
 

  

 

Timber Theft as a Global Problem 
 

 

Greetings!  
 
I read an interesting article recently that reminded me that forestry theft isn't confined to the United 
States. It seems wherever there is a market for timber and wood products there's the potential for 
legitimate business as well as for thieves and shysters. 
  
The report was written and edited by the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) based out of 
London with the financial assistance of UKaid, the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD) and the JMG Foundation. 
  
The problems expressed in this article focused on rare woods, especially teak from Myanmar, 
formerly known as Burma. Rare woods are most tempting to steal because perpetrators can make 
good money with just the sale of a few trees. Theft becomes even more tempting when there is the 
possibility of illegal sales of a large number of rare trees sold on a world-wide market.   
  
I will summarize the article here. If you want to read more about the situation, you 
can go 
to  Myanmar's Stolen Teak . 
  
I hope you find the article as interesting as I did. 
 
 
Warmly,   
Aaron  

 

Harvesting Teak in the Forests of Myanmar  
  
Myanmar (formerly Burma) is a Southeast Asian nation of more than 100 ethnic groups, 
bordering India, Bangladesh, China, Laos and Thailand. Yangon (formerly Rangoon), the 
country's largest city, is home to bustling markets, numerous parks and lakes, and the  
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towering, gilded Shwedagon Pagoda, which contains 
Buddhist relics and dates to the 6th century.  
  
Outside the city areas, however, Myanmar's forests form 
part of the "indo-Burma Hotspot," one of the world's most 
important biodiversity areas. We often hear of the rain 
forests in South America, by Myanmar's forests contain a 
huge range of flora and fauna. More than 200 species 
live in those forests. Furthermore, the vast forests are an 
important source of food and fuel for Myanmar's people. 
With 70% living in rural areas, forests provide livelihood 
for a majority of the people.  
  
Myanmar teak (Or Burma teak) only comes from Tectona 
grandis trees that grow naturally in Myanmar. This teak is 
considered the best true teak available on the planet. 
  
Throughout its history, Burma and now Myanmar, has 
struggled with many years of over-harvesting which has prevented forests from recovering 
between cycles of harvesting.   During the period from 1997-2016, Myanmar suffered a 
deforestation crisis as timber revenue targets, subcontracting and the modified procedure 
phased out.  
  
Legal forestry operations have prioritized revenue generation without reforestation. Growing 
illegal logging is also a major contributor. 
  
In 2016-17, Myanmar implemented a total logging ban for one year in an attempt to control the 
harvesting.  

 
The demand for this outstanding teak is largely a result of 
demand by furniture and boat-building sectors. The yacht 
market especially seeks the highest grades of Myanmar 
teak. Most of this high-grade teak is sold to China, India 
and Thailand. These three countries alone have imported 
a staggering 4.04 million m3 of teak logs and sawn 
timber, worth $2.79 billion. 
  
 
The Shadow President - King of Burma Teak 
  
In 2016, there arose a "teak kingpin," allegedly an 
untouchable and unknowable "ghost" behind Myanmar's 
State-administered teak trade. Investigations led to a 

person called Cheng Pui Chee.  
  
Cheng Pui Chee engaged in high-level corruption in collusion with senior Myanmar officials to 
defraud the state of timber revenues. Cheng's corrupt acts allegedly included multi-million dollar 
bribes and payment for the foreign education of the children of regime officials. All this was 
given in exchange for preferential cut-price access to the best teak. Essentially, Cheng became 
perhaps the world's largest trader working within the official "legal" system of trade. 
  

 

 

 

 



Using a variety of Thai names as well as the names of his children and brother, Cheng 
gradually build a network of timber companies that established an empire to function across 
Malaysia, Myanmar, Singapore and Thailand. He retained his Chinese name in his Hong Kong 
operations. When authorities finally caught up with him, they learned the Shadow President had 
died suddenly the previous month. 
  
After Cheng's Death: On-going operations exporting to the US, Europe and China 
  
Although this could have ended the investigation, there was still the question of the huge 
stockpile of corruptly acquired teak logs being processed for export. Authorities tracked down 
Cheng's principle business partner (Koh Seow Bean) and a Myanmar citizen who was 
suspected to be Cheng's right-hand man in Myanmar (Han Zaw Line).   Although not admitting 
to the bribery charges, they confirmed they had been running the business upon Cheng's death 
and claimed to dominate not just China but also claimed to be the biggest exporter to the US 
and European market for the past 10 years.  
  
All of Cheng's wood is understood to violate the US Lacey Act.  
  
The Lacey Act is a 1900 United States law that bans trafficking in illegal wildlife. In 2008, 
the Act was amended to include plants and plant products such as timber and paper. This 
landmark legislation is the world's first ban on trade in illegally sourced wood products. 
  

In Europe, Alfred Neumann GmbH, a 
major German supplier of Myanmar 
teak to the EU yacht industry, 
purchased a few thousand tons of 
teak logs directly from Cheng in 2013. 
In addition an Italian buyer called 
Luca Rossi from Trieste, Italy, 
imported Myanmar teak into Europe 
from Cheng-linked operations for 
many years.  
  
 
All of this trade violates the EUTR.  

 
The EU Timber Regulation (EUTR) came into force in 2013 prohibiting the placing of illegally harvested 
timber in the European market. It applies to timber harvested in both the EU and internationally, 
obligating businesses to assess and mitigate any risks that the timber in their products has come from 
an illegal source. The regulation is a major part of the EU's effort to reduce deforestation and protect at 
risk tree species as part of the EU Forest, Law, Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan. 
It is implemented in all countries in the EU and the EEA (Norway, Liechtenstein and Iceland) and will be 
replicated in the UK following Brexit. 
 
Finally, in China, Myanmar's regulations require all timber exports to occur through Yangon seaports. 
However, massive timber smuggling across the border between Kachin State and China's Yunnan 
province has been documented for ages. An intricate web of criminal syndicates has conspired with 
ethnic armed groups and elements of the Myanmar military to traffic valuable timber such as teak to 
China, with bribes being levied at multiple checkpoints by all actors along the route.  
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Criminal profits are huge. In 2013, Chinese customers recorded imports of 938,000 m3 of logs worth 
half-a billion dollars from Myanmar, with 94% transported overland. Despite a brief clamp-down in 
2015, by late 2016 logs and sawn timber trade increased once more, especially of teak due to increased 
demand for the luxury wood in China.  
 
In June 2018, investigators witnessed more than 200 trucks in one border crossing area laden with teak 
timber. The illegal teak is transported to Kachin by 300 motorbike drivers and then trucked to the 
border, again with appropriate bribes along the way.  
 
What to do  
 
The theft of Myanmar's teak - whether by military rulers and henchmen or by armed ethnic groups and 
predatory cross-border timber smuggles have been going on for too long. The article offers several 
suggestions to solve the problem. Here are a select few: 

 The government of Myanmar should:  
o Investigate and prosecute high level corruption in the timber trade, whether by 

government officials, military or private sector actors.  
o Reduce logging operations country wide pending a full assessment of current forest 

conditions. 
o Seek solutions for real reform in the long run and short-term preventive actions in the 

meantime. 
o Ensure all agreements with foreign governments are made public and establish a task 

force to support inter-agency cooperation. 
 The International Community should:  

o Support mechanisms in Myanmar providing for inclusive dialogue 

o Support the improvement of forest and natural resource governance. 
o Encourage laws prohibiting imports of illegal timber where none are now available. 
o Implement and enforce existing laws on illegal timber trade. 

 China should:  
o Support and respect Myanmar's log export ban by putting in place reciprocal measures 

in China. 
o Institute a clear legal prohibition on all imports of illegally sourced timber. 
o Establish formal responsibility for eradicating illegal timber trade 

o Ensure all agreements on illegal logging are made public. 
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