
DEFORESTATION FRONT KEY FACTS

Underlying causes 
Overlapping and conflicting priorities and agendas by the forestry and agriculture 
sectors and weak tenure security are main causes[21, 22]. Political and military conflicts 
are linked to lower deforestation in conflict areas, but result in higher deforestation 
elsewhere due to displacement of communities and lack of law enforcement. 
Deforestation also increased following the ceasefire[8]. Domestic, regional and global 
demand for natural resources, energy and commodities, especially from China, also 
puts pressure on forests.

Main outcomes
Area-based interventions can be effective when adequately implemented, but are 
hampered by the lack of coordination across different government agencies and 
sectors. Sector-based interventions are only emerging so their effectiveness remains 
to be seen.

Recommended future actions
 ● Implement zero-deforestation supply chain commitments for rubber and other 

commodities.
 ● Promote timber legality and community forestry.
 ● Strengthen and scale up land-use planning that incorporates enforcement, 

community-based support, private sector investment and spatial monitoring.

MYANMAR
The forests of Myanmar are home to incredible biodiversity, including important tiger 
and Asian elephant populations. But from 2010 to 2015 Myanmar had the third highest 
annual net loss of forest area in the world, losing an average of half a million hectares 
of forest every year. Agricultural conversion, logging and infrastructure development 
threaten the forests that millions of people rely on directly for their livelihoods. 

Drivers of deforestation
Large-scale 
agriculture

Common crops (rice, nut trees, maize, rubber and oil palm[1]) 
were responsible for 1Mha of forest conversion between 2002 
and 2014[2]. Most large-scale agriculture concessions were 
allocated in forest reserves[3] mainly in Kachin and Tanintharyi, 
in heavily forested and politically contested regions[4]. Rubber 
and oil palm plantations are both concentrated in the south, 
and suffer from low productivity and lack of oversight. Less than 
half of rubber plantations are tapped[5]; one-third of plantations 
are planted outside concession boundaries[6]. Logging is a 
motivation for companies to acquire agricultural concessions 
(legal conversion)[7]. Based on the government’s new economic 
policy and spatial modelling of cropland expansion, forest 
conversion for agricultural production is expected to increase[8].

Logging Legal and illegal logging are leading causes of forest 
degradation, but can also be linked to deforestation. Logging in 
excess of annual allowable cut is common[9] and illegal logging 
increased significantly after legal logging[1]. A large proportion 
of logs exported from Myanmar into global markets are illegal, 
mostly transported by land from Kachin state to China[10] as well 
as to Thailand and Viet Nam[11].

Smallholder 
farming

Progressive shift from smallholder farming (1975-1990) to 
industrial plantations (post-2000)[12]. Shifting cultivation’s 
significance has decreased since 2000 and is expected to 
decrease further[13]. In southern Myanmar, the traditional 
practice of shifting cultivation has mostly disappeared, but 
establishment of permanent orchards by smallholders has 
increased. 

Hydropower Between 2002 and 2014, 140,000ha forests were affected 
by hydropower development, with an additional 250,000ha 
potentially affected by planned projects[14]. Logging in 
anticipation of proposed dam projects is also common (legal 
conversion)[7]. Some projects have been suspended due to 
public outcry over environmental and social impacts (e.g. 
Myitsone Dam in Kachin state would inundate 76,600ha of 
forest)[15].

Mining 90,000ha of potential mining sites identified (including 
52,000ha operating sites), mostly in the north (Kachin, Sagaing). 
Significant expansion in 2002-2015 and new mining legislation 
intends to encourage more foreign investment[16].

Fuelwood 
and charcoal 

85% of Myanmar’s population depends on wood and charcoal 
for fuel. Annual fuelwood extraction increased from 68 million 
m3 to 86 million m3 between 2000 and 2013[13]. Increase in 
rural settlement areas has led to greater demand for fuelwood 
in nearby forest[17]. Additionally, charcoal export to China 
increased by more than 2,500%[18].

Transport 
infrastructure

Road infrastructure tends to be poorly planned and 
designed, which has contributed directly to forest loss 
and soil degradation[19]. In Kachin and Shan states, road 
construction has been followed by the establishment of rubber 
concessions[20]. 

 Primary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Secondary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Less important cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation

Countries, region Myanmar, Lower Mekong

Forest type Evergreen and semi-evergreen forest

Total area 34.5Mha

Forest area in 2018 28.4M ha (82.4% of total deforestation front area)

Forest loss 2004-2017 1.0Mha (3.5% of forest area in 2000)

Location of 
deforestation

North (Kachin and Shan States); south (Tanintharyi)

Total forest core area 
in 2018

17.7Mha (62.2% of forests in 2018)

Fragmented forests 
2000-2018

1.6Mha (5.4% of forest area in 2000)

Accumulated burned 
area, 2002-2019

5.9Mha (20.2% of forest area in 2018)

Deforestation trend Increasing, oscillating annually but steady upward 
trend

Future trends Continued expansion, with possibility of slowing 
down if nationwide actions are taken



Key responses
Protected 
areas

The Myanmar government has a target of formally designating 10% 
of the country’s area for its protected area system[23] (current 6.35% 
or 4.27Mha[24]). Preliminary evidence suggests forest loss is lower 
inside national parks than in surrounding areas[8, 25].

Recognition 
of IPLCs

The 2012 Farmland Law allows farmland cultivation rights to be 
attained and traded through land-use certificates, but only 15% 
of households obtain the certificates[22]. Also ongoing efforts to 
establish community forestry with 3,840 groups covering 217,000ha 
formed by 2017, with mixed results[26].

Land-use 
zoning

Inactive concessions on forest reserves with intact forest cover were 
cancelled under the Vacant, Fallow and Virgin Land Law and efforts 
to secure remaining HCV forests have been initiated[27]. Multiple 
international environmental NGOs are engaged in Tanintharyi to 
help devise land-use planning taking into consideration natural 
capital and species conservation as well as social needs[28].

REDD+ 
related 
initiatives 

The government began implementing its UN-REDD national 
programme in 2016[29]. The government has also proposed to 
reduce deforestation by 50% and restore 900,000ha by 2030 
(pending for final approval) as part of its nationally determined 
contribution (NDC) under UNFCCC. 

Timber 
legality

Log export ban enacted since 2014, yet cross-border trade with 
China has continued, especially for high value species[30]. Voluntary 
partnership agreement (VPA) negotiations with the EU began in 
2013 with ongoing progress in capacity building for civil society and 
development of timber legality assurance systems[31]. Engagement 
of civil society has potential to address underlying causes of 
deforestation[32].

Traceability 
of supply

Myanmar joined the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative 
(EITI) in 2014, covering mining and timber sectors. It has achieved 
“meaningful progress” status[33] but it is too soon to tell if this will 
have measurable impacts on deforestation. The Global Platform for 
Sustainable Natural Rubber was launched as a multistakeholder 
platform to, among other objectives, increase supply chain 
transparency and traceability[34]. 

References
1. Connette, G., Oswald, P., Songer, M., and Leimgruber, P. 2016. 

Mapping distinct forest types improves overall forest identification 
based on multi-spectral landsat imagery for Myanmar’s Tanintharyi 
region. Remote Sensing 8(11): 882.

2. Treue, T., Springate-Baginski, O., and Htun, K. 2016. Legally 
and Illegally Logged out: Extent and Drivers of Deforestation & Forest 
Degradation in Myanmar. EcoDev/ALARM. alarmmyanmar.org/pdf/
Extent%20and%20Drivers%20of%20deforestation%20and%20
Forest%20Degradation%20in%20Myanmar.pdf 

3. Oo, T.N., Hlaing, E.E.S., Aye, Y.Y., Chan, N., Maung, N.L., Phyoe, S.S., 
... San, S.M. 2020. The context of REDD+ in Myanmar: Drivers, agents and 
institutions. CIFOR, Bogor, Indonesia. doi.org/10.17528/cifor/007556.

4. Donald, P.F., Round, P.D., Dai We Aung, T., Grindley, M., Steinmetz, 
R., Shwe, N.M., and Buchanan, G.M. 2015. Social reform and a 
growing crisis for southern Myanmar’s unique forests. Conservation 
Biology 29(5): 1485-1488.

5. van Asselt, J., Htoo, K., and Dorosh, P. 2017. Prospects for the Myanmar 
Rubber Sector: An Analysis of the Viability of Smallholder Production in Mon 
State. IFPRI, Washington DC, USA. ssrn.com/abstract=2926007 

6. Nomura, K., Mitchard, E.T.A., Patenaude, G., Bastide, J., Oswald, P., 
and Nwe, T. 2019. Oil palm concessions in southern Myanmar consist 
mostly of unconverted forest. Scientific Reports 9(1): 11931.

7. Woods, K. 2015. Commercial Agriculture Expansion in Myanmar: 
Links to Deforestation, Conversion Timber, and Land Conflicts. Forest 
Trends, Washington, DC, USA. www.forest-trends.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/03/Conversion_Timber_in_Myanmar-1.pdf 

8. Zhang, Y., Prescott, G.W., Tay, R.E., Dickens, B.L., Webb, E.L., Htun, 
S., ... Carrasco, L.R. 2018. Dramatic cropland expansion in Myanmar 
following political reforms threatens biodiversity. Scientific Reports 
8(1): 16558.

9. Springate-Baginski, O., Treue, T., and Htun, K. 2015. Beyond over-
logging? From military era timber exploitation towards democratic and 
sustainable forest governance. EcoDev/ALARM. alarmmyanmar.org/
pdf/Beyond%20over-logging%20policy%20brief.pdf 

10. EIA. 2019. State of Corruption: The top level conspiracy behind the global 
trade in Myanmar’s stolen teak. Environmental Investigation Agency. 
eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-report-State-of-
Corruption.pdf

11. Cao, N.A. 2017. Timber Trafficking in Vietnam. Palgrave Macmillan.

12. Nicholas, K., Fanzo, J., and MacManus, K. 2018. Palm iol in Myanmar: 
A spatiotemporal analysis of the effects of industrial farming on 
biodiversity loss. Global Health: Science and Practice 6(1): 210-222.

13. UN-REDD/Myanmar Program. 2017. Drivers of deforestation and forest 
degradation in Myanmar. www.myanmar-redd.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/10/Myanmar-Drivers-Report-final_Eng-Version.pdf.

14. IFC. 2017. Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of the Hydropower 
Sector: Baseline Assessment Reports. Yangon and Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar. 
International Finance Corporation, Washington DC, USA. documents.
worldbank.org/curated/en/126001548867293771/pdf/134197-WP-
MM-v1-SEA-Baseline-Assessment-Introduction-PUBLIC.pdf 

15. Lim, C.L., Prescott, G.W., De Alban, J.D.T., Ziegler, A.D., and Webb, 
E.L. 2017. Untangling the proximate causes and underlying drivers 
of deforestation and forest degradation in Myanmar. Conservation 
Biology 31(6): 1362-1372.

16. Connette, K., Connette, G., Bernd, A., Phyo, P., Aung, K., Tun, Y., ... 
Songer, M. 2016. Assessment of mining extent and expansion in 
Myanmar based on freely-available satellite imagery. Remote Sensing 
8: 912.

17. Sein, C.C., Aye, Z.M., and Razafindrabe, B.H.N. 2015. Study on 
consumption of fuel wood and its impacts to forest resources in 
Taungyi District. Global Science Research Journal 3(2): 43–51.

18. Forest Trends. 2014. Analysis of the China-Myanmar Timber Trade. Forest 
Trends, Washington DC, USA. www.forest-trends.org/publications/
analysis-of-the-china-myanmar-timber-trade 

19. Helsingen, H., Myint, S.N.W., Bhagabati, N., Dixon, A., Olwero, 
N., Kelly, A., and Tang, D. 2015. A better road to Dawei: protecting 
wildlife, sustaining nature, benefitting people. WWF, Yangon, 
Myanmar. d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/wwfmmr_
betterroadtodawei.pdf 

20. Kramer, T. and Woods, K. 2012. Financing Dispossession – China’s 
Opium Substitution Programme in Northern Burma. Transnational 
Institute. www.tni.org/my/node/1308 

21. Prescott, G.W., Sutherland, W.J., Aguirre, D., Baird, M., Bowman, 
V., Brunner, J., ... Webb, E.L. 2017. Political transition and emergent 
forest-conservation issues in Myanmar. Conservation Biology 31(6): 
1257-1270.

22. Scurrah, N., Hirsch, P., and Woods, K. 2015. The political economy of 
land governance in Myanmar. In: Land grabbing, conflict and agrarian‐
environmental transformations: perspectives from East and Southeast Asia. 
Chiang Mai University.

23. Ministry of Environmental Conservation and Forestry (MOECAF). 
2011. The Republic of the Union of Myanmar: National Biodiversity Strategy 
and Action Plan. Ministry of Environmental Conservation and Forestry 
(MOECAF), Naypyidaw, Myanmar.

24. IUCN. 2020. IUCN Protected Planet Database. Available from: www.
protectedplanet.net/country/MM 

25. Connette, G.M., Oswald, P., Thura, M.K., LaJeunesse Connette, K.J., 
Grindley, M.E., Songer, M., ... Mulcahy, D.G. 2017. Rapid forest 
clearing in a Myanmar proposed national park threatens two newly 
discovered species of geckos (Gekkonidae: Cyrtodactylus). PLOS ONE 
12(4): e0174432.

26. Erni, C. 2018. Indigenous peoples, land rights and forest conservation 
in Myanmar. IWGIA and POINT, Yangon, Myanmar. www.iwgia.org/
images/documents/Books/Indigenous%20peoples,%20land%20
rights%20and%20forest%20conservation%20in%20Myanmar.pdf.

27. Baskett, J.P.C. 2016. Myanmar oil palm plantations: A productivity 
and sustainability review; Report no. 28 of the Tanintharyi Conservation 
Programme, a joint initiative of Fauna & Flora International and the 
Myanmar Forest Department. Available from: www.supplychainge.
org/fileadmin/reporters/all_files/Myanmar-Oil-Palm-Plantations-
productivity-and-sustainability-review-en.pdf 

28. Myanmar’s Natural Capital. Available from: www.
myanmarnaturalcapital.org/en/natural-capital 

29. REDD+ Myanmar. Available from: www.myanmar-redd.org/redd-
myanmar/about-redd-myanmar 

30. EIA. 2015. Organised Chaos: The illicit overland timber trade between 
Myanmar and China. Environmental Investigation Agency.

31. EU Flegy Facility. 2020. Myanmar Progress. Available from: www.
euflegt.efi.int/activities-myanmar [accessed 11 August 2020] 

32. EIA. 2018. Forest Governance in Myanmar. Environmental Investigation 
Agency. eia-international.org/report/forest-governance-in-myanmar

33. Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI). 2020. Myanmar 
Overivew. Available from: eiti.org/myanmar#assessment-card-
progress-by-requirement [accessed 11 August 2020].

34. Global Platform for Sustainable Natural Rubber (GPSNR). 2020. 
About GPSNR. Available from: www.gpsnr.org

Deployment  
at wider scale

Actively used  
and expanding

Project-specific, 
experimental

2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
Protected Areas

Forest

Deforestation year
Forest loss

Forest 

Deforestation
Fronts

https://alarmmyanmar.org/pdf/Extent%20and%20Drivers%20of%20deforestation%20and%20Forest%20Degradation%20in%20Myanmar.pdf
https://alarmmyanmar.org/pdf/Extent%20and%20Drivers%20of%20deforestation%20and%20Forest%20Degradation%20in%20Myanmar.pdf
https://alarmmyanmar.org/pdf/Extent%20and%20Drivers%20of%20deforestation%20and%20Forest%20Degradation%20in%20Myanmar.pdf
https://doi.org/10.17528/cifor/007556
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2926007
https://alarmmyanmar.org/pdf/Beyond%20over-logging%20policy%20brief.pdf
https://alarmmyanmar.org/pdf/Beyond%20over-logging%20policy%20brief.pdf
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-report-State-of-Corruption.pdf
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-report-State-of-Corruption.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/126001548867293771/pdf/134197-WP-MM-v1-SEA-Baseline-Assessment-Introduction-PUBLIC.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/126001548867293771/pdf/134197-WP-MM-v1-SEA-Baseline-Assessment-Introduction-PUBLIC.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/126001548867293771/pdf/134197-WP-MM-v1-SEA-Baseline-Assessment-Introduction-PUBLIC.pdf
https://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/wwfmmr_betterroadtodawei.pdf
https://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/wwfmmr_betterroadtodawei.pdf
https://eia-international.org/report/forest-governance-in-myanmar/



