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Key Points 
 

1. China, India, and Thailand all need Burma’s energy reserves, in particular 
natural gas but also oil and hydroelectric power. 

2. China also needs to transit Middle Eastern oil and natural gas through Burma. 

3. Thailand already depends on Burmese energy for 20 per cent of its electric 
power demand. 

4. Since Burma needs revenues, a state of mutual dependence has developed 
between Burma and the energy importing countries. 

5. Neither party will thus be willing to apply economic sanctions. 

 

Introduction 
Somewhat surprisingly considering the severe shortages of electricity due to present 
economic policies, Burma in fact has substantial energy reserves. Burma has oil 
(already developed onshore fields), natural gas (both onshore and offshore fields), 
hydropower, coal, and biomass reserves and should by all means be self-reliant in 
energy production.1 Before the Second World War, Burma indeed ranked fourteenth in 
the world among oil producers.2 In fact, Burma was an oil exporter since 1853. Upon 
gaining independence, Burma was also the home of Burmah Oil Company (BOC), 
established in 1886 and eventually a major shareholder in British Petroleum (BP). BOC 
operated in Burma until 1963, when the country’s leader Ne Win nationalised the firm’s 



TEAM IPPEKI August 2008 
 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

2 Copyright © August 2008 Michael Fredholm/Team Ippeki 

assets in the country. Oil and gas exploration and production has since been handled by 
Myanma Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), which was created in 1963 out of the 
nationalised assets. Foreign operators were again allowed only from 1988.3 

However, things have not fared well since independence. The domestic refining 
industry in particular has suffered from mismanagement, lack of investment, and 
neglect. In addition, Burmese refineries are unable properly to process the high sulphur 
content in Burmese oil.4 

As a result, Burma has to import nearly all of its petroleum products, including diesel 
which remains vital for the daily life of must Burmese.5 Burma is in fact a net importer 
of oil. The country imports almost all its petroleum products and crude oil from China.6 
It was indeed the rapidly rising price of imported diesel and gasoline on 15 August 2007 
(the price of compressed natural gas rose by 500 per cent, and diesel, used for transport 
as well as generators, doubled in price) that prompted the Buddhist clergy to embark 
upon the set of protests known as the Saffron Revolution, which was crushed in 
September 2007. People could no longer afford to go to work, and the increased costs 
for transportation pushed the already rising food prices yet higher.7 

 

International Rivalry and the Risk for Sanctions 
The three chief rivals with regard to the Burmese energy resources are China, India, and 
Thailand. 

China regards Burma as an approach route in a strategic context. In return, China can 
support Burma in the United Nations’ Security Council by vetoing resolutions aimed at 
Burma’s government. China particularly needs Burma for maritime access. 

There is also the project known as the Southern Silk Road, a new road across northern 
Burma that will link Ledo in north east India to Ruili in China.8 This project will 
become increasingly important as relations between China and India continue to 
improve. 

However, India needs the Burmese energy resources just as badly as China. Neither 
country will worry overly much about sanctions. 

In addition, Thailand already to a considerable extent depends on Burmese natural gas 
supplies for its electric power production. Burma needs the revenues as much as 
Thailand needs the gas. This mutual dependence between Burma and Thailand 
precludes serious political interference from either side. 

By 2007, nine foreign oil companies were engaged in Burma’s onshore fields. These 
were Myanmar Petroleum Resources Ltd., Focus Energy Ltd., Westburne, China 
National Offshore Oil Corporation, China National Petrochemical Corporation, Sinopec, 
Essar (India), Goldpetrol (Indonesia), and the Kalmyk Republic. Offshore, the firms 
Total, Petronas Carigali Myanmar, Daewoo, Petroleum Authority of Thailand-
Exploration & Production (PTT-EP), China National Offshore Oil Corporation, China 
National Petrochemical Corporation, Essar, Gail, and Rimbunam (Malaysia) were 
involved.9 
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Natural Gas 

The Martaban Fields and the Yadana Natural Gas Pipeline to Thailand 
The offshore Martaban reserves were first discovered in the early 1980s. 

A natural gas pipeline runs from the Yadana and Yetagun gas fields in the Gulf of 
Martaban to Ratchaburi near Bangkok, crossing the border at Ban I Tong. 10  This 
pipeline supplies Thailand’s electricity authority, in purchases worth $2 billion per year. 
Thailand thus remains Burma’s biggest export market in the energy sector as well.11 
Thailand indeed generates 20 per cent of its electricity from Burmese natural gas. In 
addition, Thailand is expanding its use of Burmese hydroelectric power.12 

When European Union and United States economic sanctions were levied against 
Burma, Total of France (with a 31.24 per cent stake) and Chevron remained involved in 
the Yadana project (Chevron with a 28.3 per cent stake because of its takeover of 
Unocal, Total’s original partner). So did the Thai oil company PTT-EP (with a 25.5 per 
cent stake) and, for obvious reasons, MOGE (with a 15 per cent stake).13 

There may be more natural gas and perhaps oil reserves in the Gulf of Martaban. In 
August 2007, India’s Oil Minister, Murli Deora, signed contracts in Rangoon on behalf 
of the Oil and Natural Gas Corporation Ltd (ONGC), a major Indian firm, for gas and 
oil exploration further south in the Gulf of Martaban.14 ONGC had indeed acquired 
assets in Burma already by mid-2006.15 

 

The Shwe Field and the Projected Natural Gas Pipeline to China 
The Shwe (“Golden”) field, believed to be South East Asia’s biggest gas reserve, is 
located just off the coast of Ramree Island near Kyaukpyu in Arakan (incidentally, this 
site has been discussed as a possible Chinese naval base). A pipeline is being projected 
from this field along the old British-built Burma Road to Ruili and Kunming in China 
by way of Mandalay. When this goes online, China is expected to overtake Thailand as 
Burma’s biggest export market in the energy sector.16 In addition to imports of Burmese 
natural gas, China expects to move 170 billion cubic metres (bcm) of natural gas from 
the Middle East to China over a period of thirty years, or 5-6 bcm per year.17 The 
pipeline will thus become a dual-use project, to be used both for Middle Eastern transit 
and for Burmese export gas. 

However, the Burmese Ministry of Energy as of early August 2008 still insists that 
other options as well remain open. These include two possible pipeline routes to Imphal 
and Kolkata, respectively, in India, and another possible pipeline down along the 
Arakan coast to join up with the existing Yadana pipeline to Thailand.18 India certainly 
would like to see at least the pipeline to Imphal in impoverished northeastern India 
materialise.19 
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Oil 

The Onshore Fields 
Burma’s known oil deposits are all onshore. The Burmese oil fields have been in 
production for decades. No new fields have been announced, and, as noted, Burma has 
become a net oil importer. 

 

The Projected Sino-Myanmar Oil Pipeline 
A new pipeline (the Sino-Myanmar or Sino-Burma oil pipeline) is projected to carry oil 
from a new deep-water port at Kyaukpyu (or possibly nearby Sittwe, as reported 
previously 20 ) to China. It is planned to be in operation from late 2009. Running 
alongside the currently projected gas pipeline along the old Burma Road, it will move 
oil from the Middle East and Africa, thus bypassing the vulnerable Malacca Straits.21 It 
will thus, as far as is known, be a transit pipeline only. 
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