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Introduc)on 

 

It is a commonly accepted assump1on that liberaliza1on of trade in the cross-border front 

s1mulates and accelerates economic growth. However, an effec1ve foreign trade policy has to be 

accompanied by policy interven1ons, transforma1ons on restric1ons, changes in monetary policy and a 

series of structural reforms (BANERJEE et al., 2018). For economic growth, border trade has become a 

target for Myanmar, and it requests law and policy to comply with trade, contribu1on, and further 

investments. However, when there is an absence of certain trade policy, market vola1lity and lack of 

transparency, it could have several consequences and impacts on both countries and hit harder on 

vulnerable farmers. The Myanmar government amended trade policy and promoted the agriculture 

sector aiming to improve the economy, development of the country but rather introduced several 

challenges especially to farmers and no certain ac1on has been taken. Since 2019, there are several 

significant trade policy changes and restric1ons on cross-border ac1vi1es aSer covid-19 and military 

coup which affects corn farmers’ livelihood, leading to economic instability, threatening social security. 

This brief explores how trade policy changes effect on local farmers and propose the implica1on of policy 

recommenda1ons to sustainable livelihood and economic development.  
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Execu)ve Summary  

 

China and Myanmar have a long historical rela1onship thus, China's economy has much influence 

on the Burma economy, trade, investment and Myanmar is also the energy source for China development 

in terms of natural resources, electricity. Among many investment sectors, agriculture is one of the 

projects in which Chinese investors are ac1vely involved. Because of the popula1on growth and increase 

in demand of consump1on, it is a strategy to fulfil the need and food security purpose. Over the past two 

decades, increases in disposable income have resulted in increased domes1c consump1on. Therefore, 

growing demand for imports from Myanmar and other Southeast Asia countries for agriculture products 

and food due to increased consump1on and aim to expand into global agriculture markets. Therefore, it 

creates a long-las1ng rela1onship between Myanmar and China. Chinese company investment increases 

drama1cally, and their main investment is on power, oil and gas, mining and agriculture (Lwin, 2019). 

More importantly, the Framework for Economic and Social Reforms (FESR) has been draSed to push 

ongoing reforms forward and to accelerate Myanmar’s greater integra1on into the interna1onal 

community. Policies emphasize agro-based industrial development, equitable resource-sharing among 

the regions and the country's states, promo1ng local and foreign investments, effec1ve implementa1on 

of people-centered development, and poverty reduc1on (Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2013). China-

Myanmar border is a cri1cal area for trade especially for agricultural products such as corn. However, due 

to the COVID-19 and poli1cal instability in Myanmar, China has enacted border control and import 

restric1on which disrupted the corn market and severely impacted on corn farmers.  

Methodology  

 
This qualita1ve study examines the impact of Myanmar-China border trade policies on local corn farmers 

in Northern Shan State from 2019 to 2023. The research focuses on the China-Myanmar border, using 

secondary data analysis and online interviews with local farmers. The study reviewed ar1cles, report, and 

case studies along with semi-structured interviews with farmers to gather insights. Such an analysis is 

necessary as there are various sources for secondary data analysis in response to the par1cularity of the 

research focus. (Dixon-Wooods,  et al., 2004). 

Objec&ve 

The research aims to assess how trade policy changes influence agricultural transforma1on and the 

livelihood of corn farmers. It explores the shiS from tradi1onal farming to commercial corn in response 

to Chinese demand and analyses the effects of poli1cal instability, border controls, and trade policy 
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impacts on local farmers and to propose the implica1on of policy recommenda1ons to sustainable 

livelihood and economic development.  

Research Ques&ons 

1)What challenges impede economic development and border trade due to frequent changes of border 

trade policies, CEMC project and uncertain poli1cs? 

2) How has the livelihood of local farmers been transformed by corn commercializa1on, and what are the 

effects?  

Case Study: Nam Kham Town, Northern Shan State 
Nam Kham, a town in Northern Shan State, is a key loca1on for corn forming due to its proximity to 

China. As Northern Shan State firstly experienced massive Chinese investment before expanding to other 

parts of the country because Northern Shan State is located at the border and there are long exit trade 

and rela1ons between local and China traders. Chinese investment and agricultural demand has driven 

agrarian transforma1on in the region, leading to significant changes in farming prac1ces and livelihoods.  

There are different ethnici1es in Nam Kham Town because Nam Kham is near the border of 

China and there are trade opportuni1es, and jobs availability and is more crowded than the other ci1es 

in the central of the Shan State. Shan People at Nam Kham Town rely on the rice and corn agriculture 

export to China. According to the latest census in 2014, there are 107,034 total popula1on and 1209.1 

km2. The majority of the people in the Township live in rural areas with only (28.3%) living in urban areas. 

In NamKham Township, 57.7 percent of the employed persons aged 15-64 are agricultural, forestry and 

fishery workers and is the highest propor1on, followed by 10.8 per cent in services and sales workers 

and popula1on 63.6 percent are self-employed in Agriculture, forestry and fishing which is the highest 

per cent (Department of Popula1on Ministry of Labour, 2017). 
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Photo 1: Nam Kham Town Geography 

Par&cipant recruitment 
FiSeen par1cipants, including 10 farmers, 3 non-farmers, 1 local research, and 1 social ac1vist, 

were interviewed. The interviews were conducted online, with assistance from local contact.  

Table 1: Participants’ Demographic Profile 

Gender Age Occupa1on Place 

Male 23 College lecturer (researcher) Online 

Male 30 Non-Farmer: Construc1on worker Online 

Female 35 Farmer Online 

Female  36 Vendor (fruit seller)  Online 

Male 22 Farmer  Online 

Female 23 Farmer  Online 

Male 48 Poli1cal Party representa1ve and Farmer Online 

Male 25 Farmer Online 
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Male 38 Farmer Online 

Female 30 Farmer Online 

Female 56 Non-Farmer: Fruit Seller Online 

Male 44 Farmer Online 

Female 27 Farmer Online 

Male 26 Farmer Online 

Male 59 Head village commijee (Farmer) Online 

 

 

Conceptual Framework 

The framework is organized around three core components that focus on trade policies, corn farmers 

and the impacts. With these, the conceptual framework provides the structural views to understand the 

complex rela1on, policies, and the factors in this domain and to propose indica1on of policy 

recommenda1ons to sustainable livelihood.  

 

Figure 1: conceptual framework for this research 

Source: Developed by researcher 
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Finding and Discussion 

The findings of this research underscore the mul1faceted challenges and impacts faced by corn farmers 

in Northern Shan State, Myanmar. The key issues explored in this discussion include the unstable 

border restricts, economic, social, and environmental impacts of evolving trading policies. 

  

Border Trade Control and Import Restric&on 
  Along with the disrup1on from the border closing from expor1ng to China in 2020, the Myanmar 

export rate has dropped and hindered the corn farmers as they cannot sell their crop. The February 2021 

coup further worsened Myanmar trade in the economy already weakened by the COVID-19. Besides, 

the decline in exports was partly ajributable to disrup1ons associated with the civil disobedience 

movement (CDM), resul1ng in a limited opera1onal capacity for trade-related ac1vi1es. China accounts 

for more than half of Myanmar's land trade exports (World Bank Organiza1on, 2021). Several factors 

have been affected on the corn farmers such as economic, social change and environmental impacts due 

to the border trade control and restric1on. 

Economic Impact 
Farmers in Northern Shan State rely on agriculture mainly for their livelihood. Because it is 

geographically located on the border of China-Myanmar, the economic, trade were carried off well and 

all goods from the farm transported to sell in China before. In agriculture, in the past few years, people 

have changed to grow corn, and prac1ces cash crop planta1on according to the Chinese market demand. 

One of the largest investors in corn is Charoen Pokphand Group (CP group). Charoen Pokphand Group 

(CP) and their CP maize (or corn) contract farming scheme in upland rural Shan State, northern Myanmar 

started in the early 1990s in Shan State, northern Myanmar. CP Group’s ver1cally integrated maize 

produc1on system predominately targeted supplying China’s domes1c chicken-feed market (Woods, 

2015). Corn is the significant driver of the agriculture transforma1on and livelihood change. However, 

although corn planta1on is not very complicated, there is high investment such as fer1lizers, pes1cide, 

and other chemicals, tools to help it grow. Usually, corn can only grow once a year but if they want to 

grow every season, they need to have plas1c wrap to cover the land, so it makes corn grow well, and 

faster, with an irriga1on system. Therefore, there is a high cost of investment and there is also market 

risk because the price totally depends on the Chinese broker and rela1on between two borders.  

Border control and market disrup1on has led to livelihood instability because farmers could not sell 

their corn, loss of income and increase poverty and debt trap.  Farmers have no nego1a1on power 

and lack of informa1on which make them become poorer or transform the local livelihood. Some 

villagers have to sell some of their land to pay the debt and put in the next investment. It is stated 

that contract farming arrangements occurring within a poorly governed agrarian context, which in 

Shan State is further marred by a litany of non-state armed groups, generally instead brings about 

more nega1ve impacts, par1cularly where market concentra1on, unequal bargaining posi1ons and 

lack of informa1on allow powerful firms and middlemen to off-load risks to smallholders. This forces 
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down farm gate prices and brings about nega1ve impacts such as loss of access to village and 

household land, water, resources and other assets. Smallholders risk becoming locked into debt, 

which can lead to loss of produc1ve assets including livestock and land (Woods, 2015). Farmers are 

facing increased challenges economically to their livelihoods and many are making less money or 

loss all invested as they didn’t sell any of their crops. And it is hard for them to invest in a new crop 

as they don’t have any savings, so they need to take out loans which drag them into the debt trap. 

Not only does it have an economic effect, but it also changes social culture, and the disappearance 

of indigenous knowledge.  

Social Impact 
Social capital, culture, and tradi1onal knowledge is the bound for sustainable livelihood, thus 

culture, tradi1on value strengthen livelihood. It means that livelihood is also socially culturally 

constructed and tradi1onal values can be cri1cal in ajaining social and livelihood security. 

The farming prac1ce has been changed aSer the expansion of the cash crop and modern technology, 

machine. Before, farmers use natural fer1lizer and cow in their farm, and they grow different kind of 

crops. However, local farmers in Northern Shan State started to grow corn to earned extra income but it 

requires to use chemicals fer1lizer, machine, and other irriga1on tools.  

                                                             (photos taken by the key informant)  

Tools, seed companies draw local farmer interest to buy more products and most products come from 

China.  And the technology keeps developing which makes the life of the poor harder to pursue. In 

addi1on, Local knowledge has been represented as something in opposi1on to modern knowledge and 

scien1fic knowledge. Because of the popularity of modern methods, agriculture prac1ces, and fer1lizer, 

people adapted to new ways of farming and turned back to local knowledge and farming prac1ces. Thus, 

local knowledge has lost and failed to perceive it. Adap1ng new technologies is good, but local knowledge 

should be preserved and ajained. When the farmers want to plant rice or other crop, they s1ll need to 

use fer1lizers and irriga1on tools to help crop grow due to the soil quality is poor.  
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Environment and Climate Change impacts  

The environment is the only resource nature gives to people and land, a suitable climate is needed for 

farmers and an important source for their living. However, because of the massive growth of corn, 

deforesta1on happened, and climate changes occur more oSen. Climate change is the result of the 

expansion of cash crops and threat to the security of livelihood. Because year by year, the villagers got 

lower output in the same field, and it required more fer1lizer and more land to grow. And in some seasons, 

it is drought, so they have to use electricity and machine to generate irriga1on systems. It costs more for 

villagers who don’t have machines, so they have to borrow from neighbours. Although climate change is 

caused, the expansion of farmland s1ll con1nues because of family living and regular income. Climate 

change is a formidable threat to the local farmer's living, so it pushes people to find it harder to live or 

search and mi1gate the challenges. And aSer the lands were used a lot of fer1lizer in growing corn, it 

makes the soil quality bad and takes 1me to make it fer1lize naturally. So, if villagers want to plant other 

crops, they s1ll need to use chemicals to help the plants grow because the soil is dry, and hard and the 

amount of chemical fer1lizer increases every year. Rice planta1on has been an alterna1ve crop for 

farmers in Northern Shan State because rice can be stored for years, and it is their saving as well. 

However, paddy rice planta1ons take a longer 1me and are higher cost than corn. Thus, many farmers 

who did not have money for the next crop, decided to migrate to China to earn a living there.  

Discussion 
Agriculture is the backbone for Myanmar economic because Myanmar has advantage of vast land, water 

resource. Myanmar once used to be the largest rice exporter in Asia and well developing among 

Southeast Asia countries. However, because of the poli1cal instability, civil war and environment crisis, 

it turns Myanmar to be at the bojom in development and high human rights abuse. Myanmar economic 

strategy has been changed over 1me and later they focus on land border trade for economic 

development. The government tried to promote Agriculture sectors and develop new land tenure, grant 

for smallholders, and incen1ve policy for investment. Myanmar adopted a new development strategy and 

draSed with the aim to encourage investment. For many years, China is the long trader, largest investor 

in Myanmar.  

The arrival of cash crop, corn planta1on was expanded into Myanmar agriculture world. Before 

the widespread of corn produc1on in the whole country, Northern Shan community first experienced 

agrarian transforma1on and commercial corn expansion. Nam Kham town, Northern Shan State 

geographically located at the border of China, thus there are exi1ng trade routes and local rela1onship 

since history. Through these facts, there are many impacts on local livelihood transforma1on by corn 

commercializa1on. Although there is a posi1ve impact that people earn extra income, and there was 

market for corn before, the nega1ve impacts are more. Nong Kong villagers live in uncertainty, insecurity, 

and mental aspects since they are living under the condi1on that they have no choice, no rights situa1on 

because they have to rely on farm products and Chinese market.  
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From findings, there are different causing the impacts on the livelihood of the villagers such as income 

instability, no current and future security, health effect and environment crisis threatening to living. The 

local farmers are encountered with the high risk of losing their livelihood, economic hardship and lost of 

indigenous knowledge which main drive to unsustainable livelihood. The local farmers face increased 

challenges to their livelihood and struggle with the new expensive cost effect crop. The only cash crop is 

serving rich people to be richer while poor farmers are starving for living. Most profits go to companies 

and local farmers become labour on their own land.  Tradi1onal knowledge is precious and significantly 

plays a role in people live. However, this indigenous knowledge disappears when the villagers adapt new 

way of farming which benefit to capitalist. One fact is that technology creates inequality in community 

and wealth as the villagers are not familiar with technologies and it is hard for them to adapt to new way 

of farming prac1ces as most of them had no educa1onal background. In addi1on, cash crops seem to 

make their lives harder when the crop price falls or no market for corn but s1ll need to purchase 

expensive machine, fer1lizers for next crop which lead them to debt trap or even to migrate to work. 

This is affec1ng basic human security because instability income makes villagers unable to access basic 

needs, child educa1on and social well-being. Not only physical but also mental impacts because the 

villagers experienced depression and anxiety which lead to health effects. And there is not any 

government supports and ini1a1on over the issue and impacts farmers experienced.  

Economically, farmers face increasing financial instability due to the vola1lity of trade policies and the 

reliance on cash crops like corn. Socially, the shiS towards commercial farming has led to the erosion of 

tradi1onal farming prac1ces and a weakening of community 1es. Environmentally, the unsustainable 

agricultural prac1ces associated with intensive corn farming, chemical used have resulted in degrada1on 

of local ecosystems and soil fer1lized. Each of these issues is interconnected, contribu1ng to the broader 

struggle for sustainable livelihoods in a region deeply affected by external poli1cal and economic forces. 

 

Conclusion and Recommenda)ons   

 

Recommenda&ons for inclusive border trade policy and toward a sustainable 

livelihood  

1. First, government ini0a0on and par0cipatory policy design is important. Because the previous 

trade policy and economic development plan, the local opinion, livelihood and situa1on has 

never been gauged and involved in any government ini1a1on, policy formula1on. For effec1ve 

governance and border trade, the local voice, situa1on should be considered and engage for 

par1cipatory approach in policy formula1on, local trade policies.  In addi1on, there should be 

capacity building or support programs for farmers educa1on to ensure reach their full poten1al 

in planta1on, par1cipa1on in decision making, enhance in technology and in the market but s1ll 
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promote indigenous knowledge and culture. Importantly, trust building and transparent 

governance is required to address the challenges and encourage par1cipa1on among 

stakeholders.  

2. Second, cross-border coopera0on is important. Both countries, Myanmar and China should 

nego1ate and enforce trade agreements that promote local products, facilitate the smooth flow 

of agriculture and market price insurance. Border trade has benefits to Myanmar and China and 

it is beyond na1onal but transna1onal commercial, so it is important for two countries 

coordinated to address the border trade challenges, minimize the effects on farmers, reduce 

trade barriers, to stable border regula1on and implemen1ng inclusive local trade policy. To have 

effec1ve policy implementa1on and fair trade, interna1onal organiza1ons should be assis1ng in 

monitoring and evalua1on of the improvement and impacts. In the agreement, it should include 

and adapt climate change majer and environmental sustainability prac1ces.  

3. Finally, farmers play a crucial role in the process to policy formula0ng, community organiza0on 

and agricultural development. Farmers has changed to plant rice which is a step to mi1gate the 

effects but the farmers, villagers should form and strengthen the community organiza1on, so 

they have power to bargain and protect market price vola1lity. Moreover, forming community 

organiza1on, strengthen community 1es can help, knowledge-sharing among farmer and 

par1cipa1on in policy making, for development of community. Although forming community 

organiza1on requires harmony, effort and 1me of the people, it can give a bejer results and 

benefits and become an example for other communi1es where experience the issues and come 

from local perspec1ve and market protec1on with community-based solu1on.   

In conclusion, further research on the issue is recommended and concerned ins1tu1ons that more future 

research need to be conducted on the con1nue effects of commercial crop on local livelihood and how 

the situa1on has changed, role of stakeholders in order to know how the villagers and trader compromise 

and cope with the issue. It is recommended the state ins1tu1on to conduct further inves1ga1on, local 

ground research and consultant project, campaign, training, promo1ng local knowledge. And it can also 

create more interac1on and understanding of each other’s role. To respec1ve government, the policy and 

rural economic development should be grounded from people, local need and effec1vely implement the 

law enforcement. 
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