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Cooking
for a brighter
future
FROM SMALL RURAL COMMUNITIES TO THE BOARD ROOMS OF MULTI-NATIONAL 
ORGANISATIONS, THE HUMBLE COOKSTOVE IS BEING CHAMPIONED AS A SIMPLE 
BUT EFFECTIVE CONTRIBUTOR TO IMPROVED HEALTH, CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 
OPPORTUNITIES AND REDUCED DEFORESTATION.

Written by Maria Padget 
Photos by Cat Vinton

Ma Cho cooking the family meal using the five minute stove. 
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U KHWAY PU LOOKS OUT ACROSS THE DESOLATE LANDSCAPE 
that stretches in front of him. The scrubby dry ground shows few signs 
of life, though until recently this land provided a precious source of 
firewood for local villagers in Burma’s Central Dry Zone.  
 U Khway Pu is 88 years old and has lived all his life in Thit Hla Kyin 
village. “When I was a child, it took me one day by cow cart to get to 
the forest. Now it would take me 15-16 days. The village has grown 
so more land is needed for farms. More wood is needed for building.  
We used to cut the trees and burn the wood for fertiliser.  But that has 
stopped now as there is no forest left near here.”
 It is hard to imagine a fertile forest on this soil, but the pace of de-
forestation is fast here. Burma is one of the highest contributors to de-
forestation worldwide. The impacts are devastating. Rapid deforest-
ation affects the micro-climate and decreases resilience to extreme 
weather events such as drought or flooding. Nowhere is the proof of 
this starker than here. Once the anchor provided by the trees is gone 
and the nutrition removed from the soil, the land soon becomes barren, 
dry and of little practical use.
 In a country that is defined by rural communities that depend on 
the land, this is a very big problem. Rural families in Burma spend as 
much as 40% of their income – or time equivalent – on purchasing or 
collecting firewood, families that can ill afford such expense. To put 
this in context, Burma is one of the poorest nations in Southeast Asia, 
suffering from decades of stagnation, mismanagement and isolation. 
Poverty is exacerbated by the lack of an educated workforce skilled 
in modern technology. Energy shortages are common throughout the 
country. Only 25% of the country’s population has electricity, and this 
is concentrated in the urban areas.

 The evidence of the dire socio-economic conditions in 
the country is everywhere. Roads are maintained by hand, 
day labourers lining the roadside breaking rocks with axes.  
Large concrete embankments are under construction with 
makeshift scaffolding and no heavy machinery in sight, the 
task achieved by sheer human effort and the most rudimen-
tary of tools.
 The villagers are enterprising, but despite the country 
gradually opening up politically and economically, the 
pace of change at village level is slow.  Mobile phones and 
motorbikes are beginning to make their mark, but the reality 
is that Burma still ranks very low on the Human Develop-
ment Index, coming in at 150 of 187 countries in 2013. 
The government spends the least percentage of GDP on 
health care of any country in the world and international 
aid agencies give less to Burma, per capita, than any other 
country except India. 
 Reducing the dependence on wood as a fuel and the 
associated cost is imperative to families lifting themselves 
out of poverty. But the tragedy lies not just in the vanishing 
forests and the associated increase in CO2 emissions, but 
also in the 4m estimated deaths globally every year as a 
result of indoor air pollution from domestic cooking, more 
than HIV/AIDS and malaria combined.
 95% of the population of Burma´s central dry zone 
uses wood as cooking fuel. Cooking in rural Burma is tra-
ditionally over an open fire or a three stone stove. With 
this method of cooking, four tonnes of wood are required 
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“AS THE FORESTS
DISAPPEAR, THE PRICE

OF WOOD GETS HIGHER, 
DRIVING MORE 

AND MORE FAMILIES
INTO ENERGY POVERTY.”

per family per year. The forest has literally been burned in 
cooking fires.  
 To address both the problems of deforestation and 
of health, the SLOW LIFE Foundation has committed 
USD450,000 to distribute 12,000 fuel-efficient cookstoves in 
up to 400 villages in Burma, saving up to 50,000 tons of CO2. 
 The SLOW LIFE Foundation is funding the first Gold 
Standard certified carbon project in Burma. The Gold 
Standard Foundation provides one of the highest quality 
certifications for voluntary carbon offsets, with an emphasis 
on environmental and development outcomes alongside 
the carbon reduction outcomes. It requires detailed and 
robust monitoring and substantial local stakeholder engage-
ment processes.
 The cookstoves supplied by the SLOW LIFE Foundation 
reduce wood consumption by 50%, air pollution by 80% 
and CO2 emissions by 60%. It’s a remarkable saving in every 
sense, including financially. As the forests disappear, the 
price of wood gets higher, driving more and more families 
into energy poverty. Cutting expenditure on wood makes 
a huge difference to families already living in poverty. Saving 
time on foraging for wood means more time to spend on 
smallholdings and securing a good harvest.
 Than Than Win was one of the first to receive the 
cookstove. It was a big decision to buy the stove, even at 
the subsidised rate, but she has no regrets.
 She explains, “Buying it was a big investment for us, but I 
made the right choice.  It uses about two-thirds less wood 

Lay Nyunt Aung collecting firewood with his cow cart. The surrounding area is almost entirely deforested.

U Khway Pu with four generations of his family. 
He has witnessed deforestation encroach around his village.
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than our old stove and it cooks much faster. But it more 
than just saving wood and money. It is also the simpler, most 
unexpected things. I have peace of mind.  My kitchen is not 
going to catch fire and I don’t need to worry if I need to 
step away for a moment. I can leave it cooking while I get 
water or feed the animals.”
 U Win Myaing is a vendor of the fuel efficient cook-
stoves supplied by the SLOW LIFE Foundation. He sees 
changes in awareness in his community that give him cause 
for optimism.
 “I’m glad to be a cookstove vendor as I can see the de-
forestation around our village. But since some of us have 
been using the cookstove, I can see it starting to become 
green again. Now most villagers are planting trees and 
cutting less.  I think in ten years it will be green again.”
 The SLOW LIFE Foundation is the philanthropic arm of 
the Soneva Group, a company of luxury eco-resorts in the 
Maldives and Thailand.  Soneva has set itself a goal to ‘decar-
bonise’, effectively taking more CO2 out of the atmosphere 
than it contributes. Despite impressive efforts to reduce 
emissions from its resort operations and from its supply 
chain, the problem of emissions from guest travel remains. 
The SLOW LIFE Foundation’s cookstoves project is funded 
by a 2% carbon levy added to all guest bills to offset 
their travel.
 British retailing giant Marks and Spencer (M&S) has 
faced a similar reality and arrived at a similar solution. M&S 
joined the cookstoves effort as part of Plan A, its eco and 
ethical programme that aims to make M&S the world’s 
most sustainable major retailer by 2015. The retailer began 
implementing its Plan A goals by looking for opportunities 
to lower emissions within its own operations, such as en-
ergy efficiency improvements and the use of renewable 
energy. Yet efficiency improvements alone – including in 
stores and across its fleet of trucks – only account for re-
ductions of around 16,000 tonnes of CO2 per year in the 
company’s UK and Ireland operations. That’s just 3.5% of 
the company’s global CO2 emissions of 566,000 tonnes 
in 2013. To meet its Plan A targets, the company has to 
include carbon offsetting.
 Following an initial partnership between M&S and 
UNICEF in Bangladesh in 2014 that enabled 40,000 cook-
stoves to be installed, M&S announced in March this year 
that it will be scaling up this project. 
 Its commitment, announced in November 2014 at the 
Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves inaugural Commit-
ment Roundtable, comprises three parts: to work with 
its supply chain to understand how employees of M&S 
suppliers of products such as textiles, coffee and food 

Lay Nyunt Aung collecting firewood with his cow cart. The surrounding area is almost entirely deforested.
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° FOR MORE INFORMATION PLEASE VISIT THESE WEBSITES:

SLOW LIFE Foundation  ° www.slowlifefoundation.org

Gold Standard Foundation ° www.goldstandard.org

Marks and Spencer Plan A ° www.corporate.marksandspencer.com/plan-a

Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves ° www.cleancookstoves.org

UNICEF ° www.unicef.org

currently use cookstoves; to further promote the UNICEF 
project; and to work with the UK government’s Department 
for International Development to raise awareness and share 
its experiences.
 As organisations around the world learn more about the 
health impacts of indoor air pollution and the benefits of clean 
cookstoves, coupled with a realisation of how difficult it is to 
reduce emissions from businesses and the long journey ahead, a 
whole industry is growing around the manufacturing and distri-
bution of cookstoves.
 The Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves (GCAS), hosted 
by the UN Foundation, is at the forefront of efforts to promote 
the adoption of clean cooking solutions and spur universal adop-
tion of clean cookstoves and fuels. Launched in September 2010 
by Hillary Clinton at the Clinton Global Initiative, the Alliance 
has an ambitious 10-year goal to foster the adoption of clean 
cookstoves in 100 million households by 2020.   

 GACS boasts actress Julia Roberts as a global ambassador. 
Her motivations for joining GACS bring the problem closer 
to home: “Women are predominantly the household cooks 
in most countries, and with their children swaddled to their 
backs or at their side as they cook, the entire family becomes 
victim to this silent killer.
 Before they can even begin cooking, however, women 
will likely have spent hours searching for wood and other fuel 
sources. Children often accompany their mother on this journey, 
which keeps them from attending school or earning an income.
 Such a nurturing act as cooking should not put lives at risk. 
There are effective solutions, which can save lives, improve 
livelihoods, empower women and combat climate change.”
 Back in Thit Hla Kyin village in Burma, the evidence plays out 
pretty much as Roberts describes it. From a distance, it appears 

that at the entrance of every household there is a vivid red carpet. On closer inspection, 
it becomes apparent that the carpets of red are the bounty of this year’s chilli harvest.
 U Soe Tin and Ma Moer Tin have a particularly impressive haul.  Ma Moer Tin blanches 
the chillies for five minutes before U Soe Tin spreads them out to dry in the hot sun for 
up to six days. The process is repeated with every new basket of chillies throughout 
the morning until the ground all around their compound glows a vibrant red.
 Eventually this harvest will be sold to a trader who will take it to the city for on-
ward sale. If they are lucky, U Soe Tin and Ma Moer will receive 2,500 kyat (GBP2.50) 
per viss (1.6kg) of chillies.  The trader will sell on to a merchant who will package the 
combined harvest from surrounding communities for export as a dried product to 
China, Thailand and Indonesia. 
 Timing is everything for a successful chilli harvest. If the rain doesn’t come when it 
should, the harvest is poor.  If the crop isn’t harvested at the right moment, the yield is 
reduced. If the rain comes at the wrong time, the drying process is protracted and poor. 
 Less time spent in the kitchen, less energy lost with the heat and smoke of cooking 
and more time gained from reduced fuel requirements means more time for the har-
vest and creative ways to supplement household income.
 One enterprising household has by day been converted into a hair processing 
plant. Women buy pots and flasks at Pyabwe market, the nearest sizable town an 
hour away by motorbike. These are traded with women in neighbouring villages for 
hair… hair that until yesterday belonged on the head of a young woman in the village 
and that is now laboriously processed by hand from a fluffy bundle into long, luscious 
bunches ready for export to China for hair extensions.
 More conventionally, the time saved on cooking is invested back into the harvest. 
The highest prices are paid for particular varieties of chillies and a consistency of standard. 
At a merchant packaging station in Pyabwe, women scoop baskets of chillies from a 
mountain of red into large sacks for packaging and export. Men in protective masks haul 
the weighed sacks on to a waiting lorry. Nothing can protect them however, men and 
women alike, from the strength of the chilli dust in the air. Eyes water and the sound of 
coughing mixes with conversation and laughter. This is a premium product that is being 
packaged and sold that provides a valuable boost to the rural economy. 
 Back in Thit Hla Kyin, eight year old Wai Moe Aung, youngest son of Than Than Win, 
is home for lunch from school. The ebbs and flows of the harvest are second nature to 
him, but he is spared from the tasks today. His priority is to get through school, particu-
larly as the local primary school has just extended classes through to Grade 9.  He has a 
thirst for learning.  “I want to go to England to learn. I want more knowledge.”
 Time will tell if he realises his dream. °


