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In 2006, Zhang Huiying, then a program 

officer at Wuhu Ecology Center in 

Eastern China, traveled to Sumatra, 

Indonesia, on a fact-finding mission to 

investigate the social and environmental 

impacts of a pulpwood plantation. “The 

devastation I saw was shocking,” she 

later reflected. “But the determination of 

local women to protect their forests 

showed me our struggles were 

connected. We needed to act together.”

That mission, organized by the 

Environmental Paper Network (EPN) and 

made possible through the leadership of 

Indonesian partners, marked the first 

meeting between grassroots women 

leaders from China and Indonesia. It 

was the start of an enduring 

collaboration in which women from the 

two countries have shared strategies, 

supported each other’s campaigns, and 

confronted some of the world’s most 

powerful pulp and paper companies.

The Roots of Connection

The 2006 Sumatra trip was motivated by 

urgent threats. Chinese investments and 

rising domestic demand for paper were 

further and further to collect clean 

water.

These personal encounters helped shift 

the focus of the Chinese activists’ own 

work. “It was no longer an abstract 

supply-chain issue,” said Ding Jie, now a 

prominent environmentalist and director 

of the Wuhu Qingye Community 

Development Center in Anhui province. 

“It was about real women, real families, 

and our responsibility to each other.”

Building a Women-Led 
Network

Following the Sumatra exchange, EPN 

began supporting structured 

opportunities for women campaigners 

from China and Indonesia to learn from 

one another. In 2014, Chinese activists 

returned to Sumatra, while Indonesian 

women leaders traveled to China for a 

symposium and learning trip. These 

exchanges deepened understanding of 

how Chinese investment and 

consumption were harming Indonesian 

forests, and gave Indonesian partners 

insight into how Chinese NGOs could 

help raise awareness at home.
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driving rapid pulp expansion in 

Indonesia, destroying vast areas of 

rainforest. Much of this was led by 

manufacturing companies Asia Pulp 

and Paper (APP) and Asia Pacific 

Resources International Limited 

(APRIL), which have strong ties to 

China.

On the ground, Chinese delegates, 

including Zhang and fellow activist Ding 

Jie, met Indigenous women whose 

livelihoods depended on forest 

resources like incense trees. They 

learned that corporations’ conversion of 

diverse forests to monoculture 

eucalyptus plantations for pulpwood 

had depleted biodiversity, reduced water 

availability, and forced women to travel 

When women from China and Indonesia first met in Sumatra nearly 20 years ago, they discovered their 
struggles to protect forests were deeply interconnected. What began as an exchange of stories and strategies 
has grown into a powerful women-led network, uniting grassroots leaders across borders to confront 
destructive industries, influence investors, and build solidarity for forest justice. 

“It was no longer an abstract 
supply-chain issue. It was about 
real women, real families, and 

our responsibility to each other.”
Ding Jie, director of the Wuhu Qingye 

Community Development Center, Anhui 

province

Participants learn how forest concessions have affected Indigenous 
communities, particularly women, in North Sumatra, Indonesia. EPN


