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counter to the country’s forest conservation goals. Lest
we forget, the 13th National Economic and Social Devel-

Established 1946

PBangkok Post

THE NEWSPAPER YoU CAN TRUST

Forest rules
need rethink

fter removing a rare songbird — the red-

whiskered bulbul — from the wildlife

protection list to serve commercial breeders,

and approving the Royal Irrigation Depart-

ment’s request to build a 7.2-billion-baht
reservoir in a rich national forest reserve to supply water
to factories and data centres, the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Environment is pressing ahead with
another misguided policy that will put national forest
reserves at risk.

This time, the ministry is seeking to allow more types
of development in national forest reserve areas. What is
worrying is that the Anutin government is going along
with it. Last week, the cabinet approved in princi-
ple the ministry’s request to increase the number of
eligible activities from 10 to 16. The changes are clearly
intended to serve applicants. For example, the proposed
regulations would require the Royal Forest Depart-
ment (RFD) to process applications within 60 days and
extend land-use permits from 10 years to 30 years. The
six additional activities are renewable energy, telecom-
munications infrastructure, waste management, public
infrastructure, RFD “welfare” projects and projects
intended to “promote social and economic develop-
ment and national security’.

The ministry’s proposal is deeply troubling, as it runs

opment Plan (2023-2027) seeks to increase public forest
coverage to 40% by 2037.

In 1960, forests covered 60% of the country. That
figure has fallen to about 31% and has remained there
over the past decade. Logging, mining, infrastructure
development, transport projects and urbanisation have
all contributed to deforestation. Under governments
and environment ministers who prioritise develop-
ment over conservation, the 40% goal will remain a
pipe dream.

Make no mistake, Natural Resources and Environ-
ment Minister Suchart Chomklin deserves praise for
launching a crackdown on illegal resorts and forest
encroachers in Phuket. Yet demolishing illegal resorts
is simply law enforcement’s duty. The country needs
an environment minister who can see the bigger
picture and help shape policies that preserve ecologi-
cal systems.

As the world faces more natural disasters, we need
high-quality forests and intact ecosystems more than
ever to help us cope with droughts, floods, mountain
runoff, forest fires and climate change. We need forest
policies that lead to greater conservation.

If public forest land must be shared, the environ-
ment minister must provide reliable mechanisms to
screen applications and prevent risky or undesirable
activities in our precious and increasingly scarce forest
reserves, This policy will do just the opposite. Permit-
ting waste-management projects will open the door
for recycling companies to bring waste into public
forest areas, exposing soil and water resources to
toxic contamination.

Renewable energy projects such as dams and solar
farms will still require forest clearance, undermining
entire ecosystems. Broad and poorly defined terms such
as “welfare” and “economic development” could also
open the door to arbitrary decisions. It is not too late
for Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul to backpedal. It
does not need a senseless — if not dangerous — forest
policy that will cause further problems for society and
the environment.
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