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Introduction
Taxation is one of the fundamental mechanisms through which a modern state
supports its institutions, provides public goods, and steers economic policy. In
Myanmar, a country also known as Burma, the tax system has played an evolving and
sometimes challenging role in the nation’s economic development and governance. As
Myanmar emerges from decades of relative isolation and grapples with institutional
reforms, its tax system reflects both the legacy of past approaches and the aspirations
for a more robust, transparent, and effective fiscal framework.

Understanding how the Burmese tax system works is vital not only for residents, but
also for foreign individuals, investors, and businesses operating or planning to operate
within its borders. Myanmar’s tax structure is complex and multi-layered, comprising a
range of direct and indirect taxes levied at different administrative levels. The system
includes personal and corporate income taxes, commercial tax (currently serving the
function of a VAT), specific goods taxes akin to excise duties, customs and import
duties, property and registration taxes, and a host of other levies that reflect the
country’s economic and social priorities.

In recent years, Myanmar has embarked on significant tax reforms aimed at increasing
the state's capacity to raise revenue, improving compliance, and modernizing
administrative processes. There has been a concerted effort to align the tax
framework more closely with international standards and ASEAN partners. This has
included transitioning to a self-assessment system, updating laws through the
annually enacted Union Taxation Law, and enhancing the effectiveness of the Internal
Revenue Department. These changes are underpinned by a drive to improve taxpayer
services, reduce evasion, and develop a culture of voluntary compliance.

For individuals, understanding the subtleties of taxable income, the changing rules on
taxation of residents versus non-residents, and the available exemptions and
deductions is essential for both compliance and financial planning. Businesses face
their own set of challenges: not only must they navigate multiple tax categories and
periodic legislative updates, but they must also contend with issues like withholding
tax, social security obligations, and the potential impact of double taxation
agreements. For foreign investors, knowledge of Myanmar’s evolving environment,
including its cross-border tax treaties and customs regime, is indispensable for
successful operations.

This book is designed to demystify the Burmese tax system for a wide audience,
breaking down the foundations, practicalities, and recent developments that shape the
country’s fiscal landscape. Through clear explanations, up-to-date references, and
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thematic chapters, the guide provides the tools needed to understand statutory
obligations, optimize tax positions, and prepare for future changes as Myanmar’s
reform journey continues.

Ultimately, navigating the Burmese tax system requires not only an awareness of rules
and procedures but also adaptability to changes in legislation, administration, and
enforcement. This guide will serve as a companion for individuals, entrepreneurs,
professionals, and international participants—helping you understand your rights,
obligations, and opportunities within Myanmar’s dynamic tax environment.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Evolution of the Burmese Tax
System
The history of taxation in Myanmar, or Burma as it was known for much of its past, is a
long and winding tale, reflecting the various political, economic, and social
transformations the country has undergone. From the days of ancient kingdoms to the
complexities of a modernizing state, the methods and purposes of collecting revenue
have shifted dramatically. Understanding this historical journey provides essential
context for appreciating the current tax landscape.

In the earliest periods of Burmese history, during the reigns of monarchs, taxation was
a far simpler affair than the intricate systems we see today. It was primarily based on
levies on agricultural produce, often collected as a portion of the harvest. This system,
sometimes referred to as Thathameda or Dathamabaga, generally involved collecting
about one-tenth of the produce of labor. The aim was to support the royal court,
maintain infrastructure, and fund defense against external threats, ensuring the
stability that allowed trade and cultivation to flourish. Tax could be paid in kind, such
as garments, copper, or paddy, reflecting a less monetized economy. Historical
records, including inscriptions from the Bagan period, show instances of taxes being
levied.

Taxation wasn't always uniform across the kingdom. It could vary based on locality
and the type of land or produce. While the basic principle was that taxation should not
be an excessive burden and should be fair, the actual collection could differ depending
on regional characteristics and the attitudes of local chiefs responsible for collection.
Certain lands, particularly those donated for religious purposes, were often exempted
from taxation. The relationship between the king and his subjects regarding taxation
was outlined in traditional oaths and concepts, emphasizing the mutual obligations of
governance and contribution.

The advent of British colonial rule in stages from the 19th century brought about a
fundamental shift in the Burmese economy and, consequently, its tax system. The
British introduced a market-oriented economy, moving away from the previous
redistributive model. This transition saw an increased focus on cash crops like rice,
teak, and rubber for export, and the development of the mining industry. The British
established a more formalized and centralized tax administration. They introduced a
multi-layered system that included taxation for the central government in India (as
Burma became a province of India), provincial governments, municipal departments,
and local governments.
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Key taxes under British rule included land tax, which became particularly important
and was a major source of revenue. Other taxes introduced or modified included
excise taxes, fishery taxes, salt taxes, stamp taxes, forestry taxes, customs taxes, and
navigation taxes. They also levied taxes like the Tha-tha-me-da tax and Capitation
Tax. While efforts were made to systematize revenue collection, the impact of these
changes was often detrimental to the local population, with profits disproportionately
benefiting British interests and leading to increased economic inequality. The shift to a
market economy also made the economy vulnerable to global price fluctuations.

The period of Japanese occupation during World War II also saw taxes being collected,
including customs taxes, income taxes, excise duties, registration taxes, taxes on
vehicles, land revenue, forestry taxes, state lottery, and stamp taxes. Following
independence in 1948, Myanmar faced significant challenges, including internal
conflicts, which severely impacted government finances. The new government
attempted to establish an efficient system of taxation to maximize revenue for post-
war reconstruction and rehabilitation. New taxes, such as commercial taxes and a
state lottery tax, were introduced during the parliamentary period from 1948 to 1962.
However, the system of taxation during this time could still vary based on geographic
position and the items being taxed.

Before the establishment of a unified tax authority, various taxes were administered
by separate departments. This changed significantly with the formation of the Internal
Revenue Department (IRD) on October 1, 1972. The IRD was created as part of a new
administrative system being prepared under the 1974 Constitution, consolidating
departments responsible for taxes such as Profit Tax, Commercial Tax, Stamp Duty,
Lottery, Salt Tax, Excise Tax, and others. Upon its establishment, the IRD was
responsible for collecting ten types of taxes, including Income Tax, Profit Tax,
Commercial Tax, Excise Tax, Lottery Tax, Stamp Duty, Land Tax, Water Tax and
Reservoir Tax, Lake Tax, and Mineral Tax.

The period after 1988 marked another significant transition as Myanmar moved from a
socialist economic system towards a market-oriented one. This shift necessitated
further changes to the tax system to align with the new economic reality and improve
revenue collection efficiency. Some tax collection responsibilities were transferred to
other government departments, with the IRD focusing on a core set of taxes. The tax
laws continued to evolve through various political regimes, adapting to the prevailing
economic and administrative systems.

The tax system inherited from these historical periods, particularly the administrative
structures and laws, presented challenges. There was a recognized need for reform to
modernize the system, broaden the tax base, and improve compliance. The tax-to-
GDP ratio remained low compared to regional peers, highlighting the potential for
increased revenue collection. Furthermore, aspects of the system were seen as
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outdated, and there was a need for clearer policies and better infrastructure. These
factors set the stage for the more recent waves of tax reform aimed at building a more
effective and transparent tax framework.
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