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The Upper Ayeyarwady Basin in Kachin is suffering from environmental degradation due to armed conflict
and the consequences are affecting the entire basin. Can a landscape approach help address the
problems?
Summary of main points
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The condition of the Upper Ayeyarwady River Basin is critical for the whole basin. Kachin State
comprises 22% of the Ayeyarwady Basin but it contributes 27% of the river’s flow and the majority of
dry zone flows.
Continuous conflict in Kachin since the Burmese military coup d’etat of 1962 has caused widespread
death and strife and undermined resource governance, allowing criminal plunder of natural resources.
Rural citizens experience a range of livelihood problems due to the conflict, which are undermining
their well-being and contributing to the declining condition of the basin.
Catchment forests in Kachin play an important role in the basin but are being rapidly degraded, mainly
due to illicit commercial activity for the nearby Chinese market as well as agri-business land grabs.
Fisheries are being rapidly degraded. Land degradation and water pollution are affected by unregulated
mining.
To address the complex local resource management challenges and to achieve sustainability in the
absence of an overall peace settlement requires a devolution of central governance authority to
inclusive, participatory and deliberative local bodies.

Kachin suffered from long-term conflict from 19621994, and again since 2011 as they resisted
Burmese military domination since the 1962 coup
d’etat.

With Myanmar undergoing a political reform
process and opening to foreign investment, Kachin
is now subject to region-wide planning and rapid
changes in land titling, livelihoods and land use.
However, the conflict continues as the Burmese
military
demonstrate
de
facto
political
independence from the national government and
even have an independent bargaining interest in
national peace negotiations. The Burmese military
also continue to have independent commercial
interests primarily through the U Pein military
holding company, as well as the private companies
of senior military families and crony business
partners. The military occupation of Kachin has
served their commercial interests on a massive
scale, particularly through businesses related to
timber, dams, land grabs and mining. Exploitation
of the Hpakant jade mines alone is estimated to
generate as much as USD 31 billion per year.

Thousands of people have died and over 130,000
are currently displaced. The conflict has
undermined effective governance, regulatory
mechanisms, and resource rights and restricted
development planning. Degradation of institutions
has enabled unregulated exploitation of resources
especially by powerful interests and led to
ecosystem degradation.

“Myanmar’s jade industry may be the biggest
natural resource heist in modern history. As
long as the military junta are allowed to
dominate [such] a business it is difficult to
envisage an end to the conflict in Kachin. [It
presents] very real threats to the country’s
wider political and economic stability.” Global
Witness 2015

The Upper Ayeyarwady River Basin in Kachin
The Upper Ayeyarwady River Basin (UARB) in
Kachin State provides a range of important
ecosystem services at different scales to different
users:
• Fertile land, water, timber, forest products and
fisheries
• Catchment water flows for the whole basin,
including dry season base flows and mitigation
of rainy season flooding
• Globally important biodiversity habitats
• Mineral deposits including gold and jade
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Controlling such huge revenue flows provides the
military a major incentive not to agree to peace
until the resource is exhausted, by which time the
environmental consequences for Kachin and the
nation may be grave.

more powerful actors to participate in transparent
processes when there are profits to be made. This
research acknowledges these challenges, but
rather than waiting for ideal conditions of
inclusivity and transparency, we sought to actively
promote them.

Can a landscape approach help?
This project sought to answer the question: How
can a landscape approach contribute to
negotiating improved outcomes relating to land,
riverine and other natural resource use and
management in the Upper Ayeyarwady? The
landscape approach is increasingly recognized as a
significant innovation in working towards
integrated resource governance through better
reconciling competing uses.

Our method
The study focused on three aspects: i) the physical
context of natural resources, especially water
supply in the UARB, ii) changes to livelihoods, and
iii) political challenges for governance and policy to
achieve a landscape approach.
To assess the political challenges of participatory
and inclusive governance, we sought to integrate a
landscape approach with participatory action
research. This form of research affected all the
research undertaken by the team, including work
on physical changes to resources and landscapes
as well as socioeconomic transitions in livelihoods.
It aims to include less powerful groups to better
influence the understanding and response to
environmental problems.

“Landscape approaches seek to provide tools
and concepts for allocating and managing land
to achieve social, economic, and environmental
objectives in areas where agriculture, mining,
and other productive land uses compete with
environmental and biodiversity goals (Sayer et
al., 2013, p. 349) .[They seek] to achieve
multiple economic, social, and environmental
objectives
(multi-functionality)
through
processes that recognize, reconcile and
synergize interests, attitudes and actions of
multiple actors” (Minang et al., 2015, p. 8).

Box 1: Ten principles of a landscape approach
1. Continual learning and adaptive
management—landscape processes are dynamic
and people need to learn to adjust to them.
2. Common concern entry point—shared
negotiation and trust can aid outcomes.
3. Multiple scales—a need to acknowledge the
interconnected nature of land uses.
4. Multi-functionality—negotiate to achieve
successful and trusted activities and tradeoffs.
5. Multiple stakeholders—an inclusive and anticonflictual process is needed.
6. Negotiated and transparent change logic—
trust between parties needs to be built through
transparency and inclusion.
7. Clarification of rights and responsibilities—a
need for a legitimate and trusted allocation of
activities.
8. Participatory and user-friendly monitoring—
all stakeholders must be included and
participate.
9. Resilience—a need to avoid systemic

Sayer et al. (2013) elaborate ten principles for such
an approach (See Box 1). These principles imply
the need for practical engagement with the
stakeholder groups involved through a process of
activities likely to involve information gathering,
applying tools and concepts to better understand
the situation, a stage of adaptive planning
involving negotiation and compromise, then
implementation, adaptive management and
ongoing marginal adjustment.
It is essential to recognize and work with power
asymmetries, particularly in relation to
negotiations, to strive towards reducing
marginalization and improving rational rather than
power-based decision-making.
The principles of the landscape approach listed in
Box 1 are idealistic and it might not be possible to
achieve full and fair participation or to expect
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landscape changes that reduce resilience and a
need to build resilience.
10. Strengthened stakeholder capacity—a
contribution to ongoing progress.
Source: Sayer et al., 2013

Information was collected in eight villages in
representative zones at the high, mid- and low
levels of the UARB. Field data collection involved
interviews, participatory mapping and household
surveys.

Kachin’s physical context
The study reviewed the physical significance of the
UARB using remote sensing data to calculate the
contribution of Kachin to the Ayeyarwady Basin’s
water supply. Kachin State covers only 89 km2 or
22% of the Ayeyarwady Basin but receives
approximately 27% of the entire basin’s
precipitation and represents the majority of the
river flows through the dry zone immediately
south of Kachin (Figure 1). The significance to
Myanmar’s water supply is therefore immense,
the only other area of high precipitation being the
delta, which contributes little to river flow.

Figure 1. Average precipitation surplus
(precipitation - evapotranspiration) 2003-2014.
Source: Roberts-Pierel

Across the Ayeyarwady Basin, forests account for a
significant portion of water in the basin and areas
categorized as degraded forest receive a
significant portion of basin precipitation.

Figure 2. Forest cover change for the Ayeyarwady
Basin 2002-2014. Source: EcoDev-ALARM
Almost 50% of water produced by all the forests in
the basin comes from Kachin and almost a quarter
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of the water produced by degraded forest comes
from Kachin.
Thus, the forests of Kachin play a significant role in
producing water for the basin. A large portion of
the forest in Kachin State is classified as degraded
and much of this degradation has occurred in
recent decades (Figure 2). The main cause is the
massive scale of illegal logging, both businesses
supplying illegally to China and directly extracted
by Chinese companies with Burmese military
facilitation. Land clearance for agri-business has
also contributed.
If data for precipitation and forest cover is
combined with river gauge data (Figure 3), we see
a

Figure 3. Forest cover, precipitation and river flow
in the Ayeyarwady Basin (Oliver SpringateBaginski, with Ben Roberts-Pierel and Clear
Mapping Co. Data from various sources)
clear picture of the importance of Kachin forested
catchment for the overall health of the UARB.
Moreover, considering time series data for overall
precipitation surplus (Figure 4) indicates that
although there is no trend in overall level, there
appears to be increasing variability in recent years
and so basin wide resilience to fluctuations is
becoming all the more crucial.
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Nawng Hkaing Village
Naung Hkai is a remote village 31 miles east of
Puta’O town. There are 115 households, whose
ethnicities are mainly Jingpaw, Shan, Lisu, and
Bamar. The total population is 636 people, of
which only 226 are men due to seasonal migration
for labour, mainly mining in Hpakant, or Tanai, and
some may be serving with the Kachin
Independence Organizatoin (KIO) or in the Union
Government staff. There has been a gradual
population increase.

Figure 4. Annual variation in P-Et across the basin
for 2002-2014. Source: Roberts-Pierel

Livelihood transitions
The majority of Kachin’s 1.7 million population
depend on natural resource-based livelihood
activities, including paddy cultivation, upland
swidden cultivation, livestock, fishing, hunting and
forest product collection and mining. There are
also well over 100,000 people residing in internally
displaced persons camps. We selected four case
study clusters across the State (Figure 5).

Livelihoods and resource use
The land in the village is a mix of fertile irrigated
areas and lower fertility grazing areas. There is
swidden cultivation on the surrounding hills. The
main livelihoods here are irrigated paddy farming
(55 households), swidden cultivation (13
households), and unirrigated lowland farming (12
households) growing potatoes, corn, flowers and
vegetables. Two households rely on fishing in the
Mali Hka fishing area. Eleven households are
merchants and shopkeepers. A further twenty-five
rely mainly on labouring, both on road and bridge
construction projects and also seasonal migration
to mining areas.
The villagers are gradually expanding their
community forest areas to gain statutory tenure of
their customary village lands. A change in central
government land policy means that transfers of up
to 50 acres do not come under the SLRD or State
transfer committee, where it might not be
approved. The Forest Department, NGOs and local
communities are transferring up to 50 acres per
year and community forest areas are gradually
expanding.

Figure 5. Case study areas and villages

The Puta’O region
Puta’O is the remote valley at the far north of the
Mali Kha tributary of the Ayeyarwady. The area
has not yet been subject to severe resource
exploitation due to its remote location. The forests
are still rich with biodiversity and villagers report
sagawa, khalong, kanyin and kyilan trees, and
chamois, boar, monkeys, tigers, bears and other
mammals. Villagers say they value the forest for
water, firewood, timber, fresh air, medicine and
food. The forest also provides timber and rattan
for commercial sale. The road is only passable in
the dry season. There has been conflict here since
the early 1960s.

Multi-functionality, marginality and governance in
Puta’O
This area is a ‘brown zone’ of mixed control. The
Burmese Army controls the roads but the KIA
control the rest. In recent years, a Burmese
military offensive led to intensive fighting in
Sumprabum (from 2013 to 2015) which closed the
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road and made
intermittent.
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Tang Hpre Village is located on the western bank
of the confluence of the Mali Hka and Nmai Hka
tributaries of the Ayeyarwady. In 2010, due to the
planned dam construction, the village was forcibly
relocated to a newly constructed Aung Myin Thar
resettlement camp built on vacant wasteland a
few miles south. About 90 evicted households
(around 500 people, mainly Kachin and also
Bamar, Karen, Rakhine and Shan) now live in Aung
Myin Thar, although due to male outmigration for
work there are many more women than men.

Figure 6. Puta’O village landscape
Increasingly, government conservation regulations
are impinging on local livelihoods. Several villages
in the area have begun making representations to
UNESCO against expansion of the World Heritage
Site here, as they feel they have not been properly
consulted or notified. There is evidently a need for
more explicit inclusion of local communities in the
development of conservation policies and
recognition of the community’s role as a resource
manager.

Figure 7. Stalled construction of the Myitsone dam

Illegal logging has been gradually increasing and it
is expected that without improved regulation the
problem will grow. In this remote location, road
access is a critical factor. Improved access could
improve the market for local production, for
instance the grapefruit harvest. But it could also
allow easier access for illegal loggers. Thus,
improved transport needs to be accompanied by
improved local regulatory capacity.
The Myitsone confluence and Tang Hpre Village
The Myitsone dam site, 28 miles north of
Myitkyina, exemplifies the challenge of complex
resource
decision-making
under
conflict
conditions. In 2007, a large dam was planned,
ostensibly to generate electricity, although it also
served to extend Burmese military control into
land controlled by the Kachin Independence Army,
and multi-million dollar signing fees were also
rumoured to have been a factor. The dam was
suspended in 2011 following public outcry.

Figure 8. Aung Myin Tar resettlement compound
conditions
The main livelihood activities here are shifting
cultivation, shopkeeping, seasonal jobs and a few
government employees. Most households (55) rely
mainly on shifting cultivation, producing upland
paddy and vegetables. The livelihood impacts of
relocation have been severe. Homes, vegetable
gardens and land had to be abandoned and the
hastily constructed relocation site and substandard
6

accommodation regularly floods and offers
virtually no cultivable area. Villagers now have a
much more limited farming area that is not
enough for food security. They are also not
allowed to collect forest products in the new area.

There is much illegal logging in the area and also
extraction of sand and stones for construction
during the dry season when the water level is low.
Tang Hpre Village official legal status as a
settlement was withdrawn and so government
administration offices, the health clinic and
schools were relocated to Aung Myin Thar.
Malaria, influenza, diarrhea and tuberculosis are
common health problems in Tang Hpre Village but
as there is no clinic, villagers must go to Aung Myin
Thar for treatment.

Although the dam project has been suspended,
people’s
livelihoods
remain
severely
compromised. As military pressure on them
reduces, many are beginning to re-occupy their
former homes in Tang Hpre. However, many of
their assets and resources have degraded or been
appropriated.

There is strong social mobilization around the dam
issue. Several NGOs, particularly the Ayeyarwady
Foundation, are supporting the displaced
community and several community members are
effective organizers, for instance organizing micro
credit, refencing the old village compounds and
advocating to renew their land ownership at Tang
Hpre.

Multi-functionality, marginality and governance
Most of the old homes, gardens and lands that
were abandoned in the 2010 relocation have since
deteriorated or were destroyed. Much of the
lowland paddy fields, more than 40 of the 50
acres, have been dug up and destroyed by
unregulated gold mining companies. Local villagers
even participated as labourers as they expected
the dam would eventually destroy the area
anyway. There are only 10 acres of lowland
farmland remaining but it is overgrown and only
good for swidden cultivation until the fields are
renovated.

The fate of the dam project remains undecided.
The reasons for its initial formulation have clearly
changed as there is reported to be an oversupply
of electricity in China. A final cancellation has not,
at the time of writing, been announced and in the
meantime the fate of local citizens hangs in the
balance.

There has also been land grabbing of villagers’
upland holdings. The Jadeland Company has
occupied 800 acres at the northern part of the
village for rubber plantations. There has also been
expansion of protected areas near the site, which
is impinging on the village. The previous State
government allocated approximately 74,000 acres
of mainly forested land (299 km2) as Inkhainbhum
National Park although no conservation INGOs
have identified it as a conservation priority.
Villagers are now restricted from farming within 2
furlongs (400 m) of the boundary. There seems to
be an attempt by some businesses to get land
concessions in the park under the guise of
ecotourism but with no attempt at benefit sharing
with local communities. Sea Sun Star company, run
by an ex-USDP military crony linked to the U Pein
military holding company, is claiming a 40,000acre ecotourism area overlapping the park. The
process is not yet clear but it further threatens
village land use in the area.

The Indawgyi Lake system
Indawgyi lake is the largest freshwater lake in the
country. It is part of a complex landscape-level
ecological system involving strongly inter-related
elements including:
• Pine forests, mixed deciduous and riverine
evergreen forests covering the upland
watershed.
• Agriculture, settlements and seasonally
inundated meadows spread across the lowland
areas.
• High precipitation in the monsoon season
feeding streams and the lake, including 12,000
hectares of open water, along with marshes,
floating vegetation and submerged
macrophytes, especially in the wetlands and
the drainage area to the north east.
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timber trade. Unregulated gold mining has
degraded land, silted channels and reduced water
quality. Overfishing, sometimes with destructive
methods such as electricity or explosives, has
undermined the fishery. The area urgently needs
improved governance if it is not to decline further.

Fisheries, birds and terrestrial wildlife species
including globally threatened water birds and
endemic fish and turtles.
Precious mineral resources, particularly gold,
scattered across the area and jadeite in the
adjacent Hpakant valley.

Nyaungbin Village
The village is to the northeast of the lake and
adjacent to the Burmese military checkpoint that
controls the access road north to Hpakant. There is
still an old sacred grove, indicating the original
village area. The village expanded in the 1960s
when a nearby community was forced to abandon
their village and move here due to fighting
between the KIA and the Burmese Army. The
population has rapidly increased in recent years
due to displacement of local villagers fleeing
conflict, in-migration of fishers from Sagaing and
also due to the rapid growth of economic activity
around the Hpakant jade mines and increasing
demand for food and facilities for labourers. It now
covers about 11 acres on which 572 households
reside, comprising a population of 2,616
individuals of mainly Shan ethnicity with a minority
of Jing Paw and Bamar. The village has grown,
partly due to villagers seeking safety from conflict
and partly through in-migration of fishers.

Figure 9. Indawgyi Lake
Due to its ecological importance, the Indawgyi
Lake Wildlife Sanctuary was established in 1999
and includes much of the surrounding watershed
in the 73,600 hectares, of which half is forest and
one-third is non-rice wetland. In 2015, the area
was nominated by the Union Government to the
Tentative List of UNESCO World Heritage Sites.

Livelihoods and resource use
The main occupation is lowland paddy farming
with some sesame and mustard cropping. With
population increase, the cultivation area has
expanded, some say by almost ten times from
around 350 acres to almost 3,000 acres. A few
farmers also cultivate patches on the hilly slopes.
Around half of the farming households have SLRD
Form 7 certificates but the rest lack any formal
tenure recognition. The villagers say they have
heard that the SLRD gave about 21,000 acres of
forest land around the village to a Than Shwe
related company five years ago but the situation is
unclear and the land use has not changed. Many
paddy farmers are using chemical fertilizers and
pesticides, which then wash into the lake. Farmers
have also been clearing lakeside trees and
vegetation, thereby increasing soil erosion.

Figure 10. Expanding fishing at Indawgyi
The lake is a microcosm of landscape-level
concerns about water and ecosystems. The area
has been a conflict hotspot since 2011, particularly
because of the jade mines in Hpakant to the north.
Under the prevailing conflict conditions, this
complex and fragile ecological system is being
exploited in numerous ways which are
unregulated, leading to rapid degradation and
complex consequences for livelihoods. The forests
have been degraded and most trees around the
shores cut, mainly for the illegal commercial
8

Farming livelihoods are typically complemented
with off-season labouring. In the past there were
small scale artisanal jade mining opportunities,
which for the lucky few could lead to riches but
now the Burmese military dominate the mining.
Labouring there has become a less attractive
option due to abusive labour relations, the risk of
violence and accidents, and the prevalence of
heroin addiction. However, many villagers do
reluctantly participate.

work late or early hours and are accused of
gambling in their off-time. All the fishers complain
that yields have collapsed and blame the gold
mining as well as the increased number of fishers.
In desperation, some fishers use electro-fishing
and explosives or poison. The Fishery Department
has been seeking to introduce closed-seasons and
zoning and restrictions on destructive methods but
enforcement is proving difficult.
Multi-functionality, marginality and governance

Artisanal mining of gold around the village and
lake valley area has also accelerated in the last
decade. The hydraulic method used leads to
destruction of topsoil and siltation of water
courses. Low-lying areas of the village frequently
flood in the wet season and in 2014 the entire
village was flooded for three days. There are six
entrepreneurs here leading the mining and it is
estimated that over 100 acres has been destroyed
by mining. Informal taxes are expected by both the
KIA and the Burmese Army. The mercury used in
refining is of course highly toxic to both users and
the environment and large quantities are being
released.

The conflict fluctuates. The Burmese Army control
the road and has a checkpoint at the end of the
village but there are KIA positions in the hills,
which have defensive landmines. Livestock are
regularly lost to the mines and the KIA expect
compensation payment. There are periodic
clashes, in which villagers can be seriously injured
in the crossfire.
The Waing Maw agricultural zone
Waing Maw valley is a large fertile valley on the
east bank of the Ayeyarwady opposite Myitkyina
town. The area is densely populated, many
residents having in-migrated from conflict areas to
the relative safety the valley offers. There are
several UN IDP camps in the valley housing
thousands of refugees fleeing the fighting.

Households rely on the surrounding forests for
construction and firelwood. All householders told
us that the forests have also been illegally
harvested for commercial benefit of local cronies
and it has become much more difficult to get
firewood. They were frightened of going too far
into the forests as there are landmines to protect
the KIA positions from Burmese Army attack.

There are extensive irrigated paddy lands here,
partly thanks to a Yugoslavian irrigation
development project in the 1950s. To the east are
forested hills, some under shifting cultivation.

Fishing has rapidly expanded over the last decade
through in-migration of fisher households from
Sagaing. In the past, the Shan and Jing Paw
households mainly fished in the streams but to
date the 84 households have moved up from
Sagaing to pursue fishing. Almost all these
households were fishers in the river and lake area
which was inundated by the new Thapanzeik dam
(2001) in Sagaing. More recently, some households
have also migrated from the Inle Lake area. Most
fishing households own one boat, some own two.
Although the resident villagers decided to allow
the in-migrant fishing community to stay, they are
not well integrated into the village community and
there is some friction, particularly as they often

Figure 11. Village life in Waing Maw
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The valley has strategic military significance as it is
at a crossroads with China and Laiza, the HQ of the
Kachin Independence Organization and an area of
frequent Burmese military offensives. The valley is
a brown zone, that is, an area nominally under
Burmese military control but contested and there
are frequent clashes in which combatants and
villagers have died.

Other crops include bamboo, Da Nyin (a fruit tree),
star beans and rubber and many households keep
livestock. Some households practice shifting
cultivation in the surrounding hill areas and many
households have planted trees in and around their
house compounds and farmland for firewood,
timber and house construction materials, including
teak, ironwood, yemeni and other local species.
To complement agricultural incomes, many
villagers go out to work in the off-season, some to
the jade mines in Hpakant and some to Tanai for
amber mining, although with the recent Burmese
Army offensive there it has become less attractive.

Land tenure has become undermined by the
combination of the lack of effective land
administration and military facilitation of land
grabbing. Community forestry has been adopted in
an attempt to improve tenure security for the
upland areas of villages but it is far from an ideal
solution.

Multi-functionality, marginalization and
governance

Lamyang Village

The major problem this village faces is retaining its
valuable land and irrigation water in the face of
tenure insecurity and the prevalence of land
grabbing by crony business partners of the
Burmese military facilitated by the SLRD office.
Villages have virtually no tenure security and this
has been a source of great concern as they have
seen widespread land grabbing in the valley. In
2014, 150 villagers demonstrated for legal status
and in 2014 the Forest Department agreed to
degazette the village area as they have been doing
around the country as a national policy. However,
since then the SLRD has neither registered the
village boundary or most household plots so most
villagers lack statutory title to their lands. A group
application to SLRD was made in 2014 but so far
only a fifth of the residents have legal ownership
documents and the rest are still in the application
process.

Initially established in 1954 by villagers displaced
by fighting in the north, the village was first sited
on a nearby hill. In 1964, the Union Government
forced them to move down to a more accessible
area into what was the Nant Wa Reserved Forest
area, which they had to clear for the settlement.
There are currently about 320 resident
households, mostly from Kachin, but also a sizable
minority from conflict affected areas of Shan,
some Bamar, and about 30 who are internally
displaced people from a neighbouring village in the
valley.
The main land uses are housing (250 acres), paddy
(1,300 acres), community forest (1,080 acres) and
common land (9 acres). The main livelihood is
paddy farming. Individual households own from
one-half to five acres of farmland and most land is
irrigated. The average paddy yield ranges from 40
to 60 baskets per year.

The lack of tenure security enabled a major land
grab of an estimated 500 acres of village land by
outsiders in 2009 and the villagers are now
embroiled in a land ownership conflict with a
banana plantation operator. A large area to the
south of the paddy lands was used by the village
for rainfed cultivation and tree planting, especially
for firewood. In 2009, NDAK General Le Aut (a
militia) apparently made a deal with the Burmese
Army Northern Command and was given this land
as a payoff by the SLRD but without reference to
the villagers pre-existing rights. The villagers said

Farmers complain the soil fertility and the yield is
declining year-by-year, partly they believe due to
the cycle of chemical fertilizer and pesticide use.
There is also a problem with invasive snails. The
green apple snail, first introduced by a snail
farming livelihood development project, has
become a widespread invasive pest. Snails eat the
young paddy shoots and it takes intensive work to
manually remove them.
10

the SLRD did not visit the site to confirm the
correctness of the registration.

complex resource-related problems. First, the
banana farm uses an intensive chemical regime.
The chemicals from the plantation have polluted
the water sources used for farming. Many villagers
say it is causing sickness and death among their
livestock which drink from the stream, a decline in
local fish and also poisoning of villagers who use
the stream for drinking water.

In 2011, the militia leader leased the land to a
Chinese agri-business company that has fenced
the boundary and planted most of it with an
industrial scale banana plantation and some other
areas with rubber trees.
The area is in a conflict zone between the
government and KIA. Until 2011, the village was a
KIA development village receiving support from a
base nearby. In 2011, the Burmese military
attacked the area and there was a skirmish
between the Burmese Army against a KIA post on
the edge of a nearby village. The Burmese Army
conscripted local villagers as porters and two from
Lamyang died in the shooting. The neighbouring
village was subsequently burned by the Burmese
Army and the inhabitants forcibly evicted. Many
have settled in this village as unofficial IDPs. The
Chinese banana farm has expanded to take over
the evicted village area.

Second, the company running the banana
plantation employs labourers at low rates, most of
whom come from Rakhine State. There are now
hundreds of labourers in the area and they have
been cutting trees planted and conserved in the
community forest for firewood. The migrants
moving in are changing the social composition of
the area. Third, the farm built a small check dam
to irrigate the banana planation and this diverted
water for the local villagers. Fourth, animals put
out to graze have strayed into the plantation and
have regularly been injured through beating, some
even stabbed with knives.
Shalom started to promote community forestry in
the area in 2008 to help strengthen land tenure
and obstruct the expansion of land grabbing.
Lamyang’s community forest was recently granted
a certificate by the Forest Department, which gives
some legal claim to part of the village land.
Across Waing Maw, the main threat to livelihoods
is land grabbing. There are many such cases across
the Waing Maw valley. This area is mainly under
Burmese Army control and there seems to have
been much unscrupulous appropriation of local
peoples’ land involving local business affiliates of
the army with the facilitation of SLRD officers.

Figure 12. Agricultural chemicals in the banana
plantation. The chemicals are labelled only in
Chinese, which is illegal, as it makes it impossible
to identify any toxic risk.
The banana plantation now covers 600 acres made
up of land from three villages. The villagers see the
banana plantation as a major threat to the village
and environmental conservation. They also worry
the authorities do not see the long-term
environmental destruction and are allowing the
leasing to Chinese business people. The villagers
regularly
demonstrate
despite
police
discouragement and 700 demonstrated in 2016.

Governance
Addressing governance problems
The project analyzed governance dilemmas by
assessing the structural and political explanations
for these environmental problems. The project
also conducted statistical analysis to consider who
has become poorer because of long-term
economic transitions and consequently face
different kinds of environmental challenges.

The land grab meant not just the loss of land
previously available to villagers but has led to
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The people facing the most livelihoods challenges
are those without secure access to irrigated land.
The people with the smallest amount of land were
also the people with the lowest incomes and the
highest reliance on non-agricultural sources of
income such as working in mines or panning for
gold. The richest people, by contrast, were those
with land certificates for irrigated land.

Project documentation of land grabbing in Waing
Maw attracted the interest of Kachin
parliamentarians. This case, however, also carried
implicit criticisms of government staff who had
participated in the proceedings and who had
allowed it to go through. Land tenure remains
under national administration and the powerful
land revenue department (SLRD) has not been
responsive to the project’s requests for
information.

Fishery governance in Indawgyi Lake has proved
comparatively tractable because few households
depend on fishing as a major source of income and
so are willing to accept regulations, although their
exact nature and enforcement is a sensitive issue.
Resource users recognize the problem of declining
productivity and the need to act but there remains
a need to transform fishing regulations and
taxation to more effectively encourage
conservation and sustainable use. Villagers claim
that the government fisheries department was
taking insufficient action and that gold mining and
the growing use of agrochemicals degrade water
quality and need regulating.

Conclusion
It is promising to see a landscape approach as a
negotiation strategy in the context of armed
conflict over jade, gold, and timber. The project
has developed an improved understanding and
documentation of the diversity of environmental
challenges in the region and supported dialogues
about potential solutions, particularly for less
contested issues. The project successfully held
several meetings to demonstrate the value of
talking and working together to understand
different environmental problems, in particular
with local stakeholders in Indawgyi Lake and with
Kachin parliamentarians. It is hoped these actions
have contributed to the process of deliberation
both locally and within the higher echelons of
policy makers in Kachin.

Deliberative processes to strengthen governance
The project built capacity by holding participatory
meetings with local stakeholders. In the Indawgyi
Lake region this exercise identified some of the key
problems and policy responses. More importantly,
it represented a case where people could come
together to discuss and learn about each other’s
experiences and build a common understanding
and perhaps a belief that changes can be made.
The project also communicated its findings to
leading Kachin NGOs and members of the Kachin
parliament. This work offered a chance to highlight
current trends about the diversity of problems and
the different experiences of richer and poorer
households or within different villages at higher
and lower elevations of the UARB.

Perhaps one way to apply a landscape approach
under these conditions is to address the less
contested aspects of natural resource use rather
than the more fought-over resources such as jade
and gold. Working on matters such as livelihoods,
water and land can build consensus around
management and acknowledge the significance of
public deliberation before addressing more
contested resources. At this point in Kachin’s
political development, this project has provided
evidence that many marginalised people in Kachin
are ready to talk about a political solution and that
many parliamentarians are willing to act.

This meeting communicated that a new dataset of
problems has been established and started a
process of deliberation among parliamentarians.
While still an early part of a long-term political
solution, these are important steps toward a more
inclusive and empowering form of environmental
governance.

Overall, the communities we studied reflect the
need for closer cooperation and coordination
between government administration offices and
communities to protect resources. Across many
resource sectors such as irrigation, land
12

administration, fisheries and forestry, improved
cooperation would improve sustainability of
livelihood use.

Figure 13. Discussions about fishery management
in Nyaung Bin Village
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