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Last frontier in Asia

It is said that Myanmar is the last frontier in Asia. 
Despite having a population of about 50 million 
people comparable with Thailand and Japan's 
approximately 1.8 times the national land, GDP per 
capita is at the bottom in Asia. Furthermore, wage 
and prices levels are still low. In other words, it is 
a country that will develop from now. In addition, 
it is a strategic point adjacent to other growing 
countries such as China, India and Thailand, and 
many people have expectations for the market 
potential of this country.

Despite this possibility, Myanmar is still called the 
"last" frontier. As one of the reasons, we cannot 
ignore political factors. Since the general Ne Win 
caused a military coup in 1962, it became a socialist 
state supported by the military regime. Expectations 
for democratization have been ongoing, but you 
may remember news such as the house arrest of 
democratization leaders and the refusal of the 
congress calling based on the general election 
results. Economic sanctions were imposed from 
Western countries that regarded the radical control 
of this military regime as dangerous, and Myanmar 
was isolated from the world economy. Due to 
those effects, unlike countries such as Thailand 

Myanmar is a country that has achieved democratization,
and it is also a country where internal conflicts have not ended yet.

In this report we studied "the reality of Myanmar" 
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and Malaysia, which have grown rapidly since the 
beginning of 2000, they have not been able to 
achieve dramatic growth (see Chart 1). 

However, in 2007, following the death of Prime 
Minister Soe Win who was conservative, regime 
reform began. Political stability such as Aung San 
Suu Kyi's house arrest cancellation and a ceasefire 
agreement with Myanmar's largest anti-government 
armed organization (Karen Ethnic Alliance) was 
brought under Prime Minister Thein Sein as 
successor, and economic sanctions were gradually 
relaxed. In 2015, following the administration's shift 
to NLD (National Democratic Party), in 2016 the 
United States completely lifted economic sanctions.

Many thought that Myanmar will progress smoothly 
since then, but the situation has turned around 
again. Rohingya problem (persecution against 
Islamic ethnic minorities called Rohingya) became 
serious, and it was pointed out that the government 
is not working enough to settle the situation. 
In August 2018, the United States announced 
economic sanctions on 4 military personnel and 2 
groups. Furthermore, the EU announced that it is 
considering economic sanctions again in October of 
the same year. In this way, business with Europe and 
the United States is closing again, will Myanmar 
show dramatic growth? Will it be possible to break 
away from the "last" frontier? We reviewed the 
potential and business opportunities in this report.

     Is Myanmar a truly promising country? 
- Very high potential -

As the indicators in Chart 1 show, Myanmar is 
one of the top countries in the world in terms of 
population and national land. Also, the potential of 
domestic demand is very high. The size of domestic 
demand is obviously a booster of economic growth.

The safety of Myanmar and the character of the 
people are also said to be good in Southeast Asia. 
Approximately 90% of the population is Buddhists, 
and the majority of men are devout religious 
believers who become Buddhist priests once. 
Because they believe that bad things will return 
to themselves when they do wrong, it is said that 
the crime rate against the population is lower than 
Thailand.

Myanmar possesses abundant natural gas resources. 
The total is estimated at about 1.2 trillion feet3 
(24th in the world, 4th in Asia). Despite a decline in 
production in recent years, it accounts for about 15 
to 20% of the total demand in Thailand and is one 
of the important industries.

Quick monetization is not easy
- Unstable politics and infrastructure -

In reality, Myanmar may not be a country where 
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▎GDP of Myanmar ▎Other metrics

Population

53 million people

�ailand: 69 million people

Global: 25th
Asia: 10th

GDP

USD 67 billion

�ailand: USD 450 billion

Global: 71th
Asia: 1６th

GDP per capita

USD 1,250

�ailand: USD 6,580

Global: 157th
Asia: 24th

Land area

676,578km2

Global: 39th
Asia: 6th

Unemployment rate

4%

�ailand: 0.7%

※Sorted by low

Global: 88th
Asia: 7th

�ailand:513,120km2

Average wage

USD 79 /month

�ailand: USD 283

Global: USD 3,606
Asia: USD 64
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big sales can be aimed at right now. In the Business 
Environment Ranking＊1, announced by the World 
Bank in October 2018, Myanmar is still 171th 
and Myanmar is the second-worst after East Timor 
in Southeast Asia. The major reason is that social 
infrastructure is underdeveloped. Electricity supply 
is unstable, for example, the daytime power outage 
occurrs even in Yangon, the country's largest city. 
Also, road maintenance has not been established, 
thus logistics infrastructure is still developing. 
Many of the major local companies such as Ayeyar 
Hinthar Group and Kanbawza Bank say that 
"Myanmar is 20 years behind Vietnam," and in 
terms of infrastructure it seems necessary to be 
patient for a while.

Stability of domestic affairs is also a big challenge. 
It is pointed out that Myanmar failed to solve the 
Rohingya problem, and it seems that Aung San 
Suu Kyi is beginning to be accused internationally. 
Because she has been a symbolic leader for 
democratization of Myanmar for many years, 
disappointment may be also huge. There is also 
a view that it is still difficult to balance the army 
with political power and democratization. It will 
be necessary to recognize it as a business risk for 
a while. However, on the other hand, we have 
identified several market opportunities emerging 
from Myanmar's characteristics and recent 
movements.

Business opportunities and strategies 
based on the characteristics of Myanmar

1. Stricter regulation for easing traffic
    congestion
    - The future of automobile business -

Traffic jams are inevitable troubles as emerging 
countries in Asia develop. A huge population 
concentrates in a few developed cities and it tends to 
be result the shortage of the land and infrastructure 
that supports that traffic volume. 

In order to address such a situation, the Myanmar 
government announced the import ban on right-
hand drive vehicles in June 2018. The right steering 
wheel is subject to regulation because of the right 

lane in Myanmar. The import of Japanese used car 
which has been so popular due to its durability is 
now becoming impossible. 

In addition, CBU (Complete Build Up/import of 
finished vehicles) business cannot be registered in 
Yangon, and it must be CKD (Complete Knock 
Down / production from material parts) or SKD 
(Semi Knock Down / assembly from material parts 
and assemblies) now. Under these circumstances, 
Suzuki and Toyota have succeeded in their new cars 
and are expanding their business. Suzuki's small 
minivan "Eltiga" is popular among middle income 
segments. The cumulative sales volume in January 
to June 2018 was about 3.3 times the previous year, 
which amounted to about 3,600 units and 52% of 
the market share. 

Meanwhile, Toyota also received favorable reception 
of "Avanza" for young families producing in 
Indonesia, and gained 20% market share. The 
interesting thing is that the strategies of both 
companies are different from each other. Suzuki 
reduces costs through local production and offers it 
at a price about 20% cheaper than other companies. 
On the other hand, Toyota's cars are more expensive 
than locally produced vehicles of the same class, but 
they have acquired customers with brand power. 

According to the ASEAN Automobile Federation, 
Myanmar's new car sales will exceed 10,000 vehicles 
for the first time. It is still small compared to 
Thailand's 1 million units. However, it is important 
to instill your brand to local and formulate market 
strategies at an early stage.

Accelerating transition to EV

In addition to shifting from second-hand cars to 
new cars, the transition to electric cars has also 
begun. In November 2018, the Ministry of Industry 
agreed on project to promote the production of 
electric buses and the establishment of charging 
stands jointly with Green Power Myanmar for 
the spread of electric vehicles (EV). Green Power 
Myanmar has a partnership with Hungary and plans 
to utilize and expand its technology.

Also, in September, Chinese car maker Yue Di 
and Burmese Khaing Khaing Sang Da Motorcar 

*1：Analysis ranking the easiness of business in 190 countries by country. Following items are 10 indicators;
       ease of business establishment, ease of acquisition of construction permission, power situation, ease of
       registration of real estate, financing environment, minority shareholder protection, tax payment
       environment, trade environment, contract execution situation, collapse processing
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(KSD) revealed that they will assemble and produce 
electric vehicles (EV) in Yangon Division using 
a joint venture. It is announced that assembling 
production of electric buses will begin from 2019, 
and the EV shift is likely to accelerate. You may 
feel that the way is a heavily-handed and top-
down approach. However, in order to incorporate 
these advanced technologies, it is necessary to 
quickly remove various barriers, and there is a great 
advantage that the government is involved as a 
driving force. Although there is anxiety about the 
supply of electricity (described later), promoting the 
transition to EV is certainly an important element 
in the future expansion of automobile business in 
Myanmar.

Actually, in Southeast Asia including Myanmar, 
the degree of interest in EV is generally higher than 
in developed countries. And the major cause is air 
pollution. Even in Myanmar, automobile emissions 
control is a major concern. In the neighboring 
countries such as Indonesia, 30% reduction of 
GHG by 2030 is included in the protocol. In other 
words, being "clean" is a very important national 
task. However, compared to Myanmar, it will not 
be easy for Indonesia and Thailand to shift to EV 
rapidly because the transport infrastructure and the 
automobile market have matured already. It would 
be an idea to take part in Myanmar's big policy with 
the aim of acquiring the EV business in Southeast 
Asia in anticipation of the future EV expansion.

2. Concern about power infrastructure

The long-standing challenge of Myanmar is 
the stable supply of electricity. Even in major 
cities like Yangon and Mandalay, it is said 
that blackouts occur once or twice a day on 
average. One of the causes is high dependency 
on hydroelectric power generation (about 60% 
of total production). During the dry season, its 
production capacity declines and many power 
outages often occur. 

Currently electrification rate is improving every 
year, but it is still about 40%. The Myanmar 
government plans to establish three new gas-
fired power plants with LNG base. Through 
this, they are planning to double the domestic 
electricity, but it would take 3 to 4 years until the 

completion. 

To solve urgent issues, we can think of enhancing 
thermal power generation using natural gas. In 
fact, however, 80% of the gas produced from 
Burmese gas field already determined to be 
exported to Thailand and China, that this is 
not realistic. As such, international changes are 
necessary to distribute to the domestic market. 
The difficult time would still last.

3. Logistics improvement

Myanmar has a border with China and India, 
thus attracts attention as a key point of logistics. 
According to Research and Markets, the logistics 
market size is expected to be about USD 7.16 
billion in 2023, but the development of road 
logistics is an urgent issue. Currently, logistics 
to Yangon is mainly waterways. The cargo enters 
inland from the Yangon River and heads to major 
industrial parks and logistics bases in various 
places. However, at the low tide, this Yangon river 
is not deep enough to hold a large ship. Therefore, 
logistics efficiency is poor and total logistics cost 
is not much different from Japan. Development of 
land transportation is indispensable for Myanmar 
to accelerate development in the future.

Toward solving problems in the short 
term

For logistics reform, it is obviously necessary 
to develop a land transportation network, but 
investment is totaling about 36 to 54 billion 
US dollars and a long time are required. In 
such circumstances, there are companies that 
are challenging the reform of logistics through 
technology and ingenuity. 

For example, Daizen Myanmar Inc., a subsidiary 
of Daizen Corporation, a long-established logistics 
company from Fukushima, is trying to improve 
efficiency by appealing wastefulness of legislation 
and customs between Thailand and Myanmar. 

Currently, for example, when trying to bring cargo 
from Myanmar to Thailand, all of the containers 
have to be relocated from Burmese trucks to Thai 
trucks, resulting in significant costs. The company 
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promotes cost efficiency by replacing only the 
body of the truck and proposes to the Ministry of 
Transport to change the logistics mechanism.

Infrastructure maintenance will take a long 
time, but there will be room for reform by using 
technology and ideas. It may be necessary to start 
involvement in logistics reform from now on to 
improve the local presence.

4. Household appliances based on
    local preferences

Except for wealthy people, most Myanmar 
families are double incomes. Nevertheless, the 
eating out rate is not very high. Recently, with 
the increase in GDP per capita, eating out chains 
are also increasing. But still a lot of household 
consumption is for food items. As people get 
wealthy, people are increasingly interested in 
consumer electronics. Especially in Myanmar it is 
getting more attention to microwave ovens.

Segments that purchase consumer electronics are 
mainly middle-/high-income earners. A typical 
meal style in Myanmar is similar to Japan, with 
one or two side dishes with rice. The side dish is 
mainly curry (called "Hin"), cooked meat and 
fish with spice and oil. Due to the temperate 
climate, it is difficult to store at room temperature. 
However, cold stewed dishes are not delicious. 
Until now they had to reheat the meal in a pot 
or cook every time. In Myanmar, which has a lot 
of dual-income families, attention to microwave 
ovens gathers to solve this trouble.

There is also expectation for a microwave oven as 
a new cooker. Although they are today conscious 
of health, in fact, Myanmar tends to have a 
large number of diabetics in emerging countries. 
According to the Ministry of Health, there are 2.7 
million patients and 5 million reserve forces. One 
of the reasons behind this is that many Myanmar 
cuisines require a lot of oil. Curry which is one of 
the representative dishes is made with the recipe 
"oil tempering". In this recipe, a large amount 
of oil, materials and spices are added to the pot, 
and the ingredients are cooked until the moisture 
is completely evaporated. The eating habits in 
Myanmar, eating a lot of rice with oily and rich-

taste side dishes, could accelerate the expansion of 
diabetes.

In response to such circumstances, it seems that 
families who wish to purchase new microwave 
ovens for cooking meat and fish healthily are 
increasing. Currently, there are not many families 
with enough income to purchase microwave ovens, 
but there are many people who are concerned 
about health. Business opportunities will increase 
if health-conscious cook appliances can be brought 
close to local prices.

5. Hunger for knowledge

Due to the influence of the military regime, it is 
said there were very few opportunities in Myanmar 
to read foreign books. Censorship on publications 
was abolished in March 2014. "Hunger for 
knowledge" may also appear in the scene of the 
city. If you walk in Yangon city, you will find lots 
of book stalls. There were 170 shops in the area 
called bookstore street.

In April 2018, entry into the education service 
market by foreign capital was approved. For 
example, it became possible to operate private 
schools and vocational training schools by 
foreigners. Oxford Business Group also stated 
that "the US government classifies Myanmar's 
education field as the most positive industry for 
investors," it is a remarkable market. However, in 
fact, there are already about 600 private schools in 
Myanmar, and it may be becoming a competitive 
environment.

It is important to be aware of the education 
market not only as a business opportunity but also 
as a talent pool for developing Myanmar market 
in future. It is essential to have talented people 
and partners familiar with the field in the new 
market. When the market is further activated and 
business starts, excellent talents will be needed. 
Even though it is difficult to have many local 
employees right now, you must not forget to build 
that personnel base. 
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Is the follower strategy
 conservative?  

If you hear that Myanmar is behind Vietnam by 
twenty years, you might think that it is better to 
enter the market after it grows. However, follower 
business tends to fail in emerging countries.
In Southeast Asia, Uber lost to Grab. As in 
this example, it is not easy to overturn the first 
service that has become established earlier than 
competitors. There are other examples such as 
Suzuki's overwhelming share in India and Xerox 
becoming a synonym for copy machines. History 
proves that companies that have been struggling 
for a long time since the beginning of development 
process in the country can enjoy the maximum 
benefits after development.

Difficult marketing in emerging countries

One of the reasons why market entry is difficult 
is that marketing for consumers is difficult in 
emerging countries. For example, in Japan, there 
are many media with consumers such as TV, 
newspaper and the Internet. On the other hand, 
there are not many families with multiple media 
in emerging countries. In particular, the low-
income people who make up the majority of the 
people have little media, touch points and it is 
very difficult for companies to comprehensively 
approach many citizens.

The next attention is SNS and messaging tools, but 
do not forget that popular services vary by country 
and generation. For example, the utilization of 
LINE is high in Japan, but Viber and Beetalk 
are more popular in Myanmar. Facebook is also 

used by many people, but "MM Social" released 
in September 2018 attracted attention as the first 
SNS in Myanmar, and has already gained 10,000 
users within two weeks after release.
Conventional mass marketing is not easy, so it 
is necessary to approach consumers as soon as 
possible in line with local trends. Grab, which 
began business from a ride sharing application, 
would lock in users if they can include excellent 
food delivery and payment functions. Rather than 
struggling as a follower, it could be wiser to spend 
time and money to penetrate the service now.

    Conclusion

Many companies have established subsidiaries or 
branches in "Last Frontier" in anticipation of early 
return. There may be companies that have not 
achieved growth as planned for various reasons 
including politics, but market potential in Myanmar 
is still very big.

A while ago, Japanese companies were called 
"NATO" when they started field market research in 
Myanmar. It stands for “No Action Talk Only”. That 
is, many companies investigated, but gave up and 
went back to Japan. The country, which is beginning 
to attract attention again, is seeking concrete action. 
Short-term investment recovery is difficult. But 
without rapid action from a long-term perspective, 
business is never successful in Southeast Asia.
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