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Introduction –  
The Next Steps for Myanmar
Foreign businesses continue to ramp up interest in 

the long-isolated but potentially lucrative market 

of Myanmar. North American, European, and other 

Western companies have accelerated their search 

for investment opportunities in the wake of rapidly 

changing sanctions regimes. At the same time, longer-

established Japanese, Chinese, Singaporean, Thai, 

and other regional companies are deepening their 

base of local experience to enhance prospects in an 

environment of rapid growth. 

For decades, but particularly in the period following the 

tumultuous elections of 1988, foreign investors were 

primarily of Asian origin, who were not hamstrung 

like their Western counterparts by the tough sanctions 

imposed by the U.S. and Europe. Sanctions by Western 

governments have since been reduced, lifted, or eased, 

but this has not settled concerns for some business 

leaders. Many continue to hold back because of real 

concerns about risks to their reputations and lingering 

sanctions issues, while others are in two minds as to 

whether the opportunities on the ground are really 

worth pursuing.

Precise data on Myanmar is hard to come by, and 

government statistics are treated with skepticism 

inside and outside the country. The United Nations 

estimates Myanmar has a population of 60 million, 

around the size of South Korea—but a formal census 

has not been conducted since 1983. Corporate and 

other public records are almost nonexistent, and 

the nascent (but rapidly evolving) media was long 

dominated by government censors making for a highly 

opaque and information-poor environment. By all 

accounts, it is a challenging place to operate.

Myanmar’s potential, however, is too great to ignore. 

One of the last untapped markets in Asia, it is rich 

in timber, oil, gas, and gems and has the potential 

to be a major rice and seafood exporter. Its tourism 

industry can rely on 900-year-old temple complexes 

and beaches to rival nearby Thailand, which attracts 

approximately 15 million visitors a year.

Changing Landscape
The last few years have seen a rise of new and 

proposed legislation aimed at stimulating foreign 

investments in Myanmar, including laws on currency 

exchange rates and foreign investment. The gross 

domestic product (GDP) is expected to reach 5.5% 

growth in 2013. Foreign investors, whether Asian or 

Western, are flocking to the country in as diverse a 

range of industries as can be imagined. There is even 

a German effort to restart the local wine industry.

With guidance from international institutions, the 

government has also passed a number of laws 

designed to bring the regulatory environment closer 

to international standards, such as lowering taxes 

on foreign trade and consulting with the IMF to fix a 

currency system that deters investment. Several local 

banks have been given the right to trade Myanmar’s 

kyat for dollars, euros, and Singapore dollars, and a 

new automatic teller machine has appeared in Yangon 

for the first time in several years.

Among the Western brands making inroads into 

Myanmar is consumer products giant Unilever, 

which began to sell goods through a distributor 

in Myanmar late last year. MasterCard, Visa, and 
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Western Union have forged partnerships with local 

banks. In addition, both Myanmar and foreign media 

confirmed that in August 2012, government officials 

met with business people affiliated with U.S.-based 

Caterpillar Inc. to discuss sales of engines and other 

heavy machinery. Business delegations, meanwhile, 

are streaming through Yangon, while the city’s main 

hotels—which have suffered years of dismal occupancy 

rates—are now largely full 

with tourists and business 

people. Asian companies 

from Japan, Taiwan, 

Thailand, and elsewhere 

are eyeing investments in 

a roughly 100-square-mile, 

or 250-square-kilometer, 

multibillion-dollar Dawei 

Special Economic Zone under 

development in southern 

Myanmar, that will include 

roads, railways, and a deep-

sea port. Interest in the zone 

is steadily increasing although 

it has proved difficult for the 

sponsors of the project to 

raise sufficient funds to bring 

the project to fruition.

The trend appears to be positive, and interest is 

high. But with so many investors vying for a stake 

in Myanmar, there are concerns that eyes aren’t 

as wide open as they should to the potential risks 

involved. As the world’s leading risk consultancy with 

more than 25 years in Asia and offices in Singapore, 

Mumbai, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Beijing, and Shanghai, 

Kroll is eminently placed to help investors understand 

these risks whether they be political, operational, 

economic, or security in nature. Following are some of 

the insights from Kroll Advisory Solutions and Baker 

& McKenzie that were shared during a recent investor 

call. The investor call discussed the opportunities in 

Myanmar and five key challenges that can impact 

your investment.

Understanding Myanmar – From 
the Inside Out
Five Key Challenges

1. The Power of the Military

Explaining some of the issues, Richard Dailly, 

Kroll Advisory Solutions Managing Director, 

South and Southeast Asia, says that what you 

see is not necessarily what 

you get when it comes to 

Myanmar. 

“There have been many, 

many positive movements 

over the last six months or 

a year, such as increasing 

free press, debt write-

offs, free election, release 

of political prisoners, 

and the establishment 

of unions. Nonetheless, 

there definitely are some 

potential contradictions 

and some potential 

problems going forward.”

The one glaring unknown, 

according to Mr. Dailly, is 

the precise power that the 

military still holds and in particular, Than Shwe. 

By all accounts, it would seem unlikely that the 

military would completely cede power, and this 

could ultimately cause some difficulties in the 

presumed path toward Myanmar’s liberalization 

and democratization.  

In the past, there have been examples of 

military heavy-handedness, for instance, 

disobeying instructions from the government 

to exercise restraint relating to ethnic tensions, 

which exist within the country. What would 

Myanmar do with the military if it were to 

begin to adopt steps toward liberalization and 

democratization? “We consider this issue to 

be a major hurdle which could again lead to 
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“The main security risks 
are those most common in 
developing markets, namely 
road accidents, fire, and health. 
Poorly maintained transport 
infrastructure, a lack of leading 
hospitals, and a less than 
optimal fire prevention regime 
are not unique to Myanmar, but 
they certainly represent a risk to 
doing business in the country.”

- Sam Olsen



further tensions arising within the country. The 

decommissioning and downsizing of the military 

is going to lead to further tensions within the 

population itself,” added Mr. Dailly. 

2. The Ethnic Dynamics of Myanmar

According to Cem Ozturk, Kroll Advisory Solutions 

Senior Director, Southeast Asia, the issues related 

to ethnic tension in the country remain a key 

driver in the country’s politics. 

“Instability caused by 

these tensions is a key 

risk for any investor. The 

borders of Myanmar as 

we know them today 

are partly a colonial 

invention. Its territory 

includes not only the 

majority Burmese (Bamar) 

population, but also a 

number of significant 

minority groups, which 

in total comprise more than thirty percent of 

the population according to most estimates. 

This tension between the Burmese core and the 

ethnic minorities is what caused the country 

to fragment following the end of colonial rule 

in the first place—and poses real risks to the 

stability of the country going forward. This 

risk is higher for resource- and agriculture-

based projects, as ‘land-grabbing’ issues are 

particularly acute in these regions.”

 A resolution to these issues depends primarily 

on how the government continues with its 

liberalization agenda. “The answer to the ethnic 

question will be answered primarily by the 

military,” added Mr. Ozturk.

3. Corruption – A Clear and Present Danger 

According to Mr. Dailly, Myanmar’s reputation for 

being extremely corrupt may be misplaced. The 

recent government push toward transparency 

and accountability has had a real impact within 

the country. Whilst investors need to be aware of 

risks, the general feel on the ground, surprisingly 

perhaps, is that Myanmar is making real headway 

in dealing with corruption and can be seen 

positively compared with some of its Southeast 

Asian counterparts. 

And whilst Myanmar ranks low on corruption 

perception on the Transparency International 

Index, Mr. Dailly points out that it is important to 

remember that the transparency indicators are 

based on “perception” given that corruption is 

empirically difficult to measure:  

“The picture that we have been 

given is somewhat more mixed. 

For instance, we have been 

given examples of applications 

for government licenses where 

the prices do not vary and at the 

same time government bidding 

exercises which have been held 

in a very open and transparent 

manner. And certainly people 

that we have spoken to on the ground have 

given us the impression that the government is 

going out of its way to be as transparent and 

open as it possibly can.”  

 4. The Contentious Issue of Land Rights

For any investor going into Myanmar, land rights 

or being able to purchase land is a key factor. 

According to Clive Cook, Co-Head of Baker & 

McKenzie’s Myanmar Centre, a potential investor 

would have to be prepared for the land prices being 

extremely high and land rights in very short supply: 

“Land almost always is an emotional issue. 

The land system in Myanmar is a hangover 

from colonial times, so there is still a concept 

of freehold land, particularly in Yangon and 

Mandalay, but otherwise land is either granted 

or leased by the states—central, regional, or 

local states—either to Myanmar citizens or to 

foreign investors.”  

Equally from the perspective of the Myanmar 

population at large, the accusation is that 
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“A lack of transparency and 
the way in which it’s clearly 
a very opaque country 
and knowing who you are 
dealing is clearly going to be 
extremely important.”

- Richard Dailly



land has been confiscated without adequate 

compensation, making such “land grab” incidents 

a very political issue. The good news is that 

under the Foreign Investment Law and the 

special economic zone laws, the approach now 

is more generous to foreign 

investors.  

5. Safety and Security

According to Sam Olsen, 

Managing Director and Head 

of the Asia Security practice 

for Kroll Advisory Solutions, 

for a company to go into 

a frontier market, such as 

Myanmar, the safety and 

the security of its staff are 

crucial. Some measures 

companies should consider 

include:

 » Threat, vulnerability, 

and risk assessments (TVRAs) and security 

intelligence. Myanmar is not a homogenous 

country in terms of physical risk. Whilst 

many areas are free from crime and serious 

incidents, other settlements and regions 

can have a variety of issues that will pose 

significant threats to the unwary traveler. It 

is therefore of utmost importance that TVRAs 

are carried out prior to travel or investment 

to ensure that all physical and operational 

security risks are accounted for. With travel, it 

is also highly recommended that up-to-date 

security intelligence be accessed before and 

during the journey to ensure that developing 

threats are picked up quickly and mitigations 

put in place. This is the same for physical and 

human assets in country too—static locations 

are just as vulnerable as travelers if there is no 

up-to-date intelligence provision.

 » Crisis Management. Once threats have been 

identified, it is necessary to work out what 

to do next, and a crisis management plan 

is the key foundation of this. These threats 

are not just around criminality and terrorism, 

as the most dangerous incidents are often 

much more prosaic in nature. For example, 

in keeping with many emerging markets, 

transport infrastructure (both road and air) and 

emergency service response 

times can be a challenge. It is 

therefore critical that a full and 

proper crisis management plan 

is created, implemented, and 

tested before employees visit 

Myanmar.

Going in with Eyes  
Wide Open
So what does an investor 

look out for when it comes to 

Myanmar? To Mr. Dailly, it’s 

about knowing whom you’re 

doing business with. In addition 

to legal due diligence, investors 

need to verify the reputation and background of 

potential business partners and sellers of assets.

This can be done discreetly, in a very thorough and 

yet sophisticated way. Because ownership structures, 

partnerships, and business relationships can be so 

opaque, working out who exactly is involved is critical. 

This just not applies to the issue of legal risk, but also 

reputational risk. Being involved with any parties, such 

as investors, could potentially attract negative press 

from much politicized NGOs. 

Politicized media could potentially cause investors and 

individual entities going into Myanmar a wider range of 

problems, which could spiral into a much larger issue. 

“My main risk is really 
understanding the 
background reputation of 
your partner and knowing 
your partner. Get your 
intelligence from diverse 
sources, but also build a 
relationship and take it 
fairly slowly.”

- Clive Cook
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For the investor looking to expand into Myanmar, 

the first order of business is to home in on 

the industries that are relevant and that could 

potentially reap in the rewards. For Myanmar, the 

industries that have been identified are:

OIL & GAS 

Some of the biggest industries in Myanmar are in the 

energy and resources sector because of Myanmar’s 

sizeable LNG deposit offshore in the South. 

AGRICULTURE

Another growing industry lies in the field 

of agriculture. Myanmar was for a long time 

considered the rice bowl of Southeast Asia and has 

huge agricultural potential that has been seized 

on by a number of foreign investors recently, 

especially in terms of rice production.

FINANCIAL 

The banking infrastructure has seen a radical shift 

when it comes to progress. There are now four 

state-owned banks in Myanmar, 19 private banks, 

and 29 foreign banks that have set up registered 

offices in anticipation of doing business. MasterCard 

has entered into an agreement recently to facilitate 

the presence of ATMs, and foreigners can now 

open foreign exchange accounts. There is also the 

managed float of the kyat, the local currency. 

Speculation is rife that within the next two or three 

months, regulations will come into effect which 

will allow foreign banks to do joint ventures with 

Myanmar banks. The Central Bank has confirmed 

that there will likely be a phase two to this 

regulation and that will allow foreign banks to set 

up subsidiaries and eventually grant the licenses 

without a local Myanmar partner.

TELECOMMUNICATIONS

Another major emerging industry is in the area of 

telecommunications. The Myanmar government 

announced plans in January to grant two licenses, 

each with initial terms of 15 years, as part of efforts 

to liberalize its underdeveloped telecommunications 

market. The licenses will increase the number of 

mobile operators to four. Myanmar has long held 

tight control of its telecommunications sector and 

kept foreign competitors out of the market because 

its former military government was suspicious of 

foreign involvement in sensitive sectors such as 

communications. It largely insisted on running 

telephone services itself, though foreign companies 

at times sold equipment there and local companies 

have begun providing some services. 

In the latest developments, 12 bidders have 

been shortlisted for the final stage of Myanmar’s 

telecommunications-license tender. The Myanmar 

government named the 12 shortlisted applicants 

who can formally bid for the two available 

licenses, eliminating 10 other participants from the 

tender process.

Shortlisted applicants include consortiums led 

by Singapore Telecommunications Ltd., India’s 

Bharti Airtel Ltd., MTN Dubai, Jamaica’s Digicel 

Group, and Japan’s KDDI Corp. and Sumitomo Corp. 

Malaysia’s Axiata Group Bhd., Norway’s Telenor ASA, 

Millicom International Cellular SA, China Mobile 

and Vodafone Group PLC, Qatar Telecom QSC, and 

Vietnam’s Viettel Group also made the shortlist. 

Myanmar’s nascent telecommunications sector 

is considered one of the most lucrative in the 

economy as the once-isolated country opens 

up to foreign investment. Only 5.4 million of 

Myanmar’s 60-million-strong population had a 

mobile phone subscription at the end of 2012 

according to government figures. The government 

wants to increase the percentage of the population 

owning a telephone to between 75% and 80% by 
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Industry Hot Spots

2015-2016. It hopes that awarding licenses to 

private operators will introduce competition and 

investment to the sector.

CONSUMER PRODUCTS

The approach of the Myanmar government to 

foreign investment legislation is to encourage 

joint ventures in industries and sectors where 

they expect reasonably fast growth in the short 

to medium term. Fast moving consumer goods, 

tourism, and hotels will experience significant 

growth over the next two or three years.

Continued

The Kroll Advantage
Thinking about breaking new ground in 
Myanmar? 
For companies or organizations actively seeking to 

invest in or operate in emerging markets, new market 

entry poses significant challenges. 

At Kroll Advisory Solutions, we guide our clients through 

the diverse challenges that organizations face when 

seeking to operate or maintain a presence in difficult 

and challenging environments. We assist our clients 

to understand and evaluate the potential long-term 

benefits of future stability in these complex regions 

while protecting their interests at the same time.

Kroll goes beyond market research and market entry 

assessments. We delve deeper. We combine and 

leverage our core capabilities of delivering political 

and security risk services to provide organizations with 

the specifics so that informed decisions can be made. 

We provide real-time intelligence through our 

international network of “on the ground” sources in 

order to provide our clients an accurate assessment of 

what is really happening in these countries.

Our core expertise lies in assisting our clients with 

market entry, understanding the political and regulatory 

landscape, maintaining a safe operational presence, 

and facilitating co-operation with key personalities and 

organizations in higher-risk countries like Myanmar.

Kroll has offices in 30 countries globally, offering its 

clients unsurpassed geographic coverage. With a 

multidisciplined team comprising former prosecutors, 

law enforcement personnel, financial analysts, 

computer forensic specialists, and trained investigators, 

Kroll has successfully helped clients resolve problems 

that are both sensitive and complex.

Let Kroll show you where to start.

Contact Us
Kroll
Richard Dailly  

email: rdailly@kroll.com  |  tel: +65 6645 4520 

Cem Ozturk  

email: cozturk@kroll.com  |  tel: +65 6645 4534

Sam Olsen 

email: solsen@kroll.com  |  tel: +852 2884 7706

Baker & McKenzie
Clive Cook 

email: clive.cook@bakermckenzie.com  

tel: +66 (0) 2 636 2000

“Knowing your partner if you are 
exposed in the U.S. Just be deeply 
aware if your partner is possibly and 
potentially a proxy for someone who 
might be otherwise sanctioned. This 
is a problem that we are seeing quite 
a bit from our clients.”

- Cem Ozturk
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