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Sector Road Map 
 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 

a) Transport Infrastructure 
 
1. Transport investments. Myanmar’s transport infrastructure lags behind the rest of 
Southeast Asia. Investments were 1.0%–1.5% of gross domestic product during 2005–2015. At 
a similar level of development, other countries typically invest 3%–5% of their gross domestic 
product in transport infrastructure. Myanmar’s transport sector has suffered also because few 
investments have been effective and efficient. About 60% of the rail network serves fewer than 
1,000 passengers a day, a level too low to justify even maintaining rail services. Spending on 
road and rail maintenance has been 2–3 times below what is needed. 

 
2. Road network. Myanmar’s road network needs better trunk highways and more rural 
roads. The network is 3 times less dense than neighboring Thailand’s. It is also of lower quality—
only 20% of the roads are paved, against 53% in Thailand—and the roads are narrower. Despite 
a lack of funds, during 2004–2014, the Department of Highways added more than 10,000 
kilometers (km) of new trunk roads. However, because of insufficient maintenance, the network’s 
condition has declined since 1990 to well below international standards. A 2014 survey found that 
60% of the trunk road network is in poor condition. In particular, the highways along the Greater 
Mekong Subregion (GMS) North-South and East–West economic corridors carry 85% of 
Myanmar’s border trade but are substandard and in poor condition. 

 
3. The way the network is managed is part of the problem. The main trunk roads—about 
5,700 km—are managed by the private sector under long-term build–operate–transfer (BOT) 
arrangements. These concession contracts face important issues such as low profitability, limited 
access to financing, low standards, and limited enforcement. As a result, they hamper government 
efforts to modernize the network. 
 
4. Rural access. It is estimated that 14 million people—half the rural population—do not yet 
have basic road access. People’s transport costs are 10 times higher without a road than with 
one. Myanmar’s village road densities are lowest in ethnic minority areas, particularly in the states 
of Chin, Kachin, and Kayin. Myanmar may need to increase its road network from 157,000 km to 
260,000 km just to connect all villages in the country. 
 

b) Transport Services 
 
5. Controlled and distorted transport markets. These flawed markets were the result of 
decades of isolation and mismanagement. The government subsidized state-owned transport 
companies, which charged users rates below cost. Policies restricted the importation of cars and 
trucks, preventing the development of a private transport market. In-house government units 
either directly delivered road or rail construction works or handed them over to private developers 
without open and transparent competition. 
 
6. Market reforms. In 2011, the government abolished fuel subsidies. During 2012–2013, it 
gradually facilitated the import of foreign vehicles, reduced their import costs, and mostly freed 
                                                
1  This summary is based on Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2016. Myanmar Transport Sector Policy Note. Manila. 
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the market for freight and intercity public transport. It also raised tariffs for public transport, 
bringing them closer to actual costs, and initiated corporatization of state-run operators. 
 
7. Destabilizing changes in the transport service market. Car ownership doubled from 
2012 to 2015, and the truck fleet expanded fourfold. A competitive private transport market has 
appeared. The reduction of car import restrictions has had negative effects in Yangon, where 70% 
of the fleet is registered. Travel speeds were halved between 2012 and 2016. The market share 
of public transport was over 80% in 2007, but by 2015 had fallen to 50. Fatalities from road 
crashes increased from 2,173 in 2009 to 4,314 in 2014. According to hospital data, 31%–36% of 
injured people admitted to Myanmar’s hospitals were injured in road crashes. Finally, the market 
share of state-owned transport companies has deteriorated. Myanma Railways lost one-third of 
its passengers and freight customers from 2009 to 2014. During the same period, Inland Water 
Transport lost 65% of its passenger and 83% of its freight turnover. 
 
8. Road transport growth. Road transport carries 90% of freight transport and 86% of 
passenger transport. Between 2016 and 2030, vehicle fleet growth is expected to stabilize at 
10%–15% annually (i.e., the number of vehicles will double every 5–7 years). Road fatalities may 
double by 2020, potentially reaching 15,000 annually in 2025. 
 

c) Transport Institutions 
 
9. Restructuring of ministries. Until March 2016, the Ministry of Rail Transportation was 
separated from the Ministry of Transport, which limited the efficiency of planning for multimodal 
transport. In April 2016, the new government created a combined Ministry of Transport and 
Communications (MOTC) to lead the sector. The government also allocates a significant transport 
role to the Ministry of Construction (MOC), which manages the highway network, and to the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Irrigation, which oversees rural roads. 
 
10. State-owned transport companies. State-owned road, rail, river, and air transport 
enterprises report to the transport sector-related ministries. They operate with limited managerial 
and financial autonomy and have a mix of regulatory, commercial, and political missions. Several 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are not viable businesses and receive operational subsidies to 
survive. These include Inland Water Transport, Myanma Railways, and Road Transport. Their 
excess liabilities, including overstaffing, historic pensions, and inherited debt, need to be 
addressed through commercialization and restructuring. 

 
11. Key constraints. Government departments and SOEs are skilled at execution, and many 
have strong internal cultures. They are either monopolies, such as those involved in railways and 
road and bridge construction, or, in the case of road and river transport, are larger than competing 
private companies. However, their equipment is old and the low salaries they offer do not attract 
high-quality staff. In addition, the transport sector-related ministries have only had limited 
influence over key policy areas, such as investment planning, tariff setting, and resource 
mobilization. There is also a shortage of people with appropriate incentives and skills in the 
government agencies’ workforce. 
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 

12. The government approved its first transport sector master plan in 2015.2 The master plan 
integrates the investment plans of the different transport subsectors under coherent corridor-
                                                
2  Government of Myanmar. 2015. National Transport Sector Development Master Plan. Nay Pyi Taw. 
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based development approaches. With Asian Development Bank (ADB) assistance, the 
government has been developing an ambitious policy reform agenda.3 The MOTC and MOC have 
developed policy action plans that aim to (i) restructure and commercialize such SOEs as 
Myanma Railways, including possible privatization of SOEs operating in competitive markets; (ii) 
improve the environment for private sector participation, including reform of the highway BOT 
schemes; (iii) further reorganize the transport sector-related ministries; and (iv) update and 
improve the legal and regulatory framework in such areas as road safety and cost recovery. 
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
13. Investments. Transport has been a pillar of ADB assistance since ADB’s reengagement 
with Myanmar in 2012. Before 2012, the last major ADB transport project was the Yangon–Pyay 
Road Improvement Project in the 1980s.4 Since 2012, ADB has financed the improvement of the 
Maubin–Phyapon road and a first section of the GMS East–West Economic Corridor.5 
 
14. Policy and institutional assistance. ADB prepared an initial assessment in 2012 and a 
policy note in 2016, both for the transport sector (footnote 1).6 The technical assistance (TA) for 
Transport Sector Reform and Modernization has been supporting the MOTC and MOC in planning 
and implementing reform (footnote 3). ADB also helped the MOC survey the highway network in 
2015, set up an asset management system, and prepare a maintenance program.7 In 2016, ADB 
launched a TA project for improving road network management and safety.8 
 
15. Lessons learned. ADB’s initial policy and institutional assistance was well received and 
could be scaled up if the government confirms its commitment to market-oriented reforms. Limited 
absorptive capacity implies that ADB investments should focus on a few strategic, high-return 
programs that build local capacity and could be cofinanced by development partners. 
 
16. Strategy. The strategic objective of ADB’s transport sector assistance is to help reorient 
Myanmar’s transport system to better support economic growth and poverty reduction. During 
2016–2020, the main focus will be on transport sector reforms, trunk road and rural road 
improvements, continuing the work from ADB’s assistance during 2012–2016. Engagement in 
urban transport in Yangon and/or Mandalay may be considered if the opportunity arises. 
 
17. Assistance program. The ADB assistance approach to Myanmar in the transport sector 
involves the following phases: 

(i) Engagement (2012–2016). This phase combined simple investment projects with 
policy advisory TA to identify needed reforms. 

                                                
3  ADB. 2014. Technical Assistance to the Republic of the Union of Myanmar for Transport Sector Reform and 

Modernization. Manila. 
4  ADB. 1983. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to Burma for the 

Rangoon Prome Road Improvement Project. Manila. 
5  ADB. 2014. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the Republic 

of the Union of Myanmar for the Maubin–Phyapon Road Rehabilitation Project. Manila; and ADB. 2015. Report and 
Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 
for the Greater Mekong Subregion East–West Economic Corridor Eindu to Kawkareik Road Improvement Project. 
Manila. 

6   ADB. 2012. Myanmar: Transport Sector Initial Assessment. Manila. 
7  ADB. 2013. Technical Assistance to the Republic of the Union of Myanmar for Preparing a Road Asset Management 

Program for Myanmar Roads. Manila. 
8  ADB. 2015. Technical Assistance to the Republic of the Union of Myanmar for Improving Road Network Management 

and Safety. Manila. 
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(ii) Foundation (2017–2021). This phase features ADB assistance that will help the 
government set the pillars of a modern transport system while developing robust 
investment programs and delivery structures. 

(iii) Scaling up (2022–2031). This phase features larger ADB investments that can 
flow to the investment programs already created to leverage large cofinancing and 
private sector investments. 

 
18. Enabling reforms. ADB will facilitate a transition to a more market-oriented institutional 
and policy framework that enables private sector participation and improves the performance of 
SOEs. ADB will design its investments to support the government’s policy reform agenda. 
Particularly, to encourage a switch to the use of rail for long-distance freight and passenger 
transport, ADB will seek to facilitate the implementation of comprehensive railway reforms 
designed to raise cost recovery and support long-term sustainability. ADB will also provide TA 
and seek to mobilize TA and loans from development partners in support of the government’s 
reform agenda. 

 
19. Priority investment areas. ADB will seek to establish and finance long-term investment 
programs in the following areas: (i) trunk road rehabilitation, maintenance, and safety; (ii) GMS 
economic corridors; (iii) rural road access; and (iv) urban public transport. Support will focus on 
the following aspects: 

(i) GMS transport corridors. ADB operations are expected to gradually feature 
larger stand-alone investments such as new highway alignments, and highway or 
railway upgrading that will contribute to structural economic change. The regional 
corridors—particularly the GMS East–West and North-South Economic 
Corridors—are natural priorities, as they cater to most of Myanmar’s border trade. 

(ii) Road rehabilitation and maintenance. ADB will finance the periodic 
maintenance and rehabilitation of trunk roads. To support sustainability, ADB will 
continue to assist in consolidating the MOC’s road asset management system and 
seek to build the capacity of the national contracting industry. Initially on a pilot 
basis, ADB will help the Department of Highways develop a model for restructuring 
and financing highway BOT arrangements. 

(iii) Road safety. ADB will seek to help establish and finance a national road safety 
improvement program. This program will combine with policy reforms related to 
road safety to curb the rise in road-related fatalities. 

(iv) Rural roads and accessibility. ADB will support the government’s efforts to 
improve access to basic roads and transport services in rural areas. Lack of access 
is associated with high poverty and low human development outcomes, particularly 
in ethnic minority areas. ADB will seek to pilot an initial large-scale rural roads 
project in support of a nationwide program.9 

(v) Urban transport. ADB may consider financing improvements to the public 
transport system and the main transport corridors in Yangon and Mandalay. 

 
20. Fostering private sector investments. Increasing the scale of transport sector 
investments will require higher private sector participation. ADB will explore establishing 
mechanisms such as a project development facility and a transport infrastructure investment 
facility to provide long-term financing to viable public–private partnership projects. 

                                                
9  The government announced the launch of a national rural roads program in May 2016. 
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TRANSPORT SECTOR PROBLEM TREE 
 
FINAL EFFECTS  Transport system limits Myanmar’s economic competitiveness and the potential for balanced, sustainable development  
       

DIRECT 
EFFECTS 

 Public budget requirements are high while 
impact of spending is limited  Freight transport is costly and its capacity 

is constrained  Long-distance passenger transport is slow 
and unsafe 

         

        

CORE 
PROBLEM 

 Myanmar’s transport system operates at a low level of efficiency 
that does not meet the needs of a quickly developing economy 

       

             

SECTOR 
ISSUES 

 Infrastructure is outdated, 
dilapidated, and unsafe  SOEs offer low-quality services 

and productivity is limited  The private sector is dynamic 
but small-scale and informal  Institutions mainly carry out 

routine tasks, often inefficiently 
             

DIRECT 
CAUSES 

 (i)  Initial infrastructure quality 
and standards very low 

(ii)  Infrastructure for imports-
exports has limited 
capacity and operations 
are constrained 

(iii) Asset renewal overdue 
(iv) Growing demand pressure 
(v) Resources for investments 

below needs, not allocated 
to economic priorities 

 (i)  Recurrent and large 
losses, particularly 
railways 

(ii)  Too many constraints and 
obligations bear on 
operational performance 

(iii) Large parts of assets are 
junk; no internal 
resources; no access to 
capital for growth 

(iv) Legacy debt and pensions 

 (i)  SOEs squeeze out private 
operators 

(ii)  Limited access to capital 
(iii) Regulatory framework 

hampers company growth 
(iv) Public procurement only 

partially opened to private 
sector 

(v) Infrastructure condition 
limits operational 
performance  

 (i)  Historic model emphasizes 
direct delivery by 
government 

(ii)  Policy, regulatory, planning, 
and management functions 
underdeveloped 

(iii) Serious lack of staff skills in 
these areas 

(iv) Limited coordination 
between agencies and 
subsectors 

             

ROOT CAUSES 

 (i)  Labor-intensive 
technologies used 

(ii)  Focus on extending 
network over improving 
quality 

(iii) Asset management 
reactive rather than 
preventive 

(iv) Low priority for and 
awareness of safety and 
environmental and social 
management 

(v) Cost-recovery 
mechanisms deficient 

 (i)  Businesses themselves 
may not be sound 

(ii)  Costly and inefficient 
structures 

(iii) Limited commercial 
orientation 

(iv) Company governance 
prevents management 
from making sound 
business decisions 

(v) Government unable to 
give adequate capital 
support 

 (i)  Regulatory framework 
outdated and not fully 
liberalized, with many 
gray areas 

(ii)  Limited government 
capacity to propose sound 
business deals 

(iii) Dealing with government 
is often not transparent 

 • Institutions fragmented, with 
many overlaps and gaps 

• Policy making highly 
centralized and politicized 

SOE = state-owned enterprise. Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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