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1. INTRODUCTION 

This report aims to briefly summarise key conservation issues in Cambodia, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam, as a precursor to understanding the potential impacts of climate 
change on biodiversity and community livelihoods in South East Asia (SEA), and towards 
identifying options for the investment of development aid in this arena.  The SEA region also 
includes Malaysia, Laos, Singapore, Thailand, and Myanmar (Eaton 2005; Sanderson and Islam 
2007).  The SEA region is characterised by tropical rainforest and coastal mangrove 
ecosystems, high levels of species richness and endemism, monsoon climates with high and 
consistent rainfall, and diverse ethnic and cultural groups (Cruz et al. 2007).  

The region has experienced several decades of unprecedented development and economic 
growth, land use change, and rapid development in many social and economic indicators.  
However significant proportions of the population continue to live in poverty (Sanderson and 
Islam 2007).  It is estimated that SEA has more than 50% of the world’s population living in 
absolute poverty, despite unprecedented economic growth (Table 5).  Many SEA governments 
are now trying to alleviate this through policies incorporating agricultural development and 
natural resource management.  Policies promoting agricultural development have, in the past, 
been destructive for tropical forests and their biodiversity, as has unbridled agriculture. 

Climate change will exacerbate the existing conservation and poverty issues in south east Asia, 
and there is a need to increase the capacity of governments, industry and communities to 
understand the implications of climate change and to adapt to or mitigate against the changes 
that will happen. 

2. CONSERVATION ISSUES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

2.1 General issues 

• SEA countries are recognised internationally for their biodiversity and heritage value, and 
the ongoing loss of these values (Myers et al. 2000).  The region has high degrees of 
endemism and species richness; for example, 54 of 68 described primate species are 
endemic, with 31 of these being island endemics.  Some 60% of the nearly 30,000 vascular 
plans in Indonesia are endemic.  There has been significant clearance and development of 
rainforest and other habitats.  Consequently, the region is the focus of significant 
conservation concern and efforts to mitigate losses.  

• The loss of forest through changes in land use, logging and fires has been the major reason 
for the loss of wildlife, with hunting, fishing and collection of forest products no longer 
sustainable in some areas (Eaton 2005).   

• Rapid economic development, population expansion and poverty are key drivers of land 
conversion (Giri et al. 2003).   
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Figure 1: Countries of South East Asia, including the four case study countries, Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Philippines, and Vietnam. 

• The first national parks that were officially established in the region were at Angkor Wat in 
Cambodia (1925), Taman Negara in Malaysia (1939), and at Mount Arayat and Mount 
Roosevelt in the Philippines (1933).  Over the last century many protected areas have been 
established (Table 1).  Most protected areas within the association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) countries contain human settlements within their boundaries, most of 
which predate the establishment of the protected area.  Most policy implementation relies 
on command and control instruments, although there is increasing recognition of the need 
to work in partnerships with local and indigenous communities on conservation and 
sustainable resource use issues, and to rigorously apply economic instruments (UNEP 
2001).   

• Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam are signatories to a number of 
international conservation agreements (Table 2); for example, all four countries are 
signatories of the Convention on Biological Diversity.  However, not all countries are 
signatories to all agreements, and the capacity of the respective governments to meet and 
administer their policy responses to these conventions is mixed.  For example, Indonesia 
and the Philippines have National Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans as part of their 
commitment to the Convention on Biological Diversity, while Cambodia and Vietnam are 
making progress towards achieving these.  On the other hand, corruption is endemic, and 
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the enforcement of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) 
is difficult, so wildlife smuggling is rife (Eaton 2005).   

• International and national non-governmental organisations play a key role in conservation, 
both in protecting and managing conservation assets, as well as promoting conservation and 
environmental awareness (UNEP 2001). 

• At a pan governmental level, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has 
recognised the need for better coordination and cooperation in environmental management. 
ASEAN established the ASEAN Centre for Biodiversity (ACB) as an intergovernmental 
and international regional centre of excellence which aims to create, promote, and develop 
links with the public, private sector, civil society, international development institutions, 
and donor community for the sustainable use of biodiversity 
(http://www.aseanbiodiversity.org). 

• The Bibliography provides a list of recent publications in this area, other than those 
specifically referenced in this report. 

2.1.1 Cambodia 

• Decades of conflict, neglect by government and uncontrolled exploitation have lead to the 
degradation of Cambodia’s natural resources.  However, the country is in the process of 
strengthening its institutional framework for environmental protection and management 
(UNEP 2001) although it is still poorly defined (Sann, in SEARCA 2008).   

• The Cambodian Government recently announced, at a greening business conference in 
Thailand (June 2007), that its goals are to manage, conserve and protect Cambodia’s 
environment and natural resources in order to assist in alleviating poverty in the nation.  
The United Nations Development Programme is assisting the Government in preparing an 
environmental action plan, and the World Bank is funding projects in (i) forest concession 
management, (ii) land management and administration, and (iii) biodiversity and protected 
area management. 

• Cambodia has the least number of threatened species of the four countries, and the lowest 
total species richness (Table 3), while nearly 24% of the country is legally protected (Table 
1). 



CONSERVATION ISSUES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

4   Key conservation issues in Cambodia, Indonesia, Philippines, and Vietnam. 

 

Table 1: Summary statistics of total land area, forest cover and protected areas by IUCN, RAMSAR and UNESCO Man & Biosphere category. Data sourced from World 
Resources Institute (http://earthtrends.wri.org). 

 Total land 
area 

Forest cover (at 
2000) 

Protected areas (at 
2003) 

Extent of protected areas (000 ha; by IUCN 
category1) 

Wetlands of significance 
(RAMSAR) 

UNESCO Man & Biosphere 
reserves 

 Area (000 
ha) 

Area (000 ha) Number (% of land 
area) 

I, II III, IV, V VI, other Number Area (000 ha) Num ber Area (000 ha) 

Cambodia 18,104 9,335 29 (23.7) 721 3,200 404 3 55 1 1,481 

Indonesia 190,457 104,986 965 (12.5) 5,668 2,939 15,286 2 243 6 2,062 

Philippines 30,000 5,798 160 (7.8) 573 940 821 4 68 2 1,174 

Vietnam 33,169 9,819 114 (4.2) 265 835 262 1 12 2 333 

 
1 I and II – Nature Reserves, Wilderness Areas and National Parks; III, IV, V – Natural Monuments, Species Management Areas, and Protected Landscapes and 
Seascapes; VI and other – Areas Managed for Sustainable Use and Protected Areas not classified by IUCN. 
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Table 2: Environmental conventions to which South East Asian countries are party (adapted from Boer et 
al. 1998) 

International convention Indonesia Philippines Cambodia Vietnam 

FAO International Plant Protection 

Convention 

�  �  �   

Convention of the Wetlands of 

International Importance Especially as 

Waterfowl Habitat (RAMSAR) 

�  �   �  

Convention on International Trade in 

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 

and Flora (CITES) 

�  �  �  �  

Convention on the Conservation of 

Migratory Species of Wild Animals 

 �    

International Tropical Timber 

Agreement 

�  �    

Framework Convention on Climate 

Change 

�  �  �  �  

Convention on Biological Diversity 

(CBD) 

�  �  �  �  

 

Table 3: The number of threatened species (critically endangered, endangered, and vulnerable) plus total 
known species (in parentheses) for each country. 

 IUCN Red Data book threatened species (at 2002)  

 Vascular 

plants 

Mammals Breeding 

birds 

Reptiles Amphibians Fish* Endemic 

species 

Cambodia 29 (?) 24 (123) 19 (183) 10 

(114) 

0 (8) 7 (128) 0 

Indonesia 384 

(29,375) 

147 (515) 114 (929) 28 

(745) 

0 (278) 68 

(4,080) 

591 

Philippines 193 (8,931) 50 (153) 67 (404) 8 (272) 23 (111) 31 (952) 183 

Vietnam 126 

(10,500) 

40 (213) 37 (262) 24 

(281) 

1 (131) 9 (257) 8 

* Includes marine and freshwater species. 
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2.1.2 Indonesia 

• Indonesia is one of the world’s most mega-diverse countries.  The International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) ranks Indonesia third in the world for its species 
richness, second in the world for the number of endemic species, and first in the world for 
mammal species (www.iucnredlist.org). 

• The region is characterised by extensive dryland, tropical, montane, and sub-alpine 
rainforest and monsoon forests, along with many natural wetland systems and millions of 
hectares of artificial wetlands (rice paddies and fish ponds) (ASEAN 2001).   

• Indonesia has two RAMSAR sites: Berbak, a peat and freshwater in eastern Sumatra, and 
Danau Sentarum, an area of lakes, freshwater swamps and forest in West Kalimantan.   

• Indonesia is also notable for the Wallace Line, the boundary between the zoogeographical 
regions of Asia and Australia.  The fauna to the west of this line is largely Asian in nature, 
while the fauna to the east is largely Australian in nature.  The Wallace Line lies between 
Bali and Lombok, Borneo and Sulawesi, and passes through the Malay Archipelago. 

• The Indonesian Constitution ensures state sovereignty over natural resources, but recently 
legislation has been passed to decentralise powers over forest management and revenues to 
districts (Eaton 2005).  Over 10% of land in Indonesia is officially protected (Table 1), but 
this protection may often be in name only (Eaton 2005).   Indonesian forests legislation 
provides for a number of different classifications for forest, including forests allocated for 
clearing and conversion to agriculture, forests allocated for sustainable harvesting, and 
forests allocated for strict protection (hutan lindung).  There is also provision for nature 
reserves (cagar alam) and game reserves (sukar margasatwa) specifically for wildlife 
protection, where hunting and the methods of hunting are regulated.  These areas are 
largely administered within the Ministry of Forests. 

• It has been suggested that some of the people responsible for regulating or protecting 
conservation assets are also involved in activities such as illegal logging.  Population 
pressure and poverty is also considered to lead to the illegal use of protected areas (Eaton 
2005).    

2.1.3 Philippines 

• The Philippines have an IUCN ranking of 17 for biodiversity, and 15 for endemic species 
(www.iucnredlist.org).   

• The Philippines has four RAMSAR sites: Agusan Marsh in Mindanao, Naujan Lake in 
Minoro, Tubbatha Reef (part of the World Heritage listed Tubbataha marine park), and 
Olango Island.   

• The 1987 Constitution of the Philippines reiterated the state ownership of natural resources 
that had been established in the 1946 Constitution.  The amended constitution included 
concessions recognising the rights of indigenous communities to ancestral lands.  The 
Department of Environment and Natural Resources is responsible for administering the 
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National Integrated Protected Areas 1992 legislation which rationalised the country’s 
conservation system of strict nature reserves, national parks, natural monuments, wildlife 
sanctuaries, protected landscapes and seascapes, resource reserves, and natural biotic areas.   
The Revised Forestry Code of 1985 also provides for reserves of permanent forest and the 
prohibition of the sale of, or development of, forest ridges and slopes steeper than 50 
degrees.   

• Key issues in protected areas include: illegal logging, mining, fake land titles, demarcation 
of boundaries, corruption and political strife, with poverty a  major factor driving forest 
clearance (Meniado 2000).   

2.1.4 Vietnam 

• Like its neighbours, Vietnam is incredibly biodiverse, but with many species, including 
elephants and primates threatened with extinction (Table 3).  Despite the loss of forest 
cover from 43% in 1945 to 23% in 1978, and general habitat degradation, Vietnam 
supports nearly 10% of the world’s mammal and bird species.  New animal species 
continue to be discovered in this region.  Total native and plantation forest cover in the 
region is 37%, although only 7% of the total forest cover is primary forest.  Further 
information is available from a number of reports (e.g. ICEM 2003; MoNRE 2005) 

• The government’s policies on biodiversity conservation were embodied in the National 
Conservation Strategy (1991), National Action Plan on Biodiversity up to 2010, and 
Orientation toward 2020 for the Implementation of the Convention on Biodiversity and the 
Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety (2007) (Huu Ninh in SEARCA 2008). Dr. Huu Ninh 
stressed that for these action plans to be effective, the legal framework must be formulated 
and completed, and people’s perception on climate change should be changed at all levels. 

3. SOCIAL-ECOLOGICAL STRESSORS 

3.1 Deforestation 

• 8000 years ago the SEA region was virtually covered in tropical rainforest.  Today, SEA 
has the highest rate of deforestation in the Asia Pacific region (UNEP 2001) with only a 
few areas, such as Sulawesi, retaining large tracts of intact forest (Laurance 1999).  Forest 
clearance and conversion to agriculture intensified during the 1960s-70s, due to increased 
commercial logging, the introduction of commercial crops and the improved production of 
staple foods (references in UNEP 2001).  As a result considerable forest areas were lost, 
and at a rate that is unprecedented.  

• The main current drivers of deforestation are agriculture, logging and infrastructure 
expansion (Geist and Lambin 2002).  The key drivers of land conversion are rapid 
economic development, population expansion and poverty (Giri et al. 2003).   
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• Logging is effectively promoted by SEA governments because of international demand for 
tropical timber (Sodhi et al. 2006).  Non-sustainable harvesting is considerably more 
profitable than sustainable practices (Balmford et al. 2002; Bowles et al. 1998).  Most 
harvesting is by clear felling, with dramatic results after rainstorms, particularly in hill 
country (Sodhi et al. 2006). 

• Political corruption and military involvement in illegal logging is an ongoing issue, 
although political leaders in countries such as Indonesia and the Philippines are committed 
to greater control over illegal logging by reinstating legitimate forest management. 

• Mangrove forests have been extensively cleared in many areas for aquaculture and urban or 
industrial expansion.  This increases the vulnerability of coastal areas to catastrophic 
weather events and reduces an area’s capacity to support marine ecosystems. 

• Approximately 50% of Cambodia’s land area is covered in open deciduous, closed semi-
deciduous and closed evergreen forest (Table 1).  Consequently, Cambodia retains the 
largest intact deciduous forests remaining in SEA.  Despite this, deforestation and reduced 
habitat quality is an issue.  Shifting cultivation and fire have always been the most serious 
cause of deforestation.  However, political instability between 1979 – 1992 led to the 
intensification of deforestation through illegal logging and cross-border log smuggling 
(ASEAN 2001).  Currently the rate of deforestation is estimated at about 250,000 ha 
annually (UNEP 2001). 

• Indonesia contains the third largest area of tropical forest after Brazil and the Congo Basin.  
However, some 50% of the area is degraded.  It is estimated that most of the lowland forest 
in the biodiverse regions of Kalimantan and Sumatra will be gone by 2010 (Jepson et al. 
2001). 

• The approximately 7000 islands comprising the Philippines were originally covered in 
forest.  Extensive logging between 1960s – 1980s, followed by clearing for agriculture, 
reduced total forest cover to less than 40%, and increased the amount of farmland to more 
than 25% (ASEAN 2001; Kummer and Turner 1994) 

• Bombing and the use of Agent Orange during the Vietnam War destroyed about 2 million 
hectares of forest and inhibited regeneration (UNEP 2001). 

• Vietnam is the only country with a net annual increase in forest cover, through active 
revegetation and plantation forestry (Sodhi et al. 2006).  The Vietnamese government has a 
goal to restore forest cover to 43% by 2010.  However, much of this reforestation is with 
exotic Acacia species (Ho Dac Thai Hoang, pers. comm., 2008). 

3.2 Wildfire 

• Fires have traditionally been used for land clearing, waste disposal and hunting in SEA 
(Eaton 2005), and there are records of naturally induced and extensive forest fires dating 
back 20,000 years in Borneo (Goldammer and Siebert 1989).   
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• Shifting cultivation, or slash and burn agriculture, is responsible for most of the conversion 
of degraded secondary forests to agriculture, and is responsible for widespread forest fires 
on an annual basis (Sheeran 2006).  Seasonal fire is significant in regions such as Luzon, 
Philippines, that have a long dry season. 

• Most of the recent fires in Indonesia have been lit by humans, largely for clearing land for 
palm oil of forestry plantations.  The most uncontrolled and damaging fires correspond 
with drought conditions and the El Nino Southern Oscillation (ENSO) (Potter 2001).  
Wildfires are responsible for much of the country’s greenhouse gas emissions (PEACE 
2007). 

3.3 Wildlife harvest 

• South east Asia is one of the world’s major producers, exporters, importers and consumers 
of wildlife products (WCS and TRAFFIC 2004). 

• There is an increasing demand for food for subsistence and for sale.  For example, Kim et 
al. (2008) indicate that most animal based non-timber forest products collected from the 
Phnom Kok, community forest in Cambodia are done so primarily for family consumption.  
There is an increasing demand for traditional medicinal products from wildlife, suggested 
mainly as aids for virility in an aging male population, e.g. tigers and rhinoceros, while the 
exotic pet trade is burgeoning, e.g. for juvenile orang-utans.  Traditional resource 
management was effective when populations were low and harvesting was mainly for 
subsistence, however communities may no longer have exclusive rights to their areas and a 
decline in traditional local authority has weakened customary controls on wildlife 
harvesting (Eaton 2005).  

• WCS and TRAFFIC (2004) identify that the trade in freshwater turtles and tortoises from 
places like Indonesia for consumption in China is declining because of increasing scarcity 
of the animals.  The killing of Sumatran tigers continues at a non sustainable level and 
pangolins are now being sourced from Sumatra and Borneo for food and medicine as 
supplies in mainland Asia decline.  Vietnam is the gateway to China for much of the trade. 

• There is limited research available to quantify hunting patterns or illegal wildlife trading 
patterns for Cambodia, although this is considered to be an issue (WCS and TRAFFIC 
2004). The Cambodian government has strengthened conservation and environmental laws 
in recent years. 

3.4 Population growth and poverty 

• Population growth rates and population density tend to be higher in SEA than the global 
average (UNEP 2001) (Table 4). 

• It is estimated that SEA has more than 50% of the world’s population living in absolute 
poverty, despite unprecedented economic growth (Table 5).  Many SEA governments are 
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now trying to alleviate this through policies incorporating agricultural development and 
natural resource management.   

• The contribution of agriculture to national GDP, relative to industry and the service 
industry, is varied (Table 6). 

Table 4 Population data and projections. Adapted from ASEAN (2001). 

 Population in 2000 Population projections (000) 

 Number 
(000) 

People 
per km2 

People per 
km2 of 

arable land*  

2015 2025 2050 

Cambodia 13,100 72 259 18,590 22,310 29,880 

Indonesia 212,090 117 696 250,070 272,900 311,300 

Philippines 75,650 252 634 95,880 107,070 128,380 

Vietnam 78,140 236 1071 94,410 105,490 123,780 

* 1997 data. 

Table 5 Poverty levels. Adapted from ASEAN (2001). 

  Proportion of people in poverty (%) 

 Survey year Rural Urban National 

Cambodia 1997 40.1 21.1 36.1 

Indonesia 1999 26.1 19.4 23.5 

Philippines 1997 51.2 22.5 37.5 

Vietnam 1993 57.2 25.9 50.9 
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Table 6 The relative contribution of agriculture, industry and the service industry to national GDP (%).  
Note that GDP does not capture subsistence agriculture.  Adapted from ASEAN (2001). 

 Agriculture Industry Services 

Cambodia 50.7 14.8 34.5 

Indonesia 16.1 44.3 39.6 

Philippines 18.7 32.2 49.1 

Vietnam 25.8 32.1 42.2 

 

3.5 Climate change 

• The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has indicated that SEA countries 
are likely to have an increased exposure to extreme climatic events such as typhoons, 
tropical storms, and droughts, with a consequent increase in the frequency and intensity of 
natural disasters, such as floods, landslides and wildfires (Cruz et al. 2007).  They also 
concluded that climate change will increase the risk of extinction for many plant and 
animal species in the region as a result of the synergistic effects of climate change and 
habitat loss or degradation.  As such, climate change will act as a direct stressor on species 
and ecosystems, but will also exacerbate the effects of existing stressors. 

• Climate change is recognised as an issue and strategies are being developed in order to deal 
with the likely impacts (e.g. PEACE 2007). 

• A recent conference on biodiversity and climate change in SEA (SEARCA 2008) 
identified that research and political and community engagement were necessary to deal 
with the issue.  The conference identified, inter alia, that assessments of vulnerability and 
ecological change were required to assist in the development of appropriate policies and 
responses.  It also strongly noted that consideration of socio-economic issues were pivotal 
to understanding the vulnerability of human communities as well as leading to real and 
effective changes in behaviour and/or governance.   

4. CONCLUSION 

SEA is considered one of the world’s most biodiverse regions rich in natural resources, one of 
the world’s most populous regions with very high levels of poverty, and one of the world’s 
hotspots for the loss of biodiversity due to non sustainable resource use.  There are many 
complex reasons for the conservation and poverty crises.  For example, UNEP (2001) considers 
that Asia’s environmental crisis appears to be a consequence of market and policy failures, 
neglect and institutional weakness.  There are many other factors that contribute, and these 
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reinforce that solutions to the crisis will need to recognise and deal with the complexity, rather 
than seeking simple, one size fits all, solutions. 

There is no doubt that poverty and the loss of biodiversity are related, with feedbacks 
reinforcing each state.  Consequently many SEA governments are developing policies to 
alleviate poverty through sustainable natural resource management.  Climate change will 
exacerbate the existing conservation and poverty issues in SEA, and there is a need to increase 
the capacity of governments, industry and communities to understand the implications of 
climate change and to adapt to or mitigate against the changes that will happen. 
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