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(That long role of British Forest Officers
which commenced with Brandis more than ninety
years ago is now to terminate. They have done a
magnificent work for Burma, and have left a great
heritage to the Burmans. The letter are now going to
take full control of'this finely tempered forest ad-
ministration and these enormously valuable forest
estates. In bidding a farewell we can but wish them
all success, coupled with the warning that there is no
other property in the world which can be so insidi-
ously depreciated, since it inevitably takes a term of
years before the effects are perceivable or can be
appreciated).
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L. 2

on Sustainable Management of Peatland Ecosystems
P rojects
— “in'Inle Lake 0L Myanmar

U Sein Thet, Director (Rtd)
Vice-Chairman, FREDA

Inle Lake was formed more than 1.5 million
years ago. Its unique geological history has created
habitat conditions leading to a rich biodiversity with
many native and endemic species. According to
UNESCO, the wetland ecosystem of the freshwa-
ter lake is home to 267 bird species-of which 82
are wetland birds-and 43 species of freshwater
fishes, otters, and turtles (UNDP,2015). A
Biodiversity and Nature Conservation Association
(BANCA) survey recorded 135 species of birds in
Inle Lake in July 2011. The lake has been reported
to be a nesting place for the globally endangered
Sarus Crane (Grus antigone). Three individuals of
Sarus Crane were observed in grasslands and rice
fields just north of Inle Lake, on February 23,2017.
As native peatlands are transformed to agricultural
crops, important habitat for the Sarus will be further
compromised. Thus, the restoration of native peat
grasslands in Inle Lake could serve an important func-
tion in terms of restoring important feeding areas and
habitat in general for this endangered species.

Inle Lake in Myanmar was designated asa
Wildlife Sanctuary in 1985, as an ASEAN Heritage
Park in 2003, and a Man and Biosphere Reserve in
June 2015. The lake combines rich historic and cul-
tural values with significant environmental values due
to its highbiodiversity and invaluable ecosystem ser-

vices. It has been listed as an important heritage area
for Southeast Asia and would qualify as a wetland
of international importance for migratory waterbirds.
It contains the largest peatland so far described in
Myanmar. Peat and sediment from the lakebed ae
used to construct floating gardens by spreading them
on top of portions of floating mats of vegetation. The
flora of the lake is very diverse and has a very high
biomass. There are a variety of water birds includ-
ing the endangered Sarus Crane. Estimates of fish
diversity range from 23 to 42 species with 16 en-
demic species. Thus, there is roughly 50% specific
endemism in Inle Lake, making it one of the most
important lakes in Southeast Asia for fish endemism.
Despite its unque culture and natural heritage, the
lake has been degrading over time due to numerous
and complex factors including: havy chemical inputs
to floating garden beds leading to eutrophication,
siltation from unsustainable agricultural practices in
the surrounding watershed, and rapid development
from the tourism industry. There have been substan-
tial efforts to manage and restore Inle Lake and ex-
tensive planning such as through the development of
the Long Term Restoration and Conservation Plan
of Inle Lake.

SEApeat (2012-2015) confirmed significant
areas of peatlands in Myanmar including more than
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10,000ha in Shan State (9,100 ha in Inle Lake 1,600
ha in Heho Valley), and roughly 500ha around Htu
Lake in Myan Aung Township of the Ayerwaddy
Region. Other areas where peatlands have been
found-under SEApeat as well as a 2008 survey sup-
ported by the Australian Aid Development Coop-
eration Programme (AADCP) — but require addi-
tional survey include: Hopong Valley in southern
Shan State, Pyin Oo Lwin Township of Mandalay
Region, Bokpin and Palaw Townships of the
Thanintharyi Region (southern Myanmar), Indawgyi
Lake in Kachin State (northern Myanmar) and
Kyaukme Township of Northern Shan State. The
most in-depth assessments of peatlands to date the
country of Myanmar have occurred within the Inle
Lake area (SEApeat, 2012-2015) in Taunggyi Dis-
trict of Southern Shan State. While important
peatlands occur in other parts of Myanmar and will
be identified and described more clearlyunder the
project’s national survey component, the pilot sites
demonstrating best management practices (BMPs)
will be located within the Inle Lake. Based on the
survey and assessment conducted by SEApeat
(2014), there are two types of peatlands in and
around Inle Lake : peatlands and floating peatlands.
Peatlands are located along the fringes of the lake
and at the foot of the basin’s hillside while floating
peatlands are dominat within the inner area of the
lake. The thickness of the peat layers assessed by
SEApeat in this vicinity generally varied from 0.4 to
3.4 meters. The dominant land use of the peatlamds
and floating peatlands of Inle Lake is agricultural
production, mainly of tomatoes and other vegetable
crops. There are also remaining (albeit fragmented
in places) natural peatlands within Inle Lake that
generally fall into two ecosystem types: grasslands
and aquatic plant mats. The grasslands typically cor-
respond with the higher-lying peatlands along the
lake’s fringe, while aquatic plant mats dominate the
vegetative structure of the floating peatlands within
the inner lake area. These natural peatlands provide
important breeding and nesting grounds for fish and
habitat for birs and amphibians. In particular, the
fringe peatlands have been identified as a refuge zone

for many species of waterfowl. However, many of
these water bird species in the lake are sensitive to
habitat degradation and these species act as indica-
tors of the overall health of the ecosystem.

A regionally significant peat dome is situated
at the northwestern edge of Inle Lake within the vil-
lage tract of Taung Po Gyi. SEApeat recorded a
substantial peat layer with a thickness of greater than
six meters at this particular location. Three additional
peat domes were also recorded in Hopong Town-
ship (just east of the Inle Lake drainage basin but
within the same district of Taunggyi), however the
thickness of their peat layers not been checked yet.
These peat domes are, in essence, raised bogs that
are classified as ombrotrophic (rain is the primary
source of water and nutrients) with dome-shaped
landforms iocated on interfiuvial divides. Closed-sys-
tem interactions between vegetation, peat and water
operate as ‘self-regulation’ mechanisms that enable
these domes to persist under varying climatic condi-
tions for years. In addition, these peatlands have
abundant and spacious soil pores that can absorb
and store a relatively large amount of water inside
the peat body during the wet season. Water absorp-
tion of peat domes created a fairly consistently wet
soil environment despite their higher terrain compared
to surrounding areas. Although peat domes have the
capacity to absorb relatively large amounts of water,
if this natural water source is unsustainably exploited
there can be significant impacts to the overall struc-
ture and function of these systems. For example, if
water extraction for village use results in the loss of a
large amount of water during the dry season (ata
time when it cannot be replenished), the peat will
subside due to the less water present inside the peat
dome’s pore spaces. The peat subsidence is impos-
sible to restore (in this lifetime) to its original status
because the reverse process cannot take place ex-
cept through the accumulation of plant residues on
the surface that happens at an estimated rate of 0.5-
2.0 mm per year. Field observation show there are
many wells for water extraction in the unique peat
dome of Taung Po Gyi, and locals describe (and are
concerned with) the significant subsidence that has
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occurred over the years. Relatedly, at a peat dome
in Hopong Township, local agricultural producers
have recently installed a pump system to extract water
to irrigate nearby crops. This practice threatens the
sustainability of this peat dome without knowing the
amount of water that can be extracted without caus-
ing subsidence and a plant put in place to limit water
use around this threshold. To date, there have not
been any assessments of water supply capacity and
water renewable of peat domes in Myanmar, but
observations confirm that exploitation of water re-
sources in these ecosystems will have an impact on
the height and the volume of the peat domes. This
water withdrawal practice should be considered
carefully in terms of developing strategies for sus-
tainable water use within peat domes and peatland
conservation itself.

According to observations of current agri-
cultural production of peatlands within the District
of Taunggyi in Sounthern Shan State, there are three
kind of agro-ecosystems that should be considered
when developing sustainable strategies for peatland
conservation:1) agro-ecosystems in floating
peatlands;2) agro-ecosystems in peatland; and 3)
agro-ecosystems in peat domes. The current status
of agriculture in the peatlands and floating peatlands
in and around Inle Lake have been influenced and
shaped over time by the ethinic groups of (Inthar)

Their origin , structure and ecological relations differ

from natural landscapes considerably. They are con-
sidered as the visual result of peatland uses, particu-

larly on the floating peatlands of Inle Lake. They are §§

seminatural systems developed with the participa-

tion of the Inthar who have used and maintained ¥

them for decades. However, the sustainable use of
peatland resources does not mean only for food pro-
duction but also should involve maintaining the equi-
librium between the productive, economic and agro-
ecosystem function and maintaining the biodiversity
of peatlands. Ideally, sustainable agriculture in
peatlands in this area of Myanmar should seek to
take advantage of ecosystem processes by design-
ing and agricultural system that works to achieve both
production goals and peatlands conservation dually.

To develop and maintain these sustainable manage-
ment approaches, local communities must be involed
including through capacity building for developing
alternative livelithood models.

The International Union for Conservation of
Nature,IUCN, express its interest in becoming the
GEF Implementing Agency for the sub-regional
project, “Sustainable Management of Peatland Eco-
systems in Northem South-east Asia”. Founded in
1948, ITUCN is the world’s oldest and largest global
environmental organization, and is supported by
more than 1,000 professional staff. IUCN’s vision
is just world that values and conserves nature. Its
mission is to influence, encourage and assist societ-
ies throughout the world conserve the integrity and
diversity of nature and to ensure that any use of natu-
ral resources is equitabile and ecologically sustain-
able. It is made up its member organizations, six sci-
entific commission (Commission on Education and
Communication ,Commission on Environmental,
Economic and Social Policy, Commission on Envi-
ronmental Law, Commission on Ecosystem Man-
agement, Species Survival Commission, World Com-
mission on Protected Areas), and a professional sec-
retariat located in some 60 countries.

|to be continue |
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