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9. COVID-19 undermines incomes,
livelihoods in rural Myanmar

Catherine Ragasa, Isabel Lambrecht, Kristi Mahrt, Zin Wai Aung,
and Michael Wang

As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded in early 2020, Myanmar avoided an early wave of infections.
However, even before its first cases were confirmed, the country faced a related economic crisis.
Border closures, movement restrictions, and reduced international demand for Myanmar’s goods
and services severely affected the nation’s forecasted economic growth. In late 2020, Myanmar also
experienced two waves of COVID-19 infections and lockdown measures, followed by a political crisis
beginning in February 2021. This combination of widespread COVID-19 and political turmoil has had
substantial negative impacts on the nation’s population.

The fallout hit rural areas particularly hard, according to a series of phone surveys with farming com-
munities in the Central Dry Zone, a region comprising 23 percent of Myanmar's total population and
a third of the country’s grain cropping area. An analysis of survey results from June 2020, published

in Agricultural Economics, shows that the first months of the pandemic crisis had persistent negative
economic impacts that depressed rural household incomes.

From June 2020 to June 2021, researchers with IFPRI's Feed the Future Myanmar Agricultural Policy
Support Activity surveyed 1,072 women and men every two to four months about COVID-19’'s effects
on agricultural production and rural livelihoods. The Agricultural Economics paper focuses on the
June 2021 survey results, though our further analysis compares responses from the six following pan-
demic phone surveys (June, August, October, and December 2020, as well as March and June 2021).

Though input access and agricultural production were largely unaffected during the first months of
the crisis, a large proportion of respondents reported negative impacts in other areas, including crop
marketing, nonfarm business and employment, and remittances. A total of 56 percent of households
in the survey area experienced income loss from disruptions to various livelihood activities between
February and May 2020. In following months, the share of households reporting income loss mainly
increased. Impacts persisted between February and May 2021, during which 68 percent of house-
holds reported their incomes to be lower than in the same period in 2020.

Farm incomes are mainly affected by challenges in crop marketing

At the start of the crisis, two-thirds of households in the surveyed communities were growing crops,
and in its early months the pandemic affected crop production only to a limited degree. Farmers did
not alter their planting times or cropping areas, though about 17 percent of respondents experienced
difficulties purchasing agricultural inputs and machinery services. However, problems arose for farm
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FIGURE 1 Change in incomes, livelihoods in rural Myanmar, Feb.-May 2020
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households trying to sell their produce. Nearly two-thirds of farmers experienced difficulties selling
their harvest, mainly due to lower prices, closed markets, low demand, and movement restrictions.
Difficulties in selling eased in the remainder of 2020, though roughly one-third of farmers continued
to report problems. The double burden of the political crisis and pandemic further hampered crop
marketing, with 46 percent of farmers reporting difficulties between February and May 2021.

Nonfarm rural incomes are strongly affected

Aside from farming, both landed and landless households in the surveyed communities typically rely
on other sources of income such as nonfarm enterprises, wage or salary employment, and remit-
tances. These income sources were also hit hard by the pandemic.

Between February and May 2020, 68 percent of the nonfarm enterprises of landed and land-

less households were impacted by the pandemic. Of those usually employed in farm wage labor,

47 percent of respondents in landed households and 55 percent of respondents in landless house-
holds experienced challenges in finding farm work during the crisis due to less work available than
usual, lower pay, and temporary movement restrictions. Additionally, 51 percent of respondents in
landed households and 68 percent of respondents in landless households that normally rely on non-
farm wage employment experienced negative impacts on work availability and wages during the
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crisis. Impacts on nonfarm enterprises and employment persisted in the following months, with the
most severe impacts occurring between October and November 2020, when 81 percent of house-
holds experienced difficulties in their nonfarm enterprises, and between December 2020 and
January 2021, when almost all households experienced difficulties in their farm or nonfarm employ-
ment. Both female and male wage labor in these households were affected, although we observe
more women in landless households losing their nonfarm wage employment.

Households relying on remittances from family members working elsewhere also suffered significant
reductions in income. In the January 2020 survey, about a third of landed and landless households
received remittances. In the first few months of the pandemic, the average amount of remittances fell
by 30 percent compared to previous year. This negative impact persisted in the succeeding months,
with about 20 percent of the sample households reporting remittances at least 20 percent below the
previous year. Average remittances received in February-May 2021 were 35 percent lower than in
February-May 2020.

Coping with income loss

To cope with the loss in income, both landed and landless households reported using savings, reduc-
ing food expenditures, borrowing, and selling assets. However, a much larger share of landless
households experienced income loss, and they more often reported reducing food expenditures and
selling assets.

What actions can help Myanmar farmers sustain their livelihoods
through the pandemic?

The combined effects of the COVID-19 and political crises on rural household incomes are alarming.
Though Myanmar’s COVID-19 economic recovery programs successfully reached most households
with cash transfers and other livelihood support, this support ended with the start of the political tur-
moil in February 2021. The households surveyed are continuing to experience economic difficulties
and are offsetting income losses by depleting savings, reducing food expenditures, borrowing, and
selling major assets. These actions can have significant long-term consequences for household mem-
bers, including jeopardizing future investment opportunities and endangering health and well-being.

Our research in Myanmar’s Central Dry Zone acknowledges the urgent need to ensure that the agri-
culture sector, which is critical to the country’s livelihood and food and nutrition security, can func-
tion safely and optimally. How can the problems be addressed? The main disruption for farming
households involves the marketing of their produce. To overcome this obstacle, collective and inno-
vative marketing arrangements and distribution systems can be promoted in the short term, along
with assistance in storage and processing practices. In the medium and long terms, strategies should
be developed to further mobilize demand and expand market opportunities, including promoting
agricultural value chains with increased demand during the crisis. Initiatives such as cash-for-work
schemes and accessible and affordable credit for rural businesses and employment will also be key
for income generation and a faster economic recovery. Additionally, survey results show that access
to information on agriculture, markets, nutrition, and health through phone and radio improved in
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2020, and innovative delivery of nutrition education proved effective in maintaining or improving
dietary diversity and quality during crisis. These strategies should continue to be promoted where
phone and internet access and information provision allows.

The COVID-19 crisis in Myanmar is far from over. In 2021, the combination of the ongoing pandemic
and political crises further damaging livelihoods. Despite severe difficulties, it is essential to con-
tinue monitoring the heterogenous impacts of COVID-19 on Myanmar’s vulnerable communities and
to seek ways to mitigate impacts of the pandemic and the political turmoil on rural livelihoods and
food security.

The paper discussed here is part of a COVID-19 special issue of Agricultural Economics edited by IFPRI’s Johan Swinnen and Rob Vos.
The work was undertaken as part of the Feed the Future Myanmar Agricultural Policy Support Activity (MAPSA) led by the International
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) in partnership with Michigan State University (MSU). This study was made possible by the support
of the American people through the United States Agency of International Development (USAID). Additional funding support for this
study was provided by the CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM) and the Livelihoods and Food Security
Fund (LIFT).

Originally published May 14, 2021, and updated January 14, 2022.

FOOD SECURITY & POVERTY

61


https://doi.org/10.1111/mcn.13259
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/agec.12632

	Preface
	John McDermott and Johan Swinnen

	Introduction
	Beyond initial impacts: The evolving COVID-19 context and food system resilience
	John McDermott, Deborah Lee, Brian McNamara, and Johan Swinnen


	Food Security & Poverty
	COVID-19 impacts on food systems, poverty, and diets: Lessons learned from country-level analyses
	Karl Pauw and James Thurlow

	Impacts of COVID-19 on global poverty and food security: What more do we know now?
	David Laborde, Will Martin, and Rob Vos

	Despite COVID-19, food consumption remains steady in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
	Alan de Brauw, Kalle Hirvonen, and Gashaw Tadesse Abate

	Crowdsourced data reveal threats to household food security in near real-time during COVID-19 pandemic
	Julius Adewopo, Gloria Solano Hermosilla, Fabio Micale, and Liesbeth Colen

	Waves of disease, waves of poverty: New evidence on the economic impacts of COVID-19 and political instability in Myanmar
	Derek Headey, Ame Cho, Kristi Mahrt, Xinshen Diao, and Isabel Lambrecht

	Impact of falling remittances amid COVID-19 on Yemen’s war-torn economy
	Dalia Elsabbagh, Sikandra Kurdi, and Manfred Wiebelt

	Short-term impacts of COVID-19 in rural Guatemala: Call for a closer, continuous look at the food security and nutritional patterns of vulnerable families
	Francisco Ceballos, Manuel Hernandez, and Cynthia Paz

	COVID-19 undermines incomes, livelihoods in rural Myanmar
	Catherine Ragasa, Isabel Lambrecht, Kristi Mahrt, Zin Wai Aung, and Michael Wang


	Agricultural Production & Value Chains
	COVID-19 and food inflation scares
	Rob Vos, Joseph Glauber, Manuel Hernández, and David Laborde

	COVID-19, agricultural production, and food value chains
	Frank Place, Dietmar Stoian, and Nick Minot

	Resilience of urban value chains during the COVID-19 pandemic: Evidence from dairy and vegetable chains in Ethiopia
	Kalle Hirvonen, Belay Mohammed, Yetimwork Habte, Seneshaw Tamru, Gashaw T. Abate, and Bart Minten

	COVID-19 and resilience innovations in food supply chains: Two years later
	Thomas Reardon, Johan Swinnen, and Rob Vos

	How India’s agrifood supply chains fared during the COVID-19 lockdown, from farm to fork
	Sudha Narayanan

	China’s small and medium-sized enterprises rebounded after COVID-19 lockdown, but economic problems linger
	Xiaobo Zhang

	Impacts of the COVID-19-driven rise in global rice prices on consumers in Papua New Guinea
	Emily Schmidt and Paul Dorosh

	COVID-19’s varied impacts on fresh fruit and vegetable supply chains in Senegal
	Anna Fabry, Kaat Van Hoyweghen, Hendrik Feyaerts, Idrissa Wade, and Miet Maertens


	Nutrition, Health & Social Programs
	Uneven recovery and a lingering food crisis during the COVID-19 pandemic for rural safety net transfer recipients in Ethiopia
	Daniel O. Gilligan, Guush Berhane, Kalle Hirvonen, Neha Kumar, and Jessica Leight

	COVID-19 will mostly spare young children; the economic crisis will not
	Marie Ruel and Derek Headey

	How to support students and the learning process during India’s COVID-19 school closures
	Anjali Pant, Samuel Scott, and Phuong Hong Nguyen

	Ethiopia’s social safety net effective in limiting COVID-19 impacts on rural food insecurity
	Kibrom A. Abay, Guush Berhane, John Hoddinott, and Kibrom Tafere

	A major food transfer program in Bangladesh fell short during the COVID-19 pandemic
	Shyamal Chowdhury, Nahian Bin Khaled, Kalyani Raghunathan, Shahidur Rashid, and Honor Dearlove

	COVID-19-induced disruptions of school feeding services exacerbate food insecurity in Nigeria
	Kibrom A. Abay, Mulubrhan Amare, Luca Tiberti, Kwaw S. Andam, and Michael Wang

	Extraordinary COVID-19 social support programs in South Africa yield economic benefits during the pandemic period
	Sherwin Gabriel, Dirk van Seventer, Channing Arndt, Robert J. Davies, Laurence Harris, Sherman Robinson, and Jenna Wilf

	COVID-19 disruptions to health and nutrition services in Uttar Pradesh, India
	Phuong Hong Nguyen, Shivani Kachwaha, Rasmi Avula, Purnima Menon, and Michael Wang


	Policy Responses & Implications
	Smarter policies for enhanced food security and food system outcomes
	John McDermott and Laura Allison-Reumann

	Fiscal and monetary responses to the COVID-19 pandemic: Current conditions and future scenarios in developing countries
	Eugenio Díaz-Bonilla and Miriam Centurion

	Selected country experiences during the pandemic: Policy responses and CGIAR support
	Kwaw S. Andam and Oluchi Ezekannagha

	Trust in science and in government plays a crucial role in COVID-19 response
	Danielle Resnick

	How to ensure effective government responses as COVID-19 spreads to rural areas
	Katrina Kosec and Catherine Ragasa


	Contributors

