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1. 2016-2017: TRUST AND RELATIONSHIP BUILDING 

The EU-FAO FIRST Policy Facility was launched in Myanmar in 2016, initially focusing on land tenure and 

then adding nutrition as a major emphasis in 2017. This inception phase focused on investing in 

relationship and trust building, particularly with the Ministry of Agriculture Livestock and Irrigation’s 

(MoALI’s) Department of Planning (DOP) which emerged as a convening body across the Ministry. 

Embedded in DOP, FIRST was well placed to support the Department to bring the various siloed 

Departments together. FIRST maintained the same lean team of two policy officers and one 

implementation support specialist since 2017, which ensured continuity and trust building. This was 

particularly important in a country which had just started opening in 2008 following 60 years of military 

rule, and where the policy landscape had been and continued to be shaped by “rice bowl” politics, 

aiming to securing rice self-sufficiency and regaining its regional prowess as largest rice producer in the 

1950s. FIRST opened doors for the European Union Delegation to establish a working relationship with 

MoALI, and set the scene for future budget support. FIRST also operated as the main policy support and 

policy analysis function for the FAO country office and supported the organization in its various 

coordination and convening capacities. 
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2. 2017-2018: TECHNICAL LINKS - CLEAR NARRATIVE TO DESIGN INTERLINKED POLICY PROCESSES and 

SPEAKING TO AUDIENCE 

FIRST invested in better understanding the political economy of Myanmar, pushing and pulling factors 

for certain policies such as the transformation process from rice bowl to food basket, land governance 

reform, public institutional competition (i.e. natural resources conservation versus agricultural 

production), and developed a clear technical narrative to connect reform processes such as land, 

agriculture and nutrition. This culminated in a Policy Effectiveness Analysis, which allowed the FIRST 

team to ultimately break down the complex narrative into sound bites for decision-making and ensure 

the narrative spoke to and enabled our agriculture and nutrition counterparts to come on board and 

champion this policy agenda. Firstly, this included the narrative of secure land tenure with flexible land 

use and space for land use changes as a prerequisite for agriculture diversification. Such flexibility is 

required for dietary diversification, climate change adaptation, strengthening farmer´s resilience, and 

crop risk management. Secondly the link between access to land as an important asset for income 

generation to secure financial access to a healthy diverse diet was further developed. Conversely, the 

team also worked hard to introduce the concept of affordability of healthy diets into a health-led 

nutrition agenda. 

Unpacking the narrative proved an important lesson for the policy facility as these linkages were not 

readily accepted by public institutions including different MoALI departments at first. Inducing changes 

of the long standing respective roles and responsibilities of each department and staff function became 

a major challenge. By anchoring these technical topics into concrete policy processes (design and 

implementation phase), FIRST made certain that these topics remain on the agenda.  

To ensure buy-in across Ministries, Departments within Ministries, and among development partners, 

FIRST contributed to strengthening both inter-sector and intra-stakeholder policy coordination and 

collaboration around issues related to land, agriculture and nutrition. Major efforts were made this 

dialogue more inclusive by engaging civil society, private sector operators, development partners and 

financial institutions in these discussions. By facilitating and strengthening in relationships with nutrition 

focal points from each Department in MoALI and simultaneously, strengthening linkages between DOP 

and the Ministry of Health’s National Nutrition Center, food-based nutrition became central to the 

policy dialogue. FIRST spent the next years shaping and aligning three policy processes related to food-

based nutrition namely, the Agriculture Development Strategy (ADS), National Land Use Policy 

(NLUP), and Multi-Sectoral National Plan of Action on Nutrition (MS-NPAN). Linking these three 

allowed for cross-fertilization but also most important, anchoring of the multi-sectoral NLUP and MS-

NPAN into real sectoral processes like the ADS. This set the groundwork for operationalizing these 

topics into concrete M&E frameworks, costed plans, and capacity strengthening. 

Interconnected Three National Policy Processes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. 2019-2020: OPERATIONALIZATION/SYSTEMS STRENGTHENING/IMPLEMENTATION/ FUNCTIONAL 

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 

In 2019, FIRST shifted its focus to implementation (i.e. on our graduation strategy) to ensure that FIRST 

functions were absorbed in national processes and that the topics remained high on the policy 

agenda. This required the POs to sit within the Department of Planning and frequently travel between 

the government capital, Nay Pyi Taw, and the cultural capital, Yangon, to meet with Development 

partners, civil society, and private sector. The FIRST POs took on the role of brokers between different 

stakeholders.  

FIRST used different tools to achieve better coordination within and between different institutions such 

as producing a single results framework with a single set of performance indicators across relevant 

strategies, a clear delineation of roles and responsibilities within government for each specific activity 

(to achieve said indicator targets), and designing the methodology for participatory decentralized 

planning. This resulted in a revised ADS logical framework, which anchored agriculture indicators of the 

MS-NPAN (aligning the two policy processes), the inclusion of a robust land component, and investment 

plan under the ADS (operationalizing as such many principles and policy guidelines included under the 

NLUP). This work set the groundwork for the design of a 114 million euro budget support operation; 

FIRST supported designing of the Nutrition Support Reform Contract (NSRC), an FAO 10 million euro 

Technical Assistance (TA) project and an FAO 5 million euro land governance project. This shift to 

functional assistance (coupling it with the aforementioned technical TA), was critical to get things 

moving and leaving behind strengthened systems. Linking M&E with costing proved particularly useful.  

The design of the NSRC allowed for complementary TA to be mobilized helping with the costing of sub-

national plans, finalizing a revised and integrated M&E framework signed off by all MOALI’s 

Departments and agreed by nutrition partners and related Ministries, and developing a targeting 

strategy for MoALI to provide more pro-poor service delivery. 

In parallel to these policy processes, FIRST also designed a 450,000 USD project (Technical Cooperation 

Project), which proved catalytic to develop complementary tools for crop and dietary diversification and 

revision of Myanmar’s Food-Based Dietary Guidelines (FBDG). FIRST actively engaged with partner 

agencies to ensure a joint output from designing, methodology development, technical backstopping, 

piloting and roll out; using this process as a tool for policy dialogue and ensuring linkages with food 

systems, climate change, and social equity discussions. 

Overall, engaging in Myanmar’s political economy for food system reform was a unique experience in 

that it may be considered one of the last countries in the world to open up and invite foreign advisors. 

Myanmar offered a drawing board to improve and set up country systems from scratch. At the same 

time, Myanmar was not a country unified under a single government but still had ethnic armed 

organizations and ethnic governments seeking self-determination in all Border States. This required 

FIRST to deal with the legacy of 60 years of military rule that permeated every echelon of government 

administration, to have in-depth country knowledge, expansive networks, and to remain flexible and 

brokers at all times.  

 

 



4. 2021-2022: HUMANITARIAN-DEVELOPMENT NEXUS, PRIORITIZATION OF RELEVANT ACTIONS AND 

STRENGTHENING NON-GOVERNMENT SYSTEMS (rethinking architecture for nutrition, linking 

humanitarian CLUSTERS and DEVELOPMENT NETWORKS) 

One year into COVID-19, the country was already facing multiple burdens. But with the coup d’état on 

February 1, 2021, the country has spun into turmoil with poverty rates now up to 50% and UN rules of 

engagement restricting any interaction with the de facto authorities to avoid the legitimization of the 

military regime. FIRST spent a good part of 2021 repurposing its support to strengthen non-government 

systems around the humanitarian-development nexus to ensure that the lessons learned and prevent 

a loss in development gains. The initial reaction from the humanitarian community was to arbitrarily 

separate nutrition into health/nutrition-specific/life-saving interventions and then to add other social 

protection and agriculture interventions later. To prevent such a retrograde in progress made from 

2016-2021 in Myanmar’s nutrition community, FIRST focused heavily on prioritizing interventions from 

the previous policies and analysis to respond to emerging needs based on the most recent data and to 

ensure that these were adapted to the new reality and integrated into common frameworks that 

facilitate funding, including the Humanitarian Response Plan. The following is a framework FIRST 

developed to help guide a restructuring of the nutrition coordination architecture to ensure that work 

didn’t slide back to health-based nutrition interventions and ‘other’ but maintains a multi-sectoral focus 

but through a humanitarian-development nexus lens, building on years of evidence and policy work. A 

flexible network with Terms of References (ToRs) has now been created successfully to link the cluster 

system with nutrition development networks, which could prove interesting for other countries 

experiencing such a humanitarian crisis. 

 

Recommended Humanitarian-Development Nexus Lens 
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5. Going forward 

Going forward, policy assistance may prove challenging in Myanmar but the opportunities to strengthen 

the food system remain the same, if not underlined. In the short term, a nexus and multi-sectoral 

approach to nutrition needs to remain high on the agenda to avoid single-intervention assistance to 

rather provide packages of relevant support to address the complexity of drivers of food insecurity and 

malnutrition. This may include coupling social protection, emergency agriculture, food assistance, and 

health services with adapted food-based dietary guidelines. The nutrition community can come together 

to prioritize such packages including messaging and targeting and ensure that a coherent approach is 

applied.  

In the longer run, development and resilience to shocks and crisis needs to be supported. The food 

diversification agenda needs to stay, work on FBDGs needs to progress for other population groups and 

linking the climate change agenda with nutrition, embedded long-term functional technical advisors 

(ideally a small group) is ideal to facilitate such work if the situation allows, and a data-driven nexus 

approach is clearly necessary to flexibly and rapidly respond to needs as they arise.  

 

6. LIST OF PUBLICATIONS/OUTPUTS 

 

• Evidence Review 

1. Accelerating Progress Towards SDG2: Policy Effectiveness Analysis (2019) 

2. Graduation Strategy (2019) 

3. Myanmar sows the seeds for more diverse diets (2020) 

http://www.fao.org/3/cb0754en/CB0754EN.pdf 

4. Agrifood systems transformation through a climate change lens: A case study on policy dialogue 

from Myanmar (2021)  

https://www.fao.org/policy-support/tools-and-publications/resources-details/en/c/1480611/ 

 

• Policy Recommendation 

 

1. COVID-19 Policy Options Bulletin for Agriculture Sector (2020) 

https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/fao-myanmar-covid-19-policy-options-bulletin-

agriculture-sector   

http://themimu.info/node/97810 

2. Nutrition-Sensitive Guidance in the Context of COVID-19 in Myanmar (2020)  

https://www.lift-fund.org/en/nutrition-sensitive-guidance-context-covid-19-myanmar 

3. Concept Note on Food Security, Nutrition and Sustainable Agriculture and Climate Change: 

Policy recommendation for EUD Myanmar (2022) 

 

• Strategy Document 

 

1. Guidance Note on Interim Multisectoral Nutrition Plan 

http://www.fao.org/3/cb0754en/CB0754EN.pdf
https://www.fao.org/policy-support/tools-and-publications/resources-details/en/c/1480611/
https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/fao-myanmar-covid-19-policy-options-bulletin-agriculture-sector
https://reliefweb.int/report/myanmar/fao-myanmar-covid-19-policy-options-bulletin-agriculture-sector
http://themimu.info/node/97810
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