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Abstract 
 

Myanmar is in the process of ending a two-decade long military rule and the country’s 

transition to democracy is now at a critical juncture. With a promise to establish clean 

government and good governance, Myanmar’s government has initiated dramatic political, 

social and economic reforms. Acknowledging that the economy lagged behind other 

countries in the ASEAN region, the Myanmar government has sought opportunities to re-

engage with the regional and global economy. Along with key economic reforms in the areas 

of fiscal and monetary policies, the government has significantly reduced restrictions on 

foreign direct investments (FDI), allowing a hundred percent ownership of a foreign 

companies in Myanmar. The government has also created new Special Economic Zones 

(SEZs) in the coastal regions to attract FDI with unprecedented packages of tax exemptions 

and other investment incentives to end the long-term economic stagnation of the country.   

 

With the vision to become the regional hub of industry, trade and logistics, the 

government of Thailand and Myanmar agreed to construct a new special economic zone and 

deep seaport in Dawei on the southern Andaman coastline of Myanmar, connected via road 

and rail links to Kanchanaburi of Thailand. In this bilateral cross-border investment project, 

the Myanmar government granted a 60-year concession to Thailand’s construction company 

Italian-Thai Development Public Co., Ltd. (ITD) to develop the infrastructure and manage 

the Dawei deep seaport and SEZ. This mega project started conducting a site survey in 2008 

and estimated an initial investment of more than US $8 billion was necessary for 

infrastructure development.  

 

This paper identifies the potential risks and benefits of the Dawei Deep Seaport and 

SEZ, in particular from the perspective of local communities, the Thai and Myanmar 

Governments and the project developers. The paper reviews the recent political and economic 

reforms in Myanmar, and their implications for trends in Thailand – Myanmar trade relations. 

The development of the Dawei project is mapped out chronologically against Myanmar’s 

changing political economy to explore the context of the project’s decision-making process to 

date. The paper identifies a range of issues associated with the project related to political risk 

and various dimensions of human security including: the rule of law, the quality of foreign 

investments, energy, land acquisition, involuntary resettlement, compensation and 

environmental challenges. The paper concludes that to date key decision makers from the two 
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governments and the ITD have focused heavily on the economic benefits of the project, 

paying significantly less attention to the environmental and socio-cultural impacts, and that if 

the project were to proceed, far greater regard needs to be played to public participation and 

the role of civil society. 

 

I Introduction 
 

1.1. A Brief Background of Political Changes in Myanmar over the Last Five Years 

Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, has recently attracted the keen attention of the 

international community with its new political and economic reforms after decades of 

repression, political violence, human rights violations and ethnic armed conflicts under 

authoritarian military rule. The country’s struggle to end repression and to restore democratic 

values and human rights that took a quarter of a century dated back to the popular student 

uprisings in 1988. An extensive volume of literature exists on the development of the 

political economy in Myanmar over the last two decades that has been strongly shaped by the 

non-violence struggle for democracy under the tenacious leadership of Noble Peace Prize 

Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi. Over the last five years, the country has embarked on a series of 

important and historic incidents that have influenced the present reforms of the political 

economy in Myanmar. 

 

After a long delay in drafting a new constitution for more than 15 years, Myanmar’s 

military government finalized a draft constitution in September 2007. The constitution that 

was widely criticized as undemocratic in term of its substance and drafting procedure is now 

in effect and the new state structures outlined in this constitution have now emerged. In that 

same month, the military government suddenly hiked the fuel prices without advanced public 

notice and a subsequent rise of commodity prices led to public demonstrations in the major 

cities across the country. These protests became known as the “Saffron Revolution” due to 

the role of Buddhist monks taking a lead in the protests. The military government’s violent 

crackdown on the demonstrations, as well as the arrest and detention of the Buddhist monks, 

stunned the international community, especially the United States and European Union, 

which immediately responded with tougher targeted sanctions on the military generals and 

their business entities. In the report “Burma/Myanmar: After the Crackdown” (ICG: January, 

2008) International Crisis Group’s analysis was:  “The violent crushing of protests led by 

Buddhist monks in Burma/Myanmar in late 2007 has caused even allies of the military 

government to recognize that change is desperately needed.”   

 

Before the consequences of political unrest in late 2007 could be stabilized, Myanmar 

faced the greatest human tragedy in its history when Cyclone Nargis hit the delta region - 

“the rice bowl of the country” - on May 2, 2008. The Post-Nargis Joint Assessment Report 

(PONJA: July, 2008) stated: “As of June 24, the official death toll stood at 84,537 with 

53,836 people still missing, and 19,359 injured. Assessment data shows that some 2.4 million 

people were severely affected by the cyclone, out of an estimated 7.35 million people living 

in the affected townships.” The missing amount was later put in the death toll. Despite this 

untold tragedy, the military government continued to press ahead with its planned schedule 

for a constitutional referendum that came a week later, causing public outrage on the 

government’s self-centered action to pursue their political agenda at the expense of the public 

tragedy. However, all of these tragic incidents now seem to have been left behind to history 

following the new government’s more recent sparkling reforms that have proven attractive to 

people both inside and outside the country.  
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The year 2009 brought Myanmar briefly in to the international media again with the 

case of an uninvited American intruding into the residence of Aung San Suu Kyi, just as her 

third house arrest term that started since 2003 was to end. That incident brought her to the 

court with the charge of breaking the terms of house arrest as she had not informed the 

authorities about the American’s intrusion, and resulted in the extension of her detention for 

another 18 months.   

 

The year 2010 opened with the announcement from Myanmar’s top general, Senior 

General Than Shwe, on January 4 which is the country’s Independence Day, that a general 

election would be held in Myanmar for the first time in 20 years. The election date was set 

for November 7 2010, a carefully selected date and political maneuver set five days before 

the release of Aung San Suu Kyi from her extended house arrest. The enactment of the a new 

and tougher electoral law led to the boycott of the National League for Democracy (NLD), 

which is led by Aung San Suu Kyi. As expected widely, the military-founded Union 

Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) won a landslide victory in the election which gave 

them the supreme power to control all the legislative, administrative and judiciary 

mechanisms. About five months later, Myanmar ended the military rule with a smooth 

transfer of power from the military to the civilian government on March 30, 2011. Except the 

two top military leaders, Senior General Than Shwe and Vice Senior General Maung Aye, all 

the high-ranking military generals led by General Thein Sein contested the election and 

formed a new government in civilian disguise. Therefore, the international community 

regarded the election neither as free and fair nor inclusive including due to the absence of the 

key democratic leaders’ participation in the political process (ICG: March, 2011).   

 

Until that time, few people could predict that the new government would initiate a 

series of political and economic reforms because its credibility was largely in question as it 

was formed with the same military generals of the former military council now in civilian 

disguise. It seemed that President Thein Sein had just changed his profile from the Prime 

Minister of the military cabinet to be the President of the new civilian cabinet. However, 

shortly after the election, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi was released from house arrest on 

November 13 and the revival of the democratic movement was again seen on the streets in 

Yangon, the former capital of Myanmar. At that time, there were concerns that a new round 

of political tension would start soon, as had happened in the past. But this equation drawn on 

the basis of her past discourse of political confrontation was proven wrong when she shook 

hands with President Thein Sein to start cooperating for the benefit of the people, mutually 

leaving differences aside.     

        

1.2. Structure of Paper and Research Questions 

 

This paper aims to identify the potential risks and benefits of the Dawei Deep Seaport 

and SEZ, in particular from the perspective of local communities, the Thai and Myanmar 

Governments and the project developers. The paper first describes the recent political and 

economic reforms in Myanmar, followed by the Thailand – Myanmar trade relations over the 

past decade. The paper then presents the background and history of the Dawei project, and 

maps out chronologically the decision-making process of the project’s development alongside 

Myanmar’s changing political economy. Following this, the paper then assesses a range of 

issues associated with the project related to political risk and various dimensions of human 

security, alongside the project’s potential economic benefits. The paper concludes, reflecting 

on the Dawei project, by discussing the benefits and challenges of doing business in the 

transitional political economy of Myanmar. 
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1.3. Methodologies 

 This research is formulated from a two-step data collection method. First, secondary 

data was collected through a desk review of the existing literature on Thai-Myanmar trade 

and investments and documents on the Dawei Deep Seaport and Special Economic Zone. 

After conducting the secondary data collection, the research team conducted primary data 

collection by travelling to the field research sites in Yangon and Dawei in Myanmar for one 

week from May 13 to 19, 2012. The research applied qualitative research methods such as 

semi-structured in-depth interviews with key individual informants, focus group discussions, 

and direct field observation.     

 

II Reforms in the Political Economy of Myanmar  
 

2.1. Political Reforms 

 With the end of the military rule in Myanmar, the installation of the new institutions 

took place first with the re-establishment of the bicameral Union Parliament for the first time 

in 50 years. The new constitution also came into effect, followed by the formation of regional 

parliaments and governments in seven states and seven regions. From a structural 

perspective, the establishment of regional parliaments and governments is unprecedented and 

could be seen as a move towards the decentralization of power; in essence, however, 

centralization is strongly present in all aspects of the government with power primarily still 

lying at the core. The decentralization of power in an effective and meaningful way to the 

local governments will take time as the country was long accustomed to the centralization of 

governance.  

 

Despite this, the Union Parliament has been striving to play its new role through 

enacting new laws and implementing checks and balances with the administrative 

mechanisms, albeit still weakly given the short period of time that has passed. Other 

mechanisms, such as the election commission, constitutional court and financial commission 

are key institutions of the new governance structure, but their roles to date have been less 

visible in the reform process. However, unlike the same bodies in other countries in the 

region, the Election Commission of Myanmar has gradually emerged to become not only the 

body responsible for holding free and fair elections, but also one that asserts some control on 

the actions of the political parties. Recently, the body issued a statement to the political 

parties not to get involved in the affairs of the workers’ strike happening mainly in Yangon 

and the conflicts in Rakhine State, formerly known as Arakan State.   

 

Noticeably, key steps towards reform in Myanmar came with the inaugural speech of 

President Thein Sein (NLM: March 31, 2011) delivered to the new parliament after electing 

him as President of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. His speech was a significant 

departure from the discourse of the former military government. Politically, he recognized the 

existence of the different political groups and beliefs, and noted various skepticisms towards 

his new government. With a conciliatory tone towards the democratic dissidents, he called for 

their cooperation with the government for the benefit of the people and the nation while 

taking aside the differences. He prioritized the end of the armed conflicts as one of his top 

policies in his presidency tenure. Regarding economic development, he believed that the 

country should shift the economy from an agriculture-based to an industrial-based one if the 

country were to be rich like the other newly industrialized countries in the region.  
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To keep to his words in his inaugural speech, President Thein Sein then exercised his 

power to release step-by-step the long detained political prisoners, thus realizing the 

aspiration of the democratic forces led by the democratic leader Aung San Suu Kyi. He also 

initiated a closed door meeting with Aung San Suu Kyi that quickly turned out to be the 

beginning of a meaningful political transition when Aung San Suu Kyi endorsed the 

President’s reforms as sincere and decided to re-register her party and to contest the next 

elections. The President then exercised his power to instruct the Election Commission to 

amend the electoral law to pave a way for her and her party to enter into the new 

parliamentary framework. On April 1, 2012, Myanmar held a by-election for the 45 vacant 

seats in the bicameral parliament, of which Aung San Suu Kyi and her party won 43 seats. 

These elections brought her for the first time to a new political position as a member of 

parliament in the 24-year non-violent democratic struggle in Myanmar. Despite all of this 

progress, whether the current top-down reforms conducted by the new government are 

irreversible remains an open-ended question. The ICG (April, 2012) concluded: “The 

changes are real, but the challenges are complex and numerous.”     

 

2.2. Economic Reforms 

 Of all aspects of the reforms in Myanmar, the fastest and most visible area is in the 

economic sector. The government has been undertaking an extensive series of economic 

reforms to re-engage with the regional and global economy. The government has invited the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB) to do assessments on the situation 

of the economy. The IMF mainly gave technical advice to unify the various foreign exchange 

rates, which has long been a great impediment for the smooth inflow of foreign direct 

investments (FDIs), to boost the domestic economy. Regarding key economic policy issues, 

the IMF Staff Report (March, 2012) stated that: “Priorities are establishing the market 

infrastructure for the planned move to a managed float, and monetary and foreign exchange 

policy capacity to complement plans to unify the exchange rates.” In April 2012, the 

Myanmar government launched a managed float of a unified exchange rate set in line with 

the market price—the boldest reform that the government had made within the one-year 

reform process until then.  
 

The government also drafted the new FDI law and the new law of special economic 

zones (SEZ) to govern the newly established SEZs in the country’s coastal region, including 

the Dawei Deep Seaport and Special Economic Zone. In order to ensure that the foreign 

investors were assured access to land, new land laws were also enacted by the parliament in 

favor of the foreign investors. A government plan to establish the first stock exchanges in 

Yangon and Mandalay before the ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) 

Economic Community in 2015 is also underway, as it is considered indispensable to the 

growth of the financial markets in Myanmar. Also, the government has significantly reduced 

the restrictions on the import and export sectors, while giving more freedom to the private 

banking sector to open foreign exchange counters and to manage foreign currency 

transactions which was once solely controlled by the state-owned banks. For the first time in 

recent decades, migrant workers from Myanmar living in Malaysia are able to send back their 

remittance to their families via Malaysia-based May Bank to a private bank in Yangon. A 

similar arrangement will soon happen between Myanmar and Thailand, which is a host 

country for more than 2 million Myanmar migrant workers.  
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2.3. Unprecedented Caution on Environment and Changes in Policies and Practices  

One of the significant departures from their previous economic policies and practices 

is that the new government has shown more concern towards environmental issues than the 

former military government. After a series of social movements against the construction of 

the Myitsone Dam under development by a Chinese company at the confluence of the 

Irrawaddy River, President Thein Sein shocked the international community, particularly 

China, with the surprising announcement to suspend the project for the remainder of his 

presidency tenure - the first-ever decision of the Myanmar government to listen to the desire 

of the people. In a statement sent to the parliament, President U Thein Sein (NLM: October 1, 

2011) said: “As our government is elected by the people, it is to respect the people’s will. We 

have the responsibility to address public concerns in all seriousness. So construction of 

Myitsone Dam will be suspended in the time of our government.” A few months later, on 

January 9, 2012, another announcement of the government to cancel the construction of a 

4,000 MW coal-fired power plant in Dawei SEZ shocked the Thai investor, Italian-Thai 

Development PCL. Subsequently, in March 2012, Myanmar’s parliament enacted the 

country’s first ever environmental law. According to the law, development projects, public 

and private sector initiatives alike, are required to conduct environment impact assessment 

(EIA) and social impact assessment (SIA) in Myanmar.  

 

What do all these changes mean to the trade and investment relation between 

Thailand and Myanmar? To answer this question, the paper now turns to the trade and 

investment situation between these two countries over the past decade.               
 

III Thai Trade and Investment Role in Myanmar Transitional Economy   

 
Since Myanmar began practicing a market-oriented economy in 1989, Thailand has 

become a major trade and investment partner with the country. Thai businessmen were 

among the first foreign investors to win lucrative business concessions to extract teak and 

other hard woods from the almost unexploited forests near the Thai-Myanmar border. At the 

same time, Thailand also gained concessions to extract marine resources from the abundant 

fishery reserves along the Andaman coastline of the country. The volume of border trade 

between Thailand and Myanmar has gradually increased. Then, when Myanmar discovered a 

large natural gas reserve in the Gulf of Martaban and Bay of Bengal in the mid 1990s, 

Thailand biggest public petroleum company, PTT Exploration and Production PCL, became a 

major investor in exploring and importing natural gas from Myanmar. 

 

To obtain the actual data of the trade between the two countries from the side of 

Myanmar is very difficult as Myanmar practices various foreign exchange rates, and what is 

especially problematic is that the government’s official exchange rate has been much lower 

than the real market rate. However, the government recently started to introduce the managed 

float of the exchange rate in April that reflects the market price. Table 1 and 2 summarize the 

import-export value between Thailand and Myanmar over the past eleven years using the data 

of the Customs Department of Thailand, which recorded the import-export value of the two 

counties on the basis of calendar year. This is different from the Myanmar statistics, which 

records economic data based on the country’s fiscal year that starts on the 1
th

 April of each 

year and ends on the 30
th

 of March in next year. These figures mostly reflected the border 

trade officially passing the Thai customs department, but the unofficial border trade figures 

are believed to be significantly greater although due to the nature of this trade there is a lack 

of actual data to validate this.  
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Even based on the official statistics, trade between the two countries has increased in the past 

ten years. Thailand’s main import item from Myanmar is natural gas, which constituted 90% 

of the total import value; as a result, the Myanmar government earned more than US $2 

billion per year over the past six years and this increased to more than $3 billion in 2008 and 

2011. Likewise, Thailand’s top export earning was petroleum oil though the export items 

have been more diversified in kind and the values have been evenly distributed in each item.   
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Table 1: Thailand’s Import Value Trading with Myanmar (2001 -2011) 

Year THB-US$* 

Exchange Rate 
CIF (THB) 

(All Items) 

CIF (THB) 

(Gas Only) 

CIF (US $) 

(Gas Only) 

% of 

Gas Sale 

2001 $1 = 43.00   35,789,673,029 28,888,386,599 671,822,944 80.72 

2002 $1 = 43.00   38,923,521,712 31,741,562,267 738,175,866 81.55 

2003 $1 = 41.53   37,213,471,890 29,393,441,465 707,764,061 78.99 

2004 $1 = 40.27   54,518,784,752 43,471,944,438 1,079,511,905 79.74 

2005 $1 = 40.27   71,915,931,550 60,085,625,312 1,492,069,165 83.55 

2006 $1 = 37.93   88,705,740,869 76,446,181,276 2,015,454,291 86.20 

2007 $1 = 34.56   79,992,859,159 71,922,427,574 2,081,088,760 89.91 

2008 $1 = 33.36   112,426,003,196 103,880,553,254 3,113,925,457 92.40 

2009 $1 = 34.33   95,975,915,242 87,644,323,375 2,552,995,246 91.40 

2010 $1 = 31.73   90,000,451,056 82,975,992,515 2,615,064,371 92.20 

2011 $1 = 30.49   99,725,430,586 93,821,035,484 3,077,108,412 94.08 

 

Table 2: Thailand’s Export Value Trading with Myanmar (2001 – 2011) 

Year US$ - THB* 

Exchange Rate 

FOB (THB) 

(All Items) 

FOB (THB) 

(Fuel Oil Sale)  
FOB (US $) 

(Fuel Oil Sale) 

% of  

Fuel Oil Sale 

2001 $1 = 43.00  15,639,587,129 948,985,286 22,069,425 6.07 

2002 $1 = 43.00  13,602,269,761 825,515,940 19,198,045 6.07 

2003 $1 = 41.53  18,143,686,667 1,137,418,162 27,387,868 6.27 

2004 $1 = 40.27  24,241,973,300 1,469,209,826 36,483,979 6.06 

2005 $1 = 40.27  27,996,329,854 3,520,964,689 87,433,938 12.58 

2006 $1 = 37.93  28,699,602,989 4,850,392,004 127,877,458 16.90 

2007 $1 = 34.56  32,919,283,545 5,213,669,816 150,858,501 15.84 

2008 $1 = 33.36  43,840,707,157 7,967,512,492 238,744,379 18.17 

2009 $1 = 34.33  52,642,081,617 9,390,118,030 273,525,139 17.84 

2010 $1 = 31.73  65,631,180,240 10,426,475,533 328,599,922 15.89 

2011 $1 = 30.49  85,877,142,849 12,492,560,567 409,726,486 14.55 
 

Table 3: Top Ten Items of the Trade between Thailand and Myanmar (2007 – 2011) 

No Import Items Export Items 

1 Mineral Fuel Oil Wax Mineral Fuel Oil Wax 

2 Wood & Article Machinery and Mechanical Appliances  

3 Fish Crustacean Mollusc Beverage Spirit Vinegar  

4 Copper & Article Vehicle 

5 Edible Vegetable MISC Edible Preparation  

6 Ores, Slag and Ash Plastics and Articles  

7 Live Animal Electrical Machinery and Equipment  

8 Furniture, Lamps, Prefabricated Buildings  Salt Sulphur Earth Cement  

9 Product of Animal Organ Iron and Steel  

10 Edible Fruit and Nut Animal or Vegetable Fat & Oil  
 Source: Customs Department of Thailand

1
  

*Exchange Rate: Bank of Thailand
2
 

  

                                                      
1 http://www.customs.go.th/wps/wcm/connect/custen/home/homewelcome  
2 http://www2.bot.or.th/statistics/ReportPage.aspx?reportID=123&language=eng  

http://www.customs.go.th/wps/wcm/connect/custen/home/homewelcome
http://www2.bot.or.th/statistics/ReportPage.aspx?reportID=123&language=eng
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The flow of goods from Myanmar to Thailand has often fluctuated over the past five 

years, while the goods flowing into Myanmar from Thailand has remained relatively stable 

and steadily increased. As summarized in table 3, Thailand has mainly exported machineries, 

vehicles, plastics, household goods and construction materials such as iron, steel and cement 

to Myanmar, while Myanmar has mainly exported wood products, marine products, minerals, 

vegetable and fruits to Thailand. A research report entitled “Study to formulate a Master Plan 

on Industrial Linkage between Thailand and Myanmar,” published in March 2005, and 

conducted by the Myanmar Marketing Research & Development (MMRD)
3
 analyzed the 

import-export situation between Thailand and Myanmar, based on the figures of Thai 

Customs Department in 2004. It said: “Thailand’s exports to Myanmar reached over US$ 

600,000,000 between January and December 2004. They are more varied in terms of types of 

items (95 categories vs 75 categories for Myanmar’s exports to Thailand) and are more 

evenly distributed among the various categories while Myanmar’s export items to Thailand 

leans very heavily on one category. Many of these products came through the borders” 

(AMEICC: March, 2005).   
 

At that time, the report also analyzed the relative size of the two economies as 

follows: “Thailand compared to Myanmar has 8 times greater GDP, 40 times more exports 

and imports, produces over 20 times more electricity. Inflow of tourist is 160 times higher 

and average wage is 18 times more. In all aspects of economic indicators Thailand has a far 

superior value.” Currently, Thailand is the second largest foreign direct investor into 

Myanmar after China
4
, investing US$9,568.093 million or 24% of the total FDI according to 

statistics issued by the Myanmar government.  

 

In Myanmar, the top three sectors attracting FDI are hydropower energy, oil and gas, 

and mining, which constitutes 89% of the country’s total FDI. Thailand’s FDI in to Myanmar 

is also mostly invested in these three sectors. Furthermore, if the proposed mega project of 

the Dawei Deep Seaport and Special Economic Zone fully materializes with the FDI from 

Thailand in the near future then the two country’s economic cooperation will reach a new 

strategic level with deep economic and political significance for the region.          

 

     

IV Case Study: Dawei Deep Seaport and Special Economic Zone 
 

4.1. Background and History of the Dawei Project  

In May 2008, Myanmar and Thailand signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

(MoU)
 5

 on the development of “the Dawei Deep Seaport and Road Link to Bangkok” on the 

sideline of an ASEAN ministerial meeting. Less than a month later, in June, the Myanmar 

Port Authority (MPA) and the Italian-Thai Development Public Co. Ltd. (ITD), Thailand’s 

biggest construction company, signed another MoU that gave the company the right to 

conduct a ground survey for the feasibility of the deep seaport and the road link to Thailand. 

Although the two governments’ MoU was to construct a deep seaport and a highway link 

between Dawei and Kanchanaburi, the MoU between the MPA and the ITD expanded the 

project’s scope to include a special economic zone (SEZ), which included heavy, medium 

                                                      
3
 The report was commissioned by the Japan Overseas Development Corporation (JODC) Bangkok Office for 

the AEM-METI Economic and Industrial Cooperation Committee (AMEICC) 
4 http://www.weeklyeleven.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=12843:2012-03-18-07-52-

57&catid=99:2011-04-10-07-08-41&Itemid=174   
5
 http://daweidevelopment.com/index.php/en/why-invest-in-dawei/g2g-relationship  

http://www.weeklyeleven.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=12843:2012-03-18-07-52-57&catid=99:2011-04-10-07-08-41&Itemid=174
http://www.weeklyeleven.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=12843:2012-03-18-07-52-57&catid=99:2011-04-10-07-08-41&Itemid=174
http://daweidevelopment.com/index.php/en/why-invest-in-dawei/g2g-relationship
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and light industrial estates.  The idea and initial study of the Dawei Project started well before 

Thailand and Myanmar agreed to develop their strategic plan in 2008, however; the Tokyo-

based Nippon Koei Co., Ltd., a Japanese consulting engineers company, had first conducted a 

survey for the feasibility of a road link between Dawei and Kanchanaburi as early as 1996. 

 

With the beginning of the initial ground survey in 2008 four years ago, the Myanmar 

government initially demarcated the project area in a 250 km
2
 hinterland of the Andaman 

coastline, stretching from the Maungmagan Beach in the west to the bank of the Dawei River 

in the east, and from the vicinity of Pandin-In Village (located about 28 km northwest of 

Dawei) in Long Lon Township in the south to Bawa Village located in Ye Phyu Township in 

the north. The size of the project is exactly ten times that of the Map Ta Phut Industrial 

Complex in Rayong Province in the Gulf of Thailand. After developing the detailed 

conceptual plan of the project, based on the ground survey data, the MPA and ITD signed a 

framework agreement on November 2, 2010, allowing the ITD to start infrastructure 

construction for the project. Max Myanmar Group of Companies, a local business entity 

whose owner is very close to the ruling authorities and is one of the business cronies in the 

US and EU sanction list, became the key local partner of the ITD. Together, the companies 

formed and registered the Dawei Development Co. Ltd. (DDC) in Myanmar. The ITD owns 

75% of the DDC, while Max Myanmar owns the remaining 25%. 

 

The first comprehensive information package of the DSEZ was officially released by 

the ITD when it held a seminar entitled “Dawei Project: Investment Opportunity in the New 

Regional Trading and Industrial Hub” at Mandarin the Oriental Hotel in Bangkok on June 8, 

2011. The aim of the seminar was to find and attract potential investors in the project, and the 

ITD distributed to the selectively invited guests the project plan document which included the 

incentives and concessions given by the DSEZ Law. At the seminar, the ITD President 

Premchai Karnasuta drew the attention of the potential strategic partners with a presentation 

of digitally created images of the project and his announcement that land was available for 

immediate reservation by investors interested in the project’s 18 sectors, which are: a deep 

seaport, a shipyard, petrochemical complex, chemical complex, refinery and gas complex, 

integrated steel mills, fertilizer plant, pulp and paper, coal-fired power plant, hydro power 

plant, utility services, medium and light industrial estates, toll road, railway, logistics, a 

township, and world class holiday resorts. Prior to the event, the project plan document had 

been leaked to the internet and has so far been used by academics, civil society groups and 

others who are also interested in the project. 

 

However, six months after that seminar, the ITD made a major change in the project 

design, namely: reducing the size of the project from 250 km
2
 to 204.5 km

2
 and re-designing 

the deep seaport from a three-basin port to a single “L” shape port (ITD: February, 2012). 

According to the environmental study report entitled “Initial Environmental Examination for 

Dawei Sea Port and Industrial Estate Development Project” conducted by the Bangkok-

based TEAM Consulting Engineering and Management Co. Ltd (TEAM: December 2011), 

the project also changed its timeline from 2010-2019 to 2012-2020. Phase I of the project 

intends to complete by 2015 the construction of a deep seaport, the road to Dawei Airport, the 

initial four-lane cross-border road link to Thailand, the industrial estate road and drainage 

networks, a water reservoir, a wastewater treatment plant, and a 400 MW
6
 coal-fired power 

                                                      
6
 Initially, the ITD planned to construct a 4,000 MW coal-fired power plant from which 3,600 MW was intended 

to be exported to Thailand. However, on January 9, 2012, Myanmar announced the cancellation of the power 

plant construction. ITD then redesigned the project to build a 400 MW plant only to supply the domestic 

demand of the project. 
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plant. The ITD’s timeframe is intended to complete the infrastructure constructions in line 

with the inception of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015. In the following 

years up to 2020, the project’s phase II and III will continue with the expansion of the road 

link from a four to eight-lane highway paralleling the construction of a railway, electricity 

transmission line and oil and gas pipe line to Thailand.  

 

The plan to construct a deep seaport and a cross-border highway between Dawei and 

Kanchanaburi links into the “Asia Highway Network (AHN)” plan to connect the Indian 

Ocean to the South China Sea via a “land bridge”. The deep seaport and the transnational 

highway is also an important component of “the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity
 
” that 

is intended to be fulfilled by 2020. The completion of the port and highway also enables the 

opening of the Southern Economic Corridor (SEC), which aims to link a Mekong-India 

Economic Corridor (MIEC) crossing the Indian Ocean (ASEAN: January, 2011). If the plan 

is completed, Dawei will become the western gateway to the Indian Ocean that facilitates 

regional trade and logistics integration via a land bridge connecting Thailand, Laos, 

Cambodia and Vietnam through the AHN thus avoiding the increasingly congested Malacca 

Strait. 

 

4.2. Chronology of Dawei Project Development alongside Changing Political Economy 

The chronology of the project development since 2008 is presented in table 4 

alongside the recent changes in political economy in Myanmar. The chronology reveals that 

when the Thai government and the ITD signed the MoU for this mega project, Myanmar was 

at a critical juncture when the government faced three great events in its domestic politics: 

the Buddhist monk-led demonstration know as “Saffron revolution” in late 2007; the national 

tragedy of the Cyclone Nargis causing the deaths of more than 140,000 people; and the 

constitutional referendum in the first half of 2008. It was just five days before the first 

election in Myanmar in two decades that the ITD signed the framework agreement with 

Myanmar’s previous military government and without knowing with certainty the outcome of 

the election and the possible political changes in its aftermath. Also important is that at that 

time there was no law to govern this type of special economic zone in Myanmar when the 

ITD won its concession from the military government in November. It was two months after 

the framework agreement that the military government enacted the Myanmar Special 

Economic Zone Law and Dawei Special Economic Zone Law in January 2011. According to 

Kriangsak Teerakowitkajorn
7
, a researcher from Thammasat University, the law was 

reportedly drafted by the ITD itself, but this fact has yet to be confirmed form other 

independent sources. Given these circumstances, both the Myanmar and the Thai 

governments and the ITD and Max Myanmar took tremendous political risks in a highly 

uncertain political climate, but anticipating the potential of high economic returns from the 

project.  

 

 

  

                                                      
7
 Kriangsak Teerakowitkajorn wrote “An Unofficial Report on the Implementation of Deep Sea-port Project 

(DDPP) in 2011.   
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Table 4: The Chronology of the DSEZ Development  

Changes in Myanmar’s Political Economy Timeline of DSEZ Development 

May 2, 2008: Cyclone Nargis hit the delta 

region causing the deaths of more than 

140,000 people.   

 

May 29 2008: Approval of the new 

constitution in a referendum widely regarded 

as “a sham.” 

 

 

November 7 and 13, 2010: The first election 

in two decades was held in Myanmar on 

November 7. A few days later, Nobel Peace 

Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi was 

released and the rising tide of democracy 

sentiment resumed. She called for foreign 

investors to be ethical in conducting business 

in Myanmar.  

 

January 27, 2011: The former military 

government enacted the Myanmar Special 

Economic Zone Law and Dawei SEZ Law 

just two months before they stepped down on 

March 30, 2011. 

 

March 30, 2011: Myanmar ended military 

rule with the transfer of power to an elected 

civilian government led by President Thein 

Sein. The new government policies focused 

on economic growth and poverty reduction. 

Under the government’s proposals for 

economic reform, the top priority is 

industrialization. The government didn’t, 

however, disclose the comprehensive 

industrialization plan to the public. 

 

August 19, 2011: A turning point of political 

change in Myanmar after a historic meeting 

between President Thein Sein and Aung San 

Suu Kyi. As a result, the new government 

started to cooperate with Aung San Suu Kyi 

and amended the electoral law which paved 

the way for her party, the National League 

for Democracy (NLD), to decide to re-

register the party and to contest the by-

election on April 1, 2012. 

 

 

May 19, 2008: An MoU between 

Myanmar and Thailand is signed on the 

sidelines of an ASEAN ministerial 

meeting. 

June 12, 2008: An MoU signed between 

the MPA and ITD, which secured the 

right to conduct a ground survey in 

Dawei. 

 

November 2, 2010: A Framework 

Agreement between the MPA and ITD 

signed which secured the full right to start 

infrastructure construction in the 250 km
2
 

or 156,250 rai project area. The ITD 

agreed to give US$ 37.5 million (an 

estimated 1.132 billion THB) for a land 

lease of 60 years.   

 

Early 2011: Kriangsak Teerakowitkajorn, 

a researcher from Thammasat University 

claimed that the ITD drafted the DSEZ 

law. But the fact couldn’t be verified from 

other independent sources.   

 

June 8, 2011: The ITD held a seminar in 

Bangkok and announced that the 

upgrading of existing local roads in 

Dawei and an access road to Thailand had 

been completed. The ITD opened a sale 

for land reservation to Thai and 

international investors. In the same 

month, the ITD held a similar sale 

seminar in Japan. The ITD didn’t, 

however, hold a seminar in Myanmar. 

 

September 16, 2011: The ITD registered 

the Dawei Development Company (DDC) 

as the implementing and managing unit of 

the ITD in Myanmar. It was said that the 

ITD owned 75% of the DDC and Max 

Myanmar Co., Ltd., the ITD’s key local 

partner, owned 25%. Unlike a SET-

registered company in Thailand, the ITD 

wasn’t required to disclose the 

shareholder list of the DDC to the public.   
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December 15, 2011: A local social group 

named the “Dawei Development Association 

(DDA)” held a press conference in Yangon, 

calling for green development in Dawei and 

subsequently protested against constructing 

the 4,000 MW coal-fired power plant in 

Dawei. 

 

January 7, 2012: The Myanmar Finance 

Minister welcomed a Thai government 

delegation led by Finance Minister Mr. 

Thirachai Phuvanatnaranubala and high level 

executives from the Asian Development 

Bank (ADB), Siam Commercial Bank, 

Krungthai Bank, and Bangkok Bank to 

Dawei to hold a ministerial meeting and tour 

of the designated deep seaport area. 

 

March, 2012: The parliament approved the 

environmental conservation law and a new 

foreign investment law was drafted to be 

submitted to the upcoming parliament 

session in July. Soe Thein, the Union 

Government Minister for the Ministry of 

Industry 2 and Chairman of the Foreign 

Investment Commission, told the local 

journal The Voice Weekly that the 

government is currently drafting a new SEZ 

law with the assistance of Japanese experts. 

The existing SEZ law enacted by the military 

government a year ago would then be 

replaced with the new one in the near future.  

 

July 4, 2012: The 4
th

 regular session of the 

parliament confirmed the resignation of Vice 

President Thiha Thura Tin Aung Myint Oo, 

who was the former chairman of the foreign 

investment committee and who attended the 

signing ceremony of the framework 

agreement between the ITD and Myanmar 

Port Authority (MPA) on November 2, 2010. 

November 14, 2011: The ITD signed a 

MoU with the Ratchaburi Electricity 

Generating Holding Public Company 

Limited (RATCH) to jointly develop 400 

MW and 2 x 1800 MW coal-fired power 

plants. The ITD owned 70% of the shares 

while the RATCH owned 30%. 

 

January 9, 2012: The ITD was surprised 

to hear of the cancellation of the planned 

4,000 MW coal-fired power plant by the 

Myanmar government. Instead, the 

government said they would consider a 

400 MW power plant for use only at the 

Dawei project, meaning that the planned 

export of 3,600 MW to Thailand via a 

transmission line was cancelled. 

 

May, 2012: The ITD had not been able to 

start the construction of the deep seaport 

as scheduled in 2012, according to the 

direct field observation of this research 

team from Chulalongkorn University. An 

important reason why is because the ITD 

has faced complicated issues in land 

acquisition and compensation to the 

villagers in the deep seaport area. 

However, the construction of the road link 

to Thailand has been underway 

throughout the summer season of 2012, 

expanding the width of the road from 

about 15 feet to 30 feet. 

 

July 6, 2012: The ITD confirmed the 

withdrawal of the Max Myanmar Co. Ltd. 

from the Dawei Project, according to 

Reuters
8
. Mr Zaw Zaw, the owner of Max 

Myanmar, is known to be close to Vice 

President Thiha Thura Tin Aung Myint 

Oo, a rare coincidence occurring about the 

same time.   

 

 

4.3. Political Risks and Human Security Implications in Dawei Project  

As discussed above, the ITD rushed to secure a business concession from the former 

Myanmar military government while the country’s internal political barometer was highly 

unstable and uncertain. The paper now analyzes several key issues relevant to political risk 

and to various dimensions of human security: 

                                                      
8
 http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/07/06/us-myanmar-dawei-italianthai-idUSBRE86506C20120706  

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/07/06/us-myanmar-dawei-italianthai-idUSBRE86506C20120706
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Rule of Law: After the ITD signed the framework agreement with Myanmar Port Authority, 

the SEZ law to govern the Dawei project followed two months later. Now, two years after the 

framework agreement, there have been major changes such as the redrafting of the SEZ law 

to replace the existing one, the cancellation of the Dawei coal-fired power plant, and the 

withdrawal of Max Myanmar Co. Ltd., the ITD’s only local partner. Apart from that, the 

Myanmar parliament has enacted the environmental law, the labor union law and land laws. 

Moreover, the upcoming parliamentary session will enact the new foreign direct investment 

law and minimum wage law. All of these new laws will have an influence on the project. It 

could turn out that whilst the ITD took a huge political risk and relied heavily on the former 

military government to secure the lucrative business concession, it will now face new 

challenges to its business as Myanmar strengthens its legal framework.     

Investment: Myanmar’s democratic leader and Noble Peace Prize Laureate Aung San Suu 

Kyi urged foreign investors in Myanmar to ensure the transparency and accountability of 

their investments. She said that investors should not merely invest for their own benefit, but 

also look to the benefits of the people of Myanmar in terms of the creation of more job 

opportunities for the millions of young people seeking work in the country. The cancellation 

of 4,000 MW coal-fired power plant can be understood in this context, because this project 

design focused more on the electricity security of Thailand by planning to export 3,600 MW 

to Thailand, while it would give little benefit to people in Myanmar but would instead result 

in environmental pollution and public health problems for the local people in Dawei.    

Energy: Showing their concern on environmental issues in Myanmar, the government 

announced the cancellation of the 4,000 MW coal-fired power plant two days after a 

ministerial meeting between the two countries about the project that was held in Dawei on 

January 7, 2012. This is the second major investment incident after the suspension of the 

China-backed Myitsone Dam. The government said that they would consider building a 400 

MW coal-fired power plant only for domestic use, meaning that they rejected the ITD’s plan 

to export 3,600 MW to Thailand via a cross-border transmission line. As the project also 

needs electricity for infrastructure construction during the initial stages, the ITD plans to 

build a 150 MW natural gas power plant using natural gas imported from Indonesia, 

according to an interview with an ITD official for this research. The official said that the 

natural gas from the Yadana and Yetagon gas field can’t be used due to prior agreements for 

sales to other clients. In the long term, a sustainable solution for the high electricity demands 

of the project must be sought.     

Land: The Dawei project needs to secure 204.5 km
2
 land area, but the designated project area 

is not vacant land. It is home to at least 20 village communities that have been established in 

that area for a long time. Consequently, this project has challenged the entire existing social 

structure directly and fundamentally with the drastic structural changes in the region. Due to 

the plans to change the area from a subsistence largely self-sufficient agriculture-based 

economy to an industrialized export-oriented special economic zone, the affected local people 

face the permanent loss of their agriculture lands for the industrial development, leading to 

losses for local livelihoods and a growing economic insecurity. The ITD official interviewed 

for this research confessed that the biggest current challenge for the company is the land 

acquisition issue which, they said, is tremendously complex and costly.  

Involuntary Resettlement: The common position of the affected people is that they don’t 

want to move to a new relocation site, leaving their land and natural resource assets behind. 

According to the existing Dawei SEZ law, it is the responsibility of the project implementers 
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to relocate the affected villages to a place outside the project area. The relocation plan didn’t 

consider the economic and socio-cultural factors of the affected villagers. For example, the 

relocation plan is designed to build a new town with blocks of housing complex to 

accommodate several villages in one place, which is very much different from the previous 

village setting and will result in allocating a tiny piece of land (100 sq.ft) with a new house to 

each household without any arable land allocated to them to continue their agriculture 

livelihoods. Therefore, the resettlement plan will threaten the livelihood security of the 

affected population. Another problem is food security; due to the massive land confiscation, 

there will be no more paddy fields around the project area on the west bank of the Dawei 

River, leading to a situation that the people in the area will need to import rice from other 

parts of the country and that would likely cause a rise in the price of rice locally. 

Environment: Massive infrastructure constructions and large-scale development project will 

always be intertwined with environmental issues. The construction of the deep seaport alone 

will clear 35 km
2
 of mangrove, natural and reserved forests. The construction of a large water 

reservoir blocking an inland river to store fresh water to meet the daily needs for fresh water 

in the industrial factories in the SEZ will create a 7 km
2
 reservoir area, submerging a 200-

household village and affecting the river’s watershed area that is rich in biodiversity. The 

construction of the 160 km road link to Thailand will cross communities, plantations and 

forest lands. There is no Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for the whole project. 

The ITD hired Bangkok-based TEAM Consulting Engineering and Management Co. Ltd. to 

conduct an Environmental Assessment (EA) in the deep seaport area and Environmental 

Research Institute of Chulalongkorn University (ERIC) to conduct the EA for the 

construction of the road link to Thailand. The results of the assessments have so far not been 

available for the public study. However, this research finds that the size of the project and its 

infrastructure development - the construction of a deep seaport, a 160 km-long eight-lane 

highway, and a large water reservoir - will inevitably cause tremendous changes to the 

natural environment and have an impact on the distribution and use of natural resources by 

the local communities.   

Lack of Information and Participation: Initially, without giving appropriate information to 

the affected local villagers, the project started to conduct measurements of the land in the 

yards of the plantations and for the construction of the roads. The government and the 

companies planned the project and started construction activities totally excluding the 

public’s participation. These factors have caused great fear among the villagers who are 

threatened to lose their land, because they knew that the military government had confiscated 

land in other parts of the country. 

Rising Social Movements: Due to the lack of information and the exclusion of the public 

from participation, the local villagers tried to learn by themselves what is going on in their 

area and what will be the impacts of this project to their life and livelihoods. Some volunteers 

who loved their land, culture, social values and practices came out to protest against any 

harmful impacts of the project upon them. Although not totally rejecting the project, the local 

people want the government and companies to consult with them and give them full 

information on the project. The emergence of the local social movements and their greater 

cooperation with the local media played a critical role in educating the wider affected 

population about the project and its potential impacts on their life. 
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4.4. Socio-cultural Awareness Critical to the Success of the Project 

Since the signing of the framework agreement between the two countries on 

November 2, 2010, the Dawei project has received extensive media coverage compared to 

other similar projects in Myanmar, resulting in an increasing public awareness in Thailand 

and Myanmar. The New York Times
9
 was the first international media to report on the Dawei 

region and its society portraying it as “almost deserted… wild and sparsely populated 

southern coast.” The ITD’s project manager Surin Vichian expressed his view in the same 

article: “You have to think of Myanmar as Thailand 50 years ago. There’s nothing in the 

country but wilderness and cheap labor.” The article also quoted the then Thailand Prime 

Minister Mr. Abhisit Vejjajiva, referring to one of his weekly televised addresses to the 

country: “Some industries are not suitable to be located in Thailand. This is why they decided 

to set up there [Dawei].
10

” The ITD very much liked the New York Time’s news headline 

“An Industrial project that could change Myanmar” and often quoted it in the last page of the 

company’s project documents released to the public. The ITD has promoted the project 

profile in a way that describes the company as having come in to Dawei to transform the 

region from a deserted land to the biggest modern industrial complex in ASEAN, and that the 

project will improve the living standard of the local people and the economic growth of the 

country at large.  

 

  In fact, over the past two years, Thailand’s leading English newspapers, The Nation 

and the Bangkok Post, have consistently covered the news on the Dawei deep seaport and 

SEZ, including extensive analysis comparing the Dawei development plan with the Eastern 

and Southern Seaboard Plans in Thailand. Regarding the intention of the Thai government 

and business sector to invest in Dawei, in an interview with AFP on June 4, 2011, Mr. Tanit 

Sorat, Vice Chairman of the Federation of Thai Industry said: “Myanmar still ignores 

environmental issues. Dawei is the world's solution for industry that affects the environment, 

heavy industry and the industry that is banned in other countries.”
 11

 Some analysts within 

the Thai government and business sector have also spoken frankly about their concerns on the 

government’s decision to back the Dawei project. Among them, Mr. Krirkkla Sonthimas, 

President of the Thai Federation on Logistics, said: “The government should create its own 

main port as a western gateway even in the far future, as well as the southern seaboard 

industrial zone. Eventually, we must breathe by using our own nose.”
12

 Echoing Mr. Krirkkla, 

Mr. Tawalyarat Onsira, Head of the Marine Department of the Ministry of Transport, said: “If 

you focus on the Tavoy deep seaport [solely], it is like borrowing another person's nose. 

More important is that the port's location is far from many main international shipping 

routes, compared to Pak Bara port.”
13

  

 

Despite these different opinions on the Dawei project in Thailand, investing in a deep 

seaport and industrial estate in Dawei is a rare common policy ground shared between the 

ruling Pheu Thai Party and its rival Democratic Party. However, neither the Thai government 

officials nor business leaders have shown their awareness and concern towards the fact that 

                                                      
9
 An Industrial project that could change Myanmar: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/27/world/asia/27iht-

myanmar.html?pagewanted=all  
10

 Ibid 
11

 Fears over Myanmar deep-sea port plan: http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5g1rOK4 

dluK-ijY1Tcn_I4TGQhSrw? docId=CNG.2c277b95162a7eb805d0bd93e154aa2e.111&index=0  
12

 “Sun rises from the west for tavoy” http://www.nationmultimedia.com/2010/06/28/business/Sun-rises-from-

the-west-for-tavoy-30132540.html  
13

 Tavoy mega-port will be a major challenge for Ital-Thai Development: http://www.nationmultimedia.com/ 

home/2010/11/22/business/Tavoy-mega-port-will-be-a-major-challenge-for-Ital-30142866.html  

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/27/world/asia/27iht-myanmar.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/27/world/asia/27iht-myanmar.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5g1rOK4%20dluK-ijY1Tcn_I4TGQhSrw?%20docId=CNG.2c277b95162a7eb805d0bd93e154aa2e.111&index=0
http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5g1rOK4%20dluK-ijY1Tcn_I4TGQhSrw?%20docId=CNG.2c277b95162a7eb805d0bd93e154aa2e.111&index=0
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/2010/06/28/business/Sun-rises-from-the-west-for-tavoy-30132540.html
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/2010/06/28/business/Sun-rises-from-the-west-for-tavoy-30132540.html
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/%20home/2010/11/22/business/Tavoy-mega-port-will-be-a-major-challenge-for-Ital-30142866.html
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/%20home/2010/11/22/business/Tavoy-mega-port-will-be-a-major-challenge-for-Ital-30142866.html
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the project area is home to the ethnic Dawei natives with their long standing culture, custom, 

language and social structure. Furthermore, in the project documents officially released to the 

public, the ITD provides little information on the issue of the massive involuntary 

resettlement of 19 villages with a sizable population of more than 30,000 people, nor how the 

company will address the grave concerns of the affected people on their livelihood and food 

security. It is clear that if this issue was revealed more fully in the company documents, it 

would undermine the company’s efforts to mobilize potential investors in the international 

investment markets.   

 

 

4.5. Economic Benefits of the Dawei Project  

 The Dawei Project could reap enormous benefits for both Thailand and Myanmar if 

all the relevant stakeholders carried out the project in a transparent and accountable manner. 

Although the ITD proposed its grand project design with sophisticated images to attract the 

international investors, it currently faces hurdles to secure enough investment as the project is 

incredibly ambitious in its size of investment. Moreover, the issues detailed above need to be 

addressed if the confidence of potential investors in the project is to be gained. In this 

context, this research found that the ITD has limited capacity to address all these issues and it 

is not possible to move the project ahead without extensive multi-stakeholder involvement, 

including of the two governments, in order to seek the necessary financial backing as well as 

to guarantee the social security for the affected local people. 

 

In light of the economic benefits that could be brought by the Dawei Project, 

Myanmar is geopolitically in a strategic position located between the two large economies of 

China and India. Also, all three major economic corridors of the GMS — the North-South, 

East-West and Southern Economic Corridors — have to cross Myanmar in order to reach the 

Indian Ocean. Moreover, the nation is in a position to serve as a western gateway for the 

ASEAN to shorten their reach to the Indian Ocean. Myanmar has a unique position to 

facilitate the ASEAN-India economic cooperation through the Mekong-India Economic 

Corridor. In this context, the East-West and Southern Economic Corridors will cross 

Thailand’s Tak and Kanchanaburi Provinces—the two provinces lagging behind the fast 

developing Bangkok and other industrial provinces in Thailand. Also, these economic 

corridors will improve the underdeveloped infrastructure of Myanmar’s Karen, Mon and 

Tenesserim regions. Therefore, Thailand and Myanmar could become the strategic economic 

partners within the GMS for the realization of the regional integration. As Thailand is the 

strongest economy in the GMS except China, the country will benefit from the economic 

cooperation with Myanmar to realize its ambition to be the region’s trade and logistic hub. 

Thailand can also expand its export market to India and beyond through the mega investment 

in Dawei Deep Seaport and Special Economic Zone located in the southern Myanmar’s 

Andaman coastline (Zaw Aung: June, 2012).  

 

 

4.6 Corporate Social Responsibility at the Dawei Project 

On 14 July 2012, President Thein Sein, in his speech to the US-ASEAN Business 

Forum in Siem Reap, Cambodia gave details of the newly formed Myanmar Investment 

Commission (MIC).
14

 The MIC has laid down four principles for FDI into the country: (a) to 

protect the interest of Myanmar citizens; (b) to protect the dignity of the State; (c) to protect 

national sovereignty; and (d) to allow environmental friendly investment. These principles 

                                                      
14

 http://www.mrtv3.net.mm/open9/150712rea.html  

http://www.mrtv3.net.mm/open9/150712rea.html
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will also be reflected in the Foreign Investment Law now being drafted. Aung San Suu Kyi 

too has repeatedly emphasized the need for responsible investment into Myanmar that creates 

jobs and benefits the people. The MIC also makes specific reference for the need for 

corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

 

With regard to the Dawei project, the ITD does have a CSR policy publicly available 

on its website.
15

 This includes commitments on: 

 

 The Business Ethics: “… The Company will avoid engaging the activities which are 

against morality.” 

 The Respect to Human Right and Labor Equity : “Human resource is the effective 

factor to drive the business  … The Company,   therefore,  shall improve their 

working environment  …” 

 The Community Development : “… The Company will establish the activities which 

can strengthen the community for example the education support, human resource 

development, employment creation, and other development project.” 

 The Environmental Concern “… The Company, therefore, shall set the environmental 

impact protection system comply with laws and regulation and participate in 

environmental activities with other part of society.” 

 CSR Report: “The Company will disclose the information related to CSR activities of 

the Company in the annual report.” 

 

In its Policy on Stakeholders Treatment the ITD also states with regard to the public that:  

 

“the Company will not do any actions which damage societies, natural resources, and 

environments. In addition, the Company will try to look for opportunities to support 

creative activities for communities and build up the spirit of social responsibility by 

all employees at all levels on continuous and sincere basis. Moreover, the company 

will strictly follow or oversee compliance with the intent of laws and rules issued by 

supervising authorities.” 

 

In practice, there are well documented weaknesses in various forms of voluntary CSR 

policies. CSR is not a substitute for a complete legal framework that is well enforced and that 

follows the Rule of Law, which remains a challenge in Myanmar.  However, these CSR 

policies can be used as “hooks” by civil society as one approach towards ensuring that 

promises made by the ITD are kept.   

 

VI Conclusion: Benefits and Challenges of Doing Business in a Transitional Political 

Economy  

 

In conclusion, one fundamental question that should be raised is: Is it the right time to 

decide to implement a project such as Dawei as Myanmar is in a transformation stage of 

changing governments and governance structures? From the time of signing the framework 

agreement between the ITD and MPA to date, many changes have been underway, especially 

in the political economy of Myanmar, and the development of the project has been delayed 

by this uncertainty. While conducting internal reforms there are often missing links that make 

it hard to connect the government’s new policies to actual practices on the ground. From the 

regional economic integration perspective, it could be the right time to carry out the project 

                                                      
15

 http://www.itd.co.th/index.php/en/2011-12-08-14-41-11  

http://www.itd.co.th/index.php/en/2011-12-08-14-41-11


19 

 

because of the aspiration for an ASEAN Economic Community in 2015 and the project could 

play a key role in this process if it were constructed. From the domestic perspective, it is also 

true that Myanmar needs to develop its economy with the help of foreign direct investment, 

especially in this time of transforming the country towards the democratic governance. 

However, it is vital that all of the stakeholders do not overlook or underestimate the 

importance of addressing the long list of issues identified above, including the rule of law, the 

quality of foreign investments, energy, land acquisition, involuntary resettlement, 

compensation and environmental challenges. One of the most daunting challenges is the lack 

of established institutional capacity conducive to such a large-scale industrial development 

project. Therefore, the mega development project has practically resulted in massive land 

grabbing in the rural area, seriously threatening the human security of the local population.  

 

In the case of Dawei project, the key decision makers from the two governments and 

the companies have focused heavily on the economic benefits of the project, paying 

significantly less attention to the environmental and socio-cultural impacts to the affected 

local society living in the project area. This is reminiscent of business practices under 

military rule in Myanmar, whereby for large projects that were introduced by the military 

government in cooperation with the private sector, domestic or foreign alike, the authorities 

would usually exercise excessive power to confiscate land and relocate villages by order and 

without compensation, and as such the businesses didn’t need to worry about these issues. 

However, the procedure has now changed under the new government which, on paper at 

least, requires land confiscation, compensation and relocation to follow the new laws. In this 

new context, the existing SEZ law requires that the developers or investors must take 

responsibility to compensate the properties of the affected people. They are also responsible 

to prepare relocation housing plans before doing the actual resettlement, which has turned out 

to be a costly program that the ITD initially didn’t account for and put into their budget, 

according to the ITD’s project document (ITD, 2009).       

 

In conclusion, the process of regionalization that has been taking place in the vicinity 

of Myanmar will suddenly collide with the country and its people as Myanmar opens up its 

borders to re-engage with the region. Under the present circumstances, Myanmar will not 

benefit from the Dawei project as much as it could if the government doesn’t pay serious 

attention to the issues identified in this paper, and if a greater regard is not played to the 

importance of public participation and the role of civil society. As such, if the project is to 

proceed, whether it will benefit all or instead be the source of transboundary environmental 

injustice remains to be seen. 
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