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Introduction 

The Republic of the Union of Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, is a country located in 

Southeast Asia. Though 26th in population, the country of Myanmar currently stands 129th in gross 

domestic product (GDP) per capita, landing it in the bottom 33% of countries worldwide. This low number 

has also been a determining factor in Myanmar’s long-standing status as a less economically developed 

country (LDC). As of the 2017 Myanmar Living Conditions Survey (MLCS), it was revealed that 24.8% of 

the Burmese population was below the poverty line. Although this was number was already halved since 

2005, it is still considered very high. Furthermore, it was shown that one third of the population was 

highly vulnerable to falling into poverty in the future. As Myanmar continues to suffer from political strife 

between its military and democratic party and recent global disasters, the economic issues of the country 

continue to fester, and lives of millions stand at risk.  

In light of the recent global pandemic, covid-19, and militaristic coup d’état, Myanmar’s economy 

has been deeply impacted and is suffering a rapid downward spiral. Since the explosion of covid-19, 

poverty rates have increased by between 6% and 11%. This was largely due to the imposition of 

coronavirus safety restrictions, such as local school and business lockdowns. Another factor that led to 

this effect was the loss of income from tourism. Until 2019, 55% of Myanmar’s GDP came from the tourism 

business, which was quickly expanding until the global pandemic (“The Economic Impact of Myanmar's 

Coup and the International Response”). These drastic effects were further exacerbated by the recent 

military uprising in the country. On February 1st of 2021, the Myanmar military staged a coup d'état, 

overthrowing the democratically elected government. This political unrest has led to hundreds of deaths 

due to violent protestor and police confrontations, as well as economic setbacks due to instability of 

government. It is estimated that trade volume in the two months following the coup decreased by between 

55% and 64% due to reasons such as delays in government clearance, disruptions, and work suspensions. 

Due to these various factors, there are estimates that the poverty rates in Myanmar will double back to the 

amount in 2005 within a year.  
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Definition of Key Terms 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita 

The gross domestic product, or GDP, of a country is a monetary value representing the goods and 

services a country provides, measured within a certain amount of time (Hays). This number is often 

used as a representative of a country’s overall wealth. The GDP per capita is taken when the GDP 

of a country is divided by its total population, hence giving a more accurate depiction of citizens’ 

welfare within a country.  

Poverty 

Poverty is defined as the state of being incredibly poor or lacking in financial and/or material 

possessions. Not only does it include lack of income, but it can also entail various socioeconomic 

factors such as, but not limited to, exclusion to social protection measures, inability to express free 

will and choice, and inability to access decent work opportunities.  

Coup d’état 

A coup d’état, or simply a coup, is a forceful and often violent seizure of power from an established 

government. It occurs when a small group of people overthrow a government currently in power 

through unlawful methods and install a new governance in its place.  

 

Background Information 

As of January 1st, 2016, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were officially adopted 

by all member countries of the United Nations. These goals were made to achieve a more sustainable 

future for all. These goals include blueprints for issues such as poverty, education, gender equality, 

clean energy, peace etc. Whilst the rate for extreme poverty globally has fallen steadily over the past 

decade, the recent global pandemic threatens to reverse these decades of progress. It is estimated that 

the recent pandemic could increase global poverty rates by up to 8% of the total human population, and 

nearly half the global workforce is at risk of losing their livelihoods. Poverty and economic development 

have been obvious issues for the country of Myanmar. Myanmar has been cited as one of the poorest 

countries in Southeast Asia and continues to suffer from political and social strife that hinders the 

economic development of the country. There are several underlying factors that have eventually led to 

the sudden economic downfall of Myanmar: political conflict, flawed economic structures, social disparity, 

and environmental disadvantages.   
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Political conflict  

 Myanmar has a long history of political unrest within the country. From 1962 to 2011, Myanmar 

was under the rule of a militaristic regime. Under the military junta, the country’s major enterprises were 

nationalised, and many isolationist policies were implemented. This caused Myanmar to develop into a 

mainly command economy with few private industries. Privatisation is important for the economy 

because it improves efficiency and increases competition. Privately owned industries compete with each 

other, often leading to faster develop and better goods. For this reason, the economy of Myanmar was 

always contained to small-scale businesses that slowly led to the deterioration the economy. In 2011, the 

2008 Constitution of Myanmar was drafted, in which the country laid down the path towards becoming a 

democratic state. In the following years, elections were held between the military’s proxy party, the Union 

Solidarity and Development Party and National League for Democracy (NLD). Though the power began 

shifting towards the NLD, the militaristic government still had significant influence due to the Constitution 

guaranteeing the militia 25% of the seats in Parliament and therefore veto rights. However, as the 

country slowly transitioned towards democracy, foreign investments and economic modernization 

increased and the Burmese economy quickly improved. In 2020, a presidential election resulted in a vote 

largely favouring the democratic party. The militaristic party claimed the results were rigged and 

forcefully took power in a coup in February of 2021. In light of this, many foreign investments and trading 

partners have closed off trade again and economic output has decreased drastically in Myanmar, leading 

to rapid economic downfall. It is estimated that this recent coup may directly lead to the loss of up to $3.5 

billion in foreign direct investment and set Myanmar even further back in their democratization efforts 

and economic modernization goals.  

Economic structure  

 Since the Burmese military first gained power in 1962, the economic structure of Myanmar has 

been inherently flawed in many ways. Because of this, the Burmese people are trapped in a badly 

governed system that limits their opportunity to modernize and advance. Examples include being an 

agriculturally based economy, mainly consisting of small-scale businesses, and allowing high levels of 

government involvement.   

 Agriculturally based  

The economy of Myanmar is principally agriculturally based, largely in the primary sector of the 

economy. The lack of industry and tier two jobs confines the Burmese population to rural, low-

paying jobs. Low levels of productivity and lack of diverse economies limit access to market and 

opportunity for modernisation. This rural poverty also directly affects children and youth in the 

country. Those growing up in rural settings are much more likely to drop out of school and be 

victims of child labour than those in urban settings.  
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 Small-scale businesses 

Early isolationist policies implemented by the militaristic government of Myanmar have continued 

to harm the country’s economy in the long term. By closing the country off to foreign trade 

opportunities, Myanmar’s businesses were never able to expand to the largest degree, leaving 

much of its economy to be based on small-scale businesses. In unstable situations such as the 

recent global pandemic, small-scale businesses are hit hardest due to the fact that they lack a 

reserve and often rely on immediate input to continue functioning. For this reason, Myanmar’s 

economy was impacted especially severely in the recent pandemic.  

 Heavy government involvement 

Myanmar has been long ranked as one of the most corrupt countries in the world. In 2018, 

Myanmar had a standing of 132nd out of the 180 countries, an even lower ranking than 2017, 

showing a downward trend. A main reason for the high levels of corruption in Myanmar stem from 

the history of the country. As it previously governed under a military dictatorship, policies were 

implemented to benefit the government or other specific dictators. Heavy government 

involvement in businesses in Myanmar lead to high levels of corruption. Corruption hurts 

economic development as it causes inefficient governments, distorted justice systems, and 

underfunded education and health sectors.  

Social disparity  

 Myanmar’s population is mainly Buddhist, with a population of up to 90%. Other ethnic minorities 

such as the Chin and Rohingya include significant populations of Christians and Muslims. Since 1982, 

Buddhist factions in Myanmar have expressed violence towards Rohingya Muslims, forcibly displacing 

them, destroying their mosques, and murdering them in their homes. Conflicts between the Burmese 

people lead to lowered work productivity, money spent on fighting, and withdrawal of potential foreign 

trading partners. Countries advocating for democracy and human rights choose to end trade 

relationships with Myanmar as a way of protesting the treatment of religious minorities, harming 

Myanmar’s economy. 

Environmental disadvantages  

 The location and environment of Myanmar causes it to be plagued with natural disasters. As of 

2017, Myanmar ranked second on the Global Climate Risk Index, which analyses the environmental-

related impacts on a country in the past 20 years. Not only, but Myanmar also ranks incredibly low based 

on risk management, or ability to cope with disaster. For a largely agriculturally based country, annual 

flooding, cyclones, and earthquakes displace and destroy the homes and livelihoods of thousands 

almost yearly.  



Shekou International School Model United Nations 2021| Annual Session 

 Research Report | Page 5 of 12 

 

 

Major Countries and Organisations Involved 

Japan  

 Japan is one of the leading countries in supporting Myanmar’s economic development. As of 

2019, Tokyo was the top Official Development Assistance (ODA) contributor to the country, with the 

ODA amounting up to $1.8 billion in total. However, in light of the recent military coup, Japan has 

suspended new ODA in retaliation to the political issues going on in the country.  

China  

 China is currently both the largest importer and exporter of trade commodities with Myanmar. As 

of 2019, China occupied roughly 1/3 of shares in both imports and exports, an amount far higher than 

any other country. China has also invested up to $21 billion since 2020 in fields such as energy, oil, and 

gas, making it one of the largest sources of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) for Myanmar. China’s 

investments make up almost 1/3 of Myanmar’s GDP and is a critical trading partner for the country’s 

economy. In response to the recent coup, China has transferred over $6 million dollars to the military 

government. This action has been harshly criticised by many Western countries, seen as legitimising 

their military administration. China has not been outspoken about their support, but adjusted their 

policies to continue funding and trading with Myanmar.  

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)   

 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is an alliance of ten countries in Southeast 

Asia that aims to promote and stimulate collective economic growth, social progress, and cultural 

development. Since Myanmar first joined ASEAN in 1997, trade volume increased in Myanmar 

significantly. Furthermore, membership of this alliance helped Myanmar gain political legitimacy and 

opened it up to more opportunity with the global community. ASEAN has also attempted to take a role 

regarding Myanmar’s social and political issues, from the Rohingya crisis to the recent coup, though 

much of the global community criticises their indecisiveness and urges them to take more direct action.   

World Bank Group  

  The World Bank Group is a global organisation with over 180 participating countries and is 

currently one of the world’s largest sources of funding and knowledge for developing countries. Their 

main goals include reducing poverty and increasing income in developing countries through sustainable 

measures. The World Bank Group has been involved in supporting Myanmar for the past decade 

through financial projects such as the National Community-Driven Development Project (NCDDP) and 
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Maternal and Child Cash Transfer Project. Since 2013, members of this group have mobilised over $1.4 

million dollars in Myanmar to help create jobs. In 2020, they helped approve a $50 million dollar loan for 

the Myanmar COVID-19 Emergency Response Project. Through projects and other forms of financial 

aid, the World Bank Group has been a staunch supporter of economic growth in Myanmar.  

World Vision International (WVI)  

 World Vision International (WVI) is a Christian non-profit organisation devoted to helping families 

and communities by fighting poverty and injustice worldwide. WVI has been present in Myanmar since 

1991 as World Vision Myanmar, and currently operates in 12 of the 14 states and regions. Their main 

focus has been on supporting children and families living in poverty by providing them education, healthy 

living standards, stable livelihoods, etc. In light of the recent covid-19 pandemic, WVI has worked to 

provide masks and other sanitation measures throughout the country.  

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

April 1962 The Burmese Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) is formed in Myanmar (then 

Burma), making it a socialist, one-party system. The “Burmese Way to 

Socialism” program was initiated which promoted isolationism and 

nationalisation of all industries.  

January 1974 Creation of a People’s Assembly in Myanmar (then Burma).   

1988 Myanmar (then Burma) is near economic collapse due to inefficiency, 

corruption, and black marketing.  

The military regime takes over and attempts to stabilise the country. Effects are 

successful to an extent. 

1990 Market reforms are initiated, and foreign investment gradually resumes.  

1996 Economy is near collapse again due to inefficiency, sanctions, and lack of 

foreign investment.  

July 1997 Myanmar (then Burma) is accepted into ASEAN. 

2003 A banking crisis further strains Myanmar’s economy as dozens of financial 

institutions collapse.  
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November 2010 Myanmar’s military rulers promote foreign trade involvement and attempt to 

attract foreign investment.  

2011 President Thein Sein initiates a series of reforms that transition Myanmar out of 

isolationism. Economic policies encouraging global trade and foreign are 

implemented. 

April 2012 

The NLD wins 43 out of 45 seats in parliamentary elections.   

The United States of America and European Union ease sanctions on 

Myanmar.  

August 2017 

The Burmese government begins a violent crackdown against Rohingya 

Muslims living in Myanmar. Rohingya Muslims flee to Bangladesh and other 

neighbouring countries.  

March 2020 Myanmar reports its first coronavirus case within the country. The virus 

subsequently spreads within the country.  

February 1st, 2021 
The Burmese military stages a coup to overthrow the democratically elected 

president.  

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan, 2018-2030 

o A national growth plan detailing topics from government structure and economic 

development to environmental protection and monitorisation.  

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

Redirecting internal funds towards healthcare systems 

As of April 27th, 2020, the Myanmar government published the Overcoming As One: COVID-19 

Economic Relief Plan (CERP) in response to the covid-19 outbreak. The target of this was to best fight 

back against pandemic cuts and minimalize the long-lasting damage the virus brought to the economy of 

Myanmar. It was also drafted under the conditions of meeting these goals without sacrificing the social 

and economic freedom of the people. Outlined within this were plans to mitigate the economic impacts 

by redirecting internal funds to support healthcare systems and contain the virus, promoting investment 

and international trade, as well as international funding.  

Building international trade alliances 
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Since Myanmar slowly transitioned out of its isolationist dictatorship into a more democratic 

government, the country has opened itself to more foreign involvement. Since joining ASEAN in 1997, 

Myanmar has also joined other alliances such as the Trade and Investment Framework Agreement with 

the United States of America in 2013 and the Belt and Road Initiative with China. These alliances help 

Myanmar boost their economy by creating more trace opportunities and have significantly increased their 

GDP as well as foreign investment funds.  

 

 

Possible Solutions 

Microloans  

 Microloans are small loans, usually used to support starting businesses in Third World countries, 

issued by individuals instead of the traditional banks and credit unions. The goal of microloans is to help 

start-up businesses especially where traditional financing is either unavailable or unrealistic through 

usual means. Compared to bank loans, there are significantly fewer conditions attached to microloans, 

making it more beneficial for small-scale businesses in poorer countries, such as Myanmar. They are 

also less influenced by the government, limiting corruption opportunities.    

Educational reforms 

Myanmar’s public education system is very poor compared to the rest of the world. This limits the 

opportunity for people to get proper education and reach towards higher-paying jobs. As stated before, 

much of Myanmar’s economy is based on agriculture and other primary sector businesses. This is a 

large cause of rural poverty, which creates a vicious cycle in which children and youth are forced to drop 

out of school in order to support themselves and their families. Educational reforms to make basic 

instruction more widespread, affordable, and well-governed will increase literacy rates and pave the way 

to modernization in Myanmar.  

Political reforms 

 Myanmar has had a long history of political strife. Even though the country has embarked on a 

series of reforms to transition out of their old militaristic dictatorship, the recent coup d'état has proven 

that this is still a difficult goal to achieve. It is undoubtedly true that Myanmar has made progress in the 

past decades economically through means such as foreign investment and building their tourism 

business. Through their transition to democracy and the NLD gaining power, they have gained much 
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needed support and recognition from the international community. Political reforms would also give 

Myanmar the much-needed stability to make economic reforms and rebuild their economic structure.   

International electoral monitoring 

 International electoral monitoring is when nongovernmental organisations, such as, but not 

limited to, the United Nations oversee major elections in countries. This is done to ensure the 

transparency and accuracy of the results. Due to the high rates of corruption and political manipulation 

present in Myanmar, international electoral monitoring can ensure a more democratic and fair election 

that respects and represents the will of the people.   
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