Tables and Data


(Burma Economic Watch, June  2001)

a) Burma’s Economy at a Glance


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000


Population (m)
45.6
46.4
47.3
48.1
49.0

Real GDP  (Kt millions)
66,742
71,042
75,123
79,460
88,134

Real GDP (US$m)
5,100
4,700
4,800
5,100
5,800

Real GDP Growth (%)
6.4
5.7
5.0
5.5
5.0

Per Capita GDP (US$)
111.84
101.29
101.48
106.03
118.36

Average Inflation (% p.a)
21.8
20.0
33.9
49.1
11.4

Trade Balance (US$m) 
-937
-1,016
-1,280
-1,600
-1,408

External Debt (US$m)
5,479
5,485
5,610
5,915
6,470

External Debt Arrears (US$m)
1,480
1,455
1,608
1,913
2,309

Official Exchange Rate (Kt/US$)
5.99
6.36
6.11
6.27
6.53

Market Exchange Rate (Kt/US$)
155.0
240.5
333.9
340.8
500+

Using Purchasing Power Parity formulae (which helps to remove the distortions that exchange rate changes cause), Burma’s per capita GDP comes in at around US$1,200 per annum. Though higher than suggested by using the market exchange rate of the Kyat/US$, it is indicative of the dismal state of Burma’s economy. GDP, or Gross Domestic Product, measures the amount of goods and services produced by a country in a year. It is (an albeit imperfect) indicator of a country’s relative wealth. GDP per capita tells us how much goods and services are created per person. By way of comparison, a country like Australia has a per capita GDP of around US$22,200, while Thailand has a per capita GDP of US$6,400. Burma is one of a handful of nations classified as ‘least developed’ by the World Bank. 

The large fluctuations in Burma’s GDP in terms of US$ is due primarily to the collapsing exchange rate of Burma’s currency, the Kyat, against the US dollar. Shocking to note is that, in terms of US$, Burma’s GDP is less than its total amount of external debt! 

Because of the military regime’s economic mismanagement, Burma sells much less exports to the world than it takes in of other countries’ imports. This means that Burma runs a very large trade deficit each year (exports less imports). In 2000, this deficit amounted to over 24 percent of GDP. This is not sustainable.

Burma’s external debt arrears (debt and interest due but which has not been paid) is a very large proportion (over 35% in 2000) of the total debt that it owes to foreign countries. This arrears, as well as Burma’s political isolation, means that the country will not receive any assistance from the World Bank or other multilateral agencies unless there is far-reaching political and economic reform.

The summary table above clearly demonstrates the near-worthless state of the Kyat. Though ‘officially’ pegged by the regime at around 6.5 to the US dollar, it trades on the ‘blackmarket’ at a rate that, at latest estimate, is over 700 to the dollar. Burma’s exchange rate is yet another economic indicator of a country in socio-political distress.      

The numbers in the table above are dire, and nor can any improvement in Burma’s economic situation be expected while ever the present military regime remains in place. Sorely needed economic aid to Burma from multilateral institutions, as well as from significant bilateral donors, is dependent upon significant political reform. In recent months there have been few changes to economic policy in Burma, and little to suggest the regime understands the predicament the economy is in. The regime is presently fixated on boosting agricultural production by bringing as much land as possible under cultivation. An attempt to achieve self-sufficiency in food and in so doing bring about political stability, it is a goal that is greatly compromised by a lack of capital and access to key inputs – fertiliser, seeds, technological advances – that will allow for intensive growth. Other critical economic problems in Burma – the misaligned and chaotic exchange rate arrangements, the large trade and budget deficits, monetary financing of government spending, a small and weak financial system, foreign debt arrears, high inflation, substantial hidden unemployment and underemployment, weak taxation and revenue collection systems – all seem to be beyond the regime’s competency to address.

Political reform therefore remains the essential requirement for an improvement in Burma’s economic prospects. Political reform, especially the establishment of a government led by the National League for Democracy (NLD), would bring with it the promise of an end to Burma’s international isolation, a resumption of aid and an end to international consumer and investment boycotts. The international goodwill that would accompany the resumption of democracy in Burma would greatly aid the process of economic reform that the country so desperately needs.

b) Selected Social Indicators

(Source: UNDP Human Development Report 2000, and BEW calculations) 


Burma
Thailand
All Developing Countries

Infant Mortality Rate (per 1000 births)
80
30
64

Infants With Low Birth Weight (%)
24
6
na

Public Education Expenditure (% GDP)
1.2
4.8
3.8

Public Health Expenditure (% GDP)
0.2
1.7
2.2

Main Telephone Lines (per 1000 people)
2
84
21

Televisions (per 1000 people)
3
236
95

Personal Computers (per 1000 people)
<1
22
na

Internet Hosts (per 1000 people)
<0.01
0.34
0.26

Armed Forces (‘000s)
350
306
na

Writing/Printing Paper Consumed (kg/per cap)
0.6
13.5
6.1

Electricity Consump. (Per cap/KwH)
96
1644
na

Thailand has been chosen for comparison with Burma in this table because of the nations’ shared history, long border, similar population size and resource endowment. Also, and though not without considerable problems of its own, Thailand provides a not unreasonable example of ‘what might have been’ in Burma. Perhaps surprising in the data of these selected social indicators is the extent to which Burma trails not a just fast-industrialising country like Thailand, but the record of developing countries generally.

c) Output and Growth

GDP by Sector

(% of Total Real GDP. Source: IMF & BEW Calculations)

Sector
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Agriculture
37.1
36.2
35.2
34.5
34.4

Livestock and Fishing
6.8
7.2
7.3
7.5
7.9

Forestry
1.1
1.1
1.3
1.1
1.0

Energy
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.3
0.4

Mining
1.1
1.1
1.4
1.4
1.7

Manufacturing
9.3
9.1
9.1
9.1
9.3

Power
1.0
1.0
1.2
1.0
1.1

Construction
4.0
4.7
4.8
4.9
4.6

Transportation
4.3
4.2
4.3
4.3
4.3

Communication
1.3
1.5
1.8
1.9
1.9

Financial Institutions
1.5
1.7
1.9
2.0
2.1

Social and Admin.
6.7
6.6
6.7
6.7
6.5

Rental & other services
4.2
4.2
4.2
4.2
4.0

Trade
21.4
21.2
20.6
21.1
20.8

Real GDP
100
100
100
100
100

Notes: The structure of Burma’s economy is that of a least-developed country with minimal formal activity beyond agriculture. The stagnation or very slow-growth of manufacturing, transportation, communications, power generation and financial institutions is indicative of the failure of government policy in ostensibly promoting industrialisation. Also notable is the stagnation of trade at a time when global trade grew strongly. 

The lack of growth in manufacturing is particularly indictable, given that this is the sector that Burma must exploit if it is to follow in the success of its neighbours. These numbers are consistent, however, with the collapse in investment in the sector noted above, and in following tables.  

Though some growth can be expected in the energy sector with the completion of major oil and gas projects, there is little grounds for optimism that the structure of Burma’s economy will change any time soon. All sectors remain constrained by political instability, a lack of access to capital, poor physical and social infrastructure and the deteriorating macroeconomic environment .

The relevant comparisons with the economic structure of Thailand and with developing countries generally are as follows:

GDP by Sector

(% of GDP. Source: UNDP Human Development Report 2000)

Sector
Thailand
All Developing Countries

Agriculture
11.2
13.5

Manufacturing
41.2
35.1

Services
47.7
52.5

d) Foreign Trade and Payments

Balance of Payments

(US$ millions. Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Exports
895
930
1,011
1,113
1,132

Imports
1,832
1,946
2,291
2,713
2,539

Trade Balance
-937
-1,016
-1,280
-1,600
-1,408

Services (Net)
60
-169
-317
178
229

Private Transfers (Net)
460
457
465
490
469

Current Account
-416
-728
-1,132
-931
-710

Notes: There are great problems and many inconsistencies in Burma’s trade data. These numbers, though filtered to some extent by the IMF, understate the true size of Burma’s trade and current account imbalances. Necessarily missing is the very large proportion of Burma’s trade that takes place via informal networks – from smuggling and ‘border’ trade, to the tendency to under or overstate exports and imports to minimise tax and to circumvent exchange controls. Of course, data on Burma’s very large surplus in the trade in illicit drugs is also missing.

The bulk of ‘private transfers’ in the table comprises remittences from Burmese workers overseas. The number shown here is not large (for example, the tiny ‘state’ of Somaliland has remittances of around US$500 million per annum), and probably greatly understates the funds sent into Burma by workers and expatriates via channels that deny the scrutiny of the regime.

The EIU reports (February 2000) that Burma’s military regime has recently imposed new restrictions on imports, with individual traders limited to importing goods worth up to Kt1 million per month. These restrictions are in addition to others imposed in 1998 that limit imports to prescribed ‘essential’ items. 

The US and Canada exclude Burma from their generalised preference schemes (GSP) that favour the exports of developing countries. Of course, Burma is also subject to consumer boycotts in many countries.

Composition of Trade

(US$ millions. Source: IMF, EIU)

Main Exports
Main Imports

Teak and other woods
202.6
Machinery and Transport Equip.
427.3

Pulses and beans
196.1
Metals and Manufactures
282.1

Prawns
77.4
Electrical Machinery
229.7

Fish and Fish Products
38.6
Edible Oils
83.9

Rice
12.0
Paper
53.0

Notes: The composition of Burma’s exports and imports is not unremarkable for an economy at its stage of development. Notable is the minor role played by rice in Burma’s exports – this from a country that was once known as the ‘rice bowl of Asia’.

Direction of Trade

Most Significant Markets and Sources
(As % of total exports and imports. Source: IMF, EIU)

Main Export Markets
Main Import Sources


% of Total

% of Total

India
12.5
Singapore
27.7

Singapore 
10.8
Thailand
12.9

China
10.4
Japan
11.6

Thailand
5.0
China
11.3

Japan
5.0
Malaysia
6.2

Notes: The extent of Singapore’s ‘engagement’ with Burma is very obvious in this data. Likewise is the absence of industrial countries from outside Asia. Burma’s political isolation from Western countries is unlikely to change the composition of its trading partners in the absence of political reform.

Foreign Reserves and Foreign Debt

(In US$ millions. Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Net International Reserves
381
188
232
296
242

Reserves Cover (Months Imports)
2
2
2
2
2

External Debt
5,479
5,485
5,610
5,915
6,470

External Debt Arrears
1,480
1,455
1,608
1,913
2,309

Notes: Data on Burma’s external finances are as unreliable as any aspect of its dealings with the outside world. What is notable in the above, however, is the paucity of Burma’s International reserves relative to its large external debt. Burma’s debt arrears, on top of its political isolation, means that it is not likely to be the recipient of multilateral assistance in the near future.

The bulk of Burma’s external debts are in the form of official bilateral loans from other governments (mostly Japan). No substantial new loans have been made in some time though, as noted above, Japan is looking for any excuse to start lending again. Burma also owes a substantial amount, in the form of loans and matured bonds, to international banks.

Foreign Direct Investment

(In US$ millions. Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Foreign-Owned
211.0
313.6
588.5
478.8
187.1

Joint Venture
106.6
267.1
290.3
204.8
117.1

Total
317.6
580.7
878.8
683.6
304.2

Notes: Foreign direct investment is very low relative to other countries in the region. In 1998, the peak of FDI into Burma, the relevant figures for other countries in the region were (US$million):

Thailand
6,650

Philippines
1,550

Malaysia
5,100

China
41,100

As noted earlier, in April 1997, the United States barred all new investment in Burma by US companies. Many other countries have a general policy of discouraging investment in Burma.  

Foreign Direct Investment by Source

(In US$ millions. Source: IMF)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Australia
2.8
1.6
0.4
0.3
1.3

Austria
0.0
0.0
0.8
0.2
0.0

Bangladesh
0.0
2.4
0.0
0.0
0.0

Canada
0.8
0.0
1.5
3.9
0.4

China
3.1
2.2
0.4
2.6
0.0

France
86.9
71.8
201.7
90.0
33.0

Germany
0.0
3.3
0.2
1.5
7.0

Hong Kong 
5.7
13.2
4.7
10.7
13.8

Indonesia
0.0
0.0
7.0
4.8
1.0

Japan
0.4
15.6
18.9
33.5
18.8

South Korea
1.4
0.5
6.5
17.1
8.8

Malaysia
5.7
10.6
5.1
12.0
15.5

The Netherlands
2.0
4.4
1.2
0.0
0.5

Panama
0.0
0.0
0.0
8.5
2.5

Philippines
3.2
0.4
0.1
0.0
0.2

Singapore
55.5
175.0
279.1
79.1
14.9

Thailand
32.4
42.6
32.0
58.0
9.6

UK
87.6
222.2
288.6
203.1
176.1

USA
30.2
14.3
30.6
158.3
0.8

Total
317.6
580.7
878.8
683.6
304.2

Notes: As can be seen, foreign direct investment in Burma is concentrated to a handful of countries. The surprisingly large numbers pertaining to the UK and the USA primarily reflect investment in the few very large (and very controversial) oil and gas projects. 

e) Government Spending and Taxation

(% of GDP. Source: IMF, BEW calculations and estimates)


1997
1998
1999
2000

Receipts
6.8
7.9
7.3
5.3

        Tax Revenue
3.7
4.1
3.3
2.5

        Transfers from State Enterprises
1.9
2.4
2.7
2.0

        Other Non-Tax Revenue
1.1
1.2
1.2
0.8

        Foreign Grants
0.1
0.1
0.0
0.0

Expenditure
9.7
8.7
7.6
6.6

Incl. Defence
3.0
2.7
1.5
1.8

        Education
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

        Health
0.1
0.1
0.1
0.1

        Social Welfare
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

        Capital Expenditure
4.7
4.5
1.4
2.8

Budget Balance
-2.9
-0.9
-0.4
-1.3

Notes:  Burma’s fiscal situation is dire. As is clear from the above, Burma’s rudimentary revenue collection regimes have been weakening in recent years. Coupled with continuing heavy spending on defence, this has resulted in large budget deficits (the difference between spending and revenue). As shall be examined below, these have largely been financed through the simple expedient of monetisation (that is, simply printing money to cover the shortfall).

 The extraordinarily low (and falling) levels of government spending on education is striking – and promise nothing but a most pessimistic reading of Burma’s future under the present regime. 

As noted earlier the defence numbers greatly understate the true extent to which the armed forces in Burma extract resources from the economy.

f) Monetary and Banking

Monetary Survey (1996-2000)

(Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Domestic Credit (Kt. Millions)
229,535
297,431
382,133
485,940
634,891

Of which: Claims on Public Sector 
183,953
218,773
263,402
319,375
435,879

Currency (% p.a  growth) 
25.9
34.7
28.9
17.3
17.5

Average Inflation (% p.a)
21.8
20.0
33.9
49.1
11.4

Call Deposit Rates (% p.a) 
3.0
6.0
6.0
6.0
5.0

Six Month Term Deposits (% p.a)
10.0
12.5
12.5
12.5
10.5

Overdraft Rates (% p.a)
17.0
18.5
18.5
18.5
16.0

Loan Rates to Farmers (% p.a) 
18.0
18.0
18.0
17.0
15.0

Notes: On display in the data above is the extent to which the military regime is the primary recipient of the resources generated by Burma’s financial system. That 69% of credit created in 2000 went to the government is an extraordinary testimony to the regime’s exhaustion of Burma’s economy. It is also indicative of the weakness of the private sector.

The very large growth of currency on issue reflects the regime’s resort to monetisation for financing its spending. 

The data for ‘average inflation’ understates the accelerating costs of many items in Burma, the excess demand for which is often expressed via the informal (blackmarket) economy. Even these understated inflation numbers, however, make nonsense of the reported interest rates on deposits and loans. Burma’s banking system, in short, cannot be functioning in a way that can be remotely considered rational.  

In April 2000 the regime announced that it was granting a five-fold pay increase for all government employees. A move that gives some indication of the extent of the under-reporting of inflation in Burma, it’s also an act that will only exacerbate the underlying problem since it will require the printing of even more Kyat or FECs.    

g) Agricultural Output and Yields

Area of Cultivation of Major Crops

(000’s of Hectares. Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Rice
6,033
5,768
5,408
5,458
6,176

Pulses
2,006
1,932
2,046
2,376
2,635

Sesame
904
1,015
774
705
1,030

Groundnuts
515
478
446
490
561

Cotton
324
298
246
290
322

Sunflower
216
122
115
319
478

Maize
161
165
161
183
209

Wheat
91
90
88
96
105

Sugarcane
66
82
103
123
119

Rubber
49
46
48
47
48

Jute
47
43
34
37
37

Tobacco
29
33
38
30
33

Output of Major Crops

(000’s of tonnes. Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Rice
17,953
17,676
16,654
17,078
19,887

Wheat 
78
87
92
93
98

Maize
275
286
308
303
349

Pulses
1,337
1,370
1,597
1,685
1,881

Groundnuts
593
559
540
562
640

Sesame
304
344
296
210
302

Sunflower
164
92
90
189
270

Cotton
165
168
164
158
176

Jute
43
39
33
33
33

Sugarcane
3,342
4,042
5,136
5,430
5,147

Tobacco
63
70
82
63
70

Rubber
26
26
27
23
24

Yield of Major Crops

(Kilograms per hectare of harvested area. Source: IMF and BEW calculations)


1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

Tobacco
7,140
7,371
7,926
6,865
7,791

Rice
2,976
3,064
3,080
3,129
3,220

Maize
1,708
1,733
1,913
1,656
1,670

Wheat
857
967
1,045
969
933

Groundnuts
1,151
1,169
1,211
1,147
1,141

Jute
915
907
971
892
892

Sunflower
759
754
783
592
565

Pulses
667
709
781
709
714

Rubber
531
565
563
489
503

Cotton
509
564
667
545
547

Sesame
336
339
382
298
293

Sugarcane (mt/ha)
51
49
50
44
43

Notes: As in so many other sectors of Burma’s economy, stagnation is the rule in agriculture. The data above indicates some increases in total output for various commodities, but it is clear that such advances come from extensions to the amount of land under cultivation, rather than via greater efficiency. This is in contrast to agriculture in much of the rest of the world, where efficiency gains approximating those of the ‘green revolution’ have been routinely recorded over the 1990s.

The EIU reports (February 2001) that the military regime is currently trying to encourage investment in agricultural-processing businesses such as cotton textiles and edible oils. The results, it suggests, are mixed – not least because of Burma’s unreliable power supply and the high (local currency) costs of imported inputs. 

� Estimates and actual data.





