aid is high, but access is blocked.

Exiled, rural, and emerging media actors remain
neglected. Nearly half the interviewees felt that donors
overlook support for citizen journalists, YouTubers, and
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community media. One respondent noted: “There are also
spaces where hyper-local media need support ... where
big media don't really cover.”

A recurring concern is that public interest media is not
recognized as a public good but as a vehicle for broader
development goals. As echoed by a respondent: “Typi-
cally, the grants we receive have [media] as a practical
methodology to achieve something else.”

Challenges

- Lack of core and institutional funding: A major chal-
lenge is the scarcity of unrestricted core funding. Most
outlets rely heavily on project-specific grants, but these
don’t cover essential operational costs such as salaries,
rent, or capacity-building.

- Inflexible and burdensome project-based grants:
Donor funds are mainly linked to short-term, activi-
ty-specific projects, restricting flexibility to address
evolving needs or to invest in innovation. A Philippine
media development organization noted support is
strictly for specific activities rather than core needs.
Similarly, a Myanmar outlet confirmed funds are ear-
marked solely for defined projects. A Mongolian media
development organization pointed out that it avoids
grants under US-Dollar 25,000 due to heavy reporting
demands, which generally discourage small or emerging
outlets and restrict strategic growth.

Marginalization of media as a stand-alone sector: The
media are often treated as a tool for other development
goals (e.g. education, gender equality) rather than as

a distinct sector requiring direct investment. An Indian
media development organization observed that grants
use media merely as a methodology to achieve other
aims. A Mongolian organization pointed to the lack of
donor focus on media management capacity building,
which is critical for sustainability.

Underfunding in crisis and conflict contexts: Media
in conflict-affected or unstable areas face heightened
risks but lack adequate funding for safety and emer-
gencies. An Afghan media group reported having no
external funding since 2022, and thus relied solely on
volunteers. A Myanmar organization supporting exiled
media highlighted insufficient donor attention. In Paki-
stan, users depend on virtual private networks (VPNs)
due to platform restrictions. Despite rising digital
repression, funding for emergency response, digital
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security, and psychosocial support remains largely
absent.

Disconnect between donors and local realities: Donor
priorities often misalign with political and economic
realities. In Nepal, the transition to middle-income status
has reduced donor engagement despite persistent
media fragility. A Nepali organization noted donors insuf-
ficiently engage local groups, resulting in a gap between
donor priorities and actual needs. Another interviewee
also observed a declining donor interest accompanied
by an increased focus on government media. Regionally,
a Philippine respondent pointed to Myanmar having
been deprioritized by donors.

Legal and cultural barriers to local fundraising: Local
resource mobilization through philanthropy and crowd-
funding faces legal restrictions and cultural challenges.
A Kazakh organization pointed to the obstacle of gov-
ernment efforts to tightly regulate philanthropy, granting
authorities control over fundraising. Weak cultures of
giving, combined with these regulations, limit media’s
financial autonomy and ability to diversify funding.

Underfunded policy advocacy and legal reform: Policy
advocacy remains under-resourced despite its critical
role. A GFMD-affiliated expert highlighted that advo-
cacy is often ignored amid shrinking civic spaces. Using
Bangladesh as an example, he noted that cyber laws are
used to silence journalists, stressing, “You need inde-
pendent media for that ... and therefore they’ll have the
targets [for] persecution.”

Positive examples

Financial self-reliance and transparency: The Asian
Media Information and Communication Centre (AMIC) in
the Philippines demonstrates strong financial sustain-
ability. It generates 80-85% of its revenue through its
own efforts—membership fees, conferences, and capaci-
ty-building programs. This financial independence allows
AMIC to focus on priority areas like Media and Information
Literacy (MIL) for marginalized groups without depend-
ing heavily on donors. “We generate most of our funding
through membership fees, conference participation, and
capacity-building programs,” said a representative, add-
ing that AMIC also maintained transparency and good
governance which helped build trust with stakeholders
and set a strong example for other public interest media
organizations.
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Recommendations

1. Recognize media as a public good: Treat public inter-
est media as a democratic pillar essential for transpar-
ency and civic engagement. This recognition should
guide sustained, long-term funding.

2. Expand core and flexible funding models: Move
beyond short-term project grants to multi-year, core
funding. This ensures stability and adaptability, espe-
cially in fragile contexts like Afghanistan and Myanmar.

3. Support exiled and at-risk media: Establish
rapid-response funding and dedicated support for
exiled, underground, and crisis-affected media operat-
ing under threat.

4. Integrate mediainto broader development
portfolios: Embed media support into wider develop-
ment agendas - governance, peacebuilding, educa-
tion, and climate - to reflect its systemic importance.

5. Broaden geographic and community reach: Rebal-
ance funding toward underreported areas such as
rural Nepal or Kazakh-speaking communities. Targeted
grants can bridge regional information gaps.

6. Investin journalists’ safety and well-being: Allocate
resources for protection—healthcare, legal aid, relo-
cation, and mental health—to safeguard journalists in
high-risk settings.

7. Encourage funding diversity and innovation: Promote
diverse funding models like public-private partner-
ships, crowdfunding, and diaspora engagement to
build long-term media resilience, as seen in Mongolia
and Nepal.
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PRINCIPLE 3

Take a whole-of-system
perspective on supporting
the media and information

environment

Partially fulfilled

Approximately half of the requirements
' under the principle have not been fulfilled.

General overview

Although stakeholders across the Asia-Pacific region
increasingly recognize the importance of a whole-of-
system approach to media support, this is rarely reflected
in donor practice. Donor-led ecosystem assessments
are inconsistently conducted, often narrow in scope
and disconnected from long-term strategies. In
Myanmar, assessments typically involve English-speak-
ing elites and urban informants, excluding grassroots
voices and local-language perspectives. A respondent
noted: “During their assessments, they tend to consult
with English-speaking individuals. ... Their key informants
are often limited and may not be fully representative.”
Similarly, in Afghanistan donors were criticized for failing
to analyze the situation properly, leading to ill-adapted
interventions. In Nepal, respondents reported the lack of
donor-initiated baseline studies and in Kazakhstan there
was no recollection of recent ecosystem analyses by inter-
national partners.

Despite these challenges, local actors are stepping up. In
Nepal, organizations conduct their own baseline studies

without donor help. In Myanmar, civil society groups are
mapping threats to information access, and in Pakistan,
Sana tracks media safety and engages in advocacy with
minimal donor backing. Promising examples of systemic
support do exist. The Philippines’ AMIC integrates research
and consultation into its programming, and Pakistan’s
Sana partners with global organizations responsive to
local contexts. These cases show that regional actors can
successfully apply a system-wide perspective when they
receive appropriate support.

An expert affiliated with GFMD in South Asia emphasized
that while some international media development actors,
such as DW Akademie, Internews, and Free Press Unlim-
ited, invest in contextual understanding, donors often rely
on generic frameworks and shift the burden of adapta-
tion to implementing partners. Digital rights and online
freedoms, crucial to a healthy information ecosystem, are
often sidelined in donor strategies.
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Challenges

1. Media development in Asia often lacks robust,
context-specific diagnostics. In Afghanistan and
Kazakhstan, for example, assessments by donors are
frequently superficial and fail to address deeper struc-
turaliissues or support long-term resilience of media
ecosystems.

2. Arecurring challenge is the overreliance on urban
elites. In Myanmar and India, for example, donor con-
sultations are dominated by English-speaking NGOs,

sidelining rural journalists and frontline media workers.

This weakens the relevance and inclusivity of support
strategies.

3. In Nepal and Pakistan, local organizations actively
conduct diagnostics, yet international donors rarely
recognize or incorporate their findings. This marginal-
ization of local expertise undermines ownership and
sustainability.

4. Hyperlocal and digital-first outlets, essential for
reaching underserved communities, are often
excluded from donor strategies. In Myanmar and
Kazakhstan, such media report limited engagement or
support.

5. Additionally, donors often chase trends, such as mis-
information and digital safety, while neglecting core
needs such as media sustainability and institutional
capacity. In Nepal and India, this shift has diverted
crucial resources from supporting long-term public
interest journalism.

Positive examples

Locally led diagnostics and evidence-based program-
ming: In Nepal, Pakistan, India, and Afghanistan, media
organizations are using their own research and commu-
nity-level diagnostics to design programs. This strength-
ens local ownership and allows for flexible responses to
changing political and technological contexts.

Inclusion of diverse and marginalized media actors:
Initiatives in Pakistan and Myanmar emphasize including
freelancers, fixers, podcasters, and citizen journalists,
especially in high-risk or underserved areas. This inclusive
approach promotes equity and better represents today’s
complex media environment.

Recommendations

1. Fund broad sectoral assessments: Conduct compre-
hensive, context-sensitive media ecosystem assess-
ments that include diverse and marginalized voices.

2. Diversify actors funded: Engage a broad range of
media actors, including non-traditional and frontline
workers, in all consultation and planning processes.

3. Enhance capacities: Fund local organizations’ diag-
nostic and advocacy capacities to enhance ownership
and sustainability.

4. Include neglected actors: Allocate funding to hyper-
local, citizen-led, and digital-first media outlets to
expand information access.

5. Increase long-term funding: Shift focus from short-
term, trend-driven projects to long-term investments in
journalism sustainability, innovation, and institutional
strengthening.

6. Include the digital realm: Integrate digital rights,
online freedoms, and information resilience as core
components of media development.

7. Increase flexibility: Provide flexible, multi-year fund-
ing to allow media organizations to adapt to changing
environments.
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PRINCIPLE 4

Strengthen local leadership

and ownership

Partially fulfilled

Approximately half of the requirements
' under the principle have not been fulfilled.

General overview

Local leadership and ownership in media development
across the Asia-Pacific region remain limited. Donors
increasingly talk about empowering local actors —media
development organizations, civil society, and content
creators —but real decision-making power is still con-
centrated in international hands. In countries like Nepal,
Myanmar, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan, local organiza-
tions are often co-applicants or implementers, not lead
partners.

Complicated application processes and funding
requirements exclude smaller, capable groups. A Nepali
respondent said, “In big calls, we remained the co-appli-
cant.” Even when locals are involved, key decisions often
rest with international partners. A Myanmar respondent,
for example, informed that donors bring in international
trainers unfamiliar with local realities, although the general
trend towards this type of conduct is gradually declining.
Donor processes regularly favor Global North expertise,
sidelining local knowledge.

Financial rules like co-funding and audit demands fur-
ther restrict access for grassroots groups. Inflexible, short-
term funding hinders long-term planning and institutional
growth, as highlighted in Mongolia. In Kazakhstan, only
government-aligned NGOs can lead donor projects, thus
blocking independent voices. Local actors feel forced to
follow donor frameworks compromising their own priori-
ties. An Indian journalist said they constantly reshape their
work to match donor agendas.

Challenges

- Lack of core and flexible funding: Local media and civil
society actors struggle with limited long-term and flexi-
ble funding, which weakens their strategic planning and
institutional capacity.

- Barriers to local participation: Complex application pro-
cedures and rigid eligibility criteria exclude capable local
organizations from leading roles in donor programs.
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Research shows donor assessments typically focus
on capital cities, neglecting community radlio, rural
outlets, and minority-language mediaimportant
coordination becomes

- Tokenistic involvement: Local actors often have limited
decision-making power and are confined to subordinate
roles in projects they help implement.

- Undermining local expertise: Overreliance on foreign
consultants sidelines local knowledge, reducing oppor-
tunities for home-grown leadership and innovation.

- Social exclusion from leadership: Women, ethnic
minorities, rural communities, and persons with disabil-
ities remain underrepresented in leadership and deci-
sion-making spaces.

- Donor-driven priorities: Top-down agendas from
donors limit locally tailored solutions and reinforce
power imbalances.

- Neglect of exile-based journalism: Media outlets oper-
ating in exile, especially in authoritarian or conflict-af-
fected settings, receive little recognition or support,
despite their crucial role in public interest journalism.

Positive examples

Diaspora and exile-led leadership: In restrictive environ-
ments like Afghanistan, local leadership is taking shape
through exile-based media. AMU TV, run by Afghan jour-
nalists in exile, continues to broadcast widely inside the
country. Despite repression, they deliver public interest
journalism and maintain editorial independence. This
shows that even outside national borders, local leadership
can adapt and persist through diaspora-led models.
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Recommendations

1. Provide core and long-term funding: Move away from
short-term project grants. Offer core, flexible, multi-
year funding to build institutional strength among local
media and civil society actors.

Simplify eligibility and access: Make application
processes simpler. Remove financial, language, and
co-funding barriers that exclude smaller local groups
from leading roles.

Ensure real decision-making power: Let local actors
co-design and manage projects. Give them control
over strategy, budgets, and content—not just imple-
mentation.

Center local knowledge: Reduce reliance on foreign
consultants. Invest in and promote local trainers and
experts who understand the context.

Promote inclusive leadership: Actively support
women, rural voices, ethnic minorities, and people with
disabilities in leadership roles. Set inclusion targets
and support leadership training.

Align with local priorities: Co-create programs with
local stakeholders. Avoid donor-driven agendas. Let
local needs and contexts guide the strategy.

Build institutional capacity: Fund staffing, infrastruc-
ture, and internal systems. Support leadership devel-
opment to ensure sustainability and autonomy.

Ensure transparent donor practices: Make selection
criteria public. Include local voices in grant decisions
and provide feedback to unsuccessful applicants.

Support exile and diaspora media: Recognize exile-
based journalism as part of local leadership. Include
them in funding, planning, and advocacy frameworks
—especially in repressive environments.

10. Allocate minimum percentage in official devel-
opment assistance (ODA) funding: Whether direct
or via international partners, guarantee a minimum
percentage of ODA funding for local and regional
organizations.
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Improve coordination of
support to the media and
Information environment

Partially fulfilled

Approximately half of the requirements
' under the principle have not been fulfilled.

General overview

In Asia, support for media freedom lacks consistent coor-
dination. Donor efforts remain fragmented and mostly
reactive. While emergency situations, such as in Myanmar,
have triggered effective collaboration, these responses
are rarely sustained or systematized.

According to a Myanmar respondent, in Myanmar, inter-
national actors coordinated to relocate journalists using
emergency funds. “A good example of swift response ...
has been relocation efforts of journalists,” one respon-
dent shared. However, such coordination is rare. In most
countries, responses are ad hoc and lack long-term
planning.

Countries like India and Kazakhstan show weak collabo-
ration among donors, poor data sharing, and little joint
planning. Coordination typically surfaces only during
crises and often lacks follow-up. Administrative burdens
add further strain. In Myanmar, strict documentation
demands, like vouchers and receipts, delayed emergency
aid. “Some donors still require exact vouchers ... which are
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often impossible to provide in emergency context and at
the time of political crisis,” a respondent noted.

In politically sensitive environments such as Afghanistan,
donor withdrawal has left media sectors isolated.
“Afghanistan is currently not a priority for donors,” one key
informant said. The lack of coordination platforms further
deepens this isolation.

Poor coordination also leads to duplicated efforts. In
Myanmar, India, and Nepal, multiple actors often run par-
allel documentation or advocacy campaigns. “Sometimes,
there are overlapping efforts. ... If these efforts could be
consolidated, it would save resources and time.”

Still, a few countries show promising coordination prac-
tices. In the Philippines, media groups have launched joint
initiatives to counter misinformation and improve journalist
safety. In Pakistan, for example, several organizations have
issued collective statements on Internet shutdowns.
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Challenges

- No long-term coordination, no local voices: Across
the Asia-Pacific region, donor coordination is patchy
and reactive, mainly triggered by crises. Without formal,
sustained mechanisms, local actors are sidelined from
shaping long-term media development plans.

Bureaucracy blocks local action: Strict donor require-
ments, like original receipts or detailed documentation,
are unrealistic in fragile and conflict settings such as
Afghanistan and Myanmar. These rules drain local orga-
nizations’ time and resources.

Fragmentation breeds duplication: Without a unified
strategy, efforts often overlap. In Myanmar and India,
according to the key informants, multiple groups docu-
ment the same issues without talking to each other, thus
wasting time and money.

Local insights ignored: Donor plans are often drawn up
independently of local requirements, according to the
key informants. Without joint assessments, local knowl-
edge is ignored. For example, the Mongolian respondent
said their voices are rarely heard in designing donor-
funded projects.

Diplomacy fails to back development: Development
agencies fund media freedom, but diplomats stay silent
when crackdowns happen. This disconnect leaves local
media exposed with no policy support to lean on.

Fear silences feedback: In repressive environments,
local actors avoid criticizing donors out of fear it could
cost them future funding. This silence stifles learning,
trust, and transparency.

Positive examples

Crises prompt effective donor coordination: Evidence
shows that emergencies often lead to rapid collaboration
between donors and local media actors. In Myanmar, the
2024 conscription law triggered swift journalist relocation,
has been praised as an example of timely support: “A good
example ... has been the relocation efforts of journalists

... effectively managed due to international organizations
distributing emergency funds,” said a respondent. These
actions, though temporary, demonstrate what structured
coordination could achieve.

19

Global platforms amplify local advocacy: In Pakistan,
joint statements on Internet restrictions gained traction
after being picked up by global networks like IFEX. This
international amplification elevated local concerns, show-
ing how visibility beyond borders can strengthen domestic
media campaigns.

Recommendations

Fund coordination efforts: Allocate dedicated fund-
ing for coordination activities and strengthen smaller
local CSOs to meet donor requirements and remain
active.

Institutionalize coordination: Establish permanent,
inclusive coordination bodies at national and regional
levels involving donors, media CSOs, civil society,
academia, and tech actors.

Streamline donor requirements: Simplify and stan-
dardize donor reporting, compliance, and grants with
flexible funding adaptable to fragile contexts.

Enable meaningful participation: Ensure transparent
partner selection and meaningful involvement of local
actors, including youth, tech creators, and grassroots

groups, from design through to monitoring.

Streamline development and foreign policy: Align
donor aid with diplomatic efforts, making media free-
dom and journalist safety central to foreign aid and
policy.
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@ PRINCIPLE 6

Investin knowledge,
research and learning

Minimally fulfilled

Most data show that the
principle has not been met.

General overview

Media organizations across South and Central Asia show
strong commitment to learning, often using training, peer
exchange, and adaptive research to shape strategy, advo-
cacy, and safety protocols. In countries like Afghanistan,
Myanmar, and Nepal, media development organizations
regularly conduct moniting and evaluation (M&E) and pub-
lish research, even under difficult conditions. South-South
learning models —like AMIC in the Philippines —stand out
because they embed evaluation into programming and
engage in critical dialogues on Al and media colonization.

However, these efforts are mostly informal, short-term,
and heavily donor-dependent. Limited core funding, weak
institutional backing and poor integration into journalism
education and national policy frameworks prevent research
from being sustainable or scalable. Most of the countries,
including Pakistan and Mongolia, lack clear structures to
connect media research with education or regulation. In
Afghanistan, no formal media literacy framework exists.
According to the interviewees, research on digital issues
like Al, surveillance, and online safety is sparse.

Access to global learning platforms also remains
uneven. Many local actors are excluded from international
forums where emerging trends are discussed. A respon-
dent in Nepal highlighted donor pressure for quick results
as a key barrier: “Donors often have a preconceived mind-
set that they need quick outcomes. ... This affects program
implementation.”

Challenges

- Chronic underfunding of research and learning: There
is a widespread lack of long-term, dedicated funding
to support structured research, monitoring, and learn-
ing. Most initiatives are project-based, ad hoc, or vol-
unteer-driven. As a Mongolian respondent noted, “We
actually don’t have the resources to do it currently.”

- Weak integration into journalism education and policy:
Research is not meaningfully embedded in journalism
curricula or national media strategies. In Pakistan and
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Principle 6

Mongolia, media research has little presence in formal
education. Afghanistan lacks any institutional pathways
to incorporate media literacy or research into public
education or policymaking, restricting the long-term
impact on future journalists and regulators.

Limited institutional and academic collaboration:
Partnerships with universities and research institutes are
rare. For example, the Mongolian respondent informed
that in Mongolia the absence of academic linkages limits
continuity and growth in the research field. In Kazakh-
stan, research often serves only donor M&E require-
ments, sidelining deeper academic inquiry and innova-
tion, according to the respondent.

Gaps in research on emerging technologies: Topics like
Al, algorithms, surveillance, and disinformation remain
largely unexplored. In Pakistan, these shifts are undocu-
mented. Mongolia reports “minimal exposure to interna-
tional trends,” and in Kazakhstan, research rarely extends
beyond donor reporting frameworks. This lack of focus
risks leaving media organizations unprepared for the
digital future.

- Barriers to global knowledge exchange: Political, finan-
cial, and logistical hurdles prevent meaningful participa-
tion in international fora. Myanmar remains underrepre-
sented in global summits, and in Kazakhstan, attendance
often depends on personal resources.

Positive examples

M&E, evaluations, conferences and networks: Accord-
ing to key informants, some media development organi-
zations in Asia are strengthening their impact by making
learning and evaluation central to their work and engag-
ing actively in global knowledge networks. In Kazakh-
stan, key informants noted that M&E is built into grant
agreements, guiding organizations on what to track and
evaluate. Pakistan's media groups use routine evalua-
tions to assess reach and identify gaps. Myanmar holds
annual learning sessions to reflect and plan strategically.
Beyond internal learning, these organizations engage in
regional and international forums, such as Myanmar’s
participation in conferences and the Philippines-based
AMIC’s South-South cooperation, bringing local insights
to global media development discussions. This inte-
grated approach, according to respondents, boosts
adaptability, collaboration, and sustainable progress,
despite challenging environments.
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Recommendations

Secure sustainable, flexible funding: Donors must
provide long-term core funding for media research,
especially in conflict-affected areas, and ease
demands for quick results to support continuous,
reflective learning.

Expand capacity-building and learning: Fund reg-
ular, on-going training on digital safety, Al literacy,
trauma-informed journalism, and risk management—
not just one-time workshops—and ensure access to
necessary tools.

Fund applied, participatory research: Support locally
led, practical research on digital threats, disinfor-
mation, and media sustainability. Provide innovation
grants for testing new models.

Integrate research into journalism education: Update
curricula with current research and build partnerships
between academia and media to prepare journalists
for evolving challenges.

Develop metrics and promote evidence use: Invest
in media ecosystem indicators and tools that translate
research findings into effective advocacy, policy, and
programming.

Facilitate south-south peer learning: Create plat-
forms for regional knowledge exchange and global
forum participation, especially for media from fragile
contexts, to share experiences and build solidarity.

Localize and decolonize research: Prioritize local
leadership and Asia-centric frameworks that reflect
regional realities, moving away from Western-centric
research agendas.
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Conclusion and

key recommendations

Amid the Asia-Pacific region’s complex political and media
landscape —marked by authoritarian regression, shrinking
civic space, digital surveillance, funding shortfalls, and
gender inequality —this study has explored the current
status of media development in the region vis a vis the
OECD's six principles for relevant and effective media
support.

Principle 1, “Do no harm to public interest media,” is only
minimally met due to the lack of formal ethical funding
frameworks, unequal donor-recipient power dynam-

ics, and inconsistent safety protocols. Many journalists
operate without adequate risk management leaving them
exposed to physical threats, legal pressures, and digital
surveillance. Principle 2 emphasizes increasing financial
and other forms of assistance. It is entirely unmet. Media
organizations face chronic shortages of core funding,
rigid project-based grants, and insufficient support in
crisis contexts. Donor priorities often do not align with
local realities and legal and cultural barriers restrict local
fundraising efforts. Principle 3 promoting a whole-of-sys-
tem approach is partially fulfilled as donor assessments
often overlook deep structural challenges. Consulta-
tions frequently favor elites. Similarly, local research and
diagnostics are rarely integrated into donor strategies.
Likewise, Principle 4 on local leadership and ownership is
hampered by restrictive funding criteria. Women, minori-
ties, marginalized groups, and exile-based media devel-
opment organizations continue to face exclusion from
leadership roles. Challenges under Principle 5 include
fragmented donor coordination, short-term approaches,
and bureaucratic obstacles that hinder grassroots
participation, especially in conflict zones. Finally,
Principle 6 —investment in research and learning —is
minimally achieved with media research underfunded,
poorly linked to education and policy, and lacking focus
on emerging digital technologies.
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This leads to the following key recommendations:

- Safeguard independent journalism through ethical
support, risk awareness, and mutual accountability:
Media programs must integrate local risk assessments
and ethical protections to maintain editorial indepen-
dence. Donors should adapt visibility approaches
to protect partners in sensitive settings and foster
open, two-way communication for adaptive, shared
accountability.

Secure sustainable, inclusive, and crisis-responsive
media financing that reflects media’s public value:
Unrestricted, long-term funding is critical for media
sustainability, particularly in fragile or exiled contexts.
Media should be treated as a core democratic insti-
tution with expanded support reaching marginalized
communities and integrated into broader development
sectors.

Design media support with systemic, evidence-based
and inclusive approaches that address structural
gaps: Support must be grounded in deep ecosystem
diagnostics and be inclusive of marginalized voices.
Resources should strengthen hyperlocal and digital-first
media while building local advocacy and resilience with
donor collaboration enabling long-term impact.

Put local expertise and diverse leadership at the
center of strategy, funding, and decision-making pro-
cesses: Local actors should lead program planning and
execution, supported by simplified access, institutional
investment, and inclusive leadership —especially for
women, rural, and displaced journalists.

Build coherent, transparent, and diplomatically
backed coordination mechanisms that prioritize local
participation: Donors should institutionalize inclusive
coordination platforms, fund coordination roles, and
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streamline compliance. Diplomatic engagement should
align with media development to bolster press freedom
during crises.

- Invest in contextualized research, continuous learn-
ing, and regional knowledge exchange to future-proof
media systems: Locally led research, updated journal-
ism education, and regional knowledge-sharing must be
supported to address emerging issues and build resil-
ience across Asia-Pacific media landscapes.

While the findings are drawn from key informant interviews
with ten organizations across eight Asia-Pacific countries
and a small online survey sample and thus has limitations
in terms of representativity, the report does provide a
valuable starting point for broader future assessments
and strategic planning in media development in the
Asia-Pacific region.
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