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“Foreign tourists frequently visit Monywa. 

Most guides are not good at language and re-

gional knowledge. We the locals don't know 

where the money from tourism goes. We 

should promote tourism but we should have 

enough facility and expertise for it.”

A resident of Nyaung Bin Gyi Village in Monywa1

“Practice safe sex. Prostitution is illegal in 

Myanmar.”

Do’s and Don’ts for Tourists:

How You Can Visit Myanmar Responsibly2
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Executive Summary

Without legislation, touristification of Myanmar has 

already begun. The country’s  tourism infrastructure  was 

strained by half a million arrivals in the first half of 2012, 

compared to nearly 400,000 in 2011. In September 2012, 

the  Ministry of Hotels and Tourism of Myanmar signed 

the  Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam Tourism Co-

operation (CLMV), which aims to welcome 25 million visi-

tors to the  region, with four million ‘exchange visitors’ in 

each country, over the period of 2013-2015. The CLMV 

contradicts the responsible  tourism policy committed by 

the  Ministry in the  same month and ignores the  ‘value 

over volume’ advice given to the Ministry by the 

UNWTO. Since the ruling Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) is widely 

expected to be  voted out in the  2015 elections, Myanmar’s membership of the 

CLMV is also seen as the  former generals’  attempt to ‘make hay while  the sun 

shines’.

Tourism came to Myanmar during the  time of ‘high colonialism’  and saw its  peak 

in the  1920s when the  famous Irrawaddy Flotilla Company (IFC) was carrying up to 

nine million passengers a year. Since independence  in 1948, the country’s  tourism 

sector has never been developed due  to civil war during the parliamentary era 

(1948-62) and closed-door policy by the  socialist regime (1962-88). In the 1990s, the 

junta that succeeded the  quasi-socialist regime set tourism high on their develop-

ment agenda, however this agenda was shunned by the international community 
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due to evidence  of human rights  violations involved in tourism infrastructure  projects 

until 2011. Mass tourism development in Myanmar is therefore  in its infancy, facing 

an array of challenges, particularly in light of responsible tourism commitments.

For Professor Harold Goodwin, responsible  tourism policy is about ‘making 

places better to live and better to visit.’3 It is about ‘taking responsibility for achiev-

ing sustainable  development through tourism (…) it is about identifying economic, 

social and environmental issues which matter locally and tackling them.’ It is under-

stood that responsible  tourism benefits  the local communities in the  countries which 

have  reached a certain standard of human rights  governance. Given Myanmar’s 

structural corruption, crony capitalism, widespread poverty,  ongoing human rights 

issues, communal violence  and civil war, it is doubtful if responsible tourism will de-

liver its noble  promises, sustainable  development and social justice, even if it is set 

to become a driver for economic growth for Myanmar in the coming decades.

Through a human rights paradigm, responsible  tourism affords responsibilities  to 

all the  stakeholders in a destination country, with a focus on the social, economic 

and cultural rights of the destination level communities and their environments.

From toll roads, roadside  petrol stations and telecommunication companies to 

hotels and resorts, crony businesses now dominate every sector of economic life  in 

Myanmar. As the Myanmar government has opened the sluice to mass tourism, 

crony businesses are competing with foreign companies in tourism investment. 

Given their interest in tourism infrastructure, it is  likely that Myanmar tourism industry 

will be dominated by crony businesses and foreign investors  in the near future. Simi-

larly, independent travellers and adventurers will still find their travels  in Myanmar 

restricted due to the country’s security problems.
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Responsible tourism in any place is welcome. However, the  current Myanmar Re-

sponsible Tourism Policy may undermine the  ultimate goal of responsible  tourism, 

sustainable development, if it continues to favour the current Myanmar economic 

dynamic dominated by crony capitalism at the  expense of political, ecological and 

cultural sustainability. It is  doomed to fail from the start if the related Ministries con-

tinue to use  responsible  tourism as a cash cow to attract investment and tourists into 

the  country. The efficacy of the Myanmar Tourism Policy can be  determined only 

when each of its 'action points' is set in a time  frame for effective  implementation 

and evaluation by the Myanmar Tourism Master Plan.

The  current Myanmar Responsible Tourism Policy presents no recommendation 

or makes no commitment on the manageable  volume of tourists  in light of Myan-

mar's  tourism infrastructure  development over the next few years. It is not country-

specific, it is generic and can be  applied to any country developing a tourist sector. 

Despite  ten workshops held at major tourist enclaves, the  policy cannot be  classified 

as location-specific and inclusionary to a bottom-up process. The  development of 

tourism as a national priority sector has  yet to be legislated. No timeframe  is set to 

implement 58 action points, the priorities of each one favour the state  and busi-

nesses, not the wellbeing of destination level communities.

Echoing UNWTO advice, the report argues that the key to responsible  tourism is 

not volume but value. ‘Visitor management’ is paramount if tourism were  to be re-

sponsible in Myanmar. Given that China and India are set to become the  world’s 

largest mass tourism export countries, tourism infrastructure  development must fo-

cus on managing and facilitating a cross-border tourism market. Special attention 

should be given to the  assistance and empowerment of small and medium enter-
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prises in Myanmar’s tourist industry. Other key actions of top priority include  area 

protection, industrial regulations, local sourcing, code of conduct for tourists  and 

businesses, environmental impact assessment and sustainability indicators for each 

tourism development project.4

There is an urgent need for a critical debate  on mass  tourism in Myanmar, par-

ticularly the  viability and frailty of the Myanmar  Responsible Tourism Policy that is 

soon to be framed by the Myanmar Tourism Master  Plan. ‘One of the most fascinat-

ing aspects  of travel in Myanmar is the  opportunity to experience  a corner of Asia 

that, in many ways, has changed little  since  British colonial times.’ says the Lonely 

Planet. It remains to be seen how this place  of authenticity will be reshaped by mass 

tourism as a force of globalisation in the near future, and how the  state  of Myanmar 

will responsibly respond to the challenges brought about by mass tourism.
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Introduction

Bane and boon of modern mass tourism (MMT) in the developing and undevel-

oped countries have been well documented.5 Communities do not often participate 

in and benefit from tourism but bear the  cost of it. Tourism consumes a lot of energy 

and water, causes CO2 and other emissions and violates land rights of local popula-

tions. Working conditions in tourism can be exploitative  and women and children are 

often sexually abused in the context of tourism. It is estimated that the global tour-

ism sector contributes between 5 percent and 12.5 percent to climate change. The 

UNWTO forecasts that the CO2 emission caused by tourism will increase  by 161 

percent between 2005-2035.6  ‘These  emissions are  caused by the global consumer 

class while  the  poor bears the brunt of the climate change.’ says Christina Kamp, the 

editor of Tourism Watch.7

Tourism came to Southeast Asia along with the  colonisation in the  late nine-

teenth and twentieth century and as such, it is not new to the  region. However MMT 

in the  region is a relatively young industry as it caught on only in the  1970s. Its boom 

has been attributed to the  rising level of affluence in the visitor source countries  and 

the  increasing availability and affordability of air travel vis-à-vis the more effective 

organisation of tourism both domestically and internationally. Today the industry has 

become increasingly vital to the region’s economy. Tourism explosion in Southeast 

Asia coincided with the  economic boom of Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand. The 

economic transformation of the newly industrialised countries in Southeast Asia has 

facilitated tourism infrastructure, marketing and management in those countries and 

in turn the  industry has contributed substantially to the economies of the  Southeast 

Asian tigers.
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The  UNWTO predicts that the  Asia-Pacific region will welcome more  interna-

tional tourists than any other region in the world by 2030, receiving 535 million in 

2030, more than twice the volume of 2010 (214 million).8  An estimated 20 million 

tourists visited Thailand in 2011, notwithstanding the  flood in Bangkok area in No-

vember that year, which is a 20 percent rise  from 2010. Tourism is the second largest 

industry for the  Philippines and the  third most significant foreign exchange for Sin-

gapore. Vietnam, with an economy plighted by war and under US embargo from 

1975 until 1994, saw an unprecedented growth in tourism in recent decades since 

the  country introduced doi moi (open door) economic policy in the mid 1980s.9 

While  Laos and Cambodia had traditionally benefitted from tourists on the visa-run 

from Thailand, the  two countries have recently become  destinations in their own 

right.

In the  ten-year period after 1993, Angkor and the  nearby town of Siem Reap saw 

a staggering 8,000 percent increase in tourist volume, threatening the  UNESCO site 

Angkor Wat from the ‘explosion’ and ‘onslaught’ of tourist arrivals, many of them 

from Northeast Asia.10  In their trails may be Myanmar, which has recently joined the 

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar Vietnam Tourism Cooperation (CLMV). As such there is 

an urgent need for a critical debate on mass tourism in Myanmar, particularly the vi-

ability and frailty of Myanmar Responsible Tourism Policy that is soon to be  framed 

by the Myanmar Tourism Master Plan. This report highlights the general issues that 

may arise in Myanmar responsible tourism management and presents a set of rec-

ommendations, on the basis  of a field trip to Myanmar in August 2012 and the views 

of expert counsels.
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1. A Brief Background to Tourism in Burma/Myanmar

Tourism was introduced to Burma in the period of ‘high colonialism’ of Southeast 

Asia (1870-1940). In 1865, the British government decommissioned a fleet of four 

steamers and three cargo boats, which had been in service  on the Irrawaddy since 

the  annexation of Lower Burma to British India in the early 1850s. A Glaswegian en-

trepreneur bought the fleet, refitted the  boats  and set up an upmarket river trans-

port business called The Irrawaddy Flotilla Company Limited (IFC). It was onboard 

the  IFC steamer Thooriya, that Burma’s dethroned King Thibaw and the royal family 

were sent off into their exile in India after the fall of Mandalay in 1885. It was the 

IFC’s Beloo, onboard which the  Prince Edward travelled up the same river to Manda-

lay in 1889.11  At its peak in the 1920s, when thousands of Dutch tourists were  flock-

ing to Bali, the  IFC with 600 vessels carrying 9 million passengers a year was the 

largest riverboat company in the world. During the Second World War, as the Japa-

nese and Burmese nationalist armies advanced into the  country, the  retreating Brit-

ish scuttled all vessels of the IFC fleet, 200 in Mandalay alone. The company was re-

stored when the British re-occupied the  country in 1945. Upon Burma’s independ-

ence in 1948, the IFC was handed over to the Government Inland Water Transport 

Board of the ‘Union of Burma.’

In the nascent Union, the  Tourist Information Service (TIS), formed under the  ae-

gis of Union of Burma Airways, was the principle  agency for marketing and facilitat-

ing tourism. A number of private hotels and tour operators existed. Tourist visas 

were valid for a month. However the  civil war in Burma and the  post-war conditions 

in Europe and the US were  not favourable to the tourist industry. In 1958, faced with 

a myriad of insurgencies  and institutional instabilities, the parliamentary government 
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under Premier Nu handed over the  state power to the  Caretaker Government, led 

by General Ne Win. The  Caretaker Government lasted fifteen months but the  legacy 

of its  creation, the  Defence Service Industry (DSI), would endure. The DSI took over 

many business entities, including Burma Hotels Limited which bought the country’s 

iconic Strand Hotel. By the  time the  state power was handed back to Nu, 134 sol-

diers occupied senior posts previously held by civilians in 19 government depart-

ments  and the DSI was already the largest commercial institution in the  country. The 

TIS was incorporated into Tourist Burma under Burma Economic Development Cor-

poration (BEDC), another Burmese army holding created in 1961.12

The  return to the  parliamentary system was short-lived as a 1962 coup brought 

about a new regime, Ne  Win’s Revolutionary Council. The validity of entry visas was 

reduced to 24 hours, targeting the journalists who came in touristic guise. The  re-

striction did not apply to visitors  of other professions.13 In 1964, under the economic 

guidance of the  Burmese Way to Socialism, all the  private  businesses were national-

ised. Tourist Burma was taken over by Corporation No. 20 under the Ministry of 

Trade, which also nationalised all the hotels. In 1971, the  TIS was resurrected in co-

ordination with the Burma Airways Corporation (BAC). The  TIS and Tourist Burma 

merged to form the Hotel and Tourism Corporation under the  Ministry of Trade in 

1978.14  Tourism in Burma during the  Cold War was underdeveloped just like all 

other industries in the country, as the  state shut itself from the outside world in so-

cialist autarky. Despite this closure, Westerners who managed to visit the country al-

ways left with invariably good impressions of the Burmese people  and of the coun-

try’s  diverse  attractions.15  Paradoxically the  closed-door policy of the socialist era 

had enhanced the appeal of the country as the last frontier in Southeast Asia.
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In 1988, the socialist regime  was overthrown by a nationwide uprising and re-

placed with the  junta, the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC, re-

named the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) in 1998). The  following 

year saw a dramatic drop in tourist numbers - from 22,252 in 1988 to 5,044 in 

1989.16  The SLORC’s attempts at marketisation of the economy were  hindered by 

institutionalised incompetence  inherited from the  previous regime  and it’s own le-

gitimacy crisis. The  junta, however, quickly realised that tourism should be  a priority 

on their national development agenda. Myanmar Tourism Law was passed in 1990 

and the  Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, set up in 1992, encouraged foreign direct 

investment (FDI) and joint ventures in the  tourism sector. New tourism resources 

were developed mostly by foreign investment, the  two-week tourist visa was ex-

tended to one month in the  early 1990s and border crossing points were opened 

up.17

From 1989 to 1995, the SLORC had forcibly relocated over 200,000 people in 

new satellite towns all over the  country. In Rangoon, people were  removed from 

their residences in colonial buildings which the SLORC wanted to turn into hotels. In 

Bagan Archeological Zone, residents had been forced to move out in short notice 

without compensation to give  way to golf courses and hotels. Many of the local resi-

dents were  traditional caretakers of Bagan temples, who claimed their roots back to 

the  ‘temple  slaves’ of 11th century Bagan.18  Their removal from ‘their place of work 

further exacerbated the  conditions  under which they lived.’ The  forced removal of 

the  impoverished populace from town centres and tourist enclaves did not only 

serve  security purposes but it also ensured a more pleasant and orderly tourist 

sight.19

14     Responsible Tourism in Myanmar: Current Situation and Challenges



In 1993, due to visa relaxation and the relative  freedom of travel granted to indi-

vidual tourists, the  tourist arrival bounced back to the  level of pre-1988 years. ‘But 

perhaps of the greatest importance was the decision in 1995 by the SLORC/SPDC to 

release Aung San Suu Kyi who was held under house  arrest for six years.’20 This deci-

sion was well timed with the  junta’s planning of ‘Visit Myanmar Year 1996 (VMY-96)’, 

which was officially launched in November 1996 with an initial target volume of half 

a million visitors.21  Aung San Suu Kyi refused to be an unofficial mascot for VMY-96 

and responded that the year be designated as ‘Don’t Visit Burma Year.’22  Conse-

quently, and also due to the  student unrests that broke out in Yangon in December 

1996, the VMY-96 was unsuccessful, failing to achieve 20 percent of the initial target.

By the  late  1990s, local and global campaigns against the junta’s  human rights 

violations  resulted in the EU and US economic and diplomatic sanctions against the 

country. Aung San Suu Kyi showed her unequivocal stance against tourism under 

tyranny when she  said in 1999: ‘Burma will be here  for a many years, so tell your 

friends to visit us later. Visiting now is tantamount to condoning the regime.’ A myr-

iad of international ‘Burma campaign’ groups followed suit. A case in point is the 

disagreement between Lonely Planet and Burma Campaign UK (BCUK), which had 

targeted the  former for publishing a guidebook on Burma/Myanmar in 2002.23  In a 

statement in February 2005, Prime Minister Tony Blair urged through the BCUK that 

‘anyone  who may be  thinking of visiting Burma on holiday to consider carefully 

whether by their actions they are  helping to support the  regime and prolong such 

dreadful abuses.’24  In October 2012, Blair himself became a business tourist in the 

country as he led a delegation to Nay Pyi Taw and met with President Thein Sein.25
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The  recent international turn-

around for tourism in Myanmar re-

flects the  NLD’s general policy re-

orientation in response  to the  re-

forms in Myanmar since the elec-

tions in November 2010. Aung 

San Suu Kyi’s earlier position, that 

‘tourism should not be  pushed 

into a direction where  this sector 

becomes the prime  foreign cur-

rency earner, as had been done 

with nearby countries’ has not 

been reviewed in light of the cur-

rent government policy to make 

tourism a national priority sector.26 

In a statement dated 20 May 2011, the  NLD acknowledged that ‘It is essential to 

strike  the  right balance between commercial and societal consideration although 

such a balance  is often difficult to achieve  in a developing country like Burma.’  It ad-

dresses the  issue of whole Burmese communities that have been ‘harmed in the in-

terest of tourist industry’  by forced relocation and forced labour and argues that the 

outcome has been ‘economic hardship exacerbated by the  abrupt breakdown of a 

traditional way of life  and gross violation of basic human rights.’  The danger of tour-

ism ‘lies not only in conscious misconduct on the part of visitors but also in well 

meaning but injudicious  behaviour.’ The statement concludes with a notion very 

similar to responsible  tourism: ‘The  NLD would welcome visitors  who are  keen to 
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promote  the welfare  of the  common people and the  conservation of the environ-

ment and to acquire  an insight into the cultural,  political and social life  of the country 

while enjoying a happy and fulfilling holiday in Burma.’27 Myanmar has never experi-

enced MMT since  her independence, and the destinations in the country are  pro-

moted as ‘pristine’ in many tourist brochures. In terms of state-level management of 

mass tourism, industrial regulations, corporate  responsibility, destination level par-

ticipation, and capacity development, numerous challenges await Myanmar espe-

cially in light of the country’s noble aspirations for responsible tourism.

2. What is Responsible Tourism

To the  world’s foremost advocate of responsible tourism, Professor Harold 

Goodwin at the International Centre for  Responsible Tourism, ‘Responsible tourism 

is about taking responsibility for achieving sustainable  development through tourism 

(…), it is about identifying economic, social and environmental issues which matter 

locally and tackling them.’ In his formulation, the  crux of responsible  tourism is ex-

actly how far it can help the  locals in the host communities towards sustainable  de-

velopment. Responsible tourism thus aims at ‘maximising economic, social and envi-

ronmental benefits and minimising cost to destination.’  In short it is about creating 

‘better places for people to live in and better places to visit.’28

South Africa, the country which had met with international boycott for its apart-

heid regime until its first democratic election in 1994, was the first to have  drawn up 

and implemented responsible tourism policy with the assistance of international 

consultants, including Professor Goodwin. With numerous international accolades, 

such as the  2007 Blue Flag status awarded to eighteen of its beaches for ‘excelling 

in safety, cleanliness, the  provision of amenities and setting and maintaining envi-

Responsible Tourism in Myanmar: Current Situation and Challenges     17



ronmental standards’, responsible tourism in South Africa is widely considered a suc-

cess  story. The  country saw a dramatic increase in tourist volume from 5.2 million in 

1997 to 9 million in 2007. In 2006 tourism constituted 8.3 percent of the country’s 

GDP by 2006 and accounted for 7 percent of the country’s direct and indirect 

employment.29  South Africa’s Tourism White Paper which Goodwin helped develop 

in 1996 highlights the following key elements:

• developing, managing, and marketing tourism in ways that create com-

parative advantage

• assessing and monitoring the environmental, social and economical im-

pact of tourism developments and openly disclosing the information

• ensuring the active involvement of communities that benefit from tourism, 

including their participation in planning and decision-making and the es-

tablishment of meaningful economic linkages

• monitoring and encouraging, natural, economic, social and cultural diver-

sity

• avoid waste and over-consumption and promote the sustainable use of 

local resources30

Not everything in the  garden of responsible tourism is rosy. In Kerala on the 

Southeastern coast of India, locals have been increasingly resentful about the 

authorities’ abuse of responsible tourism. In March 2008, Kerala Tourism  organised 

an international event on Responsible  Tourism, according to which ‘a critical group 

of local stakeholders will be involved in the discussion, planning and monitoring of 

all tourism level activities in their locality and all developments in destination are  ex-

pected to be participatory in nature.’ However, when an artificial reef was con-
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structed in Kovalam (a fishing village in Kerala) without any consultation with the  lo-

cal level destination committee or any of the  local stakeholders, the  locals protested 

that about 500 fishermen would lose their livelihoods, and the artificial reef would 

have  negative impact on neighbouring villages. Kovalam artificial reef is just one of 

more than 20 tourism project sites in post-Tsunami Kerala.31

It is commonly understood that tourism benefits local communities in the coun-

tries  that have reached a standard of human rights governance and economic infra-

structure  conducive to the  aspirations of responsible  tourism. If environmental, so-

cial, cultural and economic sustainability are  the  foci of responsible  tourism, it is 

necessary to come up with location-specific criteria to  measure  sustainability. For 

Myanmar, however, a country still mired in human rights governance  issues and 
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crony capitalism, it is debatable whether responsible  tourism will be abused as just 

another ‘cash cow’ for the authorities and crony businesses. As Goodwin asserts, 

‘everybody is responsible’ in responsible tourism, the responsibilities of the state, of 

the  tourism industry and of the tourists  can be reframed in the existing human rights 

paradigm.

3. Responsible Tourism from a Human Rights Perspective32

Myanmar may be a transition economy but the  political,  economic and social 

rights of her citizens are  far from fully realised. None of the three responsibilities of 

the  state with regards to human rights, ‘duty to respect (refrain from human rights 

violations), duty to protect (protect citizens from human rights violations by others), 

and duty to fulfil (ensure the full realisation of human rights)’ have  been observed. 

Let alone duty to protect and duty to fulfil, duty to respect human rights remains an 

issue. With an ongoing war in Kachin State, communal violence  in Rakhine  State, 

widespread land seizures and the  persistent breach of social and economic rights it 

is clear that human rights abuse is endemic throughout the country. Myanmar gov-

ernment rhetoric has portrayed a committed policy adhering to the principles of re-

sponsible tourism as has been portrayed through other policy areas such as drug en-

forcement and the meeting of standards set by foreign direct investments (FDI). 

Many observers, however, remain sceptical of the government’s genuine commit-

ment and implementation capabilities.33

As for the tourism industry and related businesses (tour operators, hoteliers, and 

agents), their practices are best measured in terms of social, economic and cultural 

rights, as well as civil and political rights of the  destination level populace. There  ex-

ist local frameworks, international treaties, ILO conventions and recommendations 
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which govern labour standards. As for the  tourists, freedom to travel within Myanmar 

remains restricted to a number of tourist enclaves  beyond which they have  to seek 

government permission to travel. Mrauk-U, a tourist enclave in Rakhine State, for in-

stance, was declared closed to tourists after communal clashes broke out in June 

2012. Soon after tourists  were  allowed back in the area in October 2012, another 

communal clash broke  out, martial law was imposed, and the area was out of 

bounds to tourism again.34  The  ongoing instability in Myanmar will not guarantee 

visitor satisfaction as it often deprives tourists’ access to the areas sold to them by 

tour operators. Myanmar’s security issues are likely to  act as a barrier to many return 

tourists who seek to venture beyond well-trodden tourist enclaves.

When discussing human rights abuse as a direct product of tourism it is  often 

local communities  that are  the  most vulnerable  with their right to housing, right to 

food and right to  water persistently subject to abuse. The livelihood of communities 

are determined through land and resource  conflicts whose outcome is favourable  to 

the  tourist industry, as evidenced through cases of land grabbing for the develop-

ment of tourism, a key obstacle in transitional Myanmar. The  land issue  is likely to 

become a major hurdle in the development of new infrastructure and hotel zones as 

the  ownership of land in Myanmar is a question that the relevant Ministries have per-

sistently failed to address and define. As of September 2012, the  Ministry of Hotels 

and Tourism has been in negotiation with the Ministry of Culture over the building of 

hotels on a cultural heritage  site  in Tuyin hotel zone  in Bagan.35 The establishment of 

national parks for tourism has to ensure that the  indigenous peoples do not lose ac-

cess  to their ancestral or agricultural lands, lose access to beaches  and access to wa-

ter.
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The  right to health may similarly be  compromised as  a product of tourism 

through the  irresponsible use  of chemicals, for instance, in hotels,  restaurants and 

golf courses, and through the spread of HIV/AIDS within the tourist-tailored sex in-

dustry and medical-tourist industry which favours tourists’ health at the expense  of 

the  locals’. According to the ILO (2010),  there  are 13 to 19 million child labourers in 

the  tourism sector worldwide. Thus the right to education is  compromised through 

the  ‘exploitation of child labour,’  especially in a country like  Myanmar where  primary 

school dropouts are employed at the country’s ubiquitous restaurants  and 

teashops.36  An estimated 260 million people  are  employed in tourism worldwide, a 

high percentage of which occupy ‘seasonal jobs’  and work in poor conditions in the 

developing world. Tourism is also a sector in which the  right to form trade  unions is 

often compromised and where  the right to protection against forced labour is sel-

dom subject to enforcement as evidenced by prevalent forced prostitution in My-

anmar. While  earlier studies on sex tourism in Southeast Asia focused on Western, 

Japanese, Chinese or domestic male tourists’ encounter with local female prosti-

tutes, bar girls or karaoke  hostesses, Heidi Dahles has observed an increasing trend 

in what she  calls ‘romance tourism’  in the  region -  Western women seeking the 

company of Southeast Asian men.37  The  right to privacy is routinely compromised 

when locals and indigenous peoples become tourist attractions. Alexander Trupp 

concludes that

‘Even though the colonial forms of display, where people were exhib-

ited in cages or frankly advertised as ‘freaks’, have disappeared, the 

staging and the external representation of the ‘other’ have continued. 

Also, certain features of the former human zoo, such as entrance fees, 
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clearly defined boundaries, and commercial exploitation, for example 

through postcards or tourism brochures, have persisted.’38

Similarly the  right to information and the  right to participation in decision-

making processes are  not respected as locals are rarely consulted on tourism devel-

opments by the  state and the industry partners. Other types of discrimination such 

as travel restrictions for people  living with HIV/AIDS also exist.39  The  rights of vul-

nerable  groups such as migrant workers, children, women and indigenous peoples 

have  also been largely ignored, with the  tourist industry abusing their rights and ex-

cluding the rights of others such as the disabled; preventing their participation and 

employment in the industry.

The  report ‘Responsible Investment to Myanmar: The  Human Rights Dimension’ 

identifies  land, labour, capital, business relationships, discrimination and corruption 

as the  key business challenges. Recognising ongoing forced eviction of communities 

in land acquisition by businesses, the  report recommends that foreign and domestic 

businesses investing in Myanmar ‘make  additional efforts to guarantee they obtain 

consent for use of land through a fully consultative  process  without force. They will 

have  to use their influence with security forces to ensure they refrain from abuses 

against communities.’  Companies are advised to ‘undertake enhanced human rights 

due diligence  to ensure the rights of workers they and their suppliers hire  are pro-

tected, and that no one is  forced to work against his or her will.’ In terms of capital, 

the  report points  to crony capitalism when it suggests  companies check ‘not just fi-

nancial soundness and liquidity of banks and financial intermediaries’, but ‘their 

business practices, including their current and previous relationships with clients who 

may be  facing sanctions.’  Investors are advised to ‘scrutinise  potential partners, and 
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avoid forming business relationships with partners  against whom there are sanctions, 

or who face credible allegations of human rights abuses.’ With deep-rooted ethnic 

divisions and discrimination in Myanmar, companies are also advised ‘to develop a 

clear understanding of the  ethnic dimensions in Myanmar and be sensitive to the 

potential of exacerbating conflict through their presence.’ Myanmar ranks 180 out of 

182 countries in the Corruption Perception Index40,  surpassed only by North Korea 

and Somalia. Revenue transparency is similarly a practice  rarely adhered to, espe-

cially within crony busi-

nesses. Thus the report 

urges Myanmar to ‘ad-

here  to international 

standards, using as  ex-

amples the  US Foreign 

Corrupt Practices Act, 

the  UK Bribery Act, and 

the  OECD Guidelines 

against Corruption and insist on not contributing to corruption.’41 Therefore, there 

are greater challenges to responsible tourism when viewing tourist development 

through a broader human rights perspective than in the state-centric view.

4. Crony Capitalism and Myanmar Tourism Industry

A crony or oligarch in the  Burmese context can be  defined as a businessperson, 

who from modest beginnings acquired enormous wealth through his or hers associa-

tion with the Myanmar generals. It is believed that many cronies have served as port-

folio managers for the Myanmar generals. Myanmar’s economic policy today may be 
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the  reversal or a complete  unwinding of the  command economy under the Burmese 

Way to Socialism. Yet what Dorothy Woodman noted about the  Burmese economy 

in 1968 is still telling of Myanmar’s economic transformation today: ‘The  most intrac-

table problems Burma faces today are economic (…) This  revolutionary policy was 

carried out too quickly with no adequate  preparation and without experienced peo-

ple to manage the new economy.’42

The  US and EU economic sanctions, imposed against the junta from the late 

1990s to 2012 led to trade and investment niches which were  exploited by some re-

gional and multinational corporations with their own justifications for doing business 

in Myanmar. The collaboration between such corporations and the  regime especially 

in the extractive industry has enormously enriched the  generals and a pocket of 

businessmen close  to them. The  influence of the  military’s associates and the  Bur-

mese oligarchs  is ever-present today with a minority of individuals  possessing great 

wealth and business  interests throughout the country with a portfolio of activities 

engaged across all sectors  of Myanmar’s economy, from banking and tourism to 

construction, manufacturing, transport and telecommunication. Despite  a process of 

transition the  power of a wealthy minority will continue  to exert influence, however 

where  tourism infrastructure development is concerned the  biggest issue in light of 

limited reform is the  uncertainty surrounding land and property rights. This  uncer-

tainty over property rights has  persisted in Myanmar since the country’s independ-

ence, where ‘a system of law essentially gave  power to the state  when it came to the 

control, use  and allocation of land’,  a legal system which ‘was used and very often 

abused by those who were  members of the  state or closely associated with the state 

to acquire land for personal benefit.’43
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Myanmar cronyism is often nepotistic. The authorities and top industrialists are 

not just friends but they are consolidated through business and often are blood rela-

tives. Nawarat Hotel, one of the first upmarket hotels  to be opened in Yangon after 

1988, was built in 1994 by Sandar Win, the  daughter of Burma’s socialist-era dictator 

Ne Win (1910-2002). It is believed that, in the first few years of the hotel’s  operation 

when Ne Win still wielded a substantial influence on the generals who succeeded 

him, up to 40 percent of businessmen visiting the  country stayed at Nawarat Hotel 

to secure business deals  with the junta. The hotel ceased its operations after Ne 

Win’s grandsons and Sandar Win’s husband were arrested for an attempted coup in 

2001. After a decade-long hiatus in neglect, the hotel is being renovated and is  set 

to resume its operation in April 2013.44

In the  post-junta era, Khin Shwe, member of Upper House  of the Parliament, 

and the owner of Zaygaba property group, one of the  largest construction compa-

nies in the  country, is  the  most prominent case in point. Khin Shwe had climbed up 

the  Myanmar rich list through his long-time association with the former spy chief and 

one-time  prime  minister Khin Nyunt under the SLORC/SPDC, and was ‘a caterer’ to 

Khin Nyunt. Khin Shwe’s daughter Zay Zin Latt is married to Toe  Naing Mann, foun-

der of telecoms group Redlink Co., and the  son of former general Shwe Mann, the 

Lower House speaker, who was labelled ‘dictator in waiting’ by the US officials  in 

Yangon. Shwe Mann’s  other son, Aung Thett Mann, is the  owner of Mya Yeik Nyo 

Royal Hotel in Yangon. Shwe  Mann has been reported to be a director of Htoo Con-

struction Company, owned by Tay Za, the best known associate of the junta, a one-

time ‘notorious henchman and arms dealer’ to the US Treasury.45
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Khin Shwe is  one of the patrons of Myanmar Hotelier Association (MHA) and the 

former chairperson of Myanmar Tourism Board (MTB). In November 2011, Khin Shwe 

came under criticism when he attempted to turn the historic colonial-era Ministers’ 

Office building into a hotel. Khin Shwe argued that he could live  a comfortable  life 

abroad as a millionaire but the fact that he is working in Myanmar was proof of his 

patriotism.46

The  other three patrons of Myanmar  Hotelier Association are  Dagon Win Aung, 

U Htay Myint and Dr. Nay Zin Latt.47  Dagon Win Aung was close to former Supremo 

Than Shwe. He has often been spotted at President Thein Sein’s side  following the 

November 2010 elections. His firm Dagon International Ltd. has managed Yangon-

Mandalay Highway upgrading and extension project and is also involved in timber 

extraction, export and import businesses.48  The third patron Htay Myint is one  of the 

wealthiest individuals from southern Myanmar. He is  the owner of Yuzana Co Ltd., 

Yuzana Supermarket, Yuzana Hotel and Plaza. Just like  Khin Shwe, Htay Myint ac-

quired his riches through his  close association with Khin Nyunt, who is believed to 

own a part of Yuzana Co. Ltd. Htay Myint’s business empire spans from hotels to 

housing projects, and from department stores to agriculture  and fishery.49  A Kachin 

rights group has recently revealed that Yuzana Corporation ‘has expropriated more 

than 200,000 acres of land from small scale farmers to make  way for large  scale 

sugar cane and tapioca plantations in the Hukaung valley’, the largest Tiger reserve 

in Northern Myanmar. Yuzana Corporation’s infringement of the reserve area has left 

some 600 farming families landless, directly affecting at least 10,000 villagers. The 

company uses imported labour from other parts of the  country and its ‘cyanide  in-

tensive gold operations contaminate the local soil and the area’s water resources.’50
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The  last patron Dr. Nay Zin Latt is one  of the advisors to President Thein Sein. 

The  Myanmar Tourism Board was renamed Myanmar Tourism Promotion Board 

(MTPB) in 2012 and is  chaired by Phyo Wai Yar Zar, the  executive director of All Asia 

Exclusive Travel and Tours.

Prior to the  election in November 2010 and their exit, the  SPDC managed to sell 

or long-term-lease most public assets to the  cronies, and privatisation is  still ongo-

ing. Cronies ‘hit the jackpot’ when about 300 state-owned assets, including Myan-

mar Airways International,  were privatised in 2008. The former generals in the new 

Myanmar government are  anxious  to shed their image  associated with human rights 

violation. So are the cronies. Reuter (12 April 2012) reports:

Some are promoting charitable work, forging ties with the dissident 

Burmese Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, and huddling 

daily with executives from multinational companies descending upon 

one of world's last frontier economies. Many are retooling sprawling 

business empires that relied on favors from the state, anticipating an 

end to sanctions and new competition from foreign brands.51

Cronies  realise  that Myanmar’s  resources are not infinite and that much of their 

future  lies in service  sector as Myanmar’s  economy is  being integrated into the 

global market. Tay Za was one of the few oligarchs who had been investing in hotels 

and tourism long before 2011. He bought Kandawgyi Palace Hotel in 2010 and had 

been investing in tourist resorts  over the  past decade. Tourism-related businesses in 

28     Responsible Tourism in Myanmar: Current Situation and Challenges



his  Htoo Group of Companies (HGC) are  Aureum Palace Hotels and Resorts,  Air Ba-

gan and Myanmar Treasure Resorts.

Zaw Zaw of Max Myanmar Construction became extremely wealthy with his con-

tract for Nay Pyi Taw construction project by forging close  ties with Than Shwe. He 

has already repositioned himself out of construction investing in the banking sector, 

hotels and tourism. Zaw Zaw runs the high-end Royal Kumudra Hotel chain52  and 

roadside  patrol stations that can be seen everywhere in the  country. The  govern-

ment paid Zaw Zaw’s  Royal Kumudra Hotel in Nay Pyi Taw with 10 automobile  li-

cense permits, each valued at 180,000 USD, Reuter reports.

In February 2010, the state-owned Myanmar  Airways International sold 80 per-

cent of its stake  to Kambawza Bank, Myanmar’s largest private  bank owned by Aung 

Ko Win who acquired his  wealth through jade  mining concessions through his asso-

ciation with the SPDC’s  second most powerful man, General Maung Aye. In April 

2011, the Kambawza Bank launched Air KBZ, becoming the  fourth privately owned 

airline  in the  country.53  The  other airline  owned by KBZ  is Air Myanmar. When the 

railway is privatised it is most likely to fall into the hands of one of the oligarchs as 

clean businesses cannot compete  with them, in terms of capital and connection. The 

Burmese say that ‘whenever they (the  generals  or the  former generals) spill,  they will 

spill into their own pocket.’

‘Report on Tourism in Burma’ by Info Birmanie, a Paris-based Burma campaign 

group, released in March 2011, features a non-exhaustive  list of crony tourism busi-

nesses in Myanmar.54  In response, Network Myanmar  notes that Myanmar tourist in-

dustry was running on a loss before  2011 and few cronies were interested to invest 

in travel and tourism.55  This situation, however, is rapidly changing as Myanmar 
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braces itself for mass tourism. Even the lesser-known provincial cronies who operate 

below the  radar of international scrutiny are  investing now in the  tourist industry. 

Ahlon U Tin Win, the  owner of Tin Win Tun Company in Monywa, a trade centre 

about 100 km north of Mandalay, specialises in wood extraction in Sagaing Division 

and Kachin State. Since the  local authorities provided a thirty year lease of an esti-

mated 3500 acres  of farmland in 2008 in Kani,  near Monywa, Ahlon U Tin Win has 

been at loggerheads with local farmers who accuse his company for land grabbing. 

He  is also the  owner of Win Unity Hotel, the biggest hotel in Monywa, built on a re-

claimed land, formerly a lake and a public space. In Kani,  a severe  drought in the 

summer of 2012 brought greater strain on the local communities. However given the 

opportunity locals refused to drink water from crony Tin Win’s wells. ‘The grassroots 
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are not satisfied with junta-like cronies and they hate them.’ says a Monywa resident. 

In Mawlamyaing, Strand Road, another reclaimed land along the  Salween bank, 

newly built crony-owned hotels have emerged recently. The Mawlamyaing Strand 

Hotel, owned by Tay Za, built over the ten years since 2002 is one among them.56

As of February 2012, Myanmar has 22 foreign-invested hotels, 9 government 

and 678 private hotels, having 11 hotel zones at tourist enclaves. The existing hotel 

zones are in Nay Pyi Taw, Yangon, Mandalay and Bago, Rakhine, Mawlamyine, Ba-

gan, Taunggyi, Chaungtha, Golden Triangle and Ngwehsaung. New hotel zones are 

The document is a receipt from Forestry De-

partment of Sagaing Division. It says, 'the re-

ceipt of the land leased to those who have 

trespassed the protected area.' The protected 

area in question had been cleared and defor-
ested by timber extraction by local authorities 

and cronies. Landless and internally displaced 

farmers from Ayartaw Township near Mandalay 

had been encouraged to occupy the deforested 

protected area since 1998 and the lease had 
been renewed annually until 2004. This docu-

ment shows the annual lease for the year 2003-4. 

In 2008 the farmers in the area were shocked to 

learn that the 3,500 acre land had been leased 

to a local crony, and they were supposed to 
move out of the area. Since then about 100 

farmers had been fighting against land grab-

bing in Kani, Monywa. At least one local farmer 

was sent to jail over the dispute. This annual 

lease shows the ridiculously low rent of 1,000 
kyat (1 USD at today exchange rate) for 10 acres 

of land' for a year. It was devised to cover the 

local authorities' infringement of protected 

areas in case they faced investigation by higher 

authorities.
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popping up along the road between Yangon International Airport and the  planned 

Hanthawaddy International Airport.57  Myanmar now has an estimated 25,000 hotel 

rooms across the  country, mostly in three- to four-star categories. Five-star properties 

account for only five percent of the total. Singapore  has been the  biggest investor in 

Myanmar's hotel sector with 597.75 million USD, followed by Thailand with 263.25 

million USD, Japan with 183.01 million USD, China's Hong Kong with 77 million 

USD, Malaysia with 20 million USD and Britain with 3.4 million USD. Yangon's Se-

dona Hotel, Strand Hotel, Traders Hotel,  Park Royal Hotel and Dusit Inya Lake Hotel, 

Mandalay's Sedona Hotel, Mandalay Hill Resort Hotel, Mandalay Swan Hotel and 

Thiri Pyitsayar Sakura Hotel are  foreign-owned hotels. As Myanmar prepares for the 

27th Southeast Asian Games, Myanmar tourism authorities  are anxious to meet the 

demand of foreign guests arriving for the games by building over 50 hotels across 

the  country.58 The shortage  of mid-range and high-end hotels means that, in Yangon 

alone, an additional 1,670 hotel rooms are  being made available by April 2013.59 

The  locals are  aware that, just like  Zaw Zaw’s Kumudra Hotel in Nay Pyi Taw, gov-

ernment’s new hotels are  contracted to the cronies and are  likely to be paid in barter 

system.

This is  not to  argue  that the tourist industry in Myanmar is totally dominated by 

cronies. Network Myanmar  in 2011 estimated that state  and crony hotels constituted 

less than 10 percent of all hotels. However, the most striking feature  about tourism 

has been ‘how quickly the  industry was introduced once  the area was pacified.’60 

Derek Tonkin of Network Myanmar notes that the  US’ Specially Designated Nation-

als List (SDN) targeting the Burmese  cronies has been counter-productive and con-

tributed to the astronomical rise of property prices in Myanmar:

32     Responsible Tourism in Myanmar: Current Situation and Challenges



‘...crony capitalism in the hotel sector is rather forced on them by US 

sanctions against SDNs. There are no outlets for their profits except by 

reinvestment at home. So, willy-nilly, they dump their ill-gotten gains 

into real estate, including hotels and resorts, not in the expectation of 

further profits, but as safe havens, for the future. Land and property in-

variably provide value in the longer-term.’61

As such, it is  likely that if responsible tourists want to avoid putting their money 

into crony pockets, their choices  will be increasingly limited in the near future. An 

accurate  stock taking of cronies’ stake  in Myanmar tourism infrastructure projects is 

for a large part due to responsible tourism.

Since the 2011 tourist season, package tour sales have dropped despite  the 

dramatic rise in the  number of arrivals in Myanmar, indicating that Myanmar is set to 

become a top destination for Foreign Independent Travellers (FIT).62  The existing 

number of small-scale hotels, however, cannot keep up with the influx of FITs. There 

exists a myriad of smaller enterprises and guesthouses in Myanmar but most of them 

are not certified to lodge foreign tourists. The  system continues to give  an upper 

hand to larger hotels in the Myanmar tourist industry. In the long run, it is likely that 

smaller hoteliers, on failing to keep up with the  standards for foreign guests set by 

the  authorities, will perish or be taken over by foreign or crony-owned businesses. To 

counter this, Nicole  Haeusler, one of the experts  on Myanmar Responsible  Tourism 

Policy, recommends that ‘a specific credit be implemented by the  banks for small 

and medium enterprises in hospitality and tourism.’63 Even if such a scheme is realis-

able, the booming of low-end hotels should not be  encouraged. Locations in Thai-
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land and Nepal have  been over-run by backpackers. In Laos, formerly exotic Vang 

Vieng has been turned into a ‘hedonistic backpackers’ paradise.’  In Spain, in the 

mid-1980s, the  authorities had to shut down low-end hotels at tourist resorts on Mal-

lorca to protect the area from becoming a backpacker colony. Thus another paradox 

of tourism is that affluent tourists who have better spending power are likely to end 

up at better hotels, their money fuelling crony capitalism or foreign businesses, 

whereas Foreign Independent Travellers, encouraged by Aung San Suu Kyi, tend to 

be frugal and are  likely to stay in smaller hotels, contributing relatively less to local 

economies.64

Analysts who hope  that cronies can be shepherded systematically towards a 

good end may be misguided.65  The  very nature  and practice  of cronyism and crony 

capitalism allows little  room for transparency and accountability, let alone Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR). Privatisation of all public services, from electricity and 

water to roads and transportation systems has made  it increasingly impossible  to get 

around Myanmar without putting any money into a crony’s  purse. From elite highway 

bus services, upscale  roadside  stopover restaurant franchises to the virtual toll road 

monopoly in Myanmar, all of which are the  creations of cronies and directly benefit 

the  crony system. Self-help smaller enterprises lack the capacity as well as the means 

to meet the health and safety standards of responsible  tourism. The challenge  there-

fore exists how tourism can address Myanmar’s structural poverty and the  monopoli-

sation of business by a wealthy minority. If responsible  tourism is  to address the 

three aspirations  economic growth, environmental sustainability and social justice, 

the  latter two can be seen as somewhat unattainable  given the  current setting of 

Myanmar’s crony capitalism.
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5. Myanmar’s Responsible Tourism Policy and its Challenges

The  ultimate aim of responsible tourism, the  notion of sustainable tourism itself, 

is contested. In the underdeveloped world, sustainable  tourism is often regarded as 

an ideological tool that the first world countries impose  on developing economies. 

According to the  World Bank, 55 percent gross domestic revenues from tourism in 

the  developing countries flows back to the developed countries.66  Different indices 

to gauge economic sustainability, political sustainability, ecological sustainability, 

and cultural sustainability have generated numerous debates. Myanmar Responsible 

Tourism Policy is likely to undermine the  very essence of sustainable development if 

it continues to favour the current Myanmar economic dynamic dominated by crony 

capitalism and foreign investment at the  expense of political, ecological and cultural 

sustainability.

Every tourism development must be participatory in nature if it is to be  politically 

sustainable. Destination level communities must be able to control their social and 

ecological environments and be the foremost beneficiaries  of tourism. The  major 

weakness in Myanmar’s responsible  tourism policy might be exactly the  lack of a 

bottom-up participatory and inclusive process.67  The Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 

has not released any information as to which stakeholders were  involved in the  de-

velopment of their current tourism policy. Not to mention the destination level par-

ticipation, development of tourism as a national priority sector has not been dis-

cussed and legislated in the parliament.68

Whereas the  Ministry of Hotels and Tourism should plan responsible  tourism 

step by step in a reasonable  timeframe in light of tourism infrastructure  develop-

ments  and tourist capacity,  it is clear that they have worked to the contrary: opening 
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the  country to mass tourism without a cap on the volume of tourists. The  Ministry of 

Hotels and Tourism of Myanmar began its  reform efforts in March 2011. In February 

2012, the first ‘Responsible Tourism Week’ workshop was organised in Nay Pyi Taw 

in collaboration with Myanmar Tourism Federation and Hanns Seidel Foundation 

(Germany) with a team of international and local consultants, Goodwin et al, private 

and public stakeholders and representatives from twenty-two tourism-related minis-

tries. The  result of those  efforts was Nay Pyi Taw Responsible Tourism Statement, 

which outlines steps towards a policy of responsible tourism. In September, the team 

organised a series of workshops with some 350 participants in the  five  tourist en-

claves of, Yangon, Bagan, Inlay Lake, Kyaington and Ngwe Saung, the  findings of 

which led to the Ministry’s Responsible Tourism Policy, ‘a living document’, or ‘a set 

of national policy principles that provide the  foundation for Myanmar’s Tourism De-

velopment Strategy and Action Plan.’

The  nine  aims that guide  Myanmar Responsible  Tourism Policy are not country-

specific and are applicable to any underdeveloped country developing responsible 

tourism. They are not location-specific in that there are no detailed recommenda-

tions for certain locations. The action plan views ‘tourism as a national priority sector, 

for broad-based local,  social economic development’, which seeks to ‘maintain cul-

tural diversity and authenticity, conservation and enhancement of the  environment, 

compete on product richness, diversity and quality ― not just price, ensure health, 

safety and security of our visitors, institutional strengthening to manage tourism, a 

well-trained and rewarded workforce, minimising unethical practices.’

The  nine aims are  to be realised by 58 action points (the drivers of the policy) 

which set high, medium and low priorities. The  action points also identify stakehold-
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ers and responsible  partners but do not commit to a timeframe for 

implementation.69  To pick but a few, for the  first aim, tourism is a national priority 

sector, the highest action point is  ‘integrated tourism planning, land use, zoning, 

building control and resource planning’ and ‘legislation and tax concessions to se-

cure improvement of environmental and social standards in existing tourism prop-

erty’ set as ‘medium.’ For ‘broad-based local social-economic development’, the 

promotion of ‘local entrepreneurship through micro and small enterprises in building 

local capacity in partnership with established local, national and international part-

ners’ ranks ‘medium’ on the agenda and The Ministry of Cooperatives, one of the 

remnants of the socialist era economy that has not been known for transparency or 

accountability, is viewed as a ‘focal point.’  The agenda affords high priority to estab-

lishing ‘Cooperate Social Responsibility (CSR) in all tourism-related businesses.’  It 

remains to be seen with an influx of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and with a tradi-

tion of imbedded cronyism, whether CSR will be  established and enforced by the 

government.70

The  efforts of concerned organisations and individuals in the development of a 

responsible  tourism policy with the  Ministry on the  national level are commendable. 

Yet there  exists the risk that their goodwill in establishing a responsible  tourism 

agenda will be used as a marketing ploy by the authorities and cronies who have 

demonstrated little  care about the country in the  past.71  One of the biggest chal-

lenges in ‘integrated tourism planning’  will be  ‘institutional strengthening’  and coor-

dination between the  ministries and implementation of policies on local level. The 

hierarchical nature  of Myanmar’s ministries  with former military officers at their helm 

is problematic as national security issues maintain at the  core  of policy decisions. As 
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such it is questionable  whether the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism will have  enough 

leverage to influence the other ministries and authorities on local issues.

Another impending challenge in ‘zoning’ is ‘conservation and enhancement of 

the  environment.’ The  2006 National Environmental Performance Assessment on 

Myanmar found that:

‘Myanmar’s exceptionally rich biodiversity could not escape the effect 

of the pressure on habitats during the last two decades, in particular 

the rapid loss of natural forest in the 1980s (and its continuation to this 

day), and loss of mangroves. The authorities’ response has been to ex-

pand the protected area system to about 6.5 per cent of the total land 

area by 2004.’72

The  assessment concedes that ‘the influence  of commercial logging is not easy 

to analyse. Available data does not support the notion that commercial logging op-

erations  systematically violated existing annual allowable cut (AAC) regulations. The 

key to a satisfactory explanation seems to lie in illegal logging taking place  in re-

mote and difficult-to-monitor areas.’73

Recently even the protected areas, where signs in Burmese that warn the locals 

‘Felling a Tree equals to Three  Years  in Jail.’ have fallen pray to illegal logging and 

poaching. Locals in nearby villages are  bitterly aware  that wildlife sanctuary Alaung-

taw Kathapa National Park, a top destination for ecotourism in Myanmar, is being cut 

down for wood and its  inhabitants, bears for bile  and peacocks for feather, hunted 

down by the Chinese traffickers who have paid off the local authorities.74
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In Kachin State, the renowned Hukaung Valley Tiger Reserve, known as  the 

world’s largest protected space for tigers, covering an area of 21,890 square  kilome-

tres, has turned out to be  a sham facade. ‘Despite  much fanfare little  if any actual 

environmental conservation has been carried out in the  ecologically sensitive valley 

because  Burmese government policy has encouraged the  Yuzana company, a firm 

strongly associated with Than Shwe to operate  large  scale  gold mining and planta-

tion projects in the reserve,’ says the Kachin Development Networking Group.75

The  key to responsible tourism in Myanmar, as in all other countries, will be visi-

tor management. In September, just a week before Myanmar Responsible Tourism 

Policy was released, the  country had joined ‘the  CLMV Tourism Co-operation’ to de-

velop tourism in four countries, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam, aiming to 

attract 25 million international visitors to the  region from 2013 to 2015. The  CLMV 

plan aims to receive at least four million ‘exchange visitors’ over the period, and 

specifies ‘increased information exchange  among the four countries as well as the 

development of joint tourism products that are  of high quality.’ It is likely that the 

four countries  will also ‘consider the  issuance of a single tourist visa for five countries 

in the  Mekong sub-region including Thailand, after assessing the effectiveness of 

one  planned by Thailand and Cambodia.’76 Unless arrangements to split the  revenue 

from visa fees are  made, joining a common Southeast Asia visa zone would deprive 

Myanmar of millions of US dollars made annually from visa application fees, espe-

cially from Western tourists, as Myanmar embassies are few and far between in the 

West. Since the  ruling Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) is widely ex-

pected to be voted out in the 2015 elections, Myanmar’s  membership of the CLMV 

is also seen as the former generals’ attempt to ‘make hay while the sun shines’.
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In the first half of 2012, the capacity of Myanmar’s tourist industry was over-

stretched by the arrival of half a million tourists, many of them on business travels 

occupying Yangon hotels, according to a hotelier in Yangon. The  CLMV shows that 

Myanmar tourism authorities have  simply ignored ‘the value-based strategy over 

volume-based strategy’,  the  advice  given to them by UNWTO at a meeting in Yan-

gon July 2012. Given the current infrastructure, even a modest projection of three 

million tourists a year over the  next few years will overstretch the  country’s capacity. 

The  following advice by the UNWTO’s Asia-Pacific regional director Mr. Xu Jing was 

not heeded: ‘Sometimes less is more. Yangon, for example, has many beautiful old 

buildings that could be restored instead of destroyed for new development. Myan-

mar should focus on its unique strengths and ensure  its infrastructure is  improved to 

match future demand.’77

In the mean time Asia Development Bank has sought to support Myanmar’s 

Tourism Master Plan, set up in July 2012, through ‘technical assistance.’78 On 5 No-

vember 2012, Norway, one of the  first countries to resume engagement with the 

Myanmar government, pledged 225,000 USD to help the  government draw up the 

Tourism Master Plan, which is expected to be finalised by March 2013. A team of 

experts at Bangkok’s Thammasat University is  charged with submitting the draft Mas-

ter Plan by February 2013.79

For Myanmar tourism to be  responsible, controlling or restricting the volume  of 

traffic flow to a manageable  level (value over volume, again) is paramount. A rea-

sonable target volume to meet the projection of tourism development must be  set 

to ensure both a pleasant experience for tourists and sustainability for the  host 

communities. As of 2011, there were only 25,002 rooms, certified for foreign tour-
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ists, in 731 hotels, motels and guesthouses in 48 cities all over Myanmar. An addi-

tional 6,560 rooms are said to have been developed by foreign companies. The 

same  year saw nearly 400,000 tourists. Almost 30 percent are cross-border tourists, 

compared to half a million tourists in the first half of 2012.80  It is expected that tour-

ist volume will increase exponentially in Myanmar, as it has in other CLMV countries. 

Davina Stanford proposes the following three steps to manage responsible behav-

iours of tourists:

A three-step model was developed to foster responsible tourist behav-

iour. The first and crucial step is for the destination to set its objectives, 

then, to market to the most appropriate tourists. The third step is to 

optimise the responsible behaviour of these tourists once they have 

arrived, through visitor management which encourages and facilitates 

responsible behaviour. The New Zealand context provides a good ex-

ample of this approach.81

The  responsibility for visitor management lies  with the Ministry of Hotels and 

Tourism,  Ministry of Home Affairs and the  Ministry of Immigration and Population. 

Since each and every area is unique, destination level communities  must be in-

formed and consulted as to the  pros and cons of mass tourism and how they can 

contribute to making their area conducive  to responsible tourism. Besides the in-

creased volume of cross-border tourism, the CLMV Tourism Cooperation Plan will be 

the biggest challenge in Myanmar’s tourism management.
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For tourism in Myanmar to be  responsible  as well as sustainable, area protection 

must be enforced immediately and effectively. Illegal logging and poaching in exist-

ing national parks  must be  stopped immediately. New laws that are  relevant to the 

aims of responsible  tourism must be legislated to protect historic sites, natural re-

serves, and religious sites.82  Two top tourist enclaves, Inle  Lake  (Inlay Lake) and Ba-

gan (Pagan) are already feeling the  pinch and the greater potential for cultural dam-

age given the impending tourism boom.

In ‘Working Paper for Tourism Development for Inlay Lake (April 2012)’, Institute 

for  International Development (IID) concludes that ‘To arrive at a positive  bottom 

line outcome, both tourism and its related economic sectors (from fishing, forestry 

and agriculture  to education, health and sanitation) have to be  seen in total, and 

steered into a synergetic direction. Tourism cannot perform that task alone. And a 

strategy of maximising visitor numbers and focus on revenue and impact (Return on 

Investment, ROI) per visitor, will only exacerbate  the problem.’  The environmental 

fragility of the  Inle Lake notwithstanding, the  Shan State government has approved a 

622-acre  (2.5 square kilometre) hotel zone near Ingyin village  on the  eastern side of 

Inle  Lake, about 26 kilometres (16 miles) from Nyaungshwe. Inle Lake Conservation 

Department under the Shan State Ministry of Forestry argues that the site  was cho-

sen because  it would have  the least impact on the environment and it was unlikely to 

create land ownership disputes.83

Yet the  manifold increase in tourist volume on Inlay Lake  will no doubt exacer-

bate  the devastation of the lake  which had been shrinking at an alarming rate  over 

the  past decade  due to ‘soil erosion, sedimentation and deforestation in the water-

shed area.’84 Joern Kristensen, the Myanmar Director of the  Institute for  International 
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Development cautions that ‘It is not only tourism and the  increasing number of visi-

tor that place pressure  on the lake. The area of floating gardens has increased 6-7 

times over the past 20 years. That means much more chemical fertiliser and pesti-

cides in the  lake with a negative impact on water quality and peoples health.’85 

Other environmental groups share the  concern that Inle’s ecosystem has become 

very fragile and the  lake  is  suitable only for carefully managed volume-controlled 

tourism.86

On 22 October 2012, the first ever local protest against tourism infrastructure 

projects  in Myanmar was staged in Bagan-Nyaung Oo Township. The  locals dis-

sented the  emergence of hotels and restaurants in the  42 square kilometre Bagan 

cultural heritage  site. There are  11 hotel zones  in Myanmar, including Bagan, with 

more hotel zones mushrooming to meet the market demand. The locals’ demand 

that Bagan cultural heritage  site  be respected and the expansion of new hotel and 

restaurant projects on the site  be stopped has not been heeded by the authorities. 

Min Aung Naing, the  spokesperson of the  protest,  at a press conference on 10 No-

vember 2012 in Yangon says, ‘We  are  determined to continue the  protest until our 

demands are met,’ as he was planning another protest.87

Perhaps a lesson can be learned from Cambodia, where  the recommendations 

by the 1994 Zoning and Environmental Management Plan (ZEMP), adopted by the 

International Coordinating Committee for  the Safeguarding and Development of 

Angkor (ICC) did not materialise in 12 years:

The ICC unequivocally adopted ZEMP’s recommendations and retained 

the hotel zone as the keystone of their tourism management program 
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throughout the 90s. Under the guidance of the ICC, the Cambodian-

run body for developing the Angkor region—the Authority for the Pro-

tection and Safeguarding of the Angkor Region (APSARA)—secured 

the necessary legal framework for the hotel zone, in the form of a sub-

decree in 1995, and set about purchasing the land. However, 12 years 

after the initial ZEMP recommendations, the project has failed to mate-

rialize. In early 2005, rather than being a space of luxury hotels and 

landscaped gardens, the zone is little more than a grid of roads and 

kilometers of wire fencing.88
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Tim Winter attributes the  sorry state to ‘the  evolution of Siem Reap’s tourism in-

dustry as a series of discordant economic, cultural,  and political scapes and flows.’ If 

Myanmar is to avoid the Cambodian pitfall,  the authorities have  to be serious about 

their commitment to the  Responsible Tourism Policy. Area protection, industrial 

regulation, code  of conduct for all stakeholders, environmental impact assessment 

for each tourism development projects, sustainability indicators  must be viewed as 

high priorities. The Ethical Tour Operator  Group (ETOG) and Social Impact Assess-

ment (SIA) by Tourism Concern, is  one such guide  for assessing the impact of tourist 

developments.89

There is no local civil society group or community-based organisation dedicated 

solely to responsible tourism or alternative  tourism in Myanmar. The  concept is 

rather new even for the tour operators and the government. Over the past few 

years, the  ECPAT international, a global network of organisations against child 

abuse, has enlisted help from the industry and convinced over 1000 companies from 

42 countries to sign their code of conducts.90  Such measures should be emulated by 

Myanmar civil society groups which are concerned with the negative  impacts of tour-

ism.

Conclusion and Recommendations

In charge of a transition economy, that has mostly been in the  primary economic 

sector, Myanmar government is  more than willing to prioritise tourism in the  national 

development agenda, especially to earn foreign currency, to improve the country’s 

image, and to provide  employment to the population. Myanmar has shut itself out 

to global economic forces since  the  1960s and has recently reopened to embrace 

globalisation.
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Myanmar attests  to the validity of the notion that ‘tourism is part of globalisa-

tion, albeit a rather special variant.’ When ‘the world’ wanted to embrace Burma, the 

country had closed its door to ‘the  world’ during the  socialist era. When Myanmar 

wanted to open the door, ‘the world’ had shunned the  country over the  SLORC/

SPDC years. Today both ‘the  world’ and Myanmar have decided to embrace one 

another, whether the latter is prepared or not.

Touristification of the  country has already begun. More than the  West, China and 

India, the world’s largest mass tourism exporting countries, that are  expected to 

produce a combined figure of 50 millions  tourists a year in the  coming decade 

would pose the most formidable challenge to responsible tourism in Myanmar. The 

whole project of Responsible Tourism is doomed to fail from the start and bound to 

become another ‘tragedy of the  common people’ if the stakeholders, especially ho-

tel-  and tourism-related Ministries, continue  in their corrupt practices to use respon-

sible tourism as a window dressing policy to attract investment and tourist dollars.91

The  following set of recommendations, which is not contradictory but compli-

mentary to the  objectives of the  current Myanmar Responsibility Policy, is addressed 

to the state, businesses and concerned third parties:

1. Human rights: Social, cultural and economic rights of the people in host 

communities, including the rights of the people who are not involved in 

tourism but are affected by it, must be ensured.

2. Visitor management: In light of a proposed CLMV visa and the explosive 

potentials of cross-border tourist volume, tourism infrastructure develop-

ment must focus on managing and facilitating the cross-border tourism 
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market. The authorities must ensure that Myanmar’s tourist infrastructure 

is not strained by a large number of low-end tourists.

3. Small and medium enterprises: The state must initiate and facilitate fi-

nancing agreements (specific credit) to encourage small and medium en-

terprise in the hospitality and tourist industry. At the same time, the 

authorities must prevent the likely development of backpacker colonies.92

4. Area protection and zoning: Legal implementation and qualification of 

local stakeholders for environmental protection and preservation of cul-

tural heritage sites must be one of the top priorities.

5. Bottom-up inclusive approach in tourism development projects: Destina-

tion level communities should be empowered so they can monitor gov-

ernment and businesses, especially crony businesses in tourism. Their 

right to information must be guaranteed by the state. The efficacy of My-

anmar Tourism Policy can be determined only when each of its 'action 

points' is set in a time frame for effective implementation and evaluation 

by Myanmar’s Tourism Master Plan.

6. Local sourcing in tourism-related economic activities: Myanmar’s new For-

eign Investment Law stipulates that, in appointing skilled citizen workers, 

technicians and staff for skilled business, foreign investors employ ‘at least 

25 percent local staff from the start of the enterprise to the first two years, 

at least 50 percent local staff within the next two years, and at least 75 

percent in the third two years. However, the time limit for ‘knowledge-

based enterprises’ is amendable.93

Similar law should be promulgated by Myanmar state and division gov-

ernments to encourage local sourcing of labour in the provinces by do-

mestic firms in tourist industry. It is known that the industry usually brings 
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in labour to cut the training costs and save time to meet market demands.

There is a severe shortage of qualified tour guides in Myanmar as there is 

only one tour guide training and licensing centre in the country. The out-

dated, restrictive and costly government tour guide-licensing rule should 

be discarded.94 Tour guide training centres should be opened in all major 

tourist enclaves. Ideally tour operators should employ local guides who 

are well versed in local knowledge, instead of using a single guide for all 

the enclaves. Hospitality industries should source their food from local 

farms as much as possible, noting that local sourcing for food ingredients 

would facilitate a broader, horizontal economic impact in surrounding 

communities.95

7. Code of conduct and social sanction: Myanmar tourism-related busi-

nesses should come together in drafting a culture-specific code of con-

duct with accompanying regulations, aimed at individual tourists and 

businesses alike, conducive to the aspirations of responsible tourism.96

8. Myanmar responsible tourism watch: Location-specific responsible tour-

ism policy must incorporate ways to monitor and enforce CSR. The com-

mitments made in the current Responsible Tourism Policy must be fol-

lowed up with environmental impact assessment and sustainability indica-

tors on a regular basis.

On their part, international civil society must empower their counterparts 

in Myanmar, fostering participation, responding to the shortfall in respon-

sible tourism awareness, qualification, and resources. A mechanism 

should similarly be developed for greater civil society involvement in re-

sponsible tourism policy making. It is particularly important that local and 

international NGOs are truly independent from the state and business in-
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terests, so as to collect reliable and meaningful data for social impact as-

sessment from the host communities that will be affected by mass tour-

ism. There is an additional need for NGO’s to cooperate with ECPAT, in-

ternational partners and the relevant Myanmar authorities to ensure the 

protection of children.97

‘One of the most fascinating aspects of travel in Myanmar is the opportunity to ex-

perience a corner of Asia that, in many ways, has changed little since British colonial 

times.’ says the Lonely Planet. It remains to be seen how this place of authenticity 

will be reshaped by tourism as a force of globalisation in the near future, and how 

the state of Myanmar will respond to the challenges of mass tourism. There is an ur-

gent need for a critical debate on mass tourism in Myanmar, particularly the viability 

and frailty of Myanmar Responsible Tourism Policy that is soon to be framed by My-

anmar Tourism Master Plan. Perhaps the paradox of responsible tourism in Myanmar 

is most concisely reflected in the statement, ‘Practice safe sex. Prostitution is illegal 

in Myanmar.’98
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Types of Tourism, their Potentials and Perils in Myanmar

1) Spiritual Journeys/Commodification of Buddhism

Traditionally Burma/Myanmar had been known as a top destination for Teravada 

Buddhist meditation. This type of tourism, if marketed and managed with care, can 

be the  most sustainable form of tourism, providing both visitor satisfaction and host 

communities’ development. On the other hand, Janette  Philip and David Mercer 

have  criticised the Visit Myanmar Year 1996 as the  junta’s attempt to commodify 

Buddhism, ‘selling Buddhism and its architectural symbols  and ceremonies as the 

key attractions for overseas tourists to Burma.’

2) Enclave Tourism/Heritage Attractions/Unfreedom of Travel

Most forms of tourism in Myanmar are enclave tourism. The government and 

crony businesses have been developing a tourist route  especially to cater to enclave 

tourism, where tourists can go with relative  ease  to must-see places in the country. 

For return tourists  who want to see  more of the country and its culture, accessibility 

remains very limited in the  country. To travel beyond tourist enclaves prescribed by 

the  government, ‘package tour groups and Foreign Independent Travellers (FIT) 

must apply for a permit through licensed tour operators’ and it usually takes 5 to 7 

days for approval. The information (only in Burmese probably as directive  to tour 

operators) is available at the homepage of Myanmar’s Ministry of Hotels and Tour-

ism.
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3) Ethnic Tourism/Human Zoos

Myanmar’s  tourism authorities and businessmen have been staging ‘authenticity’ 

in this  area of tourism in the  past. In promotional materials, ethnic peoples in their 

villages are  seen in festive  dress and in festive  mood performing for tourists all time 

of the year. In the case of the  ‘union village’  in Thanlyin near Yangon, catering espe-

cially to domestic tourists, the  image of a happy ‘Union of Myanmar’  is  squeezed 

into one  enclave  and all major ethnic groups are to be found there. It should be 

noted that the  struggle for ethnic rights and autonomy is  ongoing for most ethnic 

groups in the  country and it is the  cause of the  intractable civil war. Tourists are ad-

vised to approach ethnic villages with some thoughts on power relations and labour 

relations between the  central government or businesspeople  and the ethnic peoples 

on display. Authenticity will be  hard to come  by in ethnic villages set as tourist at-

tractions by the government.

4) Ecotourism

The  term ecotourism was coined in 1985 by Michael Romeril in his article ‘Tour-

ism and the  Environment: Towards a Symbiotic Relationship.’  Since then there have 

emerged several definitions of ecotourism. The three key elements  of ecotourism 

are nature-based destination, learning-focused interaction between the tourists and 

the  natural attraction, and environmental, social-cultural sustainability. Since there 

are no universally agreed-upon indicators for sustainability, there is  no way of estab-

lishing with certainty that a particular tourism product meets this criterion. Myanmar 

is a prospective market both for what David Weaver calls ‘hard ecotourism’ and ‘soft 

ecotourism.’ The  former are committed to a high level of environmentalism and the 
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latter to ‘steady state’, sustainability 

that maintains the equilibrium of the 

status quo. Effective zoning and area 

protection must be  implemented and 

enforced with commitment. Ecologi-

cally fragile  and vulnerable areas must 

be marked as off-limits to tourism, 

even to hard ecotourism. As for now 

only security-intensive areas are 

deemed out of bounds to tourists.

5) Sex Tourism/Romance Tourism

The  UNWTO defines sex tourism as 

‘trips organised from within the  tourism sector, or from outside  this sector but using 

its structures  and networks, with the  primary purpose of effecting a commercial sex-

ual relationship by the  tourist with residents at the destination.’ Myanmar is a country 

with enormous sexual and erotic capital. Sexual capital is  defined as ‘a form of social 

worthiness granted to an individual, as a result of his or her sexual attractiveness to 

the  majority of his  or her social group. As with other forms of capital, sexual capital is 

convertible, and may be useful in acquiring other forms of capital, including social 

capital and economic capital.’ To Catherine  Hakim, ‘erotic capital’  is a personal asset 

and it is  ‘a combination of physical and social attractiveness that goes well beyond 

sexual attractiveness.’ Sex tourism is antithetical to responsible  tourism. Additionally, 

Heidi Dahles has observed an increasing trend in what she calls ‘romance tourism’ in 

the region, Western women seeking the company of Southeast Asian men.
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6) War Tourism99/Morbid Tourism

‘What is striking about tourism is how quickly the  industry was introduced once 

the  area was pacified.’100 In Sri Lanka, many domestic tourists are visiting the  fallen 

strongholds of Tamil Tiger rebels. A good many of war tourists are  former Tamil 

refugees who have been resettled in the  West. Now they are returning to former war 

zones and are  contributing to local economies. As in Sri Lanka, war tourism has 

some potentials in Myanmar. One can only hope that the  ethnic insurgent move-

ments  and the  Myanmar government will come to reach a permanent truce and that 

the  former will not face the  plight of Tamil tigers. Morbid tourism happens when 

people go to see  unpleasant sights. There  is an abundance  of poverty and suffering 

in Myanmar if tourists are to be interested in morbid tourism.

Appendix 2: Myanmar Responsible Tourism Policy

The  Myanmar Responsible  Tourism Policy by the Ministry of Hotel and Tourism, 

Myanmar is  available at www.myanmartourism.org, www.hss.de/southeastasia or at 

www.burma-center.org/en/publications/documents/item/344-myanmar-responsible-t

ourism-policy
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About the Project

This report is one  of the  outputs of a project that seeks to facilitate  the  transition 

of Burma/Myanmar towards a genuine and participative  democracy. Some  of the 

project's  activities aim to empower civil society structures of Burmese migrants living 

in India, while  others  react to the recent opening up of the country and seek to bring 

about the equitable  participation of Burma’s population in the emerging opportuni-

ties  and to ensure that the  accelerated changes do not entrench practices of dis-

crimination and the deprivation of people’s rights.

Find out more about our tourism-related activities at:

EcoBurma   - www.ecoburma.com

Myanmar Tourism Watch - www.myanmartourismwatch.org
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