
Background

• Transboundary smoke haze from peat land and forest 

fires during the dry season from June to October has 

been a recurring problem in the southern ASEAN region 

in the past decades

• Major haze pollution has occurred throughout the1980s 

and 1990s. This has affected Brunei Darussalamx, 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and 

Thailand

• These fires are caused mainly by land clearing and 

‘slash and burn’ agricultural practices in Indonesia, 

particularly Sumatra and Kalimantan

• More than 9 million hectares of land were burnt (6.5 

million were forested areas)

• This released of an estimated 1-2 billion tones of carbon

Definition

According to ASEAN:

• Haze pollution: Smoke resulting from land and/or forest 

fires which caused destructive effects of such a nature 

as to threaten human health, harm living resources and 

ecosystems and material property and impair or 

interfere with amenities and other legitimate uses of the 

environment

• Transboundary haze pollution: Haze pollution which 

physical origin is situated wholly or in part within the 

area under the national jurisdiction of one Member State 

and which is transported into the area under the 

jurisdiction of another Member State
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Impacts

Economy

• Particular economic sectors are significantly affected, 

including air, water, land transport, shipping, 

construction, tourism, forestry and agriculture. 

• The total economic loss between 1997-1998 is 

estimated at US$9.3 billion

• The haze crisis cost Indonesia’s economy alone an 

estimated US$16.1 billion in 2015

Public Health

• 15,000 residents in Riau, 23,000 in South Sumatra and 

40,000 in South Kalimantan experienced from 

respiratory infections in 2015

Environment

• Peat lands are carbon-rich, containing twice as much 

carbon stock as the entire forest biomass of the world 

(550 Gt carbon). When disrupted, peat lands can 

become momentous sources of greenhouse gas 

emissions

• During the last major fires in 1997 more than 2.7 million 

ha in the region was burnt and caused the largest 

documented escalation in global CO2 levels

Causes

Peat land

• Fires in peat soils are a dominant contributor to

transboundary haze pollution in ASEAN

• Indonesia has about 70% of the region’s peat lands.

• Drainage and unsustainable management practices

have made peat lands exposed to fire

• Peat fires are difficult to extinguish as they occur under

the ground. The fire produces very heavy smoke haze

and releases a high amount of carbon

The El Nino

• The recurring climatological disturbance known as the El

Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), has set the stage for

extensive wildfires in ASEAN

Man-made

• The fires are caused by firms and smallholder farmers 

who engage in illegal slash-and-burn practices as a 

relatively low-cost process to clear and prepare vast 

tracts of land in Indonesia's Sumatra and Kalimantan 

islands

• Slash-and-burn agricultural practices have become 

progressively attractive for people in these areas, given 

a rise in palm oil demand pushed by the bio-fuel policies 

of some developed countries

A comparison of Kuala Lumpur on a normal day (left) and haze day (right) © CPPS
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• Nationalist and 

protectionist policies by 

successive Indonesian 

governments failed to 

transform the local 

economy and has led to 

almost no other 

alternative sources of 

income for small farmers 

in the area
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Efforts Undertaken

Indonesia
• One Map Initiative to increase transparency on 

concessions

• Indonesia Palm Oil Pledge: agreement among leading 

palm oil producers commits to industry sustainability 

practices and principles of no planting on high carbon 

stock or peat lands

• Peat Restoration Agency: enabling decree targets a 2 

million hectares for restoration by 2020

• Zero Deforestation Zones (ZDZs): jurisdictions that have

mutually reinforcing public and private governance

structures working towards reaching zero net emissions

from deforestation while increasing production and

economic development

Singapore
• Legislation: passed haze law with authority to prosecute

individuals or companies that cause serious air pollution 

in Singapore through slash-and-burn agricultural 

practices in neighboring countries up to S$2 million 

(US$1.6 million) 

Malaysia
• Cooperation: Malaysia and Indonesia have established a 

Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries to bring 

harmony in palm oil production standards based on 

economic sustainability and set up a working committee 

to study sustainable palm oil industries

ASEAN
• Regional Haze Action Plan: a framework containing 

three major components: prevention, mitigation, and 

monitoring

• Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution: contains 

measures on monitoring, assessment, prevention, 

preparedness, national and joint emergency response, 

technical cooperation and scientific research

• Sub Regional Ministerial Steering Committee: comprised 

of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand. 

Assisting Indonesia to implement Plan of Action

• Sub Regional Haze Monitoring System: sharing of digital 

geo-reference concession maps and leverage on 

satellite and mapping technologies to enhance hotspot 

monitoring

Arguments & Challenges

• Complication in determining the culprit 

behind the burning and to held a party 

responsible for the burning in specific land

• Difficulty in extinguishing the peat fires burnt 

underground once it started

• Contradiction in implementing zero deforestation pledge, 

as it will threaten the palm oil industry which is a major 

contribution to Indonesia’s economy

• A lack of transparency and inscrutable data from 

authorities

• Indonesia relies on demand for palm oil commodity, 

which produce almost US$20 billion a year and employs 

millions

• The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil initiative to 

compile and publish all of it’s members palm oil 

concessions in digital maps has faced obstacles in 

Malaysia, where the legality of the public disclosure of 

concession maps continues to be ambiguous within the 

laws of the country

• The ASEAN MSC believe that the root cause of the fires 

is commercially driven and there is a need to hold 

plantation companies and land owners responsible for 

the haze accountable
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Policy Recommendations

• Peat land preservation and rehabilitation, direct towards 

better land and water management (maintenance of high 

water tables)

• Poverty alleviation to cut down reliance on cheap 

methods to clear land, and clarifying land rights

• Corporate actors to train and provide equipment to the 

village community to clear land without fire and fight fire 

when it occurs

• Awareness and education about environmental issues to 

be included into the national school syllabus, to have a 

better communication strategy to educate citizens

• Better coordination and enforcement on current ASEAN 

level engagements

• Governance of palm oil policy, both in local and 

overseas operations, needs to be reviewed and 

strategized by authorities

• Promote consumer awareness of the environmental 

concussions of products they purchase, encouraging the 

labeling and certification of products using sustainable 

palm oil

• Promote regional multidisciplinary studies by 

cooperation among government, industry, NGO, and 

academia

• Government to introduce and subsidize automated

farming technology to substitute slash and burn methods

Photo credit: Free Malaysia Today (Policy Recommendation Reference: AEI-JPAS-CARUM Roundtable on 

Transboundary Haze Pollution White Paper, November 2015.)

| 2Updated: 9th May 2016

http://www.greenpeace.org/seasia/feature-stories/open-letter-to-the-plantation-industry-in-indonesia/
http://www.palmoilpledge.id/en/vision-mission
http://www.greenpeace.org/seasia/press-centre/press-releases/peat-restoration-agency-welcomed/
https://www.edf.org/sites/default/files/indonesia_zero_deforestation_zones_0.pdf
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/09/18/new-regional-body-net-forest-criminals.html
http://www.antaranews.com/en/news/100801/indonesia-malaysia-set-up-council-of-palm-oil-producing-countries
haze.asean.org/how-it-became-a-problem-in-the-region/regional-haze-action-plan
http://haze.asean.org/asean-agreement-on-transboundary-haze-pollution/
http://www.asean.org/17th-meeting-of-the-sub-regional-ministerial-steering-committee-msc-on-transboundary-haze-pollution/
http://haze.asean.org
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2015/08/29/govt-opposes-zero-deforestation-pledge-palm-oil-firms.html
http://www.rspo.org/about/who-we-are
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/asean-ministers-express/2225550.html
http://carum.info/activities/aei-jpas-carum-roundtable-on-transboundary-haze-pollution/

