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Abstract

From the late 20th century onwards, 
large-scale infrastructure devel-
opment and resource extraction 

in Myanmar has led to widespread 
socio-ecological disturbance. Simulta-
neous to intensifying environmental 
issues in the country, the Myanmar gov-
ernment in the 1990s adopted a number 
of policy actions, such as the creation of 
the National Commission on Environ-
mental Affairs, that introduced environ-
mental awareness and education into 
the state agenda. After reforms in 2011, 
increased civilian-led resistance against 
environmentally impactful development 
projects drew attention to failures of 
the state to exercise democratic envi-
ronmental governance and generated 
awareness around the effects of devel-
opment projects on local livelihoods 
and environmental sovereignty.

This article examines the emergence of 
environmental education and aware-
ness, through engagement by state and 
non-state actors with environmental is-
sues in Myanmar over the last several 
decades. Building on the work of criti-

cal educational theorist Michael Apple 
(1982), the article argues that environ-
mental knowledge produced outside of 
centralized state institutions is valuable 
to addressing urgent environmental is-
sues and preserving diverse socio-eco-
logical relationships. This article also in-
troduces the concept of environmental 
learning(s) to include diverse epistemo-
logical conceptions of cultural, spiritu-
al, linguistic, and critical environmental 
knowledge.

Introduction
Situated between India and China with 
extensive coastlines and lengthy river 
systems, Myanmar's geography has his-
torically rendered it a strategic location 
for the extraction and transportation of 
natural resources. During the colonial 
period (1824–1948), the British empire 
used Myanmar (then Burma) as a site 
for large-scale resource extraction, pri-
marily timber (Safman, 2007, pp. 55–
56). Following independence in 1948, 
extractive industries continued to devel-
op, first under the civilian government 
and subsequently, after 1962, under the 

military junta (Litner, 1999, pp. 411– 
422; Turnell, 2009; Holliday, 2011, p. 68; 
Huang, 2013, p. 256). Since the early 
1990s, foreign investment, from China, 
has both accelerated and expanded re-
source extraction particularly in oil and 
gas and mining industries (Bissinger, 
2012). At present, intensifying resource 
extraction, industrial production, infra-
structure development, and participa-
tion in global markets place increasing 
pressures on the environment by con-
tributing to issues such as resource 
scarcity, pollution, and ecological degra-
dation, and climate change.

In contemporary Myanmar, the diverse 
ways in which environmental knowl-
edge is produced and transmitted are 
vast and variable, situated in a land-
scape of great ecological and cultural 
diversity1 and in a history of socio-polit-
ical uncertainty. In this article I examine 
historical and contemporary discourses 
to analyze trends in the emergence of 
environmental learning(s) in Myanmar 
from the late 20th century to the pres-
ent. In particular, I compare the ways 
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that the Myanmar government has in-
corporated environmental education 
into the state agenda with ways that 
environmental knowledge has emerged 
from grassroots pro-environmental 
movements. I argue that critical envi-
ronmental knowledge produced in-situ 
is valuable to socio-ecological well-be-
ing and that non-state environmental 
education should be considered and 
supported in educational discourses. I 
aim to build on the work of educational 
activist Michael Apple, who asserts that 
truly democratic and inclusive learning 
should go beyond that of the state appa-
ratus (Apple, 1982). I present the emer-
gence of environmental learning(s) in 
Myanmar (1) through incorporation 
into state policies as forms of environ-
mental governance, and (2) through the 
production of environmental awareness 
and knowledge as a form of resistance 
to state-backed development projects. 
I conclude this chapter with consid-
erations for creating a more inclusive 
concept of environmental learning to 
produce environmental literacy, which I 
define as learning that integrates envi-
ronmental knowledge within its social, 
cultural, and political dimensions. 

As extraction, development, and envi-
ronmental issues intensified in Myan-
mar over the last century, education and 
access to information about the envi-
ronment and the ecological impacts of 
human activities emerged in response, 
specifically from the late 20th century 
onwards. The creation of environmen-
tal knowledge has emerged from gov-
ernment policies, civilian activism, and 
engagement with resource-based liveli-
hoods, processes which are responsive 
to ecological and social change. With re-
spect to the diversity of ways that com-
munities understand, know, and learn 
about the environment, I introduce the 
concept of environmental learning(s) 
as an inclusive term that encapsulates 
wider definitions about environmental 
knowledge, going beyond formal or in-
stitutionalized concepts of education. 
Environmental learning(s) are ongoing, 
reflexive processes of knowledge cre-
ation and transmission, arising from 

the interactions between humans and 
nonhumans in the environment, partic-
ularly in moments of socio-ecological 
disturbance. 

Environmental learning(s) have been 
created and supported by diverse actors 
at all levels of Myanmar society; high 
level public officers of Myanmar's vari-
ous government regimes, members of 
civil society, grassroots organizations, 
religious groups, and international 
NGOs. As I will outline in this article, 
the emergence of environmental edu-
cation and the access to information 
about the environment have not been 
homogenous, often responding to polit-
ical moments and socio-ecological dis-
locations at both global and local scales. 
State-led efforts to incorporate environ-
mental education have historically been 
top-down, often a mode of influencing 
public attitudes towards the environ-
ment as well as signalling the country’s 
commitment to global environmental 
initiatives to an international audience. 
In contrast, grass-roots and civilian-led 
efforts to promote awareness about en-
vironmental issues is a reflexive process 
emerging in moments of ecological 
precarity, processes which do not nec-
essarily fit into conceptions of unidi-
rectional education. In recent years, as 
environmental issues have intensified 
along with the growth of capitalist de-
velopment and shifting global climatic 
trends, environmental activism, knowl-
edge sharing, training sessions, and 
events have proliferated by the work of 
public and private sector groups, facil-
itated by the rise of social media and 
novel communication technologies. 

The purpose of this article is to provide 
context for the emergence of environ-
mental learning(s) within socially and 
environmentally important moments 
in recent Myanmar’s history. I also 
seek to challenge dominant discours-
es about environmental education by 
decoupling the concept of education 
from formalized institutional modes of 
knowledge production by state actors. 
The article is based on analysis of sec-
ondary sources about environmental 

education, resistance movements, and 
indigenous ecological knowledge, from 
the late 1980s to the present. Formal 
notions of environmental education, 
such as those supported by national 
policies and state education systems 
are a central part of discussion about 
the emergence of environmental edu-
cation in national discourses. However, 
I assert that a sole focus on education 
as that which reflects the epistemolog-
ical scope of the state is not sufficient 
in a discussion which seeks to highlight 
the role of different forms of learning in 
reflecting and influencing the relation-
ships between people and the environ-
ment. Instead, taking serious forms of 
knowledge or epistemologies relating 
to the environment which contrast with 
or contradict formal education is an at-
tempt to dislocate, as Linda Smith de-
scribes, “the positional superiority of 
Western knowledge.”2 Therefore my use 
of the term environmental learning(s), 
although not necessarily one that would 
be used by activists or indigenous peo-
ples in Myanmar, is intended to broad-
en the state-centered connotation of the 
terms—education and knowledge. 

Instead I expand notions of education 
to the broader concept of learning(s), 
including the voices of historically un-
derrepresented groups who provide 
important insights and perspectives to 
larger discourses about environment 
and nature. Finally, by highlighting 
ways that diverse members of civil so-
ciety have contributed efforts to envi-
ronmental learning(s) in response to 
urgent issues, I provide considerations 
for lawmakers, educators, activists, and 
scholars to embrace a pluralistic con-
cept of environmental learning. I argue 
that it is important to preserve, value, 
and find ways for diverse environmental 
learning(s) to coexist in order for envi-
ronmental knowledge to be compatible 
with and useful for a pluralistic society 
living within an ecologically complex 
landscape. Though this article is not a 
comprehensive approach to environ-
mental education in Myanmar, it is my 
intention to create a discussion intro-
ducing the theoretical notion of envi-
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ronmental learning(s) to inspire future 
research on this topic as knowledge pro-
duction, state-led environmental educa-
tion policies, and resistance continue to 
unfold in Myanmar and so that diverse 
voices can be considered as valid and 
important sources of education. 

1. Environmental Learning as 
Governance 
Environmental education is an import-
ant strategy for determining people’s 
attitudes, behaviors, and decision mak-
ing processes towards the environment 
(Hungerford and Volk, 1990; Zsoka et 
al., 2013; Chawla and Cushing, 2007; 
Asch et al., 1975; Magnus et al., 1997). 
Governments around the world have 
incorporated environmental education 
into state curricula, primary and sec-
ondary education systems, educational 
public programming, and government 
universities (Tilbury et al., 2005; Eames 
et al., 2008; Lateh et al., 2010; Sarkar et 
al., 2007).

In this section, I will outline how the con-
cept of environmental education was in-
troduced into Myanmar’s national agen-
da in the 1990s during the State Law and 
Order Restoration Council (SLORC) era 
and carried out through the State Peace 
and Development Council (SPDC) era. 
This period of Myanmar’s history was 
marked by the simultaneous intensifi-
cation of environmental issues as well 
as the legislation of policy actions to 
address them. I argue that the incorpo-
ration of environmental education and 
awareness into government discourses 
about mitigating environmental issues 
during this era set a precedent for the 
use of environmental education as a 
tool for environmental governance, 
which continues to be reflected in con-
temporary policies and state discourses.

Environmental Degradation during the 
SLORC/SPDC Era
In 1988, the State Law and Order Res-
toration Council (SLORC) replaced the 
previous military regime led by General 
Ne Win since 1962. The SLORC govern-
ment was subsequently reconstituted 
in 1997 as the State Peace and Devel-

opment Council (SPDC). These two 
consecutive regimes are referred to as 
the SLORC/SPDC era, during which 
the military held power between 1988 
and 2011. The military government fa-
cilitated the exploitation of the nation’s 
natural resources, primarily as a means 
to fund the regime’s activities (Lintner, 
2002; Smith, 2007). 

Environmental degradation during 
the SLORC/SPDC era was intense and 
widespread, particularly with the de-
velopment of extractive industries in 
the ethnic states (Kramer, 2018, p. 
361). Shortly after gaining power, the 
SLORC regime instituted its ‘open-
door’ economic policy in 1989, attract-
ing foreign investments in extractive 
industries such as mining and timber 
(Myint, 2007, p. 189). In the decades 
that followed, the military government 
indiscriminately granted concessions 
to foreign companies, demonstrating a 
lack of consideration for the long term 
impacts of natural resource exploitation 
on environmental and social well-being 
(McCarthy, 2000, pp. 248–249).

During the SLORC/SPDC era, the coun-
try exhibited some of the highest rates 
in deforestation and land-use change 
globally (Leimgruber et al., 2005). In 
addition, agricultural policies focused 
on intensification of production and 
increased use of chemical pesticides 
creating long term impacts on soils and 
water quality (Myint, 2007, p. 193). The 
government also established, as a joint 
venture with Canadian company, Ivan-
hoe Mines Ltd., the Monywa Copper 
Project, the largest mine in the country. 
At the local scale, the environmental 
impacts of intense development and ex-
traction were compounded by land-sei-
zures, forced displacement, and loss of 
agricultural livelihoods (Hudson-Rodd 
and Htay, 2008). 

Environmental Education and 
Awareness in State Policies
Amidst the widespread socio-ecological 
disruptions occurring in Myanmar in 
the late 20th century, the policy actions 
of the SLORC/SPDC regime demonstra-

bly created a facade of environmental 
planning and stewardship. In 1990, the 
SLORC government created the Na-
tional Commission on Environmental 
Affairs (NCEA), an internally appointed 
government body with the stated pur-
pose to “educate the public about en-
vironmental awareness.”3 The creation 
of the NCEA signaled a commitment by 
the Myanmar government to address 
broad environmental issues as well as 
a recognition that education and aware-
ness are important means for doing 
so. This body was also tasked with the 
creation of a ‘comprehensive national 
environmental strategy’ to manage the 
nation’s environment in a manner that 
was both compatible with the develop-
ment goals of the country and interna-
tional concepts of environmental and 
social responsibility (NCEA, 1992, p. 
3). One of the major legislative outputs 
of the NCEA was the National Environ-
mental Policy (NEP), created in 1994 
with the explicit purpose of “achieving 
harmony and balance between [cultur-
al heritage, environment and natural 
resources] through the integration of 
environmental considerations into the 
development process to enhance the 
quality of life of all its citizens” (NCEA, 
1992, p. 3).

The Myanmar government’s adoption 
of environmental policy actions signaled 
a recognition of a need to ameliorate en-
vironmental issues, specifically through 
the promotion of “education and aware-
ness.” With new pro-environmental leg-
islation and frameworks in place, the 
SLORC and subsequent SPDC regimes 
carried out various actions to achieve 
the stated goals of the NCEA and NEP. 
The NCEA, in collaboration with the 
Ministries of Education and Informa-
tion, used mass media to promote envi-
ronmental awareness via TV, radio, and 
press (Oo, 1997, pp. 65–64). The com-
mission also organized the annual cele-
bration of World Environment Day and 
various conferences and seminars to 
raise environmental awareness among 
other government officials.4 Educational 
efforts were also visible in the training 
of government employees. For exam-
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ple, in 1996 the Myanma Timber En-
terprise (MTE),5 introduced the subject 
of “Environmental Conservation” for 
government employees working at all 
levels of the timber industry (Khin-Zaw, 
2001). The Myanmar government also 
increased budgetary allowances for the 
protection of national parks by 11 per-
cent between 1996 and 2006, some of 
which was allocated to training staff in 
environmental protection (Sovacool, 
2012, p. 232). Since the 1990s, there has 
been a national tree planting program 
developed to counter the effects of de-
forestation in which school children and 
community members around the coun-
try are involved in planting trees each 
year (James, 2005, p. 125; Nyunt, 2006, 
p. 295).

Limitations of State-Led Environmental 
Education
Despite increases in state-led efforts 
towards promoting environmental edu-
cation, a lack of adequate financial and 
institutional support stifled the ability 
for educational programs to effectively 

influence environmental behavior at a 
greater scale. Critics of the regime have 
pointed out that the SLORC/SPDC gov-
ernment stated broad goals for environ-
mental awareness without local frame-
works, political will, financial backing, 
nor human resources to achieve them 
(Bryant, 1996; Myint, 2007, p. 196–200; 
Nyunt, 2006, p. 298). Though some ef-
forts were made to provide environmen-
tal education to government employees 
in relevant ministries, several studies 
have revealed that training of staff and 
public near conservation areas is sparse 
and inconsistent (Allendorf et al., 2007; 
Aung, 2012). Meanwhile the intensifica-
tion of deforestation activities after the 
implementation of environmental edu-
cation into the MTE training programs 
reveals that education without govern-
ment buy-in is not enough to influence 
sector-wide decision making. 

Regarding the public school system, 
there is little evidence to suggest that 
environmental education was achieved 
in any effective manner or to any mea-

surable extent.6 During the 
SPDC/SLORC era, the gov-
ernment schools system 
faced tremendous challeng-
es for delivering consistent 
and broad based education. 
This included divestment 
in public education, limit-
ed education for teachers, 
reduced teacher salary, the 
closing of public higher ed-
ucation institutions for years 
at a time,7 overcrowding of 
schools, and high dropout 
rates of students in prima-
ry education (Lall, 2011, p. 
222; Kyi et al., 2000, p. 147). 
Due to the limitations of the 
public school system, nearly 
200,000 students received 
their education by attending 
non-state monastic schools.8

Contextualizing National 
Environmental Policy in 
International Politics
The emergence of envi-
ronmental education in 
the state agenda should be 

contextualized within popular global 
environmental politics of the late 20th 
century and the need for Myanmar to 
engage in environmental activities to 
uplift its reputation among the inter-
national community. Political scientist 
Tun Myint suggests the establishment 
of the NCEA and its activities were likely 
a result of external pressures to address 
environmental issues and part of a stra-
tegic effort for Myanmar to participate 
in international conversations about 
the environment (Myint, 2007, pp. 204–
205). During the SLORC/SPDC regime, 
the Myanmar government faced accusa-
tions of human rights abuses by the in-
ternational community, experienced the 
raising of economic sanctions by West-
ern nations, and received some of the 
lowest rankings for global environmen-
tal and developmental indicators (Holl-
iday, 2012, pp. 1–2). While the status of 
Myanmar’s international relations was 
jeopardized by military activities direct-
ly affecting people within its borders, 
the country participated in a number of 
outward facing international discourses 
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about addressing environmental issues. 
This included the ratification of the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity (1994), 
the Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (1994), the International Trop-
ical Timber Agreement (1996), and the 
Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (1997).9 

As Myint also points out, the NCEA was 
initially established under the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, which limited the abil-
ity for the NCEA to implement its poli-
cies (Myint, 2007, p. 196). Powers to di-
rectly influence environmental activities 
were largely held by relevant ministries, 

such as the Ministry of Forestry, Minis-
try of Development and Planning, Min-
istry of Agriculture, and others (Nyunt, 
2006, p. 295).10 Myanmar’s outward fac-
ing narrative supporting environmental 
awareness was apparently contradicted 
by inward facing ecologically and social-
ly damaging activities, indicating that 
the underlying purpose of engaging in 
environmentally friendly discourses was 
“to showcase a positive image to the 
outside world” (Myint, 2007, p. 197).

Interactions between the Myanmar gov-
ernment and international actors were 
an impetus for the adoption of pro-envi-
ronmental national policies. The emer-

gence of environmental awareness in 
the politics of the SLORC/SPDC era 
demonstrated how concepts of environ-
mental education first entered into po-
litical rhetoric. The concept of environ-
mental learning first emerged in state 
policies as a marker that Myanmar was 
engaging in responsible environmental 
governance. Despite the shortcomings 
of the regime in delivering environ-
mental education through training of 
relevant government officials and pub-
lic schools, the SLORC/SPDC set an 
important precedent for environmental 
education and awareness to be a central 
aspect of environmental governance.

Environmental Governance after 
Reforms
In 2011, Myanmar transitioned away 
from a military state with the creation 
of a semi-democratic government. This 
year marked the beginning of a period 
of reforms including reduced restric-
tions on the press, release of political 
prisoners, and improved trade with 
Western countries (Turnell, 2012; Tay-
lor, 2012). This period also allowed for 
improvements in environmental gover-
nance such as greater cooperation with 
international aid agencies experienced 
in natural resource management and 
increased regulations for large-scale de-
velopment projects (Simpson, 2015, p. 
161).11

After reforms, strategies towards 
achieving responsible environmental 
governance continued to place empha-
sis on the importance of education and 
awareness. The 2018 Myanmar Sustain-
able Development Plan (MSDP), in its 
aim to promote healthy environments, 
states the government will “promote 
broad based environmental awareness” 
as its first listed strategy (Myanmar 
Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, 
p. 50). More recently, the 2019 Climate 
Change Policy (CCP) lists “public aware-
ness, education and training” as one of 
its seven components to combating 
climate change. According to the CCP, 
education is to take place formally in 
government schools at all grade lev-
els, in professional development and 
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training, and in public awareness rais-
ing campaigns” (Myanmar Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environmental 
Conservation, 2019, p. 85). The CCP 
also provides clear timelines and goals 
for implementation of various environ-
mental education initiatives as key per-
formance indicators (Myanmar Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Environmen-
tal Conservation 2019b). The strong 
emphasis on environmental education, 
awareness, and training in recent policy 
actions to address environmental ed-
ucation shows that the Myanmar gov-
ernment has strongly embraced educa-
tion as an important governance tool 
to improve environmental issues. It is 
evident that concepts of environmental 
education are central to Myanmar’s en-
vironmental policies, demonstrating a 
strong linkage between environmental 
education and environmental gover-
nance.

2. Environmental Learning as Resistance
While state institutions are important 
for providing access to education, they 
also reproduce existing social and po-
litical inequalities. Educational theorist 
Michael Apple, describes the ways in 
which race, class, and gender inequali-
ties are reinforced through government 
schools and educational 
programs (Apple, 1982). 
He suggests that rath-
er than democratizing 
knowledge, formal ed-
ucational institutions 
embody the ideological 
values and goals of the 
state (ibid). Building on 
his work, I argue that 
social and political in-
equalities inherent in 
government schools and 
education programs in 
Myanmar can be espe-
cially problematic with 
regards to environmen-
tal education. Because 
access to and distribu-
tion of environmental re-
sources are determined 
by government actors, 
government environ-

mental education can further disadvan-
tage communities who are already mar-
ginalized by environmental injustices 
through the ways that these issues are 
taught or made absent in curricula. In 
Myanmar, environmental education by 
the state may only serve to further mar-
ginalize groups who suffer most from 
environmental injustices such as forced 
displacement, pollution, and large scale 
ecological degradation. 

National and international discourses 
about environmental issues often point 
to a need for greater public access to en-
vironmental knowledge through formal 
education or centralized forms of com-
munication about environmental issues 
from the government to local people 
(Khaine, 2014; Win, 2001; Sovacool, 
2012, p. 236; Calkins and Thant, 2011). 
However, the risk of reproducing envi-
ronmental inequalities through state 
environmental education programs and 
discourses are especially pertinent in 
Myanmar given the explicit oppression 
of ethnic minorities through manage-
ment of land and natural resources.12 
The hegemony of centralized education 
in environmental discourses is reflected 
in the words of one legal scholar of Bur-
ma, the “problem is that environmental 

issues are either unknown, poorly un-
derstood or misunderstood in Burma 
(for example, there are no words in 
Burmese for ‘conservation’ or ‘preser-
vation’)” (Gutter, 2001, p. 2). This nar-
rative furthers to the notion that formal 
education or training from a state in-
stitution, particularly in a way which is 
compatible with Western definitions of 
environmentalism, is the only form of 
valid environmental knowledge. 

Rather than focusing solely on formal-
ized, state institutions, I argue that en-
vironmental education should be inclu-
sive of environmental knowledge that is 
produced and transmitted by those at 
the nexus of socio-political and ecolog-
ical crises. Myanmar’s diverse cultural 
and linguistic landscape of Myanmar, 
and a vast ecological diversity, makes it 
important to teach and learn from in-si-
tu knowledge rather than from a cen-
tralized state apparatus. 
Countermovements to government-
backed projects of extraction and devel-
opment show that there is widespread 
interest in and knowledge about envi-
ronmental issues among project affect-
ed communities. By examining the ways 
in which knowledge about the environ-
ment produced and communicated in 
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grassroots environmental movements, 
I will demonstrate that environmental 
awareness generated through resis-
tance is an important source for envi-
ronmental learning, beyond that which 
could be generated by centralized edu-
cation institutions. 

The Rise of Environmental Resistance 
in Myanmar
Environmental resistance movements in 
Myanmar gained traction at the nation-
al and international scale, around the 
period of reforms in 2011. With great-
er social liberties as well as improving 
relations with Western trade partners, 
public demonstrations about environ-
mental issues not only proliferated but 
also received greater recognition by the 
government. For decades, activist net-
works have led environmental move-
ments contesting state-led extractive 
and environmental disruptive devel-
opment projects in the ethnic states 
and borderlands, particular along the 
Thai-Myanmar border (Simpson, 2016). 
Despite these efforts, the networks of 
environmental activism remained local 
and did not generate traction at the na-
tional scale until the post-reform period 
in 2011.

One of the earliest examples of an en-
vironmental resistance movement that 
gained national attention in Myanmar 
was the response to the Myitsone Dam, 
a proposed large-scale hydropower 

project on the Irrawaddy River in Kachin 
State. The Myitsone Dam was a joint 
venture between the China Power In-
vestment Corporation, the Asia World 
Company, and the Myanmar Ministry 
of Electric Power. A memorandum of 
understanding was signed in 2007, ini-
tial construction began in 2009, and the 
project was scheduled to be completed 
by 2017 (Kirchherr et al., 2017, p. 113).

Anti-dam campaigns led by villagers, 
ethnic organizations, local and nation-
al civil society organizations (CSOs) 
began to form prior to the signing of 
the memorandum of understanding 
(MOU) to develop the Myitsone Dam, 
and continued to develop in the years 
that followed. Collectively, resistance 
against the Myitsone Dam employed a 
variety of tactics to raise awareness and 
educate the public about the socio-eco-
logical implications of the projects, in-
cluding research, artistic expression, 
and spiritual appeals, including the re-
lease of a series of reports on the im-
pacts of hydropower on local livelihoods 
and ecosystems produced by the Kachin 
Development Networking Group,13 re-
ligious ceremonies held at churches 
along the Irrawaddy River,14 and an art 
exhibit held in Yangon about the eco-
logical and socio-cultural significance of 
the Irrawaddy.15 Though the resistance 
was a decentralized effort, led by various 
NGOs and CSOs based in Myanmar16 it 
represented a collective effort by groups 

who were motivated towards achieving 
the suspension of the dam using a va-
riety of tactics to gain traction with the 
government and the public. 

The resistance was considered success-
ful when, in 2011, president Thein Sein 
officially announced suspension of the 
Myitsone Dam. This landmark decision 
contrasts with the last two decades of 
violently suppressed civilian activism 
(Turnell, 2012, pp. 159–160). Schol-
ars have pointed out that the decision 
to suspend dam development was to 
achieve other goals, such as to curb Chi-
na’s economic influence or appeal to ris-
ing ethno-nationalist sentiments (Kiik, 
2016; Turnell, 2012, p. 160; Chan, 2017, 
p. 675). Nonetheless, the demands of 
protestors were met by the president’s 
decision to suspend the dam, a motion 
which remains in place at present. 

Resistance to the Myitsone Dam, an 
effort led primarily by civilian actors, 
demonstrates the efficacy of grassroots 
environmental movements in raising 
awareness and generating new knowl-
edge about environmental issues. This 
movement was not centrally organized 
nor tied to any formal state institution. 
Yet, knowledge about potential impacts 
of the dam on local ecosystems, liveli-
hoods, and human rights became well 
known throughout Myanmar and in-
ternationally. The involvement of local 
communities in supporting scientific 
and social research also demonstrates 
that knowledge production about envi-
ronmental issues from within a crisis is 
essential to creating political outcomes 
that bring justice to vulnerable commu-
nities. The knowledge emerging from 
resistance to the Myitsone Dam was 
highly interdisciplinary in nature: artists, 
historians, and technocrats produced 
art, music, humanities works, and sci-
entific information to create awareness 
about the socio-ecological significance 
of the Irrawaddy (Chan, 2017, p. 681).

Despite the success of the Myitsone 
Dam movement in influencing Presi-
dent Thein Sein’s decision to suspend 
the project, special attention should be 
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paid to the dynamics between protests 
occurring at the national scale, centered 
in lowland Yangon, and activists based 
within the communities directly affected 
by the proposed dam in northern Kachin 
State. Activist networks in Kachin com-
munities focused their arguments 
against the dam as a means to protect 
the sovereignty of the Kachin people 
and their ethno-national homeland 
(Kiik, 2020a). Meanwhile, Burmese ac-
tivist narratives emerging from Yangon 
framed the Myitsone Dam as a threat 
to the nation’s “lifeblood” and as repre-
senting Chinese colonial interests (Kiik, 
2020a). Although Kachin and Burmese 
activism converge on similar themes of 
protecting sovereignty and preventing 
resource extraction, it is important to 
recognize that the anti-dam movement 
was not a uniform effort and instead 
reflected ethnic relations between the 
Kachin minority and Burmese majority 
(Kiik, 2020b). While widespread activ-
ism in the nation’s economic capital 
provides benefits of influencing the Bur-
mese ethnic majority public as well gar-
nering attention of international media, 
this type of activism also presents the 
risk of overshadowing ethnic minority 
voices in project affected communities. 
While the Myitsone’s suspension has 
been identified as a success for the an-
ti-dam movement, communities in the 
dam’s proposed site still face issues 
of compensation, forced relocation, 
and legacies of armed conflict with the 
Burmese Military, pertinent problems 
which are invisibilized by narratives that 
situate activism against the dam as a 
national cause for Myanmar at large.17

Knowledge Production from 
Environmental Crisis
The success of the opposition move-
ment against the Myitsone Dam set 
an important precedent that raising 
awareness and creating new knowledge 
about environmental issues is critical to 
building environmental justice and eco-
logical sovereignty. Civilian resistance 
against the Myitsone Dam laid a foun-
dation for large-scale environmental ac-
tivism against ecologically and socially 
disruptive projects in Myanmar in the 

years to follow. 

In the decade after reforms, environmen-
tal activism has proliferated throughout 
Myanmar, particularly among marginal-
ized groups such as ethnic minorities 
and rural poor. With increased access to 
social media and other communication 
technologies, counter-movements to 
ecologically destructive activities have 
gained the attention of communities in 
Myanmar outside where issues are di-
rectly taking place.

There has been a concerted effort 
among communities situated along the 
Salween (Thanlwin) watershed, which 
stretches from northern Shan State 
through Kayah, Karen, and Mon States 
in opposition to a series of proposed 
hydropower projects known as the Sal-
ween Dams. The Salween Dams are a 
series of projects including the Mong-
ton (Tasang) Dam backed by Australian 
company SMEC, Hat Gyi Dam funded 
by the Electricity Generating Authority 
of Thailand, the Kun Long Dam backed 
by Chinese company YMEC, and oth-
ers.18 Notably, project sites are situated 
in areas where ethnic minorities make 
up a majority of the populations and 
the Myanmar government has been in 
sustained armed conflict with ethnic 
groups. Efforts to oppose the dams 
raised awareness of the impending risks 
posed by the projects across the ethnic 
states. A group of CSOs in Shan State 
in 2015 created a petition with hun-
dreds of local leaders against the Mon-
gton Dam.19 Around the same time, 
Save the Salween Network organized 
a conference in Mon State attended by 
government officials and civilians to 
bring awareness to the flood risks asso-
ciated with hydropower development.20 
Throughout the decade, the Karen Riv-
er Network has hosted protests against 
the Hat Gyi Dam on the International 
Day of Action for Rivers against Dams.21 
Efforts by civilians to oppose the Sal-
ween Dam projects demonstrate how 
information about the localized impacts 
of hydropower has been made available 
to the public and government actors 
through the work of communities that 

are directly and most severely affected 
by development schemes. 

While point source environmental is-
sues, such as flooding or hydrologic 
regime changes created by dams, are 
easily directly visible, non-point source 
and long-term environmental issues 
are more difficult to monitor or attri-
bute to specific anthropogenic activi-
ties. However, civilian groups in rural 
areas throughout Myanmar have been 
critical to raising awareness around 
the long-term effects of air pollution 
and water pollution on human and en-
vironmental health. In response to the 
Mong Kok coal mine in Shan State, lo-
cal Shan group Hark Mong Kok (Love 
Mong Kok) published a report 2011 
outlining potential impacts of the mine 
on wildlife, peace, and human health.22 
With strong opposition to the Mong 
Kok mine and associated infrastructure 
development, the funding company in 
Thailand, Saraburi Coal Co. Ltd. halt-
ed the project in 2011.23 In 2012, pro-
tests that condemned the operation 
of the Letpadaung Copper Mine in the 
Monywa township of Sagaing Region 
escalated.24 Activism against the mine 
drew widespread international attention 
to the risks of heavy metal contamina-
tion of soil and water resources on the 
health and livelihoods of local agricul-
tural communities.25 More recently, lo-
cal groups have been vocal against the 
Mawlamyine Limited cement factory,26 
Inn Dinn (Andin) Coal Power Plant,27 

and number of antimony factories28 in 
Mon State, and the Myaingalay Cement 
Factory in Karen State.29

The examples I provide in this article 
of civilian led environmental resistance 
movements in Myanmar over the last 
decade is not nearly comprehensive. 
However, they serve to illustrate the 
importance of grassroots activism in 
creating environmental awareness and 
catalyzing knowledge production about 
the socio-ecological consequences of 
large-scale extraction and development. 
Discourses by environmental activists 
in Myanmar show that environmental 
degradation is not necessarily due to a 
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lack of awareness or knowledge about 
environmental issues among local com-
munities. Rather, large-scale ecological 
destruction is a result of high level deci-
sion making at the national level and in 
collaboration with international, private 
actors. 

The lack of environmental governance 
adequately reflecting environmental 
knowledge produced through activism 
is exemplified in the case of the Let-
padaung Mine. While communities di-
rectly affected by the mine’s operations 
have brought attention to the impacts 
of mining on the environment and hu-
man health, State Counsellor Aung San 
Suu Kyi has been complicit in the NLD 
government's decision to continue to 
endorse the Letpadaung Mine.30 With-
out channels that effectively deliver 
grassroots demands and knowledge to 
decision making bodies at high levels 
of government, there remains a treach-
erous gap between the experiences of 
knowledge of local communities and 
the activities that are supported by gov-
ernment institutions.

Contrary to claims that formalized edu-
cation is needed to influence pro-envi-
ronmental behavior among the general 
public, environmental resistance move-
ments over the last decade in Myanmar 
demonstrate a widespread interest in 
and awareness of environmental issues 
in the country. These movements also 
show that environmental knowledge 
which is produced in situ, responds 
directly to urgent political and environ-
mental shifts. Therefore, there is per-
haps a greater need for localized envi-
ronmental knowledge to be recognized 
and reflected in government decision 
making rather than for centralized envi-
ronmental education to be delivered to 
local populations. 

Conclusion: Towards Environmental 
Literacy 
Since the late 20th century, environmen-
tal education and awareness initiatives 
have emerged both from government 
policies and in grassroots environmen-
tal activism in Myanmar. The promotion 

of environmental learning from state 
and civilian actors demonstrates that 
there is multi-level recognition of the 
importance of environmental learning 
to influencing pro-environmental be-
haviors and decision making. However, 
increasing civilian environmental activ-
ism has highlighted the shortcomings 
of the state in its ability to create envi-
ronmental awareness that adequate-
ly addresses local issues and a lack of 
commitment to prioritizing socio-eco-
logical well-being over development 
goals.

At the scale of the national Myanmar 
government and at the scale of local 
organizations, the production of envi-
ronmental knowledge, advocacy, and 
awareness have largely been a reac-
tive process, responding to specific 
moments in global politics and local 
environmental crises. Reactive envi-
ronmental learning(s) are certainly im-
portant given the severity and urgency 
of human mediated environ-
mental change. Myanmar 
government’s positive reac-
tion to and engagement with 
international environmental 
discourses at strategic mo-
ments of diplomacy has led 
to the initial development 
of environmental policies in 
the country. Meanwhile, local 
activism has been critical in 
drawing attention to ecolog-
ical threats of state backed 
extraction and development 
projects. However, in the 
context of a growing climate 
crisis, I argue that proactive 
environmental learning(s), 
those which foresee and con-
sider the impacts of climate 
change on ecological and 
social systems, are urgent-
ly needed as well. Climate 
change is a global process, 
producing uneven impacts 
on communities at the local 
scale. Therefore, context spe-
cific knowledge is needed in 
order to develop strategies 
for adaptation of local liveli-

hoods to changing conditions and for 
mitigation of activities which exacerbate 
the impacts of climate uncertainty. The 
uncertainty and unevenness of climate 
change risks calls for widespread envi-
ronmental learning which goes beyond 
using education as a tool of governance 
or resistance. In order for diverse com-
munities and ecosystems to be able to 
maintain socio-cultural and ecological 
well-being, there needs to be a social 
and political shift towards creating envi-
ronmental literacy.

Environmental literacy is an evolving 
concept which advocates for environ-
mental learning to be interdisciplinary, 
integrative of the social, economic, and 
political dimensions of environmental 
issues, and consider important connec-
tions between humans, culture, and na-
ture (Roth, 1968, as cited in Roth, 1992; 
Golley, 1998; Moseley, 2000; Stables and 
Bishop, 2001; Scholz et al., 2011).31 Giv-
en the highly complex nature of environ-
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mental issues in Myanmar, promoting 
environmental literacy can be an im-
portant step towards creating outcomes 
which allow for greater environmental 
justice and sovereignty among margin-
alized communities. 

Considerations for Environmental 
Literacy in Myanmar
Achieving environmental literacy will 
require popular and academic discours-
es about environmental education to 
adopt a broader concept of what con-
stitutes as environmental learning(s). 
I advocate for adopting a broader no-
tion of learning(s) which takes into 
account the diverse ways that people 
understand the environment and soci-
ety’s place within it. This mode of ap-
proaching environmental learning(s) 
can broaden our understanding of hu-
man-ecological relations and how to 
better preserve them. Given the linguis-
tic, religious, and ecological diversity of 
Myanmar’s landscape, diverse environ-

mental learning(s) are likely to be more 
effective than a centralized, top down 
approach. In recognizing the values of 
diverse environmental knowledge, there 
is greater capacity for developing envi-
ronmental literacy: learning which inte-
grates ecological knowledge with cultur-
al, religious, and social knowledge. In 
Myanmar, it is worth dedicating further 
research into the potential for local spir-
itual perceptions of nature, linguistic 
idiosyncrasies in expressing ecological 
concepts, story-telling, and experiential 
place-based learning to augment con-
temporary discourses on environmental 
education. 

Environmental education which in-
cludes spiritual appeals to human-na-
ture relationships or involve religious 
leaders in teaching environmental eth-
ics may be highly effective. Given Myan-
mar’s Buddhist majority population, as 
well as the strong influence of Christi-
anity and Islam among minority ethnic 

groups,32 there may be greater 
potential for religious environ-
mental education to be effec-
tive in guiding responsible en-
vironmental decision-making 
than is currently recognized in 
state policies. Examples from 
other countries shows that 
this mode of environmental 
learning is highly effective, 
especially among communi-
ties who have limited access 
to state institutions (Parker, 
2017; Walter, 2007; Sukwat 
et al., 2012; Hitzhusen, 2007; 
Christian et al., 1994; Hadd-
ad, 2006; Mohamed, 2012; 
Darlington, 2012). Yet, there 
has been limited scholarship 
on the potential for environ-
mental learning through reli-
gious means in Myanmar, a 
topic which deserves further 
exploration.
Myanmar is a landscape with 
great linguistic and ethnic di-
versity, which presents chal-
lenges for the efficacy and 
ethicality of a centralized edu-
cation system using Burmese 

as the primary language of instruction. 
However, forms of non-state ethnic edu-
cation can provide access to knowledge 
which is culturally relevant, linguisti-
cally accessible, and relevant to the lo-
cal context. A study by Lall and South 
has shown that non-state education 
systems, such as the Mon and Karen, 
demonstrate capacity to deliver educa-
tion to students in ways that would not 
be achievable by state actors, especially 
in contexts where there has been a leg-
acy of conflict with the Myanmar gov-
ernment (Lall and South, 2014). This 
study highlights that on-state ethnic 
education systems are strongly support-
ed by local communities and provide 
mother-tongue instruction. The role of 
non-state ethnic actors may be especial-
ly critical for producing and delivering 
environmental knowledge because the 
environment, and people’s relationship 
to it, is highly dependent on the local so-
cio-cultural context. The capacity and ef-
ficacy of non-state ethnic institutions in 
providing environmental education, as 
a means to preserve both ecological and 
cultural sovereignty, is a topic that de-
serves further exploration in Myanmar. 

Non-formal ways of environmental 
learning also include traditional eco-
logical knowledge (TEK) through place-
based, experiential learning. TEK is 
knowledge which is acquired by a com-
munity over generations through di-
rect interactions with the environment 
(Berkes, 1993). This type of learning is 
considered place-based and experiential 
in that it requires cultural transmission 
within a particular ecological context 
and learning ideas, practices, and be-
liefs through enacting them within the 
environment. This type of knowledge 
is unable to be replicated in formalized 
education, and therefore is critical to 
maintain outside of institutions. TEK in 
Myanmar should not only be explored 
as a form of environmental learning, but 
also embraced as an important mode of 
preserving cultural diversity and rural 
livelihoods. 

Moving towards environmental literacy 
in Myanmar will require opening ped-
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agogical thinking to diverse forms of 
environmental learning(s). Historically, 
environmental education in Myanmar 
was challenged by failures of the state 
to adequately support the public educa-
tion system as well as allow for social 
liberties to challenge environmental 
injustices. However, the development 
of environmental policies created af-
ter reforms, such as the 2019 Nation-
al Climate Change Policy, as well as 
the rise in grassroots environmental 
activism could be seen as an oppor-
tunity for more inclusive governance 
that acknowledges the contributions of 
non-centralized, cultural, traditional, or 
local environmental knowledge. 

On paper, environmental policy in 
Myanmar has certainly embraced the 
importance of education and aware-
ness. However, environmental gov-
ernance in a plural society cannot be 
achieved without the insights of ethnic 
organizations, environmental activists, 
and broadly, environmental educa-
tors. Discourses about environmental 
learning should consider knowledge 
produced, held, and created by civil ac-
tors, especially those positioned in the 
context of ecological and political cri-
sis. There is a need for environmental 
education in formal institutions to be 
interdisciplinary because environmental 
issues are inherently political, historical, 
and social. Therefore, they should be 
taught and learned as such. However, it 
is first necessary to expand the contexts 
in which environmental learning is iden-
tified and seen as valid so that diverse 
knowledge can be preserved and made 
accessible, relevant, and proactive to 
address environmental change. A move-
ment towards environmental literacy, in-
cluding a broad notion of environmen-
tal learning(s), is urgently needed in the 
context of Myanmar because the current 
ecological and climate crisis requires 
solutions which are as complex as the 
issues at hand. 
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ENDNOTES

1. There are 135 officially recognized ethnic 

groups in Myanmar with diverse languages 

and dialects (See Hla Min, 2000: 95–99). 

However, there are a greater number of eth-

nic groups in Myanmar beyond those that are 

officially recognized by the Myanmar govern-

ment. 

2. While Myanmar is not a ‘Western’ country, 

current state education systems are a reflec-

tion of the modernist education systems im-

posed by the British Colonial government. In 

Linda Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies, 

she describes the ways in which Western epis-

temologies became situated as the dominant 

or superior form of knowledge through proj-

ects of colonialism and imperialism (Smith, 

2013). 

3. Major General Khin Nyunt, then Secretary 

One of the State Law and Order Restoration 

Council (SLORC) and head of Military Intel-

ligence, 14 May 1991, quoted in The Working 

People’s Daily, 16 May 1991. See Myint, 2007. 

4. Examples include the Regional Seminar on 

People’s Participation in MangroveRehabilita-

tion and Management in Asia and the Pacif-

ic (February 1994); the Regional Meeting on 

the State of the Environment in Asia and the 

Pacific (July 1994); the AsiaPacific Meeting on 

the follow-up to the International Convention 

to Combat Desertification (April 1995). See 

James, 2005 and Oo, 1997. 

5. MTE is the government organization respon-

sible for the operations side of the timber 

industry in Myanmar. It is currently managed 

under the Ministry of Natural Resources and 

Environmental Conservation (MONREC) and 

was formerly under the Ministry of Forestry 

and Forests. 

6. School children are involved in environmen-

tally conscious activities such as tree planting. 

Environmental topics are taught as part of 

subjects such as earth science and geography. 

However, there is little data to show the con-

sistency and efficacy of environmental topics 

in public schools. See Bhandar et al., 2000. 

7. After student protests in 1988, all public uni-

versities were closed for two years. They were 

closed for 3 more years surrounding student 

strikes in 1996 and 1998. 

8. The Ministry of Religious Affairs recorded 

that in 2009, there were 196,458 students 

enrolled in monastic schools. However, Lall 

asserts the number of students receiving mo-

nastic education could be more than double 

the recorded number due to the abundance 

of unregistered monastic schools throughout 

the country and particularly in border areas. 

See Lall, 2011. 

9. Myint has compiled a comprehensive list 

of international environmental conventions 

signed by the Myanmar government between 

1959 and 1997. See Myint, 2007, pp. 202–303.

10. The NCEA was later moved under the admin-

istration of the Forest Department in 2006. 

11. In 2015, the Myanmar Government made En-

vironmental Impact Assessments mandatory 

for large scale development projects. 

12. Kramer describes the ways in which ethnic 

minorities have suffered from displacement, 

lack of local sovereignty, and land grabbing at 

the hand of the Myanmar military. Issues of 

land sovereignty are closely tied to issues of 

environmental sovereignty. See Kramer, 2015. 

13. The KDNG is a network of Kachin CSO and 

Development organizations. See KDNG, 

2007, and KDNG, 2009. 

14. See KNDG 2009. 

15. See Kirchherr et al., 2017, p.114. 

16. See Kirchherr et al., 2017. 

17. Kiik, L. (2017, April 19). ‘They Do Not Count 

Us’: Resisting the Myitsone Dam beyond Chi-

na, the US, and big geopolitics. The Irrawaddy.

18. The Salween Dams include the Kun Long (Up-

per Thanlwin), Nong Pa (Nawngpha), Mon-

gton (Tasang), Ywathit, Weigyi, Dagwin, and 

Hat Gyi dams. 

19. Shan representatives deliver dam petition to 

Australian consultants in Yangon. (2015, Au-

gust 25). Mizzima. 

20. Proposed Salween Dams increase Mon and 

Karen State flood risks. (2015, August 16). 

Myanmar Peace Monitor, BNI. 

21. We want peace, not dams… 1000s of villag-

ers protest proposed Salween Dams in Karen 

State. (2018, March 18). Karen News. 

22. Hark Mong Kok. (2011). Save Mong Kok from 

Coal.

23. Although the Mong Kok coal power point was 

suspended in 2011, the project was resumed 

in 2017. Shan Human Rights Foundation. 

(2017, August 30). Update by the Shan Hu-

man Rights Foundation.
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