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• Expectations are high. Myanmar’s economy has solid prospects following an historic 
election last November and a smooth transition in government over the past few 
months. Amid a challenging global economic environment, the country is projected to 
be one of South-East Asia’s star performers.

• Patience is still necessary. The new government led by Aung San Suu Kyi’s National 
League for Democracy has had a quiet start in terms of economic policy. Political 
reforms have been the priority. Some may see the government’s honeymoon period as 
being over, but stakeholders could do well to exercise patience.

• Myanmar’s connectivity is a great strength. Information and communications 
technology (ICT) is one area that appears to need no additional policy support. The ICT 
sector, along with related goods and services, is not only demonstrating a life of its own 
but also proving a hotbed for entrepreneurship.

• Banking needs further liberalisation. Myanmar’s financial sector is making giant strides, 
but more could be done to keep its momentum up. Capital is the lifeblood of any 
economy, and the country is still a long way from being able to allocate it in the most 
effective and efficient way. 

• Peace talks will be crucial. Internal conflicts involving a host of armed ethnic 
organisations pose risks to stability that loom over the economy’s growth prospects. The 
new administration will soon pick up the peace process where its predecessor left off, 
but huge doubts about the chances of lasting peace remain.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
“In 2017,  
we forecast 
Myanmar to 
be the fastest 
growing economy 
in ASEAN.” 

Andrew Staples 
South-East Asia director 

The Economist 
Corporate Network
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The Economist held its second Myanmar Summit on June 16th 2016, 
just seven months after the country’s historic general election in 
November. While much has changed since the inaugural Myanmar 
Summit in May 2015, many things have remained the same—for 
better or worse. Against this backdrop, key stakeholders from the 
private and public spheres gathered at the Sedona Hotel in the 
commercial hub of Yangon in mid-June to discuss and debate  
the way forward.

INTRODUCTION
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HIGH RISK, HIGH REWARD
Expectations for growth in Myanmar are sky-high. Charles Goddard, editorial director of The 
Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), Asia-Pacific, and the day’s chairman, kicked off proceedings 
by asking everyone if Myanmar is welcoming to investors. About 90% of attendees responded by 
agreeing that while there are still too many obstacles to doing business, the opportunities make it 
worthwhile. Apart from Myanmar’s successful government transition, such widespread enthusiasm 
also stems from the fact that there are now so few rapidly growing markets.

Andrew Staples, the South-East Asia director of The Economist Corporate Network, painted a 
picture of the challenging global environment in the first session of the day. He spoke of the many 
headwinds Myanmar and other emerging and frontier markets face, such as the volatility in global 
interest rates and the slowdown in China’s economy. The latter is particularly pertinent, as China 
is Myanmar’s primary export market, accounting for close to 40% of export revenue. Domestically, 
the Central Bank of Myanmar has to contend with a volatile local currency, the kyat, and inflation 
running in double digits.

Myanmar is projected to more than tide through the rough seas of the global economy in 
the years to come. At the macro level, the EIU expects the country to be the “fastest-growing 
economy in ASEAN (the Association of South-East Asian Nations)” next year, Mr Staples said. 
Indeed, Myanmar, once an isolated pariah state, is expected to register a real GDP growth rate of 
8.6% in 2017, well above the likes of Laos (7.7%), Cambodia (7.2%) and Vietnam (6.6%).

Many of the day’s speakers echoed the EIU’s high expectations in the context of their industries. 
For one, Sunil Seth, the chief executive of Tata Sons Myanmar, believes that beans and pulses 
“have the potential to become a $2 billion industry.” Tata Sons sees Myanmar as one of 15 
“strategic countries” worldwide, and Mr Seth said that his company is looking keenly at Myanmar’s 
power industry. Similarly, Boonkiat Cheewatragoongit, a senior vice-president at Charoen 
Pokphand Group, sees “significant room for growth” despite the fact that “consumption patterns 
are completely different in Myanmar”, where the giant Thai conglomerate has interests in crop 
production and livestock farming.

“The advantages 
of Myanmar 
over the long run 
were too great 
to ignore, so 
we invested in 
the future of the 
country.” 

Peter Benyon 
Country chairman 

Myanmar and 
Cambodia 

Jardine Matheson
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The United States government’s decision to relax some of its economic sanctions on Myanmar 
this past May should help the economy realise its full potential. For example, the outgoing 
administration of the United States president, Barack Obama, decided to remove three major 
state-owned banks from its blacklist. Yet, the country is unlikely to become a fully fledged 
emerging-market darling overnight, in part because some sanctions remain in place. These 
remain a major hindrance to many businesses, with slightly over half of attendees saying in a live 
poll that sanctions make it “too difficult to do business” in Myanmar.

The United States’ ambassador to Myanmar, Scot Marciel, tried to reassure sceptics that his 
country’s sanctions are “not meant to be a brake on the economy.” Instead, he said, they are 
meant to “create incentives for reform.” Accordingly, while many delegates and attendees 
saw Myanmar as synonymous with rapid change, a sizable proportion also saw the need for 
patience. Tellingly, some 45% said that United States sanctions should be wound back only 
slowly before eventually being phased out. The United States looks set to bide its time: when 
pushed further on removing the sanctions that remain, Mr Marciel expressed concern over long-
running issues such as Myanmar’s internal conflicts and the hundreds of thousands of people 
that remain internally displaced.

PATIENCE IS STILL NECESSARY
“Our sanctions 
are not meant to 
be a brake on 
the economy; 
they’re meant to 
create incentives 
for reform.” 

Scot Marciel 
United States 

ambassador to  
Myanmar
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Though even a partial lifting of sanctions is momentous, there was a noticeable tension in the 
conference hall over the NLD’s slow—and quiet—approach to economic reform. Some attendees 
were willing to extend the new government’s honeymoon period, but others conveyed frustration. 
Nyantha Maw Lin, the managing director of Vriens & Partners, even said that “the NLD needs to 
learn the ropes about the importance of communication.”

Ngwe Tun, the founder of Genius Coffee, said an outline of the government’s plan to make the 
business environment more conducive to social entrepreneurship would soothe his anxieties. 
Meanwhile, Win Win Tint, the chief executive of City Mart, wanted to see a more level playing field 
for local and foreign investors. Jeremy Prepscius, the vice-president for the Asia-Pacific at Business for 
Social Responsibility, called for more sustainable development. Child labour is still an “intrinsic issue” 
in Myanmar, the latter said, as it is proving difficult to verify workers’ ages.

Unease over a lack of guidance from the administration was particularly evident among attendees 
with interests in the infrastructure space. Mark Bedingham, the president and chief executive of 
Singapore Myanmar Investco, believes that “rapid approvals and rapid licensing” would make a 
big difference to growth in this vital sector. Underscoring the significant shortcomings of the country’s 
infrastructure, the township around the hotel experienced power cuts during the panel session on 
infrastructure development! But the show went on, as one must when doing business in Myanmar.

Taking a cue from this small demonstration of perseverance, the many speakers that were willing 
to give the new government more time pushed back against critics on several points. On the 
perceived lack of capable leaders, Serge Pun, the executive chairman of Serge Pun & Associates, 

believed that “good but untested ministers 
have shone through in the government’s first 
two months.” Nyi Nyi Kyaw, director-general at 
the ministry of environmental conservation and 
forestry, spoke of his minister’s bold decision 
to halt logging for a year as an example. 
Myanmar, according to him, is currently 
the “third worst in the world in the area of 
deforestation.” The minister’s move represents a 
courageous attempt to change that.

On the apparent power-grab by Aung San 
Suu Kyi, who holds key ministerial portfolios and 
the newly created role of state counsellor, Mr 
Marciel said that this is not even among the 
United States’ top 10 concerns. Peter Benyon, 
the country chairman for Myanmar and 
Cambodia at Jardine Matheson, expressed 
confidence in Myanmar’s ability to ride through 
volatile periods, contending that its advantages 

IS ECONOMIC REFORM 
PROCEEDING TOO SLOWLY?

“The overall retail 
market is still 
very fragmented; 
modern retail is 
only 10% of the 
industry.” 

Win Win Tint 
Chief executive officer  

City Mart
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“Forget about 
mobile-ready, 
Myanmar is 
smartphone-
ready.” 

Stephane Lamoureux 
Chief executive officer 

KBZ Gateway and 
chief information officer  

KBZ Group 

Some investors will not have to wait long to reap the benefits of participating in Myanmar’s 
development, thanks in part to foundations laid by the previous government. As attendees 
heard repeatedly throughout the day, the ICT sector is proving especially vibrant. The 
administration of former president Thein Sein decided to open up the telecoms market and 
invite foreign players in, leading to a rapid increase in mobile connectivity. “Forget about 
mobile-ready, Myanmar is smartphone-ready”, said Stephane Lamoureux, the chief executive of 
KBZ Gateway and chief information officer of KBZ Group.

With more and more of the population getting their hands on these small but powerful screens, 
first movers in related industries have seen early dividends. Crystal Lee, the regional manager for 
South-East Asia at Viber, proclaimed that Myanmar is “one of the unique markets where [Viber 
is] ahead of Facebook.” The company’s success, according to Ms Lee, is partly due to its use of 
local Burmese content. 

International companies are not the only winners in Myanmar’s technological revolution. 
Crucially, the ICT sector is also proving to be a hotbed for local entrepreneurship. Justin Sway, 
the chief executive of Shweproperty.com and JobNet Myanmar, could not believe how quickly 
the internet and mobile connectivity had spread when he decided to return to his birthplace. 
JobNet now promotes itself as the country’s top careers website, registering tens of thousands 
of new jobseekers each month, according to Mr Sway. Myo Myint Kyaw, the chief executive of 
Revo Tech, is another entrepreneur who decided to return to Myanmar and contribute to the 
nation-building currently underway. 

TECHNOLOGICAL AND 
DEMOGRAPHIC ADVANTAGES
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“I decided  
that I wanted to 
come back to  
my birthplace;  
I just saw immense 
opportunity in 
Myanmar.” 

Justin Sway 
Chief executive officer 

and founder, Jobnet 
and Shwe Property

“This is one 
of the unique 
markets where 
we’re ahead of 
Facebook.” 

Crystal Lee 
Regional manager 

South-East Asia, Viber

Myanmar’s hi-tech advance is not without its shortfalls. For a start, 
there is still a huge imbalance between the sexes in access to such 
technologies. “If we want to leapfrog”, said Ferry Grijpink, a partner at 
McKinsey & Company, “we need to make sure that everybody gets 
online.” Moreover, tech entrepreneurs such as Mr Sway were quick to 
echo the primary concern of Vivek Pathak, regional director for the 
International Finance Corporation in East Asia and the Pacific: “the 
main challenge is human capital.”

Elsewhere in Asia, it will be hard to find or replicate the advantages the 
ICT sector has in Myanmar, underscoring the industry’s bright outlook. 
Myanmar’s large number of young people—a staggering 47% of the 
population is under 25—should keep demand for and adoption of new 
technologies robust for years to come. Eric Schaer, the chief executive 
of MySQUAR, a Myanmar-specific social media company, believes 
that the country’s youths have the same interests as their global peers. 
Myanmar’s once-outcast status is, perversely, a second major source 
of strength for its ICT sector. David Madden, the chief executive of 
Phandeeyar, a Yangon ICT hub, said the country “does not have a lot 
of legacy systems to do battle with.”
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BANKING NEEDS 
FURTHER LIBERALISATION
However, other crucial industries must continue to fight stumbling blocks posed by legacy 
systems and old-school ways of doing business. Chief among them is the finance sector. 
Significant progress on this front was made before Aung San Suu Kyi’s new government assumed 
control: old banking laws have been updated, foreign banks now have a (highly restricted) 
presence in the market, and a stock exchange was launched at the end of 2015. Tin Min Htut, a 
director at First Rangoon Corporation, conceded that “Myanmar’s capital markets are currently 
in a nascent stage” but expressed confidence that many profitable firms will soon list on the 
Yangon Stock Exchange.

Yet, concerns aired by many of the day’s speakers indicate that more ambitious liberalisation of 
the financial industry is needed. It can be hard for businesses to secure funding: Thet Mon Aye, the 
founder of Star Ticket, spoke of how her firm had to rely on family members and friends for start-up 
capital. Risk appetite has not recovered since the bank runs in the early 2000s, according to Thiri 
Thant Mon, the co-founder of Sandanila, an investment and advisory firm. Hindered by interest-
rate controls, she expressed concern that “you are unable, as a commercial bank today, to 
perform normal risk-based pricing.”

And though junta-era laws are being scrapped and replaced, Simon Makinson, the head of the 
Myanmar practice group at Allen & Overy, warned that “a lot of new laws enacted in recent 
years are poorly drafted.” Moreover, inefficient state-owned banks still dominate the market. “The 
Myanmar Agricultural Development Bank is still the most significant provider of formal credit”, said 
Sean Turnell, a professor at Macquarie University, “but it has many problems.”

“Myanmar’s 
capital markets 
are currently in a 
nascent stage.” 

Tin Min Htut  
Director 

First Rangoon 
Corporation 
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RESTARTING PEACE TALKS
Sai Sam Htun, the executive chairman of Loi Hein, a beverage manufacturer, lamented the 
problems the previous administration left the NLD, along with the sobering fact that the economy 
is still not free of significant risk. Nowhere do these words ring truer than in relation to Myanmar’s 
incomplete peace process. Kyaw Yin Hlaing, the director of the Center for Diversity and National 
Harmony, was cautiously optimistic, saying that Thein Sein’s nationwide ceasefire is not a problem 
in itself, though questions remain about the deal’s inclusiveness. 

Getting more armed ethnic organisations to sign on to the ceasefire will 
not be easy, though. Chinese influence complicates matters: according 
to Yun Sun, a senior associate at the Brookings Institution, it “has a vested 
interest in Myanmar’s peace process.” Many of Myanmar’s rebel groups 
are based the Chinese border, and some have strong ethnic and 
cultural ties with China.

As the euphoria of the NLD’s historic victory subsides, it is becoming 
clearer that the new government has a full plate. Economic and social 
gains made through reform in the years to come could easily be wiped 
away if the peace process falters. Much hinges on Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
21st Century Panglong Conference, due to be held in July, which should 
mark the resumption of progress on Myanmar’s most critical piece of 
unfinished business.

“Despite Myanmar’s 
growth potential, 
the other side  
of the coin is that 
the economy is not 
free from risk.” 

Sai Sam Htun 
Executive chairman 

Loi Hein  

“The problem 
wasn’t the 
nationwide 
ceasefire 
agreement itself, 
but the issue of all-
inclusiveness.” 

Kyaw Yin Hlaing 
Director 

Center for Diversity and 
National Harmony  


