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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and Indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The UNDP Equator Initiative, supported by generous 
funding from the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded 
the Equator Prize 2020 to 10 outstanding Indigenous and 
local communities from 10 countries. The winning orga-
nizations showcase innovative nature-based solutions 
(NBS) for tackling biodiversity loss and climate change. 

Selected from 583 nominations from more than 120 
countries, the winners were celebrated at a high-profile 
virtual event on 29 September 2020. The event was held 
in conjunction with the UN Biodiversity Summit and the 
75th Session of the UN General Assembly, both also held 
virtually. The winners are sustainably protecting, restor-
ing, and managing forests, farms, wetlands, and marine 
ecosystems to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions, help 
communities adapt to climate change, and create a green 
new economy. Since 2002, the Equator Prize has been 
awarded to 255 initiatives.

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices intended 
to inspire the policy dialogue needed to scale nature-based 
solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner  Founded

2020 2014

Location 

Day Bu Noh Village, Mutraw District, Karen State, 
Republic of the Union of Myanmar 

Beneficiaries

67,784 beneficiaries, including 33,323 women

Thematic areas 

Forest conservation/sustainable development; Land 
rights and tenure security; Preservation of Indigenous or 
traditional knowledge 

Fields of work

Ecosystem conservation; Peacebuilding or conflict 
management; Endangered/threatened species 
conservation

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2020 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
In an area of south-eastern Myanmar marked by 70 
years of conflict, Hkolo Tamutaku K’rer, or the Salween 
Peace Park (SPP), is the result of an Indigenous Karen 
grassroots movement for stability and conservation.  
The SPP is a 548,500-hectare continuous ecosystem 
made up of protected areas, community forests, and 
Indigenous lands. Based upon an Indigenous vision 
of sustainable use of natural resources, coupled with 
traditional practices and taboos, local communities 
lead a life that respects wildlife and local ecosystems. 
A camera-trap program led by women researchers 
has shown remarkable species diversity in the area, 
contributing to the conservation of the Indo-Burma 
Biodiversity Hotspot. Organic agriculture has empow-
ered villagers to recover livelihoods in an area impov-
erished from decades of conflict. Established in 2014 
through a highly participatory process and founded 
upon principles of peace and self-determination, 
ecological integrity and cultural survival, the Salween 
Peace Park is an expression of Indigenous Karen 
identity.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included in text of this document are not guaranteed to 
be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition 
by the United Nations. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hm6W4Y1Nzok
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Karen People, like many other Indigenous communities, see themselves—ourselves—as part of the natural world 
around us. The beliefs, history, culture, and way of life are inseparable from the natural world around us. The 
community firmly believes the health of the environment directly corresponds to their own health and prosperity. 
If you or a member of your community damages the river or forest, then the individual—and often the larger 
community—will suffer. 

These rules are very much tied to the local territory. Each territory, which we call in our language, the kaw, will 
have a different set of taboos that guide their daily life and relationship with nature. The kaw is the core of the 
community-based governance system in the Salween Peace Park (SPP). The term can be understood in various 
ways, depending on the context: it can be viewed as a management or governance system, a social framework, 
and a physical territory. Kaw territories are essential in the spiritual domain, comprising the lands, waters, and 
natural resources. Depending on the size, some kaws contain multiple villages. Kaw territory may comprise a 
number of different land and forest use-types, serving various purposes. These can include lowland agriculture 
plots, plant rotation agriculture plots, paddy fields, orchards, community forests, sacred areas, household plots, 
gardens, public schools, roads, schools, meeting halls, pastures, waters, lakes, and ponds.

Kaw can also be viewed as a management and governance system with a set of institutions that bind the core 
community together. These institutions mediate the community’s relationship to interact with the kaw territory, 
land, and natural resources to promote social order and a support system, as well as maintain justice. The kaw as a 
management and governance system developed over the centuries—if you look at some literature—by each kaw 
reflecting the kaw’s own holistic vision of economic, psychological, social, cultural, and spiritual well-being. This is 
deeply embedded within the preservation of the kaw territory itself, which is the key to the kaw community belief 
system—ancestors and deities—and therefore the history and identity. The kaw is therefore the reason for this 
formation and maintenance of an effective governance structure in the Salween Peace Park.

 . . . Each inhabitant of the kaw territory plays a key role in its preservation. Considering this, one could view the 
kaw as an ecosystem. Every piece of the system is essential, with the tasks of equal importance performed by both 
individual households and the wider community . . . The goal is a decentralized ecological system which treats 
rich biodiversity and current culture as mutually necessary. Meaning that, through everyday acts, in accordance 
with customary practices, the Karen Indigenous community pursues and maintains a biocultural approach to 
conservation.

— Saw John Bright, Coordinator of the Water Governance Program for the Karen Environmental and Social Action 
Network (KESEAN) and SPP community member, from If Not Us Then Who?
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Karen State in the south-eastern region of the Republic of 
the Union of Myanmar (Myanmar) is home to old growth 
teak forests, wild orchids, and the free-flowing Salween 
River. Indigenous Karen communities have lived alongside 
this biodiverse landscape for centuries, tending to an 
ancestral homeland that some call Kawthoolei. 

Since 1948, the region has been marked by a violent 
conflict that resulted in land confiscation, illicit extractive 
activities, and the mass displacement of more than 200,000 
Karen community members. Now, as the region emerges 
from more than 70 years of civil war, Indigenous Karen 
communities in Mutraw District have transformed this site 
of conflict—and their homeland—into a peace park. 

Hkolo Tamutaku K’rer, or the Salween Peace Park (SPP), is a 
548,500-hectare people-centred Indigenous conservation 
area that aims to generate peace; protect biodiversity 
from contemporary threats, such as mega dams, logging, 
and strip mining; and safeguard Indigenous Karen culture, 
self-determination, and land rights. 

The SPP is located in the Salween River Basin, one of 
the last remaining intact wild landscapes in mainland 
Southeast Asia. The park spans nearly all of Mutraw 
District, including more than 340 villages, 34 community 
forests, 4 forest reserves, 3 wildlife sanctuaries, and 139 

demarcated kaw territories (kaw is the unit of Indigenous 
territorial organization within Kawthoolei). 

About 67,780 Karen people reside within the borders of 
the SPP. The Karen people are one of the largest ethnic 
minorities in Myanmar, making up 7 percent of Myanmar’s 
population. Many Indigenous Karen communities follow 
biocultural traditions, viewing people and nature as 
deeply intertwined. For generations, Karen communities 
have used traditional techniques to engage in agriculture, 
livestock raising, fishing, and the collection of non-timber 
forest products (NTFPs) in the area that is now the SPP. 
Other contemporary livelihoods include production 
of construction materials and handicrafts (roofing 
materials, clothing, work tools, blacksmithing), and labour 
(construction, repairs). 

The park’s continuous ecosystem is home to seven animal 
species registered as vulnerable or endangered on the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List 
of Threatened Species. These species include the vulnerable 
clouded leopard (Neofelis nebulosa); the vulnerable gaur (Bos 
gaurus), also known as the Indian bison; and the endangered 
dhole (Cuon alpinus), a species of wild dog. Home to more 
than 25,000 plant species, the SPP is part of the wider 
Indo-Burma Biodiversity Hotspot recognized by the Critical 
Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF).

Origin and structure 

The SPP emerged from discussions among Indigenous 
Karen civil society leaders, including the Karen 
Environmental and Social Action Network (KESAN), as 
early as 2005. The park aims to “protect and strengthen 
Indigenous rights to use and sustainably manage their 
territories, resist top-down militarized development, and 
build social and ecological peace from the community 
level up.” Underpinning these aims are the three pillars 
of the SPP: peace and self-determination, environmental 
integrity, and cultural survival.  

After ceasefire agreements were signed in 2012, 
communities began to return to their ancestral territories 
following more than a decade of displacement. 
Despite the ceasefires, many community members felt 
underrepresented in the national peace talks and excluded 
from national natural resource laws that did not recognize 
their territories. 

Starting in 2014, community leaders began to implement 
the SPP as “a path to peace, conservation, and livelihood 
restoration based on their biocultural vision of the 
future.” Between 2016 and 2017, a 47-member SPP 
interim committee led meetings across 3 townships and 
26 village tracts in the Peace Park area, involving 5,149 
local inhabitants. During these meetings, communities 
were encouraged to identify the most salient political, 
socio-cultural, and ecological effects of the conflict, as 
well as discuss governance structures that would build an 
equitable and long-lasting peace.

Through this process of deliberative democracy, the 
communities developed the Salween Peace Park Charter, 
which pledges to protect “the ecological and cultural 
integrity of land areas considered to be ancestral domain.” 
When put to a popular referendum, the charter garnered 
75 percent support among the voting-age population. 
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In 2018, the charter was formalized by Indigenous Karen 
communities, the Salween Peace Park Committee, and the 
KESAN.  

The park’s governance structure is decentralized and 
rooted in strong community participation. The charter 
established a 106-person General Assembly, which 
includes 52 community representatives from local villages. 
Each village tract holds transparent democratic elections 
to select one woman and one man to be a community 
representative at the General Assembly. Both women 
and men representatives carry the voices of their kaw, 
or territory, to the General Assembly meetings. While 
an 11-person Governing Committee coordinates the 
General Assembly and addresses daily matters, the locus 

of decision-making power resides in the Karen customary 
kaw territories. 

This democratic and accessible governance structure aims 
to reverse the unequal power relations that were created by 
decades of conflict between local communities and armed 
actors. As stated in Article 11 of the Peace Park Charter, all 
people have “equal right to and opportunity to participate 
in the governance, development, and improvement of the 
Salween Peace Park.” Moreover, the governance structure 
permits the SPP to provide support to hundreds of diverse 
kaws across the SPP, while also upholding the freedom of 
kaw communities to govern their ancestral territories in 
such a way that respects their spiritual taboos and local 
context. 

“The respect for and recognition of the Salween Peace Park that 
the Equator Prize brings will bolster our efforts at [the] national 

and international level to encourage lawmakers and policy makers 
to learn from Indigenous sustainable development approaches, 
to protect Indigenous rights, and to actively involve Indigenous 
Peoples in national and international development strategies.” 

Paul Sein Twa, Chairperson, Salween Peace Park General Assembly & Executive 
Director, Karen Environmental and Social Action Network (KESAN)
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Protracted conflict

Indigenous Karen communities have long sought 
self-determination for a homeland territory they call 
Kawthoolei, rejecting the administrative name Kayin 
State given by the Myanmar national government. After 
achieving independence from the British Empire in 
1948, the post-independence Burmese administration 
promised the Karen people their own autonomous state, a 
promise never realized. A civil war broke out between the 
Tatmadaw, the armed forces of Myanmar, and the Karen 
National Union (KNU), including their armed wing, the 
Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA). 

During the last 70 years, the Karen people have been 
hard-hit by the toll of the civil war. Karen communities 
have been displaced from their Indigenous territories, 
with hundreds of thousands fleeing across the border to 
Thailand. Other consequences include land grabbing; illicit 

extractive industries; poaching; gender-based violence; 
and degradation of forests, wildlife, and cultural sites. 

In 2012, the Myanmar government and the Karen 
National Union’s (KNU’s) armed forces signed a bilateral 
ceasefire, followed by a nationwide ceasefire agreement 
in 2015. The ceasefire brought new opportunities, 
but also new environmental threats associated with 
‘ceasefire capitalism,’ including logging, gold mining, and 
hydropower development. 

The Burmese military continues to operate camps within 
the Peace Park, a move that violates the terms of the 
ceasefire agreements. Violent incidences have continued 
during the last few years, including the 2018 killing of 
Karen environmental rights defender Saw O Moo, who 
was ambushed by government armed forces.

Land tenure

Though Myanmar adopted the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), it has not 
ratified the International Labour Organization’s (ILO’s) 
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention (Convention 
169). Many Indigenous peoples of Myanmar continue to 
be subjected to land dispossession. 

A recent amendment to the Myanmar Government’s 2012 
Vacant, Fallow, and Virgin Land Management law, which 
aimed to clarify land claims and reduce landlessness, 

stipulates that anyone using vacant or fallow land needed 
to obtain a permit by March 2019. This drew concern 
from advocacy groups, warning that the land permitting 
process may exclude Indigenous communities from 
untitled land they have farmed for generations. Crucially, 
the Myanmar government has not yet recognized the SPP.  
More broadly, the national 2016 Myanmar Land Use Policy 
has not yet been translated into overarching land law to 
recognize customary land titles.

Dam construction proposals

The Salween River, which flows more than 2,800 kilometres 
from the Tibetan Plateau through Thailand and Myanmar, 
is the last major free-flowing river in the region. Since the 
1970s, various proposals have been made to construct 
dams along the river.

One of the most controversial of the dam proposals is 
the 1,360-megawatt Hatgyi hydroelectric dam proposed 
to be built inside the southern section of the SPP. The 
dam was first proposed by the Myanmar government 
in 1998, originally slated for construction beginning in 

“The respect for and recognition of the Salween Peace Park that 
the Equator Prize brings will bolster our efforts at [the] national 

and international level to encourage lawmakers and policy makers 
to learn from Indigenous sustainable development approaches, 
to protect Indigenous rights, and to actively involve Indigenous 
Peoples in national and international development strategies.” 

Paul Sein Twa, Chairperson, Salween Peace Park General Assembly & Executive 
Director, Karen Environmental and Social Action Network (KESAN)
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2007. While the dam has not yet been built, Myanmar’s 
Ministry of Electric Power continues to push forward with 
development plans in partnership with the Chinese state-
owned Sinohydro, the Electricity Generating Authority of 
Thailand, and International Group of Entrepreneurs (IGE). 
The dam remains a significant concern for the SPP and the 

Indigenous Karen group for its impacts to the surrounding 
environment and the way of life of local communities. 
Many Karen group members also believe the dam 
proposal was planned and approved without Free, Prior 
and Informed Consent (FPIC) from the SPP’s residents. 

Illicit extractive industries

Nearly three fourths of Karen State is covered by forest, 
one of the highest forest-cover rates in Myanmar. The 
region’s forests are home to high quality teak and hard-
woods, such as padauk (Pterocarpus macrocarpus). Since 
colonization began, these forests have been targeted by 
both legal and illicit logging operations. Communities 
along the Salween River have traditionally panned for 
gold in a non-ecologically invasive manner. However, dur-

ing recent years, private sector and military interests have 
initiated medium-scale mining operations within Mutraw 
District. Concerns have been raised over chemical runoffs 
from mining operations that impact the health of local 
communities and biodiversity. Poaching, deforestation, 
and degradation of wildlife also remain key ecological 
threats in the region.

Climate change and natural disasters

Intensifying weather patterns and natural disasters 
associated with climate change pose a considerable 
challenge to the communities living near and within 
the SPP. Rainfall patterns across Myanmar are becoming 
more variable, erratic, and intense. There has also been 
a documented increased prevalence of droughts and 
flooding. These changes have altered crop yields and 
traditional agricultural cycles, as well as impacting the 

overall ecology of the SPP. For instance, communities 
within the SPP have reported an increase in pest 
populations, which are attracted to young rice stalks 
planted later in the season due to extensive flooding or 
drought. These impacts pose a threat to the food security 
of many communities, including Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDPs). 

“Karen Indigenous knowledge is the heart of the Salween 
Peace Park. In Karen culture, humans, culture, and nature are 

inextricably intertwined. The prosperity of the community directly 
corresponds with the health of the natural environment. Karen 
taboos are the structure that maintains a mutually reinforcing 

relationship between communities and nature, ensuring a healthy 
environment for generations to come.” 

Paul Sein Twa, Chairperson, Salween Peace Park General Assembly  
& Executive Director, Karen Environmental and Social Action Network (KESAN)
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Revitalizing the traditional kaw governance system

At the heart of the SPP’s success is a firm commitment to 
upholding the Indigenous Karen way of life, traditional 
practices, and self-governance. The Peace Park promotes 
Indigenous land-management systems, such as traditional 
swidden ‘slash-and-burn’  agriculture and forest manage-
ment, as well as the demarcation of customary kaw 
territories. The term kaw, according to KESAN, refers to 
“a physical area and social institution for sustainable land 
governance” and “a complex communal arrangement that 
integrates indigenous ecological knowledge, protected 
wildlife areas, rotational upland fields, taboos against 
hunting keystone species, and peaceful conflict resolution 
mechanisms.”

In collaboration with the Karen Forest Department and 
Karen civil society, communities have revitalized the kaw 
governance system and documented traditional kaw 
boundaries. The kaw system divides the land into sacred 
areas, burial grounds, protected forested areas, areas for 
shifting upland cultivation, agroforestry gardens, orchards, 
lowland rice paddy, and other spaces. Each kaw territory 
within the SPP has developed taboos, or traditional 
guidelines, based upon their local contexts. Taboos protect 
areas that are vital to the stability of local ecosystems, 
while also ensuring the sustainable rate of resource use. 

Taboos can also facilitate cooperation between different 
kaw, especially when key resources cross over kaw borders. 
For example, collaborations between kaws have occurred 
to establish fish conservation zones and wildlife corridors, 
as well as agreements not to cultivate in ecologically 
important areas, such as mountain ridges. 

Swidden (hku) agriculture in the area is primarily ‘slash 
and burn,’ with practitioners cycling cultivation, controlled 
burn, and fallow periods. Hku fields are identified and 
allocated according to traditional knowledge. Practitioners 
avoid animal habitats and maintain migration corridors 
where possible. A polyculture swidden system is used both 
before and after the fallow period, with different plants 
working symbiotically as natural protection from pests. 
Swidden agriculture practitioners maintain fire breaks in 
accordance with cultural traditions. These fire breaks allow 
for the controlled burning of small areas, while minimizing 
the risk of larger forest fires. Controlled burns are followed 
by fallow periods, with the shortest fallow period running 
7 to 10 years.  Communities determine the length of fallow 
years according to local context and conditions, such as 
availability of other food sources, quality of forest, and 
access to alternative livelihoods. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Revitalizing the kaw governance system 

 ■ Between 70 and 80 percent of the SPP is currently under communal kaw management.
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Community-led conservation efforts

The Salween River Basin is one of the last remaining intact 
wild landscapes in mainland Southeast Asia. Indigenous 
Karen communities protect the Salween Peace Park’s (SPP) 
biodiversity using community-led conservation efforts, 
traditional knowledge, and a customary kaw governance 
system that is based upon generations of Indigenous 
Karen wisdom. 

The establishment of the SPP created 34 community forest 
areas, 3 wildlife sanctuaries, 8 reserved forested areas, and 
hundreds of fish conservation zones. These demarcated 
zones protect numerous animal species registered as 
threatened or critically endangered on the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of 
Threatened Species.  Critically endangered species include 
the Chinese pangolin (Manis pentadactyla), Sunda pangolin 
(Manis javanica), and elongated tortoise (Indotestudo 
elongata). Endangered species include the tiger 
(Panthera tigris) and the big-headed turtle (Platysternon 
megacephalum). Other mammal species recorded within 
the core protected Kaydoh Mae Nyaw wildlife sanctuary, 
the largest of the three wildlife sanctuaries in the park, 
include the Asian black bear (Ursus thibetanus), sambar deer 
(Rusa unicolor), gaur (Bos gaurus), clouded leopard (neofelis 
nebulosa), and dhole (Cuon aplinus). 

Beyond protecting biodiversity, the SPP leadership advo-
cates against the development of ecologically damaging 
industries, such as hydroelectric dams and mining, in the 
Salween River Basin. Moreover, the Salween Peace Park 
Charter forbids any further mine expansions. Preserved 
teak, montane evergreen, and dry dipterocarp forests 
function as carbon sinks that help mitigate climate change.

Community-led activities include community participatory 
forest patrols and stakeholder consultations. In collaboration 
with the Kawthoolei Forest Department, SPP communities 
have conducted wildlife surveys through camera trapping ex-
ercises to identify species types, numbers, and distributions; 
engaged in forest cover mapping to determine deforestation 
patterns; and conducted a forest connectivity modelling 
analysis to identify key wildlife corridors. 

Indigenous Karen knowledge has also been channelled 
into local scientific research. An all-woman biodiversity 
research group has spent years documenting biodiversity 
within the SPP, culminating in recent published findings 
on orchid species across the park. The group is currently 
working on further publications on fish, bird, bat, 
mushroom, and frog species within the SPP. Findings are 
being integrated into the SPP master plan to build park-
wide strategies to protect the environment through Karen 
traditional knowledge and sustainable use. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Community-led conservation efforts

 ■ The SPP area spans 548,583 hectares, including 34 community forest areas (14,803 hectares),  
3 wildlife sanctuaries (18,558 hectares), 8 reserved forested areas (49,927 hectares), 211 kaw customary 
territories (362,666 hectares), 348 villages, and several camps for Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs).

 ■ The all-women biodiversity research group has documented more than 120 kinds of orchid species, as 
well as numerous fungi, fish, reptiles, herbal medicines, and other species.
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Environmental education camp

As part of a broader commitment to facilitate intergen-
erational learning among the Indigenous Karen commu-
nity, the SPP co-organized a three-day ‘Environmental and 
Cultural Knowledge Exchange Program’ in collaboration 
with the Karen Environmental and Social Action Network 
(KESAN). Held in 2018 at the Indigenous Eco-Learning 
Center in Ta May Hta Village, Lu Thaw Township, the  
programme brought together 84 Indigenous Karen  
students, youth, and elders to share knowledge, wisdom, 
and skills related to environmental resource management 
and cultural preservation. 

Activities included sharing land-management practices; 
tours of fish conservation areas; and participating in a 
cultural knowledge exchange through traditional music, 
weaving, and cotton-making seminars. The camp also 
featured art therapy, which encouraged students and 
youth from war-torn areas and refugee and IDP camps 
to reflect on their experiences. Participants were also 
interviewed about the issues communities face while 
managing land, forest, and water resources. The SPP 
General Assembly intends to hold another camp in 2022. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Environmental education camp

 ■ 84 individuals, including 30 women, participated in the 2018 program.
 ■ Participants attended a workshop that promoted the preservation of Indigenous seeds. They learned 

about how local communities are saving 25 varieties of rice and 15 varieties of sticky rice to promote 
traditional knowledge and adapt to climate change.  
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

The Salween Peace Park (SPP) is influencing policy at local 
and national levels. For example, the Karen National Union 
(KNU), the de facto governing body of Karen territories, has 
used knowledge gained through the SPP’s demarcation 
of Karen customary territories to strengthen its land and 
forest policies. The KNU’s policies now reflect specific 
recognition and protections for customary territories, 
while placing communities at the centre of governance in 
these territories. 

At a national level, representatives of the SPP recently 
participated in government consultations related to 
the ongoing development of a national forest policy. In 
2019, customary leaders from SPP travelled to Nay Pyi 
Taw, Myanmar’s capital, to share with parliamentarians 
the Indigenous Karen approach to governance. The 
SPP representatives highlighted the importance of 
integrating Indigenous knowledge into national plans 
and frameworks, as well as ensuring robust policy and 
legal protections for the territorial and governance rights 
of Indigenous communities within Myanmar.  

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, the SPP supports the implementa-
tion of several important multilateral agreements, 
including the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change  (UNFCCC), and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2030 Agenda). This includes providing  
specific feedback on the ongoing implementation of the 
2030 Agenda and contributing to commentary on the 
CBD. 

Members of the SPP have also collaborated with 
Indigenous Peoples across the globe through the SPP’s 
membership in the ICCA Consortium. SPP leaders also 
participate in a global movement that calls for the 
legal recognition of Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities’ (IPLCs’) land and territorial rights. 

The work of the SPP likewise contributes to the achievement 
of numerous Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 
the 2030 Agenda. For example, the creation of the SPP 
aligns with SDG Target 1.4, which aims to ensure “all men 
and women . . . have equal rights to economic resources, 
as well as access to basic services, ownership and control 
over land and other forms of property, inheritance, natural 
resources…” Moreover, by preserving the region’s old 
growth forests and rich biodiversity through the kaw 
governance system, the SPP supports the goals of climate 
action (SDG 13) and life on land (SDG 15). By electing one 
woman and one man to represent each village tract in 
the General Assembly, the SPP Charter furthers the goal 
of gender equality (SDG 5). The SPP’s first pillar is ‘peace 
and self-determination,’ with the aim of promoting good 
governance and a people-centred alternative to militarized 
development and ecological extraction. This supports the 
goal of peace, justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16). 

https://www.cbd.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

The SPP provides a strong example of promoting peace 
and sustainable livelihoods, while protecting Indigenous 
rights. While the SPP’s programming cannot be directly 
replicated, due to its unique context and deep rootedness 
in Indigenous Karen culture, the SPP’s efforts have 
provided inspiration for other ethnic communities within 
Myanmar pursuing similar goals. 

Just north of the SPP, local Karen communities in Taw 
Oo District have begun working on Thawthi Taw Oo, an 
Indigenous protected landscape that aims to protect 

ethnic culture and rights, while protecting local forests 
and wildlife from large scale hydropower, military camps, 
illegal logging, and other development projects. In Mergui 
Tavoy in southern Myanmar, several ethnic groups have 
united to form a Landscape of Life in the Dawna Tenasserim 
Hills. The SPP has also participated in exchanges with 
communities from the Naga Hills in northern Myanmar, 
resulting in discussions about how to enhance their 
respective Indigenous protected areas. 

Scalability

The SPP is guided by Indigenous Karen culture, practices, 
and traditions. To directly scale the Peace Park’s efforts 
would be difficult, as its sustainability practices are deeply 
entwined with their unique way of life. Nonetheless, 
the SPP demonstrates the importance of safeguarding 
Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Conserved Areas and 
Territories (ICCAs), also known as ‘territories of life,’ across 
the world. The SPP demonstrates that the contributions of 

Indigenous Peoples are essential to combatting climate 
change, protecting biodiversity, eradicating hunger 
and poverty, and conserving overall planetary health. 
Relatedly, as an active member of the ICCA Consortium, 
the SPP participates in dialogues and idea exchanges with 
other Indigenous groups across the world, cooperating to 
effect change and institute pro-Indigenous messaging in 
international targets and agreements.

Sustainability 

Regarding financial sustainability, the SPP primarily 
receives funding through Karen civil society, which 
receives grants from international non-governmental 
organizations (INGOs). While INGO grants currently are 
the main source of funding for the park, the SPP aims 
to become financially independent through internally 
generated revenue and international grants. 

Regarding community ownership, the SPP is fully governed 
and managed by Indigenous Karen communities. The SPP 
enjoys widespread support among the 60,000 people 
living within its borders and has recently garnered 
international recognition for its grassroots conservation 
efforts. In November 2020, the prestigious Goldman 

Environmental Prize was awarded to Paul Sein Twa, the 
park’s elected Chairperson. 

It is worth noting, however, that Myanmar’s governments 
have not recognized the SPP or the land and forest 
policies of the Karen National Union (KNU). Efforts of SPP 
representatives to get national recognition of the laws and 
policies of the KNU and other ethnic groups across the 
country have now been made more uncertain following 
the February 2021 military takeover of the civilian 
government. Contemporary threats, such as the violation 
of ceasefire terms and preparations for the construction of 
the proposed 1,360 MW Hatgyi Dam, remain.  
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FUTURE PLANS 
Looking ahead, Karen communities living within the park plan to enrich the SPP’s three pillars of peace and 
determination, environmental integrity, and cultural survival. 

Regarding peace and self-determination, community members will continue demarcating internal 
boundaries of the SPP, including hundreds of kaw customary areas within the park. Demarcation will allow 
communities to apply to the KNU for formal communal land titles to their ancestral territories, help them 
document their taboos, and develop sustainable land-use plans. 

Regarding environmental integrity, the all-women research group will continue to work alongside the 
Karen Forest Department and customary leaders to document wildlife species, forest cover, and forest 
connectivity, as well as conduct a forest inventory. 

Regarding cultural survival, the SPP governing bodies, Indigenous educators, and civil society are 
collaborating to develop a cultural curriculum to be taught at schools within the SPP and across Karen 
territories. They are continuing to develop The Nue Chet Lah School into a model for Indigenous learning, 
which can be replicated across Karen territories. This will allow Karen communities to transfer knowledge 
about their heritage, as well as traditional vocational techniques, such as weaving, blacksmithing, and 
construction. 

Finally, the SPP will further strengthen its governing bodies. The General Assembly has established a 
series of working groups responsible for analysis and policy development for the park. Drawing upon 
the scientific research, cultural education, and information gathered from demarcation, General Assembly 
members together with kaw communities will develop a Peace Park Master Plan to lay out a peaceful and 
sustainable future for generations to come.

PARTNERS 
 ■ The Border Consortium: Supported communities in 

the SPP demarcate ancestral kaw territories; provided 
funding for communities and Karen civil society to 
collaborate on building GIS maps to outline outer and 
inner SPP borders.

 ■ Karen civil society: Provided direct support for 
Charter development and SPP implementation 
design; became members of the General Assembly. 

 ■ Karen Environmental and Social Action Network 
(KESAN): Supported the SPP development process, 
assisting stakeholders to coordinate consultations 
and workshops related to the Charter and other 
aspects of SPP development. 

 ■ Mutraw District Karen National Union: Worked 
closely with ancestral kaw communities to help 
transform the SPP into a reality, in partnership with 
the Kawthoolei Forest Department and the Karen 
Agriculture Department.

 ■ Rainforest Foundation Norway: Funded activities 
across the SPP; supported strengthening of governance 
institutions, the development of education materials 
and cultural curriculum, and the demarcation of kaw 
customary territories. 

 ■ Wildlife Asia: Supported communities living in and 
around wildlife sanctuaries to document local wildlife 
using techniques, such as camera trapping surveys.
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