Shifting Cultivation and REDD+ Workshop Proceedings
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On February 14-15, 2017, POINT brought together representatives from civil society and communities
from across Myanmar to review the current status of rotational farming, also known as shifting cultivation
or shwe pyaung taung ya. RRtIP, KMSS, and POINT shared research from Kayah, Naga, and Chin
villages, and LCG reviewed the relevant laws and policies. Attendees from Kayan, Mon, Karen, Danu,
Naga, Chin, Kachin, Burmese, Pa-O’, and Rakhine ethnic groups shared their knowledge about the
status of shifting cultivation practices in their states and regions, discussed existing laws and policies,

and prepared recommendations for REDD+ and other national processes regarding shifting cultivation.
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Recommendations

» Shifting cultivation is an organic, diverse, and sustainable agricultural system that farmers
across the country depend upon for their livelihoods and cultural traditions.

»  Shifting cultivation land should be recognized and protected in law and policy by the government
of Myanmar.

* Laws should be updated to recognize customary tenure, including, but not limited to,
harmonizing land laws with the National Land Use Policy.

*  There should be a clear and accessible process for registering customary land, including shifting
cultivation. The process should allow registration of land by a community, not just individuals.

*  Further dialogue should be held with communities, civil society, political parties, government,
and ethnic armed groups on how to recognize customary land tenure and shifting cultivation.

*  Communities should be assisted to document their customary tenure.

The Benefits of Shifting Cultivation

Shifting cultivation is a form of rotational agriculture in which fields are cleared with fire, cultivated
for a year or two, and then left fallow for forests to regenerate. The fallow period allows soil fertility
to regenerate, helps to control pests and diseases, and provides a home for native plant and animal

species. Birds carry seeds of native species into the regenerating forest fallows.

After a suitable fallow period, farmers use controlled burns to clear the same areas again, taking
care that the fire does not spread outside of the intended area. Fires help to control pests, and the ash
fertilizes the soil. In some ethnic groups, farmers leave valuable and rare trees standing in shifting

cultivation fields, and pollard the branches.



Livelihoods: Shifting cultivation fields and fallows provide vegetables, fruits, bamboo, timber, rattan,
fuelwood, medicinal plants, wildlife, and cloth. Unlike farmers who focus on only one commercial
crop, shifting cultivation farmers grow this diversity of crops to reduce the risk of a poor harvest or a

drop in the market price.

Shifting agriculture farmers also reduce risk because they do not need to buy seeds, fertilizer pesticide,
or other inputs. They do not need to have money to invest, and do not need to borrow money and risk
falling into debt.

Biodiversity: Fields and fallows are home to many different species and contain a high level of
biodiversity. Farmers preserve and generate agricultural biodiversity by saving, sharing, and testing

local seed varieties.

Health and nutrition: Shifting cultivation provides fresh, organic vegetables for farmers in the
uplands and for people living in the city.

Culture: Communities work together to cultivate their fields, which promotes mutual respect and

unity. Traditional culture is expressed through shifting cultivation practices.

Difficulties Facing Shifting Cultivation

There is currently no effective way to recognize shifting cultivation land under the current government
system. The resulting tenure insecurity threatens farmer livelihoods and the environment, as farmers
lose land that they need for cultivation. Losing land often means shorter fallow periods, and making it

more difficult to maintain the sustainability of shifting cultivation.

Communities are losing their shifting cultivation land to development projects and commercial
concessions. Monoculture agricultural plantations, development projects, and government timber and
conservation projects are taking community land and leaving no room for them to practice sustainable

upland agriculture.

The expanded designation of areas under the Permanent Forest Estate as Public Protected Forest, and
Protected Areas, has also reduced the land available for sustainable shifting cultivation. When shifting
cultivation land is designated as PFE, shifting cultivation on established fallows becomes illegal and is

blamed for causing deforestation and forest degradation.
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Deforestation in upland areas is being caused primarily by business interests, not by shifting cultivators.
Businessmen are legally and illegally extracting timber and bamboo and are producing charcoal on
community land. Loggers sometimes carelessly cause forest fires, and the cattle to transport logs destroy
the local community’s agricultural fields. The lack of transparency in the government logging system
means that local communities do not know what is being extracted legally, which makes it difficult for
them to protect forests that are being cleared illegally. Weak law enforcement makes protecting forests

on customary land even more difficult.

Environmental degradation caused by these business interests makes communities more vulnerable
to natural disasters like landslides and flooding, and makes it more difficult to recover after a disaster.

Climate change will make these disasters more common, and upland farmers report that they are

already feeling its effects.

How should shifting cultivation land be recognized?

The rights of Indigenous Peoples should be recognized in land laws, and their land should be protected.
The laws should also be harmonized with the National Land Use Policy to recognize customary tenure.

Women'’s land rights and their role in decision-making must be recognized and strengthened.

There should be a clear procedure for registering shifting cultivation land, and one ministry should
have the responsibility to lead this process. The registration should allow shifting cultivation to be

registered as community land.

Under the current legal framework, there are no appropriate mechanisms for recognizing shifting
cultivation land. The groups discussed the options of registering each field a temporary plantation
each year under the Ministry of Agriculture, or registering the whole area, including fallows, under the

Forest Department. Both of these options have serious drawbacks.
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In order to update the relevant laws and policies there must be more dialogue between communities,
government, civil society, and EAOs to come to a common understanding about how to recognize

shifting cultivation and customary tenure.

Implications for REDD+: Does shifting cultivation cause deforestation or forest
degradation?

The discussion groups at the workshop agreed that shifting cultivation does not cause deforestation.
When land tenure is secure, farmers clear land within the shifting cultivation area and do not significantly
encroach into the forest area. While shifting cultivation did cause clearance of primary forest at some
point in the past, this is true for all agricultural systems, and no other agricultural system is considered

a driver of deforestation for clearing primary forest generations ago.

There was more debate on whether shifting cultivation causes forest degradation. The difference in
opinion was based on whether the group considered shifting cultivation to be a forest, or an agricultural

system that maintains high tree cover.

Forest degradation often refers to forests that are being changed by human use, like selective felling
or rotational timber extraction. Forests that are harvested for timber and then allowed to regenerate
are similar to shifting cultivation, leading to comparisons that both cause forest degradation but not
permanent deforestation. However, shifting cultivation is managed as an agricultural system, and

should be compared to other forms of agriculture, not to undisturbed primary forest.

Next Steps
Participants suggested the following steps to secure shifting cultivation land and customary tenure:

» Policy dialogue with communities, parliament, NGOs, international organizations, political
groups, and Ethnic Armed Organizations to come to a common understanding of how to
recognize customary tenure and shifting cultivation land.

*  Document customary tenure with communities and map customary land claims. Documentation
can be part of a consultation process where communities research their own system and provide
recommendations for how it should be recognized.

*  Conduct research on customary tenure and shifting cultivation.
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No Name Gender Ethnicity Position Organization/ Region
1. | U Sein Ti Male Mon Director MSDN
2. | Min Soe Male Burma SE Officer UN-REDD
3. | Saw Du Du Male el Member Gheba Affair
Karen
4. | Saw Junip Male E:ree?la Gheba Affair
5. | Mr. Paing Kui Male Chin } i(r)g;al Development for Remote
6. | Ms. Khin Thiri Htun Female Burma MAE RECOFTC
Consultation

7. | Saw Jonny Min Male Karen - KEAN
8. | Naing Win Aung Male Karen - DGGC
9. U Ku Grar Piner Male Kayan - KMSS LoiLaw
10. | Daw Annge Zey Female Kayan - KMSS LoiLaw
11. | Julia Fogrent Female = = RRHP
12. | Naing Lin Oo Male Burma = FREDA
13. | May Zun Phoe Female Burma Project assistant | FOW
14. | Aung Naing Soe Male Rahkine Coordinator NYF
15. | L Gum Ja Htun Male Kachin Member LEGACY
16. | Khin Hnin Myint Female Burma E;%grrda;rrgtor UN-REDD
17. | Mi Ka Moon Female Mon Coordinator ECDF
18. | Bawk Ja Female Kachin Chairman eméng(@:fq:@f; oc oc

&)UDOOOUJO§§(T{]C COQSODQSGGF
19. | Mai Khine Win Yee Female Chin Secretary Asho Chin Women Organization
20. | Elenn Hunt Male = LCE =
21. | Saw Taw La Male Karen - Bago Yoma Care
22. | Yarku Male Naga Chairman NLD
23. | Karlaw Male Naga EC Township NLD
24. | Zel Daung Male Kachin Admin & Logistic | POINT
25. | Dr. Kyaw Tint Male Burma Chairman ECCDI
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No Name Gender Ethnicity Position Organization/ Region
26. | U Myo Lwin Male Burma Co-Secretary MFA
27. | U Ignatio Male Kayan Staff KMSS Loikaw
28. | U Io Warnt Male Kayan Farmer KMSS Loikaw
29. | M.Roseta Male Kayan Farmer KMSS Loikaw
30. | U Myo Tant Male Burma = D.C.G.C
Development
31. | Htu San Female Kachin Program KBC-HDD
Coordinator
32. | Man Yaw Han Male Karen - -
GCOOCC)O’)C"GSQDGOO’)‘D OC)
33. | Lawha Seinpaing Female Chin Secretary c oc ¥é o o ¥ c
(I)?S:DQSGO’JQG%’JO’)GQSS?CDC:
34. | Daw Phyo Phyo San Female Burma aito FAO
Consultant
35. | U Myo Thant Male Burma gg;d W IRIET | 5 e e
36. | Paing Htet Thu Male Burma PG MERN
Assistant
37. | Naw Janet Gyi Female Karen Staff IPEN
38. | Lin Haung Male Chin Coordinator POINT
. Senior Program
39. | Naw Khin Moe Aye Female Karen Officer POINT
} Program
40. | Khun La Yaung Male Pa-O Assistant POINT
41. | Pyae Phyo Maung Male Da Nu Volunteer POINT
42. | Naw San Aung Male Kachin Volunteer POINT
43. | NuRa Female Kachin Volunteer POINT
44. | Eh Thaw Tu Male Karen Intern POINT
45. | Hsar Law Eh Paw Female Karen Intern POINT
46. | Chris Erni Male Swiss Admin =
Program
47. | Myo Ko Ko Male Karen Manager POINT
48. | Naw Ei Ei Min Female Karen Director POINT
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