
Highlights

Main migration drivers are a combination of the wish 
to realise better livelihoods, with the realities of 
wanting to escape localised conflicts in Shan.

Knowledge of safe migration varied across 
communities in Shan, with some being aware of safe 
migration, and others not being aware of the 
distinction between regular and irregular migration.

Most migrants from Shan migrate to Thailand, but 
migrants in northern Shan tend to migrate to China, 
as it is closer and the cost of migrating there is lower.

Some communities, such villages around Kengtung, 
have effectively leveraged migration and families with 
migrants in said communities, contribute to 
community activities and communal infrastructure.

Migration has become an established livelihood 
strategy in many communities, especially among 
younger people, but this has also resulted in labour 
shortages, changes in family cohesion due to the 
migration of family members, as well as changes in 
traditional culture. 
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 About the CHIME project

This briefing paper is based on research conducted 
as part of the “Capitalising Human Mobility for 
Poverty Alleviation and Inclusive Development for 
Myanmar” (CHIME) project.

The project was implemented by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), the University of 
Sussex, Metta Development Foundation, and the 
Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population of 
the Government of Myanmar. 

Financial support for the research was provided by 
the Livelihoods and Food Security Fund (LIFT).

The research was conducted in four regions/states – 
Ayeyarwady, Mandalay, Rakhine and Shan – in 
spring/summer 2017. Using mixed methods consist-
ing of household surveys, qualitative interviews, and 
community discussions, CHIME explored the com-
plex relationships between migration, poverty and 
development.

The total sample covered in the quantitative house-
hold survey (3,116 rural households) is regionally 
representative for Mandalay and Ayeyarwady but 
not for Shan or Rakhine due to varying degrees of 
access to sampled villages.
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Researcher interviewer in Thaung Tha, Mandalay Region. 
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high rates of poverty and malnutrition (UNDP, 
2013). According to the Census, geographic and 
cultural proximity have made both Thailand 
and China the top destinations for international 
migrants from Shan State, particularly those 
from areas along international borders that 
have strong cultural, historical and economic 
connections with these neighbouring countries 
(MIMU and PSF, 2016:33). The Census also shows 
that Shan State has a positive net migration 
rate.

Security issues during the period of initial 
CHIME research resulted in limited access for 
fieldwork teams implementing the household 
survey, meaning that only 4 per cent of 
sampled villages, mainly concentrated in 
Taunggyi, Kengtung and Tachileik townships, 
could be covered. The consequences of this are 
that the sample and initial findings for Shan in 
the CHIME study cannot be considered 
representative of the state as a whole. 

This brief aims to address this knowledge gap, 
and it is based on three research review 
meetings organised by CHIME partner Metta 
Development Foundation, in which CHIME 
researchers discussed findings from July 2018 
participatory action research (PAR) sessions 
held in villages in various townships in southern, 
eastern and northern Shan State. In southern 
Shan, research was conducted in villages in 
Hopong, Pindaya, Hsipaw, Laihka, Taunggyi,  

Shan State, which lies in the eastern part of 
Myanmar, is the country’s largest region or 
state in terms of land area, occupying almost a 
quarter of the country’s total territory. Due to 
its large size, it is commonly divided into three 
areas, namely, Northern Shan, Eastern Shan 
and Southern Shan, whose principal cities are 
Lashio, Kentung and Taunggyi, respectively. 
Shan State is bordered by China to the 
northeast, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
to the east and Thailand to the southeast; 
Kachin State to the north and Sagaing Region 
to the northwest; Mandalay Region and Nay 
Pyi Taw Union Territory to the west; and Kayin 
State and Kayah State to the south. Shan State 
is one of Myanmar’s most ethnically and 
linguistically diverse regions or states (UNDP, 
2015) and includes five of the country’s six 
ethnic minority self-administered areas.

Both subsistence and cash cropping are 
prominent features of Shan State’s 
agricultural economy. Common crops include 
rice, pigeon peas, sunflowers, potatoes, beans, 
chillies, fruits, vegetables and tea (MIMU and 
PSF, 2016:58). The state has historically been an 
important source of timber and metals and, as 
part of the Golden Triangle, has been a major 
producer of opium and methamphetamines. 
Despite its richness in natural resources, Shan 
State’s rural population experiences relatively 
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Rice farmers in Ping Long, Shan State. © Metta 
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Farmers loading cabbages onto a truck in Ywar Ngan, Shan State. 
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Patterns of migration in southern Shan

that single female migrants tended to marry at 
destination and not return home often.

The communities interviewed also reported 
that migrants worked a variety of jobs at 
destination, and construction was the sector 
most often reported. Migrants originating from 
Pindaya, Taunggyi, and Pinlaung work in 
construction, and Taunggyi respondents also 
indicated that manufacturing and farming is a 
common sector. Respondents from Pindaya 
stated that many of their migrants work in 
government offices, and respondents from 
Laihka reported that migrants from their 
community end up working in casual labour.

The use of migration facilitators such as 
brokers and family networks, also across 
communities. Hopong respondents stated that 
their migration relies on brokers, partly out of a 
desire to not want to visit government offices 
and being asked for bribes. On the other hand, 
Pindaya respondents reported that they only 
personal and familial social to support their 
migration. Only the respondents from Taunggyi 
reported that they rely on a mix of these two 
migration facilitators.

Kut Kai, Lashio and Kun Lung townships. Ywar 
Ngan, Pinlaung and Kunhing townships, as well 
as Karli Sub-township. In eastern Shan, research 
was conducted in villages in Kengtung and 
Mong Ping townships, as well as in Tong Tar 
Village on the border between Kengtung and 
Mong Ping townships. Finally, research was also 
held in villages in northern Shan’s Kut Kai, Lashio 
and Kun Lung townships.
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In most of the contacted communities, many 
people migrate irregularly. Respondents in 
Hsipaw, Laihka, Pinlaung and Karli, reported 
that they have seen instances of irregular 
migration in their communities, and many 
other communities also have seen irregular 
migration. Respondents in Karli reported that 
they do not migrate regularly because doing so 
involves visiting government offices which they 
believe will not help them in the absence of 
bribes. Only the respondents in Ho Pong 
reported that most people in their community 
migrate regularly, as they have been trained on 
the existence of regular migration channels by 
Karuna Mission Social Solidarity.

The majority of respondents indicated that 
migrants from their communities mainly 
migrate to international destinations. 
Respondents in Laihka, Taunggyi, Pinlaung and 
Kunhing reported that most (only “some” in the 
case of Taunggyi) of their migrants go to 
Thailand; while respondents in Hopong and 
Taunggyi indicated some people in their 
communities also migrate to Malaysia.  
Respondents in Hispaw, however, reported that 
all their migrants migrate to China. Only the 
respondents from Pindaya and Ywar Ngan 
stated that most of their migrants migrate 
internally.

Differences in numbers of male and female 
migrants were also observed across all 
communities interviewed, and more women 
than men migrated in Pindaya, while more men 
than women migrated in Thibaw and Ywar 
Ngan. Respondents in Taunggyi indicated that 
men often migrate first, and that they bring 
their family once they are established 
themselves at destination. Respondents in 
Pindaya also reported that more male migrants 
work in construction while female migrants 
tend to work in government offices, as well as



Box 1: Positive impacts of migration in 
Kengtung

Respondents in Kengtung reported that many 
migrants from their community send 
remittances back to their families, and that 
their families, having experienced relatively 
greater affluence, are now able to donate 
money for communal religious holidays and 
celebrations. 

Through remittances and the return of 
migrants with comparatively greater 
knowledge and skills, many families’ living 
standards have improved as they invest new 
resources into renovating their homes, and 
buying cars to ease their personal 
transportation and improve their quality of life. 
Families that have experienced rising living 
standards through migration, also reportedly 
donate money to improve village 
infrastructure, with roads in particular, being 
the most visible and often reported example of 
this positive impact. 
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Respondents from the PAR sessions in eastern 
Shan State (Kengtung, Mong Ping and Tong 
Tar), reported high levels of out-migration, 
with most working-age adults migrating. 

Drivers of migration in southern 

Impacts of migration in southern 

Patterns of migration in eastern Shan

Conflict was the main driver of migration 
indicated by most communities. The 
communities interviewed in Hsipaw, Laihka, 
and Kunhing, reported that people migrated in 
order to avoid forced recruitment by armed 
groups. They also stated that more men than 
women tended to migrate from these areas 
because they were the targets of forced 
recruitment, and that the need to flee was a 
major reason behind irregular migration. The 
communities near conflict areas also did not 
report a clear means of facilitating migration, 
whether it be brokers or familial social 
networks.

Only the community in Hopong cited better 
livelihoods as a reason to migrate, but for most 
communities not experiencing armed 
conflict, the opportunity for better jobs and 
income were the main reported migration 
drivers.

Individual, community-level perceptions 
about migration also factored into the 
decision to migrate. For example, Pindaya 
respondents reported that people in their 
community are afraid of migration, and that 
this drives their tendency to only migrate with 
the assistance of personal and familial social 
networks; while respondents from Ywar Ngan 
stated being cautious about migration 
because they know of migrants from their 
communities who experienced violence at 
destination.

However, some communities also reported 
negative impacts, particularly with regards 
to the precarity of the working and living 
conditions that some migrants experience. 
Respondents in Laihka reported that some of 
their migrants were exploited and 
subsequently deported from destination (e.g. 
Thailand), and respondents from Pinlaung 
reported that some migrants work long hours 
and are at risk of becoming addicted to drugs. 
Respondents in Hopong also stated that their 
migrants, even the ones who have migrated 
regularly, have to work and live in dangerous 
conditions. Finally, the communities 
interviewed in Laihka and Kunhing, also 
reported seeing negative impacts from 
migration at origin, specifically that there 
were no more young, able-bodied people left 
in the village.

The communities in Ho Pong and Taunggyi 
reported experiencing positive impacts from 
migration, in particular, because of 
remittances. Migrants from Taunggyi send 
back remittances through banks, and they 
stated that this was safer and cost less than 
sending money through brokers. With this 
money, the community in Taunggyi reported 
that they have been able to build more schools. 
And through remittances, respondents from 
Hopong reported that their families have been 
able to donate money to support village 
communal activities and that the village 
infrastructure has improved as a result.



Drivers of migration in eastern Shan

Community impact of migration 
in eastern Shan
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as housekeepers and waitresses, men 
working in construction and agriculture, and 
both also finding work at casinos. Not 
considering gender differences, respondents 
from Tong Tar communities reported that 
most migrants worked in restaurants and 
construction overall.

Respondents from Mong Ping and Tong Tar 
also reported that they relied on personal 
and familial social networks for migrating. 
Tong Tar respondents additionally reported 
that because of this, many migrants had 
good relations with their employers who in 
turn helped them to obtain legal documents 
once in Thailand.

The search for improved livelihoods was the 
main driver of migration mentioned by 
respondents from all three areas. However, 
various local factors also influence the 
decision to migration. Kengtung respondents 
indicated that aspirant migrants there prefer 
migration to China over Thailand because it is 
closer and the journey costs less, despite their 
perception that work in China may be more 
precarious than in Thailand.

Likewise in Mong Ping, people migrate to 
search for better jobs and improved incomes 
(mainly to Thailand), but the root cause 
behind this movement are economic, namely 
the local government’s monopoly on the 
provision of agricultural seeds. Respondents 
said that the local government requires for 
them to only use seeds provided by them, 
which being of poor quality, lead to poor 
agricultural yields and subsequently to 
lower incomes, creating incentives to 
migrate in search of better jobs and income 
opportunities. 

In Tong Tar, respondents mentioned that 
more women than men migrate, and like in 
the other areas, also in search of better 
economic opportunities. 

Migrants from all three areas also migrate 
irregularly. Respondents from Kengtung 
reported that migrants don’t know how to 
migrate regularly. However, respondents from 
Tong Tar stated that migrants from their 
community, though they know how to apply for 
required documents once at destination, do 
not know how to apply for required documents 
prior to migration.

Respondents from all communities stated 
that they send their migrants to international 
destinations. Most migrants from Mong Ping 
and Tong Tar go to Thailand, and respondents 
from Kengtung responded that their migrants 
travel to Thailand and China, and that a few 
migrate to Malaysia and Laos as well.

Box 2: Unstable migrant earnings leading to 
family debt

The impact of precarity on families is illustrated 
by the case of a 45-year-old woman in Shan 
State. She has six children, of which two are 
married. Her eldest son migrated to Thailand 
with the help of his uncle’s contacts. Two 
middle sons have likewise moved to Thailand 
and her two youngest children are still in school. 
The eldest son initially got a job at a tofu shop 
but later shifted to a painting job. The uncertain 
work schedule of the painting job led to 
unstable earnings, which created financial 
problems for the family back home.
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Migration rates and occupation of migrants 
also varied by gender, and in all three areas, 
more women reportedly migrate than men. 
Additionally, the respondents from Kengtung 
reported that men and women often ended up 
in different labour sectors, with women working 

Respondents from all three areas reported 
certain positive impacts from migration. In 
general, families increased their standard of 
living through migration and remittances 



Respondents from the PAR sessions in 
northern Shan (in Kut Kai, Lashio, and Kun 
Lung), reported high levels of out migration, 
with many migrating through irregular 
channels. However, the communities around 
Lashio reported that migrants who travelled 
to Singapore migrated regularly, but also 
that many people are not even aware that 
there is a distinction between regular and 
irregular migration.

All the contacted communities send their 
migrants to international destinations. 
Respondents from communities around Kut 
Kai and Lashio send most of their migrants to 
China, though the Lashio communities also 
send a few migrants to Thailand and 
Singapore. Respondents from Kun Lung 
send their migrants to a combination of 
China, Malaysia, and Singapore.

Demographic and occupational trends were 
also present in these communities. In the 
communities around Kut Kai and Lashio, 
more women than men migrate, but in the 
Kun Lung communities more men than 
women migrate. The migrants from the 
Lashio communities who migrate to China 
work in food factories, gardening, 
housekeeping, elder care, construction, and 
casinos. Respondents from Kun Lung 
responded that migrants who go to China 
work on tea leave plantations, while those 

Capitalising Human Mobility for Poverty Alleviation and Inclusive Development for Myanmar (CHIME)
Migration in Shan State thematic brief 6

and had more money to rebuild houses, buy 
cars or motorbikes, and donate to religious 
affairs and village infrastructure. However, 
respondents in Mong Ping reported that 
migrants had difficulties sending 
remittances through banks because 
certain family members at origin are 
illiterate, meaning that, though the family’s 
live back home does generally improve, the 
full positive impact of migration is not 
always fully leveraged. The Tong Tar 
respondents also reported that their 
migrants do not send many remittances, as 
they lack knowledge of how to remit more 
generally.

These communities also reported common 
negative impacts from migration. There is a 
lack of working-age people to do 
agriculture or help out with community 
events. Families needed to pay more money 
to hire workers from other places. Young 
people also lose interest in the local language, 
and some respondents expressed concerns 
that traditions are changing, as evidenced by 
younger people’s increasingly higher use of 
modern clothing that, some respondents 
perceive, do not correspond with traditional 
culture. Respondents from Kengtung and 
Mong Ping also mentioned that some 
migrants experienced labour exploitation at 
destinations, particularly for Kengtung 
migrants who go to China.

Box 3: Negative community perceptions of 
migration at Ywar Ngan

The community dialogue session at Ywar 
Ngan revealed that many community 
members have heard negative stories about 
migration, and so seeing migration in a more 
cautious light, are reluctant to allow for their 
family members to migrate:
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Two incidents of migrants from their 
community particularly stood out during the 
community dialogue session. The first 
involves a young woman who worked at a 
house. She was locked up and suffered an 
acid attack that disfigured her. The second 
was that of a migrant who found 

employment as a casual labourer in 
Yangon, but who for reasons not known, 
publicly committed suicide at Shwedagon 
Pagoda. 

Merchants selling pineapples in His Hseng Shan State. 
© Metta Development Foundation 2017/Ko Oo



children, pay off debts, repair their houses, 
invest in their businesses, and donate to 
community and religious events. 
Migrant-sending families also became more 
knowledgeable through their migrant 
family members.

These communities also reported common 
negative impacts from migration. Family 
cohesion has suffered because of the 
separation of family members and also 
because migrants sometimes get married 
at their destinations and do not return 
home. Generally, people are losing interest 
in tradition and culture and drug has 
increased among some youth. There are 
labour shortages for community events and 
agriculture, the latter of which can lead to 
families losing their land. Migrants from the 
Kut Kai and Lashio areas have also faced 
exploitation in the form of trafficking and 
being prevented from sending remittances 
home. The Kut Kai communities also 
reported that some migrant women are 
forced into marriage at destination.
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Drivers of migration in northern 
Shan

Community impact of migration in 
northern Shan

who work in Malaysia and Singapore, migrate 
in recurring two-year stints. Across all 
communities, male migrants typically work in 
factories, construction, farm work, and 
casinos, while female migrants typically work 
in restaurants, housekeeping, and 
shopkeeping.

Only the respondents from villages around 
Lashio mentioned using any facilitators of 
migration. Most migrants from these areas 
used brokers, but some used personal 
connections with employers in China.

Better livelihoods were the main driver of 
migration mentioned by communities from 
all three areas, but other common drivers 
were reported as well. Many migrants go to 
China because it is the cheapest and most 
affordable option, even if the conditions 
there are perceived to be more precarious. 
Young migrants are also drawn to the more 
modern lifestyles available at international 
destinations. And others who migrate to 
other countries, whilst migrating in search of 
improved livelihoods, also do so out of fear of 
recruitment into local armed groups at origin.

Local factors also had a role in determining 
drivers of migration. Respondents from 
villages around Kut Kai expressed that Kut 
Kai’s hosting of large numbers of internally 
displaced persons puts constrains on 
livelihood options. At the same time, growing 
maize is a viable livelihood alternative to 
migration in Kut Kai, however, respondents 
stated that climate change has begun to 
affect crop yields. In Kun Lung communities, 
many children also migrate because many 
families prefer to send children to boarding 
school to finish high school.
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Communities from all three areas reported 
certain positive impacts from migration. In 
general, families who receive remittances 
from migrants reported positive migration 
impacts, and they reported that they were 
better able to support the aspirations of their 

Farmer chopping wheat to feed his farm animals near Kyaukse, 
Mandalay Region. © Metta Development Foundation 2017/Ko Oo



The CHIME study is available in the following formats in English and Myanmar:

• Full report 
• Regional Report (Ayeyarwady, Mandalay, Rakhine)
• Thematic Report (Gender, Agriculture, Urbanisation, Poverty and Indebtedness,   
  Remittances, Social Impacts)

For more information about the CHIME study, please email iomyangon@iom.int

IOM – International Organization for Migration

Address – No. 50-B , Thiri Mingalar 2nd Street, Ward 8, Kamayut township. Yangon, Myanmar.
Office phone - +95 9 73236679 – 80 , +95 1 532279, 523509          Fax - +95 1 532279          

Email – iomyangon@iom.int

8

Recommendations from PAR research participants in southern, eastern and 
northern Shan

The communities that participated in the PAR meetings produced a set of common 
recommendations as per the issues they highlighted in their responses. These include:

To provide training to aspirant migrants across Shan on safe migration, financial 
literacy and labour laws at destination. This should be coupled with skills 
development trainings to support aspirant migrants to find employment once at 
destination as well.

To facilitate skills development and business start-up trainings, as well as job 
matching programmes, for youth at destination, so that they and other people who 
remain at origin have opportunities for better livelihoods as well. 

To establish a centre (perhaps similar to a Migrant Resource Centre) where aspirant 
migrants may access safe migration information. The centre should also be able to 
provide information on where to obtain post-return support.

To both advocate for the continuation of the peace process, as well as to promote 
safer working standards in areas where a high proportion of labourers are migrant 
workers, such as in the mining sector.

To mainstream gender considerations into the implementation of all these 
recommendations, since in Shan, more women migrate than men.

More specific, local recommendations include:

Southern Shan: To create a community micro-finance facility to facilitate safe 
migration, as well as to implement activities aimed at youth – e.g. skills development 
and job matching activities – to combat rising drug use.

Eastern Shan: To promote the keeping of children in school, rather than using them 
as a source of more affordable labour.

Northern Shan: Facilitating a Memorandum of Understanding between Myanmar 
and China on labour migration, especially since much of Myanmar migration into 
China comes from Shan; as well as to facilitate formal (e.g. through banks) pathways 
through which remittances could be sent from China to Myanmar.


