
 

Myanmar's famed Inle Lake chokes on
floating farms
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Floating farms have become as ubiquitous at Inle Lake as its famed houses on
stilts and leg-rowing fishermen.

From a gently rocking boat, Nyunt Win tends a floating tomato crop in
the cool water of Myanmar's famed Inle Lake, nestled in the Shan Hills
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and once the country's most popular tourist spot.

The floating farms have become as ubiquitous at the UNESCO-
recognized reserve as its famed houses on stilts and leg-rowing
fishermen, but locals warn that the plantations are slowly choking the 
lake.

The ever-expanding farms are eating up surface area, sending chemical
runoff into the waters, and clogging the picturesque site with discarded 
plant matter, opponents say.

Nyunt Win once farmed on dry land near Inle, but he told AFP the
"productivity was not great".

Several years ago he bought a share in a floating plantation and now
makes 30,000 kyats ($14) per box of tomatoes.

"We're not prosperous but we can rely on this for a living," he said.

But aquaculture comes at a cost to the lake. The farms must be anchored
in place and the produce shielded from the sun—mainly by invasive 
water hyacinths.

The weed grows rampantly on the surface of Inle, depleting oxygen
levels by blotting out light for other plants, so it makes for a free and
abundant building block for plantations.

Out on the lake, Si Thu Win heaves mounds of water hyacinths and
other aquatic plants from the water to shore up and protect his plants.
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The farms must be anchored in place, mainly by invasive water hyacinths.

"The (tomato) plants do not last long if it's sunny," he says.

"To protect the roots, we have to cover them."

Clogged shore

Between 1992 and 2009, the portion of Inle covered by floating farms
increased by 500 percent, according to a report from Myanmar's
government.

And the area under cultivation has only expanded since then, residents
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say.

"Mass production" now means the price farmers get for their produce is
lower, grumbles Si Thu Win.

The farms do not last forever and when they begin to rot, farmers cut
them loose and build new ones, leaving rotting mounds of foliage to clog
up the lakeshore.

Floating farms are "ruining" the lake, an official from the Ministry of
Agriculture, Livestock and Irrigation told AFP, requesting anonymity.

Local authorities have tried to corral the drifting refuse into designated
areas, but they do not have the resources to manage, he said.
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The farms are eating up surface area, sending chemical runoff into the waters,
and clogging the picturesque site with discarded plant matter, opponents say.

"That's why the lake is getting narrower," the official said.

Farmers like Nyunt Win deny they are strangling the lake. They say the
bigger problem is that decades of slash-and-burn agriculture on the
surrounding hillsides have caused soil to wash into the streams that feed
Inle, slowly filling it in.

"When I was young the water would cover the top of a 12-foot bamboo
pole," he said.

Now, during the summer months he can "pick up handfuls of soil" from
his boat, he said.

The farm boom has pitted tomato cultivators against the fishermen who
ply the lake, with 24-year-old Nay Tun Oo alleging that chemical runoff
from the crops pollutes the water.

"When I was young and attending school, the water in the lake was not
that bad," he told AFP, adding that many species of fish that are good to
eat can no longer be found.
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Between 1992 and 2009, the portion of Inle covered by floating farms increased
by 500 percent, according to a report from Myanmar's government.

A 2017 UN report found "considerable overuse of chemical fertilizers
and pesticides" on floating farms, polluting the lake and damaging the
surrounding ecosystem.

A new conservation law for Inle was proposed by the regional parliament
in 2019 but has not progressed beyond a draft stage.

Business

Businesses around the lake also worry that its shrinking surface and
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environmental degradation will drive tourists away.

"Our Inle lake area was very big when we were young," said Kyaw
Kyaw, 38, who owns a jewelry shop on the lake and employs 20 gold-
and silversmiths.

"As there are too many floating farms, the water we use for drinking and
washing isn't clean anymore."

Inle was once a major tourist destination, drawing around 200,000
foreigners and a million locals a year before the COVID-19 pandemic
dented travel.

  
 

  

The farm boom has pitted tomato cultivators against the fishermen who ply the
lake.

7/10



 

  
 

  

Local authorities have tried to corral the drifting refuse into designated areas, but
they do not have the resources to manage.
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Inle was once a major tourist destination, drawing around 200,000 foreigners and
a million locals a year before the COVID-19 pandemic dented travel.

But there has been no recovery thanks to a military coup in 2021 and
clashes between the junta and its opponents across swathes of the
country.

Inle Lake lies in the southern part of Shan state, the far north of which
has seen fierce fighting over the past two weeks between junta forces
and ethnic armed groups.

"It has been three years already... and no foreigners are visiting here,"
Kyaw Kyaw said.
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Some of his metalsmiths are now learning other languages so they can go
abroad for work, he said, while others are now working as carpenters.

Si Thu Win said he did not want to leave the lake.

"We are just happy living in Inle," he said.

"We are also worried about the lake disappearing."

© 2023 AFP
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