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• MW discussions are not new to Myanmar. A MW Act was passed in 1949 but never fully im-
plemented; limited to milling, cigars- and cheroot rolling industries and parts of public sector. 

• In March 2013, new Minimum Wage Law was enacted by Parliament, replacing the 1949 
Minimum Wage Act. Implementation started on 1 September 2015.

• Government’s prime objectives:

– improve living conditions for workers and their families, allow them to fulfill basic needs 

– improve work performance, i.e. labor productivity and competiveness

– Improve labor relations

• Motivation of the government to enact such a MW law:

– Pressure from workers: Trade unions were allowed in 2011; since then the country has seen a 
high incidence of labor disputes /protests with more than half of the strikes aiming at 
increases of wage rates

– Political motivation: Incumbent government wanted to prove its commitment to reform and 
appease (or appeal to) workers, an important constituency and pool of potential voters

– Reduce dependence on Asian markets : With lifting of sanctions and re-opening to the world 
economy, there are new business opportunities for firms in Western markets. However, unlike 
in most Asian markets, buyers in Western markets require high levels of compliance with labor 
standards from their suppliers. 

Myanmar’s New Minimum Wage Law (1)



Key provisions of the law and corresponding regulations:

• The minimum basic wage rate was set at 3,600 kyats per 8-hour working day (450 
kyat/hour), corresponding to approx. US$ 83 per month

• Exemptions:
– Companies with 15 or less employees are exempted
– SEZ management committees shall submit proposed MW rates to NMWC which then decides 
– 50% of the minimum may be paid to completely unskilled newly hired workers engaged in a 

training/induction program up to a maximum of 3 months.
– 75% of the minimum may be paid to newly hired employees during their second 3 months of 

employment, regarded as a ‘probationary period’.

• Uniform rate across industries that applies country-wide (i.e. no differentiation across 
regions and sectors)

• Rate to be reviewed, i.e. amended or reconfirmed, every two years

• Penalties for violation:
– Anybody violating the law they may be punished with a maximum of one year imprisonment or 

with a maximum of five hundred thousand kyats fine or with both
– Anybody violating the rules and orders they may be punished with a maximum of three months 

imprisonment or with a fine or with both.

Myanmar’s New Minimum Wage Law (2)



Country Monthly MW rate 2013 
(in US$)*

Monthly MW rate 2015 
(in US$)**

Bangladesh 68 67
Cambodia 80 124
China 226 130-286
India 51 n.a.
Indonesia 127 74-183
Lao People's Democratic Republic 80 42
Malaysia n.a. 179-201

Myanmar*** n.a. 83

Pakistan 99 87-114
Philippines 286 167-232
Sri Lanka (2009) 51 n.a.
Thailand 254 247
Viet Nam 55 95-136

* Source: ILOSTAT and WDI databases
* * Source: http://www.nwpc.dole.gov.ph/pages/statistics/stat_comparative.html 
*** Monthly equivalent of daily MW computed using 30 days. Other calculations put it at 

Myanmar’s Minimum Wage Rate in Regional 
Comparison



• After the MW Law was enacted, a tripartite National Minimum Wage Committee under the office 
of the President was formed in September 2013 to define an appropriate level for the MW. The 
committee comprised representatives from employers’ and workers’ organizations, responsible 
government departments as well as independent experts, incl. from NGOs and INGOs. 

• It provided a forum for consultations, discussions and negotiations among the different parties / 
stakeholders for almost two years. 

• Positions of key stakeholders:

– Labor unions advocated for 4,000Ks, arguing that living costs required such level

– Business associations, especially labor-intensive manufacturers, advocated for 
2,500Ks, pointing to risks to profitability and international competitiveness in a context of low 
labor productivity, high utilities fees, poor infrastructure and lack of support from government

– Inputs from other stakeholders included a living wage study by MDRI-CESD and ILO, which 
estimated that total monthly living costs of households were between 157,000 and 290,000 
Kyat (for 4-member to 6-member households in Bago, Mandalay and Yangon)

• In June 2015, the committee announced that it proposed a MW rate of 3,600 Kyat per day. 
Stakeholders then had 60 days to comment and submit their objections. Over 160 business owners 
in Myanmar and nearly 20 labor groups made use of this complaint mechanism. 

• However, in August 2015, the government accepted this proposed MW rate which came into effect 
on 1 September 2015.

The process of setting the Minimum Wage Rate



• Reliable data is scarce in Myanmar; LFS with ILO currently completed
• Anecdotal evidence points to widespread incidence of wage rates below 

MW rate before MW rate was determined. E.g. newspaper articles 
reporting:
– Garment factory workers earning an average basic wage rate of 1,400 - 1,900 Kyat 

a day
– Tea leaf factory workers and restaurant employees earning basic daily wage of 

2,500 - 3,000 Kyat
– Even MGMA concedes: “In some factories, qualified sewers earn upwards of $180 

US per month (inclusive of overtime). However, in other factories sewers are paid as 
little as $30/month (non-inclusive of overtime). This discrepancy confuses many 
observers. So, why the discrepancy? It’s not a great mystery. Wages very from city 
to city and from factory to factory.“

• Some of this evidence relates to cases where the MW does not apply (i.e. 
small firms with less than 16 employees)

Actual Wages vs. Minimum Wage Rate (1)



Minimum wage rate vs. average monthly incomes 
How much will Myanmar’s Minimum Wage Law “bite”? What’s the 

size of the “minimum wage gap”?
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Source: MDRI-CESD survey
Note: Values in Kyat; daily minimum wage rate of 3,600 Kyat was converted into a monthly minimum wage rate of 83,160 Kyat 
using a conversion rate of 1 month = 23. 1 days (= 5.5 work days x 4.2 weeks per month)

Monthly MW rate: 83,160 Kyat



Actual Wages vs. Minimum Wage Rate (2)

• In the garment sector, for example, basic wage rates pre-MW Law were so 
low that many workers felt forced to work (often excessive) overtime to 
earn enough for a living

• A recent Oxfam survey among 123 garment workers (with 90% female 
respondents) found:
– Lowest / highest base wage: US$ 16 / US$ 73 per month (= 19,000 / 

90,000 Kyat)  compared to monthly MW rate of 83,160 Kyat 
– Average base wage: US$ 40 (= 49,400 Kyat)
– Average actual income with overtime and a complex system of 

bonuses: US$ 98 per month (or 122,000 Kyat)
– Average overtime: 10.5 hours a week (similar figures found by MDRI-

CESD survey)
– 22% of workers reported having to do forced overtime, and sometimes 

even unpaid overtime 



Immediate reactions (1)
• Some companies:

– Reduced their workforce: an estimated 500-1,000 workers were dismissed in 
September

– Fired workers before the coming-into-force of the MW and then re-hired workers 
to only pay the 50% / 75% training / probation period rates

– Stopped allowing overtime work, reducing working hours
– Slashed bonuses and other benefits (e.g. transportation or meal subsidies)
– But: differences across sectors; most protests came from factory owners in 

garment sector

• Companies also realized that they needed to change some of their 
practices and strategies:
– Restructuring of pay slip, e.g. dropping of different items such as attendance bonus 

and/or transport and meal allowances and seniority bonus, etc. 
– Invest more in training and skills development to raise productivity

• Overall, however, companies don’t seem to have prepared well for MW –
despite long run-up period (more than 2 years since MW Law was passed)



Immediate reactions (2)
• Many workers were not informed and did not know about the new law 

and the MW rate.
• In some cases, however, workers and labor representatives filed 

complaints at township councils against dismissals
• Government: introducing and contemplating policies to cushion effects of 

minimum wages, e.g.:
– Contemplates reduction in overtime pay rate (down from 2, which is 

high by international standards, to 1.5)
– Improving worker productivity, e.g. through training
– Housing (building and allowing construction of worker 

accommodation)
– Fast track for exports/imports at customs agencies



Immediate reactions (3)
• (Western) international buying companies sourcing from Myanmar 

responded positively. 
• The Ethical Trade Initiative sent a letter to GoM, reading:

We wish to counter the claims of Myanmar’s garment manufacturers and employers associations 
that higher wages will dissuade foreign investors. A minimum wage that has been negotiated by all 
parties will attract rather than deter international companies from buying garments from Myanmar 
(...) If Myanmar’s garment industry wage levels are lower than other industries, the sector will not 
be able to retain the skilled labour force it needs to play its part in driving economic growth. (...) An 
exemption [from the MW Law] would mean garment workers being unfairly denied a wage that 
meets their basic needs, and could lead to work stoppages and industrial unrest – conditions that 
are far more likely to see international brands reconsider their investment in Myanmar than 
payment of a national minimum wage.

• The Fair Labor Association sent a similar letter to GoM, reading:
A minimum wage set through consultation with relevant stakeholders will attract rather than deter 
international companies buying garments from Myanmar, who have committed to paying living 
wages through their supply chains. (...) Any industrial unrest, in contrast to higher wages, is much 
more likely to make international companies reconsider their business relationships and 
investments in Myanmar.



Open questions on the way forward
• How will the MW be enforced?

– Still some confusion among firms (e.g. are overtime and bonuses excluded?) 
so that clarification and awareness-raising is necessary

– Enforcement is important to ensure a level playing field
– But is the necessary institutional setup in place (e.g. no labor court in 

Myanmar)? 
– Does the government have / allot sufficient resources for enforcement (e.g. 

for labor inspections)?

• What impact will the MW have on:
– Employment ?
– Wage levels?
– Poverty?
– The informal sector?
– Income inequality?
– Exports?
– FDI inflows?



Emerging (Preliminary) Policy Imperatives (1)

1. Raise awareness among workers (about their rights) and companies (about 
possible reputational benefits)

2. Ensure enforcement (incl. through proper funding for labor 
inspections), which is important for a level playing field  that incentivizes 
compliance

3. Further foster social dialogue, building on achievements of tripartite 
NMWC, which should lead to better industrial relations and less labor 
protests

4. Cushion effects of MW and help firms reduce costs, e.g.

– Reduce overtime pay rate

– Worker housing

– Cost of utilities and land, e.g. through more favorable Industrial Zone / SEZ  
measures on land lease and/or electricity supply

– Transportation



Emerging (Preliminary) Policy Imperatives (2)

5. Boost productivity, e.g. by

– Expanding supply of public education and training (incl. vocational training)

– Supporting (or even subsidizing) firm-level trainings and efforts for skill 
development  - in a context where there should be increased interest in such 
skill upgrading measures thanks to more stable labor relations and lower labor 
turnover (which, until now, acts as a severe disincentive for firms to invest in 
their workers’ skills)

– Promoting return migration of (semi-)skilled Myanmar labor working abroad

6. Implement complementary social policies (e.g. Social Protection Law 
which should help workers reduce out-of-pocket spending on health)

7. Facilitate formalization of firms (as to increase coverage of MW)

8. Support business match-making with foreign buyers and branding of 
“Made in Myanmar” products as the fruits of decent work



Given this context…
• …what kind of analyses can be undertaken?

• Most MW research focuses on analyzing the impacts of 
the introduction of a MW or changes in the level of a 
MW (mainly on employment, wages, and wage 
dispersion).

• Obviously, this is not yet possible in Myanmar.

• So: Your ideas and suggestions on possible 
research avenues are highly welcome!



Thank you!
Thomas Bernhardt

Researcher and Policy Analyst
t.bernhardt.cesd@gmail.com
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Appendix 1 – Industrial Relation

• The benefits of good labor relations for firms?
– Potentially increases productivity, profitability and firm survival rates 

(evidence from Cambodia and Vietnam)
– Reduces staff fluctuation/turnover and increase talent retention

• Myanmar labor laws and sector norms make it easy for workers to leave one job 
for another

• In booming sectors with high demand for labor (e.g. garment), it has become 
common for workers to move after a few weeks/months for a higher-paying job

• When workers leave, it can be at very short notice and in groups, leading to 
disruption of production and delivery delays

• Moreover, newly arriving staff requires training 
• High staff turnover also creates disincentives for firms to offer regular trainings 

to employees for skill upgrading, holding back productivity increases

 Earning a reputation as a good workplace offering decent jobs can become 
a competitive advantage for firms to attract and retain talented workers and 
reduce staff turnover



Open questions on the way forward (2)
What impact will the MW have on:
• Workers’ incomes: Will they increase? And help workers and their families escape poverty? 
 A main objective of the MW is to ensure that workers in paid employment earn a living 
wage.

• Wage / pay structure: reduction of overtime, removing perverse incentives for workers to 
work OT to earn enough.

• Income distribution / inequality
• Employment: Job losses? Will the MW push previously formally employed workers into the 

informal sector or into irregular forms of employment (i.e. part-time work, fixed-term 
contracts, etc.)? Both these outcomes are not unlikely for Myanmar where the formal sector 
does not (yet) seem to provide sufficient jobs for people looking for work. 

• Labor force participation rate: Positive effect in the medium- to longer run due to workers 
becoming interested in (formal sector) jobs thanks to minimum earnings guaranteed by the 
MW?

• Return / inward migration, i.e. incentivize Myanmar laborers currently working abroad to 
come back to their home country by narrowing or closing the “wage gap” vis-à-vis income 
possibilities abroad?

• Boost for employee’s working morale and productivity (efficiency wage theory)?



Open questions on the way forward (3)
What impact will the MW have on:
• For firms, particularly in labor-intensive sectors, the introduction of the MW entails an 

increase in production costs. They are, thus, forced to reduce costs elsewhere, e.g. by 
increasing productivity and efficiency. This might incentivize them to invest more in skills and 
technology upgrading, improved operational setups and management capacities.

• Export-oriented firms, in particular, are concerned that their international competitiveness 
will suffer as a result of increased labor costs. Again, firms in labor-intensive industries expect 
to be affected most as labor costs make up a large share of total production costs. 

• However, the exchange rate of the Myanmar Kyat has developed in favor of exporters in 
recent months. The Kyat has depreciated by over a third vis-à-vis the US dollar since the 
beginning of 2015, reducing the price of Myanmar products when denominated in foreign 
currency, which should help to offset cost increases related to the MW .

• FDI inflows: On the one hand, the MW will increase wage levels in certain sectors which 
might deter some foreign investors who are primarily interested in exploiting Myanmar’s 
comparative advantage in labor-intensive industries thanks to its large/abundant and cheap 
labor force. On the other hand, foreign investors may be increasingly attracted thanks to 
more stable labor relations.
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