
IT IS hard to believe that the
dusty rough expanse of land near
Yangon city centre could possibly
be transformed into a sprawling
modern riverside community.

Even getting there is a strug-
gle, travelling on roads that are at
times bumpy and narrow.

At the development itself –
Star City, a 35-minute drive away
from the city centre – construc-
tion is roaring along. The
project’s showroom gives some
idea of the ambition behind it.

It features a large model of the
development sitting on the Bago
River banks, depicting homes,
parks, restaurants, bars and a re-
tail complex. A ferry terminal and
golf course will also be built.

Fully furnished showflats are
available for buyers. Interior de-
sign companies are on hand to of-
fer advice. The showroom is not
crowded, but there is an air of ac-
tivity, with a regular stream of
buyers and salespeople pitching.

It could be any typical show-
flat in Singapore, except for the
impressive view that stretches to
the revered Shwedagon Pagoda.

And showflats back home do
not have buyers carrying wads of
cash. No one bats an eyelid when
one man nonchalantly takes out
stacks of cash from a plastic bag
and piles it neatly on a table.

A salesman makes several trips
to deposit them in the back of-
fice, a good sign that Myanmar’s
banking system is still basic and
most payments are cash only.

Mr Ivan Pun, head of corpo-
rate development at developer
Yoma Strategic Holdings, said:
“This will be one of the most am-
bitious middle-class housing
projects in the country to date,
with 9,000 or so apartment units
to be built over the next five to
eight years.”

Homes at Star City will be of a
high standard, Mr Pun added,
with a two-bedroom apartment
of about 900 sq ft costing around
US$120,000 (S$148,000).

Land prices in Myanmar have
soared in recent years, driven by
businessmen in the mining or

gem industries looking for some-
where to invest their growing
wealth.

At the same time, many of the
younger generation are returning
from overseas and are looking for
homes. Mr Pun said: “There is at
most a handful of condo housing
(developments) in Myanmar.”

Foreigners cannot own residen-
tial properties in Myanmar.

Net profit at the Singa-
pore-listed Yoma surged 170 per
cent in the last quarter to $3.6
million, helped by sales of Star
City units.

The company has another land-
mark development in Myanmar
under way. It announced plans
last November to redevelop its

flagship FMI Centre Tower,
Grand Meeyahta Hotel and the
former railway headquarters.

The railway headquarters will
be turned into a five-star hotel, a
stone’s throw away from the
Traders Hotel. The site will also
include a condo, four-star hotel
and serviced apartment complex.

Mr Pun, like many of his coun-
trymen, is upbeat about the fu-
ture: “We have been a public com-
pany for years, with Myanmar
not being... of much interest to in-
vestors. Yoma has suffered for it.

“But now with interest return-
ing to companies with a Myan-
mar exposure, it will be an excit-
ing period for us.”
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FEW weeks go by without news of
a firm announcing plans to open
an office in Myanmar as business-
es rush to get a foothold in what is
likely to be South-east Asia’s last
frontier economy.

Business missions aplenty are
arriving in the country as interest
intensifies. The Singapore Busi-
ness Federation (SBF) organised
three trips last year. Nearly 200
companies took part in those
trips, facilitated by the Union of
Myanmar Federation of Chambers
of Commerce and Industry
(UMFCCI).

A recent survey by SBF of
about 1,000 small and medium-
sized enterprises showed that the
fast-emerging country was on the
radar screens of many.

SBF’s chief executive officer
Ho Meng Kit said: “Interest in My-
anmar has risen quite a bit among
the business community.”

Many taking part in the trips
are simply putting out feelers.
Some may have been to the coun-

try before, but do not have a spe-
cific project in mind.

With the rising interest, trade
agency International Enterprise
(IE) Singapore opened an office in
Yangon last October. It fields
many phone and online queries
from firms while handling visits
from others which are exploring
the country for the first time.

Latest figures from UMFCCI
show that up to 2011, about 74 Sin-
gapore companies had invested a
total of US$1.8 billion (S$2.2 bil-
lion) in Myanmar.

The case for Myanmar is com-
pelling: It has a population of 60
million opening up to the world,
an established regulatory frame-
work from its British colonial past
and a fairly well-trained work-
force conversant in English. It is
also resource rich in a high-
growth region.

The International Monetary
Fund expects foreign direct invest-
ment in Myanmar to hit a record
US$2.3 billion in 2012/2013.

Caught up in the excitement,
many of Myanmar’s diaspora are
heading home, as scepticism and

concerns about reforms fade. The
lifting of sanctions by the Europe-
an Union last year and visits by
US President Barack Obama and
now-retired secretary of state Hil-
lary Clinton have added to the
sense of revival.

For investors, a key hurdle was
crossed when the Myanmar Parlia-
ment passed a foreign investment
law last November.

Mr Ho said: “From our visits,

we are confident that the reforms
are for real. The government offi-
cials have been very helpful,
open-minded and sincere. They
want to adjust the business envi-
ronment to suit investment.”

Early birds

MYANMAR may have been large-
ly closed to the outside world, but
some Singapore companies have

been operating there for years.
Keppel Land was one of the

first to venture into Myanmar
with an investment in the Sedona
Hotel in Yangon in 1993. It now
owns and manages and another Se-
dona Hotel in Mandalay.

Last year, the
Sedona Hotel in
Yangon had a 35
per cent rise in
visitors com-
pared to 2011, ac-
cording to Mr
Tan Swee Yiow,
president of Sin-
gapore opera-
tions at Keppel
Land. Keppel al-
so holds an 11
per cent stake in
the 90ha Min-
galadon Industri-
al Park in Yan-
gon through its
subsidiary Kep
Ventures.

Asia Pacific
Breweries’ facility there is also do-
ing a roaring business, while Unit-
ed Overseas Bank has been in My-
anmar for many years.

The SBF trips have attracted
firms offering services and infra-
structure as well as private equity
investors, Mr Ho said.

Among the Big Four account-
ants, KPMG was the first to
re-open in Yangon. KPMG Singa-
pore’s managing partner Tham
Sai Choy said tax and advice on
setting up a business are the ser-
vices most in demand.

Pricewater-
houseCoopers
has also opened
an office there.

One of Singa-
pore’s largest
law firms, Rajah
& Tann, opened
offices in Myan-
mar and Cambo-
dia last month.
Managing part-
ner Lee Eng
Beng said: “Our
goal has been to
create an Indo-
china network
of law practices
so that we can
serve our cli-
ents seamlessly,

regardless of where they are based
in the region.”

Standard Chartered Bank an-
nounced the re-opening of its
representative office in Yangon
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Visitors looking at a model of Star City at its showroom. The development will
have homes, parks, restaurants, bars and a retail mall. ST PHOTO: NEO XIAOBIN

MYANMAR’S modern Parliament
House, in the capital Naypyidaw,
is brilliantly lit, thanks in part to a
Singapore firm.

Lighting specialist Krislite, with
the help of its local business part-
ner in Myanmar, had a hand in de-
signing and installing the lights at
the expansive building.

The firm has been behind the
lighting of many key buildings in
Myanmar such as the Bagan View-
ing Tower and the Uppatasanti
Pagoda, also in Naypyidaw.

Krislite made its foray into the
country in 1994 when Myanmar
was relatively open, winning sever-
al government projects.

When restrictions were im-

posed, Krislite decid-
ed to remain, even
though many others
packed up.

“We decided to
stay put. We had al-
ready set up a logis-
tics support function
to supply the
projects,” said manag-
ing director Jimmy
Teo (right).

Myanmar brings
in a significant chunk
of the firm’s annual
turnover, he revealed.

Krislite’s decision to retain its
presence puts it in pole position to
grow its business in Myanmar.

Mr Teo’s brother
Sims has been en-
trusted with grow-
ing the office there,
together with an ini-
tial team of around
10.

Mr Jimmy Teo
said it plans “to have
more lighting busi-
ness and employ
more marketing
staff”.

“We aim to ex-
pand beyond govern-

ment projects to the private sec-
tor, such as hotels and shopping
centres.”
LEE SU SHYAN

AsiaMedic’s chief executive officer Wong Weng Hong (right) and chief operating
officer Jonathan J. Tan (in black) checking out the suitability of a site in Yangon
last October, for the setting up of health-care facilities. ST PHOTOS: NEO XIAOBIN

Shoppers at a Chewy Junior bakery stall in Junction Square, a new mall complete with cinemas and restaurants that opened in Kamayut Township, Yangon, last year.
As Myanmar’s economy grows, so will demand from the growing middle class for services and products.

Keppel Land was one of the first Singapore companies to venture into Myanmar,
investing in Yangon’s Sedona Hotel (above) in 1993.

Yoma’s ambitious Star City takes shape Business outlook bright for Singapore firm

Nearly 200 firms visited Myanmar
last year on SBF business missions

COMING SOON
The Straits Times captures 

the story of Myanmar’s 
awakening in an ebook, 

downloadable on your iPad

Rush for S-E Asia’s last frontier economy
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