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WHAT MAKES THE DTL

AMAZING?

It is one of the biggest stretches of connected forest in 
Southeast Asia that you have (likely) never heard of. The 

DTL remains over 83% forested.  At almost 180,000 km2 
(or 18,000,000 ha), the DTL is even larger than Sweden. 

It contains Southeast Asia’s most extensive protected 
area network, including Thailand’s remarkable Western 
Forest Complex (WEFCOM) covering more than 18,000 

km2; roughly the same area as El Salvador. The number of 
protected areas in the DTL is expected to grow as Myanmar 

has a series of protected areas, parks and reserves in the 
pipeline for recognition. Together, existing and proposed 

protected areas in Thailand and Myanmar cover 36% of the 
landscape.

It’s big.

VERY BIG.

Phenomenal 
Biodiversity

The DTL is a treasure trove of biodiversity. It contains a wide 
range of globally important and endangered species populations, 

including Indochinese tiger, Asian elephant, gaur, banteng, 
clouded leopard, Malayan tapir, wild dog, fishing cat and 

Siamese crocodile. Several endemic species, that represent the 
region’s irreplaceable biodiversity, include the Fea’s Muntjac, 

Gurney’s Pitta, Burmese Yuhina, and Kitti’s hog-nosed bat, 
the world’s smallest mammal, weighing the same as a large 
bumblebee. Finally, the Sumatran rhinoceros is believed to 

have inhabited remote regions of the DTL in recent years, but 
there is no recent evidence of it there currently. As it remains 

largely unexplored scientifically, particularly in Myanmar, more 
biodiversity discoveries are expected.

Clockwise from 
top: Asian elephant, 

male Sambar deer, 
dusky langur. 
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One of the reasons the 
DTL is special is that it is 
the meeting point of four 
different biogeographic 
zones: Indo-Burmese, Indo-

Chinese, Sundaic and Sino-Himalayan. It has been classified as 
its own unique ecoregion: the Kayah-Karen Montane Rain Forests 
ecoregion. Among the ecoregions of Indochina, it ranks second 
for bird species richness and fourth for mammal species richness 
. Many of species found here are rare, endangered or endemic. 
This ecoregion represents a transition zone from the subtropical 
broadleaf evergreen forests in the north to the southern dry 
deciduous forests. Falling within tropical and sub-tropical forest 
zones, the warm climate promotes explosive plant growth, with 
some trees here capable of growing over 75 feet in height in just 5 
years. 

A Cross-Roads of 
Biogeographic Zones

Did you know that the DTL truly is the land of cats? Living 
within the DTL is a diverse range of wild cat species, 8 of them 
to be exact: Indochinese tiger, Leopard, Clouded Leopard, 
Asian Golden Cat, Fishing Cat, Jungle Cat, Marbled Cat and 
Leopard Cat. This richness of wild cat biodiversity is matched 
perhaps only by several other global sites such as Jeypore-
Dehing lowland rain forest in the northeastern Indian state 
of Assam, which has the world record for having the highest 
number of wild cats (7 species) photographed within the same 
forest.1 Kaeng Krachan, a single national park within the DTL, 
has at least 7 cats recorded within it.

LAND OF

CATS

Tigers are one of the world’s most iconic species. Sadly, over the last century, over 95% of 
the world’s wild tiger population has been lost. In 2010, as few as 3,200 tigers were left in 
the wild.2 Tiger population recovery, however, is one of the biggest conservation successes 

of the past decade. Currently, wild tiger populations are estimated to be around 3,900 
according to the best available data. In addition to their great cultural and historical 

significance, tigers are important for the ecosystem roles that they play as apex predators. 
Tigers are an “umbrella species” – whose targeted conservation also supports many other 

species in the same area. The DTL remains a largely intact landscape that offers the big, 
contiguous stretches of habitat required by tigers. At present, the DTL, and in particular 
the Western Forest Complex in Thailand, harbors the largest population of tigers within 
the Greater Mekong and has been recognized by WWF as a priority Tiger Conservation 

Landscape. This last stronghold of viable tiger populations in the Greater Mekong offers 
one of the best hopes for the survival of tigers—both those that currently live there and 

those that could potentially be reintroduced elsewhere.3

TIGER, TIGER,
BURNING BRIGHT

© Shutterstock / FX / WWF
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The DTL, and Thailand especially, is the home of many 
beautiful flowers.  It is the origin of about 1300 species 
and 180–190 genera of orchids, comprising the majority 
of tropical orchid genera in the world.5 The largest 
concentration of Thai orchid biodiversity is in Central 
Thailand and Kaeng Krachan National Park, south of 
Bangkok, continues to be the site of significant new orchid 
species discoveries. In a 2011 survey in Kaeng Krachan, 
ninety-five species from 49 genera and three subfamilies 
were found and it is believed it harbors many more.  

LEOPARDS
the other big cats

The Indochinese leopard (Panthera pardus delacouri) has historically been widespread 
throughout mainland Southeast Asia. Recent studies suggest, however, that this large feline, often 
overshadowed by its striped cousin, might be experiencing population declines and a reduction in 
distribution.4 A 2016 study reviewed camera trap and wildlife survey data and concluded that the 
once abundant leopard now occurs in only 6.2% of its historic range in Southeast Asia. These big 
cats are now lost from Singapore, likely from Laos and Vietnam, and are on their way to extinction 
in Cambodia and China. The study identifies two last remaining strongholds for Indochinese 
leopards in the region: Peninsular Malaysia and the DTL. Targeted conservation efforts with a focus 
on the DTL may be essential for the persistence of this unique subspecies of leopard.

ORCHIDS

ELEPHANTS
A REGIONAL SYMBOL

Elephants have tremendous significance for many countries within Southeast Asia. They 
have long been associated with royalty and religious blessing. But Asian elephants are on 
the decline. Once roaming across most of Asia, they’re now restricted to just 15% of their 
original range. Their numbers have roughly halved in the last 60-75 years. At present, 
Asian elephants are classified as endangered by the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN), found only in a number of fragmented and isolated populations around 
south and south-east Asia.6 Similar to the other flagship species listed above, the DTL 
is a vital remaining habitat for significant elephant populations. As many as 1600 Asian 
elephants may roam the forests within the DTL, with high numbers residing in Thailand’s 
protected areas.7 Elephants are more than symbolic; they are important stewards of forest 
landscapes. They provide vital roles including consuming vast amounts of vegetation every 
day, spreading seeds, and shaping the thick vegetation by creating clearings and gaps 
within the trees, and supporting natural regeneration of tree species.

The great forests of the DTL are of course made up of 
trees. But these are not uniform throughout the landscape. 
The west-facing slopes (on the Myanmar side) face the 
Bay of Bengal and receive more precipitation, while the 
east-facing slopes (on the Thailand side) lie within a 
partial rainshadow and are drier. This difference can be 
seen in the types of vegetation that occurs. Forests in the 
east, especially at the lower elevations, are made up of 
more drought-deciduous varieties, while the west-facing 
slopes are a mixture of deciduous and evergreen. Forests 
of highly valued teak Tectona grandis represent climax 
vegetation within the landscape at low elevations, but 
today are nearly gone from natural forest in Thailand and 
are rapidly declining in Myanmar. Besides towering giants 
such dipterocarps, the DTL houses hidden surprises within 
its soil. Sapria himalaica is a rare component of the forest 
understory within the DTL.  This root parasite, with its 
large, red flowers and underground stems, is related to the 
giant Rafflesia of Borneo and Sumatra.8

Don’t Forget
THE TREES
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The largest ethnic group within the DTL is the Karen. ‘Karen’ refers to a 
number of ethnic groups who speak 12 related ‘Karenic languages’ that are 
part of the Tibeto-Burman language group. There are two major Karen 
groups, the S’ghaw and the Pwo, with about 85 per cent of Karen belonging 
to one of these two groups.9 The majority of Karen are Buddhists, although 
large numbers converted to Christianity during British rule and are thought 
to make up about 30 per cent of the Karen population. However, the 
practices and beliefs also incorporate animist and traditional cosmologies 
and tend to have strong naturalistic underpinnings. The Karen groups that 
WWF works with in the DTL have demonstrated tenacious commitment to 
the environmental conservation of their indigenous homeland. However, 
Karen history over the past century has been heavily impacted by conflict 
and resulting displacements of populations – including to the Thai side of 
the DTL. Reconciliation and resettlement within their homeland is a key 
issue affecting opportunities for conservation in the DTL.  In addition to the 
Karen, the DTL is also home to Thai, Shan, Bamar, Mon, Lisu, Lahu, Hmong 
and a range of other ethnic groups.

Oh, and the

BIRDS

Indigenous Populations
& Culture

© Suchin Wongsuwan / WWF-Greater Mekong
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Birds that are increasingly rare across Asia live and thrive in the DTL: 
green peafowls, sandbars and rufous-necked hornbills are among the 
many bird species that call the DTL home. This ecoregion’s 568 bird 
species make it the second highest in terms of species richness. These 
include two endemic species: Deignan’s babbler (Stachyris rodolphei) 
and the Burmese yuhina (Yuhina humilis). In addition to these are 
a wealth of other species with high conservation value such as Lady 
Amherst’s pheasant (Chrysolophus amherstiae), Hume’s pheasant 
(Syrmaticus humiae), silver pheasant (Lophura nycthemera), grey 
peacock-pheasant (Polyplectron bicalcaratum), green peafowl (Pavo 
muticus), Kalij pheasant (Lophura leucomelanos), brown hornbill 
(Anorrhinus tickelli), plain-pouched hornbill (Aceros subruficollis), 
rufous hornbill (Buceros hydrocorax), great hornbill (Buceros bicornis), 
wreathed hornbill (Aceros undulatus), and white-winged duck (Cairina 
scutulata). The forests of the DTL are a birdwatcher’s paradise.
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Much of the DTL is made up of Paleozoic limestone hills 
that have been eroded through chemical weathering. The 
cliffs, sinkholes, and caverns characteristic of tropical karst 
landscapes make an impressive backdrop in this region.  
Although the limestone that makes up the DTL hills was 
deposited in a shallow marine environment more than 
300 million years ago, the mountains themselves are much 
younger. They owe their existence to the same collision 
of Indian and Eurasian continents that also produced the 
Himalayas. The land itself is rugged and intricately folded 
with hillsides extending up to 2,000 m elevation. The 
western slopes drain into Myanmar’s Salween River which 
empties into the Andaman Sea and the eastern slopes 
drain into the Chao Phraya River, flowing ultimately into 
the gulf of Thailand.

The DTL also has a long history of human habitation. 
The beautiful prehistoric cave art at Khao Pla Ra, just 
outside of Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary in Uthai 
Thani, Thailand is a testament to this. The art, dating to 
approximately 3,000 years ago, depicts the way of life for 
prehistoric communities, including the vital importance of 
their interactions with the animals of their environment.

Ancient Geology & 
Prehistoric People

Tiger captured by camera trap in Mae Wong and Khlong Lan National Parks during surveys 
between November 2015 and October 2016. © Thailand Department of National Parks and 
Wildlife Conservation / WWF-Thailand

While public awareness of the significance of the DTL remains low, 
it is growing. There are three distinct sites within the DTL that 
currently have or are being proposed for World Heritage Site status.  
The Thungyai-Huai Kha Khaeng complex of wildlife sanctuaries 
in the northern part of the DTL, is home to largest population of 
tigers in Thailand. It was added to the UNESCO World Heritage List 
in 1991. Around one-third of all mainland Southeast Asia’s known 
mammal species are said to be represented within this sanctuary. The 
Kaeng Krachan Forest Complex, about 75 km to the south, has also 
been proposed as a World Heritage Site and is pending re-submission 
of its application. Linking these two complexes on the Myanmar side, 
is the Taninthayi Forest Corridor (TFC) which has also been proposed 
as a World Heritage Site,10 along with the Taninthayi Nature Reserve, 
the proposed Lenya National Park (including the extension), and a 65 
km2 forest that includes the Thagyet Reserved Forest. Thus, in the 
future, the DTL could include 3 contiguous World Heritage Sites, a 
testament to the biological importance of this landscape.

GLOBAL IMPORTANCE
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THE DTL IN NUMBERS

83%
forested, making 
the DTL one of the 
largest stretches of 
forest in Southeast 
Asia

8
Species of wild cat 
are native to the 
DTL

36%
of the DTL is made 
up of existing and 
proposed protected 
area spanning 
Myanmar and Thailand 

1,600
Asian elephants living 
in the landscape
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