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Topic 1: Address the issue of worldwide deforestation and its effects on the environment 
and the local flora and fauna. 

Written by: Lunning Yang 

Introduction 

Deforestation is the permanent removal of trees to make room for something besides forest. 
This can include clearing the land for agriculture or grazing, or using the timber for fuel, 
construction or manufacturing. (LiveScience) 
 
Forests cover more than 30% of the Earth's land surface, according to the World Wildlife Fund. 
These forested areas can provide food, medicine and fuel for more than a billion people. 
Worldwide, forests provide 13.4 million people with jobs in the forest sector, and another 41 
million people have jobs related to forests. (LiveScience) 

Deforestation is mostly caused by either the need for agricultural land, or to expand urbanized 
areas. The fires themselves are not the only danger, but also the resulting air pollution. The 
indicator used to measure air quality usually measures particulate matter (PM10), fine 
particulate matter (PM2.5), sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, and ozone. Most 
of these harmful particles are created by the haze from the fires. The haze caused by the 
burning forests can cause medical issues, irritating the respiratory tract and the eyes, and 
pollutants in the haze can cause serious long-term damage to health. 
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Background Information 
 
Deforestation occurs when forested areas are cut and cleared to make way for agriculture or 
grazing. 
 
“For consumers, it makes sense to examine the products and meats you buy, looking for 
sustainably produced sources when you can. Nonprofit groups such as the Forest Stewardship 
Council and the Rainforest Alliance certified products they consider sustainable, while the World 
Wildlife Fund has a palm oil scorecard for consumer brands.” (National Geographic 1) 
 
Organizations and activists are working to fight illegal mining and logging—National Geographic 
Explorer Topher White, for example, has come up with a way to use recycled cell phones to 
monitor for chainsaws. In Tanzania, the residents of Kokota have planted more than 2 million 
trees on their small island over a decade, aiming to repair previous damage. And in Brazil, 
conservationists are rallying in the face of ominous signals that the government may roll back 
forest protections. (National Geographic 1) 

This is the second major blow. Longer-term effects are likely to be more catastrophic. The entire 
ecosystem of the burning sections of rainforests will be altered. For example, the dense canopy 
of the Amazon rainforest largely blocks sunlight from reaching the ground. Fire opens up the 
canopy at a stroke, bringing in light and fundamentally changing the energy flow of the entire 
ecosystem. This may possibly destroy and kill off the entire food chain and ecosystem, Sullivan 
says. (National Geographic 2) 

Many animals in the Amazon are specialists—species have evolved and adapted to thrive in 
niche habitats. Toucans, for instance, eat fruits that other animals can’t access—their long 
beaks help them reach into otherwise inaccessible crevices. Wildfire decimating the fruit the 
birds depend upon would likely plunge the local toucan population into crisis. Spider monkeys 
also live high in the canopy to avoid competition below. “What happens when you lose the 
canopy?” Sullivan asks. “They’re forced into other areas with more competition.” (National 
Geographic 2) 

Furthermore, the burnt land also becomes drier, which makes it more likely to catch fire the next 
time there are slash-and-burn clearings. (The Guardian) For humans, exposure to smoke from 
fires can worsen asthma and other respiratory conditions, cause coughing and shortness of 
breath and irritate the eyes, nose and throat. Large particles in bushfire smoke irritate the eyes, 
nose, throat and lungs. The finer particles can penetrate deep into the lungs and are more 
harmful. Smoke also contains toxic gases, such as carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, and 
nitrogen oxides.(HealthyWA)  As of 2019, the 2015 Indonesia fire had the following economic 
effects: The 2015 crisis cost the country $16bn (£12bn) and caused more than 500,000 people 
to suffer from respiratory ailments - a state of emergency was declared. (BBC) 
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Between 1990 and 2016, the world lost 502,000 square miles (1.3 million square kilometers) of 
forest, according to the World Bank—an area larger than South Africa. Since humans started 
cutting down forests, 46 percent of trees have been felled,” (National geographic 1) 

Trees absorb not only the carbon dioxide that we exhale but also the heat-trapping greenhouse 
gases that human activities emit. As those gases enter the atmosphere, global warming 
increases, a trend scientists now prefer to call climate change. Tropical tree cover alone can 
provide 23 percent of the climate mitigation needed over the next decade to meet goals set in 
the Paris Agreement in 2015, according to one estimate. (National Geographic 1) 

Removing trees deprives the forest of portions of its canopy, which blocks the sun’s rays during 
the day and retains heat at night. That disruption leads to more extreme temperature swings 
that can be harmful to plants and animals. (National Geographic1) 

Yet the effects of deforestation reach much farther still. The South American rainforest, for 
example, influences regional and perhaps even global water cycles, and it's key to the water 
supply in Brazilian cities and neighboring countries.(National Geographic 3) Burning land to 
clear it initially. It creates a more fire-prone landscape.  

The environmental group WWF Indonesia, which has been highlighting the problem of 
Indonesia’s recurrent fires for years, says that the fires are caused by the “collective negligence” 
of companies, smallholders, and the government (which they believe isn’t investing sufficiently 
in preventative measures). 

In addition, many blame ‘big business’. According to a recent analysis of World Resources 
Institute data in September, more than one third (37%) of the fires in Sumatra are occurring on 
pulpwood concessions. A good proportion of the rest are on or near land used by palm oil 
producers. The problem has accelerated in recent years as more land has been cleared for 
expanding plantations for the lucrative palm oil trade. 

Globally, forests can be found from the tropics to high-latitude areas. They are home to 80% of 
terrestrial biodiversity and contain a wide array of trees, plants, animals and microbes, 
according to the World Bank, an international financial institution.  

Key Terms 

Deforestation, Slash and burn Agriculture, Biodiversity, Sustainably produced products, Carbon 
emissions. 
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Major Countries or Organizations Involved 

The United Nations 

The Kingdom of Thailand 

The Republic of Indonesia 

The Federative Republic of Brazil 

The Federation of Malaysia 

The People’s Republic of China 

The Commonwealth of Australia 

Timeline of Issue 
 
The World Bank estimates that about 3.9 million square miles (10 million square km) of forest 
have been lost since the beginning of the 20th century. In the past 25 years, forests shrank by 
502,000 square miles (1.3 million square km) — an area bigger than the size of South Africa. In 
2018, The Guardian reported that every second, a chunk of forest equivalent to the size of a 
soccer field is lost. 
 
The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) reports that just four commodities are responsible for 
tropical deforestation: beef, soy, palm oil and wood products. UCS estimates that an area the 
size of Switzerland (14,800 square miles, or 38,300 square km) is lost to deforestation every 
year.  
 
Natural fires in tropical forests tend to be rare but intense. Human-lit fires are commonly used to 
clear land for agricultural use. First, valuable timber is harvested, then the remaining vegetation 
is burned to make way for crops like soy or cattle grazing. In 2019, the number of human-lit fires 
in Brazil skyrocketed. As of August 2019, more than 80,000 fires burned in the Amazon, an 
increase of almost 80% from 2018, National Geographic reported.  
 
Many forests are regularly cleared to make way for palm oil plantations. Palm oil is the most 
commonly produced vegetable oil and is found in half of all supermarket products. It's cheap, 
versatile and can be added to both food and personal products like lipsticks and shampoo. Its 
popularity has spurred organisations to clear tropical forests to grow more palm trees. Growing 
the trees that produce Palm oil requires the leveling of native forest and the destruction of local 
peatlands — which doubles the harmful effect on the ecosystem. According to a report 
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published by Zion Market Research, the global palm oil market was valued at $65.73 billion in 
2015 and is expected to reach $92.84 billion in 2021. (Livescience) 
 
Possible Solutions Offered 
 
Ending the practice of slash and burn is vital. Companies – big and small - must be held to 
account, before the law and the market, if found culpable. 

Smallholders need assistance and incentives to pursue alternative, less harmful practices of 
forest management. Forest-dwelling communities often lack the skills and training, according to 
a recent CIFOR report. Meanwhile, processors and buyers often fail to pay smallholders a fair 
price, something the signatories to the Sustainable Palm Oil Manifesto (which claims to go 
beyond RSPO certification standards) have pledged to correct. 

Many big firms, such as palm producer Wilmar and timber giant APP, have signed 
zero-deforestation pledges in recent years. “But the real test comes in pushing their 
commitments beyond the boundary fences of their plantations and down into their supply 
chains, where smaller firms operate with less public scrutiny. Many are calling on the 
Indonesian government to step up. WWF-Indonesia’s deputy director, Irwan Gunawan, says the 
government action lacks clout and “has not yet resulted in deterrent effect to prevent any 
recurrence”. 

Removing the culture of political patronage that protects private companies in Indonesia is 
essential, says Purnomo. A budgetary rethink is also required. At present, the ratio of public 
spending on fire suppression versus prevention is around 80:20, Purnomo says. 

Another major contribution to reducing future fires would be an up-to-date online, searchable 
land registry. Land tenure in Indonesia is often unknown or disputed, making it difficult to 
establish where responsibility lies. Coupling such a database with digital mapping technologies 
such as WRI’s Global Forest Watch could make identifying the culprits a whole lot easier. One 
Map, a government-backed project to develop such a spatial mapping solution, is currently 
under development. (The Guardian)  

The indices used to measure air quality in the region usually measure particulate matter 
(PM10), fine particulate matter (PM2.5), sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, and 
ozone. 

PM2.5 is considered the most dangerous as it can enter deeper into the lungs. It has been 
associated with causing respiratory illnesses and lung damage.” (BBC) 

Why has it been so difficult to stop? Indonesia has long struggled to police the vast rural 
expanse in Sumatra and Kalimantan. 
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The slash-and-burn technique employed by many in the region is arguably the easiest way for 
farmers to clear their land and helps them get rid of any disease that may have affected their 
crops. 

But it's not just small-scale farmers at work here. The concern is many of these fires are started 
by big corporations that want to plant oil palm plantations. 

Indonesia is the world's biggest producer of palm oil and the demand for the commodity has 
been rising. This means there is a need for extra land for palm oil plantations. 

But Indonesia and environment rights activists also say the country is not entirely to blame, as 
some of the big corporations accused of illegal burning have Malaysian and Singaporean 
investors. 

Slash-and-burn is illegal in Indonesia but has been allowed to continue for years, with some 
saying corruption and weak governance have contributed to the situation.(BBC) 

“In the analysis of the 2019 fires, based on images captured by the European Space Agency’s 
Sentinel-2 satellite and published in early December 2019, he concluded that about 1.6 million 
hectares of forest and degraded peatlands had burned between January and October in seven 
Indonesian provinces. 

These numbers upset officials at the Ministry of Environment and Forestry (KLHK), whose 
research division had concluded that less than 1.2 million hectares burned in the same 
provinces between January and November. They used data from different satellites, verified 
with observations on the ground,” says Raffles Panjaitan, director of the land and forest fires 
division at KLHK. (Science mag) 
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Topic 2: Discuss implementation strategies to eliminate or reduce illegal fishing in 
Southeast Asia. 

Written by: Vivian Chen 

Background  
The European Union (EU) is the world's largest import market for fisheries products and it has 
estimated the global value of IUU fishing to be around US$11- to US$22 billion per year. 
Between 11- and 26 million tonnes of fish are caught illegally a year, accounting for at least 15 
percent of the world’s catches. (The ASEAN Post) 

 

Chart from: European 
Commission, US 
National Intelligence 
Council 
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Countries involved: 

People's Republic of Bangladesh 

Federation of Malaya 

Islamic Republic of Pakistan 

Republic of the Philippines 

Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka 

the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 

Past / existing regulations:  

The EU Regulation in 2008 to prevent, deter and eliminate illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing (IUU): Council Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008 of 29 September 2008 and Commission 
Regulation (EC) No 1010/2009 of 22 October 2009 (putting detail implementation of Council 
Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008). 

Source cited: 

ASEAN Post Team. “Fighting Illegal Fishing.” The ASEAN Post, 7 Apr. 2019, 
theaseanpost.com/article/fighting-illegal-fishing.  

European Commission. “Illegal Fishing.” Fisheries - European Commission, 18 Apr. 2017, 
ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/illegal_fishing_en. 
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