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Following the quasi-democracy reform in 2011, Myanmar had experienced a decade-long 
military-induced economic liberalization (alongside its political reforms). For years, the 
rationale for Myanmar’s reform remained a debatable topic among observers, including the 
international business community with business interest in Myanmar. Indeed, the notion 
that the Military – known long for its socialist trajectory via its monopoly of all forces in 
Myanmar – had finally chosen to embark on a path towards the open market and market 
liberalization embrace was too far-fetched. Ten years after the quasi-democracy initiated 
such reform, the rationale has come clean. The February 2021 coup is an undeniable 
indication that the reform was staged by the Myanmar Military not to benefit the people or 
the market but rather to assert the dominance of their institution. The ten-year liberalization 
project in Myanmar has served as a way for the Military to absorb foreign investment into 
their "business empire," thereby sustaining and expanding the economic interests of the 
Military, top generals, and well-connected conglomerates. 

I present two critical observations on the state of business and investment in Myanmar. First, 
due to the country's incomplete liberalization, the bulk of foreign direct investment over the 
past decade has ironically only served to sustain the business empire of the Myanmar 
military and expand crony businesses. Such irony comes at the expense of non-crony private 
sectors and the lives of ordinary people in Myanmar, who should have been able to benefit 
from FDIs.  

Second, in the face of thriving crony capitalism and irresponsible business practices that 
facilitate human rights violations in Myanmar, the Myanmar people continue to push for 
responsible consumer practices to make businesses more accountable. Such consistent 
push provides an opportunity for support towards a movement that promotes a better, 
more sustainable, fair, and transparent business environment in Myanmar. 

As a way forward, I argue that for businesses to thrive in a fragile context like Myanmar, they 
must strive beyond improving their practice toward responsible business. They should utilize 
local firms with rich knowledge and network to provide stringent due diligence measures to 
observe responsible business practices whilst also developing the local human resources. 
Without such depth in their practices, businesses risk being labelled as profit-seeking entities 
in a politically complex nation-state whose state-building and nation-building project 
remains in progress. 
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How Foreign Direct Investment in Myanmar Sustained the Military’s Campaign 

After nearly half a century of the single-party regime and military dictatorship, a decade of 
quasi-democratic space in Myanmar (2011-2021) has allowed for limited political and 
economic liberalization. During that period, political prisoners were released. Private media 
was granted permission to operate. Economically, the transformation was even more 
apparent. The quasi-democratic government openly invited foreign investment, easing the 
business environment while introducing new investment and company laws. Due to this 
modest progress, the dollar amount of foreign investment in Myanmar doubled between 
2011 and 2015, with a slight fall after 2015 (See Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Total FDI into Myanmar (in Billion USD)  

 

Source: Directorate of Investment and Company Administration 

Underneath the good marks, however, the growth of foreign investment in Myanmar has 
facilitated the growth of the Myanmar military, an institution with a long-standing record for 
its human rights violation in the ethnic minorities’ areas, the genocide against the Rohingyas, 
and the blatant crackdown after the February 2021 coup.  

As can be seen in Figure 2, although the net amount of foreign investment into Myanmar 
increased between 2011 and 2021, the sector in which foreign investment went in is still 
primarily concentrated in offshore oil and gas and energy exploitation sectors, a sector 
well-known for hosting the Military’s businesses (See Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. FDI into Different Sectors between 2011 and 2021 (in Million USD) 

 

Source: Directorate of Investment and Company Administration 

Since 2011, partial economic and political liberalization has allowed plenty of foreign 
investment to be directed into businesses owned or associated with military conglomerates. 
The UN Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar published several 
international companies with joint venture agreements and other commercial and 
contractual partnerships with military conglomerates. These international companies, 
mainly from East Asia and Southeast Asian countries, invested in various industries owned 
by MEHL and MEC, two large commercial conglomerates of the Myanmar military.2 

Civilians and civil society organizations have staged several protests to raise awareness 
about how foreign investors continue to fund the military corps through these investments. 
Despite the indirect impact on human rights violations, foreign investors continue to engage 
with military conglomerates. A standard model to observe is the existence of joint ventures 
between foreign investors and domestic businesses led by the Myanmar military 

 
2 OHCHR, “The Economic Interests of the Myanmar Military: Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on 
Myanmar,” OHCHR, 5 August 2019, 
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/FFM-
Myanmar/EconomicInterestsMyanmarMilitary/A_HRC_42_CRP_3.pdf.  
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conglomerate, which maintains operations amid social unrest in Myanmar. These 
investments continue to be the source of the Military's revenue stream and potentially 
infringe on the values upheld by the businesses and countries from where these investments 
come. 

One example is Japan’s Kirin Holdings. Japan-based firm Kirin Holdings entered the Myanmar 
market in 2015 and invested in two of Myanmar’s largest beer production giants, Myanmar 
Brewery Limited and Mandalay Brewery Limited. Both companies are owned by Myanmar 
Economic Holdings Limited (MEHL), the business entity of the Myanmar military, whose 
profits were used for the welfare of the current and retired soldiers.3 MEHL’s management 
and directors are from the military corps, and its investment mainly comes from a 
mandatory deduction from the monthly salary of the current soldiers.4 After the shares 
acquisition of $560 million in Myanmar Brewery, Kirin became a significant shareholder, 
holding a 51 per cent ownership in Myanmar Brewery.5  

Kirin’s investment in Myanmar Brewery Limited and Mandalay Brewery Limited sustained 
the finance of the Myanmar military through revenues from its conglomerates. Human rights 
groups, in 2020, urged Kirin to end its partnership with MEHL, citing gross violation of human 
rights committed by the Myanmar military against the Rohingya in Rakhine State. 
Nevertheless, despite pressures from the civil society groups, Kirin showed no sign of ending 
its partnership with MEHL. A statement from Kirin’s CEO, four days after the military coup in 
February 2021, indicates that Kirin believes investing in Myanmar Brewery Limited and 
Mandalay Brewery Limited will positively contribute to the Myanmar people, Myanmar 
economy, and Myanmar’s democratization.6  

In reality, Kirin’s partnership with MEHL is far from making a positive contribution in 
Myanmar. Instead, the company leverages finance and facilitates the Myanmar military’s 

 
3 Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited (MEHL) is an off-budget revenue enterprise of the Myanmar military. 
Established after the 1988 military coup, MEHL consists of several subsidiaries, most of which are in the lucrative 
extractive industries and trading sector. A UN investigation report published in 2019 revealed that MEHL and 
Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC) own more than 133 subsidiaries. In March 2021, the US and UK 
sanctioned MEHL.  
4 A UN investigation report published in 2019 indicated that "all shares in MEHL are held and managed by current 
or former military officers, regiments and units, and organizations led by former service members."  
5 Antoni Slodkowski, Ritsuko Ando, “UPDATE 4-Japan's Kirin Ends Myanmar Beer Tie-up with Army-Owned Partner 
after Coup”, Reuters, 5 February 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/myanmar-politcs-kirin-idUSL1N2KB04F.  
6 “Statement on the situation in Myanmar”, Kirin Holdings Company Limited, 5 February 2021, 
https://www.kirinholdings.com/en/newsroom/release/2021/0204_01.html.  
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atrocities. Kirin Holdings alone donated at least USD 6000 to the Myanmar military in 
September 2017, which the UN stated had contributed to Myanmar military’s operation in 
the genocide against Rohingya in Rakhine State.7 

Another example is the telecommunication service provider MyTel, which has a track record 
of ties to fellow Southeast Asian countries. Launched in June 2018 – and attended by Senior 
General Min Aung Hlaing himself – the Myanmar military owns MyTel's majority shares. Fifty-
one per cent of MyTel is owned by 12 subsidiaries of Myanmar's Military conglomerates, 
including the Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC). The rest, or 49 per cent, is owned by 
Viettel, a Vietnam Ministry of Defense state-owned enterprise. After months of boycott 
campaigns in the protest and social media campaigns, MyTel lost almost 2 million 
subscribers, which is worth a loss of at least US$24.9 million for MyTel, according to leaked 
data received by Justice for Myanmar.8 

These direct or indirect ties between foreign investors and companies associated with the 
Military provide a nuanced context on why the Military continues to resist international 
pressure and has so far maintained its campaign. It is also perhaps the reason governments 
with an economic presence inside Myanmar receive pressure from their companies, keeping 
them away from a more assertive approach according to their values. 

Demand for Responsible Businesses and Investments Persist 

In the aftermath of the February 2021 military coup, the general public in Myanmar became 
more aware of international and local businesses that help sustain the Myanmar military, 
the generals, their family members, and well-connected elites. A series of public boycott 
campaigns and initiatives against military-related businesses emerged. 

One example is a public boycott on the well-known Myanmar plaza in Central Yangon, 
following the plaza’s security staff’s forceful crackdown on anti-coup protest inside the 

 
7 “The Economic Interests of the Myanmar Military: Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar”, 
United Nations, 5 August 2019, https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/FFM-
Myanmar/EconomicInterestsMyanmarMilitary/A_HRC_42_CRP_3.pdf. 
8 “Boycott and Coup Attempt Cost Mytel USD$24.9 Million in Three Months”, Justice For Myanmar, 5 November 
2021, https://www.justiceformyanmar.org/stories/boycott-and-coup-attempt-cost-mytel-usd-24-9-million-in-
three-months.  
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shopping mall.9 Within hours after the incident, the boycott campaign went viral on social 
media, leading more than 30 shops at the plaza to temporarily shut down. The plaza saw 
significantly fewer customers for the next few months since November. The place has since 
left an unforgettable image among the Yangon residents, serving as a monumental mark as 
a symbol of the anti-coup campaign.10 

Beyond netizens leveraging online boycott campaigns against businesses sustaining the 
military regime, Myanmar civil society organizations have also begun to be more active in 
conducting systematic investigations and organizing campaigns against businesses and 
individuals who support the Military. One example is the “Justice for Myanmar” campaign, 
which “aims to pressure individual businesses and investors from countries around the world to 
divest from Myanmar military businesses and deprive the military of profits they receive from 
everyday people.”11 The campaign has revealed several networks of businesses and 
individuals funding the military weaponry and finance and personal economic interest of 
several military elites. Blood Money Campaign is another civil movement to address this 
issue.12 The campaign mobilizes online petitions and social media campaigns and organizes 
webinars and awareness-building activities. These campaigns serve as a united front to stop 
any financial inflow to the military junta from international oil companies.   

The public has never boycotted the businesses or individuals that sustain the Military, the 
generals, and their regime in the contemporary history of Myanmar. It is as if the whole 
nation of Myanmar has become political activists, incorporating resentment against the 
Military and its associated businesses into the personal lives of the citizens. The 
revolutionary groups created user-friendly mobile apps, websites, and Facebook pages 
through which ordinary citizens can search and filter military conglomerates, their 
subsidiaries, sanctioned businesses, and boycott businesses. Listed below are some 

 
9 “ရနကု်နြ်မနမ်ာပလာဇာတွင ်စစ်တပ် ဆန ့က်ျငေ်ရး ဆ��ြပ လူငယ် ၂ ဦးကုိ ပလာဇာ လုံြခံုေရးဝနထ်မ်းများက ၀ုိငး်ဝနး်ထုိး�ကိတ်ဖမ်း၊ 

လူငယ် ၂ ဦး  ထွက်ေြပးလွတ်ေြမာက်လာ၊ ြမနမ်ာပလာဇာကုိ Social Punishment လုပ်ရန ် ေတာငး်ဆို”, Khit Thit Media, 25 

November 2021, https://web.facebook.com/khitthitnews/posts/1356701251433884.  
10 Nikkei staff writer, “Two-Month Boycott of Myanmar Mall after Harsh Protest Response”, Nikkei Asia, 24 January 
2022, https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Myanmar-Crisis/Two-month-boycott-of-Myanmar-mall-after-harsh-
protest-response.  
11 “About Our Movement”, Justice for Myanmar,  https://www.justiceformyanmar.org/about. 
12 Find out more about Blood Money campaign here: https://web.facebook.com/BloodMoneyCampaignMM. 
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contributions made by the people from revolutionary groups to reach businesses in 
Myanmar:   

• Nway Oo Myanmar documents the individuals and businesses that work for the 
Military, the regime, and those who committed brutal crackdown on the peaceful 
protestors. Nway Oo Myanmar is available on the website.13  

• WayWayNay documents a list of Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited’s subsidiaries, 
sanctioned individuals, unsafe products without FDA license, and businesses 
conducting harmful practices to the environment. WayWayNay is available on the 
website,14 on google playstore,15 and on the app store.16 

• Ma Thone Nae is a mobile application where users can see military-related dirty 
businesses.17 

• Online boycott campaigns against military-related businesses and businesses that 
are sustaining the Military are also active on several Facebook pages18  and 
Facebook groups.19 

How Can Businesses Operate in Myanmar Responsibly? 

Although Myanmar has lost its position as the most investable frontier in Asia, which it had 
maintained before the military coup in February 2021, foreign investors, including important 
ones notably from East Asia, have continued pouring funds into their operations in 
Myanmar. Some even have looked for further expansion in the country. A survey of Japanese 
firms in Myanmar published in December 2021, for instance, indicates that 52.3 per cent of 
these firms continue the same level of operation in the country. Another 13.5 per cent is 
looking into expanding their operation. 27.5 per cent seeks to scale down their operations, 

 
13 Find out more about Nway Oo Myanmar from the website here: https://nwayoomyanmar.com/  
14 Find out more about WayWayNay from the website here: https://waywaynay.com/  
15 The WayWayNay app can be downloaded from play store link 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.usaiko.app.waywaynayboycott  
16 The WayWayNay app can be downloaded from app store link: https://apps.apple.com/us/app/way-way-nay-
boycott/id1582144191.  
17 The Ma Thone Nae (Do not use) app can be downloaded from this play store link: 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.mttboycottapp.boycott_app&hl=en&gl=US. 
18 Find out more about Military Boycott Campaign from Facebook page here: 
https://web.facebook.com/Military-boycott-Campaign-103032172035945 
19 Find out more about Boycott and News in Myanmar from Facebook public group here: 
https://web.facebook.com/groups/319586389649657 
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and only 6.7 per cent have decided to exit the Myanmar market and move to another 
market.20 

I do not argue, however, that businesses should seize operations in Myanmar. Fact is, 
businesses have a significant role in supporting the people of Myanmar and thus the 
country's democratization in the long run. Nevertheless, businesses who choose to continue 
operating in Myanmar, or look into investing in Myanmar, should consider the following 
points to operate responsibly: 

1. Heightened Human rights due diligence  
Businesses operating in Myanmar or looking into investing in Myanmar should 
conduct substantial human rights due diligence (HRDD). Businesses should publicly 
publish HRDD reports on open sources while making them easily accessible to civil 
society institutions. HRDD reports, methodology, and reports should be written in 
local and ethnic languages.  

2. Working with local firms  
Businesses have the responsibility to understand holistically and meaningfully the 
impact of their businesses on the communities and the people and implement the 
proper human rights due diligence. Businesses should hire local firms with rich 
knowledge and network with the communities so that the HRDD, assessment reports, 
and safeguard measures reflect the on-ground realities of the affected communities.  

3. Supporting to the local firms owned by the non-crony private sector  
More than seven decades of military rule in Myanmar has given rise to the growth of 
private firms closely linked with the Military, the generals, their families, and the 
economic interests of a few families with a connection to the Military. After the 
military coup in February 2021, it became apparent that the industry associations 
served the interest of the Military and its regime. Two days after the attempted 
military coup, on 3 February 2021, leading private sector figures met the coup leader, 
Senior General Min Aung Hlaing.21  

 
20 “70% of Japan Firms Keep, Expand Business in Myanmar Even after Coup”, Kyodo News, 10 Jauari 2022, 
https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2022/01/7e3de89004f5-70-of-japan-firms-keep-expand-business-in-
myanmar-even-after-coup.html. 
21 Senior General Holds Meeting With Members Of UMFCCI, Its Associates - Global New Light Of Myanmar. 4 Feb. 
2021, https://www.gnlm.com.mm/senior-general-holds-meeting-with-members-of-umfcci-its-associates/. 
Assessed 25 May 2022. 
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While Myanmar's non-crony private sector is nascent, supporting non-crony firms is 
essential to bring opportunities for ordinary citizens and sustain their economic well-
being. More importantly, working with non-crony firms can even improve the 
reputation of the businesses among Myanmar’s general public and netizens, who are 
now much aware of the economic interests of the Military and the crony elites. 

4. Supporting human resource development in Myanmar  
On top of the natural resource extraction and offshore exploitation, one of the 
attractive traits of Myanmar is its young workforce. According to the 2014 census, 
46.5 per cent of the population of Myanmar is under the age of 24. The military coup 
in February 2021 left many youths jobless and hopeless. Schools and universities 
were shut down. The military regime was hunting down students and teachers 
participating in the nationwide Civil Disobedience Movement.  

Thousands of university students were left hanging in their junior and final years with 
little prospects of employment opportunities and a bright future in the near term.  

Businesses operating and looking into operating in Myanmar should consider 
creating employment opportunities, traineeship programs, and skills development 
programs for the university students eager to enter the workforce. Because these 
young people are at the forefront of fighting against the injustices, they deserve the 
opportunities created by the responsible business actors. 

Conclusion 

While considering a presence in a market like Myanmar, whose political authority remains 
unsolved under the military junta's illegitimate rule, businesses should bear in mind that 
association with the junta would also risk unnecessary backlash to the sustainability of their 
businesses. The general public of Myanmar continues to show resentment toward the 
military junta and its associates. The ‘silent strike movement’ and the public boycott of the 
junta-organized water festival clearly indicate the strong public attitude towards the junta. 

Business actors should be aware that they can play a significant role in the situation without 
having to exit the country and stop their operations. While the illegitimate junta destroys the 
livelihood of the public from all walks of life, businesses' decision to continue operating in 
Myanmar will likely continue to help the people of Myanmar by creating employment 
opportunities, thus sustaining the lives of millions of families. However, conducting business 
in Myanmar should not come with businesses facilitating the military rule in Myanmar, 
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contributing to human rights violations, labour exploitation, and violating customers’ privacy 
and rights.   
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