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Myanmar: Standing at the dawn 

Growing ASEAN market has the potential to rise quickly  

After a half-century of isolation from the global economy, the majority of US and EU 
sanctions have been lifted and Myanmar’s market is ripe for growth. Transformation 
of the light vehicle market has already started with the deregulation of sales. 
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A rising market 

Under military rule for much of second half of the 
twentieth century, Myanmar, formerly Burma, 
established a new, nominally civilian government in 
2011 in the first election in 20 years. Since then, a 
comprehensive series of political, financial and 
economic reforms took place from 2011, including the 
easing of US sanctions. These changes have prompted 
foreign investment, leading to strong economic growth 
and accelerated modernization. With fairly strong 
economic development expected to continue in the 
coming years, PwC’s Growth Market Centre has 
dubbed Myanmar as “Asia’s next rising star” and one 
of “the next automotive frontiers”.  

Attractive demographics 

In addition to rich natural resources including oil, 
natural gas industrial minerals, gems and large arable 
land, it has a population of 51 million. More than half 
of the citizenry is below the age of 27 with literacy 
rates comparable to those of neighboring 

industrialized markets, adding to the potential 
economic growth.  

Of course, as with other emerging economies, 
transportation infrastructure within Myanmar will 
require significant investment and improvement to 
support continued expansion, both economically and 
industrially. The current pro-democracy government, 
the National League for Democracy (NLD) has 
committed to this critical endeavor, seeking 
international financial backing to fund the 
infrastructure overhaul. An improvement in highway 
and transportation infrastructure would further 
enhance Myanmar’s strategic location within the 
ASEAN region amidst major growing automotive 
markets like India, China and Thailand.  

Out with the old… 

In the five years since Myanmar’s pivot to democracy, 
the transformation of the light vehicle market has 
already taken hold. Having been a closed market for 
decades, the existing vehicle fleet is quite aged, with 
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some vehicles as old as 40 years old still on the road. 
With reforms in place, the NLD government is now 
allowing newer models into the market. Fleet renewal 
will be an ongoing activity given the emissions and 
pollution concerns of older, outdated vehicles. This is 
of particular concern as the driving population grows 
and traffic congestion becomes an increasing issue, not 
just for Myanmar but for the emerging markets in 
Asia. Indeed, the market has seen a marked increase in 
vehicle registrations in the past several years, up 
nearly 50% between the 2013 and 2014 fiscal years.  

One interesting market quirk is that many of the 
vehicles currently on the road are right-hand-drive 
(RHD) vehicles imported from Japan. In 2014, 
Myanmar became the largest export market for 
Japanese used vehicles. However, Myanmar traffic 
drives on the right side of the road. Although concerns 
about the RHD issue have been raised, the NLD 
administration is allowing for RHD vehicles on the 
road for the time being with the understanding that it 
will take time to replace the existing vehicle fleet with 
left-hand-drive (LHD) vehicles. This is a unique 
predicament that the automotive market faces in the 
short to mid-term, and is a matter that needs to be 
addressed sooner rather than later.  

…In with the new 

Vehicle importing in Myanmar has been historically 
difficult, and new vehicles are even more difficult than 
used. Though the market has become less restrictive 
since 2012, new car sales have remained low compared 

to used car sales. Local importers and joint ventures 
with foreign automakers are still establishing their 
operations, and have only been able to sell since last 
year. Since then, Japanese, American, European 
Korean and Indian brands have all entered the market, 
targeting affluent buyers. We expect that the shift to 
new vehicles will happen in tandem with the growth 
and expansion of the middle class – similar to other 
emerging markets like India, China and Brazil.  

Light Vehicle Assembly 

Though the new car sales market remains at a low 
volume, kit assembly of small commercial vehicles has 
expanded quickly since inception in 2013. The 
production of larger, contemporary MPVs commenced 
in 2015, and Autofacts expects small passenger car 
assembly to begin in 2016. Additionally, automakers 
will likely consider Myanmar as a high-potential 
market for low-cost vehicle production, taking 
advantage of the young and evolving industry within 
the emerging market. Whether these early entrants 
can reap the rewards down the road like in many other 
emerging markets remains uncertain. However, 
Myanmar’s strategic location, expanding economy, 
and low labor costs make it an attractive location for 
the labor-intensive auto sector.  

To continue this conversation and find additional 
information on PwC’s automotive capabilities in 
Southeast Asia and Myanmar, please visit 
pwc.com/auto and pwc.com/gmc.
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Myanmar: Annual Real GDP Growth 
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2014 

+8.7% 

2015 

+7.0%

2016F 

+7.6%

2017F 
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2019F 
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