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  Dina and I have just completed a two-week immersion visit to Myanmar, as 

hosted by a prominent, lifetime resident entrepreneur and his Burmese family. We were 

reminded that Burma’s new (1980) name is reflective not only of the dominant Burmese 

ethnic people but of the government’s desire to unify its citizens of other tribes, among 

which are spoken over 150 distinct dialects. This article follows in the vein of my 1981 

piece (The Engineering Geologist) on Singapore (Hatheway, 1981). 

My Introduction to Myanmar 

 Fortunately I am custodian, through the kindness of the children of Augustus C. 

Flach (“Flash”) Jr. (1910-1995), MSCE, of his personal copy of H.L. Chibber’s 1934  

Geology of Burma. “Gus” was a 1933 civil engineering graduate of Tulane University and 

one of Karl Terzaghi’s first graduate students in his soils engineering program at 

Harvard University. Gus had served in Burma from 1954-1958, with the pioneer New 

York City A/E firm now known as TAMS Consultants (Tippets, Abbett, McCarthy & 

Stratton), serving to build the nation’s first major irrigation water retention and 

distribution works. Gus was a devoted Terzaghi disciple and “went after the geology” 

with a fervor, and his copy of Chibber is fully worked up with side notes and gridding 

of the very sketchy black-and-white national and regional geologic maps of the time. 

From this reference, Gus apparently worked up his soils engineering and background 

geologic inputs to the earth and earth-rock dams and irrigation canals, before total 

expulsion of the westerners by socialist dictator Ne Win, in 1962. Gus, who started his 

career, with the Corps of Engineers, Albuquerque District (1935), went on to Bechtel 

(San Francisco) to complete a long career  in practice. 

Synopsis of Historic Foreign Presence in Myanmar 
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 The rest of that part of the story is history, as the British, through the Honorable 

East India Company, tried for 250 years to consolidate the various tribal kingdoms of 

what is now Myanmar, culminating in creation of British hegemony in 1885, as a 

department of British India. Burma was granted colonial status in 1937 and was 

invaded by the Japanese early in 1942. Needless to say, nothing geologic was 

accomplished during the 3.5 years of Japanese occupation (1942-1945). An independent 

Burmese government, outside the British Commonwealth, was established in 1948, as 

England quit Burma, with Maj General Thakin Aung San as the first head of state. Aung 

San’s military rank had been conferred upon him at the age of 30 by the Japanese, as a 

result of his having been one of the 1941 defectors to Japanese agents acting in adjacent 

Thailand, before the outbreak of war (Burma Government, 1943-1945). The Aung 

government transitioned to the dictator U. Win in 1962 and subsequently, in 1974, to a 

military junta that remains in place today. Though the junta are inward-looking and 

currently suffer U.S. sanctions originated in the Clinton Presidential Administration, the 

tribes now have been integrated into the struggling economy and share some 

participation in government, and that has been the basis for the new national name of 

the Union of Myanmar, adopted in 1989. Fortunately, the all-volunteer Army 

apparently does not look to conquest beyond Myanmar’s own present borders. 

Status of Geologic Knowledge of Myanmar 

 Prior to expulsion of the British, Burma geology had been compiled for economic 

purposes and summarized by Rangoon University geology professor and department 

head, H.L. Chibber, in two separate volumes (1934). Soviet military and cultural 

advisors and East German geologists arrived in 1959 and stayed for about ten years, 

being replaced geologically by a West German geological mission (1969-1982), resulting 

in an advanced state of compilation of national geology (Bender, et al., 1983). Today, 

Germans, Italians and Japanese constitute the largest combined body of tourists and 

commercial visitors.  

Regional Geologic Setting 

 Myanmar rides the western edge of the Burma cratonic plate and is made up 

geologically basically as shown in Figure 1 (Burma Research Society, 1946), in which a 

deep Tertiary-aged sedimentary basin is rimmed on the east by the Shan Hills, the  
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Western Myanmar constitutes the Arakan Yoma range, riding up (north) the Bay of 

Bengal and forming a common border with Assam State, India. The nation drained 

mainly to the famous Irrawaddy River, flowing dough out of headwaters near the 

China border and Thailand abuts to the east. A more modern map would have 

additionally shown Laos and Cambodia. 

 Myanmar geology is a menu of what can be found elsewhere on earth, on an 

accreting stable platform, save for the fact that Myanmar seismicity is more moderate in 

terms of magnitude and frequency of large (> greater than Richter M 6). The main 

concern remains destruction of the many (more than 2,300) historic Buddhist temples, 

pagodas and stupas now vigorously protected by the junta from architectural 

smuggling by the Bagan Archaeological Zone. 

Summary of Conditions Facing the Western Geologist 

 About 1990, Burma’s junta has determined that compulsory schooling and 

English language training, along with external investment in regional airlines, will 

bring in the dollars needed to keep the people happy and perhaps better fed and cared 

for medically.  Most urbanized Myanmarans under age twenty speak English; the 

remainder, age-wise and non city-dwellers typically do not, except for the intelligencia 

and the commercial class, both of which confine themselves to the cities. The reality of 

today’s situation is: 

1) With the exception of a fleet of rebuilt world-surplus twin-engine 
turbo props and Chinese (PRC) one-cylinder diesel engines, the national 
transportation net is about what the British left in 1946.  

 
By North American standards, there are a lot of similarities between 
the Myanmar of 2005 and the United States of 1905; 

 
2) Barge and lighter traffic constitute most of the down-country flow 

of raw materials and up-country flow of products and by-products; 
 

3) National geology is known on a rudimentary scale (say 1:1,000,000) but 
virtually nothing of directly usable geologic information exists on  
project-region (1-50 km) basis; 

 
4) Most of the nation is actually semi-arid, so that locating outcrops 

for site-area work is hampered more the typically thin (say, less than 
5 m) residual soil, than by thick vegetation; 
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5) The monsoon season “rules” on timing and scheduling of field 

exploration, and there won’t be any roads out to your project, if your 
mission is to locate and develop natural resources; 

 
6) The populated portion of the country, generally the one great interior 

N-S Tertiary-aged central valley lies under a pall of charcoal production 
haze and dry-month burning of the stubble of rice and other staples,  
and; 

 
7) The evidence gathered and arrayed in this one book allows the 

reader to enjoy a fairly sophisticated return in overall understanding 
of the complications as well as the useful derivatives of newly-established 
plate tectonic “truths.” 

 
Opportunities for Application of Engineering Geology 
 
 Geology is lacking in application universally in Myanmar, but could be 

universally applied to save hefty geologic constraints and natural hazards surcharges 

currently felt on all manner of internal development. In particular, I see the following 

areas of application toward the forthcoming expansion of the Myanmar infrastructure: 

1) Savings in alternatives to a strong reliance on driven piles (timber,  
concrete and sheet-pile); 

 
2) Road route selection for improving market transport and for 

bringing in yet-to-be-developed natural resources; 
 
 3) Discovery and exploitation of base metals  
 

3) Improved potable water supply for villages; 
 

4) Reduction of monsoon and cloudburst-type flood potential for  
all manner of extended infrastructure; 

 
5)       Increased production of teak and other hardwood timber for 

export and for increased supply and transport of cement, the 
latter of which is the preferred modern construction material, and ; 

 
6)       Return to the small hydro-project developments of the Burma 

of the 1930s, whereby villages would receive electricity. 
 
Gaining Geologic References 
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 I could find but one source of geologic literature (no maps) in-country, and that 

is the enterprising and only used bookstore in the country, at Yangon, owned by the 

venerable scholar U Ba Kyi (age 75; “U” denoting “Honorable”) and now managed by 

his English-speaking son, a graduate geologist. The Kyi’s private collection of historic 

literature dealing with Myanmar forms the basis for their willing service to provide 

locally xerographed and bound copies on a week’s notice, the shelf stock in geology 

titles for direct sale being kept minimal. Prices are quite reasonable. You can be in touch 

with Mr. Kyi at Bagan Book House, No. 100, 37th St., Yangon, Myanmar. I did not detect 

an e.mail address.  

 

Some Caveats 

 

 The sensible rules of operating in the third world apply to visits to Myanmar. 

Drink only sealed, bottled water or the several fine ales, avoid leafy vegetables, and 

don’t take photos or make images of the military.  Good and reliable air service is 

available on a regular, several times a day basis, from Yangon and metered taxis 

available at all airports. On the really positive side, the people, mostly devout 

Buddhists,  generally are quite friendly, willing to work, and need in great need of the 

monetary income from supporting your activities. In all cases, have a local 

representative available to plan and arrange your visit and work and have a bi-lingual 

partner in the field with you at all times. 

SUMMARY 

 Myanmar represents a fertile ground for external developmental investment, 

when linked to majority ownership positions by native citizens. The present situation is 

such that such funds must come from risk ventures by foreigners and a variety of 

advantages can be gained by incorporation of engineering geologic site characterization 

contributions. 
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Fig. 1: Physiographic map of Burma (Burma Research Society, 1946). 


