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The Myanmar Centre for Responsible Business (MCRB) was set up in 2013 by the 
Institute for Human Rights and Business (IHRB) and the Danish Institute for Human Rights 
(DIHR) with funding from several donor governments.   Based in Yangon, it aims to provide 
a trusted and impartial platform for the creation of knowledge, building of capacity, 
undertaking of advocacy and promotion of dialogue amongst businesses, civil society, 
governments, experts and other stakeholders with the objective of encouraging responsible 
business conduct throughout Myanmar.  Responsible business means business conduct 
that works for the long-term interests of Myanmar and its people, based on responsible 
social and environmental performance within the context of international standards.  
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Box 1: Terms used in the report 

Formal mining sector 
 Formal operations: Mines that have been granted a minerals permit from the 

central Union Government or its representatives will be referred to as permitted or 
licensed operations.  According to the Myanmar Mines Law and Rules, permits 
can be granted for a range of mining activities, including large-scale, medium-
scale (category introduced in the 2015 Amended Law but not yet defined), small-
scale or subsistence mines. 

 Large-scale mine: A large-scale mine, permitted according to the Myanmar Mines 
Law and Rules, is an operation of industrial mineral production with substantial 
investment, using sophisticated technology and know-how.  A large-scale mine 
site connotes the area surrounding a permitted, large-scale industrial mine, 
including ancillary infrastructure, such as processing facilities or factories, that are 
on the site.  On a large-scale mine site, there might also be several subcontracted, 
smaller operations. These operations are not licensed for independent mineral 
production by the central authorities.  

 Small-scale mine: A small-scale mine, permitted according to the Myanmar Mines 
Law and Rules, is an operation involving the commercial extraction of minerals, 
requiring small investments and a comparatively lower possibility of mineral 
productivity.  In practice, some permitted small-scale mines are larger, as sites may 
consist of several, adjacent small-scale concessions.  A ‘small-scale mine site’ may 
therefore be larger than the size specified by the above regulations.  As with large-
scale mine sites, there might also be several subcontracted, smaller operations on 
a small-scale mine site.  These are not permitted for mineral production by the 
central authorities. 

 
Informal mining sector 
 Informal operations: Mines which have been granted permissions by an ethnic 

armed organisation (EAO), or mining activities that take place on land leased by a 
company but for which the company does not hold a government-issued minerals 
production permit, are referred to in the SWIA as informal operations.  

 Subsistence mine: According to the 2015 Amended Myanmar Mines Law, a 
permitted subsistence operation carries out mineral production by using either hand 
tools or machinery equipment of limited horse power.  However, all subsistence 
mines encountered during SWIA field research operated without a permit and 
periodically relied on machinery which exceeded the specification.  Therefore, 
subsistence mines are included in the report as part of the informal mining sector. 

 Artisanal and Small-scale Mining (ASM) is a term frequently used to refer to 
mining that relies on simple techniques and physical labour, which is often 
performed without formal mining permits, has a low productivity, lacks safety 
measures, health or environmental protections, may be practiced seasonally, and 
is characterised by economic insecurity.   

 Subcontracted mine operation: On a licensed large- or small-scale mine site, the 
operation of an adit (an entrance to an underground mine, which is horizontal or 
nearly horizontal, for the purpose of entering, draining water and ventilating the 
mine) or pit may be subcontracted out to individuals or smaller companies, called 



8 
 

subcontracted mine operators in this report.  Such arrangements most frequently 
function on the basis of production sharing between the permit-holder and the 
subcontractor. The subcontractor has to respect the rules set by the permit-holder.  

 Subsistence mining area:  Where many very small mines operating at 
subsistence-level with limited investment are clustered close together 
geographically, it is referred to in this report as a subsistence mining area.  Such 
areas were frequently found to include informal small-scale and subsistence mines, 
miners working on waste piles, cooperatives of panners and, in some areas, small-
scale mines that had been granted permissions to mine by a local ethnic armed 
organisation (EAO).  An alluvial or hard rock subsistence mine site is usually 
structured around a ‘pit owner’ who has established control of a small area, often 
by having raised the capital to invest in machinery.  
 

Workers  
 Workers:  Workers in the formal mining sector include employees who are 

directly employed by the licensed operator.  These workers usually, but not always, 
have a formal, written employment contract and a fixed monthly wage.  Such 
operations may also employ contract labour, workers contracted by a third-party 
to work for the main company, as well as daily workers or casual workers who 
are employed on a day-by-day basis, subject to availability of work.  Such workers 
are paid only for the days they work and the pay may vary according to the type of 
work carried out on a particular day.  Subcontracted mine operations also employ 
daily workers.  Individuals and groups, sometimes family units, may also pay a fee 
to a permit-holder to pan or sort through mine waste on the permit-holder’s 
concession and usually have to share their production with the permit-holder.  
These workers are referred to as subsistence miners. 

 On subsistence mine sites, usually the pit owner operates the pit helped by workers 
employed on a daily basis or a production sharing basis.  On gold mine sites, there 
may also be panners.  Panners are more often self-employed and many adult gold 
panners work in groups of three to five, splitting their production evenly.  

 

NB: The definitions and examples given above are based on practices observed during 
field research carried out by MCRB from December 2015 to May 2016 and as they 
relate to the production of limestone, gold and tin.  It is to be expected that there are 
several other operational arrangements used in Myanmar’s mining industry, not least in 
the large informal sector. 
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