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    Abstract     The Asian developing region, defi ned here for the purpose of analysis to 
include China, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam, is one of 
the most economically vibrant regions in the world. Acknowledging that rapid eco-
nomic growth has had damaging environmental consequences, leaders in the 
region have made concerted efforts to strengthen the protection of the regional environ-
ment which is home to some of the richest and most biologically diverse habitats in the 
world. Each country has set up its environmental ministry or equivalent agency and 
enacted numerous laws to ensure stronger effort in biodiversity conservation and envi-
ronmental protection. Despite these environmental protection initiatives, however, 
environmental degradation in the region remains a serious problem. Existing legislative 
efforts to halt extensive deforestation in the region have been hampered by various 
unsustainable resource use practices. In an attempt to make headway in an urgent task 
to contain this critical problem, this paper seeks to develop more adequate perspectives 
and concepts for an analysis of the complex process, which has led to the present 
conundrum, and to offer a way out of it. More specifi cally, in addressing the issues at 
hand, the paper examines the role of environmental ethics in fostering stronger environ-
mental controlling actions based on the philosophical insights of Aldo Leopold’s land 
ethics and empirical evidence drawn from fi eld research on the indigenous environ-
mental worldviews conducted between 2007 and 2011 in Malaysia. It is concluded that 
in halting further environmental decline in the region, it is necessary for the regional 
leaders to mark a higher level of ethical engagement with the natural environment.  

1       Introduction 

 Sustainable development is defi ned in the Brundtland Report or “Our Common 
Future” as development that “meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WECD  1987 ). The 
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Report which introduced a new growth model “that is forceful and at the same time 
socially and environmentally sustainable”, places great emphasis on the needs to 
manage and use natural resources wisely so as to uphold the principle of intergen-
erational equity. More particularly, it calls for the need to achieve economic prog-
ress and social justice in ways that will not deplete the earth’s fi nite resources. 

 Recognizing the growing importance of sustainable development, leaders in the 
Asian region, defi ned to include the world fastest developing country, China and the 
fast developing ASEAN economies, namely, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, the 
Philippines and Vietnam (or the ASEAN-5), for the purpose of analysis, have 
expended much effort to sell to the public development policies that they believe 
would conform to the Brundtland’s concepts of sustainable development. 1  In addi-
tion, with the growing awareness of the potential threats of environmental impair-
ment caused by economic growth, all the countries in the region have ratifi ed the 
United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), a globally binding legal 
document on biodiversity conservation, as a sign of commitment to ensure that the 
regional rich biological diversity is conserved and sustainably managed towards 
enhancing social, economic and environmental well-being. Each country has also 
set up its environmental ministry or equivalent agency and enacted numerous laws 
to strengthen biodiversity conservation efforts. 

 Despite these environmental initiatives, however, the overall environmental con-
ditions in the region have in fact worsened. Casual observation of what happens on 
the ground seems to indicate that national and regional environmental efforts have 
been unable to reverse the rapid loss of environmental resources and biodiversity in 
the region. Indeed, signs are evident that the regional environment is increasingly 
exposed to extensive and irreversible physical transformations as a result unrestraint 
pursuit of economic growth or material progress. One of the most disturbing envi-
ronmental features in the region is the rapid and abrupt disappearance of species. 
This gravest environmental worry is refl ected by the increasing number of the 
regional biological species being put under the purview of the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species (Hilton-Taylor et al.  2009 ; Wilson  2000 ; Carpenter and Peter 
 2009 ). 2  

 In an attempt to make headway in an urgent task of containing these higher-order 
of environmental tragedies across the Asian region, this study seeks to develop more 
adequate perspectives and concepts for an analysis of the complex process, which 
has led to the present conundrum, and to offer a way out of it. Methodologically, it 
examines the dynamic implications of the link between economic growth and eco-
logical sustainability under the spectrum of “Our Common Future”. It further 

1   ASEAN comprises of ten countries of Southeast Asia, which include Singapore (developed nation 
state), Indonesia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Brunei, Burma (Myanmar) and 
the Philippines (developing nations). 
2   IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources) Red List is the 
world’s most comprehensive information source on the global conservation status of biological 
species around the world. The IUCN 

 Categories of threat for the existing species include “near threatened”, “vulnerable”, and “criti-
cally endangered”. The other two categories are “extinct” and “extinct in the wild” 
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assesses the main driver behind the increasing incidence of the regional environ-
mental paradox. 

 The assessment cogently demonstrates that the prevalence of the regional envi-
ronmental issues partly lie in the lack of a philosophical basis for engagement with 
the natural environment when optimizing the economic use of nature. It is argued 
that the anthropocentric view of nature – the view which sees nature as serving 
human interests – still dominates the environmental regimes or society in the region 
to the extent that when environmental sustainability comes into confl ict with eco-
nomic growth or material progress, the former will be sidelined. To a large extent, 
environmental degradation in the region is human-induced; it is spurred by man’s 
deeply entrenched exploitative behavior. 

 In addressing the above unsustainable anthropocentric value system, the study 
examines how human environmental attitudes and values help to infl uence individ-
ual behaviour and government policy concerning resource management and conser-
vation practices based on the philosophical insights of Aldo Leopold’s land ethics. 
The practical implications of Aldo Leopold’s ethical argument in ecological conser-
vation will be further examined based on fi eld investigation of the indigenous envi-
ronmental worldviews conducted in the state of Sarawak in Malaysia between 2007 
and 2011. It is concluded that the environmental decline in the Asian region can 
possibly be addressed by altering man’s actions founded on holistic environmental 
beliefs, ecological attitudes and values.  

2     The State of Biodiversity in the Asian Region 

 It goes without saying that the Asian region as defi ned above is one of the most 
biologically rich and diverse environments in the world. Take the case of China, for 
instance, it is ranked third place behind Brazil and Colombia in terms of plant diver-
sity (Lopez-Pujol et al.  2006 ,  2011 ). It has roughly 32,000 vascular plants, many of 
which are evolutionarily associated with ancient geological history. Also, more than 
half of these higher plants (17,300 species) are endemic (Huang et al.  2015 ; Ministry 
of Environmental Protection, China  2008 ). There are roughly 6347 species of verte-
brates including 1244 species of birds and 3862 species of fi sh recorded in China. 
These account for about 14 % of the world’s total vertebrate species (Ministry of 
Environmental Protection, China  2008 ). China is also listed as one of the world’s 17 
“megadiverse” countries. 3  

 In the above connection, it may be revealed that the Three Gorges reservoir 
region located along the Yangtze River and with a total area of roughly 58,000 
square kilometres (km 2 ), is one of most biologically diverse regions in China. It is 

3   Of the 170 countries in the world, a mere 17 countries which has less than 10 % of the global 
surface but lay claim to 70 % of the biological diversity on earth. The megadiversity concept was 
created to encourage and prioritize conservation efforts of biological resources around the world 
especially in these megadiverse countries (Conservational International  1998 ) 
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also one of the most fascinating ecological treasures in the world. It is home to over 
6400 plant species (roughly 19 % of total number of species found in China) with 
57 % of them categorized as endangered, 3400 insect species (8.5 % of China’s 
total), more than 360 fi sh species, and more than 500 terrestrial vertebrate species 
(22 % of China’s total) (Ministry of Agriculture, Beijing  1995 ; He and Xie  1995 ; 
Xie  2003 ; Wu et al.  2003 ; Tian et al.  2007 ; Zhang and Lou  2011 ). Twenty-seven 
percent of all the Chinese endangered freshwater fi sh are found in the Yangtze River 
which cut across by the Three Gorges dam, and of these roughly 177 species are 
classifi ed as endemic (Yue and Chen  1998 ; Xie  2003 ; Fu et al.  2003 ; Zhang and Lou 
 2011 ). 

 Some of the most important and rare species found in the Three Gorges Dam 
area which are listed under the IUCN Red List as endangered are:

    (i)    The Chinese sturgeon, the hugest form of legendary fi sh species which has 
been swimming in the Yangtze waters for the past 140 million years. It would 
swim 3000 kilometres (km) upstream during spawning season (Evans  2007 ). 
The Chinese sturgeon is considered as a national treasure in China, and is now 
listed as Class I State protected species under the Chinese law (Hu et al.  2009 ).   

   (ii)    The Chinese paddlefi sh or the “King of Yangtze”, the world’s longest freshwa-
ter fi sh. The species, which is placed under the China Species Red List, is 
protected under the Chinese state law.   

   (iii)    The Yangtze River dolphin or Baiji, the world’s rarest freshwater dolphin 
which has been thriving in the Yangtze River for the past 20 to 30 million years 
(Wu et al.  2003 ). The Baiji is classifi ed as the First Category of National Key 
Protected Wildlife Species in China.   

   (iv)    Other state protected or IUCN Red List species found in the Three Gorges dam 
area include the Yangtze fi nless porpoise, the Chinese tiger; the Chinese alliga-
tor; the Chinese giant salamander; the Siberian crane, and the giant panda.     

 The ASEAN-5 region is also one of the world’s most biologically rich regions. 
Among the world’s 17 megadiverse countries, three are located in the region, 
namely, Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines (Williams et al.  2001 ). Among 
these countries, Indonesia is the most diverse and biologically rich in the ASEAN 
region. It is also the third most biologically diverse country in the world. Occupying 
only 1.3 % of the earth’s surface, it has 12 % of the world’s mammal species (515 
species with 36 % classifi ed as endemic and fi rst in the world in term of species 
richness). It ranks third for reptiles (with more than 600 species), fourth for birds 
(roughly 1519 species with 28 % classifi ed as endemic) and fi fth for amphibians 
(roughly 270 species) (UNEP  2010 ). There are 31,746 vascular plants recorded in 
Indonesia based on a taxonomic assessment conducted in 2007 (Hickey et al.  2004 ; 
Ministry of Environment, Indonesia  2005 ,  2009 ; Choy  2015 ). Also, new species 
continue to be discovered in the country on an annual basis (Yeager  2008 ). Indonesia 
is also a highly endemic region. The number of endemic fauna comprises 270 mam-
mal species, 386 bird species, 328 reptile species, 204 amphibian species and 280 
fi sh species (Ministry of Environment and Forestry of Indonesia  2014 ). 

 Malaysia ranks 14th out of the global-17 megabiodiverse list. Its rainforests con-
tain roughly 306 species of mammals, 742 species of birds with high level of ende-
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mism, 242 species of amphibians, 567 species of reptiles, and 15,000 vascular 
plants, more than 449 species of freshwater fi sh, and more than 150,000 species of 
invertebrates (Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, Malaysia  2014 ) The 
country is also ranked fourth in the Asian list in term of biological richness for 
amphibian (218 species) (IUCN  2009 ). 

 It may be of interest to note that out of the 13 states in Malaysia, the states of 
Sarawak and Sabah located in Borneo Island have important concentrations of 
threatened and highly endemic species (Hilton-Taylor et al.  2009 ; WWF  2010a ,  b ). 4  
Respectively, these two states contribute roughly two and four million hectares 
(ha) of their rainforests to the formation of the “Heart of Borneo” (HoB). The HoB 
is a tri-national and transboundary protected area made up of more than 23 million 
ha of biological rich dense tropical rainforests. It is located at the borders of West 
Kalimantan in Indonesia (share of HoB’s contribution: roughly 16.8 million ha), the 
Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah, and Brunei (share of HoB’s contribution: 
roughly 340,000 ha) (WWF  2010a ). 5  It is the world’s fi nal tropical frontiers for 
scientifi c and biological research. Scientists have discovered more than 123 new 
species in this conservation zone for the past three years between 2007 and 2009 – 
an average of more than three new species per month (Thompson  2010 ). The rain-
forests in Sarawak alone are home to 185 animal species, 530 bird species, over 
10,000 insect species, over 8000 plant species, more than 1000 species of orchid 
and with more new species continued to be discovered (Sarawak Forestry 
Corporation  2006 ). While in Sabah, its forests are home to roughly 6000 species of 
fl owering plants, 2000 species of orchids, and 189 species of land mammals, out of 
which 42 are considered endemic to Borneo, 120 species of mammal, 300 species 
of bird, 72 species of reptile, 56 species of amphibian, and 37 species of fi sh (UNDP 
 2012 ; Sabah Forestry Department  2012 ). 

 The Philippines ranks 17th on the 17-global mega list. There are roughly 530 
species of birds (some 185 species are endemic), at least 165 species of mammals 
(over 100 are endemic), about 235 species of reptiles (roughly 160 are endemic), 
nearly 90 species of amphibians (about 76 are endemic), and more than 9250 vascu-
lar plant species (about one-third is endemic), found in the country (Conservational 
International  2013 ). It also has among the highest rates of biological discovery in 
the world. For example, in the last 10 years, 36 new species of plants and animals 
have been discovered (Hance  2012a ; see also, ACB  2010 ; Conservational 
International  2013 ). These include, for example, the Camiguin hawk owl, Cordillera 
shrew mouse, Zambales forest mouse, Sierra Madre mouse, and Southern Leyte 
frog (DENR-BMB  2014 ). 

 Although Thailand is not listed as one of the global-17 megadiverse countries, it 
is considered as one of the most biologically rich regions in the world. According to 

4   Malaysia consists of 13 states with 11 states located in Peninsular or West Malaysia and 2 states, 
namely, Sarawak and Sabah located in East Malaysia, on the island of Borneo 
5   Currently, the Indonesian share of HoB’s contribution is 12.6 million hectares while the proposed 
share is about 16.8 million. For Brunei, its share is roughly 576,000 ha (WWF  2010a ). The 23.4 
million hectares as stated above covered the proposed fi gure of Indonesia 
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the order of the World Conservation Monitoring Centre, Thailand is ranked 16th in 
term of biodiversity richness (Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 
Thailand  2014 ). Being connected to the Himalayan mountain range, Southern 
China, Peninsular Malaysia, Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia, the Thai forests pro-
vide excellent natural habitats for rich and diverse sources of biodiversity from three 
fl oristic elements, namely, Indo-Burmese, Indo-Chinese and Malaysia’s elements. 
There are 4722 species of vertebrates comprising 336 species of mammals, 1010 
species of birds, 394 species of reptiles, 157 species of amphibians, and 2825 spe-
cies of fi sh found in Thailand. Of these, 555 species of vertebrates are classifi ed as 
threatened. These include 118 species of mammals, 118 species of birds, 49 species 
of reptiles, 18 species of amphibians, and 202 species of fi sh (Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment, Thailand  2014 ; see also, Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment, Thailand  2009 ; ONEP  2009 ; Baimai  2010 ). Thailand also has 
about fi ve percent (10,250 species) of all the vascular plants and gymnosperms in 
the world (Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, Thailand  2014 ). 

 Vietnam is also considered as one of the world’s most biologically diverse 
regions with very high rates of terrestrial endemism (Carew-Reid et al.  2010 ). There 
are roughly 310 species of mammals, 260 species of reptiles, 262 species of amphib-
ian, 840 species of birds and 13,766 fl oral species found in the country (Ministry of 
Resource and Environment, Vietnam  2008 ; see also, Carew-Reid et al.  2010 ). 
Vietnam’s global biodiversity signifi cance was highlighted by the recent discovery 
of four large mammal species, namely, Saola ( Pseudoryx nghetinhensis ), Large- 
antlered Muntjac  (  Megamuntiacus vuquangensis ), Annamite Muntjac ( Muntiacus 
truongsonensis ), and Khting Vor ( Pseudonovibos spiralis ), two new species of 
snake in the Annamite range of Truong Son and the central highlands (Warne and 
Phong  2002 ; Carew-Reid et al.  2010 ). 

 It is thus increasingly clear that the ecosystems in the Asian developing region 
are some of the earth’s most distinctive biological treasures. Their exceptionally 
rich endowment of unique and highly endemic biota also makes it one of the most 
important priority conservation ecoregions in the world. Acknowledging that the 
rapid economic growth in the region has had damaging environmental consequences 
on these ecological treasures, regional leaders have established various institutional 
and legal frameworks to promote sustainable natural resource use and environmen-
tal protection. Despite these environmental protection initiatives, however, 
 paradoxically, the overall regional environmental situations are becoming worse. In 
what follows is an attempt to examine this environmental paradox, and to suggest 
ways to mitigate the problems at hand.  

3     The State of Economic Growth 

 Before entering into the core of the analysis, it is appropriate to provide a brief dis-
cussion on the economic growth trends in the Asian developing region as defi ned 
above. This enables us to see clearly the connection between economic growth and 
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environmental sustainability in the region. Environmental sustainability may be 
loosely defi ned as the balance in sustaining the ecological health of the ecosystem 
while optimizing the instrumental use of nature to promote economic growth or 
satisfying human wants. It involves making responsible decisions and taking action 
to preserve the quality and capability of environment to support human life on a 
long-term basis. Environmental sustainability may be distinguished from ecological 
sustainability which is defi ned as the capacity of ecosystems to maintain and sustain 
their essential functions and processes, and biodiversity over time (see Holling’s 
concept of resilience as discussed below). Also, it may be of passing interest to note 
the distinction between an environment and an ecosystem. While an environment 
refers to the sum total of surrounding things such as physical features or biological 
components, conditions and infl uences such as rainfall, temperature and thunder-
storm, an ecosystem refers to an ecological unit in a specifi c area. The Heart of 
Borneo ecosystem as noted above is an example. As these terms are closely related, 
depending on circumstances of the case, they may be used interchangeably for ana-
lytical convenience. 

 To begin with, for decades, the Asian developing economies have joined the race 
to compete with one another to gain a competitive edge in the global economy. This 
dominant force of capitalist competition has changed the Asian economic order 
dramatically. Under the new economic order, the Asian economic dynamism con-
tinued to shape the global economic landscapes based on a new strategic economic 
impulse–the promotion of sustainable economic growth within the Brundtland’s 
spectrum of sustainability. 6  The consensus among the Asian leaders is that the 
Brundtland model of sustainable development contributes to achieving not only 
economic growth and prosperity but also, environmental or ecological sustainability 
and intergenerational distributive justice. We shall have occasion here to examine 
whether the Asian model of sustainable growth conforms to the Brundtland’s traits 
of sustainability. 

 To put issues into perspective, within one generation, the Asian region has been 
transformed into one of the most economically vibrant entities in the world today, 
having persistently achieved and sustained high economic growth for the past few 
decades based on the prescription of neoliberal economic policies (Choy  2014a ). 
The priorities of neoliberal policies are to expand market forces, facilitate deregula-

6   The term economic growth refers to the amount of goods and services produced in an economy. 
It may be expressed in term of an increase in GDP (gross domestic product), that is, quantitative 
growth. As distinct from economic growth, economic development is a wider concept. It is not 
only concerned with quantitative growth but also, qualitative expansion of an economy as a whole, 
that is, qualitative growth. Some of the important features associated with qualitative growth are: 
(i) modern economic transition from an agriculture or primary-product based economy to a manu-
facturing or industrial-based economy especially technologically advanced economy and, (ii) 
social improvement in the quality of life or standard of living of citizens. Sustainable development, 
as defi ned above may slightly be distinguished from economic development in term of the environ-
mental emphasis it places on development process. That is, it is fundamentally concerned with 
prudent use of natural resources when promoting development so that future generations will not 
be worse off than the present generation 
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tions, promote free trade; privatization and global competitiveness, enhance mass 
production and consumption, attract foreign direct investment and maximize con-
sumption (see, for example, FAO  2006 ; Chow  2012 ). The policies also place great 
emphasis on industrial expansion and the promotion of export-oriented growth 
(Haque  1999 ). 

 The rigor of the Asian economic dynamism is well illustrated by the rapid capitalist 
transformation in China since the adoption of its market reforms in 1978 under the 
leadership of Deng Xiaoping. Before the reform period, China’s per capita GDP 
(gross domestic product) was lower than that of Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand. In 
fact, China was one of the poorest countries in the world, with a GDP per capita of 
only US$165 (constant US$ 2000) (UNICEF  2014 ). However, since the commence-
ment of market reforms, China has been achieving a remarkable GDP growth- far 
higher than the ASEAN-5 region. Over the past 28 years between 1987 and 2014, it 
has achieved an annual GDP growth of 9.7 % – three times the global average (Fig.  1 ).

   Within a decade, China has been able to transform itself into a modern industrial 
state that many developing countries needed 100 years to achieve. It is also notewor-
thy that China has successfully achieved a 9.2 % GDP growth during the full-blown 
global recession in the year 2009. It is also the fi rst of the major economies in the 
world, which was able to withstand the effects global recession (Zissis and Bajoria 
 2008 ; Xia and Wang  2012 ; Kong et al.  2012 ). China has also surpassed Japan as the 
world’s second largest economy after the United States in 2010 ― a clear indica-
tion of its infl uence in changing the balance of power in the global economic order 
(Xia and Wang  2012 ; Yuan and Yu  2012 ). 7  Although China’s GDP growth has 
slowed down to an average of 7.5 % between 2012 and 2014, it still remains a cru-
cially infl uential world economic player. 

7   China’s GDP in 2010 in fi gure was USD 5,878,629 while Japan’s GDP was at USD 5,497,813 
(World Bank  2011 ). The fi gures were increased to USD 8,227,103 for the former and USD 
5,959,719 for the latter in 2011 (World Bank  2013a ). 
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  Fig. 1    Average GDP growth of China from 1987 to 2014   (Source: Countries and Economies, 
2015, The World Bank,   http://data.worldbank.org/country?display=default    ; World Economic 

Outlook,  2015 , IMF  2015 )       
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 If the ecological aspects of China’s growth performances are to be appreciated 
fully, some discussions on the economic contribution of the Three Gorges dam proj-
ect are warranted. In brief, the Three Gorges dam, which cuts across the Yangtze 
River (6300 km), is the largest in the world with a massive reservoir area measuring 
up to 58,000 km (Zhang and Lou  2011 ). It is also one of the most important eco-
nomic pillars underpinning China’s robust industrial development and socioeco-
nomic progress. Indeed, the Three Gorges project has been crucial in sustaining the 
momentum of growth in China for the past few decades. Apart from generating 
electricity to power China’s economic growth, the project has also led to the devel-
opment of advanced inland shipping industry and heavy industrial development in 
the Yangtze economic zone. 

 To illustrate, shipping load along the Three Gorges waterway accounts for 80 % 
of the total shipping capacity of China’s inland rivers. It was estimated that from 
2003 to 2010, the amount of cargo load passed through the Three Gorges-Yangtze 
waterways exceeded 44 million tons, contributing to sustain robust growth of the 
Chinese economy (Yang  2011 ). For instance, the rapid industrialized provinces, 
namely, Jiangsu, Hube, Shanghai, Anhui, Hunan, Sichuan, Chongqing, Zhejiang, 
and Chongqing located around the Three Gorges region, contributed 41 % (US$ 3 
trillion) to the overall Chinese GDP growth in 2011. The fi gure increased slightly to 
42 % (US$ 3.55 trillion) in 2012 (Asia Times  2006 ; Zhang and Lou  2011 ; Gu  2012 ; 
Yao  2013 ). 8  

 The ASEAN-5 economies have also attained an impressive record at an annual 
average of 5.5 % GDP growth in the same period (Fig.  2 ). Economic growth in the 
latter 1980s and early 1990s was so spectacular that it prompted the World Bank to 
label the region as an economic miracle (Intal et al.  2012 ). The promotion of export- 
led industries especially high value-added industries, which are associated with output 

8   Geographically, the Three Gorges region is located at the lower section on the upper reaches of 
the Yangtze River (6300 km) with a total area of 56,700 km 2 
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  Fig. 2    Average GDP growth of ASEAN-5 from 1987 to 2014   (Source: Countries and Economies, 
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expansion and increased export and trading activities, has been the main driver for the 
impressive economic performances in the region (ASEAN  2007 ,  2008 ,  2012 ,  2014 ).

   Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia, termed as high performing developing econo-
mies (HPAEs), were together considered an important epicenter of growth in the 
Asian Pacifi c region. Take the case of Malaysia, for instance, it has attained a 
remarkable growth performance in the late 1980s and through the 1990s with an 
average annual growth rate of over eight percent based on a neoliberal shift from its 
primary product or agricultural-based economy to a manufacturing-based and 
export-oriented economy (Tik  2009 ). The manufacturing sector is an important eco-
nomic pillar of the Malaysian economy, accounting for 25 % of GDP and more than 
60 % of the country’s total exports (Taborda  2013a ; McGregor  2008 ; Lim  2009 ). 
The oil palm industry is also an important economic activity in Malaysia. Currently, 
Malaysia is the second largest producer of palm oil in the world (MPOB  2011 ). In 
view of its remarkable economic success, the World Bank has classifi ed Malaysia as 
an upper-middle-income economy. 

 In the 1980s, Thailand embarked on a neoliberal shift of development paradigm 
from an agrarian and resource-based economy to a manufacturing and export- 
oriented economy. During the early 1990s, the export-based manufacturing indus-
tries in the country had been playing an important role in sustaining its double-digit 
annual growth (Islam and Chowdhury  1997 ). In the late 1980s, it was able to edge 
over the rest of the Southeast Asian developing countries to become one of the fast-
est growing economies in the world (Muscat  1994 ; Taborda  2013b ). Rubber cultiva-
tion remains an important commercial agricultural activity in the Thai economy 
while coffee plantation, tea and cacao commercial cropping are increasingly becom-
ing important (Ministry of Resources and Environment, Thailand  2006 ). Thailand is 
ranked as an upper-middle-income economy by the World Bank. Although the 
political instability between November 2013 and May 2014, which culminating in 
a military takeover of the government in May, has drastically slowed its economic 
growth to 0.7 % in 2014, GDP growth is projected to improve to 3.6 % in 2015 and 
4.1 % in 2016 due to a relatively calm political environment and increased public 
fi xed investment (ADP  2015 ). 

 Compared to Malaysia and Thailand, Indonesia’s economy is less export- 
oriented. Since the Suharto’s dictatorial regime, its economic policy has always 
been a mix of state intervention and free-market forces (Wijaya  2009 ). However, 
despite its half-hearted shift towards more market-intensive policies, the neoliberal 
force of structural transformation seems to have delivered strong exports and FDI 
performance in the Indonesian economy between 2007 and 2008 (Prasetio  2009 ). 
Currently, Indonesia is the largest economy in ASEAN and the 17th largest in the 
world. Industry is the most important growth engine in the Indonesian economy, 
making up roughly 46.5 % of total GDP (Taborda  2013c ). Indonesia continued to 
post signifi cant economic growth with its GDP expanding to six percent in the fi rst 
quarter of 2013 although growth in the year was expected to slow down due to 
decreasing private consumption and physical investment, and a contraction in min-
ing services (Taborda  2013c ). Similar to Malaysia, the palm oil industry is one of 
the most important economic pillars of the Indonesian economy (Budidarsono et al. 
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 2013 ). In fact, the country is the largest exporter of palm oil in the world (MPOB 
 2011 ). Although GDP growth slowed to fi ve percent in 2014, political transition to 
the new government led by President Joko Widodo in Indonesia in October 2014 is 
expected to improve investment climate and spur greater economic growth. It is 
projected that GDP growth will increase to 5.5 % in 2015 and six percent in 2016, 
respectively (ADP  2015 ). 

 Although the Philippines is classifi ed as a lower-middle income economy by the 
World Bank, it has been achieving an annual GDP growth at fi ve percent since 2002, 
signifi cantly higher than the previous two decades. Also, amid global uncertainties, 
it was able to achieve 6.8 % GDP growth in 2012 (Fig.  2 ). In the fi rst quarter of 
2013, driven mainly by robust domestic consumption and government spending, its 
economy further expanded to 7.8 %, up from 7.1 % in the previous quarter, making 
it the fastest growing economy in Asia (Taborda  2013d ). Robust private consump-
tion, investment, and exports continued to drive Philippines’ strong GDP growth to 
6.1 % in 2014. GDP growth is projected to increase to 6.4 % in 2015 and 6.3 % in 
2016, respectively (ADP  2015 ). It may be of passing interest to note that the 
Philippines’ economy is one of the most consumer-driven economies in the Asian 
region, with its domestic consumption contributing to the largest expenditure com-
ponent of GDP (Colombo  2013 ). Private consumption grew by 5.6 % in 2013 and 
contributed more than half of the increase in GDP (ADP  2014 ). The Philippines’ 
economy continues to depend on remittances from its overseas workers, which 
account for about 10 % of GDP growth (Lester and Yap  2013 ). Indeed, remittances 
are the force behind powerful consumption growth as well as real estate expansions 
in the country (Banyan  2010 ). 

 Interestingly, among the ASEAN-5 economies, the economic performance of 
Vietnam is the most impressive. It has been achieving an annual average GDP growth 
of 6.6 % for more than a decade since it implemented the new open door policy 
called  Doi Moi  (Renovation) in 1986 (Fig.  2 ). Its persistent high rate of economic 
growth has made it one of the fastest growing economies in the world (Intal et al. 
 2012 ). Roughly 73 % of the wealth creation in Vietnam derives from the economic 
use of natural capital including cropland, pasture, timber and minerals. Approximately 
55 % of the wealth comes from the agricultural sector. Some of the major agricultural 
activities include the production of rice, black pepper, coffee, tea and rubber (World 
Bank  2008 ; Trading Economics  2014 ). Rising foreign direct investment helped to 
sustain a strong economic growth of six percent in 2014. GDP growth is projected to 
increase to 6.1 % and 6.2 % in 2015 and 2016, respectively. Compared to 2013, 
industry in Vietnam had increased by 7.1 % in 2014 (ADP  2015 ). Recently, manufac-
turing, information technology and high-tech industries are becoming increasingly 
important in the Vietnamese economy (Trading Economics  2014 ). 

 In summary, as shown in Table  1 , the economic growth of China and ASEAN-5 
over the past few decades at an annual average of 9.7 % and 5.5 %, respectively, 
have been extraordinary compared to the advanced OECD countries or the upper- 
middle income Latin American, Caribbean or African economies. The high eco-
nomic performances have also led to a dramatic change in socio-economic structure 
by creating new middle class or affl uent industrialized societies in the region (Kahn 
 1996 ; Robison  1996 ; Hewison  1996 ; Hill  1999 ). 
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    In the next section, the discussion will consider the interface between economic 
growth and environmental sustainability.  

4     Economic Growth and Environmental Sustainability: 
The Asian Way 

 Acknowledging the threat of environmental degradation caused by rapid economic 
growth and increasing material consumption, the Asian leaders have reaffi rmed their 
commitment to achieving the sustainability goals of “Our Common Future” by put-
ting greater weight to integrate environmental concerns into development discourse 

   Table 1    Economic growth of the Asian developing economies: a comparative view   

 Country 

 Annual average GDP 
growth between 
1987 and 2014 

 East Asian fast developing 
economy (world’s fastest growing 
economy) 

  China    9.7%  

 ASEAN-5 (Southeast Asian fast 
developing economies) 

  Vietnam    6.6%  
 Malaysia  6.2% 
 Thailand  5.2% 
 Indonesia  5.4% 
 The Philippines  4.3% 
  ASEAN-5 average    5.5%  

 OECD (selected countries)  Japan  1.6% 
 Korea  5.8% 
 U.S.A  2.6% 
 UK  2.2% 
 France  1.8% 
 Australia  3.2% 
  OECD average    2.9%  

 Upper middle-income Latin 
American and Caribbean region 
(selected countries) 

 Argentina  3.2% 
 Brazil  2.5% 
 Mexico  2.8% 
 Peru  2.5% 
 Venezuela  2.5% 
 Ecuador  3.3% 
  Latin American/Caribbean 
average  

  2.8%  

 Upper middle-income South 
Africa (largest economy in 
Africa) 

  South African average    2.5%  

C.Y. Keong



251

     Ta
bl

e 
2  

  E
nv

ir
on

m
en

ta
l p

ro
te

ct
io

n 
la

w
s 

in
 th

e 
A

si
an

 c
ou

nt
ri

es
   

 W
or

ld
’s

 f
as

te
st

 
gr

ow
in

g 
de

ve
lo

pi
ng

 
ec

on
om

ie
s 

 A
SE

A
N

-5
 (

fa
st

 d
ev

el
op

in
g 

ec
on

om
ie

s 
in

 S
ou

th
ea

st
 A

si
a)

 

 C
hi

na
 

 M
al

ay
si

a 
 T

ha
ila

nd
 

 In
do

ne
si

a 
 T

he
 P

hi
lip

pi
ne

s 
 V

ie
tn

am
 

 E
nv

ir
on

m
en

ta
l 

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
L

aw
 (

19
79

, 
am

en
de

d 
in

 1
98

9)
 

 N
at

io
na

l P
ol

ic
y 

on
 

B
io

lo
gi

ca
l D

iv
er

si
ty

 
(1

99
8)

 

 T
he

 F
or

es
t A

ct
 (

19
41

, 
am

en
de

d 
in

 1
94

8,
 

19
82

 a
nd

 1
98

9)
 

 E
nv

ir
on

m
en

ta
l 

M
an

ag
em

en
t A

ct
 

(1
99

7,
 r

ev
is

ed
 1

98
2,

 
19

90
) 

 E
xe

cu
tiv

e 
O

rd
er

 5
78

 
(2

00
6)

: a
 d

ec
re

e 
w

hi
ch

 
se

ek
s 

to
 “

pr
ot

ec
t, 

co
ns

er
ve

, a
nd

 s
us

ta
in

ab
ly

 
us

e 
bi

ol
og

ic
al

 d
iv

er
si

ty
 to

 
en

su
re

 a
nd

 s
ec

ur
e 

th
e 

w
el

lb
ei

ng
 o

f 
th

e 
pr

es
en

t 
an

d 
fu

tu
re

 g
en

er
at

io
ns

 o
f 

Fi
lip

in
os

” 

 Fo
re

st
 P

ro
te

ct
io

n 
an

d 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t L

aw
 

(1
99

1,
 a

m
en

de
d 

20
04

) 

 W
ild

lif
e 

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
L

aw
 (

19
88

) 
 N

at
io

na
l F

or
es

tr
y 

Po
lic

y 
(1

97
8,

 r
ev

is
ed

 
19

93
) 

 W
ild

lif
e 

R
es

er
va

tio
ns

 
an

d 
Pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

A
ct

 
(1

96
0,

 a
m

en
de

d 
in

 
19

92
) 

 Fo
re

st
ry

 L
aw

 (
19

99
) 

 Pr
es

id
en

tia
l D

ec
re

e 
11

51
 

or
 T

he
 P

hi
lip

pi
ne

 
E

nv
ir

on
m

en
ta

l P
ol

ic
y 

(1
97

7)
: a

 d
ec

re
e 

w
hi

ch
 

se
ek

s 
to

 p
ro

m
ot

e 
a 

ha
rm

on
io

us
 r

el
at

io
ns

hi
p 

w
ith

 n
at

ur
e,

 s
us

ta
in

ab
le

 
re

so
ur

ce
 u

se
 a

nd
 th

e 
pr

in
ci

pl
e 

of
 

in
te

rg
en

er
at

io
na

l e
qu

ity
 

 L
an

d 
U

se
 L

aw
 (

19
93

, 
am

en
de

d 
19

98
, 2

00
3)

 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

Economic Growth, Sustainable Development and Ecological Conservation in the Asian…



252

 W
or

ld
’s

 f
as

te
st

 
gr

ow
in

g 
de

ve
lo

pi
ng

 
ec

on
om

ie
s 

 A
SE

A
N

-5
 (

fa
st

 d
ev

el
op

in
g 

ec
on

om
ie

s 
in

 S
ou

th
ea

st
 A

si
a)

 

 C
hi

na
 

 M
al

ay
si

a 
 T

ha
ila

nd
 

 In
do

ne
si

a 
 T

he
 P

hi
lip

pi
ne

s 
 V

ie
tn

am
 

 Fi
sh

er
ie

s 
L

aw
 1

98
6 

(a
m

en
de

d 
in

 2
00

0 
an

d 
20

04
) 

 E
nv

ir
on

m
en

ta
l 

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
E

na
ct

m
en

t, 
Sa

ba
h 

(2
00

2,
 a

m
en

de
d 

20
04

) 

 N
at

io
na

l P
ar

k 
A

ct
 

(1
96

1)
 

 C
on

se
rv

at
io

n 
L

aw
 

(1
99

0)
 

 Pr
es

id
en

tia
l D

ec
re

e 
11

52
 

of
 th

e 
Ph

ili
pp

in
e 

E
nv

ir
on

m
en

t C
od

e 
(1

97
7)

 (
m

an
da

te
s 

th
e 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
t o

f 
E

nv
ir

on
m

en
t a

nd
 N

at
ur

al
 

R
es

ou
rc

es
 to

 e
st

ab
lis

h 
a 

sy
st

em
 o

f 
na

tio
na

l 
re

so
ur

ce
 e

xp
lo

ita
tio

n 
an

d 
w

ild
lif

e 
co

ns
er

va
tio

n)
 

 E
nv

ir
on

m
en

ta
l 

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
la

w
 (

19
93

, 
am

en
de

d 
20

05
) 

 W
at

er
 P

ol
lu

tio
n 

Pr
ev

en
tio

n 
L

aw
 (

19
84

, 
re

vi
se

d 
19

96
) 

 Sa
ba

h 
Fo

re
st

ry
 P

ol
ic

y 
(2

00
5)

 
 N

at
io

na
l F

or
es

t 
R

es
er

ve
 A

ct
 (

19
64

) 
 E

nv
ir

on
m

en
ta

l 
Pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

L
aw

 (
20

09
) 

 Pr
es

id
en

tia
l D

ec
re

e 
70

5 
or

 th
e 

R
ev

is
ed

 F
or

es
tr

y 
C

od
e 

of
 th

e 
Ph

ili
pp

in
es

 
(1

97
5)

 (
pr

im
ar

y 
le

ga
l 

in
st

ru
m

en
t g

ui
di

ng
 th

e 
us

e 
an

d 
m

an
ag

em
en

t o
f 

fo
re

st
 r

es
ou

rc
es

 a
nd

 
bi

od
iv

er
si

ty
 c

on
se

rv
at

io
n)

 

 L
aw

 o
n 

Fi
sh

er
ie

s 
(2

00
3)

 

Ta
bl

e 
2 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

C.Y. Keong



253

 W
or

ld
’s

 f
as

te
st

 
gr

ow
in

g 
de

ve
lo

pi
ng

 
ec

on
om

ie
s 

 A
SE

A
N

-5
 (

fa
st

 d
ev

el
op

in
g 

ec
on

om
ie

s 
in

 S
ou

th
ea

st
 A

si
a)

 

 C
hi

na
 

 M
al

ay
si

a 
 T

ha
ila

nd
 

 In
do

ne
si

a 
 T

he
 P

hi
lip

pi
ne

s 
 V

ie
tn

am
 

 So
lid

 W
as

te
 P

ol
lu

tio
n 

Pr
ev

en
tio

n 
L

aw
 (

19
95

) 
 N

at
ur

al
 R

es
ou

rc
es

 a
nd

 
E

nv
ir

on
m

en
t 

O
rd

in
an

ce
, S

ar
aw

ak
 

(1
99

3,
 a

m
en

de
d 

19
97

, 
20

01
) 

 R
ef

or
es

ta
tio

n 
A

ct
 

(1
99

2)
 

 C
ul

tiv
at

io
n 

L
aw

 
(1

99
2)

 
 R

ep
ub

lic
 A

ct
 7

58
6 

or
 th

e 
N

at
io

na
l I

nt
eg

ra
te

d 
Pr

ot
ec

te
d 

A
re

a 
Sy

st
em

 
A

ct
, 1

99
2 

 O
rd

in
an

ce
 o

n 
Pl

an
t 

V
ar

ie
tie

s 
(2

00
4)

 

 Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
of

 
Te

rr
es

tr
ia

l W
ild

lif
e 

L
aw

 (
19

92
) 

 W
ild

 L
if

e 
Pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

O
rd

in
an

ce
, S

ar
aw

ak
 

(1
99

8)
 

 Ta
m

bo
l C

ou
nc

il 
an

d 
Ta

m
bo

l A
dm

in
is

tr
at

io
n 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n 
A

ct
 

(1
99

4)
 (

ai
m

s 
to

 
st

re
ng

th
en

 th
e 

ro
le

 o
f 

lo
ca

l g
ov

er
nm

en
t i

n 
su

st
ai

na
bl

e 
na

tu
ra

l 
re

so
ur

ce
 u

se
 a

nd
 

m
an

ag
em

en
t)

 

 Pl
an

ta
tio

n 
L

aw
 (

20
04

) 
 Su

st
ai

na
bl

e 
Fo

re
st

 
M

an
ag

em
en

t A
ct

 (
20

05
, 

20
09

) 

 B
io

di
ve

rs
ity

 L
aw

 (
20

08
) 

 R
eg

ul
at

io
n 

on
 th

e 
Pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

of
 A

qu
at

ic
 

W
ild

 A
ni

m
al

s 
(1

99
3)

 

 N
at

io
na

l P
ar

ks
 a

nd
 

N
at

ur
e 

R
es

er
ve

s 
O

rd
in

an
ce

, S
ar

aw
ak

 
(1

99
8)

 

 T
ha

ila
nd

 C
on

st
itu

tio
n 

(2
00

7)
 (

se
ek

s 
to

 
pr

om
ot

e 
sy

st
em

at
ic

 
m

an
ag

em
en

t a
nd

 u
se

 
of

 n
at

ur
al

 r
es

ou
rc

es
 f

or
 

th
e 

be
ne

fi t
 o

f 
th

e 
pu

bl
ic

) 

 M
in

is
tr

y 
of

 
A

gr
ic

ul
tu

re
 R

eg
ul

at
io

n 
(2

00
7)

 

 R
ep

ub
lic

 A
ct

 9
14

7 
or

 th
e 

W
ild

lif
e 

R
es

ou
rc

es
 

C
on

se
rv

at
io

n 
an

d 
Pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

A
ct

 (
20

01
) 

 D
ec

re
e 

32
 o

n 
th

e 
M

an
ag

em
en

t o
f 

E
nd

an
ge

re
d,

 P
re

ci
ou

s,
 

an
d 

R
ar

e 
Sp

ec
ie

s 
of

 
W

ild
 P

la
nt

s 
an

d 
A

ni
m

al
s 

(2
00

6)
 

Economic Growth, Sustainable Development and Ecological Conservation in the Asian…



254

in order to protect the regional environment and natural resources. At the same 
time, regional leaders have also put in place comprehensive environmental institu-
tions and legal systems to strengthen efforts for natural resource management, 
genetic resource conservation, and environmental protection (Table  2 ). 

   To elaborate, in the case of China, for example, apart from the enactment of vari-
ous environmental laws as shown in Table  2 , it had also set up the State Environmental 
Protection Commission in 1984. In 1998, it was elevated to the status of State 
Environmental Protection Administration and fi nally became the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection (MEP) in 2008. Its main function is to formulate environ-
mental protection guidelines, policies and laws in order to ensure sustainable devel-
opment. It goes without saying that environmental protection was among the most 
heavily legislated sectors of public policy in China during the post-Mao period 
(Ross and Silk  1987 ). 

 In the post-Mao era, the Bruntdland Report also provided a remarkable concep-
tual framework and impetus for shaping policies based on the integration of envi-
ronmental concerns into development policy. In the wake of the Earth Summit held 
in 1992, China ratifi ed the United Nations CBD. This was followed by the formula-
tion and adoption of the National Biodiversity Action Plan in 1994 which was aimed 
at halting the loss of biodiversity by 2020. In the same year, it also adopted its local 
Agenda 21, also known as the White Paper on China’s population, environment, and 
development in the twenty-fi rst century. China’s Agenda 21 sought to reinforce its 
commitment to environmental preservation and sustainable resource use while pur-
suing economic growth and social development. Indeed, China was one of the fi rst 
few countries in Asia to propose and implement sustainable development strategies, 
and to publish its fi rst, second and third national sustainable development reports in 
1997, 2002 and 2012, respectively (NDRC  2012 ). Under the umbrella of the 
Scientifi c Outlook on Development (SOD), China formulated and implemented the 
11th Five-Year Plan (2006–2010) and the 12th Five-Year Plan (2011–2015) to pro-
mote sustainable development (Hu  2014 ). 

 In the ASEAN-5 region, in the wake of  Our Common Future , the regional leaders 
also ratifi ed various international agreements as a sign of commitment to sustain-
able development. At the national level, in an attempt to ensure stronger effort in 
biodiversity conservation and environmental protection in line with the United 
Nations CBD, each country has strengthened its environmental controlling frame-
work based on the establishment of formal institutions such as the Ministry of 
Natural Resources and the Environment in Malaysia, in Thailand and in Vietnam; 
the Department of Environment and Natural Resources in the Philippines; and the 
Directorate General of Forest Protection and Nature Conservation in Indonesia. To 
demonstrate further commitment to promoting sustainable development, each coun-
try has also created its local Agenda 21 in order to execute full integration of sus-
tainable development principles and environmental concerns of Agenda 21. 
Environmental protection is also being reinforced based on the enactment of a wide 
range of environmental laws as shown in Table  2 . 
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 At the regional level, each ASEAN-5 member country has endorsed a series of 
environmental agreements and declarations in order to strengthen regional coopera-
tion for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity (ASEAN  1997 , Table  3 ). 
The most important document adopted by the regional leaders is the ASEAN 
Agreement on the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (1985), a legally 
binding agreement which serves to guide effective implementation of regional 
action plans or programmes for the promotion of green economy by balancing the 
three pillars of sustainable development, namely, the economic, social and environ-
mental dimensions. The ASEAN Agreement provides some of the most holistic 
guidelines for the design of environmental protection and sustainable resource man-
agement framework to ensure that the regional rich biological diversity is conserved 
and sustainably managed in line with the Brundtland concept of sustainability and 
the United Nations CBD (Choy  2015 ). It is worth noting that Article 1 of the ASEAN 
Agreement explicitly requires each member country to undertake and adopt mea-
sures in accordance with its national laws to ensure sustainable use of natural 
resources.

   Based on the ASEAN regional environmental protection framework, various 
environmental protection programmes have been initiated and implemented. These 

   Table 3    ASEAN environmental protection declarations and accords   

 1  Manila Declaration on the ASEAN Environment (1981) 
 2  ASEAN Declaration on Heritage Parks and Reserves (1984) 
 3  Bangkok Declaration on the ASEAN Environment (1984) 
 4  ASEAN Agreement on the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (1985) 
 5  Jakarta Resolution on Sustainable Development (1987) 
 6  Manila Declaration of 1987 
 7  Kuala Lumpur Accord on the Environment and Development (1990) 
 8  Singapore Resolution on Environment and Development (1992) 
 9  Bandar Seri Begawan Resolution on Environment and Development (1994) 
 10  ASEAN Vision 2020 (1997) 
 11  Jakarta Declaration on Environment and Development (1997) 
 12  Kota Kinabalu Resolution on the Environment (2000) 
 13  Yangon Resolution on Sustainable Development (2003) 
 14  Cebu Resolution on Sustainable Development (2006) 
 15  ASEAN Declaration on Environmental Sustainability (2007) 
 16  ASEAN Charter (2008) 
 17  Cha-am Hua Hin Declaration on the Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009–2015 

(2009) 
 18  ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) Blueprint 2009–2015 (2009) 
 19  Joint Declaration on the Attainment of the Millennium Development Goals in ASEAN 

2009 
 20  Statement by the ASEAN Environmental Ministers for the eleventh meeting of the 

conference of the parties to the Convention on Biological Biodiversity 2012 
 21  New Delhi ASEAN -India Ministerial Statement on Biodiversity (2012) 
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include the ASEAN Heritage Parks Programme, ASEAN-Wildlife Enforcement 
Network and the tri-country Heart of Borneo Initiative (HoBI), which involves 
Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei. The HoBI concerns the protection of about 23 mil-
lion hectares of ecologically connected and biologically diverse forest straddling 
Indonesia (Kalimantan), Malaysia (Sarawak and Sabah) and Brunei (Choy  2015 ).  

5     Environmental Protection Initiatives and Ecological 
Sustainability: The Reality 

5.1     The Chinese State of Environment 

 Despite the above far-reaching environmental protection initiatives, however, mere 
casual observation of what has been happening on the ground reveals that rapid 
economic growth accompanied by increased resource consumption in the region 
has caused a steady and alarming deterioration of its environment. In China, for 
instance, up to 70 % of its rivers and lakes are seriously polluted, and ecological 
degradation is widespread (Morton  2006 ; WWF  2012 ). It may well be noted that of 
the world’s 20 most polluted rivers, 16 are in China (McBeath and Leng  2006 ). The 
dumping of untreated waste water and animal wastes into the rivers by industries is 
widespread (Turner and Ellis  2007 ). For example, petrol chemical plants and facto-
ries located by the bank of the Yangtze River release large amounts of industrial 
wastes including toxic materials, heavy metals (cadmium, mercury, lead, and arse-
nic), chemical effl uents and organic matters, into the river every year. The amount 
of discharge increased at an alarming rate from 15 billion tons in the 1980s to 33.9 
billion tons in 2010, causing unprecedented destructive impacts on the Yangtze 
aquatic ecosystem (WWF  2007 ; Wong et al.  2007 ; Ting  2011 ; Mo  2011 ). Not sur-
prisingly, the Yangtze River is now one of the most polluted and endangered rivers 
in the world (WWF  2007 ). 

 Also, it is estimated that 5850 tons of organic pollutants are released into Chinese 
waters everyday compared to 2750 tons in the United States, 1700 tons in Japan, 
1150 tons in Germany, 1600 tons in India, and 300 tons in South Africa (Refkin and 
Cray  2013 ). The construction of the Three Gorges dam in the Yangtze River system 
also resulted in massive loss of natural habitats, exerting immense pressure on the 
regional biodiversity and threatening the long-term survival of the Siberian crane, 
Chinese tiger, giant panda and red panda (WWF  2004 ). All these species are classi-
fi ed as endangered either by the IUCN, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service or the World 
Wildlife Fund. They are also totally protected by the Chinese national laws such as 
the Environmental Protection Law or the Wildlife Protection Act as noted above. It 
may also be noted that the “living fossil”, the ancient  Cathaya argyrophylla  trees 
and dawn redwood trees which date back to millions of year have been irreversibly 
extirpated due to uncontrolled human economic activities. The continued existence 
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of 47 plant species which are unique to the Three Gorges region are also being 
threatened due to extensive habitat fragmentation (Lopez-Pujol et al.  2006 ). 

 Other adverse ecological impact of the Three Gorges architectural monument is 
the blockage of the migratory paths of certain fi sh species to their spawning grounds 
in the upriver (Gao et al.  2009a ; Gleick  2009 ). For example, taking 2002 as a pre- 
dam baseline, from 2003 to 2005, the commercial harvests of four important com-
mercial species of carp, namely, grass carp ( Ctenopharyngodon idella ), silver carp 
( Hypophthalmichthys molitrix ), black carp ( Mylopharyngodon piceus ) and bighead 
carp ( Aristichthys nobilis ), were found to be 50–70 % below the pre-dam levels due 
the disturbances of their migratory routes during spawning seasons (Xie et al.  2007 ; 
Zhang et al.  2012 ). In addition, since 1998, only three to ten adults have been found 
below the dam annually (Berra  2007 ). 

 A myriad of factors caused by unsustainable human activities such as increased 
shipping traffi c, blockage of fi sh’s migratory routes, uncontrolled river pollution 
and extensive habitat degradation coupled with illegal and unsustainable bycatch by 
fi shermen by rolling hook long-line fi shing, gill nets, electrocution and dynamite or 
other banned destructive fi shing methods have resulted in the extinction of the 
world’s most critically endangered and rare cetacean, the Yangtze River dolphin 
(Baiji or goddess of the Yangtze) (Ding et al.  2006 ; Turvey et al.  2007 ). The evolu-
tionarily distinct Baiji had been thriving in the Yangtze River for the past 20–30 
million years. In the past, the relic species was commonly hunted in the local fi sher-
ies for meat, oil and leather. Its population dropped drastically from a healthy num-
ber of 6000 in the 1950s to only 1 individual in 2004. It was declared extinct in 
2006; making it the fi rst dolphin that mankind directly drove to extinction. This 
happened despite having in place various ecological protection programs and legal 
instruments to protect its continued survival. 

 The continued deterioration of the Yangtze ecosystem is also evidenced in the 
decline or extinction of many notable aquatic species that used to thrive in the river. 
The endemic Chinese paddlefi sh which dates back to 70 million years ago, for 
instance, may have become extinct in 2003 as none have been sighted in the wild 
since then (Bourton  2009 ; Gao et al.  2009b ). In addition, with the population 
declined drastically from 2000 in 2006 to about 1000 in 2012, the state protected 
Yangtze fi nless porpoises are also increasingly facing the threat of ecological extinc-
tion as a result of various unsustainable human economic activities (Lovgren  2007 ; 
Wang et al.  2010 ; Qiu  2012 ; Hance  2012b ,  2013a ). 

 Illegal wildlife trade in China also contributes to endangering the continued sur-
vival of many of its rare and endangered species. China is a top consumer coun-
try for illegal wildlife products and one of the world’s hotspots for illegal trade in 
wildlife and wildlife parts (Felbab-Brown  2011 ). Furthermore, compared to the 
average global rate of biological loss of 10 %, the rate of biodiversity loss in China 
is about 15–20 % (McBeath and Leng  2006 ) The China Red List indicates that 40 % 
of mammals, seven percent of birds, 28 % of reptiles, 40 % of amphibians and three 
percent of fi sh are vulnerable to ecological extirpation (McBeath et al.  2014 ). 

 In summary, the disappearance of Baiji in the wild is a stark indication of how 
unrestrained pursuit of economic growth and socioeconomic progress is changing 
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irreparably the country’s natural environment. It also symbolizes the loss of har-
mony of human beings with nature. This is excruciatingly clear particularly since 
the Baiji had long been recognized as the rarest and most critically threatened mam-
mal species on earth, and despite China having expressed serious commitment to its 
ecological conservation by legally categorizing it as the First Category of National 
Key Protected Wildlife Species.  

5.2     The ASEAN-5’s State of Environment 

 Similarly, in ASEAN-5, despite having in place comprehensive environmental pro-
tection institutions and legal frameworks, and the adoption of various regional dec-
larations and conventions to safeguard the ecological integrity of the environment 
and to promote sustainable resource use, environmental degradation remains a seri-
ous problem confronting the region today. Existing legislative efforts and regional 
cooperation to halt extensive deforestation in the region have been hampered by 
uncontrolled and illegal logging activities, large-scale monoculture expansion and 
dam construction, among others. 

5.2.1     Indonesia 

 As a case in point, in Indonesia, between 1985 and 2008/9, it lost 49 % (12.5 million 
ha) of its 1985’s original natural forest cover (25.3 million ha) due to unsustainable 
pulp and paper industrial development, uncontrolled oil palm plantation expansions 
and illegal logging activities. This accounts for almost 50 % loss in 23 years with 
forest cleared at an annual average of 542,000 ha per year. By 2008/9, the nation has 
only 12.8 million ha of its natural forest cover left (WWF  2010a ). This has made 
Indonesia the most signifi cant contributor to the loss of forests in Southeast Asia 
(Stibig et al.  2007 ; ESCAP  2011 ). In 2012, Indonesia further lost another 800,000 ha 
of forest due to various economic activities. This is extensive compared to Brazil 
which lost about 460,000 ha in the same year (Margon et al.  2014 ). 

 Oil palm plantation development is the biggest cause of deforestation in Indonesia 
today. To cite a specifi c example, between 2009 and 2011, Indonesia had converted 
300,000 ha of forest into oil palm plantations (Butler  2013a ). Even the highland 
forests found in steep hills and mountains, such as those in Sumatra, Sulawesi, and 
Halmahera, were cleared for short-term economic gains. Indeed, time and again, the 
Indonesian rainforests are left to be invaded by loggers, poachers, and miners 
because of poor or non-enforcement of laws (Felbab-Brown  2013 ). Behind the 
scene of this unsustainable resource use, it is noteworthy that natural resources in 
the country have long been regarded as cheap and undervalued commodities 
(National Development Planning Agency  2003 ). This tends to give rise to disincen-
tive for environmental conservation when optimizing the economic use of nature. 
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 Unmistakably, such a massive scale of deforestation, and hence habitat fragmen-
tation and destruction is detrimental to the continued survival of some of the world’s 
iconic and endangered species such as the Bali, Javan and Sumatran tigers, the 
Sumatran elephant, the Javan rhinoceros and the orangutan (Brown and Jacobson 
 2005 ; WWF  2010b ). The loss of habitat due to commercial agricultural develop-
ment and illegal hunting has led to the extinction of the Bali and Javan tiger in the 
country (Brown and Jacobson  2005 ). Illegal hunting and pollution such as soil ero-
sion caused by deforestation also contribute to aggravate the ecological status quo. 
Indonesia is now rated as one of the top ten countries in the world with the most 
threatened species, and a global hotpot of great conservation concern (Hickey et al. 
 2004 ; Yeager  2008 ; ACB  2010 ). 9  Indonesia is also the world’s third largest source of 
greenhouse emissions due to deforestation and land degradation and conversion, 
contributing signifi cantly to climate change (PEACE  2007 ).  

5.2.2     Malaysia 

 Between 2000 and 2012, Malaysia lost 4.7 million ha of forest, an area larger than 
the size of Denmark or the state of Virginia. This made Malaysia’s rate of deforesta-
tion the highest in the world at 14.4 %, compared to Indonesia at 8.4 % during the 
same period (Butler  2013b , Fig.  3 ). Unrestrained logging activities, physical con-
version of natural forests into mega-dam infrastructures, oil palm and rubber-wood 
plantations are some of the most important drivers of deforestation in Malaysia 
(Litta  2012 ; Butler  2013b ; Choy  2015 ). To cite an example, between 1990 and 

9   For a region to qualify as a hotspot, two strict criteria must be met, that is (i) it must contain at 
least 1500 species of vascular (higher order) plants ( > 0.5 % of the world’s total) as endemics, and 
(ii) it has to have lost at least 70 % of its original habitat 

  Fig. 3    Rate of deforestation in Malaysia between 2000 and 2012: a global comparison       
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2005, one million ha of forest were cleared for oil palm plantation development in 
the country (Subramanian et al.  2011 ).

   The construction of the Bakun and Murum dams in the state of Sarawak has also 
aggravated the environmental situations. These two dam projects have necessitated 
an irreversible destruction of roughly 94,000 ha of some of the world’s most bio-
logically diverse rainforests (Choy  2005 ). The unsustainable resource use practice 
in Malaysia is also well refl ected by the degazettement of the Bikam Permanent 
Forest Reserve for monoculture development in the state of Perak located in West 
Malaysia. In 2003, roughly 400 ha of the forest reserves were clearcut for oil palm 
plantation development. For the past few years since 2009, over 9000 ha of the 
 permanent forest reserves in the state have been degazetted for timber production 
and other commercial activities (Hance  2013b ). 

 The extensive development-induced habitat fragmentation or destruction has led 
to the extinction of the Javan Rhinoceros in Peninsular Malaysia, and the extinction 
of Sumatran Rhinoceros in the state of Sarawak (Greenpeace  2004 ). In 2015, the 
Sumatran rhinoceros has been declared extinct in the wild in Malaysia (Zorthian 
 2015 ). Habitat destructions caused by human’s economic activities also threatens 
the continued survival of a wide range of key forest-dependent and endangered 
mega-fauna such as tiger, Pygmy elephant, Orangutan, and Clouded leopard. On the 
whole, about 14 % of the mammals in Malaysia are listed under the IUCN Red List 
as endangered, and 47 out of the 218 species of amphibian in the country are threat-
ened with extinction (Hilton-Taylor et al.  2009 ). 10  Other species whose ecological 
survival is critically threatened due to human activities are the Black shrew, Malayan 
Tapir, and Mouse deer. Malaysia is also classifi ed as one of the global hotspots of 
conservation priority. 

 The irreversible destruction of the Bikam Permanent Forest Reserve as noted 
above also resulted in the extinction of keruing paya ( Dipterocarpus coriaceus ). 
Keruing paya is a large hardwood tree listed as Critically Endangered on the IUCN 
Red List (Hance 2013). The degazettement of the permanent forest reserves in the 
state of Perak as discussed above could possibly lead to the extinction of the last 
stand of keruing padi ( Dipterocarpus semivestitus ) found in the region. It also 
increasingly threatening the continued survival of a range of protected species 
including leopard, Malayan tapir, siamangs, and the great Argus pheasant thriving 
in the region (Hance  2013b ). 

 It may be remarked in light of the above that despite enacting the National 
Forestry Policy and the National Wildlife Act which empower the government to 
demarcate forests of high conservation values as totally protected areas, they have 
not been ecologically effective or environmentally meaningful. This is because to a 
greater extent, forests are legally classifi ed in the “production” category meant for 
sustaining long-term timber production rather than environmental protection (Nagle 
 2009 ). To give a specifi c example, for instance, under the Statement of Forest Policy 

10   The IUCN Red List is the world’s most comprehensive information source on the global conser-
vation status of biological species. The Red List’s categories of threat for the existing species 
include “near threatened”, “vulnerable”, and “critically endangered”. The other two categories are 
“extinct” and “extinct in the wild” 
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(1954) or the Forest Ordinance (1958, revised in 1977) as enacted in the state of 
Sarawak, sustainable forestry management is mostly being interpreted as continu-
ous fl ow of forest products and benefi ts rather than the promotion of environmental 
protection or sustainable resource use. Indeed, the practice of commercial exploita-
tion remains a key component of Malaysia’s approach to biodiversity management 
(Nagle  2009 ).  

5.2.3    The Philippines 

 In the Philippines, years of unmitigated and uncontrolled forest destruction caused 
by commercial logging and agricultural conversion have contributed to tremendous 
loss of its original natural forests. In 1934, it was estimated that about 17 million 
ha of the country’s land area were covered with forest (Carandang  2005 ). However, 
between 1934 and 1988, forest had been cleared at an average of roughly 198,000 ha 
per year. The total forest loss within this period was 10.72 million ha (Fig.  4 ). Out 
of the total area of the forest lost, roughly 95 % were converted to various economic 
uses such as agricultural expansions, while 0.52 % was damaged by logging activi-
ties (Rebugio et al.  2007 ).

   Between 1990 and 2000, Philippine further lost more than 800,000 ha of forests 
mainly due to agricultural expansion, illegal logging and widespread timber har-
vesting despite government’s timber harvesting bans. In fact, timber harvesting 
increased by nearly 30 % from 2008 to 2013 (Panela  2014 ). The alarming rate of 
forest destruction has left the country with only seven percent of its original lowland 
forests (PRB  2006 ; Mongabay  2011 ). Besides, the country also has lowest forest 
cover in the ASEAN region (World Bank  2013b , Table  4 ).

   Out of the remaining forest habitat in the Philippines, it seems that only four 
percent of the area is suitable for a large number of endemic species. These include 
6000 plant species and 1196 known species of amphibians, birds, mammals and 
reptiles (Isaacson  2011 ). Furthermore, according to the Philippines’ Department of 

  Fig. 4    Deforestation in the Philippines       
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Environment and Natural Resources, in view of massive change in the environmen-
tal conditions, the rate of species extinction in the country is 1000 times the natural 
rate (Isaacson  2011 ). Indisputably, despite the imposition of logging ban on old- 
growth forests and the enactment of various legal environmental conservation 
instruments, the country is still losing its remaining forest at an alarming rate. 
Manifestly, various factors such as the abuses of logging concessions, illegal har-
vesting, and unsustainable use of forestry resources have worked to frustrate the 
objectives and effectiveness of the national environmental laws and natural 
resource management policies (GEF  2009 ; Guiang  2001 ). 

 Some of the important species which are increasingly exposed to the threat of 
extinction due to massive environmental change include the Philippines eagle, 
Philippine tarsier, tamaraw, kagwang, the Philippine tube-nosed bat, the Philippine 
spotted deer, Calamian deer and the Philippines forest turtle, among others (Maala 
 2001 ; Duckworth et al.  2012 ; Conservational International  2011 ). Species which 
were unable to withstand the human force of economic destruction such as the Cebu 
warty pig, Panay fl ying fox, and Chapman’s fruit bat have become extinct (Alave 
 2011 ). In view of serious habitat destruction, the Philippines supports more severely 
threatened endemic species than any other countries in the world (Oliver  2006 ; 
ACB  2010 ; Duckworth et al.  2012 ). It is one of the few countries that is in its 
entirety, both a hotspot and a mega-diverse region (Conservational International 
 2013 ). Also, the country is now classifi ed as ten of the world’s most threatened for-
est hotspots, and one of the top global conservation priority areas (ACB  2010 ; 
Conservational International  2011 ).  

5.2.4    Thailand 

 In Thailand, biodiversity loss is mostly due to the following economic activities:

    (i).    Excessive logging of forests   
   (ii)    Commercial exploitation of rare plant species   
   (iii)    Poaching of tigers, bears, turtles, and seahorse   

   Table 4    The Philippines’ forest cover in 2011: a comparative view (Source: World Development 
Indicators: Rural environment and land use, 2013, The World Bank,   http://wdi.worldbank.org/
table/3.1#    )   

 Country  Forest cover (million hectares)  Forest area (% of land area) 

 Indonesia  93.7  51.7 
 Myanmar  31.4  48.2 
 Malaysia  20.4  62 
 Thailand  19  37.2 
 Lao  15.7  67.9 
 Vietnam  14  45 
 Brunei Darussalam  12.7  71.8 
 Cambodia  10  56.5 
 Philippines  7.7  25.9 
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   (iv)    Overhunting of wildlife   
   (v)    Disturbance of natural habitats caused by the clearance of mangroves for 

shrimp farming, conversion of peat swamps into cropland   
   (vi)    Irreversible destruction of virgin forest for dam building and road construction   
   (vii)    Expansion of rubber, coffee, tea and cacao plantations, among others (Delang 

 2005 ; Ministry of Resources and Environment, Thailand  2006 ; Stibig et al. 
 2007 ; Trisurat et al.  2011 ; Trisurat and Duengkae  2011 ).     

 Overall, Thailand has lost roughly 70 % of its original forest cover (Corlett 
 2009 ; Trisurat and Duengkae  2011 ). Since 1980, Thailand lost 43 % of its 1973’s 
forest cover (WWF  2013 ). Worth noting is the stunning rate of forest loss in the 
Greater Mekong Sub-region which covers Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, 
Vietnam, and Yunnan and Guangxi in China. Between 1973 and 2009, the sub-
region excluding China lost just under a third of its forest cover. Thailand and 
Vietnam experienced the highest rates of loss at 43 % each compared to 22 % in 
Cambodia, 24 % in Laos and Myanmar (WWF  2013 ). Incontrovertibly, the impo-
sition of logging ban in 1989 and the formulation of various environmental poli-
cies such as the Forest Protection Act (1913), First National Economic and Social 
Development Plan (NESDP); National Forest Policy (1985), and the 7th NESDP 
(1992–1996) in Thailand, have not been able to contribute effectively in address-
ing its decades-old problem of illegal logging and upland encroachment 
(Lakanavichian  2001 ). 

 The extensive disruption of natural habitat has substantially increased the num-
ber of threatened mammal species in Thailand from 38 species in 2004 to 57 in 2012 
(Baillie et al.  2004 ; World Bank  2013c ). This made Thailand as having one of the 
highest threatened mammal species in the world. Extensive habitat disruption also 
affects the continued existence of range of species thriving in the region. These 
include 45 species of birds, 23 species of reptile and 72 species of fi sh (ESCAP 
 2011 ). Some of the critically endangered species which have not been able to with-
stand the force of human-induced ecological disturbances such as the Schomburgk’s 
deer, Eld’s deer, Kouprey, the Javan and Sumatran rhinoceros have become extinct 
in the country (Nabhitabhata and Chan-ard  2005 ).  

5.2.5    Vietnam 

 Similar to Thailand, Vietnam has also lost 43 % of its 1973’s natural forest cover 
(WWF  2013 ). Deforestation in the country is mainly caused by the expansion of 
coffee plantation, timber harvesting for the furniture industry, illegal log-
ging, and infrastructure development especially dam construction (Carew-Reid 
et al.  2010 ; Drollette  2013a ; OECD  2014 ). These economic activities impacted 
heavily on the ecological integrity of the country’s natural forests, which are 
either degraded, poorly stocked or badly fragmented (WWF  1998 ). In 2010, its 
biodiversity-rich primary forest coverage dropped below one percent com-
pared to 12 % in 2005 due to unrestrained forest exploitations (Hance  2011 ; 
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ESCAP  2011 ). This poses massive ecological threat of extinction of roughly 
700 species of plants and 300 species of animals found in the region (Carew-
Reid et al.  2010 ; PARC Project  2006 ). 

 The rapid disappearance of closed-canopy forest has resulted in the wild extinc-
tion of nine rare animal and plant species. These include four forest animal species, 
namely, the two-horn rhino, kouprey, tapir and otter civet (Ministry of Resource and 
Environment, Vietnam  2008 ; Vietnam Net  2013 ). According to Vietnam Red Book 
2007, the total number of endangered wildlife species has increased by 161 species 
to 882 species. These include 418 animal species and 464 plant species (Ministry of 
Resource and Environment, Vietnam  2008 ). Particularly, the banting, the Javan rhi-
noceros, tiger, the Asian elephant, and the saola are increasingly exposed to the 
threat of extinction (CNRES  2000 ; Tordoff et al.  2012 ; Drollette  2013b ). The 2007 
Red Book revelation indicates a worrying situation about the reduction of Vietnamese 
fl ora and fauna resources. Indeed, Vietnam is now regarded as one of the world’s 
most endangered terrestrial ecoregions as well as a top global conservation hotspot 
(World Bank  2005 ; Sterling et al.  2006 ; Hilton-Taylor et al.  2009 ). It is increasingly 
clear that the enactment of one of its most comprehensive environmental protection 
laws, the Biodiversity Law (2008) has not been effective to address its exploitative 
mode of resource utilization and biodiversity destruction (Nagle  2009 ). 

 It is also relevant to note that in all the ASEAN-5 countries, poaching and illegal 
wildlife trading also exarcebate the ecological quagmire in the region (Sodhi et al. 
 2004 , ASEAN undated). The alarming scale of illegal wildlife trade in the region 
has resulted in the drastic decline of the number of high commercial value species 
such as the tiger, elephant, rhino, pangolin, and wild orchids and rare plants in 
Indonesia and Vietnam (ACB undated). If left unchecked, illegal wildlife trade will 
lead to massive and irrevocable loss of many of the world’s unique and rare species 
endemic to the region (Nayar  2009 ; Inciong  2013 ). It is noteworthy that Malaysia, 
Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam share the dubious reputation of being among 
the world’s top ten wildlife smuggling hubs (Felbab-Brown  2011 ; Gooch  2011 ).    

6     Environmental Laws and Ecological 
Conservation-the Paradox 

 It is manifestly clear from the above discussions that the well-entrenched institu-
tional and legal frameworks have not been effective in addressing the environmental 
problems in the region. In fact, the overall regional environment has worsened and 
new environmental threats and challenges continue to emerge. Indeed, the above 
quantitative environmental and ecological investigation provides ample evidence of 
growing level of environmental degradation across the region. This strongly sug-
gests that decisions on “sustainable resource use” in the region were mostly guided 
by self-interest and economic maximization motive so much so that the well- 
established legal and institutional instruments were ineffective in containing 
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environmentally destructive resource use practices under the guise of “sustainable 
development”. 

  Viewed from the Asian perspective, sustainable development is often taken to 
mean growth that lasts for an indefi nite period of time, and the meaning of sustain-
ability is to a large extent, referred to sustaining economic growth and consumption 
rather than sustaining the ecological health of the natural environment. Thus the 
Asian concept of “sustainable development” has in practice contributed to exposing 
the regional environment to heightened risks of over-exploitation and ecological 
destruction. 

 The Asian environmental paradox bespeaks the fact that institutional capacity 
building and legislative enactment alone cannot offer an adequate tool for contain-
ing the massive biodiversity disruptions across the region. As it turned out, the 
regional environmental issues or ecological problems are not due to the defi ciency 
of environmental laws but basically owing to the lack of an ethical commitment to 
environmental protection and sustainable resource use. Put it bluntly, the Asian 
environmental problem is a behavioral problem -a moral failure that led to collec-
tive stewardship collapse. To bring the regional environment in closer accord with 
the Brundtland’s trait of sustainability, substantial changes in human responses to 
the environment based on the ethical principles of natural resource use is a  condicio 
sine qua non . This will be examined in the ensuing section.  

7     Environmental Ethics: The Key to Ecological 
Sustainability 

 The Asian environmental protection initiatives have failed to bring an environmen-
tally sustainable mode of development in the region because the regional policy 
makers were too preoccupied with the self-interested aims of catching up with the 
industrial West in term of higher economic growth and material progress. Natural 
resource use ethics in the region were and are still fundamentally governed by eco-
nomic motives, entailing little environmental protection obligations. Thus, despite 
having comprehensive environmental protection frameworks in place, conservation 
still proceeds at a snail’s pace. The remedy here is to fi nd ways to change the self- 
interested and exploitative mode of environmental behaviour when optimizing the 
economic use of nature. 

 To wit, no important change in environmental behaviour or natural resource use 
ethics was ever accomplished without improving our relationship with the natural 
environment. However, we can be ethical only if we see ourselves as a part of 
the natural world. In this regard, a proper understanding of the ethical connection 
between humanity and the natural environment is appropriate. To wit, nature pro-
vides various ecosystem services through biological, chemical, and physical inter-
actions between biotic (living) components such as plants, animals and other living 
organisms, and abiotic (non-living) components such as air, water, soil and sunlight. 
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Some of the critical services provide by the ecosystems to sustain human wellbeing 
and continued existence include climate change regulation, drought and fl ood miti-
gation, detoxifi cation and decomposition of toxic or industrial wastes, and air and 
water purifi cation, among others. It is no exaggeration to say that man’s continued 
existence and long-term socio-economic prosperity hinges on maintaining the eco-
logical health of the ecosystems, that is, the capacity of ecosystems to deliver a 
continued fl ow of regulating functions, services and control mechanisms over time. 
Undoubtedly, as it is made clear above, sustainable use and management of ecosys-
tems constitutes one of the major challenges facing the Asian region today. 

 It may thus be remarked that humans, being an interdependent part of nature, 
owe a moral responsibility to preserve the health of the ecosystem out of ecological 
necessity and ethical imperative for protecting the welfare of not only the present 
but also, the future generations. These ecological and ethical responsibilities are 
some of the most defi ning mental representations of our relationship with nature. 
Indeed, these beliefs have a central place in the foundation of environmental ethics. 
Environmental ethics may be defi ned as a set of moral principles that guides certain 
forms of right conduct toward non-human natural entities. According to Aldo 
Leopold, who is universally hailed as the father of contemporary environmental eth-
ics, a conduct is right “when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty 
of the biotic community and “is wrong if it tends otherwise” (Leopold  1949 :224–
225). Biotic community includes “soils, waters, plants and animals” or collectively, 
land (ecosystem) ( 1949 :204). 

 Leopold explicitly asserts that an ethical relationship with nature is based on 
“love, respect, admiration and a high regard for its value” ( 1949 :223). By value, 
Leopold means intrinsic value, that is, value in the “philosophical sense” ( 1949 :223). 
More specifi cally, intrinsic value refers to value that something has for its own sake 
regardless of its value to humanity, for itself or as an end in itself, not just a means 
to another end. The source of value for intrinsically valued objects is not their use, 
but rather the value they have beyond their use, or in spite of their usefulness. 
Intrinsic value may be conferred by a valuer on an object. In this case, we may say 
that the object has value for its own sake. Intrinsic value of an object may also arise 
independently of the valuation of valuers. In such a case, we may say that the object 
is valuable both in and for itself. 

 Intrinsic value may be contrasted to instrumental value. Something is said to be 
instrumentally valuable if it is valuable as a means to an end (Ouderkirk and Hill 
 2002 ). Instrumental value is always a function of an object’s usefulness. In other 
words, the value of an object lies not in the object itself but in its usefulness in serv-
ing as a means or instrument to attain something else of value. Under an instrumen-
tal worldview, human beings are intrinsically valuable and all non-human entities 
including natural beings and objects, are valuable only as means or instruments 
which serve human interests (Callicot  1989 ). Instrumental value is often associated 
with money, commodities or materialism. Considering the natural environment 
such as forest or wilderness as a resource base is to treat it as having instrumental 
value. Implicitly, many environmental problems arise out of the instrumental value 
human beings overly placed on nature (Des Jardins  2013 ). More specifi cally, one of 
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the main causes of environmental problems in the Asian economies is their strong 
tendency to prioritize economic growth or human consumption over sustainability 
concerns, which is, in turn, attributed to the lack of ethical considerations for the 
environment on the part of the stakeholders when optimizing the instrumental or 
economic use of nature. 

 When human beings continue to exhibit a strong inclination to treat the natural 
world as having mere instrumental value, it will tend to lead to serious threats of 
unrestrained exploitation of natural resources, biotic despoliation or environmental 
destruction. This is because mere human interests on the instrumental worth of 
nature do not point to the general ethical desirability for preserving the integrity, 
stability, and beauty of the biotic community. Under the instrumentally dictated 
resource use system, nature is a means, not an end in itself and thus, the name of the 
game is to optimize the economic use of nature for achieving the highest material 
gains possible. Thus, it is a lack of love, respect and moral concern for non-human 
entities that induces humans’ abusive use of nature. 

 Precisely, as what Leopold has conceded, we abuse the use of nature because we 
regard it as a commodity belonging to us. Nonetheless, if we were to see nature as 
a community to which we belong, that is, seeing ourselves as a part of it, we will 
feel obliged to undertake the “obligations over and above self-interest” to preserve 
its integrity and continuous existence ( 1949 :209). The metaphor, “community” 
denotes the interconnectedness or interdependence between human beings and the 
natural world (Rolston  2000 ). Here, apart from human beings, the non-human 
 entities are also considered as intrinsically valuable. Wild-fl owers and songbirds are 
such examples. As Leopold declared, wildfl owers and songbirds, many of which 
cannot put into “economic use” are entitled to continuance as members of the biotic 
community because they are intrinsically valuable ( 1949 :210). Humans, being a 
part of nature are obliged to show appropriate concern for and duties to protect the 
intrinsic value of these natural beings or other non-human entities, which made up 
the biotic community. 

 These duties may be discharged through the “extension of the social conscience 
from people to land” and “a limitation on freedom of action in the struggle for 
existence”, collectively called here the ecological conscience (Leopold  1949 :223; 
202). In other words, human beings should exercise restraint when optimizing the 
economic or instrumental use of nature so as to avoid exerting undue infl uence on 
the intrinsically valuable biotic community. The development of the ecological 
conscience based on the integration of environmental values and the change of 
environmental attitudes, rather than simply from the imposition of environmental 
laws, represent one of the most effective means in protecting the integrity, stability, 
and beauty of the biotic community. From a practical point of view, such ethical 
and environmental attitudes would not only encourage us to maintain a state of 
harmony with nature but also, to induce us to undertake the obligations to protect 
its ecological integrity and continued existence for the benefi ts of future genera-
tions (Callicott  1989 ). 

 However, it may be noted that the extension of Leopold’s ecological conscience 
to nature does not necessarily call upon us to completely withhold any form of eco-
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logical disturbances to the natural environment. Rather, it requires us to undertake 
certain forms of moral obligation to protect the integrity and stability of the environ-
ment when harnessing its instrumental use. This is well refl ected in Leopold’s asser-
tion that, “conservation means harmony between men and land” ( 1999 :207). That is 
to say, it is a “positive exercise of skill and insight” to keep “the resource in working 
order, as well as preventing overuse” ( 1999 :164). In other words, when optimizing 
the economic use of nature, there is a need to observe its ecological health so as to 
preserve the intrinsic value of the non-human entities. Leopold defi nes ecological 
health as the “capacity for self-renewal in biota” ( 1999 :164). 

 In above connection, it may be of interest to note that Leopold’s ecological health 
concept found a correspondence with the ecological sustainability concepts elo-
quently examined by Crawford Stanley Holling, an ecologist who is often acclaimed 
as the founding father of resilience theory for his pioneering work on ecosystem 
dynamics and ecological resilience. From an ecological perspective, Leopold’s 
“capacity for self-renewal in biota” may be interpreted as ecological resilience of 
the ecosystem. Resilience or more specifi cally Holling’s resilience, is defi ned as 
“the ability of a system to maintain its structure and patterns of behavior in the face 
of disturbance” (Holling  1986 :296). Put differently, Holling’s resilience is a mea-
sure of the ability of a system to absorb changes in the face of disturbances (Holling 
 1973 ). An ecosystem or an integrated system of human beings and natural resources 
(“biotic community” in Leopold) is said to be resilient if it is able to withstand 
external pressure when disturbed and retain its domain of attraction (Holling and 
Walker  2003 ). 

 In summary, environmental ethics plays an important role in infl uencing human 
beings to make ecologically sustainable decisions when optimizing the economic 
use of nature (Choy  2014b ). It also helps us to be more aware of and concern for the 
risk of causing irreversible damage to natural landscapes to the detriment of future 
generations. More particularly, environmental ethics is a moving force of behaviour 
which encourages us to be more ecologically minded in affi rming the virtue that 
human beings are a part of nature, that is, members of the biotic community, and 
that the ecological health of the natural environment should be protected as a matter 
of biotic right irrespective of the presence or absence of economic values. This will 
draw us nearer to admitting our obligation over and above economic self-interest in 
our dealing with nature, and refrain from acting in a manner that causes extensive 
and irreversible destruction to the natural environment. In what follows is an empiri-
cal study to show how the admission of our ecological conscience to nature could 
be brought to bear upon questions of sustainable resource use and management in a 
real world system.  
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  Fig. 5    Geographical indication of the targeted areas of study       

   Table 5    Targeted areas of study in Sarawak, East Malaysia   

 Year  Month  Name of longhouse/tribe  Location 

 2007  May  Mudung Ambun (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 May  Terbila Tubau (Kenyah)  Bintulu 

 2008  February  Ado Bilong (Penan)  Bintulu 
 May  Long Bala (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 May  Long Apok (Penan)  Bintulu 
 May  Rumah Anthony Lerang (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 August  Rumah Bagong (Iban)  Bintulu 
 August  Rumah Jalong (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 August  Long Biak (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 August  Kampong Gumbang (Bidayuh)  Kuching 
 August  Tanah Mawang (Iban)  Kuching 
 August  Nanga Entawai (Iban)  Sibu (Song) 
 August  Kulleh Village (Iban)  Sibu (Song) 
 October  Rumah Amit (Iban)  Bintulu 
 October  Rumah Mulie (Iban)  Bintulu 
 October  Rumah Kiri (Iban)  Bintulu 
 October  Uma Sambop (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 November  Rumah Akeh  Miri 

 2009  January  Long Lawen (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 January  Long Wat (Penan)  Bintulu 
 January  Long Pelutan (Penan)  Bintulu 
 January  Long Peran (Penan)  Bintulu 
 January  Long Jek (Penan)  Bintulu 
 July  Long Koyan (Kenyah)  Bintulu 

(continued)
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Table 5 (continued)

 Year  Month  Name of longhouse/tribe  Location 

 October  Rumah Sekapan Pitt (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 October  Long Dungun (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 October  Sekapang Panjang (Kenyah)  Bintulu 
 October  Rumah Aging Long (Penan)  Bintulu 
 November  Kampong Sg. Entulang (Iban)  Miri 
 November  Kampong Sg. Buri (Iban)  Miri 
 November  Long Laput (Kayan)  Miri 
 November  Long Tutoh (Kenyah)  Miri 
 November  Long Ikang (Kenyah)  Miri 
 November  Long Banyok (Kenyah)  Miri 
 December  Long Miri (Kenyah)  Miri 
 December  Long Na’ah (Kayan)  Miri 
 December  Long Pillah (Kayan)  Miri 
 December  Long Kesih (Kayan)  Miri 

 2010  February  Arur Dalan (Kelapit)  Miri (Bario Highland) 
 February  Bario Asal (Kelapit)  Miri (Bario Highland) 
 February  Ulung Palang (Kelapit)  Miri (Bario Highland) 
 August  Rumah Busang (Iban)  Miri 
 November  Rumah Ranggong, Sungai Sah (Iban)  Miri (Niah district) 
 November  Rumah Umpur (Iban)  Miri (Niah district) 
 November  Rumah Ampan (Iban)  Miri (Niah district) 
 November  Rumah Usek (Iban)  Miri (Niah district) 
 November  Rumah Tinggang (Iban)  Miri (Niah district) 

 2011  February  Batu Bungan (Penan)  Mulu (near Miri) 
 February  Long Iman (Penan)  Mulu (near Miri) 
 February  Long Terawan (Berawan)  Mulu (near Miri) 

8     Environmental Ethics: An Empirical Assessment 

 This section is an attempt to reinforce the argument that the existence of ecological 
conscience tends to encourage a conviction of individual responsibility for preserv-
ing “the integrity, stability and beauty” of the biotic community based on a fi eld 
study conducted in the state of Sarawak in Malaysia. The fi eldwork, which was 
conducted between 2007 and 2011, covered 50 indigenous settlements located 
mostly in the forest interiors in the state (see Fig.  5 ; Table  5 ). One of the main aims 
of the fi eldwork was to assess the relationship between environmental ethics and 
environmental conservation. More specifi cally, it evaluates the contributions of the 
local people’s environmental worldviews and moral environmental sentiments 
to preserving “the integrity, stability and beauty” of the biotic community in the 
local region.
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    Fieldwork and interviews were conducted with the indigenous people, including 
village headmen and old and young men and women through random house visits 
and fi eld encounters. Interviews were primarily conducted in the Malay language 
and all the translations are mine. On average, 10–15 households from each long-
house were interviewed. Unless otherwise indicated, the names of the interviewees 
are withheld in order to protect their privacy, as agreed with them. 

 To start, when asked about his views on his community’s environmental percep-
tions during an interview conducted in 2009 in Long Lawen, the community’s chief, 
Gara Jalong, replied:

   Lands and forests are our Datuk Nenek Moyang Temuda  ( ancestral domain ).  They are a  
‘ green bank ’  for our cultural identity and socioeconomic survival. Our community possess 
21 , 700 hectares of forests and out of these ,  11 , 900 hectares are marked as completely pre-
served areas. These are our communal forests and we are bounded by our  adat ( custom )  to 
protect them from degradation so that they could be passed down to our future generations 
in good state …. (Fig.  6 ). 

   He further added that:

   In order to use our land resources sustainably ,  each household ,  depending on the size of its 
family ,  uses about 10 to 20 acres of the secondary forests for shifting cultivation. The same 
piece of land is used over and over again after it is allowed to replenish. In this way ,  we are 
able to manage our lands and forest in a sustainable way … (Fig.  6 ).

  Fig. 6    Indigenous land use patterns (a diagrammatic representation)       
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     Basically, the local communities’ land use system may be categorized into three 
distinctive patterns as follows:

    (i)    Hunting and gathering in the forested region, known as  pemakai menoa ,   
   (ii)    Farming on agricultural land located in the vicinity of the tribal longhouses, 

called  temuda , and   
   (iii)    Preservation of old-growth forest, termed  pulau . The  pulau  preservation initia-

tive aims to protect catchment areas and the medical plants and fruit trees found 
in these areas. Taken together,  pemakai menoa ,  temuda , and  pulau  constitute the 
ancestral domains of the indigenous communities (see Figs.  6  and  7 ).

   Datuk Nenek Moyang Temuda or ancestral domain refers to lands on which 
the indigenous people have lived since time immemorial. Historically, it con-
tributes to defi ning the cultural identity and spiritual attachment of the com-
munities to their traditional lands. Furthermore, the term “ adat ” (custom or 
moral codes) refers to the oral traditions, cultural beliefs, rights and responsi-
bilities, and customary practices that were created, nurtured, and preserved by 
previous generations based on their daily interactions with nature. These nor-
mative unwritten rules have been inherited wholly or partially and further 
developed by successive generations over the past few centuries (Colchester 
1993).  Adat , which is obligatory rather than cohesive, not only governs the 
social behaviors of the local communities but also, prescribes certain ethical 
norms in the use of the natural environments in such a way as to avoid massive 
and irreversible destruction to the natural surroundings.     

 It is particularly noteworthy that during a farm encounter, Unit Liah, in her mid- 
30s, was asked whether she would give up her land resources for, say, one million 
Malaysian ringgit (roughly US$267,000 as of June 12, 2015), which would allow 
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  Fig. 7    Indigenous land use patterns in Long Lawen, Sarawak, Malaysia (Source: Choy  2004 )       
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her to buy anything she wanted (such as a big, modern house, a car, and other luxuri-
ous items). Her reply was:

   Of course not !  Land resources are the most important things to us. They are not meant for 
sale. What is money without land ?  The dense - forested place here also gives our people 
pleasant and comfortable living conditions compared to town area .… although we are not 
rich ,  we are happy and satisfi ed living here … Our adat also requires us to protect the land 
for the benefi ts of our children … (2009). 

   We conducted further interviews with other local inhabitants in the same year, 
including Juk Nyok Along, Loong Lian, Siting Selong, Suti Lawa, Nyanting Anyie, 
Julit, Sam, and Chu from  Long Lawen  and Engkong Muang, Mamay, Uluk Impung, 
and Yaos, among others, from  Long Anau , a subsidiary settlement of the Long 
Lawen communities located near the logging camp. 11  All similarly reported that 
they feel psychologically comfortable, spiritually satisfi ed, and economically stable 
living in the forests. They also conceded that they were bound by their  adat  to use 
the land in a sustainable way by practicing shifting cultivation in order protect the 
interests of their future generations. 

 In order to furnish a large sampling and a qualitative index of the overall studies, 
fi eld research was also carried out in other areas of the forest interiors in the follow-
ing settlements. Similarly, the communities were surveyed about their  environmental 
morality, cultural beliefs, and ways of life as noted above. A few selected revela-
tions from the interview processes are worth noting:

    1.    Long Peran (Penan community) – The chief of the longhouse affi rmed that the 
local people are bonded by their  adat  “ to use the natural resources sustainably 
and to protect them from degrading for the benefi ts of our future generations …
 and we feel happy roaming around in the forested areas and listening to the 
birds ’  sound …” (2009)   

   2.    Rumah Aging (Penan community) – The chief of the longhouse contended that, 
“ We show a lot of respect and love to our surrounding areas including the trees 
planted by our Datuk Nenek Moyang  ( ancestors )… when we see the fruit trees 
they planted bearing fruits ,  we feel joyful and grateful to them …” He further 
disclosed that, “ Sometimes we feel a sense of emptiness in our heart when we see 
some of the forests surrounding our areas have been felled for plantation devel-
opment … we also feel sad when some of the wild birds which used to rest or fl y 
around in our areas disappeared because of this …” (2009)

    (i)    Interviews were conducted with the local communities from other long-
houses including Mudung Abun (Kenyah community), Terbila Tubau 
(Kenyah community), Uma Sambop (Kenyah community), Long Bala 
(Kenyah community), Long Apok (Penan community), Rumah Anthony 
(Kenyah community), Long Pelutan (Penan community), Long Wat (Penan 
community), Long Jek (Penan community), Long Koyan (Kenyah commu-
nity), Rumah Sekapan Pitt (Kenyah community), Rumah Sekapan Panjang 

11   The establishment of the subsidiary settlement near the logging camp is to enable the local com-
munities to market their agricultural products. 
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(Kenyah community), and Long Dungun (Kenyah community), among oth-
ers. Villagers in all of these communities also share common ethical and 
moral orientations toward their land resources. For instance, in a revealing 
statement, the longhouse’s chief from Uma Sambop had the following to say: 
“ An indigenous individual who has lost his ancestral lands is just like a ship 
without a captain …” (2008).    

      The moral and environmental trends of the local communities as revealed from 
the above interviews may be simply summarized as follows:

    (i)    All unanimously concurred that traditionally they owe a moral responsibility 
to use their land resources sustainably and to protect them from alienation for 
the benefi t of their future generations.   

   (ii)    All show due respect and passion toward their surrounding areas, including the 
trees planted by their ancestors. This harmonious human-nature relationship is 
harnessed through the local people’s daily interaction with nature.   

   (iii)    All those who have travelled to town areas feel that they are happier living in 
the forests than in the town because forests give them a sense of belonging.      

9     Indigenous Land Use Philosophy: Some Remarks 

 The above revelations uncovered some of the salient features of the ethical and 
moral orientations of the local communities toward the natural environment. To 
start, despite the diversity among indigenous groups, tribal languages, and geo-
graphic locations, all respondents in the forest interiors consistently recognize the 
cultural and spiritual importance of the forest landscapes that were once the dwell-
ings of their remote ancestors. To the local communities, the forest landscapes are 
apparently reverential in the sense that they are imbued with an array of sentimental 
qualities such as cultural values, social morality, passion, and spiritual and psycho-
logical signifi cance, among others. 

 Essentially, the indigenous centuries-old adat (culture) command the local 
communities to use their forest resources sustainably so as to protect “the integ-
rity, stability and beauty” of the natural environment for the benefi t of their future 
generation. To the local communities, the natural environment is not only instru-
mentally valuable but also intrinsically regarded for its non-economic or non-use 
values such as cultural, aesthetic, spiritual, and psychological values. The indig-
enous belief in environmental value pluralism induced certain psychological 
attributes of land resources, such as the belief in moral duty or fi duciary respon-
sibility to protect the natural environment from degradation for the benefi t of 
future generations. 

 More specifi cally, indigenous perception on nature is based on a matrix of the 
spiritual, ecological, ethical, social, aesthetic, and psychological affection or satis-
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faction they derive from their interactions with the biotic community. This simply 
means that to the local communities, land resources are to a great extent intrinsically 
valuable (Choy  2014b ). These environmental dispositions serve to guide the local 
communities in determining how much of their ancestrally defi ned forest landscape 
they should preserve, how much culturally modifi ed landscape they should demar-
cate, and in what ways the land should be modifi ed in order to foster mutually 
enhancing human-nature relations that are in accord with their  adat  (Choy  2014b ). 
An important lesson that may be drawn from these observations is that if a person 
acts in accordance to the above environmental perceptions, moral obligations, or 
ethical duties when optimizing the economic use of nature, this tends to result in 
more prudent resource use patterns. 

 What may further be remarked is that sustainable resource use and environmen-
tal conservation cannot be decoupled from the ethical principle of environmental 
sustainability. It is also explicitly comprehensible that if decision-making on natural 
resource use were predominantly dictated by economic motive, there will be little 
hope that the growing ecological impairment in the region can be contained effec-
tively based on legislations or environmental policies alone. Indeed, all strategies 
for environmental control or ecological conservation are not just solely concerned 
with legislative requirements. This is made clear from the failure of the Asian ways 
in containing widespread environmental disruptions in the region based on authori-
tative rules and regulations. Besides, ethical or ecological values cannot be legis-
lated or decreed based on environmental laws. It can only be inculcated based on 
education. Upon this account, it is fair to say that the unsustainable nature of the 
Asian course of development is unlikely to be mitigated let alone halted, so long as 
the ethical percepts for sustainable resource use does not fi nd an unequivocal 
expression in economic reasoning or the legislative order.  

10     Concluding Remarks 

 The policy objective of rigorous economic growth has been paramount in the politi-
cal agendas of the Asian region. Typically, rapid economic growth in the region is 
achieved with more attention paid to economic benefi ts than to costs, in particular 
ecological costs. This is refl ected by the mushrooming of a wide range of dominant 
economic activities in the region such as timber extraction, commercial-scale mono-
culture conversion, and mega dam or large-scale infrastructure development, all 
seek to optimize the highest level of economic advantage possible out of nature. 
That is to say, the environment is viewed instrumentally as a resource base to satisfy 
the needs of economic growth and human material consumptions. This is in stark 
contrast to the indigenous people in the tropical rainforests in Sarawak who take the 
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view that the environment is not only instrumentally valuable but also, intrinsically 
worth. 

 There is thus something profoundly incoherent in the regional dominant 
growth models despite having being shown to be receptive to the natural environ-
ment by putting in place a wide range of environmental legislations to regulate 
the destructive force of the economic growth processes. It may well be that by 
and large; the current ecological predicaments in the region are an attitudinal 
issue and implementation problem rather than a product of legislative defi cien-
cies. Put otherwise, the root of the problem mainly lie in the lack of intrinsic 
moral standing on the part of policy makers or economic agents when optimize 
the economic use of nature. 

 It should be clear by now that whether policy makers or economic agents would 
choose to get unhooked from ecologically damaging economic activities ultimately 
depend on how they embrace nature. That said, the ecologically destructive trans-
formation of natural environment in the Asian region will neither be reduced nor 
halted if the ethical concerns of environmental sustainability failed to fi nd an 
unequivocal expression in their economic systems or legislative orders. We have to 
conclude that the Asian natural environment would not be what it is today had the 
regional policy makers or economic agents embraced the ethical philosophy of sus-
tainable resource use in the real sense of the meaning.     
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