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Myanmar Northern Forest Complex in the Context of REDD+

By

U Sein Thet
Project Coordinator, ITTO REDD- Plus Project

The Northern Forest Complex region in
Myanmar (north of approximately 24 degrees
latitude ) overlaps with the Indo-Myanmar “hot
spot” as defined by Conservation International.
The area is part of the Indo-Himalaya WWF
Ecoregion, and is among the areas with the
lightest “human footprint” as defined by the
WCS-CIESEN analysis. The region lies along
the western escarpment of Yunnan Province in
China, originally part of the Tibetan Plateau to
the north and the China Plateau to the east.
Myanmar’s largest protected areas cover an
extensive part of the region, covering in total an
area of approximately 15,000 km?: Tamanthi
Wildlife Sanctuary (2100 km?); the Hukaung
Valley Wildlife Sanctuary (6400 km?); the
Hkakabo Razi National Park (3840 km’) and
the latest gazetted Hponkhan Razi National Park
(2560km”) which links Hkakabo Razi National
Park and Hukaung Valley Wildlife Sanctuary.

The Myanmar Northern Forest Complex
contains some of the last remaining expanses of
relatively intact closed forest in the Indo-Pacific
region. The Complex serves as the primary
watershed for two important river systems- the
[rrawady and the Chindwin. This is one of the
least explored places in the world and remains
virtually unknown to science. The mountains
trace their origins to the geological period when
the collision between the Deccan Plateau and
the Laurasian mainland created the Himalayas.
The varied topography and biogeographic setting
at the crossroads of the Assam-Indian, Eastern
Himalayan, Indo-Malayan, and Chinese flora,
as well as the ancient Gondwan relicts that have
taken refuge here, give the region high floral and
faunal diversity, However, the Pleistocene
glaciation has influenced the distribution of these
floras. The Indo-Malayan elements are now
limited to the river valleys, below 2,400 m, with
the Indo-Himalayan {lora stratified above.

ce

Tamanthi Wildhife Sanctuary and the Hukaung
Valley Wildlife Sanctuary are two of the most
important areas for long-term conservation of
large mammals such as tigers and elephants.

Located in the extreme northern part of
Myanmar, the Northern Forest Complex spans
the Sagaing Region and Kachin State representing
some of the least densely populated areas of
Myanmar. The region contains the watershed
areas of the Ayeyarwady and Chindwin thatdrain
vast expanses of the country and help sustain
extensive rice production areas in this
predominantly agrarian economy. Some of the
lowland forest areas contain valuable timber
resources. Shifting cultivation, hunting of wildlife
and gathering of a diversity of non-timber forest
products constitute the main occupations of the
human population in the area. The Hkakabo Razi
National Park has been nominated as a World
Heritage Site on account of its unique biological
richness. The region is culturally very diverse and
includes the last remaining population of the
Tarons.

In spite of the enormous challenges facing
wildlife conservation in Myanmar, the northern
forest complex provides a unique opportunity to
undertake proactive conservation. The region
contains some of the last remaining expanses of
relatively intact forest in the Indo-Pacific. Also,
populations of faunal species that are rare or
declining in other parts of their ranges are
suspected to occur at relatively high densities in
many parts of the Northern Forest Complex. The
Hkakabo Razi National Park contains good
populations of rare Himalayan wildlife and the
Hukaung Valley Wildlife Sanctuary potentially
represents one of the most important areas for
tiger conservation in the region. However,
declining natural resources in neighboring
countries pose high risks to the region’s biological
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wealth especially given the porous borders with
India and China.

Long-term conservation of the Northern
Forest Complex region can only be achieved
by developing the capacity of the Nature and
Wildlife Conservation Division of Forest
Department, (Ministry of Environmental
Conservation and Forestry) to manage the
protected area system. It is critically important
to build technical and financial capacity of the
department through training in park management
and administration techniques, improving the
basic infrastructure necessary for effective park
management and enhancing the financial
investment of the agency towards conservation
in the region,

Local support for conservation and
sustainable land use is a critical yet frequently
overlooked aspect of long-term conservation
efforts, Building public awareness of the
biological and cultural heritage of the region will
play an important role in garnering support and
acceptance for conservation. Planning and
implementing formal and information education
and outreach programs will help local
communities understand the importance of
natural resource conservation for current and
future generations.

Biosphere reserves are established for action
and for addressing the challenges encountered
in the field, not only for international
recognization or ‘labelling’ due to their values
and characteristics. Biosphere reserves are
intended as tools to explore ways for sustainable
management of natural resources in the context
of'ecosystems. This is particularly relevant to the
situation of developing countries, as many
protected areas and conservation areas are
under pressure or threats due to conflicting
interests from different sectors and commumities.
To manage a biosphere reserve one has to
address these conflicts and often involves
interdisciplinary work with multi-stake holders,
a task for which everyone is in the *learning by
doing process’,

Environmental commitment by Myanmar is
the development of “National Sustainable
Development Strategy (NSDS) Myanmar™
launched in 2009. Keeping in mind the four

10,
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factors, sustainable and equitable socio-
economic development; conservation of the
environment; preservation and promotion of
culture; and promotion of good governance; the
Myanmar NSDS consensually agreed its vision
as “Wellbeing and Happiness for Myanmar
People”. The NSDS is an important step and
guiding documentto fully implement in harmony
and balance among the three main pillars of
environment, economic and social sectors. It has
not only identified the meticulous sectoral
strategies but also urged all responsible leading
institutions to mainstream the NSDS in their
implementation activities, NSDS in a more
comprehensive manner and with updated
information incorporates environmental
consideration into social and economic
development thereby ensuring the achievement
of Sustainable Development,

Myanmar’s transition toward a market
economy began with a series of economic
reforms and various development measures, The
ultimate objective of Myanmar is to become a
modern developed nation in accordance with
twelve political, economic and social objectives.
With a view to ensuring the development, the
country has formulated a 30-year master plan
for each development sectors. Implementation
is done with successive five-year short-term
plans setting appropriate sectoral targets,
implementing through designated plan activities,
and reviewing after each period.

On various occasions the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD) has acknowledged
the linkage between REDD+ and biodiversity
conservationas well as the key role of indigenous
peoples’ customary resource management in
protecting forests. It has also acknowledged the
risks posed by REDDH to traditional knowledge
and land rights of indigenous peoples, and
proposed a range of actions and approaches
aimed at minimizing risks and maximizing benefits
for benefit for biodiversity and indigenous
peoples.

At its latest meeting in Montreal in May
2012, the CBD SBSTTA (Subsidiary Body on
Scientific, Technical and Technological Advise)
adopted a draft document that spells out some
of the key elements of a system of safeguards

B ()



odfofmfd§iSbieqsf viconeqpepsd

12,

13.

for REDD+ aimed at protecting biodiversity and
supporting indigenous peoples”rights. A key goal
of the meeting was to identify possible indicators
and mechanisms to assess and monitor impacts
of REDD+ on biodiversity.

The Draft Recommendation submitted by
the Co-chairs of the SBSTTA titled “Advice on
the application of relevant REDD+ safeguards
for biodiversity and on possible indicators and
potential mechanisms to assess impacts of
REDD+ measures on biodiversity” points to the
linkages between implementation of REDDH, the
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and
the Aichi Biodiversity targets. Governments and
REDD proponents should ensure coordination
between national biodiversity strategies and
action plans and national REDD+ strategies and
action plans.

The report recognizes the relevance of
ecosystem-based approaches to climate change
mitigation, and the need for the reduction of

biodiversity impacts of mitigation measures.
Parties are invited to undertake land-use
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planning applying an ecosystem approach and
utilizing international standards for the
identification of biodiversity areas to prioritize
conservation. The full and effective participation
of indigenous peoples should also be ensured
together with the achievement of benefits for
indigenous peoples and biodiversity.

Although some indigenous peoples believe
that REDD+ can never have any advantages for
them, indigenous peoples organizations in several
countries under REDD+ feel that there are
conditions under which REDD+ could potentially
assist them in realizing their rights to lands and
resources, protect their sustainable livelihoods
and provide financial and other forms of benefits
to their communities, It can also lead to the
strengthening of their traditional knowledge and
biodiversity conservation activities.

References, - Lessons from REDD+ Initiative
in Asia AIPP/WGA, 2012,

- Hkakabo Razi National
Park Management Plan by
U Sein Thet, WCS 2003.
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