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The promise and potential of tourism in Myanmar

Growth in Myanmar tourism

T  he growth of tourism in Myanmar has been impres-
sive, experiencing significant increase in both arrivals 

and foreign investment. In 2010 Myanmar attracted less 
than 800,000 tourists. In 2013 there were over two million 
arrivals. Tourism is now the fifth largest source of foreign 
direct investment in Myanmar, accounting for nearly two 
billion dollars. However, this rapid growth has stressed 
Myanmar’s fledgling tourism infrastructure and national 
management systems.
 In 2012 the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism (MoHT)
introduced the Myanmar Tourism Master Plan (MTMP) as a 
road map for Myanmar’s tourism development. The MTMP 
is based on “Responsible Tourism Policy” foundations, em-
phasising community development, gender main–stream-
ing, sustainability and social responsibility in developing 
tourism products. The MTMP highlights human resource 
development as essential for Myanmar’s tourism industry 
to meet current and future needs.

New and untouched
 Myanmar is a new and relatively untouched tourist 
destination, giving it a competitive advantage. However, a 
competitive advantage can’t be sustained by “honeymoon” 
growth alone — there must be a sophisticated approach 
to establish Myanmar as a unique “brand” among regional 
competitors. The development of niche tourism products, 
promoted through creative marketing, is necessary to es-
tablish Myanmar as a preferred destination.

Tourism benefits ethnic and 
remote communities
 Interaction between tourists and ethnic and remote 
communities can result in improved infrastructure as well 
as economic, environmental and social benefits. By devel-
oping creative and diverse products, tourism can have an 
increased positive impact on people’s lives.

 Many jobs in the tourism sector are accessible to the 
those living in rural and remote areas allowing them to 
supplement income from other activities. However, while 
employment opportunities can be particularly beneficial 
for woman, young people and ethnic minorities, attention 
needs to be given to avoid issues such as labour exploita-
tion, abuses of human rights and bad working conditions.

Market performance

Destination management
 Myanmar has six flagship destinations dominating tour-
ist arrivals: Yangon, Bagan, Mandalay, Inle Lake, Ngapali 
Beach and Kyaikhto (Golden Rock). Visitor arrivals are at-
tracted to a central band of the country, with limited visita-
tion to the north and south. Restrictions preventing visitors 
from entering Myanmar via border crossings in Tachileik, 
Myawady, Htee Khee and Kawthoung were lifted in Sep-
tember 2013 which are helping to increase visitor arrivals.

Destinations: challenges & opportunities

•  Myanmar has many world class destinations — 
and several others that can be world class if they 
are well developed.

•  Performance and success does not lie with the 
destinations themselves, but with the way that 
they are developed, marketed and managed.

Infrastructure

Large hotels and chains 
 Given the growth in visitors to Myanmar, it is projected 
that the demand for hotel rooms will outpace supply in the 
next five to 10 years. New hotels are being built at main 
destinations. International brands are well advanced with 
new hotel infrastructure which will add to the existing, four–
star and five–star rated hotels.
 In 2015 there were 1,279 hotels and guest houses 
in Myanmar with a total of 49,946 rooms. The most 
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popular destinations — Yangon, Mandalay, and 
Bagan — accounted for a total of 24,777 rooms, 
nearly 50% of the county’s total.

Hotels: challenges & opportunities

•  While the supply of hotel rooms continues to grow, 
there remains a lag in supply vs demand which 
will likely keep prices high in some destinations.

•  The development of hotels is focused primarily on 
a few locations and dominated by those with ac-
cess to capital.

Accommodation
 While there are many new hotel projects across 
the country, they do not meet the demand of the grow-
ing tourism market. The room shortage often results in 
overcharging, which can damage the long–term future 
of the industry. Facilities offered are often at rates much 
higher than neighbouring countries. Tour operators note 
that a better 3–star option would result in more dynamic 
promotion of destinations. There are often no accom-

modation options available for tourists who want to 
explore remote ethnic communities. Hotel infrastructure 
is focused on key, saturated destinations and not the 
surrounding towns and locations.

Accommodation: challenges & opportunities

•  At the destination level there is investment in new 
hotels but a lag in meeting demand.

•  The market in some destinations has not respond-
ed to the need for a variety of quality options, in-
cluding higher end offerings.

•  There is a major lack of supply in remote locations 
where the majority of people live.

Airlines 
 Myanmar is a large country. Tourist destinations are 
widely dispersed. A dependable airline sector is essential 
to meet growing tourism needs. As of 2013, the tourism 
market was served by 31 international airlines and six do-
mestic airlines. As of March 2014 Myanmar’s airlines had 
a fleet of 44 aircraft including turboprops, narrow body jets 
and regional jets.

Airlines: challenges & opportunities
 
•  There are no significant issues, except that air-

lines often choose to operate flights only if they 
are well booked. This means that emerging desti-
nations with few visitors suffer from cancellation of 
scheduled flights.

Land transport
 Transport at the destination level is mostly poor quality. 
For example, there is only one local car rental business in 
Keng Tung that works with hotels in providing car rental 
service to tourists. Since it relies on the local market the 
quality of vehicles is not good. Hotels sometimes have 
to hire mini buses and vans from the bus companies that 
operate the Keng Tung–Tachileik route.

Transport: challenges & opportunities

•  The market is not providing transport suitable for 
tourists in new destinations. This represents an 
opportunity for local entrepreneurs once demand 
is more predictable.

Services

Booking
 Despite major hotel chains entering Myanmar, there 
remains a lack of related services in the tourism market. 
This is due, in part, to local entrepreneurs being hesitant to 

work based on bookings received by email. Despite efforts 
of Oway, a local online booking agent, and Agoda, many 
local hotels and entrepreneurs still do not use the internet 
to gain wider access to the market. This results in hotels 
in less well–known destinations having poor sales, which 
in turn leads to low tourist arrivals, and airlines cancelling 
flights to remote destinations due to few passengers.

Booking: challenges & opportunities

•  Lack of national or international booking services 
that are widely used adds to transaction costs and 
excludes market players in more remote and un-
der–develop areas.

Information
 Access to high quality information is necessary for a 
well–functioning tourism market. Unfortunately there is no 
centralised tourist hub that allows tourists to access infor-
mation on Myanmar’s tourist destinations, travel, accom-
modation, history, culture and activities. Tourism Informa-
tion Centres are hard to find in the country. Many tourism 
related businesses do not have websites to market their 
products or services.

Information: challenges & opportunities

•  The tourism market is weak in the information that 
market players need in order to function effec-
tively.

Tourism products 
 Given Myanmar’s rich culture and ethnic diversity, 
excellent tourism products have existed for many years. 
Tourists visit Myanmar to experience its unique culture and 
historic sites such as Shwedagon Pagoda and Bagan. An 
innovative tour company, “Balloons over Bagan”, has been 
offering hot air balloon rides over the amazing landscape of 
Bagan since 1999.
 Recent innovative and inclusive products, receiv-
ing Product and Package Innovation Competition 
(PPIC) acknowledgement, include “The village life 
along the old Dhammazadi Road” a bike tour allow-
ing visitors to experience rural communities; the “Inle 
Horse Club Nyaung Shwe” where tourists can ride 
horses or horse cart through the country side; and 
“Myanmar Paradise Beach Bungalows” providing 
tourists with accommodation in bungalows built by 
villagers with locally sourced bamboo.
 Myanmar has some of the richest biodiversity in South 
East Asia. Niche tourism products such as bird watching are 
starting to be promoted. Now is the time to promote sustain-
able development in and around Myanmar’s protected areas.
 Adventure products such as trekking, cycling and 

kayaking are becoming increasingly popular. Other new 
adventure tour destinations are Hsipaw, Pindaya and 
Keng Tung,  each of which each offers unique experi-
ence. Some tour operators have also been operating 
boat trips along Moulmein to Hpa–an ,or river cruises 
from Mandalay to Bagan.

Tourism products: challenges & opportunities

•  The market provides the opportunity to develop 
a wide range of tourism products that can benefit 
people living in rural and remote areas, but there 
is a lack of innovation of such products. 

•  Even products that are known to be beneficial for 
people in rural and remote areas in other coun-
tries, such as trekking, are not present in the My-
anmar market in a form that maximises benefits to 
economically challenged communities.

Tourism packages 
 Most visitors are on packages put together by interna-
tional operators in collaboration with local operators. This 
is an important component of the market. However, most 
tour operators are promoting the “big four” — Yangon, 
Mandalay, Bagan and Inle — not taking the initiative to 
market non–traditional or emerging destinations. There are, 
however, tour operators who are interested in developing 
“off the beaten track” packages.

Tourism packages: challenges & opportunities
 
•  Packages are an important part of the market. 

However, operators who market products outside 
of Myanmar are not putting pressure on national 
operators to innovate new products that would ex-
tend the variety of packages. 

•  Many destinations lack the infrastructure to sup-
port packages.

Human resources 

 Myanmar’s tourism industry faces a major challenge 
— the lack of a skilled workforce. Poor management skills 
result in increased levels of staff–poaching from companies 
willing to pay higher salaries to obtain skilled labour. This 
leads to increasing costs, making Myanmar less competi-
tive with other regional destinations, decreasing visitors, 
revenue, and employment creation.
 As acknowledged in the Overseas Development 
Institute Tourism report on labour shortage (April 2014), 
Myanmar is facing a shortage of tour guides who speak 
one of the top three languages: English, French and 
German. With new destinations opening up more to in-
ternational tourists visiting Myanmar, there is a pressing 
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need to develop local guides foreign and local language 
skills so that they are able to communicate with tourists 
and remote ethnic communities.
 The MTMP recognises the need to invest in human 
resources development. The MoHT and development part-
ners are offering hospitality training to address the shortage 
of skilled labour in the tourism industry.

HR: challenges and opportunities

•  The market is not producing nearly enough skilled 
and trained personnel for its needs.

Tour operators
 National operators are the primary contact with tourists. 
They sometimes serve as ground handlers for the interna-
tional outbound operators. National operators tend to have 
their own ground handlers/local tour operators in specific 
regions. These ground handlers act as local agents for 
tour companies. They usually find, check and commission 
excursions for tour operators.
 Some operators are very proactive, while many 
simply provide a booking service to tourists. There are 
relatively few that are used by outbound operators from 
major markets such as the EU and US. Operators are 
concentrated in Yangon and Mandalay. There are very 
few in emerging destinations.
 Trekking operators are specialist operators at the desti-
nation level. They provide services such as trekking guides, 
cooks and porters. Among these operators there is a lack 
of innovation in creating tourism products that benefit the 
local communities. Ethnic communities living where trek-
kers pass by or stay overnight do not get much benefit 
from trekking. The innovation of new tourism products is 
possible in Myanmar. It is just that not many operators are 
packaging and promoting such products.

Tour operators: challenges and opportunities

•  There are many operators in Myanmar but they 
are failing to innovate new tourism products, and 
in particular failing to develop products that will 
benefit the rural and remote communities.

Tour guides
 There are not enough high quality tour guides for the 
market. This is partly due to the fact that the Govern-
ment manages this market function on their own, where-
as a blend of Government and private organisations 
could be far more effective. At the national level tour 
guide training is offered by the Tourism Training School 
under the MoHT.
 There are nearly 4,000 licensed tour guides. Only 
licensed tour guides can legally be employed as a tour 

guide. Licensed tour guides work mainly with package 
tour operators, accompanying tour groups for the entire 
duration of their stay. Regional tour guide training occurs 
at the state level. Regional tour guides are allowed to 
provide state based services. Some regional guides are 
amateur tour guides and lack the skills and knowledge of 
licensed guides.
 There are also numerous unofficial and unlicensed 
tour guides of various capacities working in the tourism 
sector. Some destinations have extremely low numbers 
of tour guides. Local tour guides earn very little due to 
low salaries and few tourist arrivals. They have no direct 
communication with tour operators from Yangon and 
other major cities. There is no local tour operator, and 
local tour guides have to rely on hotels for clients.

Tour guides: challenges and 
opportunities

•  Tour guides form a vital function in the Myanmar 
market, but there is significant market under–
performance both in the quality and numbers of 
guides that are available. 

•  The government training school does not deliver 
guides that are “industry ready”. There are now too 
many guides pushed through the course without 
the adequate resources or time to ensure they are 
properly skilled.

•  Guides trained by the private sector are not offi-
cially recognised by the government. 

•  There is a lack of guides fluent in local languages 
at destinations, or guides who speak one of the top 
three languages: English, French and German.

•  There is a lack of market linkages between local 
guides and tours operators and hoteliers in the 
main tourism centres.
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