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Illegal Occupation of Land under the Royal Golden Jubilee Project reflects the 

lack of government’s will to restore forests 
Thai Post 5 July 2020 

 

 
reforested plot FPT15 was greener in the past but is now stripped bare 

 

Thailand at present has a mere 102 million rai of tropical rain forest, which is 30% of the total forested 

area, still far from the set target. The 20 year National Strategic Goal beginning in 2017 and the 12th 

National Economic and Social Development Plan have aimed to increase forested land to 40% of all 

combined forest reserves by encouraging communities residing in the reserves to replant the trees under 

the Project for the Reforestation of Land in Commemoration of the Royal Golden Jubilee in their 4 

million rai of undocumented farmland. The areas combine land in the Forest for Income Generation 

Project, establishment of community forests, forest-like areas, reserved forests, private forest parks both 

on reformed land (sor por kor) and private lands as well as the rehabilitation of illegally occupied land. 

Among ASEAN countries, Thailand’s forest coverage ranks at the bottom. While forest 

rehabilitation has been developed at a slow pace, forested land is continuously disappearing. It impacts 

directly to the loss of ecosystems, and the country is losing the opportunity to develop sustainably. We 

need to conserve the existing pristine forests which produce food and enhance people’s wellbeing. We 

keep hearing news about the illegal grabbing of land for farming and for building up resorts despite the 

total ban on forest cut. 
 

 
Cleared out land on reforestation plot FPT 15 in Nakhon Ratchasima under the Project for the 

Commemoration of the Royal Golden Jubilee 
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 Recently, an unfortunate report came out that discourages us in the efforts to rehabilitate and 

protect our forests. The International Network of Engaged Buddhists (INEB) reported at the 

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)’s member meeting that the green coverage of 

reforested land under the Project for the Commemoration of the Royal Golden Jubilee has become 

bare land and the situation is getting worse. As the current usage of the land is in conflict with the 

established purpose of the Project, an official complaint has been filed to related government agencies 

in the hope that the problem will be solved soon. The late King Rama IX and former Queen Sirikit 

were concerned about forest resources and established this Reforestation Project to protect the land 

from destruction and to increase national forest coverage, aiming to be of benefit for natural resources 

and the Thai people. 

 M. Jaturong Jong-a-sa, a specialist from INEB, explained that INEB has a mandate to campaign 

against global warming through its various activities of supporting religious groups, monks, and civil 

groups working on climate change. Illegal land grabbing and deforestation are the main causes of global 

warming. INEB is currently following up on the illegal occupation of the reforested lands in the Royal 

Golden Jubilee Project, especially plot FPT15 in the Sikhiu district of Nakhon Ratchasima province. A 

total area of 2,700 rai has been reforested since 2002 by PTT (formerly known as the Petroleum 

Authority of Thailand). The land was rehabilitated to a pristine stage and became a feeding ground and 

habitat for wild animals. Moreover, plot FPT15 is part of the Lamtakong and Pasak headwaters forests. 

Trees planted on the plot are to honor the late King Rama IX and the former Queen Sirikit. 

Unfortunately, no one takes care of this piece of land, and almost 1,000 rai has been illegally occupied 

and cleared out for tapioca farming. While government agencies have been organizing ongoing 

reforestation events and many photos were taken for PR work, there is no real protection of the land. 

 Mr. Jaturong explains, “Why are these lands under the Royal Reforestation Project that were 

given by the late King Rama XI and former Queen Sirikit for conservation being destroyed? We have 

lost our forest areas. The problem is that there is a responsibility gap between the related agencies, 

namely the Forestry Department and the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant 

Conservation. From 2002-2012, this project was allocated a maintenance budget, but when the financial 

support ended, there was no one to take care of the land. The tapioca farms have then come back, just 

like in the previous 30 years. There are also corn fields on this reforested land. This is sad. The 

stripped bare lands had been reforested and conserved for almost 20 years. When no one took care of 

the land over the past 8 years, farmers, investors, and local influential groups began invading the land 

for farming. I would like to request government officials to come in and survey the actual data of the 

forest, to make it clear where the boundary is, and how much land has been illegally occupied. The 

general public also has to have role in monitoring in this case.” 

 

 
Plot FPT15: due to a delay in the handing over process between agencies,  

a gap in authority has caused deforestation and land grabbing  
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 Mr. Jaturong further explained that apart from calling for the responsibility of related 

government agencies to solve the illegal occupancy problem on plot FPT15, INEB has laid out a forest 

conservation and rehabilitation plan together with IUCN’s Asia Regional Office under the project called 

“Management Framework for Ecological Corridor between Phu Khieo – Nam Nao and Dong Phayayen 

- Khao Yai Forest Complexes”. The corridor connects two major ecosystems located at: 1) Khao Pong 

Nok Buddhist Monastery (a branch of Wat Rakhang Khositaram), which is part of the Buddhist Park 

Project initiated by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, and 2) Phu San Dao Buddhist 

Monastery in the Dong Phayayen National Reserve Forest which is connected to plot FPT15. The 

network of monasteries on the mountain ranges has made an effort to maintain and rehabilitate the 

forest so that it becomes an important ecological corridor, as Don Phayayen forest is part of Lamtakong 

and Pasak headwater forests. Most of the areas are mixed forests and dry dipterocarp forests, where key 

species include Xylia xylocarpa, Pterocarpus macrocarpus, Afzelia xylocarpa, Diospyros mollis, and 

Dendrocalamus strictus, and spread throughout the area making a habitat for wild animals. The project 

drafting is in process. Later, INEB and its partners will set up a meeting with the Department of 

National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation (DNP) to discuss the implementation of the project to 

protect the headwater forests, which can provide fruits, drought relief, and global temperature control. 

 Mr. Pratheep Meekatidhama, an IUCN Thailand staff, revealed that this forest land has been 

converted to farmland and villages. When the forest is segmented, adverse effects are imposed on 

ecosystems, and it reduces wildlife diversity, especially to animals requiring larger habitat like elephants 

and tigers. Thus, IUCN has decided to join the project on the Ecological Corridor between Phu Khieo 

– Nam Nao and Dong Phayayen - Khao Yai Forest Complexes. The corridor area has a high potential 

for wildlife crossing. The landscape is also outstanding as it’s the edge of Korat Plateau. The corridor 

can be divided into 2 sections. The first section is 36 km long covering an area of 27,312 rai, while the 

second is 23 km long covering the area of 15,625 rai. The area where both monasteries are located and 

plot FPT15 are at risk of illegal occupations and deforestation. There are village settlements and the 

forest areas are only partially left. If there is no invasion, the forest coverage can account up to 43,000 

rai. He emphasized that forest conservation is not only about taking back forest land but also 

maintaining its abundances.  

 

 
Ecological Corridor between the World Heritage Phu Khieo – Nam Nao and Dong Phayayen - Khao 

Yai Forest Complexes which will connect with the permanent forest plot FPT15 

 

       Mr. Pratheep mentioned that forest conversation efforts under this corridor project are going to 

enhance forest management effectiveness. Three possible options for discussion are: 1) upgrading it to a 

No-Hunting Area and preserving it as a wildlife habitat, while inventories of animals and plants are still 

needed, 2) establishing it as a Forest Park as the nature in the area is abundant and worth protecting so 

it can be managed as a nature learning site, and 3) having it as a Community Forest which helps reduce 
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disputes with local communities. In case it is established as a No-Hunting Area or a Forest Park, 

surrounding communities can submit an application to utilize it as a Community Forest in accordance 

with the Community Forest Act of 2019. Later, a Community Forest Committee is needed to be 

appointed as well as the development of a Community Forest Management Plan that clearly draws the 

boundaries of zones for protection, utilization, and rehabilitation.  

 Mr. Pratheep concluded, “As of now, there is no decision which option is best. IUCN and 

INEB are developing a proposal to submit to the Protected Areas Regional Office 7 of the Department 

of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation (DNP) in Nakon Ratchasima. We will conduct a 

study and a survey to collect data, mark the boundaries, gather topography and geology data, and 

determine ecosystem values and significances on the forest condition, key animal and plant species. We 

will also collect community data and meet with local administrative organizations and related 

communities. The data will be analyzed to evaluate the best management option for the area. Then a 

final report will be submitted to DNP. The expected timeframe is one year. This project is aiming not 

only at rehabilitating the forest but also reducing conflicts in the area.”  

 

 
The area is suitable to be designated as a ‘corridor’ connecting two forest complexes.  

It has beautiful natural conditions and is a wildlife habitat. 
 

 Thai environmentalist Dr. Surapol Duangkae opinioned that there is now a gap period of 

handling the reforested plot FPT15, and the responsibility overlaps between the Department of Forestry 

and the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation. There is also a delay in the 

official handover process. When it’s done, the responsible agency needs to allocate budgets and staff to 

manage the area. During this gap period, illegal land grabbing has happened. Buddhist monks residing 

at the forest monasteries have been engaging in conservation efforts, but their work is starting to be 

defeated. This situation has brought about the conversation with IUCN Thailand to stop the 

destruction. Dr. Duangkae supports the Ecological Corridor Project which will be the first of its kind 

linking the two major forest complexes. The corridor will enhance the significance of the World 

Heritage Dong Phayayen - Khao Yai Forest Complex. 

 Dr. Duangkae further notes that, “The Reforestation Project in Commemoration of the Royal 

Golden Jubilee is a beneficial project. However, we need to review and deal with the mistakes that have 

happened in the past as well as seriously inspect every plot of land. After the handover, the responsible 

agency needs to immediately take actions by assigning budgets and staff to the area. Moreover, the other 

key factor to consider is community participation in taking care of the forest. There is the example of 

PTT which set up a project called ‘the PTT developed village’ [as part of a corporate social 
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responsibility initiative]. After reforestation of an area, it worked with surrounding communities, 

generating household income, and raising awareness of the forest values. They love and value their 

forest very much and have developed a forest protector network against poaching.  Many plots of land 

under this Royal Reforestation Project are successfully protected. The area has become greener and 

wild animals are back. This project also prevents forest fires, and the national ecological value of the 

forest has increased. However, when it comes to the surveying period, if the government body is not 

ready to handle it, there are ways for the private sector to support the management of the forest. I think 

this can be an interesting alternative.” Dr. Surapol said. In the end, the government has to take charge of 

the management of Thai forests and inspect the Project for the Reforestation of Land in 

Commemoration of the Royal Golden Jubilee carefully for the benefit of the nation.” 

 

 
 




