
<アジア経済研究所学術研究リポジトリ ARRIDE> http://ir.ide.go.jp/dspace/

Title Issues Affecting the Movement of Rural Labour in Myanmar:
Rakhine Case Study

Author(s) Okamoto, Ikuko

Citation IDE Discussion Paper. No. 206. 2009. 07

Issue Date 2009-07

URL http://hdl.handle.net/2344/850

Rights



INSTITUTE OF DEVELOPING ECONOMIES 
  

IDE Discussion Papers are preliminary materials circulated  
to stimulate discussions and critical comments 

      
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: migration, labour, fishery 
JEL classification: J61, R23 
  
*Overseas Research Fellow, IDE (ida@ide.go.jp) 

IDE DISCUSSION PAPER No. 206 

 
Issues Affecting the Movement of Rural Labour 
in Myanmar: Rakhine Case Study 
 
Ikuko Okamoto* 
 
July 2009 

Abstract  
This paper presents issues affecting the movement of rural labour in Myanmar, by examining the 
background, purpose and earned income of labourers migrating to fishing villages in southern 
Rakhine. A broad range of socioeconomic classes, from poor to rich, farmers to fishermen, is 
migrating from broader areas to specific labour-intensive fishing subsectors, such as anchovy fishing. 
These labourers are a mixed group of people whose motives lie either in supplementing their 
household income or accumulating capital for further expansion of their economic activities. The 
concentration of migrating labourers with different objectives in this particular unstable, unskilled 
employment opportunity suggests an insufficiently developed domestic labour market in rural 
Myanmar. There is a pressing need to create stable labour-intensive industries to meet this demand. 
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Introduction 

There is no significant rural-urban migration in Myanmar.1 This is mainly because full-scale 

industrialization was not implemented during the 25 years of socialist regime or even after the 

20 years of economic transition. The country’s economic structure has barely changed over the 

past 45 years and the capacity of the urban sector (industry as well as service) to absorb labour 

remains inadequate. 

Nevertheless, the limited rural-urban migration does not signify that rural Myanmar is 

static with no population movement. We consider the following two population flows as being 

prominent since the start of economic transition in the late 1980s. 

One is overseas migration, which is rapidly increasing. The number of Myanmar 

migrants working on fishing boats, in factories, and at construction sites in Thailand has 

increased dramatically since around the mid-1990s (Bradford and Vicary 2005). Many 

Myanmar labourers are also working at ports and in factories in Malaysia. Even though the 

majority are fully aware of the severe working conditions in the destination countries, there is 

no end to the people who wish to migrate and are willing to pay exorbitant fees2 to migration 

brokers. 

The other population flow is intrarural migration. Previous research on domestic 

migration from an economic standpoint is limited, with the exception of a study by Takahashi 

(1997). Takahashi conducted a field survey in 1993-95 and found that 20% of the village 

population had been replaced. The following two characteristics of their movement were found 

in his study. First, the major class of people migrating were non-farmers, especially agricultural 

labourers who do not own any farmland or other assets. As pointed out in many studies, there is 
                                                 
1 Nang Mya Kay Khaing and Fujita (2009) found that those engaged in the informal sector in 
Yangon, the former capital, were not necessarily from villages, but rather from towns in the rural 
area. 
2 For example, the cost of migration from Chin State to Malaysia was equal to about one or two 
times the annual agricultural income, according to Takahashi (2007, 419). 
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a large pool of agricultural labourers in rural Myanmar (Saito 1986; Takahashi 1992, 2000; 

Fujita 2009; Okamoto 2008a), and they constitute the floating population. Second, there is not 

much change in their occupation before and after the move. For example, agricultural seasonal 

labourers tend to also engage in seasonal labour in the new place. Furthermore, the destination 

area was mostly confined to within the same township in which they used to live.3 In other 

words, the migrants’ reason for moving is not necessarily to gain a larger income under a 

completely different economic environment. In this sense, the move cannot contribute much to 

increasing the total household income. What is more important here is stability of livelihood, or 

the minimization of household income fluctuation throughout the year. 

Takahashi’s field survey was conducted during the initial phase of Myanmar’s 

economic transition. Even though industrialization has not progressed very far since then, the 

movement of goods, people and capital has been brisk. In line with the increase in overseas 

migration, it is highly likely that intrarural migration is also increasing – in scale as well as in 

area covered. However, due to the absence of sufficient and reliable statistics for grasping and 

analyzing the whole picture of domestic labour movement, it is necessary to accumulate 

evidence from case studies. 

To shed light on the issues affecting the movement of rural labour, this study adopted an 

empirical approach based on the case of labourers (crewmen) migrating to fishery villages in 

Rakhine State. Rakhine is generally regarded as a remote state, bordering Bangladesh. However, 

on the side facing the Gulf of Bengal is a newly developed area for Myanmar’s commercial 

fisheries, along with those of the Tanintharyi Division. In particular, Thandwe District in 

southern Rakhine has shown remarkable development as a base for export-oriented shrimp 

fishing (both small-scale trawling and gill net) since the latter half of the 1990s (Okamoto 2008 

b). However, as competition among shrimp fishing intensified, shrimp resources started 
                                                 
3 The administration units of Myanmar are State and Division, District, Township and Village tract. 
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decreasing and subsequently, the fishermen’s catch also declined in recent years. Along with the 

declining shrimp catch, many fishermen turned to anchovy (nganitu) purse seine fishing. Unlike 

shrimp fishing, purse seine fishing is labour intensive, requiring a crew of 25–30 men for each 

set of boats. Since local labourers alone could not meet this demand, many labourers began 

migrating to the area seeking employment for the anchovy fishing season. To the best of our 

knowledge, such large-scale domestic labour migration has never been reported and thus 

deserves scrutinizing. 

Given the limited capacity for labour absorption by the urban and industrial sectors, and 

the fact that overseas migration is not widely available due to the high transaction cost and risk,4 

this type of labour-intensive industry in a remote area would be highly significant in terms of 

improved livelihood for rural households. Thus, this paper hopes to clarify the following three 

points based on individual interviews with the migrating crewmen. First, who are the migrating 

labourers? Second, what are their major reasons for migrating? Third, to what extent has 

migration improved the economic standard of their household? By analyzing the responses to 

these questions, we attempt to highlight the issues related to Myanmar’s labour market in the 

mid-2000s, and provide a basis for further research. 

The following sections analyze the research questions, while keeping in mind the 

findings described above. The first section presents an overview of the survey area and general 

conditions of the fishing industry as well as of purse seine fishing carried out in the area. The 

second section clarifies the characteristics of the migrating labourers, followed by an analysis of 

their background and the reasons for migrating in the third section. The last section presents our 

conclusions. 

 

                                                 
4 In some cases, migrant workers were arrested and sent back to Myanmar without any money 
(Takahashi 2007). 
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I. Anchovy Purse Seine Fishing in Rakhine State 

1. Overview of study area 

Thandwe Township is a major fishing base in southern Rakhine State. During the socialist 

period, the township was the landing base for the state-owned Fishery Enterprises, but when 

liberalization of the fishing industry began in the 1990s, both inshore and off-shore fisheries 

saw remarkable growth. The main actors of inshore fisheries are the small-scale fishermen in 

the coastal area (Okamoto 2008b). The shrimp fishing boom opened up the way for 

development and anchovy purse seine fishing became popular in the early 2000s. 

One town and 63 village tracts make up Thandwe Township, with a total population of 

about 140,000 people. Village J in the M village tract and Village S in the S village were 

selected as the study site (see Table 1) due to highly active anchovy fishing in both villages and 

a large number of migrating labourers. The interviews were conducted in February 2008.5 The 

reasons for selecting these two villages were that the anchovy purse seine fishing is quite active 

in these villages and these are the two biggest destinations for the migrating fishing labourers. 

Village J is closer to Thandwe Town and has better transport infrastructure compared 

to Village S, which takes about 30–40 minutes to reach by car (the road to the village is very 

rough) and 1 hour by boat. There is a big difference between the two villages in terms of 

geographical convenience.  

However, the two villages are equal in terms of being highly dependent on the fishery. 

Even though Village J has other employment opportunities besides fishing due to its close 

proximity to the town, the hotels near the beach resort, and the processing plants, about 85% of 

the total households engage in fishing-related industries as the main household occupation.6 

Village S is a genuine fishing village. Some households own farmland, but it is usually a small 
                                                 
5 Village tracts normally consist of several villages each. M village tract consists of two villages, 
while the S village tract consists of 5. 
6 Interview with the former chairmen of Village S. 
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area and is basically for home consumption. Also, since Village S is far from town, non-fishery 

and non-farm employment opportunities are limited. 

The interviews were conducted with fishing labourers (crewmen) who had migrated 

from other areas. However, the target of analysis was not restricted to the individual crewmen 

since the decision to migrate is generally made by the entire “household”. Thus, an attempt was 

made to grasp the details about the crewmen and their families. For example, income was 

estimated not only for each crewman, but also for the household by clarifying the income of 

each household member. 

 A total of 107 crewmen were interviewed: 60 in Village J and 47 in Village S. In both 

villages, a comprehensive list of crewmen from other areas was not available since these 

labourers are very mobile with varying duration of stay in the village. Thus, it was not possible 

to randomly select the interviewees. We asked key villagers to select crewmen from different 

owners’ boats, in order to minimise the bias. The main interview questions dealt with family 

structure, place of origin, motivation for migration, cost of migration, sector-wise income, 

consumption, and credit situation. The interviews were conducted by several local enumerators 

using our prepared questionnaires. After each interview, we checked the questionnaire and 

confirmed any points that were not clear with Burmese language. 

 

2. Development of anchovy purse seine fishing 

The season for anchovy purse seine fishing is during the dry months from October to May. The 

fishing operation is conducted at night; the boats leave the shore at around 5 or 6 o’clock in the 

evening and return early the next morning. Two boats are required: one to light up the sea and 

the other to encircle the fish that gather around the lighted water. Considerable labour is 

required for pulling up the nets, so 25–30 crewmen are generally hired for each set of boats. The 

landed anchovies are sun dried on the nets spread out on the shore. The drying work is handled 
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by women hired from the village together with the wives and daughters of the migrating 

crewmen. The boat owners do not go out to sea with the crew, but instead wait until their boats 

return to shore. They weigh the landed fish and record the details, and at the same time, they 

distribute small fish (other than anchovies) to the crewmen for their daily meal. 

Purse seine fishing itself is not new to this area; it started around the early 1980s.7 

However, its initial target was small shrimp (sold as a dried product). Anchovies were caught by 

beach seine fishing at that time. 

The use of purse seine (nets) to catch anchovies started around the late 1990s. The 

original target for purse seine fishing was small shrimp; however, small-scale shrimp trawling 

started in the area around the same time,8 dramatically reducing the shrimp catch for purse seine 

fishing. Thus, the target was changed to anchovies. 

In the early years, the fishing ground for small shrimps and anchovies was within 

5 nautical miles of the coast, so only small engines (5–6 horsepower) were needed for the boats 

and fewer crewmen (12–15) were required. They were mostly local villagers as migrating 

labourers were rare at the time. Eventually, however, these boats started fishing in remote 

waters (10–20 nautical miles from the coast), most likely due to the decrease in catch near the 

coast. Accompanying the change in fishing ground was the need for larger boats and engines 

and a greater number of crewmen to handle the fishing operations. 

The number of purse seine fishing boats in Village J increased from 50 sets in the early 

1990s to 100 sets in 1998 and 110 sets in 2008. In Village S, the number was 15 in the mid-

1990s, increasing to 50 in 2002 and 68 in 2008.9 The pace of development of purse seine fishing 

                                                 
7 The start of this type of fishing was earlier in Village J than in Village S. 
8 Small-scale trawling is illegal, but is given silent approval in the field. 
9 The exact change in number of boats is not available. The Department of Fisheries records the 
number of gear licenses, but these numbers often differ from the figures obtained at the village level. 
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was slower in Village S than Village J, but both villages have experienced a rapid increase in 

the number of operating boats in recent years. 

 

II. Migration of Crewmen to the Study Area 

How many crewmen in the study villages are from other areas? Suppose that each set of purse 

seine boats has 25 crewmen. That would mean that 2750 crewmen are needed in Village J and 

1775 in Village S. The actual number of crewmen from other areas fluctuates every year, and 

there is no system in place for keeping an accurate record. According to key villagers, the 

number of crewmen from other areas accounts for about 60–70% of the total number working in 

each village. Thus, the number of crewmen from other areas is estimated to be 1600–2000 for 

Village J and 1000–1200 for Village S. 

The duration of stay for crewmen in each village varies widely. In this study, crewmen 

are categorized as either “short-term” labourers who stay in the village for only a few months of 

the year specifically for anchovy purse seine fishing, or “long-term” labourers who remain in 

the village throughout the year. Some of the short-term labourers go back and forth between 

their place of origin and the study village for several years, while others come to work in the 

study village only once. Given the fact that the survey year (2007/08) was the first year working 

in the study village for 45% of the interviewed crewmen, we can assume that there is a high 

turnover of migrating labourers (see Fig. 2). Table 2 presents the pattern of movement for the 

crewmen based on the definition above. The share of short-term labourers is only slightly larger 

than the long-term labourers in Village J and Village S. Thus, there is a mix of short-term and 

long-term labourers in the area. 

Where did these crewmen come from? And, how did they get here? The places of origin 

of the crewmen are shown in Table 3 and a location map is provided in Fig. 1. The places of 

origin are widespread: northern, central and southern Rakhine State and even Ayeyarwaddy 
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Division. Only a small number of crewmen came from Thandwe Township. The origin of 

migrating labourers was not concentrated in one location. 

The majority of labourers decided to migrate to the study villages after hearing from 

friends or relatives that the area was booming with anchovy purse seine fishing and would 

provide a high cash income. The first ones who came to the area tried to find an employer (boat 

owner) by contacting persons who used to work there.10 In this sense, even though the places of 

origin were widespread, the labourers were part of a chain migration. The majority of labourers 

came to the villages to engage in purse seine fishing only for a year as trial. Some came alone 

and some came with other members of their household (such as brothers). In certain cases, the 

entire family came along (see Table 4).11 Then, about 60% of the crewmen returned to their 

original home after the season (Table 2). Among those who were not obligated to return to their 

home, some were fortunate enough to find local work for the rainy season. The main 

opportunities during the rainy season were shrimp fishing and repairing fishing nets. For Village 

J, hotel construction was also on this list. Shrimp fishing operations did not provide an 

opportunity for all crewmen of purse seine fishing since only 3 or 4 men were required for each 

shrimp boat. On the other hand, some crewmen who wanted to go home were forced to remain 

in the area because they did not have enough money for the trip or for repaying their debt to the 

boat owner (the reason is explained later). Hence, they engaged in casual labour to make ends 

meet. 

We observed two prominent characteristics of the labourers from other areas. First, their 

average age was rather young (27.6 years old for Village J and 27.3 for Village S) and they were 

fairly new entrants into the labour market. Second, they had a relatively high level of education 
                                                 
10 The exception was crewmen from Ayeyarwaddy. One boat owner moved to the studied village in 
order to start anchovy fishing. He recruited crewmen from his native area as he preferred to employ 
Burmese, rather than the Rakhine. 
11 Included here are several crewmen who were single when they moved to the area, but later got 
married in the surveyed villages. 
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(see Fig. 3). The dropout rate from middle school (in other words, they have completed primary 

education at least) was 45%. In a previous survey conducted in various parts of Myanmar, the 

share of dropouts from middle school was 30% on average, and 15% in the case of non-

farmowners (agricultural labourers), which suggests that they stopped going to primary school 

at some stage (Fujita 2009, 295-300). Compared to these figures, the educational level of the 

labourers in our study is rather high. For an occupation such as fishing crewman, which is 

generally categorized as simple but demanding and laborious work, the migrating labourers 

have an unexpectedly high level of education. 

    Looking at the places of origin and characteristics of the crewmen described so far, no large 

difference can be seen between Village J and Village S.12 Thus, to avoid unnecessary 

complication, the following analysis will not differentiate between the two villages. 

 

III. Background of Migrating Crewmen and Purpose for Migrating 

What is the background of migrating labourers who engage in anchovy purse seine fishing? To 

clarify this point, the major occupation (largest income source) of the households in local 

villages is shown in Table 5. It can be seen that the crewmen are from diverse classes that are 

not directly related to purse seine fishing. 

Labourers from farm-related households (self-employed farmers and agricultural 

labourers) account for the largest share. If the self-employed farm households hold only a small 

area of land, their situation would not be very different from that of the agricultural labour 

households. Therefore, we should check the size of the land held by these farm households 

(Table 6). About 75% of the households hold over 5 acres, indicating that these households are 

not necessarily small/marginal farmers. Medium and large farmers are also included. Therefore, 

                                                 
12 The average size of household is almost the same for the two villages (4.9 persons/household for 
Village J; 4.8 for Village S). 
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farm-related households sending labourers to the study area are quite diverse, ranging from 

agricultural labour to large farm households. 

There are also labourers from non-farm households such as petty trading, carpenters and 

public servants. Non-farm sectors such as petty trading generally provide a relatively high 

income in rural Myanmar, and these households often constitute the upper layer in the village 

economy (Takahashi 2000, Kurosaki et al. 2004, Okamoto 2008a). 

On the other hand, there are fishing households as well, but they are confined to very 

minor/marginal fishing. The infrastructure in northern Rakhine State is generally poor, and 

commercial fishing is not well developed there.13 The fact that only two households own 

mechanized boats clearly shows that the type of fishing done in the north is quite different from 

the purse seine fishing conducted in the study area. 

Takahashi (1997) found that the occupation of migrant labourers remained constant 

before and after their move, and that agricultural labour households were the main class of 

migrating people. On the other hand, the migrant labourers in this study are not only from the 

very poor class, but also from the rich class, which might be reflected in the high level of 

education pointed out earlier. 

It is important to note that these migrating labourers are generally people who face fewer 

constraints against moving. Among the interviewed crewmen, only 48 of the 107 were the head 

of the household (main income earner). The remaining 59 were all sons. Thus, many migrating 

labourers are the second- or third-generation workforce in the respective households. For 

example, in the case of farm households (34 households), which may be the most constrained in 

terms of the necessity to manage their farmland, more than 70% (25 households) sent the sons 

rather than the head of the household to the study area. In the case of the households where the 

                                                 
13 There are shrimp aquaculture ponds (extensive type) in the area, but the high start-up cost has 
been a barrier to new entrants. 
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household head came to the study area (9 households), farming was not an issue when making 

the decision to move since they were independent of their farmer fathers (4 households), or they 

had only a small area of land, which could be left idle and monitored by the remaining family 

members during the dry season (5 households). Hence, the majority of crewmen came from 

households with few constraints against moving. 

This trend in which the majority of migrating crewmen have fewer constraints against 

moving can be confirmed by examining the kind of work that these crewmen previously did 

during the purse seine season (see Table 7). The majority (80%) were engaged in agricultural 

labour, non-agricultural labour, assisting with their father’s farming or fishing operations, 

attending school, or doing nothing at all. 

Then, what was the purpose for migrating to another area? Generally, migration is 

adopted as a strategy for diversification of income sources. Here, we examine the purpose of 

diversification in detail. Table 8 shows what the interviewees hoped to do with the income 

earned as a crewman. Note that this table only shows the crewmen’s expectations, and not their 

actual usage. Nevertheless, since expectations are important in making the decision to migrate, 

it is useful to confirm the intended purpose of migration. 

Judging from the information provided in the table, there are two types of migrating 

labourers. The first are those who intend to earn a much higher income than they could have 

earned at home in order to expand their future economic opportunities. Some plan on expanding 

their main occupation or entering into a new occupation that would provide a higher income 

than the present one. In Table 8, the purchase of new production assets such as farmland and 

livestock, acquiring capital for petty trading, carpentry and sawmills are good examples. These 

labourers have positioned anchovy purse seine fishing as a step towards upgrading their living 

standard. For example, among those who intend to purchase farmland (31 crewmen), those from 

agricultural labour households account for the highest share (19), followed by self-employed 
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farm households (7). By engaging in anchovy fishing, agricultural labourers stand a chance of 

one day owning land and climbing up the economic ladder, while self-employed farmers count 

on expanding their farm acreage. Obtaining the capital to start petty trading can be interpreted in 

a similar way. Like running a grocery store or brokering agricultural/fishery products, petty 

trade provides a relatively high and stable income in rural Myanmar, and many of the crewmen 

hoped to accumulate sufficient capital to start a business (21). 

The second type are those who intend to minimize the income fluctuation throughout the 

year. Some plan on using the fishing income for consumption (8), house construction and 

maintenance, education and medication. Those who plan on using the money to supplement the 

working capital for farming or fishing are also included here. Myanmar has a typically 

underdeveloped financial market that cannot be depended upon to raise working capital for 

farming and fishing for home consumption. Therefore, people need to raise their own capital 

through the labour market (i.e., migration). In some cases, even though the original intention is 

to expand their economic activities, crewmen end up sending the money to their families for 

home consumption (see Table 9). 

Hart (1994, 48) analyzed the correlation between the income diversification strategy of 

the household and the land holding size, and pointed out that the purpose of diversification 

differs accordingly. Large farmers “diversify to accumulate”, while small farmers “diversify to 

survive”. The same two purposes can also be found for the migration of labourers to anchovy 

purse seine fishing. 

The fact that labourers who differ in their purpose are pouring into the same employment 

opportunity, i.e., as crewmen engaged in anchovy purse seine fishing, signifies the absence of 

local opportunities for achieving either of the two goals. 

The next section examines whether or not the crewmen earn sufficient income to meet 

their expectations or achieve their goals. 
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IV. Impact of Crewman Earnings on Household Income 

Crewmen receive their reward from anchovy fishing based on the rule of sharing the catch 

between the owner and the crew. In the survey year (2007/08), the common practice was for the 

owner and the crew to take an equal share (i.e., 50% each) of the value of the daily catch. The 

share for the crew was divided equally among all the crewmen. As for the cost of fishing, a third 

of the fuel cost (diesel oil) is borne by the boat owner, but the rest (including engine oil and 

lamps used for lighting the water) is borne by the crewmen. Up until a few years ago, the crew 

had to bear the fuel cost.14 However, due to the increase in fuel cost in recent years, very little 

cash was left for the crewmen and they soon lost their motivation to work. Therefore, the 

owners decided to bear part of the fuel cost.15  

Among the crewmen, the first and second leaders can receive 10% and 5%, respectively, 

from the owner’s share. In the case of anchovy purse seine fishing, since the owner does not go 

out to sea with the crew, the leaders take responsibility for monitoring and controlling the other 

crewmen on the boat. The leaders are usually villagers rather than migrating labourers, due to 

the uncertain duration of stay of the migrants. This does not mean that migrating crewmen can 

never be leaders; it is possible if they stay in the area for a long period and gain sufficient 

experience. At the time of our interviews, there were no leaders among the interviewed 

crewmen. Therefore, the income for the interviewed crewmen was estimated by deducting the 

cost from the crew’s share. 

For optimum accuracy, income estimates should be made based on each interview, but we 

had to abandon this approach, mainly because the cash received by each crewman was not 
                                                 
14 As noted earlier, the owners of anchovy fishing boats do not go out to sea with the crewmen. 
Therefore, there is always a possibility of inappropriate fuel use (i.e., consuming more than the 
necessary amount). Therefore, the owners preferred that the crewmen bear the fuel cost in order to 
reduce the monitoring cost. 
15 Interview with boat owners in Village J (November 2007). 
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always the actual total income earned. In anchovy purse seine fishing, the reward given to the 

crewmen is normally settled every month. However, before the payment date, crewmen may 

have asked the owner for rice or cash, and this amount is deducted from the monthly payment 

(if that particular month suffered from a low catch, the advance payment could be larger than 

the reward). In addition, since the reward depends on the catch, the monthly income fluctuates 

widely. Therefore, it is very difficult to estimate the exact income for each individual. 

As a second-best approach, we considered the standard daily wage (2000 kyat16 per day) 

as the average reward for crewmen. Owners occasionally hire crewmen on a daily basis, to 

substitute for anyone unable to go out to sea because of illness or other reasons. The daily 

wages paid to these outside crewmen could well be determined based on the average catch and 

price. A daily wage of 2000 kyat is quite high considering that the average daily wage for 

agricultural work in the home villages of the crewmen ranged from 500 to 1000 kyat per day. 

The income is estimated using this wage, assuming that crewmen work 24 days per month for 6 

months. An additional fee covering the fish for personal consumption (average value is 400 kyat 

per day) is also added here. Then, the yearly income for crewmen would be about 350,000 kyat. 

What is the economic significance of this amount? 

Table 10 exhibits the estimated household income, excluding the crewman earnings. The 

household income is the total amount from all sources (self-employed farming, agricultural 

labour, fishery income, non-farm and non-fishery income, etc.). About half the households earn 

less than 500,000 kyat. Crewman income of about 350,000 kyat is nearly 50% of the household 

income. Judging from these figures, the contribution of crewman earnings is significant for low-

income households. 

                                                 
16 The season for anchovy purse seine fishing is from October to May of the following year 
(8 months). However, the catch is usually low at both the start and the end of the season. Also, those 
who come from other areas tend to arrive late and leave early (before the Burmese New Year). 
Therefore, their working period is taken as 6 months in the calculation here. 
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To explain the impact of crewman earnings on the household income, the actual usage of 

the earnings must be clarified. However, due to the limitations of the survey conducted at the 

migration destination (for example, crewmen could not grasp the actual usage of the money 

until after they returned home, or since it was the first year engaged in anchovy fishing for more 

than half the crewmen, they did not know how much they would earn), it was not practically 

feasible to collect comprehensive data on actual usage. Therefore, as a second-best approach 

again, we consider the significance of 350,000 kyat from various aspects. 

First of all, is this level of income sufficiently “high” compared to the crewmen’s 

expectations? For those who had left their home several years earlier, it does not make sense to 

compare the income between the two different places, given the country’s high inflation rate. 

Therefore, we compare the income at home with the income at the study area during the 

anchovy purse seine season (October to May) for crewmen who arrived at the study villages 

within the survey year or one year earlier.17 

As with the previous table, Table 11 shows the correlation between the household income 

excluding crewman earnings and the income earned at home during the dry season. More than 

90%, including those who did not have any occupation (including those under the working age), 

earned less than 350,000 kyat. Those earning less than 200,000 kyat account for about 80%. In 

other words, if we take 350,000 kyat as the earnings from anchovy purse seine fishing, about 

half the samples earn less than half that amount. Therefore, if the crewmen are redundant 

labourers at home, there is no doubt that crewman earnings are highly attractive as extra income. 

Even if this is not the case, purse seine fishing provides migrating labourers with sufficiently 

good income for the dry season. 

                                                 
17 The total number of respondents was 73, because those who arrived and settled in the area more 
than 3 years earlier and those who were unable to respond clearly were excluded from this analysis. 
Crewmen who received wages in kind were added to the analysis even if they had arrived more than 
three years earlier, as their income could be estimated using average paddy prices in the village. 
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However, if the cost for moving from home to the study area is too high, the motivation to 

migrate would decrease even if there is a big difference in expected income between the two 

places. As the average transfer cost is about 20,000 kyat per person, some labourers sell their 

assets or take out loans, but the majority (76%) use their savings or borrow from their parents. 

The cost of living in the study villages is negligible. The majority of crewmen live in small, 

shabby huts prepared by the owner or the village. As long as they work on the fishing boats, 

they do not have to pay rent for the huts.18 Therefore, the overall cost for transferring is not 

large. 

So, what can be purchased with 350,000 kyat? We take rice as an example since it 

accounts for the largest share of household expenditures in Myanmar. According to the results 

of an official household expenditure survey, monthly per capita rice consumption for rural 

Rakhine State is 8.6 pyi19 (CSO 1999, 185). The average retail price for rice was 700 kyat per 

pyi at the time of the survey, and the average number of family members was 4.8 per household. 

Based on this information, the yearly rice expenditure per household is calculated to be about 

350,000 kyat. This means that the crewman earnings are almost equal to the average 

expenditure for rice for a year.20  

What if the 350,000 kyat were spent on assets such as farmland? How many acres could 

be bought? The price of farmland depends on the area and quality of the land, but it was 

generally between 200,000 and 400,000 kyat per acre in the home villages of the migrating 

crews.21 Therefore, approximately one acre can be bought with 350,000 kyat. 

                                                 
18 Some of the crewmen who had worked in the area for a number of years and had their family with 
them lived in more solid houses. 
19 A pyi equals 2.19 kg. 
20 The expenditure for edible oil accounts for the second largest share following rice. Crewmen eat 
fish supplied by the owners every morning, and they eat meat once a month at most. 
21 Legally, the state owns the farmland and farmers only hold the tillage rights. Buying and selling is 
prohibited, but there are frequent informal transactions for tillage rights. 
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Crewman earnings are a big supplement to the livelihood of households who have 

sufficient income. For example, relatively well-off farm households can use the crewman 

earnings to purchase an additional acre of land every year. However, in the case of poor 

households whose income is highly dependent on crewman earnings, the story is somewhat 

different. They do not expect economic surplus other than for subsistence. Some migrating 

labourers from low-income households hoped to save money for new economic activities as 

well (Table 10), but achieving such a goal seems very difficult. 

The discussion thus far was based on the assumption that the average earnings for a 

crewman were 2000 kyat per day. However, the actual rewards fluctuate widely according to the 

size of the catch. The scale of fluctuation is not compatible to that of farming.22 This is due to 

the many diverse factors leading to large income fluctuations in fishing compared to that in 

farming. In the case of anchovy purse seine fishing, earnings fluctuate according to the catch 

from each boat, the number of crewmen (ranging from 23 to 30) and the seasonal and annual 

fluctuation in fish resources. 

As mentioned earlier, most of the fishing boats suffered from an unusually low catch of 

anchovies in the survey year.23 Consequently, many boats left the normal fishing ground for 

more remote waters. The low catch also resulted in payment being made to the crewmen only 

after three months into the season, even though it was supposed to be every month. There were 

even some crewmen who still had not received payment at the time of the survey. (In these 

cases, crewmen survive by receiving cash or rice as advance payment.) Some crewmen were so 

frustrated over the situation that they left in the middle of the season without repaying their debt 

to the boat owner (i.e., advance payment) in the middle of the season.24 

                                                 
22 Refer to Okamoto (2008b) for the large fluctuation of income from prawn fishing in the study area. 
23 The reason for the low catch is not clear. It may have been due to changes in the sea current or the 
increase in catch in recent years. 
24 The owner would receive damages equivalent to the advanced wages. One boat owner said that 10 
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There was a contrasting case as well. A boat from Village S had a lucky day’s catch that 

was equivalent to 10 million kyat from one trip.25 This amount is comparable to one-third of the 

average seasonal income for one set of anchovy purse seine boats, according to our estimates 

(Okamoto 2008b, Annex table). Therefore, the crewmen on that particular fishing boat received 

the equivalent to two months of earnings. This may be an extreme case, but it demonstrates how 

the fluctuation in income can be quite large. 

As an example, let us assume that the daily wage is 1000 kyat, which is half of 2000 kyat. 

After adding the value of the fish provided for personal consumption, the seasonal income totals 

about 220,000 kyat. There were more than 20 crewmen who earned only 1000 kyat per day 

among those who responded to the survey question on daily earnings; thus it is very likely that 

there were more crewmen whose actual earnings were only at this level. If this is the case, many 

of the crewmen earned no more than what they would have earned at home. 

This may be especially true for the survey year. A number of crewmen appeared to earn 

less than what they had expected. This was clearly demonstrated by those who ran away in the 

middle of the season, and those who had a rather negative attitude about returning to work the 

following season (16 crewmen said that they would not be returning, and 7 responded that they 

would make their decision depending on the outcome of the present season).26 Some crewmen 

could not return to their home village because they did not have enough money for the trip or 

for repaying their advance wages to the owner, and thus were forced to continue working. Of 

course, there was always the chance of following in the footsteps of the fortunate crewmen who 

had caught the bumper catch. It is not possible for crewmen to foresee the annual fluctuation in 

                                                                                                                                               
crewmen had run away at the time of the survey. 
25 Interview with the previous chairman of Village S. 
26 Some of the reasons pointed out by the interviewed crewmen were “No matter where it is, casual 
labour is casual labour”, “Farming is better”, “I can make ends meet working at home”. 
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catch or determine which boats will have the biggest catch. In this sense, anchovy purse seine 

fishing is regarded as a very unstable employment opportunity. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper attempted to point out the characteristics and economic outcome of migrating 

labourers (crewmen) in two fishing villages in Rakhine State in order to highlight the issues 

affecting the current intrarural movement in Myanmar. In a survey conducted in the mid-1990s, 

the floating class in rural areas, namely agricultural labourers, moved within the same township 

for the purpose of minimizing annual income fluctuation. On the other hand, the case of the 

crewmen in this study showed a more dynamic labour movement, even in the peripheral area of 

Myanmar. The characteristics of this labour movement are summarized as follows. 

Labourers are migrating from remote areas, especially from northern Rakhine State. They 

are from diverse economic classes, which are not necessarily associated with fishery. Not only 

the floating class that has less constraints against moving, such as agricultural and casual 

labourers, but also those from households with medium and large farms are migrating to the 

area to work as crewmen. In the case of those coming from relatively affluent households, 

redundant male labourers tend to migrate alone. 

The diversity of economic class of migrating labourers is also reflected in the existence of 

two different motivations for migration. One is capital accumulation. There were labourers who 

expected a higher income than what would have been earned at home and who intended to 

further expand their income earning opportunities. The other class of labourers mainly intended 

to smooth their annual household income. These were the labourers who had a difficult time 

finding employment during the dry season. Two types of crewmen coexisted here, namely those 

who diversified their income sources for the purpose of accumulation and those who diversified 

their income in order to survive. 
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The average income level of the crewmen was generally higher than what they could have 

earned at home during that specific time of the year. However, the earned income was only 

enough to meet the cost of rice for a year. In this sense, for low-income households that were 

highly dependent on the crewman earnings, migration did not necessarily promise any capital 

accumulation compared to their expectations. Furthermore, the income fluctuated widely 

because of the specific nature of fishing, which is highly influenced by uncontrollable factors 

such as the weather or the conditions of the fishing ground. 

Three points can be drawn from the above findings. First, unlike the period just after the 

start of Myanmar’s economic transition, the dominant objective for migration was not annual 

income smoothing, but rather to gain a much higher income than what could be achieved at the 

present rate of increase, even within the (remote) rural areas of Myanmar.  

In this process, the economic disparity within the areas of origin of these labourers is 

likely to expand. In other words, the disparity between those who successfully accumulate 

capital to expand their economic opportunities (classes that are relatively affluent and have 

redundant labourers within their households) and those who have yet to focus on maintaining a 

subsistence level or those who did not migrate from their village, is expected to increase (the 

gap between the latter two would not be large, as both are mainly focused on survival). As in 

the case of overseas migration (i.e., to Malaysia), the disparity would increase in terms of asset 

accumulation as well as living standard between those who succeed and those who do not 

succeed in intrarural migration. 

The second point is the emergence of regional economic disparity in Myanmar. The case 

of Rakhine State is a clear example. There is a large flow of people from northern Rakhine to 

southern Rakhine. This can be simply interpreted as that there are fewer economic opportunities 

in the north than in the south. The southern part of Rakhine was quick to respond to the 

emerging opportunities for fishery development, while commercial fishery is limited to a small 
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scale in the north. Behind this is the lagging development of basic infrastructure, resulting in 

less external economic stimulus reaching the area. If some of the people who have accumulated 

sufficient capital return home and contribute to activating the local economy, the regional 

economic disparity would surely be reduced. However, the reality is that the number of 

migrating labourers has increased year by year over the last decade. Thus, the regional 

economic disparity could widen further depending on how successfully each area grasps the 

opening of the market economy, no matter how small it is in comparison to the experience of 

neighbouring countries. 

Lastly, the study findings suggest that even after 20 years of economic transition, the 

Myanmar labour market has not developed sufficiently to meet either the purpose of income 

smoothing or capital accumulation for these rural households. Once again, anchovy purse seine 

fishing is a very unstable and simple employment opportunity, but each year it attracts almost 

2000 labourers of diverse economic and social background. This fact clearly shows that there 

are no alternative employment opportunities for these migrating labourers. Attractive, stable and 

wide-ranging employment opportunities are not available either to those targeting capital 

accumulation or those only hoping to survive. This is the main reason for the concentration of 

migrant workers with different objectives in such an unstable employment opportunity. 

What this suggests is the urgent need to create labour-intensive industries. Otherwise, more 

of the rural (and probably urban as well) population will seek high-cost, high-risk opportunities 

overseas if they think they can afford it. Not having the capacity to properly utilize its domestic 

labour force is certainly undesirable for Myanmar, which requires industrialization for mid- and 

long-term economic development, as the histories of other neighbouring Asian countries 

suggest. 
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Table 1. Number of Households （2006）

Village Tract
Village Tract J M S N I K C

Number of Households 1975 440 564 327 70 98 84
Source:　Village Peace and Development Council.

M Village Tract S Village Tract

 
 

Table 2. Number of Samples
Village J S Total
Number of Samples 60 47 107

Short Term 34 29 63
Long Term 26 18 44

Source: Author's Survey.  
 
Table 3. Distribution of Origin of Migrating Crewmen

Origin Village J Village S Total
Pon Na Kyin 13 11 24

Kyaukto 11 4 15
Ra The Daung 5 10 15

Min Bya 5 3 8
Myauk U 3 4 7

Bu Thi Daung 1 4 5
Sittwe 2 3 5

Mye Bon 2 1 3
Maung daw 2 0 2
Pauk Taw 2 0 2
Kyauk Pyu 3 0 3
Man Aung 2 1 3
Ram Bye 2 0 2
Taungouk 4 0 4
Thandwe 1 1 2

Gwa 1 0 1
Athouk 1 4 5
Kyaiklat 0 1 1

60 47 107
Source: Author's Survey.

Total

Northern Rakhine

Central Rakhine

Southern Rakhine

Ayeyarawwady

 
 

Table 4. Patterns of Migration ( Number of Samples)
Total Short Term Long Term

Single Migration 57 48 9
Migration of Part of the Household 8 6 2
Migration of All Household Members 42 9 33
Total 107 63 44
Source: Author's Survey.  
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Table 5. Main Household Occupation before Migration as a Fishing Crew
Number of Households

Self-Employed Agriculture 34
Agricultural Labour 38

Fishing 9
Non-Agriculture/Fishing Labour 6

Petty Trade 6
Public Servant 5

Carpenter/Plumber 3
Transportation 2

Other 3
Unknown 1

Total 107
Source: Author's Survey.  
 
Table 6. Acreage Held by Farming Households

Number of Household
Under 5 acres 12
5acres-10 acres 13
10 acres- 15 acres 3
Over 15 acres 6
Total 34
Note: The acreage held by parent households was taken for 3 households.
Source: Author's Survey.  
 

Table 7. Activities Engaged in by Crewmen at their Home Village in the Dry Season

Agricultural Labour 25
Other Non-Agricultural Labour 24

Assistance to Parent"s Farm 15
Assistance to Fishing 7

Traditional Perfoming Art 2
Student 6
Nothing 7
Fishing 9
Driver 7

Petty Trading 5
Total 107

Source: Author's Survey.  
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Table 8. Planned Usage for Crewman Earnings

Self-
employed 
Agricultur

e

Agricultu
ral Wage 
Labour

Fishing Non-
farming Unknown Long-term Short-term

Capital 
Accumulatio

n Type
Purchase of Farmland 31 7 19 1 4 0 12 19

Purchase of Livestock 5 2 1 0 2 0 1 4
Initial Funds for Petty Trading 21 6 6 1 8 0 8 13

63 Purchase of Saika 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Initial Funds for Carpentry 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0
Initial Funds for Saw Mill 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0

Savings 3 0 0 0 3 0 1 2

Working Capital for Agriculture 10 10 0 0 0 0 2 8

Subsitaince 
Type

Working Capital for Fishery 20 6 4 3 7 0 13 7

Consumption 8 1 4 2 0 1 2 6
41 Repair and Construction of House 2 0 2 0 0 0 0 2

Education & Medication 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0
Other To be a Buddhist novice 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1

3 Wish to Engage in Other Job 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0
Unknown 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0

Grand Total 107 34 38 9 25 1 44 63
Note: He wanted to engage some work other than the shrimp farming, which his father does.
Source: Author's Survey.

Type of MigrationMain Occupation of Household

Plaaned Usage Total

 

 
Table 9. Purpose of Remittance

Purchase of 
Farmland

Working 
Capital for 
Agriculture

Purchase of 
Livestocks

Working 
Capital for 

Fishery

Initial Fund 
for Petty 
Trading

Initial 
Fund for 
Carpentar

y

Consumption Repair of 
House

Unknown

Consumption 21 6 2 2 3 5 1 1 1 0
Repair of House 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

Medication 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Saving 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

Unknown 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Source: Author's Survey.

Number 
of 

Samples

Purpose of 
Remittance

The Original Purpose of Migration

 
 

Table 10. Distribution of Household Income Excluding Crewman Earnings

Capital 
Accumulation Subsitence Other

Under 100,000 14 7 7 0 56.6 94.3
100,000-500,000 41 26 14 1 51.4 57.4

500,000-1,000,000 29 18 11 0 34.4 36.6
1,000,000-5,000,000 19 11 7 1 17.6 23.3

5,000,000- 4 1 2 1 5.2 9.4
Total Number of Samples 107 63 41 3

Source: Author's Survey.

Contribution of 
Anchovy 
Crewman 

Earnings to Total 
Household 
Income (%)

Contribution of 
Total Crewman 

Earnings to 
Total Household 

Income (%)

Household Income 
excluding Crew 

Income（Kyat）

Total     
( Sample)

Purpose of Migration
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Table 11. Earned Income of Crewmen before Migration in the Dry Season

Under 100,000 1 3 2 0 6
100,000-500,000 4 13 7 4 28

500,000-1,000,000 7 10 3 1 21
1,000,000-5,000,000 9 2 2 1 14

5,000,000- 3 0 0 1 4
Total Number of Samples 24 28 14 7 73

Source: Author's Survey.

350,000- TotalHousehold Income 
Excluding Crew Income No Job Under 

200,000
200,000-
350,000
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