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INTRODUCTION

Two years after the military coup perpetrated by a junta led by general Min Aung Hlaing on
February 1st, 2021, the Myanmar-China oil and natural gas pipeline crossing through
Myanmar is one of the few sizable foreign businesses remaining in the country. It is a
flagship project that involves agreements between China and Myanmar that were made
from 2005 to 2009 and remained intact during Myanmar’s pacted transition. Now more than
ever, the military junta and its affiliates are using the pipeline as a lifeline to support
themselves amidst widespread opposition to their dictatorial rule. 

Not only do internal issues arise due to the pipeline’s implementation, but the pipeline is also
related to broader issues of international affairs within the region. The pipeline reflects the
pressures that can be put upon a country ravaged by colonialism that is also surrounded by
greater economic and political powers. The report reflects on the difficult foreign affairs
situations Myanmar finds itself in when interacting with other nations. This includes not only
Myanmar’s relationship with China but also its relationship with Thailand, Malaysia, Korea or
France. Each country, in different ways, used the oil and gas pipelines to exploit its
relationship with Myanmar. This was while the Myanmar government was exploiting its
people. All these problems intensified when the military junta took over.

Since  the  coup,   the  junta  ousted  former  civilian  government  officials  from  the  China
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Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC) Joint Committee and replaced them with its
appointees. Radio Free Asia notes that China remains the largest foreign investor after the
military coup, but the political shock has caused pressure on both Myanmar and China.
Letters between military officials and the Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE) showed
that the oil and gas industry has been the chief source of revenue for the military. As
Western-owned enterprises shunned the junta, the regime tried to hold on to the pipeline
project as its economic crutch. This is partially due to U.S. banks freezing US$ 1 billion in
assets sitting in them.

Outside of the three key areas highlighted in this report, the pipelines do not benefit the
other regions in Myanmar either. Most of the gas and other energy resources extracted from
Myanmar are exported to other countries or reserved for big businesses and elites inside the
country. Instead of keeping more of these necessary resources, they are sent out to other
nations for the financial gain of the junta. Myanmar is way behind other surrounding nations
like Thailand and Vietnam, which invested and assigned more resources to internal energy
infrastructure development. This was only made possible by these countries extracting
resources from Myanmar. Though each region across Myanmar experiences this lack of
internal investment differently, overall, it has negative ramifications across the country.

This is represented statistically by the fact that 80% of the gas in the main Myanmar gas
field of Yadana was sold to Thailand since its discovery in the mid-1980s. A similar
proportion of gas from the Shwe gas field was sold to China during the 2010s. This leads
analysts of the region to conclude that Myanmar is now 20 years behind Vietnam, 30 years
behind Thailand and 40 years behind Malaysia in power production.

©Laure Siegel /Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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The first section goes into the recent history of pipeline development in Myanmar, the
dynamics of China-Myanmar relations, the global energy market, and the recent regional
developments. The second section aims to get a holistic picture of the impact on
communities living along the pipeline route before and after the coup. Our team dispatched
three reporters to key sections of the double conduit: to Kyaukphyu, Rakhine State; Chauk oil
refinery, Magway Region; and at the Myanmar-China border in Namkhan, Shan State. Our
reporters reached the beginning, middle, and endpoint of the pipeline, covering its
environmental and economic effects since its inception, the risks of sabotage, workers’
involvement in the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM), as well as the borderline conflicts in
northern Myanmar. 
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Region, Magway Region, and Shan State. The China segment of the pipeline is even longer
ad continues to expand. 

The Burmese section of the gas pipeline was completed on June 12, 2013, and gas started to
flow to China on October 21, 2013. The gas pipeline project is a joint venture between six
parties and four countries, Korea, India, Myanmar, and China. According to Tun Kyi,
executive director of the Central Peace and Development Center, Maday Island gas fields
produce 560 million cubic feet of natural gas a day, keeping 100 million cubic feet for
domestic use and exporting 460 million cubic feet to China. Officially, the output is 12 billion
cubic meters a year. 

In addition to the gas pipeline, the oil pipeline was completed in August 2014 and started
transferring oil in 2017. This is operated by the South-East Asia Crude Oil Pipeline Company
Limited (SEAOP), a joint venture between state-owned conglomerate Myanmar Oil and Gas
Enterprise (MOGE), which owns 49.1%, and the Chinese state-owned China National
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), which owns 50.9%. It currently carries 16,000 tons of crude
oil daily, that is 22 million tons annually. 

POLITICAL AND 
ECONOMIC BACKGROUND
Chronology
In 2005, China entered into a 30-year contract
with the Burmese military regime to purchase
natural gas from the Andaman Sea. Two years
later, China agreed to build a second project, a
gas and oil pipeline running from Kyaukphyu, a
southwestern coastal port in Rakhine State on
the Bay of Bengal, across Myanmar, to the
otherwise inland Yunnan Province in
southwestern China. The Myanmar section of
the oil pipeline is 770 km long while its gas
pipeline is 800 km long, twice less than the
Chinese section, which currently spans across
1700 km and continues to expand. The deal was
signed between the Myanmar Foreign
Investment Bank and the China Development
Bank Corporation (CDBC). The total cost of the
two pipelines was over US$ 2.45 billion. The
two pipelines transport Burmese natural gas and
Middle Eastern and African oil and pass through
22   townships   in   Rakhine   State,    Mandalay

Myanmar: Pipelines and People
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China-Myanmar relationship of pragmatism
The double oil and gas project fortified bilateral relationships between China and Myanmar. 
Chinese operators argue that the pipeline provides Myanmar with “2 million tons of crude oil
and that 20 % of the designed throughput of gas is off-loaded in the country, which will be
helpful to promote Myanmar's economic development and people's living standards.” From
the beginning, promises that the pipeline would benefit local communities and the public
have proven empty. For most people in Myanmar, the pipeline continues to represent
extraction, exploitation, and the imposition of distant political interests as most of the gas
supply reserved for local consumption is being diverted to places such as resorts and golf
courses in Mandalay, or to the Kyaukphyu port in Rakhine state to support the development
of a Special Economic Zone (SEZ), yet another Chinese backed mega-project. China also
benefits by re-exporting the processed oil and other petroleum products from Anning back
to Myanmar. 

Aside from its material interest, the project has a salient geopolitical point for China in
tarrying with competing US influence in Asia. Pipelines straight from Myanmar to Kunming in
Yunnan province significantly reduce transportation time, risk, and cost. Instead of 5000 km
of transportation by tanker from the Middle East to the Indian Ocean, the Strait of Malacca
and up to the Chinese coastland, and another 1000 km of inland transportation to Kunming,
oil and gas come directly from the Myanmar west coast to Yunnan through the pipelines.
About four fifths of China’s imported energy comes through the Strait of Malacca, where
piracy is rife and the politics complex. If the pipeline route carries risks of a spillover of the
instability plaguing war-torn northern Myanmar, it greatly reduces risks of attack or sinking. 

The project also secures lucrative profits for Myanmar rulers and represents a total annual
unload of 9% of its oil and 20% of its gas exports. They receive an annual US $ 13.81 million
right-of-way payment for the entire project, as well as a transit fee of US$ 1 per ton of
crude oil. The project has been entwined with the political and economic transformations in
Myanmar since its inception. In 2012, Tin Aung Myint Oo resigned. He was vice-president
since the implementation of the pipelines and a hardline junta supporter of the project as
former chairman of Myanmar Economics Corporation (MEC), the second military-owned
conglomerate along with MOGE. Coupled with the ascent to power of Thein Sein’s elected
government replacing the former military junta led by Than Shwe, those power shifts amid
Myanmar’s domestic liberalization and democratization incurred growing pressure over
China’s projects. 

Civil societies and NGOs increasingly protest over “the repressive managerial logic of the
local government, China’s lack of communication with Burmese residents, the negligence of
forced labor, and armed conflicts between government and local forces in securing the
construction site and labor force”, as summed-up by a Weixin feature. The project has taken
up massive land from Burmese residents, often without a clear account of the purposes of
and fair  recompensation for  the  appropriation.  In a report,  the  Myanmar  China  Pipeline
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https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/799631.shtml
https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/energy/china-myanmar-oil-and-gas-pipelines-a-5-billion-problem/
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https://www.cnpc.com.cn/en/myanmarcsr/201407/f115a1cc6cdb4700b55def91a0d11d03/files/dec09c5452ec4d2ba36ee33a8efd4314.pdf
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/ztQ0JW8oqhF1MwrKCS1NGQ?forceh5=1
https://www.mata-nrg.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/In-Search-of-Social-Justice-along-Myanmar-China-Pipeline_English-Version_18012016.pdf


Watch Committee (MCPWC), a Burmese research group ministering to the conduct of the
investors and government agencies of both countries and the influence of the construction
on the local rural population, has found widespread dishonesty, corruption, bureaucratic
maneuvers, and lack of transparency and accountability in both sides’ dealings with
Burmese residents, such as the dissimulation of the impacts on future farming, the lack of a
clear explanation of the land leasing agreement, the land use time range, crop
compensations, etc. 

Extensive information on the oil and gas industries in Myanmar has not been published
recently as the coup makes it prohibitive for advocacy groups such as Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative (EITI) to collect and publish more recent data. Their latest report
provides data from 2017-2018 on “extractive industries''; a term that refers to resources like
oil, natural gas, gems and jade, which are all prominent resources in Myanmar. The data
available specifically about oil and gas that excludes other resources are limited within the
data set. The report showed the extractive sector represented only 0.25% of the country’s
total labor force but 35% of total exports, 5.2% of total revenues, and 4.8% of the GDP.

According to an expert on China-Myanmar energy issues who requested to remain
anonymous, the role of China in the construction of the pipeline has remained sensitive ever
since the Thein Sein era (2007-2016). In 2017, the National League of Democracy (NLD) now-
deposed government, ordered the suspension of the Myitsone Dam. The large Myanmar-
China joint hydroelectric project in Kachin state was met since its inception by widespread
protest over its socio-cultural and environmental impacts, and its cancellation forced
Chinese authorities to reassess its “high approach” to dealing with Myanmar as they were
used to only consulting high-level Burmese officials and authorities. But since the rule of law
has been suspended in Myanmar, China is lobbying again to reignite the project, though two
years after the coup, conflict is widespread in Kachin state and it’s unlikely that any large-
scale official project would be undertaken in those perilous circumstances. 

©MineSmine/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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China has maintained an uneasy balance with both the Burmese military junta and some
Ethnic armed organizations (EAOs) based in northern Myanmar, in that both parties control
certain sections of the pipeline. The tension was further stoked as the military regime
removed a clause from the CMEC that encouraged civilian participation. Commentators
warned that China’s “laissez-faire” position could endanger its investments in Myanmar, as
anti-China sentiment has risen amid China’s indifference and deliberative labeling of the
coup as an “internal conflict” that requires no international attention. Attacks from
unidentified groups on Chinese factories started in March 2021 and were repressed
mercilessly by the Burmese authorities. Unsurprisingly, the pipeline has drawn the attention
of resistance forces as the key leverage for pressuring China’s inaction amidst the Civil
Disobedience Movement (CDM). In response to Beijing’s coy response, Myanmar citizens
have acerbically labeled the potential sabotage of the pipeline as an equally “internal
affair.” 

Despite China’s outreach and efforts to calm the situation in Myanmar, especially near its
borders and regarding its investments, attacks have been reported against the pipeline. The
People’s Defense Force (PDF) chapter from Natogyi Township in Mandalay Region attacked
a section of a Chinese oil and gas pipeline in mid-February 2022, as well as several junta
soldiers who were on guard nearby. The attack comes after Beijing urged the parallel
National Unity Government (NUG) in late January to protect its investments in the country.
Earlier on in May 2021, three regime troops guarding one of the pipeline’s off-take stations
in Singtaing Township, Mandalay Region, were slashed to death in a sword and machete
attack by an unidentified group. The Irrawaddy reported that right after the coup, “Chinese
officials held an emergency meeting with Myanmar officials, at which they urged the military
regime to tighten security measures for the pipelines. They said the project is a crucial part
of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Myanmar and insisted that “any damage to the
pipelines would cause huge losses for both countries.” 

According to the International Energy Agency, if China’s economic growth continues, by
2025 China will rely on imports for 82% of its crude oil needs. Although China is the main
beneficiary of the double pipeline, the oil and gas flowing through Myanmar only account
for a minor fraction of its total oil and gas imports, the majority of which still arrive through
the Strait of Malacca. So the Myanmar pipeline is more strategic than simply fulfilling
energy demands. The building of refineries such as Anning helped diversify Yunnan’s
economy, which previously relied heavily on the tobacco industry. A governmental article
published in 2020 notes that tobacco leaves from Yunnan take up 45% of the Chinese
tobacco leaves market. 

It should be noted that 10% of Yunnan's GDP now comes from the Anning refinery alone and
that one of its key shareholders is Saudi Arabia Aramco. Saudi Arabia benefits greatly from
the pipeline by investing in refineries at its endpoint, while also being one of the main
sources  of  oil loaded  at the  mouth of  the pipeline.  According to  the  company’s  official
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https://thepeoplesmap.net/project/myanmar-china-oil-and-gas-pipelines/
http://www.cnpc.com.cn/syzs/yqcy/201504/626192a5cd1442699872943b810be858.shtml
https://www.aramco.com/en/who-we-are/overview/global-presence


communication, “Saudi Aramco subsidiaries are key players in the region’s vibrant energy
market and together act as a key crude oil supplier to India, China (including Taiwan
Province), Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines”. 

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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World energy market bumps and jolts
Aside from geographical and technical constraints, the global energy market is affected by
climate change, geopolitical relations, and health crises. Specific cases leading to higher
gas and oil prices from recent years include the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the global
Covid-19 pandemic. Although the coup d’état in Myanmar also occurred during that
timeline, there is only a minimal correlation between the coup and global oil and gas prices
fluctuations. Because the crucial energy infrastructure is heavily guarded by the
military,anti-junta forces could not damage it easily. The only effect was delays to the oil
supply and price changes soon after the coup, partially due to staffing issues at the Chauk
oil refinery when workers went on strike. However, the issue was quickly resolved as some
workers returned to work due to economic pressure or were replaced by new recruits.

The International Energy Agency (IEA), an intergovernmental organization based in Paris,
notes that the pandemic and a mild winter in the northern hemisphere have led to the
largest annual decline in natural gas demand in history, which was expected to fall by 4% or
150 billion cubic meters in 2022, twice the drop in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis. A
lower demand inevitably forces the prices down, as reflected in the data from the Customs
Statistics of China. As for natural gas imported from Myanmar to China, data on the total
annual imports of 2020 and 2021 show that the annual quantity of gas imported in 2021
remained roughly the same as that in 2020, up by 0.29%, while the price was down by
7.78%. Past year data, which comprises the publication date only of the transacted capital
but not the quantity imported, shows that the transacted capital from January to May 2022
is down by 15.87% compared to the corresponding capital of 2021, and down by 26.30%
compared to the one of 2020. 

The global oil market proves much more complex and sensitive. While there was a gradual
return of global oil demand and supply in 2021, the Russian war with Ukraine and the
extended Covid lockdowns in China tightened the market. The impact of reduced exports of
Russian oil on the global market is more or less offset by rising output from the OPEC nations
and by China’s drastic demand drop following its renewed Covid lockdown. Although supply
is maintained by growing exports elsewhere, the limited pumping capacity following Russia’s 
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shutting down also caused surging pumping prices. The complex factors have seen
decreased oil imports but rising oil prices through the pipeline from Myanmar to China,
which transports oil extracted from the Middle East and Africa. According to Yunnan
customs statistics, the total quantity imported through Myanmar to China in 2021 is 17.9%
lower than that in 2020, while its price was up by 43.52%. While the available 2022 data
from January to May shows rising imported quantity and price compared to that of the same
period in 2021, it surpassed the same period in 2020 in quantity only by 0.01%, while the
corresponding price is up by 63.47%. 

The lack of access to U.S. dollars by some companies operating in Myanmar has introduced
a new variable into the Asian energy market. A recent leak reveals that Chinese energy
companies operating in Myanmar appealed to the military junta for assistance in importing
liquified natural gas (LNG) from Russia. The Russian government will not sell LNG to
individual companies, so the Chinese energy companies need to get the government
involved because they have lost much of their LNG supply to their lack of U.S. dollars.

If it seems that they are still able to rely on gas to support their key projects until now, this
situation with foreign companies in Myanmar lacking U.S. dollars reflects the post-coup
economic missteps of the Special Administrative Council (SAC), which is how the Burmese
junta called its new regime. When the junta took over, they required the quick conversion of
U.S. dollars to Myanmar kyat below the market value that the Myanmar Central Bank set.
This policy is widely considered a failure. An analyst of the Myanmar economy said “the kyat
has depreciated twice as much against the ruble as against the dollar” after the coup. This
was crucial in creating the disadvantageous position the foreign energy companies
operating in Myanmar find themselves in. 

A further complication of the situation is that international human rights organizations have
begun condemning the information from the LNG leaks. The organizations dually condemn
these companies for wanting to involve the military junta and the Russian regime. Both are
widely considered egregious violators of human rights laws. These companies are, thus,
facing significant legal and reputational risks. 
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Post-coup game changer
The first transnational pipeline was built in 1998 by Total France under the military regime of
General Than Shwe to export natural gas to Thailand from the Yadana (‘Treasure’) offshore
field in the Andaman sea. Total France due to its more advanced energy infrastructure and
expertise oversaw the pipeline, while Thailand paid for the energy from the pipeline.
For more than two decades, Total Energies held 31.2% of the shares in the project, US
Chevron 28.3%, Petroleum Authority of Thailand Exploration and Production Plc (PTTEP)
25.5%, and Myanma Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE) 15%. The Yadana project has been
subject to much criticism in the international community, particularly because companies of
democratic nations invested in a regime that has been notorious for its human rights
violations. The 2006 documentary Total Denial depicted the controversy surrounding the
construction of the Yadana pipeline and includes testimonies from plaintiffs claiming they
were being used as slaves. There are also accusations of rape, murder, and violence of all
kinds against Burmese soldiers who were in charge of the security of the pipeline.

The most recent coup d’Etat in Myanmar and the fluctuations in the global energy market
prompted drastic decisions by foreign companies. 

As of January 2022, TotalEnergies has announced that they will withdraw from the Yadana
project, and split its shares with MOGE, PTTEP (Thailand) and the U.S.- based Chevron
company. This created a situation in which Chevron had the most shares at 41.1%, PTTEP at
37.1% and MOGE at 21.8%. Additionally, Total handed over day-to-day operation of the field
to PTTEP. This distribution of shares was discouraged by international human rights
organizations. They believed a company like MOGE, a military-owned conglomerate funding
the junta, should be disallowed from receiving more shares. In the same spirit, the European
Union imposed sanctions upon state-controlled businesses.

Then Chevron announced its departure from Myanmar too, shortly after Total made its
decision public, “citing rampant human rights abuses and deteriorating rule of law since the
country’s military overthrew the government.” 

Consequently, PTTEP remains the only foreign partner in the Yadana gas field, a significant
source of energy for Thailand and of revenue for the Burmese military. The largest gas
revenue payments to junta-controlled accounts are now made via PTT, PTTEP’s parent
company, which purchases about 80 % of Myanmar’s exported natural gas from Yadana as
well as the Zawtika gas field, which it operates itself. 

PTTEP has encountered some recent difficulties managing those oil fields amidst the
widespread conflict that has engulfed Myanmar. Reports revealed that the Zawtika gas
field experienced a leak in one particular section of the pipeline. The leak resulted in the
immediate suspension of gas deliveries to Thailand from Myanmar for two weeks in April
2022. The leak was ruled an accident with no signs of malintent by officials.  However, there 
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is currently unfounded suspicion an explosion caused by armed resistance forces could be
responsible for creating this situation. This reflects a general sense of distrust for official
narratives by people in Myanmar.

In a separate development, PTTEP and Petronas of Malaysia, two giants in the regional
energy industry, are withdrawing from Yetagun (‘Flag of Victory’), the second offshore
natural gas project in Myanmar. According to NS Energy Business, “the Yetagun gas field is
an offshore gas and condensate field in the Gulf of Mottama which was discovered in 1992
and went into commercial production in 2000. The natural gas produced in the field is
transported to the PTT through an off- and onshore pipeline.” It was jointly operated by
Petronas Carigali Myanmar (Hong Kong) Ltd. (a subsidiary of Petronas in Malaysia), state-
owned conglomerate Myanma Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), Nippon Oil Exploration
(Myanmar) Ltd. (Japan), and PTTEP International Limited (PTTEPI), PTT’s parent company. 

The operation on the field encountered severe difficulties in the wake of the coup. More
than 100 workers were left stranded on an offshore platform in the Yetagun field, and
Petronas was made responsible for their security. The gas field was also approaching
depletion. In February 2021, Petronas issued a force majeure, citing a significant drop in the
output below the technical operational threshold. In April 2022, both Petronas and PTTEP
announced their withdrawal from the Yetagun field, citing energy security and profit
rationalization reasons. The Myanmar junta held an invitation for bids in May 2022 to find
new operators and shareholders, which was won by Gulf Petroleum Myanmar (GPM),
backed by Thai tycoon Chatchai Yenbamroong, a former executive in the telephone
directory business of former Thailand Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and an advisor to
former Prime Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh. 

The SAC appointed Gulf Petroleum Myanmar (GPM) as the operator of the Yetagun gas
project, and the formerly divided revenue also now flows undivided to the Burmese junta.
According to an energy expert based in Thailand who wishes to remain anonymous, “GPM is
taking over a nearly depleted field for at least two reasons: it incurs lower operation costs
with rising global oil prices, and it becomes a money-laundering opportunity for both
parties, especially the foreign currencies-stripped Burmese junta. The nearly depleted
Yetagun gas field is not taken over by Western companies because they have higher
commercial thresholds for profit. The gas field is still exploitable for years to come, even
though not as profitable as for the previous operators. Smaller companies with less
operational cost and fewer bureaucratic procedures, therefore, can still profit from the
existing operations as they are more agile.” 

Though South Korea mega-company POSCO still runs the second largest project, Shwe, off
the Rakhine coast, with two other Indian companies. The company chooses not to say
anything about the political crisis that might jeopardize its $1.5 billion investment in the
project  as it is scaling up its plans  in Myanmar.  About  80% of the gas  from the Shwe  gas
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project, which went into production in 2013, is exported to China through pipelines that cut
across northern Myanmar. The Shwe project is set to net the ruling junta $US 30 billion over
the next three decades and will act as another key economic crutch for the regime. 

According to a Myanmar government forecast, MOGE is expected to earn $1.5 billion from
oil and gas projects in 2021-2022. Human Rights Watch points out that Total’s transfer of
ownership shares to state-controlled companies would only further enrich the regional
juntas: “When companies exit from Myanmar, they should place their existing shares or
property rights into trust or escrow, including shares of exploration or development projects,
production, or pipeline transportation ventures, to ensure the revenues from those shares do
not benefit the military. If exiting companies determine that they must sell or transfer their
shares to another business entity, they should ensure that those entities will respect
international sanctions and follow international standards on business and human rights.” 

One particularly vocal group about Myanmar oil and gas
revenues’ scandal is the Blood Money Campaign (BMC).
The campaign has published letters to the public,
governments and corporations urging them to boycott
companies that continue to engage in business dealings
with MOGE. As MOGE is directly controlled by the military
apparatus, BMC says that any revenue MOGE earns goes
towards the junta’s abuses and any corporation working
with MOGE is complicit. The group also proposes that the
gas revenue intended for MOGE be kept in escrow until a
democratically elected government returns to power.
BMC social media features the latest letters detailing of
who and why they are urging a boycott.

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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The internal process Myanmar underwent post-coup shows the transition from being a post-
colonial country to one dominated by regional authoritarian business practices by foreign
states and businesses that economically took advantage of the departure of Western
powers like France and the U.S. Myanmar is no longer directly experiencing the remnants of
colonialism in the form of a European and American economic presence. Now it is
experiencing economic interference by other powers in the region that fill the vacuum. This
is not necessarily a more humane form of economic involvement in a foreign country being
performed by other Asian countries. These countries are often authoritarian in nature with a
disregard for human rights. However, the ambition and ability of neighboring nations to
interfere with Myanmar exemplify the geopolitical ascension of Asia.

©Blood Money Campaign
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REPORTS FROM THE GROUND
Our team reporting reveals that people in various states reacted differently to and were
affected differently by the pipeline. Depending on the region’s specific history and social
dynamics, our dispatches from the ground reflect a different way of responding to the
exploitation they experience. People in Rakhine State are more focused on internal conflicts
and are less concerned with joining the general battle to resist the junta though they are
among those most affected by the pipeline’s presence. People in Magway attempt to resist
through labor strikes, but many have to balance this resistance with having enough income
to survive. People in Shan state display the tendency for a militarized and volatile form of
resistance.

These three sections reveal the mindsets of people in these varying predicaments. However,
the differing situations in the varying regions do not negate a broader analysis of the
situation and the general statistics stated in the introduction of a project with very limited
benefits for the local communities. Instead, these first-hand accounts illuminate the
meaning of the pipeline in people’s daily lives as well as the current situation in different
parts of Myanmar.

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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Kyauk Phyu (Rakhine State)

October 2021

In 2009, the offshore gas pipeline project started around Maday Island, Kyaukphyu
Township, Rakhine State. It was buried underground the next year and the second oil
pipeline was buried in 2017 after thousands of acres of land were taken from
farmers. Since it is the beginning of the project, the largest part of the pipeline is
buried there and covers the entire coast. Local communities fear additional
ecological and economic impacts after a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) is being
developed in the area. 

Fifteen years ago, China used the pipeline to establish a presence along the coast of

southern Rakhine state. Then, the country began to expand its influence over the area by

establishing its own economic institutions, such as the deep-sea port in Kyauk Phyu. The port

is supposed to become a major point of trade for China, as well as a station for the Chinese

navy. China was able to gain a foothold in this area due to its designation as a SEZ, its

newest project. 

This label allows for limited restrictions upon foreign investment into the area. China
undertook this project due to its broader vision of the “Two-Ocean Strategy”, following its
goal of dominating the Pacific Ocean and controlling the Indian Ocean. Chinese military
and energy strategy experts, such as Wang Haiyun, have long pointed out the strategic
value of a port in the Indian ocean: “The US has military forces stationed on all the world’s
major shipping routes – if something was to happen it could easily control China’s energy
supply.”

The junta’s disregard for the land rights of its citizens is one reason for the acceleration of
Chinese influence in the zone after the coup. The other reason is Covid. The disarray caused

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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by COVID opened the way for a greater opportunity to establish more influence while
limiting any potential pushback against the project. These two reasons are compounded by
the fact that the residents of this region have less capacity to combat an international
project like the SEZ as they are more focused on internal tensions. 

Daw Hla Nu Thar, a woman in her sixties from Pya Tae village, Kyaukphyu Township, has been
farming her ancestral land for forty years. Hla Nu Thar is still unaware of why her land was
confiscated by the Burmese government to make place for the SEZ. “We didn’t sell the land
to anyone. I don't know if it was saved. I work every year. If the government takes over our
fields, we will starve to death. I can do nothing, and there was no meeting to inform us
about anything.” From 2015, thousands of acres of farmland were confiscated to implement
the Kyaukphyu SEZ, a project plagued by lack of transparency and land confiscation. 

Kyaw Lwin, former Minister of Agriculture and Livestock for Rakhine state under the previous
NLD government, said that “locals whose lands had been confiscated for the Kyaukphyu SEZ
were not sure if they would receive compensation for their ancestral lands and whether they
would be allowed to register as landowners under the previous national democratic
government. How much compensation will the Myanmar government pay for the lost
farmland? According to the farmers, no promises have been made yet, and the government
has not yet discussed how much money will be allocated to the farmers. The locals are really
worried that their land will be confiscated and that they will now lose it without
compensation." 

According to Hla Thein, chairman of the Kap Thapyay Farmers' Union, the government
announced in 2015 that it had acquired land to build the Kyaukphyu SEZ, but farmers said
they did not know anything about the confiscation beforehand. “4,289.32 acres of land
were confiscated for the construction of Kyaukphyu SEZ. The government's list includes only
1,600 acres eligible for land compensation. About 370 acres of land were also confiscated
on Maday Island,” said Hla Thein. In the aftermath of the coup, he did not stay at his home
and moved to safer places for fear of being arrested by the government because of his
activities. 

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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Daw Mya Aung Kyi, a fisherwoman from Pyin village in Maday Island said that after the
Chinese projects came in, fishing nets kept getting stuck in the tarmac, which was set up to
light up when Chinese ships enter. She claims that workers involved in the project threw
stones into the nets to make fishing difficult for local people. "Before the Chinese arrived, it
was easy to find food in the water. There was no problem. Now, if you put down a fishing
net, you lose the net. It is not comfortable to live and work on this island anymore”. 

Tun Kyi, a civil society expert on the Kyaukphyu SEZ and the Shwe Gas Pipeline, said that
iron sources such as fishes and prawns are becoming scarce since the construction of the
deep-sea oil port on Maday Island. “When I asked the local fishermen, they said it was very
difficult to make 5,000 MMK ($ US 2,50) a day by selling fish nowadays. They said they are
thinking of stopping this activity and changing business”. "It is a very difficult situation for
fishermen along the river and a direct consequence of the construction of the oil port.” 

Local fishery was hampered when oil ships started docking at the seaport in early May 2017,
which blocked fishermen from spreading nets and fishing. Instead of docking only three
times a week, as promised to fishermen by local authorities, ships arrived every single day.
This thwarted the fishing industry. The protesters demanded that CNPC, the Chinese
petroleum company in control of the project, address their needs, provide electricity to
villages, and offer financial and technical assistance for agricultural and livestock
businesses. In response, CNPC released a corporate social responsibility (CSR) report in
Chinese language, that listed its installments to Kyaukphyu, including tap water and
communication towers. Yet according to a villager quoted by Weixin, the signal was
accessible only to Chinese employees working on the construction site, while the water out
of the tap was russet.

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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Maung Maung Than, chairman of the Thanzin Nadi Development Association on Maday
Island, said that only about 30 local workers were hired for manual jobs in the SEZ projects
on Maday Island, including the deep-sea port.

Due to the scarcity of fish, Burmese fishermen on Maday island are out of work. Instead, a
lot of them have to go to work in Thailand. "If we can no longer eat and drink, we have no
choice. Otherwise, we can just start digging our own graves and die. We were born, grew
up and started working on this island. If we can no longer do this job, we will just die.” 

©Tun Thar/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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Chauk Refinery (Magway Region)

October 2021

Despite being rich in natural resources, Myanmar is heavily reliant on imported
gasoline and diesel because most of its high-value products are exported or
smuggled out of the country by foreign investors and cronies connected to the
military regime. On average, Myanmar imports for its domestic consumption 600 000
tons, that represent five to six medium-range tankers worth of gasoline cargoes per
month, most arriving from Singapore, the region’s largest oil trading hub. Currently,
the Chauk Refinery in Magway Region is the only refinery operating in Myanmar, and
it is only capable of refining 6,000 barrels of oil per day. Most of the crude oil from
the Myanmar-China pipeline is refined at its endpoint in refineries in Yunnan. But
Chauk refinery sits only 25 miles from the oil and gas pipeline and more importantly,
is at the heart of anti-junta resistance. 

After the coup, oil workers operating in different places in the region, including Chauk

refinery, were at the forefront of the protest and striking movements. More than a thousand

people worked in this big refinery located in Chauk Township. Initially, they all stopped

working on February 8, 2021, to protest the seizure of power by a military junta a week

beforehand. As oil workers joined the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM), oil production

was suspended temporarily.

©Thomas Lynn/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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In the early days of the strike, they received support from the townspeople, but the longer
the strike lasted, the less support came their way.

The lack of financial stability led more than 400 workers, desperate with no money
remaining, to return to work in early May 2021.An official announcement supported by the
local Chauk township authorities was made that the CDM workers would be laid off. This
progressed from an initial decree in mid-May by the military junta that all striking workers
who joined the CDM were suspended indefinitely. 

A skilled oil worker that avoided the fate of being laid off said, "More than 400 people have
returned to work … We are afraid of harming our families. We could not sleep well during the
day as well as at night. We may be arrested under Section 505 (D) and we do not know
when. The main thing is that we have returned to work because of fear of being laid off”.

609 workers remain involved in the CDM and are still struggling. They are attempting to be
resilient, but financial pressure intensifies the longer they resist going back to work. And
returning to their past job will become increasingly difficult based on the refinery attempting
to replace the striking workers.

To fill the vacant positions, refineries began hiring people from places other than Chauk
Township because not many local people want to work at the refinery anymore. The new
workers accept the job because they need money to buy food but they are not familiar with
the skills required in the oil industry. The SAC is trying as much as possible to normalize the
situation, however, the refinery is not as productive as it used to be. Even before the coup, it
was well-known that the Chauk refinery was unable to produce fuels that are consistent in
quality.

There are also about forty Chinese workers in Chauk Refinery, who live at a hostel called Bo
Khin in Chauk and have long-term contracts. Since they are Chinese workers employed by
Chinese companies, they have little contact with the Burmese manual workers employed by
MOGE and they all work at office level. However, the managers of all the different
departments are Burmese. If the Chinese company wants to hire Burmese workers, they do
the interviews and contracts themselves without any Myanmar administration involved in the
process. These Myanmar workers have no links to any other middle-man company in
Myanmar.

Chauk refinery was built during the colonial era around 1940 and is an important part of the
region and its people’s lives. There has been staff housing available to the workers since
then. Some families have lived there for generations. If they do not want to work at the
refinery anymore, they must now leave their homes. CDM workers have been initially allowed
to stay in staff housing. However, they have already received two warning letters from the
military  regime  ordering them to leave.  Some  people moved to other places,  such as their
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relatives' houses. Some remained like this man who testified anonymously: "Until they come
in person to make us leave, we will continue to live here".

In addition to creating difficulties in terms of employment and accommodation for the
workers, the central government added a mechanism to increase the financial pressure on
them. These actions by the junta further reinforce the broader anti-worker and authoritarian
environment Myanmar people found themselves in. During the COVID pandemic, the now-
deposed NLD government paid two months of income to government employees in advance.
Since the coup, the junta has twice sent a letter to oil workers telling them to repay that
two-month debt with interest and capital. 
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On the other hand, the National Unity Government (NUG) offered limited help and
guarantee to oil workers involved in the CDM. In May 2021, the parallel government in exile,
that was created by former elected NLD and ethnic groups’ representatives, sent a one-time
cash handout together with other donors to 140 workers. Faced with a shortage of jobs in
the region and a lack of consistent support, some workers had to become motorcycle taxi
drivers, sell firewood, or work on construction sites.

People lack alternative sustainable ways to make a living. They cannot even rely on the
numerous family-run small oil fields in the region anymore, as the military has engaged in a
scorched-earth campaign in the central plains of Sagaing and Magway regions for more
than a year. 

On January 23rd, 2022, approximately 6,000 lakh MMK (US$330,000) worth of damage was
caused by the Burmese military setting fire to oil fields and oil wells in production sites near
Kyauksuai in Myaing township, Magway region. A trader told DVB that troops had burned
down six oil fields at around 10 a.m. and another ten during the evening. A well in Pauk
township was also reportedly set on fire by the military after its owner refused to pay a bribe
of 5 million MMK (US$2,800).

Our journalist describes a situation in which the military junta seems to put pressure on small
oil field owners to stop working independently from pipeline-related industries: “There are
many oil fields in Myaing too. But they are not as large as the ones in Chauk. They are like
family-owned businesses that the military wants to hurt by destroying them. But they ask for
money first. In some places, they ask for 1 or 2 lakh, or even 6 lakh. When they don't get the
money they want, they burn. Locals say that this is the fifth time since January 9th that the
military council burned these small oil fields.” 

©Thomas Lynn/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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In Chauk area, the military junta either earns money through bribes or forces local residents
to work at the refinery through economic and political pressure. Due to security concerns,
our journalist was unable to take pictures of the refinery, but he saw from a distance a sign
that read, "Do not enter the refinery. If you do, you will be shot.” Around ten soldiers
guarded that entrance to the refinery and it was obviously dangerous to antagonize them.

“Who can grieve more than I do?” 
-Chauk Unions Workers targeted by indiscriminate repression

The article above describes ways the junta systematically made living outside the Chauk
refinery nearly impossible. The situation of workers in the region is made worse because they
are not allowed to organize and unionize anymore. Ma Pwint from Chauk Refinery Workers’
Union explained the situation as of March 2022 in an interview with our team. 

“Unions are no longer allowed to exist in Myanmar. After the coup, our union split due to
threats from the military council towards labor leaders and labor activists. The junta sent
them warning letters and they also started sending threats to family members. These threats
forced some of them to return to work.”

In mid-May, the president of the Workers' Union and the secretaries ended their involvement
in the CDM because of the difficulties union membership created in their lives. Only Ma
Pwint, one of the union leaders who held the position of adviser, continued to support CDM.

Ma Pwint is currently fleeing after an arrest warrant was issued by the military council due to
her being an active leader in all Chauk protests and strikes after the coup.  She was the only
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union leader to be involved in the CDM. Therefore, she was the only one whom the military
council identified as part of the CDM. She didn’t wait for the arrest warrant to be issued to
leave her home as she knew she might be taken at any time.

But on September 11, Ma Pwint's younger brother was arrested at his home. He was also
employed in the Chauk refinery before the coup and was one of the 609 CDM workers.

The military council claimed to have found a handmade gun on him and that he could be a
member from the People Defence Forces (PDF), an anti-junta aggregation of guerilla cells
across the country under the leadership of NUG. Ma Pwint's brother is still being detained in
Magway Prison.

"When he was arrested at his home, they did not find any weapons. He is just a worker, not
more than that. Now they just release fake news. Who can grieve more than I do? I am going
to get crazy as I am suffocating since they took him away," she laments.

The next day, on September 12, Ma Pwint’s 18-year-old daughter was arrested at their family
home. They came to arrest Ma Pwint, but instead, they arrested her daughter since they did
not find her. Fortunately she was released the day after but Ma Pwint still feels the heavy
weight of guilt: "I do not want to apologize to you, my daughter. I pray that you will
understand me for a moment if you think about it. But I am ready to accept it if you think of
me as an irresponsible and unprotected parent," she cried.

Ma Pwint is still worried even after her daughter was released since they can come again at
any time they want. Although Ma Pwint is now living in an area controlled by anti-junta
resistance armed groups, she is worried that her relatives, including her parents and her
daughters who are still living in the city, will be arrested because of her.

©Griez Kyaw/Visual Rebellion Myanmar
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The Myanmar-China border is heavily armed and militarized due to decades of
infighting between multiple ethnic militias carrying diverse allegiances and the
Burmese army. This volatile and violent context informs the predisposition towards
the pipeline of those living here, who mourn the loss of their land and the lack of
access to basic services.

"Since the military council signed the agreement, no financial benefits from the pipeline

have been received by the local communities," said a resident of Namtu Township, who

spoke under the condition of anonymity.

 

"There are no benefits but only disadvantages and side effects. As a nation, it hurts. It

creates problems between local ethnic groups. It also leads to the loss of oil reserves for

Myanmar," he added.

A resident in Namkham Township said that the land needed to connect the pipeline had

been disputed during negotiations. He said that conflicts between the junta and the locals

happened because of land grabbing without compensation. The locals protested the

pipeline’s construction and did not receive subsidies for almost a year.

"The pipeline crosses our land. The recipients of the pipeline’s benefits are from another

country. We protested since it was obviously unfair. I filed a lawsuit. This is unlikely to change

the situation. We were full of resentment initially.  Now we feel like we are part of a story we 

Muse China-Border (Shan State)

April 2022
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have no control over. There is nothing we can do about the situation. It is said that they

were already working on a contract for our land after they decided to provide subsidies to

other villages anyway," he said.

In other areas, the effects of the pipeline have led to local disputes. There were arguments

between the township residents. Several committees have received funding as pipeline-

related land compensation, but they did not share it equally to pay the landowners. The

problem is not only an issue of the military junta not providing funds to the locals, but also of

the local elites robbing the residents of the little funds they are being allocated.

All the people living along the pipeline claim it has not done anything good for their area

except for some subsidies shared in an arbitrary and non-transparent manner. Roads,

transportation services, and job opportunities have not improved since the pipeline was

buried through their fields.

"After the 2015 elections, the roads got better. This is not because of the pipeline though. If

the pipeline caused the change, the roads would have changed when the pipeline began.

The pipeline does nothing for our area,” emphasized a resident of Namkham Township.

 

Initially, most locals in northern Shan State thought they would get easier access to oil and

gas due to the pipeline. They expected prices to fall, but gas prices have not changed in the

last decade. Under the NLD government in April 2020, the oil price was over 400 MMK (USD

0,20) per liter, but after the military coup in February 2021, the price rose to over 2,000

MMK (USD 0,95) per liter.
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Before the military coup, local workers at the oil and gas metering station in Namkhan, the

last pipeline infrastructure on Myanmar territory before it crosses to China, were not

supposed to work full-time but they have been forced to since then. Before the coup,

everyone was allowed to enter the factory, but after, only workers were allowed to enter

and more CCTV cameras were also being installed. 

This is while there is a greater level of troop presence from the military council in the area.

Before the coup, the military set up camps within three miles of the checkpoints along the

pipeline. After the coup, camps were set up much closer to the checkpoints. Additionally,

reports reveal that the number of soldiers in the camps are increasing.

 

"The military council significantly increased the security along the pipeline since the coup. It

was for their own benefit," said the resident in Namtu Township. "The military has a lot of

responsibility for any pipeline," he added, and "that is why the military has increased its

security to prevent any problems. The pipeline is a primary economic resource for the

military, so it is in their best interest to defend it.”

The Shan State Progress Party (SSPP), Palaung State Liberation Front/Ta'ang National

Liberation Army (PSLF / TNLA), Reconstruction Council of Shan State (RCSS) and the Arakan

Army (ULA / AA) are all Ethnic Armed Groups (EAOs) who are active along the pipeline in

Shan and Rakhine States. With the exception of the RCSS, the other three ethnic armed

groups frequently clash with the military council. However, there has been limited fighting

between the military council and ethnic armed groups near the pipeline. 
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"This will also benefit the ethnic armed groups somehow," said a local living near the

pipeline. "They are not protecting the pipeline - they just don't disturb it as ethnic armed

groups from northern Myanmar are relying on the Chinese for access to weapons. They may

have an understanding with China not to touch it." Beijing knows the way of maintaining its

roughly US$16-million per day border trade with Myanmar and ‘revolutionary taxes’ are

usually paid to ethnic armed forces who operate in areas where big projects such as the

pipeline are built. 

After the military coup in Myanmar, people took to the streets to protest. The military council

fired live ammunition at civilians, which prompted the formation of the People's Defense

Forces (PDF). Because of the rumors of PDF bombing the pipeline, the military council

increased security along the pipeline throughout the process of the coup. According to a

statement issued by the Shan Human Rights Foundation on January 18th, 2022, soldiers from

the LIB-503 and LIB-504 (Light Infantry Battalion) also planted landmines along the pipeline

near the Lashio-Mandalay highway.

 

About 1,800 people in the nearby Chaung Khauk village are worried that they will trample on

landmines set up by the military council. Locals have demanded that the mines be removed,

but the military refused. "The mines will be removed when we go back, as this is for our

security," the statement from the military regime said.

Locals said the army has not planted mines along the pipeline that goes through Namkham

Township in northern Shan State. However, the military council said security had been

amped up, and an iron gate had been erected to prevent grenades from being fired. Locals

are also worried that the pipeline will explode due to a potential leak.

Amidst such instability, many people in Shan state feel that the pipeline has done more harm

than good and that it is even threatening their lives.
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CONCLUSION

People living near the Kyauk Phyu Special Economic Zone, the Chauk Refinery in Magway,
and the China-Myanmar border in Muse reflect three different perspectives on the pipeline
and a common theme: the junta’s ruthlessness. 

The military regime made threats to the strikers at the Chauk Refinery. Many strikers stopped
working due to the abhorrent human rights abuses they had witnessed while protesting. Yet,
many had to return back to work without any concessions. Those that did not return were
replaced. The people in this area had to make a decision between risking their financial
security and attempting to destabilize the junta’s economic condition by striking.

The military regime also ignored the northern Shan states complaining that they were
environmentally and economically disadvantaged by the implementation of the pipeline. The
junta has resisted addressing the pipeline issue even though the local population has
decades of displaying a proclivity for armed responses to enemies. 

Then, there is Rahkine state that is more focused on internal conflicts than engaging in a
national battle against the federal government, but is bearing the full brunt of new
unchecked Chinese-backed projects on its coast. 

Though these three regions have varying perspectives on the problem, they are commonly
discouraged from thinking that any sort of action against the junta is possible or effective. 
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Whether any changes occur in Myanmar is highly dependent on the resolution of the current
crisis. If the dissident groups can overcome the current regime, there could be a possibility
of changes to the pipeline management policy. But it is also possible that the military junta
succeeds in stopping the opposition if the latter doesn’t manage to unite, organize and
gather enough resources to claim territory and victory.

Whatever political outcome emerges from this long bloody ongoing battle, any change to
the pipeline policy would require the consent of China. A change in internal Myanmar policy
on the pipeline that does not benefit China financially or geopolitically would be
condemned by China. China is currently able to apply pressure on the military junta as well
as opposition armed groups to respectively protect and spare the pipeline from any
sabotage. This is not a predicament specific to Myanmar. China can strong-arm any country
in the Southeast and East Asia regions due to China being its largest trade partner.
Therefore, China is the foreign country with the greatest impact on other Asian economies.

China is not dependent on the double pipeline crossing Myanmar to fulfill its needs of
natural gas and oil. It has other avenues to obtain these resources, such as the Siberian
pipeline which is its main source of gas. Yet China’s interests in the Myanmar pipeline are
multifaceted as it presents an opportunity for China and Xi Jinping to project power, expand
its area of influence in the Indian Ocean and avoid the congested Strait of Malacca. 

The strong animosity and quiet resistance around the double oil and gas pipeline has at
least three dimensions which are symbolic of the impact of unchecked mega-projects on
people in Myanmar. It represents opposition to the coup and authoritarian rule, opposition
to energy policies and practices that do not benefit local communities, and opposition to
foreign actors who dismiss their needs and interests. 
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https://thanlwintimes.com/2022/12/14/china-remains-myanmars-largest-trading-partner/
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