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Preface

The full social and economic impacts of 
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
are still unfolding. According to the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO, 2021), COVID-19 
has resulted in a dual shock, affecting both 
supply of and demand for agricultural 
products. Measures taken to control the 
spread of the disease have affected many 
supply chain activities, led to border and 
travel restrictions that caused agricultural 
labour shortages, and limited inputs to 
seeds, fertilizers and pesticides, among 
others. Despite such shocks, the efforts of 
government and agricultural stakeholders 
to keep agricultural markets open 
and trade flowing have contributed to 
remarkably resilient commodity markets. 
To support producers and other value chain 
stakeholders, measures were largely aimed 
at supporting specific groups of farmers 
through input subsidies or direct transfers 
to ensure sufficient domestic availability.

This report specifically looks at how the 
first wave of COVID-19 impacted on 
smallholder farmers in northern Shan 
State in Myanmar. The study examined 
the interactions of reduced border trade, 
remittances and contracted labour markets 
on household food security, nutrition and 
land tenure. In turn, tenure insecurity 
in rural areas may deepen the effects of 
COVID-19, as most rural people struggle 
to sustain their livelihoods through access 
to land and other natural resources. This is 
relevant as many ethnic groups in northern 
Shan State continue to manage their land 
through customary tenure rights that are 
not recognized by state authorities.

The study found that the closure of the 
Chinese border to trade resulted in job loss 
as a result of contracted labour markets, 
and the return of migrant labourers to rural 
areas, with consequences for the remittances 
they used to send home. This negatively 
affected their household food security and 
nutrition situation, as well as agricultural 
production and land tenure security.

Since the military coup on the 1 February 
2021, which deposed of and prevented 
a democratically elected parliament 
from forming a new government, the 
humanitarian situation in the country is at 
crisis level.  The widespread violence and 
severe disruptions to the economy as a result 
of the coup have created a dramatic descent 
in living standards.  In August 2021, the 
World Food Programme estimated that  
6.2 million people can go hungry by the end 
of this year.
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1. Rationale for the study

A recent FAO analysis projects that millions of 
people are likely to face hunger as a result of the 
COVID-19-triggered economic recession. A 
contraction of 2 percent will negatively impact 
14.4 million people, while a 5 percent contraction 
will impact 38.2 million people.1 FAO is finding 
that food supply chains are being affected by trade 
disruptions, border closures and quarantines, 
especially in countries that already face food 
shortages.2 There is also a projected 20 percent 
decline in remittances, worth an estimated USD 
110 billion, usually going to less developed 
countries in the Global South.3 These grim 
scenarios point to the severity of the pandemic’s 
impacts. Later studies document a strong 
resilience in remittance flows, notwithstanding an 
unprecedented global recession triggered by the 
pandemic (Kpodar et al., 2021). 

Although several studies were carried out on socio-
economic modeling and economic contraction, 
there have, however, been few studies about how 
these macro trends impact on smallholder farmer 
households’ economic and social conditions at the 
micro level, especially whether this has an impact 
on their access to, control of, and/or use of land, 
fisheries and forests. The Voluntary Guidelines 
on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, 
Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National 
Food Security (VGGT) provide a set of general 
implementation principles as well as guidance on 
good practices related to investments (Chapter 12), 
safeguards (Chapter 7), records of tenure rights 
(Chapter 17), transboundary matters (Chapter 22), 
and indigenous peoples and other communities 
with customary tenure systems (Chapter 9). 

Studies that fill the knowledge gap between macro- 
and micro-level impacts on smallholder farmers’ 
household economic and social conditions 
can help policymakers design more effective 
interventions to support smallholder farmers 
(less than 2 ha, or 5 acres), who own the majority 
1  http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/1273127/icode/ (accessed 10 

August 2020).
2  http://www.fao.org/2019-ncov/q-and-a/impact-on-food-and-

agriculture/en/ (accessed 10 August 2020).
3  https://www.knomad.org/covid-19-remittances-call-to-action/ 

(accessed 10 August 2020).

of all farms in the world, particularly in Asia and 
Africa, estimated by FAO to be 84 percent of 570 
million farms (Lowder, Skoet & Raney, 2016). This 
study seeks to explore this question by looking 
at the socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 on 
smallholder farmers in Myanmar’s Shan State. 

Shan State is the largest state in Myanmar, 
occupying a quarter of the country’s land mass 
(67.6 million hectares) and bordering Yunnan 
Province in China. It is inhabited by nine major 
ethnic groups. Many of these ethnic groups 
continue to manage their land through customary 
land tenure systems. The state is a fertile region 
where agriculture production is dominated by 
maize, and secondarily fruits. 

Corn is one of the top harvested crops in the 
country in terms of volume, with 1.9 million 
acres of corn plantations yielding approximately 3 
million tonnes of corn in 2019.4 About half of the 
country’s corn goes to the domestic market and the 
other half is exported. Major domestic markets are 
in Yangon, Mandalay and Taunggyi, and mostly 
supply livestock feed factories. 

According to the chair of the Myanmar Corn 
Industrial Association (MCIA), Union of 
Myanmar Federation of Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry (UMFCCI), corn is the predominant 
crop in Shan State, currently contributing 68 
percent of the country’s total production.5 Nearly 
all the corn in northern Shan State6 used to be 
exported to China through the border, mainly 
through loosely regulated trade routes. However, 
in late 2018, trade to China was significantly 
reduced when China changed its policy and 
began to impose stricter controls on sanitary and 
phytosanitary standards, requiring all exports to be 
sent through traders with official export licenses. 
In addition, COVID-19 also created various delays 
in the trade route as restrictions were put in place 
to limit the spread of the virus. In the first month 
of these restrictions, in place since 30 January 2020 
and becoming more strict over time in 2020, it is 
estimated that the country lost USD 15 million a 
day in total border trade with China, with USD 8 
million through the Muse border alone, the border 
gate that saw the greatest volume of trade prior to 

4  https://www.mmtimes.com/news/corn-traders-myanmar-get-organised-
anticipation-more-demand.html (accessed on 2 November 2020).

5 Interview, 13 November 2020.
6 Southern Shan State sells its corn mainly to the domestic livestock feed 

market.

http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/1273127/icode/
http://www.fao.org/2019-ncov/q-and-a/impact-on-food-and-agriculture/en/
http://www.fao.org/2019-ncov/q-and-a/impact-on-food-and-agriculture/en/
https://www.knomad.org/covid-19-remittances-call-to-action/
https://www.mmtimes.com/news/corn-traders-myanmar-get-organised-anticipation-more-demand.html
https://www.mmtimes.com/news/corn-traders-myanmar-get-organised-anticipation-more-demand.html
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Figure 1. Field interview being conducted 
with a Shan corn farmer (left)

the pandemic.7 This forced traders to scramble to 
find new trade routes. Together, these disruptions 
were reflected in the price of corn, whose price 
drop was sharply felt in northern Shan State. 
Traders estimate that the price was, on average, 
Myanmar kyat (MMK) 500 per viss8 before the 
introduction of COVID-19 restrictions, but stayed 
around MMK 350 per viss in 2020. 

Many small farmers in northern Shan State have 
been negatively impacted by falling prices since 
2019. The economic situation of smallholder 
households has also been affected by a drop 
in remittances from household members who 
migrate to other parts of the country or outside 
Myanmar in search of wage labour. Many migrant 
labourers had to return home because factories 
and other types of employment had shut down. 

This paper first provides background information 
on COVID-19’s impact on Myanmar’s national 
agriculture sector, on Shan State’s corn trade, and 
on remittances to rural communities, as linked 
to contracting labour markets. Extracting from 
household surveys conducted in four townships 
across northern Shan State, this paper provides 
findings for the following research questions: 

 ■ How has on-farm income been impacted by the 
pandemic?

 ■ How has off-farm income been impacted by the 
pandemic?

 ■ How has the situation contributed to the loss of 
access to, control of and/or use of land?

 ■ Is there a difference between households that 
have land titles (Form 7) and those where land 
is held customarily?

 ■ How has this situation contributed to household 
debt? 

 ■ How has this situation contributed to food 
insecurity and nutrition? 

 ■ How has this situation impacted on women 
and youth, who are among the vulnerable and 
marginalized people? 

 ■ What kind of coping strategies have households 
been forced to adopt? 

This paper concludes with a set of policy 
recommendations and ways forward.

7 The FY2018–2019 bi-lateral trade was valued at USD 11.3 billion. https://
www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/virus-hit-china-closed-business-
myanmar-exporters-feel-pinch.html (accessed on 2 November 2020).

8 10 000 MMK is around USD 7 (in March 2020) and 1 viss = 1.63 kilogram.

https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/virus-hit-china-closed-business-myanmar-exporters-feel-pinch.html
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/virus-hit-china-closed-business-myanmar-exporters-feel-pinch.html
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/virus-hit-china-closed-business-myanmar-exporters-feel-pinch.html
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2. Methodology

This study uses a mixed methods approach. 
The research involved a review of secondary 
literature, including the latest reports 
conducted by literature centres and 
international agencies tracking the impact 
of COVID-19 on Myanmar, and interviews 
with 8 key informants knowledgeable about 
the corn trade, 12 village leaders, and 48 
household interviews (4 in each of the 12 
villages across 3 townships in northern Shan 
State). Only smallholder farming households 
or those with less than 10 acres of land were 
included in this sample. All interviews were 
carried out from October to early December 
2020. Lashio, Hsipaw and Kyaukme 
townships were chosen because they are 
likely to incur higher transportation costs 
given their greater distance from Thailand, 
possibly resulting in lower profits for small 
farmers. Table 1 lists the location of the 
study’s primary informants.

The research faced two major limitations. 
COVID-19 lockdowns meant that the study 
had to be flexible in its approach to data 
collection. The international and national 
researchers relied on personal networks to 
identify key informants. Semi-structured 
interviews were carried out with key 
informants via phone or video calls. Because 
travel between states and regions in the 
country was strictly controlled, but travel 
within northern Shan State was permitted, 
a Lashio-based Shan researcher embedded 
in the local farmers’ network was hired to 
identify the target villages and to carry out 
in-person interviews adhering to necessary 
health and safety precautions. All interviews 
were conducted in Shan language and noted 
down in Myanmar language. The Myanmar 
language notes were then translated and 
collated into Excel for ease of analysis.9 

9 With the use of three languages and two translations from the 
original data before analysis, information may have been lost in 
translation. 

The second major limitation in this research 
was farmers’ difficulty in recalling their 
household accounting over the last three 
years (2018, 2019 and 2020) from on-farm 
and off-farm income sources. None of 
the farmers interviewed kept any written 
records of their expenses or revenues. 
This made it difficult to collect accurate 
data. Different approaches were used to 
increase the reliability of the data, such as by 
triangulating data with the village leader and 
by using a template of uniform farming costs 
and revenues that each farmer was verbally 
asked to complete during the interviews. In 
addition, it is likely that many farmers were 
not comfortable giving personal information 
about the full extent of the challenges they 
faced during the pandemic.

Table 1. Locations of primary sources of 
information 

Key informant 
interviews

3 corn traders in Shan State North

2 members of the UMFCCI, National level

3 members of the UMFCCI, Shan State level

Twelve villages included in study

Lashio Township Mine Kyine village, 4 out of 58 households total

Nar Shoe village, 4 out of 47 households

Pan Nar village, 4 out of 14 households

Nar Hlaing village, 4 out of 51 households

Kyaukme 
Township

Hae Pu village, 4 out of 107 households

Khone Mone village, 4 out of 193 households

Man Kyaung village, 4 out of 120 households

Man Sein village, 4 out of 51 households

Hsipaw Township Ho Naung village, 4 out of 150 households

Kone Thar village, 4 out of 120 households

Kone Pin village, 4 out of 38 households

Mine Lan village, 4 out of 78 households
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3. National agriculture 
sector 

The World Bank’s Myanmar Economic Monitor 
(Edition June 2020) projected that Myanmar’s 
agriculture would be negatively impacted by 
COVID-19, but will still be resilient and grow 
by an estimated 0.7 percent in fiscal year FY 
2019–2020,10 down from 1.6 percent in FY 
2018–2019. This was driven by strong crop 
production (54 percent of agriculture output), 
supported by favourable weather and increased 
demand for staple crops. Crop output was 
estimated to increase by an estimated 1.2 
percent in FY 2019–2020, supported by paddy 
(17 percent of agriculture output), as well as 
an increase in demand for beans and pulses. 
However, lockdowns and border closures 
disrupted logistics, sharply reducing domestic 
and foreign demand for perishable fruits and 
vegetables (8 percent of crop production), 
while contributing to a contraction in the 
livestock and fishery sector by -0.12 percent 
from FY 2018–2019 (World Bank, 2020).
However, the ongoing political turmoil and a 
rapidly rising third wave of COVID-19 cases in 
2021 are severely impacting an economy that 
had already been weakened by the pandemic in 
2020. Consequently, the economy is expected 
to contract around 18 percent in Myanmar’s 
FY2020–2021, with damaging implications 
for lives, livelihoods, poverty and future 
growth. Such a contraction, coming on top 
of weak growth in FY2020, would mean that 
the country’s economy is around 30 percent 
smaller than it would have been in the absence 
of COVID-19 and the military takeover of 
February 2021.11  

The International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) predicted that the agri-food 

10  Myanmar’s fiscal year begins on 1 October and ends on 20 
September of the following year.

11 For more details: https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/
myanmar/publication/myanmar-economic-monitor-july-2021-
progress-threatened-resilience-tested.

system, which refers to upstream production 
and downstream consumption activities, would 
decline by 24 percent during the lockdown 
period and would not recover by the end of 
2020 (IFPRI, 2020a). More recent data from 
March 2021 referred to an estimated reduction 
in annual national agri-food system GDP of 
between 7.5 and 17.4 percent (CGIAR, 2021a), 
whereas in September 2021 IFPRI reported that 
the agri-food system GDP declined by about 
33.5 percent due to income losses and supply 
chain disruptions in 2020-2021 (CGIAR, 
2021b). The closure of manufacturing factories 
contributed to nearly half of this decline, 
because factories produce the input materials 
for agriculture production and play a role in 
the marketing of food products to consumers. 
Other factors contributing to a contraction 
of the agri-food system in descending order 
of importance include: decline in export 
demand, fall in foreign remittances, closing 
non-essential businesses, closing construction 
activities, closing non-essential wholesale 
trade, closing hotels and restaurants, and 
transportation restrictions (CGIAR, 2021a).

Reflecting COVID-19’s pervasive impacts on 
all levels of the agri-food system, the trade of 
agricultural commodities has been affected 
throughout the country. Two consecutive 
surveys of crop traders in Shan State and 
Mandalay, Sagaing and Magwe regions found 
that 77 percent said the pandemic affected 
their businesses in late May 2020, and that 
dropped to 43 percent by early August (IFPRI, 
2020b, c). In May 2020, buying problems (e.g. 
travel restrictions or problems sourcing crops 
from farmers) affected 56 percent of traders 
while selling (e.g. lower crop prices) problems 
affected 47 percent of traders. At this time, 66 
percent of traders reported lower crop prices 
and 53 percent reported travel restrictions as 
being their major challenges. Traders reported 
that nearly all border trade was reduced due 
to COVID-19 regulations, but some of these 
restrictions were relaxed in the second part 
of 2020. By August 2020, buying problems 
affected 50 percent of traders while selling 
problems affected 33 percent of traders. 
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Disruptions to trade in turn impacted on 
farmers’ ability to sell their pre-monsoon 
crops. To assess disruptions on farming 
households, IFPRI carried out a series of 
household surveys across three townships in 
the dry zone12 over three reporting periods 
in 2020, with 606, 535 and 503 households 
respectively, with findings summarized in 
Table 2.

From February to September 2020, the 
percentage of farmers who experienced 
difficulties in selling their harvest declined 
over time, but the percentage who anticipated 
future problems remained high throughout 
this reporting period. Lower prices was the 
most common complaint in all three reporting 
periods, with 63 percent in February-May, 85 
percent in June-July and 66 percent in August-
September (IFPRI, 2020d). In the August-
September reporting period, farmers also said 
they were having trouble accessing farming 
inputs (22 percent), and invested less than 
usual due to financial constraints (28 percent). 
In addition, 42 percent of farmers continue to 
anticipate difficulties in the near future.

Table 2. Self-reported disruptions to 
farmers’ livelihoods in the dry zone, 
February to September 2020

Feb-May 
% of 

farmers

June-July 
% of 

farmers

Aug-Sept 
% of 

farmers

Any difficulties in selling 
your harvest?

68 33 24

If yes, which difficulties:

Lower prices 63 85 66

Poor demand/no buyers 32 16 20

Market closure 28 17 10

Market restrictions 27 9 38

No means of 
transportation to 
markets

25 0 11

Do you anticipate any 
difficulties in selling your 
harvest?

36 47 42

Source: IFPRI power point presented at webinar on 11 November 2020

12 Average annual rainfall in the dry zone, located in central 
Myanmar, is less than 1 000 mm.

After the coup, IFPRI conducted a more 
recent study focused on the impact of 
the economic and political disruptions 
on Myanmar’s maize farmers in southern 
Shan and northern Kayah States. Findings 
from a survey of 1 178 farmers include:  
11 percent of farmers were displaced by 
violence and 84 percent had township-
level transportation restrictions; 63 
percent of farmers reported reduced use 
of fertilizer due to higher costs; medium-
sized maize farms decreased in size by one 
acre since 2020; and 72 percent reported 
pest problems. On the positive side, given 
the established credit lines to traders for 
maize production, farmers reported an 
overall increase of access to farm credit by 
3 percentage points, with a slight increase 
in average credit value. Exports to Thailand 
were even higher than in 2020 (IFPRI, 
2021a). 

Recognizing these obstacles to food 
production, the Government of Myanmar 
passed the COVID-19 Economic Relief Plan 
(CERP) on 27 April 2020, which could cost 
up to 3 percent of gross domestic product 
(GDP). Measures include economic support 
to a number of economic sectors badly 
impacted by the pandemic, and a mix of 
assistance targeting poor households (e.g. 
food aid, cash transfers, grant and lending 
support to the agricultural sector), and job-
creating community infrastructure projects 
(World Bank, 2020). Under the CERP, the 
government will set aside MMK 92 billion 
(USD 69.2 million per December 2020 
exchange rates) to support domestic food 
production.13 In addition, the Myanmar 
Agriculture Development Bank (MADB) 
reduced its interest rates for agriculture 
loans from 8 percent to 7 percent per 
annum14 and some townships are piloting 
the use of smart phones to allow farmers to 
receive and service loans through MADB. 

13  https://www.myanmarbusinessanswers.com/blog/govt-approves-
k92-billion-for-food-production-industry

14 https://www.gnlm.com.mm/madb-cuts-interest-rates-on-agro-
loans-amid-covid-19/
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Many believe, however, that this response is 
insufficient for supporting a comprehensive 
agriculture recovery. IFPRI recommends 
a much more robust intervention 
from the government to incentivize 
and support farmers’ investments in 
upcoming cultivation seasons, including 
a combination of cash subsidies and 
increased access to affordable loans and 
inputs (IFPRI, 2020e). The chair of the 
Myanmar Rice Federation, part of the 
Union of Myanmar Federation of Chambers 
of Commerce and Industry (UMFCCI), 
believes the government needs to invest a 
fixed percentage of public revenues into the 
agriculture sector every year and provide 
more targeted support to less competitive 
sectors, such as the corn trade.15 However, 
the ongoing political crisis that followed 
the coup in February 2021 shows no sign of 
abating. This is deterring further public and 
private sector investments.

15 Interview, 13 October 2020.

4. Shan State’s corn 
trade 

4.1 Corn trade with China
Shan State’s corn trade with China was the 
lifeline of its smallholder farmers. Prior to 
2019, the trade was very loosely regulated 
and the corn trade relied on illegal routes. 
In late 2018, however, the Chinese Central 
Government decided to change its policy 
and started to introduce and enforce higher 
SPS standard. According to the head of the 
Myanmar Rice Federation, the enforcement 
of this policy is being managed by the 
central General Administration of Chinese 
Customs, partly as a safeguard for Chinese 
consumers and partly as a safeguard for 
Chinese producers.16 Unlike the rice trade in 
which both countries signed an agreement 
in 2014 to increase its trade along higher SPS 
standards, the corn trade has not done so. 
After the rice agreement, Myanmar’s official 
rice exporters grew to 43 companies. In the 
corn sector, few Myanmar companies have 
proper storage and drying facilities and no 
trader has an official export license. 

The Myanmar Corn Industrial Association 
(MCIA), Union of Myanmar Federation 
of Chambers of Commerce and Industry 
(UMFCCI), was working with the 
Ministries of Agriculture, Livestock and 
Irrigation and Ministry of Commerce to 
help corn farmers. In 2016, the MCIA in 
Muse tried to develop an official import 
quota for Myanmar corn to China. They 
invited Chinese trade authorities and 
Myanmar’s Ministry of Agriculture, 
Livestock and Irrigation to test corn 
processing, visit corn drying and storage 
facilities, and to examine pest control 
systems. The response from the Chinese 
side was positive and they indicated interest 
in proceeding with establishing an official 
16 Interview, 13 October 2020.
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quota system. According to the MCIA, 
however, no follow-up action came from the 
pest control department. 

The MCIA-UMFCCI also wants to provide 
more seasonal loans to corn farmers and to 
create a floor price for corn (akin to rice). 
In June 2020, the MCIA-UMFCCI signed an 
agreement with the Ministry of Commerce 
to increase funding of loans for corn 
production.17 They believe the government 
should create supply and price stability by 
supporting trader and farmer cooperatives 
to increase purchasing power, improve 
storage facilities, and provide other types 
of institutional support to further develop 
the corn trade. For example, they want the 
government to support seed production, 
which is controlled by one company, 
resulting in a lack of uniform quality.

A Myanmar corn trader who deals in large 
volumes explained that prior to 2019, traders 
were allowed to export with little trouble as 
long as they maintained relationships with 
the authorities. This system of trade involved 
many informal payments, was loosely 
regulated and lacked transparency.18 He 
alone traded about 18 000 tonnes annually. 
At that time, each 50-kg bag fetched around 
MMK 20 000. After the new policy was put 
into place, the price of a 50-kg bag stayed 
about the same, but the trader’s profit per 
50-kg bag dropped to between MMK 12 000 
and 15 000. This price takes into account his 
payment for the use of a duty-free permit 
from Chinese companies that officially 
have the permits. Duty-free permit costs 
Chinese yuan renminbi (CNY) 900 to 1 200 
(equivalent to MMK 180 000 to 230 000) for 
1 ton of corn. Only a few big traders could 
afford to purchase these permits. While this 
system was more regulated than the previous 
one, both systems lacked transparency. 

The sudden change to the corn trade left 
traders scrambling to find new routes. 
In early 2019, with illegal trade routes 
17 https://www.mmtimes.com/news/corn-traders-myanmar-get-

organised-anticipation-more-demand.html (accessed on 3 
November 2020).

18 Interview, 17 October 2020.

banned and trade routes to Thailand not yet 
established, prices dropped to their lowest: 
MMK 8 000 to 9 000 for one 50-kg bag or 
between MMK 260 to 295 per viss.19 Those 
traders who had storage capacity were able 
to purchase corn and hold it until the price 
rose. Small-volume traders with no storage 
capacity saw little to no profit that year. 

4.2 Corn trade with Thailand
According to the chair of the MCIA-UMFCCI, 
from February 2019 onwards part of the corn 
previously exported to China started to be 
redirected to Thailand. There is no limit on the 
trade volume, and February to August is a tax-
free period.20 High import tariffs are imposed 
during the other months to protect Thailand’s 
farmers when they harvest corn. Prices are also 
not stable. Thai traders set prices based on the 
number of incoming trucks per day. The more 
trucks, the lower the price. Myanmar traders 
have no warehouse at the border to store the 
corn, so they have little leeway to negotiate 
prices with Thai traders. There is no official 
paperwork for payment methods. Because 
of payment insecurity, Myanmar traders face 
many problems. MCIA-UMFCCI is now trying 
to systematize the corn trade with Thailand, to 
agree on a more constant price and reasonable 
tax fees year-round. They are also working 
to establish a wholesale storage facility at the 
border, as well as make value-added products. 

Despite these problems, Thailand with its 
high demand for corn to make animal feed, 
holds the most potential for Myanmar’s 
growing corn trade. Due to the overall 
favourable weather in 2020, national crop 
yields were significantly higher than in 2019. 
Compared to 1.53 million tonnes exported in 
FY2018–2019, nearly 2.5 million tonnes were 
exported in FY2019–2020.21 Of this, about 
1 million tonnes were exported to Thailand 
in FY2019–2020, an increase from 63 000 
tonnes in FY2018–2019.22 This also reflects 

19 Interviews, 18 October and 22 October 2020.
20 Interview, 13 November 2020.
21 https://www.mmtimes.com/news/thailand-becomes-top-corn-

export-market-myanmar.html; confirmed by data from the MCIA-
UMFCCI (accessed 10 November 2020).

22 https://www.mmtimes.com/news/thailand-becomes-top-corn-
export-market-myanmar.html; confirmed by data from the MCIA-
UMFCCI (accessed 10 November 2020).

https://www.mmtimes.com/news/corn-traders-myanmar-get-organised-anticipation-more-demand.html
https://www.mmtimes.com/news/corn-traders-myanmar-get-organised-anticipation-more-demand.html
https://www.mmtimes.com/news/thailand-becomes-top-corn-export-market-myanmar.html
https://www.mmtimes.com/news/thailand-becomes-top-corn-export-market-myanmar.html
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the reversed trade pattern between Myanmar 
and China: of the 1.43 million tonnes 
exported in FY2017–2018, the majority 
of that went to China, but dropped to 45 
percent of the total in FY2018–2019. 

This pattern can also be seen in northern 
Shan State, where corn was channelled 
through borders at Muse, Chinshwehaw and 
Kanpiketee. Today, the majority of corn is 
exported to Thailand through Myawaddy 
and Kawkareik in Karen State and Tachileik 
in Shan State. According to the secretary of 
the UMFCCI in Lashio, data for the 2018–
2019 corn season showed that northern 
Shan produced approximately 600 000 to 
700 000 tonnes of corn from 300 000 acres 
of corn farms. About 400 000 to 500 000 
tonnes of corn were exported to Thailand 
and 200 000 tonnes were exported to China. 
This is a significant drop from 2018 when 
600 000 tonnes, the majority of which, were 
exported to China.23

4.3 Corn trade in times of COVID-19
Northern Shan State traders reported that 
COVID-19 created additional disturbances 
to the corn trade.24 In the first months of 
COVID-19’s appearance in Myanmar, the 
government struggled to put into place 
health and safety protocols. National-level 
guidance was decentralized in terms of 
implementation, making the transportation 
of goods cumbersome. Border gates stayed 
open for crop trucks, but Myanmar drivers 
had to switch to Chinese drivers and workers 
at border crossings. Chinese labourers cost 
more than Myanmar labourers (from MMK 
150 000 to 200 000), while border crossing 
fees also increased (from CNY 30 to 100, 
or MMK 6 000 to 20 000). At township-
level checkpoints, truck drivers had to 
show health certificates and other travel 
documents to pass through the gates. Due to 
limited testing kits and delayed procedures, 
trucks were delayed at different highway 
gates throughout Shan State all the way 
23 Interview, 28 October 2020.
24 Interviews, 17 October, 21 October, and 28 October 2020.

to Mandalay. As a result, driver fees went 
up, delivery times were delayed, and there 
was increased crop spoilage. It appears that 
these processes became more streamlined 
by the fourth quarter of 2020, and delays are 
now minimal. Taken together, the cost of 
transporting corn went up for traders, and 
part of this cost was passed on to farmers.

Smallholder farmers are most sensitive to 
fluctuations within the corn market and 
to the vagaries of weather. Corn prices 
are lowest during early harvesting times 
when there is an abundant supply, and are 
highest at the end of each season. Per the 
secretary of the UMFCCI in Lashio, corn 
prices varied between MMK 350 and 510 
in 2020. For monsoon crops cultivated 
from April to September, prices are highest 
around October and November and March 
and April, and are lowest in December 
and January. Daily corn prices are valued 
by corn traders taking into account 
transportation costs and the region where 
the corn is grown, which varies in quality. 
Comparing by weight, dried corn is worth 
more than fresh corn, making dried corn 
the preferred way corn is traded. Some 
farmers agree to sell their corn to traders 
for a pre-agreed price based on the previous 
year’s price, in exchange for receiving the 
farm inputs at the beginning of the season. 
If the older price is higher than that in the 
current year, farmers might be better off. 
The secretary estimates that it costs MMK 
362 000 to plant one acre of corn, which 
produces 4 to 5 tonnes (about 2 200 to 2 800 
viss) of fresh corn. Farmers need to earn at 
least MMK 320–380 per viss to break even.25 

Most farmers grow only the monsoon crop 
in northern Shan State, while some farmers 
grow two corn crops a year: monsoon crop 
from May to October, and winter crop 
from February to May. Farmers mostly 
sell during peak harvesting periods to 
even out their cash flow needs and cannot 
wait until the end of the season to get a 

25 Interview, 28 October 2020.
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higher price.26 This was the case in 2019 
when prices plummeted. Small farmers 
who were short of cash were forced to sell 
at a lower price, and some had to cope 
by selling assets.27 Thanks to a surge of 
demand from the Thai market, prices have 
risen somewhat since 2019. Some of the 
increase, however, has been offset by higher 
transaction costs imposed by COVID-19, 
as well as by higher transportation costs 
incurred by new trade routes to Thailand. 
Because the Muse border is 150 miles away 
while the Myawaddy border is 600 miles 
away, the transportation cost of a 50-kg bag 
to China is MMK 1071 versus MMK 2 610 
to Thailand.28 In addition, as indicated by 
IFPRI’s findings in the dry zone, farmers 
have to deal with rising input prices with 
the closure of manufacturing factories, 
as well as higher labour wages given the 
restrictions in movement imposed by 
COVID-19. These patterns are confirmed 
by this study of Shan farmers.

26 Interview, 13 November 2020.
27 Interviews, 18 October and 22 October 2020.
28 Interviews, 17 October, 13 November 2020.

5. Other sources of 
household income

Rural household incomes consist of both 
farm and non-farm sources of income, such 
as remittances and wage labour. COVID-
19’s impact has been far-reaching in both of 
these areas. Remittances from both regular 
and irregular foreign migrants is estimated 
to be USD 8 billion or 13 percent of 
Myanmar’s GDP in 2015 (Akee and Kapur, 
2017). The Myanmar Poverty and Living 
Conditions Survey that was conducted 
in 2017 showed that 19.5 percent of all 
households received a remittance income 
from any source, with 18.5 percent of urban 
and 19.9 percent of rural households (CSO, 
UNDP and World Bank, 2020). However, 
because about two-thirds of Myanmar’s 
population still resides in rural areas, 
rural households account for a majority of 
remittance-receiving households. IFPRI 
also found that about a third of all female-
headed households across the country 
receive some form of remittance (IFPRI, 
2020f). 

Migrant labourers that go abroad are mainly 
employed in Thailand, China, Malaysia 
and India. Over four million Myanmar 
workers are estimated to work overseas 
and about half of those in Thailand (ILO, 
2020a). The lockdowns and factory closures 
in these countries in the first quarter of 
2020 resulted in a sudden surge of migrant 
workers returning to Myanmar and the 
closure of borders to easy movement. From 
22 March to 15 June alone, 99 058 migrants 
were recorded as having returned from 
Thailand, while another 36 280 returned 
from China, although these numbers are 
likely higher as many crossed back into 
Myanmar undetected (ILO, 2020b). At the 
same time, domestic migrant labourers were 
also impacted, as the sectors that tend to 
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hire them – including garment factories, 
construction sites, restaurants and hotels – 
shut down fully or partially. 

Compared to international remittance 
levels in 2018, remittances are estimated 
to have declined by 17.7 percent for the 
entire country (Asian Development Bank, 
2020). For all low-income, remittance-
receiving households, IFPRI estimates a 
more severe drop of 50 percent in income 
from international sources, and a 30 
percent drop from domestic sources. In 
late 2020 it was estimated that up to 4 
million people could be affected if 600 000 
already poor households were to become 
more impoverished and another 200 
000 households that were not poor were 
to fall into poverty (IFPRI, 2020f). The 
poverty rate among households receiving 
remittances could rise by 7.5 percent across 
the country (IFPRI, 2020f). By late 2021, 
IFPRI projected an even worse scenario 
with 650 000 households falling into 
poverty under a slow recovery scenario and 
350 000 households falling into poverty 
under a fast recovery scenario (CGIAR, 
2021b).

This situation has created surplus labour 
that will not be re-absorbed until the 
affected sectors recover. According to the 
International Labour Organization, the 
sectors that will suffer medium to high 
economic losses also tend to be labour 
intensive, employing nearly 20 million 
people. By late 2020, an estimated 6.9 to 
7.3 million jobs could be lost due to the 
pandemic, including: 3.5 million labour 
jobs in agriculture, 1.5 million in wholesale 
and retail, 1.2 million in manufacturing, 
and around 400 000 in both construction 
and transport. In addition, there is a high 
degree of informality in work arrangements. 
Around four in five workers in the at-
risk industries have informal work 
arrangements, which means that efforts to 
assist the unemployed in these sectors are 
also hampered (ILO, 2020b).

IFPRI’s serial household surveys focused on 
urban areas of Yangon and lowland farming 
areas in the dry zone, reflect a trend of 
declining incomes from all sources. IFPRI’s 
survey of 606 households in the dry zone 
(IFPRI, 2020b) found that 72 percent of 
households reported lower incomes than 
usual in the August to September survey 
period, with decreases reported across all 
income sources, including farm income, 
wage labour income, non-farm business 
income and remittances. In addition, 28 
percent of these farmers reported investing 
less than usual in the monsoon planting 
season because of financial constraints. 
In that period, households reported 
a number of coping mechanisms: 56 
percent used savings; 44 percent reduced 
food expenditures; and 26 percent sold 
assets, including jewellery, livestock and 
agriculture parcels and tools. The reduction 
in food expenditures in a state where 
there is a high number of malnourished 
children can have severe impacts on 
dietary diversity and quality and can have 
intergenerational  impacts (A-L Noack, 
personal communication, 2021). Nearly 
all households received government cash 
transfers. In households that reported 
income loss, nearly half reported more 
tensions and conflicts within the household 
(IFPRI, 2020b). At the national level, a 
model-based study projected that the 
national poverty level would grow from 
a pre-pandemic level of 26.5 percent to 
50.6 percent during the lockdown, and fall 
back to 29.7 percent under a fast recovery 
(IFPRI, 2020g).
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6. Household survey 
findings

6.1 Household traits and land tenure 

The 48 households surveyed have, on 
average, 4.56 household members (range 
of 1 to 8 members). The average ratio of 
working adults to total members is 0.55:1.00 
(range of 0.20 to 0.80), meaning that about 
half of all household members work. Those 
with a lower ratio have higher burdens 
and indicate a presence of more children 
or elderly in the household. The average 
number of acres owned per household is 
4.43, with an average of 4.00 acres farmed 
for corn. Some households grow paddy 
rice and nearly all have vegetable gardens, 
but most of these are for household 
consumption. Some households also tend 
fruit orchards, and crops are mainly sold on 
the market. 

Of the 12 villages surveyed, 8 have 
government-issued land certificates (called 
Form 7) for part of the village’s cultivated 
plots, 2 are in the middle of the application 
process, and 2 have not applied yet. Form 7 is 
prioritised by the government for paddy land, 
which is worth more than ya land. Paddy 
land is fertile wet land, while ya land is dry 
land. More importantly, the government’s 
prioritisation of paddy land is reflective of its 
history, in which it considers stockpiling a 
certain amount of rice to be a matter national 
security in case of food shortages. The former 
government centralized control of this crop 
by enforcing a paddy procurement policy 
from 1974 until 2003, which required farmers 
to sell 12 baskets of paddy per acre to the 
government at a reduced price (Hudson-Rodd 
et al., 2003). The centrality of rice has limited 
investments in other promising and diverse 
value chains, keeping smallholders’ incomes 
low as rice production is less profitable than 

other crops and exposing them to price 
volatility and market risks (FAO, 2020). 
Farmers’ inability to sell the required quota 
led to extensive land confiscation throughout 
the country under the former government.

Since the introduction of the Farmland Law 
in 2012, most farmers have faced numerous 
challenges with regards to securing titles for 
their land. This has been especially difficult 
for rural communities that live in ethnic 
states that are not fluent in the Myanmar 
language. The country is shifting from rice 
monocropping to more nutrition-sensitive, 
diversified and integrated systems in support 
of a more accessible nutritious food basket. 
Laws that envision rice-centric land titling 
and cumbersome land use conversions from 
rice to other uses did not enable producers 
to fully engage in this diversification policy 
(FAO, 2020). This is the case for communities 
included in this study, where even village 
leaders do not speak the Myanmar language. 
A study about land titling in seven villages 
in neighbouring Kachin State found that 
villagers faced a number of impediments 
including the gender dimension (Faxon, 
2015). Sometimes, customary claims to land 
did not match government maps that might 
classify the land as another type of land 
use (i.e. reserve forest or vacant land). In 
addition, communities lacked clarity about 
procedures, dealt with long travel and wait 
times at government offices, and had to pay 
informal fees to speed up lengthy processes. 
This was exacerbated by limited funding 
to the Department of Agricultural Land 
Management and Statistics (DALMS), the 
office that handles land administration and 
also plays a role in the national food agenda 
(FAO, 2020). Successful outcomes depended 
on the involvement of village leaders to 
mobilize communities, mediate between 
them and officials, and negotiate costs and 
timing to minimize delays. 

Similarly, titling success in Shan villages also 
depends on having village leaders who are 
informed about land administration processes 
and committed to helping their villagers. 
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Table 3. Land tenure status in 12 villages 
Village Total 

House-
holds

Amount of 
Land

Tenure 
Status

Mine Kyine 55 60 acres paddy, 
400 acres ya

paddy land 
has Form 7

Nar Shoe 47 200 acres paddy, 
45 acres ya

no Form 7 for 
any land

Pan Nar 14 150 acres paddy, 
50 acres ya

no Form 7 for 
any land

Nar Hlaing 51 160 acres ya most have 
Form 7

Hae Pu 107 300 acres ya all land 
awaiting 
Form 7

Kho Mone 193 1 000 acres 
paddy, 2 000 ya

2 000 acres 
have Form 7

Man Kyaung 120 400 acres land 80 acres have 
Form 7

Man Sein 51 70 acres ya most land 
awaiting 
Form 7

Ho Naung 150 200 acres ya 40 acres have 
Form 7

Khone Thar 120 250 acres ya 120 acres 
have Form 7

Khone Pin 38 80 acres ya 65 acres have 
Form 7

Mine Lan 78 130 acres ya 80 acres have 
Form 7

In terms of women’s ownership of land, 
despite the progress made in the legal and 
policy frameworks, gender inequality is a 
compelling issue in Myanmar. There is a 
tendency for DALMs to only put the name 
of the household head, who is usually a 
man, on the land title (Namati, 2016). 
Women’s access to land is mediated through 
male relatives due to local practices. Not 
having their names on the land title is not 
the only issue causing their limited land 
rights. The underlying problem is their lack 
of tenure rights in practical terms. The fact 
that the forms are printed without a second 
signature space reinforces this practice. As a 
result, few women are formally recognized 
as landowners. In the event that her 
husband dies, a woman becomes the head 
of the household and can apply to change 
the name on Form 7. However, many poor 
widows are deterred from doing so because 
it can cost up to MMK 300 000 to process 
the change. In addition, women may not 
be guaranteed any part of the land in the 

Most of the village leaders interviewed 
secured Form 7 for their village land. Village 
leaders understand that a Form 7 has multiple 
benefits, including access to loans from the 
Myanmar Agriculture Development Bank 
(MADB), greater ease for selling the land, 
greater clarity for the purpose of inheritance, 
and increased security from confiscation. 
Increased security from confiscation means 
that those with Form 7 would be better 
able to fend off confiscation or be entitled 
to compensation. Land titling has not been 
completed in most of the villages that were 
surveyed because boundary demarcation 
takes time and each parcel costs MMK 5 000 
for processing. Because the DALMS only 
completes sections of land at a time and they 
repeat this process about every two to four 
years, titling of village land can be delayed. 
Each time DALMS completes one section of 
land, it takes between four and six months to 
complete the following steps: 

 ■ determine the boundary of the field to 
issue land title;

 ■ demarcate the boundary and measures the 
land;

 ■ investigate the history of the land and 
resolve competing claims;

 ■ take recommendations from neighbouring 
farms and village authorities;

 ■ complete the paperwork to issue to Form 7.

The status of land titling in 12 villages is 
summarized in Table 3.

Households that are landless or land-poor 
can opt to lease land from within their own 
village or from neighbouring villages. Among 
the 48 households surveyed, 4 households 
leased land in this way, paying a fee ranging 
from MMK 35 000 to MMK 100 000 per acre, 
depending on the quality of the land and the 
relationship with the landowner. Villagers 
said that landless farmers sometimes use 
their relatives’ land at no charge if the land 
is not being cultivated. Landowners waive 
fees in recognition of landless and land-poor 
households’ financial difficulties. 
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event of a divorce. This means widows 
and divorced women tend to have high 
land tenure insecurity. More positively, in 
the event that a female-headed household 
applies for a Form 7 for the first time, 
DALMS treats that household the same as 
any other household. 

6.2 Corn trade income
Given the topography and the high demand 
for corn from China, corn has been the 
main agricultural crop in Shan State (Fig. 2). 
However, this study shows that profits from 
corn, especially for smallholder farmers, 
made up the minority share of their household 
incomes in the last two years. This is because 
of “…the terms of [the farmers] insertion into 
existing social structures and institutions, 
including increasing commoditization of 
land and labour, unequal terms of exchange 
between agricultural and commercial/
industrial sectors, merchant capital-influenced 
price fluctuations for agricultural produce, 
and so on” (Borras et al., 2020, p. 24). In 
other words, the terms of trade in which 
smallholder farmers operate are often to their 
disadvantage, creating difficulties for them to 
afford the inputs needed and to sell at prices 
that would cover the numerous market and 
climatic uncertainties of cultivation. 

This study finds that the households, in fact, 
derive a majority share of their incomes from 
a variety of other sources. Thus, while the 
pandemic impacted northern Shan farmers’ 

corn business, other sources of income have 
been negatively impacted even more. As 
Table 4 shows, of the 48 households surveyed, 
37 reported that 2020 was the worse year 
in the last three years in terms of overall 
income from the trading of corn. Four of the 
households were not able to rank the years. 

Table 4. Identification of worse year for 
total income by number of households

2018 2019 2020

1 6 37

As indicated by Table 5, corn farming is not 
a very lucrative business, and many farmers 
become indebted from it. In 2018, 13 out of 46 
households lost money. In 2019, 21 out of 48 
households lost money. In 2020, 18 out of 48 
households lost money. As demonstrated by the 
wide range in net comes, while a few households 
might be able to earn a good income from the 
trading of corn, there are others that suffer heavy 
losses.  In fact, the average net income across 
the 48 households is only a few lakh (MMK 100 
000) per year. As explained earlier in this report, 
corn was easily traded through a porous Chinese 
border until the end of 2018. At that time, right 
after many farmers harvested the monsoon crop, 
the border became highly restricted, leading to 
a glut of supply. This in turn led to a steep drop 
in overall prices that has not recovered until late 
2020. However, compared to 2019 and 2020, 
small farmers fared better in 2018 in terms of net 
income, thanks to higher yields and lower costs.

Figure 2. A typical corn field in northern 
Shan State
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Table 5. Average values for corn farming 
in calendar years 2018, 2019 and 2020

Average 
values of 48 
households

2018 2019 2020

Net income 
(MMK)

430 380 130 296 254 167

Net income per 
acre (MMK)

105 723 37 020 66 503

Net income 
range (MMK)*

(1 100 600) 
to 3 585 346

(2 370 600) 
to 2 874 625

(1 162 912) to  
1 851 225

Price per viss 
(MMK)

366 336 353

Yield per acre 
(viss)

1 214 1 096 1 118

Cost per acre 
(MMK)

326 182 328 081 328 891

# households 
that lost money

13 out of 46 21 out of 48 18 out of 48

* The figures between brackets refer to negative income.

In general, farmers complain about 
declining yields over time, and this has 
led some farmers to cultivate fewer acres 
of land. One reason is because people 
farmed the same land for the last 50 or so 
years, often without a long break, resulting 
in soil depletion. Second, climate change 
has created problems for some farmers, 
particularly those who farm in the hills of 
Kyaukme and Hsipaw townships, which 
tend to suffer from deluges caused by 
heavy rain. At other times, the rain comes 
late, also depressing yield. Third, the 
demand for watermelons from China has 
led to a proliferation of watermelon farms 
in recent years. Because these farms use 
large amounts of pesticides, this created a 
negative feedback loop in the ecosystem 
and forced neighbouring farmers to adopt 
the use of pesticides. This further depleted 
the soil’s nutrients and created new species 
of weeds and pests, which in turn required 
more labour and pesticides to clear out. 
Fourth, because of the rising cost of inputs, 
to which the lockdown also contributed, 
farmers tried to keep costs down by 
foregoing some inputs or buying low-quality 
ones. This further depressed yield.

A national-level study about the impacts of 
COVID-19 at the community level looked 
at trends in 56 villages selected from two 
townships in every state and region (World 
Bank and EMREF, 2020).  It found that social 
distancing and restrictions on movement 
negatively impacted on labour shortages, 
caused supply chain issues, and reduced 
farmers’ cash flows.  In this study, the rising 
cost of inputs (i.e. pesticides, fertilizers, corn 
seeds and labour) was reported in all the 
villages. It is estimated that good quality seeds, 
fertilizers and pesticides costs MMK 2 000 
to 3 000 more each year. In addition, traders 
stopped going to some villagers to purchase 
corn and this added an additional cost for 
farmers to get their corn to the traders, even if 
only a few miles away. Due to the lockdown, 
farmers also note that labour is more difficult 
to find, so they have to pay about MMK 1 500 
more per person per day. The rising cost of 
labour is also attributed to the higher wages 
paid by watermelon farms owned by Chinese 
investors or wealthy Shan people. 

Despite the fact that there is a high demand 
from the Thai market, farmers said that 
prices paid to them are kept depressed 
because traders are passing part of the higher 
transportation costs to them. Farmers who 
are able to harvest and sell early in the season 
or who can hold onto the corn and sell at the 
end of the season can get the highest prices. 
However, most farmers are pressured by the 
need to repay loans, so tend to sell when crop 
supplies glut the market. Additional factors 
might impact on farmers’ ability to time the 
market in their favour. Unless a farmer is 
working with a large trader, who buys from 
farmers year-round, smaller traders stop 
buying from farmers when they run out 
of storage. Farmers can incur a search cost 
looking for new buyers, which is made more 
difficult under the pandemic. At other times, 
trade might be disrupted by the eruption 
of armed conflict along northern routes 
where there are still clashes between the 
army, border guard forces, and ethnic armed 
groups. 
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6.3 Other sources of income
Most farming households also engage in 
other types of livelihood activities. Daily 
labour is the most common, with a majority 
of households sending at least one member 
to perform seasonal work on other farms 
growing corn, paddy, rubber or watermelon, 
or to do construction or carpentry. A 
second group of households runs village 
stores or sells vegetables, prepared foods, 
bamboo handicrafts, and small livestock. 
A third group rents out their assets, such 
as farm vehicles and their land to other 
cultivators. A fourth group of people sells 
their skills such as working as a driver or 
teaching Shan language. In all 12 villages, 
a small number of households receive 
remittances from migrant workers based in 
Thailand and China. It is also common for 
many farmers to do seasonal work in China 
after their monsoon harvest is done, from 
January to April each year. 

As a consequence of the changes in the 
country after 1 February 2021 and COVID-19, 
remittances dropped. COVID-19 reduced 
other incomes by more than half, as shown 
in Table 6. Because the income range is so 
wide, the average is skewed towards a higher 
value. Therefore, it may be useful to consider 
the median value for all household incomes, 
which is half the value of average income. 

Table 6. Average and median other income 
in MMK for 2019 and 2020

2019 2020

Average income 1 062 354 471 625

Median income 595 000 237 500

Range 0 to 6 000 000 0 to 3 500 000

Income declined for a number of reasons. 
While casual labour continues, it dropped 
significantly due to the closure of farms 
such as those for watermelon and rubber, 
products that are cultivated for sale mainly 
for the Chinese market, but also for domestic 
markets. As a result, farm owners paused 

cultivation during the pandemic. A second 
reason is that labour cannot move about 
as freely as before to fill labour needs due 
to the lockdown and the security situation. 
Related to that, the demand for farm labour 
also dropped because farmers are relying 
more on their own labour and not hiring 
labourers in order to control costs. A third 
reason why incomes decreased is due to 
lower consumer demand. Most households 
cut back on purchasing outside foods, and 
are relying on production of their own food 
to weather the pandemic. As a result, store 
owners and vendors selling prepared foods 
and vegetables saw a drop in income. Fourth, 
given the lockdown, those who sell their 
services such as teaching and driving saw a 
reduction in demand for their services. Fifth, 
the closure of the border with China means 
that seasonal migrant labourers lost a source 
of income, at the same time that migrant 
labourers returned from Thailand.   

The national-level study found that drops 
in household income were reported in all 
but five of the villages (World Bank and 
EMREF, 2020). The main reasons given 
for these drops parallel the findings in 
this study. These include lockdowns that 
prevent people from reaching their place 
of work; physical distancing requirements 
that prevent people from congregating, 
and impacting on various sectors such 
as construction and farm work; reduced 
remittances from migrants to other parts of 
the country or to outside of Myanmar; lack 
of available and affordable inputs needed 
for agriculture; and reduced buyers for 
agricultural products. 

6.4 Socio-economic impacts on food security and 
livelihoods
A World Bank-funded study found that the 
most common coping mechanisms during 
the pandemic included borrowing, reducing 
expenses, and looking for alternative 
income sources, such as pawning assets 
(World Bank and EMREF, 2020).
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6.4.1 Borrowing
Households are affected by the economic 
downturn in terms of food insecurity 
and insufficient cash flow for investing in 
their farms and other income-generating 
activities. Borrowing money or in-kind 
inputs is the most common way that 
households cope with the economic distress. 
This could be interpreted as meeting 
present needs by hedging on the possibility 
that one’s economic situation will improve 
in the future in order to pay off the interest 
accrued through borrowing. In reality, most 
of the farmers interviewed feared that their 
situation will not improve and that they will 
be forced to liquidate more assets. 

Farmers favour cash loans from the MADB 
because they are the least expensive loans, 
currently at 7 percent interest for the entire 
year, but these loans are prioritised by the 
government for paddy land and must be 
guaranteed with proof of land title or Form 
7. This creates a difficult situation because 
farmers grow corn as a cash crop on ya land 
and a significant proportion of them do 
not have Form 7 for this land. Therefore, 
village leaders in all 12 villages said nearly 
all cultivators have to take loans from non-
governmental organization micro-finance 
lenders or other private lenders, with higher 
interest rates of 1 percent up to 5 percent 
a month for a period of six months to a 
year. Some households have two or even 
three loans out at the same time. Farmers 
who take out multiple loans explained that 
they borrow from one lender to repay the 
other. One village leader expressed concern 
that farmers are getting deeper into debt 
from which they might not emerge. In two 
villages in Lashio Township, where it is 
common to see households with multiple 
loans, the village leaders reported that most 
of the buffalos and cows in the village had 
been sold in the last three years to repay 
debts. This cycle of debt is a major concern 
for future livelihoods in agriculture, the 
potential upcoming food crisis, and food 
security and nutrition.

Village leaders report that a growing 
number of farmers are having to resort 
to borrowing inputs from traders at the 
beginning of a corn season. In these 
arrangements, they tend to repay with corn 
pre-agreed at a lower price or a repay with 
a pre-agreed monetary value with interest 
after selling their crop. It is not uncommon 
for households to borrow both cash loans as 
well as in-kind loans at the same time. 

Borrowing staple foods is another way 
that households are coping. While none 
of the households that were surveyed in 
late 2020 reported cutting back on meals, 
farmers almost stopped purchasing foods 
from outside sources, and instead rely on 
their own food cultivation. Households 
also reduced other non-food expenses, 
such as donations to religious festivals 
and weddings. A reduction in expenses is 
mainly due to lack of cash flow, but it is 
also because of restrictions on gatherings 
and the difficulty of getting to and from the 
town centre due to the lockdown. 

To meet food needs, one village leader 
reported that poor households are borrowing 
from a village rice stock set up by the World 
Bank, to which they have to return an extra 
basket of rice for every four they borrow, 
while another village leader reported that 
some households were borrowing from the 
local rice miller with interest. The poorest 
households receive food donations from 
family and neighbours or borrow rice with 
no interest. Village leaders do not fear that 
communities will run out of food during 
the pandemic, but some expressed worry 
that youth might not be getting enough 
protein for their growth needs. If the quality 
of the food is compromised this will have 
an impact, especially on the growth of 
children. Because of a reliance on their own 
food cultivation, villagers are eating less 
meat and fish. This could imply higher rates 
of malnutrition if the economic situation 
persists. 
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6.4.2 Liquidating land and other assets
In terms of liquidating assets, one village leader 
said that households try to hold onto their 
assets unless they have no choice but to sell. In 
the last two years, households have been forced 
to sell assets, such as land, vehicles, buffalo and 
gold, as shown by Table 7. 

Table 7. Land and asset sales in 12 villages
Village Total 

House-
holds

Amount of 
Land

Land Sold 
Last 2 Years

Major 
Assets Sold

Mine 
Kyine

55 60 acres 
paddy, 400 

acres ya

3 households 
sold land

most of the 
buffalo

Nar Shoe 47 200 acres 
paddy, 45 
acres ya

no land sold 20 buffalo 
& cows

Pan Nar 14 150 acres 
paddy, 50 
acres ya

no land sold 3 farm 
vehicles

Nar 
Hlaing

51 160 acres ya no land sold 7 cows, 2 
vehicles, 

gold
Hae Pu 107 300 acres ya 4 acres sold no assets 

sold
Kho 
Mone

193 1 000 acres 
paddy, 2 000 

acres ya

30 acres sold 3 farm 
vehicles, 2 

cars
Man 
Kyaung

120 400 acres 
land

no land sold no assets 
sold

Man 
Sein 

51 70 acres ya no land sold no assets 
sold

Ho 
Naung

150 200 acres ya 1 household 
sold land

no assets 
sold

Khone 
Thar

120 250 acres ya some land 
sold

3 vehicles, 
gold

Khone 
Pin

38 80 acres ya no land 
sales

no assets 
sold

Mine Lan 78 130 acres ya no land 
sales

no assets 
sold

Land sales are rare and village leaders from 
2 villages said that selling land to outsiders is 
restricted. However, village leaders in 5 of the 
12 villages said that that a few households sold 
part of their land in the last two years. Prices 
ranged from MMK 500 000 to 3 million an 
acre, depending on the quality and location of 
land. Among the 48 households interviewed, 3 
sold part of their land in the last two years. 

To complete these transactions, sellers 
use store-bought contracts that are legally 
enforceable. When households sell ya land 
that does not have Form 7, the transactions 
fetch lower prices and are done on a small 

scale between family and friends within a 
village. In these cases, this land is regulated 
by customary rules and so formal contracts 
are not used. However, informal handwritten 
notes are drawn up and signed. Because these 
assets are not formally registered, should there 
be a dispute between households over the 
land, they would likely be resolved through 
negotiation rather than in a state court. Two 
village leaders explained that land sales with 
or without Form 7 are witnessed by village 
leaders, elders, and sometimes lawyers, and 
meeting minutes are kept as a record.

Among the 48 households interviewed, 
another 4 leased out their land for anywhere 
from MMK 23 000 to 200 000 for one acre. 
The higher fee is for use by watermelon 
farms, which usually leave the land in 
poor condition from their heavy use of 
chemicals. Landowners tend to charge lower 
fees or do not charge at all when leasing 
land to their family and friends. In these 
intra- and inter-village leases, no contracts 
are used and agreements are verbal. 

Nearly all farmers indicated that the last 
thing they want to do is to sell their land. 
Because land has been passed down from 
one generation to the next, farmers see land 
as an important part of their identity, and 
something that they should pass on to the 
next generation. One village leader from 
Kyaukme Township said “Land is important 
to us in so many ways. I feel secure as long 
as we have lands to farm and to pass down 
the generations. Regardless of the profit from 
the land, we will try to keep our lands for 
our livelihood and for future generations.” 
Another village leader from the same 
township said, “It doesn’t matter whether 
we have Form 7 or not, we always have the 
sense of ownership on the land we have and 
we work.” However, many farmers expressed 
concern that they might be forced to sell 
their most prized asset should the economic 
downturn persist. 

Nearly all villages reported that female-
headed households, especially those caring 
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for children, are experiencing heavier 
burdens than other households. Given their 
caretaker duties, they are not able to sell 
their labour as much as other households. 
In addition, many employers prefer to 
hire male over female labourers given the 
former’s greater physical strength. For the 
same reason, female-headed households 
that cultivate crops rely on hiring labour to 
perform heavy farm duties. As a result, their 
average farm investment tends to be higher 
than other households that have more 
working age adults. 

Aside from the possibility of insufficient 
protein needs, villagers did not report 
any special impacts on youth from the 

pandemic. Village leaders in all 12 villages 
said that it is common for youth to drop 
out of school before completing tertiary 
education in order to work. Schools were 
closed because of COVID-19. However, 
this appears to be a standard practice rather 
than a result of the pandemic. 

Reflecting the communal spirit in Shan 
villages, villagers said that extended families 
share food and those that have more donate 
food to the most vulnerable (i.e. female-
headed households and the elderly). Several 
village leaders mentioned that needy 
households received a modest government 
grant of MMK 20 000. They also talked 
about the need to secure more government 
aid to help needy households. 
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7. Conclusions

The study found that northern Shan State 
farmers’ livelihood situation is being 
negatively impacted by the pandemic. This 
situation aggravates the economic decline that 
started in early 2019 following restrictions on 
the border trade of corn with China. 

The dire economic situation is hurting 
smallholder farmers both in terms of 
their consumption and their production. 
Further studies conducted after 1 February 
2021 confirm that consumption is heavily 
compromised by the coup and by COVID-19 
(CGIAR, 2021a and b; IFPRI, 2021b). 
Reduced cash flow forces rural households 
to cut back on their consumption of food 
and non-food items. This in turn reduces 
the circulation of money through the local 
economy, creating spill-over impacts on 
other producers, who in turn, are also forced 
to reduce their consumption. 

At the same time, reduced cash flow forces 
farmers to minimize their expenditures on 
farm inputs, including good quality seeds, 
fertilizer or additional labour, reducing 
yields. Lower yields translate into lower 
cash flows for future crop cycles. 

Almost all farmers indicated that selling 
land would be the last resort because they 
see land as part of their socio-cultural 
identity and livelihoods, and something 
to pass on to the next generation. This is 
in line with the Voluntary Guidelines on 
the Responsible Governance of Tenure 
of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the 
Context of National Food Security, which 
acknowledge that land has “social, cultural, 
spiritual, economic, environmental and 
political value” (FAO, 2012, p. 14). This is 
especially true for people and communities 
with customary tenure systems. All farmers 
were deeply concerned that if the economic 
downturn persists, they might be forced to 
sell this highly prized asset.
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8. Policy 
recommendations

Immediate and longer-term interventions 
are needed in order to stop the downward 
spiral. Such interventions have different 
response horizons. To build back better, 
short-term responses are needed to build 
resilience.

Short-term interventions need to channel 
material aid to the poorest households. 
It is positive that the government already 
put into place the COVID-19 Economic 
Relief Plan (CERP), which will prioritise 
assistance for the poorest households, 
including food aid, cash transfers, grants 
and loans to support agriculture), and job-
creating local infrastructure projects. As the 
government continues to roll out the CERP, 
it can consider a number of policies for 
maximizing impact. 

The government could prioritise the 
expansion of low-cost productive 
agricultural loans under the MADB. The 
MADB underwent reforms in the last 
decade, becoming the primary lender to 
farmers throughout the country. Currently 
at 7 percent per year, its rates are the most 
competitive relative to other lenders. 
Nevertheless, there are a number of steps 
the government can take to make the loans 
more accessible to farmers (IFPRI, 2020e): 

 ■ increasing the total loan amount, which is 
capped at MMK 150 000 per acre for a total 
of 10 acres; 

 ■ making the repayment schedule more 
flexible (loans are currently due right after 
harvest) to allow farmers to sell later in the 
season to benefit from higher prices; 

 ■ mainstreaming the use of payments using 
smart phones to reach more communities 
in remote areas; 

 ■ ensuring that farmers can borrow for 
different types of crops, and not just paddy, 
as part of a free market that allows farmers 
to make informed decisions based on 
market feedback; and 

 ■ removing the use of Form 7 as the 
preferred documentation to secure a loan, 
particularly in places where farmers do not 
have it.

While it would be preferable if the 
government extended MADB loans 
without requiring Form 7, the reality 
is that agricultural financing currently 
links farmers’ possession of Form 7 and 
their ability to access MADB loans. In 
the Myanmar lowlands, the government 
made an effort to extend titling to paddy 
land after the passage of the Farmland 
Law in 2012. In contrast, in ethnic states 
that had recent or ongoing armed conflict, 
the government has not been proactive 
in reaching out to rural communities 
to offer land administration services. 
However, it is specifically in these areas 
that rural cultivators need the most help 
from the government. In the future, as 
part of the CERP, the government could 
increase attention to titling land in upland 
ethnic areas. At the same time, in order to 
minimize risk to the land tenure of widows 
and divorced women, it should make an 
effort to ensure that titles include both 
spouses’ names. 

Trade can be enhanced if the Myanmar 
government and agro-industry groups 
engage in bilateral consultations with 
China, Thailand and other key importers 
on transparency and predictability around 
market access, especially with regard to 
tariffs and SPS standards.

To address the rising cost of farm inputs, the 
government could assist by subsidizing the 
cost of key farming inputs. IFPRI (2020e) 
recommends that the government subsidize 
the cost of high-quality seeds by negotiating 
directly with seed producers to pass on the 
savings to farmers. As opposed to working 
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with distributors of inputs such as fertilizers 
and pesticides, which are large in number, 
seed producers are few and this would make 
it easier for the government to manage. 
Because corn farming is currently dominated 
by one seed provider, the government 
could incentivize more seed companies to 
service farmers. The Ministry of Agriculture, 
Livestock and Irrigation could also 
provide technical assistance for soil quality 
restoration and pest control, and help wean 
farmers off their reliance on chemicals.

In terms of food and cash grants, the 
government did not have sufficient 
information on household incomes 
to ensure effective targeting. After all, 
Myanmar has a weak system of tax 
collection, as reflected by the country’s tax 
receipts, which were only 6 to 7 percent 
of GDP in 2016–2017, as compared to 10 
to 20 percent for countries with similar 
income levels (Owen and Hay Mahn 
Htun, 2018). The study by World Bank 
and EMREF (2020) found that the biggest 
problem in targeting was the limited time 
given to village heads to determine which 
households are most in need. Many were 
given about half a day to make these 
lists, resulting in incomplete lists being 
submitted. In order to ensure effective 
targeting, governments could consider 
allocating more time and working with 
village-level committees made up of trusted 
individuals in order to identify those 
households that are in the greatest need. 
Households with 0 to 5 acres of land and 
few assets should be prioritised. Because 
households in this category have multiple 
needs, it may be more realistic for the 
government to not enforce strict conditions 
on the use of the grants. 

Longer-term responses are also needed as 
they may have a lasting impact. Education 
is one such long-term response, both in the 
form of education of households, as well as 
education to enhance job opportunities for 
the next generation.

In the longer term, the government can 
also invest in the education of rural 
households. One type of education could 
seek to enhance the financial literacy of 
smallholder farmers. As demonstrated by 
this study, many farmers engage in the risky 
business of farming with little planning or 
monitoring of their financial flows. Many 
do not know how their business is really 
performing until the end of the season 
when they either have money left after 
paying back debts or find themselves not 
having enough on hand to return debts. 
It appears that farmers continue to farm 
because that is what they know how to do, 
rather than it being a lucrative business. 
Stronger financial literacy, coupled with 
improved access to low-cost loans and 
grants, might translate into farmers 
considering alternative income-generating 
activities to corn farming. 

Another form of education could seek to 
enhance job opportunities for the next 
generation. If youth do not wish to attend 
higher education, governments could 
consider opening up vocational training 
centres to help youth acquire more job 
skills. This could help future generations 
break out of the current cycle of poverty. 
For the financing of these activities, the 
government can incentivize different micro-
finance providers to finance off-farm, 
income-generating activities. 
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Annex 1. 
Questionnaires for 
household and village 
leader interviews

Household Interview
Date of Interview:

Key Informant Name: 

Telephone Number:

Village Name:

Number of Household Members:

Number of Members Working:

Introduction: I am doing a study for the 
Food and Agriculture Organization, part 
of United Nations, looking at the impact 
of covid-19 on small farmers growing 
corn (under 5 acres), and who rely on this 
as the main source of income. We think 
that because of restrictions on movement, 
this has negatively impacted on the corn 
trade. For example, transportation costs are 
higher. We want to find out if small farmers 
have experienced declines in income and 
food security. We will protect your privacy. 
Your name will not be used in the report. 
This interview will take about 1 to 1.5 
hours. We want to compensate your time 
with a 5 000 Kyat telephone credit. Do you 
have any questions?

Changes to Household Income 

Land status

1. How much land do you own? Do you 
lease any land?

2. Does your land have government title 
(Form 7) or is it customary land?

3. Do you usually grow 1 or two crops of 
corn?

Crop income

4. Year 2020: 
a. How many acres did you farm this 

year? Did you harvest the corn yet?
b. How much corn does one acre produce 

(viss)? Calculate total yield (acres x 
viss per acre)

c. How much did you earn per viss? 
Calculate total earnings (total viss x 
price per viss)

d. How much is investment per acre? 
Calculate all inputs. Give range 2018 
to 2020. 

e. Calculate total investment (cost per 
acre x total acres farmed).

f. Calculate net income (total earnings - 
total investment)

g. Is there anything unusual about 2020 
crop production or sales?

5. Year 2019: 
a. How many acres did you farm this 

year? Did you harvest the corn yet?
b. How much corn does one acre produce 

(viss)? Calculate total yield (acres x 
viss per acre)

c. How much did you earn per viss? 
Calculate total earnings (total viss x 
price per viss)

d. Calculate total investment (cost per 
acre x total acres farmed).

e. Calculate net income (total earnings - 
total investment)

f. Is there anything unusual about 2020 
crop production or sales?

6. Year 2018, before border trade declined: 
a. How many acres did you farm this 

year? Did you harvest the corn yet?
b. How much corn does one acre produce 

(viss)? Calculate total yield (acres x 
viss per acre)

c. How much did you earn per viss? 
Calculate total earnings (total viss x 
price per viss)

d. Calculate total investment (cost per 
acre x total acres farmed).
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e. Calculate net income (total earnings - 
total investment)

f. Is there anything unusual about 2020 
crop production or sales?

7. Please rank the three years from best to 
worse for crop income.

8. If farmers’ earnings have changed, 
do you know why? (i.e. price paid to 
farmers is lower, transportation costs 
are higher, price of inputs higher, fewer 
traders coming, difference in prices paid 
to farmer if the trader sells to different 
markets, etc.) Please ask for details if the 
farmer talks about higher prices. 

Wage and Non-crop Income 

9. Besides selling crops- do you have income 
from other sources?
a. Employment: Type of employment 

done by a member of household; how 
much can this person earn per year 
(wages x months worked)

b. Remittances (money sent home): 
Amount on average per year

c. Total income from petty trade, i.e. 
store, crafts, renting vehicles, selling 
livestock, etc. 

10. Because of Covid-19, did any of these 
income sources decrease? What caused 
the decrease? How much is the decrease?
a. Employment
b. Remittances
c. Income from petty trade

11. Please rank the three years (2020, 2019, 
2018) from best to worse for total income 
(crop & non-crop income).

Economic and Social Impacts on Farming 
Households
1. Have you been pressured to sell some 

of you land last year or this year? How 
much land? Sale price? Who did you sell 
it to? Legal or informal sale? What kind 
of contracts are used- take a photo if 
possible?

2. Have you been pressured to lease some of 
you land last year or this year? How much 
land? Lease price? Who did you lease it 
to? For how long is the lease? Legal or 
informal sale? What kind of contracts are 
used- take a photo if possible?

3. Do you think you might be forced to 
sell or lease your land in the future if 
your livelihood situation stays the same 
or worsens? What do you worry might 
happen?

4. Did you sell other assets last year or this 
year? Explain.

5. Did you borrow money last year or this 
year? If yes, to pay for what? About how 
much? At what interest? How long is the 
loan term? From whom? Will you be able 
to return the loan? When did you borrow 
and when do you have to pay back?

6. Did you borrow other things this year or 
last year, i.e. food, etc.? From whom? Do 
you have to return it?

7. Did you have to cut back on expenses on 
food or non-food items this year or last 
year? If yes, what kind of foods/things did 
you stop buying? 

8. For all of the above, do you do this every 
year or is it because of income difficulty 
last year or this year? Are you taking out 
more than before? If so, why?

9. Are there other pressures from these 
changes to income, i.e., tensions in 
family, cannot meet social obligations, or 
something else? 



25

Annex 2. 
Questionnaire 
for village leader 
interview

Village Leader Interview
Date of Interview:

Key Informant Name: 

Telephone Number:

Village Name:

Total Households:

Introduction: I am doing a study for the 
Food and Agriculture Organization, part 
of United Nations, looking at the impact 
of covid-19 on small farmers growing 
corn (under 5 acres), and who rely on this 
as the main source of income. We think 
that because of restrictions on movement, 
this has negatively impacted on the corn 
trade. For example, transportation costs are 
higher. We want to find out if small farmers 
have experienced declines in income and 
food security. We will protect your privacy. 
Your name will not be used in the report. 
This interview will take about 1 to 1.5 
hours. We want to compensate your time 
with a 5 000 kyat telephone credit. Do you 
have any questions?

Changes to Household Income

Land status

1. How much farm land is in this village? 
How much is leased by farmers? How 
much is used to grow corn?

2. Does this land have government title 
(Form 7) or is it customary land?

3. Do the farmers lease land from nearby 
villages to grow corn? How many 
households and how much?

Crop income

4. Please rank the three years from best to 
worse for crop income for small farmers?

5. If farmers’ earnings have changed, 
do you know why? (i.e., price paid to 
farmers is lower, transportation costs 
are higher, price of inputs higher, fewer 
traders coming, difference in prices paid 
to farmer if the trader sells to different 
markets, etc.) Ask detailed information if 
there are higher costs.

6. Do you think their crop earnings will be 
better, worse or the same next year? Why?

Wage and non-crop income 

7. Besides selling crops- what are other 
income sources for small farmers in your 
village?

8. Employment: How many households? 
What kind? Where?

9. Remittances (money sent home): Do 
most or few small farmers in your village 
receive remittances? 

10. Petty trade: How many households? What 
kind, i.e. village store, crafts, renting 
vehicles, livestock, etc.?

11. Because of Covid-19, did any of these 
income sources decrease? If yes, what is 
causing the decrease?
a. Employment:
b. Remittances:
c. Petty Trade:

12. Do you think small farmers’ wage income 
will be better, worse or the same next 
year? Why?

Economic and Social Impacts on Farming 
Households 
13. Have small farmers been pressured to sell 

some of their land last year or this year? 
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Sale price? Who do they sell it to? Legal 
or informal sale? What kind of contracts 
are used- take a photo if possible?

14. Have small farmers been pressured to 
lease some of their land last year or this 
year? Lease price? Who did they lease it 
to? For how long is the lease? Legal or 
informal sale? What kind of contracts do 
you use- take a photo if possible?

15. Did small farmers sell other assets last 
year or this year? Explain.

16. Did small farmers borrow money last 
year or this year? If yes, to pay for what? 
From whom? At what interest? How long 
is the loan term? 

17. Did small farmers borrow other things 
this year or last year, i.e. food, etc.? From 
whom? Do they have to return it?

18. Did small farmers have to cut back on 
expenses on food or non-food items 
this year or last year? If yes, what kind 
of foods/things did they stop buying? Is 
there a risk that the village will run out of 
food? 

19. For all of the above, do they do this every 
year or is it because of income difficulty 
last year or this year? If this is a new way 
of coping, explain why.

20. Are female-headed households impacted 
more negatively by these changes in 
income? If yes, how? How do they cope?

21. Are young people impacted negatively 
by changes in household income, i.e., are 
pressured to drop out of school and find 
work, cut back on expenses, etc.? If yes, 
how?

22. Are there other pressures from these 
changes to income, i.e., tensions in 
family, cannot meet social obligations, or 
something else? 





C
B

65
33

E
N

/1
/1

2.
21

Inclusive Rural Transformation 
and Gender Equality Division - 

Economic and Social Development  
Rome, Italy

FAO Regional Office for Asia 
and the Pacific 

39 Phra Athit Road, Phranakorn 
Bangkok 10200, Thailand

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 


