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In the early hours of the morning of 13 December 
2016, Ko Thet was returning home from a night out with 
friends in Monywa, a town in central Myanmar, when he 
received a series of phone calls from friends. ‘They all 
told me to come to a nearby area. They’d found a body,’ 
said Ko Thet, editor of the weekly Monywa Gazette. 

The body, which had been discovered close to the 
Monywa golf course, was that of Ko Thet’s friend and 
fellow journalist Soe Moe Tun, a 35-year-old reporter for 
the national newspaper The Daily Eleven. He was found 
covered in bruises and with injuries to his face and head. 
At home waiting for him were his 39-year-old wife, Khin 
Cho Latt, and their eight-year-old son; they were not 
informed about his death until early the next morning. 

Police opened an investigation immediately, but 
two and a half years later little progress had been made. 
Although arrests have been made related to the case, at 
the time of writing there had still been no public trial 
or sentencing. Soe Moe Tun’s friends and colleagues 
believe that his death is linked to the work he did as a 
reporter, in particular his investigation into illegal log-
ging in the area. 

Illegal logging is a major issue in Myanmar 
and is closely linked to corruption among the 
authorities. According to a report published by 
the UK’s Environmental Investigation Agency 
(EIA) in February 2019, the country lost 4.3 
million hectares of forest in the 1990s, and 
a further two million hectares between 2002 
and 2014. The report links the deforestation 
to timber extraction, which it describes as ‘the 
main driver of forest degradation inside the 
country’s forest reserve areas’. It also makes 
reference to a resources assessment carried 
out by the UN Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation in 2015 and 2016, in which Myanmar 
reported losing 546 000 hectares of forest 
between 2010 and 2015, and roughly 20 per 
cent of its forests since 1990.  
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‘HE WAS 
DETERMINED TO 
SHOW THE TRUTH 
ABOUT ILLEGAL 
ACTIVITIES IN 
OUR TOWN’

Khin Cho Latt said that the day before Soe Moe Tun’s 
body was found, he had gone on a reporting trip and 
returned to Monywa that evening. The last message he 
sent her was to ask if she had picked up their son from 
school. ‘After his death, I checked his Facebook page and 
saw a recent post,’ she revealed. ‘It mentioned [police 
and government officials] who were involved in illegal 
logging. Those leads could be the cause of his death.’  

Despite these clear leads, and a call from Reporters 
Without Borders to step up their investigations, police 
have made little progress. Both Ko Thet and Thet Swe said 
that the officer in charge of the case had been changed 
three times since Soe Moe Tun’s murder, and, according to 
Khin Cho Latt, investigations have now been transferred 
to the specialist Criminal Investigation Department, 
located in the country’s capital, Nay Pyi Taw. 

With police losing interest in the case, U Myint 
Kyaw of the Myanmar Journalist Network fears that 
Soe Moe Tun’s killers will go unpunished, and that 
his death will end up like other high-profile cases in 
which justice is yet to be done. At least four journal-
ists have been killed in Myanmar since 1999 and many 
others threatened or harassed.

According to Thet Swe, a friend and fellow journalist of Soe 
Moe Tun’s in Monywa, he was ‘very strong-willed and opinion-
ated, and very determined to show the truth about what was 
happening with illegal activities in our town’. In addition to writ-
ing investigative articles on illegal logging, Soe Moe Tun would 
regularly post updates about illegal-logging cases to his Facebook 
page. A week before he was killed, he posted the names and phone 
numbers of people who had been arrested for illegal-logging 
activities in Monywa. The post also contained the phone numbers 
and names of police officers alleged to be aiding timber traffickers 
in the country. 

The report points to corruption as ‘the 
key component enabling many of the crimes 
underpinning the illicit trade of timber within 
and from the country’, and highlights in partic-
ular the activities of the late Cheng Pui Chee, 
a Hong Kong man whom the EIA accused of 
having conducted nefarious activities along-
side officials from Myanmar’s military junta.  

Myanmar’s most coveted wood is its teak, 
which is considered some of the best quality 
in the world. The remote and heavily forested 
Sagaing region, in which Monywa is situated, is 
home to some of the country’s most substan-
tial reserves of teak, and the area is therefore 
heavily scarred by illegal logging. Many of 
these logs pass through Monywa, which acts as 
a crucial commercial hub between the Sagaing 
forests and Mandalay, the economic hub of 
northern Myanmar, from where a significant 
quantity of merchandise – legal or otherwise 
– is transported to China. 

In recent years, the government has intro-
duced some measures to try to combat logging 
activity, and in April 2014 it enacted a ban on 
log exports. Additionally, the current adminis-
tration banned the logging of natural forests 
for one year, between 2016 and 2017. But such 
measures have had only a limited impact, and 
still the practice of illegal logging continues. 
Between April and November 2017, Myanmar 
forestry authorities seized 6 637 tonnes of ille-
gally acquired timber.
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