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Chinatown
By Ben White

W
hile every major 
city around the 
world boasts its 
own Chinatown, 

beyond the odd string of red 
lanterns and overhead sign-
boards displaying a Chinese 
character or two, they would 

barely resemble each other. 
in Yangon, the beauty of Chi-
natown is the heady, sensual 
overload of its street life, where 
every inch of space is taken up 
by a hawker as keen to sell you 
their innumerable parapherna-
lia as the person beside them 

is as uninterested by your 
tentative enquiries to the 
cost of that strange looking 
produce.

immersed in the chaos of 
Myanmar street trading, Chi-
natown has all too heartedly 
followed in concert. every-
thing is out on the streets. By 
night Yangonites flock here in 
search of a feast, a drink, and 
the chance to while away the 
evening hours engaged in en-
thusiastic banter.
Street stalls open up along the 

main drag of Mahabandoola 
road, spilling into side streets, 
while there are plenty more 
to be found a block north and 

south too. Chinatowns are al-
ways a classic place for culinary 
delights, and the best practice 
is simply to go with something 
if it looks good.
Simply strolling along offers 
plenty of opportunity to sam-
ple an array of Chinese and 
Myanmar snacks. in front of 
the Chinese temple there are 
Chinese dumplings, fried wont-
ons, steamed black sticky rice, 
semolina cakes, and for the 
more adventurous, deep fried 
crickets.
A joy of Myanmar’s relaxed atti-
tude to dining, is that it is per-
fectly acceptable to add such 
snacks to your meal when sat 
at another stall. You can even 
have foods like the dish of 
tiny fishcake parcels made and 
brought over to your table.

19th Street
Beer & Barbecue
Yangon benefits from a large 
contingent of Yunnanese 
among its Chinese, differing 
from more common Mandarin 
or Cantonese in other coun-
tries. And this shows with the 
plenty stalls selling barbecue 
and mala hin – fragrant, spicy 
vegetable and noodle dish – 

typical of Yunnan.
The heart of Chinatown is 19th 
street, the hugely popular and 
ever expanding run of barbecue 
and beer stalls that sits in the 
epicentre of all the madness. 
After skirting the repeated ges-
tures by waiters encouraging 
you to sit at their respective 
tables, you get to pick from an 
array of barbecue skewers to 

eat along with Myanmar beer 
on tap. highlights are certainly 
the marinated pork ribs and 
the fish.

20th Street
Rice soup
Nestled in a side street to 
the side of the main Chinese 
temple is a popular rice soup 
stall. A favourite for Chinese 
if your feeling under the 
weather, but equally comfort-
ing at any time, the piping hot 
bowls of rice soup in chicken 
broth come with a choice of 
chicken or fish, dough sticks 
and chives. The also have 
a selection of cold dishes, 
chicken salad, and even ‘duck 
blood’ salad if you can stom-
ach it – although it is actually 
made from black bean and not 
duck.



3

Cherry Mann
Latha street
Somewhat incongruously situ-
ated in the heart of Chinatown, 
but if you fancy something dif-
ferent, there is an indian Mus-
lim restaurant diagonally op-
posite the Chinese temple on 
latha street. The shop serves 
up excellent plates of succu-
lently spiced mutton and chick-

en along with paratha bread 
and dahl soup. The dishes are 

a little expensive and large, 
which is disappointing if you 
like getting carried away with 
ordering a whole selection.

Baw Ka
No 737 Mahabandoola Road
Near the far edge of China-
town, just before you reach 
lanmadaw Road is a cute little 
Chinese eatery that does some 
of the best steam ribs in gravy, 
noodle soup, and especially 
zhongzi, triangular sticky rice 
parcels wrapped in banana leaf 

and stuffed with pork preserved 
egg, Chinese sausage, dried 
prawns. The shop is identifiable 
by the hanging zhongzi at the 
front, and its stained white tile 
walls and dark wooded tables 
give you a genuine feeling of 
being in China.

18th street
And if you still feel you can 
find space for something 
sweet, a nice Chinese desert to 
try is silken tofu in hot, sweet 
ginger water. This can be found 
in large wooden drums by the 
street side along Mahaban-
doola Road, with a particularly 
good one opposite 18th street. 
if sweet tofu seems a bit too 
odd then there is an excellent 
yoghurt stall opposite, tucked 
in the side street. The perfectly 
tangy yoghurt comes lathered 
in sticky sweet jaggery syrup.

Anawrahta Road

Maha Bandoola Road
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e
veRY world-class 
city has its trendy 
neighbourhoods, 
chock-full of chic 

clothing shops where all the 
hepcats and chickie-babes lay 
down the dough for happening 
threads, and likewise graced 
with a surfeit of stupendously 
“with it” eateries where “being 
seen” is just as important as 
the mastication of victuals to-

wards the goal of ingesting the 
daily allotment of required nu-
trients: los Angeles has its Sil-
ver lake, Paris its Saint-Ger-
main-des-Prés, Bangkok its 
Thonglor, and even Sydney 
probably has something of the 
sort. 

Yangon, not being a world-class 
city, has no such thing. it will 
likely take a few years before 
the city reaches the cosmopoli-
tan heights of other emerging 
hotbeds of neo-cultural excita-
tion in Asia, such as Shanghai, 
Singapore and Nay Pyi Taw.
in the meantime, Yangon has 
Myaynigone ward in Sanchaung 
township, a roughly triangle-
shaped area bordered on the 
west by Pyay Road, the east 
by U Wisara Road, the north 
by hanthawaddy roundabout 
(where Pyay and U Wisara meet 
at a point) and the south by 
Dhammazedi Road. 
This is the kind of neighbour-
hood that strikes fear into the 

hearts of a certain kind of trav-
eller, and evokes joy in others: 
utterly local, completely devoid 
of Famous Tourist Sights, often 
crowded, sometimes gritty. 
it’s also tremendously diverse, 
home to a Catholic church, at 
least two hindu temples, sev-
eral islamic community cen-
tres, a Sikh temple, and the 
usual collection of neighbour-
hood Buddhist pagodas and 
nat (spirit) shrines.
Mercifully, the streets of 
Myaynigone are too narrow to 
accommodate cyclopean tour 
buses, and many shops are too 
narrow, and their plastic seats 
too small, for the comfort of 

the endomorphs who can of-
ten be seen disembarking en 
masse from the aforementioned 
modes of conveyance.
As far as food goes, Myaynigone 
is not the right destination if 
you are looking for burgers, 
pizza or gourmet French food. 
it is, however, a great place to 
walk around and sample local 
fare. There are a huge number 
of small restaurants selling 

Myanmar, Shan and Kachin 
food, as well as the usual smat-
tering of places to drink tea 
or beer while sitting on low, 
plastic stools and enjoying a 
dog’s-eye view of street life. At 
virtually every corner there are 
mobile barbecue and boiling-
pig-gut carts, and there are 
also several outdoor markets in 
the area.
Perhaps the best approach to 

Myaynigone is to plunge in and 
follow your senses wherever 
they lead. But for those who 
want a bit of guidance, here’s a 
brief list of a few of the neigh-
bourhood’s more firmly estab-
lished restaurants.

Seit Taing Kya 
No 44 Ma Po Street
This is one of the most well-
known teashops in Yangon, and 
most taxi drivers can take you 
straight there, provided you 
pronounce the name correctly. 
it’s particularly crowded in the 
morning (it’s closed in the eve-
ning) – look for the traffic jam 
on the west end of narrow Ma 
Po Street, as hungry patrons 
from across Yangon converge 
and jockey for limited parking. 
The fame is justified:  The mut-

veRY world-class RY world-class RY

wards the goal of ingesting the 
daily allotment of required nu
trients: 
ver 
main-des-Prés, Bangkok its 
Thonglor, and even Sydney 
probably has something of the 
sort. 

Myaynigone
By Douglas Long

Food and Beverage Special Feature

Editors: Myo Lwin, Ben White

Writers: Myo Lwin, Ben White,

 Douglas Long, Aye Sapay Phu, 

 Myat May Zin, Noe Noe Aung,

 Shwe Yee Saw Myint, Nyein Ei Ei Htwe

Design and DTP: Ko Htay, Ko Pxyo, Khin Zaw, Zarni, Ye Htay, Tha Hlyan 

Photographers: Kaung Htet, Boothee, Ko Taik

Contact:

myolwin@myanmartimes.com.mm



5

ton, paratha bread, lentil soup, 
meat-filled pauksi and local 
tea are all excellent.

Malkikhu Cuisine
No 68 Myaynigone Zay Street
This low-key place offers very 
good Kachin food, including 
curries and noodles, using 
fresh ingredients. Owned by a 
Christian family, it’s closed on 
Sundays. There is also a branch 
in Kandawgyi Park.

Tin Aye Biryani
No 36 Yadana Street
Tin Aye offers the usual biry-
ani-oriented fare, perhaps a 
bit less oily than some other 

places around Yangon. Com-
ing from the north, it’s first in 
a row of small shops that cook 
up a decent range of regional 
fare: D’Country Food (Shan and 
Thai), Jingpaw (Kachin) and 
Shin Shin lashio (Chinese Mus-
lim).

Danuphyu Daw Saw Yee 
Myanmar Restaurant
No 15 Mahabawga Street
Quite famous among Yangon 
residents, this big, clean, 
bright, often-crowded venue 
features Myanmar food for 
Myanmar people. it’s the real 
deal: The cooks don’t scrimp 
on the oil, and the tastes are 
not sissified to conform to the 
delicate requirements of West-
ern palates. Beer, fruit juices 
and yogurt drinks are also on 
the menu.

Ke Co Teppanyaki and 
Hot Pot 
No 12B, corner of Shankone 
and Myawaddy Streets
This sparkling-clean restaurant 
is brought to you by the peo-
ple behind the Shwe li Barbe-
cue outlets on Pyay Road and 
Kaba Aye Pagoda Road. As the 
name suggests, there are two 
main menus here: teppanyaki 
(a style of Japanese food in 

which an iron griddle is used 
for cooking) and hot pot (a 
type of Chinese food in which 
ingredients are added to a pot 
containing simmering stock). 
Big windows provide a fish-
bowl effect for passers-by who 
want to watch diners watching 
chefs frying up their meat and 
vegetable on the huge griddle. 

Zeal Coffee Lounge and 
Restaurant
No 99B Myae Nu Street 
(Ground Floor, Lamai Condo-
minium)
This street was once home 
to two popular, side-by-side 

barbecue shops that were 
booted out a few years ago 
by landowners who wanted 
to cash in on the condo-
minium boom. On nights of 
one-eighth-full sickle moon, 
the ghosts of people enjoying 

their grilled fish, marlar hinn 
and Tiger draught can some-
times be heard. in the world of 
the living, meanwhile, there’s 
now Zeal Coffee lounge and 
Restaurant, with its comfy 
chairs, fully stocked bar and 
wall-mounted Tvs. virtually 
unknown in its first months of 
existence, it attained must-see 
status when a legendary local 
film director chose it as the 
location for a music video for 
hip-hop star and gangsta ex-
traordinaire J-Me. Now people 
from all over the world flock 
here to see where the magic 
happened.
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S
iTUATeD northeast of 
downtown, Saya San 
Road has for a long while 
balanced on the edge of 

decent places to dine out in Yangon, 
offering potential but without fully 
developing what could be.
Things are starting to look quite dif-
ferent now, with a number of new 
venues opening up giving the street 
a new lease of life.
Nestled a reasonable distance past 
Shwedagone in Dagon township, Saya 
San Street just off Kaba Aye road and 
heads down towards new university 

avenue and Yankin centre.
The street in itself is nothing spe-
cial, and without a pavement to stroll 
along it is more suited to clientele 
turning up in car or taxi.
Dimly lit at night, each brightly lit 
place draws in their respective cus-
tomers, with a few places struggling 
to keep the parked cars from blocking 
the street off entirely.
And while it is still lined with fair 
number of karaoke joints and generic 
pan-Asian style restaurants that make 
it like most other parts of town, the 
streets early promise was forged by a 

handful of places such as Mr Guitar, 
7-Up and Sein lyan, while its attrac-
tion has been raised by new places 
such as Acacia tea Salon.
The road also boasts a decent show-
ing of east Asian cuisine, with the 
newly opened Shwe Be, one of the 
only places to get roast duck in Yan-
gon, opposite the solitary North Ko-
rean restaurant in town, Pyongyang 
Koryo. The south Korean, Dae Won 
Gak, is further along Saya San street, 

while Samurai Sushi offers a quirky, 
but nicely intimate experience in a 
bungalow just off Saya San, hidden 
away down a small alleyway.

Mr Guitar
No 22 Saya San Road
Mr Guitar opened 15 years ago, set-
ting a standard for decent drinking 
holes. it’s distinctive decent from the 
main road by stone stairwell through 
an overgrown garden adds to the feel 
of the place, before entering the dimly 
lit bar itself. Red brick walls covered 
in graffiti show the many years that 
customers have been frequenting the 
bar. The main pull of the place has 
been its commitment to showcasing 
live bands, as well as the decent se-
lection of drinks and food on offer.
Dr Nay Myo Say, the bar’s owner, got 
the idea to open the first Mr Guitar 
chain restaurant back in 1994 as an 
under ground place on Barr street in 
downtown Yangon, before opening a 
second at Bogyoke market. he opened 

a third on link street in Bahan town-
ship, before deciding in 1997 to open 
one single spacious venue, and moved 
to Saya San Street.
“To be cost effective, we tried to dec-
orate the restaurant with whatever 
was available nearby and free. We 
kept the brick walls so it would have 

Sayasan Road 
By Myo Lwin with Thomas Kean and Ben White

Sa
ya

 S
an

 R
oa

d

U
ni

on
 L

an
e

Th
ay

ar
w

ad
dy

 L
an

e

Saya San Road

Yankin R
oad

U Chit M
aung Road

Dham
a Par Lane

Kokkaing Swimming Club Lane
Min Lan Stre

et

Pearl Lane

No. 1 Industrial Road

University Avenue Road

Kabaraye Pagoda Road

Kanbawza Road



7

a natural feel and unplugged-music 
attracted many foreigners,” said Dr 
Nay Myo Say. 
But he admitted business has suf-
fered with higher land lease rates, an 
inevitable part of the streets growing 
status.

Sein Hlyan
Saya San Road
The other stalwart of the road is Sein 
hlyan. Named after a famous racing 
horse back in the 1960s, there are 
pictures of the shop owner posing to-
gether with the winning horse hung 
on the walls of the restaurant.
Standing out from the other standard 
Myanmar restaurants, it has a down to 
earth feel that has seen its popularity 
endure, offering decent food on one 
side, and a lively place to drink and 
catch sports on the other. Sein lyan 
also has a live music band at night.
The place made itself a name for its 
noodle salad, nan-gyi and mohinga, 
Myanmar’s national breakfast, but 
served till night.

Dae Won Gak
No 17 Saya San Road
high-quality South Korean fare rang-
ing from K5000 to K15,000. The 
pleasant and bright interior features 
a number of comfy booths for four to 
six people, as well as several parti-
tioned sections for larger groups. 

The doeji galbi (pork ribs; K6000) is 
a highlight; thinly sliced, it comes 
with a variety of lettuce leaves and 
condiments. Other popular dishes 
at Dae Won Gak include mok sal gui 
(roasted pork neck meat; K5500), bul 
go gi jeon gol (sliced and seasoned 
Australian beef; K12,000) and chingiz 
khan (seafood hot pot with vegeta-
bles and sauces; K10,000). The gaori 
jim (steamed stingray) also looks 
promising. While it might sound ex-
pensive it seems about average for a 
decent South Korean restaurant. The 
meat is high quality and all meals are 
delivered with a tray of side dishes, 
including kimchi, mushroom salad, a 
chopped Korean-style pancake, and 
sliced garlic and chilli, as well as a 
small cup of ginseng tea.

Pyongyang Koryo 
A-5 Saya San Road
Myanmar’s very own North Korean 
restaurant, awaits the intrepid foodie. 
Along with the requisite kimchi and 
soju, Koryo offers an all-singing, 
all-dancing extravaganza, with its 
waitresses-cum-singers performing 
an array of highlights such as robot 
dances, renditions of Thingyan clas-
sics and, of course, Celine Dion.
Unlike most South Korean restau-
rants, the dishes at Koryo do not 
come with a vast number of side 
dishes and assorted pickled items. 
everything needs to be ordered from 
the rather extensive – and expensive 
– menu, which tops out at K45,000 
for a dish of sea cucumber. The fried 
kimchi-stuffed chicken (K8000), beef 
and jinchae sauce (K8500) and white 
kimchi (K4000) match up nicely with 
a bottle of Pyongyang soju (K8000).
But, let’s face it; the food is a second-
ary concern at Koryo, a mere footnote 

in your introduction to the culture of 
the Democratic People’s Republic.

Acacia tea salon
No 52 Saya San Road
One of the road’s latest offering cer-
tainly raises the stakes to make Saya 
San a key culinary attraction.
housed in an elegantly designed co-
lonial style house, replete with an 
adjacent glass-house bakery, and 
garden seating, the biggest draw 
would be the chance to sit in gran-
diose exclusion if it weren’t for the 
enticing display of elaborate deserts 
that greet you in the lobby.
For all its surface attraction, there is 
the sense it is still a work in progress, 
with the decoration a little bare in 
places, while the understandably high 
prices don’t fully match the quality of 
the food on offer.
“  When i first walked into Acacia, i was 

impressed by the color combination and 
interior decoration,” Win Myat Myat, a 
Myanmar student studying in the Unit-
ed States, told The Myanmar Times.

“i would say the food was only av-
erage so i kind of felt it wasn’t par-
ticularly worth the price,” said Ma Win 
Myat Myat.

Sayasan Road 
By Myo Lwin with Thomas Kean and Ben White
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W
iTh its proximity to Yangon University, filling the area with students, hledan has be-
come one of Yangon’s liveliest areas to eat out.
Centred around hledan junction, the area boasts a heady mix of trendsetting fashion 
outlets, all manner of street side delights, and Myanmar teashops made for a new 

generation.
Wandering hledan offers a theoretical safari of veritable delights, with a myriad of side streets that 
demand to be explored.

Hledan Junction
By Noe Noe Aung

One of the big attractions to hledan is seeing the WhAT street taken over by a run of grilled 
fish stalls. From 6pm hoards of students gather in groups, sat on knee-high stools, and packed 
into the hotly fought over spaces designated to each stall. The sight of so many people 
thronged together in appreciation of grilled fish gives an immediate picture of the vibrancy of 
hledan’s micro-culture.
The stalls also offer sumptuous Shan-Chinese mala hin and Thai-style papaya salad.

Aside from the culinary delicacies of Barbecue and grilled fish, hledan offers plenty of places 
to sit back and relax over a cold drink and sweet desserts.
Café Bisou on the Yangon-insein road, facing YKKO kyay-oh, hledan branch is an excellent 
choice. Situated above a flower shop, it boasts colourful floral-inspired design, and gives you 
an unrivalled view of the bustling crowds below. Their menu has a selection of western foods 
such as pizza, burgers, pies, as well as cold drinks. Their strawberry smoothie – a mix of yogurt 
and strawberry juice – has a nice balance of sour and sweet. Fried vanilla ice-cream is also 
great, with the crispy outer layer giving a new texture to the classic ice-cream.

even when the crowds die down after feasting out on the stalls along the main streets, hledan 
doesn’t stop. Turning into side streets such as U Tun lin yard street, kids head for more mod-
ern designed teashops than the classic street-corner haunts associated with Myanmar. Shwe 
certainly doesn’t catch the eye as a Myanmar teashop. Once you pass through the entrance, 
you are confronted with a large open space with artificial waterfall, coconut tree, green grass 
and colourful tables and chairs. A favourite hangout, it one of the  many places you can get 
tea, coffee, cold drinks and, of course, some food untill 11 pm. 

Grilled Fish
hledan Road

Fried ice-cream, strawberry smoothie and pie
Café Bisou
insein Road

Hot tea, black coffee 
and light food
Shwe teashop
U Tun lin yard
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The Prome restaurant sits beside the Yangon-insein Road, offering a menu of shell-less crab, 
eel with butter and pork-neck salad, frog, sparrow and pig-tail for those with a taste for the 
unordinary. if this is a step too far for many, they also have barbecued pork skewers. The meat 
is succulent, benefiting from being steamed first, and then coated in a moorish sweet sauce.

hledan’s food offerings don’t seem to stop attracting people, no matter what time of night. 
For a good distance along insein Road, there is hardly room to move for all the snack stalls, 
selling everything from trendy South Korean snacks or dimsum to more traditional Myanmar 
fare. Yay mont , a traditional snack made of rice powder and water, is a favourite for Myanmar. 
While Mont Thaing Chone –another traditional snack made of egg, rice powder and coconut – is 
equally as tasty.
Myanmar traditional snacks are not expensive, giving extra incentive to try everything on 
show. if you fancy testing yourself, and willing to wait in the long queue of eager customers, 
chicken-skin salad is a local delight. its mix of spicy chili and sour lemon, with the chicken 
skin is a mouth-watering dish. 

Pork and Barbecue
The Prome
Pyay Road

Yay-mont, Mont Thaing Chone and chicken-skin salad
insein Road
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By Aye Sapay Phyu

T
he increasing use 
of vitamin supple-
ments as a dietary 
supplement is of-

ten being driven by advertise-
ments rather than direct rec-
ommendation from doctors, 
and can cause negative effects, 
say health experts.

A retired physician said that 
advertisements of some vita-
min supplements by certain 
medical suppliers are very good 
at attracting consumers to buy 
their products, and people 
should be aware of that.

he said that vitamins and 
minerals are a fundamental 
need for a healthy life on a 
daily basis, but the main re-
sources are vegetables, fruits, 
fishes and dairy products.

“if you eat enough vegeta-
bles, fish - which is cooked in 
a proper way - regularly, you 
don’t need to take vitamin 
supplements. instead, vita-
min supplements are essential 
for people who are recovering 
from illness and for those who 
have no time to prepare decent 

food,” he said, adding that “in 
these instances, the important 
thing is not to consume more 
than is needed for your daily 
requirement.”

in Myanmar, South Korean 
ginseng, enervon C, Revicon, 
vitiron are popular items, 
which is partly due to televi-
sion commercials or print me-
dia advertisements.

Ma May Oo, 26, said that she 
is taking multi-vitamins ev-
eryday not on the instruction 
of her doctor, but on her own 
decision.

“i have been taking them for 
about three months. i became 
aware of them from an adver-

tisement, thinking it would be 
beneficial for girls. i hoped my 
skin, hair and nails would be-
come healthier and more beau-
tiful,” she said.

“i noticed that i am getting 
more quality sleep and eating 
well after taking the vitamins 
but i don’t think my skin, hair 
and nails are any healthier 
than before,” she said.

however, she admitted that 

she had previously taken vita-
min pills she had seen through 
adverts that had made her feel 
sick.

“When i took vitamins with 
ginseng, i got stomach pains 
so i stopped taking them. i also 
took medicine that contained 
iron supplements but i stopped 
after direction from my doctor. 
After viewing my results from 
a medical check up, he said it 
could harm my health.

“i plan to consult my doctor 
about the vitamin tablets i’m 
taking now,” she added.

however, even under direc-
tion from pharmacies, rec-
ommendations can be given 

out without adequate health 
checks to find out if the cus-
tomer has any history of al-
lergies or negative reaction to 
certain prescriptions.

Ma Khine, 36, a housewife, 
said she was apprehensive to 
take vitamin pills that she had 
not consumed before, after 
suffering an allergy from a new 
brand of vitamins.

“i usually just take vitamin 
pills such as Cevit  as i have 
used them since childhood. 

“Unfortunately, i tried some 
new vitamin tablets after be-
ing recommended by my local 
pharmacy last year. i suffered a 
serious allergy. i had no idea at 
first that the cause of the aller-
gy was due to that new vitamin 
product until i went to my doc-
tor and she asked me if i was 
taking anything. Now i don’t 
dare take any medicine that i 
haven’t had before,” she said.

While vitamins are important 
for a healthy diet, the impor-
tant thing is to understand 
their correct dosage, said the 
retired physician.

he said that taking vitamin 
A in excess can cause convul-
sions while a surplus of vita-
min D can lead to stones de-
veloping in the urine system 
and also stiff joints.

he said vitamin A however, 
which is present in red, yellow 
and green coloured vegetables 
and fruit and also eggs, can 
help eyesight, while a similar 
lack of vitamin A can lead to 
night blindness.

vitamin D is essential for the 
strength of bones and teeth. 
having a bath in the morn-

ing sun is the best way to get 
enough vitamin D, preventing 
soft bones in children and low-
er bone density in old people, 
he said.

The physician suggested eat-
ing sea fish, green vegetables 
and also nuts to enrich vitamin 
e, essential in reducing free 
radicals.

he added that a maximum 
need of vitamin C, which is 
present in fruits such as lemon, 
lime and tomatoes, is 200 mg a 
person a day.

“if you take more than the 
required amount, the excess is 
not stored in the body. vitamin 
C acts as an antioxident to pre-
vent cancer and helps maintain 
healthy skin.”

he said that the B group 
vitamins, B1, B6 and B12 are 
also important for the nervous 
system and eye sight.

if someone suffers from a par-
ticular vitamin deficiency, it is 
possible that the patient would 
need a boost from all the other 
kinds of vitamins, he said.

Adverts drive vitamin 
supplement popularity By Shwe Yee Saw Myint

MONOSODiUM glutamate (MSG) 
has risen to become a house-
hold staple in Myanmar, but 
increasing awareness of the 
dangers of overuse is helping 
to reduce such over-reliance.

“i used to use traditional 
ingredients like dried prawn, 
fish sauce and fish paste be-
fore MSG appeared in Myanmar. 
Today i use a 50 gram pack of 
MSG every three days in my 
home,” said housewife Daw 
Khin May.

A big reason for the conver-
sion to MSG is price and the fact 
that it is available anywhere, 
despite being banned by the 
government since 2000.

“i spend K100 on a 50 gram 
packet of MSG. it is cheaper 
than dry prawn and fish sauce; 
i even heard that some people 
use MSG to make dried prawn 
and fish sauce now.

“i know using MSG is not 
healthy, so i now try to reduce 
the amount of MSG i use,” she 
said.

Dr Sett Paing lynn Khant, 
a health columnist, told The 
Myanmar Times that MSG can 
aid obesity, cardiac problems 
such as extreme drops in blood 
pressure, a rapid heartbeat and 
hypertension, as well as neuro-
logical problems, reproductive 
disorders, and can affect the 
brain system.

“Myanmar people eat a lot 
of very salty foods, such as fish 
paste and dried fish and now 
also use a lot of MSG. Mohinga 
shops in Yangon often compete 
with each other to see how 
many packets of MSG they can 
use,” he said.

The main problem is the 
overuse of MSG in an already 
salty diet, due to a lack of pub-
lic awareness of the possible 
health consequences, he said. 

Some restaurants have be-
gun to advertise themselves 

as non-MSG, such as Shwe Yee 
snack shop and Shwe Zone fresh 
juice and salad shops owned by 
U Maung Mg Thein.

“The government doesn’t 
prohibit us not to use MSG in 
shops, but in my opinion, we 
shouldn’t use MSG for health 
reasons,” he said.

his shops even have signs up 
saying they don’t use MSG in 
the food.

“When i to go some restau-
rants, i don’t know that a little 
amount of MSG has been added 
to the food but i can’t stand 
it when a lot of MSG is used,” 
he said.

U Maung Mg Thein said that 
as MSG enhances the flavour of 
dishes, the taste is very differ-
ent. “People say that MSG im-
proves the taste of food. Many 
of my customers don’t like our 
mohinga because they say it 
isn’t like other shops,” he said.

But the miss-use of MSG is 
important as it reflects the 
broader issue of the use of 
chemicals in food production, 
he added.

“every day we see many 
kinds of disease occur because 
of unnatural products. Today 
people find it more difficult to 
eat healthy foods such as fresh 
fish, meats and fruits. Most 
foods have been grown using 
chemicals to enhance their fla-
vour and colour.”

however, four months ago 
the trade department permit-
ted the legal import of five 
new products, including MSG, 
according to Dr Zaw Win, direc-
tor of Food and Drug Adminis-
tration department.

The government move is in-
tended to improve regulation 
and increase trade of products 
that comply to official health 
standards, he said, adding it 
came after continuous lobby-
ing from companies, including 
from Thailand and China, seek-
ing FDA approval.

Concerns growing 
with MSG over-use

Pic: The Myanmar Times

Pic: The Myanmar Times
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By Myat May Zin

S
OFT drinks compa-
nies are facing the 
challenge of im-
proving their 

business models as the market 
develops and opens up, say in-
dustry experts.

“i can see the local soft 
drinks market growing and 
growing. There are many new 
brands coming in. And things 
are changing as the glass bot-
tles market is on a downward 
trend while aluminium and 
plastic bottles market, such as 
Blue Mountain and Max Plus, is 
increasing,” said U Win Myint, 
director of loi hein company.

To maintain market share in 
the face of increasing competi-
tion from foreign brands com-
ing to Myanmar, mostly from 
China and Thailand, local soft 

drink business need to improve 
technical capacity, he said.

But a key advantage for local 
companies is an understanding 
of the local market.

“The Myanmar consumer pre-
fers a cheap product and they 
also like it sweet, especially in 
rural areas. Only a small num-
ber of people have brand loy-
alty, such as Coca Cola, Pokker, 
Sprite etc., most soft drink con-
sumers in Myanmar only focus 
on price,” said U Win Myint.

“You can see this with the 
large market share of Chinese 
products because of their 
cheap price. Most of the Chi-
nese products are distributed 
under so many different brand 
names, coming in both legally 
and illegally,” he said.

The carbonate soft drink 
market currently has three 
main local players, Max Plus 

soft drinks produced by Pin Ya 
company, Blue Mountain soft 
drinks from loi hein company 
and Crusher, Orange, Star Cola 
drinks by MGS.

The other soft drinks mar-
ket is cordials, represented by 
Thayaphu (Crown) brand and 
happy brand.

“i see only two class of con-
sumer in Myanmar: upper and 
lower class,” said U Than Na-
ing, owner of happy industry. 
“Upper class people are more 
brand loyal than lower class 
people, who only focus on 
price.

“There is a middle class but 
they buy expensive brands 
when they have the money or 
choose cheaper products when 
they don’t,” he added.

“Before the new government, 
the price was quite different 
between foreign soft drinks 

and local products because 
most of the foreign products 
entered Myanmar illegally over 
the border. But as they .. dis-
tribute in the Myanmar market 
legally the price is not so dif-
ferent. Queen brand (cordial) 
from Thailand is K1200 a bot-
tle while happy brand is K800 

a bottle. The consumer who 
isn’t concerned about K400 
will choose Queen.”

There is also a sizable home-
made soft drink market that 
caters for lower income con-
sumers, he said. home-made 
soft drinks are used by street 
sellers for making cold drinks 

and frozen ice sticks.
“They can get the soft drink 

chemical products to create 
home-made soft drinks easily 
from shops on 38th street and 
40th streets. But they have no 
health guarantee and the com-
panies also have no health in-
surance certificate,” he said.

Local knowledge a 
commodity for soft 
drinks market

By Nyein Ei Ei Htwe

WAKiNG up in the morning to 
the smell of a cup of coffee 
mix, or a choice of instant 
noodles for lunch, while grab-
bing a packet of crisps when 
returning home from work 
can all seem tempting due 
to lack of preparation needed 

for instant gratification.
When the alternative of 

grabbing a bite or a drink 
from a street vendor can 
cause a moment’s hesita-
tion over hygiene, the rise 
in variety of instant foods 
can appear all the more ap-
pealing.

But attractive packaging 

and advertising campaigns 
can be a distraction in them-
selves, minimizing important 
issues concerning health and 
food safety.

“instant foods are a time-
saver but … there needs be 
strict laws for the production 
of instant foods,” said doctor 
linn Sat Paing hmuu.

There have been cases of 
packs of instant foods made 
using lead paint which can 
rub from the pack to the 
food. it needs to have tin 
and nickel underneath other-
wise customers can be at risk 
from the lead, he said.

“And also for cans, there 
are procedures in packaging 

that if it is not followed then 
bacteria can spread, causing 
stomach problems,” the doc-
tor said.

Another chemical used 
with instant foods, Nitrite, 
can trigger asthma, cause 
headaches while other long 
term risks can come from the 
use of formalin in meat, linn 
Sat Paing hmuu added

“if we eat those chemicals 
daily, it can lead to cancer 
and other diseases, but we 
can drink fresh fruit juice 
after eating, because it can 
reduce the level of toxins we 
ingest,” he said.

“The Biological value Unit, 
which is the guide on the 
outside of a packet should 
contain the vitamin C groups, 
vitamin B groups, some Ami-
no Acids in ratio.”

For Ko Kyaw Kyaw han, 27, 
who works as a seaman, he 
said that instant foods were 
a necessity for him as there 
was little alternative.

“it is not easy to eat in-
stant noodles all the time. 
Although our chef cooked 
fish for lunch and dinner, 
some of us can’t eat fish 
since childhood, so it was al-
ways noodles.” 

Ko Kyaw Kyaw han said 
they would buy a lot of in-
stant products when they ar-
rived at harbour and survived 
off them until the next time 
they docked.

“After eating those instant 
noodles for nearly one year 
on a daily basis, i felt pains 
in my stomach and my hair 
fell out more than ever. i 
started to doubt the health 
value of noodles and am now 
trying to eat fish,” Ko Kyaw 
Kyaw han said.

Ma Wai Wai hlaing used to 
eat a lot of instant noodles, 
but stopped after developing 
backache and regular head-
aches, which she felt came 
from her diet.

“i used to eat two packs of 
noodles everyday, for break-
fast and lunch, and then 
maybe for dinner, but after 
reading carefully the ingredi-
ents list on the pack, i made 
sure to only eat them occa-
sionally,” she said.

“Also, we can’t see how the 
factories make instant foods 
last for such a long time and 
to be tasty. i don’t mean it is 
necessarily dangerous to eat, 
but we need to take care not 
to over eat,” she said.

Instant gratification in a packet comes with hidden costs

Plastic bottles and alluminium cans are the market trend in the soft drink industry.  Pic: The Myanmar Times

Different instant foods in colourful packagings attract customers. Pic: The Myanmar Times




