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An Old Forester Looks Back. Four — Watershed Managementin
Myanmar

By

U Sein Thet, B.Sc¢ (For), M.Sc (ANU), MIFA
Director (Retired), Ex-Chairman, FREDA.

Myanmar, country of varied ecological
representation, lies between 9°53° N and 28°25°N
latitude and 92°10° E and 101°10° L longitude
covering an area of 676,533 km?. The greatest
north-south extent is about 2,100 km®, Basin or
drainage characteristic in Myanmar are quite variable
due to the difference in physiographic feature. From
west to cast, Myanmar can be divided into four major

physiographic units:
*

L4
L

the Rakhine coastal arca
the Indo-Myanmar ranges
the Chindwin-Ayeyarwady basin, or Inner
Myanmar tertiary basin

¢ the Sino-Myanmar ranges.
The tree major drainage systems based on rivers
Ayvarwady, Chindwin and Thanlwin (ow through the
length of the country with Sittaung in between
Ayarwady and Thanlwin. Most of the rivers run from
north to south. In Myanmar, most rivers begin from
forcsted mountains watcrshed, follow courses
through the towns and villages and cmpty into the
scas. Small rivers and streams that feed them flow
from the East and West with ditferent drainage
patterns. The north Myanmar is mountainous with
elevations ranging from a few hundred meters up to
more than 3,730 meters. owing to the wide latitudinal
range, a4 wide range of temperature occurs
consequently. Since about 75% of the country lies
wilh the tropics, it gets rainlall about 5,000 mm in
some areas. However, some place, for instance the
dry zone, receives less than 800 mm. Distribution of
rainfall is over an average period of 5 months. Owing
to the country’s diverse agroccological sctting as
wonderful gift of nature to its people, the economic
development of Myanmar has been decisively
influenced by the development of agriculture over a
long period ot time. The agriculture is the mainstay

for living and Myanmar is a country based upon
agricultural cconomy. At thc present time,
approximately 43 pereent of the country is covered
by forests. A watershed 1s an arca of land that drains
into a single waterway ot body of water. Then a
small watershed of a tew hectares that tlows into a
small stream forms part of a big watershed, which in
turn forms part of a large watershed, until the
combined walersheds may become a major river
basin draining millions ol square kilometers of land.
The concepl o watershed management 1in an
integrated approach to provide sustainable
production of good services for watershed inhabitants
through usc of conservation management principle.
[s relatively new to Myanmar, howcever, serious
accclerated soil crosion had been recognized and
urgent soil conservation measures with action have
been taken to a limited extent torm the 1940s onward
to address the soil erosion problems in the country.

The terrain of Myanmar ranges from the river flood
plains ofthe south to mountainous watersheds in the
north and wesl, and exlensive plateau area ol Shan
State m the east. Therelore, the mountainous
watersheds of the country provide a rich renewable
problems begin faced in Myanmar can be grouped
as following;

+ Socio-cconomic

¢ Technical / Institutional

+ Natural and accelerated soil erosion
Water basin characteristics in Myanmar are quite
variable due to the difference in physiographic
teature. The three major drainage systems based on
rivers Ayeyarwady, Chindwin and Thanlwin flow
through the length ol the country with Sillaung in
between Ayeyarwady and Thanlwin. Most of the
rivers run from north to south. Most rivers begin in
forested mountainous watershed, follow course
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through the towns and villages and empty into the
seas. Small rivers and streams that teed them flow
from the Last and West with different drainage
pattern. Myanmar is richly endowed with water
resources. The waler ecosystem comprises the
(ributaries of the [our river syslems, besides there
are some river systems in Rakhine State and
Tanintharyi Region. These river systems contribute
for the surface water resources of the country. Due
to favorable climatic condition and physiographic
featurcs, there arc cight river basins namely 1.
Chindwin, 2. Ayeyarwady Upper, 3. Ayeyarwady
Lower, 4. Sittoung, 5. Rakhine, 6. Tanintharyi, 7.
Than Lwin, 8. Mekong and those cover about 90%
of the country’s territory.

Watershed Management is of paramount importance
to Myanmar since Myanmar Government has made
a greal siride in constructing dams and reservoirs
for hydropower generation and irrigation for country
economic development and poverty reduction.
Under this context, Forest Department has
endeavored to conserve and rehabilitate forested
arcas inside watcrsheds to ensure sustainability of
watersheds and to protect sedimentation inside dams
and reservoirs by tormulating Action Plans for
establishing Watershed Plantation in Watershed area
of Major Dams, Reservoirs and Water Sources
based on five year intervals. Currently, 3rdFive Year
Action plan for establishing Watershed Plantation in
Walershed area of Major Dams, Reservoirs and
Water Sources (from 2011-12 to 2015-16) is being
implemented by Forest Department. Under the
Action Plan, not only establishing the watershed
plantation, but also natural forest conservation and
soil and water conscrvation activitics arc also carried
out over the watershed arca of Dams/Rescrvoirs
throughout the country. It has been targeted in the
3rd Five Year Action Plan that 4,000 acres of
watershed plantation would be established and
749,192 acres of natural forest would be conserved
at the end of the 3rd Five Year Action Plan. In
addition, a series ol soll and waler conservalion
(rainings will conductnot only [or theoretical study
but also for practical training to improve efficiencies
of staff and to extend the knowledge of local people.

The terrain of Myanmar ranges from the river flood

plains of the south to mountainous watcrsheds in the
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north and west, and extensive plateau area of Shan
State in the east. The mountainous watersheds of
the country provide a wealth of renewable and non-
renewable natural resources. However, in many
areas of the country, due to population increase,
watersheds are being depleted more rapidly than
the natural system can replenish itsell The recently
enacted Forest Law (2018) has provided the
mechanism for protection of reserve and public forest
lands for watershed protection purposes. This Forest
Law., coupled with additional legislation regarding
soil conservation, would provide the land manager
with the regulations necessary for improved
integrated management of watersheds.
Watershed Management activities are being
conducted in the Kinda pilot area, portions of Inle
Lake watershed and at Pugyi watershed as part of
the UNDP/I'AO, MYA/81/003 and follow-up
projects such as the project MYA/96/007
Environmentally Sustainable Food Security and
Micro-income Opportunities in Critical Watershed,
assisted the disadvantage in Myanmar by United
Nations Development Programme through Human
Development Initiatives at grassroots level.
Watershed conditions had become so severe in some
catchments, such as in the Central Dry Zone, that
the Division and Township Forest offices have begun
to implement protection measures according to
“Rule-387 (1902) and establishment of “watershed
protection” plantations. However, these measures
appear o have been carried oul on an ad hoc basis
withoul being parl ol an overall integrated
management plan for the particular watershed, There
is aa need for a national level programme in
watershed management that is carried out by a
Watcrshed Management Division. The existing
Watcershed Management Division of Forest
Department has the limited capacity to conduct a
national level programme.

Myanmar is trying to address the watershed
management problems within its own levels of
awareness, and technical and financial capacity. Since
the rate of degradation far exceeds the rate of
rehabilitation, coordimation and supporting system
[rom inlernational and regional networking lor
development of manpower needs to be strengthened.
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