
In August 2018, the Forest Department in 
Nay Pyi Taw announced that Pharbaung Mountain 
and Pharbaung Cave in Mon State would be 
recognized as the first-ever community protected 
area in Myanmar, under the new Conservation of 
Biodiversity and Protected Areas Law (CBPAL) 
passed in May that year. For the Pharbaung 
community, the announcement was a cause for 
celebration after all their efforts advocating for 
permission to manage their sacred cultural site. 

With the help of Land Core Group, the Pharbaung 
community had worked with the Forest Department 
to advocate for a bottom-up approach to the 
management of land and cultural sites – instead of 
communities being told what to do. LCG bridged 
the gap between the Forest Department and local 
communities so that they could share knowledge 
and build mutual understanding. The success of the 
Pharbaung community could make similar 
community initiatives possible across the country.

The mountain and cave, located in Kyaikmaraw 
Township, Mon State, are significant from religious, 
cultural, and environmental perspectives. The 
limestone cave hosts a Buddhist temple and Buddha 

statues and is always alive with people. The statues 
and murals found on the cave walls are cherished 
and revered by local communities as well as people 
who come from afar to pay their respects to this 
sacred place. The cave is also home to various rare 
bat species. 

The community actively protected the site before 
LCG got involved. The mountain is in an area of 
mixed control (Government and Karen National 
Union (KNU)) and with the ceasefire and subsequent 
road construction, access for investors has improved 
over the past decade. The limestone mountains in 
the Kyaikmaraw area, in particular, have drawn 
attention from cement manufacturing companies. 
Buddhist monks and local residents living in the 
Pharbaung area, concerned about the threat of 
quarrying, created the Nature Lovers’ Association. 
In 2016, when representatives from a Chinese 
company came to Pharbaung Mountain and carried 
out tests for quarry development, the association 
complained to the Mon State Government and 
asked the Chinese to leave.
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U Aung Hla Thein, an executive committee member 
of the Association, recalled the situation and how 
the communities began their relationship with the 
Forest Department: 

“At that time, limestone mountains were 
disappearing left and right. There were illegal 
limestone quarrying operations and we didn’t even 
know how that was happening. We became so 
worried about our Pharbaung area. We contacted a 
township level Forest Department Officer and told 
him that we wanted to protect our area and that we 
wanted to write a letter to the Mon State Chief 
Minister and U Htin Kyaw, then president of the 
country. The Forest Department officer helped us 
write the letter and Land Core Group also became 
involved with us.”

The meeting between the local residents, Buddhist 
monks and the Forest Department Officer in 2017 
coincided with the completion of the final draft of 
the CBPAL (which would later be enacted in 2018). 
At the time, LCG, with support from Mekong 
Region Land Governance (MRLG), was preparing 
to implement a project to promote the forest tenure 
rights of communities. As part of the project, LCG 
led a workshop in Mawlamyine to launch pilot 
activities in Mon State. Government, civil society 
organizations (CSOs), private sector representatives, 
and members of the Nature Lovers’ Association 

participated, and the Pharbaung area was 
collectively selected as the pilot site. The objective 
of the pilot was to obtain permission for the 
communities to manage and protect Pharbaung 
Mountain and Pharbaung Cave under the soon to 
be enacted law. It would involve cooperation 
between the communities, LCG, and the Forest 
Department.  

LCG worked with the communities between May 
2018 and November 2018; initially, an LCG staff 
member stayed in the area. The first thing LCG did 
was to help the Nature Lovers’ Association 
restructure and become the Pharbaung Mountain 
and Pharbaung Cave Conservation Association, 
covering 14 villages. While the Nature Lovers’ 
Association was led by a committee of only men, 
women held many leadership roles in the new 
Association. Eight working groups were established 
under the executive committee, and monks served 
as advisors to the executive committee. LCG then 
helped the Association organize an action planning 
workshop. The workshop led to a range of new 
activities by the Association, including 
environmental awareness meetings for children 
and adults (attended by Forest Department and 
Environmental Conservation Department officials), 
regular meetings, and data collection on cultural 
heritage, medicinal plants, and aquatic species in 
the area. 

The communities sent a complaint letter to the Mon 
State Chief Minister regarding Myint Company, 
which had a license for quarrying operations at 
Pharbaung Mountain, and he cancelled the license. 
The community then saw the need to put boundary 
markers and signboards around the mountain, and 
LCG and the Forest Department provided support 
for doing so. LCG’s finance team coached the 
Association on basic financial management and the 
project coordinator helped them write a proposal 
seeking support. Then, in May 2018, the CBPAL 
was enacted, introducing a new category of 
protected area: community protected area. 
Following this, LCG helped the Association organize 
a management planning workshop to develop a 
plan that they then submitted to the Forest 
Department and a committee leading consultation 
on rules to implement the CBPAL. Several months 
later, community leaders made a presentation on 
their efforts in a national workshop on forest tenure 
organized by LCG. It was in that workshop that a 
Forest Department official announced that the 
mountain and cave would be the first community 
protected area recognized in Myanmar. 

The experience of trying to protect the Pharbaung 
Mountain and Cave has had positive effects on the 
communities in the Association. They have become 
more united and respectful of each other and 
developed community mobilization skills. The 
experience of working with LCG, the Forest 
Department, and with each other has also built 
community leaders’ confidence and instilled in 
them a passion to work for the good of their own 
communities. By participation in multi-stakeholder 

forums organized by LCG, community leaders have 
also developed skills in public speaking. 

Reflecting on the Pharbaung community a township 
Forest Officer of Kyaikmyaw Township said: 
“Whether it is about other mountains or the 
situation of the whole environment in this area, 
communities are key. If you look at the Pharbaung 
group, you can’t help but notice their enthusiasm. 
They may lack a bit of skills and knowledge, but 
they are eager to learn.” The strengths of the 
Pharbaung community lie in their ability to build 
solidarity, their enthusiasm, and their spiritual and 
cultural connection to the cave and the mountain. 

The Association has developed conservation and 
management plans for Pharbaung Mountain. Eight 
thematic groups are carrying out different tasks, 
including documentation and classification of 
animal and plant species and different kinds of 
natural resources found in the area. To manage the 
area and its resources sustainably, the Association 
has issued rules and regulations regarding 
trespassing, preservation of cultural artifacts, 
logging, hunting, use of water resources, fishing, 
collection of medicinal plants, land use, ecotourism, 
use of non-timber forest products, cutting of trees 
for firewood, mining, and conducting research. It 
also has an action plan. To some extent, the 
Association’s efforts reflect new practices, to some 
extent a revival of past practices of community-led 
natural resource management.  



Department can maintain a relationship of healthy 
cooperation and dialogue, they can achieve positive 
outcomes. 

Participation and collective decision-making are 
strong among the Pharbaung communities, and 
this is key to good natural resource management 
and conservation. The cooperation established 
between the communities and the Forest 
Department plays a crucial role in achieving the 
communities’ goals. There is something unique 
about the Pharbaung communities, and their 
experiences set a good example for other 
communities to follow. The project that supported 
them should also be seen as an example for future 
projects, as laws, policies and procedures continue 
to be passed and implemented. 

With strong cooperation between the communities 
and government departments (especially the 
Forest Department), protection of the Pharbaung 
Mountain and Cave provide a good example of co-
management. The local communities have the 
freedom to think, decide and act on their own, and 
it is clear the Forest Department’s support is 
strong. The township-level Forest Department 
Officer and his staff make regular visits to the site, 
share legal knowledge and offer suggestions to the 
communities. The local communities’ local 
knowledge is respected and applied in the 
management and protection of their land; they 
know their environment, their social relations, 
and culture better than anyone. The 2018 CBPAL 
requires communities to follow certain rules and 
instructions from the Forest Department. 
Hopefully, as long as the communities and Forest 
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