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INTRODUCTION
by
Toshihiro Kudo

Myanmar is still a predominantly agricultural country. The agricultural sector
employs more than 60 per cent of the labor force and contributes about 50
per cent of GDP. Myanmar did not undergo meaningful changes in indus
trial structure in the last forty years. On the contrary, its neighbors have
progressed far ahead during this period and had joined the “East Asian
Miraculous” circle.1 They have changed the industrial structure of the
economy; the agriculture component in GDP has been deliberately scaled
down while simultaneously increasing the contributions of industrial de
velopment to GDP.
Industrialization is an essential element of the whole development of a
country. Among the newly independent Third World countries after the
World War II, there was a craving for economic growth through industriali
zation. Economic development had often been equated with the progress
of industrial sector. Independent Myanmar also shared the similar aspira
tion for a modem industrial country.
However, economic development as well as industrialization in Myanmar
was suddenly held hostage by the Burmese Way to Socialism, which was
introduced by Ne Win’s Revolutionary Council in 1962. Casting a sideglance at its neighbors’ endeavors toward economic development and in
dustrialization, Myanmar had closed its door to the rest of the world for a
quarter of a century. In so doing, it had missed precious opportunities to
develop into a modem industrialized country for decades.
Myanmar was released from the grips of the 26-year-long socialism in 1988.
As soon as the present government took over power, they abandoned the
Burmese Way to Socialism, opened its door to the world, and embarked on
the laborious task of transition from centrally planned economy to a mar
ket-oriented one. Myanmar had strived to take the second chance to de
velop into an industrialized economy throughout the 1990s.
' See World Bank, The East Asian Miracle: Economic Growth and Public Policy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1993).
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More than a decade has passed since the task of transition started. It is high
time to look back at the progress of the past and envisage the future chal
lenges of economic development in general and industrialization in par
ticular. The aim of this book is, therefore, to examine Myanmar’s industrial
policy, performance and structural changes during its transitional period of
the 1990s. In addition to a macroscopic overview, detailed description and
analysis are presented on important sub-sectors including textile and gar
ment industry, wood-based industry, machinery industry, and food process
ing industry.
Due to serious lack of publicized data on industries in Myanmar, we had to
be dependent on our own field surveys as well as discussions from busi
ness circles. For that reason, some explanations in this publication may be
lacking in statistical evidence. Nevertheless, considering the extreme pau
city of information on industrial sectors in Myanmar, the editor hopes, this
book may well serve as a basis for further discussion.
The structure and summary of each chapter are presented as follows.
Chapter 1 [Transformation and Structural Changes in the 1990s] outlines a
series of liberalization programs implemented under the present govern
ment (SLORC/SPDC), and assesses the impact on industrial changes and
performance. References are also made to previous governments’ policies
including socialist one when relevant. Based on such analysis, this chapter
draws policy implications, to both the government and private sector. This
chapter functions as an introductory chapter by providing an overview of
policy changes and their impact on industrial structures in the 1990s.
Chapter 2 [Economic Reforms and Business Organization: Property Rights
Approach] explains the influence of Myanmar economic reforms (changes
in property rights and its structure) upon the behavior of economic organi
zations and their performance from the property rights approach. The prop
erty rights theory argues that there is a strong relationship between property-rights structure and performance of economic actors.
Myanmar has, like other countries, experienced different political and eco
nomic systems throughout its history. Under different political and eco
nomic systems, different property-rights structures exist. The different struc
tures lead to different economic behavior of economic actors and influence
their performance. In accordance with the property rights structure in the
socialist era, the managers of the State Economic Enterprises (SEE) have
no clear responsibility for their decisions and no effective compensation
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programs for their performance. This kind of property rights lowered the
incentive and motivation of the managers and created agency problems.
Though Myanmar government has modified the legal and organizational
bases of the SEE to improve their performance, it is observed that this
reform has been least successful in the state sector. The main reason is that
the reforms of SEE make property rights relations more complicated than
before and encourage opportunistic behavior of agents (managers), and
another reason can be pointed out to the inefficient allocation of decision
process among agents within the organization.
The ownership of private business was also complicated and ambiguous as
the private ownership was strongly truncated by the state under socialism.
In accordance with the economic reforms, property rights are more widely
assigned (by the state) to the individuals or the private businesses. As a
result, the improvement of the performance of private businesses can obvi
ously be observed during the transitional period. The wider scope of pri
vate property rights leads to increased participation of private sector in
various economic sectors and results in a significant growth of private sec
tor. It can be considered as one of the main factors for the recent economic
growth. However, some private property rights are still constricted by the
state and complicated property rights will continue to be the most impor
tant obstacles to the growth of private businesses into the near future.
Chapter 3 [The Emerging Myanmar Entrepreneurs in the 1990s] examines
the growth of entrepreneurship in Myanmar in the 1990s. Successful entre
preneurs contribute to the growth and development of the economies by
establishing new enterprises, providing leadership and management, and
using innovative and creative ideas. There is no doubt that new business
established by entrepreneurs create more employment opportunities and
new technological innovations, and help achieve high economic growth.
The development of entrepreneurship, however, depends on mainly on the
economic, social and political atmosphere of the nation concerned. History
has proved that nations that support the growth of entrepreneurship by elimi
nating the barriers to the rise of private business enterprises have devel
oped and prospered.
Myanmar has tried to mold her economy into a market-oriented one since
1988. It is now necessary to assess the growth of entrepreneurship in
Myanmar, in the context of the progress of private sector. This chapter
presents some of the dominant entrepreneurs of Yngon and other entre
preneurs of outstanding industries during the 1990s. Common characteris
tics of entrepreneurs are found in both cases but with different degree and
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spectrum. Consequently success in conducting business seems to be dif
fered.
Since the outstanding industries i.e. food, textile and garment, wood-based
and motor vehicle and repairs, hold the major portion in our industry sector
and the size of the firms being smaller, special consideration should be
given for promotion of these industries. These firms seem to have more
barriers in conducting business. Thus, by way of giving entrepreneurial
development training to upgrade the level of entrepreneurship in these firms
may be one of the fastest ways to be on the right track of industrial devel
opment in Myanmar.
Indeed, the contributor of this chapter practices her recommendations and
ideas in Myanmar. She is the professor and head of Department of Man
agement Studies at Institute of Economics (Yangon), which provides the
only MBA course in the country.
Chapter 4 [Textile and Garment Industry: Emerging Export Industry] looks
at one of the most vibrant industry in Myanmar, Textile and Garment. In
many developing countries the garment industry is a major contributor to
the nation’s economy in terms of employment and generating much needed
foreign exchange and supporting industry for local consumption. Although
Myanmar back in the late 1950 was regarded as the fashion shopping para
dise the advent of the Socialist system saw this leading industry vanish. It
was only in the early 1990s when the government introduced an open mar
ket economy system that saw the re-emergence of a garment export indus
try.
The reason that this industry came into being was due to the country under
utilized allocated quota from the EU and US and Myanmar’s compara
tively low labor costs and easy start-up. The industry was first started up
with the foreign firms who are major manufacturer in the region. These
foreign firms drew interest from major buyers who are eager to capitalize
on Myanmar quota. With more buyers looking into Myanmar, local entre
preneurs were able to set up small, medium and even large firms to cater
for the niche high volume, high labor intensive products. The inertia was
so great that in a matter of years local firms constituted 78% of the garment
export firms in Myanmar with foreign firms only constituting 4%. There is
a clear distinction between the abilities of foreign and local firms with for
eign firms being better equipped, managed and supported by their large
international network. Local firms were only able to look after low-end
income, high labor intensive orders while foreign firms where looking af
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ter the higher end income orders.
Unfortunately as soon as the industry was ready to take off, Made in
Myanmar products were starting to be boycotted by the major importing
countries like the US and EU and the consumer resistance only grew
stronger. The foreign companies were able to survive through its interna
tional network but local firms faced more difficulties in securing orders. To
make matters worse the business environment for garment to import raw
materials and export finished products became more bureaucratic and time
consuming. The current situation for the garment industry is not favorable
and its long term prospective looks dull with more problems than solutions.
All garment firms have the same sort of difficulties but the local firms’
difficulties are harsher than the foreign and JV firms. The list is long and
arduous starting from simple things such as regular power, difficulty in
getting orders, staff turnover to lack of raw materials. Though Myanmar
labor rate is one of the lowest in the world when comparing it’s competi
tiveness with the rest of the region Myanmar end cost are similar when it
could be much lower if there were supporting industries and more local
raw materials. Myanmar in the early 1950s was well known for it’s cotton
industry though this industry was not developed more in the socialist era
and local demand has to be supported by imports. There are good signs that
production will increase in both quality and quantity, which will be enough
for local demands, export and the chance for large textile mills to be set up
which will lead to Myanmar being more competitive.
The next five years for Myanmar export industry will be it’s most impor
tant with the removal of the quota system in 2004 and AFTA in 2005. If
Myanmar industry does not solve the current problems it has it will not be
able to compete because neighboring countries have better supporting in
dustries and are more competitive. The only solution for Myanmar to ex
port garment industry is for the industry itself to unite and take advantage
of the government new five-year policy plan for industrialization. The ob
jectives of the industry to work and motivate the government are quite
clear and achievable and the industry must unite to ensure that the Myanmar
export garment industry is able to compete in the worlds garment industry.
Chapter 5 [Wood-based Industry: From Import-Substitution to Export-Ori
ented] examines the Wood-based Industry in detail. Wood-based Industry
in Myanmar is a promising industry with challenges. It is discernible that
the Wood-based Industry is export-oriented industry. The high reliance on
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primary processing over the past decades indicates Wood-based Industry
in Myanmar has only limited success in developing skilled, technological
and capital intensive industries, such as secondary processing industries.
Regarding the development of Wood-based Industry, most of industries are
primary processing industries. The needs for development of secondary
processing industry can be figured such as policy and strategy formulation,
technology, human resource development, standard and quality control,
transportation, finance and investment, trade and market, environment
awareness. In recent condition, technology, trade and marketing of valueadded product must be emphasized. The national entrepreneurs of Woodbased Industry have a difficulty in availability of low- priced finance be
sides technology and market. Given the poor state of Myanmar’s internal
capital markets, future access to small-package amounts of foreign capital
will be essential for the achievement of growth targets. In the private sec
tor, other factors conditioning growth of Wood-based Industry are avail
ability of raw material, modem wood working machines, sound manage
ment and market penetration. All of scholars admitted that the strategy of
forest export should be value-added product instead of log export. The
private sector seems to be an engine of this sector. Even we have adopted a
market-oriented economy, part of our economy is still planned and govern
ment involvement and expenditure in the forestry sector play a role in in
fluencing development in the Wood-based Industry.
Chapter 6 [Machinery Industry: From Repair Workshop to Supporting In
dustry] deals with the machinery industry. Machinery industry started in
Myanmar with support mainly from Japan in the formation of Heavy In
dustry Corporation (HIC) in 1962. After 1988, HIC was changed to Myanma
Heavy Industries (MHI) and having received a cumulative sum of US$1.25b
in grants and technical assistance. In 1990, MHI formed a joint venture
company with Daewoo Electric Industrial Co. Ltd. of Republic of Korea.
In 1998, MHI was reorganized into four industries and one directorate to
promote the machinery industry together with local and foreign companies
(Japan and Thailand).
Initial participation by private enterprises was limited to small jobs such as
machine servicing, overhauling, repair work and spare parts. A handful
ventured into the cloning /reproduction of foreign machines and tools.
However with the passing of Private Industrial Enterprises Law in 1990,
Promotion of Cottage Industrial Law in 1991, establishment of Myanma
Industrial Development Committee (MIDC) and the development of in
dustrial zones, private enterprise activities gained momentum. In 1998 it
has 5,589 establishments (15.7 per cent of total manufacturing sector),
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employing 25,631 people (13.8 per cent of total manufacturing labor force).
Private enterprises employ an average of 5 workers each compared to the
very high concentration of employment within the State sector. This diver
gent structure achieved little in terms of vertical integration because the
more expensive, high quality machinery from Japan, West Germany and
USA was dispersed to the State sector. Private enterprises had recourse
only to the much cheaper versions of such machinery from China, Taiwan,
Korean and ASEAN countries. With this lack of matrix linkage, the infor
mal method of technology & design transferred from foreign firms played
a more crucial role in the advancement of machinery industry among pri
vate enterprises. Little was spent as R & D expenditure.
Problems related to the further development of the machinery industry are
not limited to this industry alone but are manifested throughout the manu
facturing sector as a whole. Critical bottlenecks are lack of power supply,
financing, foreign currency, iron and steel as raw materials. Other problem
areas are human resource development of which inadequate supply of quali
fied technician and skilled worker, incapability to improve marketing ca
pacity and deficiency in accounting & industrial management are more
pronounced. Another emerging issue is competition within the machinery
industry in terms of both quality and price. Other competition factors listed
are after sales services and product range available.
External competition against both the emerging private enterprises and the
established State sector comes from China, ASEAN countries, Japan and
EU whose products are more superior in quality. Myanmar is still at its
embryonic stage for the development of the machinery industry. Much has
to be done by both the State and private enterprises to integrate their activi
ties for overall industrial development.
Chapter 7 [Food Processing Industry: Prospects and Problems] examines
food processing industry. The continued high growth rate of the food process
ing industry in the Union of Myanmar is critically dependent on agriculture
for its ready supply of raw materials. With the introduction of quality control
steps to produce food items, prices of locally processed foodstuff are now
similar to imported commodities. In addition to price competition, the local
food items were able to meet seasonal requirements and demand for variety.
This was done through the upgrading of machinery and equipment owned
by Chinese family based food-processing operations. In 1998, volume of
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processed food (K400b or US$1.23b at US$1 = K325) had actually dou
bled compared to the earlier 12 years. This was the result of 29,245 enter
prises (55% of registered entities) engaged in food and beverages. Food
processing industry is dominated by the private sector (98.53%).
However the industry has become heavily dependent on imported raw
materials and machinery. The main constraint in furthering production is
the irregular supply of electrical power and its recent 10-fold increase in
tariff charged. The food processing industry will be more sustainable if it
could value add local agricultural products, through the upgrading of plant
and machinery for mass production, and the institution of a primary set of
quality and management standards to match foreign methods.
The main engine of expansion will be its extremely cheap labor, continued
access to foreign technology and lower transportation cost, which are the
inherent advantages of a local food processing industry. The other advan
tage is its quick response to consumer preferences and its ability to provide
longer shelf life (freshness) compared to imported food items. This can be
achieved by placing greater emphasis on the importance of establishing
adequate marketing and distribution channels.
Chapter 8 [Dual Technology in Industrial Development: The Role of the
State] examines the problem of dual technology in developing economies.
His message is simple and clear: Do not waste scarce capital. Myanmar
needs to conserve scarce capital and maximize abundant labor while adopt
ing new technology. Shortage of capital relative to labor means that wast
age of capital must be avoided at all costs in both private (protected by
tariff) and the public manufacturing sectors (low capacity utilization).
Intervention by the State is needed to conserve capital and save foreign
exchange in order to leap frog into industrial development (upgrading of
agro-processing such as rice, edible oil and sugar mills in the food and
beverages) from 9% to 30% of GDR This is achieved through improve
ments in related laws, establishment of Myanmar Industrial Development
Committee (MEDC) and development of industrial zones. Added efforts
are necessary to ensure regular and stable supplies of electricity, raw mate
rial, labor, transport and financial assistance. The State should actively seek
out promising SMIs, especially those with export potential, provide them
with technical and financial assistance, in efforts to increase its base for
foreign exchange earnings.

8

Chapter 1

TRANSFORMATION AND STRUCTURAL CHANGES
IN THE 1990s
By
Toshihiro Kudo

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter depicts Myanmar’s industrial policy, performance and struc
tural changes in transition from a centrally planned economy to a marketoriented one in the 1990s. Since the military government took over power
in 1988, it abandoned a socialist central-planned economic system and
headed for a market-oriented one with a series of liberalization and deregu
lation measures implemented.
However, the impact of liberalization - of international trade, finance, regu
lations and licensing and ownership requirements - on industrial structure
and performance in Myanmar have been poorly documented and analyzed.
Whether the new government policies changed the industrial structure and
organizational behavior and hence improved its performance or not, is a
key issue for future industrial policy making.
This chapter tries to outline a series of liberalization programs implemented
under the present government (SLORC/SPDC), and assess the impact on
industrial changes and performance. References should also be made to
previous governments’ policies including socialist one when relevant. Based
on such analysis, this chapter draws policy implications, if any, for both the
government and private sector.

2. HISTORICAL CHANGES IN INDUSTRIAL POLICY
Industrialization is an essential element of the whole development of a
country. Among the newly independent Third World countries after the
World War II, there was a craving for economic growth through industriali
zation, i.e. from traditional agrarian economy to modem industrial one.
Economic development had often been equated with industrialization. In
dependent Myanmar also shared the same aspiration for a modem indus
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trial economy.
However, a glimpse at Table 1 clearly shows the underdeveloped situation
of industrial sector in Myanmar, compared with those of neighboring coun
tries. The country is rich in natural resources with a highly literate popula
tion, which are obviously a good sign for development prospects. Before
World War II its economy was slightly larger than that of Thailand. Its
exports reached $195 million, while Thailand’s were only $76 million.
Although Myanmar’s economy was substantially devastated during the war
period, most economic and development indicators show that it was not
too far behind Thailand by 1950. Therefore, it was not at all unrealistic to
be an optimist for Myanmar’s economic prospects including rapid indus
trialization in the 1950s.

Table 1 : Shares of Major Sectors in GDP

(%)

Source: Asian Development Bank, Asian Development Outlook, 1996 and 1997.

Taking these historical facts as well as natural resources endowments in
Myanmar into consideration, the main explanation for economic stagna
tion and dwarfed industrialization should lie in the government industrial
policies that successive independent governments had adopted. Table 2
depicts a brief chronology of political economy of industrialization in
Myanmar. It is clear that Myanmar governments had long clung to the con
trol-oriented, or at least interventionist policy rather than utilizing market
mechanism. (Table 2)
During the socialist period in particular, inward-looking growth strategy,
nationalization (Burmanization) and import substitution had long been pur
sued. However, Myanmar’s centrally planned economy, like other socialist
countries, faced many obstacles and stagnant growth in not only industrial
sector but also the whole economy. The socialist government relaxed some
strict policies and introduced reforms of the State-owned Economic Enter
prises along with prescription of commercial guidelines to improve their
efficiency in the mid-1970s. Although its economy picked up shortly after
10

Table 2 : A Brief Chronology of Political Economy of Industrialization
in Myanmar

Source: Based on Mya Than and Joseph L.H. Tan, “Introduction: Optimism for Myanmar’s Eco
nomic Transition in the 1990s?” in Mya Than and Joseph L.H. Tan, eds., Myanmar Dilemmas and
Options: The Challenge of Economic Transition in the 1990s (Singapore: ASEAN Economic Re
search Unit, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1990), Appendix I, pp.14-15; and Maung Maung
Lwin, “Industrialization of Myanmar and Economic Dynamism of Pacific Asia,” Kaigai-Jijo Kenkyu
(Studies on Foreign Affais), Vol.24 No.l (Kumamoto: Kaigai-Jijo Kenkyu-jo, Kumamoto Gakuen
University, September 1996). The author does some changes. For example, the original division of
the post-independence history is four, but the author demarcated the period between 1962 and 1988
into two eras. Some descriptions are also subject to author’s changes.

such reforms, it could not be sustainable mainly due to the shortage of
imported material goods. After 1983, the industrial production deteriorated
again, and other economic difficulties such as high inflation, rising living
costs and macroeconomic and monetary mismanagement including
demonetizations in 1987 worsened the situation, which eventually led to
the collapse of the socialist regime in 1988.
SLORC/SPDC officially gave up the establishment of a socialist economic
11

system and started to promote a market-oriented economy. Two pillar laws
were promulgated: the Foreign Investment Law (November 1988) and the
State-owned Economic Enterprises Law (March 1989). The former resumed
the intake of private foreign capital after 25 years’ interval; the latter au
thorized private enterprises to be engaged in all but 12 stipulated indus
tries. In addition to these, various reform measures were taken to promote
the active participation of the private sector in the national economy. These
include the decentralization of control of economic activities, the relaxa
tion of price controls, the deregulation of export and import restrictions,
the opening of border trade, the reduction of government subsidies, the
announcement of full-fledged privatization of all State-owned Economic
Enterprises, streamlining taxes and duties, the establishment of industrial
zones, and the improvement of infrastructure (Table 3). Between 1988 and
1997, twenty-seven new business-related laws were promulgated includ
ing the above two. The military governments apparently committed them
selves to the global trend of transition to market-oriented economy.
Nevertheless, can we be fully confident of the present government’s com
mitment on transition to a genuine market economy, which guarantees level
playing fields for every economic actor? This is a key question to consider
the prospects for industrial development in Myanmar. However, before
answering this question, let’s have a look at impacts of economic reforms
on industrial structure in the 1990s, with usage of some economic indica
tors. Without knowing the current situation, we would not be able to fore
tell future prospects in any way.

Table 3 : Major Economic Reforms under the Military Rule
1988
1989

1990

* Introduction of Myanmar Investment Law
* Decontrol of prices
* Regularization of border trade
* Introduction of State-owned Economic Enterprises Law delin
eating the scope of the state sector
* Revocation of the 1965 law that established the socialist eco
nomic system
* Introduction of Myanmar Tourism Law
* Allowing 100 percent retention of exports earnings
* Introduction of Private Industrial Enterprise Law
* Introduction of the Central Bank of Myanmar Law
* Introduction of Financial Institutions of Myanmar Law
* Introduction of Myanmar Agricultural and Rural Development
Law
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* Introduction of Commercial Tax Law
* Initiation of industrial zones in Yangon
* Announcement of the Central Bank of Myanmar Rules and
Regulations
* Introduction of Promotion of Cottage Industries Law
* Reestablishment of Myanmar Chamber of Commerce and In
dustry
1992 * Announcement to lease inefficient state-owned factories
* Announcement of denationalization of nationalized sawmills
* Announcement of the establishment of four private banks
* Introduction of Tariff Law
* Introduction of Savings Bank Law
1993
* Introduction of US$ denominated foreign exchange certificate
(FEC)
* Introduction of Myanmar Insurance Law
1994
* Introduction of Myanmar Citizens Investment Law
* Licensing of representative offices of 11 foreign banks
* Introduction of Science and Technology Development Law
1995
* Announcement of the formation of Privatization Committee
* Announcement of permission to establish joint venture banks
between local private banks and foreign banks (although not
realized until now)
* Opening of the licensed foreign exchange center for FEC trad
ing in Yangon
1996 * Permission given to local private banks to conduct foreign ex
change business and to pay interest on foreign currency de
posit
* Establishment of the Myanmar Securities Exchange Centre Co.
Ltd., a joint venture between Japan’s Daiwa Research Institute
and the state-owned Myanma Economic Bank
* Introduction of law on development of computer knowledge
* Official rate of exchange for levying custom duties changed to
K 100 per US$ accompanied by reduction of tariffs to a frac
tion of previous values
1997
* Announcement of paddy procurement through a tender bid sys
tem; but it was never implemented.
1998
* Announcement of leasing of fallow and virgin land for paddy
and cash-crop cultivation or livestock breeding by private en
trepreneurs including foreigners
2000 * Across the board increase of public sector salaries by 5-6 times
to be in line with private sector wages
1991
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3. IMPACT OF ECONOMIC REFORMS ON THE INDUSTRIAL
STRUCTURE
How did economic reforms including liberalization measures have an im
pact on industrial structure and performance? The impact and magnitude
of economic reforms under the military governments have been thus far
poorly documented and examined. Nevertheless, whether the new govern
ments’ policies have changed the industrial structure and organizational
behavior, and hence improved its performance or not is a key issue for
future industrial development in Myanmar.
One of major objectives of this volume is to answer this key question. While
other chapters are also designed to answer the question, in this chapter the
author will give readers an overview of transformation and changes in
Myanmar’s industrial sector throughout the 1990s by using some of offi
cial economic indicators.

3.1 Classification of Industries
When we try to examine structural changes in industries, we inevitably
encounter the problem of industrial classification. In Myanmar, the Central
Statistical Organization (CSO) has established the Burma Standard for In
dustrial Classification (BSIC) of economic activities in 1952 based on UN’s
International Standard for Industrial Classification (ISIC) of 1948. The BSIC
also categorized industrial activities into three levels, that is Divisions (1
digit), Major Groups (2 digits) and Groups (3 digits). Each Division is as
follows: 0 Agriculture, Forestry, Hunting and Fishery; 1 Mining and Quar
rying; 2 & 3 Manufacturing; 4 Construction; 5 Electricity, Gas, Water and
Sanitary Services; 6 Commerce; 7 Transport, Storage and Communication;
8 Services and 9 Activities Not Adequately Described. The Ministry of
industry (1) seems to be revising the BSIC based on the ISIC of 1990.
However, the new version of BSIC has not yet been utilized in any govern
ment reports.
Apart from the BSIC, the Ministry of National Planning and Economic
Development has used another classification in compiling national income.
This classification was revised and has been employed by the said Ministry
for compiling an annual economic report called Review of the Financial,
Economic and Social Conditions. According to this classification, all
economic activities were classified into 14 sectors: Agriculture; Livestock
and Fishery; Forestry; Energy; Mining; Processing and Manufacturing;
Electric Power; Construction; Transportation; Communications; Financial
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Institutions; Social and Administrative Services; Rentals and Other Serv
ices; and Trade. 1
The Processing and Manufacturing sector is further divided into 13 com
modity groups in the Review. Those are Food and Beverages; Clothing and
Wearing Apparel; Construction Materials; Personal Goods; Household
Goods; Printing and Publishing; Industrial Raw Materials; Mineral and
Petroleum Products; Agriculture Equipment; Machinery and Equipment;
Transport Vehicles; Electrical Goods and Miscellaneous.

3.2 GDP
Industrial structure can be defined in terms of the relative importance of
individual industries, or groups of related industries, within an economy.
One of the most frequent measures of an industry’s importance is based on
its production (value added or net output).
Table 4 shows the relative importance of different sectors in GDP. As men
tioned above, 14-sector-classification is employed here. In addition to the
problem of industrial classification, there is another issue whether we should
use nominal GDP or real GDP when to see industrial structural changes.
Nominal GDP is, of course, measured at current prices. If all prices dou
bled without any changes in quantities, then nominal GDP would double.
Yet it would be misleading to say that the economy’s ability to satisfy de
mands has doubled, because the quantity of eveiy good produced remains
the same. Contrast to this, real GDP, which is the value of goods and serv
ices measured at constant prices of a base-year, would not be influenced by
changes in prices. Since a society’s ability to provide economic satisfac
tion for its members ultimately depends on the quantities of goods and
services produced, real GDP, which summarizes the output of the economy
measured at base-year prices, provides better measures of economic well
being than nominal GDP.
However, our main concern here is with changes in industrial structure,
which presupposes changes in price structure as well. In this section, we
will pay more attention to the relative importance of different sectors in
nominal GDP, which also reflects changes in price structure.
The question of whether to use nominal GDP or real GDP to see structural
1 Until FY1996 Review, 13 sectors were used for GDP statistics. Since FY1997 Review, “Energy” was
added to become 14 sectors in full. However, the Ministry has stopped to issue Review thereafter.
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Table 4 : Relative Importance of Different Sectors in GDP

Notes: Real GDP is based on 1985/86 constant prices.
1998/99 provisional figures are as of July 1999.
Source: Review of the Financial, Economic and Social Conditions (various issues).

changes in an economy is particularly important with the case of Myanmar.
We should notice that there is a large difference between nominal GDP and
real GDP in shares of different sectors. Table 4 shows both of nominal
GDP and real GDP in the base-year of 1985/86 and the latest year of 1998/
99. While nominal GDP naturally equals real GDP in the base-year of 1985/
86, there is a big difference between them in 1998/99. For example, while
the agriculture sector occupies more than 50 percent of nominal GDP in
1998/99, it accounts for only about 35% of real GDP in the same year.
Moreover, the agriculture sector decreased its relative importance in real
GDP by 5.3 percentage-point between 1985/86 and 1998/99, whereas it
increased its share in nominal GDP by 12.7 percentage-point during the
same period. Similarly, the processing and manufacturing sector reduced
its relative importance in real GDP marginally by 0.7 percentage-point,
whereas it decreased its share in nominal GDP quite considerably by 2.7
percentage-point. According to the figures from nominal GDP, there oc
curs “agriculturalization” rather than “industrialization” during the last 13
years. On the other hand, according to the figures of real GDP, little change
and transformation in industrial structure is observed.
Such differences between nominal GDP and real GDP are due to the dif-
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ferentiated rates of increase by the different sectors of GDP deflator. Figure
1 shows the indices of GDP deflator by different sectors, where the baseyear of 1985/86 is set at 1. The GDP deflator compares the current price of
a basket consisting of quantities of goods and services produced this year
with the price of the same basket in the base-year. In other words, the GDP
deflator measures the price of the typical unit of output relative to its price
in the base-year.
It is often the case with transition economy from central-planned to mar
ket-oriented one that price structure undergoes a big change. As for
Myanmar’s case, the prices of agricultural produce and food, which had
long been controlled at lower prices throughout the socialist period, jumped
to the market prices by liberalization measures. The price hike of agricul
tural produce such as rice and vegetable is much higher than those of other
sectors’ products such as industrial goods, construction, transportation, and
social and administrative services. The share of agriculture sector in nomi
nal GDP has increased due to such effect of relative price hike, although its
share in real GDP had decreased during the same period.
If it is further added, the 1985/86 base-year of real GDP of Myanmar is con
siderably outdated. We should note that an industrial landscape described by
real GDP is based on the price structure of the heydays of the socialist era. As
a conclusion, we should generally use nominal GDP to see the relative impor
tance of different sectors in time series analysis. (Figure 1)
Bearing the discussion above in mind, let’s see the table 4 for considering
the structural change of the economy. When we look through the figures of
nominal GDP, only the agricultural sector increased its share substantially.
Most of other sectors lowered their shares or changed little. It may be said
that the industrial structure of Myanmar has been static throughout the 1990s.
The economy is still characterized by the predominant importance of agri
culture sector.
On the other hand, there is certainly a perception among people that the
Myanmar economy has undergone a visible change. High-rise buildings
come up in major cities such as Yangon and Mandalay ; international hotels
and shopping malls which are new to the mass, are constructed; streets are
crowded with cars and a traffic jam has become an every morning and
evening event.
Moreover, with series of economic reforms and transition to market-oriented economy, there was a steady economic development for the period
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Figure 1: GDP Deflator by Different Sectors

Source: Review of the Financial, Economic and Social Conditions (various issues).

of the four-year plan (1992/93-95/96) with an average annual growth rate
of 7.5%, which is certainly high in an agrarian economy such as Myanmar.
The success of this plan was due to various factors: private sector develop
ment following the liberalization policy; inflow of FDI following the opendoor policy; substantial increase of agricultural produce (especially rice)
following the introduction of summer paddy; growth of exports following
the decontrol of state monopoly of foreign trade; encouragement of tour
ism and construction mini-boom.
Nevertheless, according to the GDP statistics, it was only the agriculture
sector that increased its relative importance in the whole economy. There
was a growth in Myanmar economy, but it was an agriculture-led develop
ment without substantial industrial structural changes. Contrary to the gen
eral understanding of the public, it was not industrialization but
agricuturalization that progressed in Myanmar in the 1990s.
Then, why did the agriculture sector raise its share in nominal GDP? First
of all, the production of agriculture has increased. For example, the pro
duction of paddy, sown area of which occupies more than 40 % of total
sown area, increased by 54 percent from 12,956 thousand tons in 1988/89
to 19,888 thousand tons in 1999/2000. The increase is remarkable, how
ever such an increase is achievable with the annual average growth rate of
about 4 percent. As shown by the decline in the share of agricultural sector
in real GDP, the increases of quantity in other sectors must have surpassed
that in agricultural sector.
Second and more importantly, the price hike of agricultural produce con
tributed to an increase in its relative importance in nominal GDP. As men
tioned before, the prices of agricultural produce had increased more rap
idly than the average consumer price index. In other words, the terms of
trade of agricultural produce over industrial goods improved. In this way, it
may be said that the economic welfare of farmers in rural area was more
elevated than that of industrial workers in urban area in the 1990s.
This policy contrasts sharply with that of the socialist regime. During the
socialist period, the prices of agricultural produce were consistently sup
pressed well below the market ones, which were de facto subsidies to the
urban dwellers. Moreover, external trade was monopolized by the state and
the socialist government poured much of export earnings from agricultural
produce into import substitution industries mainly located in urban areas.
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The military government suddenly abandoned such policies favorable for
the urban population and concerns more about the well being of farmers in
rural areas. Such a policy change was probably driven by the political and
economic crisis in 1988 through the people’s uprising against the then gov
ernment. The military government must have understood the importance
of improving the living standards of rural population, which consists of 75
% of national population. The agriculture-rural-favored attitude of the
present government was also expressed in their repeated economic slogan,
saying “Development of agriculture as the base and all-round development
of other sectors of the economy as well”.
We can see how rapid and large the prices of agricultural produce increased
in Figure 1 and Table 4. The share of agriculture sector in nominal GDP
jumped from 40% in 1985/86 to nearly 50% in 1988/89, further reaching
its peak of 55% in 1994/95. It may be safely said that food and agricultural
prices were adjusted to the market-clearing prices by this time. Since then
the share of agriculture sector is on the downturn trend.. Without further
reforms such as export liberalization of rice, there will be little prospects
for further improvement of the terms of trade of agricultural produce. Then,
industrial and services sectors may gradually increase their relative impor
tance in nominal GDP hereafter.

3.3 Labor Force
Labor force statistics is another indicator, which is frequently used to see
industrial structural changes. It is generally known as Petty-Clark’s law
that as economic development measured by per capita income progresses,
the relative importance of the primary sector in both production and labor
force falls and that of the secondary sector, and then the tertiary sector rise.
Table 5 shows changes in labor force distribution by industries. In 1998/
99, the agriculture sector occupies more than 60% of total labor force, fol
lowed by trade (9.6%) and processing and manufacturing (9.3%). All other
sectors occupy less than 5% of total labor force. The pattern of labor force
clearly shows the agrarian nature of Myanmar economy. It also shows the
very static situation of Myanmar’s industrial structure. There are changes
of less than one percentage-point in the share of each industry for the pe
riod between 1985/86 and 1998/99, which covers the period of transition to
market economy. The dynamic structural changes are yet to be observed in
Myanmar.
We can calculate each sector’s relative productivity (or relative income)
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Table 5 : Estimated Employment in Various Sectors
(Unit / %)

'(Source) Review of the Financial, Economic and Social Conditions (various issues).

from Table 4 and 5. Relative productivity is the ratio of the labor productiv
ity of an industry (Yi/Li, where Yi stands for income of industry i and Li
stands for labor force of industry i) divided by the labor productivity of the
whole economy (YfL, where Y stands for national income and L stands for
total labor force). In practice, relative productivity can be calculated as the
ratio of the share in nominal GDP (Table 4) divided by the share of labor
force (Table 5). This will be shown in an equation as below:
(Yi/Li) / (Y/L) = (Yi/Y) / (Li/L).
If the figure of relative productivity exceeds 1 in an industry, it means that
the industry has better labor productivity than the average. Figure 2 shows
relative productivity of major industries and groups of related industries.
While the primary industry including agriculture increased its relative pro
ductivity, the secondary industry including processing and manufacturing
and the tertiary one decreased their relative productivity. The increase of
productivity in the primary industry is mainly due to the improved terms of
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Figure 2 : Relative Productivity of Different Industries

--Agriculture
— Primary Industry
—

- Processing and Manufacturing

— — Secondary Industry
—*— Tertiary Industry

Note: The average labor productivity equals 1.00.
Source: Calculated from figures in Table 4 and 5.

trade of agricultural produce as explained before.
As contrast to the primary industry, the secondary industry decreased its
relative productivity due to the worsened terms of trade of industrial goods
over agricultural produce. In addition to this, changes in ownership struc
ture in the secondaiy industry may have also affected the deterioration of its
relative productivity. Such factors can be pointed out as the demise of some
state-economic enterprises that usually enjoyed relatively high productiv
ity, as well as new entries of small- and micro-sized private enterprises whose
productivity is generally lower than that of state economic enterprises.
Another salient feature is the high standard of relative productivity of the
tertiary industry, in spite of its downturn trend. This is mainly because of
the highest level of labor productivity of trade sector, which composes more
than 60 % of the tertiary industry. The relative productivity of trade sector
was 2.45 in 1985/86, 2.25 in 1988/89, 2.33 in 1996/97, and 2.50 in 1998/
99. In 1998/99, the trade sector occupied 24% of nominal GDP, whereas it
composed only 10 % in labor force.
The author does not have a clear answer for the question why the trade sec
tor maintains such high labor productivity. One possible reason may be due
to the deficiency of labor force statistics. The trade industry may include
huge informal sector, which may not be well-recorded in labor force statis
tics. In any rate, full-fledged industrialization is not observed from either
labor force pattern or the trend of relative productivity of each industry.

3.4 External Trade
Lastly, let us observe changes in exports and imports. External trade was
monopolized by the state in the period of Socialist Programme Party. As
soon as the present government seized the power in 1988, they took the
open-door policy. In practice, foreign direct investment was allowed to flow
into Myanmar after a 25-year-interval; border trade with major neighboring
countries was legitimized; and private businesses were allowed to engage
in foreign trade. The share of the private sector in exports reached 73 %
and that in imports reached 70 % in FY 1999.2
According to the government statistics denominated in Kyat, the amount
2

However, some of the major export items are still under the state monopoly. In principle, rice, teak,
petroleum, natural gas and so on could be exported only by State Economic Enterprises (SEEs) and/
or JVs with them.
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of export grew at an average annual rate of 12 .8 % and that of import grew
at that of 17.1 % for the period between FY 1989 and FY 1997. Indeed, you
can feel the affluence of imported goods in daily life. When you go shop
ping at City Mart, biggest supermarket chains in Myanmar, you will en
counter so many imported consumer goods, most of which had been be
yond people’s reach in the socialist period. According to UNDP’s survey
on socio-economic conditions of rural area, about 90 per cent of expendi
ture on non-food and durable-use items spent by the rural population in the
sample villages are foreign-origin goods. 3 Imported goods seem to have
penetrated into the rural markets as well as urban ones.
Contrary to such facts, external trade’s share as of nominal GDP has fallen
from 7.4% in FY 1988 to 1.5% in FY 1998 (Provisional Figure). This is
mainly because official statistics of external trade is substantially under
stated due to grossly overvalued exchange rate as well as large amount of
unrecorded border trade. Lt-Gen Khin Nyunt, Secretary 1 of SPDC, also
admits the huge discrepancies in trade statistics between one recorded by
Myanmar authorities and another by Thailand. On the other hand, external
trade’s share as of real GDP has increased from 12.5 % in FY 1988 to 17.9
% in FY 1998. The figures of real GDP seem to be more consistent with the
flooding situation of imported goods into Myanmar.
Table 6 shows the development of exports by commodities. It indicates the
predominance of primary products in Myanmar’s exports. Export of agri
cultural produce occupied 55% in FY 1980, which was in the midst of the
socialist period. However, it plunged into the record low of 8 % in FY 1988,
mainly due to the collapse of compulsory procurement system of agricul
tural produce by the state in the previous year. Under the present military
government the share of agricultural produce in total export gradually re
covered, reaching 46% in FY 1994. Since then, it has been again on the
downturn trend due to the drastic decrease of rice export.
Among agricultural produces, beans and pulses are major export commodi
ties, which have replaced the leading role of rice since FY 1990. While rice
export occupied about 70% of total export of agricultural produce ir FY
1985, it plunged into only 2% in FY 1997. Contrary to rice, export of bear
and pulses has steadily increased since FY 1990, occupying 70% of total
export of agricultural produce in FY 1997. Such an increase was achieved
by the price incentives of export markets, which were realized through
trade liberalization. This is sharply contrasted to the sluggish record of rice
export, which is still monopolized by the state-owned Myanma Agricul3 UNDP,

An Analysis of Socio-Economic Trends of Rural Myanmar, May, 1998.
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tural Produce Trading (MAPT).
Similarly, export of prawn raised its head from negligible share in the so
cialist period to the third biggest export item following beans and pulses
and teak by FY 1997. These increases of exports of pulses and beans and
prawn clearly show how powerful market mechanism is. Moreover,
Myanmar’s farmers, fishermen and traders are rational and efficient enough
to respond to the export markets.
Nevertheless, it should be noted that the present government recently started
to intervene in exporting and importing businesses. The government re
cently restored the compulsory procurement system regarding beans and
pulses. Farmers who grow certain kinds of beans and pulses have to sell a
portion of their produce to MAPT at a fixed price, which is usually set well
below the market price. Likewise, export of sesame was recently re-mo
nopolized by MAPT and some of military-related companies. In addition
to these, a portion of foreign currency obtained from export of prawn must
be surrendered to the Department of Fisheries of the Ministry of Livestock
and Fisheries at a fixed exchange rate, which is often more favorable for
the Department than the market rate.
It is not a coincidence that all these commodities of the government’s tar
gets for intervention are newly-emerging export items as explained before.
The government and SEEs carefully watches markets and look for busi
nesses that are profitable export earners. Then they began to intervene in
those industries to squeeze foreign currency. It should be noted, however,
that the export of such new commodities increased due to price incentives
provided by the export markets. The enhanced government intervention
will inevitably distort the markets and reduce price incentives for produc
ers and traders. The government intervention could damage the prospects
of export of new commodities.
While agricultural produce accounts for the major share of total export, it
should be noted that some of processed and manufactured goods are also
emerging as new export goods in the 1990s. Garment presents a good ex
ample. Garment export was negligible in F Y 1990, but it increased its share
up to 7% by FY 1996, which is the fourth biggest export item in the Table
6 . Most of garments are produced on CMP-basis (Cutting, Making, and
Packing). Recently both foreign and local companies have vigorously in
vested in the garment industry. It is said in Myanmar that if you see a new
factory, it must be a garment one. To be sure, CMP-based garment projects
4

See Chapter 4 for details.
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are the most vigorous sector in Myanmar’s industry. 4
Export of wood-based products such as plywood, flooring, plaque and fur
niture are also on the upturn trend, although most of them seem to have
been classified in Teak and Hardwood in Table 6. 5 Moreover, some of in
dustrial goods may also be classified in Other Commodities, which occu
pied 30% of the whole export in FY 1997. Taking such invisible industrial
goods into consideration, the share of industrial goods in total export could
be steadily increasing throughout the 1990s.
Then let us briefly examine the trend of imports by commodity (See Table
7). Import commodities are broadly categorized into three groups, that is,
capital goods, raw materials and spare parts, and consumption goods. Im
mediately after trade liberalization in 1988, the share of consumption goods
increased from 12% in FY 1985 to 36% in FY 1988, and up to 46% in FY
1992. It is surprising that food recorded the highest growth rate among
consumption goods. 6 Although Myanmar has been a food exporter, it still
has to import dairy products, spices, seasoning powders, snacks, ready
made foods, and even edible oil as essentials.
On the other hand, the share of capital goods decreased from 57% in FY
1985 to 29% in FY 1991. It is often the case for the beginning stage of a
transition from planned economy to market-oriented one that trade liber
alization brings about an increase in import of consumption goods to sup
ply pent-up demands, which had long been suppressed during the socialist
period. The share of capital goods bottomed out in FY 1991. Since then it
increased considerably, and reached 43% in FY 1997. This recovery re
flects industrial development, increased inflows of foreign direct invest
ment as well as strong economic growth for the said period.
However, there is a possibility that import structure may have been changed
again from capital-goods-oriented to consumer-goods-oriented after the
economic downturn in 1997. It should be noted that import structure would
drastically change towards capital-goods-oriented only when a full-fledged
industrialization begins in Myanmar.

5

See Chapter 5 for details.
for others, which occupied about 30% of total imports for the period between FY 1988 and
FY 1992.
6 Except
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Table 7: Imports
(Unit: Million Kyat, %)

Source: Statistical Yearbook, 1998.

Table 7: Imports (Contd.)
(Unit: Million Kyat, %)

Source: Statistical Yearbook, 1998.

29

4. IMPACT OF ECONOMIC REFORMS ON OWNERSHIP PAT
TERN: EMERGENCE OF PRIVATE SECTOR
In order to see industrial structural changes, it is also important to examine
changes in ownership pattern, especially in transition from centrally-planned
economy where state sector is a major player, to market-oriented economy
where private sector is expected to play a major role. Myanmar is also a
transitional economy. In this section, the author will examine impacts of
economic reforms on ownership pattern.

4.1 GDP
Economic reforms of the military government began with the open-door
policy and the recognition of private businesses. The government announced
its Foreign Investment Law in November 1988 and opened her doors to
foreign investment after 25-year-interval. It also announced the State-owned
Economic Enterprises Law in March 1989, in which the Law conferring
powers for Establishing the Socialist Economic System, 1965 was repealed.
In other words, the military government officially renounced the Burmese
Way to Socialism by this law.
The State-owned Economic Enterprises Law stipulated the twelve economic
enterprises that SEEs continue to monopolize. 7 By stipulating the twelve
enterprises exclusive for SEEs, the government conversely allowed the
private sector to enter the other fields. In other words, the industrial policy
for the private sector’s participation in national economy changed from
“banned in principle” to “allowed in principle”.
Under the industrial liberalization and open-door policy, the private sector
has gained momentum. Table 8 shows the real GDP by industry and owner
ship. Thus far the author mainly used the figures of nominal GDP to see
industrial structural changes. However, the figures by industry and owner
ship are available only in real GDP. Therefore, the author uses the figures
7

Those are: (a) extraction of teak and sale of the same in the country and abroad; (b) cultivation and
conservation of forest plantation; (c) exploration, extraction and sale of petroleum and natural gas
and production of products of the same; (d) exploration and extraction of pearls, jade and precious
stones and export of the same; (e) breeding and production of fish and prawns in fisheries which
have been reserved for research by the Government; (f) Postal and Telecommunications Service; (g)
Air Transport Service and Railway Transport Service; (h) Banking Service and Insurance Service;
(i) Broadcasting Service and Television Service; (j) exploration and extraction of metals and export
of the same; (k) Electricity Generating Services other than those permitted by law to private and co
operative electricity generating services; (1) manufacture of products relating to security and de
fence which the Government has, from time to time, prescribed by notification.
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Table 8 : Relative Importance of Different Sectors inReal GDP by Ownership

Note: Real GDP based on 1985/86 constant prices.
Source: Statistical Yearbook (various issues); Review of the Financial, Economic and Social Conditions (various issues).

of real GDP for this section. (Table 8 )
First of all, you may notice with a glance at the table that the private sector
accounted for nearly 70% of the whole GDP even in FY 1986, which was
in the midst of the socialist regime. This high ratio of the private sector as
of GDP in Myanmar sharply contrasts with those of Central and Eastern
European transitional economies, where the state played a major role in the
economy during the socialist period.
The high participation of the private sector in Myanmar’s economy was
largely due to the fact that most of the agriculture sector, the biggest indus
try that accounted for 40% of real GDP in FY 1986, has long been catego
rized as the private sector in GDP statistics.
However, it should be noted that even though the private sector contributed
more than 90% of agriculture sector both in the socialist period and at
present, the private sector’s reality is substantially different between two
periods. The agriculture sector was not collectivized, and land holdings
remained at the hands of small farmers throughout the socialist period. In
this sense, it may not be wrong to categorize the agriculture sector as pri
vate one. Nevertheless, farmers were under strict state control in those days.
They could not grow what they wanted, but they had to cultivate lands
according to the government policy and planning. They could not sell freely
their products to markets, but they had to sell most of their products to the
state at lower prices, which were unilaterally fixed by the government, than
market ones. Fanners could not enjoy a freedom of management in those
days.
The government decontrolled the trade of main agricultural produce in
November 1987, which had long been monopolized by the state under the
socialist regime. Since then, fanners have become able to sell their prod
ucts to markets after selling a portion of their products to the state. Now
farmers are getting more responsive to the market; they positively react to
the price incentives from the market. Now farmers enjoy a relatively larger
freedom of management compared to the socialist era. In this way, even
though the agricultural sector has been continuously categorized as “the
private sector”, the real situation is totally different between before and
after 1988.
Secondly, contrast to agriculture, some sectors were largely occupied by
state-owned enterprises even in FY 1998. Energy, Electric Power, Commu
nications, and Social and Administration Services were almost monopo
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lized by the state. The state controlled the substantial shares of Forestry,
Construction and Financial Institutions as well. Many of such industries
that were monopolized or dominated by the state are on the list of twelve
industries exclusive for SEEs. But there exists an exceptional clause that
with a view to the interest of the state private business enterprises may be
allowed to enter the twelve industries in the form of joint-venture with
SEEs or even in the form of pure private ownership. 8 Accordingly, many
private companies including foreign ones invested in the twelve enterprises.
Large-scale foreign investments in Yadana and Yetagon natural gas explo
ration provide good examples. On the other hand, although entry ban to the
industries such as Forestry, Construction, Financial Institutions was lifted,
there remain large-scale SEEs in those industries. This is why the shares of
the state in those industries remain considerable.
Thirdly, the shares of the private sector increased in all industries except
Forestry. In spite of remaining entry barriers and other restrictions, the pri
vate sector positively reacted to the industrial liberalization. The participa
tion of the private sector increased particularly in Mining, Construction
and Financial Institutions.
The government provided mining concessions to private enterprises in or
der to enhance production and to obtain revenue. The share of private sec
tor in Mining rose from 8.0% in FY 1986 to 88.2% in FY 1998. As for
Construction, private construction companies have mushroomed with con
struction mini-boom, which started in the early 1990s and burst by mid1997. Some of business groups have been forged with such construction
companies. Regarding the sector of Financial Institutions, although it was
one of the twelve enterprises exclusive for SEEs, the establishment of pri
vate financial institutions was allowed by the Financial Institutions of
Myanmar Law, enacted in July 1990. According to this Law, 20 private
banks have been established since 1992.9 The private sector’s share in GDP
rapidly increased from zero by 1991 to 30.7% in FY 1998. In terms of
deposit outstanding, the private banks occupied 66 % of total deposit as of
the end of last year.
The shares of private sector are also increasing in the sector of Trade, the
second biggest contributor to the GDP, and the sector of Processing and
Manufacturing, the third largest one. All these figures point out the active
participation of private sector in the national economy. As entry barriers
8
9

Section 4 in the State-owned Economic Enterprises Law, 1989.
However, foreign banks are not yet allowed to operate.
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and restrictions imposed upon private businesses are lifted, the participa
tion of private sector in economic activities would be further enhanced
even in the industries that are still monopolized or controlled by predomi
nant SEEs. Myanmar’s private sector is active and efficient enough to re
spond to the government liberalization policies. 10

4.2 Business Registration
As the private sector plays an enhanced role in national economy, business
entities registered with the authorities concerned have also mushroomed.
Table 9 shows the number of various kinds of business entities, data of
which was collected from various sources such as the Directorate of Hotels
and Tourism, the Directorate of Investment and Company Administration
and the Directorate of Trade.
There must be overlapping and double counting in the Table 9. For exam
ple, Myanmar Companies Limited can be organized according to the Burma
Companies Act (1913) and Partnership Firms can be established according
to Partnership Act (1932). When these companies or partnerships are en
gaged in external trade, both of them must obtain export and import li
censes from the Ministry of Commerce and they would be counted as ex
porters and importers as well. In the same way, when you run a hotel, you
have to obtain a business license from the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism,
i.e. it was counted as Hotel Business in the Table 9. When the hotel run a
tourist business, it may be also registered as Tourist Enterprise. Tourist
Enterprise and Tourist Transport Business may also be overlapped. More
over, some of business entities may be just paper companies without doing
any actual business. In this way, we have to be careful that there must be
overlapping, double counting and empty figures of business entities in Ta
ble 9.
Bearing such shortcomings in mind, let us examine Table 9. First of all,
there is a significant increase in business entities. The number of various
business entities increased by 17 times from 1,776 in total as of the end of
FY 1989 to 29,868 as of FY 1997. Of course, all of them cannot be truly
new entries, but some of them already existed and just registered them
selves to the authorities concerned according to newly promulgated laws.
Nevertheless, it may be safely said that the private sector positively re
sponded to market-oriented policy and started up their businesses.

10 As

for the availability of entrepreneurship in Myanmar, see Chapter 3.
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Table 9 : Number of Registered Exporters, Importers, Limited Companies, Partnerships and Joint-Venture
Companies Limited

Note: Total for FY1997 is 29,874 in the original Statistical Yearbook (1998).
'Excluding those under Foreign Investment Law.
Source: Statistical Yearbook (various issues).

Second, even though the number of various business entities shows a strong
growth until 1996, since then the growth rate declined. The data has not
been available after 1998, but the growth of the number of various business
entities may have further declined due to economic slowdown.
Third, the so-called formalization of business entities is observed. The share
of exporters and importers, which is generally regarded as easy forms of
business entities, substantially declined from 55 % in FY 1989 to 30 % in
FY 1997. In the same way, the share of partnerships, which is also regarded
as easy form of business entities, declined from 21 % to 4 % in the same
period. Contrary to these, Myanmar Companies Ltd., formal business entity,
increased its share from 10 % in FY 1989 to 36 % in FY 1997. This may be
called formalization of business entities.
Lastly, tourism-related businesses recorded a high growth rate. The aggre
gated share of tourism-related businesses covering from 10 to 14 in Table 9
increased from 3% in FY 1992 to 18% in FY 1997. However, the increased
number of registered tourism-related businesses does not necessarily indi
cate the prosperity of tourism in Myanmar. For example, there are many
tour guides who registered themselves with the authority concerned but
could not find a job in tourism business due to stagniht tourism in this
country. The number of overseas visitors jumped from 170,143 in FY 1995
to 310,298 in FY1996 due to the Visit Myanmar Year campaign, and re
corded 345,829 in FY 1998. However, it is on the downturn with 309,418
in FY 1999 and 126,380 for the first six months of FY 2000. The number of
tourism-related businesses may have declined since 1997.

4.3 Private Manufacturing Firms
Manufacturing sector is particularly important for full-fledged industriali
zation. In-depth sector-wise analysis in manufacturing sector will be pre
sented in the later chapters in this volume. Here the author would like to
provide a brief description of the sector.
Table 10 shows an ownership pattern by size of manufacturing measured
by the number of employees. Most of manufacturing enterprises in Myanmar
is micro-sized establishments with fewer than 10 workers, which account
for 94% in FY 1998. Among them 98% is owned by private entrepreneurs.
On the other hand, the state economic enterprises occupy 68 % of largescale factories, which however account for only one per cent of total estab
lishments. Thus, the ownership structure of manufacturing sector in
Myanmar is characterized as one with a small number of large-scale state
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Table 10 Factories and Establishments by Number of Workers

Note: The ratios of columns of State, Co-operative and Private are ones as of each row’s number of
factories and establishments. The ratio of column of Total is one as of total number of factories and
establishments.
MVA stands for Manufacturing Value Added.
Source: Review of the Financial, Economic and Social Conditions (various issues)

economic enterprises producing 28% of total manufacturing value added
(MVA), and with a large number of micro private establishments produc
ing 71% of MVA.
Table 11 shows the development of private industries that registered with
the Industrial Supervision and Inspection Department of Ministry of In
dustry (1). According to the Private Industrial Enterprise Law enacted in
November 1990, any private industrial enterprises using three horsepower
and above and/or ten wage-earning workers and above shall register them
selves with the said Department. Then Procedures relating to the Private
Industrial Enterprise Law was prescribed on the 1st February 1991. In the
Procedures, the authorities concerned requested that existing private in
dustrial enterprises should apply for registration within 120 days from 1st
February 1991. If they applied for registration within 120 days, then they
would be allowed to continue their production activities before receiving
any directive from the Directorate. The number of registration jumped from
27 in FY 1990 to 23,848 in FY 1991 by 883 times. However, the growth of
registered number stabilized in the following fiscal year: it increased by
only 5.2%, recording 25,081 in FY 1992. It can be said that almost all
private enterprises that should be registered according to the Law and Pro
cedures and had intention to do so, had registered by the end of FY 1991.
Thus, increases in the figure of registered industries after FY 1992 can
mostly be regarded as new entries. (Table 11)
The number of registered private industries increased from 24,117 facto
ries in 1992 to 35,597 in 1999, with an average annual growth rate of 5.7%.
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Table 11: Registered Private Industries by Product Groups

Note: Av.No.of Employment stands for Average Number of Employment.
Figures for 1999 is as of end of September 1999.
Source:Ministry of Industry (1).

Table 11: Registered Private Industries by Product Groups (Contd.)

Note: Av.No.of Employment stands for Average Number of Employment
Figures for 1999 is as of end of September 1999.
Source: Ministry of Industry (1).

The growth of Garment (Wearing Apparel) was the highest with a growth
rate of 37.8% per annum, which was followed by Machinery and Equip
ment with 28.4% per annum, Coke and Petro Products with 25.8% and
Radio, TV Communication Equipment Manufacturing with 21.9%.
As registered industries increased, their employment also augmented. Here
again, Garment Industry recorded the highest growth rate of 77.7% per
annum. This was followed by Coke and Petro Products with 38.3%, Ma
chinery and Equipment with 34.7%, Leather and Leather Products with
24.8% and Radio, TV, Communication Equipment Manufacturing with
20.4%.
The average number of workers of Garment Industry exceeded 80 workers
per factory, whereas that of all manufacturing industries was just 5.2. As a
result, the share in employment of Garment Industry increased from negli
gible per cent in 1992 to 7% in 1999. As mentioned before, the foreign and
domestic companies vigorously invest in Garment Industry and the number
of garment factories is estimated to reach 380 by now. It is surely one of the
most vibrant industry in Myanmar. 11
However, apart from the garment industry, the industrial structure shown
by Table 11 has not been much changed. Myanmar’s industry is still char
acterized with the extremely large share of agro-based consumer’s goods
industries and less importance of heavy industries. 12 The upgrading and
diversification of industrial sector in Myanmar has not yet to be observed.

5. RECENT POLICY DEVELOPMENT: BACKLASH AGAINST
LIBERALIZATION?
Although major economic indicators do not reveal drastic industrial struc
tural changes, Myanmar’s private sector has demonstrated its resilience,
surviving the socialist period, and ability to participate in the national
economy when market economy revived. Once equal chances are given to
the private sector, it will actively penetrate to economic activities and to
contribute to economic development. This is one of our findings in the
previous sections.

11 See

Chapter 4 for details.
Motor Vehicles and Trailers occupy 8% of total establishments, most ef them are con
sidered to be small and medium repair workshops.
12 Although
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Nevertheless, recent policy trends turned increasingly inward and against
market-mechanism, particularly after the Asian currency crisis in mid-1991.
The State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) has consciously adopted
import substitution and self-reliant, or you may call it even survival policy.
The government started to intervene in many economic activities, and
strengthen the state control. The Trade Council, an extra-ministerial com
mittee, is said to be responsible for such policy changes.
The Trade Council was formed in July 1997, with General Maung Aye,
Vice-Chairman of the SPDC as Chairman, and with Minister for National
Planning and Economic Development as Secretary. The Trade Council has
laid down important policies not only on external trade but also on other
economic affairs. These policies include export first (import against export
earnings) policy; limit on non-essential imports; 10 % export tax; advanced
purchase of beans and pulses for export; advanced purchase of cotton;
market-price-based taxation on imported vehicles; import restrictions of
motor vehicles; monthly grant for palm oil import; lowered FEC limit on
overseas bank transfer; strengthened revenue collection from MIC-approved
projects; inspection of under-priced import invoices and so forth. A number
of these may be motivated to capture foreign exchange earnings for the
government budget.
Foreign companies are also getting to face more and more difficult busi
ness environment under such policy changes. Some foreign investors are
said to request relaxation on economic controls to the authorities concerned.
However, responses from the authorities to such requests are largely stere
otyped and not with commitment. For example, the Myanmar Investment
Commission often describes the Foreign Investment Law of 1988 as a most
liberal and encouraging investment act, which admits 100 % foreign-owned
investment and provides attractive tax incentives. Theoretically, it is even
comparable to those of senior ASEAN members. However, as far as they
use the existence of this law as excuse and do not listen to the voices of
foreign investors, they will never address the deep-seated structural prob
lems, which are real impediments to the inflow of foreign direct invest
ments.
Moreover, the military holding companies, Myanmar Economic Corpora
tion (MEC) and Myanmar Economic Holdings Ltd. (MEHL), which are
extensively engaged in the manufacturing sector, are exerting increasing
influence over business activities. The State-owned Economic Enterprises
Law of 1989 was intentionally amended in 1997 to make it possible to
establish a 100% militaiy-owned company. Military-related companies
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themselves are not necessarily harmful to economic development. How
ever, it would become harmful if they were provided with special favorable
treatments by the government, and damage the idea of level playing fields
for every economic actor. Such arbitrary favoritism, if provided for the
military holding companies, may send a bad signal to the business circle
that the government could change even the rules of the game.
In addition to these military holding companies, the government has started
to embrace so-called national entrepreneurs. It is said that they have been
given preferential treatments in doing business. 13 Favoritism and corrup
tion has been epidemic and become a serious problem in some developing
economies. On the contrary, the successive governments of Myanmar have
taken pride in being clean even since the socialist period. Nevertheless, it
is also true that transitional economies from centrally-planned to marketoriented tend to suffer from the problems of favoritism and corruption,
because they often lack legal and institutional foundations for functioning
of free and fair market economy.
We should note that once such a business environment was created as per
sonal connections to the authorities, rather than management skills and
technical merits, are the most important factors for business success, then
it would be difficult to provide sound economic incentives to entrepreneurs
of ability, and hence they would lose their confidence on policy environ
ment. 14 Then emerging enterprises and entrepreneurs as well as foreign
potential investors may well divert their interests to other economies, or
just chase for windfall profits through rent-seeking activities. In order to
prevent Myanmar would head for so-called crony capitalism, it is impor
tant for the government to lay down a level playing field where all eco
nomic actors can play and compete with each other in a free and fair man
ner.

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS
This chapter outlined a series of liberalization programs implemented un
der the present government (SLORC/SPDC), and assessed the impact of
them on industrial structural changes. Major economic indicators did not
13 The Asiaweek reported as an account of a businessman, saying ‘To do business in Myanmar, you
need to know how to play the game. Rule No.l: Get along with the junta----- Rule No.2: Only Rule
No.l matters.” {Asiaweek, February 23,2001, p. 24.)
14 See also U.S. Embassy, Country Commercial Guide, September 2000.
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show significant structural changes in Myanmar’s industries. The country
still can be described as a predominantly agricultural economy.
Nevertheless, we observed the resilience and vitality of private sector in
Myanmar. They positively and swiftly reacted to market-oriented policy of
the government, and penetrated into fields where market economy revived.
They are ready to play a more significant role in the national economy,
once they are given opportunities. This situation contrasts with some of
other transitional economies, where lack of entrepreneurship seriously hin
ders the private sector from playing enhanced role in economic develop
ment. On the contrary, Myanmar has a big advantage of having entrepre
neurs of ability and vitality. They would make its transition toward marketoriented economy much easier and smoother. Players are ready.
Therefore, public policy does matter whether it can make the most of such
players in economic development or not. Then the question comes back to
the one in the section two: Can we be fully confident of the present govern
ment’s commitment on transition to a genuine market economy, which guar
antees level playing fields for every economic actor?
Here again, we should look back Myanmar’s history on industrial policy.
Every government to date since independence, either civilian or military,
and either democratic or socialist, has approached the problem of the pri
vate sector with great concern and trepidation. Whenever they wanted to
accommodate and integrate the energy of private enterprises into the na
tional economy, the socialist philosophy, anti-capitalist attitude, controlprone disposition and xenophobia based on the bitter colonial experiences
provided obstacles, with the redefinition of the role of the private sector
being left vague and halfway.
The transition to market-oriented economy in the 1990s seems to be a his
torical exception. The various reform measures taken by the military gov
ernment apparently show their strong commitment toward a full-fledged
market economy. The author calls the present transformation of the economy
the Third Wave, and assures himself that it has been the biggest wave of
liberalization in Myanmar’s industrial history. 15 Compared with the previ
ous two waves, which the author thinks occurred in the latter half of the
1950s and in the mid-1970s, the present regime has committed itself much
15

See Toshihiro Kudo, “Industrial Policy in Myanamr: Lessons from the Past” in Industrial Devel
opment and Reforms in Myanmar: ASEAN and Japanese Perspectives, (Bangkok, The Sasakawa
Southeast Asia Cooperation Fund, 1999).
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more clearly to market economic principles and the enhanced role of the
private sector.
Nevertheless, the history still exhibits a reserve to be fully confident in
government policy toward a market economy. Recent backtracking of eco
nomic reforms is certainly something to be worried. It would be necessary
for the military government to commit itself again to such ideas as open
markets, free competition, transparency, accountability, consistency, level
playing field, freedom of information and rule of law, which are the foun
dations for a free and fair market-oriented economy. Without the govern
ment’s commitment to those ideas, the private sector would never be con
fident on public polices, and as a result, the full-fledged investments would
never be forthcoming.
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