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MyanMar at a glanCe
Geography
Borders 
Bangladesh, 
China, India, 
Laos and 
Thailand

7 regions: 
Saging, Magwe, 
Tanintharyi, Mandalay,
Yangon, Ayeyarwady, Bago

6 self-administered areas: 
Naga, Danu, Pa-O,Palaung, 
Kokang, Wa

54,000,000

People (Numbers are as of 2017)

Population:

28 years
Median Age:

Religion
Buddhist - 87.9%, Christian - 6.2%, 
Muslim - 4.3%, Animist - 0.8%, 
Hindu - 0.5%, Other - 0.2%, 
None - 0.1%

Media
Strict media restrictions 
were eased after 2011.
State controls the main 
broadcasters and 
publications. Media 
coverage of Rakhine 
State is tightly controlled 
by the military.

Language

in Myanmar. 7 main ethnic language clusters: Chin, Kachin, Kayah 
(Karenni), Kayin (Karen), Mon, Rakhine and Shan. There are many 
dialects and languages within these main groups.

111 LIVINg LaNgUages

Ethnic Groups
The government recognises

135 NaTIONaL raCes
Burman (Bamar) 68%, Shan 9%, Karen 7%, Rakhine 4%, Chinese 3%, 
Indian 2%, Mon 2%, Other 5%. 

BaMar
68%

OTHer eTHNIC  
MINOrITIes - 32%

pOpULaTION

BUddHIsT

CHrIsTIaN

MUsLIM

OTHers

Natural Resources
Petroleum, timber, tin, antimony, copper, tungsten, lead, coal, 
marble, limestone, precious stones (ruby, jade), natural gas, 
hydropower, and arable land

Military
Burmese Defense Service (Tatmadaw), 
Army (Tatmadaw Kyi), Navy (Tatmadaw Yay, Air Force 
(Tatmadaw Lay)

48.7 MILLION aCTIVe 

MOBILe sUBsCrIpTION

1.3 MILLION INTerNeT 
Users By 20161

CHINa

INdIa MyaNMar

LaOs

THaILaNd

BaNgLadesH

kaCHIN

sagINg

sHaN

CHIN

Magwe

BagO

kayaH

kayIN

MaNdaLay

Naga

paLaUNg

kOkaNg

wa

daNU

pa

yaNgON

MONayeyarwady

rakHINe

TaNINTHaryI

1 Myanmar Internet Users. (2016). Retrieved from http://www.internetlivestats.com/internet-users/myanmar/.
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2 The World Factbook — Central Intelligence Agency. (2017).  
Retrieved from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bm.html.
3 The poverty rate is the ratio of the number of people (in a given age group) whose income falls below the poverty line; 
taken as half the median household income of the total population (“Inequality - Poverty rate - OECD Data”, 2018).
4 The Asia Foundation. 2016. “Parliamentary Development In Myanmar An Overview Of The Union Parliament, 2011-2016.”

28 years

Climate

HOTTesT perIOd Is 
FeBrUary - May

raINy seasON Is 
May - sepTeMBer

Land Use

OTHers 

33%

agrICULTUre 

48%

Poverty

National poverty rate3: 26%
Estimated 73% of the 
population in Chin State 
lives below the poverty line, 
44% in Rakhine State, and 
33% in Shan State.

Economy
Agriculture accounts for 24.8% of economic (GDP) output. 
Crop production is 72% of agricultural output: paddy, beans and 
pulses, oilseed crops. Other major industries include agricultural 
goods, textile, wood products, construction material, gems, metals, 
oil and natural gas.2

New INVesTMeNTs Law 

(2016) INTrOdUCed 

IMpOrTaNT reFOrMs TO 

CaTaLyZe dOMesTIC aNd 

FOreIgN prIVaTe INVesTMeNT.

Health
Top 5 causes of death: 
- sTrOke

- LOwer respIraTOry  INFeCTION

- IsCHeMIC HearT dIsease

- TUBerCULOsIs

- CHrONIC OBsTrUCTIVe   

   pULMONary dIsease

Malnutrition is highly prevalent, with more than one third of the 
children under the age of five stunted.

UNder-FIVe 
MOrTaLITy 
raTe Is 
72 per 1,000 
BIrTHs 

Government
Multiparty democratic system under new 2008 constitution but 
power is dominated by military. Executive headed by Myanmar’s 
first civilian president in more than five decades, formally assumed 
power at the end of March 2016. The president is chosen by an 
electoral college, which comprises three committees-two formed 
of members of the upper and lower house and one consisting of 
military appointees.

Two National Legislative Councils: 440-Seat Pyithu Hluttaw (People’s 
Assembly, Lower House); 224-Seat Amyotha Hluttaw (Nationalities 
Assembly, Upper House). 25% of seats of both houses are reserved 
for appointees representing the militaries, the other members are 
directly elected.4

Cabinet is appointed by the president, subject to approval by the 
national legislative bodies.

25% reserVed FOr MILITarIespyITHU HLUTTaw - 440 seaT

25% reserVed 
FOr MILITarIes

aMyOTHa HLUTTaw - 224 seaT

CHIN sTaTe - 73%

sHaN sTaTe - 33%

rakHINe sTaTe - 44%

TaNINTHaryI sTaTe - 33%

FOresT 

 19%

agrICULTUre

25%

INdUsTry

35%

serVICes

40%
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BaNgLadesH

INdIa

LaOs

CHINa

THaILaNd

MyaNMar

01. IntroduCtIon

5April 2017. Asian Development Bank, “Basic Statistics 2017,” Section on Poverty in Myanmar.
6 The 2016 Individual Giving Survey found that Singaporeans gave almost 15%, or SGD 317 million, for use outside of Singapore (National Volunteer 
& Philanthropy Centre, 2017, p.23). 

After years of isolation from the 
world, Myanmar began officially 
re-engaging with the international 
community in 2011, as the country 
started to move towards demo- 
cracy. In the years since, interest 
in philanthropy to the country has 
risen sharply among international 
donors – corporations, foundations, 
and individuals alike.

Despite being named one of Asia’s 
fastest-growing economies in 2017, 
the country still has many challenges 
to overcome. Poverty, an education 
system that is out of sync with the 
current demands of the country, a 
weakened healthcare system and 
ethnic conflict are among its many 
challenges. 

Myanmar is ranked 145 out of 188 
countries and territories in UNDP’s 
Human Development Index 2015. 
The mean years of schooling is less 
than five years. According to a 2017 
Asian Development Bank report, 
26% of the population lives below 
the national poverty line and four 
out of every 100 babies born in 
Myanmar die before their first birth-
day.5 Ethnic violence against the mi-
nority Rohingya community has also 
been in international news for most 
of this past year.

While international aid can play a 
significant role in addressing large-
scale issues, nongovernmental or-
ganisations (NGO), particularly 
local Community-Based Organisa-
tions (CBOs) operating in Myanmar 
are still underdeveloped compared 

to other Asian nations. This gap 
leaves an opportunity for private 
philanthropy to affect significant 
change given its nimbleness and 
ability to take risks. Today, many 
Asian donors – including those from 
Singapore – hope to understand 
how best they can make social in-
vestments that effectively usher in a 
new future for Myanmar.6

Against this backdrop, Asia Philan-
thropy Circle (APC) is pleased to 
launch the first of several cross 
border giving guides to increase 
the impact of philanthropic giving 
in Asia. Interviews were conducted 
with philanthropists, civic leaders, 
and other stakeholders from Singa-
pore, the US, and Myanmar to best 
capture the issues and trends on the 
ground. 

We aim to provide a practical guide 
for philanthropists from Singapore 
and other countries to help them 
start their giving journey in Myan-
mar or bolster their current philan-
thropic investments.

MyaNMar Is raNked

145 OUT OF 188
COUNTrIes aNd 

TerrITOrIes IN UNdp’s 

HUMaN deVeLOpMeNT 

INdex 2015

THe MeaN years  

OF sCHOOLINg Is 

Less THaN  

FIVe years

26%
OF THe pOpULaTION 

LIVes BeLOw THe 

NaTIONaL pOVerTy LINe

FOUr OUT OF 100
BaBIes BOrN IN 

MyaNMar dIe BeFOre 

THeIr FIrsT BIrTHday

01   |   introduction
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02. understandIng tHe 
landsCaPe In MyanMar
Donors exploring charitable opportunities in Myanmar should be familiar with topics most likely to have a 
considerable influence in their giving, such as infrastructure, political stability, regulatory transparency, human capital, 
etc. Knowledge of Myanmar’s history, and local nuances can help inform their structure, form and philanthropic 
strategy. Whether you are an experienced philanthropist or exploring your interests, the following information may 
help guide your giving venture in Myanmar.

2.1. Brief History
Myanmar, also known as Burma, 
came under military rule after a 
coup d’état in 1962. The decades 
that followed saw the rise of a 
regime that practised isolationism 
and systemic abuses within its own 
borders. Many in the international 
community have long considered 
Myanmar a pariah state under the 
oppressive military rule, and began 
imposing sanctions on Myanmar 
in the late 1980s. These sanctions, 
combined with corruption and poor 
governance, led Myanmar into a 
downward economic spiral.

The country had a wake up call in 
2008 when Cyclone Nargis struck 
the country and the government 

failed to provide an adequate 
response to the widespread de-
struction. With over 138,000 dead 
and 2.4 million in urgent need of 

assistance, the government finally 
agreed to a coordinated interna-
tional aid effort after weeks of sus-
tained diplomatic pressure.7 Many 
international observers saw Cyclone 
Nargis as a turning point for the 
country to consider reforms, and the 
nonprofit sector to grow.

In 2012, after the ascension of Pres-
ident Thein Sein into leadership, 

Myanmar’s reforms accelerated 
and greater liberalisation and en-
gagement were introduced. In some 
aspects – competitive elections, an 
engaged parliament, a diversified 
media, and a growing civil society 
that allows for debates on a range 
of issues that were not previously 
possible – the change has been 
dramatic.8 

The landslide electoral victory of 
the National League of Democracy 
under Aung San Suu Kyi’s leader-
ship in November 2015 furthered 
the country’s democratic transition. 

In March 2016, the new parliament, 
the Assembly of the Union, elected 
U Htin Kyaw, a civilian, as their new 
leader. However, this merely rep-
resents a new beginning, with enor-
mous social, political and economic 
challenges still ahead.

The country had a wake-
up call in 2008 when 

Cyclone Nargis struck 
the country and the gov-
ernment failed to provide 
adequate response to the 
widespread destruction.

In 2012, Myanmar’s 
reforms accelerated 

and introduced greater 
liberalisation and 

engagement.

7 According to the Global Humanitarian Assistance Report UN humanitarian appeal for Cyclone Nargis received US$349 million. Other sources 
outside of the UN appeal reached US$522 million (Development Initiatives, 2014, p.54). 
8 The Asia Foundation. (2018). Myanmar Country Profile. 
Retrieved from https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Myanmar_Country-Overview-April2018.pdf.

THE ASIA FOUNDATION: Myanmar Overview (April 2018)
https://asiafoundation.org/publication/myanmar/ 

THE WORLD BANK: Myanmar Overview (October 2017)
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/myanmar/overview

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK: Myanmar Overview 
https://www.adb.org/countries/myanmar/main 

02   |   understanding the landscape in myanmar

Further Reading:
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2.2. Economic Growth

9 UNDP. (2013). Democratic Governance in Myanmar: Current Trend & Implications. 
Retrieved from http://www.mm.undp.org/content/myanmar/en/home/library/democratic_governance/demogov_currenttrend-implication.html.
10 Law allows foreigners to buy up to 40% of blocks of condominiums, subject to requirements. 
11 World Bank. 2017. Doing Business 2018 : reforming to create jobs - Myanmar (English). Doing Business 2018. Washington, D.C. : World Bank Group. 
Retrieved from http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/866231510047147154/Doing-Business-2018-reforming-to-create-jobs-Myanmar.

Myanmar’s transition has progressed considerably along the government’s 
framework of the Four Waves of Reforms: 

(1) political and democratic reforms; 
(2) social-economic reforms; 
(3) governance and administrative reforms; and 
(4) private sector development.9 

These reforms sparked new for-
eign investments in infrastructure, 
especially in the transportation 
and energy sectors. Business confi-
dence remains high, marked by the 
establishment of the Yangon Stock 
Exchange and an increasing slate of 
laws responding to foreign interest 
in the country, such as the Condo-
minium Law of 2016.10

The outlook continues to be positive, 
as the government has proven to 
be a keen advocate of economic 
growth. In the 2018 Doing Business 
report, the World Development 
Bank issued Myanmar an overall 
ranking of 171 out of 190 economies 
on the ease of doing business, rising 
from 177 in 2014.11 

Starting a business is easier now 
than previously in Myanmar, as 
changes in laws and processes 
have reduced many barriers to 
entry. From lowering the costs of 
corporate registration to more 
progressive regulations on minimum 
wage and severance pay, the 
government has clearly taken heed 
of its neighbours’ business practises. 
However, it still has a long way to go.

There has been significant 
improvements to the ease to travel 
to Myanmar to conduct learning 
trips, visit potential partners and 
monitor the progress of their work. 
Visa exemption applies to citizens 
of all ASEAN countries (except 
Malaysia), and eVisa for tourism 
and business for most developed 
economies. 

02   |   understanding the landscape in myanmar

Starting a business is easier 
now than previously in 
Myanmar, as changes in laws 
and processes have reduced 
many barriers to entry.
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2.3. Transportation
Sharing borders with India, China, 
Thailand, Bangladesh and Laos, 
Myanmar has the potential to be 
an economic hub in the region. 
However, it must first address its 
infrastructure gaps and provide 
better transportation services to its 
54 million strong population.12 

 

Myanmar’s transportation system 
is antiquated; road and railway 
networks are old, urban areas are 
congested with new cars and the 
ports are overloaded. In addition, 
a lack of multi-modal connectivity 
has made transport costs a major 
impediment in attracting new 
foreign investments.

The government is addressing these 
challenges. The National Transport 
Master Plan has 142 proposed 
projects for road, rail, maritime, in-

land water transport and the air 
sectors. with plans for a major high-
way project that would cut across 
seven regions and seven states. Of 
importance is a highway upgrade 
between Yangon and Mandalay. 
The Yangon International Airport 
has already been significantly ex-
panded and a new airport outside 
of Yangon is in the works. Inside 
Yangon, a sky-train system is being 
planned.13

Upgraded transportation systems 
allow for greater economic activity, 
including access and services to 
people in smaller cities and rural 
areas. However, these upgrades 
might require resettling communities, 
usually unjust compensation and 
resulting in relocation to areas with 
little or no access to arable land or 
basic resources, sometimes leading 
to conflict situations.14

12 Myanmar Population. (2017). Retrieved from http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/myanmar-population/.
13 Myanmar rolls out large-scale infrastructure projects. (2017). 
Retrieved from https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/overview/taking-big-steps-large-scale-projects-aim-address-infrastructure-gap.
14 See, J. (2016). Myanmar’s Road Construction Plans: Potholes Ahead. 
Retrieved from https://thediplomat.com/2016/11/myanmars-road-construction-plans-potholes-ahead/.

The National 
Transport Master 
Plan has 142 proposed 
projects for road, rail, 
maritime, in-land 
water transport and 
the air sectors. 

02   |   understanding the landscape in myanmar
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15 Nanda, S. (2017). 46m use internet: ministry. Retrieved from http://www.elevenmyanmar.com/business/9122.
16 Myers, C. (2013). Waiting for the SIM card price drop. 
Retrieved from https://www.mmtimes.com/special-features/159-digital-communications/4087-waiting-for-the-sim-card-price-drop.html.
17 Tan, M. (2014). One million SIM cards sold in a month in Myanmar. 
Retrieved from https://www.cnet.com/news/one-million-sim-cards-per-month-in-myanmar/.
18 Myanmar 33 million mobile users, smartphone usage 80%. (2017). 
Retrieved from https://digitalinasia.com/2017/01/09/myanmar-33-million-mobile-users-smartphone-usage-80/.
19 Nanda, S. (2017). 46m use internet: ministry. 
20 Social Media Stats Myanmar, Dec 2016- Dec 2017. (2018). Retrieved from http://gs.statcounter.com/social-media-stats/all/myanmar.
21 Hynes, C. (2017). Internet Use Is On The Rise In Myanmar, But Better Options Are Needed.  
Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/chynes/2017/09/22/internet-use-is-on-the-rise-in-myanmar-but-better-options-are-needed/#388b0a1b448e.
22 Ingram, M. (2017). In some countries, fake news on Facebook is a matter of life and death.  
Retrieved from https://www.cjr.org/analysis/facebook-rohingya-myanmar-fake-news.php.
23 Myanmar Overview. (2017). Retrieved from http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/myanmar/overview.

2.5. Urbanisation
The availability of basic services continues to be a major impediment 
to Myanmar’s development. About 34% of Myanmar’s population 
lives in urban areas, with the largest cities being Yangon, Mandalay 
and Mawlamyine. Urban services are frequently below acceptable 
levels due to limited urban planning, lack of coordination among 
government agencies and years of neglect.

Only about 30% of Myanmar’s population has access to electricity, 
and power outages that disrupt both individual and commercial activities remain common for them.23 In Yangon, 
electricity consumption continues to increase as businesses develop and new residential units are planned. 

However, the city’s unstable electricity supply continues to plague the population as ageing electricity lines are at 
full capacity. While large scale infrastructure works are being planned, it will be quite some time before they are 
put in place.

2.4. Mobile and Online Usage

IN earLy 2017, 
MyaNMar Had 

46 MILLION 

aCTIVe MOBILe 
sUBsCrIpTIONs. 

Users speNd ON aVerage 

2.4 HOUrs 
ONLINe eaCH day, wITH 
FaCeBOOk aCCOUNTINg FOr 

60% OF ONLINe TIMe.

For a country that was virtually 
unconnected for three decades, 
the speed of online connectivity 
has been striking. In early 2017, 
Myanmar had 46 million active 
mobile subscriptions.15 SIM card 
prices in Myanmar have plunged 
dramatically from US$625 in 201116 

to just around US$1 today. 

In August 2014, Ooredoo, the first 
non-government mobile carrier 
to launch in Myanmar, sold one 
million SIM cards.17 One in two of 
all active cell phones in the country 
have Viber18 and users spend on 
average 2.4 hours online each day, 

with Facebook accounting for 60% 
of online time19 as well as 94% of 
the market share for social media 
platforms.20

Despite Myanmar’s so called “mo-
bile revolution”, digital literacy con-
tinues to be a problem. Because 
Facebook is the dominant source of 
information for news, entertainment 
and personal updates, people are 
not incentivised to use other re-
sources.21 Recently, controversy over 
the use of Facebook to disseminate 
“fake news” regarding the Rohingya 
situation made international head-
lines.22

02   |   understanding the landscape in myanmar
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2.6. Tourism and the Environment

24 Heijmans, P. (2017). Myanmar’s tourism destination dreams fade amid empty hotels. Retrieved from https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
features/2017-06-19/myanmar-s-tourism-destination-dreams-fade-amid-empty-hotels.
25 Khaing, H. (2016). Defacing Bagan. Retrieved from https://frontiermyanmar.net/en/defacing-bagan.
26 Home - Inle Heritage. Retrieved from http://inleheritage.org/en/home/.
27 Myanmar SEEDS (n.d) Sustainable Economic & Environmental Development. Retrieved from https://myanmar-seeds.org/.
28 Myanmar.(n.d). Retrieved from http://pfchange.org/myanmar/?lang=en.

02   |   understanding the landscape in myanmar

TOTaL TOUrIsT arrIVaLs

Myanmar has seen a steady rise 
in tourism since 2010. Total tourist 
arrivals increased from 790,000 in 
2010 to 4.7 million in 2015 before 
falling to 3.4 million in 2017. It is like-
ly that tourist numbers have been 
negatively impacted by the glob-
al perception of the Rakhine crisis.  
This is still lower than the arrival 
numbers of Cambodia. 

The boom in infrastructure to  
accommodate tourism has been 
unwavering. For example, the num-
ber of hotels in the country nearly 
doubled to 1,300 in the five years 
through 2015.24 The unregulated 
and overbuilding of hotels and oth-
er tourism facilities have become a 
cause of environmental and heri-
tage concerns.

The increased foot traffic and in-
frastructure demands have nega- 
tively impacted the environment, 
food security, and inflation. There 
have been complaints about tour-
ists defacing historical sites25 and 
increasing pollution. 

The cost of food, lodging, and 
property in major cities have also 
increased substantially. There is a vi-
tal need to raise awareness about 
environmental concerns, as well as 
to help communities create better 
plans for sustainable growth in the 
tourism industry. 

Social enterprises and community 
groups, like the Inle Heritage Foun-
dation26, Myanmar Seeds27, and 
Partners for Change28, are helping 

There is a vital need 
to raise awareness 

about environmental 
concerns, as well as 
to help communities 

create better plans for 
sustainable growth in 
the tourism industry.

local communities create education 
programmes that promote sustain-
able tourism programmes that ben-
efit livelihoods as well as protect the 
environment. There is now interest to 
promote Community Based Tourism.

790,000

2.9 MILLION

2010 2015 2016

4.7 MILLION

year

TO
U

r
Is

T
 a

r
r

IV
a

Ls

2017

3.4 MILLION
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Myanmar is one of the most culturally diverse countries in Asia, with the 
government officially recognising

However, this figure is controversial and heavily contested by ethnic 
minorities as they believe it does not accurately represent their true 
identity. For example, the number does not include people of Indian, 
Nepali, Chinese ancestry or the Rohingya community.

Bamar (also known as Burman) people make up about 68% of the Myan-
mar population and other ethnic minorities make up the remaining 32%.32 
The ethnic groups live mainly in seven states, named after the largest 
ethnic groups in them: Rakhine, Chin, Kachin, Shan, Kayah, Kayin and Mon.

Burmese, also called the “Myanmar Language,” is spoken by 32 million 
people (65 percent of the population) as their first language and by 10 
million ethnic minorities as a second language.33 There are 

The current population of  
Myanmar is around

people29. The median age is

According to the 2014 Census30, 
88% of the population are 
Buddhists, while only 6.2 % are 
Christians and 4.3% are Muslims. 
At the state level, all state are 
majority Buddhist except for  
Kayah and Chin States.

2.7. Demography, Conflict 
and Ethnic Tensions

2.7.1. Demography

54,000,000

28 years

135 NaTIONaL raCes.31

29 Myanmar Population. (2017).
30 Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population. (2016). The 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census Census Report Volume 2-C.
The Union Report: Religion. Retrieved from http://myanmar.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/UNION _ 2-C _ religion _ EN _ 0.pdf.
31 Myanmar Centre for Responsible Business. (2016). Indigenous Peoples’ Rights and Business in Myanmar (p. 14). 
Retrieved from http://www.myanmar-responsiblebusiness.org/publications/indigenous-peoples-rights-and-business-in-myanmar.html.
32 Sawe, B. (2017). Largest Ethnic Groups In Myanmar (Burma). 
Retrieved from https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/largest-ethnic-groups-in-myanmar-burma.html.
33 Languages in Myanmar. Retrieved from https://www.birma.com/languages-in-myanmar.html.
34 The seven main ethnic language clusters are Chin, Kachin, Kayah (Karenni), Kayin (Karen), Mon, Rakhine and Shan. However, there are many 
dialects and languages within these main groups.
35 Asian Development Bank. (2012). Myanmar: Interim Country Partnership Strategy (2012-2014). 
Retrieved from https://www.adb.org/documents/myanmar-interim-country-partnership-strategy-2012-2014.

BaMar
68%

OTHer eTHNIC prIOrITIes
32%

02   |   understanding the landscape in myanmar

111 LIVINg 
LaNgUages

Poverty along the 
ethnic border areas 
are high. Compared to 
the national poverty 
rate of 26% in 2010, 
an estimated 73% of 
the population in Chin 
State lives below the 
poverty line, 44% in 
Rakhine State, and 
33% in Shan State and 
Tanintharyi State.35

and many dialects in the country.34

With such cultural and language diversity, 
donors should be aware that replicating 
projects in different regions, especially  
those involving education and training,  

reqUIres eNgagINg wITH 
VarIOUs LOCaL peOpLe 
wITH dIFFereNT LaNgUage 
CapaBILITIes.

CHIN sTaTe - 73%

sHaN sTaTe - 33%

rakHINe sTaTe - 44%

TaNINTHaryI sTaTeV - 33%
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2.7.2. Conflict and Ethnic Tensions

In 1948, as the Burman-led central administration attempted to 
bring all of its population under control, civil conflicts between the 
administration and ethnic armed groups broke out. For over sixty 
years, protracted fighting continued until October 2015 when the 
government and eight parties to the conflict signed the Nationwide 
Ceasefire Agreement. Seven other ethnic groups did not sign the 
Agreement, including the two with the largest militias, the Kachin and 
the Wa.36 Today, some 118 of Myanmar’s 330 townships are affected 
by conflict and associated with tensions between the government 
and ethnic armed organisations (EAOs).37

The ethnic groups recognised by the Myanmar government are 
provided citizenship under the 1982 Citizenship Law. However, many 
Chinese and Indians have been denied citizenship, even if their 
parents were born in Myanmar. They have been given a status 
similar to that of a permanent resident. The Rohingya population has 
also been denied Myanmar citizenship. 

In 2012, at least 190 people were killed and 140,000 were displaced 
from their homes when violence erupted between Rakhine Buddhists 
and Rakhine Muslims, who call themselves Rohingyas.38 Since August 
25, 2017, more than 600,000 Rohingyas have crossed the border to 
Bangladesh. Their plight remains uncertain, fraught with danger, and 
no clear solution to the problem is in sight. 

The Buddhists and Muslims have lived peacefully together for 
sustained periods. However, their history has also been punctuated 
by inter-communal violence, as each side sought to advance their 
narrative and political agendas. In recent years, these differences 
have become even more irreconcilable with the Muslim communities 
suffering widespread isolation and marginalisation.

An estimated 300,000 Rohingyas people are still in Rakhine, living in 
extreme poverty, and are not allowed to travel freely, go to school 
or work. International aid agencies’ calls for access to assess the 
situation and provide food and basic services have been repeatedly 
denied by the military. 

There does not appear to be a resolution in sight, with 
insufficient political will to tackle this challenge comprehensively. 
This issue threatens to challenge Aung San Suu Kyi’s already  
limited formal and moral authority, particularly in the international 
community.

36 Moe, W., & Fuller, T. (2015). Myanmar and 8 Ethnic Groups Sign Cease-Fire, but Doubts Remain. 
Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/16/world/asia/myanmar-ceasefire-armed-ethnic-groups.html. 
37 The Asia Foundation. (2014). Ethnic and Social Services in Myanmar’s Contested Regions. (p. 11). 
Retrieved from https://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/MMEthnicConflictandSocialServices.pdf.
38 Advisory Commission on Rakhine State. (2017). Towards A Peaceful, Fair And Prosperous Future For The People Of Rakhine. 
Retrieved from http://www.rakhinecommission.org/the-final-report/.
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Donors wishing to support 
programmes in land, 
agriculture, infrastructure 
projects, transportation, 
energy and tourism, especially 
in ethnic armed controlled 
areas, need to be especially 
sensitive of local dynamics. 

2.7.3. Growth of Ethnic Based Civil Society Groups
Over twenty independent ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) operate in 
Myanmar and vary by size and influence.39 Groups such as the Kachin, 
Mon, and Kayin (Karen) groups have developed their own civil adminis-
trative structures, overseeing health, land and education in their territories. 
Social service organisations serving their own ethnic communities were de-
veloped as part of EAOs and as independent entities.

Funding of many ethnically based service providers has been hampered 
of late. In the past, international aid would flow through neighbouring  
countries to EAO-linked service providers with bank accounts in neighbouring 
countries, such as Thailand. 

Today, aid agencies are deploying aid through state sanctioned channels, 
often for projects implemented by government agencies. Thus, sources of 
funding are eroding for EAO social service providers. Of concern to civil 
society groups is that in conflict-affected areas, expansion of government 
services with foreign donor support may replace traditional local service 
delivery provided by EAO-linked groups. Donors need to ensure that their 
philanthropic investment is not negatively interfering with local power 
struggles and dynamics. 40

39 The Asia Foundation. (2014). Ethnic and Social Services in Myanmar’s Contested Regions. (p. 11).    
40 Ibid., (p. 59).
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Governance in these areas is complex, with mixed and sometimes overlap-
ping authorities. In some areas, people may be subject to two administra-
tions: the central government and EAOs. Furthermore, customary use and 
communal ownership of land in ethnic communities is common in Myanmar 
with some EAOs administering their own systems of land registration.
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2.8. Education
Myanmar’s education system was 
once the best in the region, but it 
is now lagging far behind regional 
norms.

Myanmar presents many opportuni-
ties for donors interested in funding 
educational projects. Decades of 
underspending in education has  
resulted in inadequate infrastruc-
ture, a shortage of teachers, over-
crowding, and limited access to text-
books and supplies.

The End of Childhood Report 201741 

by Save the Children, ranked 
Myanmar 112 out of 177 countries, 
which tracks how many children in 
the world have had their childhood 
ended prematurely. Of particular 
concern is 29% of children under 
age five are suffering from stunted 
growth (1.3 million children), and 
29% of children of primary and 
secondary school age being out of 
school.42

There is a huge urban rural divide. 
According to current statistics, be-
tween 2006 and 2011, primary lev-
el dropout in rural areas was 14%; 
and in urban areas, it was 2%.

According to the Education for All 
2015 National Review Report, the 

41 Save the Children. (2017). End of Childhood Report. Retrieved from https://www.savethechildren.org/us/about-us/resource-library.
42 Save the Children. (2017). “End Of Childhood Report 2017.”
43 The Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar Ministry of Education. (2014). Education for All 2015 National Review. 
Retrieved from http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002297/229723E.pdf.

net enrolment in primary school 
(age 5 - 9) was 86% in 2013 - 14, 
but only 64% in middle school (age 
10 - 13) and 32% in high school 
(age 14 - 15).43 

The dropout rate is higher in rural 
areas due to problems of transpor-
tation and access to schools, par-
ticularly secondary schools which 
generally serve a cluster of villages. 
Myanmar children generally do not 
start well either; the gross enrolment 
(age 3 - 5) in Early Childhood Care 
and Education (ECCE) programmes 
was only 23% in 2013 - 14.

Beginning with the 2011 reforms, the 
government began allocating more 

prIMary LeVeL 
drOpOUT
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UrBaN areas - 2%.
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   (Age 5 - 9)

MIddLe sCHOOL - 62%
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Myanmar presents 
many opportunities 

for donors
 interested in funding 
educational projects.

The dropout rate is 
higher in rural areas 

due to problems of 
transportation and 
access to schools.
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Donors should be 
aware that control over 

education policy is a 
particularly sensitive 

area for ethnic groups 
as it is a means for 
cultural survival.

SOME LOCAL 
ORGANISATIONS 
THAT WORK IN 
EDUCATION: 
Yinthway Foundation, 
Myanmar Mobile 
Education Project, 
Thabyay Education 
Foundation

44 2014. UNICEF 2010, cited in Pyoe Pin p. 8.
45 2014. UNICEF 2010, cited in Pyoe Pin p. 8.
46 The Asia Foundation. (2016). Strength in Diversity: Towards Universal Education in Myanmar’s Ethnic Areas (p. 33). 
Retrieved from https://asiafoundation.org/publication/strength-in-diversity/.
47 UNICEF Myanmar. (2015). New Policy To Help Children Learn In Their Mother Tongue. 
Retrieved from http://unicefmyanmar.blogspot.com/2015/02/new-policy-to-help-children-learn-in.html.
48 The Asia Foundation. (2016). Strength in Diversity: Towards Universal Education in Myanmar’s Ethnic Areas (p. 33).

funds to support education. The new 
government, National League for 
Democracy, has made education 
a national priority and further in-
creased the education budget. The 
National Education Law (2014) and 
the National Education Law Amend-
ment (2015) both have made strides 
towards bolstering the system. 

A significant gap in the system is its 
failure to support children from all 
ethnic groups. Burmese and English 
are the main languages of instruction 
and examination. In a 2010 UNICEF 
study, 30% of all rural school children 
will not have heard the Myanmar 
language before they enter school.44 

Furthermore, 70% of teachers work-
ing in ethnic areas are unable to 
speak the local language or dia- 
lect.45 Consequently, non-native chil-
dren speakers of the Myanmar lan-
guage are at a huge disadvantage 
when it comes to education quality 
and access.46 The barrier to learning 
is more pronounced for those living 
in poor, rural areas who have less 
exposure to the national language. 

Mother-tongue based multi-lingual 
education is critical in the early 
school years, especially in Myan-
mar’s ethnically diverse society 
where “language is also closely con-
nected with identity, culture and be-
longing.”47 Beginning in 2012, moth-
er-tongue languages were allowed 
to be taught in government schools 
but only outside of school hours, and 
without any government funding. 

The National Education Law (2014) 
included a provision for the intro-
duction of mother-tongue based 
learning. Since 2015, some progress 
has been made to introduce ethnic 
language teaching in schools, with 
limited success.48
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Donors should be aware that 
control over education policy is 
a particularly sensitive area for 
ethnic groups as it is a means 
for cultural survival. Preserving  
mother-tongue language, including 
history, songs, and celebrations is 
part of transmitting their culture to the  
next generation.

A significant gap in the 
system is its failure to 
support children from 

all ethnic groups.
They have added more teaching 
staff, extended free education to 
higher grades, and created alter-
native programmes for young, out 
of school students. While this legisla-
tion has been promising, whether all 
children in Myanmar will have ac-
cess to quality education in the long 
term and stay in school remains to 
be seen.
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03. ConsIderatIons 
WHen gIvIng to 
MyanMar
3.1. Local Philanthropic Trends

Myanmar has a rich local culture of 
philanthropy, largely formed by re-
ligious traditions and culture. Com-
panies and individuals often give 
to temples, pagodas, or school 
construction projects as an act of 
merit making. As a values-based 
society, there is a natural willingness 
to share and give.49 

Given the country’s donation prac-
tises, it is not surprising then to see 
Myanmar at the top of the 2017 
CAF World Giving Index, followed 
by USA and New Zealand.50 The 
Index measures three kinds of giv-
ing: financial donation, volunteerism 
and helping a stranger. The report  
notes that 80% to 90% of people in 
Myanmar are practising Buddhists 
with a majority of these following  
the Theravada branch of the reli-
gion. Giving carries significant reli-
gious meaning with small, frequent 
acts of giving being the norm.51

The influx of new philanthropic prac-
tises from abroad is influencing the 
evolving local giving landscape in 

Myanmar. The returning diaspora, 
use of online social networks for 
fundraising, corporate philanthro-
py, social enterprises and the be-
ginning signs of impact investing all 
add to the growing awareness of 
the need to collaborate with the 
diverse and vibrant, local philan-
thropic community.52

These growing areas of support is 
particularly important as it allows 
the Myanmar people to sustain 
community projects; continuing pro-
grammes when international aid 
agencies, international NGOs  
(INGOs) and foreign donors exit.

Institutionalised philanthropy is 
still in the nascent stages of de-
velopment. Local companies 
have been encouraged to 
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49 Welford, R., & Zieger, M. (2013). Responsible and Inclusive Business in Myanmar. CSR Asia.
50 Charities Aid Foundation. (2017). CAF World Giving Index 2017: A Global View of Giving Trends.
51 Ibid. 
52 The 2017 Forbes Asia’s annual Heroes of Philanthropy list included a philanthropist from Myanmar for the first time since its publication in 2008.  
Ken Tun, 43, Founder and CEO of Parami Energy Group, had donated more than $1 million for rural development, reforestation and education in  
Myanmar. He started PyninYawDaya (“Ray of Education”) Foundation to develop social enterprises to support monastery schools.

undertake corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) efforts, going beyond 
traditional philanthropic efforts. 

While a number of significant grant-
making foundations were catalysed 
in the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis 
- e.g. Brighter - Future Myanmar 
Foundation (KBZ Group, 2008), 
Htoo Foundation (Htoo Group, 
2008), Ayeyarwady Foundation 
(Max Myanmar Group, 2008) – it is 
only now that strategic philanthropy 
is beginning to take off.
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CBOs are informal or voluntary 
associations formed at the 
village level to provide social 
and religious functions, 
including basic services 
such as health, education 
and social services. Many 
do not have paid staff and 
are not registered. A large 
number of community-led 
efforts and social enterprises 
have emerged since Cyclone 
Nargis. No official statistics 
are available but one estimate 
proposes that there are 
214,000 CBOs in Myanmar.53

Local NGOs commonly 
originated in cities or townships 
and have connections with the 
people they serve. They are 
usually not registered with the 
government and have paid 
staff. In ethnic areas, many local 
NGOs have links to ethnic 
armed groups. Some large 
NGOs are registered with 
government ministries and work 
with government agencies to 
implement projects. 

The Local Resource Centre54, a 
network of CSOs, estimates that 
there are about 10,000 local 
NGOs (both registered and 
unregistered) throughout the 
country.

The civil society sector 
landscape in Myanmar is 
diverse and changing quickly 
in response to international 
interests. In the 1990s, UN 
agencies and INGOs helped 
established local NGOs due to 
economic challenges and social 
issues in the country.55 In 2008, 
many local groups were formed 
to conduct relief work after the 
Cyclone Nargis devastation. 
INGOs have entered Myanmar 
in two waves, in the aftermath 
of Cyclone Nargis and since 
the change in new government 
in 2011. Their early work was 
focused on humanitarian 
aid. Now, many of them are 
supporting development 
projects in various sectors.

CBOs NGOs INGOs

3.2. Growth of a Vibrant Civil Society Sector

Civil society organisations (CSOs) have been active in Myanmar for decades 
despite government restrictions. There are generally three types of civil society 
organisations in Myanmar: 

•	 community based organisations (CBOs)
•	 local non-government organisations (NGOs) 
•	 international NGOs (INGOs). 

An active NGO sector is key to  
a healthy civil society, and  
there is an increased  
coordination among these groups.

53 Asian Development Bank. (2015). Civil Society Briefs: Myanmar. Retrieved from https://www.adb.org/publications/civil-society-briefs-myanmar.
54 Local Resource Centre. (2018). LRC Myanmar. Retrieved from https://www.lrcmyanmar.org/.
55 (Heidel, B., 2006). 
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56 Myanmar Maternal and Child Welfare Association. Retrieved from http://www.mmcwa-myanmar.org/.
57 Myanmar Red Cross Society (MRCS). Retrieved from https://www.redcross.org.mm/en _ US/.
58 Nyein (Shalom) Foundation. Retrieved from http://www.nyeinfoundation.org/.
59 An eclipse of Myanmar’s civil society? (2017). Retrieved from https://www.boell.de/en/2017/07/05/eclipse-myanmars-civil-society.

Outside of the three general 
categories sit government 
organised NGOs (GONGOs). 
Between 1962 - 1988, under 
General Ne Win and the 
Burma Socialist Programme 
Party, large associations were 
created for farmers, workers, 
youth, and war veterans. 

These government organised 
NGOs’ (GONGOs) activities 
are controlled by the state. 

Similar organisations later set up 
by retired government officials 
include groups such as the 
Myanmar Maternal and Child 
Welfare Association56 and the 
Myanmar Red Cross57. 

A number of government 
officials and retired officers 
later created professional and 
service organisations that are not 
GONGOs but are not entirely 
independent groups like the local 
NGOs. These organisations are 
well funded, have technical skills 
and are present in many areas in the 
country, e.g., Myanmar Nurse and 
Midwife Association and Myanmar 
Health Assistant Association.

During civil conflicts, ethnic armed 
groups consolidated governance 
of territories and asserted their 
leadership. They began offering 

GONGOs
social services to provide for the 
needs of their people. After the 
signing of the ceasefire in the 1990s, 
many ethnic focused organisations, 
including the Shalom Foundation 
(now Nyein Foundation58), were 
created out of the peace process, 
mostly to fill the gaps as service 
providers for social and health 
services.

Many CSOs are still developing 
and are work in progress. Despite 
the unprecedented increase in the 
number of local and foreign affiliated 
CSOs, many remain small and 
limited in their impact. International 
donors and development partners 
have supported programmes to 
strengthen civil society capacity, 
but they have also focused 
their donations on large scale 
development programmes with  
government agencies, as well as the 
implementation of internationally 
conceived and funded projects, with 
NGOs as a “mere implementing 
partner”. 59
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Resources for an Overview of  
Civil Society Structures in Myanmar:  

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK: 
Civil Society Briefs: Myanmar
https://www.adb.org/publications/civil-society-
briefs-myanmar 

MYANMAR CENTRE FOR 
RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS:  
Civil Society Organisations and the 
Extractives Industries in Myanmar
http://www.myanmar-responsiblebusiness.org/
resources/briefing-paper-csos-and-extractive-
industries-myanmar.html

Despite the 
unprecedented increase 
in the number of local 
and foreign affiliated 
CSOs, many remain 
small and limited in 

their impact.
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3.3. Laws Governing NGOs60

The passage of the Association 
Registration Law (“Registration 
Law”) in July 2014 defines a nonprofit 
association as “a domestic nonprofit  
association, organised by five or 
more persons, for the benefit of 
state and citizens, in line with the 
fundamental rights stated in the 
Constitution, and which is working 
for an objective or an activity or the  
common interests of the members.” 

An “International Non-governmen-
tal Organisation” is defined to mean 
“an organisation formed in a foreign 
country and registered with the 
Union Registration Committee, with 
the intention to perform any social 
activity within the country.”

Local NGOs can apply at any le-
vel depending on the geographical 
 location of their activities.61 NGOs 
must apply for registration at the 
Union registration committee and 
the additional step of signing a 
Memorandum of Understanding 
with a counterpart ministry. 

There are 24 ministries in Myanmar 
with varying clout, including the Min-
istries of Border Affairs and Ethnic  
Affairs. For INGOs wishing to work 
in ethnic-majority and self-adminis-
tered divisions, permits are required 
from the Ministry of Border Affairs. 
Once approved, the registration 
certificate must be renewed every 
five years. 

Registered NGOs and INGOs 
have the right to establish funds; 
they can open a bank account in 
the organisation’s name with rele- 
vant approval letters. Registered 
groups have the right to collect do-
nations from foreign governments, 
INGOs, domestic organisations or 
individuals.  They also have the right 
to own property. Finally, an NGO 
can apply for income tax exemption 
with the Ministry of Planning and  
Finance from the time of registration.

The Registration Law allows local 
NGOs to carry activities beyond 
the region they are permitted to 
operate in during emergencies. It 
also provides a mechanism for the 
granting of temporary registration 
permits to unregistered INGOs 
during emergencies.

While the steps to registration ap-
pear simple on paper, many bar-
riers complicate the procedure in 
practise. If an organisation seeks 
to change its status from township 
level to region or state level, it must 
apply to the relevant registration 
committee. 

60 International Center for Not-for-Profit Law. Retrieved from http://www.icnl.org/research/monitor/Myanmar.html.
61 Local NGOs can only have Myanmar citizen as members; INGOs can include Myanmar citizens as members.

Registration is 
voluntary and many 
local NGOs choose 

not to register.

The registration process is imple-
mented by the Ministry of Home  
Affairs with six registration com-
mittees, including at the Union (na-
tional) level, region or state level,  
Nay Pyi Taw Council level, self 
administered region or state level, 
divisional level and township level. 
Many organisations are exempt 
from applying for registration un-
der this new law, including religious, 
business and political organisations. 
Interestingly, registration is volun-
tary and many local NGOs choose 
not to register.

Registration 
processes can vary 

by township due to a 
lack of standardised 

administrative 
practises.

Registration processes can vary 
by township due to a lack of stan-
dardised administrative practises. 
Interviewees noted that there is 
confusion over how the registra-
tion law is implemented; they have 
tried to register several times and 
the process changes unexpected-
ly with each set of new personnel 
each time. Rounds of meetings at 
the local and national levels with 
government officials are required for 
trust-building. This can be costly and 
time consuming for many organisa-
tions but local NGO and INGO 
leaders consider the time spent to 
build relationships as an investment 
that will help their programmes run 
smoothly in the future.
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62 Expenditure decentralisation is the assignment of responsibilities regarding which level should spend on what public service.
63 Minoletti, P. (2016). Fiscal Decentralisation and National Reconciliation in Myanmar: Key Issues and Avenues for Reform. 
Retrieved from https://www.theigc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Minoletti-2016-Final-report-1.pdf.
64 PricewaterhouseCoopers. (2014). Worldwide Tax Summaries: Corporate Tax. Retrieved from http://taxsummaries.pwc.com/vwLUFiles/Archive_WWTS_
Corporate_Taxes_2015-16_PDF/$file/pwc-worldwide-tax-summaries-corporate-2015-16.pdf.

3.4. Decentralisation and Transition

At this time, Myanmar is also in 
the process of decentralising - 
moving towards a system that 
allows more autonomy at the 
state level. Decentralisation 
is a complicated process  
that affects the fiscal62 and 
administrative functions of the state 
and region government. Myanmar 
has six tiers of government: union, 
state/region, district, township, ward 
or village tract, and village.
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authorities do not have control over 
expenditure allocations, and only 
focus on monitoring, administration 
and reporting.

At the same time, lack of clarity of 
authority over administrative func-
tions, confusion over structures, 
lack of human capacity within the 
ministries and small budgets at 
the state/region level with central  
government oversight create ambi-
guity, discourage responsibility and 
performance, and inhibit decision 
making. This is exacerbated by the 
lack of formal and informal coor-
dination for civil servants working 
in different ministries and between 
union and subnational levels.

Government transitions at all levels 
affect the stability and operations of 
civil society organisations. For exam-
ple, the creation of new structures 
or mergers of departments result in 
changes on who the decision-maker 
is for a project, requiring new efforts 
on relationship building and pro-
gram debriefing. In addition, some 
new government appointees at the  
highest level may lack subject mat-
ter expertise or experience, thus 
hampering the work of many CSOs. 

Myanmar is also 
in the process of 

decentralising - moving 
towards a system that 

allows more autonomy 
at the state level.

Currently, state/region govern-
ments have the constitutional man-
date to legislate on, and provide 
services in eight broad sectors  
- finance and planning; economic; 
agriculture and livestock breeding; 
energy, electricity, mining and for-
estry; industrial; transport, commu-
nication and construction; social; 
and management.63 District level 

Charitable donations 
are deductible but 

limited to those made 
to approved charitable 

organisations and 
charities.

3.5. Tax Incentives for Local Giving
In an effort to provide incentives for Myanmar taxpayers and companies 
to contribute to the community, the government introduced the concept of 
tax-deductible donations. Prior to April 1, 2014, donations and gifts, whether  
to charitable institutions or not, were not deductible for tax purposes. 

From April 1, 2014 onwards, charitable donations are deductible but  
limited to those made to approved charitable organisations and activities. 
Deductions are subject to overall limitations of 25% of total income.64 As this 
is a relatively new law, there is not enough information yet to determine how 
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65 U.S. Department of State| Burma. (2017). Retrieved from https://www.state.gov/e/eb/rls/othr/ics/2017/eap/269803.htm.
66 Harris, Gardner. 2 December 2016. Harris, G. (2016). Obama Lifts Some Sanctions Against Myanmar. 
Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/02/us/politics/obama-lifts-sanctions-myanmar.html.
67 EU lifts Myanmar sanctions, except arms embargo. (2013). 
Retrieved from https://www.euractiv.com/section/development-policy/news/eu-lifts-myanmar-sanctions-except-arms-embargo/.

3.6. Financial Transactions

Donors interested in supporting 
philanthropic organisations or pro- 
jects should factor currency risk 
and any additional fees into the 
charitable gift. Although Myanmar 
officially transitioned the kyat to a 
managed floating regime in 2012, 
the kyat traded in a tight band 
against the US dollar throughout 
2017, but has since depreciated.

3.7. Completing Due 
Diligence & Recordkeeping
Donors or partners completing 
due diligence on Myanmar-based 
groups may face difficulties gath-
ering and verifying information to 
assess reputational risks and/or 
comply with anti-money laundering 
regulations. Due diligence can be 
a daunting and expensive process 
and even more so in a country that 
has been closed off for decades. 
Lack of government records and 
media reports hinder the fact find-
ing process and thus, additional 
time and resources must be spent to 
compile and verify data.

For foreign funders, it is very  
difficult to complete background 
checks on local partners and their 
staff. Currently, several Singapore 
donors have had to hire investigators 
to gather intelligence from beyond 
the public domain. One interviewee  
shared that they make their own 
assessments by relying on people 
who are familiar with the group 
to provide information, along with  
visits to the community and conversa-
tions with the group. They start with 
small transfers of funds to develop 
trust and put controls in place to 

manage the use of funds, including 
periodic reporting and monitoring. 

Many communities in Myanmar, 
accustomed to day-to-day survival, 
lack the tools and experience to 
conduct long term planning. Some 
also have little incentive to keep 
proper records. Consequently, local 
capacity in financial accountability, 
reporting, systems management, 
and other aspects of organisational 
operations remain underdeveloped. 
International donors, whether insti-
tutions or individuals, have had a 
hard time obtaining documentation 
from local NGOs and CBOs. 

Historically, groups rely on informal 
money transfer mechanisms, such 
as the hundi, instead of banks. In 
addition, business deals and real 
estate transactions are usually 
done in cash. Thus, funders should 
be aware that asking partners to 
“open their books,” capture receipts 
and prepare an organisational and 
programme budget are not normal 
business practises in Myanmar.

Local capacity 
in financial 

accountability, 
reporting, systems 
management, and 
other aspects of 
organisational 

operations remain 
underdeveloped.

many taxpayers have taken advan-
tage of this deduction. Fostering  
locally grown philanthropy is one 
way to sustain the work of community  
groups and eventually, lessen the 
reliance on foreign donors.

Even though Myanmar law allows 
for the transfer of money in and out 
of Myanmar, the practice has been 
difficult and inconsistent. Many  
international banks are slowly  
updating their internal mechanisms 
on conducting business in Myanmar, 
given the historical U.S. and Europe-
an sanctions. Therefore, a majority 
of foreign currency transactions are 
usually conducted through banks in 
Singapore.65 

Since the lifting of U.S. sanctions in 
201666 and European sanctions in 
201367, most of our interviewees  
expressed few issues with most 
transfers into Myanmar organisa-
tional accounts. Issues may arise 
though if funds are transferred to 
individual accounts.

Most of our 
interviewees  

expressed few issues 
with most transfers 

into Myanmar 
organisational 

accounts. Issues may 
arise though if funds 

are transferred to 
individual accounts.
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3.8. Corruption and Transparency

Myanmar suffers from endemic corruption68 and continually ranks near 
the bottom of Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index69 

ranking although it is making rapid improvements. In 2016, Myanmar was 
ranked 136 out of 176 nations as opposed to 172 out of 176 nations in 
2012. Extortion, fraud, nepotism, cronyism, appropriation of public assets 
and property for private use, and influence peddling are examples of  
corruption that have been present in Myanmar.70 Cronyism is pervasive 
in Myanmar’s public sector, as many appointments are made based on 
personal connections and bribery. 71

Former President U Thein Sein issued a series of initiatives to tackle the 
problem of corruption and bribery in Myanmar, including the passing of 
an anti-corruption act in 2013 and establishing an Anti-Corruption Com-
mission. The effectiveness of these two efforts are being questioned as the 
Commission is staffed by former high ranking military officers and full imple-
mentation of the law remains a challenge. For example, gifts of up to Kyat  
300,000 (USD 205) to officers are acceptable, yet many officials earn 
less.72 Recently, the government provided salary increases to public sector 
workers in an effort to fight bribery. Even though the fight against corrup-
tion has intensified, both under Thein Sein and the new NLD government, 
corruption is still endemic.

Corruption is an issue that affects the credibility and trustworthiness of local 
organisations. The perception of INGOs and local NGOs misusing funds 
intended for project implementation is not unheard of in Myanmar.73 Trans-
parency in the NGO sector is an ongoing concern although new reporting 
requirements in the Association Law may curtail some abuses. Beyond that, 
the sector is taking steps to improve aid transparency by voluntarily submit-
ting information about their work to Mohinga74, Myanmar’s Aid Information 
Management System (AIMS). 

The public can search on the system by development partner, activity or 
sector. The interactive site even shows total commitment and disbursements 
within any given time, listing the commitment by donor and by sector. Open 
access to aid information not only encourages transparency, it also supports 
equitable allocation of resources. Donors should ensure that accountability 
and transparency measures are included in all areas of donor assistance, 
and proactively engage trusted local leaders to jointly tackle the supply 
side of corruption.

68 Saw, K. (2015). Tackling Myanmar’s Corruption Challenge. Retrieved from https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/63764/1/MPRA _ paper _ 63764.pdf.
69 Transparency International - Myanmar. (2018). Retrieved from https://www.transparency.org/country/MMR.
70 Myint, U. (2000). Corruption: Causes, consequences and cures. Asia pacific development journal, 7(2), 33-58.
71 Stiftung, B. (2016). BTI 2016 | Myanmar Country Report.
72 Saw, K. (2015). Tackling Myanmar’s Corruption Challenge.
73 Unicef Confirms $87,000-a-Month Rent for Myanmar Office. (2014). 
Retrieved from https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/unicef-confirms-87000-month-rent-rangoon-office.html.
74 Mohinga. Retrieved from https://mohinga.info/en/.

Transparency in 
the NGO sector 
is an ongoing 
concern although 
new reporting 
requirements in the 
Association Law may 
curtail some abuses.
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75 Ashwill, M. (2017). Myanmar: a new frontier for international student recruitment. 
Retrieved from https://blog.thepienews.com/2017/07/myanmar-burma-new-frontier-higher-education-international-student-recruitment/.
76 Ying, L. (2016). Temasek launches new philanthropic platform. 
Retrieved from https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/temasek-launches-new-philanthropic-platform-7802218.
77 Temasek Foundation. (2015). Singapore and Myanmar launch S$1 million training programme to enhance skills qualification framework. 
78/79 PM Lee Hsien Loong at the official dinner hosted by Myanmar President U Htin Kyaw on 7 June 2016. (2016). 
Retrieved from https://www.pmo.gov.sg/newsroom/pm-lee-hsien-loong-official-dinner-hosted-myanmar-president-u-htin-kyaw-7-june-2016.
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3.9. Talent in the Sector

While the education system has 
certainly played a role in stunting 
the growth of Myanmar’s human 
capital, the talent deficit is also part 
of a larger problem rooted in op-
pression. Myanmar’s government 
limited the civil rights of its people 
for over 50 years, resulting in nearly  
three generations of people who 
generally lack confidence and 
training in critical thinking. 

Nevertheless, the people of Myan-
mar have begun taking an active 
role in personal and social improve- 
ment, seeking better education 
and training so they can learn to 
think creatively; improve their lan-
guage, vocational, and social skills, 
and boost their confidence. 

To this end, Singapore has been 
a valuable partner, offering pro-
grammes and courses to educate a 
diverse workforce.

Singaporean schools and uni-
versities host many students from 
Myanmar, educating a whole new 
generation of professional and 
technical students, and these pro- 
grammes have only continued to 
grow in scope. For example, in 2013, 
approximately 5,000 students from 
Myanmar were studying in Singa-
pore.75 

In 2015, the Temasek Foundation 
International76 and Singapore  
Polytechnic, in partnership with the 
National Skill Standard Authority  

of Myanmar, launched a two year initiative to train 100 technical  
specialists that will help align Myanmar’s national vocational qualifica-
tions to ASEAN standards.77 Furthermore, as of 2016, Singapore has 
trained 12,600 Myanmar government officials under the Singapore  
Cooperation Programme.78 Training programmes continue to be  
established between the two countries, with the latest being the  
establishment of the Singapore Myanmar Vocational Training Institute 
in Yangon. 

Aside from workforce development, Singapore hosted approximately 
200,000 Myanmar nationals in 2016.79 Many are returning home, pro-
viding much needed injection of talent and global experiences. Their 
knowledge, skills and multi language capability along with their bi cul-
tural exposure are highly valued in all sectors. 

However, quality talent continues to be a problem in the nonprofit sec-
tor as the supply is not keeping up with the demand. In addition, it is 
practically impossible for the civil society sector to compete with the 
resources that the private sector has to offer.

An interviewee noted that there are very few professional executive 
training and mentoring programmes for civil society leaders and that 
“it is hard to get people into this area of work.” For talented individuals 
working in local NGOs and CBOs, poaching from foreign aid agen-
cies and INGOs is a problem. Higher compensation, ability to move 
up, availability of training and job stability are all attractive to ambitious 
and competent candidates.

Donors supporting local groups can consider 
unrestricted gifts to ensure local staff are paid 
fairly and staff are participating in training 
programmes. Donors can also help establish a 
talent pipeline for the organisation by building 
a strong management team. In addition, 
donors can take a more hands on approach by 
mentoring aspiring young leaders in the sector.
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04. eIgHt 
reCoMMendatIons for 
gIvers In MyanMar 

With its close geographical proximity, strong trade and investment 
relationships and people-to-people ties in Myanmar, Singapore-based 
philanthropy naturally have an interest in the well being of their neighbor. In 
the past, public and private donors from Singapore have supported many 
charitable causes in Myanmar. More recently, programmes and support 
have been particularly strong in these areas:

•	 Early childhood education. 
The Singapore International Foundation80 supports early childhood 
education in Myanmar. Singapore volunteers have conducted training 
programmes for early childhood educators from Myanmar, who then 
have trained over 13,000 preschool teachers and parents of preschool 
children over a ten year collaboration period.

•	 Disaster relief and recovery work. 
The Singapore Red Cross raised nearly SGD9 million private 
philanthropic dollars following Cyclone Nargis in 2009 from corporations 
and individuals, and supported immediate relief efforts along with longer 
term construction of health centres, schools and cyclone centres in rural 
Myanmar.81

•	 Refugee relief. 
The Rahmatan Lil Alamin Foundation raised more than SGD300,000 
from Singaporean donors to help Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh in 
October 2017.82

80 Singapore International Foundation. Specialists Projects. Retrieved from https://www.sif.org.sg/our-work/vc/sp/about/archive.
81 Singapore Red Cross. (2009). Singapore and Myanmar Red Cross sign agreement on Cyclone Nargis relief.
82 Tanoto, B. (2017). SAF sends S$270,000 of aid to Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh. 
Retrieved from https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/saf-sends-s-270-000-of-aid-to-rohingya-refugees-in-bangladesh-9295558.
83 Asia Philanthropy Circle. (2017). Field Guide to Strategic Philanthropy: The Asian Philanthropist’s Toolkit to Effective Impact.

As Myanmar continues its transi-
tion to a more open market, more 
and more foreign philanthropists 
see opportunities where they can 
make an impact. However, the 
Myanmar government, donors 
and leaders are keenly aware that 
they need to carefully plan how  
Myanmar’s civil society sector will 
grow, as many are concerned that 
the sudden influx of foreign aid and 
investments will trigger a cascade of 
unintended consequences. 

Nonetheless, private philanthropy 
can play a key role in helping build 
Myanmar if donors work closely with 
stakeholders, including government, 
businesses and communities. It is 
particularly important that donors 
act strategically, supporting best 
practises, build capacity and remain 
flexible with a long term goal of 
empowering local communities and 
the organisations that serve them.83

Private philanthropy can play a key role 
in helping build Myanmar if donors 
work closely with stakeholders, including 
government, businesses and communities. 
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A growing network of coordinating and support 
groups have emerged in recent years and much 
of their work can be found online. Even before 
stepping foot into the country, donors can explore 
issues and learn about many local organisations. 
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4.1: Be Informed A growing network of coordinating 
and support groups have emerged 
in recent years and much of their work 
can be found online. Even before  
stepping foot into the country,  
donors can explore issues and learn 
about many local organisations. 

Donors that have a specific geo-
graphic or subject matter inte- 
rest, they can start with resources  
like the Myanmar Information  
Management Unit (MIMU)84 that 
provide descriptions of organisa-
tions and offer contact information. 
The interactive maps and data-
bases are broken down by sector 
and show where organisations are 
working in the country and what 
they are doing. In addition, the site 
houses numerous studies and sur-
veys from local groups and INGOs.

As part of the learning process, 
interviewees recommended that 
donors invest in landscape scans 
to study and learn about the issues 
and groups working in their area  
of interest. 

84 The Myanmar Information Management Unit. Retrieved from http://www.themimu.info/.
85 Local Resource Centre. (2018). 

Donors may start with groups such as the Local Resource Centre 
(LRC)85, which have conducted numerous surveys in the country. 

Formed by local and INGOs to support coordination of humanitarian 
relief assistance, LRC now coordinates over 600 CSOs and provide 
capacity building and information sharing services.

For example, in March 2016, LRC conducted a mapping exercise to 
gain deeper knowledge of Myanmar CSOs active in Mon State. 

Alternatively, donors can obtain custom tailored landscape 
scans by engaging advisors or groups like the LRC.

Donor reports: 

BEST PRACTISES AND LESSONS LEARNT: UNICEF Myanmar’s response following Cyclone Nargis
https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/best-practices-and-lessons-learnt-unicef-myanmars-response-following-cyclone-nargis 

THE ASIA FOUNDATION: The Contested Areas of Myanmar: Subnational Conflict, Aid, and Development
https://asiafoundation.org/publication/contested-areas-myanmar-subnational-conflict-aid-development/

Myanmar is undergoing a period 
of rapid economic, legislative and 
social changes. For donors wishing 
to work in Myanmar, these chang-
es affect short and long-term pro-
grammes planning, operations and 
exit strategies. Donors also need to 
understand their appetite for risk 
and if their philanthropic interven-
tion is appropriate at this time or 
when the country has moved fur-
ther along. 

To make informed decisions about 
their strategies, fellow philanthro-
pists recommend the need to keep 
abreast of issues that affect their 
work. While full of promise and op-
portunity for donors, the country is 
still evolving and ‘cautious optimism’ 
still seems to be the general feeling 
given the internal ethnic conflict and 
many human rights violations it must 
address. 

Local Resource Centre



pg 28

4.2. Be Engaged

Consistently, philanthropists and civil society leaders we spoke 
to recommended that donors spend time in Myanmar, visiting 
organisations, speaking to local leaders and being inquisitive. It is a 
country that requires direct, consistent involvement. One interviewee 
said that donors need to see the situation; you have to “peel back 
the layers and ask questions - the only way to do that is being there, 
face-to-face.” 

Organisational representatives may “sugar coat issues for donors and 
a true picture cannot be seen in written reports.” These “fact-finding 
trips” require some planning and coordination from people who are 
familiar with the geography, culture, local dynamics, language and 
groups. Myanmar is not a country that donors can just drop in and 
begin working with local groups. Lack of familiarity and trust, including 
improper introductions and lack of preparations will inhibit relationship 
building. Furthermore, many areas in Myanmar, especially in ethnic 
areas controlled by armed groups, require special permission to enter, 
often with advance planning and notice. 

86 British Council. Sone Sie. Retrieved from https://www.britishcouncil.org/partner/track-record/pyoe-pin.
87 Paung Ku. Retrieved from https://paungkumyanmar.org/.

In addition, donors may wish to 
engage with Paung Ku82 (“bridging” 
or “connecting”), a Myanmar reg-
istered NGO focused on bringing 
together people, networks and 
resources for assistance.

PYOE PIN86

A project managed by the British 
Council in Yangon partners with 
26 civil society organisation 
networks, is working with a total of 
766 organisations on the ground. 
They are a valuable resource for 
donors to connect with, especially 
for donors interested in health, 
education, environment, economy 
and rule of law.

PAUNG KU87 

Myanmar is not a country that donors can just 
drop in and begin working with local groups.

Local Intermediaries

04   |   eight recommendations For givers in myanmar 
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4.3. Partner with Local Groups to Support 
Local Solutions
To make a sustained impact, it is important that 
funders support programmes and organisations 
that are culturally competent and attuned  
to local needs. One of the most effective ways 
to accomplish this is by funding community-based 
organisations, local nonprofits, or INGOs that implement 
projects alongside domestic partners. 

Local groups in Myanmar have proven to be capable of 
responding to the needs of the poor and underserved. 
They have a deep understanding of how things work in 
their community, knowledge of local dynamics, and the 
tenacity and dedication to serve their constituents.

Identifying potential partners to work with in Myanmar can be daunting 
but entirely feasible. Some Singapore-based groups, like Lien AID and 
Canossian Daughters of Charity Singapore-Myanmar, are already 
working in Myanmar. 

Reaching out to these groups would be helpful as they understand 
the overseas perspective. Furthermore, there are many professional 
associations in Myanmar whose members were trained in Singapore 
and other developed countries.. For projects that require technical 
expertise, they may readily be potential strategic partners. 

Donors may already be familiar with the many international funders 
and groups like PATH that are supporting projects in Myanmar as they 
also work throughout Asia. 

The INGO Forum Myanmar lists 99 members who have programmes 
there.

Donors may wish to connect with intermediaries and groups within 
their networks for referrals. For example, The Asia Foundation is focused 
on strengthening institutions and processes of democratic governance. 

Within their grantmaking portfolio is a group of vetted partners,  
especially those working in inclusive economic development, women’s  
empowerment and increasing public access to information. 

Lien AID
www.lienaid.org

Canossian Daughters 
of Charity Singapore 
Myanmar
www.canossians-sg.org/

1

2

PATH
www.path.org

INGO Forum Myanmar
www.ingoforummyanmar.org

3

4

The Asia Foundation
https://asiafoundation.org/
publication/myanmar

5

Potential Partners 
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Metta Development Foundation grew out of the peace process of 
various armed ethnic groups and the Myanmar government. They 
work in five states (Kachin, Kayah, Kayin, Mon and Shan) and four 
regions (Ayeyarwady, Bago, Sagaing and Yangon). 

Metta’s programmes support sustainable community-based and 
self-help projects and facilitate skills training in workshops at their 
demonstration training centers. Donors can partner with groups like 
Metta to scale their work to reach more communities.

Working with local partners such as Karen Environmental and Social 
Action Network (KESAN) and Back Pack Health Worker Team helps 
ensure community ownership over projects and boosts the overall 
strength of civil society, increasing the likelihood that projects can be 
maintained after funders withdraw. 

Co-creating programmes with local partners allows the transfer of 
knowledge from successes in other parts of the world. Ultimately, local 
partnerships should be approached as an opportunity to help the 
people of Myanmar develop a stronger sense of self determination 
after decades of oppression.

Metta Development 
Foundation
http://www.metta-myanmar.org/

11

Karen Environmental  
and Social Action 
Network (KESAN)
http://www.kesan.asia/

Back Pack Health 
Worker Team
https://bphwt.wordpress.com/

9

10

Donors may visit fundraising platforms like 
Give2Asia or Global Giving or crowdfunding 
platforms like Indiegogo to get a sense of the 
diverse groups working on the ground.

Give2Asia
www.give2asia.org

Global Giving
www.globalgiving.org/

Indiegogo
https://entrepreneur.indiegogo.com/how-it-works/

6

7

8
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Donors that are interested in healthcare should be aware that legisla-
tive changes such as the adoption of the National Health Plan (2017 
- 2021)88 offer opportunities for local groups to act as service providers. 
Unveiled in April 2017, the National Health Plan aims to provide uni-
versal health coverage by 2030, with an emphasis on primary health 
care delivery to township level and below. 

Active engagement of health providers such as Ethnic Health Organi-
sations (EHOs) and NGOs are required for successful implementation. 
Community Partners International (CPI) is working closely with their 
EHO partners to prepare for the upcoming changes by assessing com-
petencies, determining gaps and strengthening systems. 

Donors can play a crucial role in supporting organisations like CPI to 
reach these groups so they may provide basic care to families in con-
flict affected regions. In addition, EHOs and NGOs will have a new 
revenue stream reducing their reliance on aid and at the same time, 
expanding their services to reach more people in under served areas.

Donors may consider creating a 
formal grantmaking programme 
and request for proposals (RFPs). 
It is an opportunity for donors to 
learn as they read through the 
applications to see who is doing 
what. 

There are challenges though to 
the process as donors may get too 
many or not enough proposals and 
the quality of the proposals may not 
match your expectations. To be fair, 
applicants may spend valuable time 
with the application process and 
not see a return on their “invest-
ment”. RFPs can be posted on the 
Local Resource Centre and donors 
may consider accepting applica-
tions in Burmese and English. 

There are many passionate and 
well-meaning groups in Myanmar, 
but one interviewee urged donors 
to ascertain whether the interven-

tion or solution makes sense for local 
needs. Donors should “not buy into 
the hype; take a look at their track 
record; look at the return on your 
investment – does it make sense?” 

Funders who are particularly in-
terested in conflict-affected areas 
need to be especially sensitive of 
finding partners that are able to  
engage the community in pro-
gramme design and implementation. 
There are many lessons rooted in sit-
uations where organisations did not 
consult with local partners. 

For example, INGOs have built  
government clinics in territories 
without consulting local EAO- 
linked healthproviders. These clinics 
are rarely used by local people  
because they do not trust them. In one 
particular case, an internationally- 
funded 50-bed hospital has been 
built but lays dormant, distrusted by 

88 Ministry of Health and Sports. (2016). Myanmar National Health Plan (2017-2021).
89 The Asia Foundation. (2014). Ethnic and Social Services in Myanmar’s Contested Regions. (p. 28). 

National Health Plan
http://themimu.info/
node/56816

12

Ethnic Health 
Organisations

Community Partners 
International 
www.cpintl.org

13

local communities.89 The reason is 
that government staff have chosen 
not to stay in the area and supplies 
and equipment have failed to be 
delivered.

Along the theme of supporting local 
solutions, an interviewee suggested 
that donors spend the time to learn 
and build on what currently exists in 
the community. There are groups in 
Myanmar that have developed a 
successful track record for working 
with local communities. 

14

Funders who are 
particularly interested in 

conflict-affected areas 
need to be especially 
sensitive of finding 

partners that are able to  
engage the community.
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90 Gender Equality Network. GEN Myanmar. 
Retrieved from http://www.genmyanmar.org/.
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While it is important that funders support 
projects in education, health, financial 
access, and other social causes, funders 
should also look beyond issue-based 
programmes and support capacity build-
ing initiatives. 

The people of Myanmar need the tools 
to develop and implement their own solu-
tions, but the NGO sector in Myanmar 
is still under-developed. Local groups lack 
knowledge and skilled staff to meet the 
request of development agencies and 
INGOs. Supporting programmes that 
transfer knowledge, such as, fundraising, 
governance, project planning, financial 
accounting, proposal writing, and repor- 
ting are a great way of helping the local 
NGO sector become self-sufficient. 

For donors interested in supporting collec-
tive and collaborative models, they may 
invest in groups like the Gender Equality 
Network90 that support and coordinate 
action among its membership to quick-
ly respond to emerging opportunities  
and issues.

Another area where donors can help 
build the long-term sustainability of local 
groups is governance and leadership 
skills. A funder noted that many organi-
sations recruit like-minded friends or sup-
porters to serve on local NGO boards 
and this hurts the growth of local organi- 
sations. They “grew up together and are 
familiar with each other,” making it difficult 
for them to question practises or expand 
the reach of their work. 

4.4. Build Local Capacity 
and Networks
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Nepotism is also an issue as hires are 
often based on family relationships instead 
of skills, causing conflicts and low morale 
within the organisation. Exposure to new 
networks and concepts, reconnecting with 
the diaspora and adapting foreign or 
multi-sector best practises to serve local 
needs are potential areas that donors can 
promote.
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Capacity building 
is an area 

where corporate 
philanthropy can play 

a meaningful role.
The Myanmar government is seeking 
collaborations with private companies 
to contribute to the growth of the 
infrastructure, general economy, and local 
communities. Capacity building is an area 
where corporate philanthropy can play a 
meaningful role. 

Many in Myanmar are hopeful that an 
expanding private sector will help develop 
the country in areas where the government 
has been unable to make headway. 
This growing embrace of business gives 
corporate donors a chance to engage the 
local population in mutually beneficial ways: 
corporate donors can create employee 
volunteer programmes where volunteers 
provide training to build skills of the local 
population, and corporations can in turn learn 
about market needs directly from the people  
they work with.
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4.5. Foster Collaboration Among Donors

Along the same lines as local part-
nerships and capacity building, 
funders should emphasise collabo-
ration in their grantmaking efforts. 
Collaboration can happen at differ-
ent phases of the grantmaking pro-
cess and between different actors. 
In the pre-granting or exploration 
stage, donors can work closely with 
each potential grantee (and impact 
evaluation experts if needed) to  
develop realistic goals, inputs, out-
puts, outcomes and impact mea-
surement tools for each project. 

The act of co-determining evalua-
tion metrics is in itself helpful to lo-
cal nonprofits, allowing them to see 
firsthand the importance of project 
planning, financial accountability, 
and reporting. In the implementa-
tion and follow-up stages, funders 
should engage with on-the-ground 
advisors or external evaluators to 
monitor the projects and ensure 
proper accountability.

91 Myanmar Centre for Responsible Business. (2014). Civil Society Organisations and the Extractives Industries in Myanmar – A Brief Overview.

Funders should be collaborating with 
one another. Philanthropists can create 
or seek out platforms with other donors 
to ensure that there is no duplication of 
efforts and that philanthropic capital 
is being used in the most efficient and 
effective ways possible.

Beyond that, knowledge shar-
ing through close collaborations 
with local groups and exchange 
programmes can further enrich  
programme efforts and the local 
NGO sector. Donors may even 
consider sponsoring leadership 
training and membership to deve- 
lopment networks for local leaders. 
This will help them gain a global 
perspective and the vision nece- 
ssary to grow the foundations of an 
informed citizenry. 

This support is especially important 
for local NGO leaders that work 
with ethnic groups. Ethnic discrimina-
tion is an issue in Myanmar, even by 
those working in the NGO sector. 
Their biases are not readily appar-
ent to outsiders.91 One interviewee 
shared that distrust and misper-
ceptions continue to persist with 
local staff, fueled by historical and 
cultural assumptions. Donors need 
to be aware of and be sensitive to 

the interactions between staff and 
beneficiaries from different ethnic 
backgrounds.

Funders should be collaborating 
with one another. Philanthropists 
can create or seek out platforms 
with other donors to ensure that 
there is no duplication of efforts 
and that philanthropic capital is 
being used in the most efficient 
and effective ways possible. 

There is strength in collaborative 
giving and it works best when 
there is a right match, with some 
donors taking the “more the merri-
er” approach. An interviewee said 
that the “local community is better 
served if they see a gift coming 
from a community of givers instead 
of one individual.” Collaborative 
giving comes in various forms and 
degrees of engagement. It is one 
alternative for donors wishing to be 
engaged but anonymous with their 
work in Myanmar.
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With the influx of INGOs entering or 
expanding their operations in Myan-
mar, local NGOs are bombar- 
ded with requests to help find local  
partners, recruit skilled staff, identify  
training participants and provide 
practical advice. Many local NGO 
leaders say they spend more time in 
meetings and training than in imple-
menting their own work. Resources 
are strained and many local NGOs 
are concerned about their organi-
sation’s sustainable growth; INGOs 
or development aid groups have 
come in, hired away key staff and 
claimed their programmes and  
resources as their own.

Several interviewees recommen- 
ded that donors working in Myanmar 
should avoid “quick wins” but focus 
on strengthening local groups or 
projects so they can be sustainable. 
Project and programmes sustain- 
ability may require the participation 
of additional funders or revenue 
generating options. At the moment, 
social enterprises are popular and 
many groups are interested in pursu-
ing the potential of a self-sustaining 
model. The British Council in Myan-
mar92 developed the Skills for So-
cial Entrepreneurs (SfSE) program to 
encourage the growth and practise 
of social enterprises.

A few interviewees recommended 
that philanthropists provide unre-
stricted money and/or indirect costs 
in addition to programme support. 
Unrestricted funds allow the orga- 
nisation to determine how best to 
use those funds, whether for pilot 
projects, staff or board training or 
community building work. 

Grantee organisations need to 
be transparent and accountable in 
order for donors to provide these 
types of unrestricted funds.

One interviewee stressed that 
philanthropists should spend money 
on research to understand gaps and 
support groups to close those gap, 
allowing the community to stand on 
its own. Community sustainability re-
quires long term investments. Yet, a 
majority of donors prefer to support 
projects one time and if things go 

92 British Council | Burma. Retrieved from https://www.britishcouncil.org.mm/.

4.6. Focus on Sustainability

Donors working in Myanmar should 
avoid “quick wins” but focus on 

strengthening local groups or projects 
so they can be sustainable.

well, with an option to renew. Multi-
year commitments are uncommon. 
One interviewee shared that their 
approach is to invest for the long 
term, usually defined as transform-
ing one generation. Donors can 
work closely with their grantees 
in the beginning of the relationship 
to define success and the theory 
of change, what the exit strategy 
would entail and jointly agree on 
the indicators that would wrap up 
their deep involvement.

04   |   eight recommendations For givers in myanmar 



pg 36

93 MacGregor, F. (2017). Era of Email Overload May Never Arrive in Myanmar. 
Retrieved from https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/era-email-overload-may-never-arrive-myanmar-n705171. 

4.7. Be Flexible
Donors and social leaders we 
spoke to consistently recommended 
that donors working in Myanmar 
should remain flexible with their app- 
roach. Donors should understand 
that even with the best of intentions 
and processes, misuse of funds, inef-
ficiencies as a result of government 
bureaucracy, unexpected delays 
and inadequate programme imple- 
mentation may occur. Inherent in 
the local organisation’s work with 
diverse and oppressed populations 
and rapidly evolving government 
and social ecosystems, is the need 
to refine processes while trying to 
remain above board in all their 
dealings.

Changes in how the government 
works and implementation of new 
regulations are taking place quickly.  
However, they are not quick 
enough to meet the rapid rise of  
entrepreneurism in the sector and 
the pressure to address local needs. 

As one funder said, “Donors want 
organisations to follow regulations 
and work with the government. 
These things take time. People need 
help now.” Asked about why they 
started their programmes before  
receiving their registration papers, 
a local social entrepreneur said that 
they were willing to take the risk as 
long as they do their best to do 
things as officially as possible.

They pay taxes, involve and noti-
fy government officials about their 
work, contribute to the community 
and work to get “intangible sup-
port from the community” such as  
goodwill.

4.8. Incorporate Local Practises
As with all countries, Myanmar 
has its own set of unique cultural 
practises and traditions. Myanmar 
people are warm, friendly and 
generally will not take offense at 
honest cultural faux pas or mistakes. 
Yet, understanding some of the local 
practises can help further working 
relationships. 

For example, when visiting partners 
at their offices, you should remove 
your shoes. Similarly, Myanmar 
has a hot and humid climate, thus 
business attire can be more casual, 
without a suit and tie. Like most oth-
er Asian countries, having a proper 
introduction by a mutual, trusted 
contact is crucial to developing  
relationships.

Myanmar has leapfrogged over 
old technology and is taking advan- 
tage of innovative technology such 
as mobile money transfers and so-
cial media. Technology adoption 
is strong in Myanmar and local 
groups in the civil society sector are 
using apps (WhatsApp, WeChat, 

Slack, Line, Viber) and social media 
(Facebook) to communicate. 

One interviewee remarked that 
“people hate emails and would 
prefer to respond with Viber.” The 
local groups she works with would 
“take a picture of a document and 
send it to me on Viber instead of 
emailing it.” In fact, David Madden, 
founder of Phandeeyar, an innova-
tion lab that supports technology 
development, echoes what many 
are experiencing, that if you want 
to reach someone in Myanmar, use 
Facebook messenger instead of 
email. 93 

Similarly, group chats are not un-
common as it is the most effective 
way for grantees and donors to 
discuss projects and issues, allow-
ing for real time responses. These 
changes may be unsettling for 
philanthropists that prefer formal 
documentation and presentations. 
However, if donors wish to be  
involved and monitor the work of 
local organisations, they may need 
to embrace these changes.
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05. ConClusIon
Philanthropists wishing to work in Myanmar should understand that many structural changes at the 
various government levels and new regulations and implementation guidelines affect all aspects of 
Myanmar society. In addition, the evolving administrative and social philanthropic landscape may make 
it difficult for philanthropists to support charitable projects in Myanmar in a strategic and efficient manner. 
Barriers include: a changing government administration system, evolving civil society sector, substantive 
infrastructure and human deficits and a lack of understanding of the culture, language and local customs. 
Supporting charitable organisations in Myanmar, though complicated and at times frustrating, is entirely 
feasible and fulfilling.

Knowing the local challenges, having local advisors or staff on the ground, and recognising that prospective 
grantees need assistance in understanding generally accepted philanthropic practises will help alleviate 
some of these challenges. Philanthropists should recognise that giving in Myanmar is a unique process 
that is different than giving to Singapore based organisations. Additional time and expense, along with 
expertise and experience in navigating the process, may be necessary. By remaining flexible to changes 
taking place in the country, following best practises, and being sensitive to local processes, philanthropists 
can ensure that their contributions are invested properly in the vulnerable communities that need it most.
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dIreCtory of CoMMunIty 
netWorKs & loCal resourCe grouPs

GENDER EqUALITY NETWORK (GEN) www.genmyanmar.org

Gender Equality Network has more than 100 civil society organisations and groups working to bring about 
gender equality and fulfillment of women’s rights in Myanmar. GEN activities include advocacy, capacity 
development and research and publications.

IMPACT HUB YANGON https://yangon.impacthub.net/about us/

Impact Hub Yangon provides social incubation and capacity development programmes for social enterprises in 
Myanmar. The group manages Officecubed, a coworking space that supports and connects social innovators 
to resources and collaboration opportunities.

INGO FORUM www.ingoforummyanmar.org

The INGO Forum is a membership based organisation with approximately 90 members from the international 
community. The Forum aims to influence and increase the effectiveness and coherence of humanitarian relief 
and development aid in Myanmar. It also works at developing links between the INGO community and 
national NGOs.

LOCAL RESOURCE CENTRE https://www.lrcmyanmar.org/

Created after Cyclone Nargis to coordinate efforts, LRC now provides information, research and training to 
local and INGOs in Myanmar. LRC also share job and grant opportunities and has an extensive directory 
of organisations working in the country. Through these efforts, LRC aims to establish an enabling policy 
environment for civil society engagement and a collective culture among organisations in Myanmar.

MOHINGA https://mohinga.info/en/

Mohinga is Myanmar’s aid information management system (AIMS). It is an interactive online site that tracks 
the activities of aid in Myanmar. The site also contains a shared resources section that provides reports and 
information on many activities and sectors in the country. The Nay Pyi Taw Accord for Effective Development 
Cooperation commits the Myanmar government to develop an AIMS to help inform planning and budgeting and 
create one framework to monitor government and development partner. The site is managed by the Ministry of 
Planning and Finance.

MYANMAR ALLIANCE FOR TRANSPARENCY 
AND ACCOUNTABILITY (MATA)

http://www.mata-nrg.org/

MATA supports a national network of 500+ civil society members to collaboratively examine economic, political 
and social reform issues and advocate for the transparency and accountability of governance in Myanmar 
with a focus on extractive industries. MATA works with government and business to ensure a fair system for 
the Myanmar people with regards to their natural resources. It aids local villagers affected by environmental 
atrocities, mining incidents, land grabbing and others in being represented and heard.
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MYANMAR BUSINESS COALITION 
ON AID

www.mbconaid.org

Myanmar Business Coalition on Aid works with local businesses and stakeholders who believe in fostering a 
positive and healthy environment for all employees. It provides training and offers management services on 
corporate social responsibility activities for many local and international businesses working in Myanmar.

MYANMAR CENTRE FOR 
RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS

www.myanmar-responsiblebusiness.org

Myanmar Centre for Responsible Business is a joint initiative of the Institute for Human Rights and Business and 
the Danish Institute for Human Rights. It aims to provide a trusted, impartial forum for knowledge, capacity and 
dialogue regarding responsible business in Myanmar.

MYANMAR INFORMATION 
MANAGEMENT UNIT (MIMU)

www.themimu.info

MIMU provides information management services to strengthen analysis and decision making of the humanitarian 
and development community. The site contains data from various sources on all sectors in Myanmar, including 
maps, databases and other tools which support the coordination, planning and implementation of development 
activities. The site is managed by the UN Country and Humanitarian Team.

PAUNG KU https://paungkumyanmar.org/

Created in 2007 by a consortium of international and local agencies, it is now a registered NGO with 40 staff 
members and more than 150 civil society organisation (CSO) partners. Paung Ku supports CSOs in: reflection 
and learning, accessing resources, connecting and networking. Sometimes, PK takes part in direct implementation 
projects.

PYOE PIN https://www.britishcouncil.org/partner/track- 
record/pyoe-pin

Managed by the British Council in Yangon, Pyoe Pin aims to strengthen the capacity of civil society in Myanmar 
to participate in decision making. It works with local partners and stakeholders to support the facilitation of 
coalitions in the areas of health, education, environment, economy and rule of law. Pyoe Pin partners with 26 
formal civil society networks (working with a total of 766 organisations). In 2017/18, the British Council will 
support Pyoe Pin to transition to an independent, locally managed organisation.
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