
Opportunities and Challenges for Agricultural Products in Myanmar 

In Myanmar, the agriculture sector plays an important role in the country’s economy,       

as agricultural products are the second largest export commodity. The World Bank estimated that 

agricultural products account for 38% of national GDP and 23% of total exports. 70% of 

Myanmar’s population lives in rural areas, which mainly depend on farmland and forests for 

their livelihoods. As a result, the agriculture sector is one of the important driving forces of rural 

development. At present, the government is reforming policies and laws to govern the country’s 

agricultural sector and achieve targets under the economic plan of July 2016.   

It is estimated that less than 1% of foreign investment has contributed to the agricultural 

sector. However, some agricultural activities have attracted investment from foreign entities, 

such as China, Thailand, South Korea, and Japan. For instance, China has invested in sugarcane 

and fruit plantations, while Thailand has invested in vegetable and fruit plantations throughout 

the country. 

According to the Deputy Minister of Commerce, U Aung Htoo, Myanmar exported         

6.49 million tonnes of agricultural products, worth US$ 2.928 million, in the fiscal year 2016-

2017. Rice is the primary product in the country, which accounts for 60% of production value. 

Rice is grown on nearly 20 million acres (7.8 million hectares) during the two seasons of 

summer and monsoon. Due to the limited availability of irrigation, farmers can only grow             

3 million acres of summer crop.  

Myanmar’s second agricultural product for export is beans and pulses. In 2014, the beans 

and pulses export value reached US$ 835 million, which exceeded the value of rice exports. 

Myanmar is the world’s second largest exporter of beans and pulses after Canada. Myanmar’s 

main export markets are India, the United Arab Emirates, Thailand, Bangladesh and China. 

Other top agricultural products include maize, black gram, green gram, pigeon pea, chick pea, 

sesame, onion, tamarind, raw rubber, vegetables and fruits.  

 Market Situation 

In 2015, the government announced that the import of fertilizers, insemination seeds, 

pesticides and other listed agricultural products are only allowed under joint venture with local 

firms. However, U Khin Maung Lwin, Assistant Secretary at the Ministry of Commerce, recently 

stated that the procedure to permit foreign firms to trade in agricultural products is ongoing, and 

negotiations with related ministries are under way to ease restrictions. Once restrictions have 

been lifted, market competition will drive improvements in product quality and price 

competition.    

When compared with standards in neighboring countries, Myanmar’s agricultural 

products have low productivity level. Agriculture in Myanmar is labour intensive, as most 

activities are carried out with a low level of mechanization when compared to Thailand, which 

has efficient production facilities. In addition, the industry also lacks modern warehouses, 

distribution and logistics facilities, and packaging to boost the agricultural sector’s ability to 

reach its full potential. Moreover, the major challenge to growth in the agricultural sector is the 



lack of quality seeds, which directly equates to low productivity. According to the World Bank, 

the supply of certified paddy seeds only meets 1% of potential demand. As a result, many 

farmers use their own seeds with poor quality since private seed providers have not been able to 

produce enough to meet demand. Given the insufficient supply of machines, equipment, and 

technology in Myanmar’s agricultural sector, there is potential for the government to revise its 

policy on the import of such products from foreign countries.  

Market Opportunities  

The government has been promoting the agricultural sector by enacting new laws, rules 

and regulations to encourage foreign investment. Currently, foreign investment in the agriculture 

sector only accounts for 0.44% of total foreign investment. The effect of insufficient supply of 

machines, equipment, and technology in Myanmar’s agricultural sector results in its products 

being rejected in some cases when exported to foreign markets.  

In order to improve this sector, the government is working with the Asian Development 

Bank (ADB) on a new Country Partnership Strategy (2017-2021) to support sustainable inclusive 

growth. This five year strategy will prioritize three key sectors, including rural and agricultural 

development. At the same time, the government itself is initiating a three year project in order to 

develop mango exports to Singapore to boost agricultural exports.  

Thai investors who are looking to invest in the agricultural sector should consider the 

following areas: agricultural equipment and machineries, fertilizers and agrochemicals, research 

and development, microfinance and trade finance services, warehouse and cold storage facilities, 

and packaging industry for local agricultural products.    

Fertilizer is one of the most imported items from China and Thailand in the agricultural 

sector. The estimated import value is between 1.2 and 1.4 million tonnes annually. Thai fertilizer 

firms could find more opportunities to export fertilizer to Myanmar as demand continues to rise. 

According to the Ministry of Commerce’s Notification No. 96/2015 issued on 11 November 

2015, foreigners are restricted to trade in specific agricultural products, such as fertilizer, as joint 

ventures with Myanmar citizens, with no minimum share percentage for the local citizen. 

According to the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, the export of Thai 

agricultural products to ASEAN member states has continuously increased under seamless trade. 

However, export to CLMV countries will shrink, as those countries have higher potential for 

growing crops. Therefore, to benefit from rising agricultural production in Myanmar, Thai 

enterprises need to expand their investment in food processing in countries for re-export to the 

world.   

Challenges 

When considering opportunities for investment, it is important for foreign firms to 

analyze challenges, such as competition, and rules and regulations that restrain them from 

becoming involved in the agricultural sector. Under Myanmar’s agricultural rules and 

regulations, foreign firms are restricted from fully investing in some activities. According to the 

Myanmar Investment Commission (MIC) Notification 26/2016, foreign firms can conduct 



activities, including cultivating and producing crops using imported material, distributing them 

in the local market, and exporting them out of Myanmar, only in the form of joint ventures with 

local partners. By entering joint ventures with local firms, foreign firms are able to trade in 

seeds, pesticides, fertilizers, and other farm inputs.  

With regard to the agricultural sector, foreigners are prohibited from activities that could 

damage mangrove forests, conservation areas, places of religion and worship, grazing land, hill-

side cultivation, and farmland and water resources.  

Competition in the agricultural sector will increase due to increasing investment from the 

private sector. The Myanmar Agribusiness Public Corp (Mapco) has built a large rice mill in a 

bid to boost Myanmar’s rice exports, while the Myanma Awba Company has launched a project 

to build an agricultural chemical factory. When compared to Thailand, the cost of production is 

much lower than in Myanmar. Thus, Thai agricultural producers may not see Myanmar as a 

major investment destination. 

In conclusion, there are a range of opportunities and challenges for Thai investors in 

agricultural products who are seeking to extend their business to Myanmar. Investors can benefit 

from several resources, such as cheap labor for production, strategic location for supply chain, 

and they can also import seeds, fertilizers and other farm inputs, which are currently in high 

demand in Myanmar’s agricultural sector.  

However, there are still many areas for improvement in rules and regulations. Reviewing 

the government policy’s on investment and imports for the agricultural sector is critically 

important for enhancing both local and foreign investment in this sector. In addition, other 

challenges, such as insufficient infrastructure, lack of quality seeds, and lack of investment in 

processing facilities also remain, and need to be addressed as soon as possible to stimulate 

economic growth.     
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