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Historical Background and Context: 
“Yangon is at a turning point. As the economy grows and the country urbanizes, Yangon’s 
population will likely increase by several million over the coming ten to fifteen years.  There are 
tremendous commercial pressures on land and a need for tens of millions of additional square feet, 
for housing, offices and retail space.  Hundreds of thousands of cars have been imported and with 
the rise of a new middle class the ways in which the city works and what its inhabitants want and 
expect will change dramatically.”  Source – Yangon Heritage Trust, Annual Report 2014 
 

Myanmar’s former capital, Yangon (originally known as Rangoon), serves as the commercial and 
cultural hub of the country and has been the subject of international attention due to the remarkable 
collection of architectural landmark buildings and consistent streetscapes which have  - for a variety 
of reasons - avoided the whole scale demolition and renewal of so many other Asian cities.   

The historical development of the city is a key to understanding the physical heritage legacy.  
Earliest documented accounts of Yangon describe a fishing village with the visually dominating 
backdrop of the Shwedagon pagoda pilgrimage site.   By the 18th century, Yangon had become an 
international port and the centre of French – Burmese ship building trade.  By the mid 19th century, 
Yangon was left decimated by the Second Anglo Burmese war in 1852.  The Shwedagon Pagoda 
was occupied by British troops, and Yangon became the capital of a new British Province of Burma.  
The city was laid out (in 1853) in a grid pattern, typical of British city planning principles, with the 
Sule Pagoda at the centre point, and the mystical and physically dominant Shwedagon to the north.  
At this time, extensive fill was brought in to level the surveyed areas and a protective bund 
established along the Yangon River front.  Streets led off from the river in a north south direction, to 
channel the river breeze, with rows of buildings providing shade for the opposite side of the street.  
This grid remains largely intact and comprises the historic down town core of the city today.  The 
down town area has a precise geometrical layout, while the areas beyond to the north are more 
random with a winding network of streets.  
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1893 map of Rangoon,– note grid pattern parallel to the Rangoon River (source - courtesy of the 
YHT) 
Through a network of steamship lines between India and China, Rangoon by the 1890s became one 
of the great cosmopolitan cities of Asia, an important commercial and cultural hub.  As the city 
grew, earlier timber buildings were replaced with substantial masonry structures, with the largest 
building period occurring during the British Colonial period (1886 – 1947).  The early decades of the 
20th century saw a construction boom as the colonial administration upgraded and expanded its 
office, with large banks, government offices and departments stores confirming the economic 
success of the city.   

During World War 2, Yangon was heavily bombed, and occupied by the Japanese from 1942 – 1945. 
Burma gained self- democratic rule in 1947. The central city bombed sites were quickly rebuilt, 
resulting in a large number of 1950s and early 1960s building – giving the city a certain character 
and architectural modernist flair.  However, the democratic government was overthrown in 1962 and 
this was followed by a period of nationalism/ socialism  (the Junta years: 1962 – 2010) where private 
property was confiscated, handing it over to state run corporations.  

The political uprisings in 1988 resulted in the need to restore a sense of prosperity and confidence in 
the 1990s.  In 2005/06 an entirely new and extremely expensive capital city Nay Pyi Taw was 
created, leaving behind an array of empty state owned buildings in Yangon once occupied by 
ministries and government department.  until 2010 Yangon remained largely closed off from external 
development influences - and was in a large part responsible for the saving of the built heritage.  
Yangon still remained largely closed off to external development pressures until November 2010 – 
when Aung San Siu Kyi was released from detention.  A new constitution and government structure 
resulted in reforms and rapid commercial changes in Yangon which has seen a huge influx of foreign 
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investment and interest.   Once “discovered” by the international community, Yangon’s heritage has 
become a source of great interest and concern.   

Current Threats: - After spending one month living in down town Yangon, (starting most days at 
the local market and then walking to work along the crowded footpaths), I was able to witness the 
enormous physical and social challenges facing this city at a crossroads.   
1  - Congestion and turmoil created by traffic.  With import taxes now greatly reduced, cars are 
more affordable and private ownership has escalated over the last 3 years.  To accommodate greatly 
increased traffic, the generous footpaths of once gracious wide down town streets have been 
narrowed.  The result is confusion, dangerous conditions for pedestrians and dislocation for the many 
street vendors.  No plans appear to have been made for a public transport upgrade, at a time when 
other world cities are widening footpaths, restricting car entry and creating a more friendly 
pedestrian environment.  Yangon would be an ideal bicycle city being flat in the down town area, but 
this is impossible and unsafe with current traffic mayhem.  
2 – Ineffective and absent heritage planning controls leading to lack of protection, and 
inappropriate new development - Yangon is essentially a 4 – 6 story city, and has consistency of 
scale as a historic low rise city core.  However, there is no effective statutory protection in the form 
of demolition control, height control or conservation area designation to ensure retention of this 
character.  There is no finalised comprehensive building schedule and inventory – if you don’t know 
what you have, how can you protect it?  New buildings have been constructed to heights entirely out 
of scale with neighbouring consistent streetscapes and there is generally little design relationship to 
the prevailing character of the articulated historic masonry buildings.  Advertising signs are 
uncontrolled and alterations are destroying the building fabric.   

  
corner Merchant and Pansodan St, previous building (which was bombed in the war, then replaced 
with a post war building) and current development under construction – which makes a negative 
contribution to the character of the downtown.    

   
New development out of scale (and with contrasting detailing) with existing streetscape.   
 
3  - Neglect and lack of guidance for adaptive reuse of buildings – many of the major buildings 
are neglected and empty.  The complexity of land ownership has yet to be addressed and the 
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availability of practical heritage guidance is scarce.  There are typical generic problems of “concrete 
cancer” to projecting balconies and leaking roofs common to the residential apartment buildings.   
The building layouts are to a standard configuration with steep and unsafe staircases generally 
dividing the frontage into generally 2 separate discrete sections.  Guidance is needed to provide 
models for adaptive reuse, particularly insertion of lifts and complying safe stair access.   
4 – Escalating property prices, property speculation and change to social mix of neighborhoods 
– In Yangon rents and property prices now rival major cities like New York and London.  This is 
placing pressure on the down town resident population.  Renters are being forced out, and owners are 
being seduced with new development opportunities.  A typical down town redevelopment model has, 
until recently, involved replacement of 4- 5 storey apartments with 9 – 10 storey buildings, allowing 
existing residents to remain housed on the same site (with newer and appealing facilities), while 
releasing 5 – 6 new storeys of “profit” accommodation.  However, this has resulted in changing 
character and scale of residential streets, and disruption of the consistent building heights and 
character.  The dramatic rise in property prices has fuelled the profitability of new development, 
making replacement development attractive to both developers and residents alike.  This is now 
changing the social mix in the city.   The recent publication Yangon Echoes by Virginia Henderson 
and Timothy Webster captures the stories of the existing residences now under threat, and their 
Facebook page provides an opportunity to view some of the oral history interviews and public 
meetings held as part of the books journey.  
5 – Lost opportunities and disconnection of the Yangon River Front – the alienation of the river 
from the down town with the construction of the major new arterial road has resulted in a lost 
opportunity, and destruction of street and river environment.  Infrastructure projects have been 
clumsily undertaken, and the large waterfront freeway has disconnected the financial sector from the 
water front.  Visionary images have been prepared to try and enliven debate about this, but the 
damage already done, like to the roads, is now hard to reverse.   

 
View of Yangon from the River  - the Port buildings still remain, but currently the water front area is 
aleinated and turns its back on the river, taking no advantage of the river frontage setting.  
 
How these and the many other problems be addressed?  Can the fabric of Yangon be saved?   

In 2012 the Yangon Heritage Trust was established, which is being a very powerful advocate for 
change and visioning for Yangon.  Influenced by other successful Asian counterparts, such as the 
Penang Heritage Trust (which was largely responsible for the World Heritage Listing of this nearby 
Malaysian City), its “advocates for heritage protection, develops clear and sustainable policy 
options, engages with government, business and civil society, communicates its ideas to the widest 
possible audience, undertakes specific conservation projects, and facilitates research and training.”  
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(source - 2014 YHT annual report)   Under the leadership of Dr. Thant Myint-U and the Director and 
architect Daw Moe Moe Lwin, a dedicated staff of local young professional staff and international 
experts and volunteers are achieving remarkable traction in arresting uncontrolled development and 
achieving influence and policy change.  Designation of a Conservation Area and low height control 
across the historic downtown - the “Paris Model” - is a key objective of the Trust.  This is considered 
a vital tool to discourage high-rise in the small-scale, diverse and culturally rich neighbourhoods. 
The Trust also supports the designation of suitable areas outside this area for modern high-rise.  
Development pressures are constant – and Myanmar President’s recent surprise cancellation of the 
five star Dagon development near the Shwedagon Pagoda on July 7 this year marked the culmination 
of persistent protests to halt the luxury mixed-use project (backed by international investors), to be 
built in the shadow of the city’s most sacred site.   
 
The Trusts website outlines the extraordinary range and extent of this organisations activities, and 
the financial support for its endeavours are sourced from a wide range of international organisations 
and guided by a wide range of international “experts”.  The European Union (EU) has funded 
comprehensive planning/ community engagement studies (over 2014 – 2015) and The Prince Charles 
Foundation is currently resourcing the preparation of the Special Development Plan.  A current 
Cities Development Initiative for Asia (CDIA)  project aims  to “provide a feasible development 
alternative that is more respectful to the historic fabric and also provides more acceptable and 
affordable alternatives to residents compared to the current practice of real estate development” .   
Practical model conservation projects are also being undertaken such as the current Turquoise 
Mountain project, trialling use of traditional lime based renders on a typical down town building.  A 
“plaquing” project has been initiated to identify key heritage buildings.  What is however surprising 
is that the preparation of statutory documents to protect the city  - usually the realm of local and state 
government  - is being driven by an advocacy body, a model which may come unstuck.  It is 
essential that the capacity building of the local authority (in this case the Yangon City Development 
Commission, known as the YCDC) leads this initiative to ensure that any proposed conservation 
planning framework is enacted and implemented.   

The Key to a Successful Future  
The Yangon Heritage Trust’s successes, in spite of constant private sector development opposition, 
are now many as evidenced in its website and 2014 Annual Report.  Conservation Management 
plans have been prepared for two key sites – the Secretariat an extraordinary complex and the former 
Law Courts.  Practical heritage advice is being provided on the Yangon Hospital upgrade, a key 
project championed by Aung San Siu Kyi, and many other key projects.  Education is a high priority 
and guided walks are being led and buildings identified with blue heritage plaques.  Building styles 
analysis is being undertaken to ensure that guidelines assist in appropriate conservation actions for 
each of the major building periods.   

So too is the “hands on” approach of the current CDIA study which is facilitating a bridge between 
developers, the YHT and the city government.  The proposed “Heritage Design” workshop in 
October, and “Heritage Works” Festival in early December, will be exploring potential models to 
generate investment beyond individual buildings as a basis for further upgrading of the urban 
environment in downtown Yangon. This will showcase how heritage conservation and development 
can work hand in hand to for a vibrant and viable urban future.	 

However, there is a danger that the many reports generated for Yangon will sit on shelves and 
remain unimplemented.  What is now required in Yangon is confident political commitment and 
leadership to implement the vision for “transforming Yangon into one of the most attractive and 
liveable cities in all of Asia, a green city that takes full advantage of its priceless religious, cultural 
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and architectural assets, a waterfront city that finds an optimum mix of old and new, a city that will 
stand apart from its peers and become a centre for creativity and sustainable economic 
development.” (source - Thant Myint U “Message” in the 2014 YHT annual report) 
 
The upcoming democratic elections in Myanmar, scheduled for November 8 of this year (and 
receiving wide media attention), are adding to the complexity of the conservation challenge.  In 
Australia, our heritage successes, like the designation of vast Conservation Areas in Melbourne in 
the early 1980s, were the result of courageous political leadership and commitment by individuals.  
After a key election and change of government in 1982, the then newly elected labour Minister for 
Planning (architect Evan Walker) made bold decisions and saved our inner suburbs, establishing 
large inner city conservation areas and re-establishing “Marvellous Melbourne” as the much loved 
and liveable city it has now become. This political commitment is required in Yangon.   
 
According to the director of the YHT  “It has been a learning process.. we come from a number of 
different backgrounds including architects, historians, writers and business people, but we had a 
shared vision to safeguard our beloved city from threats proposed in the name of ‘development’. 
…..we owe enormous gratitude to all of our well-wishers and supporters, including political leaders, 
professionals and scholars across the globe who have placed their trust in us, and have helped us in 
many ways to stand on our feet from the beginning.  … The political ..reform process has given us 
many opportunities to speak out on a range of issues, beyond just urban heritage and conservation, 
including on topics that have weighed this country down for decades..” 2014 YHT annual report 
 
In Yangon, it will be the vision and leadership of influential political players, which will be a key to 
its future.  In addition, effective statutory protection of the proposed City Centre Conservation area is 
required with the City Government actively managing this area to retain its important heritage 
values.  This will complement the diligent input of the YHT, and the constant pressure and 
engagement of the international community.  In addition, I believe it will be the grass roots physical 
model conservation projects that will provide a stimulus for success.  This is now beginning to 
happen in Yangon, and these incremental achievements must be seen as important as the larger 
strategic planning initiatives.   
 

  
Rowe’s department store, now AYA bank  
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