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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
•

Myanmar’s agriculture sector has faced serious impacts from the February 2021
coup. Input costs have skyrocketed; border trade has been disrupted by fighting and
COVID-19; and shipping is no longer reliable, whether for the import of inputs or
the export of the country’s commodities.

•

The main government subsidy to the sector, in the form of farm credit, has largely
been suspended amidst a cash shortage resulting from the banking crisis. Most
farmers have not been able to pay back their previous seasonal loans, while the
subsidy’s financial model offers no incentive for farmer compliance.

•

A critical reform launched under the National League for Democracy government,
the National Land Law process, has also been stopped. This has further hurt
agricultural productivity and weakened Myanmar’s regional competitiveness. Its
suspension could also lead to further land confiscations through force and rampant
corruption.

•

The ongoing fighting across many parts of Myanmar has had an impact on
agriculture; the combat areas themselves are important to the sector. Farmers are
unable to do their farming, while internally displaced people in Rakhine State are
not able to go back home to work on their farms out of fear of land mines.

•

Only crops such as beans, pulses and sesame have fared better, since they do not
depend on inputs as heavy as those for paddy; they also still enjoy access to markets,
especially the Indian market. This access is due to Indian government policy, now a
crucial determinant of the health of Myanmar’s farm sector.

•

The SAC’s policy on agriculture, focusing on tissue-banana and palm oil, and
targeting rice production of 100 baskets per acre, is both unrealistic and
controversial.
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INTRODUCTION
Agriculture is Myanmar’s economic backbone. It contributes 32 per cent of GDP, employs
56 per cent of Myanmar’s workforce, and accounts for 21 per cent of the country’s exports.1
It is thus clear that Myanmar’s economic growth and the improvement of social welfare in
the country are impossible without robust advances in agriculture. All successive
governments have pronounced that agriculture is key to the success of Myanmar. However,
the reality is different. Myanmar’s agriculture sector has fallen far behind regional or global
competitors such as Thailand and Vietnam, even if it is still able to support domestic food
sufficiency.
Comparison on cost vs. profit in paddy, and other crops
based on per acre in a season in general (by cropping
season)
Cost Side
Cost Items in
MMK
Seed

Paddy

Irrigation

50,000

Nil

4 small
baskets x
7000 =
28000
Nil

Ploughing and
Planting
including fuel
Fertilizers

25,000

30,000

19,500

13,6000
(2 bags)
Nil

Nil

86,000

30,000

60,000

Hiring Labor in
general:
Harvesting

36,000

60,000

6,000

50,000

58,000

13,500

Storage Cost

Nil

Nil

Nil

Interest for
debt
Other Cost

18,000

Nil

4,000

30,000

15,000

Nil

Total

350,000

233,000

217,000

70

18 - 20

9

6,000

43,000

70,000

Nil

Nil

Nil

420,000

860,000

630,000

Pesticides

Beans/Puls
es
40,000 (10
Pyi)

1 basket x
10000 =
10,000

sesame

Market Side
Products
(baskets)
Farm gate price
per basket
Export
(earning)
Total

This information was collected through talking to farmers in
Lower and Upper Myanmar about their experiences. Estimates
are averages. Note that if paddy production is lower, it brings no
profit or few returns; there is a real tradeoff between
production and fertilizer/input use in paddy cultivation, while
other crops do not face this issue to the same degree.

Myanmar has been in chaos in many ways since the coup on 1 Feb 2021. There have been
adverse effects on many sectors – garment production, industry, the retail and wholesale
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trades, exporting and importing, construction, banking, and others. The impact has been
unprecedented at all levels.
Some would argue that agriculture is unaffected by the coup, and that it will carry on as
normal – just as it did under the military regimes of 1988-2010. In fact, agriculture is
sensitive to outside events in many ways. Delays in the supply of subsidized farm credit and
inputs, for instance, certainly have a serious impact on production. There is no doubt that
the compounded crises of COVID-19 and the military takeover have affected the sector
deeply.2
Agriculture is vital to the nation’s survival, and this has sadly been ignored by the parties
responsible for the current political crisis. The price for this is huge, edging the nation
toward greater risks.
THE MOST IMMEDIATE IMPACT ON AGRICULTURE
Following the coup, Myanmar’s currency, the Kyat, has depreciated to an unprecedented
level, by 50-60 per cent on average.3 The cost of major inputs for agriculture has meanwhile
gone up tremendously, for example, a 150 per cent increase for fertilizer and a 98-100 per
cent increase for fuel, on average.4 A general explanation for such high increases is that the
country is not able to manage its exchange rate. Another explanation concerns logistics and
transport in a very fragile political situation. The Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) in
opposition to the coup was also a driver of this fragility in that many government workers
joined the movement.5 A third explanation is that traders are no longer interested in imports
since the exchange rate crisis has made these very risky. The effect is clear: current stocks
of, for instance, fertilizers and pesticides are restricted to domestic supply, with very few if
any imports. A fourth explanation is that traders, in realizing that farmers are unable to earn
good returns on inputs, have concluded that suspending import flows makes sense. Low
productivity has been the immediate impact. As long as the SAC is not able to manage the
exchange-rate crisis, agricultural productivity will be affected.6
Trade has been disrupted in many other ways, also with effects on agricultural markets. For
instance, China is a main buyer of Myanmar’s rice and broken rice, and also a main source
of inputs. Rice exports to China through border trade dropped significantly in July when
China closed checkpoints in Kachin and Shan States due to COVID-19.7 According to the
SAC, the volume of rice and broken rice exported during a period of eight months (1
October – 28 May) of fiscal year 2020-2021 was estimated at 1.14 million metric tons,
generating $546.6 million in revenue.8 The export volume in the past eight months showed
a decrease of over 500,000 tones against the export volume in the same period of the
previous fiscal year.9
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Farm subsidies in the form government-sponsored farm credit have been suspended, for
three main reasons. The first concerns cash shortage faced by the state-owned Myanmar
Agriculture Development Bank (MADB). The banking crisis is a major driver behind this
shortage. Another reason is the credit system itself. Those who can pay back their loans can
borrow again. But in this system, there is no financial incentive to comply. For instance,
should a farmer repay a loan of 1,500,000 kyat plus 8.5 per cent annual interest for his 10
acres of paddy fields at the season’s end, his new loan is for the same amount as the old one.
If a farmer really wants to pay back his loan and then to take out a new one under this
system, he needs to borrow from an informal lender at a higher interest rate than the
MADB’s. In addition, when other crop loans under the NLD government’s COVID-19
relief have been repaid,10 there is no possibility of borrowing again because of a lack of
such a relief programme under the SAC. Amidst a boycott call by the NUG and its affiliates,
many farmers have not been interested in repaying their loans in any case.11 The last reason
is that famers no longer have any capacity to pay back what they have borrowed. They may
do so only to retrieve a collateral document known as Form-712 at the MADB, without
which a farmer cannot sell her or his land or transfer title.
The breakdown in farm credit holds huge implications for agriculture in Myanmar. The
entire programme of subsidized credit could be collapsing. Of greatest concern is that there
is no longer any major policy action on the agriculture sector on the part of the government
or the state. Farmers in Myanmar have to be more self-sufficient than ever. This implies
that agricultural productivity becomes uncertain, making food security and food sufficiency
a matter beyond control. Therefore, the next step for the SAC is to force farmers to pay back
their loans so that the MADB can operate again. Compliance will vary across locations. For
instance, farmers in less active conflict areas like the Irrawaddy Delta and Bago Region
would be likely to comply while those in zones of active conflict like Sagaing and Magwe
Regions and across all ethnic areas are least likely to do so. Success in revitalizing muchneeded subsidized credit also depends on political circumstances.
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LAND REFORM SUSPENDED
Myanmar does not have any specific overarching law that governs land tenure or addresses
land confiscations. In fact, at least 72 of its laws concern land tenure.13 In general, land
ownership in Myanmar has been invested in the state since 1953. Farmers have the right to
use land but without right of ownership.14 In March 2012, two new land laws were passed
by parliament, namely the Farmland Law and the Vacant, Fallow, and Virgin Land
Management Law (VFVLM law). According to farmland law, the state continues to be the
allodial title holder, but certified farmland can be mortgaged, sold and transferred. In
practice, farmers had transferred their lands already, so this law has had no significant
impact on agriculture. The VFVLM law is also controversial. It is aimed at allocating
temporary land use rights over land classified as “Vacant, Fallow, or Virgin.” In practice,
this is in conflict with the existing customary land rights that most rural communities
recognize.15 The implementation of VFVLM therefore sparked protests across many parts
of Myanmar under the NLD government.16
The complex legal structure has led to corruption in many instances. To clean up the legal
mess, in 2016 the NLD government endorsed the National Land Use Policy (NLUP)17 after
wide-ranging consultation with stakeholders including civil society groups. This is a living
document, and it was also tied to the ongoing peace process known as the Nationwide
Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). The reason is clear: ethnic minorities have been displaced
over a long period and they sought to get their lands back.18 The coup caused suspension of
the entire process. Many land activists have now become highly involved in the people’s
resistance movement, and their continued engagement under the SAC is thus impossible.
There are also legitimate concerns that farmers will have their lands confiscated by the de
facto authorities.19
WHAT IS MOST NEEDED?
The SAC has introduced several policies and actions on agriculture. First of all, it returned
the country’s fiscal year from 1 September–30 October to 1 April–31 March. This was done
to better accommodate agriculture business in Myanmar and be better aligned to seasonal
cropping and be “more convenient… for business, government, and farmers.”20 The NLD
had changed the country’s fiscal year in 2018 in order to optimize national budgetary
management.21 Whether the reversion to the old fiscal year can help farmers remains to be
seen.
The SAC is also focusing on tissue-culture banana plantations.22 This policy is believed to
refer to the benefits earned by farmers in Kachin State. Research indicates that the monetary
return as net profit per acre is over 2,300,000 kyat (US$1,280).23 However, in practice,
Chinese businesses have made such profits, but local farmers have received only land rental
fees of 600,000 kyat per acre on average.24 Chinese investors in these plantations have built
business networks involving the state government, military and militias in their drive to
access land. It is estimated that 170,000 hectares across Kachin State were devoted to
banana plantations in 2019. 25 It is estimated that 486,000 hectares are needed to meet
demand in China.26 The SAC would hope to meet and exceed this target. There have been
6
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serious issues around the plantations, however, mainly over social and environmental
problems27 and land rights in highly contested areas. Internally displaced persons are, for
instance, worried about land confiscations for banana plantations.28
Another agricultural focus of the SAC is oil palm. The SAC assumes that the expansion of
oil palm plantations will allow Myanmar to limit imports of edible oil. It considers
Tahnintharyi Region as the potential oil pot for the country.29 This policy reincarnates palm
oil projects promoted by military regimes in the 1990s, which gave land concessions to
companies for planting oil palm. However, these companies were more interested in logging
than planting oil palm, and their exploitation of intact forest caused serious environmental
damage.30 Oil palm plantations themselves are controversial.31
Who is responsible for land confiscation?
Responsible entity

% of total

1.

Military

47.7%

2.

18.8%

3.

Government
Departments
Myanmar Companies

4.

Local Authorities

5.8%

5.

Foreign Companies

4.4%

6.

1.3%

9.

Military with government
departments and
companies
Military with government
departments
Government
Departments with local
authorities
Individuals

10.

Ethnic Armed Groups

0.9%

7.
8.

13.9%

1.3%
1%
1%

These data are based on surveys of over 2,000
people conducted across six states and seven regions
in 2015. See “Destroying People’s Lives: The Impact
of Land Grabbing on Communities in Myanmar”,
Land in Our Hands Network, December 2015.

In the paddy sector, the SAC targets average yields of 100 baskets32 per acre in general.33
Without any subsidies from the government, and with mounting input expenses, this target
is not realistic. Addressing land confiscation is a much-needed policy from the SAC. Data
indicate that in almost half of the cases, confiscation directly involved either the military
alone or the military in combination with other actors.34
ONGOING CONFLICTS HURTING AGRICULTURE
Myanmar’s conflict pattern has significantly changed following the coup. In addition to the
areas of longstanding conflict in which ethnic armed organizations (EAOs) are active,
heartland areas such as Sagaing and Magwe Regions in which majority Bamar populations
reside have seen escalating fighting. It is important to note that Sagaing Region is the third
7
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largest rice-producing area of the country, whereas Magwe is the fifth largest. 35 These
regions are important producers of other agricultural commodities, too. The latter region is
also, for example, the top grower of sesame in the country.36 Farming activities in many
ethnic areas have been disrupted as well. 37 In Rakhine State, even though conflict has
calmed, those internally displaced persons who are farmers are unable to return home to
cultivate their land because of concern over land mines.
In some instances, the junta’s troops have burned agriculturalists’ houses, goods and
properties, including rice or paddy, sesame, and seeds essential for the next cropping
season.38 Farmers have also in some cases sold their farms in exchange for guns to use for
self-defense.39 This troubling disruption in farming activities has certainly had an impact on
agricultural production, and it is fortunate that Irrawaddy and Bago Regions are still less
vulnerable to conflict. However, farmers in the Irrawaddy Delta are concerned that if
conflict resumes in Rakhine State, the delta will be affected—not least in relation to logistics
across the border with Rakhine State. 40 Thus, farming remains vulnerable to conflict in
serious ways.
Against many obstacles during this period of political turmoil, Myanmar farmers have
struggled with the post-coup environment: heightened conflicts, a lack of credit subsidies,
growing input expenses, reduced productivity, and unreliable markets. A key bright spot for
the sector comes from crops other than paddy, especially beans and pulses as well as sesame,
which have long been fundamental to the country’s farm sector. Myanmar is the second
largest global exporter of beans and pulses, after Canada.41 In fiscal year 2011, the area
planted to pulses was estimated at 4.4 million hectares, or about 55 per cent of the area
planted to paddy.42 Beans and pulses can be planted after the monsoon crop of paddy and
have lower production costs due to lower input requirements. They also have better returns.
Farmers mention that they invest in fertilizers in the monsoon paddy season in order to have
greater bean and pulse yields. To them, a general guideline is to expect to break even with
paddy and to enjoy profits from bean, pulse and sesame cultivation.43
In fiscal year 2019-2020, Myanmar produced more than 1.3 million metric tons of black
matpe, 1.5 of mung bean, and more than 500,000 of toor or pigeon peas.44 The production
of beans and pulses is often correlated with the Indian government’s import policy. Policy
changes in India directly affect bean and pulse prices in Myanmar; farmers adjust their
cropping decisions accordingly. Recently, the Indian government signed a memorandum of
understanding with Myanmar to import 250,000 tons of mung bean (urad) and 100,000 tons
of pigeon peas (toor) yearly from 2021-22 to 2025-26.45 It is hoped that India’s policy on
Myanmar beans and pulses will continue supporting Myanmar farmers.46 If that happens,
farmers will focus on beans and pulses in the years to come and enjoy increased production.
MORE POLICY ATTENTION AND MORE SKILLED LABOUR NEEDED
Successive Myanmar governments, including the NLD-led civilian administration of 20152020, have kept mentioning that agriculture is key to the country’s success. The reality,
however, is that the agriculture sector has been overlooked for quite some time. For
instance, even though Cyclone Nargis in May 2008 hit across the Irrawaddy Delta, the
8
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country’s largest rice bowl area, concrete government support to address the resulting
devastation and the impact on farming has not been evident. Farmers still face the issue of
rising saltwater, a serious problem for rice cultivation. 47 The agricultural sector is very
vulnerable to Myanmar’s climate crisis; it needs to prepare for high potential risks. This will
require significant investment in agricultural productivity by innovation.48 Expenditure on
agricultural research is minimal: in fact, agricultural research is one of the highest payoff
investments that the public sector can make.49 Myanmar has overlooked that fact.
The other issue is labour. Labour in the farm sector needs to be equipped with better skills.
Innovation is needed to overcome climate change challenges and to compete in the global
market. Myanmar’s new generations are key to this end. However, the young are not
interested in the at best negligible returns to agriculture, and many instead become
immigrant workers, for example, in Thailand and China. A usual complaint heard when
visiting Myanmar’s rural communities is that only the elderly and children live there.
Therefore, attracting a skilled workforce back to the country is a major task for any
government in Myanmar. Without skilled labor, agricultural productivity is at risk. The
coup’s impact has obviously been to spur more emigration, especially of the young. The
impact on agriculture, now and in the future, is a serious one.
CONCLUSION
Myanmar’s agriculture has suffered from COVID-19 due to disruptions in the border trade
with China. The coup has also had a significant impact on this sector that is critical to the
nation’s survival and growth in general. The crisis has escalated input costs and has thus
reduced agricultural productivity. Farmers in conflict-affected areas are not able to work,
and food security is at great risk. The food security issue is not strictly related to insufficient
food production. Rather, logistics, including the transport of food to those who are in need,
can also induce food security. The current civil conflict is giving rise to such situations.
Myanmar’s agriculture is already far behind its regional and global competitors, but the
coup has made the situation even more hopeless. While innovation is seriously needed,
many in the workforce have turned to migration. The crops that offer some salvation for the
sector, like beans and pulses, are now critical to farmers’ survival. But this condition really
depends on the Indian government whose, policies have an impact on Myanmar’s
agriculture. In suspending government-sponsored farm credit, Myanmar’s own
administration now has little policy impact on agriculture.
As Myanmar’s agriculture potential becomes bleaker, so does the country’s socioeconomic
wellbeing.

1

ADB, “Myanmar’s agriculture sector: unlocking the potential for inclusive growth”, December
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2
The coup has made prospects for Myanmar agriculture bleak, with growing input expenses,
reduced production, logistical difficulties, and trading disruptions.
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