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Introduction
_________________________
Per Ronnås

The mountainous uplands of mainland Southeast Asia have for some time
constituted one of the largest – and environmentally most fragile – frontiers
of development in Asia. The isolation and economic backwardness of this
region is highlighted by its close geographic proximity to some of the main
population and economic centres in Asia. Inhospitable terrain and a lack of
roads and other physical infrastructure have hindered the integration with
their economic and demographic heartland in the coastal areas. Political
obstacles to integration have arguably been even more important. The
region is criss-crossed by national borders and falls under the jurisdiction
of six countries.1 The barriers to communication and interaction imposed
by national borders is underscored by the fact that, over the past few decades, the region has been the involuntary arena of violent conflict of both a
domestic and international nature. Indeed, relations between many of the
countries concerned have only recently been normalised. Thus, rather than
forming a cohesive region, the uplands in mainland Southeast Asia have
comprised the peripheries of a number of countries. The links between
these peripheries and their core have in most instances been weak and
tenuous.
The political fragmentation is compounded by an unusually complex
ethnic mosaic. Much of the population in the region belongs to ethnic
groups that form minorities in the countries they are part of, thus providing
an additional dimension to the isolation of the region and making socioeconomic and cultural integration even more difficult.
1

Burma/Myanmar, Cambodia, China, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam.
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However, inevitably, the transformation of mainland Southeast Asia
from a battleground to a market place has brought an increasingly rapid
erosion of the long-standing isolation of the upland areas. Ambitious infrastructure projects – especially road building – are opening up previously
isolated areas to the outside world at the same time as national borders are
becoming less of an obstacle and barrier than in the past. The result is an
increasingly rapid social and economic integration of the uplands into the
region as a whole. This is not least so in the upland areas of Laos, Thailand,
Vietnam, Cambodia and Yunnan in China, where demographic pressure
together with the development of infrastructure, markets, education, etc.
often combine to bring about fundamental changes in rural areas. While
these changes may well be both inevitable and necessary, they threaten to
upset the delicate interaction between man and environment. With
increased access, natural resources are becoming the subject of increasing
exploitation and competition among different local and non-local stakeholders. In many areas this has led to serious environmental degradation,
such as deforestation, disturbance of water flows, reduced biodiversity and
depletion of resources. This problem is often aggravated by weak and
poorly enforced legislation and by an absence of clear-cut and universally
respected property rights.
In an attempt to improve the management of fragile natural resources
in the upland areas, governments in countries such as Laos, Vietnam and
Cambodia have resorted to a range of institutional measures at both the
national and local level. Increasingly, these include attempts at different
forms of administrative, fiscal and political decentralisation. They frequently do so with the assistance of donor agencies, which along with
NGOs (non-governmental organisations) for a long time have been advocates of devolution of government authority to local levels.
In order to support improvement of local livelihoods through better
management of natural resources in the uplands of mainland Southeast
Asia, the Resources Policy Support Initiative (REPSI) was initiated by the
World Resources Institute (WRI) in 1997 together with two Nordic partners – The Nordic Agency for Development and Ecology (NORDECO) in
Denmark and the Stockholm Environmental Institute (SEI) in Sweden –
and with funding inter alia from Danida and Sida.
The main objective of REPSI is to provide policy-makers with
improved options, data and scientifically based knowledge for sustainable
resource management, and to strengthen the capacity of local organisations
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for providing these features through quality research, outreach activities
and regional co-operation.
The overall strategy is to use neutral, outside organisations, such as
WRI, NORDECO and SEI, to facilitate:
• an increased exchange of information and experience within the region
on selected upland resource management issues;
• an exchange of research methodologies and analytical models among
partners within the region and the introduction of such models from outside the region to local partners; and
• increased dialogue between independent researchers and policy officials
on upland resource management options.
The aim is to pursue product and process jointly, based on a ‘learning by
doing’ approach. More specifically, this entails:
• strengthening capacities of research institutions in the region and their
outside partners to undertake analysis, regional exchange and outreach;
and
• providing policy officials in Vietnam, Thailand, Laos and China with
timely and useful analysis of options for achieving improvements in
upland resource management that contributes to the social, economic
and environmental goals of the governments in question.
With a view to take stock of and discuss the results of the first phase of the
REPSI programme, a conference was organised jointly by NORDECO and
the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies (NIAS) in Copenhagen in September
2000. Within the overall theme Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment: Change and Response in Mainland Southeast Asia, the conference
provided the occasion for two days of vivid discussion on issues related to
the interplay between the environment and rural livelihoods in mainland
Southeast Asia and the role of institutes in this context. The conference
brought together a large number of researchers and practitioners from both
the region (Cambodia, China, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam) and the Nordic
countries as well as representatives from Danida and Sida.
The papers presented and the ensuing discussion focussed on questions such as:
• How are local communities and farmers affected by environmental
changes, how do they respond to them and to what extend do they form
part of such changes themselves?
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• What are the linkages between environmental degradation and poverty?
• What are the main problems in the fields of legislation, law enforcement
and safeguarding property rights?
• The problems and advantages of decentralised resource management.
The papers presented at the conference and revised for this volume fall into
two broad categories: those exploring issues related to changing environments and local livelihoods, and those of a more normative character
focussing on the various ways of addressing the changing conditions.
Three chapters focus on the impact of economic and infrastructural
development and increasing demographic pressure on land use and competition for scarce land and water resources. Two of these – Social and
Economic Impacts of Road Development in the Uplands of the Lao PDR by
Souphab Khouangvichit, Boun Oum Siripholdej and Mikkel Funder and
The Social and Environmental Dimensions of Changes in Land Use in the
Ca River Basin, Vietnam by Tran Duc Vien, Pham Thi Houng and Michael
Schultz Rasmussen provide an analysis of the impact on land use of road
development in Laos and Vietnam, respectively. The third chapter analyses
the causes of environmental problems resulting from increased pressure on
scarce land and water resources following from rapid commercialisation of
agricultural activities in the Dak Lak province in Vietnam, and the inability
of existing institutions to effectively protect common-pool resources. Yet
another chapter by a team of researchers from the Cambodia Resource
Development Institute (CDRI) – Increasing Pressure on Scarce Resources:
Land Distribution and Landlessness in Cambodia – brings together empirical data from a variety of statistical sources in order to analyse the patterns
and determinants of the rapidly emerging landlessness in Cambodia.
Two chapters expand the analysis by including an ethnic dimension.
Land belongs to the Ancestors – Land belongs to the State: Conflicts
between Customary Law among the Highland Minorities and National Law
regarding Land Rights and Natural Resources in Vietnam by Claes Corlin
focuses on Vietnam, while the chapter by Harald Bøckman – Environmental Consciousness among Ethnic Minorities in Yunnan, China: Traditional Local Agreements and Their Modern Reappearance – assumes a
broad historical perspective in a study on Yunnan in China.
Decentralisation and local participation is in the focus of two of the
more policy-oriented chapters. Chapter eight by Nathan Badenoch and
Mairi Dupar – entitled Regional Forces, Decentralisation and Local
Responses: Institutions for Natural Resource Management in the Uplands
of Mainland Southeast Asia – provides an overview of some of the main
4
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characteristic of recent decentralisation initiatives in mainland Southeast
Asia through the lens of accountability and institutional responsiveness. It
also examines the effects of these reforms on upland welfare and natural
resources. Søren Lund’s chapter – An Actor-based Approach to Understanding Stakeholders in Environmental Management in Southeast Asia
Today: Some Methodological Considerations – puts forward an argument
for an actor-based approach to understanding how involved stakeholders at
all levels practice environmental management. Reconstructing the Mekong
River Commission by Janne Jokinen provides a regional perspective and
presents an in-depth analysis of the track record of the Mekong River
Commission, the recent attempts at reforming the Commission and its
potential to play a major role in the future.
The dual nature of Thai agriculture is in focus of Mogens BuchHansen’s chapter entitled Is Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand Feasible?
Against the backdrop of the schism between those supporting Thailand’s
position as a major exporter of agricultural commodities and those who are
more concerned about the role of agriculture as the main source of livelihood for the majority of the poor in Thailand, this paper critically explores
the concept and meaning of the Thai Government concept of sustainable
agriculture.
Two of the country specific chapters focus on Cambodia. Drawing
on an extensive evaluation of a large number of primarily donor-funded
rural development projects in Cambodia, chapter twelve – Learning from
Rural Development Programmes in Cambodia – presents a synthesis of the
conclusions drawn and lessons learnt. Against the backdrop of the on-going
process of decentralisation, the question of whether decentralisation will or
can improve natural resource management is addressed in a case study of
the Ratanakiri province in northeastern Cambodia by Sith Samath, Pia
Wallgren and Joakim Öjendal, entitled Addressing Anarchy: Decentralisation and Natural Resource Management in Ratanakiri Province, Upland
Cambodia. In a somewhat similar vein, but a different setting, Xu Jianchu
explores issues related to governance and livelihoods in the study Beyond
Community: Governance and Livelihood Development in Mountain Watersheds of Southwest China. Lastly, the Village Development Funds Scheme
within the Mountain Development Programme in Vietnam provides the
setting for an analysis of the interrelation between the dominant political
structure and discourse on the one hand and an explicit attempt to decentralise administration and create local democracy on the other hand –
Decentralisation in Northern Vietnam: Village Development Funds in the
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Mountain Rural Development Programme by Bent Jørgensen, Cecilia
Bergstedt, Do Phuong Thao and Nguyen Quang Dung.
In short, the chapters presented in this volume are diverse but also
timely. We trust that scholars and practitioners in the field will find much
of the material presented here of interest and value in their ongoing work.
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Social and Economic Impacts of Road
Development in the Uplands of the Lao
PDR
_________________________
Souphab Khouangvichit,
Boun Oum Siripholdej and
Mikkel Funder
BACKGROUND
This chapter presents the findings of a joint impact assessment of road development in the Lao uplands, undertaken in co-operation between the
National University of Laos and Roskilde University Center (Denmark).
The study formed part of project activities under the Resource Policy
Support Initiative, initiated by the World Resource Institute and funded by
the Governments of Denmark and Sweden.
Specifically, the study aimed at assessing the impacts on land use of
road upgrading of Route 7 in the Nam Mat watershed in Xiengkhuang
province. The Nam Mat watershed forms part of the Ca river basin spanning the Lao-Vietnam border, and the report parallels similar research
carried out on the Vietnamese side of the Basin.
METHODOLOGY
The assessment basically approached land use as an activity situated between the dynamics of environment and society: land users are affected
from both sides, and their actions affect both sides. Road development can
therefore be seen as the introduction of new features that may cause
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changes in the interaction between socio-economy, land use and the
environment.
A scoping exercise reviewed previous studies and experiences of
road impact in Laos and in general, along with existing information on the
study area. This provided the assessment with a set of key relations on
which the assessment would focus, formulated into 4 working questions:
•
•
•
•

What are the relationships between road development, household
economy and land use?
What are the relationships between road development, farming technologies and land use?
What are the relationships between road development, land tenure and
land use?
What are the relationships between road development, settlement
patterns and land use?

To examine these features, the assessment used both quantitative and
qualitative data to combine Geographical Information System (GIS) analysis, based on satellite images showing forest cover change, with an
explorative household survey, based on household interviews and RRA
exercises.
The household level survey was conducted in 6 study villages, and
focused on 3 sets of activities:
•
•
•

semi-structured household interviews using checklists
focus group activities using participatory tools such as matrixes,
diagrams etc.
interviews with key informers and village and provincial authorities.

The associated GIS analysis focused on detecting:
• Overall Land Cover in the Lao Section of the Ca River Basin
Based on the satellite images the analysis examined the overall distribution between agricultural/residential land, wood-, shrub- and forestland.
• Relationships between Land Cover and Road Location
By making 15 ‘buffer-zones’ outwards from Route 7, the analysis
examined relations between land cover features and distances from
roads in the study area.
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The subsequent assessment was based on the following data:
•
•
•
•

data on present role of road in relation to land use and land cover (i.e.
answers to working questions);
data on general trends in land use, socio-economy and environment in
the study area (own findings and secondary sources);
opinions of farmers and local authorities etc. on the future impact of
Route 7 in the study area plus experiences from elsewhere;
secondary information on road impacts elsewhere in Laos and
generally.
MAIN CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDY

The study reached the following main conclusions:
(1) Current Agricultural Activity in the Nam Mat Watershed Is
Highest Close to Roads
The GIS analysis of land cover indicated that paddy production and
shifting cultivation within the Nam watershed is particularly high in
areas located close to roads, and to a lesser extent along rivers throughout the watershed. Forest cover in these areas is markedly lower than
elsewhere in the watershed. Information from village surveys furthermore suggested that there is ongoing degradation of soil and forests
within study villages, with low fallow-periods and a reported decline in
soil fertility. By contrast, the analysis of forest cover change, between
1995 and 1997, showed a slight increase in forest cover, irrespective of
proximity to roads. A possible explanation is that degradation is qualitative rather than quantitative, and primarily confined to settled areas.
(2) Direct Upgrading Impacts Will Not Be Significant
A range of engineering measures have been built into the design of
Route 7 upgrading as mitigation against possible effects such as landslides, erosion etc. to lower-lying fields and pastures. At the same time,
relocation studies have shown that only a small amount of fields lie
within the right-of-way, all of which will be rewarded compensation.
These features, and the fact that Route 7 is an already existing road,
suggest that direct impacts from road upgrading are not significant.
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(3) Indirect Impacts on Land Use May Be Substantial
In terms of indirect effects, a number of potential impacts have been
identified which can effect land use through changes in household
economy, access to technologies and settlement and land tenure
patterns. These are:
(a) increased commercialisation of land use activities;
(b) improved opportunities for agricultural diversification;
(c) increased intensification of land use and associated impacts;
(d) increased marginalisation of poor households in land use;
(e) changed settlement patterns and increased resource conflicts.
These potential impacts may considerably change current land use
practices in the watershed in due time. In environmental terms, impacts
(a) to (c) of the above may have positive effects in terms of providing
alternative or parallel income opportunities and livelihood strategies for
households, and thereby reduce the overall pressure on the natural resource base of the watershed. They do, however, also hold the potential
to bring about increased degradation through the introduction of new
unsustainable techniques and activities. This is particularly so where
they relate to impacts (d) and (e), which in themselves constitute a
significant threat to the sustainability of land, forest and water use in
the watershed.
(4) Some Production Systems and Resource Users May Be Disfavoured
Paddy-based systems in the relatively low-lying parts of the watershed
may well benefit most from the opportunities for intensification and
commercialisation, with relative advantages that the more high-lying
swidden-based systems do not possess. At the same time, the fact that
poorer households in all study villages tend to be engaged in shifting
cultivation creates a risk that upgrading benefits will disfavour this production system, particularly since opportunities for livestock development in the high-lying areas appear constrained by an increasing lack of
pasture.
(5) Positive Socio-economic Impacts May Be Considerable
The village survey showed positive expectations among households as
to the impacts of Route 7 on household economy, health and education
in general. Although not at the centre of this study, the assessment team
agrees that a range of such general socio-economic impacts are likely to
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follow from Route 7 development, and that these are in themselves invaluable. However, potential negative impacts on land-use and
environment are significant, and should not be ignored on this account.
(6) Route 7 Impacts Will Interact with General Trends
Finally, it is clear that the potential impacts of Route 7 will form part of
the larger developments taking place in the Nam Mat watershed and
Lao PDR as a country. Route 7 upgrading may in itself bring about
features such as improved market access and access to new technologies and crops, but essentially acts as a ‘carrier’ for developments taking place on a larger scale. The potential impacts mentioned above cannot be isolated from these developments.
RECOMMENDATIONS MADE BY THE STUDY
Given the often limited resources available and the already high costs of
road development projects, it is clear that some trade-offs between positive
and negative impacts have to be made in road construction, as well as in
other major infra-structural projects. However, as this study has shown
road development in the Nam Mat Watershed may have quite substantial
impacts on land-use, and thereby indirectly on the livelihoods and natural
resource base of the watershed. This section briefly offers a set of overall
recommendations, which could help mitigate the negative impacts of road
development projects in the watershed and in general.
(1) Integrate Road Development in Land Use Planning
As this study has shown, road development may have significant impacts on land use. It is therefore suggested that the design and planning
of roads should be de facto integrated with land-use planning. This
should ideally be a two-way process, in which road planners work together with land-use planning authorities to identify problem areas and
issues that need assessment and mitigation. Specifically, this could include:
• Involvement in the road planning process of forest and agricultural
authorities, land allocation authorities and rural development
authorities at national, provincial and district levels.
• Application of naturally defined boundaries (and not only
administrative ones) when planning road development – i.e. consider
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the road as part of a watershed and an agro-ecosystem and plan according to needs and problems related to this. This includes the
involvement of authorities from all districts, provinces and even
countries (i.e. Vietnam) within the watershed/ecosystem in question,
even if the road does not pass directly through their areas.
• Draw up a road/resource management plan that incorporates roads
as special features alongside rivers, forest areas etc., and pay special
attention to settlement and migration patterns. Such plans should
have a local (i.e. district or even village) focus, and be integrated
with existing management plans as a permanent feature.
(2) Involve Stakeholders in the Planning Process
Apart from involving formal authorities as mentioned above, it is
recommended that road development also involves local stakeholders in
the planning and monitoring process. This will (a) help provide valuable first-hand information on local settlement patterns, livelihood
strategies and production systems, and thereby improve the basis for
sustainable road planning; and (b) help ensure that local needs and
problems are clarified and met in relation to road development; and (c)
provide information to villagers on road construction activities. This
could include:
• Establishment of an appraisal unit or mobile unit which moves from
village to village to collect and disperse information from villages as
input to the road planning process. The resettlement study undertaken for Route 7 focused only on relocation from the right of way,
but does illustrate the quantity of information and data, which can be
collected in such an exercise.
• Arrangement of public hearings and application of participatory
rural appraisal to plan, monitor and evaluate road development. The
post-project impact assessments by villagers are important in this respect, in order to identify more long-term and indirect impacts of
road construction, such as those outlined in this report. Follow-ups
should therefore ideally be conducted up to one or even two years
after construction/upgrading. Lessons learnt could be applied in other
projects.
• Consider the establishment of participatory conflict resolution
mechanisms to deal with conflicts that may potentially arise from encroachment on other forest and land as a result of road development
12
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(or disagreements on road alignments). The assessment team found
that conflict ‘hotspots’ might particularly occur where roads, rivers
and protected areas are close, and/or where road development eases
access for one village to the resources of another. Such mechanisms
should therefore span across villages and could be included in the
district administrative system.
(3) Aim to Secure Agricultural Subsistence Base
As described in this report, road development may well create a more
diversified and market-oriented household economy in the Nam Mat
watershed. However, as mentioned earlier the shift from subsistence
agriculture to a commercialised economy may also have negative side
effects, and will in any case take time to develop fully. Rather than
hoping for road development to provide new and alternative livelihood
means ‘by itself’, it is therefore suggested that efforts to support the
basic subsistence of households receive high priority. This could
include:
• Develop specific models and approaches for agricultural extension
to support high-lying communities that may not initially benefit from
road development to the same extent as those engaged in the more
low-lying paddy-based systems. The current promotion of fruit tree
plantations and livestock ranching is one possible approach, but
attention should be paid to limitations in grassland and carrying
capacity, as well as the recent frequency of drought and apparent reduction in stream-flows (i.e. water availability).
• In low-lying production systems, consider similar specific models
that can help ensure the long-term sustainability of agricultural production. This could include a strategy to investigate and secure that
new fertilisers, cash crops, etc. are sustainably used and introduced,
in order to avoid degradation of soils, declining yields etc.
• Construct small, well-planned feeder and access roads to support
agricultural production systems and avoid concentration along a
single strip of main roads. Such projects can be fairly cheap if local
labour is used, and can help avoid a situation where villages located
far back from main roads are marginalised into degrading soils and
forest.
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(4) Target Poorest Households
The assessment found that poor households might be the ones to benefit
least from Route 7 development, to the extent where it may have
serious negative consequences on land use and the natural resources of
the watershed. It is recommended that this potential problem receives
high priority in terms of road planning, based on a recognition that
local communities are not ‘black boxes’ where everyone is affected
equally and has equal opportunities from road development. This could
specifically include:
• Specific representation from poorest households (and communities)
in the participatory activities suggested above.
• Develop special unit within integrated road/land use planning to
work directly with poorest households. Such an effort may seem
costly and discriminating towards other groups (and can be socially
difficult) but would provide a direct response to the significant challenges than can otherwise follow from road-induced marginalisation
of poor households. Such a unit could work under the ‘appraisal unit’
mentioned above.
• Implement small-scale development projects related to road
construction and targeted at poorest households. This could include
collective crop transportation vehicles and credit/investment schemes
targeted at the poorest.
(5) Broaden Scope of Road Impact Assessments
As a final point, it is recommended that environmental impact assessments of road development be broadened to include a more holistic and
long-term perspective. This involves:
• Assign multi-disciplinary teams to conduct assessments, focusing on
social as well as environmental impacts.
• Include indirect impacts in the scoping and assessment stages of impact assessments.
• Review studies of other road impacts within the Lao PDR and
particularly elsewhere in the region/overseas. This will enable
assessment teams to learn from experiences elsewhere and help establish a broad insight into possible impacts.
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The above recommendations may seem excessive and costly. This, however, depends on the perspective: current hydropower development in the
Lao PDR increasingly involves mitigating actions and integrated master
plans. This is done in acknowledgement of the far-reaching consequences
major infra-structural development has on local communities and ecosystems. It is a basic point of this study that, over the long term, major road
development projects such as the upgrading of Route 7 may have positive
and negative consequences that are at least as far-reaching and extensive as
the construction of a hydropower dam. Roads are carriers of development
and change – and require measures that correspond to all the challenges
and assets vested therein.
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The Social and Environmental Dimensions of Changes in Land Use in the Ca
River Basin, Vietnam
_________________________
Tran Duc Vien,
Pham Thi Huong and
Michael Schultz Rasmussen
INTRODUCTION
Nghe An province is located in the northern part of central Vietnam. It is
characterised by a very complicated topography that can be divided into
three typical zones: coastal plain, midland and mountains. Although most
people are farmers, slopes and mountains take up 83 per cent of the land.
The Ca river basin includes eight districts of the Nghe An province.
Five of them, Ky Son, Tuong Duong, Con Cuong, Anh Son and Thanh
Chuong, are considered uplands, with the first three districts located in
mountainous areas, where slopes average 40–50 degrees. The natural area
of the basin covers 50.6 per cent of the province, while 18.6 per cent is
used for residential purposes and 16.7 per cent is taken up by agricultural
land. Anh Son and Thanh Chuong districts are located in the midlands,
where there are many ranges of low, round hills suitable for agricultural
and agro-forestry production. The fertile alluvial soils found beside rivers
are suitable for annual crops like mung bean, peanuts, groundnuts and
maize.
The transformation of the national economy has had a considerable
impact on Nghe An and many other provinces in the country, and in 1988
the government started implementing new policies for land reform and
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agricultural development. As part of the programme of land allocation and
reforestation, land use rights were transferred directly to farmers for a fixed
period of time, encouraging agricultural development and enabling rural
people gradually to improve their standard of living.
However, in the upper watershed of the Ca river basin, which is
home to different ethnic groups such as the Thai, Kho mu, Tay, Odu, Dan
lai and Hmong, local people know very little about intensive farming. They
still practice traditional extensive farming or shifting cultivation, relying on
natural forest products for their livelihoods. As natural resources are being
rapidly depleted by the continuous demands of a rising population, it is becoming harder for producers in the area to provide enough food for their
families, and the gap between their standard of living and that of their
counterparts in the lowlands is widening. The socio-economic life of the
uplanders is also affected by policies such as resettlement in the new economic zones, reforestation, and government initiatives like the ‘327
program’ (a programme to re-vegetate barren hills and waste land according to the government decree 327 issued in 1992) and ‘the 5 million hectare
reforestation program’. This chapter assesses the ways in which different
ethnic groups respond to the changing situation, striving to support themselves while following government directives to preserve natural resources
and further economic growth in the Ca river basin. We also consider how
government policies and development programmes affect land use in the
area.
METHODOLOGY
Several methods of data collection were used to gather information for this
research, which draws on secondary data from provincial, district and
commune offices, and interviews and discussions held with relevant government officials, NGO staff, project managers, leaders of communes and
hamlets, and local people. Remote sensing data were used to assess recent
changes in land use.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
Land Use and Forest Management
Although farming is the main production activity, it accounts for only 11
per cent of the total area of the province, while 41 per cent of it is covered
with forest land, and a significant area (44 per cent) is made up of bare hills
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and unused land (see Table 2.1 for details). This indicates that there is
considerable potential to increase the area under agriculture and forest.
Most of the agricultural land is devoted to food crops (7.7 per cent), and
with only 0.9 per cent of this land under perennial trees there is also scope
to intensify agricultural production. Wet rice production is the main
farming activity in the lowland area of the basin, while swidden rice acts as
a staple food for people in the uplands, especially in the upper part of the
watershed. Subsistence farmers in the uplands use little input and generally
produce low yields, relying on forest products to provide additional food
and sources of income.
Table 2.1: Current land use in Nghe An province
1994
1995
1996
1997
Area (ha) Area (ha) Area (ha) Area (ha) Area (%)
Land use
1638068 1638068 1638068 1638068 100.0
Total land
178014
172893
178253
178745
10.9
A. Agricultural land
1. Annual crops
131276
128646
126365
126384
7.7
Here: Rice and upland crops
102420
109991
99410
94400
5.8
*
Swidden
26607
1.6
2. Perennial trees
41750
41763
14717
14821
0.9
3. Pasture
5432
5682
0.3
4. Homestead gardens
31739
31857
1.9
5016
3592
3597
0.2
B. Water surface of Aquaculture
589994
586326
663750
40.5
C. Forestland
1. Natural and protected forest
554519
602799
36.8
2. Planted forest and land
allocated for reforestation
31639
60782
3.7
41906
52532
52811
3.2
D. Land for specific use
14841
14859
0.9
E. Residential land
812052
802559
724342 44.2
F. Unused land
Source: Department of Statistics of Nghe An
* Data for 1998 provided by the Department of Forest Protection, 1999

In 1943 there were 1.1 million ha of forested land in the province, corresponding to a forest cover of 67 per cent. This declined sharply during the
1970s and 1980s, so that by 1992 there were only 554,600 ha of natural
forest and 29,600 ha of planted forest, or a total forest cover of 35 per cent
(NguyenVan Bao 1999). For a long time the forest was heavily exploited
and little attention was paid to regenerating it. Logging activities in the new
economic zones conformed to the government resettlement programmes,
and as the population rapidly mounted, the area under shifting cultivation
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expanded and began to encroach upon the natural forestlands. Forest fires,
which often break out in the critical dry season, also contributed to the degradation of forests within the basin.
Initiatives such as ‘327 program’, implemented in 1993, and subsequent moves to allocate land have given local institutions and people the
opportunity to participate in replanting and protecting the existing forests.
At provincial level, logging policy has also shifted from pure exploitation
to a combination of selective exploitation and attempts to build up forest
resources by planting new areas and protecting regeneration in poor forests.
Annual logging production in the province decreased significantly from
120,000 m3 in the 1980s and early 1990s to 17,000 m3 in 1998.
Table 2.2: Current status of forest land cover in Nghe An province (in ha)
Forest category
Total area
1. Forested area
- Natural forest
- Planted forest
2. Unforested area

Total area
(ha)
(%)
1,181,293
100
636,441
54
529,999
28,741
544,581
49

Protected Productive
forest
forest
607,527
388,209
229,691
174,023
229,691
147,487
0
26,536
301,948
214,045

Special use
forest
185,557
155,026
152,821
2,205
30,711

Source: Nghe An Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, 1997

Between 1994 and 1998, 46,271 ha of new forest was established through
the ‘327 program’ and 15,942 ha through PAM (World Food Programme).
The total area under protected forest is now 714,965 ha. By 1998, forest
cover in the province had reached about 40 per cent, and it seems that the
reforestation programmes are increasing the amount of forest cover, although they have yet to improve its quality. The figures in Table 2.3 below
show that most of the forest in the province is made up of poor and young
regenerating forest, and that only a small proportion of it can be classified
as rich. Tuong Duong district has a large area under natural forest, but only
2.6 per cent of this is rich, and the situation is the same in most other districts. Con Cuong is the only one with a considerable area of rich forest,
which is managed by the Pu Mat Natural Reserve, and as a result of
reforestation programmes in the district, Anh Son has a fairly high percentage of regenerating forest. The different types of forest are very unevenly
distributed across Nghe An, with rich and medium quality forests concentrated in the natural reserves or in high, mountainous, rocky, remote and
frontier areas, where manual logging is quite difficult.
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Table 2.3: Forest quality in the Ca river basin
Total Rich forest
natural
forest
Area
(ha)
Province
Ky Son

Area
(ha)

%)

Medium Poor forest Regeneraforest
ting forest

Bamboo

Area
(ha)

Area
(ha)

(%)

Area
(ha)

(%)

Area
(ha)

(%)

(%)

Mixed

Area
(ha)

(%)

578,520 62,590 10.8 105,752 26,1 141,371 24.4 117,039 20.2 90,779 15.7 60,985 10.5
50,759

3,762

7.4

Tuong Duong 139,923

3,605

2.6 19,904 14.2 33,599 24.0 41,403 29.6 21,556 15.4 19,855 14.2

Con Cuong
Anh Son

9,515 18.7 10,587 20.8

9,873 19.6 13,777 27.1 3,245

110,117 25,107 22.8 23,103 21.0 27,857 25.3 16,383 14.9 10,290
14,326.8 1,302

9.2

2,415 16.9

2,577 18.0

9.3 7,375

5,520 38.5 2,408 16.8

105

Source: Nghe An DARD, 1998

Forest Management
Although there are many causes of forest degradation, the main reason why
forest resources become depleted is because they are poorly managed. Institutional settings and forest management strategies play a key role in the
maintenance and conservation of the natural resource base. To obtain a
better understanding of why the forest cover in Vietnam in general, and
Nghe An in particular, has changed so much, it is useful to consider how
forest management has changed through different periods of development.
Before the government claimed ownership of the forests with the
1954 land reforms, they were generally managed by local communities,
particularly villages and hamlets. This management system operated almost
everywhere in the mountainous areas of Vietnam, and as the forests were
large and rich in natural resources and the upland population small, human
demand for forest products did not outstrip the pace at which they naturally
regenerated.
Community-based forest management also seemed to be effective in
terms of using natural resources wisely, and it played an important role in
the economic and cultural life of the mountainous areas of Vietnam.
Forests not only served as a source of income for local people, but also
provided food when it was in short supply, such as the period between
crops, or when crops failed. Community forests were especially important
for the poor, who had hardly any property or land and who were entirely
dependent on the forests for their daily food supply.
After the 1954 land reforms, management passed into the hands of
forest enterprises and co-operatives. As representatives of the government,
they implemented the policies of a centrally planned economy and a gov-

21

6,4
6.7
0.7

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

ernment that wished to maintain control over land and natural resources.
Farmers joined co-operatives and worked collectively, getting paid on a
work-point system. People in mountainous areas were not permitted to
exploit the forests as freely as before, although in practice the central government had little authority over what happened in the more remote areas,
while local authorities with limited power proved unable to manage the
forests effectively. Conflicts started erupting between local people and state
forest enterprises, as the locals believed that having lived with and used the
forests for so long, they had natural rights of use and ownership over this
resource. However, once the forest enterprises were established they took
over the management of all the resource-rich forests, and although they
were mandated to protect and re-establish them, they generally failed to
manage them productively, only exploiting them for economic ends. As
local people either turned to illegal logging or started logging for the staterun enterprises, the forests rapidly declined in both size and quality.
Disbandment of a number of co-operatives and state enterprises was
an indispensable consequence of a centrally planning and subsidising
system of administration and it made the situation worse. A number of
forests under co-operative management became ownerless.
Since 1993, the government has adopted a number of policies to
protect the forest and prevent further degradation, and the forest enterprises
have been forced to focus on replanting and protecting the forests, rather
than simply exploiting them. Other institutions, such as forest protection
units, army units and state farms were also assigned to protect and regenerate the forests, but ineffective administration and management meant that
they had little impact on these areas.
Local authorities and producers have gradually become more involved in forest management, as natural resource management has been
decentralised and new agricultural development policies have promoted
programmes of land allocation and reforestation. In addition to governmental management schemes, the allocation of forestland has created a
legal environment for private forest management. There are currently four
forms of forest management in Vietnam: governmental, private, collective
and community-based. The first three ways are legally recognised.
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Shifting Cultivation and Allocation of Swidden Lands
Shifting cultivation is a traditional method of farming that is particularly
widespread in the upper watershed of the Ca river basin, and commonly
employed in the mountainous areas of the province. The multi-ethnic
population of about 400,000 people is mainly concentrated in six mountainous districts, where they survive on shifting cultivation and forest products. The complicated topography, unfavourable climatic conditions,
limited agricultural land, lack of irrigation systems and backward farming
practices all contribute to a very low standard of living and an average per
capita food consumption of 55 kg of rice equivalent per year. With no
alternative options, people’s lives are closely linked to the forest. At
present 26,607 ha are under shifting cultivation (see Table 2.4), and the
largest areas used for this type of farming are found in Ky Son and Tuong
Duong. Only 19 per cent of the population in Ky Son practice fixed cultivation, while the rest are shifting cultivators, and almost everyone settled
along the frontier practices shifting cultivation.
Table 2.4: Area under shifting cultivation in Nghe An, 1998 (in ha)
District
Nghia Dan
Que Phong
Ky Son
Qui Chau
Quy Hop
Pu Mat
Con Cuong
Tuong Duong
Total

Total area
1,689.0
3,738.0
6,030.0
3,271.3
4,531.6
30.3
816.5
6,500.0
26,607.0

Planned area
1,689.3
3,722.0
6,030.0
3,256.7
4,524.1
25.6
786.2
6,438.0
26,471.8

Unplanned area
0.0
16.0
0.0
14.6
7.5
4.7
30.3
62.0
135.1

Source: Provincial Department of Forest Protection, 1999

In Nghe An shifting cultivation is seen as one of the major causes of deforestation, as about 7,000–8,000 ha of forest is currently cut and burned for
shifting cultivation every year. Recognising that the situation called for
urgent change, and that local people needed to be helped better to manage
their swiddens and reduce encroachment on forest lands, in 1997 the
Provincial People’s Committee issued a resolution that swidden land
should be allocated to farming households according to their food require-
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ments. The allocations were carried out on the basis of the commonly
accepted, but illegal, system of land ownership then in force, which
traditionally divided land among the villagers.
The government used this policy to try to restrict the area under
shifting cultivation, attempting to enforce a more sustainable system of
land use by preventing shifting cultivators from cutting down trees in the
old and regenerating forests as they cleared land for agricultural activities.
In fact, all government policies and programmes related to the use and
management of forestland have had a significant impact on shifting cultivators and swidden farmers. With less land available for cultivation they
have had to shorten fallow periods, which will ultimately lower soil fertility
and reduce their potential yields of both crops and forest products. Land
allocation alone is not the answer, as forestlands are still being encroached
upon. This problem is particularly acute among the Hmong people, who
move on when the soil becomes too poor to cultivate, clearing new sites in
primary and old forests, where the soils are very fertile and good for
growing food crops.
Local governments do nothing to promote new technologies to improve swidden productivity, as the provincial authorities do not wish to
encourage this way of farming. Instead, people are encouraged to develop
agro-forestry farms and intensify fixed cultivation and livestock production. The intention is to raise living standards while reducing the amount of
land allocated per capita for shifting cultivation, but it does not take
account of the fact that continuously cultivating the same areas will
ultimately exhaust their soils. Sustainable land use policies need to balance
the conflicting demands of forest conservation, food production and
poverty alleviation.
Farmers’ Perceptions of Environmental Issues and Related Policies
Environmental Changes
As local people’s livelihoods are increasingly affected by forest losses they
have become more aware of the surrounding environment and of the crucial
role that forests play in their daily life. The first things that people in all the
research sites complained of are forest losses and the poor quality of the
existing forests in their hamlets. They cited shifting cultivation as the main
reason for forest losses in the basin, and ranked logging as the second
major factor. This seems to indicate that shifting cultivation was very
popular in the past among ethnic groups such as the Thai, Kh’Mu, Odu,
Dan Lai, Hmong and even with the migrating Kinh. Forest degradation be-
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came critical in the 1980s, when the country suffered an economic crisis
and food was frequently short in the uplands. In an attempt to achieve food
self-sufficiency the government encouraged farmers working in cooperatives to expand the areas under food crops and open new swiddens
and economic zones. The detrimental effects of this policy were
compounded by the fact that the forest enterprises acting on behalf of the
government focused entirely on logging, and poor management gave the
shifting cultivators a virtually free hand to cut and burn forests for new
swiddens. When the forests around their hamlets disappeared, they moved
on to continue their farming activities in more remote areas or in forests
around other hamlets.
The Impact of Forest Degradation
Local people in the basin identified the following effects of forest degradation:
• Income from forests has declined, especially for households that used to
rely heavily on forest products and slash-and-burn. People from ethnic
groups, such as the Kh’Mu, Hmong and Odu, are particularly affected
by this.
• Household incomes have also been affected by the lack of water for wet
rice cultivation, prolonged dry seasons and increased flooding in the
rainy season.
• Water for daily needs has become scarcer. Less water flows into the
hamlets from the surrounding forest, and some small brooklets have
dried up.
• Water sources have become polluted by soil erosion and animal manure
deposited during free grazing.
• Micro-climatic changes often adversely affect human and animal health.
• Soil fertility has declined as a result of shorter fallow periods and soil
erosion caused by inappropriate farming techniques on sloping land.
Protecting the Forest
Local people have different ideas about how to protect the forest, depending on their specific situation. The most common proposals are listed
below:
• prohibit logging (Hmong, Kh’Mu, Odu);
• stop slash-and-burn cultivation, which encroaches upon the forest (Thai
and Kinh);
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• make loans available to farmers so that they can invest in farming
activities that increase crop yields (Kinh and Thai);
• set up government funding to enable local people to implement forest
protection schemes, and provide loans for planting new forests (Thai,
Kinh, Kh’Mu and Odu).
Alternatives Types of Land Use and Forest Management
When asked to suggest alternatives to the present, unsustainable methods of
land use, the Kinh and Thai were the only groups to propose agro-forestry
and the production of commodities such as fruit trees and perennial species
that can be used for industrial purposes. Most of the Odu, Kh’mu and
Hmong still preferred traditional, low-input farming and shifting cultivation, despite the fact that it is not very productive. They were not interested
in growing commercial perennial crops because they require good road
access, high capital investment and skilled labour. These groups of people
are used to traditional farming methods and have no choice but to continue
shifting cultivation.
While Kinh and Thai people said that they preferred private
management, and supported government policy on the allocation of
forestland, other groups either opted for private management under
community supervision, or community-based management. They were not
particularly interested in allocating forestland or replanting schemes, as
their main concern was finding enough food for their families. However,
their lack of enthusiasm may also be due to the fact that they do not fully
understand government policies or the causes and potential repercussions
of the environmental problems in the area. Having lived with government
forest management for such a long time, it is hardly surprising that no one
in the study sites liked it very much.
Our research indicated that land use and forest management in the
basin have been significantly affected by forest degradation and by government land use reforms and reforestation programmes and projects.
While the government land reforms and development policies have not
radically changed the livelihoods of people living in the forest, and may
have exacerbated some situations, they have at least provided a legal
framework giving local authorities and people long-term access to land use
and forest management. Local people are now becoming aware of the
status of natural resources in their hamlets, and will hopefully be able to
find a way to continue their productive activities and manage the forest in a
sustainable manner.
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Figure 2.1:. Landsat TM images from 1992 and 1998

The two original Landsat TM images from 1992 and 1998 are shown on the
top (the spatial resolution is 30 meters). Shades of grey represent different
types of vegetation. Dark grey to black is old forest; light grey indicates
human activity, such as agriculture, shifting cultivation, logging or
plantations. The two bottom images show the results of the classification.
Black is forest with no apparent human activity, while grey indicates areas
with human activity. The study area measures 20 km by 23 km.
CHANGES IN LAND COVER BETWEEN 1992 AND 1998
We used remote sensing to study the changes in land cover in the upper Ca
river basin. Landsat TM satellite data from 21 October 1992 and 15 May
1998 were used to assess the dynamics of changes in land cover in the area
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north of the Pu Mat natural reserve. The study area shown in Figure 2.1
reveals the transition from the Pu Mat core zone in the south, where there is
very limited human activity, through the buffer zone and then the zone
close to the Ca river in the northern part of the image, into areas not associated with the reserve.
The Two Landsat TM Images were Classified into Two Components
(1) Areas with evidence of human activity. These are recognisable as light
green and red areas (from the original colour composition). The texture
of the image also indicates their nature, as does the angular shape of the
plots and parcels, which are located near the infrastructure.
(2) Areas with no apparent human activity. This is mostly old natural
forest, identified as dark green areas with a homogeneous appearance.
Preliminary findings from this study show highly dynamic changes in
land cover, with about 20 per cent of land changing from one category
to another, and the area with no apparent human activity diminishing by
more than 5 per cent between 1992 and 1998. Further studies will
verify the findings within the Ca river basin, and extend the analysis in
time to cover the period from the 1970s up to the present. The
Geographical Information System (GIS) will be used to analyse
changes in land cover and assess demographic characteristics and
changes, access to infrastructure (roads and rivers) and topographic
data (slopes and aspects). It will also be used to identify the main
potential threats to natural resources, the consequences of implemented
policies, and priority areas for targeted extension services.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
(1) Over the last few decades, forest cover and forest quality have declined
in Nghe An, particularly in the Ca river basin. Logging and traditional
shifting cultivation have been identified as the main causes of forest
degradation in the area, while high population growth has increased
pressure on natural resources. As forests become more degraded, the
livelihoods of people living in the uplands have been seriously affected.
(2) There are currently several forms of forest management: governmental,
private, collective and community-based management. Government
management has proved to be both ineffective and a contributory factor
to the degradation of forest resources.
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(3) The recent land reforms and agricultural development policies implemented by the government have radically changed rural areas in the
lowlands, but have had a limited effect in the uplands. Although the
allocation of forestland has had positive results on reforestation
schemes and forest management in areas that are self-sufficient in food,
it has had little or no impact on resource-poor households that constantly suffer from food shortages. The poorest people need
considerable support from the government and other organisations to
manage their allocated forestland properly.
(4) Economic growth has widened the gap between lowlanders and uplanders, between different ethnic groups, and even between members of
the same community. Resource-poor farmers are finding it increasingly
difficult to secure enough food for their families, especially when income from forests is declining. Various groups consequently tend to
respond differently to changes in the environment, in socio-economic
conditions, and in government policies.
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An Institutional Analysis of Changes in
Land Use Pattern and Water Scarcity
in Dak Lak Province, Vietnam
__________________________
Alia Ahmad

INTRODUCTION
One of the significant changes in Vietnam in the past 15 years is the
commercialisation of agriculture, particularly the expansion of coffee area
in the Central Highlands. The changes in land use pattern have brought
economic prosperity, but at the cost of damages to the watershed and social
conflicts due to scarcity of water. Research Policy Support Initiative
(REPSI), funded by different donors, has recently undertaken a case study
of Dak Lak province in order to help Vietnam in sustainable management
of the uplands. Two complementary aspects of the REPSI case study are an
assessment of water availability/scarcity in relation to land use changes,
and secondly, an analysis of institutional changes in response to resource
crises. The institutional analysis has been carried out by the author on behalf of the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies (NIAS) together with a team of
researchers from the University of Agriculture and Forestry (UAF) and Tay
Nguyen University (TNU) during May–July 2000.
This chapter is based on the findings of the research team. It presents
first the conceptual framework that has been used to explain the problem of
water scarcity in Dak Lak province. The subsequent sections are devoted to
a situation analysis of Dak Lak especially Ea Tul catchment, the responses
of different stakeholders and the difficulties faced towards collective
action. A brief summary and conclusions are taken up in the final section.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Although the problem of water scarcity is an outcome of land use pattern at
local level, it needs to be analysed within the context of national and
regional policies for sustainable development. Moreover, an analysis of
local institutional responses to resource scarcity requires an understanding
of the public good characteristics of common pool resources (CPRs) like
groundwater and forestland.
Sustainable Development and Tradeoffs among Economic, Social and
Environmental Goals
Sustainable development has three main objectives: economic, social and
environmental (Munasinghe 1995). The process of achieving these objectives involves tradeoffs and economic policies, and institutions play an
important role in resolving or intensifying the conflicts.
Economic goal concerns growth, stability and efficiency, and is
facilitated under a free market system. Social goals involve equity, poverty
alleviation and the preservation of culture and heritage. But a free market
system has certain weaknesses in achieving social goals. With an initial
unequal distribution of assets, income and human capital, a market system
breeds further inequality unless corrective measures are undertaken. Hence,
economic policies and institutions need to be designed to broaden economic opportunities to most people, and to provide safety nets to those who
are unable to take part in the growth process. This implies that some form
of intervention in the market system is necessary to attain social goals.
Environmental goals are expressed in terms of biodiversity/resilience, natural resource base and pollution. The public good nature
(non-rivalry and non-exclusion) of environmental goods and services
implies that a market system with exclusive, universal and transferable
private property rights may be difficult to establish, and a proper valuation
of resources becomes difficult without a market. In pursuing the goal of
economic growth, environmental resources are used; and when existing
institutions, including the market, fail to reflect their true costs and to deal
with externalities, an overuse of resources takes place that may conflict
with environmental goals.
There is a strong but complex relationship between environmental
and social goals as well. Equity and poverty alleviation can improve the
environment because people become more interested in resource management, and an improved environment reduces poverty. A win-win situation
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for social and environmental goals, for example, gender equity and protection of the interest of ethnic minorities can go hand in hand with local management of environmental resources. However, the achievement of equity
and poverty alleviation goals often requires economic growth and brings
forth increased demand on natural resources.
As will be explained in the following sections, the problem of water
scarcity in Ea Tul catchment, Dak Lak province is largely an outcome of
conflicting goals and policies, and the lack of proper institutions to cope
with open access problems. Conceptual issues related to open access problems are discussed below.
Public Good Characteristics of Common Pool Resources – Groundwater and Forestland
Goods and services may be classified into four broad categories.
Table 3.1: Categories of goods and services
Exclusion
Low
High

Rivalry
Low
High
Pure public goods
Common-pool resources in open access
Community managed resources
Toll or club goods
Pure private goods

Private goods are highly rival and subject to exclusion whereas public
goods have low rivalry and low excludability. Non-rivalry means that once
a good is produced it is consumed jointly and no extra cost is involved for
an additional consumer, whereas low excludability implies difficulty in
preventing anyone from benefiting from the good. National defence, information and street lighting are examples of pure public goods (Samuelson
1954).
Common pool resources like groundwater supplies, forests, fishing
ground, pastures are neither public nor private goods but share some attributes of both. Unlike pure public goods, (or like a private good) common
pool resources are rival. The rivalry is associated with the flow of resource
unit (Ostrom 1992). For example, gallons of groundwater extracted or
number of trees felled and appropriated by individual consumer are not
available to others. But similar to a public good, there is jointness in the use
of the resource system, i.e. groundwater aquifers or given forestland are
jointly used by many people. Rivalry or subtractability of the resource-unit
(flow of water) implies the possibility of approaching the limit of the
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number of resource units produced by common pool resources (groundwater aquifers/forest cover). Crossing the limit can lead to higher costs of
extraction for everyone, or in worst cases, destroy the resource system with
severe external effects (Ostrom 1992).
Common pool resources share another characteristic with public
goods, i.e. low excludability. Low or non-excludability implies that it is
costly to exclude users from obtaining subtractable resource units
(Musgrave 1959). The cost of exclusion depends on the scale or boundaries/divisibility of the resource system, and technologies available for
exclusion (Oakerson 1992). For example, exclusion may be easier for
forestland than groundwater because of its divisibility and technologies
(fences) available for exclusion.
The partial subtractability or rivalry of common pool resources
together with their low excludability pose management problems, and
hence, institutional arrangements play an overwhelmingly important role.
Institutional Arrangements for the Management of Common Pool
Resources
The word institution has a specific meaning in this context, and it is different from organisation that is commonly used. An institution is a set of
norms or effective rules used by a group of people in order to organise a
certain sphere of their collective activities (Alyward and González 1998).
According to North (1990) institutions give structures in our everyday life
and reduce uncertainties. Efficient institutions reduce transaction costs,
promote exchange, and thereby lead to economic growth in a society.
Market systems based on clearly defined and properly enforced private
property rights are usually considered to fulfil these criteria. However,
market works best for private goods with high rivalry and low costs of
exclusion, but not for common pool resources with public good characteristics. It is easier, however, to establish private property rights in forestland
than in groundwater because of its higher excludability. But private ownership does not guarantee sustainable management because of externalities.
Individual owners are often not interested in the conservation of forest
because the benefits come late and fall on others. The costs of deforestation
are also not fully borne by the private owner.
Other institutional arrangements are state management and communal property. State-owned common pool resources are often managed under
a centralised system, whereby rules are imposed from the top level. A
centralised system has the problem of acquiring local-level information that
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are important for monitoring and control. Under a decentralised system,
local bodies enforce rules with clear mandates from the central authority.
There is a difference between decentralisation in administration and decentralisation in decision-making. Decentralisation by transferring the
management function to lower governmental levels can obviate information and monitoring problems. However, the devolution of administrative
functions to local bodies cannot solve the problem of governance and efficient use of community resources without the participation of the users
themselves and without the decision-making power of the actors operating
at local-level (Ostrom et al. 1994). Transaction costs of enforcing the rules
may be high if local people do not co-operate. A polycentric government
structure that ‘distributes circumscribed but independent rule-making and
rule-enforcing authority in numerous jurisdictions’ is considered by
researchers to be the best solution (ibid.).
An optimum management of CPRs usually occurs when users in the
community work in a co-ordinated way to set operational rules, rather than
act individually. There are many instances where resources are owned and
managed in sustainable manner by local community (Berkes 1996). There
are, however, cases of breakdown of community management. In the
absence of private, state or communal property rights or their poor
enforcement even if they exist, the resources may lie in open access. In
such cases, individuals have the incentive to exploit resources beyond the
limit of sustainability, and the so-called ‘tragedy of the commons’ occurs
because private benefits of extracting resources are greater than the
personal loss from the damage done to the commons. The breakdown or
weakening of a previously sustainable community-management system
may arise due to population growth, increased commercialisation and disruption of traditional community rules.
Towards a Solution to Open Access Problem – a Polycentric and
Nested Approach
While the Tragedy of the Common as postulated by M. Olson (1965) is not
an inevitable outcome, successful management of CPRs is by no means an
automatic or easy process. The most important prerequisite for successful
management of common pool resources is the willingness among users to
switch to a co-ordinated strategy from independent strategies to exploit the
resource base. The emergence of a user or appropriator organisation
(‘conceptualised as a small polity constituted by appropriators for the
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purpose of gaining a joint benefit, the regulation of CPR’; Ostrom 1992)
depends, first of all, on the common understanding with respect to
• the existence of the common problem;
• the need for co-ordinated action;
• trust and reciprocity that ensure co-ordinated behaviour instead of
individual strategy;
• benefit of co-ordination exceeding the costs.
Secondly, the conditions of collective action are important. The factors that
affect the possibility of user organisations to emerge are characteristics of
the resource, demand/supply relationships, types of users, and existing
institutional arrangements including organisations and formal/informal
rules (Ostrom 1992).
The difference between large-scale CPRs and small resource systems
is that the processes of common understanding are far more difficult and
costly for the former (Cash 2000). A small resource system, for example
groundwater, may, however, be a part of a large system like the watershed,
and management at local levels may be affected by management of the
whole watershed. In such cases, institutional designs relying on nested
structures of smaller organisations within larger organisations are most
likely needed (Coward 1980; Bendor and Mookerjee 1985). Moreover, the
integrated nature of the resource system demands co-ordination of activities
in different sectors like, water, forest, agricultural land, etc. Sustainable
development in general and watershed management in particular, need a
polycentric approach where rules and regulations are promulgated,
designed and enforced at different levels, and central, provincial, districtlevel organisations work with peoples’ representatives at the lowest level
(Ostrom 1994). A polycentric approach by no means undermines the crucial importance of collective action at the local level.
User organisations are likely to emerge when the demand for the
resource begins to exceed the supply. Other conducing factors towards
collective action at the local level are homogeneous character of the users1
(Bardhan 2000), and proximity among them that can facilitate communication.2 When the conditions of collective action are weak in a community,
external intervention is needed.3 However, it is important for external
agents to consider existing formal and informal rules before introducing
new rules.
The survival of a management system also depends on a number of
conditions. A small set of simple rules that involves low transaction costs
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in enforcement is needed. Dual enforcement is often necessary if respect
for community rules is on the verge of erosion. Internally adaptive mechanisms can meet the needs of changing circumstances. While simple
operational rules should be directed at the use-point, the organisational
structure needs to be complex enough to deal with conflicts among different stakeholders. Nesting of a user organisation in a larger system may
ensure stability as well as consistency among different goals of sustainable
development. It is also important that simultaneous exogenous changes,
such as rapid population growth, conflicting economic policies are avoided.
According to Ostrom et al. (1994), four criteria may be applied to evaluate
a management system – efficiency, equity, adaptability and accountability.
A polycentric approach is being applied in countries like Costa Rica
(Aylward and González 1998).
THE CASE STUDY OF DAK LAK PROVINCE
AND EA TUL CATCHMENT
Recent Trends in the Land Use Pattern and Resource Scarcity in Dak
Lak Province
Agro-climatic conditions in the Central Highlands, Dak Lak province are
suitable for the cultivation of a variety of crops. Perennial crops are rubber,
coffee, pepper, cashew, durian, rambutan, longan, avocado and citrus fruits.
Annual crops are upland and lowland rice, maize, bean of different varieties and vegetables. There have been tremendous changes in the cropping
pattern in Dak Lak in the past few years. The main change is the increase in
coffee area and production. There are three ways in which coffee area has
expanded: conversion of upland rice area into coffee area, conversion of
forestland and conversion of land under other annual crop to coffee. ‘The
cultivated area has been increasing at the rate of 6.1 per cent since 1995.
Newly-cultivated areas permitted to change from forest land are about
7,000–8,000 ha per year’. (Dak Lak Irrigation Sector Institutional Review
Report 2000, Danida 2000a: 8). Coffee area increased from 11,563 ha in
1975 to 124,990 ha in 1996 (Gender and Ethnicity Adviser’s Audit, Danida
1999f.). Latest figure is 180,000 hectares (Badenoch 1999).
While coffee production is expanding because of its economic profitability, serious environmental damages are occurring. Available data
indicate rapid degradation of the watershed in Dak Lak reflected in deforestation, water scarcity and soil erosion (Review and Assessment Report,
Vol. II, Technical Studies, Danida 1998). Forest cover in the Central
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Highlands is reported to have decreased from 90 per cent in the 1960s to 57
per cent in 1995 (Gender and Ethnicity Adviser’s Audit, op. cit.). According to DARD’s foresters, the rate of loss of forest is one per cent per year,
mainly caused by smallholder agriculturists (Badenoch 1999). Depletion of
groundwater and its effects on river flows downstream in some catchments
have been observed (Review Report on Irrigation Sector Institutions,
Danida 2000a). Overuse of fertiliser and pesticides has also affected the
quality of drinking water.
Exogenous Factors behind Changes in Land Use Pattern and Pressure on
the Resource Base
Given the suitable natural condition for coffee production, the main exogenous factors that worked behind the recent upsurge of coffee production are
as follows.
♦ Economic Reforms Promoting Commercialisation of Agriculture
Towards the end of the 1980s Vietnam undertook economic reforms (doi
moi) that signified a movement from centrally planned economy to a
market-based system. The development of agriculture and the forestry
sector is being promoted through establishment of private property rights in
land and relaxed government control over output and factor markets. These
reforms have led to increased commercialisation of agriculture in the
Central Highlands in Vietnam.
♦ Resettlement Policies and Migration
Migration to Dak Lak province has been induced by population pressure
and poverty in other areas and the government’s resettlement policies. The
main objective of encouraging migration to Dak Lak province by the government is to utilise national resources rationally to achieve economic
growth, and alleviate poverty in rural areas.
Between the late 1950s and mid 1960s migration was promoted
through Special General Commission for Land Development of the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam). The first group of Kinh people from the
northern provinces of Vietnam started to migrate to this area in 1954. After
1975, some new economic zones and state farms were established in the
area to receive a large number of migrants from the crowded provinces in
the northern and the central coastal region of the country. Lowlanders from
Quang Nam and Quang Ngai numbering 274,245 migrated to 225 land
development centres. Between 1976 and 1996 Dak Lak province absorbed
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around 311,765 of these, largely from the northern province (Gender and
Ethnicity Adviser’s Audit, op. cit.).
Besides this planned migration spontaneous migration of 350,128
people took place during the same period. The latter type of migration is
much higher than official migration. Spontaneous migration has been
taking place due to poverty and demographic pressure in the north and untapped economic opportunities in the Central Highlands. Hence, both push
and pull factors have induced migration.
♦ High Coffee Prices
High coffee prices in the 1990s have also induced migration in recent
years. In spite of yearly fluctuations, coffee prices, on average, have been
very high in the last two decades. In 1995, coffee price reached over 3
dollars per kg of coffee in Dak Lak (Crystal 1995).
The exogenous forces mentioned above have not only brought
changes in land use pattern, but also caused various social conflicts and
environmental damages. These can be understood through an analysis of
farm-level data.
Local Level Conditions in Ea Tul Catchment – the Interplay of Private
Incentives, Competition over Common Pool Resources and Institutions
The problem of water scarcity in Dak Lak as a result of commercialisation
of agriculture and forestry is analysed with data from Ea Tul catchment and
two communes – Ea Tul upstream and Cu Sue downstream. Specific issues
investigated are:
• What is the nature of resource scarcity such as water? Are individuals
investing more and obtaining less from the commons? Are yields
declining with increasing efforts?
• What is the nature of interaction among users? Are they competing with
each other?
• What are the physical and technical characteristics of water? What are
the decision-making arrangements? How are they affected by exogenous factors?
• Are there initiatives for collective action in the community?
• How do other stakeholders like the central government, provincial
authority and NGOs respond to the problem?
Data has been collected from secondary sources, mainly from the Support
to Water Resources Management (SWRM) project, Danida, and field
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surveys/interviews with the stakeholders on several occasions during
March–June 2000. Unfortunately, data from the REPSI project on the
hydrological condition of the study area are not available yet.
The Study Area
Ea Tul catchment covers two districts – Buon Don with 6 communes and a
population of 47,000, and Cu M’gar with 2 towns and 13 communes and a
population of 121,000. Both districts are situated near Buon Me Thuot, the
capital of Dak Lak province.
The area is characterised by a relatively flat upland intersected by
deep streams crossing the communes. In some locations it is hilly and rolling with relatively steep slope. In general, soil in the study area is found to
be very fertile. The climatic and soil condition of the area are favourable
for the cultivation of coffee, rubber, pepper, fruit trees, secondary forest
and annual crops such as rice, maize, green beans, soy beans, peanut,
cotton, etc.
Over the last decades, the study area has undergone remarkable
changes in land use. Many forest areas had been replaced first by annual
food crops and then by coffee plantations. This is mainly due to its fertile
balsatic soil and water resource that are suitable for coffee and other cash
crops. The proportion of land first cultivated by the respondents after 1990
is quite high (58 per cent). The high world and domestic coffee prices made
coffee production a very profitable enterprise and so have encouraged
farmers to establish new coffee plantations on new or idle land.
Economic opportunities of the catchment have attracted migrants
from other regions in the country and that has also induced changes in the
cropping pattern. Although with the gradual exhaustion of new land the
rate of migration declined, the number of new arrival was still high even
after 1995. The majority of the population is from the Ede ethnic group.
♦ Agricultural Production and Cropping Pattern in the Study Area
Agricultural production plays a significant role in the economy of the
surveyed district contributing the largest income of the local people. The
main income of most farmers is from coffee production. Other important
income sources are from upland cash crops such as maize, beans, cotton,
sugar cane and rice. In some communes of Cu M’gar district, work in
rubber plantation owned by state farms is also an important source of income for local farmers.
In terms of land area, coffee occupies the largest proportion of the
total farmland in the study area. The average area per farm allocated for
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rice, and other cash crops were very small compared to that of coffee (only
0.1 hectare on average). Cu M’gar is one of the major coffee producing
districts in the province, with a large coffee area (22,780 ha in 1999) that
contributes to about 14 per cent of the total coffee area of the province. The
two areas under survey, the upper and lower areas of Cu M’gar district,
both have substantial coffee areas of 3,563 ha and 3,467 ha respectively;
and due to better soil conditions, more than 90 per cent of farmers are
growing coffee. In the lower Buon Don area, the area planted with coffee
is, however, much smaller due to the less favourable soil condition and
poor access to water.
Other major perennial crops planted in the study area are rubber,
black pepper, and cashew. Like coffee, Cu M’gar is one of the districts
having the largest rubber plantation in the province (about 32 per cent of
the total rubber plantation area of the province). Within the study area, rubber is planted with large areas in the three surveyed communes, namely Ea
Tul, Ea Kpal, and Ea Pok. State farms manage rubber plantation.
Rice production is not a profitable farm enterprise; many farmers (65
per cent of the respondents), however, grow rice for home consumption
while some of them also sell the surplus on the local market. It is usually
being cultivated on fields in deep stream valleys. The proportion of farmers
cultivating maize, beans, and other crops is smaller, i.e. 27.8 per cent only.
♦ Farm Structure
The average farm size of the respondents in the study area is 1.4 hectare
with about 3 plots of land on average. The majority of the respondents (83
per cent) are allocated less than 2 hectares; only 5.2 per cent of the respondents occupied more than 3 hectares of land. The average distance to farm
plots is relatively long (about 2.4 km) in the study area. This relatively long
distance to the fields requires farmers to invest in tractors for transportation
of labour farm inputs and produce. This has also important implications for
community management of resources as the costs of enforcement increase
with distance.
The ownership pattern indicates that the majority of farmers (87.3
per cent) are owners of the land they cultivate. Besides cultivating their
own land, some of the farmers also rent land for cultivation, or have contracts with other farmers, state farm or coffee company to cultivate on
product-sharing basis. The percentage of the land rented or cultivated under
sharecropping arrangement is only 12.7 per cent on average.
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Allocation of Resources at Farm Level – Individual Strategies
♦ Crop Choice
The rapid increase in coffee production and the general prosperity in coffee
producing areas indicate that market forces are working in rural Vietnam,
and farmers are responding to economic incentives. Farm-level data confirm that farmers are making crop choice according to relative profitability
of different crops. For almost all farmers, coffee is the main cash crop for
the farm households. The average area planted to coffee in the study area
was 1.1 hectare per household occupying the largest proportion (76 per
cent) of the total cultivating area of their family. For most surveyed
farmers, coffee production was a very profitable farm enterprise. Even with
a low coffee price of 12,000 VND/kg of coffee bean at the end of 1999, the
average income per hectare of coffee was 17.6 mill VND per year. Very
high income of about 24 mill VND per one hectare of coffee was achieved
by farmers in EA Pok and Quang Phu commune while an average income
of 5.6 mill VND was obtained by farmers in EA Tul commune.
In terms of income per one family labour, the data also show a similar picture. With an average of 61,000 VND per man-day of family labour,
the income from coffee crop is significantly higher than the income from
other crop planted in the study site. The calculation of net income per one
cubic meter of irrigation water used for coffee gives a high return for per
m3 water use with an average of 9,200 VND/m3 water. Other studies
(SWRM Project, Danida 2000b) indicate that
for coffee economic value of irrigation water from groundwater was calculated at VND 6,150 per m3 in 1999 for mature coffee. This compares with
an economic value of water used in winter-spring rice of VND 18 per m3,
and VND 62 per m3 for summer autumn rice. Water use for winter-spring
rice is four times higher than that for coffee. Winter-spring rice is only marginally profitable, and farmers can be expected to seek alternative more
profitable crops once they have satisfied their own domestic consumption
needs. Irrigating winter-spring rice represents a wasteful use of scarce water.

The switch from winter rice to other less water-demanding crops is being
facilitated by the relaxed policy of the government on self-sufficiency in
rice at province level. But the land for winter-spring rice is often not suitable for coffee. There are other alternatives to irrigated rice for example, of
annual crops, hybrid maize shows good economic returns and is a more
efficient user of irrigation water, with an economic value of VND 140 per
m3 for the winter-spring crop and VND 580 for the summer-autumn crop.
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Of the other irrigated perennial crops, pepper gives very high economic
returns, since only a small quantity of water is used. However, investment
costs for pepper are very high. Besides it is dependent on forest resources
that affect the watershed. Cocoa also produces a good economic return to
water. It is a relatively new crop in Dak Lak with a significant development
taking place since 1997, and farmers need to learn about its cultivation
(Parkin 1999).
There are evidences that farmers are switching to other crops in
response to water scarcity. For example, in an interview, farmers in Ea Tul
commune stated that they were switching to less water demanding crops
like cashew. However, there are no data on the extent of such shifts. The
Socioeconomic Survey 2000 indicates a low degree of diversification in the
area that indirectly points towards a slow response of farmers to resource
scarcity. While this may be attributed to the lack of suitable land and
knowledge of appropriate technology and crops, the survey points towards
the weak extension services in the area.
♦ Input Use
The use of other inputs for coffee production also reflects the incentive of
farmers to respond to market signals.
Mechanisation: The rapid expansion of coffee area due to high coffee
prices in the last few years has undoubtedly speeded up the rate of farm
mechanisation in coffee production in the study area. The main production
facilities and equipment invested by farmers for coffee production include
tractor, pump, irrigation tubes and irrigation wells. Almost all farmers have
their own pump (87 per cent) and irrigation tubes (99 per cent), and all
farmers in the study area have dug at least one well for using ground water
for irrigating coffee. On average, farmers have to invest 1 pump and 1 well
for irrigating one hectare of coffee. The investment of coffee farmers in
irrigation tubes is also high in the study area.
Within the last few years, farmers in the study area have invested a
large number of tractors and other farm equipment, locally made or
imported, for cultivating coffee. The number of farmers owning tractor,
mostly small hand tractors, for coffee production is rather high in the study
area with 77 per cent of the surveyed farmers. A small hand tractor is used
mainly for coffee production – to transport inputs, irrigation equipment and
labour to the field, to transport fresh coffee beans to the farmer’s house,
and for bringing the products to the market.
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Fertiliser: Most farmers consider coffee as one of the highest economic
value and profitable crops. Hence, coffee production in the study area is
based on an intensive use of purchased inputs like fertilisers and pesticides.
There are, however, considerable variations, with respect to the amount of
fertiliser and application practices, among the surveyed farmers. The
number of fertiliser applications range from 2–7 times with an average of
3.7 times per year. The pattern of fertiliser application by farmers is mainly
determined by the availability of fertiliser in the local market, the
affordability of farmers’ household, and the perception of farmers about the
correct proportion or combination of fertilisers. Most of the respondents
report that there is no shortage of fertiliser in the market. It is revealed from
the farm household survey and farmer group discussions that fertilisation is
a technology that farmers have learned mostly through experience or from
other farmers. Many farmers, especially those of the EÂ Ñeâ farmers’
group in Ea Tul and Ea Pok communes report that they lack the knowledge
of the best level of fertiliser application for their coffee plantation. The data
show that some farmers use incredibly high amounts of fertiliser for coffee
but do not obtain higher yield, indicating an overuse of chemical fertiliser.
The quantity of organic fertiliser used for coffee plantation is
relatively low and does not vary much among farms in the surveyed areas.
Almost all farmers agree that the use of manure is excellent for improving
soil condition and increasing soil fertility, but they do not have enough
manure on their farm, and have no easy access to other sources.
Chemical weed control is not a common practice among the respondents as indicated by the fact that about 71 per cent of the coffee farmers do
not employ herbicide at all. It seems that weed is not a major concern of
coffee farmers in the study area. Low pesticide application is recorded by
coffee farmers in EA Tul communes, but in other surveyed communes a
relatively higher amount of pesticide of 8 to 14 litres per hectare are
recorded. It is also revealed from group discussion among farmers that
many of them are lacking the technical knowledge about proper pest management methods, the right kind and amount of chemicals for specific
pests. They have to rely on other farmers and sellers for technical information on the amount and method of pesticide application.
Labour: The major activities in coffee production include: pruning, weeding, application of fertiliser, pesticides, herbicides; irrigation, harvesting
and post harvest activities. On average, 378 man-days are needed per year
to operate a 1 hectare coffee plantation. Of these, 13 per cent and 18 per
cent for pruning and weeding are used, respectively. Harvesting requires
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the largest labour input (29 per cent) of the total labour requirement. Both
family and hired labour are used. While labour market exists, the practice
of labour exchange in the community is also prevalent.
Output Market: The distribution and marketing of coffee are also guided by
market forces. Marketing is done mainly by private traders who also provide credit to farmers. Some farmers take the produce themselves to the
processing plants. Our interview with the representatives of farmers
indicates that farmers are quite satisfied with marketing arrangements. But
they complain about the instability in prices. High uncertainty and sharp
fluctuations in the price of coffee affect the ability of the farmers to allocate
resources efficiently. This is confirmed by the investment analysis of the
survey data discussed below.
The pattern of crop choice and input use suggests that farmers are
responding to economic incentives. But economic efficiency (the combination of allocative and technical efficiency) has not been achieved by all
farms. The analysis of economic returns to farm-level investment indicates
that some farmers are using too much fertiliser relative to the level that is
considered as optimum given the current fertiliser/coffee price ratio. This is
mainly due to an expectation of higher coffee prices.
Secondly, technical efficiency is not attained by all, as some farmers
fail to avail of the best production practices. This is due to the weakness of
extension services in reaching all farmers. Production efficiency among
farms can be enhanced significantly if production techniques of best
farmers are introduced to other farmers under similar production conditions
(Agro-Socieconomic Survey, Danida 2000b).
There are also some differences in the allocation of resources among
small and large farmers who face different relative prices of inputs. For
example, the cost of labour relative to capital is lower for small farmers
than large farmers because of the availability of family labour and the
limited access to formal credit. Small farmers also face higher fixed costs
of machines and equipment, as the size of the farm is small.
The access to credit determines the access to water through financing
of extraction costs. There are different government credit programmes in
Vietnam. According to the Credit Inception Report of the Danidasupported SWRM Project (Batkin and Francis 1999), VBA loans (Vietnam
Bank for Agriculture) are overwhelmingly used by the better-off sections
of the community. Our interviews with the farmers in Ea Tul commune and
the Agro-Socioeconomic Survey 2000 indicate a similar pattern. Since the
access to formal credit market is limited to large farmers, poor farmers
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depend on informal sources, friends, relatives, own savings, and traders or
in worst cases moneylenders. Other studies on Dak Lak province as a
whole indicate that ethnic minorities and women farmers face more constraints with respect to credit because they lack the required collateral and
knowledge about loan formalities (Gender and Ethnicity Adviser’s Audit,
op. cit.).
Competition over Resources and Depleting Resource Base
Individual strategies, however, rational from the economic growth point of
view, have not led to efficient management of common-pool resources and
the fulfilment of social goals.
Since rainfall in the dry season is usually very low, rice and coffee
cultivation is not possible without irrigation. In the upper part of Cu M’gar
district, there is no irrigation facility available. Irrigation systems are available in the lower part of Cu M’gar and Buon Don, but they are poorly
developed and managed. The supply of surface water in most of the
communes under survey is not adequate for irrigating rice and even less for
coffee, especially in the dry season of drought years.
Hence, the only source available for coffee farmers is groundwater.
On average, coffee plantations (about 1,100 coffee trees/ha) have to be irrigated four times during the dry season. The average amount of water for
irrigation is about 500 litres per tree each time. This implies a huge demand
for water in the dry season. Other studies suggest that there are serious dry
season water shortages in specific catchments including the study area. In
some catchments there is insufficient groundwater even in years of average
rainfall. In these locations farmers are aware of the shortage and try to
extract as much groundwater and as early as possible.
Climatic stress usually starts in January in the area of deficit
groundwater balance and increases until April. During such a prolonged
period of climatic stress, intensive use of underground water for irrigating
coffee are reported to have lowered the water table, increasing pump lift
and pumping costs in many places in this area (Review and Assessment
Report, Danida 1998).
Although individually, farmers are incurring higher costs of extraction, some of the costs are external or implicit as the damages are done to
the overall resource system. In the past, water both surface and groundwater, was regarded as an abundant resource in the study area but now it is
considered as a scarce resource (Agro-Socioeconomic Survey, Danida
2000b).
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Besides the long-term non-sustainability of the system that affects
everyone, there is a social dimension of the problem. There is unequal
access to water among upstream and downstream farmers, and farmers
within a given locality. River flows are reduced, due to smaller groundwater discharge, and rice farmers downstream are adversely affected
(Danida 2000b). The social and environmental problems related to the use
of common-pool resources, groundwater and forestland are discussed below in terms of the existing institutional arrangements that determine the
access to and control of resources.
Institutional Arrangements Determining the Access to Factors of
Production
♦ Land
Formally, all land is owned by the state but individuals can acquire longterm user rights to the land for 20 and 50-year periods for forestry-related
uses. In combination with the Land Law (1993) that guarantees the right to
use, inherit, sell, transfer and mortgage land, the 1994 decree (Decree No.
02/CP) allows the transfer of state-owned property to be allocated to
farmers and forestry workers for the development of social forestry
(Houghton 1996). Land is becoming a marketable commodity in those
areas where land title records are in order. In Ea Tul commune, 80 per cent
of the land has titles, which are mostly held by private farmers. According
to the Committee Chairman, buying and selling of land is becoming more
common. Since very little land is in open access, land is mostly acquired
through the market. The access to land is highly dependent on the access to
credit or own capital.
The proclamation of private property rights and the emergence of a
land market do not mean that land is being used in sustainable manner in
Ea Tul commune. Still 20 per cent of the land has no title, and previously,
farmers were encouraged to cultivate coffee extensively without any consideration to forest cover and groundwater reserve in the area. Land tax was
exempted in the first four years. Our field survey confirms that coffee
cultivation has been extended to marginal land with poor soil and water
availability. The protection of uplands through restriction of illegal
encroachment should have been enforced long before. In the upper area of
Cu M’gar, agricultural practices on hillsides or on land with steep slopes
toward streams often cause serious soil erosion. In some parts of the
commune, reforestation programmes are needed instead of coffee cultivation.
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There are two more reasons why unsustainable use of forestland
(even under private property rights) is taking place. The first is the problem
of externality as the coffee producers do not bear all costs of deforestation,
soil erosion and water depletion. Secondly, poverty leads to high time preference, and the inability to bear the investment costs of conservation.
The privatisation of communal uplands has intensified poverty
among ethnic minorities and infringed their traditional rights. Existing
studies on Dak Lak indicate that indigenous ethnic minorities are the ones
who sell land (Badenoch 1999; Gender and Ethnicity Adviser’s Audit, op.
cit.). Indigenous people in the uplands are traditionally dependent on swidden cultivation that is becoming unsustainable due to increasing population
(Rambo 1995). Government policies against swidden agriculture and the
increasing demand for land for coffee have led to the conversion of uplands
to permanent agriculture. According to the Chairman of the People’s
Committee in Ea Tul commune, poverty among indigenous population is
mainly due to the lack of knowledge of good agricultural practices for sedentary crops, and the problem is compounded with the gradual erosion of
traditional knowledge about crops suitable for the ecosystem of the
uplands.
The cultivation of coffee on the marginal land has also been encouraged by inefficient institutional arrangements with respect to water.
♦ Water
The sources of irrigation water for coffee and other crops are reservoirs and
dams, running water (streams, springs) and groundwater. The access to surface water depends on the location of the farm and financial means of
farmers to invest in water reservoir. Only large coffee companies can
afford such investment.
As mentioned before groundwater is mainly used for irrigating
coffee. In principle, farmers are allowed to dig wells on their land subject
to certain regulations.
Current Provincial Government regulations stipulate that shallow wells producing more than 600 m3 a day are required to have a license. There are a
number of licensing regulations relating to exploration for groundwater and
utilisation of boreholes. In addition, private companies drilling boreholes
should have a license to operate.
(Dak Lak Irrigation Sector Institutional Review Report, Danida 2000a)

But groundwater has largely remained an open access resource, as the rules
for digging wells on farmland are not enforced. During the dry season,
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especially in dry years, coffee farmers dig deeper and broader wells to meet
the demand for water.
The cumulative effect of such individual actions is the declining
overall supply of water that affects everybody albeit not equally. Although
no open conflict in water use is noticed, everybody is aware of the tight
water situation during the dry season. Existing data indicate that farmers
are responding to such scarcities individually through an adjustment of
demand against the supply. For example, technical relationship between
coffee and water use suggests that maximum output can be attained with
450 cubic m per hectare, but farmers are applying around 300 cubic m.
There are, however, differences in the use of water for irrigation
depending on the access to water. The latter is determined by the location
of the farm with respect to water source. Recent field survey (Agro-Socioeconomic Survey 2000, op. cit.) indicates that in areas where there is plenty
of surface water, more water (sometimes more than what is needed) per
hectare is used. Similarly, water use in coffee irrigation is less in dry areas
and especially in the dry season. There is no market for water in the conventional sense, but if any farmer has surplus of water, another farmer can
avail this provided he pays for the pumping cost. There is no charge for the
water itself.
In spite of the general awareness of the problem of water scarcity for
coffee, no collective solution with respect to groundwater seems to be underway. In Ea Tul catchment, there are physical, technical and institutional
constraints involved in the management of groundwater. Physical constraints for the study area are difficult to define, as we have no data in hand
on the hydrological condition of the area.4 Comments from different stakeholders on the upstream and downstream problem suggest that the size and
boundaries of the resource system is quite large, and there may be a mismatch between the scales of biophysical and the local management
systems. This renders the possibility of finding a local solution difficult.
(See Cash 2000 for the problems of management of CPRs with cross-scale
interactions.)
The management problem is further compounded by the fact that
there are no simple techniques known in the community to measure the
number of resource units (litres of water) extracted from the resource
system. Moreover, the social structure in the area is such that there is no
well-defined community who can be considered as the virtual owner of the
resource. The absence of community feelings may be attributed to the relatively recent migration of population from other parts and the intervention
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by external forces such as government policies for sedentary agriculture,
resettlement and community development (Crystal 1995). In the Stakeholder Workshop on June 9, 2000, one of the stakeholders mentioned the
lack of community feeling in the study area.
Three Cases of Enforcement Problems are Observed:
• reservoirs managed by state farms represent club or toll good with
definite rules for exclusion of non-members. However, rules for the
users belonging to the club are not clearly set;
• with population pressure and government intervention, there is no
respect for traditional community rules;
• there are no clear-cut rules for the facilities created by the government,
so that they have also become open access resources. The following
passage from the recent report of the Second Workshop on Capacity
Building of the Provincial Irrigation Sector reveals the current situation:
There are in Dak Lak 192 schemes under management of the communes,
which account for the total number, and 41.5 per cent the total area. … these
schemes have very low efficiency; most of the schemes have not organised
their irrigation management body; their irrigation system is managed by nobody; no repair and maintenance work is done in favour of degraded
schemes: no irrigation schedule is made and no persons are responsible for
irrigation work, all of which derives in several conflicts. Irrigation fee is
only collected by 5–25 per cent; the scheme protection is bad: the scheme
does not show itself to be the owner of the scheme or to mobilise the participation from the farmers or the leadership of the grassroot authorities.
(Danida 2000a: 42–43)

Summing-up: Government policies towards liberalisation have encouraged
coffee production, but existing property rights in land and weak enforcement have led to an over-expansion of coffee area. This in turn has resulted
in the high demand for groundwater. Since groundwater is largely an open
access resource because no explicit rules for its use are operating, individuals are exploiting the resource system at the cost of the community. Coffee
cultivation also entails negative externalities like soil erosion, deforestation
and water depletion that transcend beyond the communal boundaries.
The discrepancy in social and private perspective with respect to
optimum coffee area has emerged due to differences in the social and
private costs of coffee production. The farmers are not taking into account
the social costs of soil erosion, deforestation, etc. Low costs of water and
land have also induced farmers to produce coffee beyond the socially
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optimum level. Water cost is mainly for extraction. The variable and fixed
costs of irrigation constitute a small proportion of total costs of production
as found in Agro-Socioeconomic Survey 2000. Our interviews with the
coffee farmers on the fragile uplands confirm that they are exempted from
the land tax in the initial four years.
Environmental problems are being exacerbated by poverty that
causes high time preference among farmers and impairs their ability and
incentive to invest in conservation measures. It has been reported by one
Danida expert on irrigation, and confirmed by our field observation that
poverty has forced upland farmers to grow coffee and other crops in
between while coffee plants are not yet mature. Since land is already fragile
in the uplands, this practice has exacerbated the problem of erosion. It
should be mentioned that the livelihood of poor farmers depends on soil
productivity. So they do undertake various conservation measures.
However, large-scale conservation measures need investment that is not
only beyond the capacity of farmers but also involve positive externalities
in form of benefits for others outside the community.
EXTERNAL RESPONSES TO THE CRISIS
The Role of the Government
Vietnam has gone through changes in property rights with respect to land
and water. Before the unification of the country in 1975, the community
managed forestland and water resources. Since 1975, these resources came
under state management. Towards the end of 1980s, there has been a move
towards both privatisation and decentralisation of government administration. As mentioned before, private property rights are being established in
land, and the responsibility of reforestation and protection of forest is being
entrusted to the household. There are, however, uncertainties regarding the
role of the household versus the community, as evidenced from the implementation of the Five Million Hectare Reforestation Program (Badenoch
1999).
Water, on the other hand, has been proclaimed by the government as
community resource to be managed in an integrated, multipurpose and
comprehensive manner. Central government sets the national rules for
water use – the New Water Laws, and central agencies such as Ministry of
Water and the Department of Agriculture and rural Development are the
implementing authorities. These rules are supposed to be applied at provincial, district and commune levels through DARD’s (Department of Agri53
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culture and Rural Development) sub-departments and offices. Several other
agencies have roles dealing with irrigation such as the Planning and
Investment Bureau, Policy Bureau, Finance Bureau, Forestry Development
Sub-department, Rural Drinking Water and Environment Centre, Extension
Centre, Resettlement and New Economic Zone Sub-department.
In principle, national laws on water resources reflect an awareness of
the central government regarding the importance of treating water as an
economic good, the role of democracy and active participation of local
people in the management of watershed resources (The Proclamation on
Grass-Roots Democracy). The Government of Vietnam through the
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development expresses the Vietnamese
Water Vision as ‘the integrated and sustainable use of water resources, the
effective prevention and mitigation of harms caused by water’. The
priorities are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

clean water for people
water for food safety and socioeconomic development
preservation of water ecosystems
prevention and mitigation of harms caused by water
reasonable pricing of water
partnership view of efficient and effective integrated water resources
management
• international co-operation on shared water courses for mutual benefits.
(MARD, National Workshop on Water in the 21st Century – Vision and
Action, Hanoi, 7–8 March 2000.)
The organisational structure for the water sector has undergone changes in
line with these priorities. So DARD has sub-departments and offices down
to the commune level.
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Table 3.2: Organisations and institutions at different levels
Organisation
Central government
Provincial government
DARD
District administration
DARD

Institution or Rules
Water law or forestry land,
population
Laws specific to provincial
land, forest or water
Rules with respect to
irrigation schemes

Commune
Rules relating to water fees,
administration DARD
land tax
Community management Informal rules for sharing
common resources

Enforcing Authority
Ministry of water or forestry
poor enforcement of laws
Regional or provincial
office
District office – District
irrigation management
board
Peoples’ committee
Village headman chosen by
the people themselves

There are, however, several problems with respect to the implementation of
the laws and policies:
• Organisations are in place but Provincial DARD offices fail to give
clear instructions to district DARD and commune offices. A lack of cooperation and interaction among agencies at different levels has been
observed by the Review Team on Irrigation Sector, 2000. ‘There is a
lack of detailed regulations to guide the relevant agencies in co-operating with one another to develop and protect water resources and irrigation schemes’.
• An integrated approach with respect to groundwater and other sources
of water is lacking.
• The overuse of groundwater is intimately related to the use of land. But
there is very little discussion on the price or institutional arrangements
that govern the use of forestland. The Orientation Plan for the Irrigation
Sector from now to 2010, produced by DARD in March 2000, focuses
on crop area without addressing the problem of water shortage
(Irrigation Sector Review, Danida 2000a). Although watershed management cuts across many sectors and departments, there is little coordination among different agencies. This is an indication of the lack of
any effort to attain the three goals of sustainable development through a
common understanding of the tradeoffs involved.
• There is an extensive general discussion on water fees/taxes, water
rights and water user association. A draft document issued by Dak Lak
People’s Committee on temporary regulations on ground water management of exploration and extraction in Dak Lak province in 1996
indicates that a set of detailed rules and regulations directed to ground55
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water was prepared. In 1997, MARD also provided guidelines on application for registration of drilling business and issuing licence to work in
drilling for abstraction of groundwater (Decision No. 357-NNQLN/QD, 13 March 1997) to the Provincial People’s Committees. But
there are no clear instructions how these rules would be enforced, and in
fact, they are not enforced as is revealed by the open access nature of
groundwater in the study area.
• According to national laws on water, the user group will decide on the
fee and manage water use in the community. So far, there is no instance
of people’s own initiative in water resource management. Participatory
Irrigation Management (PIM) is a local-level institution initiated by
some donors with the support from the government. Although this is a
new institution it can provide some valuable information on the problems of formation of user group and the design of operational rules
subject to easy enforcement.
Official documents on water policies reflect awareness among policymakers about the problem of water scarcity and the need for an integrated,
multi-level institutional approach for the management of water. The
importance of community participation is recognised, but no attention is
paid to the characteristics of the resource system, technology available and
the changing social structure that determine the nature of institutional
arrangements needed. Discussion at the government level is focused on the
issues of privatisation and centralised/decentralised government structure
while the main problem lies with the formation of local-level user or
appropriator organisations that can devise operational rules with low
enforcement costs.
The Role of Donors
The donor agencies (Danida, GTZ, WRI) play an important role in watershed management in Dak Lak. Their involvement is related to three broad
categories:
• Technical help in the assessment of environmental impact in the watershed of uplands (SWAP Action Plan in the Upper Srepok Basin).
• Assistance in building institutional capacity for the management of
watershed resources (SWRM Project, Danida).
• Assistance in the irrigation sector (SWRM Project).
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Two important contributions of the SWRM Project (Danida) relate to
assessing the economic value and pricing of water, and Participatory
Irrigation Management. There is an extensive discussion on the need to
treat water as an economic good, and to value it in terms of its opportunity
cost. It is recognised that charging farmers on the basis of opportunity costs
may create the problem of inequity between coffee and rice farmers
because the economic return to coffee per unit of water is much higher than
it is for rice, and rice farmers cannot grow coffee due to agronomic reasons
(Review Report on Irrigation Sector Institutions, Danida 2000a).
Discussions among stakeholders in different workshops suggest that
there are controversies regarding how much small farmers should pay for
water. According to some experts, poor farmers should receive a subsidy.
In our opinion, it is not advisable to use water fees as an instrument to alleviate poverty. Misuse of resources due to wrong signals to producers can
result from such measures. Other measures more targeted to poor people
should be applied. While farmers should not be charged for large investment that have external benefits beyond local boundaries, they should pay
for operation and maintenance costs for the local irrigation schemes. Water
fees should be fixed by users according to local demand/supply situation.
It should be kept in mind that while pricing of water is important, the
main problem is the enforcement of rules that ensure collection of water
fees and socially optimal use of water, as is aptly stated by one of the participants in the PIM Workshop in March 2000.
Water fees are high or low is not an issue but whether farmers accept to pay
water fees or not. If the services are not good, farmers have not realised their
benefits, the schemes have not managed by their own, even the low fees will
not be collected. If there is good management with people’s participation,
and farmers understand that water fees serve their own benefits, the high
level of fees are also agreed on.
(Tiep, N.X. Speech delivered at the Workshop on Organisation and Operation of Grassroots Participatory Irrigation Management (PIM) Hanoi, 13
March 2000)

Studies on institutions in the water sector (Danida reports) reveal the
awareness among donors about the problems of implementation and the
importance of local-level participation. However, institutions are generally
viewed as organisational frameworks at different levels that have some
impact on the management of the watershed. This gives only a partial view
of the problem. The analytical framework that considers institutional
arrangement as a set of rules needed for the management of common pool
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resources with public good characteristics enables us to understand the
incentive structure underlying a system and thereby the management
problem more effectively.
PIM of the SWRM Project (Danida) in irrigation sector is the right
approach towards collective action by users. Also, the Draft Statute of
Water User Association of Canal System Ea Ne, Ea Bar commune, Buon
Don district (SWRM, Danida/PC of the commune) takes up the enforcement issues more explicitly than any other document.
More attention needs to be directed to the local situation – on the
characteristics of the resource system, the community structure and existing
decision making arrangements. As recognised by the donors, the PIM
approach should be extended to groundwater. Technical assistance is
needed in assessing the size and boundaries of the groundwater system in a
given community. Information about resource availability and the physical
characteristics of the resource system, for example, the data generated
through Action Plan for Water Resources Development in Upper Srepok
Basin in Vietnam, need to be shared with local users.
LOCAL LEVEL RESPONSES BASED ON FIELD SURVEYS
AND STAKEHOLDER WORKSHOP
As mentioned before, efficient management of common pool resources
requires co-ordinated action of the users and that in turn depends on the
awareness and common understanding of the problem. In addition to interviews with the farmers, the officials of Ea Tul commune and donor
agencies, a Stakeholder Workshop was organised by TNU/UAF on June 9,
2000 to find out the perception of local people about the problem and
possible solutions. The stakeholders represented Ea Tul commune office,
sub-departments of DARD, Irrigation Management Company, coffee
farmers, sub-department of forestry development and state farm for rubber.
Stakeholders’ Perception of the Characteristics of Goods and Services
Produced and their Effects on the Watershed
Coffee is mainly considered a private good but has both positive and negative externalities. Negative externalities are pollution of ground water that
depend on the location and biodiversity losses. Positive externalities are
viewed as the prevention of soil erosion and the regulation of the
atmosphere.
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Rice is mainly a private good with negative externalities of water pollution
and soil erosion. The stakeholders realise that individual overexploitation
of water leads to reduced supply for general use, etc. Positive externalities
are considered to emerge from the regulation of groundwater and air. No
explanation was given about the mechanism how it could occur.
Rubber is a private good but takes a long time to generate income or
benefits. Negative externality is associated with water pollution through
fertiliser use. Positive externalities mentioned are improvement of the environment, protection of the watershed, increase in groundwater quantity,
prevention of erosion and regulation of air.
Black pepper is a private good that gives quick returns but involves heavy
investment and uses low quantity of water. Negative externalities are
created through deforestation (under poor enforcement of land rights).
Cocoa, a private good, exerts positive externality through improvement of
the soil.
Reforestation: many advantages of reforestation are mentioned that are
purely externalities because institutions for the internalisation of benefits
are non-existent. The low private economic benefit of reforestation is
stressed.
Perceptions about the Causes of Water Shortage and Inefficient
Management
• Coffee cultivation enhances water scarcity directly through the production process, and indirectly through deforestation. Deforestation leads to
losses of potential benefits of forest that are related to its hydrological
function. Deforestation also degrades the reservoirs.
• The reservoirs are degraded due to the lack of awareness among users
and official stakeholders, i.e. management bodies, and the lack of capital. The two factors cause low participation in maintenance and new
investment.
• Another cause of water problem is the lack of rules about water use and
conservation.
• The lack of compliance of the rules related to resettlement and zoning of
forestland is recognised.
• Water shortage is caused by population pressure through immigration
and natural growth of population. The demand for water for both consumption and production purposes increases with increasing population.
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Immigration is being induced by high profitability of coffee production
as seen by the villagers.
• There is a lack of knowledge about the total supply of water in relation
to individual demand and about efficient techniques for water
extraction.
According to the stakeholders, consequences of water shortage are conflicts
regarding the use of water that the government agencies fail to mediate.
The low level of water supply is said to lead to low productivity of crops.
This works through the effects of water on the use of fertiliser and other
inputs. On the other hand, inefficient use of inputs leads to low productivity, poverty and difficulties in the collection of water fees.
Solutions Suggested by the Stakeholders
• Strengthen enforcement of rules related to water, land and resettlement;
• Achieve balanced structure of crops especially for perennials;
• Consider economic, social and environmental goals in an integrated
manner;
• Acquire knowledge about water availability and its ability to recharge
itself;
• Manage water resources through local participation.
The results of the workshop indicate that local stakeholders (mainly
farmers) are quite aware of the economic, social and environmental consequences of changes in land use pattern, and the causes underlying the
problems. They strongly feel the need for collective action. The main constraints towards collective solution seem to be the lack of knowledge about
the characteristics of groundwater (its availability, recharging capacity,
boundary), techniques for measuring and monitoring the use of resource
units, and the absence of a cohesive community that can fit the boundary of
the resource system. In view of the weak potential for collective action
within the local community, some intervention by external forces, both
government and non-government, is needed.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The objective of this study is to analyse the institutional response to
changes in land use pattern and water scarcity in Dak Dak province with a
focus on Ea Tul catchment. The root causes of degradation of the watershed and specifically, water scarcity in Dak Lak are found to be institutional problems of common pool resources (land and water) exacerbated by
exogenous factors such as population growth and commercialisation of
agriculture. Vietnam is facing conflicts among the three objectives of sustainable development. The liberal economic policies and market institutions
that are behind economic progress in Vietnam have failed to promote
equity and preserve natural resources. The focus of the chapter has been on
the property rights regimes for common pool resources, land and water, in
Ea Tul commune in Dak Lak, and the responses of different stakeholders in
avoiding an open access problem.
Secondary data on Dak Lak province and Ea Tul catchment and
primary data collected through interviews, field observations and workshops, suggest that farmers are responding to market forces, and economic
efficiency in the production of agricultural crops has largely been achieved
at farm-level. Some improvement may, however, be made through
improved extension services.
Individual strategies for achieving economic goals have caused
environmental damages and social conflicts because of the lack of clearlydefined and enforced property rights in land, and externalities even when
land is privately owned and managed. Groundwater that is mainly used for
irrigating coffee is largely an open access resource because institutional
arrangements for the enforcement of the stipulated rules are weak. There is
also a lack of efficient techniques to monitor the use of resource units by
individual users and to measure the total availability of water.
Given the absence of well-functioning property rights regime, the
changing circumstances that hinder community action, and the integrated
nature of the resource system in the watershed, a polycentric/nested
approach may be a solution to the open access problem. One positive
aspect in Dak Lak is that there is awareness among stakeholders – local
community, the government and donors about the integrated nature of the
problem that needs a multiphase approach. But the institutional analyses so
far carried out by different agencies do not adequately and explicitly consider the public good characteristics of forestland and groundwater and
their externalities. The effects of exogenous forces like population growth,
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migration and economic policies on the land use pattern have also received
scanty attention.
Policy Recommendations
• It is important for the government to take a long-term perspective and
recognise the environmental costs of coffee production. A reconsideration of macro policies that affect land use pattern and the watershed is
urgently needed.
• Coffee production should be banned in fragile areas. Strict enforcement
by local authorities is needed.
• Let private costs of coffee production reflect the social costs through
taxes/fees on land and water.
• Let private benefit of reforestation equalise social benefit through
subsidies.
• Mobilise environmental concern among local community through workshops where quantitative estimates on the resource system, damages to
the system are presented, links are clarified, and it should be explained
why co-ordinated strategy is better than individual strategies.
• Face-to-face communications among stakeholders representing different
levels may be promoted through regularly held workshops.
• Strengthen formal rules and the enforcement mechanism through cooperation between local government bodies and the local community.
• Adopt sound population policies through education, health and poverty
alleviation measures.
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NOTES

1
2
3
4

Homogeneity or heterogeneity may be defined in different ways.
Bardhan and Dayton-Johnson’s study (2000) refers to economic
inequality with respect to landholding.
Ostrom’s recent study (2000) shows that face-to-face communications
promote co-operation.
See Ferkes (2000) for examples where the government has played a
positive role by supporting the local community’s right to organise.
Some information related to the whole Upper Srepok Basin is available
in Review and Assessment Report of Danida, 1998.
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Increasing Pressure on Scarce
Resources1
Land Distribution and Landlessness
in Cambodia
_________________________
Sik Boreak

INTRODUCTION
This chapter brings together research data collected in four large-scale
surveys and carried out in Cambodia, thereby attempting to identify and
assess relevant land-issue indicators. The surveys were conducted by the
Mekong River Commission (MRC), the National Institute of Statistics
(NIS) and the World Food Programme (WFP) as follows:
1) Household Socio-Economic Survey in Fishing Communities
Socio-Economic Assessment of Freshwater Capture Fisheries of Cambodia), MRC 1995–96 (hereafter MRC Survey)
2) Cambodia Socio-Economic Survey 1997 (hereafter SES)
3) Cambodian 1998 Baseline Survey of CASD Project and WFP Target
Areas, UNCIEF-WFP (hereafter Baseline Survey)
4) Protracted Emergency Target Survey, UNWFP 1998
(hereafter PET Survey)
It is important to bear in mind that these surveys focused on different
parameters in terms of geographical areas covered, time frame and target
groups and were designed to fulfil different purposes. Hence, some information can be obtained from one or two surveys but not from the others
and vice versa.
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The main limitation of the surveys, from the point of view of this
analysis, is the differentiation of the sampled groups. The Household
Socio-Economic Survey targeted people who lived in fishing communes,
while the Socio-Economic Survey of NIS focused on much broader
samples, with some areas excluded from the sample frame. This was due to
insecurity and the stratification was based on three strata viz.: Phnom Penh,
other urban and rural areas. The Baseline Survey targeted only the people
of the CASD project and the WFP target areas, whereas in the PET Survey
the groups of people in the PET communes and the sampled household
were confined to those who had at least one child under the age of five and
the mother present.
Despite this non-comparability, all four surveys provide valuable
data. They contain detailed information on household demographics, land
ownership, access to common property resources, other durable asset ownership, household income and expenditures, etc.
LAND DISTRIBUTION AND LANDLESSNESS
Land pressure and concentration are likely to become some of the most
challenging problems of Cambodian economic policy. It is believed that the
incidence of landlessness affecting both residential and agricultural land
has been increasing in many urban and rural areas of the country. This
seriously affects the livelihood of many Cambodians since they do not have
land to live on and/or do not even have enough land for subsistence.
The proportion of households without housing land varied widely
between the surveys. The MRC Survey showed that only 0.9 per cent of the
population in fishing dependent communities had no homestead land. The
SES reported that 2.6 per cent of the rural and 4.6 per cent of the urban
population had no residential land. The PET Survey, which represents
internally displaced persons (IDPs), shows that in 1998 about 12 per cent of
the surveyed population had no residential land (Figure 4.1). The figure
took into account only those people who had no residential land or did not
own house plots that their houses were built on but still lived in the
surveyed areas. Hence the figure would be much higher if we could include
those who have no housing land and have moved elsewhere for alternative
income earnings. A higher proportion of landlessness can also be observed
among female-headed households.
Although the total supply of agricultural land has increased by 14 per
cent between 1993 and 1998, many farmers still complain of not having

68

Increasing Pressure on Scarce Resources

enough land for self-sufficient agricultural production. This is due to the
combined effect of population increases and uncontrolled land concentration.
Figure 4.1: Percentage of households without residential land

Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS 1997 and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998

The average land size per household is quite low in Cambodia. According
to the surveys the average agricultural land size of the rural population is
around 1.0 ha per household (similar to national level estimation of 1.3
ha/household), ranging from 0.75 ha to 1.32 ha per household depending
upon the survey and geographical location. The average agricultural land
holding size was smallest, 0.75 ha/household, in the fishing communes of
MRC Survey and about 1 ha/household in other three surveys (Figure 4.2).
Not surprisingly, the small average size of holding in the MRC Survey
seemed to be a consequence of the availability of alternative sources of
income, either fishing or forest collection, in the sampled areas.
Furthermore, the gap between average agricultural land holdings
between female-headed and male-headed households was significant in the
MRC Survey and SES. The smaller size of holdings of agricultural land
among households headed by women was likely to be due to the lack of
labour to acquire more agricultural land or lack of labour to farm profitably, and hence pressure to sell land. The SES and MRC Survey reported
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that female-headed households owned only just over 0.5 ha/household on
average, much lower than the overall average in the surveys (Figure 4.2).
Figure 4.2: Average size of agricultural land holding per household

Note:

Only agricultural land was calculated from the MRC, while in the Baseline
and Pet Surveys agricultural land was the sum of wet-season rice land, dryseason land and chamkar land.
Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS 1997, Baseline Survey, UNWFP 1998 and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998

The surveys show that the incidence of landlessness (which refers to those
people who do not have agricultural land for farming but might have other
land, homestead or garden) ranges from 11 per cent to 30 per cent depending upon the geographical locations of the survey areas and gender differentiation within the surveys. Both the SES and the Baseline Survey
indicated that just over 10 per cent of total households interviewed were
landless. The SES, however, was much more comprehensive than the
Baseline Survey in its coverage since the Baseline Survey focused on only
population in CASD and WFP Target groups. Although these two surveys
represent different groups of population within the country the rate of landless people were alike implying that the landless rate was approximately 10
per cent in the rural areas of Cambodia in general.
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The MRC and PET Surveys, which targeted specific sampled groups
– fishing dependent communities and internally displaced persons under
the PET criteria – recorded much higher rates of landlessness, 24 and 17
per cent respectively. These higher figures probably reflect the fact that the
MRC Survey concentrated on fishing dependent communities which had
alternative sources of income from fishing, forest or farming, while the
PET Survey concentrated on those people who have been internally displaced since 1989 due to fighting and those who returned from Thai border
camps. However, these surveys reported that the rate of landlessness in
Cambodia generally speaking, can be assumed to be more than 10 per cent.
The incidence of landlessness among female-headed households is
generally higher than among male-headed households (Figure 4.3) for the
same reasons mentioned earlier. It appears that they tend to do other business for their living and sell out their land.
Figure 4.3: Percentage of households without agricultural land

Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS 1997, Baseline Survey, UNWFP 1998 and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998

As agricultural land access is very important for the livelihoods of rural
population, there has recently been a debate about levels of landlessness in
rural areas. Recent studies by WFP and FAO reported that the landlessness
rate in the rural of Cambodia is over 20 per cent (MAFF 1999).
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The average agricultural land size per household and the average
incidence of landlessness vary significantly across provinces (Table 4.1)2 as
the surveys focused on different target groups. Table 4.1 illustrates that the
major provinces, Battambang, Kampong Cham, Kampong Chhnang and
Kandal tended to have relatively high incidence of landlessness. But they
do not show any significant relationship between land availability in the
province and the incidence of landlessness. For instance, although the
population in Battambang province is low the rate of landlessness is still
very high, over 25 per cent. This might be due to the fact that the demand
for land around those provinces is higher than the other remote provinces
and that there are more alternative income opportunities in those provinces
than in the more remote provinces. According to the SES, the landlessness
in Koh Kong province was as high as 50 per cent. This is probably because
the people of Koh Kong province are largely fishermen and have more
alternative income opportunities, such as businesses with Thai partners and
logging activities.
With the high level of landlessness and the small size of average
agricultural land holdings, problems might be aggravated when the land is
unevenly distributed. The rich minority holds very large areas of agricultural land, leaving the poor majority only a little to live and work on.
Farmers have obviously had different starting points in terms of wealth.
Firstly, some might have inherited wealth. Although during the
Khmer Rouge period nobody could own anything privately, some people
were able to keep valuable assets and use them afterwards. After 1979
some families might have been financially supported by their relatives in
other countries. These groups of people are likely to be better off in overcoming large and unexpected shocks or crises.
Secondly, people received lands with different soil qualities in 1989.
People in densely populated areas such as Takeo, Prey Veng and Svay
Rieng, provinces seemed to get smaller amounts of land than those in
northeastern parts of the country or Battambang and Pursat. In addition, the
soil quality in Battambang and Pursat provinces is much better than in
Takeo, Prey Veng and Svay Rieng. As a result the people in those parts of
the country were likely to be able to produce more, and hence, be able to
supply themselves with sufficient food.
Finally, individual households may have faced different constraints
to keeping their land. Naturally, some households experienced unexpected
shocks such as accidents, illness, death of family member, etc. while others
did not.
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Table 4.1: Average farm size1) and landlessness2) by province
1995–96 MRC
1997 SES
1998 Baseline
Popul.
Province
density Average
Land- Average
Land- Average
Land3)
size
less
size
less
size
less
Bantey MeanChey
86
..
..
2.05
13%
..
..
Battambang
64
1.76
25%
1.15
27%
1.32
29%
Kampong Cham
171
0.51
20%
0.63
19%
0.91
4%
Kampong
79
0.81
25%
0.43
16%
0.44
17%
Chhnang
Kampong Speu
88
..
..
0.91
6%
0.71
7%
Kampong Thom
46
0.97
16%
1.31
9%
0.91
1%
Kampot
113
..
..
0.77
2%
0.83
..
Kandal
301
0.45
35%
0.79
17%
0.55
13%
Koh Kong
11
..
..
4.38
50%
..
..
Kartie
22
..
..
1.23
23%
0.48
37%
Phnom Penh
2,680
0.35
..
..
..
..
..
Prey Veng
196
..
..
1.09
7%
1.21
8%
Pursat
31
1.63
7%
1.81
13%
..
..
Rattanakiri
8
..
..
0.42
3%
..
..
Siem Reap
58
1.10
12%
0.97
8%
0.99
4%
Sihanouk Ville
112
..
..
0.40
..
..
..
Stung Treng
7
..
..
1.87
..
1.04
2%
Svay Rieng
167
..
..
1.28
4%
0.57
6%
Takeo
226
..
..
0.83
3%
0.92
8%
Oddar Meanchey
13
..
..
..
..
0.86
6%
Notes:

1)

Average farm size is the agricultural land size in hectare per household
Landlessness is the percentage of household without agricultural land
3)
Census results
Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS 1997, Baseline Survey, UNWFP 1998, Population Census, NIS 1999
2)

Consequently, some people have been able to expand their land holdings
by buying up more land while others had to sell their land, and as a result,
have become landless or near landless. The rate of population growth and
poor land distribution system has exacerbated this process. The current land
market distortions not only cannot prevent land concentration but will also
accelerate the concentration in the rural areas of Cambodia. Unfortunately
there are no comprehensive data of land concentration in Cambodia in general.
Based on the survey data, it is possible to construct a Lorenz curve3
and calculate Gini coefficients4 to represent the current degree of
concentration of land in the hands of households. The surveys showed that
farmers who owned farmland larger than one ha controlled large areas of
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farmland, leaving the rest too little for agricultural production. Table 4.2
and Figure 4.4 provide two illustrations of the inequality in land distribution in Cambodia. The Gini coefficient of overall inequality in land ownership based on the survey data range from 0.47 to 0.66 denoting high degree
of inequality. While Lorenz curves of all four surveys represent the degree
of inequality in land distribution, Table 4.2 provides more detail about the
inequality in land ownership by illustrating the ratio of the percentage of
owners to the percentage of land in each size category.
Table 4.2: Land distribution
% of Household
% of agricultural land
malefemalemalefemaletotal1)
total1)
headed headed
headed
headed
MRC Survey (Gini Coefficient of land concentration = 0.6)
Landless
23
30
24
>0-0.5 ha/hh
34
37
34
12
19
13
>0.5-1.0 ha/hh
22
20
21
24
32
22
> 1.0 ha/hh
21
13
21
64
49
65
SES (Gini Coefficient of land concentration = 0.66)
Landless
11
15
12
>0-0.5 ha/hh
37
48
40
8
18
10
>0.5-1.0 ha/hh
26
23
25
19
29
20
> 1.0 ha/hh
26
14
23
73
53
70
Baseline Survey (Gini Coefficient of land concentration = 0.50)
Landless
11
11
11
>0-0.5 ha/hh
34
43
35
14
14
14
>0.5-1.0 ha/hh
32
23
31
31
18
30
> 1.0 ha/hh
23
23
23
55
68
56
PET Survey (Gini Coefficient of land concentration = 0.47)
Landless
16
30
17
>0-0.5 ha/hh
19
17
18
7
8
7
>0.5-1.0 ha/hh
29
23
29
24
24
24
> 1.0 ha/hh
36
30
36
69
68
69
Land size
categories

Notes: 1) Weighted average
Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS1997, Baseline Survey, UNWFP 1998 and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998
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Figure 4.4: Lorenz curve for agricultural land distribution
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1)

Line of perfect equality corresponds to the value of 1 of Gini coefficient denoting the perfect land distribution. It shows that ratio of landholders share
the same percentage of land size. For example, 10 per cent of the lowest
group shares 10 per cent of land size and the 10 per cent of the highest group
also shares only 10 per cent of land size.
Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS1997, Baseline Survey, UNWFP 1998 and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998

All three surveys, except the 1998 Baseline Survey, indicated that the
minority, about 20–30 per cent of the total population, who had more land
than one ha/household occupied nearly 70 per cent of the total agricultural
land, leaving about 10 per cent of farmland for the majority who had less
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than 0.5 ha/household. Table 4.2 also shows that the farmers who had 0–
0.5 ha/household occupied only about 10 per cent of total agricultural land.
The table, moreover, illustrates that about 30 per cent of the total population who owned land between 0.5–1.0 ha/household occupied only 20 per
cent of the total agricultural land.
It is likely that the more representative and/or larger the sample size,
the more reliable are the estimates of inequality in land distribution. The
Lorenz curves and Gini coefficients of land distribution of all four surveys
show significant differences in degree of land distribution. It seems that the
large surveys such as MRC Survey and SES, which were more representative, are farthest from the line of perfect equality and record greater values
of Gini coefficients (over 0.60). This confirms that in general land distribution in Cambodia is very skewed.
TENANCY
The gap between rich and poor is exacerbated further by the inequalities of
land distribution and ownership. The process results in increased tenancy as
a common alternative to land ownership. Landless people and small landholders eventually have to rent land either in the form of fixed5 tenancy
arrangement or sharecropping.6 Fixed rent tenancy in cash and in kind
seems to be the most favoured arrangement in rural areas.
The surveys clearly showed that the land-lease market was relatively
active in the surveyed areas. Nearly 10 per cent of population in the MRC
Survey reported renting land while 3 per cent in the SES did (Table 4.3). It
is important to bear in mind that the MRC Survey focused on fishing
dependent communities while SES was more representative of the whole
country covering 22 provinces. The rate of land rental was observed to be
higher among male-headed families.
Table 4.3: Tenancy of land
Percentage of HH
who
Rent land
Rent out land

MRC Survey
malefemaletotal1)
headed
headed
10.7
5.9
9.8
5.1
6.5
5.4

maleheaded
3.2
..

SES
femaleheaded
2.2
..

total1)
3.0
..

1)
Note:
Weighted average
Sources: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96, Socio-Economic Survey,
NIS 1997
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Tenancy of agricultural land is common although not predominant relative
to owners’ cultivation in the Baseline and PET sampled areas. Both the
Baseline and the PET Surveys reported that the proportion of rented wetseason rice land was much higher than for dry-season rice land and
chamkar land (Table 4.4). This was obviously due to the smaller areas of
dry-season rice land and chamkar land in the project areas. The proportion
of renting farmers is higher than those who rent-out land. Table 4.4 also
provides more detailed tenancy rates across female and male-headed
households.
Table 4.4: Tenancy of rice land and chamkar land
% of households who
Rent wet-season rice land
Rent-out wet-season rice land
Rent dry-season rice land
Rent-out dry-season rice land
Rent chamkar land
Rent-out chamkar land
Rent-out land2/
Notes:

Baseline Survey
malefemaletotal1)
headed headed
9.7%
2.6%
6.7%
..
..
..
0.9%
0%
0.8%
..
..
..
1.2%
0%
1.1%
..
..
..
4.5%
11.0%
4.9%

PET Survey
malefemaletotal1)
headed headed
7.1%
2.6%
6.7%
2.9%
1.3%
2.8%
0.4%
0%
0.4%
0.1%
0%
0.1%
1.3%
0%
1.3%
0.1%
0%
0.1%
2.5%
0%
2.3%

1)

Weighted average
Baseline Survey and PET Survey did not identify what kind of land was
rent-out to other farmers to cope with the large and unexpected shocks/crisis
in 1997 and 1998 respectively.
Sources: Baseline Survey, UNWFP 1998 and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998
2)

COMMON PROPERTY RESOURCES
Although common property in Cambodia is not clearly defined by existing
regulations, it has been observed to have been diverted to private ownership at an alarming rate. Considerable areas of common property resources,
such as forests, rivers, lakes and agricultural land (not redistributed in
1989) have become privately controlled. Millions of hectares of forests
have been granted as concession forests to private companies, many large
plantations have been developed, many fishing lots have been created along
the main rivers and lakes and a lot of unallocated agricultural land has been
illegally encroached, and have de facto become private property. As a
result, privatised common property is becoming less accessible to other
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people, and hence its benefit to majority groups in society has been
reduced.
Even though it is believed that transactions in common property have
occurred in the market, the available information is very scarce. The 1989
redistribution and Land Law 1992 did not clearly identify which land was
common property. Moreover, none of the four surveys provided significant
information on common property transactions. All we have is the official
figure for forest concessions, agricultural land concessions and fishing lots
that have been allocated to private use. According to the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, nearly five millions hectares of forest area
(includes 264,924 ha of three concessions recently cancelled) and 0.7
million hectares of agricultural land (includes 46,600 ha of 5 concessions
recently cancelled) have already been granted to private companies for
long-term investment. Another one million hectares of the fishing lots have
also been auctioned off to private companies or individuals for exploitation.
The trends in availability of products and benefits derived from
common property are shown by the surveys, except for the SES. In general,
the benefits from common property resources have been dramatically
decreasing over time. The MRC Survey classified them into five categories: inundated forests, big rivers/lakes, flooded rice fields, banks/beds of
rivers/lakes and irrigation canals/dikes/small rivers; and critically analysed
the trend in availability of products and benefits derived from them. The
findings of the survey showed that the trend in availability of products and
benefits derived from common property resources have been dramatically
decreasing in the last ten years. The vast majority (over 80 per cent) of the
sampled households reported a decrease in the benefits and products from
inundated forest, big rivers/lakes and banks/beds of river/lakes (Table 4.5).
Table 4.5: Percentage of households reporting change in availability of
products and benefits derived from common property resources
in the past ten years
CPR
Inundated forests
Big river/lakes
Flooded rice field
Bank/bed of river/lake
Irrigation canals/dike/small river

Increasing
1.7
5.6
37.2
8.6
15.7

Decreasing
95.3
83.2
40.0
81.9
62.3

Source: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96
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3.0
11.2
22.8
9.5
22.0
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A somewhat smaller proportion of respondents reported decreasing trends
in the availability of products from flooded rice field and irrigation
canals/dikes/small rivers.
The Baseline and PET Surveys also reported that the trend in availability of products and benefits derived from common property resources,
forest and fishing activities, have been declining compared to the year
before the surveys. The majority of respondents of the surveys reported that
the trend in availability of products and benefits derived from foraging in
the forest has been declining; 37 per cent of Baseline respondents and 65
per cent of the PET respondents reported that they got fewer products and
benefits from the forest than in the year before the interview. The difference is likely due to the differences in ecological location of the surveyed
areas.
Similarly the surveys showed that the trend in availability of products and benefits derived from fishing has been declining dramatically
compare to the previous year. About 49 per cent of the respondents in the
Baseline Survey and 77 per cent in the PET Survey respectively reported
that they had collected fewer products from their fishing activities than in
the previous year (Table 4.6).7
Table 4.6: Percentage of households reporting change in availability of
products derived from common property resources over a one
year period
1998-Baseline1)

Common Property Resource
Products derived from forest activities
- less
- more
- same
Products derived from fishing activities
- less
- more
- same
Notes:

1998-PET2)

37
19
44

65
15
20

49
10
41

77
4
19

1)

Baseline Survey compared the trend in availability between 1997 and 1996
PET Survey compared the trend in availability between 1998 and 1997.
Sources: Baseline Survey and PET Survey, UNWFP 1998
2)

The declining trend in products and benefits derived from common property resources has been attributed to some important factors, particularly
overexploitation. The MRC Survey reported that as high as 77 per cent of
the respondents thought that overexploitation was the main cause of reduc-
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tion in availability (Table 4.7). The MRC Survey, which was carried out in
1995–96, indicated that 5 per cent of the respondents claimed the conversion of common property resources to private use was another important
factor.
Table 4.7: The most important factor affecting availability of common
property resources as perceived by the households
(in percentages)
Overexploitation
Change of environment
Destruction of habitat
Increasing population pressure
Use of chemical in the rice fields
Conversion of CPR to private use
Others

77
7
3
7
1
5
0

Source: Household Socio-Economic Survey, MRC 1995–96

Meanwhile, the 1998 PET Survey showed that over 82 per cent of the
interviewed households complained about the declining availability of
forest and fishery resources. Similar to MRC’s findings, the majority of the
respondents, over 80 per cent, reported collecting fewer products from
forest and fishery activities due to a decline in availability of the products.
The restriction of access to forest resources was the complaint of over 10
per cent of the respondents, but only 1 per cent for the fishery resources
(Table 4.8).
Table 4.8: Reasons for declining the benefits from common property
resources
PET

Reasons
Declining availability of forest/fisheries resources
Lower prices for forests/fisheries products
Traders buying fewer forest/fisheries products
Restricted access imposed by other users
Forest/fisheries becoming more insecure

Forest
82
2
1
11
4

Fishing
87
0
12
1
.

Sources: PET Survey, UNWFP 1998

These responses are consistent with an increase in transference of common
property to private control.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF LANDLESS AND
NEAR LANDLESS HOUSEHOLDS
Various studies have reported different estimates of landlessness in rural
Cambodia – from as low as 10 to as high as 20 per cent. Moreover, it is
widely believed that those who are landless or near landless, are worse off
in society while large landholders are better off. However, landless households are not necessarily poor, as they may derive income from other
sources than agriculture. Similarly, landlessness is not always the result of
involuntary loss of land.
To provide a better understanding of the welfare of landless and near
landless people in the rural areas it is important to identify the differences
between groups of households according to the size of landholdings and
their characteristics. As the 1997 SES covered most of the provinces in
Cambodia with appropriate sampling methodology it is better to use this
survey to represent some patterns of land-related issues in Cambodia. The
following part identifies the characteristics of household groups by size of
landholdings – landless (no agricultural land at all), near landless (agricultural land, >0–0.5 ha), medium landholders (agricultural land, >0.5–1.0)
and large landholders (agricultural land, >1.0 ha).
Household Demographic Characteristics
Overall, it can be observed that the average household size of rural Cambodians interviewed is about five, almost the same as the 1998 Census result
(5.1). Large landholders tend to have a larger household size than other
groups. Table 4.9 shows that the average household size of landless, near
landless and medium landholding households was only five whereas the
average household size of the large landholders was slightly higher, six.
However, the dependency ratio, which measures the percentage of
the population in the younger (0–14) and the older age groups (65+) to the
population in the adult working age group 15–64, of landless and near
landless households is slightly larger than in the large landholding group
although the difference is not statistically significant. The average dependency ratio of the SES was 92 (slightly higher than 1998 Census of rural
Cambodia, 89.7), that is there are 92 dependants for every 100 persons of
working age in the sampled population. The dependency ratios of landless
and near landless households are over 100 and 90 respectively while it is
only 89 for large land holding families (Table 4.9).
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The above indicators suggest that landless and near landless households often are new families. Although the average age of the head of
households is 44, the average age distribution across the landholding size is
significantly different. The proportion of younger the head of households is
higher among the landless and the near landless (Table 4.9). Table 4.9 also
shows a higher proportion of landless and near landless households headed
by those aged over 60. These seem to reflect the fact that the young families tended to miss out on the opportunity to acquire some land during the
1980s land redistribution and the households ages over 60 might give up all
their land to their successors so that they do not have land anymore. It is
also possible that the younger families might have married after the
massive land distribution in the 1980s and their parents did not have
enough land to give to them. This is consistent with the result of a recent
study by the Landlessness and Development Information Tool (LADIT),
Oxfam Great Britain, which interviewed nearly 400 landless households in
20 sampled villages, reporting that over 50 per cent of the landless households were new families who never had land before.
Table 4.9: Household demographic characteristics by size of landholdings
Household size
Dependency ratio
Age distribution of household head
- under 21
- 21 – 30
- 31 – 40
- 41 – 50
- 51 – 60
- over 60
Average age of household head
Sex of household head
- Male
- Female

Landless >0–0.5
5
5
106
90

>0.5–1.0
5
92

>1.0 Average
6
5
89
92

1%
22%
31%
21%
10%
15%
42

1%
23%
26%
17%
16%
17%
44

0%
20%
30%
21%
15%
14%
43

0%
14%
28%
24%
21%
13%
45

0.4%
20%
28%
20%
16%
15%
44

73%
27%

72%
28%

79%
21%

86%
14%

77%
23%

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

Education and Literacy
Education levels of family members, especially of the household head and
spouse who traditionally make most of the family decisions, are very
important indicators of a household’s human resources. Their education
levels could have significant effects on the extent of which households are
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able to meet their requirements and to encounter family difficulties. Some
reports furthermore suggest that education levels of the household
head/spouse might determine the household’s ability to keep their land. In a
case study of poverty and landlessness in Kampong Reap village of Takeo
province, Kato (1999) reported that:
One point, which villagers repeatedly suggested as prevention to land loss,
was education. Their argument was that people who sold land did so because they were not educated and did not have the habit of thinking things
through or planning. ... While education will not immediately solve the
problem of land loss, at least it will give children more options than their
parents have had.

However, the results of the Cambodia 1997 SES in support of this argument are inconclusive. The literacy rates are found to be highest for the
landless and for those with more than one hectare of land. The relatively
higher rates among the landless may reflect the inclusion of professionals
and the diverse nature in general of this group. However, as education is
also correlated to age, the different age structures of the four groups may
explain much of the difference in educational levels. One third of the
household heads in the rural areas were unable to read and write simple
sentences in any language (Table 4.10).
Table 4.10: Education and literacy of household heads and spouses by size
of landholdings (in percentages)
Ability to read and write a simple
Landless >0–0.5
sentence
- household head
68
63
- spouse
54
49
Highest education grade of house6
5
hold heads

>0.5–1.0

>1.0 Average

62
49

69
48

65
51

5

5

5

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

Household Income
Rural household income is the value of food and services accrued from
agricultural and non-agricultural activities and other sources such as
wages/salaries and business. Agricultural income is basically derived from
crop production and other activities such as livestock raising, fishery and
forestry activities. The 1997 SES further separated income sources into
cultivation and other agricultural activities-livestock raising, fisheries and
forestry activities.8 Non-agricultural income includes income from other
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activities such as wages/salaries, business and other non-agricultural
activities.
Generally, agricultural activities provide the main source of rural
income. Over 80 per cent of the rural household heads derive most of their
income from agricultural activities, including fishing and forestry. Some 74
per cent of household heads obtained their primary income from cultivation
while another 7 per cent derived their income from other agricultural
activities, such as livestock raising, and from fishing and forestry.
Table 4.11: Main source of income of household heads in the last twelve
months by size of landholdings (in percentages)
Sources of income
Agricultural activities
(cultivation)
Livestock, fishery and forestry
activities
Non agricultural activities
Wages/salaries

Landless

>0–0.5

>0.5–1.0

>1.0

Average

20

81

82

84

74

9

6

7

7

7

38
33

7
6

5
6

4
5

10
9

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

There is a significant difference in the sources of income between the
landless households on the one hand and those with land, no matter how
little, on the other hand (Table 4.11). Among the former, cultivation provided the main source of income to only 20 per cent of the heads of households, as against 81 to 84 per cent among those with land. The vast
majority of the landless derive their income from non-agricultural activities
(38 per cent) or from wages and salaries (33 per cent). Non-land based
primary activities, such as animal husbandry, fishing and forestry is the
main source of income for some 7 to 9 per cent of the heads of household,
irrespective of how much land they possessed.
Two main conclusions may be drawn from Table 4.11. First, access
to non-agricultural employment opportunities and to wage employment is
of vital importance to those who lack land. This category is likely to be
quite diverse. On the one hand there are likely to be relatively prosperous
households of professionals and successful entrepreneurs. However, the
vast majority are likely to be households, which have been involuntarily
pushed into the pursuit of non-farm incomes at very low levels for lack of
land. Second, the very high dependence of the near landless, with less than
half a hectare of land, on agriculture suggest that this is a very vulnerable
group indeed. Even under the best of circumstances, half a hectare of land
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does not suffice to provide an adequate living for a household. The dependence of this group on land-based income also points to a dearth of non-farm
employment and income opportunities. It can also be safely assumed that
incomes from common property resources are highly important to many of
the households with little or no land.
Housing Condition and Ownership of Durable Assets
Housing conditions and ownership of durable assets are the main determinants reflecting wealth and socio-economic status of rural households. As
subsistence farmers, Cambodians tend to satisfy their annual basic needs,
especially for foods before satisfying other needs. It is common in rural
areas that when people have surpluses they sell the products and keep gold
as savings for future use. Whenever they accumulate enough savings they
tend to spend it on other assets and necessities, including housing.
Table 4.12: Housing condition by size of landholdings
Floor area of the house, m2
Primary construction materials of the wall
- bamboo thatch
- plywood
- other
- wood or logs
- concrete, brick, stone
Primary construction materials of roof
- thatch
- tiles
- galvanised iron/aluminium
- fibrous cement
- other
Primary construction materials of floor
- wood, bamboo planks
- earth, clay
- parquet, polished wood
- cement
- other

Landless
32

>0–0.5 >0.5–1.0
33
33

>1.0 Average
36
34

49%
23%
9%
9%
10%

64%
22%
9%
4%
1%

59%
23%
11%
6%
1%

56%
28%
7%
8%
1%

59%
24%
9%
6%
2%

51%
16%
24%
6%
3%

56%
30%
12%
1%
1%

55%
31%
12%
1%
1%

47%
34%
17%
1%
1%

53%
29%
15%
2%
1%

57%
22%
10%
10%
1%

76%
17%
6%
1%
0%

74%
17%
8%
1%
0%

76%
11%
12%
1%
0%

73%
16%
8%
2%
1%

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

The better off households tend to have better houses, made of more durable
and reliable materials, than the poor households, but the size of dwelling
does not vary much. The floor area of the houses of the surveyed population is small, around 34 square meters, and the difference between the
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landless and large landholders is marginal, only 4 square meters, but there
are large differences in the quality of the house.
Almost three out of five houses in the rural areas are built of bamboo
or thatch while only slightly more than one fifth make use of plywood for
outer walls. The proportion of houses built of bamboo or thatch and
plywood are similar among different groups of landholders. It may be
noted that the proportion of landless households having concrete wall
houses seemed to be significantly higher than others groups. Table 4.12
shows that 10 per cent of the landless households lived in better houses,
built of concrete, brick, stonewalls while only 1 per cent of the other of
three groups did. This supports the conclusion that the landless category is
economically diverse.
The main construction materials used for roofing in the rural areas
are thatch, tiles and galvanised iron or aluminium. Over half of all rural
dwellings use thatch for roofing while only a third can afford to have tiled
roofs. Among the large landowners, the use of tiles is somewhat more
common, while galvanised iron/aluminium or fibrous cement is relatively
more frequently used by landless households (Table 4.12).
The current ownership of household assets is also useful in identifying the socio-economic status of rural households. In general, the rate of
household asset ownership is relatively low in the rural areas of Cambodia.
Data presented in Table 4.13 show that only 60 per cent of the rural households owned bicycles, 36 per cent owned radio/cassette recorders, which is
not very valuable, and 34 per cent owned oxen carts, which were mostly
local or self made.
Table 4.13: Household asset ownership by size of landholding
(in percentages)
Bicycle
Radio/cassette recorder
Oxen cart
Motorcycle/scooter
Television
Boat
Tractor/agricultural equipment

Landless
53
32
4
19
17
10
0

>0–0.5
55
30
29
12
12
7
3

>0.5–1.0
63
38
41
14
12
9
4

>1.0
70
47
54
17
16
13
3

Average
60
36
34
15
13
9
3

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

Asset ownership increased with the size of land owned (Table 4.13). A
smaller proportion of landless and near landless households owned bicycles
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and radio/cassette recorders than larger landholders. Only 4 per cent of the
landless households owned oxen carts, which are mainly used in agricultural activities. Possession of draft animals was also less frequent among
the near landless than among those with more land, while few households
in any category possessed a tractor or other agricultural machinery. Possession of high value consumer goods like motorcycles, scooters or television
sets increases, as expected, with the amount of land owned, but is also
relatively high among the landless, suggesting that this group does not
exclusively consist of poor households. In the case of motorcycles and
scooters, it is also quite likely that they are used as a source of income, as
motor taxis are common in rural areas. Similarly, the possession of boats
among ten per cent of the landless households suggests fishing as a source
of income.
Possession of Animals
Raising animals is an integral part of Cambodia's farming system and they
are significant assets for rural households. Traditionally, different animals
have different degrees of importance to rural livelihood. Normally, cattle
and buffaloes are used for draft power, especially in land preparation and
transportation, and occasionally sold for family income or used for household consumption when they are no longer used in the agricultural activities. Backyard pig and poultry production is a major source of cash income
for most rural households. Pigs are typically raised and bred for selling and
rarely used for household consumption while poultry is commonly used for
household consumption of meat and eggs and also sold for household
income.
However, not all households reported ownership of any animals.
Overall, only 86 per cent of the sampled population reported owning
animals. The rate of ownership of cattle and buffalo, the main source of
draft power, varied significantly across the landholding groups. Again this
ownership rate increases with the landholding size. The rate of ownership
of cattle increases from 11 per cent among landless households to 66 per
cent among large landholding households while the ownership rate of
buffalo follows the same pattern from 2 to 22 per cent (Table 4.14). This
pattern illustrates that landless and near landless households are either too
poor to have cattle and buffalo or they do not see significant importance of
cattle and buffalo for their daily life.
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Table 4.14: Possession of animals by size of landholdings
Owned any livestock
- owned cattle
- average number of cattle per
household
- owned buffalo
- average number of buffalo per
household
- owned pig
- average number of pig per
household
- owned poultry
- average number of poultry per
household

Landless
55%
11%

>0–0.5
88%
54%

>0.5–1.0
92%
65%

>1.0 Average
96%
86%
66%
54%

1

2

2

3

2

2%

10%

14%

22%

13%

0

1

1

2

1

31%

55%

65%

41%

58%

1

1

2

2

2

41%

67%

74%

76%

67%

5

7

9

10

8

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

Not only is the ownership rate of cattle and buffalo low among the landless
and near landless households, but also the average number of the animals
per household is also lower. Table 4.14 reports that landless households
owned only one cattle on average while landholding households owned 2–3
cattle. For buffaloes the average numbers were zero and one to two,
respectively.
Possession of pig and poultry is rather widespread. On average 58
per cent of the interviewed households owned pigs and 67 per cent owned
poultry. The ownership rate of pigs increases from 31 per cent among
landless households to 65 and 41 per cent among medium and large landholding households. Possession of poultry ranged from 41 per cent among
the landless to 76 per cent among large landholders.
The average number of pigs and poultry owned varies greatly among
landholding groups. Landless and near landless households were found to
have only one pig on average while other landholding groups averaged
two. Similarly the average number of poultry owned by the landless and
near landless households was much lower for the large landholders. The
positive correlation between possession of land and of animals suggests
that the raising of animals is not an answer to shortage of land.
Credit
Borrowing and lending of money or in kind are common practices, during
severe crises or shocks, in rural Cambodia. The survey reported that two
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out of five rural households had outstanding loans, mostly one loan, either
in cash or in kind. Table 4.15 shows that the incidence of borrowing money
among landless and near landless households is marginally higher than
landholding households. About 40 per cent of the landless and near
landless households reported to have outstanding loans while only about 35
per cent of the large landholding households reported to have borrowed.
The average amount of money borrowed varied across the landholding groups, ranging from nearly 0.3 million riel to just over 0.5 million riel
per loan. The average amount of loan was approximately 0.4 million riel
per household for the first loan and under 0.3 million riel for any second
loan. The average amount borrowed by landless and near landless households was higher than by large landholding households. The average loan
of landless households was nearly 0.5 million riel, as against 0.3 million
riel for large landholders.
Hoping to assist the rural poor, NGOs introduced micro-credit
services in 1989 on a small scale, supported by international donors. To
broaden the micro-credit services, the Royal Government of Cambodia
attempts to promote micro-finance by forming the Credit Committee for
Rural Development in 1995 led to the establishment of the Rural Development Bank in 1998. However, the services are yet to reach the targeted
needy groups. The informal credit system still actively operates in the rural
areas. The SES reported that a majority of the rural poor had never heard of
or accessed formal credit, but that six out of ten borrowers obtained the
loan from their relatives or friends. Nearly 90 per cent of rural households
borrowed from the informal sources, relatives/friends, moneylenders, and
traders while formal credit services (NGOs) reached a mere 10 per cent of
the rural borrowers (Table 4.15).
A closer look at the sources of credit reveals that the main sources of
rural loans are relatives/friends. Overall, over 60 per cent of rural households borrowed money from their relatives or friends, probably at low
interest rates. A food security study by Murshid of three villages in
Cambodia in 1996–1997 reported that: ‘there is a lot of lending at zero
interest from close relatives’ (Murshid 1998: 46). The other important
sources of loan were local moneylenders and traders who provided loan
with very high interest rates. Murshid (1998: 46) works out the annual
interest rate of the rural loan from moneylenders and traders in three
sampled villages at over 100 per cent. The interest rate was found to vary
considerably across landholding groups. It was much higher for the
landless and near landless households than for households with more land.
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This might be due to the fact that landless and near landless households were excluded from formal credit, normally from NGOs who provide
small amounts of loan at an interest of 4–5 per cent per month to significant
proportion of rural borrowers. Even though NGOs provided loan to about
11 per cent of the rural borrowers, only 5 per cent of landless borrowers
reported access to such loan. The extent of accessibility to NGOs’ loan
increases from 5 per cent among landless households to 10 per cent among
landholders of less than 1 ha and to 17 per cent among landholders of over
1 ha.
Other sources of lending are government banks, commercial banks,
employers and other. They provided loans to only 2 per cent of the rural
borrowers.
The main purposes of borrowing are to meet normal household consumption needs, predominantly for rice purchases, and to invest in agricultural production. On average, nearly 30 per cent of the borrowers
borrowed for normal household consumption needs. As agricultural
production is entirely determined by climatic condition, the production
considerably varies from area to area or from region to region, and hence,
food insecurity occurs in many parts of the country every year although
surpluses are reported at the national level. To cope with family food shortages, rural households eventually have to borrow, in cash or in kind, to
meet the necessary needs during the shortage period and pay back during
harvesting season. The situation goes from bad to worse among landless
households who have no land to produce food or have too little to produce
enough for own consumption. Table 4.15 shows that about 30 per cent of
the landless and near landless borrowers borrowed to cope with consumption needs, as against only 20 per cent of the medium and large landholders.
About 26 per cent of the rural borrowers reported borrowing for
investment in agricultural production to increase their agricultural productivity. The incidence of this type of borrowing obviously differs between
groups of landholdings. The percentage of borrowing for agricultural
activities is as high as 38 per cent among large landholding borrowers and
diminishes with the size of landholding to only 7 per cent among landless
households, Table 4.15.
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Table 4.15: Loans by size of landholdings
Landless
Household with outstanding loans
- one loan
- two loans
Average amount borrowed per loan
- first loan, riel
- second loan, riel
Source of first loan
- relatives/friends
- moneylenders
- traders
- NGOs
- other sources, including banks
Primary purpose of the first loan
- normal household consumption
needs
- agricultural production
- emergency needs (death or
sickness,...)
- investment in business
- purchase/improvement of dwelling
- purchase of consumer durable
goods
- marriage or other ceremonials
- other

>0–0.5 >0.5–1.0

>1.0

Average

41%
39%
2%

42%
41%
1%

36%
34%
1%

36%
35%
1%

39%
38%
1%

466,000
324,000

381,000
284,000

324,000
259,000

321,000
183,000

367,000
270,000

54%
30%
9%
5%
2%

62%
20%
5%
11%
2%

65%
17%
5%
11%
2%

57%
18%
5%
17%
3%

61%
20%
6%
11%
2%

32%

28%

28%

20%

27%

7%

26%

27%

38%

26%

21%

18%

20%

17%

18%

18%
5%

6%
10%

7%
10%

5%
7%

8%
8%

4%

4%

3%

4%

4%

1%
13%

2%
7%

1%
5%

4%
7%

2%
7%

Source: Socio-Economic Survey, NIS 1997

However, landless households tend to borrow to invest in business, as they
do not have land for farming. Nearly 20 per cent of the loans of landless
households were used for investment in business while only 5 per cent of
the loans among large landholding families were used to invest in business.
Borrowing to cope with large and unexpected crises such as death of
family member(s) or sicknesses is also common in the rural areas – nearly
20 per cent of the borrowings were used for this purpose. The incidence of
borrowing for this purpose is only marginally different across the landholding groups.
CAUSES OF LANDLESSNESS
Although there are no comprehensive national data on landlessness many
studies suggest that landlessness has rapidly increased in the last decade
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and that it has a great impact on social welfare, economics and political
situation in the country. There are many causes of landlessness in rural
areas of Cambodia. Different studies classify causes of landlessness differently but there are common causes that regularly lead to landlessness
among rural households.
A combination of rapid population growth and the lack of an appropriate land distribution system is undoubtedly a most significant cause of
landlessness in Cambodia. As mentioned earlier massive land redistribution
was undertaken in the 1980s and most families presumably got access to
some land. The amount of land received varied. In some areas where there
was much land and a low population density each household could get two
to three hectare, while in other areas they received only one.
Given the small size of most land holdings, the rapid increase in
population and sharing of land resources as a coping strategy to assist
young family members when they marry and set up their own household,
rapid fragmentation of holdings resulting into units too small to support a
family was inevitable. From there, it is but a small step to landlessness. A
case in point is offered by The World Bank (2000: 23) of how 61 years old
Chhoeun Sophea became landless through this process.
Late in 1982, she received six hectares of land, for a family of six children
and herself, from the commune chief. Beginning in 1988 her children were
married and set up their own houses. She shared her land each time with her
children by the time the last child, a daughter, was married in 1996, she had
given up all of her share. She said ‘with no addition to our land holding,
each of my children depend on smaller farms to eke out a livelihood which
is very difficult for them’.

Kato (1999: 13) showed that eight out of 26 landless households in the
village of Kampong Reap are landless because they have recently married
and their parents did not have enough land to give each child a workable
amount. Land and Development Information Tools (LADIT) added that 50
per cent of the landless are those people who never get land due to the fact
that they are new families, just married, and their parents have not enough
land for sharing.
The internal displacement due to insecurity is another prevalent
cause of landlessness. As Cambodia has gone through two decades of civil
war and international isolation, 1970–1989, most people have been displaced one or several times. After the failure of the Khmer Rouge regime in
1979 most of the people returned home to reunite with their families while
others headed to the Thai border looking for settling in other countries.
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Unfortunately only some of them were able to reach their destination in
those countries while others remained in refugee camps until the repatriation in 1993. They apparently missed out the opportunity to get some land
in the 1980s redistribution in spite of owning large amounts of land prior to
1979.
Even though these people were given some land when they returned
in 1993 they tend to be vulnerable to lose land and become landless due to
two main reasons. First, the given land was later on often taken over by
others with the alleged complicity of the local authorities. Second, they
were also given land that nobody wanted because of disadvantageous location, poor infrastructure, unhealthy environments or low productivity. They
sooner or later lost their land through the former way or gave up their land
in the latter way.
It is not only those returnees from the refugee camps who are vulnerable to loss of land due to displacement but also the internal displaced
persons. Some parts of the northwestern province of Battambang, Oddar
Meanchey, Banteay Meanchey, Siem Reap and Pursat were insecure until
the formation of the coalition government in 1998. Given the almost
complete absence of legal ownership papers in the rural areas, the displaced
people were highly vulnerable to lose their land while they were away from
home and fields due to fighting. Particularly, the factional fighting in 1997
forced many people in some parts of Battambang, Oddar Meanchey,
Banteay Meanchey and Siemreap provinces to leave their home and their
fields. When they came back after the formation of coalition government in
1998, they were unable to claim back their land because other people
already occupied the land. The land disputes are still going on.
Land grabbing is also a common reason behind loss of land among
rural and powerless households in Cambodia. As only a few landholders
have legal land titles, the problems have skyrocketed in the last decade. It is
normally perpetrated by the people with power, who are enjoying a culture
of impunity. Land grabbing eventually leads to land disputes that currently
represent one of the most pressing governance issues in Cambodia. It is
acknowledged by most people and the government that land grabbing is
pervasive and has occurred in every province of Cambodia since the reintroduction of private ownership on land and the emergence of an active
land market in Cambodia. The Prime Minister also publicly acknowledges
the magnitude of the problem and issued an order to halt anarchical land
grabbing in September 1999. He also issued sub-decrees to cancel land
sales of state land by the provincial officials. However, the problem still
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exists and the poor keep losing their land. It is expected that the modified
version of the new Land Law, which is being reviewed by an interministerial committee, will be approved by the Council of Ministers in May
2000. Hopefully, it will better protect the limited land owned by the poor.
Distress sale – when households resort to liquidate their assets during
periods of severe crises – is another common practice of land loss. Distress
sale itself is brought about by many factors such as illness, accident, natural
disasters, food shortages and lack of rural credit. Living in poor sanitary
condition and lack of public health care, the rural poor are easily exposed
to diseases. Murshid (1998) asserted that as many as 40–50 per cent of
sampled households in a study of food security in three villages from
1996–1997 reported someone being seriously ill over the past year.
Although the cost of ill-health and sickness cannot be assessed merely in
terms of household expenditure, it normally has two significant impacts on
the poor: high and unexpected expenditures on health care and loss of
income.
The ability to respond to such crises depends upon on the household
resources, irrespective of their origin. Better off households might use their
savings or get support (if any) from their friends or relatives. However,
with low income and non-savings, poor households often have to resort to
borrowing at high interest rates and put up their few assets as collateral.
They normally have to pay back during the harvesting season when their
agricultural output is sold at very low prices. As they only have little land
they are often unable to pay back the loan or have to sell out most of their
output and then have to borrow again when they need food at high interest
rates. Thus they are caught in a vicious circle and become increasingly
heavily indebted. In order to pay back the debts they have to choose the last
solution and sell their only productive asset: land.
Agricultural production is predominantly rain fed. Any changes in
weather condition, severe drought or floods, heavily affect rural livelihoods. Cambodia had three successive years of severe floods in 1992, 1993
and 1993 and a drought in 1996. These natural phenomena might not have
a direct impact on the distress sales of land but within the system of subsistence production the poor might have to borrow, normally in kind at a
high price, to cope with family food shortages. They have to pay back in
kind when they harvest their product at a low price during harvesting
season. Again with the small output left over for family consumption they
have to borrow again and the process goes on. Successive years of bad
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harvest may raise indebtedness to such levels that distress sales of land
remain as the only option.
The above-mentioned causes do not attempt to exhaust all the causes
of landlessness in Cambodia. In a study of landlessness in Kampong Reap
village in Takeo province, Kato (1999) underlined many other causes of
landlessness in the rural areas, such as lack of skills, lack of ideas, gender
differentiation, land prices, community factors. An absence of solidarity
and local leadership can also contribute to landlessness.9
The above-mentioned factors taken individually, do not necessarily
lead to increased landlessness. Often, it is the combination of several
adverse factors that drive households into landlessness.
ABBREVIATIONS
IDP
LADIT
MRC
NIS
PET
SES
WFP

Internally displaced persons
Landlessness and Development Information Tool
Mekong River Commission
National Institute of Statistics
Protracted Emergency Target
Socio-Economic Survey
World Food Programme
NOTES

1

2
3

4

This chapter is an abbreviated version of the paper presented at the
REPSI conference and an excerpt of Landownership, Sales and
Concentration in Cambodia: A Preliminary Review of Secondary Data
and Primary Data from Four Recent Surveys (Sik 1999).
The way in which the surveys selected the targeted population is different although they chose the samples from the same provinces.
It is an indicative of the amount of inequality of land distribution in the
society that it represents. The greater the extent of inequality, the
further the Lorenz curve will be from the line of perfect equality (45°
line).
It is a summary statistic of inequality derived from the Lorenz curve,
which gives the area between the observed Lorenz curve and the line of
perfect equality as a proportion of the total area under the line of perfect
equality. This coefficient has a maximum value of 1 (absolute inequality) and a minimum of zero (absolute equality).
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5
6
7
8
9

Fixed rent-the tenant pays a fixed sum of money or in kind to the landlord in return for the right to cultivate the land (Ray 1998: 419).
Sharecropping-the tenant yields to the landlord an agreed-upon share of
the crop (Ray 1998: 419).
Baseline Survey compared the availability of CPR in 1997 and 1996
while PET Survey 1998 and 1997.
Fisheries and forestry products are regarded as products derived from
common property resources.
The detail discussion can be obtained from Kato (1999: 14–19).
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Land Belongs to the Ancestors –
Land Belongs to the State
Conflicts between Customary Law among the
Highland Minorities and National Law
Regarding Land Rights and Natural Resources
in Vietnam
_________________________
Claes Corlin
INTRODUCTION
Land and natural resources are scarce and contested assets in many parts of
mainland Southeast Asia. Conflicts over land are often caused by contradictory interests among different segments of the society: a majority population versus ethnic minorities, or national interests (e.g. of conservation
and economic/technical development) versus the legitimate interest of the
individual farmer to feed his or her family. In the process of territorialisation, states strive to control and regulate access to land and its resources by
means of legislation and other administrative procedures. At times,
however, such efforts will be at odds with other, local and time-honoured
ways of interacting with and thinking about the environment.
One issue raised in the background document to the conference
Institutions, Livelihoods and Environment is the following:
What are the main problems in the fields of legislation, law enforcement and
safe-guarding property rights (including protection of the right of access to
common resources), how do they affect the interrelationship between local
communities and environment and what is being done to solve these
problems?
(REPSI/NIAS 2000: 2)
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This chapter1 addresses a part of this question as it discusses the on-going
land reform in Vietnam in relation to the country’s ethnic minority population, which numbers some ten million. The present land law of 1993 allows
for land formerly managed by co-operatives and state enterprises to be
allocated or leased to households, individuals and organisations for varying
lengths of time. This land allocation process has been going on for several
years but is not yet completed, particularly in the highland areas where
many ethnic minorities live.
Parallel to the ongoing land reform, the government of Vietnam is
preparing a comprehensive land code in order to handle the emerging real
estate market in the country. The Vietnam-Sweden co-operation programme on land administration reform (CPLAR) is a joint undertaking by
the Vietnamese General Department of Land Administration (GDLA) and
the consulting company Swedesurvey AB, funded by Swedish Sida. One
task for this programme is to support the government in the field of land
legislation. Ethnic minorities and gender issues should be afforded special
attention in this process. The author, an anthropologist, is periodically
engaged in this programme as adviser on land legislation for ethnic minorities. The approach chosen involves a review of existing knowledge on land
tenure and land management among ethnic minority groups and then supplements this with field studies in selected areas in order to elaborate, test
and finalise models for land policies among ethnic minorities.2
This chapter proposes to problematise the relationship between
national legislation and minority policy on the one hand, and local or
customary land use and conceptions about the environment on the other.
Land legislation developed for lowland paddy farmers may not be suitable
for the situation in the highlands where more collective forms of land
management are often practised and, as will be shown, seem to be both
socially and environmentally sound. Would it be possible to bring together
these different institutions or at least make room for local variation in
national legislation?
A word of caution: I am not arguing that ‘traditional’ systems of land
tenure were or are always better than ‘modern’ or state-induced alternatives. Such ‘traditional’ systems were in some cases extremely unequal and
unfair during colonial times. Hence, one should not revert to romantic
traditionalism without discrimination.
What I am proposing is rather to build development and environmental protection upon those practices that remain familiar to local people,
that are either still or were recently followed and that are considered ecol-
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ogically and socially sound by most of the population (gender and
economic differences considered). As will be illustrated by the following
cases, forms of more or less collective management of forest land and
natural resources by local (kinship or residential) groups are in fact practised today. These practices are sustainable and well suited to provide
people with basic needs such as water, firewood and other forest produce.
Below I will first give a brief overview of Vietnam’s national land
and ethnic minorities policies during the twentieth century. Then I will discuss some cases of local and customary beliefs and practices about land
and the environment among different ethnic minorities. The concluding
section presents some experiences and prospects of ongoing work in connection with the present revision of the land legislation.
VIETNAM’S LAND AND MINORITY POLICIES
DURING THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
France successively colonised Vietnam during the second part of the nineteenth century and the country became divided into three regions, each with
different legal status. Cochin-China in the South came under direct French
rule, Ton-Kin in the North was allowed a somewhat greater amount of
independence, and An-Nam in mid-Vietnam remained under the Nguyen
emperor and was governed through the Nguyen Code. Hanoi was made the
administrative centre for the whole of Indochina and French legal and
administrative practices were introduced. The traditional society, however,
did not absorb the colonial legal culture and two parallel systems of norms
therefore existed up to the middle of this century (Bergling 1997: 142).
The French were mainly interested in the economic potential of the
lowlands and middle hills, where plantations of rubber and other cash crops
were established without much regard for traditional ownership of land.
Absentee landowners (both French and Vietnamese) reaped huge profits
from estates worked by peasants and landless labourers. The highlands
were generally considered uninteresting ‘blank spots’ on the map, inhabited
by ‘backward savages’. Catholic and Protestant missionaries made their
way to the highlands to preach Christianity and try to ‘civilise’ highland
communities. However, the Thai of the Sip Song Chau Tai region in
Tonkin, lowland farmers with a hierarchical organisation, gradually developed closer relations with the French administration. This enabled Thai
landlords to exploit the highland minorities (mainly Hmong and Dao) in
various ways. This may be one reason why the Hmong sided with the Viet
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Minh against the Thai and French overlords (Culas and Michaud 1997:
229f.).
Ho Chi Minh’s land reform of 1955 was directed at reallocating to
the peasants land that had been appropriated by the colonialists and absentee landlords. The main idea behind this land reform was to lay the foundation for a coming collectivisation of the agricultural sector. More than
800,000 ha of land were distributed to more than two million farmers in
North Vietnam and a new village leadership composed largely of poorer
peasants emerged (Duiker 1995: 136).
In 1955, Ho Chi Minh announced national autonomy for regions
inhabited by ethnic minorities. The Thai-Meo Autonomous Zone was
established in the northwest, a region encompassing the provinces Ha
Giang, Lao Cai, and Lai Chau. Similar autonomous zones were later
created in the Northeast and (for a short time) the upper Red River areas.
The political and administrative staff of these areas was largely recruited
from the minorities. The autonomous zones were, however, abolished after
the reunification of the country in 1975, but the 1981 constitution guarantees civil and political rights to the minorities (Schliesinger 1997: 35f.).
The collectivisation process in rural areas started in 1958 and was
gradually completed in the north during the early 1960s. All land in the
country was from now on owned by the people and managed by the state.
In the countryside, only residential land was to remain under family control, whereas the rest was managed by the co-operative or by a state enterprise. The district people’s committee became responsible for land
allocation and redistribution.
With the end of the Vietnam War and unification in 1975, the
authorities started introducing collectivisation in the south, but on a more
moderate scale. Farmers were assured that their lands would not be seized
(Duiker 1995: 141). An accelerated push for collectivisation in 1978–79
caused severe problems in terms of diminishing production, local resistance
and large numbers of refugees. This and other considerations led to the
introduction of the Output Contract System beginning in 1981 (Fforde
1989).
Under the Output Contract System each farmer was allotted a certain
amount of land (how much depended mainly on the number of labourers in
the household). The farmer was then contracted by the co-operative to sell
part of his production to the co-operative at state prices. The rest he could
use to sell on the private market at a far higher price, or use for personal
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consumption. This liberalisation led to a substantial increase in productivity
during the 1980s.
Parallel with its collectivisation efforts, the government started a
campaign to move war refugees and people from crowded lowland areas to
what became known as the ‘New Economic Areas’. These are concentrated
to the Central Highlands but are also spread, to a somewhat lesser extent, in
the northern and northwestern highland areas.3 These areas were officially
classed as ‘unused’ land and hence suitable for opening up to the masses of
lowland Kinh farmers. The fact that large parts of these forested lands were
already in use by ethnic minorities for hunting and shifting cultivation, was
largely neglected. Millions of lowlanders were encouraged or coaxed to
move to the new economic zones, where they in many cases met a harsh
and different environment for which they were poorly prepared. Primitive
slash-and-burn cultivation techniques caused forest fires, excessive deforestation and erosion in many places. Conflicts ensued with ethnic minorities who found their traditional lands occupied by Kinh settlers.
The Chinese attack in 1979 had significant consequences for the
ethnic minorities living in the far northeast. Villages were forcibly moved
further inland from the border zones, and large numbers of refugees tried
desperately to find some land in already crowded lowland areas. One small
group of Hmong in Ham Yen district, whom I interviewed, said that the
authorities did nothing whatsoever to help them find a place to live. Today
they are settled in a hilly area surrounded by paddy fields owned by Tay
and Muong households. The Hmong perform day labour on these fields and
maintain some swidden ray on the hillsides, although they have no official
land rights. They are poor and diseases (such as the ‘nocturnal sudden
death syndrome’) have hit these families hard.
The doi moi or economic renovation policy was launched at the sixth
party congress in December 1986. Its far-reaching consequences for the
Vietnamese economy have been examined in detail elsewhere (see for
example, Fforde 1989, Corlin 1995). Our purpose here is to explore its
impact specifically on the land question, in particular with regard to the
ethnic minorities of Vietnam.
Land reform has been an important part of the economic reform. The
first land law of Vietnam was drafted as early as in 1982, but only in 1987
was it approved by the general assembly. After a few years it was felt that
this law was insufficient in the swiftly changing economic climate. A
revised land law was drafted in 1992 and approved the following year.
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The 1993 land law confirms that all land and water of Vietnam is the
property of the people and is to be managed by the state. The state allocates
or leases land to individuals, households and organisations for a varying
length of time (twenty years for annual crops and up to fifty years for forest
land [Do Dinh Sam 1996: 40]). The recipients of land are given the five
rights to exchange, transfer, lease, inherit and mortgage their land rights.
This means that even if land cannot be bought or sold in the literal sense, it
has nevertheless obtained a commercial value (for example, the land ‘price’
in central Hanoi during the boom of the mid-1990s was second only to
Hong Kong).
Land is classified into six categories: agricultural, forestry, urban,
rural residential land, further land for special use and unused land. The
value of each category of land is decided by the province people’s committee, whereas the district people’s committee is responsible for the actual
allocation of land to households and individuals. Land use planning, registration and issuing of legal documents, and settlement of land disputes are
all the responsibility of the province, district, and commune authorities.
The consequences of this land reform for Vietnam’s rural population
and ethnic minorities are both positive and negative. On the positive side,
land tenure is now protected by law. The issuing of land use certificates,
the so-called Red Book, means that the possessor has concrete evidence of
his or her right to use the land for the stipulated period of tenure. Farmers
now have the right to mortgage land as collateral for credits, they may lease
additional land if they wish, and the right to inheritance is confirmed by
law. All this is in sharp contrast to the collectivisation period, when farmers
were reduced to mere workers in the labour brigades.
But the adverse effects of the land reform are an escalating problem
in many areas. The fact that land now has a value opens the door for all
sorts of commercial transactions, usury and, especially in urban areas, a
booming black market in which fancy prices are paid for attractive lots.
Underpaid state employees charge many ‘extras’ for their services, or when
bringing a land dispute to the local people’s committee for litigation.
Altogether, the new system requires that the individual farmer has good
knowledge of management and, preferably, good ‘connections’. Inevitably,
many ethnic minority people, lacking literacy or fluency in Vietnamese as
well as the economic means, are bound to come out as losers in this competition for scarce resources. There are many reports of minority people
selling out their traditional land to wealthy lowlanders, then being condemned to a deplorable existence in remote areas or as landless workers.
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Land classified as forestry land presents special problems. The
forests of Vietnam have been rapidly decimated during the last few decades
and much land classified as forestry land is in fact bare hill or brush, more
or less unsuitable for cultivation. Considerations of environmental protection urge that this land should be reforested, and farmers are allotted ‘forest
gardens’ on the condition that they plant and care for the trees. This, in
turn, requires some long-term investment in labour and money; it takes at
least eight to ten years before the profits from the forest may be reaped,
which is above the capacity of many ethnic minority households living on
the margin. Several development projects (for example, the VietnamSweden Mountain Rural Development Programme comprising five provinces in the north) try to support the reforestation process, with varying
degrees of success.
Swidden cultivation is officially banned in Vietnam. Ethnic minorities with their ‘nomadic’ lifestyle and shifting cultivation are regularly
blamed for causing deforestation and soil erosion in the highlands.
Although there may be some truth in this, given the effects of increasing
population and shortage of land leading to shorter periods of forest regeneration, it is evident that the major causes of deforestation are found elsewhere. A recent estimate is that c. 50 per cent of the deforestation is caused
by commercial timber exploitation, another 25 per cent by forest fires and
storms, and only 25 per cent by shifting cultivation (Schliesinger 1997:
41).4 In the latter figure, swidden cultivation carried out by Kinh settlers is
most probably included.
Another current problem pertains to the impact of national development projects on the life of ethnic minorities, dramatically exemplified by
large hydroelectric dams. The Hoa Binh reservoir, completed with Russian
assistance in the early 1990s, involved flooding a large area populated by
ethnic minorities. According to some Muong minority people interviewed
they received neither warning nor assistance. They had to move their
village several times as the water level slowly rose. The recent ‘Song Hinh
multipurpose project’ involves the forced resettlement of more than
100,000 people, many of these ethnic minorities.
Being ‘victims of progress’ in John Bodley’s apt phrase (Bodley
1975), as well as, in some cases, ‘victims of conservation’ (Kingsbury
1998: 440), the minorities seem to have little voice in the national discourse. This is, in a way, surprising because the ethnic minorities are well
represented at almost all levels of the state hierarchy. At the highest level,
the Council of nationalities in the national assembly is designed to
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represent and advise on the ‘nationalities’ as the ethnic groups are called.
Furthermore, a committee for ethnic minorities and mountainous areas
(CEMMA) has been created directly under the office of the Prime Minister
to supervise and control the implementation of policies affecting ethnic
minorities. Minority people are represented in province and district
people’s committees, and may even occupy such influential positions as
chairman or party secretary (Winrock International 1996: 38).
The problem is rather to be found in the nature of the system of
central planning, which is only slowly eroding in spite of the doi moi and
an emerging market economy. Orders are implemented, not questioned or
discussed, and overriding national targets are prioritised over local
concerns. Existing institutional structures tend to hamper new or unconventional initiatives, and the failure of development efforts is generally
blamed on faulty implementation whilst its underlying assumptions remain
unquestioned.
A related problem is the prejudice towards the ethnic minorities that
is commonly expressed by the Vietnamese majority and by the national and
regional authorities. The minorities are pictured as ‘backward’ and in need
of modernisation in order to conform with the Vietnamese national identity
and the Socialist scheme of economic evolution. Traditional ethnic minority institutions and customs which do not conform with this national ideal
are regarded as ‘primitive’ and even as disruptive and threatening to the
process of national integration.
As pointed out in the Winrock study, the authorities seem to be
genuinely interested in promoting ethnic minority culture, but in a selective
way, reflecting an ethnocentric or ‘Kinh-centric’ bias. Picturesque ‘folklore’ is encouraged, but is de-contextualised from its ritual setting, the latter
being dismissed as ‘superstition’. To quote a fairly recent proclamation by
the former Prime Minister:
Encourage rehabilitation of traditional festivals that have ethnic minority
characters, and forms of cultural exchange such as fair, traditional Têt [New
Year celebration] etc. but prevent backward customs and superstition and
other social evils ... in order to build hamlets or villages that are civilized
[sic!], cultural and have ethnic minority characters.
(Vo Van Kiet 1996: 9)

As we will see in the following three cases, ethnic minority customs are far
from ‘backward’, but instead reflect a deep and respectful understanding of
their environment.
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Case 1: Hmong (Northern Highlands)
The Hmong are an ethnic group originating from South China, where still a
majority of at least five million Hmong/Miao are resident. During the last
centuries Hmong groups have migrated to the forested mountains of
northern Vietnam, Laos, and northern Thailand. In Vietnam they number
about 570,000 persons (1989 census). Although the Hmong have a history
of irrigated rice cultivation (and even a semi-mythical empire), they are in
recent times known as shifting cultivators growing hill rice and corn at high
altitudes. In addition, opium growing was one major source of income
before the prohibition.
Hmong society is divided into fifteen to eighteen named exogamous
patrilineal clans (xeem). The members of each clan observe certain food
taboos and, irrespective of residence, regard each other as relatives. These
bonds and ties which bind persons sharing the same ‘spirit’ cut through all
sub-ethnic and linguistic divisions and go beyond political and state
boundaries. In addition, this extensive clan solidarity enables migrating
Hmong to find ‘relatives’ and help at unfamiliar locations (Ovesen 1995:
20). At marriage the wife is introduced into her husband’s clan by means of
a ritual in which the ancestor spirits are asked to accept the new member.
Their children will undergo a similar ritual shortly after birth and will
henceforth belong to their father’s clan.
On the local level, a village (Jaol or Jiao) usually consists of
members of two or more clans, often related to each other by marriage. The
village itself is a fluent ‘community of neighbours’, formed out of good
relations and some mutual assistance, but it is not the most important economic or political unit. Before 1954, each village was headed by a village
headman (seo phai), who usually was the head of the dominant, or original
kinship group. His duty was to ensure general order in the village. To this
end, he convened semi-annual meetings at which, among other matters,
forest land for production was allocated to each kinship group (Pham
Quang Hoan 1995: 4).
The localised clan or descent group (Xenhv) holds considerable
importance in daily affairs. This group consists of members of one or more
patrilineages of the same clan together with in-married affines, their houses
commonly forming a small ‘hamlet’ of related households within the village. It has a composite leadership of three persons:
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Kinship group leadership comprises the uô thâux (the head of the kinship
group) who ‘rules over men’, [further] the ðax khuô [shaman] who ‘rules
over spirits and foreign relations’, and the phâux (the Aunt) [eldest sister of
the headman]... Only after consensus is reached among the three leaders,
does the head of the Hmong kinship group make an announcement on their
behalf.
(Vuong Duy Quang 1997: 5)5

Strict customary laws provide for the rights and duties of members of the
kinship group. It is the duty of the kinship group leadership to supervise the
conduct of the group members and to mete out punishment to offenders.
Punishment usually consists of fines in money, silver, or livestock (as compensation to the injured party and/or sacrifices to appease the ancestral
spirits). In some cases there are other forms of compensation: if someone
accidentally kills a young man, the killer will then have to replace the
victim as ‘substitute son’ working for his parents. The headman has additional functions: it is he who decides whether the group should move to
another place. In the past, he also organised and led members in fighting
against enemies (Pham Quang Hoan 1995: 22).
The relationship of the local kinship group to its land and environment is complex and varies with the location and type of subsistence (for
example, whether the main production system is swidden or paddy cultivation). Some general observations may be made.
In Hmong tradition, land is not a commodity that can be bought and sold.
Rather, the territory and its resources – water, vegetation, and game –
belong to the ancestor spirits and to the Earth Genie, and the living humans
are simply the stewards of this land. Lemoine comments:
A piece of land has no ‘permanent value’ in a mobile society – it is rather a
loan from Nature for some years. One important part of the funerary ritual
symbolises the deceased person paying back the debt for water and firewood
that he or she has used in all habitats during life!
(Lemoine 1972: 163; my translation)

Whereas land and its resources in general are thus ‘on loan’ to the local
kinship group, land that has been cleared and is used for production, or
more exactly, the continuing production rights on this land, belongs to the
household or the individual who once cleared it, and will normally also be
inherited by his agnatic descendants. In the ‘pioneering shifting cultivation’
system that is conventionally attributed to Hmong groups,6 the land thus
claimed was used for production purposes for about five years or so until
the fertility of the soil diminished, and then the group moved to a new
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location. A new clearing of the forest entitled the farmer or his descendants
to use this land for as long as they wished.7 Opium poppy fields cultivated
on a long-term basis were considered inheritance land and continued to
belong to the owners even when left uncultivated (Pham Quang Hoan
1995: 10).
Throughout their history, the Hmong have had a long-standing experience of sedentary agriculture (Culas and Michaud 1997: 216), and also
paddy is now generally preferred to swidden cultivation wherever the
natural conditions permit. In principle, the same possession rights apply for
wet-rice land as for dry land, with the difference that this land is usually
productive for a much longer period of time. A household living mainly
from irrigated paddy production is maybe the closest thing to private land
ownership in the Hmong view. But even in this case the local kinship group
has some say in the matter. Persons who are not members of the kinship
group have no rights to infringe on its land, and those who do not respect
customary law can be excluded from the group and its land.
Traditionally, some forest land – usually the top third of the hill and
the forest near the water sources – was protected by the kinship group and
hence regarded as communally managed land, where firewood and herbs
might be collected but the forest itself was excluded from swidden cultivation. This provided effective protection against erosion and land slides
(Vuong Xuan Tinh and Hjemdahl 1997: 10f.). This forest protection was
enforced on the members of the group by an annual oath-taking ceremony.
Vuong Duy Quang (1997: 20) states that at the nào sùng annual swearing
ceremony concrete regulations were adopted, dealing with the exploitation
of the forest and forest lands: the forests that must not be exploited,
including the forests located at the water sources, regulations on slash and
burn for the purpose of claiming hill and slope land, and specific punishments to be meted out to those who broke the rules.
Today, pioneering shifting cultivation is increasing in many highland
areas on account of population growth, even in areas where there was no
swidden cultivation in the past (Ma Chuong Tho 1997: 3). At the same
time, most Hmong of Vietnam find their access to forest land dramatically
decreasing as a consequence of population pressure, deforestation, hydroelectric dams and national parks. Arable land has become a scarce resource
for Hmong communities restricted to the steep slopes of hills and mountains leading to, among other things, an extreme fragmentation of the land.
Hmong plant rice and maize in the slits and cracks in the rocks, even in
small hollows where only one plant can grow ... Also, as a result of various
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transactions in the past, a Hmong may claim agricultural land far-away in
another village, even in another district or province.
In 1988, while working on a social forestry project, the author had a
conversation with a Hmong farmer living in Tuyen Quang province,
northern Vietnam. He and his family of seven were staying in a small
bamboo shack on a bare laterite-soil hill where only cassava grew and his
one pig managed to seek out just enough food to survive. He explained that
his family had previously been residing in a much better house but a series
of accidents and bad luck had forced them to move. Their former home had
been positioned just below a hilltop, causing something (which my interpreter translated as a ‘ghost’) to haunt them. Hence the move.
Geomancy can be defined as the belief that the landscape is imbued
with powers affecting man’s fortune. In the Chinese feng-shui system, a
‘cosmic breath’ (qi), directed by the features of the terrain (notably, mountains and water representing yang and yin aspects) may become concentrated at certain spots. This power can be both positive and negative for
people. In southwestern China, geomantical aspects are taken into consideration for example when placing tombs, houses or entire habitations
(Freedman 1966).
Hmong geomancy, first noted by Lemoine (1972: 99), seems to be
quite similar to the Chinese version (which is not surprising considering
Hmong’s long contacts with Chinese society). The Hmong word pa equals
the Chinese qi and the Hmong term for geomancy, loojmen or ‘dragon’s
veins’ evokes the potent symbol of the dragon that is also central to
Chinese geomancy (Tapp 1989: 150).
This conceptual system affects the attitudes to land in many different
ways and serves as an explanation for human success or failure in terms of
man’s relation to the landscape. Tapp relates a case from northern Thailand
when Hmong villagers explained to development workers that floods and
droughts in the lowlands were caused not by clearing the higher slopes
from forest, but by a giant dragon which inhabited the mountains. He
concludes that
…when we understand that here the most fundamental metaphor of the
geomantic system is being employed, we can well see how the discourse of
geomancy played a crucial role in articulating villagers’ attitudes towards
externally induced developments, natural misfortunes such as floods and
drought, and the contest between members of different ethnic groups for
control over land-use systems.
(Tapp 1989: 149)
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What are the implications of this for Hmong’s relationship with their environment? In one sense, Nature becomes a resource - but not in the Western
sense of natural resources as something that can be exploited for commercial purposes. Rather, it is the landscape itself that is determining and
humans must adapt to the features of this landscape. Human interference
with Nature without considering geomantic aspects is held to bring bad
luck to the inhabitants. There are reports from China about villagers finding
it necessary to move their entire village because of the deforestation of a
ridge (Freedman 1966).
One important aspect of geomancy concerns the placement of tombs.
It is believed that the placing of an ancestor’s tomb in a geomantically
powerful site will henceforth directly affect the fortunes of the deceased
person’s descendants, awarding them health and prosperity. In South
China, the counselling of a feng-shui expert is commonly sought before
placing the tomb. In cases of persistent misfortune, the descendants will
move the ancestor’s remains to another spot (Freedman 1966). A similar
procedure among Hmong in Vietnam is reported by Pham Quang Hoan
(1995: 18).
Placing houses and other buildings is also subject to geomantic considerations. This may become a contest over limited resources: a new
window in your house may affect your neighbour’s loojmen adversely.
Likewise, collaterals may try to manipulate the placement of ancestral
tombs in order to gain maximum advantages to their own branch of the
family.
Another Hmong belief affecting their relationship with the environment is that of nature spirits. Apart from a substantial number of ‘tame’
household spirits, ancestral spirits, and the spirits of the local habitat,
Hmong pantheism includes ‘wild’ nature spirits (dab qus) living in wild or
uncultivated spots. These are likely to attack when disturbed and may capture a person’s soul substance (plig) which causes sickness or even death.
A soul-calling ritual must then be performed by the shaman in order to cure
the sick person. In some groups this includes building a ‘soul bridge’ to
lead the soul back to the habitation (cf. Tapp 1989: 84, Ovesen 1995: 27).
Summing up the traditional Hmong view of the environment, we
meet with a ‘socio-centric’ view which is frequently found in small
societies around the world. It is based on a distinction between Nature and
culture where culture is represented by the habitat with its ‘cultured’ swidden fields and rice terraces and its civilisation governed by the clan system
and customary law; a civilisation inhabited by both living humans and the

113

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

‘tame’ but powerful ancestor and household spirits. This central cosmos,
then, is contrasted with the outside wilderness of uncultivated Nature with
its ‘wild’ spirits, other ethnic groups and a capricious or even malicious
ruling polity (small wonder considering the Hmong’s bad experience of
rulers up to the Vietnam War). Although there is no spirit gate around the
village (like those, for example, around Akha villages), the spirit of the
locality is asked to protect the habitat from outside bad influences of all
kinds. Relations with ‘outside’ powers are filtered through the mediating
role of the ðax khuô who ‘rules over spirits and foreign relations’.
We have seen that the traditional Hmong system of thought does not
allow devastation of their environment. On the contrary, their use of land
and its resources can be described as a compromise between the need for
food and other necessities of life, on the one hand, and a deep respect for
Nature and its spirits, on the other. Excessive use of resources will be punished, if not by the kinship group, then by the spirits. The existence of such
combined social and supernatural control mechanisms means that scarcely
a tree will be felled without prior assurance of the legitimacy of the action.
Case 2: Thai Dam (Northwest Vietnam)
I have dwelt on the Hmong at some length in order to try to illustrate the
intricate relationships between the society, its cosmology and beliefs, and
the environment that may be found among several ethnic minorities. For
brevity I will summarise some findings from another large ethnic group in
the northwest, the Thai Dam (Black Thai) of Son La province.
The Thai, as the name implies, are related linguistically and culturally to the Thai of Thailand and comprise about one million people living
in several provinces of northern and northwestern Vietnam. They are
divided into two main subgroups: White and Black Thai. The Thai social
system is cognatic and uxorilocal, that is, the husband normally moves to
his wife’s house at marriage. When the couple have children they may
move back to the husband’s home, or build themselves a new house. The
Thai Dam practise paddy cultivation of rice as well as dry land cultivation
on the hillsides. Animal husbandry and weaving (the latter nowadays also
for tourists) are important sources of subsidiary income.
The Thai Dam of Chieng Som commune, Son La province, practise
community forestry as regulated by customary law. The community forest
is divided into four categories:
1) spirit forest
2) watershed forest
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3) communal production forest
4) memorial forest.

1) The spirit forest (about one ha for each hamlet) is the forest around the
burial ground. This forest may never be cut except for fetching firewood
for a cremation pyre. There are two types of funeral: burial or
cremation, which one is selected depends on family tradition. There is
no secondary funeral as there is among the Kinh. The corpse (or ashes)
is buried and a small wooden ‘spirit house’ with offerings is built above
the grave. Memorial rites are held at home, and the grave is never to be
approached again by the kin.
2) Each hamlet keeps a watershed forest on a few hectares close by the
residential area. When we visited the village in the dry season, there was
still plentiful water for drinking and washing purposes. The water is
collected in a tank. This watershed forest is protected by the community
members and any incursion will be punished.
3) Six ha of forest is allocated for collecting firewood and other minor
forest produce. Trees for house construction may be cut only with the
permission of the village headman.
4) Memorial forest, covering old burial grounds or other historic spots.
Representing the right to community land management is the elected
village chief, the council of elders, and, in ancient times, the landlord. Land
is classed into several categories regulating what is permitted or not permitted to do on this land:
• The land and natural resources completely belong to the community and
individuals are not allowed to infringe (for example, forest categories 1,
2, and 4 above).
• The land belongs to the community but individuals have the right to use
minor forest produce and – with permission – some timber (forest category 3 above).
• The land is allotted by the community to individuals for use (mostly dry
land on the hillsides, but also terraces constructed during the cooperative period). This land can be inherited but not transferred to outsiders. In this case, the community only intervenes when a land transaction is made. If the land is no longer used, it reverts to the community.
• Household or individual ownership; the owner has the right to use,
inherit, mortgage or sell his/her land rights to anyone (wet fields, resi-
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dential areas and gardens). This is often the least common form of ownership, but the only one confirming to present national law.
Different classes of land are bounded by natural markers such as rocks and
tall trees. There are indications that in the recent land allocation, these traditional borders were still respected as far as possible. From the perspective
of land legislation it was most interesting to experience how community
forestry (which is not yet in the land law) is practised by the Black Thai
and is, to all appearances, a well functioning and useful system.
Case 3: Ede (Dak Lak, Central Highlands)
Dak Lak province comprises the southern part of the Tay Nguyen, or
Central Highlands plateau in mid-Vietnam, bordering to Cambodia in the
West. The total area is 1,953,461 ha and the total population (census ¼
1999) is 1,768,042. This means that the average population per km2 is
about 90 – far less than in the lowland provinces. One consequence of this
is that Dak Lak is attracting immigrants from other areas. On average the
population is increasing by seven per cent per annum, of which four per
cent is due to immigration – planned as well as spontaneous. Ethnic minority people from the north are migrating to Central Highlands in search of
land, which adds to the extreme ethnic diversification in this area.
A century ago, this great plateau was covered with forest in which
tigers and wild elephants roamed and a limited population of swidden
farmers lived along the rivers and footpaths. Today, large areas (except at
the Vietnam-Cambodia border) are more or less deforested as a result of
population pressure, commercial logging and the devastation caused by the
Vietnam War.
According to the 1999 census there are no less than 39 ethnic groups
present in Dak Lak province. Among these, Kinh or majority Vietnamese,
comprise 70 per cent, many of whom live in the provincial capital Buôn
Ma Thuot and other semi-urban areas. Some districts and many communes
are almost entirely populated by ethnic minorities, the most numerous of
which are the Ede (240,000), Nung (69,000), Mnong (62,000) and Tay
(54,000). Some ethnic groups, like the Stieng and Cho Ro, are represented
by only a few households.
The Ede practise both paddy and dry land cultivation. Plantations of
coffee, rubber or palm trees bring a considerable income to a number of
wealthy families. Poor people work as labourers on the farms of wealthy
relatives or of the Kinh majority.
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Ede, in contrast to Hmong, is basically a matrilineal society. In a
matrilineal descent system, property and land rights are inherited in the
female line, normally from mother to daughter(s). The Ede are divided into
large clan groups, the members of each clan bearing the same surname.
Clan members regard each other as ‘brothers and sisters’, and marriage or
sexual relations between members of the same clan are considered incestuous.8 Children of both sexes take their mother’s surname and are members
of her clan. In the next generation, however, only the daughters’ children
will belong to this clan and have property rights (Hickey 1982).
The preferred marriage partner among the Ede is, for a man, his (real
or classificatory) mother’s brother’s daughter, or from a woman’s perspective, her father’s sister’s son. Such a cross-cousin does not belong to the
same clan and hence marriage is allowed. At marriage the husband normally moves into his wife’s household (although the frequency of neolocal
marriages, in which the couple build a house of their own, seems to
increase, especially in well-to-do families).
A wedding is prepared by go-betweens from the bride’s kin discussing with the groom’s parents (and, hopefully, himself) about the marriage.
A dowry averaging one buffalo and two pigs is then paid to the groom’s
family. In case of divorce, the groom’s family has to pay back this dowry,
as well as one buffalo for each child. The divorced husband carries only his
clothes with him. – One may note that there is then normally no land transaction in connection with marriage or divorce. Dowry as well as ‘alimony’
is paid in cattle.
The uxorilocal residence principle is further strengthened by the
custom of the sororate, meaning than in case the wife dies before the husband and she has an unmarried sister, the husband should marry this sister.
This is a way of ‘keeping the husband in the household’, as the alternative
for him would be to return to his mother’s household. Informants told us
that the sororate is still practised.9
In a matrilineal society the status of women is considerably higher
than in a patrilineal system. The senior woman is the real manager of
household land and property, although her eldest brother may have considerable influence on important affairs. As an example, one Ede household
we visited in Buôn Ma Thuot consisted of three sisters, two of whom were
married. After their mother’s death the eldest sister obtained the status of
‘mother’ or, more exact, ‘mistress of the house’ (po lan; cf. Vu Dinh Loi et
al. 2000: 46f.). On the local political level, however, the person in charge
is, most often, male.
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The Ede inheritance system is best illustrated by an example. One
family consists of parents, two sons and three daughters. When the parents
are dead, the farming land will be divided into five equal parts. The three
daughters will inherit one part each. The fourth part will be inherited by the
child (usually the youngest child, son or daughter) who took care of the
parents during their old age. The fifth part of the land will be divided
equally between the sons and, after their death, inherited by their children
and grandchildren, even if these move to other places (see Figure 5.1
below).
Figure 5.1: Ede inheritance of land

Plots 1–3 inherited by each daughter
Plot
4 inherited by youngest child (F/M)
Plot
5 divided between sons and inherited
by their children (F/M)

This custom, when practised over time, means that every Ede is the
possessor of a number of small land lots, one from each ascending
generation, and bestowed by patrilateral filiation (that is, by way of the
father, grandfather or great-grandfather and their respective clans) in this
otherwise matrilineal system. Thus these land lots are links with the
respective clan(s) of one’s father, grandfather, and so on. Since people
move around – particularly men who move into their wives’ households –
such land may very well be situated in other administrative areas, maybe
even in another nation (for instance, in Laos). Although such small and faraway land lots may be of little practical and economic use, they clearly
have an important symbolic significance. In a way, they create a person’s
identity in relation to his or her ancestors, and this heritage is manifested in
a most concrete symbol: a piece of land.
Whereas identity in relation to past generations is maintained
through this system of inheritance, identity in relation to descending generations is maintained through the practice of teknonomy. When a person
becomes a parent, he or she will henceforth be called by the name of the
first child prefixed by ‘father of’ or ‘mother of’ (for instance, Y Ka,
meaning ‘Father of Ka’). In the same way, when someone becomes a
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grandparent, he/she will be called ‘grandparent of X’. And on the rare
occasion of someone becoming a great-grandparent during their lifetime,
he/she will change name a third time. This custom has to do with the social
ranking of persons, much like the Vietnamese kinship nomenclature.
Together, these customs of matrilineal descent, the sororate,
‘symbolic’ patrilateral inheritance of land and teknonomy contribute to the
continuity of the group and its relationship with the land as well as with
other, affinal clans. Land allocation and inheritance practices are ordered
according to these principles which, hence, are not only practical arrangements. Rather, these practices should be considered important elements of
Ede culture and identity.
The Ede, as well as some other minorities, traditionally reside in
longhouses in which several nuclear families (usually sisters with their
husbands and children) make up one household. Today, there is a trend for
younger sisters to prefer to live in Kinh-style houses with their nuclear
family, but at the same time we observed several newly constructed longhouses which suggests that this way of life is not dying out. As a general
rule, the more wealthy the family, the longer the house. Houses of more
than thirty meters in length are not uncommon.
The longhouse is built on poles of 1–1½ m height and its interior is
divided into two main parts. The front part is the common ‘living-room’ in
which guests are received and weaving and other activities carried out. The
back part is divided into several compartments, one for each nuclear family
and with one hearth for each compartment (see plan below).
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Figure 5.2: Plan of Ede longhouse

A longhouse obviously requires more residential land than a Kinh-style
house, both because of its dimensions and because there are several nuclear
families who require more land for their daily needs than would one family.
Dak Lak province authorities so far grant land rights for 800 m2 residential
land for longhouses as compared with 400 m2 for Kinh-style houses in rural
areas and 120 m2 in urban areas.
In the land allocation process the group inhabiting one longhouse is
treated as one household and thus awarded one LUC (the land use certificate or ‘Red Book’). This means that the land is kept together and that a
single nuclear family within a longhouse cannot transfer or mortgage land.
Any land transaction requires the consensus of the group or at least permission from the head of the household. According to informants, ‘junior’
families are at times discontent with this as they want to invest or make
other arrangements of their own. This is one reason for land conflicts and
why families at times apply for residential land of their own.
Like the other ethnic minorities described, the Ede also practise
communal management of land. Apart from the residential and production
land belonging to each longhouse, other natural resources such as forests,
rivers, and water sources belong by customary law to the village. Whoever
goes fishing, hunting or collecting in the territory of another village has to
inform the village head first, and to offer part of his prey to this village.
The village head also supervises land transactions, which among other
things involve conducting a ritual for the Earth Genie. A number of
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witnesses confirm that the land henceforth belongs to the new owner (Vu
Dinh Loi et al. 2000: 52).
DISCUSSION
Comparing these three cases from different ethnic groups, one may note
both similarities and differences.
In all three cases, group or community management of land and
natural resources is more common than private tenure. The Hmong patrilineage and the Thai Dam kin group have considerable influence and
control over the actions of single households, as have the matrilineal longhouse headmen (or headwomen) of the Ede in Dak Lak. Access to land and
forest is regulated by the group according to customary law, which is
respected by most people.
There are also differences between these minorities, for example, the
inheritance rules of the Ede are different from those of the Hmong. Among
the latter, sons inherit from their parents whereas, as we have seen,
daughters are the main inheritors among the Ede. Both minorities reside in
large domestic groups, in the Hmong case made up of parents, sons and
their families; in the Ede case of sisters, their spouses and children. Thus
both these minorities need rather large areas of residential land.
As has been proposed in this chapter, national land legislation
should, as far as possible, make use of customary law in order to obtain
results that are satisfying to all parties concerned, to avoid unnecessary
conflicts and to ensure environmental protection. The land managed by
ethnic minorities by force of customary law should be identified and
protected.
However, I have warned against indiscriminately considering each
and every ‘traditional’ custom as being benefiting to everybody. Bergstedt
(1999, 2000) brings attention to the situation of single women and unmarried mothers in patrilineal societies (Hmong, Dao and Kinh). In these
societies, land and property are transferred in the male line. Women get
access to land almost exclusively through males (fathers, brothers, husbands). If there is no marriage, the only option for a woman is to live with
her own relatives, something that may cause conflicts and be regarded as a
burden for her family. Women without husbands are considered as aberrations from the normal social order. Moreover, because of social constraints
single women most often cannot debate, claim and protect their interests in
an official and public context. This is one example of an area in which
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national law might supersede customary law in order to improve life for
this category of people.
The present revision of the 1993 land law aims at extending it into a
comprehensive land code in the near future. The legislators are putting considerable effort into incorporating articles that would be of benefit to the
highland minorities. Some important changes and additions as compared to
the earlier law would be:
• The most important improvement would be the recognition that ethnic
minority people have the priority to the land they have been living on
for a long time. Such ancestral land and its resources should be identified and protected by law in order to prevent it from being appropriated
by outsiders. This would be in accordance with the ILO convention 169
on the rights of indigenous peoples.10 At the provincial level, such
regulations existed in Vietnam up to the mid-1990s, for example in Dak
Lak province. However, as this regulation was found to contradict the
1993 land law, it was withdrawn.11
• To legalize the right to community land and forest management, taking
advantage of traditional collective and semi-collective tenure systems
such as those of the Hmong, Thai Dam and Ede. Land use certificates
for community-based land and forest management could be easily made
and clearly formulated.
• The right for farmers to obtain equally long tenure periods for annual
crops (e.g. rice terraces) and perennial land (forest, agroforestry). In the
highland areas these categories of land often make up one integrated
production system in which households use a combination of forest land
and land for annual crops for their subsistence and cash crops.
• That fallow land is being treated as a natural part of a production cycle,
and not as ‘unused land’ that can be reclaimed by the state.
• Access to collection forest. In the forest, a wide variety of so-called
non-timber products are collected by local people. If this forest is
logged or changed to monoculture production forest, local people will
lose a resource – the forest ecosystem - that can be almost as important
for subsistence as the farming system. Such forest may be located far
away from the habitation and it may actually belong to, for example, a
state forest enterprise. In such cases, joint management formulas should
be contracted: that local people may collect minor forest produce against
their guarding the forest from intrusion by outsiders.
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• Special attention to vulnerable groups such as single women and poor
people. Each commune could set aside some land for allocating to these
people, and exempt them from land tax.
Let me end on a positive note. If the proposed land code of Vietnam is
approved by the national assembly, this may indicate a change of attitude
among the governing institutions towards the ethnic minorities – a recognition of the fact that the present ‘ethnic minority problem’ is largely a
‘majority problem’. Improved legislation may not produce any dramatic
changes by itself, but it may become an important asset for, among other
actors, development programmes, donors, NGOs, and not the least the
ethnic minorities themselves.
NOTES
1

An earlier, part version of this chapter was presented at the
Sida/SAREC conference ‘U-landsforskning 2000’, Gothenburg,
January 2000.
2 Corlin, Kjellson and Noreus 2000: 3.
3 In 1960 the Kinh [ethnic majority] population in the nine northern
upland provinces was c. 670,000. By 1989, it had increased by more
than 500 per cent to 3,215,000 (Khong Dien 1995: 95).
4 Do Dinh Sam (1996: 47) estimates 30 per cent in the whole
northwestern region during twenty years.
5 It is not clear from Quang if this is the case among all Hmong in
Vietnam or in a subgroup.
6 For a critical view on this, see e.g. Corlin 1998.
7 ‘Felling trees to clear the land ... constitutes producing land as a
resource’ (Cooper 1984: 136). ‘[A Hmong household] controls
whatever area of land it puts under crops.’ (Le Trong Cuc 1995: 107).
8 Intermarriage between these matrilineal ethnic groups, however, seems
not uncommon.
9 Patrilineal societies like the Hmong sometimes practice the levirate
which means that a widow is expected to marry her husband’s brother.
This is the reverse of the sororate, but it serves a similar function in
these societies.
10 For a discussion on ILO 169, see Iorns 1998. Vietnam has not yet
ratified this convention.
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11 Personal communication by Mr. Nguyen Duc Duc, Dak Lak land
administration department.
REFERENCES
Bergling, P. (1997) ‘Legal reforms in Vietnam and Laos: Models, methods
and actors’, in Beckman B., E. Hansson and L. Roman (eds) Vietnam; Reform and Transformation. Stockholm: Center for Pacific
Asia Studies, pp. 140–158.
Bergstedt, C. (1999) ‘A study of female-headed households, single women
and land tenure in Lao Cai province, Vietnam’. Göteborg University,
Dept. of Social Anthropology and CPLAR, 1999.
Bergstedt, C. (2000) ‘A study of social constraints for single women in a
commune in Lao Cai province, Vietnam’. Göteborg University,
Dept. of Social Anthropology and CPLAR, 2000.
Bodley, J.H. (1975) Victims of Progress. Palo Alto: Mayfield.
Cooper, R. (1984) Resource Scarcity and the H’mong Response: A Study of
Settlement and Economy in Northern Thailand. Singapore: Singapore
University Press.
Corlin, C. (1994) Common Roots and Present Inequality: Ethnic Myths
among Highland Populations of Mainland Southeast Asia. Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, NIAS Reports no. 17.
Corlin, C. (1995) ‘Rural Vietnam today: Economic change and growing
inequality’. Humanekologi, vol. 1, no. 2, pp. 19–33.
Corlin, C. (1998) ‘Hmong and the land question in Vietnam: National
policy and local concepts of the environment’, Paper presented at the
first international workshop for Hmong/Miao studies. Aix-enProvence, September 1998.
Corlin, C. (2000) ‘Ethnic minorities, land rights and state intervention in
Vietnam’. Paper presented at the Sida/SAREC conference ‘Ulandsforskning 2000’. Gothenburg, January 2000.
Corlin C., B. Kjellson and S. Noreus (2000) ‘The Vietnamese land market
and other issues.’ GDLA – Swedesurvey, report March–April 2000.
Culas, C., and J. Michaud (1997) ‘A contribution to the study of Hmong
(Miao) migrations and history’. Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en
Volkenkunde, vol. 153 no. 2, pp. 211–243.
Dang Nghiem Van, Chu Thai Son and Luu Hung (1993) Ethnic Minorities
in Vietnam. Hanoi: The Gioi Publishers.

124

Land Belongs to the Ancestors – Land Belongs to the State

Do Dinh Sam (1996) ‘Shifting agriculture practices today in Vietnam’. In:
Montane Mainland Southeast Asia in Transition, Proceedings.
Chiang Mai University, November 12–16, 1995, pp. 31–50.
Duiker, W.J. (1995) Vietnam; Revolution in Transition. Boulder: Westview
Press, 2nd ed.
Fforde, A. (1989) The Agrarian Question in North Vietnam. Armonk: M.E.
Sharpe.
Freedman, M. (1966) Chinese Lineage and Society. London: Athlone Press.
Government of Vietnam (1996) Chinh sach va che do phap ly doi voi dong
bao dan toc va mien nui [Policies and legal issues for ethnic minorities and mountainous areas]. Hanoi: Hanoi National Political
Publishing House.
Hickey, G.C. (1982) Sons of the Mountains: Ethnohistory of the Vietnamese Central Highlands to 1954. New Haven and London: Yale
University Press.
Iorns, C. (1998) ‘National lands and resources in international law’, in
Catherine Iorns Magallanes and Malcolm Hollick (eds) Land Conflicts in Southeast Asia. Indigenous Peoples, Environment and International Law. Bangkok: White Lotus Press, pp. 181–240.
Khong Dien (1995) Dan so va dan so toc nguoi o Viet Nam [Population
and ethnicity in Vietnam]. Hanoi: Social Sciences Publishing House.
Kingsbury, Benedict (1998) ‘“Indigenous peoples” in international law: a
constructivist approach to the Asian controversy’. American Journal
of International Law, vol. 92 no. 3, July 1998, pp. 414–457.
Le Trong Cuc (1996) ‘Swidden agriculture in Vietnam: the case of
H’mong, Dao and Tay ethnic groups’, in: Montane Mainland Southeast Asia in Transition, Proceedings. Chiang Mai University,
November 12–16, 1995, pp. 104–119.
Lemoine, J. (1972) Une village Hmong Vert du haut Laos: Milieu
technique et organisation sociale. Paris: Centre National de la
Recherche Scientifique.
Ljunggren, B. (1997) ‘Vietnam’s second decade under Doi Moi: Emerging
contradictions in the reform process?’ in Beckman, B., E. Hansson
and L. Roman (eds) Vietnam; Reform and Transformation. Stockholm: Center for Pacific Asia Studies, pp. 9–36.
Ma Chuong Tho (1997) ‘Necessity and urgency of the current resettlement
in the north highlands of Vietnam’, Paper presented at the workshop
Rural Development Research Program for the North Highlands.
Hanoi, April 1997.

125

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

Morrison, E. (1996) ‘A regional overview of national policy relating to
shifting agriculture: Laos, Vietnam, Thailand, in: Montane Mainland
Southeast Asia in Transition, Proceedings. Chiang Mai University
November 12–16, 1995, pp. 320–341.
Ovesen, J. (1995) A Minority Enters the Nation State: A Case Study of a
Hmong Community in Vientiane Province, Laos. Uppsala: Uppsala
Research Reports in Cultural Anthropology, no. 14.
Pham Quang Hoan (1995) ‘The role of traditional social institutions in
community management of resources among the Hmong of Vietnam’. EWC Indochina Series Working Papers, No. 5.
REPSI/NIAS (2000) ‘Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment:
Change and Response in Mainland Southeast Asia’. Background
paper. Copenhagen, 27–29 September 2000.
Schliesinger, J. (1997) Hill Tribes of Vietnam. 2 vols. Bangkok: White
Lotus.
Tapp, N. (1989) Sovereignty and Rebellion: The White Hmong of Northern
Thailand. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Wandel, J. (1997) ‘Development opportunities and threats to ethnic minority groups in Vietnam’, in Mc Caskill, D. and K. Kampe (eds)
Development or Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast
Asia. Bangkok: Silkworm Books.
Winrock International (1996) ‘Ethnic minorities in Vietnam: A country
profile,’ Report prepared for the World Bank by Winrock International. Hanoi, October 1966.
Vo Van Kiet (1996) ‘Decision of Prime Minister on the long term orientation for the period of 1996–2000 on socio-economic development in
the North mountainous provinces.’ Hanoi: Government Office, 24
December 1996 (ref. 960/Ttg).
Vu Dinh Loi, Bui Minh Dao and Vu Thi Hong (2000) So huu va su dung
dat dai o cac tinh Tay Nguyen [Land tenure and land use in the
Central Highlands provinces]. Hanoi: Social Sciences Publishing
House.
Vuong Duy Quang (1997) ‘Traditional social relations of the Hmong ethnic
group and the question of protecting and developing forests in
mountainous areas of North Vietnam.’ Hanoi: Institute for Religious
Studies.

126

Land Belongs to the Ancestors – Land Belongs to the State

Vuong Xuan Tinh and P. Hjemdahl (1996) ‘A study of Hmong and Dao
land management and land tenure, Nam Ty Commune, Hoang Su Phi
District, Ha Giang Province, Vietnam’. Hanoi: Vietnam-Sweden
Mountain Rural Development Programme, 1996.

127

SIX

Ecosystem Management in Northern
Thailand
__________________________
Mingsarn Santikarn Kaosa-ard
PROTECT THE FORESTS FOR WATER
The above slogan has been echoed throughout Thailand in an effort to save
its forests. The people of Thailand have been repeatedly warned by the
Royal Forest Department (RFD) that the Chao Phraya river, the main river
of the basin where the majority of the country’s GDP is generated, would
become dry if forests in the north are not properly protected (Bangkok Post,
20 August 1999).
The above slogan is also shared by some of the most respectable
NGOs. For example, the Hak Muang Nan Foundation adopted a similar
slogan, ‘Protect the forests for water. Protect the rivers for fishes.’ Under
the active support of a locally revered monk, the foundation has been
successful in enlisting village members to ordain trees and protect forests,
as well as to establish fish sanctuaries in some sections of the Nan river.
Compared with other Asian countries, Thailand is relatively more
abundant in land and less endowed in water (Mingsarn and Benjavan
2000). Therefore, water is highly valued by all segments of the population
even though surface water is not priced. Since 1993, many parts of Thailand have been hit by repeated droughts, which culminated in 1997 with the
arrival of El Niño. Tying forest protection with water availability has thus
become an advantageous tactic used in public relations for forest conservation. Under the assumption that the more forests there are, the more water
there will be, the ecosystem management task of the RFD is simplified to
forest protection. In other words, for the RFD, the protection of forests is
synonymous with ecosystem management.
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This chapter probes into watershed management in Thailand from
the policy to the forest and fields, and vice versa, taking watershed protection in northern forests as a case study. The first section reviews the forest
situation in northern Thailand and the ensuing discussion examines the
existing policy and institutional issues. For this purpose, the Mae Taeng
and Nan projects, two successful watershed projects in Thailand, have been
selected as case studies. This chapter traces why people help the government protect forests and argues that a policy that is designed from the top
down will only be successful if the official objective of the policy coincides
with community interests. To prove this hypothesis, a participatory rural
appraisal approach was used to detect the community interests and objectives of forest protection for two villages in Thailand. Further, to obtain a
better understanding of the role of the Watershed Conservation Unit, a
workshop was held in Chiang Mai with the Watershed Management Unit
Chiefs of Mae Chaem, Thung Joh, and Upper Nan, as well as the Forest
Environment Research Division of the RFD.
THAILAND’S FORESTS
Although the concept of ecosystem management encompasses many various functions and services of the watershed, such as biodiversity habitat,
water quantity and quality, microclimate regulation, and carbon sequestration, there is a tendency for the success of watershed management to be
measured solely based on forest cover. This is because forest cover is an
important element of watershed ecosystems and also, unlike most of the
other elements, it is more readily measurable on a macro scale (Table 6.1).
Loss of Forest Cover
Thailand was been blessed with an abundance of natural resources, and
particularly so for northern Thailand. Only a century ago, forests covered
72 per cent of Thailand’s territory. This accounted for approximately 230
million rai (1 ha = 6.5 rai) of land. In 1961, less than 40 years ago, that
number was still relatively high at 171 million rai or 53 per cent of the
country. However, most recently (1995), only one quarter or 26 per cent
(82 million rai), of Thailand remained under forest cover (see Table 6.1).
From 1961 to 1995, Thailand lost an average of 2.6 million rai of forest
every year.
Northern Thailand possesses a large share of Thailand’s forest
resources. It has the highest percentage of land covered by forest area and
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the largest amount of forest cover in absolute terms. The northern region
has experienced sharp declines in forest cover over the last ten years. In
1961, 69 per cent of northern Thailand was covered by forest, for some 73
million rai of forest cover and by 1995; these figures had dropped to 44 per
cent and 46 million rai, respectively (Table 6.1). However, given that the
north accounts for the major share of the total forest cover in Thailand, it
often sustains the greatest proportion of the total forest losses per period
(Figure 6.1). Between 1982 and 1985, over 60 per cent of the total forest
area loss in Thailand occurred in the north (Figure 6.1). Notably, the north
also has maintained a near majority of the losses since that time.
For both the northern region and Thailand as a whole, the worst
losses came during the 1976 to 1978 period when the forest cover in northern Thailand declined at an average annual rate of 3.61 per cent, and 5.84
per cent for the whole of Thailand (Table 6.2). However, from that time the
average annual rates of forest cover loss have generally demonstrated an
improving trend, for both the north region and Thailand as a whole.
In part, while the recent and slightly improving trend in forest loss
might be attributable to the cessation of logging policies, these policies
have not had nearly the positive effects expected. Dating back to the first
teak logging concessions granted to private enterprises in 1864, the northern region has a long history of commercial forestry. Logging activities
remained limited in scope for a long time, given that the northern region
was relatively isolated and difficult to access due to its predominantly
mountainous terrain. For this reason, the initial forest losses were relatively
small in comparison to the rest of the country. Nevertheless, there were
several cumulative and reinforcing events, which took place and essentially
led the northern region to lose a substantial amount of its forest cover. First,
the removal of mature timber stands allowed the forest dwellers to settle in
the uplands. Second, for political and economic reasons, the transportation
infrastructure, both within the northern region and the region connecting it
with the rest of the country, received considerable attention from 1863 to
1957. This further improved access to forests for logging and made it easier
for people to inhabit the cleared land, as well as acted to encourage the
development of other economic activities in the region, such as tourism.
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Table 6.1: Forest area in Thailand by region, 1961–1998
(Unit: rai)

Region
Year

North

Northeast

1961

72,671,875
(68.54)
70,996,875
(66.96)
63,954,375
(60.32)
59,335,625
(55.96)
54,847,500
(51.73)
52,578,750
(49.59)
50,251,250
(47.39)
50,138,750
(47.29)
48,214,375
(45.47)
47,019,375
(44.35)
46,178,701
(43.55)
45,660,625

1973
1976
1978
1982
1985
1988
1989
1991
1993
1995

1998
Total
106,027,680
Area

South

East

Total

44,315,000
(41.99)
31,669,375
(30.01)
25,933,750
(24.57)
19,513,125
(18.49)
16,178,750
(15.33)
15,987,500
(15.15)
14,808,125
(14.03)
14,741,250
(13.97)
13,624,375
(12.91)
13,420,625
(12.72)
13,290,417
(12.59)

Central and
West
22,287,812
(52.91)
14,981,250
(35.56)
13,641,250
(32.38)
12,766,250
(30.31)
11,572,500
(27.47)
11,053,125
(26.24)
10,777,500
(25.59)
10,764,375
(25.55)
10,385,000
(24.65)
10,234,375
(24.30)
10,180,105
(24.17)

18,516,250
(41.89)
11,521,875
(26.07)
12,586,875
(28.86)
11,011,875
(24.89)
10,276,250
(23.25)
9,678,125
(21.90)
9,143,750
(20.69)
9,125,000
(20.65)
8,405,625
(19.02)
8,005,000
(18.11)
7,784,105
(17.61)

13,226,875
(57.98)
9,397,500
(41.19)
7,894,375
(34.60)
6,898,125
(30.24)
5,000,000
(21.92)
4,993.750
(21.89)
4,896,250
(21.46)
4,866,625
(21.33)
4,806,875
(21.07)
4,771,250
(20.91)
4,744,797
(20.80)

171,017,812
(53.33)
138,566,875
(43.21)
124,010,625
(38.67)
109,525,000
(34.15)
97,875,000
(30.52)
94,291,250
(29.40)
89,876,875
(28.03)
89,635,625
(27.95)
85,436,250
(26.64)
83,450,625
(26.02)
82,178,161
(25.62)

105,533,958

42,124,189

44,196,992

2,814,063

320,696,882

Note: Figures in parentheses are percentages of forest cover of region’s total area
Source: Royal Forest Department, 1998

Alarmed by the rapid rate of deforestation, in 1989, the Thai government
revoked all terrestrial forestry concessions by executive decree. Although
Thailand did experience a decline in the average annual rate of forest loss
subsequent to the ban (Table 6.2), the decreed logging ban, unfortunately,
did not have the magnitude of reduction in rates as had been previously
hoped. The average amount of forest loss in the seven years following the
ban was still at an astounding 1.2 million rai annually, which is not nearly
a significant enough reduction to help Thailand sustain its forests in the
future.
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Figure 6.1: Proportion of regional forest area loss as a percentage of total
forest area loss per period, 1961–1995

Note: Negative forest loss indicates forest area recapture
Source: Derived from data in Table 6.1

Table 6.2: Average annual rates of forest loss for Thailand and the north
region per period
(%)

Period

Average Total Rates of Loss

1961 to 1973
1973 to 1976
1976 to 1978
1978 to 1982
1982 to 1985
1985 to 1988
1988 to 1989
1989 to 1991
1991 to 1993
1993 to 1995

1.58
3.50
5.84
2.13
1.22
1.56
0.27
2.34
1.16
0.76

Source: Derived from data in Table 6.1
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for the North Region
0.19
3.31
3.61
1.51
1.38
1.48
0.22
1.92
1.24
0.89
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Forest Fires
Fire is often used in Thailand to accomplish a number of things. First, fire
is often the cheapest technology available for land clearing in upland
farming. Secondly, grazers use fires to stimulate young leaves and third,
hunters in pursuit of wild animals at times use fires. In the monsoonal
tropics, fires are often man-made and any uncontrolled or unmanaged fires
could lead to large-scale damages to forests. If a region suffers repeatedly
from forest fires, not only will it suffer from the loss of trees, but also from
the degradation of soil and water resources. Forest fires also have the ability to affect the global ecosystem if they are large enough, as in Indonesia
in 1997, because the smoke from forest fires contains an abundance of
carbon dioxide, which is a greenhouse gas. Forest fires also affect wildlife,
either by injury, death or by destroying the wildlife’s food sources and
habitats.
However, the effects of forest fires are not all necessarily negative. If
forest fires take place on a moderate scale, such that when the forest regenerates it does not evolve into a different kind of ecosystem, and the forest
fires are not repeated very often, then they can actually have some beneficial effects. Forest fires help to eliminate forest litters, such as dry leaves,
and thus prevent major fires by averting the accumulation of litters on the
forest floor, which could act as fuels for forest fires. The burning of forests
on a very small scale can also improve soil fertility and structure, and
improve soil infiltration.
Aerial inspections of areas, damaged by forest fires from 1985 to
1994, indicate that in each of those years more than one million rai of
forest was damaged by fires. The first year that forest fire surveys and
forest fire fighting operations were carried out was in 1989. In 1985, it was
found that 22 million rai, or 24 per cent of all forests, had burned. The
development of and improvements to systematic and continuous forest fire
control measures and operations have helped to reduce the extent of the
damages done by forest fires, with only five million rai of forest having
been damaged by fire in 1994 (Table 6.3). In the north, the scale of forest
fires has been particularly damaging due to the relatively dry weather in the
summer. Fighting forest fires is one of the RFD’s major activities, and
therefore, important sources and uses of budget.

134

Ecosystem Management in Northern Thailand

Table 6.3: Forest fire damage per year
Region / Year
1985
1986
North
15,702,839 15,989,197
Northeast
3,708,170 3,648,740
Central
1,762,681 2,101,427
South
920,752 1,993,694
Total
22,094,442 23,733,058
(%-age of forest
(23.7)
(25.5)
area damaged by
fire)

1992
8,770,665
1,405,784
1,313,607
640,394
12,130,450

1993
4,802,642
2,406,713
1,233,052
680,202
9,122,609

(Unit: rai)
1994
2,333,993
901,023
1,088,795
442,989
4,766,800

(14.2)

(10.7)

(5.6)

Note: By aerial inspection
Source: Forest Fire Control Division, RFD, 1997

EVOLUTION OF FOREST POLICY
Prior to the first National Economic and Social Development Plan
(NESDP) of 1961, Thailand’s forest management was covered by the
Forest Act of 1941 (amended in 1948, 1982, and 1989). Instead, it was
primarily concerned with controlling the logging and harvesting of forest
products. The functions and activities of the Royal Forest Department were
mainly related to the extraction of forest resources and for the most part, as
was mentioned earlier, still are. The 1941 Act reflected the fact that Thailand still had abundant and vibrant forest areas, but beginning in 1961, the
NESDPs began to progressively reflect the fact that substantial declines in
forest area had occurred and that forest conservation and replanting were
becoming increasingly essential activities. Other major laws relating to
forest conservation include the 1961 National Parks Act, the 1964 National
Forest Reserve Act, the 1992 Forest Plantation Act, the 1960 Wildlife
Preservation and Protection Act (amended in 1992), and the 1992 National
Enhancement and Conservation of Environmental Quality Act.
The first explicit goal for forest conservation was set out in Thailand’s first NESDP of 1961, which set the target for forest cover at 50 per
cent of Thailand’s total land area, or 160.5 million rai. That year, the
Cabinet passed a resolution classifying just over 50 per cent of Thailand, or
162 million rai, as ‘permanent forest areas’. However, the first Plan also
allowed forests to fall to 40 per cent or 128 million rai, of Thailand’s area
in order to accommodate population increases and the conversion of
forestland for economic activities. At that time, it was estimated that 58 per
cent of Thailand was under forest cover. Between 1961 and 1992, the
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Royal Forest Department issued over one thousand Ministerial Regulations
declaring some 147 million rai as forest reserve area. However, some 17
million rai of this has since had its status revoked in order to provide land
for the rural population and dam construction.
Thailand did not have its first comprehensive National Forest Policy
until 1985. This policy aimed to maintain the 40 per cent target for forest
cover. Of this 40 per cent, only 15 per cent was to be kept as conservation
forest area. The conservation forest areas included first class watersheds,
national parks, and wildlife sanctuaries. The other 25 per cent were classified as economic forest area. The continued deforestation in Thailand,
especially in the mountains, has been cited as the source of many disasters
including the 1988 flood in the south of Thailand where deforestation was
claimed to cause landslides which resulted in disastrous damage to the area.
This was a major impetus behind the enactment of the 1989 ban on logging. At this time, the government also decided to reverse the ratio of
conservation to economic forests such that 25 per cent of the country would
be designated as conservation forests and 15 per cent as economic forests.
In Thailand, a number of government agencies are responsible for
and have direct authority over the management of natural resources. These
agencies and their functions include: the Royal Forest Department, which
manages forest resources; the Royal Irrigation Department, which manages
water resources; and the Department of Mineral Resources, which manages
minerals, energy, and groundwater. This type of resource management, by
separation into specific departmental functions, can create the potential for
specialisation of skills and support for the rapid extraction of the resources
for consumption, use, and income generating activities. However, this
mode of functional and unrelated management is currently under severe
stress because the activities involving the extraction of natural resources
can actually have devastating effects on the environment. As a result, the
practices and policies of these departments are now being questioned, and
the departments face a substantial challenge in re-aligning themselves to
face their new mandates of environmental protection and natural resource
rehabilitation. Moreover, frequently overlapping mandates and conflicts
between production-oriented and protection-oriented agencies have
emerged and are causing even more stress to the already fragmented system
of resource management.
In practice, watersheds have not been used as the basic management
unit for natural resources in Thailand. The collection and reporting of environmental information is usually gathered according to administrative
boundaries.
136

Ecosystem Management in Northern Thailand

The rapid rate at which Thailand has been losing its forest cover
during this century has prompted successive Thai governments to establish
policies for regaining forest area. This began in 1961 with the first National
Economic and Social Development Plan (NESDP) and continued in each
subsequent plan. The first plan emphasised the establishment of commercial forest plantations. More recently, the multiple roles of forests for
conservation, research, and tree seed production have become increasingly
considered in the evaluation and decision-making processes of reforestation
programmes. Reforestation of upper watersheds has been an important
activity of the RFD since the 1970s.
From 1906 to 1996, the Royal Forest Department (RFD) planted 5.4
million rai of forests (Mingsarn and Pornpen 2000). Yet, this amount is
negligible compared to the 89 million rai that has been lost. Despite the
importance that the government claims to place on the management of forest resources and reforestation, the budgets allocated to the pursuit of these
goals have been pitifully inadequate. Principally, due to budget limitations,
the Royal Forest Department was only able to replant one-third of the target area that was set out to be reforested in the two NESDPs covering from
1982 to 1991. In 1992, reforested areas peaked at 326,731 rai and have
continued to decline steadily since. In 1998, reforested areas totalled
45,950 rai.
THE STATE VERSUS FOREST COMMUNITIES
The RFD was established in the reign of King Rama V, with the primary
purpose of revenue extraction from timber production. Towards the end of
the 1980s, the role of the RFD changed from a production and revenueorientation to a conservation-orientation. This has led to heightened conflicts between the RFD and the communities residing in the forests. The
major conflicts (Anan and Mingsarn 1995) stem from three key problems.
The first problem is the two group’s different interpretations of the word
‘forests’. The second is due to difficulties resulting from new limitations
placed on the use of forest resources, especially land, and the third is a
result of the expansion of National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries.
Enacted at a time when land was abundant, the Forest Act B.E. 2484
(1941 A. D.) specified that any land without established ownership rights
(granted according to the Land Act) was to be designated as ‘reserve
forests’. Since the Forest Act empowers the RFD to manage all public land
that is ‘reserved in the form of forests’, the implication of the Forest Act
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was to direct all public agencies, requiring land for development, to the
RFD for approval of their land requests. The Forest Act is, thus, a public
land act reserved for public use. In considering these land requests, the
RFD was supposed to consider all the environmental factors involved.
However, a watershed classification, which specifies appropriate land uses,
was not developed until much later. Thus, although many land areas were
designated as ‘reserve forests’, this did not guarantee that land use decisions were made according to a standardised set of criteria for the development and use of these designated forest areas.
By contrast, in defining forest areas, rural farmers, tend to consider
forests as ‘land with big trees’. Therefore, once the trees or forests were
gone, the land was then considered ‘public’, or open for use. As a result,
once logging concessionaires cleared forest areas, farmers would settle
onto what they considered as new public land. Thus, the population in
newly deforested areas increased further and put more pressure on the land
and resources in the public land areas.
Further complicating matters is the manner in which the ‘forest
reserves’ were demarcated. A careful review of the historical records of
eight northern forests revealed many errors in the original demarcation
process, and while there was a lengthy process carried out, it was by no
means thorough. This was predominately because it was carried out by
officials, who in the early days, travelled by foot and in carts (Anan and
Mingsarn 1995). Despite the fact that earlier problems have been corrected
using more modern technology, such as aerial photographs, swidden fields*
are still not recognised as having rightful and legal owners. Thus, both the
rightful users who, according to the forest and land laws, had been in the
forest prior to demarcation, and the customary users, who have become
illegal squatters under the forest laws, inhabit the Thai forests. Separating
the two groups into those having lived in the forest before the forest reserve
was demarcated and those entering after has been an almost impossible task
for the RFD.
Prior to the logging ban, the eviction rate of squatters from the forest
reserve areas was low, ranging between 1 and 7.6 per cent (Yongyuth and
Feder 1986). At this time, the RFD was more concerned with illegal cutting
than with the use of public land (Anan and Mingsarn 1995). This trend
began to change after the logging ban was implemented in 1989, which was
*

Swidden agriculture is a system of rotational agriculture where land is cultivated one
year and is left fallow for a number of years to regain fertility. Fallow can take up to
9 or 10 years.
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accompanied by new limitations to and stronger controls over the uses of
forest products and resources.
In the decade that followed, there was a new and marked expansion
of National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries. Increasingly more forest
reserve areas were being designated as National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries, and the laws encompassing the two areas became much more
stringent. For example, according to the National Park Act, not even one
pebble nor stone could be removed from the National Parks, and further,
since the Wildlife Conservation and Protection Act of B.E. 2535 (1992)
adopted a wilderness approach, the stance became very anti-people and
anti-settlements oriented. Moreover, since the budgets allocated for
National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries were, and still are, relatively better
funded than ‘forest reserve areas’, there was an incentive to have as much
forest reserve area, as was possible, re-demarcated as National Park area or
as Wildlife Sanctuary area. For example, about 0.43 baht (slightly over one
cent) was allocated to protect national ‘forest reserve’ areas in Lampang
during the mid-1990s, while double that amount, per unit of area, was
given to the Wildlife Sanctuaries in Huey Kha Khaeng (Anan and Mingsarn 1995).
Since the late 1980s, communities and settlements in Thai forests
have become a major concern for the RFD. Yet, the Department has not
been armed with the right expertise to deal with people issues. Even within
the different divisions of the RFD, the treatment of the squatters varies significantly (Anan and Mingsarn 1995). In comparison to the National Parks
and the Wildlife Sanctuaries, which are backed by tough laws, the Watershed Management Division has had more opportunities to work with forest
communities, such as in the Highland Development Projects, which have
been sponsored by the UN and other foreign agencies (see more below).
Overshadowing the implementation of forest laws, the decisions of the
National Security Council can influence whether the forest communities
will be allowed to remain in areas demarcated as forest reserves. This
serves to create even more uncertainty in the RFD’s role as an enforcer of
forest laws and thus, tends to stall the RFD’s willingness to become
directly involved in community participation and new enforcement measures.
In Thailand, the conflicts over forest land between the people in forest settlements and the government are of great significance because over
one million rural households are believed to inhabit the current forest
reserves. Successive governments have failed to resolve the numerous conflicts between communities and the state over the status of land and forests.
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The preparation of the most recent National Forest Master Plan was
assigned to a foreign consulting company and this was met with bitter protests because it failed to raise the issues, or to provide a set of concrete
guidelines, that might lead to fair solutions. As a result, the prepared plan
draft has never been announced, nor adopted.
As is evidenced by the statistics showing an ongoing decline in
Thailand’s forest cover, attempts to heighten conservation efforts have not
been successful. Thus, one of the conclusions that must be drawn is that the
state has proven unable to meet the challenge of forest conservation. Currently, there is a proposed bill which aims to partially restructure the way
forests are managed in Thailand. Using community forest management, the
bill aims to solve some of Thailand’s forest management problems by
transferring the responsibility of forest use and conservation management
into the hands of the community. Although serious efforts to enact a community forest law in Thailand is only a few years old, and is mostly based
on the initiatives and proposals made by community representatives,
academics, and NGOs, when it is finally enacted it will be the first bill in
Thailand to involve the public at large in the law-making process.
The government carried out a series of public hearings on the subject, which ended in 1997. Substantial changes, which further defined
where community forests could be located and the activities permitted
within them, were made to the bill because of these hearings. A major
addition to the bill was the appointment, by Cabinet, of a National
Committee for Community Forest Policy, which would be responsible for
setting the policies and regulations governing community forest conservation and use. This addition has been criticised by the NGOs as being little
more than an attempt by the state to strengthen its control over the management of community forests; an action that runs counter to the basic
principles behind the need for community forests in the first place. However, subsequent to the hearings conflicts arose between two distinct NGO
camps that disagree over the contents of the bill. One group favours a
stance of strong environmental conservationism while the other wants to
emphasise communal rights. These disputes call into question the type of
areas where community forests should be allowed, as well as the nature of
the activities permitted within the community forests. The proposed bill is
expected to receive even more modifications and has yet to be made a law
in Thailand.
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WATERSHED PROTECTION IN THAILAND
Watersheds are very important ecological systems in the maintenance of
ecological balance and the environment. The impact from activities on any
one element of a watershed's ecology will also affect all of the others given
the interdependent nature of such an ecological system. Watersheds therefore form a useful base for the management of natural resources. For the
purposes of this chapter, the management of a watershed ecological system
will refer to: the management of natural resources and environment within
an area that is physically defined by the topographical division formed by
the watershed boundary. Therefore, the process of managing natural
resources and the environment includes first of all, an understanding of the
valued ecological resource system and the interrelationships between land
uses, soils and water, the upstream and downstream linkages, as well as the
monitoring and evaluation of environmental services and functions of individual watersheds. Then second, the process of managing natural resources
and the environment will then include these findings in order to mitigate
any negative impacts from new or existing development policies.
The Watershed Management Division, which is now under the
Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Office, has the specific
objective to improve and rehabilitate degraded watersheds and grasslands
in the upper catchment areas. Its first priorities are reforestation and fire
prevention. In the workshop held in Chiang Mai, one Watershed Unit Chief
described that his primary duty was to ‘capture as much [degraded forest]
land as you can and turn it into forest again’. However, while the relatively
undisturbed forest areas are under the control of the National Park Division
and the Wildlife Conservation Division, the degraded areas are in the hands
of the Watershed Management Division. Therefore, in practice, the Watershed Management Division is not actually responsible for all the watershed
areas in Thailand, but rather only the watershed areas that are considered
‘degraded forest area’. The inevitable outcome of dividing watershed protection duties, depending on the state of the watershed, into three Divisions
has been to stall the development of one system of ecosystem management.
Unfortunately, while this type of fragmented management might be beneficial in other areas of state management, for ecosystems it often results in
directives that are too narrow and fail to recognise the many interrelated
aspects related to the sustainability of an ecosystem.
Towards the end of the 1970s, as population pressure continued to
increase in the upper watersheds, the Watershed Management Division
began to realise the need for community management. Using community
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management, the Division’s aim was to stop shifting cultivation and promote sedentary agriculture by aligning these goals with the decisions and
priorities of the community. Also during this time, a separate programme
was initiated that involved funding from international agencies for the
replacement of opium crops. This programme was introduced as an integrated approach to highland development, and the funding came mainly
from the United States Agency for International Development, the United
Nations, and other international organisations. The specific project areas
were located in the mountainous regions or highland areas that were not
defined by catchments, and where opium crops had been predominately
grown. For these projects, opium replacement was the core interest, and as
a result, ecological functions were not emphasised. However, while the
preservation of ecological functions was not initially considered, at a later
stage, some of the highland projects began to experiment with soil and
water conservation. Furthermore, due to the concerns of the King, who
introduced vetiver grass for erosion control, the emphasis on soil conservation was intensified.
While it appears that these projects encompass ecological ‘water’
considerations, the term ‘soil water conservation’ refers to a type of soil
conservation, which considers soil erosion that occurs as a result of upland
agriculture and other development activities that lead to changes in land
use. This is quite different from the water yield concerns related to ecological systems. Thus, although soil water conservation is often mentioned in
many project documents; it is actually soil conservation that is the key
interest.
In terms of water gaining significance in other matters of environmental management, until repeated droughts in the 90s, most Thais
believed that Thailand was abundantly endowed with all three resources of
land, water, and consequently food; therefore, water was never placed
among the top environmental concerns. However, a recent study indicates
that, although it is still largely believed that land and food are ample in
Thailand, the abundance of water is being questioned (Mingsarn and
Pornpen 2000). Thus, increasing water concerns from the public has
brought water issues to factor more prominently on environmental agendas.
To meet greater food needs and to increase cash in compensation for
the loss of opium crop income, water using crops and technologies have
been transferred to the highland farmers, mostly including the hill tribes.
High value crops such as sub-temperate and temperate fruits, flowers,
vegetables, irrigated rice, and even aquaculture were introduced in the
highland tribal areas. Then, during the 1980s and 1990s, the second142
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generation impacts of sedentary farming began to show. The first impact
was in the form of soil erosion, and later, the second impact was seen in the
declining water yields of highland watersheds. Yet, there are still integrated
development projects (see below) which continue to promote the most
water intensive crop, irrigated rice, despite the fact that one kilogram of
rice uses 5,000 litres or five cubic meters of water.
Although the control of water flows and water quality is seen as the
major benefit of watershed protection, water yields have not been regularly
monitored. The Forest Environment Research Division of the Forest
Research Office has eight research stations in the north, these include, four
stations in Chiang Mai, two located in Nan, and one in each of Chiang Rai
and Phrae. This partitioning of watershed protection activities within the
RFD, between the National Park Division, the Watershed Management
Division, and the Forest Environment Research Division, could actually
prevent an effective overall assessment of the status of the natural environment in a watershed. This is because without routine co-ordination and
data linkage procedures between research and implementation, there is no
way to measure the net successfulness of watershed management at the
catchment level.
While there are two other agencies that measure stream flows in the
upper watersheds, namely, the Royal Irrigation Department and the
Electricity Authority of Thailand, these agencies’ jurisdictions are generally limited to areas where a new dam is expected to be built. This
effectively means that there is no real water resource managementmonitoring programme in the watershed. While, as was said, the RFD does
monitor water output from eight different stations in Thailand, this output
information is not used as a part of watershed ecosystem management.
Thus, the water monitoring performed has done little to advance the
knowledge required for ecosystem management.
In the 1990s, an integrated community approach has been adopted as
a means to stop deforestation and to improve the standard of living for the
people who depend on the forests. Within the RFD, the Watershed
Management Division, at least at the field level, now understands the
importance of including people and communities when looking for solutions to forest management issues. However, these lessons were often hard
learned, and as one unit chief explained during the workshop, ‘I have
wasted two years studying land capability and land use planning. That led
me astray for 20 years. I should have studied people’s capability!’
Today, at the field level some Watershed Management Unit chiefs
have learned the potential of including the forest dwellers such that,
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‘[when] a sense of belonging to their habitat can be created, communities
can look after the forests … the RFD cannot guard the forest 24 hours [a
day]’. Thus, at least at the field level there is a growing understanding that
in order to succeed in watershed management, the focus must begin with
the community’s ability and desire to participate because only then will
plans for land use be realised.
As a result of resource competition, social conflicts have also
increased and intensified during the 1990s. Although, the contraction of
irrigated areas in the lowlands suggests that lowland farmer’s complaints of
dwindling water resources is warranted, the lowland farmer’s belief that
they are competing with upland farmers for water resources has led to an
escalation of conflicts. Currently, there is only one study that computes the
cost of water competition. This study is a joint research project between the
Harvard Institute of International Development (HIID) and the Thailand
Development Research Institute (TDRI). It examines the 20-year data of
monthly stream flows from the Mae Taeng watershed. The study reveals
that the dry season crop areas declined from about 100,000 rai in the late
1960s and early 1970s to about 40,000 rai in the late 1980s and 1990s.
After allowing for the variation in rainfall, regression analysis shows that
on average, three million cubic meters of water have been retained by the
upper catchment (Vincent and Mingsarn 1995). This calculates to be an
economic loss for the lowland farmers of between 26 and 93 million baht
per year, depending on crop prices, which may vary from year to year.
The study also provides two explanations for water retention in the
higher watershed: first is the replacement of grassland with pines (Pinus
kesiya and Pinus merkusii) and other fast growing species which consume
more water in the dry season; and the second and more important factor is
the expansion of irrigated rice farming in upper watershed areas.
Water conflicts were further exacerbated by El Niño, which peaked
in 1998. Local lowland farmers in Chom Thong, Chiang Mai province,
blocked a highway leading to Doi Inthanon National Park where the hill
tribal villages are located because they believed that the highland farmers
had used up all the water, which should have been flowing into the lowland. Several other protests, including the burning of effigies, followed the
initial episode and the issue has become so politicised that it is difficult for
anyone to resolve it without a systematic water monitoring procedure by a
third party. Despite the fact that there are 30 water laws in existence in
Thailand that relate to water problems, there is not a single water law that
can be applied to this specific problem. In Nan, despite the fact that this is
really a water problem, the lowland farmers try to utilise the forest law,
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under which the settlements of the upland farmers are considered to be illegal, in order to have the upland farmers removed. Thus, instead of trying to
work out water use issues, they pressure the authorities to apply the forest
laws and in the process, there has not yet been any advancement toward
constructing a ‘basin level management’ that could effectively deal with
water use issues.
These water conflicts have led the Watershed Management Division
to think more about the hydrological functions of watersheds. In mid-1999,
recognising the magnitude of the effects these water issues have on Thailand, the Director General of the RFD demanded information on the
sources and contributions of water resource conflicts in problem areas in
terms of data and facts. The Director General specified that the watershed
chiefs must gather data on the possible contributing factors to the conflicts
including: water yields from each major watershed; the relationship
between the forests and water; changes in the land uses of the upper and
lower watersheds over time; and the impacts of El Niño. Even within the
RFD, there is now a growing realisation that an understanding of the
hydrological functions of the watershed is likely to be a key factor for
watershed protection in the future.
Although within the RFD, some officials have begun to recognise
that the sustainable and successful management of forests, especially if
peace is to be maintained, must include the forest communities’ participation in forest decisions and activities, everyone in the RFD does not hold
this approach to forest management. Typically, the top-level officials, who
have not been in a situation of actually enforcing forest laws in the field,
tend to see the participatory aspect of forest management as a type of public relations activity rather than a serious mandate. While these non-field
level officials do not begrudge and in often cases laud this method for field
level enforcement, they do not officially recognise community participation
as a major principle of the RFD. However, a key difference between the
field level’s motivation and the non-field level officials’ motivation is that
the top-level officials tend to focus on responding to the societal and policy
demands coming from a sector of the population that is very different from
the forest dwellers. Thus, it is very much due to the different aspects of
their motivations, as well as the groups that the officials must respond to
that community participation is viewed with varying levels of importance
within the RFD.
However, looking toward the future of forest management in Thailand, there appear to be three recent developments that might suggest all
officials in the RFD, regardless of the particular groups they tend to deal
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directly with, will have to pay particularly close attention to, and perhaps,
integrate community participation in carrying out their duties. This predicted change in management style is signalled by three recently evolving
departures from resource management norms in Thailand, which have
effectively laid the initial incentives and means for community participation.
First, the King and the Queen of Thailand are anxious to see that
people and forests co-exist peacefully. Both have initiated a number of
integrated development projects that allow sedentary agriculture, as well as
generate employment. Thailand is among few countries where the monarchy still has substantial influence on the country’s development paradigm,
such as with the improvements in health and agricultural development
guidelines.
Second, the new Constitution of Thailand has initiated the legal
rights and responsibilities for Thai citizens and communities to participate
in the process of natural resources management. Specifically, the Constitution, promulgated in 1997, provides rights for citizens to participate in
activities involving the utilisation and conservation of natural resources and
the environment, as well as the rights for communities to conserve customs
and resources, rehabilitate customs, indigenous knowledge, arts, and
culture, and to participate in the management, maintenance, and the sustainable use of natural resources.
The third indication is that at the field level, the means or tools now
exist, such as participatory land use planning (PLP) (see Box 6.2), for the
RFD officials and the forest communities to come to an agreement on land
use. The initial experiments have achieved many successful and encouraging results and thus have already led to the establishment of more projects
of this kind (see more below).
One of the biggest constraints to effective watershed management in
Thailand is a lack of knowledge (Box 6.1). There is an absence of knowledge on watershed services and functions in Thailand. For example, it is
widely, albeit incorrectly, held that forests generate rain and therefore
increase available water quantities. This belief is held despite the fact that
the rain in Thailand is mostly monsoonal. Studies conducted in the northeast (Tangtham and Sutthipibul 1989) and in the north (Alford 1992)
indicate that there is no relationship between the amount of rainfall and the
amount of forest cover. There are few studies available on the impact of
vegetation cover and runoff, or about the water consumption levels of different species and vegetation types. This is predominately because research
has been given a low priority for funding in Thailand. It is clear that the
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hydrological functions of forests is not well understood, let alone appropriately managed, and therefore, it can be concluded that watershed management in Thailand is still a long way away from attaining a comprehensive
system of ecosystem management.
The RFD is often painted as a dinosaur or dubbed ‘Deforestation
Department’ by the NGOs and the mass media. However, the fact is, the
history of the RFD demonstrates that it has indeed changed, albeit very
slowly. While further and more drastic changes are needed to reform the
RFD, its past suggests that it is possible for the RFD to adapt to the
public’s changing expectations of the department. However, implicitly
required for the RFD to change, are substantially more scientific inputs,
research, and training. Only with these tools can the department successfully take on the challenges it faces for change.
NATURAL RESOURCES MANAGEMENT IN THE
HIGHLANDS OF NORTHERN THAILAND
Traditionally, agriculture in Thailand’s highland areas has followed the
practice of shifting or swidden agriculture. This is one of the most sustainable forms of land use for the highlands when lands are abundant.
However, because it requires a section of land to remain fallow for seven to
nine years subsequent to cultivation, a lot of land per household is required.
For the subsistence production of upland rice, three to four rai of land is
required per head. Once the amount of land to be left fallow is included, 30
to 40 rai of land is required per head. This system is sustainable for a low
population base and an area with low population growth. However, the
increases in population in recent years, have led to a reduction in the time
that land is left fallow, and now, with as little as two to five years for
fallow time, the forests, soil, and environment have become degraded, and
the land productivity and families’ incomes have decreased substantially.
The highlands of northern Thailand were a part of a centre of opium
production known as the notorious ‘Golden Triangle’. Since difficult
accessibility and rough terrain are not detrimental to the production of
opium, the final product, which is highly valued, is easy to transport. The
spread of the output from the Golden Triangle raised concerns from the
international communities, and in order to control opium production, the
United Nations, and several other foreign governments initiated supports
for the development of alternative crops. These alternative crops typically
included: food crops with high yields, such as paddy rice, which produces

147

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

higher yields than the traditional upland rice crops; as well as other
alternative cash crops such as sub-temperate vegetables, flowers, and fruit
trees.
Growing higher value crops, especially tree crops, require greater
investments in cash, time, and labour. These additional investments, on the
part of the farmers, implies the need for land security, and while land use
rights for highland communities remains unclear, the arrival of the development projects in the highlands has provided not only new technologies,
but also as will be detailed later in this section, serves as a form of indirect
land security for the highland farmers.
Box 6.1: Forest for water: what is the evidence?
About half a century ago, dense forests covered the northern watersheds of Thailand.
Commercial forestry, population growth, and expansion of agricultural commercialisation have produced a mosaic of complex landscapes, even in the upper watersheds.
At the same time, water shortages in the dry season have led many to look for explanations. Deforestation is believed to reduce water yields and create a more uneven distribution of rainfalls. These beliefs have become the underlying assumption for forest-forwater-policies in Thailand.
The evidence of reduced rainfall due to deforestation is circumstantial with few
rigorous statistical supports and does not take into consideration the large-scale
weather patterns (Bruijnzeel 1991). Most long-term studies have not been able to
detect any statistically significant trend between rainfall and deforestation. However, a
rigorous simulation study of large-scale tropical forest conversions to (degraded)
pastures, which included the types of conversions typically carried out in the Amazon
regions, shows that this could increase temperatures and reduce rainfalls and evapotranspiration by about 26 to 30 per cent (Shukla et al. 1990, cited in Bruijnzeel 1991).
Moreover, although the link between deforestation and precipitation is yet to be proven,
upper montane forests, known as the cloud forests, tap atmospheric moisture through
the canopy and provide extra water yields of between five and 20 per cent of the
annual rainfall.
Rainfall in Thailand is largely monsoonal and there has not been evidence of a
clear pattern or a statistically significant relationship between annual rainfall and forest
areas. Thangtham and Suthipibul (1989) found a negative correlation between rainfall
and forest areas in northern Thailand and a positive relationship between forest areas
and the number of rainy days.
Another widely held conviction regarding the hydrological role of forests is that
forests act as a sponge, which absorb water in the wet season and release water in the
dry season. This belief disregards the fact that much of the water in the root zone will
be used for growth and development process of the trees themselves, and the bigger
the trees, the greater is the required water intake. Moreover, mature forests with trees
of large canopy sizes also cause greater inception loss. This is because part of the
rainfall captured by the crown canopies evaporates into the atmosphere. Thus, contrary
to such a conviction, a paired catchment experiment in Malaysia revealed that the total
stream flow increased during the first three years after the removal of tropical rainforest.
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A study performed on Costa Rica indicates that soil moisture contents were highest for
a large scale clearing compared with undisturbed forests, both in the first and the
second dry season (Bruijnzeel 1992).
The net impact of deforestation on water yields would, amongst other factors,
depend on the type of vegetation and land use that replaces the forests. Replacing
deciduous forests, which characteristically stop growing in the dry season, with evergreen or another type of fast growing species tends to reduce the total stream flow in
the dry season and will reduce water yields from the catchment. A 10 per cent reduction in the vegetation cover of conifer and Eucalyptus increased water yields by 40 mm
on average, and 25 mm for the reduction of deciduous forests (Bruijnzeel 1992). In an
attempt to stop deforestation, the substitution of shifting cultivation with sedentary
irrigated agriculture, especially with highly water intensive crops such as irrigated or
terraced rice, might have adverse implications on water yields.
These facts should not give the impression that water yield is the only primary
objective of watershed management because watersheds might be managed to maximise a particular function or service depending on the relative advantages and needs
of the basin. Nor do they imply that water should be kept for the consumption of the
lowlanders at the expense of the highlanders. What is needed is a proper understanding and accounting of the impacts of forest conversion and land use change on
upper watersheds so that policymakers can make well-informed decisions. This is
especially so, when trade-offs are involved and all water users can benefit from access
to better information and data in order to make well informed trade-off decisions on a
sound scientific basis, rather than on traditionally held convictions.
The first step would likely be a review of all the scientific studies done in various
parts of the world that most resemble the situation in Thailand. Then, further studies
can be designed to fill in the knowledge gaps. In so doing, other environmental variables should be taken into account so that the impacts of the trade-offs are considered.
It is also important to remember that in a large basin, with heterogeneous land uses, a
full-scale and exact accounting of the effects of forest conversions will not be an easy
task.

Most development projects that took place in northern Thailand adopted
the integrated development approach, which was introduced in the early
1980s by the United Nations. Although most projects receive financial
assistance from foreign governments and NGOs, the Thai government
provides substantial support in most cases as well. Over time these projects
have developed certain strengths and advantages. Soil and water conservation are important aspects of two large projects, the Thai-Australia Highland Agricultural and Social Development Project (TA-HASDP) and the
Thai-German Highland Development Program (TG-HDP). Both of these
projects also have social aspects in trying to strengthen local governments,
improve local management capacities, and improve living standards by
increasing crop production. The UN-Sam Mun Highland Development
Project (SM-HDP) also seeks to encourage the development of communal
organisations, with the specific goal of facilitating communications
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between communities that share the same watershed and thus, are trying to
avert potential resource conflicts. Care International is a NGO with the
highland activities that aims to create links between community organisations and government agencies in order to help improve the existing farm
systems and to make them more sustainable. The Royal Project was the
leader in developing agricultural technology. The Royal Project aims to
help introduce new crops, mostly fruits, vegetables, and flowers due to the
economic potential of these crops. In order to maximise the farmer's benefits, support for the marketing aspects, and appropriate input use methods
for the new crops have been developed.
As was indicated earlier, the integrated development approach to
watershed protection in northern Thailand began as an opium replacement
project in the 1970s. The first project was executed in the Mae Chaem
watershed in early 1970. At that time, the Watershed Management Unit
took on a small role by merely constructing roads and reforesting. However, many of the initial advances in watershed protection were reversed as
foreign funding expired in 1979 and project spending evaporated. This
resulted in a loss of more than 10,000 rai of forest area from deforestation
in one year, due to an increase in forest resource dependency, as job
opportunities and incomes fell. Thus, the negative effects of the funding
decrease multiplied through the communities and affected the forests. To
protect reforested areas, the Watershed chiefs have had to take on the role
of community developers. Under the Queen’s patronage, handicraft
employment was also introduced to improve the income earning opportunities for women.
Along with the community development network, there was also a
village committee established which included twelve villages in the Mae
Chaem watershed. The watershed unit chief introduced this watershed network consisting of village communities, such that the village committees
could participate in determining village boundaries, agricultural land uses,
and practices in co-operation with their village folk and the watershed officials. This land use plan then became an unwritten agreement between the
village folk and the foresters. In fact, this arrangement has become an
important aspect of the implicit trade-off between land use security and
cessation of shifting cultivation.
The experience of the earlier phase of integrated development in Mae
Chaem was replicated in the Mae Taeng watershed under the SM-HDP
Highland Development Project. The concept of ‘an interface team liaison
person’, linking the RFD officials and the villagers was employed in Mae
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Chaem. This concept was also used in Mae Taeng, except the position was
called a ‘community organiser’, and was later used in the Upper Nan
Watershed Management Project. The SM-HDP in the Mae Taeng catchment took integrated development a step further by producing threedimensional models of land uses to facilitate discussions and negotiations
with the villagers. The SM-HDP in the Mae Taeng catchment village network and the community rules for sustainable use of forest resources
became well known in Thailand. The latest project, which is the Upper Nan
Watershed Management Unit, adopts the earlier techniques of participatory
land use planning (PLP) (see Box 6.2.), and uses a liaison person, as well
as a village network for forest protection. They have also taken PLP a step
further by attempting not only to involve the communities in the planning
of the sustainable resource use, but also by trying to institutionalise the plan
as a part of the local administrative system.
Box 6.2: Participatory land use planning
Participatory land use planning is a method of negotiating competing claims to resources and is helping upland villagers to develop sustainable land management practices, especially through community forest schemes. Steps are to be undertaken as
follows:
Step 1: Preparation
Step 2: Survey

Site identification and collection of maps, aerial photos, and interpretation (R).
Spot check, mapping verification (R/C/FA).

Step 3: Adjustment

Utilisation base map of land use and tenurial status
(FA/C/CO).

Step 4: Application

Application of land use map to work as a communication tool and education process towards active
participation in community forestry (C/CO).

Step 5: Agency design

Land use design of RFD following adaptive feasible
pattern of land use under policy framework (C/RFD).
Step 6: Design and Negotiation Operationalising land use design through the
with Community
participatory process, in which local community and
RFD negotiate and agree on final land use pattern
designs (R/C/CO/RFD).
Step 7: Operation
Land use and community forestry development
operationalising through participation of local
organisations and target households.
Notes: R = Researchers, CO = Community Organiser, FA = Field Analysts
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During the study’s workshop with the Watershed Chiefs, not only were
conventional success indicators proposed, such as increases in forest cover,
but also other indicators for the success of watershed protection efforts
were proposed. These included, first, the willingness of the villagers to
reduce swidden fields, such as when a local Karen community in Mae
Chaem voluntarily reduced their field rotation by one year in order to
return the land to forestland. This land would otherwise have been included
in the village’s fallow land rotation, but instead it could not become
restored forest area. A second indicator proposed was the willingness of the
farmers to help the RFD officials in putting out fires in the natural forests.
This willingness on the part of the farmers to aid in forest protection is a
relatively new phenomenon, and the Chiefs pointed out the case of Mae
Taeng as proof that this can be considered an accurate indicator of success.
The following sections provide information details on the two
projects used as case studies. These are the UN-Sam Mun sites, where
earlier efforts of watershed protection and sedentary agriculture experiments were carried out, and the Upper Nan Watershed Management
Project, which is a new project, supported by DANCED.
UN-Sam Mun Highland Development Project (SM-HDP)
The SM-HDP covers 60 villages, with a population of 11,256 people, in the
two provinces of Chiang Mai and Mae Hong Son (UN/Thai DM-HDP Final
report 1987–1994). The project includes seven Watershed Management
Units. The forests within the watershed areas of the SM-HDP are hill evergreen, deciduous, dry dipterocarp, and pine. The watershed catchments are
classified as 1A, 1B, and 2, which means they are to be conserved as watershed forests with little or no human activity. However, some communities
have been living in these areas for over 100 years. The communities traditionally practice swidden agriculture and consist of diversified groups of
ethnic minorities.
The SM-HDP, established in 1987 with support from the United
Nations Drug Control Program (UNDCP), has two main objectives. The
first is to stop the cultivation of opium poppy. The second is to help mitigate the worsening deforestation and initiate rehabilitation of forests in the
area. The UN introduced an integrated approach to highland development
in the early 1980s, and this model has formed the basis for all UNsupported programmes since.
Before the establishment of the project, conflicts between the state
and communities were on the rise owing to the eradication of opium fields.
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Also, land claim issues between the RFD and the communities over
whether specific areas were forest land areas (according to the RFD) or traditional swidden field areas (according to the communities). To harness cooperation between the villagers and the RFD officials, a tool was required
for, first, communicating land use patterns and needs, and second, for
helping highland villagers develop sustainable land management practices.
Central to harnessing this type of co-operation is a development tool called
participatory land use planning (PLP) (see Box 6.2). PLP was initiated in
the area and was designed to become a ‘Tripartite Partnership System’,
involving the RFD, communities, and the Chiang Mai University/Resource
Management and Development Project (RMDP). The RMDP’s role was to
serve as a catalyst that would provide information and ideas to both, the
RFD, and the highland communities. Local communities, through the
establishment of watershed networks, also geared the project towards
developing a sustainable watershed management system.
Indicators used to gauge the success of the project are as shown in
Table 6.4. From 1984 to 1991, the area under swidden cultivation was
reduced by 85 per cent, while the amount of forest area was increased by
139 per cent (Table 6.4). Opium cultivation was reduced by 50 per cent and
continued to demonstrate decreasing trends, while the average nation-wide
reduction was only 30 per cent (Uraivan, Samer and Gillogly 1994). Two
watershed networks that provide opportunities for controlling the offsite
effects between villages have been developed; these are the Nam Sa Watershed Network and the Mae Rak-Mae Lao Watershed Network.
The motivations for the communities’ co-operation with the RFD, as
well as how communities assess project successfulness are indicated in the
following case studies of the two villages of Huey Phra Chao and Khun Sa
Nai.
Table 6.4: Change in the land use in the SM-HDP between 1984–1991
Land use type
Intensive annual cropping
Total Forested Area
Reforestation area
Shifting cultivation

Percentage change 1984–1991
+ 60.5
+ 139.4
+ 67.4
- 84.4

Source: Uraivan, Samer and Gillogly 1994, p.58
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The Village of Huey Phra Chao
The Village of Huey Phra Chao is a Karen village situated about 900
meters above sea level. It is located in the Mae Taeng Watershed, a 1,954
km2 catchment basin, about two hours from Chiang Mai, which is a major
city in northern Thailand. The Mae Taeng Watershed is composed of 65
sub-basins and 790 first order streams, most of which are perennial. Water
from the Mae Taeng Watershed drains eastward into the Ping river and is
collected in the Bhumibol Reservoir, the largest dam of Thailand. The Mae
Taeng Watershed contributes 11 per cent of the total annual inflow to the
reservoir.
The village used to be located at the headwater, which was at a
higher elevation about five kilometres from the present location. About two
decades ago, the Watershed Management Unit of the RFD provided the
new location for the entire village of eight families. Today, the Karen
village has grown to 42 households with a total population of 210 people
(five members per household), out of which around 70 are children under
12 years old. The village has a water supply system and has electricity.
There is a primary school in the village, which is operated by the Department of Non-formal Education, and access to telecommunication education
is available. The present location was classified as a ‘no-hunting area’ (a
form of wildlife reserve area), and has since been upgraded to a Wildlife
Sanctuary in 1997. The RFD has a live-in female liaison staff member who
facilitates communication between the villagers and the RFD. The village
chief has completed six years of secondary education. The village is a
member of the Mae Rak Mae Lao Watershed network.
The village is a success story for the RFD. Since the village’s
relocation, the surrounding swidden fields have gradually returned to secondary forests. Surrounding patches of secondary forests of different ages
is evidence of this. Together with the RFD, the community has set up
village boundaries, has selected a forested area of 50 rai at a lower elevation as a community forest, and has also set up community rules for the use
of timber and non-timber forest products. The community provides strong
fire prevention support and, also acts as guardians to protect 2,500 rai of
headwater forests from intrusion by outsiders.
The relationship between the RFD representative (or community
organiser) and the villagers has been amicable. When discussing the institution that lends support to the villagers, the villagers indicated that the
RFD liaison officer is second to the village chief. The villagers indicated
that she helped farmers with writing loan applications, as well as with
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infrastructural proposals. The previous Watershed Management Unit Chief,
who was instrumental in moving the village and in providing the basic
infrastructures, also ranked quite high as a ‘dependable institution’.
The current Watershed Management Unit chief described the Karen
people of Huey Phra Chao as traditionally peace loving, and nature and
conservation oriented. They prefer their traditional ways of life within
nature rather than seeking employment in town. Only half of the households have opted to have electricity and there are few televisions in the
village.
The secret behind the village’s success story is that the RFD’s objective of forest protection coincided with the village people’s objectives.
After relocation, the villagers were asked to switch from growing land rice
to wet rice, which generally provides higher yields. The villagers also
turned to commercialised farming and the production of Miang (Camelia
sinensis) to generate cash income in compensation for reduced production
of upland rice. Although farmers were given some paddy land to grow
transplanted rice, paddy land is limited and the output from transplanted
rice is insufficient to meet year round consumption. The population of the
community is also rapidly increasing and therefore rice has to be bought
using cash income earned from Miang sales.
Since the Miang shrub or Ton Miang is in the forest, protecting public and personal property has become the same objective for the villagers.
Improved access to markets and opportunities for increasing cash incomes
reduces the need for subsistence farming as a means of food security.
The production of Miang as a cash crop was undertaken before the
relocation on a limited scale. In the production process, mature Miang
leaves are picked, steamed, left to ferment, and placed in bundles for sale.
The better quality Miang products are used as stimulant similar to kat
(Catha edulis), which is consumed in some African countries. The young
leaves can also be used as tea leaves. Initially, Miang was collected from
the wild but nowadays farmers grow it from seeds. In the earlier days,
prices were low and transportation was difficult because farmers had to
walk with Miang on their backs for days to sell the produce. After relocation, access to markets improved, and farmers were allowed to grow Miang
shrubs between the large trees in the forest reserves. Today, the village has
about 200 rai of farmland, both paddy and upland fields, but 1,200 rai of
Miang in the forests. If swidden agriculture is allowed then at least 4,000
rai of swidden fields are needed. Earnings from Miang vary considerably
from household to household depending on the supply of labour as well as
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the number of trees grown. The net income earned from Miang production
ranges from 5,000 to 30,000 baht per family.
The villagers were asked to indicate the changes to the environment,
forest, and natural resources using a free-scoring method which counted the
number of red beans as an indicator (the larger the number of beans, the
better the conditions). These scores were then converted to an index of 100
for the year 1989. The results are summarised as follows, and the numbers,
converted into percentages, are shown in the parentheses:
Table 6.5: Success of watershed protection viewed by farmers
Forest
Water
Wild animals
Other NTFPs

1989
31 (100)
64 (100)
31 (100)
21 (100)

1999
101 (322)
28 (44)
12 (39)
10 (48)

Note: NTFPs refer to non-timber forest products
Source: Participatory Rural Assessment

It is evident from the villagers’ assessment that apart from tree habitat,
most other ecosystem functions, which are not included as an objective of
the Watershed Management Unit, have deteriorated. The situation seems to
be the worst for wild animals. Thus, these forests are gained at the expense
of the villagers’ traditional land holdings. One of the villagers described the
situation as follows, ‘I used to have two barns filled with paddies. Now the
forests are back and my barns are empty.’ It is fortunate that the village can
overcome the food security problems using cash income earned from
Miang. However, now their food security, instead of being tied to the security of swidden agriculture, is tied to the land security for the production of
Miang. However, even still, for some farmers protection of Miang, and
therefore protection of the natural forest, may not be their first objective.
In the longer term, the Miang system may not be sustainable, not
because of supply problems, but rather because of the demand for Miang.
Miang is a traditional product; therefore, its demand may decline over time,
as younger generations no longer consume the product. Thus, unless the
market for Miang tea or other new high value products from Miang can be
developed and expanded, the Miang in the forest system may not be sustainable.
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The Village of Khun Sa Nai
Khun Sa Nai is a Hmong village situated at 1,300 meters above sea level.
The village has a population of 524 people from 60 households. The population of the village has grown very rapidly and the number of households
doubles every decade. The village produces 60 new births each year. The
village does not yet have electricity but some households have batteryoperated televisions. Every household has a motorcycle and 37 households,
or one-half, have a pick-up truck.
The farmers in this village used to grow upland rice and opium. To
replace opium, high value crops such as vegetables and fruit trees were
introduced by the SM-HDP. The farmers stopped growing opium in 1990
and participated in fire prevention to protect their fruit orchards. Today, the
farmers grow paddy rice, cabbages, Chinese cabbages, ginger, lychees,
peaches, and plums. The community manages 50 rai of community forest
and 2,500 rai of headwater forest.
The introduction of high value horticulture crops has brought about
new problems, such as the use of agro-chemicals (used intensively in Khun
Sa Nai for cabbage production), soil erosion, water withdrawals, and water
quality. With high value crops, the threat of cross-boundary fires has
potentially become more damaging. These problems have broadened ecosystem management objectives and necessitated inter-village co-operation.
The people of Khun Sa Nai that used agro-chemicals intensively must now
abide by the network rules for water quality protection. In return, they are
protected from unmanaged fires by the adjacent villages. Not being in the
network or non-co-operation with other villages implies a potential disadvantage. Thus, a network of seven villages in the same sub-watershed was
formed with common rules relating to the disposal of chemical containers,
water use, firebreaks, fire protection, and the growing of vetiver grass for
soil conservation. The Nam Sa Watershed Network also encourages pest
control using only biological products.
The Nam Sa Watershed Network has been active in protecting the
environment within their boundaries. It was reported by the RFD Watershed Management Unit Chief that the speed at which the villagers are
allowed managed problems directly and immediately was greater than if
they had to report problems to the RFD first. For example, in 1992, 180
people of the three villages from the network stopped external invaders
from encroaching the forests within two days and after only 20 rai of forest
area was illegally removed. If the villages had first informed the RFD, it
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would have taken 10 days and 50 rai of forests would have been destroyed
(Chaleo n.d.).
The farmers were asked to participate in discussions on whether the
environmental conditions had improved, and the results are presented in
Table 6.6. The consensus is that with improved standards of living, the
general environmental conditions have deteriorated slightly because of
smoke from pick up trucks and water pollution from agro-chemicals. However, the incidence of forest fires has declined. The villagers were then
asked to indicate the change in the conditions of forest, water, and wildlife
between 1989 and 1999. The farmers indicated that the forests have recovered significantly because farmers have helped the RFD with fire protection and putting out fires. Fire protection is important for protecting their
own fruit orchards. However, the farmers indicated that having no fires is
not necessarily preferred to having some controlled fires. They indicated
that controlled or managed fires would reduce litter and prevent big fires,
which tend to kill animals on a large scale and make the water unsuitable
for drinking.
In regards to the extent that protecting the forests has helped in
improving water yields, the project officials told the farmers that by saving
the forests, water would be more abundant. They responded that this was
different from what they have observed. In the last few years, forests have
been rehabilitated but water has become scarce. The village chief thought
that this was because of droughts, increased population, and competition
for water by orchards. However, the farmers seem to have adopted the
RFD’s explanation and hoped that by growing more trees and saving
forests, there would be more rain. The farmers added, ‘maybe when the
trees are big, they will release water’.
Table 6.6: Success of watershed protection viewed by villagers
1989
8 (100)
6 (100)
8 (100)
6 (100)

General environmental conditions
Forests
Water
Wild animals

1999
7 (88)
9 (150)
7 (88)
5 (83)

Note: Figures in parenthesis are conversions to an index of 100 for easy comparison
Source: Participatory Rural Appraisal

This case study indicates that while the RFD continues to be singularly
interested in fire control, the watershed protection objectives of farmers
have widened to cope with changing situations. As in the first case study,
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growing commercial trees are important incentives for farmers in helping
prevent fires and protecting the forests.
Thus, both case studies indicate that allowing harvests from trees
acts as an incentive for fire prevention and has a positive external effect on
natural forests. Since private interests coincide with public interest, both
forests and private trees are protected.
In both case studies, farmers are confused about the relationship
between land use, particularly forests, and water yields. It is important that
scientific-based knowledge be established for both, the understanding of
farmers and the RFD’s effectiveness of administration.
The Upper Nan Watershed Management
The Nan river is one of the most important tributaries of the Chao Phraya
river, contributing around 40 per cent of its water annually. It originates in
the mountain ranges of the Nan province, which is one of the more remote
and sparsely populated provinces of Thailand.
The province of Nan is located in the eastern part of northern Thailand, with Lao PDR on its eastern border. Nan covers an area of 11,472
km2 and has a population of 460,322 (1996). Approximately 85 per cent of
the area in the province is mountainous. Among the province’s diverse
population, there are Thais, Tai Leu, Hmong, Mien (Yao), H’tin, and
Khamu. The agricultural sector is the main source of income for the province. Nan is also well known for its traditional practices of nature conservation (Box 6.3).
Far from Bangkok, Nan remained geographically and politically
isolated until approximately 20 years ago when improvements to communications and transportation infrastructures brought Nan into closer contact
with the rest of the country. This has allowed Nan to become affected by
the social and economic changes occurring in the rest of Thailand. This has
had positive and negative effects on Nan. On the positive side, health care
has improved for many and incomes have increased. However, the negative
impacts include: the depletion of natural resources; the disintegration of
communities because of the commercial harvesting of timber; the commercialisation of agriculture; the expansion of upland agriculture; land
speculation; and urban migration. Using the provincial standards for
poverty levels, 32 per cent of the population of Nan lives in poverty.
Historically, forests have covered most of Nan. In 1964, 87 per cent
of the province, or 6,261,480 rai, was under forest cover. However, by
1993, that figure had been reduced to 42 per cent, or less than 3,000,000
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rai. The RFD has estimated that the loss of forests is continuing at an
annual rate of 50,000 rai.
There have been two major factors contributing to the deforestation
in Nan; these are the conversion of forestland to agricultural land, and the
effects of logging. Commercial logging concessions in Nan were first
granted in 1973, and logging continued until the 1989 national logging ban.
Around the same time as the logging concessions were first being granted,
commercial crops were being introduced in agriculture. Logging greatly
aided the expansion of these crops because land that had been logged was
then burned in order to clear it and prepare it for planting. Thus, even more
deforestation occurred as a result of forest areas being cleared to use as
cropland.
The rapid deforestation in Nan prompted the RFD to set up the
Upper NAN Watershed Management Project. In 1996, this Project received
support for capacity development in environment management from the
government of Denmark, through DANCED. The project comprises six
Watershed Management Units and 45 villages of different ethnic groups
including, Muang, Hmong, and H’tin. The key to the rehabilitation process
in the Nan Watershed is the use of participatory land use planning (PLP) at
the micro-watershed level, as well as the provision of supplemental
revolving funds for irrigated paddy crops and agro-forestry. PLP has been
so effective that it is now considered to be the ‘traditional’ watershed management process in Thailand (Ewers 1998).
The catchment area in the region has been reduced significantly by
fires (often started by the farmers themselves), droughts in the dry season,
and erosion and flooding in the rainy season. Due to these, indispensable
watershed areas, timber reserves, food sources (wild game and plants), as
well as an inestimable amount of biodiversity have all been lost. The use of
advanced agricultural systems (high-yield varieties of chemical fertilisers
and pesticides) have further leached nutrients from the soil, increased
pollution, and have burdened many farmers with debt because of the higher
production costs involved.
Before the inception of the Project, many local communities had
their own social rules for the use of resources (Box 6.3). The Huk Muang
Nan movement has also helped to strengthen community regulations,
establish maps for village boundaries, and assist in training communities to
use the participatory planning processes. For the Huk Muang Nan movement, the village regulations that coincide with RFD objectives include:
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• those who cultivate in headwater forests will be fined 2,000 baht per rai;
• those who burn fields and allow fires to spread into neighbouring forests
will be fined 1,000 baht;
• those who want to burn their upland fields must first establish a firebreak and inform the village committee five days before the burning,
otherwise a fine of 1,000 baht will be enforced.
Of the aforementioned three conditions, the second condition is particularly
prominent in 30 villages within the project area. Penalties and fines
imposed by the village on violators can be heavier than those stipulated in
forest laws. For example, a fine for fire damage to the Ma Kwaen trees
(Zanthoxylum limonella), which is a high cash yielding wild specie, can be
as high as 5,000 baht per mature tree (Hoare et al. 1997, cited in Hoare
1999).
The co-operation of the villages within the project has resulted in
savings to government budgets for fire prevention. By 1998, 94 kilometres
of firebreaks were established by villagers in the project area compared to
85 kilometres established by the RFD. The latter used a budget of 3,400
baht per kilometre. The village volunteers received no payments, although
food was provided by some Watershed Management Unit Chiefs (Hoare
1999). In the upper Nan Watershed Management project, the project areas
that caught fire in 1998 were substantially reduced compared to a year
earlier. The percentage of project areas with fires in 1997 was five per cent.
In 1998, this percentage increased to 21 per cent and in 1999, with cooperation from local communities, the project areas with fires was one per
cent. However, the Nan watershed chief cautioned that the figures should
be interpreted with care. The year 1997 was an extremely dry year because
of El Niño. The fires in 1998 had also helped to reduce litter levels, which
could have cumulated as potential fuels in 1999. However, while wetter
weather and other conditions were contributing factors, the villagers’ participation was definitely a contributing factor as well.
In regards to other environmental activities, the community regulations have broadened to include the prohibition of destructive fishing
methods, such as the use of explosives and cyanides. Some villages have
also started fish sanctuaries.
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Box 6.3: Civil society movements in protecting the watershed
Nan is well known for its tradition of nature conservation by local civil societies. Prior to
1975, when there were many logging concessions in the area, logging was believed to
be the cause of droughts and prolonged dry seasons, as well as the cause of hardship
and environmental degradation. About 500 villagers from Ban Luang village attempted
to stop the logging operations by protesting against the logging company. Villagers
from three sub-districts (Tambon) formed a group under the direction of a local monk,
Phrakhru Pitak, to protect the area from logging.
In a separate endeavour, river conservation efforts were taking place. Another
monk, Pra Sawien Intapunyo, of the temple of Don Kaew, set up the first river conservation zone in 1988. The conservation area was about 100 meters wide and 100
meters long, and was established in front of the Temple. Since 1988, fish numbers
have increased remarkably. Since 1988, 45 conservation zones similar to this one have
been established in the Nan province.
In June 1990, Phrakhru Pitak performed the first forest ordination ceremony in the
province of Nan at Bahn Khiew Muang. The community forest encompassed about 400
acres of land around their village. Letters were sent to the surrounding communities
announcing the creation of the protected area, and that it was forbidden to cut trees or
hunt in the community forest. The villagers still maintain their protected forest, and it is
now seen as a model project and is visited frequently by visitors from across Thailand.
Realising that ecosystem management cannot be successful if it is only carried out in
one localised area; Phrakhru Pitak began to spread the idea of forest ordination across
Nan.
In 1991, a new group of young people established the north Eastern Thai Association. Their initial aim was to help farmers change from swidden agriculture to more
integrated approaches, as well as more permanent land uses. Mixed farming was
promoted where orchards and vegetables were grown, and a pond was dug to hold the
crop irrigation water supply, as well as to raise fish. In addition, cows and pigs were
raised on a small scale.
All these people finally formed the Huk Muang Nan (HMN) Foundation in 1998.
HMN is composed of a variety of loosely formed groups, NGOs, and other forms of
organisations, some of which are supported directly by HMN staff or member groups,
through campaigns to increase public awareness and participation.

In the sub-district of Saeng Thong, community rules were further
strengthened through the formation of a network that is supported by the
local government. The Sub-district Committee held revolving meetings
with villagers from each village to discuss the ‘network agreement’ for the
management of natural resources. Village boundaries serve as the demarcation for responsibilities and rights to the local resources, including fishes,
animals, and other forest products. The villages that breach the network
agreement will not receive their share of grants allocated through the subdistrict organisation (Ongkan Borihan Suan Tambon or known in short as
Or Bor Tor) from the central government.
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In the network agreement, fines tend to be lower because local government’s fines must not exceed the rates stipulated under the forest and environmental laws. Therefore, fines hardly exceed 500 baht per activity.
However, the enforced responsibilities and incentives at the local network
levels can be made more stringent. Such is the case for firebreaks, in which
it is stipulated that the width of the firebreak must be at least eight meters.
Those who report fires and the culprits of fires to the village committee will
received half of the fine and the name of the reporter will not be disclosed.
In this last case, competition for resources, especially threats of competition for natural resources and negative environmental impacts from
outsiders, have been catalysts for establishing village networks, and institutionalising and enforcing network agreements. The network is also reenforced by the 1994 Tambon Council and Tambon Administration
Organisation (Or Bor Tor) Act, which empowers local governments at the
sub-district level to manage the local natural resources and environment.
Unlike most other local governments, which concentrate their efforts on
building infrastructure, the Saeng Thong Sub-district Committee provides
funds for conservation purposes.
CONCLUSIONS
This chapter traces watershed management in Thailand from the policy to
the field level. It is evident that watershed management in Thailand is
equivalent to forest protection. Fire protection and suppression, as well as
reforestation are the major activities of the Watershed Management Unit of
the Royal Forest Department.
To date, Thailand’s National Forest Policy has not recognised the
importance of the role of public participation in the management of forest
resources, even though a community forest law is in the making. At the
operational level, a number of Watershed Management Units have experimented with ways to co-operate and work with the traditional communities
in the forests. Furthermore, limited participation of the communities is
encouraged in the ‘participatory land use planning’ approach, from which,
the outcome eventually becomes a tacit agreement between the Watershed
Management Unit and the local communities for land and forest use
arrangements. In return, the communities have access to land security,
better infrastructure, and health and education facilities.
The remaining obstacles to a participatory approach to natural
resource management in Thailand are immense. The land use plan devised
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and agreed to between Project officials and the communities are only gentlemen’s agreements and are not recognised by law, nor is PLP or its outcome, which is the adopted management model in all Watershed Management Units. PLP is often practised in foreign funded projects because PLP
is an attractive selling point to foreign donors. Until the principles of PLP
are officially adopted and the performance of the RFD officials is performance based, it is unlikely that the PLP will be sustained. Moreover, off-field
and senior staff that have no experience in working with communities, still
cling to their centralised mode of management.
Constraints outside or above the RFD’s domain of authority include:
the facts that many hill-tribe farmers are not yet legal citizens of Thailand;
the forest law does not recognise most highland communities, as they are
often located in forest reserves and national parks or highland watersheds;
there are not yet clear national policy directions from the government on
how to treat communities in the forests; and finally, policies tend to swing
according to whom and which party controls the Ministry of Agriculture
and co-operatives.
A legal basis is clearly needed to recognise the outcomes of PLP in
order to guarantee a long-term sustainable land use patterns. It is also
imperative that education opportunities and non-farm employment skills
and alternatives be given to younger generations of farmers in the forests.
Unlike PLP, the village networks tend to be more sustainable and are
maintained even after the foreign funding has expired. As population continues to increase, villages’ boundaries grow closer and the offsite or transboundary impacts have become more frequent. Watershed networks are
needed to provide a forum for negotiation and rules for good citizenship, as
well as to define the boundaries for responsibilities. In other words,
repeated experiences that non-co-operation may lead to a worse situation
(the tit-for-tat game) has actually fostered and maintained the watershed
network in order to reduce inter-village externalities. A network of villages
respecting the same rules for natural resource management serves as a
forum for equals to guard their own interests and to resolve inter-village
environmental conflicts arising from unmanaged fires, water pollution, and
trans-boundary hunting. To some ethnic minorities, the network also provides security in the form of both, solidarity and the feeling of being part of
the existing establishment.
In the course of a transition from swidden to ‘modern’ sedentary
agriculture, communities have also broadened ecosystem management
objectives from the traditional and singular goal of forest protection to
objectives that include soil and water, as well as fisheries and wildlife con164
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servation. A revealing conclusion from the two case studies is the role of
commercial trees as an incentive for farmers to participate in fire prevention. To protect their own commercial trees, the farmers need also to
protect the surrounding forests from fires. The findings of the case studies,
thus, suggest the importance of agro-forestry in the watershed landscape.
This could be a solution that might be replicated at a wider scale.
This study also indicates that the extent of people’s participation in
forest protection, such as in fire suppression, can be used as both input and
output indicators of the successes of the watershed protection units.
People’s participation increases both the output of the project, measured in
terms of the lengths of firebreaks contributed by the villagers, or as input
indicators such as the number of villagers involved, the acceptance of
village networks, and the reduction in costs of fire prevention.
One recommendation from the case studies is that the RFD could
consider devolving forest fire suppression to local communities once the
incentive system is in place and thus, could devote itself to the pursuit of
more scientific and knowledge intensive activities. It is time that the RFD
built up its scientific capacity on the other ecological functions of forests.
In the new millennium, the RFD will need to move, not only from extraction to conservation, but also will need to be more research than operationoriented while operations will be more and more devolved to the local
governments.
To achieve forest protection objectives, ‘Protect the forests for water’
has been the slogan used not only by the RFD, but also by civil society
movements and NGOs. It is now widely assumed in Thailand (without
supporting research on the hydrological impacts of different types of
forests and land uses) that the more forests there are, the more water there
will be. Moreover, in order to save the forests, the RFD has introduced
transplanted rice crops to augment food supply for the communities,
despite the slogan and despite the fact that rice is one of the most water
intense crops. In the longer term, it is important that the value of forests
and the related ecological functions and services are properly understood.
A nation can only make further progress based on science and not on the
basis of perception.
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SEVEN

Environmental Consciousness among
Ethnic Minorities in Yunnan, China
Traditional Local Agreements and their
Modern Reappearance
_________________________
Harald Bøckman

Now a mountain without forest is a muddy mountain; a land without
vegetation is a leaking land; a man without culture is an uncouth man.
Wang Chong, Lun heng, Shu jie, 1st century CE

INTRODUCTION
This chapter presents evidence of traditional perceptions about environmental issues in Yunnan and how such issues are dealt with locally today.
The main source-material is old inscriptions and documents of traditional
local laws and regulations (1739–1949) about environmental issues –
mostly on forest and water resources – from parts of Yunnan province
which today constitute autonomous areas. These regulations were written
in Chinese, with the exception of some traditional laws from Xishuang
Banna, which were written in the traditional Dai Le script.1 This material is
valuable in assessing traditional knowledge in this field, and – as far as we
know – it has not been made use of for research purposes earlier. In collaboration with the distinguished Chinese ethnographer and historian Wang
Ningsheng, a number of the original inscriptions and documents are being
translated into English for later publication.
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Such interesting material begs further questions. Is this just a phenomenon of the past, or is it still alive and well among the minority
peoples? In order to get a better understanding of these issues, Wang
Ningsheng and I paid a brief visit to the Dehong Dai and Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture2 in the spring of 2000, collecting evidence of oral customary laws on environmental issues among the minority peoples there. We
visited altogether six villages in Dehong, two Dai villages, two Jingpo
villages, one De’ang village and one Achang/tribalised Han village.
When collecting evidence of present-day perceptions concerning
environmental issues on the local and grass-root level, we became aware of
the fact that perceptions, regulations and agreements which were very
similar to the traditional regulations mentioned above had been revived
locally some places and adopted by the villagers. This did not only concern
environmental issues, but regulations about the general social order in the
village. The modern perceptions are expressed through locally formulated
agreements which are called ‘Township Regulations and Village Agreements’, or Xiang gui min yue.
BRIEF HISTORICAL SKETCH OF THE XIANG YUE,
OR VILLAGE AGREEMENTS
Law, Customary Law and Traditional Law
Research on Chinese legal culture, especially so in the West, has largely
focused on the formal legal system, even if much of what is covered by the
system of civil law in the West, in China has belonged to an informal realm
of mediation by the local community or by kinfolk based on the established
ritualised norms of social behaviour. However, many types of regulations
and agreements may be said to belong to an intermediate level of informal
justice, which has been very little studied and is not very well understood,
at least by Western legal scholars and social scientists.3 This vast realm of
justice outside the formal legal system has had great significance in
Chinese legal history. It should therefore be of considerable interest if the
phenomenon of xiang yue could be assessed in terms of Chinese legal history. This would enable us to understand better the significance of our
source material as a possible link between traditional xiang yue and the
modern xiang gui min yue.
Customary law is one form of this intermediate level of informal
justice, which covers a wide area of human interaction. The definition of
customary law varies widely both in China and in the West (Scogin 1994),
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but the most common definition is that it is orally transmitted covenants. It
is only when it is formalised in written form – usually by a state or statelike agency – that it becomes a part of a traditional form of established justice. The regional laws of the native Dai leaders of Xishuang Banna in
southern Yunnan may be seen as an example of this form of traditional law.
The inscriptions that we have translated are clearly influenced by
customary law, but may not be said to be purely customary law. For want
of a better term, we will therefore call them traditional laws. Such traditional laws should be understood as not having become established as a
formal legal system. Therefore, the term ‘law’, or fa, is not very fitting in
this context. The term fa actually hardly occurs in the material we have
translated, and not with the force of law proper. Rather, the implications
should be seen as rules that have a greater or lesser degree of legal binding.
Even announcements or instructions issued by a county head, of which we
have some examples in our material, have to a considerable degree had
legal binding. Furthermore, inscribing these regulations on durable material
underlined their importance for the local community. Documents written
on paper could purposely be hidden or get lost over time,4 but inscribed
stelae were both durable, manifest, and had the character of being a public
statement. These inscriptions seems to have a kind of localised legal binding for the villagers concerned, for the regulations themselves concern only
one or a few localities, and thus had no claim of universality.
The Xiang Yue
Here, space allows us to only very briefly sketch the historical background
of the institution called xiang yue. The term xiang yue originates with the
Neo-Confucian scholar Lü Dafang and his brothers in the late eleventh
century during the Song dynasty. In a small treatise called Lü shi xiang yue,
or The Village Agreements of Mr. Lü,5 he expounds his ideas for organising
a kind of village self-government in Lantian in Shaanxi province in northwestern China. The locus classicus of the treatise is as follows:
For those who concur with the agreement, there will be mutual persuasive
advice when it comes to issues of virtue; there will be mutual regulations
when it comes to misconduct; there will be reciprocity in [exercising] rites
and customs; there will be mutual sympathy when [people] fall into distress.
When there is good [conduct], it should be written in the records; when
there is misconduct, like disobeying the agreements, it should also be
written [in the records]. After three offences, fines will be levied; those who
do not change [their ways] will be excluded.
(Song shi, juan 340: 10844)
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Lü is said to have been inspired by the classical work Zhou li, or Rites of
Zhou, but whereas the ideas expounded in the Zhou li saw this make-up as
initiated and led from above, his xiang yue was to be initiated and administered locally as a voluntary association of villagers ‘... for the fourfold
purpose of common endeavour in morality, education, social intercourse,
and economic assistance’ (Hsiao 1960: 201). This plan aroused considerable interest in the following centuries. The leading Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi
even outlined an emended version of the plan (Xiao 1960: 202, 622, n.
101). Several Ming Dynasty scholars and thinkers actively promoted this
concept as well, but in a modified form: The xiang yue became a programme for lecturing the common people about moral education. One who
made use of the xiang yue in this manner was the noted philosopher Wang
Yangming, who in 1518 applied this programme when serving as an official in his efforts to pacify southern Ganzhou in Jiangxi province, which at
the time was socially or unstable.6
It seems that by the 1550s, the xiang yue had taken on a new form.
As Handlin says, ‘It was no longer a voluntary association but one that the
planners expected all the common people of the community to join.’ The
sanctions had also changed. To encourage co-operation among members of
a voluntary association, the threat of exclusion had been sufficient. To
encourage compliance by members of a mandatory association, a combination of instruction and coercion was necessary. For this reason the hsiangyüeh [xiang yue] at this time merged with the institution of mutual surveillance, the pao-chia [baojia] (Handlin 1983: 48).7
When lecturing to the common people, some late Ming thinkers, like
the educator Luo Rufang (who is known for making use of popular gags to
catch the attention of the common people), put stress on traditional Confucian precepts like filiality and brotherly love as a basis for all forms of
behaviour and the concept of humanness as basis for his conception of
community. Others, like Lü Kun and Hai Rui, whose writings Handlin
characterises as ‘cynical realism’, consisted in using a device of correcting
faults by mechanical tabulation. Lü Kun listed various types of deeds,
ascribing to each a large, medium or small merit. He also outlined various
equations by which one could use merits to cancel fines and punishments
owed for bad deeds. Even so, Handlin says that such a mechanical
approach to self-cultivation ultimately had the moral goals of encouraging
good behaviour (Handlin 1983: 198).
The xiang yue was re-established in the early years of the Qing
Dynasty (1644–1912). The Manchu emperors quickly grasped the impor-
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tance of using Confucian ethics for controlling their new and vastly more
numerous Chinese subjects down to the local communities. Therefore, their
xiang yue became more modelled on the late Ming schemes than the original conjecture of Lü Dafang and his brothers.8 In 1670, the Kang Xi
Emperor formulated the Sacred Edict, or Sheng Yu, which consisted of
sixteen maxims, which became widely disseminated in Chinese society in
the centuries to come. In 1724, his successor, the Yong Zheng Emperor,
seemingly thinking that the maxims of his predecessor were too terse and
too short, made public a lengthy document entitled The Amplified Instructions of the Sacred Edict, or Sheng yu guang xun, in order to make the
propagation of this code of behaviour more efficient.
The xiangyue9 at times also became an official position, (which
perhaps could be rendered as Township Restrainer) in charge of expounding the Confucian doctrines from above, and as thus was an important
vehicle in disseminating Confucian thinking down to the grass-root level.
According to Hiao (ibid. 197ff.), the xiang yue system did not become as
efficient as the central authorities had hoped for. In the first place, it was
not regarded as a prestigious post. Furthermore, it was just as vulnerable to
abuse as other local positions. And as time passed, the original intent was
sometimes transformed by the processes of institutionalisation itself. From
being an instructor in socio-political ethics, the xiangyue would take on
more important functions in the local community like policing and exercising general authority, similar to the baojia or mutual surveillance
function. But he could also be reduced to more menial functions like tax
collector, which meant that he was just carrying out orders from the county
government above.
What was initially meant to be a fortnightly lecture that would
bolster the local morale and civic conduct, frequently degenerated into pure
formalism. One witness of that is the early Western traveller Père Huc,
who, when passing through Hubei and Sichuan the 1840s observed that
‘this custom, if seriously carried out, can only be laudable and useful’, but
adds that ‘… as it is done now, it is merely a vain ceremony. ... there are
indeed in all the localities places appointed where the Mandarins ought to
instruct the people; they are called Shang yu ting, or Hall of Holy Instructions, ... but on the appointed day, the Mandarin does just walk in, smoke a
pipe, drink a cup of tea, and walk out again’ (Huc 1855, I: 355). Nevertheless, the xiang yue must be said to have been the most enduring and
important instrument of grass-root level ideological control by the imperial
order.
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Southern Traditions of Xiang Yue
Of interest for our purpose is that it seems like the institutionalisation of the
xiang yue has been retained rather well in China’s southern provinces. At
least, this is where we find the best evidence for such a development.10 The
Huizhou district of southern Anhui province has been a rich source for
local history.
In a well-documented article on the xiang yue in Huizhou during the
Ming and Qing dynasties, Chen Keyun describes different types of xiang
yue (Chen 1990). During the Jia Jing period (1522–67), the Yan town in
Shen county made a covenant in 1544 which aimed at suppressing internal
‘conspiracies’ (jian dang) and ‘violent force’ (qiang bao). The region had
suffered from draught for several consecutive years, and this added to the
decline of the social order and the spread of social unrest. During the late
Ming, Japanese pirate forces were marauding the China coast, and invaded
Huizhou in 1551. Four years later, the same town of Yan passed a xiang
yue, which aimed at resisting the Japanese invaders. Still some years later,
during the Long Qing period (1567–73), the Chen clan in the Western
Township of Qimen county passed a covenant which was primarily an
agreement based on blood relationships, which dealt with a number of
issues like how to control tenant activity, tax regulations, and protection of
the mountain forestland. Well into the Qing, we find another agreement
from the 54th year of the Qian Long reign (1789), where twelve families of
four different clans from the township of Houtan in Qimen county pass an
agreement whose main purpose was to deal with the shortage of corvée
labour.
Xiang yue like the ones referred to above were thus devices used by
the local elites for various types of hegemonic control. There is, however,
one area where the xiang yue in Huizhou was applied in a different manner,
which cut across the various local interest groups. This was the issue of the
protection of the mountainous forest areas. As Huizhou is a mountainous
forest region, management or mismanagement of these areas have had
decisive impact on the livelihood of all the communities there. Because of
this, joint organisations for the protection of the mountain forest were
established early on. For example, in the 26th year of the Jia Jing reign
(1547), a people from a number of villages in a township in Qimen county
came together and established a Xiang Yue Society for the Protection of
the Forest, or Hu shan xiang yue hui, where it was decided to set up an
agreement for the protection of the forest. This township had established as
similar society during the Hong Zhi reign (1488–1506), but, as it said in the
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new agreement, in recent times, the mountain forest had been visited by
vagrants who had wantonly felled trees either for building material or firewood, broken and dug out bamboo sprouts, or cleared land for growing
gourds and reeds. On this new occasion, all the villagers were organised in
a baojia-like structure (see n. 8), each of which had an agreed checklist of
twelve items. On this basis, at the end of each of the four seasons of the
year each unit met and recorded the crimes and fines that had taken place
during the last quarter, with detailed stipulations for the various offences.
Another example of a locally-initiated xiang yue is and agreement
from the nineteenth year of the Jia Jing reign (1540), where members from
several villages of an influential clan of long standing named Wang joined
together in a society for nurturing the mountain. The immediate reason was
that the ancestral hall of the Wang clan had been clogged up by silt and
mud as a result of serious mismanagement and subsequent erosion in the
mountains.
From this agreement and other materials, it seems clear that the local
officialdom were supportive of such locally initiated activity. During the
Jia Jing reign (1522–66), the magistrate of Qimen county had a stone stele
on protection of the mountain forests inscribed and erected.11 Chen stresses
that official support for such agreements normally would be endorsed with
an official seal, which meant that it had the force of a regular law. She
asserts that such practice, as has been described above, became rather
common, and this should account for the fact that Huizhou until this day
has a forest area which covers more than 40 per cent of its area.
This source material from Huizhou concerning pre-modern environmental protection is quite valuable besides its immediate documentation.
This type of xiang yue differs, as Chen also points out, from most of the
other xiang yue by its popular profile. Even if we must assume that it was
still dominated by the local elite, it seems to have been organised in a way,
which included a considerable element of popular participation, thus making it an early example of what Western scholars like to term as ‘civil
society’.12
Huizhou xiang yue are of general significance in another respect,
namely that we seem to have a case where the xiang yue has developed
much beyond their original intent as ideological control mechanisms or as
local positions of varied influence. It seems clear that these agreements had
a localised legal binding on those involved, and that they were loosely
connected with the formal structures and laws of the imperial order. The
relation between the laws of the imperial state and the local xiang gui is

175

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

neatly stated on an inscribed stele from Tuzhou in then Guangxi province
in the sixteenth year of the Guang Xu reign (1836): ‘I have heard that the
state has laws (fa) and the villages have regulations (gui). Now when the
laws of the state are made clear, they will render a kind-hearted peace.
Likewise, when the xiang gui are instituted, they will make robbery and
pilfering come to a stop. These xiang gui are thus a support for the laws of
the state’ (Guangxi minzu ... 1982: 51). We have thus documented what
seems to be a ‘southern’ link between the tradition of xiang yue and the
modern phenomenon of xiang gui min yue, or Township Regulations and
Village Agreements.13
The extent of the inscribed material on stone or retained in the local
gazetteers on environmental protection in south and southwest China
remains to be mapped. Menzies (1998: 113), mentions that he has seen the
texts of some stelae in Guizhou, Yunnan and Hunan provinces. In 1982, the
Nationalities’ Research Institute of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region
published a collection of inscribed stelae from minority regions in Guangxi
(Guangxi minzu ... 1982), and in the case of Yunnan, the Office for the
Gazetteer of Yunnan Forestry has collected a considerable number of
inscriptions (Yunnan sheng linye ... 1993), some of which concern environmental issues and environmental protection.14 These inscriptions will be
described in the following.
TRADITIONAL INSCRIPTIONS AND DOCUMENTS
CONCERNING PROTECTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT
The inscriptions we have gone through are found in widely different places
in Yunnan, so the issues they bring up must have been prevalent. Some are
from the county, or xian level, where the officials present themselves as
upright officials who respond positively to grass-root demands. But in most
cases, the inscriptions are from the township (xiang) or village (cun) level,
and reflect common worries and resolve on the grass-root, which are
immediately faced with deteriorating natural environments. By their purpose and content, they seem to be much more the result of spontaneous and
joint action by the villagers than the traditional description of the xiang yue
as an elite-induced activity.
Structure and Style
Frequently, the inscriptions start with referring to the glorious past, when
problems were kept in check. This is further stressed by eulogising the
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good moral of the villagers or good intent of a county head. Then their
present-day problems are brought up, lamenting that so-called bad elements, bandits or other outsiders have gone rampant in the forests and thus
threaten the traditional balance between vegetation and water. Frequently,
gambling and opium smoking may be involved as well. The rest of an
inscription would then spell out the measures that have been decided by all
the villagers about levying fines on those who commit violations, including
those who witness such violations but do not report it because of favouritism. Those who report such violations will be rewarded accordingly.
The language of the inscriptions shows certain structural similarities,
which indicates that they are part of a common administrative culture.
Frequently, the motive force is grounded in standard Confucian morals, and
sometimes, there are also passages, which show clear Daoist influence in
describing the balances or imbalances in nature. The style is rarely elegant,
and frequently makes use of Yunnanese patois. It is evident that the
inscriptions have been composed locally. Even if traditional religious
beliefs are an integral part of the texts, they also easily read as rather
modern texts by the fact that they argue in a manner, which we today
would term as based on ecological insights.
The main tone in these inscriptions indicates that these conflicts were
caused by local issues, like conflicts of interest among the villagers or
threats from outsiders. The issues seem to have been perennial, because in
some cases, new inscriptions have to be erected in place of the old ones.
Taken together, these inscriptions and documents should be seen as very
valuable material for mapping the ecological history of Yunnan.
All the inscriptions were composed and erected in areas, which today
have been designed as minority areas. Even if the inscriptions are all written in Chinese, there are clear indications in the texts that they concern
minority peoples. Evidence for that is that one frequently encounters terms
like tu min – indigenous people, huo tou – headmen, Hans and barbarians
(yi), who evidently were living mixed, and several minorities mentioned by
names, like Yi, Jingpo, and Lisu.
Content
The agreements are mostly done on the village level, but there are also
cases of agreements between some villagers or a single clan. However,
there are also cases of agreements between several villages. In one case
from the Dehong region (and also the most recent inscription in our
material, dating from 1949), five multi-ethnic villages of Jingpo, Lisu and
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Hans made an agreement against felling trees, cultivating land and practice
slash-and-burn agriculture. Some inscriptions are made on the county level,
but they are mostly the result of requests from local villages. Only one
example in our material is an explicit order from a county head in the Dali
region to plant pine trees and to protect young trees in the mountain area.
The overall concern in the inscriptions is to prevent unlawful felling
of tree and stealing of firewood. It is clear from the texts that they had a
keen understanding of the close relation between vegetation and water, and
that forests were not only a resource in themselves, but also a natural
mechanism for storing water. In some examples, there are also prohibitions
against burying people in water-generating forests, or poisoning water for
fishing. There are also agreements about active cultivation of mountain
areas in the form of planting of seedlings, and there are several agreements
on closing the mountain areas off for felling in order to let it regenerate
itself. Some agreements stipulate how much timber can be taken out for
house building, both for private and public use.
In some cases, the villagers agree to organise teams to keep guard
over the mountains in turn, similar to the crop-watching teams in villages in
the interior of China. More significantly, we can read about local appointments for guarding the forests, like shu tou, or Head of Trees, whose task it
was to take care of the forest, and shu zhang, or Leader of Trees, whose
tasks were to protect the trees, and shan jia, or Leader of the Mountains,
whose task it was to inspect the mountains.
The agreements all mete out punishments for the various offences. In
some cases, they are stipulated in great detail. The agreements urge the
villagers to report the name of the violators to the authorities or to catch the
violators and then send them to the county offices, where they will receive
their punishment.
In the following, we will give some examples of the style in these
inscriptions. First a quote from a county-level inscription from the Xianshui
river area in Nanhua County in Chuxiong Yi Autonomous Prefecture,
dating back to 1739:
... I, the head of the county, have held this position already for three years,
and have every day been engaged in encouraging the people doing agriculture and put priority on greatly expanding the irrigation system. ... Therefore
I myself went to investigate at this Dragon Pool. Now I know that nobody
has been coming to take charge there, so people from near the county seat
unceasingly have come here to pick their firewood and gather plants.
Although there is a daily need of firewood, the profits from cutting firewood
and gathering plants and carrying it back is limited. If you go on to cut and
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gather, after several years, the mountain will become denuded. But if you let
the mountain fountains be used for irrigation, it will be of unlimited profit.
... I do agree with the public opinion and inscribe this stone for an everlasting ban. In all places within fifty-five zhang, nobody can collect firewood or
plants. If somebody dares to violate this ban, carrying axes and going into
the mountains, if you find one, send him under escort and report him to the
superiors.

Here is another example of a township-level inscription from Yongan
township, also in the Chuxiong area, dating from 1790:
This is an inscription relating an agreement to close off the mountain.
The following villages .... (names of eleven villages), got together and made
an agreement. Under the Kingly Way, there is no land to be abandoned, and
forests should be covering all the mountains to benefit the people. Forests
planted on a large scale are in special need of fostering. If trees are felled
wilfully, even the beautiful green mountain will gradually become denuded
mountain. How can one say that this is the way of the Flourishing Age?
However, people cannot be of one heart and one mind. Some women ostensibly cut grass, but in reality secretly cut small trees. Also, there are some
unscrupulous persons who inflict harm on others to benefit themselves.
Sometimes, they are caught [when felling trees], but they always put the
blame on women.
Now every village made an agreement and established regulations:
Those who fell a big tree will be charged a fine of 1 tael silver;
Those who fell a small tree will be charged a fine of 5 qian silver;
Those who cut branches or gather leaves [of the trees] will be charged a fine
of 3 qian silver;
Those who see [somebody do damage to a tree] and do not report it [to the
official concerned], will be charged a fine of 5 qian silver.
We all witnessed this agreement to be made. All the villages intended to
inscribe it on stone. Now the persons’ names [of each village] are listed as
follows .......... (15 persons’ names). They erected this stone together.
Opening the mountain on the first day of the second month, and closing off
the mountain on the sixth day of the second month in the 55th year of the
Qian Long reign (1790).

Finally, an example from a village-level inscription, this one from Huangsangpo village in Xima township, Yingjiang county, Dehong Dai and
Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture, dating from 1914:
Old and young of the middle village of Huangsangpo have made a document as a proof of establishing a genuine ban on [felling trees that help
storing the] sources of the water. With one heart, we [declare that the] pro-
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hibited [area goes] from the edge of the fields that belong to Yang Zizhou in
Middle Village, where there is a valley dam with green vegetation around.
Formerly, we depended on this forest of bunyan-trees and these twiggy
bamboos, the big bamboos, the golden bamboos and the broad rush, so that
taxes could be provided to the state above and so that it could nurture the
life of the people below.
From our ancestors’ time on, our area has had pure customs and good
habits, the produce has been abundant and the people rich. Since there from
this year on have been some people who have followed shameful ways and
unlawfully felled tree trunks and bamboo, we have with a consonant heart
decided to forbid felling trees that help storing the sources of water.
From the area of Fragrant Mountain and the Old Dense Valley until the
valley dam, if there are those who still go and fell healthy trees, if they are
caught, they will be fined three thousand wen in copper coins. If there are
those who set the forest afire, and that it is verified and they are caught, they
will be fined seven thousand wen in copper coins. If there are those who
resist, they will be reported to the authorities have their crimes investigated
and their punishment put into effect.
The above is the aspiration of everybody. In this, there has been no coercion
or other such things. We are afraid that just relying on spoken words will
not be enough, and therefore, we have established this document as a proof.
The above is true.
The first prohibition is that if one privately goes and fells healthy trees,
heavy fines cannot be exempted. Those who see evidence and report it, will
get ‘red money’ 15 of six hundred wen, and we will never retract our words.
The second prohibition is that if one unlawfully sets fire to the area around
the water source in the Fragrant Mountain and the Old Dense Valley, one
will be fined heavily.
A third prohibition is that if one stealthily fells big bamboo and the twiggy
bamboo, heavy fines may not be exempted.
Erected on the first day of February in the third year of the Republic of
China.

RECENT REVIVAL OF LOCAL AGREEMENTS
CALLED XIANG GUI MIN YUE, OR TOWNSHIP
Regulations and Village Agreements
From our brief village visits and interviews in the Dehong region, it is our
clear impression that the traditional local regulations were still vivid in the
recollections of the older villagers. In the traditional society, the local
chieftains or tusi, and local headmen or shan guan, laid claim to the communal land, and the villagers had to negotiate with these local leaders in
order to be allowed to fell trees for personal use. Such negotiations were
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normally not based on written agreements, but on customary law or on
customs.
It is likewise clear that traditional religious beliefs still play a considerable role in regulating the use of forest and water resources. Among the
Dais, huge banyan trees (da qing shu) are considered as guardian spirits of
the villages (zhaoman, zhaoheman in Dai) and therefore sacred, and hardly
anybody would dear to cut trees illegally in their environment. Just as the
sacred banyan trees are associated with water, the forests, which constitute
the sources of the village water, are also regarded as sacred. This is especially the case with the Jingpo, where sacred forests are rarely subjected to
mismanagement and wanton felling. Religious perceptions have thus
played a positive role in maintaining the balance between forest and water.
In a De’ang village in Wanding, which was surrounded by beautiful
and verdant forests, they had re-established a position of forest inspector,
who would go on patrol three times a day. The main purpose was to guard
against forest fires and to keep outsiders from loitering. In a Zaiwa village
in Luxi, the administration of fines for illegal felling and the associated
offerings to the local shrine is the responsibility of a forest official. This
official was actually a descendant of the former ‘mountain official’, or shan
guan, because, as we were told, ‘It is only he who can manage to administer it.’
In some villages, they had also retained a system of ‘closing the
mountain’ and ‘opening the mountain’, which meant that the villagers were
forbidden or permitted to enter the forest for picking firewood and cut trees
according to a strict plan.
During our brief field trip, we were also shown recently passed local
regulations in the form of xiang gui min yue,16 or Township Regulations
and Village Agreements, all of which had been adopted during the 1990s.
They varied in scope and content, some being rather elaborate, others rather
brief, thus demonstrating a considerable local variation. They took up local
social and economic order in general, the environmental aspects being only
a part of these agreements. One would state explicitly that it had been
design under higher-level political guidance, while another had been passed
by the Township people’s congress, and yet another had just been passed
by the village itself.
The extent of the revival of this xiang gui min yue in Yunnan (and
other parts of China as well) remains to be mapped. In an article by Tian
Chengyou entitled Duijie: guojia zhiding fa yu minzu xiguan fa de eryuan
lun, (‘Rebuttal: A Dualist Approach to the Nationally Enacted Laws and
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Minority Customary Laws’), published in a volume on customary law
among the minority peoples edited by Xu Zhongqi et al. (1998), the author,
after stressing how difficult it is to bring about a fundamental change in
applying protective mechanisms of the customary law, goes on to say:
During our investigations, we came to understand that after the beginning of
the eighties, after the reforms in the countryside deepened, some minority
areas still passed some new popular laws and regulations (minjian fagui) –
Township Regulations and Village Agreements (xiang gui min yue) – as a
supplement to the national laws and decrees and to safeguard the needs of
the social order. This has to various degrees received the support and initiation from the political authorities on the various levels, and has certain
practical functions. However, these Township Regulations and Village
Agreement are, in the last analysis, a kind of modified continuation of or a
return to customary laws among the nationalities, which draws on the experience of ‘clannish autonomy’ of ancient customary law.
(Xu 1998: 60)

The phenomenon of xiang gui min yue is also mentioned briefly in a book
on implementation of the laws of China into the minority regions edited by
Zhang Xiaohui (Zhang 1994). It relates a case concerning conflicts over the
use of natural resources in the Honghe Hani-Yi Autonomous Prefecture,
where the cadres who were sent there to resolve the issues made use of the
township and village agreements in order to make people comply with the
decisions (Zhang 1994: 266). Later on, we are given examples about how
elements from traditional penal codes from minority peoples can be applied
for present use, and it is stated explicitly that elements from the traditional
local legal culture is changed into present-day village agreements in order
to adjust to the local social relations (ibid. 300–301).
The phenomenon of xiang gui min yue is, however, largely overlooked in the voluminous literature that deals with local-level administration and politics in the minority areas. For example, in a voluminous
detailed handbook for basic-level cadres in minority areas, 190 pages are
devoted to administrative issues on the village level, but the phenomenon
of xiang gui min yue is not mentioned at all (Li [ed] 1993).17
The reason why the xiang gui min yue has not received the attention
it deserves is probably as follows: In the first place, it has never been a part
of a formally codified legal framework, but has belonged to the field of traditional law, where the difference between the concepts of ‘regulation’,
‘agreements’, and ‘law’ is blurred. Thus, it falls outside the extensive lawmaking activities on all levels in China today, which does not extend below
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the county level. Secondly, the xiang gui min yue seems to be largely a
grass-root phenomenon, for and by the local community, and thus an
example of more or less spontaneous rule-making from below. This goes
counter to the general processes of law making in China today, which
overwhelmingly takes place from above and down to the lower levels, or at
least conforms with the centrally drafted laws.
The concept of xiang gui min yue is, however, listed as an entry in
the large-scale dictionary Hanyu da cidian. There, it is defined as ‘Drawn
up by the villagers for use in their local stipulations’, and exemplified as a
measure for ‘building a socialist spiritual civilisation’ (Hanyu da cidian,
Vol. 10: 665). In other words, it looks like Chinese officialdom of today
intends to use the xiang gui min yue for a similar purpose as the former
emperors, namely to disseminate official ideology down to the grass-root of
rural China.
FINAL REMARKS
The resurgence of xiang gui min yue in minority regions in China’s southwest should probably be seen as a need for new grass-root regulations
which arose after the dissolution of collective agriculture. It seems to have
started more or less as a spontaneous rule-making from below, and may be
seen as an expression of local popular will. It thus falls outside the formal
law-making in China today. Nevertheless, it also seems that the local regulations also reflect different degrees of higher-level political influence.
This chapter has documented that this type of rule-making is not a
new invention, but that it has old antecedents in the tradition of xiang yue,
which in Yunnan seems to have been an expression a high degree of selforganisation. Such traditional laws became a part of the social life of the
minorities, and they seem to be in the process of playing a similar role in
Yunnan today. Therefore, such xiang gui min yue could be an important
contribution for the exercise of the autonomous rights of the minorities on
the grass-root.
Both the traditional Yunnanese xiang yue and the modern xiang gui
min yue cover many issues of social importance. A number of the traditional regulations may not be applicable to the needs of a modern society,
but their importance lies in the fact that they were established by local
people according to local conditions. Furthermore, in the case of environmental issues, we have documented that the traditional and modern percep-
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tions on how to protect the natural environment seem to be very well in
tune, and we thus have a case where the past can truly serve the present.
NOTES
1
2
3

4
5

6
7

8

Material of similar value for this study may perhaps be found also in
the repositories of the traditional scripts of the Yi and Naxi peoples, but
such research is pending.
Called ‘The Chinese Shan States’ in earlier Western literature.
Cf. Philip Huang’s distinction between the formal, the informal and the
‘third realm’ in Qing and Republican justice system (Bernhardt and
Huang 1994: 12). For a good overview of civil law in traditional China,
see Scogin 1994. See also the introduction in Huang 1996.
In fact, one of our sources indicates that later headmen had purposely
lost such agreements on paper.
There is some disagreement over who of the Lü brothers actually
penned the treatise. The Song shi gives the impression that it was
written by Dafang, while the extant versions of the whole treatise are
signed by his older brother Dazhong. However, Zhu Xi was of the
opinion that the treatise was the work of his younger brother Dajun. See
Hsiao 1960: 622, n. 100.
Handlin, p. 48–49, suggests that this was a device from Wang to soften
the coercive control of the bao jia. For other references, see Hsiao
1960: 622, n. 102 and 103.
Ever since the Sui dynasty in the last years of the seventh century, the
xian, or county, had been the lowest level of state power in China. This
necessitated the establishment of mechanisms on the lower xiang or
township level, which could discipline as well as mobilise the local
populace. The most efficient measure in this respect was the
introduction during the Song dynasty of the bao jia system, which was
a system of mutual surveillance. The xiang yue was clearly also
conceived of as a structuring device for grass-root social organisation in
China.
Hsiao asserts that the institutionalisation of the xiang yue during the
Qing dynasty was ‘a radical departure from tradition’ (Xiao 1960: 202)
from the Ming, but does not seem to be sufficiently aware of its actual
implementations during the Ming, which Handlin documents.
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9
10

11
12

13

14
15
16
17

In order to discern the institutional set-up from the position, I write
xiang yue in two words for the former and xiangyue in one word for the
latter.
This also concerns the functions of the xiangyue as a post, but is not our
main concern here. According to Hsiao, in some localities in
Guangdong province, villagers met with the xiangyue to decide matters
of common concern. In some localities in neighbouring Guangxi
province, the power and influence of the xiangyue became much
stronger than that of the village elders and rural headmen, so that he
‘made arbitrary decisions concerning affairs and monopolised access to
local affairs’ (Hsiao 1960: 202).
It is not clear if the stele is extant. The author copied the text from the
gazetteer office of Qimen county.
The standard terminology in Chinese is not very helpful in this case.
One may, as Chen does, use the term minjian, which literally means
‘(from) among the people’, but this is more descriptive than evaluative.
The most frequently applied term for ‘civil society’ among Chinese
intellectuals is shimin shehui, or literally ‘citizens’ society’, which not
only is faulty in its own right, but quite misleading in our case.
Such a historical link also seems to be the understanding of the editors
of the newest standard large-scale Chinese dictionary, the Hanyu da
cidian, which under the entry of xiang yue says that it is stipulations
(guiyue) of ones own village or place, and that it ‘is also called xiang
gui min yue’ (Hanyu da cidian, Vol. 10: 666).
The collection contains altogether 71 inscriptions from 1375 until 1949
about forest protection and related issues.
In the local Yunnan language, this means a prize.
Under the different appellations of xiang gui min yue, cun (village) gui
min yue, and minzhu guanli (democratic management) min yue.
The handbook is clearly based on other studies and reference works that
were published during the eighties and beginning of the nineties. See p.
627 for four studies/entries, which the presentation of the section on
village-level administration is based on.
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Regional Forces, Decentralisation and
Local Responses
Institutions for Natural Resource Management
in the Uplands of Mainland Southeast Asia
_________________________
Nathan Badenoch and Mairi Dupar

INTRODUCTION
During the past two decades, upland communities in mainland Southeast
Asia have experienced a profound change in their formal relationship to the
natural resource base. China, Vietnam and Laos have transitioned from
collectivised agriculture and forest management to tenure systems based on
household responsibility and involving long-term land lease arrangements
from the state. This trend in privatisation has been accompanied by gradual
shifts from a command-and-control economic model to an increasingly free
system of market exchange that is redefining roles and responsibilities for
natural resources management among market, state and community.
More recently, this shift toward private management of natural
resources has been accompanied by decentralisation of natural resources
management, that is, an allocation of greater powers of decision-making,
rule-making, law enforcement and adjudication to local levels. A common
rationale for governments’ and donor agencies’ support of decentralisation
is that it makes policy implementation more efficient: it brings decisionmaking closer to the people who are affected by policies and it capitalises
on the presumed intimate knowledge of local conditions found at the local
level.1 According to this logic, planning and decision-making processes can
take advantage of local knowledge, institutions and practices.
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Meanwhile, attempts to stem upland environmental degradation have
demonstrated that technical solutions are ineffective in addressing such
challenges as deforestation, soil erosion and biodiversity loss.2 Policy makers have begun trying to better integrate environmental protection and livelihood enhancement goals in the uplands;3 they see the development of
local institutions as a promising means of addressing these twin goals.
This chapter provides an overview of some basic definitional issues
that are important to the analysis of decentralisation reforms. We suggest
that accountability relations hold the key to determining whether decentralisation reforms will succeed in reaching their environmental, livelihood
and equity objectives. We then review some of the main characteristics of
recent decentralisation initiatives in mainland Southeast Asia through the
lens of accountability and institutional responsiveness, and indicate some
preliminary findings about the effects of these reforms on upland welfare
and natural resources.
The chapter is based upon the preliminary findings of a set of studies
being undertaken by independent researchers in Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia,
Thailand and Yunnan, PRC with the support of the World Resources Institute’s Resources Policy Support Initiative. It also incorporates recent
documented field experience from the literature. Our conclusions about the
characteristics of decentralisation reforms that are likely to lead to positive
social and environmental outcomes are necessarily tentative and remain to
be re-assessed by the larger group of contributing researchers as their case
studies are finalised in 2001. However, it is hoped that the working
hypotheses presented here will provide ripe material for discussion, feedback and further reflection.
REGIONAL DYNAMICS AND LOCAL IMPLICATIONS
Many social and environmental indicators would lead one to conclude that
the prognosis for development in the uplands of mainland Southeast Asia is
grim. The seemingly dire trends of environmental degradation, poverty,
population growth, and marginalisation of upland groups lend support to
that interpretation. This has recently been described as a system of downward spirals (Rambo 2000), which has resulted in an intensification of
competition and conflict over access to and rights over upland natural
resources (Ratner 2000). In the uplands, these resource conflicts can appear
between state and community, between communities and within communities, and exert considerable stress on local and indigenous institutions for

188

Regional Forces, Decentralisation and Local Responses

natural resource management and conflict resolution. The power structures
of resource management in the uplands are for the most part stacked
against local communities (Rambo 2000). Although slowly changing, the
region has been characterised by centralised decision-making processes in
which upland voices are chronically under-represented.
Poor communities in the uplands of Montane Mainland Southeast
Asia (MMSEA) are highly dependent upon the natural resource base for the
livelihoods. Their social systems are often inextricably linked to the environment around them, and are sensitive to forces that affect their access to
natural resources. Local natural resource management in the uplands is
characterised by a patchwork of socio-cultural systems as diverse as the
ethnic groups that people the human landscape. These systems are in constant flux, as a result of human migrations and external pressures, and the
internal pressures of population growth and reduced carrying capacity of
the resource base. At the same time, local social systems often display high
levels of resilience, possibly rooted in people’s ability to constantly adapt
their farming practices to meet the less-than-accommodating conditions of
the uplands. The institutional strength evidenced by these systems contributes to maintaining livelihoods.
Recent decentralisation reforms in mainland Southeast Asia provide,
at least in theory, the promise of capitalising on upland communities’
existing organisational strengths to better match policy implementation
with local interests. Indeed, the difficulties met by government economic
and social development interventions in the uplands provide a strong
rationale for decentralisation. Limited resources, difficult access, high
levels of cultural diversity and significant inequities between upland and
lowland communities all make the case for supporting local institutional
development and increasing the participation of upland communities in
governing the natural resource base through appropriately designed decentralisation efforts.
Decentralisation reforms in Vietnam, Laos, China, Thailand and
Cambodia have been gradual and piecemeal, and have been incorporated
into narrow sectoral policies as well as broader-sweeping democratisation
policies. In China, fiscal decentralisation more than a decade ago has more
recently been coupled with the 1998 Organic Law on Village Committees
allocating a larger range of responsibilities to local authorities. These transformations have affected natural resource management because provincial
governments have viewed timber and other forest products as ready sources
of local revenue. The Government of Vietnam issued a Directive on Grass-
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roots Democracy, still relatively little known in the provinces, that aims to
transfer greater powers of decision-making, such as for infrastructure
development, to the commune level. Thailand’s Constitution (1997) created
entire new strata of local authorities, the tambon (sub-district) administrative organisations. These elected bodies have various aspects of natural
resource management and land planning within their remit. In Cambodia,
the national government is looking to adopt an overall decentralisation programme as a conditionality of an upcoming loan from the World Bank. It is
expected the government will look for lessons learned in such pilot projects
as the CARERE (Cambodian Area Reconstruction and Regeneration)
project that has supported decentralised planning in four provinces.
In Vietnam, Laos and Thailand, elements of decentralisation are
embedded in (or planned for) individual sectoral policies. For example,
Laos’ Forestry Law and related community forestry laws support villagelevel forest management, in co-operation with provincial or district
authorities, and recognition of customary practices. There are currently
several versions of a Community Forestry Bill under consideration in
Thailand. Vietnam’s Water Law encourages more local participation in the
management of water resources while decrees for forestland allocation and
reforestation4 explicitly strengthen district level authority for forest-related
decision-making.
The role of donors has been important in promoting decentralisation
in the region. The Swedish International Development Co-operation
Agency (Sida) is supporting three major programmes that are based on a
decentralised approach to rural development: the Lao-Swedish Forestry
Programme, the Vietnam-Sweden Mountain Rural Development Programme and CARERE. In these cases, project budgets are administered
directly to sub-national levels of government. In a radical experiment in
Vietnam’s northern mountains, funds are transferred to village development budgets. The World Bank’s Northern Mountains Poverty Reduction
Project will provide multi-sectoral support directly to six provinces in
Vietnam’s northern mountains (World Bank 2000). Aimed at building local
capacity, this project will channel financial resources to commune authorities for commune infrastructure development (World Bank 2000). Donor
interest in promoting decentralisation may, potentially, be a source of
funds, expertise and motivation needed to advance reform, although it is
possible that very high levels of funding channelled directly to provincial,
district and village authorities may overwhelm absorptive capacity. This
issue will require further case-specific research.
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The national political and economic backdrops for these policies are
distinct. But in all countries, decision-makers, development practitioners,
community groups and donor agencies are promoting decentralisation policies as a vehicle for increasing participation of local people in natural
resource management and community development. The major question for
researchers then becomes one of analysing the different forms of decentralisation that are taking place, the degree of true participation they are
providing to local people, and the relationship between the new institutional arrangements and environmental and social outcomes.
WHAT IS DECENTRALISATION AND
HOW CAN IT BE ANALYSED?
By its very nature, decentralisation signifies changes in the power relations
among different actors. The actors to whom powers of environmental management are allocated can include centrally appointed officials, elected
local officials, organisations of civil society (including non-governmental
organisations), and communities. The powers that may be transferred from
a higher to a lower geographic-administrative level can be divided into
roughly four categories. These are:
• the power to make decisions about how a particular resource is to be
used;
• the power to create rules or modify old ones;
• the power to ensure compliance with the new or altered rules; and
• the power to adjudicate disputes that may arise from the effort to create
rules and ensure compliance.
Decentralisation involves the allocation of powers to the local level in any
or all of these categories.
We follow a framework for analysing decentralisation by Agrawal
and Ribot (1999), which argues that the nature of accountability relations5
is central to understanding decentralisation reforms and explaining their
effect on individual and institutional incentives for sustainable natural
resource management. The central proposition of their Actors-PowersAccountability framework is that decentralisation will be most effective
when it is designed with specific mechanisms to foster downward accountability from the decentralised local authority to the local population it
serves. A central government formally transferring responsibility for land

191

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

use planning to community councils that are elected by local people would
be one example of such a meaningful decentralisation, of full devolution.6
If powers are allocated to actors who are not accountable to their
constituents, or who are accountable only to themselves or their superiors
within the government structure, then decentralisation is unlikely to promote locally appropriate environmental management including a fair sharing of the benefits of resource extraction and development. This is referred
to as deconcentration. An example of deconcentration is when units of
central ministries are relocated from the national capital to provincial
capitals. In the South and Southeast Asian context, it could be argued that
central government assertions of ‘participatory process’ may constitute
nothing more than exercise of authority over local people to implement a
centrally defined policy objective. Thus such processes may be more centralising than decentralising.7 It is important to examine whether increased
‘participation’ necessarily leads to downward accountability.
In addition to looking at changed accountability relations in decentralisation as a driving force for or against sustainable natural resource
management, Agrawal and Ribot also draw attention to the way that the
powers of decision-making, rule-making, adjudication and enforcement are
bundled and allocated among actors at the local level. The problem of ‘elite
capture’ – by which devolution of authority increases the power of local
elite – in decentralisation is acknowledged in many studies from around the
globe (for example, Biodiversity Support Program 2000; Tan-kim-yong
2000; Huang 1999). Whether powers are being concentrated in the hands of
few local leaders or balanced among several bodies has implications for the
efficiency and fairness with which natural resources and their benefits are
managed. For example, it is important for local people to have access to
affordable, independent adjudication for natural resource-related disputes.
Therefore, our analysis of the track record of mainland Southeast Asian
governments with decentralisation distinguishes not just accountability
relations per se, but also, which different types of powers are devolved and
how they are balanced.
The following review of decentralisation reforms in mainland Southeast Asia seeks to document some successful models as well as some of the
recurring, contentious issues in recent experience. We attempt to explain
relative successes and failures not only in terms of the accountability or
responsiveness of local governing bodies to communities, but also in terms
of responsiveness and responsibility from the central government to the
local level. The resulting picture is one, which shows a complex of
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communications channels and accountability relations in need of development, and a set of key questions for further research.
LOCAL INSTITUTIONS AND DECENTRALISED
NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
Flexibility at the Local Level
Our first observation about decentralisation processes in mainland Southeast Asia, particularly those within natural resources sector policies, is that
they call for local participation as defined by the central government’s
rules. We have already noted the widespread view that technical solutions
to environmental problems have failed the regions’ uplands and strengthening local institutions is conceived by national and donor governments as
one way to better integrate environmental and poverty alleviation goals.
However, the bounds within which local decision-making is permitted to
operate may be too stringent to allow local people to define and implement
systems that reconcile both sets of goals.
Research by Vien et al. in Nghe An province (Vien et al. 2000; Lan
2000) indicates that district authorities impose strict land use and tree
species requirements on villages, which are passed down from the provincial level. In other words, the increasing importance of district authorities
in policy implementation constitutes deconcentration rather than local
empowerment through increased decision-making (or ‘true’ decentralisation). Villagers resist these guidelines because the policy emphasises ‘environmental’ issues (reforestation of upper catchments for watershed protection) without adequate attention to income generation and livelihood issues.
Decree 661 for reforestation of 5 million hectares calls for the reforestation
of pre-defined ‘forestlands’ and termination of shifting cultivation. But this
has left Hmong people and other ethnic minorities in the area without food
or cash and no ready alternatives. Likewise, research from the uplands of
southern Vietnam has concluded that forestland allocation was unsuccessful in most cases because it failed to meet the needs of the communities (So
2000). Vien et al. argue that if more active local participation were allowed
in land use planning, communities could choose species and land uses that
would meet their daily needs first, then integrate environmental conservation measures. This argument presumes that external inputs (such as credit)
are also available where necessary to enhance local people’s knowledge
and material resources. This requirement of successful decentralisation is
addressed in section Providing an Enabling Environment below.
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Villagers in the Nghe An study sites prefer common tenure of forest
land to household tenure because it enables them to pool labour and other
resources more effectively (Vien et al. 2000). Some scholars and practitioners have argued for central government to recognise community forestry
as a legal form and provide enough flexibility at the local level for governing bodies to determine the most appropriate tenure arrangements in their
area (ibid.; So 2000; Poffenburger 1996).
In contradiction to the official ‘rules’, in some provinces of Vietnam,
officials have experimented with strategies to allocate forestland to
communities rather than individual households. Such experiments have
generally met with community support because with their pooled resources
of cash and labour, they are in a better position to make investments in tree
planting and often have existing forms of collaboration that make such
undertakings easier.
Policies on land use planning and allocation, in Laos have been
designed to facilitate involvement of villagers in surveying, mapping and
local planning (Phouthone 1998), but the decisions about how land can be
used in a certain area have often already been determined from above.
District and provincial decision-makers are upwardly accountable for their
land use plans, and transfer these planning limitations to the communities
who are meant to have latitude in planning and allocation. Lao attempts to
increase local participation in land use planning and land allocation process
have therefore produced mixed results for environment and livelihoods.
By contrast, experiments in decentralised natural resource planning
in northern Thailand have yielded positive outcomes for environments and
livelihoods. In the Upper Nan Watershed project, villagers have participated directly in mapping village resources, negotiating land usage, demarcating village boundaries and negotiating fire management responsibilities
within those boundaries (Kaosa-ard 1999). The project has tried to ‘institutionalise’ these agreed village codes by integrating them in the tambon
administrative system. Forest fires have decreased and adoption of erosion
control measures have increased as villagers have agreed and enforced
rules for forest protection, from the ground up.8 Participatory land mapping
and development planning activities in Ratanakiri province, Cambodia
under the auspices of the CARERE project have ‘laid the groundwork’ for
community assertions of traditional rights over natural resources, and their
protection (Samath et al. 2000). Again, land use and demarcation decisions
made at the most local level have been passed upward in the politicaladministrative structure for formal codification. These positive experiences

194

Regional Forces, Decentralisation and Local Responses

have taken place in the project context (albeit in CARERE’s case, a large
project); later in the chapter we discuss some of the conditions that could
enable such experiments with full devolution of natural resources decisionmaking to succeed on a broader scale.
In sum, the sectoral decentralisation efforts in Vietnam and Laos
have lacked responsiveness to local populations insofar as the implementing agencies have been primarily accountable to land use plans and crop
targets set by their superiors in a hierarchy and unable to be flexible to
local subsistence concerns. It could be argued that the national level has
over-centralised rule-making responsibilities where it could be setting the
broad policy decisions and devolving greater rule-making powers to the
local levels. Small-scale efforts to devolve land use planning decisions to
the community level elsewhere in the region have proved effective in
mobilising communities around soil, water and forest conservation
measures.
Providing an Enabling Environment
In the section above we discuss how decentralisation has failed to raise
communities out of poverty and improve natural resource management
practices when it has constituted implementation of rigidly defined central
rules. Another risk of decentralisation is that the central state will cut back
too far on its provision of policy guidance on the one hand, and economic
goods and services on the other, to empower communities to fulfil their
potential for integrated conservation and development. One possibility is
that aid donors will begin to consider central government’s irrelevance in
their zest to support decentralisation, and by by-passing them, they will
undermine certain critical functions of central government and their line
agencies. Therefore, in this section we discuss some of the responsibilities
that must be strengthened or maintained at the national level and some of
the future roles for line agencies of central government.
Local institutions are embedded within larger institutional and policy
frameworks. If the guiding principle behind decentralisation is to ‘bring the
decision-making closer to the issues’, then it follows that central government needs to redefine its roles as supporting and facilitating locally appropriate implementation. When the division of roles and responsibilities is
made distinct and clear, accountability between farmers and officials is
enhanced, and this can in turn lead to better collaborative and co-operative
relationships (Lam 1998). In other words, part of the central government’s
responsibility to local government and communities is to provide an
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enabling environment for effective natural resources management, such
that local institutions, such as village councils and commune authorities,
are not confounded or undermined by contradictory efforts of line ministries (Veit 1995). They must be able to carry out the work they have been
entrusted to do.
Veit proposes the appropriate responsibilities for central legislators
are to: ‘establish national goals and objectives and articulate them in
national policy and legislation, develop Environmental Impact Assessment
guidelines, prepare minimum environmental standards, co-ordinate environmental information, facilitate regional and international actions, and
ensure effective central-local government collaboration’ (1995).9 Scholarship and experience with bio-regional planning (Miller 1996), or managing
for flows of ecosystem goods and services across landscapes reinforces the
importance of central governments (and regional institutions) in identifying
both how natural resource practices in one location affect another and in
articulating the trade-offs between development choices within watersheds
and other ecosystem units. Hence a principle challenge of decentralisation
efforts is to embed them in a framework that promotes overall national
goals of economic and administrative integration, environmental quality,
and food security, while allowing sufficient flexibility in local implementation to meet unique local conditions, including cultural and ecological
diversity.
In addition to robust legal and policy frameworks, the central governments of mainland Southeast Asia retain a critical role in service provision to the local level through their line agencies (for example, Onchan and
Mehl 2000). In mainland Southeast Asia market institutions are immature
and local communities still largely rely on state extension agencies for
agricultural and other development inputs.10 (Aside from fundamental
issues of how far market institutions have expanded, there are also issues of
who the ‘free market’ serves: in the credit market, for example, the poorest
farmers lack the collateral to qualify for commercial loans and they rely on
special loan programmes of central government and aid agencies.)
Thus, as described in section Flexibility at the Local Level above,
decentralisation has fallen short when it has increased the authority of local
authorities without increasing the opportunity for inclusive decisionmaking at the community level. However, the role of line agencies in providing credit and agricultural inputs to poor upland communities must
necessarily continue until their roles are gradually replaced by the private
sector, if at all. In some upland areas, it may be appropriate to explore
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alternate models for service delivery that involve public-private partnerships. In other areas, the populations may be so remote and so poor that
private sector engagement in the near future is unlikely and continued
central government support will be critical.11 The critical point is that such
agencies should be strengthened and trained to be at the service of development processes that have been formulated in a participatory way at the
local level.
In the experience of Cambodia’s CARERE project, the lack of
expertise of line agencies undermined what were otherwise generally
positive experiences with decentralised planning. Project staff undertook
detailed problem analyses and agricultural planning sessions with farmers
and organised the distribution of seedlings and credit. However, according
to a United Nations report, ‘Agency staff, especially the extension workers,
were constrained in their practice by the structure of their institutional
responsibilities, the lack of good institutional infrastructure and support,
and the way they had been trained’ (United Nations 1997).
In Nghe An, not only were different government agencies responsible for forest land allocation and forest land development at the local level,
a source of inefficiency in itself, but local people lacked inputs once the
land had been allocated. In some cases, villagers gave allocated forestland
back to the local government authorities because they lacked resources to
develop it.12
The call for continued central government responsibility to local
authorities may at times translate to a constant plea for money – the ‘cycle
of upward dependency’ cited by Vien et al. It is therefore important to
acknowledge that to be successful, decentralisation efforts also require
responsiveness and mobilisation on the communities’ side (Agrawal 1999;
see also section Unbundling of Powers at the Local Level below). This may
require increased communication between central government, local
government and communities about expected roles and new opportunities.
Line agencies of central government have a role to play in consulting
communities and relevant local authorities about their needs for technological innovation and subsequently disseminating methods – such as low
external input appropriate technology in agriculture and energy services
(for example, Reijintjes 1992). Central government can support participatory needs identification at the local level and integrate farmer preferences
back into its research and development process. For example, Laos’
National Agriculture and Forestry Research Institute (NAFRI) has created
research demonstration sites in sloping land agricultural technology and
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other environmentally-friendly agricultural technologies for local farmers.13
As long as their role embraces downward accountability and responsiveness to local needs, national government’s contribution is strategic and
avoids the narrow technocratic fixes of the past. Without downward
accountability, this role may translate to what Tan-kim-yong has referred to
as state claims on knowledge to the exclusion of indigenous expertise (Tankim-yong 2000).
Benefit-Sharing
Policies on decentralisation normally specify how the responsibilities of the
local people and local institutions will change. However, it is often less
clear how they will share in the benefits. Also, governments may cite
decentralisation as a form of participation that results in more benefits at
the local level, but centrally defined benefits may or may not be appropriate
in local settings.
For example, the Lao Forest Law provides for the recognition of traditional forest management practices. In principle, this commits the
government to recognition and legalisation of certain forest-based livelihoods; and indeed, there has been a gradual recognition of the viability of
some swidden production systems under certain circumstances. Attempts to
implement this policy have focused on the development of a Village
Forestry strategy. As a joint-management arrangement, Village Forestry
establishes two main functions – management of natural forest and rehabilitation of degraded watersheds – which are based on the basic concept of
involving villagers by giving individuals access and use rights to forest
resources (Anon 1999). In areas with economically valuable forest,
experiments with joint-management have yielded some technical successstories – including successful planning, management and monitoring of
community-based forestry operations. However, the sustainability of these
arrangements and viability of channelling the benefits back to community
development may have been hindered by the government’s reluctance to
relinquish control of marketing and sale functions to the local people.14 In
India, successful joint forest management arrangements have frequently
been associated with locally initiated self-organisation, rather than as a
response to a management ‘option’ provided by the central government
(Poffenburger 1998).
In general, it is evident that governments are more ready to ‘decentralise’ management of resources to local communities when the resource is
degraded. In Dak Lak province, the trend has been for district governments
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to decentralise management of mainly degraded irrigation systems to the
commune-level. The sustainability of local institutional arrangements is
closely linked to the nature of benefits that are actually gained by the local
people and communities that have taken on new management roles.
Unbundling of Powers at the Local Level
Earlier in the paper, we talked about the importance of the way that decision-making, rule-making, adjudication and enforcement powers are
bundled and allocated among actors at the local level. We posited that the
presence or absence of checks and balances among these powers at the
local level has implications for the efficiency and fairness with which
natural resources and their benefits are managed.
More research is required in order to reach a firm conclusion on this
subject, but some anecdotal evidence exists to support the view that independent adjudication, in particular, is important in protecting natural
resources under a decentralised management system. In Nan province of
Thailand where rules for natural resource management were formulated
from the bottom up and codified into law by subdistrict organisations,
powers of adjudication over forest and water disputes were lodged with the
district forest department. In interviews, local village leaders expressed
their content with the impartiality of district officers in adjudicating and
enforcing punishment against illegal loggers and polluters.15
In China, decentralisation reforms have included empowerment of
local Environment Protection Bureaus (EPBs) and even, most recently,
calls for increasing ‘social groups’ participation in environmental monitoring at all levels.16 Citizens are encouraged to monitor environmental
quality and report infractions to their local EPBs, employers or other state
agencies. Citizens or community groups are entitled to sue polluting enterprises in what researchers have deemed to be generally independent courts
(Brettell 2000). This system has succeeded in bringing judgements against
numerous polluters, to the benefit of local people; although collection of
fines and enforcement of judgements has been lax, and local people have
had difficulty in paying for legal assistance in the first place (ibid.).
While access to independent adjudication may be an important
mechanism for protecting natural resources, a precondition is that people
have the legal right to own, lease or use natural resources and similarly, a
legal right to a clean and healthful environment. As slow progress in
enacting Cambodia's Land Law and Thailand's Community Forestry Act
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has shown, the definition of these rights is at various stages of completeness across the region.
Strengthening Existing Local Institutions
Empirical evidence shows that decentralisation policies tend to be more
successful when implemented in areas with strong indigenous organisation,
or social capital (RECOFTC 2000). Social capital is here defined in the
collective sense as the trust and cohesiveness forged in personal and professional networks, kinship relations, etc.17 The existence of these relations
may improve the chances of participatory development methods for
succeeding. More specifically, the presence of rules, common understandings and enforcement mechanisms in communities can support the functions of environmental governance that are entrusted with local institutions.
Communities with strong stocks of social capital are often well equipped to
deal with the increased need for managing more moving parts, such as coordination of individual efforts, information exchange and monitoring.
They may also be equipped with tools for managing conflict.
Examples of ‘sustainable traditional management systems’ abound in
upland research. Cases in which these systems have been successfully
recognised by the national legal framework and supported by lower levels
of government are scarcer. A crucial challenge to decentralisation efforts is
to identify where traditional or existing systems are operating successfully,
and legally legitimise the associated rights and responsibilities to protect
these communities and resources from outside threat (Ratner 2000). In
many cases, the general principle for recognising these systems exists in
the policy, but the guidelines and mechanisms for formalising the recognition do not exist. One promising development is the Commune Charter in
Vietnam. All communes have the right to craft this institution according to
their needs. One Tay community in Nghe An province has incorporated
traditional forest management arrangements, including procedures for
delineating boundaries, distributing benefits and mediating conflicts, into
the charter (Lan 2000).
Community-managed irrigation systems have traditionally been
practised by Tai groups of northern Thailand, Lao PDR, Vietnam and
southern Yunnan; these systems are based on socially established norms
governing collective action to construct, operate and maintain small- to
medium-scale irrigation structures as part of an inter-montane valley farming system. For example, watershed networks created and nurtured in
northern Thailand’s Nan province in a project context have bolstered
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efforts to decentralise natural resources management by building on these
existing forms of collaboration (Kaosa-ard 1999). These networks, along
with a province-wide integrated development effort created by a Buddhist
monk and known as Hak Muang Nan, is an excellent example of how
social capital enhances decentralisation efforts.
While social capital may be considered a valuable asset and should
be built upon when considering locally appropriate institutional development, it should not be taken for granted. In places where social capital is
weak or under stress – where intense external pressures exist on local
institutions, such as high rates of in- or out-migration – special consideration should be given to investments that build social capital. Such investments may be necessary for local institutions to assume a more active and
authoritative role in natural resource management.
Our discussion of the relevance of social contexts to decentralisation
in no way implies that a ‘social capital assessment’ should be a diagnostic
tool for determining whether decentralisation is appropriate or not.
Agrawal and Ribot have, in fact, posited the opposite: that the allocation of
responsibility to the local level empowers local people and encourages
them to mobilise. This seems to have been the response of the Rattanakiri
provincial government to policies that empowered them with a much
greater degree of authority over issues in their jurisdiction – the increased
level of authority quickly led to increased administrative capacity (Samath
et al. 2000).
SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH
Our examination of decentralisation efforts has therefore led to five sets of
preliminary findings. We propose that decentralisation has been most
effective in promoting positive environment and equity outcomes when:
•

•

Rules for natural resource management and land use are not formulated in minute detail at the upper-levels of government, but local
institutions are provided meaningful powers of decision-making and
rule-making that can support the integration of local livelihood needs
with environmental goals.
The enabling environment is provided by central agencies through
creation of a robust and consistent policy framework, and responsive
service provision to the local level, as defined locally (the latter may
be best addressed through development of public-private partnerships
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•
•
•

in the future as these countries move toward greater market liberalisation).
Arrangements for benefit-sharing are well-defined and implemented.
Independent adjudication exists for settlement of natural resourcebased disputes, and powers of adjudication are separated from management at the local level.
Strengths of existing local institutions are identified and supported.

More research is required into the complex of subsidiarity issues. What are
the precise roles and responsibilities required at each level of government
and across sectors in order to:
(i) maximise efficiency and community empowerment;
(ii) ensure national and international norms and standards for environmental protection, food security and poverty alleviation are met; and
(iii) manage adequately for flows of ecosystem goods and services at the
landscape level?
More attention is also required to the consistency of policy design and
implementation. Given that countries of mainland Southeast Asia are pursuing decentralizations within the sectoral context and the donor project
context and as more sweeping ‘democratisations’, a more thorough exploration is required of whether these processes in the whole support improved
governance or whether they leave conflicts, overlaps or gaps at various
levels of governance.
Local and international researchers have undertaken a great deal of
research in mainland Southeast Asia on indigenous natural resource management practices: the sustainability of these practices and how they have
been affected by external social, economic and political dynamics. Further
research is required, in general, on how to design policies that capture the
contribution of indigenous systems to ecological sustainability. What
mechanisms already exist in the legal and policy framework to capture
these benefits and what further innovations are needed?
Finally, additional research is urgently needed into the effects of
decentralisation reforms on the participation of women and marginalised
groups (including ethnic minorities) in natural resource decision-making
and access to resources. Current research being undertaken by REPSIsponsored research teams in Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and Thailand is
exploring gender dimensions of decentralisation and it is anticipated that
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this aspect will receive a much fuller treatment in future versions of this
paper.
APPENDIX:
RESOURCES POLICY SUPPORT INITIATIVE (REPSI)
Case Studies on Making Decentralisation Work for Upper Watersheds
in Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Yunnan, China
The World Resources Institute is a policy research organisation headquartered in Washington, DC. Since 1997–98, WRI has been working with
local and international partners on the Resources Policy Support Initiative
in Montane Mainland Southeast Asia (REPSI) from a project base in
Chiang Mai, Thailand. REPSI is a project to analyse the causes of ecosystem degradation and threats to livelihood security in the region’s uplands.
REPSI aims to promote dialogue between researchers and policymakers
about policy options for sustainable natural resource management that are
rooted in respect for local people. In conjunction with WRI’s larger body of
international work on this theme, REPSI has a particular focus on the
institutional innovations and economic incentives required to sustain flows
of ecosystem goods and services.
Project staff work to strengthen independent, local competency for
research into environmental governance: the relations between governance
arrangements (state-market-civil society roles and responsibilities) and
environmental outcomes. The project’s long-term goal is twofold: to
increase the availability of high quality environmental information and
analysis in the Mekong countries as a basis for decision-making, and to
increase the demand for this information by governments and other development actors.
REPSI’s regional project manager is posted to the Chiang Mai
offices of the International Center for Research in Agroforestry (ICRAF).
REPSI works closely with ICRAF on a day-to-day basis to pursue our joint
interests in promoting economically viable, environmentally sustainable
agroforestry systems and the institutions needed to support them in the
region’s uplands.
A major component of the REPSI project is an analysis of recent
trends in decentralisation of natural resources management and its effects
on local people and environments. We are working with universities and
research institutes in the Mekong region to establish the potential of decentralisation for empowering the rural poor and improving ecological
stewardship.

203

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

The following teams are collaborating with WRI on case studies of
decentralisation at the sub-watershed level:
• Ratanakiri province, Cambodia
Cambodian Researchers for Development and Gothenburg University,
Sweden
• Baoshan watershed, Yunnan province, China
Center for Biodiversity and Indigenous Knowledge and Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences, China
• Nghe An province, Vietnam
Hanoi Agricultural University, Vietnam
• Luang Prabang province, Laos
National University of Laos
• Northern mountains, Vietnam
Swedish/Vietnam Mountain Rural Development Programme and
Gothenburg University, Sweden
• Dak Lak province, Vietnam
Tay Nguyen University and University of Agriculture and Forestry –
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam
NOTES
1
2
3
4

5
6

For example, Rao, Litvack and Bird 1998.
For example, Consultative Group 1999.
For example, Phuang Parisak, Deputy Permanent Secretary to the
Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Government of Laos, September
2000, personal communication with the authors.
Decree 02 for forestland allocation and Decree 661, Reforestation of 5
million hectares. According to Vien et al. (2000), creators of Decree
661 learned from the mistakes of Decree 327, the policy effort of the
early 1990s to restore barren lands in the mountains, by giving more
thought to local level arrangements.
Simply put, accountability relations refer to ‘who is answerable to
whom, and how.’
Transferring fiscal responsibility the responsibility for raising revenues
to support policy implementation often forms part of a decentralisation
effort. This transfer could take place in the context of an administrative
or a political decentralisation, depending on whether the tax-raising
authorities had upward or downward accountability. Environmental
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management powers may be transferred to private corporations or private households but we are not concerned with privatisation, which is
better dealt with elsewhere. Rather than comparing individual versus
collective ownership, or public versus private tenure, we are looking at
how decisions are made about land allocation and overall land use in
the local setting, how they are regulated and enforced: whether these
powers are exercised responsively and accountably to the local population.
7 See for example, Agrawal 1999 for a discussion of centrally defined
participation.
8 This is not a straightforward example of how decentralisation to one
downwardly accountable local authority has reaped environmental
benefits. Rather, this case involves several parties – a central government liaison, local authority, community group and externally-funded
project – which are all held accountable in some form to the local
population. An extension agent from the Royal Forest Department is
accountable to villagers through commitment to a fully participatory
planning process; the villagers and RFD liaison both interact with the
democratically elected tambon administrative authorities. The tambon
authority’s acknowledgement of the codes and practices negotiated and
agreed between local parties further legitimises those.
9 Veit et al. (1995), 32. Peter Veit is a Senior Associate in WRI’s Institutions and Governance Program. His work in Africa embraces many of
the same themes of strengthening local institutions for natural resource
management, as the REPSI project. See also Ratner 2000.
10 Onchan and Mehl make this argument in their analysis of the changing
role of Thailand’s Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives (MOAC).
According to the authors, ‘central governments will continue to have an
important role in the management of natural resources, even as their
traditional role is circumscribed by increased local authority and by increased international pressures’ and MOAC must simply change its
institutional structure and staff attitudes if it is to successfully reorient
toward this new environment.
11 Tran Duc Vien and Pham Thi Huong, personal communication, June
2000.
12 Vien et al. (2000), chapter 2. The team notes that central government
agents made some agricultural inputs available but they weren’t enough
for villagers’ needs. They also note that some extension agents lacked
sufficient training to be effective.
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13
14
15
16
17

Authors’ visit to NAFRI, September 2000.
FOMACOP project staff personal communication, 2000.
Mairi Dupar and Mingsarn Kaosa-ard field work, August 1999.
Guang; Brettell 2000.
As defined by Robert Putnam.
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Reconstructing the Mekong River
Commission
_________________________
Janne Jokinen

FROM THE MEKONG RIVER COMMITTEE TO
THE MEKONG RIVER COMMISSION
The Mekong River Commission (MRC) has the longest history among the
subregional co-operation frameworks of Mainland Southeast Asia. It was
founded under the name ‘Committee for the Co-ordination of Investigations in the Lower Mekong Basin’ (Mekong Committee, MC) in 1957 at
the initiative of the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the
Far East (ECAFE, later Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific, ESCAP). It brought together Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and the
Republic of (South) Vietnam. Burma and North Vietnam declined to join
the Committee, while the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was not even
considered for membership despite of the fact that it controls the upper
reaches of the Mekong river system – 21 per cent (165 000 km2) of the total
catchment area and 16 per cent (76 billion m3) of the average annual flow.
The purpose of the MC was to oversee and carry out research on the
Mekong, plan and co-ordinate projects affecting it, and promote the utilisation of its resources. The co-ordination and planning task was soon formulated into a master plan, which gave priority to the construction of a series
of massive mainstream dams. Their purpose was to produce electricity for
the expected rapid industrialisation of Indochina and Thailand, as well as to
create reservoirs for irrigation and flood control; droughts and flooding
were considered a major obstacle to the economic development of the
subregion.1
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Aside from the activists at the ECAFE/ESCAP, the MC’s major supporter was the United States. In the 1950s and the 1960s, it made great
efforts to speed up the development of South Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia
and Thailand, so that they could withstand the perceived onslaught of
Communism. With the help of American experts, the organisation of the
MC was modelled after the American Tennessee Valley Authority.2 The
staff of its Secretariat came to include a number of American and European
engineers who had experience from the massive construction schemes of
the Great Depression Era in the United States, and from the Second World
War. They played a key role in setting the operational guidelines that the
MC followed, as well as in conducting studies and preparing projects. The
United States was also a major provider of funds for the Committee. Due to
the yawning gap between the weak economic resources of the member
countries and the huge amounts of funds needed for the massive projects
envisaged at the time, the MC was from its inception almost totally
dependent on external funding.3
Despite the initial enthusiasm, the Committee’s rather grandiose
plans were never realised. The Vietnam War, the Khmer Rouge period in
Cambodia (1975–1978), and the Cambodian Conflict of the 1980s put them
on hold. The institution itself was, however, a relative success as a forum
for subregional interaction. Despite of their otherwise troubled relations,
the member countries – with the exception of Pol Pot’s ‘Democratic
Kampuchea’ – all recognised the usefulness of the Committee and were
committed to keeping it alive. A number of smaller projects were implemented with the support of international donors, and the preparation for
large mainstream projects continued. From the point of view of local
populations and the environment, the fact that the construction of the
planned cascade of mainstream dams never took place was a blessing: the
effects on the ecosystems and societies of the Mekong basin would have
been devastating.4
The tumultuous history of Indochina not only affected the ability of
the MC to implement projects, it also had a profound effect on its institutional make-up as an inter-governmental agency with strong links to United
Nations organisations and donors. In 1975, Cambodia fell into the hands of
the Khmer Rouge. Its new ruler, Pol Pot, was not interested in multilateral
co-operation and never sent a Cambodian representative to Committee
meetings, while the Communist governments of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) and reunited Vietnam did so in 1978. Together
with Thailand, they decided to create an Interim Mekong Committee to
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allow the organisation to continue functioning within their territories.
However, basin-wide development activities were put on hold because their
implementation would have required the unanimous approval of all the signatories to the 1957 Agreement. This principle had been established in the
Joint Declaration of Principles, adopted by the member countries in 1975.5
Vietnam drove the Khmer Rouge regime out of Cambodia at the end
of 1978. Although the new Vietnamese-installed government in Phnom
Penh would have been willing to reactivate the country’s membership in
the MC, restoring a normal state of affairs, this was not to be. The struggle
between the Indochinese bloc, headed by Vietnam, and Thailand continued
throughout the 1980s. Cambodia’s return was blocked by the fact that
Vietnam and Thailand supported rival contenders for power in their small
neighbour. The Interim MC thus continued to exist and work on updating
data and plans for the development of the lower Mekong basin. However,
some smaller projects were carried out in Thailand, Laos and Vietnam even
in the 1980s.6
The Paris Peace Accords brought an end to the Cambodian conflict
in November 1991. However, the question of the country’s return to the
Committee continued to be a bone of contention between Thailand and
Vietnam in spite of the generally favourable development of their bilateral
relations. Although Bangkok and Hanoi could see the benefits of forging
closer ties in other fields, in the exploitation of the resources offered by the
Mekong river system, they had important interests which appeared to a
large extent to be mutually exclusive.7
The disagreement over Cambodia’s membership was another phase
in the perennial struggle between Thailand and Vietnam over the control of
the buffer zone between them, which consists of the territories of Cambodia and Laos. At the same time, it was a conflict over the rules governing
the use of the Mekong’s resources. The suspension of the unanimity rule of
1975 in the Interim Committee had given Thailand free hands in constructing extensive hydropower and irrigation works on its territory along
the Mekong. More were being planned. The Thais also intended to divert
some of the flow to other rivers to support hydropower production and irrigation in the central part of the country. They feared that the Vietnamese –
probably supported by the Cambodians – would interfere with the completion of these plans once the 1957 Agreement would be reactivated, and
sought to bring the Chinese and the Burmese into the negotiations as fellow
upstream countries and thus potential allies. For Thailand, the international
assistance available through the MC was no longer very important, thanks
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to its rapid economic development in the 1980s. On the other hand, the
resources offered by the Mekong were more important than ever. Consequently, it was willing to risk the disintegration of the whole institution to
change the rules governing water utilisation in the Mekong basin.8
The Lao, the Vietnamese and the Cambodians on their part were
much more dependent on the international funding available to them
through the MC. As downstream countries, they were concerned about the
effects of Thai activities on their own ecological systems. In Cambodia, it
was fishing on the Tonle Sap (the ‘Great Lake’) that was particularly
threatened by pollution and changes in the annual rhythm of flooding. Also
agriculture would have suffered, as mud brought by floods was the main
fertiliser in Cambodian rice fields. In the Mekong Delta, reduced dry
season flow would have resulted in increasing saltwater intrusion in the rice
fields, and in destroyed crops. Lower rice yields would have endangered
Vietnam’s ability to feed its population and greatly reduced its foreign
trade earnings, rice being the major staple and export item.9
The MC Secretariat for its part tried to emphasise the positive effects
of the end of the Cambodian conflict. It believed that the time was finally
coming to put to effect the long-planned mainstream development projects.
It also envisaged an expanding role for itself, moving beyond the confines
of the Mekong river system and towards the comprehensive development
of the whole subregion; a process in which a new MC, armed with a wider
mandate and powers, would serve a central co-ordinating role.10 This,
however, was not to be. On the contrary, the very survival of the Committee remained in balance.
The MC might well have disintegrated in the beginning of the 1990s,
had not the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) stepped in and
kept negotiations among the members going. With its mediation, a compromise was eventually reached. An important turning point were the
discussions held in Kuala Lumpur in December 1992. A tentative consensus concerning the future of the Mekong river system began to emerge
between the two main antagonists, and in Kuala Lumpur, the representatives of Thailand, Vietnam, the Lao PDR and Cambodia signed a Communique, which stated their common commitment to co-operation vis-à-vis
the utilisation of the Mekong and established a Mekong Working Group for
the purpose of preparing a new agreement on co-operation and development of the Mekong river.11
In the background were changes in Vietnam’s security and foreign
policy: loss of support from the Soviet Union, armed clashes with the PRC
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in the South China Sea, and Vietnam’s consequent drive to join the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as quickly as possible. Both
the Thais and the Vietnamese realised that it would be too costly to let the
MC collapse. Also Thailand had adjusted its attitude. From its perspective,
the MC continued to be politically useful as a forum for subregional cooperation. Moreover, Thailand wanted to avoid the harm to its international
reputation that the collapse of the Committee would have brought. It was
still dependent on investments and assistance from Japan, North America,
Europe, the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), and
none of them would have appreciated the demise of the MC as a result of
Thailand’s self-serving intransigence.12
Based on the principles expressed in the February 1993 Agreement, a
new international organisation, the Mekong River Commission (MRC),
was created in 1995 to continue the work of the Mekong Committee. The
membership of the new MRC remained the same as that of the old one. The
PRC and Burma were invited to join it but declined to do so. The Secretariat of the Committee was transformed into the Secretariat of the Commission.13 The mandate of the organisation was widened considerably from
issues directly connected with the Mekong to the overall development of
the whole Mekong basin. Major changes took place in the rules governing
the use of the Mekong’s resources. Under the new Agreement, each member country undertook to inform others of activities that are likely to affect
the flow of the Mekong in a significant way. However, the obligation to
have the approval of each member before any project could be implemented was left out, as Thailand had wished. Furthermore, the difficult task
of drafting a set of rules for the utilisation of water was left till later – for
example, the Agreement only spoke of the duty to maintain an ‘acceptable’
monthly minimum flow without defining what this meant in practice.14
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ADAPTING TO NEW REALITIES:
THE MEKONG RIVER COMMISSION IN THE LATE 1990S
The MRC that was created in 1995 inherited the traditions – and the staff –
of its predecessor. Consequently, it was both a completely new institution
and an institution with a long history. The Mekong River Committee had
been created as an advisory organ, which would co-ordinate the efforts of
the member countries in collecting data and exploiting the resources of the
Mekong. Although the MC itself had been looking forward to expanding its
role in accordance with an increasingly comprehensive concept of development, the political environment and lack of human and economic
resources in the member countries had made this impossible. On the other
hand, the level of donor contributions had been stable for a long time.
There had been no need for active fund raising, and thus no need to reconsider what the MC was meant to do and how it should do it. The institution
had become adapted to a static situation.
The tranquillity at the MC was shaken in the early 1990s by a
number of factors. Conflicts among the member countries threatened the
very survival of the organisation, and weakened the morale of the staff at
the Mekong Secretariat in Bangkok and the National Mekong Committees.
Donor contributions fell dramatically, as the cold war rationale for supporting the MC disappeared and criticism of the lack of results and of
Committee’s very concept of development increased. The signing of the
1995 Agreement and the founding of the Commission seemed to offer a
new beginning. However, the legacy of the past could not be left behind so
easily. It had to be dealt with before the MRC was ready to move forward.
For the long term, the most serious challenges to the Commission
were disagreements between the member countries and the refusal of the
PRC (and Burma) to join it. Other subregional co-operation frameworks
were launched in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) in the early 1990s
– some of which included the Chinese and the Burmese – which competed
for the position of the overall co-ordinator of development activities in the
Mekong basin. Some of the new initiatives had the backing of powerful
countries and institutions and thus far more resources than the Commission
could ever hope to command. Consequently, the only organisation of
subregional co-operation that had been founded by riparian countries
through a legally binding international agreement was in effect sidelined in
the great development boom of the 1990s.
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Challenges Faced by the Mekong River Commission in the Mid-1990s
Internal Problems
Despite of the fact that the membership of the MRC and many of its rules
remained the same after the signing of the 1995 Agreement, and the
Mekong Secretariat continued to function without a break, pressure soon
began to build on the Commission to reform its mode of operation. Internal
problems, both old and new, came out in the open. There were conflicts
between the Mekong Secretariat and National Mekong Committees, as well
as between the MRC and donors. Thailand’s conflict with Chuck
Lankaster, the Executive Agent of the Committee in the beginning of the
1990s, had also left its marks.15 In the negotiation process leading to the
establishment of the Mekong River Commission, the Secretariat had been
closed out. After 1995, its continuing weakness was reflected in its passive
role in developing criteria for determining minimum mainstream flows,
formalising the procedures for notification and consultation of other
members regarding projects affecting the Mekong and its tributaries, and
formulating the Basin Development Plan.16
The major handicap of the Commission was that three of its member
countries – the Lao PDR, Cambodia and Vietnam – were among the poorest nations in the world. They had neither the economic nor the human
resources to support the organisation and carry out the projects it had
prepared without external assistance. Consequently, the new MRC
remained a donor-driven organisation despite of the decision made by the
donor community after the signing of the 1995 Agreement to increase the
‘ownership’ of the Commission by the member countries. Practically, all
the funds available for implementing projects continued to come from
United Nations organisations, Western countries and Japan, and extraregional experts still played a major role in the operations and administration of the Commission.17
Thailand was the only member country that had the ability to
decrease the dependence of the MRC from donors. However, its commitment to the organisation remained lukewarm at best, even after the signing
of the 1995 Agreement. It objected to interference by others in its own
Mekong projects, but did in some cases seek to influence the projects of
other members through the Commission. The widening gap between the
levels of economic development enjoyed in Thailand and the Indochinese
countries made it increasingly difficult to create common principles governing the utilisation of the Mekong.18 This was most clearly indicated by
the lack of progress in two key tasks set in the 1995 Agreement: creating
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the Basin Development Plan and Rules for Water Utilisation and InterBasin Divisions.19
Criticism of the MRC, and its Secretariat in particular, emerged from
the National Mekong Committees. They were originally meant to be the
national level foci of the organisation’s activities.20 However, by the mid1990s, they had largely been sidelined by the Mekong Secretariat, which
often dealt directly with donors, representatives of the private sector and
line agencies in the member countries. This made project co-ordination difficult at the national level. The 1995 Agreement for its part further
strengthened the position of the Mekong Secretariat vis-à-vis the National
Committees. Furthermore, aside from some individual projects, there were
few institutionalised co-ordination procedures between their Secretariats
and the Mekong Secretariat even after the 1995 Agreement came into
force. Another issue impeding the work of National Committees (as well as
that of the Mekong Secretariat) was the fact that there was no uniform
system for data collection and storage, and thus no single subregional database from which information could be accessed. This was particularly
disturbing as data collection had been a key task given to the original MRC
when it was founded in 1957.21
Problems of co-ordination existed also within the bureaucracy of the
Mekong Secretariat itself. The Secretariat consisted of five divisions,22 four
of which were headed by a member country national. In some cases, division chiefs came to view their divisions as ‘extensions of national territory’, and resisted any attempts at reform as violations of this territory.
Their first loyalty was to their own home constituencies, not to the MRC or
to the development of the Mekong basin as a whole, and their main concern
to secure the maximum amount of funds to their home countries. Not only
institutional and policy reforms were impeded by this mentality, but also
the flow of information between divisions. The 1995 Agreement offered no
solution to this problem. While it did establish an institutional structure that
was hoped to be efficient – in which, as Joakim Öjendal puts it, ‘... the
Joint Committee formulates, the Council approves, and the Secretariat executes’ – this efficiency was undermined by the careful safeguarding of
national sovereignty in the Agreement.23
A fundamental problem for the co-ordination of MRC activities was
the lack of a comprehensive development plan within which individual
projects could be integrated so that the limited resources available could be
used correctly and efficiently. The ‘Mekong Work Programme’ published
annually by the MRC Secretariat had not been such a plan; it was basically
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a list of individual projects, most of which were proposals without funding.
It was up to the donors to decide which projects to fund, which meant that
there was no basin-wide rationale guiding the process. In a number of
cases, the proposed projects would have benefited local and national interests but had little to contribute to the Mekong basin as a whole. In the
background were of course the interests of individual member countries.
Those located downstream were the ones that had the most to gain from
true regionalism while those upstream had the most to lose. The problem
did not disappear with the signing of the 1995 Agreement; as mentioned
above, the preparation of the Basin Development Plan saw little progress
until the end of the 1990s.24
Consequently, it was not surprising that member countries were
ready to turn to other co-operation frameworks for region-wide coordination. The ADB-led Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program was the most popular as it focussed on individual
projects and thus did not involve the creation of binding rules over the
exploitation of the Mekong’s resources. It also had the greatest amount of
external funding potentially available for the riparian countries and
included the Chinese.
Solving the various internal problems and adapting to new conditions
was complicated by a decision to move the Secretariat from Bangkok –
where it had resided since 1957 – to Phnom Penh in June 1998. After five
years in Cambodia, it was to move again, to Vientiane. The expressed
reason for this decision was the desire to strengthen the spirit of regionalism among the member countries and build up the capacity of National
Mekong Committees in Cambodia and the Lao PDR. A new location would
offer the Secretariat the chance of making a fresh start. However, the decision was in fact largely a compromise solution to the difficult question of
which member country would be hosting the Mekong Secretariat. The
Indochinese countries were not happy with their experiences of the old
Secretariat. Despite of the generally successful execution of the transition
from Bangkok to Phnom Penh, carried out in the summer of 1998, it did
take its toll on the efficiency of the Secretariat at a critical moment.25
Throughout the 1990s, the development ideology of the MRC was
loudly challenged by NGOs and some donor countries. It had always been
a very traditional one, concentrating on the accumulation of scientific data
and the construction of physical infrastructure.26 Environmental, social and
cultural aspects of development had been neglected. The model of operation was ‘top-down’; there was little participation by affected communities
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in the planning, implementation and evaluation of projects. Local knowledge was rarely applied. Local or ‘traditional’ uses for the Mekong’s
resources were not studied or taken into account in planning. Most of the
consultants employed by the MRC came from outside the GMS – typically
from the donor countries that were paying for the projects in question. The
Mekong Secretariat employed few specialists in environmental and social
questions even after they had been included in the Commission’s agenda;
these issues were mostly dealt with by people whose expertise lay in other
fields.27
Although the first doubts of the then Committee’s excessive concentration on the technical aspects of development had been expressed already
in the beginning of the 1960s, there had been little progress towards the
application of a more comprehensive approach. The 1995 Agreement, and
the opportunity for a ‘fresh start’, made little difference in this respect. As
Joakim Öjendal puts it, ‘[m]uch of the disappointment and frustration from
some prospective donors emanates from the fact that the MRC, and its
Secretariat, tend to remain in the development thinking reflected in the old
plans.’28
Donor Dissatisfaction
During its history, the MC/MRC has had to deal with various pressures
from its donor community. As long as the United States was directly
involved in Indochina, the then Committee could rely on receiving funds
and technical support from the Americans almost automatically. This state
of affairs was brought to an end in 1975, as Communist regimes took over
in Cambodia, South Vietnam (soon to be reunited with North Vietnam) and
Laos. Support from other donors, especially United Nations organisations
and the Nordic countries, replaced American assistance in the late 1970s
and in the 1980s. The level of contributions fell, however, to around USD
10 million per annum.29 The shortage of funding seriously curtailed the
MC’s ability to carry out activities independently. As a result of the initial
enthusiasm created by the 1995 Agreement, donor contributions rose to
USD 12 million in 1996. However, they fell again to USD 9 million in
1997. In 1998, the Commission received even less: USD 8 million. The
trend was threatening.30
Among the donors, the UNDP has played a special role. The support
it has given to the MC/MRC is its largest and longest-running programme.
The UNDP has focussed on supporting the institutional strengthening of
the MC/MRC, e.g. by nominating its own senior staff for the positions of
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executive agent and chief financial controller of the old Committee and
funding these posts. At the end of the 1980s, some 60 per cent of all costs
of the Mekong Secretariat were covered by UNDP contributions. It has also
played an important political role as a mediator between the member countries. Without its active participation, the creation of the Mekong River
Commission might well have failed.31
However, towards the end of the 1990s, there was increasing weariness in the UNDP of supporting the MRC with no visible results. Also
other donors became more and more vocal in criticising the Commission
for the lack of a clear focus in its activities. The most important reason for
the delay was Thailand’s conflict with Vietnam and Cambodia over the
standards to be set for the quality of water. The donor community was also
concerned about the lack of co-ordination between the MRC and the new
subregional co-operation schemes, which were created in the GMS in the
1990s. The founding of the Donor Consultative Group in 1996 allowed for
better co-ordination among those funding the MRC, but on a wider scale,
the problem remained unsolved.32 Everyone agreed that the Commission
needed to be thoroughly reorganised, if it was to implement the 1995
Agreement in the new political and economic environment of the Southeast
Asian Mainland. The task of overseeing the reform process fell to the
UNDP.
Relations with the People’s Republic of China
The fact that the Chinese control the headwaters of the Mekong river, with
much of its flow coming from their territory, and the fact that they are in
the process of realising extensive construction plans on the river, makes it
imperative for the other riparian to commit them to a common set of rules
governing the use of the Mekong. However, this is by no means simple
because the costs and benefits of co-operation are so unequal for upstream
and downstream countries. The Mekong river basin is a prime example of
the difficulties that this fact causes for establishing basin-wide sustainable
utilisation of international waterways. Co-operation is ultimately a political
question, based on political motivations.33
Chinese interest in exploiting the resources of the Mekong river –
which is called the Lancang river in the PRC – can be traced back to the
reform programme launched by Deng Xiaoping in 1978. The ‘Opening the
South Gate’ policy of the Beijing Government has aimed at speeding up the
economic development of the poor southwestern provinces (Tibet Autonomous Region, Yunnan, Sichuan, Guizhou and Guangxi Zhuang Autono-
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mous Region) through the more efficient utilisation of their natural
resources and closer co-operation with Southeast Asian countries. Regarding the use of the Lancang-Mekong river, the Chinese have had two objectives, which have to some extent been in conflict with each other.34
The first objective, prioritised by Beijing and most provincial
authorities in Yunnan, is the expansion of hydropower production.
Yunnan’s hydropower reserves rank as second among the provinces of the
PRC. Natural conditions are deemed to be especially suitable for the construction of large dams. As energy needs increase, oil and natural gas
resources dwindle, and environmental costs of using coal as an energy
source become more and more intolerable, the attractiveness of hydropower grows. For the Yunnan province, the possibility to sell electricity to
neighbouring countries, especially Thailand, is also a lucrative idea. Consequently, the Chinese began the construction of a series of mainstream
dams across the Lancang at the end of the 1980s. The first ones are already
operating, and a total of at least five should be operating by 2015.35
The other riparian countries have viewed the Chinese construction
activities with mixed feelings. On the positive side are expected increases
in the dry season flow of the Mekong and better control of flooding, as well
as the availability of electricity. As the lack of water during the dry season
holds the greatest potential for causing conflicts among riparian states, the
expected impact of Chinese reservoirs made the negotiations leading to the
founding of the Mekong River Commission easier. Hopefully, it will
decrease the likelihood of future conflicts in a similar manner. On the
negative side the potential damage inflicted on the fragile ecosystems of the
Mekong, and to fishing and agriculture in the lower Mekong basin.36
The second objective of the Chinese Mekong policy has been to open
the river for cross-border traffic from Yunnan to the Lao PDR, Thailand
and beyond. This objective is much more important at the provincial and
local levels than at the national level. Although natural conditions make the
use of the river difficult and limit the size of cargoes that can be transported, both the Central Government in Beijing and provincial authorities
have made large investments into improving the navigability of the river
and expanding the capacity of ports in the 1990s. Their goal is to open the
river for year-round traffic by ships of up to 300 tons between the ports of
Simao in southern Yunnan and Vientiane in the Lao PDR. Although the
transportation of bulk cargo has been envisaged, the greatest potential is
likely to lie in tourism. However, at the time of writing, international travel
on the Upper Mekong has yet to take off. Once again, the Asian Economic

222

Reconstructing the Mekong River Commission

Crisis put a damper on the ambitious plans of Yunnanese and Thai businessmen. Furthermore, political and security conditions were not supportive of opening the Mekong to large-scale traffic.37
It was in connection with the latter objective, transportation, that the
Chinese authorities first became interested in co-operating with the
MC/MRC. In February 1991, Chinese representatives attended a meeting of
the Interim Committee in Luang Prabang as observers. The Yunnan province then proceeded to explore opportunities for closer interaction and
invited a Mekong Secretariat mission, led by the executive agent, to visit
Kunming in November 1991. The exchange of data regarding the flow of
the Mekong – flood forecasting, transport surveys and navigation aids,
river trade – as well as hydropower and water storage for dry season release
were discussed.38 Information was shared and joint studies were carried out
in the Upper Mekong in the early 1990s. The Chinese also hoped to enlist
the assistance of the MC in creating an international agreement39 regulating
traffic among the upper Mekong basin countries (the PRC, Burma, the Lao
PDR and Thailand).
In the mid-1990s, the Chinese enthusiasm began to wane, however.
Natural, political and economic obstacles for the rapid opening of the
Lancang-Mekong for traffic, and close economic interaction between
southwest China and the neighbouring countries proved to be too great.
Moreover, a great deal of criticism directed at Chinese construction activities emerged especially from Thai environmental NGOs, which caused
concern in the PRC and made it more reluctant to exchange information
with the other riparian countries. At the same time, the PRC attitude
towards the MC/MRC became more cautious. Especially the continuing
disputes over water quality rules made it wary of submitting itself to the
obligations of membership while the contents of the Mekong regime were
still unsettled. Joining the Commission was thus out of the question; the
Chinese were content to remain Official Dialogue Partners, sending delegations to attend MRC Council meetings. From September 1998 on, there
were also regular bilateral meetings between the staff of the Mekong
Secretariat and Chinese officials. Moreover, joint working groups on navigation and hydrology, established in 1996, continued to meet.40
From the side of the other riparian, the Thais were especially eager to
bring the Chinese into the MRC. They stood to gain most from Chinese
construction projects, both in the form of expected increases in the dry
season flow of the Mekong – which they could divert into their own irrigation and hydropower projects – and in the form of electricity they could
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buy from Yunnan. Another expected benefit, which also required cooperation among the PRC, Thailand, the Lao PDR and Burma was the use
of the Upper Mekong for transportation between the Yunnan province and
northern Thailand. However, as it became clear that the Chinese were not
going to join the MRC any time soon, the emphasis on subregional cooperation moved to other fora, especially the Greater Mekong Subregion
Economic Co-operation Program of the ADB.41
Competing Subregional Development Frameworks – The Greater Mekong
Subregion Economic Co-operation Program of the Asian Development
Bank
The 1990s witnessed the formation of a number of regional and subregional
co-operation schemes in various parts of Asia. This trend was particularly
strong in the greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). One reason for this was
the Subregion’s geographical location between East and Southeast Asia,
another the proximity to the ‘miracle’ economies of Taiwan, Hong Kong
and Singapore, as well as to the rapidly developing ASEAN countries
Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia. The end of the cold war – and with it,
the Cambodian conflict – opened the field for the expansion of ASEAN, as
well as for regional initiatives and large-scale development assistance. No
self-respecting non-governmental, governmental or inter-governmental
development agency could resist the lure of Indochina, especially Cambodia. Although the MRC did share in the boom, it was sidelined in the
process.
Arguably the most important subregional development initiative
came from the ADB in 1992, when it launched the GMS Economic Cooperation Program. It covered the entire Southeast Asian mainland from the
northern border of Malaysia to Sichuan province in the north, and from the
eastern border of Bangladesh to the Vietnamese coast on the South China
Sea. It was backed by the considerable resources of Japan and the ADB, as
well as all the funds that the Bank would be able to mobilise from international financial markets. The initiative was welcomed by the subregional
countries with enthusiasm. It promised lots of money, as well as huge
projects with the traditional technocratic top-down management approach
and swift implementation. For the internationally ostracised authoritarian
regimes ruling over several subregional countries, it provided a means to
gain acceptance and circumvent economic sanctions.42
In 1994, the members of the GMS Program adopted a list of some
100-priority projects that were deemed to be particularly important for the
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development of the Subregion as a whole, as well as relatively swift to
implement. Many of the projects were either directly concerned with the
utilisation of the Mekong’s resources, or would have had an impact on it.
The GMS Program was thus promising to do what the MRC had failed to
accomplish – e.g. take over the construction of dams for hydropower production and irrigation. The Mekong Secretariat did not have a voice in the
Program, although it was allowed to attend some meetings as an observer.
As could be expected, relations between the ADB and the Mekong Secretariat became strained as the Bank snatched the role that the MRC had
envisioned for itself.43
Towards the end of the 1990s, the progress of the GMS Program
slowed down. The ADB was not entirely successful in convincing international investors that GMS projects were worth the risk despite of its
energetic promotion of the Subregion as the next economic ‘miracle’ of
Asia. The Asian Economic Crisis dealt a severe blow to the Program as
well. Despite of claims to the contrary, it relied more and more on the
Bank’s resources and initiative. The model that the GMS Program followed
also had its problems. Large-scale, top-down construction projects had
been tried before, and they had not worked. A reorientation of the Program
was needed towards a more participatory, socially and environmentally
sensitive, integrated and geographically focussed approach. At the end of
the 1990s, the ADB tried to bring some of these elements into the GMS
Program. However, the emphasis on physical infrastructure built through
foreign investments, lack of co-ordination with the MRC, ASEAN initiatives and other development efforts, and weak mechanisms for conflict
resolution continued to pose obstacles. More importantly, they threatened
to disrupt the social and ecological stability of many parts of the GMS.44
Despite of its apparent success, the GMS Program was not able to
provide a more suitable alternative to the MRC even after undergoing
reforms. The other subregional co-operation frameworks, such as the Economic Quadrangle around the Upper Mekong (bringing together adjoining
parts of Yunnan province, Burma, Thailand and the Lao PDR in the Golden
Triangle), the Mekong initiatives of ASEAN, or Japanese supported
schemes were not capable of replacing it either. In fact, the rapid establishment of so many co-operation frameworks wasted resources and made
the integrated development of the Subregion more difficult. The need for
an agency charged with the overall co-ordination of development activities
was more urgent than ever. At the end of the 1990s, he MRC remained the
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only institution with a specific legal mandate to adopt such a role. The
question was, would it be able to handle the job.
RESPONDING TO THE CRITICS –
THE REFORMS OF THE LATE 1990S
The crisis at the MRC came to a head in 1996–1998 when donor contributions fell by one third (USD 4 million). Clearly, something had to be done
fast or the external funding, which continued to form the basis of the
Commission’s work, would cease altogether.45 Once again, then, reforms
came as a response to outside pressure. Moreover, it was again the UNDP
that took the lead in guiding the process. First, it ordered an independent
assessment of the Commission’s situation. The findings of the assessment
were then used as a basis for drawing up a five-year support programme,
which the MRC Council approved in November 1997. The first stage of the
programme was carried out in the spring of 1998. A five-person task force
made up of Mekong Secretariat staff, assisted by consultants engaged by
the UNDP, toured the member countries for the purpose of getting the
views of MRC staff, National Mekong Committees, donors and other
stakeholders regarding what they thought the Commission was supposed to
do and how it should do it. The task force then prepared a document in
which the vision of the MRC for itself and for the Mekong basin, and the
strategy for the implementation of the 1995 Agreement, were laid out.46 It
was during these initial consultations that some of the most severe criticisms of the MRC as an organisation in general, and of the Mekong Secretariat in particular, were recorded.
Three important documents, based on the work of the task force and
the assisting consultants, were brought to the MRC Joint Committee and
Council in the fall of 1998: the first Strategic Plan for the Mekong River
Commission,47 MRC Work Programme for 1999, and Terms of Reference
for Stage 2 of the Preparatory Assistance. The Joint Committee gave its
endorsement to the documents and sent them to the Council, which
approved them in October 1998. The first document presents the vision for
the Mekong basin and the MRC, and the mission of the MRC, which are to
provide guidance for the Commission in fulfilling its duties outlined in the
1995 Agreement. The purpose of strategic plans is to help the MRC create
efficient and reasonable programmes which contribute directly to the
agreed goals and the vision, and to assure donors that their funds will be

226

Reconstructing the Mekong River Commission

used in a focussed and co-ordinated manner for the sustainable development of the Mekong basin.48
Figure 10.1: Vision for the Mekong basin
VISION FOR THE MEKONG BASIN
‘An Economically Prosperous, Socially Just and
Environmentally Sound Mekong Basin’

Figure 10.2: Vision for the Mekong River Commission
VISION FOR THE MEKONG RIVER COMMISSION
‘A World Class, Financially Secure, International River Basin Organisation.
Serving the Mekong Countries to Achieve the Basin Vision’

Figure 10.3: Mission of the Mekong River Commission49
MISSION
In accordance with the 1995 Agreement:
‘To Promote and Co-ordinate Sustainable Management and Development of
Water and Related Resources for the Countries’ Mutual Benefit and the
People’s Well-being by Implementing Strategic Programmes and Activities and
Providing Scientific Information and Policy Advice’

The MRC Work Programme for 1999 was written as a transitional document: it was meant to move away from the former ‘shopping list’ style
collection of project proposals and towards a more structured approach. It
repeated the short to medium-term goals of the MRC, which were outlined
in the Strategic Plan 1999–2003, and identified four key result areas
(KRAs) with their respective objectives and the strategies for reaching
these objectives. The KRAs were 1) natural resources planning and development, 2) environmental management and social considerations, 3) databases and information systems, and 4) organisation management and cooperation. The MRC also undertook to establish and implement the Rules
for Water Utilisation and Inter-basin Diversions, to formulate the Basin
Development Plan, to establish and implement environmental management
policies and integrate socio-economic considerations to all of its work, as
well as to play a leading role in co-ordinating the Mekong basin’s waterrelated activities.50
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The third document that resulted from the first stage of the consultation process was the Terms of Reference for Stage 2 of the Preparatory
Assistance. The operational basis for the MRC had been created in the first
Strategic Plan and the Work Programme for 1999. Now it was time to take
on the Commission itself and turn it into an instrument capable of implementing the 1995 Agreement. This was a more long-term task; the UNDP
expected it to take at least five years and thus be completed around 2003.51
The second stage of the UNDP-guided reform programme was
carried out in September–December 1998 by an eight-person MRC task
force, which was assisted by a team of six UNDP consultants. They drew
up a plan for restructuring the MRC and its Secretariat. The role of the
National Mekong Committees was to be strengthened, data collection and
storage were to be made more efficient, and communication between the
Mekong Secretariat, the National Committees, line agencies and other
stakeholders was to be improved. The Joint Committee of the MRC
accepted the plan in March 1999. Moreover, in the following December, it
approved in principle the framework for the new organisation structure and
the realignment of the Secretariat’s Human Resources Management
System.52
Although the UNDP was not the only actor involved in reforming the
53
MRC, it was the leading agency of the Integrated Capacity Building Programme that was aimed at lifting the Commission back on its feet. It played
a key role in formulating and implementing the reforms of the organisational structures and Human Resources Management System during the
spring of 2000. With the help of a staff survey and two workshops, a
detailed proposal for the organisation of the Mekong Secretariat was
created. It was approved by the Joint Committee at the end of March 2000.
Each unit was given its own terms of reference with objectives and key
result areas. New job descriptions, which were in accordance with the new
structure, were also developed for the staff. The reorganisation process was
concluded in July 2000. The new Human Resources Management System
became effective at the same time.54
Reforms were also underway on the policy level in 1998. The MRC
Council approved an environmental policy and a gender strategy, and a
draft policy on public participation. These changes were reflected in the
organisation of the Mekong Secretariat. An environmental unit was set up
and the first expert on social development has been hired.55
National Mekong Committees were also included in the reforms. The
Committees for Cambodia, the Lao PDR and Vietnam carried out self-
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evaluations on the appropriateness of their institutional frameworks in
1999; the Thai National Committee undertook to do the same during the
year 2000. National Secretariat staff attended a series of workshops
together with Mekong Secretariat staff, the purpose of which was to help
them enhance their skills in programme planning and execution, and gain a
better understanding of the Commission’s core programmes, including the
Water Utilisation Programme and the Basin Development Plan. One result
of the workshops was the drawing up of an indicative 3-year work plan and
a detailed first year work plan for the Commission. Moreover, staff at all
levels (as well as that of some national line agencies) was trained to
implement the newly created MRC Gender Policy – a key issue for some
donors.56
The data management and internal co-ordination problems that had
long plagued the MRC were also addressed in the UNDP-supported capacity building programme during 1999 and the first half of 2000. Internet
facilities were installed at the Mekong Secretariat, e-mail accounts created
and the development of an MRC Website commenced (due to become
operational before the end of 2000). Also the Lao National Mekong Committee was provided with an Internet facility. The objective was to link all
National Committees to an overall Mekong Secretariat Internet System and
Website. This called for both new equipment and extensive training for the
staff.57
The opening of a Website was considered important not only for
internal co-ordination and data management, but also for fund raising, as it
made information on the Commission’s activities more accessible to
potential donors. However, the focus was on decreasing the reliance of the
MRC on external funding. For this purpose, the capacity building programme included the formulation and implementation of a new financial
model. The contribution of member countries to the operation of the Commission was to be gradually increased, so that at least core functions could
be funded without outside help. The Joint Committee approved the new
financial model in principle in December 1999.58
At the time of writing, the reforms at the MRC are still underway. It
is thus too early to say, whether they will succeed or not. They do, however, hold a great deal of promise because of their comprehensive and coordinated nature. Under the guidance of the UNDP, the MRC has formulated and spelled out its vision for itself and the Mekong basin. It has
established key result areas to focus its activities. The organisation of the
Mekong Secretariat has been reformed to correspond to the new opera-
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tional guidelines. Staff in both at the Mekong Secretariat and the National
Committees has received training in strategic planning, participatory practices and gender issues. New technology and new management techniques
have been brought in. So far, the reforms have also proceeded on schedule
with the exception of the Thai National Committee.
CONCLUSION:
THE FUTURE OF THE MEKONG RIVER COMMISSION
The peoples of the Mekong river basin depend on its water resources in a
variety of ways. To ensure their sustainable and efficient use, they must be
utilised in a co-ordinated way that takes into consideration the ecological
and social stability of the whole basin – including the Yunnan province in
the north. The Mekong River Commission is the oldest organisation for
subregional co-operation in the Southeast Asian Mainland. It has been able
to continue working – albeit in a very limited way – throughout its 43-yearlong history despite of the many conflicts, which have ravaged the Subregion. It has amassed a wealth of information and created wide-reaching
plans for the development of the Lower Mekong basin. It remains the only
organisation founded by riparian countries themselves with a specific legal
mandate to engage in development activities in the GMS.
At the end of the 1980s, a new era seemed to be dawning for the
MRC, as the political constraints under which it had laboured seemed to
disappear. Thailand and Vietnam, the two main antagonists in the Subregion, were moving from armed conflict to peaceful coexistence, even cooperation. The three Indochinese states were shedding their socialist ideals
and adopting the social and economic models implemented by their neighbours. Other frameworks of local and subregional co-operation were
springing up in several places in the GMS, and the Indochinese countries
joined ASEAN one after the other. The signing of the 1995 Agreement was
another expression of the optimistic spirit of the time. On the other hand,
the tortuous process leading to it was a reminder that although many things
had changed, basic conflicts of interests and distrust among subregional
countries had not disappeared.
The hopeful atmosphere created by the 1995 Agreement soon gave
way to disappointment. Disagreements over the use of the Mekong’s
resources, refusal of the PRC (and Burma) to become a member, inefficiency and lack of vision at the Mekong Secretariat, donor disinterest and
disillusionment and the resulting lack of funds, and last but not least the
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creation of competing subregional co-operation frameworks, particularly
the ADB-initiated Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Co-operation Program, challenged the Commission’s very existence. The transfer of its
Secretariat to Phnom Penh – however, expedient politically and justified
from the point of view of capacity building in Cambodia – threatened to
further marginalise it. Questions were therefore raised as to whether there
was still a role for the MRC in the GMS, and whether it was capable of
playing it.
The Asian Economic Crisis created a further challenge to the Commission – as it did to all Asian frameworks of regional co-operation – by
depleting the economic resources of its member countries. However, at the
same time, it made the MRC more important for their development because
the Commission is a conduit of funding and know-how from outside the
region. Another potential opportunity for strengthening the Commission is
provided by the fact that all its present members have now joined ASEAN.
The MRC could be integrated into the ASEAN structure by strengthening it
and then giving it the vital task of co-ordinating regional development
activities on the Southeast Asian Mainland. Were the PRC to join the
Commission, its political significance would be greatly increased. It could
make a much stronger claim for the role of co-ordinator of subregional cooperation in the GMS. The financial and human resources that the PRC
could contribute to the Commission would be considerable.
As Joakim Öjendal concludes in his dissertation, a regional approach
to the utilisation of the resources offered by the Mekong river System is
necessary if it is to be sustainable, but it is not enough. In the past, the
regional approach has meant an excessive focus on massive projects and
top-down practices. As experience has shown in the Mekong basin and
elsewhere in the world, this does not work. What is needed is overall,
basin-wide co-ordination combined with local, often small-scale, integrated
projects that are planned and implemented in a bottom-up fashion.59 The
reformed MRC could well be the co-ordinator needed to implement this
approach. The Commission itself has expressed its readiness to take it on,
but there is no consensus among the various actors involved on the issue.
The reform process that was launched in 1998 with the support of the
UNDP is the last best hope of the MRC to not only to survive but also gain
the capacity to carry out the vital task that has been given to it. As senior
officials of the Commission have themselves stated, a key step is to give up
the previous role of implementer of projects in favour of an advisory one,
and to shift the focus of the MRC’s work from infrastructure construction
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to finding solutions for environmental and social problems. The Commission now has a vision, and its mission has been spelled out. It has even
been given a set of short-to-medium term goals to focus its energies.
Unfortunately, reforming the Commission itself is not enough. No
matter how efficient the Mekong Secretariat and the National Committees
become, they will not be able to carry out their mission if they are not
given the political backing of the member countries, and that of the various
development agencies and other actors present in the Subregion. If the
member countries turn the MRC into the clearing-house and co-ordinator
of development activities in the Mekong basin instead of by-passing it both
at the national and at the subregional level, it may succeed in safeguarding
the environmental, social and economic sustainability of the utilisation of
the Mekong’s resources. If they can agree on a common set of rules governing the use of those resources, the Chinese may consider it worth their
while to join the MRC. If the Commission gains a sufficient amount of
authority, the extra-regional actors may come to see it as an indispensable
partner and place their activities under its umbrella. However, that includes
a lot of ifs. The MRC described in the vision statements is sorely needed
but only time will tell whether it will become reality. A pessimist would
say that the odds are against it. What the people and the ecology of the
Mekong basin needs is a lot of energetic, patient optimists.
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APPENDIX
Organisational charts of the Mekong Committee Secretariat and the
Mekong River Commission Secretariat.
Figure 10.4: Organisational chart of the Mekong Committee Secretariat60
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Interviews
A total of 13 personal, semi-structured interviews have been used as
sources in writing this paper. The interviews were conducted in April–May
1998 and in April–May 1999, in Thailand, the Lao PDR and Cambodia.
The interviewees consisted of:
1) Officials at the Mekong Secretariat; the Lao National Mekong
Committee; the Thai National Mekong Committee; Department of
International Economic Cooperation, Committee for Investment and
Cooperation, Prime Minister’s Office of the Lao PDR; Ministry for
Foreign Affairs of the Lao PDR; UNDP offices in Thailand, the Lao
PDR and Cambodia;
2) Representatives of the academia, interviewed at the National Institute
of Development Administration in Bangkok; and
3) NGO activists, interviewed at TERRA (‘Towards Ecological Recovery
and Regional Alliance’) in Bangkok.
The names of the interviewees are withheld in order to avoid compromising
their position.
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Is Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand
Feasible?
__________________________
Mogens Buch-Hansen

INTRODUCTION
Before the financial crisis doomed on the Asian economies in 1997, Thailand was already mentioned as the fifth tiger among the rapid expanding
economies in Asia. During the 1980s and 1990s Thailand several times hit
the record as the fastest growing economy in the World. The skyline of
Bangkok clearly shows the vision of a booming economy or as it turned out
to be: a bubble economy that easily burst.1 Today’s skyline is disfigured by
ghost skyscrapers waiting to add to the already sky-high non-occupancy
rate, indicating that something went completely wrong.
Thailand, in many ways, used to be a good example of the development model promoted during the development era. It obediently followed
the development models prescribed by the Washington institutions guiding
the Western world’s post-war development course.2 Based on an expanding
agricultural sector for export Thailand followed an import substitution
strategy for industrial goods during the 1960s and 1970s. After a brief
crisis, following the second oil price shock in the mid-1980s, Thailand liberalised the economy and during the late 1980s successfully pursued an
export-oriented strategy. During the 1990s it further liberalised the economy and opened up for foreign capital, to an extent that ended in the burst
of July 1997. Only four years before the burst, the World Bank had
described Thailand as a model for economic development.3
The decision-makers and the general opinion in Thailand today seem
divided into two groups. One waiting eagerly for an economic recovery
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which will make the internal financial cleaning up process less painful and
which will bring back the old elite on track. The other group seeing the
financial burst as a clear indication that something was wrong with the
development model and viewing old friends from the development era with
a certain amount of resentment. It is hard to mention the IMF or the World
Bank in Thailand today without being met with the Thai smile covering
over embarrassment. That Dr Supachai, Thailand’s present Deputy Prime
Minister, in year 2002 will take over as the Secretary General of WTO, by
some mentioned as the third leg of the ‘Washington institutions’,4 add to
Thailand’s schism for its future development course.
This article deals with this schism in the agricultural sector, the
sector that once was the backbone of the Thai economy. Major economic
interests of huge agribusiness companies, together with the almost entire
bureaucracy and most politicians, are supporting Thailand’s position as one
of the world’s major exporters of agricultural commodities, based on capital intensive, conventional production methods and cheap labour. Opposing
the conventional agricultural development model, which has left out a significant portion of the farmers in relative poverty, many without security of
land, we find local community groups and a big number of NGOs. They are
part of a growing civil society together with the intellectuals and the
rapidly growing urban white-collar salariat. Together with a small fraction
of the bureaucracy, they are in different ways opposing the conventional
agricultural development model. If agriculture is not any longer the backbone of the Thai economy, then at least it caters for the basic needs of at
least 30 million people or half the Thai population. As such it is the object
of an ideological battle of the meaning and direction of development. The
Thai Government has proposed the concept of ‘Sustainable Agriculture’ to
restructure agriculture. The aim of this article is to explore that concept in
further depth by asking questions of what it involves.
AGRICULTURE – THE BASIS FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Thailand has followed the classic model for economic development by
extracting a sufficient economic surplus from agriculture through trade and
taxation to create the foundation for industrial development. During the
1950s and 1960s the economic surplus was created especially through
expansion of paddy production, which made Thailand one of the biggest
exporters of rice. The notorious rice premium, which was an export tax,
contributed to expanding government revenues and to capital accumulation
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invested in the manufacturing production capacity. During the 1970s and
1980s the huge frontier expansion in the north and the northeast created an
unprecedented expansion of the Thai economy. In order to understand present days ambiguous stands on environmental protection in Thailand, this
period must be understood in its global historical context.
During the 1960s US military got more and more involved in the
Southeast Asian region due to the cold war and the US foreign policy strategy of the domino effect. This strategy made US and Thailand close allies
and provided ground support for US military in Thailand. The northeast of
Thailand was opened up for US military bases. Later the forests in the
north and northeast became secure fields of operation for various guerrilla
movements opposing the central government in Bangkok. In line with that
era’s political discourse, these were all labelled communists.
The tropical forests which back in the 1950s almost entirely covered
the mountainous areas of the north and northeast were now, to an even
higher degree than before, perceived as uncivilised, dangerous wilderness,
inhabited by a non-Thai population and groups of politically undesired,
dangerous guerrillas. As eloquently described by Stott (1991), the wording
of the different landscapes became very important for the Thai perception
of the society and its development. The Thai culture was so closely related
to the centre Mu’ang, the principal town, usually aligned with the main
river of the basin, containing the most important Buddhist temple, the city
pillar and the royal palaces. This ‘merit-heart’ of the Mu’ang, from which
the ‘umbrella’ of merit will spread to the very edge of the intermontane
basin, the foothills of which rise dark in the horizon. At the edge of the
Thai civilised space was the pa thu’an, which was the uncivilised forest.
The Thai words themselves indicate not only a forest with threes but relate
this to wilderness, which is savage, illicit and barbarous.5
USA was, however, not only military present. USA helped Thailand
greatly to embark on the economic development model. Huge concessions
for clearfelling of forests were given to substitute the forest with agricultural land. As this coincided with a felt political threat it resulted in a
massive cut down of the forest in a joint effort to tame the untamed and to
civilise the uncivilised! In the mid-1970s, when the anti-insurgent campaign and resource mining was at its height, almost one million hectares of
forest were being destroyed each year.6 As Pasuk and Baker dramatically
describe it: ‘The insurgency was rolled back under a cloud of wood
smoke.’7 The forest workers, together with the farmers from the densely
populated rice plains, were quick to take up the cleared land and started
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growing paddy in the valley bottoms and up-land rice, maize, soybeans,
cassava, tobacco and vegetables in the hills. Apart from traders and middlemen, agribusiness companies soon followed. Today, as much as about
25 per cent of Thailand’s paddy fields are found alone in the north. The
total number of farms in the north has increased almost four times from
1953 to 1991 (from 357,605 to 1,281,697), and the total area of cultivated
land has increased almost nine times from 3.4 million rai in 1953 to 29.2
million rai in 1991.8
At almost the same rate as the forest cover was reduced, Thailand
became a leading exporter of agricultural commodities. Unlike a normal
capitalist process of agricultural transformation, the majority of Thai farmers are relatively poor, small-scale farmers. They are seriously in debt to
middlemen, and increasingly to co-operatives and agribusiness companies.
The role of Lenin’s kulaks seems to have been taken over by agribusiness
companies. This further adds to the urban bias of Thailand’s development
model.9
With the global political strategy of the cold war developing after the
World War II, Thailand became the main ally of US fighting communism
in Indo-China. Especially after general Sarit, through a military coup, took
power in 1957, Thailand became a very close ally of US and was soon to
follow the development discourse laid out by the Washington institutions
by establishing an enabling institutional framework.10 With the Sarit
government opening the economy to foreign capital, invested in improving
the infrastructure to cater for a rising world market demand for primary
products, the agricultural sector was heavily boosted through export.
Between 1960 and 1975, the total value of agricultural exports increased at
a compound rate of ten per cent a year.11
Thailand had embarked on the road of economic growth with agriculture as the foundation and the driving force. That driving force should
later on shift to the manufacturing and the urban economy, gradually
absorbing the rural areas into the urban development course.
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INTEGRATING THE RURAL AREAS
INTO THE URBAN ECONOMY
During the import substitution period, agricultural commodities made up
the bulk of export from Thailand (73 per cent in 1970) and hereby financing the import substitution industrialisation. From the mid-1980s nonagricultural commodities increased rapidly in the value of export. In the ten
years from 1985–1995, manufactured exports multiplied twelve times and
drove up total exports seven times.12 Already from 1988 non-agricultural
export commodities took the lead over agricultural export. By the time of
the financial crisis in 1997, the proportion between agricultural and nonagricultural export commodities had turned up side down compared to
1970 (agricultural goods13 made up 27 per cent of total export in 1997).
A major impetus to industrial growth was the appreciation of the
Japanese yen after the Plaza Accord in 1985. The Thai baht dropped from
about 10 yen per baht in 1984 to about 4 yen per baht in 1993. Japanese
manufacturing companies, but also companies from the Asian tiger economies, came to Thailand to look for currency protection and cheap labour.
They mainly located their new industries in the outskirts of Bangkok. As
industrial goods took over as the main export commodities, the urban bias
of Thailand’s development model became even more reinforced. From
1984 to 1993 the numbers working in industry doubled from 2 to 4 million,
most of which settled in the rapidly growing Bangkok Metropolitan Area.
The export-oriented industrial growth was very much stimulated by
foreign, private capital and earnings of foreign currency from a rapid
growing tourism sector.14 Between 1985 and 1990, the inflow of private
capital increased ten times, which signalled a change in Thailand’s macroeconomic structure. Total trade (exports + imports) rose from 54 per cent of
GDP in 1982 to 89 per cent in 1994.15 In 1992, as part of a broader financial liberalisation package, foreign exchange was deregulated. As a consequence of the booming economy with stable macro-economic management
and high interest rates, short-term private capital flowed into the country.
The external debt increased from almost 40 billion USD in 1992 to 80
billion USD in March 1997.16 In the early phase of the booming economy
(in the last half of the 1980s), in-flowing private capital mainly consisted of
manufacturing companies establishing subsidiaries in Thailand to take
advantage of cheap labour, ‘currency protection’ and a rapidly growing
internal market. FDI in the later phase of the boom, leading to the burst,
was short-term going for easy profit in the financial and property sectors.17
Consequently, the booming economy gave rise to a large number of
247

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

unskilled jobs in the manufacturing and construction sectors. Both men and
women were in demand in the urban sector and women’s share of migration work surpassed that of men’s during the 1990s.18
The booming urban economy was dependent on fresh supplies of
labour power from the rural areas. TV undoubtedly had an impact on rural
households by showing the glimmer of urban life and hereby attracting the
needed labour power.19 While only half of the rural households had a TV
by 1985, this had grown to over 80 per cent by 1994.20 TV contributes
greatly to what Jonathan Rigg (1997) calls ‘pressure of needs’, which is
intensifying and expanding year by year.21 Eagerness to participate in the
booming monetary economy or ‘pressure of needs’ made the rural communities push for more roads. In many cases, rural households have sold land
to buy a pick-up in order to easier interact with the market, either by selling
cash crops or to work as casual labour. Non-farm incomes seem to have
become a significant factor of the survival and welfare of rural communities. Rigg estimates that, for the Southeast Asian region, between 30 and 50
per cent of total household income is derived from off-farm sources. Rigg
also refers to a study by Ritchie of a village near Chiang Mai in which 52
per cent of the population in 1974 had their main income from agriculture;
this had dropped to 4.8 per cent in 1991. ‘Ritchie observes that although the
village may still be situated in a rural setting, the people and households
which are involved in agriculture are now in a minority’. In 1974, only 7.5
per cent of all households in the village mixed farming and non-farming
occupations, the figure in 1991 was 30.8 per cent. Furthermore, while in
1974, 94 per cent of wage labour was agricultural labouring; by 1991 it was
only 14.5 per cent.22
Rural Thailand became during the booming economy more and more
integrated with the urban economy and through this with the world economy. The high input, export oriented and commercial farmers are heavily
connected to agribusiness and export companies. The small scale farmers,
many of whom with insecurity of land, no means to buy agricultural input
and outside marketing channels, are to a large extent dependent on off-farm
incomes. They are eking out a sometimes miserable life on ecologically
marginal land, which corresponds to their marginal position, seen from an
economic, social and political point of view. When the ‘bubble economy’
busted they were the ones to suffer most, as their marginal, temporary offfarm incomes were the first to go. It is estimated that around 1.2 million
temporary workers were returning to the rural areas,23 putting extra pressure on areas already marginal from all points of view. This further illumi-
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nated the issue of strained natural resources giving impetus to environmental movements, not necessarily located in the rural areas.
ENVIRONMENTALISM AND
SOCIO-POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT
Like everywhere else in the world, the concept of sustainability has become
a central part of the environmental awareness in Thailand. The concept is
promoted by the urban middle class, or more correctly in Thailand’s case,
according to Pasuk and Baker (1997), by the white-collar working force.
This force is in Thailand made up of people possessing the professional
skills to run modern Thailand with an open, liberalised, export-oriented
manufacturing economy. They occupy a spectrum, which runs from managerial employees at the one end, through self-employed professionals in the
middle, to small businesses and sub-contractors at the other. This new class
is a child of growing urban capitalism.24 In line with global trends, this
urban based, economically well off and educated group grasped the idea of
the ‘Brundtland Commission’ and the concept of sustainability. The economic welfare should not be at the expense of nature, as they perceive it. It
is, in this connection, interesting to note that they tend to use the word
thammachat when describing nature. Thammachat is a more wide and
poetic word for nature, embracing all natural phenomena, such as rain,
wind and sun, and doesn’t have the ‘dangerous’ connotations, as does pa
thu’an.25
But as Phillip Hirsch (1997) rightly points out, environmentalism as
a political force in Thailand is more complex and significant, than just a
‘normal’ outcome of a growing urban middle class. He distinguishes no
less than nine different socio-political forces, using environmental issues in
different ways to enhance their political clout. Some of them were being
activists, in opposition to the Government’s way of managing the environment. Some are concerned with local communities’ livelihood vis-à-vis
environmental protection, while others are more concerned with conservation of nature per se. Even private businesses see their interests in getting
involved with environmental issues, as well as projects under Royal
patronage have long played a significant role in enhancing environmental
awareness in Thailand. Also within the bureaucracy itself new trends are
found, sharing ‘middle class’ concerns for the environment. Phillip Hirsch
concludes that environmentalism is closely tied to Thailand’s fluid class
structure. ‘Perhaps most important is to recognise the role of the environ-
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ment as a legitimising discourse for social protests, for protection of vested
interests and for staking of claims over resources, by grassroots and elite
forces alike.’26
Many of these socio-political forces manifested themselves in the
May 1992 uprising, showing a reaction of the 1991 military coup and the
following authoritarian rule.27 Up to then, more than ten years had passed
during which a number of significant environmental issues had raised the
political conscience of the relationship between natural resources, development and environment: the logging ban of 1989 after serious flooding
and land slides in the south; the Eucalyptus battle during the 1990s and the
protests against the destruction of urban communities to give way for
expressways; but not least the notorious battle over the Nam Choan dam
and a number of other damming projects in the country raised the general
awareness of environmental issues. The final cancellation of the Nam
Choan gave a lot of credibility to local communities, NGOs and other
activist forces, but it primarily showed the importance of environmental
issues as part of the socio-political struggle. A wide coverage of these environmental issues in the Bangkok media, keeps environmental issues in
focus as a legitimising discourse for social protest by the growing urban
salariat. Many of the NGOs play an important role in bridging these urbanbased environmental forces with the less vocal rural community groups.28
As Pasuk and Baker have pointed out it is problematic to label these
social forces as middle class as it gives connotation to the nineteenthcentury European ‘bourgeoisie’.29 Most of them belong to the salariat,
while others are small-scale entrepreneurs, academicians or media people.
The best way to describe the various political forces seems to be as a
growing civil society. As such they represent a socio-political force vis-àvis the Government and the market, functioning as a watchdog of Government activities. They have skilfully managed to put clear fingerprints on
two very important Government documents in the late 1990s, namely the
1997 Constitution30 and the Eighth National Economic and Social Development Plan (1997–2001). In these documents words like decentralisation
and popular participation are repeated again and again and the 8th Development Plan talks of a new development paradigm, shifting from a growth
orientation to people-centred development, and the planning process,
shifting from a compartmentalised to a more holistic planning.31 These
social forces are also what prompted the magical concept of ‘Sustainable
Agriculture’ in the Thai vocabulary.
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SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE IN THAILAND
Prominent personalities from the academia, the business communities and
leading representatives from the NGO world were all involved with the
National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) and the
Office of the Prime Minister in drafting these documents. Representatives
from what Hirsch would call activist groups admit today that the wording is
nice, but there is no implementation. Laws to implement the words as well
as the spirit of the Constitution should have followed, but this never materialised. The 8th Development Plan should have been followed up by
devolution of power from the centralist compartmentalised ministerial
headquarters in Bangkok to horizontal planning agencies at the Tambon
(sub-district) level. This is a slow and painful process under implementation by the Department of Local Administration in the Ministry of Interior.
The Ministry of Agriculture and Co-operatives (MOAC) was given
the assignment of adding reality to and implementation of the concept of
‘Sustainable Agriculture’32 as a contribution to the 8th Development Plan.
The planning document obviously is not very specific on the content of
Sustainable Agriculture, apart from mentioning four production methods:
natural farming, organic farming, integrated farming and agro-forestry.33
The 8th Plan talks in rather vague terms of restructuring and reorientation of development administration under an area-function-participation
approach as a framework for development planning.34 The most concrete
step taken to implement this is the political decision to enhance the
Tambon Administrative Organisation (TAO). The Tambon is a sub-district,
which up to now has been headed by the Kamnan, a government employee.
In 1995, the Parliament approved the Local Administrative Organisation
and Tambon Council Act. Based on this, members are elected to the
Tambon Council. In some cases the council has elected a president. In most
cases he is the same person as the Kamnan. In most tambons, the Kamnans
continue administrating on behalf of the Ministry of Interior, undisturbed of
administrative reforms going on.
One thing is the seemingly political will to grant a certain amount of
autonomy to the local, area based administration, the TAO. Another thing
is to give it the necessary economic means to become effective. The
Ministry of Interior has granted any sub-district, which is able to collect
local tax at least totalled 150,000 baht (approximately 4,000 USD) for three
consecutive years, the status of TAO. According to the 8th Plan there were
2,760 TAO throughout the country in 1997. According to various sources,
interviewed in 1999, the number may have increased to approximately half
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of the potential number of 7,000 TAOs. As the revenue base for the TAO is
some land and property taxes, mainly the TAOs around Bangkok and big
provincial towns, have managed to collect sufficient taxes to be given the
status of TAO. Even if the tambons are able to collect 150,000 baht, this
will not take them anywhere in administrating development activities,
unless government departments start to decentralise their development
budgets. Devolution of power from the compartmentalised, centralist line
ministries to area based institutions under the Ministry of Interior, is
everywhere in the world a difficult process and in Thailand, as we will see
later, this is not any easier.35
The assignment given to the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives has not fared much better. According to the 8th Plan, 20 per cent
of total agricultural land in the country, or approximately 25 million rai ( 4
million ha) should be under Sustainable Agriculture. According to leading
representatives from the NGO world, the MOAC has not taken initiative to
transform even a single rai from conventional to Sustainable Agriculture.
The Cabinet did soon after the release of the 8th Plan approve a pilot project
of 623 million baht to support small-scale farmers implementing some of
the Sustainable Agriculture production methods mentioned in the 8th Plan.
The money was, however, never released.36
Apart from allowing UNDP and one bilateral donor, funding projects
in support of Sustainable Agriculture, MOAC has so far done very little to
give reality to and to implement Sustainable Agriculture. One reason is that
Sustainable Agriculture is a poorly defined concept. The other reason is
that apart from production methods, as they are mentioned in the 8th Plan,
sustainability involves a holistic approach, where socio-economic, institutional (including land tenure), marketing, cultural issues, apart from an
enabling policy framework are essential for creating sustainability. In the
following I will raise the question whether these issues have been sufficiently addressed in designing Sustainable Agriculture. First I shall briefly
discuss the meaning of sustainable development.
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT – WHAT DOES IT MEAN?
In the international literature there is very little consensus on the concept of
sustainability. There is, however, widespread acknowledgement that it has
become a convenient catchword, often referred to like motherhood or
apple-pie, something no one can be against. Or as Conway puts it for agriculture: ‘Almost everything that is perceived “good” from the writer’s
perspective can fall under the umbrella of sustainable agriculture.’37 The
normative approach is very attractive for policymakers because it permits a
direct translation of political objectives into a broadly agreed upon overall
concept. This has challenged scientists to come up with a workable definition, which has been difficult as the concept embraces natural science,
social science and humanities. The concept calls for a holistic definition
and a holistic approach, which is basically against the idea of Western
sciences.38
Although the word sustainability had been used before, it was the
World Commission on Environment and Development, chaired by former
Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland who, with their report
from 1987 made the concept a catchword. They defined sustainability as:
‘economic development that meets the needs of the present generation
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs’. At first glance, this is an economic definition, as it refers to economic development. By second thoughts, how can needs be defined and
what is the meaning of ability of future generations?
It is generally accepted that human needs, apart from fulfilment of
materialistic needs, include at least social welfare and cultural values. The
ability of future generations to meet their needs of course builds on the
technology and knowledge inherited through generations. However, there
must be sufficient biophysical endowments to use the technology and
knowledge to transform to use values for the human society. The problem
is that we don’t know which resources will be relevant for future generations’ knowledge and technology. This is where the distinction between
weak and strong sustainability definitions comes in. In the weak definition,
natural resources can be substituted by man-made capital (knowledge and
capital), while in the strong definition, the stock of resources must be
maintained to leave the options open for future generations to meet their
needs. As repeated by Turner and Pearce, the concern about the weak definition is the uncertainty. We don’t know the consequences of running down
natural capital and we don’t know the life supporting functions of certain
major ecosystems (like the oceans and major wetlands) – the so-called
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critical natural capital. Human actions may also cause irreversible natural
processes, like raising the Earth’s temperature or extinction of species. The
uncertainty may justify applying the precautionary approach and hence the
strong definition of sustainability.39
Definitions on sustainability must include contributions from economy, social sciences, humanities and biophysical sciences. The three
circles, partly overlapping each other, representing economic, social and
environmental goals of development respectively, are well known. Only
where they all overlap each other, will we have sustainability. What is,
however, often missed in this graphic representation of sustainability is that
only through an enabling policy framework, i.e. policies that support and
promote the economic, social and environmental goals, will it be possible
to work towards sustainability. As quoted by Pretty: ‘Perhaps more than
any other factor, appropriate rights to land determines the success of sustainable agriculture.’40 The sustainability concept calls for analyses of how
environmental issues inform the socio-political development process.
Sustainability must be related to time and scale to make any sense as
well as it must be related to how nature is valued. On scale, a different mix
of parameters has to go into the analysis whether we look at sustainability
at the plot level (cropping systems in relation to bio-physical features),
farm level (farming systems), local level (watershed/village), regional level
(landscape/district) or national level where macro-economic and agricultural policies becomes even more important for how various agro-climatic
zones are utilised by various farming systems. Concerning time, the big
question is whether sustainability should ensure intra-generational equity or
only stick to intergenerational equity, as included in the Brundtland definition. A lot of critique has been raised against the Brundtland definition
exactly because it does not explicitly mention intra-generational equity.
This has foremost to do with present power relations. How to ensure equity
among the present generation with unequal spatial endowment of natural
resources, unequal access to these resources and unequal profit gained from
their use.41 This can be seen as a problem between the material rich, highly
industrialised countries and the poorer developing countries, as well as it
can been viewed as a problem within a country. If sustainability means
intergenerational equity, how then to ensure that savings on natural
resources, for the sake of the next generations, will not reinforce the
present unequal distribution, access and profit from natural resources?
Apart from time and scale, perceptions on value of nature are
important to determine in defining sustainability. Basically, there are two
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contrasting approaches to valuing nature, with a lot of intermediate positions. At the one extreme, nature can be viewed as a pool of resources
waiting for human ingenuity to explore for the maximum economic prosperity. This antropocentric school of thoughts views the value of nature as
instrumental values to the human society. In contrast to this view are various schools relating to bio-centrism, which consider all non-human beings
as moral subjects having an intrinsic value. A forest will from the one
extreme viewpoint be valued according to the market value of the timber it
contains. Neo-liberal environmental economists might argue to keep it as a
forest, based on the market value of it as a recreational site. From the other
extreme, ecologists might argue that human beings have no right to determine a use value for the forest, as all living organisms have a right on their
own. In between the two extremes, all kinds of positions are found. This
could be a livelihood perspective, claiming that human beings are protecting the forest because the forest protects their livelihood as they partly live
from non-timber forest products. In this case instrumental and intrinsic
values are nearing each other.
This interdependence of human needs and the protection of nature
are closely related to the ethical and cultural perceptions of value. Western
science has done a lot to separate nature and natural sciences from society
and social sciences. The concept of sustainability is embedded in this tradition, trying to bridge the two sides again. In many, non-western cultures,
among them the Thai culture, living species are considered as spiritual
beings. The belief in reincarnation implicates that all species in nature may
be reincarnations of human beings and it might harm your karma to harm
sentient beings. The value of nature, therefore, traditionally is considered
different in the Thai culture, than in the occidental tradition.
Conway (1993) has, in relation to assessing the capacity of agroecosystems, used the concept of sustainability together with productivity,
stability and equitability. The meaning of sustainability in this context is a
system’s ability to regain its productivity after stress or more seriously,
after a shock. Conway tries to quantify sustainability is this sense through
measuring the degree of resistance or resilience. How far is the productivity
depressed after a shock and how quick and to what level does it return and
in what fashion?42
In sum, to analyse sustainability in a given space, within a specific
time frame, biophysical parameters, including soil fertility, climatic conditions, terrain, hydrology etc., must be viewed in relation to economic,
institutional, social and cultural parameters. However, only if there is an
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enabling political environment, promoting a holistic approach to sustainability, ensuring that all parameters have been taken into consideration, will
it be possible to move towards sustainability. As Redclift puts it: ‘Sustainable development requires a broader view of both economics and ecology
…, together with a political commitment to ensure that development is
sustainable.’43 Based on this brief introduction to the diversification of perceptions of the concept of sustainability, in the following, I shall analyse
Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand. The humble aim is to ask questions
whether an enabling political framework is in place to promote various
aspects of sustainability in Thailand’s agriculture.
AGRICULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY FROM
AN ECONOMIC POINT OF VIEW
Thailand is the world’s fifth biggest exporter of agricultural products. From
an economic point of view, the commercial, export-oriented agriculture,
with its roots as long back as the demarcation and promotion of Siam as a
nation-state under the reign of King Chulalongkorn, has been very successful. The export-oriented agricultural success has been very closely related
to the growth of domestic and foreign-based agribusiness companies. The
huge Thai based multinational Charoen Pokphand (CP), promoting modern
technologies and agricultural inputs and serving a big number of contract
farmers spread all over Thailand, is a good example of this. The economic
foundation for agribusiness was paddy; and the basis for huge exports of
both high quality Jasmine rice and low quality rice for rapidly growing
markets in the Third World. Rubber and sugar also were major export
products. With the opening up of the agricultural frontier in the north and
northeast, cassava became a major export commodity for the European
Common market’s intensive livestock production. This lasted until the
market broke down in the 1990s due to EU trade barriers. Fruits and vegetables for the upmarket in the EU and the USA and not least frozen shrimps
have come up as leading export products. Many ‘farmers’ are urban-based
business people looking for a rapid profit from exploiting, e.g. the
mangrove swamps by making shrimp farms. Other commercial, exportoriented farmers are closely related to agribusiness companies providing
seeds and other agricultural input, including credits. The agribusiness companies market the final products and the economic net income for the
farmers can be rather meagre, as many farmers are highly indebted to these
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companies, commercial banks or the BAAC. Will these farmers be able to
shift to ‘Sustainable Agriculture’?
Although agriculture’s share of total export earnings have dropped to
27 per cent in 1997, it is still a major contributor when the Ministry of
Finance has to find money to serve Thailand’s now considerable international debt. As mentioned earlier, the external debt increased from almost
40 billion USD in 1992 to 80 billion USD when the financial crisis hit in
1997. With the crisis, the pressure from IMF and the international community has become more felt and it seems highly questionable to what extent
the Government will be allowed, or allow itself, to redirect the attention
from conventional agriculture towards ‘Sustainable Agriculture’.
With the breakdown of the WTO negotiations in Seattle in 1999, the
pace of agricultural change in Thailand, as in other parts of the world, has
slowed down. It will be interesting to see how the negotiations on the
Agreement on Agriculture will start again. The following issues will put
the viability of the Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand in question:
Minimum Access Quotas
According to present agreements, Thailand will be forced to lift import
quotas on 23 basic commodities by 2004. With the draft Agreement on
Agriculture (AoA) which was supposed to be discussed in Seattle in 1999,
Thailand will be forced to open up for even more import of agricultural
commodities, which will potentially erode the market for small-holders’
sale of excess agricultural produce. With non-farm incomes playing a still
bigger role in many rural households’ economy, the supply of cheap,
imported basic foodstuff will further erode the self-sufficiency in basic
food commodities.44 The imported cheap basic foodstuff, such as wheat,
will originate from highly productive US and EU farmers. That these
farmers are subsidised through non-trade related measures, such as the
Green Box and the Blue Box under the WTO agreements, will only further
motivate the competitive part of Thai agriculture, and its supporters in the
Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Agriculture, to work for fair
trade under the WTO.
Trade-related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs)
As a signatory to WTO, Thailand will be forced to also accept the TRIPs
which will have a number of consequences difficult to foresee at this stage.
However, already a number of issues are popping up. One is the story of
Thailand’s famous Jasmine rice which an US agribusiness company has
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genetically engineered together with the Indian Basmathi rice into a new
variety: Jasmathi rice of which they have intellectual property rights. With
the advertising and marketing power of huge agribusiness companies one
could fear that the consumers in the future will demand Jasmathi rice,
forcing the farmers in Thailand and India to buy seeds from the US agribusiness company if they want to compete on the world market.
Genetically modified organisms (GMO) in agricultural commodities
are heavily discussed in Thailand. According to official policy, GMO is
only allowed for scientific purposes. Some NGOs are, however, claiming
that they have proved that GMO is used in commercial cotton growing and
it is suspected to be in use in maize and other commodities as well. With
the dominating power of agribusiness in agricultural development in Thailand, it is difficult to envisage that genetically modified seeds, animal
fodder and other agricultural inputs will not come to play a major role in
the future. Hence, further dependence on agribusiness companies. Only if
the consumers react by not wanting GMO, this may leave room for ‘alternative’ agricultural commodities. A representative from a consumeroriented NGO actually envisages increased sale of natural farming products
due to the debate on GMO.
Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards
The Agreement on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards is linked to the
Agreement on Agriculture. This specifies the requirements for agricultural
commodities to live up to certain standards, defined by the Codex Alimentarius. The Codex is an organisation under UN/WHO/FAO but influenced
by heavy lobby activities from the leading agribusiness companies in the
world. The standards are set according to Western scientific measures and
are stringent or lax according to the trading interests of the lobbying corporations.45
Thailand sees itself as competitive in the world market for agricultural products, if only EU and US did not subsidy their agricultural sector.
This is the reason for the official Thailand to be a keen supporter of WTO
and further liberalisation of the world economy. It is realised at high levels
in the Ministry of Agriculture, that an increased competition will squeeze
the small-scale farmers even further. According to these sources, the
farmers have to shift away from traditional crops into crops that can compete on the world market and move towards further commercialisation of
agricultural practices.46 The ultimate consequence of this is that agriculture,
as a traditional way of life somehow in harmony with nature (ecological
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sustainable), will be replaced by an agricultural sector producing utilitarian
values only. Will Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand support this trend or
will it function as a socio-agricultural programme, providing social security
to those farmers who are ousted in the competition at the world market?
Being a keen supporter of WTO and the Agreement on Agriculture
with its announced aim of reducing subsidies of agricultural commodities
and other obstacles to free trade, Thailand, in other words, seems to be pursuing two options:
1) let farmers, who are capable of commercial farming, shift into
commodities, which can compete at the world market (this could be
ecologically produces47);
2) find ways and means of supporting the non-competitive part of the
farmers through non-trade related measures.
At present, these two options concern the majority of the Thai farming
population. Unlike the EU and the US, however, Thailand doesn’t have the
taxpayers’ money to support the farmers through so-called non-trade
related support measures, as do the EU and US through the Blue Box and
the Green Box in the WTO agreements. Option 1 requires a whole range of
institutional support created through enabling policies, which I will discuss
below. So far this has not worked, so the question is whether option 2 will
be pursued, and who should pay for it? Is this where Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand might be feasible as a donor supported programme?48
The Role of the Consumers
The consumers, or those who are expressing the views on behalf of the
consumers, will come to play a major role in whether GMOs are further
promoted, at the expense of the smallholder resource-poor farmers, or
whether ‘alternative’ agriculture will have a chance. Apart from a growing
awareness among the Thai consumers not to buy genetically modified
commodities, Thailand’s major schism is whether to opt for the European
(and Japanese) or the American market. Thailand has traditionally been a
close ally of US and US-based multinational agribusiness companies play a
major role in Thailand’s agricultural sector. As a high level employee from
an US-based multinational agribusiness company in Thailand told me, the
Department of Agriculture was very efficient in introducing the package of
technologies of the ‘Green Revolution’, they will do the same with GMO.
On the reluctance of the Thai consumers towards GMO produces, he continued, ‘we will teach them’.49 However, during the 1997 Asian Financial
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Crisis, Thailand felt let down by US and US dominated international
organisations like the IMF and the World Bank. At the same time, the
European and Japanese markets are bigger than the US market for Thai
export commodities.
In sum, if an Agreement on Agriculture eventually is signed and this
will follow the main lines of the pre-Seattle draft, this means that the agricultural sector will eventually be in line with other economic sectors in the
global economy, meaning survival of the fittest. The survivors will be the
most efficient producers seen from a purely commercial point of view. If
the eco-friendly consumer movement keeps on growing among the urban
middle class and Thailand opts for the European (and Japanese) market,
Sustainable Agriculture in terms of resource conserving and non-toxic production methods might have good opportunities for economic viability.
Without an institutional support and backing, the production methods
themselves will be of little use. This will be dealt with further below. One
key question is, if future generations of Thais with the ongoing globalisation will stick to the rural areas as agricultural producers, maintaining
agriculture as a way of life, or if they will be further absorbed by the urban
economy. Will Sustainable Agriculture be sustainable from a social and
cultural point of view?
IS SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE SUSTAINABLE
FROM A SOCIO-CULTURAL POINT OF VIEW?
From 1970 to 1980 there was an annual increase in the agricultural workforce of 402,000, compared to 26,000 in the non-agricultural workforce.
From 1981 to 1991 this had changed to 125,000 and 553,000 respectively.50
Between 1988 and 1997 the percentage of persons employed in agriculture,
forestry and fishery dropped from two third to half of all employed
persons.51 First the import substitution manufacturing industries and from
mid-1980s the export oriented industries attracted huge numbers of rural
youth. Those who remained in the countryside became more and more
involved with off-farm activities. The rapid increase of TV sets among the
rural households and the rapid globalisation of food habits, dress habits,
entertainment etc., as a consequence of the open, liberal economy pursued
especially during the 1990s, divided the Thai population in terms of
generations and ideologies. At the one hand, the fancy Bangkok life
attracted young people from the rural areas wanting to escape the harsh life
experienced by their parents. Up to the financial burst of 1997, the density
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of BMWs and posh Mercedes cars in Bangkok was among the highest in
the world. Bangkok’s huge shopping malls, more than most multi-million
cities in the world, functioned as a magnet to many young people. At the
other hand, the mal-development of the extreme liberal economy, symbolised by the backside of Bangkok life in terms of pollution, stress, crime,
drugs and prostitution52 was used by many NGOs, intellectuals and the
older generation to idealise rural life. They stress the need to maintain Thai
culture as an integrated part of Buddhist religious life. They emphasise traditional wisdom and rural communities practising integrated farming
systems and living in sustainable harmony with nature.53
Will Sustainable Agriculture in Thailand be able to revert the trend
of the urban bias, implicating that many of the young generation want to
leave the rural areas in favour of the fancy city life? Will it be possible to
revitalise rural areas if consumers start demanding ecological produces
produced by Sustainable Agriculture? Or will Sustainable Agriculture just
be the cheapest way to maintain a potential labour force ready for the
manufacturing industries when needed? Will Sustainable Agriculture care
for those more than one million resource-poor, small-scale farm families,
living without security of land?
Before looking at the institutional and policy aspects of Sustainable
Agriculture, I shall briefly discuss the variety of production methods and
their ecological sustainability.
ECOLOGICAL SUSTAINABILITY OF PRODUCTION METHODS
It doesn’t make sense to talk about agricultural sustainability without
assessing the biophysical endowment for agricultural production. According to various sources, natural resources and agricultural land in Thailand
has been deteriorating at more or less the same pace as the expansion of
agricultural production. In Thailand’s Natural Resource Profile from 1987
it is said that one quarter of Thailand’s land is affected by severe or very
severe soil erosion.54 The Department of Land Development claims that the
deteriorating area with infertile soils and limitation of plant nutrition covers
about 70 per cent of the total area.55 One explanation given is continuos
cultivation without appropriate technology for soil improvement. This, in
some cases, has led to a decreasing yield per unit of area and need for using
an increasing amount of fertiliser.
Compared to other countries in the region, Thailand has a low agricultural productivity per unit of area. Even neighbouring countries, consid-
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ered to be much less advanced like Myanmar, are gaining yields per rai 25
per cent above Thailand’s level. An upcoming competitor at the world
market, Vietnam, is almost 50 per cent above Thailand.56 Part of the
explanation is that huge areas of the northeast, with poor endowment of
natural resources, have been converted into cultivated land with very low
productivity. Until now the relatively low population and the ever expanding agricultural frontier have not forced the majority of Thai farmers to
invest in intensification of agriculture; and the use of agricultural inputs is
still relatively modest for the majority of these farmers. However, to sustain
the present output, there seems to be a need to enhance the input of chemicals for soil improvement or to shift to alternative methods of production.
Farmers that have shifted into natural farming (no chemical input and
no ‘manipulation’ of nature) claim that although output per rai has dropped
to half, their net-income is higher because they don’t buy chemicals.57 The
green movements in Thailand seem to be favouring natural farming as they
consider this as a gift from Mother Earth itself without manipulation by
humans. They don’t actively promote even composting or integrated pest
management – production methods that by many are considered ecologically sound. With an increasing domestic demand for ecological produces,
the economic potential for a variety of ecological production methods
seems to be favourable. One major constraint, however, is lack of institutional support, which again is rooted in lack of enabling policies.
While the green movements are promoting natural farming there is a
widespread confusion of what are ecological commodities. As there are no
rules and regulations governing the content and production methods of
food commodities in Thailand, standards and labelling are subject to
private initiatives. In this totally unregulated market, some supermarkets
are introducing labelling, claiming the product to be treated with a safe use
of chemicals, in order to take advantage of the campaign on safe products
without use of chemicals. Agribusiness interests in general are against
labelling, claiming it to be too expensive. Another reason may be that they
don’t want to encourage consumers’ influence.
While business interests want to stick to the free market, preferably
without involving the consumers as a counter force, the green movements
tend to advocate natural farming mainly as an ideological issue. As the
urban middle class, or white-collar salariat, ideologically support biocentred conservation of nature for its intrinsic values and do not necessarily
support the rural communities claiming their rights of utilisation of natural
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resources, the role of the urban middle class, vis-à-vis Sustainable Agriculture is mainly as consumers.
AGRICULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY FROM
AN INSTITUTIONAL POINT OF VIEW
To ensure the sustainability of resource conserving and non-toxic production methods in agriculture, the role of institutions cannot be overestimated.
This covers community groups, marketing organisations and other support
institutions at the local level, but also very much institutions at the national
level, such as certification of ecological produces, extension services, credit
facilities and not the least property rights.
With a farming population of approximately 35 million farmers, only
4.3 million are members of 3,097 agricultural co-operatives and less than
4,000 agricultural groups are registered.58 One reason for the low membership of co-operatives is that they are initiated and run, not by the members,
but through a top-down process by MOAC. This makes them rather inefficient in providing services in general to the members and they have not
been successful in organising collective marketing, a major problem facing
farmers throughout the country.59 Credit is channelled through cooperatives, but many farmers complain that conditions are attached to the
credit. It would for example not be possible to obtain credit with the purpose to shift from conventional to ecological production. The few farmers
who have shifted to ecological farming methods sell their products through
privately organised consumer groups or consumer oriented NGOs, based
mainly in Bangkok or other urban areas.
At present no official extension network exists to service farmers
shifting to ecological farming methods. The services provided by the
Department of Agricultural Extension, so far only supports conventional
farming methods. Hereby, the extension officers can keep on pleasing agribusiness, producing agricultural input. How will Sustainable Agriculture
provide the same economic incentives to an extension system supporting
ecological farming methods?
As many farmers are tenants, the traditional renting arrangement
with the landowner in many places constitutes a certain percentage of the
production. The landowner is not interested in ecological production
methods providing lower yields. Also resource-conserving methods like
terracing or agro-forestry need a lot of labour input, a long-term investment
which the farmers will not do without security of land. Will Sustainable
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Agriculture in Thailand be able to solve that problem for an estimated more
than one million resource-poor farming households without security of
tenure?
Without certification of ecological commodities, which will involve
labelling according to a variety of farming and food conservation methods,
and subsequent control and enforcement, ecological commodities will
encounter problems attracting a sufficient number of consumers. Will Sustainable Agriculture be able to pursue this alternative marketing outlet or
how will it make the conventional marketing structure sustainable from an
ecological or socio-cultural point of view?
AN ENABLING POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR
AGRICULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY
Unless a framework of enabling policies (and their operational mechanisms) is brought in place, there is no way in which agriculture will be
sustainable neither from an economic, socio-cultural, ecological nor institutional perspective. In Thailand, this will only happen if the powerful
bureaucracy supports it.
Although Thailand has had democratic institutions since 1932, civil
and military officials, only minimally inconvenienced by these institutions
governed the country most of the time until 1992. The lobby to preserve
bureaucratic power and independence remains one of the strongest forces
in Thailand.60 The power of the mandarin bureaucracy has a long history.
During the reign of King Chulalongkorn in the late nineteenth century, the
foundation of the bureaucracy, which has governed Thailand’s road to
modernity, was laid. This elitist mandarin bureaucracy owed its position to
a powerful absolute monarchy, mounted firmly on the back of the new
peasantry expanding the paddy production in the plains along Chao Phraya.
After the corveé (forced labour to the noblemen and to the Royal Court)
was abolished under King Chulalongkorn, this new peasantry developed
into a class of independent small holders, paying taxes to the central
government.
King Chulalongkorn learnt the concept of national territory from
Europe and fought battles with the British and French colonial powers over
national territory borders. The King also constructed the mythology of
Siam as a nation of Thai peasants owing allegiance to a king from time
immemorial. The allegiance or acquiescence was the chief responsibility of
the bureaucracy.61
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During the twentieth century the mandarin bureaucracy underwent
major changes as a result of internal and external developments. The
balance of power shifted between palace and army and the Ministry of
Interior rose to a dominant position among ministries. What Pasuk and
Baker call the ‘mandarinate’ was not disrupted by colonial rule which
annihilated the ruling classes in the neighbouring countries and it kept the
monarchy as its ideological focus. In their own perception, the mandarinate
have the legitimate power to govern as servants of the King, while the
legitimacy of elected politicians is compromised by their personal interests.
This is the reason for the mandarinate having managed to retain its supreme
power during the major political turning points, such as the democratic
revolution of 1932, the re-orientation towards the West after the Second
World War, the military take-over of Sarit in 1957 and the interface of
students’ and grass-roots’ power 1973–76.62 The question is whether they
still are able to manage maintaining that power given the growing civil
society after the 1992 upheaval?
The mandarin bureaucracy has been intimately involved with agribusiness’ interests in developing the economically successful, exportoriented commercial agriculture. They have no incentives to support
Sustainable Agriculture. They have done little to formulate policies to
implement the 1997 Constitution. The Ministry of Interior has only halfheartedly promoted devolution of power to the decentralised level as has
the Ministry of Agriculture implemented Sustainable Agriculture.
While it seems obvious that the mandarin bureaucracy in general has
no incentives to establish the framework of enabling policies to promote
Sustainable Agriculture, the big question is whether the market forces and
the social forces behind the emerging civil society will eventually provoke
the implementation of Sustainable Agriculture.
Will a sufficient number of farmers, who are economically and technologically capable and independent enough to promote production
methods for Sustainable Agriculture, take up the challenge? The condition
for that to succeed is the creation of a sufficient market among the urban
middle class and an export market of ecological produces or agricultural
commodities that will not further deteriorate the natural resource base. Will
the social forces behind the civil society in both the urban and rural areas
be forceful enough to promote enabling policies that will let this happen?
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CONCLUSIONS
While the high-input, commercial and export-oriented agriculture has been
very successful, from a conventional economic point of view, the main
social problem is the estimated more than 10 million small scale farmers
left outside the economic success and social development, which has
blessed the rest of Thailand. Will Thailand’s eagerness for free trade and
support of WTO with the Agreement of Agriculture, TRIP and TRIM reinforce this past development trend and squeeze the small scale farmers even
further? Will Sustainable Agriculture provide an alternative for these noncompetitive farmers in the conventional agriculture? If this should not
merely be a social project, a realistic and comprehensive approach to Sustainable Agriculture is called for. This includes rehabilitation of degraded
land, for which security of land tenure is a precondition. This involves
pragmatic and realistic production methods of commodities that are in
demand, e.g. ecological products for export and for the growing domestic
market. This, however, requires a comprehensive framework of trustworthy
certification, market organisations, transport, an extension service that
respond to the needs of the farmers such as credit facilities etc. This will
not be possible without decentralisation and devolution of power, which is
very much part of the political process of a growing civil society. A fundamental question, however, remains? Even if all this will happen, will
future generations of Thais want to remain in the rural areas or has the
modern city life already been so much ingrained in the Thai way of life that
there is no way back?
I have tried to show how complicated the whole process is. More
investments in Sustainable Agriculture will promote the political process
that, for the past decade, has been ongoing in Thailand and which is in line
with contemporary global trends.
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NOTES
1

2
3
4

5
6
7
8
9

10

11
12
13
14

The financial crisis seems to been caused by the overheating of the
economy due to short-term loans invested in unproductive activities
and financial mismanagement, more than structural problems in the
economy. The question, however, is whether conventional economic
development is sustainable in the long term from an ecological point of
view. The financial crisis provoked a debate on the development model.
Jonathan Rigg has extracted the ‘essence of the miracle’ from the
World Bank’s 1993 description of the East Asian Miracle Economies in
Rigg, J. 1997, p. 9.
For the financial aspects of causes and consequences of the crisis, see
Lauridsen 1998.
The original intention was to create the International Trade
Organisation (ITO) as the third leg of the Washington institutions.
GATT was established in 1948 as an intermediate practical
arrangement for trade negotiations until the ITO could be established.
This never materialised and WTO is the first formal global trade
organisation.
Phillip Stott 1991, p. 145.
Pasuk and Baker 1996, p. 152.
Pasuk and Baker 1995, p. 61.
Ibid. p. 56.
A recent paper by NESDB points to the fact that the urban dominance
is greater than what the figures on percentage of population living in
urban areas reveal. Huge factory complexes, followed by mega
shopping malls and extensive residential areas are spreading out in the
perimeter of Bangkok and the big towns. See NESDB 1999.
With US assistance the Thai government established the National
Economic Development Board, drawing up five-year economic
development plans, a Budget Bureau, the National Statistical Office and
a Board of Investments (which mainly funded infrastructure to promote
urban economic growth).
Pasuk and Baker 1995, p. 129.
Pasuk and Baker 1996, p. 4.
Agricultural goods include fishery and forestry as well as manufactured
primary products. OAE: Agricultural Statistics of Thailand, Crop Year
1996/97
Dixon, C. 1996.
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15
16
17
18
19

20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

28
29
30
31
32
33
34

Pasuk and Baker 1996, p. 76.
Lauridsen 1998, p. 1,576.
Ibid. p. 1,588.
Parnwell and Arghiros 1996, p. 23. For a general description of Thai
women in transition and their participation in migrant work see:
Klausner, W.J. 1997 and Pasuk and Baker 1996, p. 111ff.
Klausner explains the rapidly growing number of women migrant
workers partly as a consequence of rural women being denied the
access to monkshood and hereby being denied the possibility of
sending ‘merits’ to their families, which they then have to send in cash.
Klausner 1997, p. 70.
Pasuk and Baker 1996, p. 126.
Rigg, J. 1997, p. 165.
Ibid. p. 179.
According to MOAC Guidelines for CSD reporting.
Pasuk and Baker 1997, p. 32.
Stott 1991, p. 144.
Hirsch, P. 1997, p. 194.
As noted by Kevin Hewison, the 1991 military coup did not attack the
rapidly developing capitalist economy, but conservative groups within
the military realised ‘that the parliamentary regime was not simply
developing capitalism as an economic system, but was fostering
societal forces, which were moving the state towards a new logic
whereby the capitalist state could include notions of political
participation.’ Hewison 1997, p. 15
Consumer-oriented, ecological movements like the Green Net are an
example of this.
Pasuk and Baker 1997, p. 32.
The process of drafting the new Constitution is described in: Connors,
M.K. 1999.
Government of Thailand: The Eight National Economic and Social
Development Plan (1997–2001) p. iv.
When Sustainable Agriculture in the following is spelt with a capital S
and A, it refers to Sustainable Agriculture, as the concept is perceived
and practised by the stakeholders in Thailand.
Ibid. p. 65.
Ibid. p. 145.
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35 Devolution of power will not by itself ensure sustainable agriculture. It
is, however, widely acknowledged that local institutional support is
vital for achieving sustainability. See for example Pretty, Jules, N.
1995.
36 Personal communication with leading representative of agricultural
NGO, November 1999.
37 Conway, G.R. 1997, p. 46.
38 Becker 1997 gives a good overview of the concept of sustainability and
how to measure it.
39 See: Turner and Pearce 1993.
40 Pretty, J.N. 1995, p. 248.
41 Becker, B. 1997, p. 13.
42 Conway, G.R. 1993, p. 53.
43 Redclift , M. 1987, p. 33.
44 For the general consequences of trade liberalisation’s impact on
agricultural sustainability, see Dragun, A.K. 1999.
45 Focus on Global South: Guide to the Agreement on Agriculture.
46 Personal communication, October 1999.
47 The idea of promoting export of ecologically produced commodities is
not very advanced in Thailand. Commodities like rice, maize, sorghum,
coconut, rubber, kenaf, sugar cane, fruit trees and poultry are supposed
to be positively affected by free trade at the world market. See:
Kamphol Adulavidhaya and Thanwa Jitsanguan 1999, p. 40.
48 So far, donor funds in Sustainable Agriculture are very meagre. It is
somehow ironic if the taxpayers in the high productive agricultural
countries should first subsidise their own farmers, for them to compete
the Thai farmers out of the market and then secondly support them
through donor money.
49 Personal communication, November 1999.
50 Pasuk and Baker 1995, p. 199.
51 National Statistical Office: Environmental Statistics of Thailand 1998,
p. 59.
52 See for example: Pasuk et al. 1998 and W. Bello, S. Cunningham and
Li Kheng Poh 1998.
53 Many NGOs that Hirsh calls activist groups, support this approach.
They have been successful in recent years in attracting international
attention and some donor funding, not always with the consent of the
Thai Government. For the role of NGOs in the environmental
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movement, apart from Hirsh 1997, see also: Prudhisan Jumbala and
Maneerat Mitprasat 1997.
54 Quoted by Hirsch 1993, p. 15.
55 Dept. of Land Development, Soil Survey and Classification Division.
56 OAE: Agricultural Statistics of Thailand, Crop Year 1996/97.
57 Interviews with ecological farmers in Supanburi Province, November
1999.
58 OAE: Agricultural Statistics of Thailand, Crop Year 1996/97.
59 Vitoon Panyakul 1999.
60 Pasuk and Baker 1997, p. 22.
61 Pasuk and Baker 1995, p. 241.
62 Pasuk and Baker 1997.
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ELEVEN

An Actor-based Approach to Understanding Stakeholders in Environmental
Management in Southeast Asia Today
Some Methodological Considerations
_________________________
Søren Lund
INTRODUCTION
The economies of the Southeast Asian countries are developing rapidly in
spite of the economic slump of the past years. This is having strong impacts
on the state of the environment: deforestation, air and water pollution, traffic congestion, loss of biodiversity, and so on. And in a situation of limited
capacities of the state to enforce environmental laws and regulations and
with an expanding private sector, it would seem obvious to many environmentally concerned observers that the need for environmental management
and regulation at all levels of stakeholders is becoming more and more
important. The REPSI Programme is an expression of this view.
This point of departure, of course, is a policy stance with all its
implications of power games and differences of interests. But if we accept
it, then how can the sciences be helpful in this effort, and what kinds of
sciences are needed? This chapter is an attempt to give some metatheoretical reflections on this question. It is argued that it is important to
engage in an actor-based approach in view of understanding how the
involved stakeholders practice environmental management in the area.
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SCIENCE AND POLICY-MAKING AS A SOCIAL PRACTICE
What is good scientific practice if we want to make a relevant contribution
to the REPSI Programme? The answer depends to some degree on whom
we ask. Academia is a social practice like any other profession, and this has
deep implications for what we ‘know’ and what we want to ‘know about’
(Bourdieu 1984). As scientists we have a tendency to look for research
problems that lie within our own professional area of competence. Geographers push for mapping land use or understanding the spatial dynamics of
deforestation or the urban spread. Biologists will be interested in inventories and distributions of plants and animals, or understanding the conditions
for their reproduction. Environmental scientists may share this interest, but
may also want to monitor and control (or reduce) pollution. Engineers will
be interested in the handling of toxic waste, in designing and improving the
‘hard-ware’ for water sanitation systems and so on. We all think that our
own particular field is of particular relevance.
The practical implication of this bias seems clear: we must pay
attention to whom we ask. And if this is true for a REPSI conference, it is
also true generally for the knowledge production and sharing that the
REPSI Programme intends to bring about. And this also implies the
importance of including an actor-based approach in policy-relevant
research. I’ll discuss this more closely in the following section on the relation between knowledge and planning.
KNOWLEDGE, POWER, AND PLANNING
Understanding the relation between knowledge production (science), and
policy-making and planning (for environment and development) is a key to
understanding what our social practice of science is supposed to deliver. In
fact, stating as our objective to be making policy-relevant studies – as does
the REPSI Programme that unites us here – implies ideas about how
policy-making depends on scientific knowledge, and how the needs of
policy-makers justify scientific efforts.
In my view, such ideas can generally be traced to belong to one of
the two major planning paradigms, the modern paradigm of rational planning and the post-modern paradigm of reflexive planning (Pedersen 1995).
They differ with respect to both ontological and epistemological positions.
And therefore they imply quite different criteria for what is ‘good scientific
practice’. This chapter is not an attempt to say one is wrong and the other is

274

Understanding Stakeholders in Environmental Management in Southeast Asia Today

right. Rather, it is my contention that we all – policy-makers, planners and
researchers alike – must consider how to combine these two main paradigms in a judicial manner.
Rational planning
With the risk of being accused of oversimplifying things, the two paradigms can be characterised in the following way. The modern paradigm of
rational planning assumes that rational, ‘scientific’ information and knowledge can provide the basis for the identification and implementation of
socially optimal solutions to all development problems. It is based on an
objectivistic ontology, where knowledge is assumed to be universal, objective, and absolute. This paradigm operates with a view on planning that
separates the ‘authorities of planning’ such as experts, scientists, technicians, and planners on one hand from the ‘objects of the planning’, that is
the rest of society, on the other. And it views planning and politics as two
separate and independent practices.
According to the paradigm of modern, rational planning, the role of
social and environmental scientists is
(a) to provide ‘truth’ about the state of society and the environment (by
‘truth’ we mean facts, fitting concepts, objective descriptions of situations, value-free explanation of social and environmental phenomena
and relations); and
(b) to construct (new) conceptual and methodological tools for the
identification and efficient application of planning instruments: economic policies, environmental policies, social policies, regulatory laws,
techniques of communication, techniques of organisation, appropriate
institutional arrangements, and so on.
When we are working within the rational planning paradigm, the relevant
facts to be produced by the social sciences according to current practice are
facts such as:
(a) Socio-economic facts about the economy, the social conditions, health,
population etc.
(b) Physical facts about the environment, soil structures, vegetation,
biodiversity, water resources, fauna, physical infrastructure, pollution,
air quality, etc.
(c) Systematic testing of the impacts of the various policy instruments or
the assumptions of the strategies followed would also be typical relevant tasks.
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The knowledge produced in these areas is generally presented in ‘forms’ of
organised information such as ‘impact assessments’, forecasts, models of
systems of production, surveys, inventories, etc. And the process of generating knowledge mainly resides in the hands of the scientists and other
professionals, who are then supposed to inform, transmit, extend or train
the public and the decision-makers with the results of their efforts.
Post-modern Planning
Whereas the rational planning paradigm saw ‘truth’ and knowledge as
being objective and unequivocal, post-modern planning is practised
according to a paradigm based on social constructivism and emphasising
the primacy of context. There is no universally true knowledge. Knowledge
about the social world is always inscribed in a specific historical situation
that determines the conditions and possibilities of action, and therefore
influences what is considered relevant and true knowledge. Knowledge is
contextual and reflexive. We therefore sometimes speak of post-modern
planning as reflexive planning.
But there is another important distinction to be made. The postmodern planning paradigm does not acknowledge the distinction between
knowledge and power assumed by the practitioners of rational planning.
According to the post-modern paradigm, knowledge is not neutral, it is not
value free. In fact, the post-modern paradigm conceives knowledge as
power. ‘Context’ therefore also refers to the idea that knowledge can be
designated as constitutive power.
The specific way that knowledge becomes power depends on the
complex ‘discursive structures’ that social action is embedded in for that
area. In our case, for instance, it depends on the discourse on the relation
between man and environment, on access and rights to land, on what is
considered good arguments for action, on who holds legitimate stakes in
the issue, and so on. This immediately opens up for the idea that there is an
important element of ‘rationalisation’ in accepted knowledge (cf. Flyvbjerg
1998). There is an element of making (up) ‘truths’ or referring to commonly acknowledged rationalities that just happen to be convenient references in order for some of the social actors to maintain their vested
interests and power positions appear truthful and rational. Rationalities,
which might well, be overruled or ‘forgotten’ at another time, where it is no
longer serving these interests.
Therefore, the ‘contextuality of truth’ has a significance that goes
beyond the immediate level, where we can interpret the meaning of prac-
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tices of, say, deforestation in the light of a given historical situation of
social actors with past experiences and available resources in a particular
region. ‘Truth’ also becomes relative with respect to the given power
structures governing social practices not only within forestry and agriculture, but also in the surrounding economic sectors and the political system.
This implies that the planner and the scientists whilst engaging their efforts
of producing knowledge and finding truths about environment and development are also actors within the social struggles of power and domination
going on in society.
From this follows that the post-modern paradigm of reflexive planning views critically the assumption of the disinterested, technocratic quality of rational planning, pretending to be neutral and objective. It is sceptical about the existence of any unequivocal ‘optimal’ solutions to social
problems. And therefore it does not operate with expectations of achieving
automatic consensus from stakeholders to adopt – or claim legitimacy to
enforce – such ‘best solutions’ on the ground that they have been rationally,
scientifically worked out. According to the post-modern planning paradigm, relevant knowledge is to focus explicitly on identifying the actors,
actor interests, and the constitution of such interests. And contrary to what
a stakeholder analysis according to a rational planning paradigm would
assume, such interests are not perceived to be ‘objective’ and existing as
social facts to be discovered through scientific surveys.
Planning, according to the post-modern paradigm, requires an ability
to form alliances, create discourse and constitute actors who can be carriers
of the new solutions, in situations where these solutions have already been
conceived. Or it requires an ability to identify the concerned social actors
and facilitate the formulation of actor-sensitive policies, if the political
situation allows for this. It all depends on the political stance or mandate of
the planners. Current development planning ‘buzz-words’ like ‘participation’, ‘ownership’, and ‘partnership’ all of a sudden fall in place as
attempts to conceptualise and then practice this post-modern, interactive
‘planning’: forming alliances, creating discourse and constituting actors.
As a consequence, in reflexive planning, what is considered relevant
(social) scientific knowledge is interrelational of character, and not absolute. Relevant social science knowledge about social actors would be
‘social actors-in-situations’, rather than ‘facts’ about pure categories of
actors-in-themselves. Socio-economic or environmental conditions are
thought of as ‘situations-for-social actors’ rather than objective descriptions
of the state of the environment or the socio-economic conditions in abso-
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lute terms. The environment or the social actor have no meaning in themselves or by themselves. Some of the practical forms in which this kind of
interrelational knowledge can be perceived and communicated are case
studies, narratives, life stories, or action-research processes.
Scientific work participates in the on-going communicative action in
the society, i.e. it helps create common frameworks of understanding, supports the social dialogue through the creation of concepts and so on.
Therefore, post-modern thinking also implies that the whole process of
knowledge production (or knowledge ‘construction’) can be viewed as
processes of communication. And processes of communication can be
handled more or less appropriately, both from normative as well as efficiency considerations. Therefore, it would be desirable if some thoughts
concerning a strategy of communication could become an integral part of
all research-for-planning processes. This would entail considering the following points:
• Who should give and who should receive what kind of information –
at what time (when)?
• Whose knowledge is relevant to feed into the process – at what time?
• Who makes the choice of what is relevant information – at what time?
• Whose opinions and assessments should be heard – at what time?
• Where should this knowledge and information be communicated –
(situation, location, institution, forum)?
• And how should it be done – (language, media, form)?
The reflexive and communicative role of science also gives a renaissance to
a quite different set of norms for practising good science which can be
described as ‘phronesis’, the forgotten third epistemological ‘mode’
practised by the ancient Greek philosophers (Flyvbjerg 1993). Knowledge
recognised, as authoritative knowledge for rational planning, is mainly
knowledge produced as a combination of ‘episteme’ (theory; logical, context-independent knowledge) and ‘techne’ (skills and know-how).
‘Phronesis’ is the practical wisdom of ‘doing the right thing at the right
time and place’. It is about how and why we practice our daily lives as we
do, being who we are. It implies the incorporation of ethics and value systems, practical everyday experience and self-reflection.
Roles of the Scientist
What implication does this have for the role of (social) science? Well, in
post-modern thinking, science creates discourse. It constructs or decon278
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structs the links between ‘truth’ and the hegemony in which these truths
were produced. It helps to identify alliances and ‘carriers’ for given policies (or against them!).
The overall social discourse characterising our present post-modern
society allows at the moment for a menu of analytical positions that can be
practised by the scientist or the social scientist.
According to Jesper Holm (1995) he or she can be:
• confirming existing truths or constructing new truths about social phenomena (including the environment) that planning efforts should be
addressing;
• correcting the choice of planning concepts, or methodologies of application;
• criticising the rationality of planning concepts or goals, or the efficiency
of specific policy-making and implementation.
The choice of role of the researcher is a matter of reflection on the position
of the individual researcher in the given context. The Department of Environment, Technology and Social Studies is a department who has seen
itself as part of a ‘critical’ socialist movement against the existing capitalist
society. Nowadays the Department has diversified its worldviews and
positions to what can be contained within the label of ‘science for a sustainable society’. One of the Department’s staff members, Jesper Holm has
undertaken an overview of the most common positions that have guided the
scientific work at the Department of Environment, Technology and Social
Studies since the 1970s. They range from pessimist Marxian positions of
‘critical scientists’ of producing knowledge to ‘reveal’ how planning in a
capitalist society is always doing damage control and loosing the overall
battle against the market forces to consensus-optimistic, constructively
critical post-modernists accepting to work within a pluralistic value-system.
I personally situate myself in the latter category.
Working within this category means recognising the political nature
of planning and the discursive nature of scientific truth and concepts that
structure policy-making practices. It is a view that recognises the existence
of conflicts of interests amongst different groups in our societies. But it is
also a view, which assumes the possibility of reaching consensus in the
sense of creating communities of mutual trust and understanding in which
common sustainable development goals can be negotiated, and concerted
action organised.
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From this position, the practical challenge for development planners
and policy-makers is double charactered:
1) to identify or nourish the social actors who can be carriers of the given
policies; and
2) facilitating the creation of actor-sensitive policies and plans.
The social science information necessary to find ‘carriers’ for given policies or environmental behaviours implies first identifying potential carriers.
Then some kind of ‘social sustainability’ assessment is made of the new
regulatory measures, management procedures, or environmentally friendly
new technologies to be introduced. Importantly, the assessment is made
from the ‘point of view’ of the stakeholders, the ‘carriers’. The idea is to
engage a dialogue with these social actors in order to find out if the proposed development is attractive and feasible from their point of view. How
to actually do this would be the topic of another paper but I’ll briefly be
mentioning two examples pointing in that direction at the end of this paper.
However, the second dimension of the challenge is just as important.
From this view, the actors to be supported are now given, and the challenge
is to conceive and implement appropriate policy-support including development of new technology to advance these social actors. Besides considering the technological support options available from the angle of ‘social
sustainability’, planners and researchers need to better understand and to
‘manage’ their own social role and relations with the concerned stakeholders. This implies for instance to:
• Access the philosophy of social science in order to understand the political nature of the issue and necessity of choosing a political/ethical base
for their own contribution. Defining a consistent role and possible alliances in relation to other actors (expert, analyst, facilitator, communicator, strategist, critique, opponent). This chapter is a modest contribution to this point.
• Access political anthropology and related fields in order to focus on
understanding the life-worlds of the social actors: their perceived interests, their histories, the composition of their livelihoods, their access and
control over material and symbolic resources, their social relations, their
range of action, their strategies of action, and their ways of solving
problems at various levels. In other words, understanding their point of
view, meaning not just their opinion, but the context specific relative
position from which they act and speak and give meaning to their daily
lives.
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• Make a clearer focus on what we could term the phronesic aspect of
planning – i.e. the context-sensitive, ethical wisdom of what is the right
and practical solution for these actors in the given situation?
• Make a clearer focus on the importance of being committed to and
engaging in creating the optimal conditions for communicative action,
aiming at reaching a common understanding. It should be up front as a
task to create communities of mutual understanding and consensus.
Without this, it is impossible to create alliances and undertake concerted
action. Methodologically, this approach has been tried implemented in
various development projects applying ‘participatory planning methods’
such as Participatory Rural Appraisals (PRA), Rapid Rural Appraisals
(RRA), etc. (see for example Gonzales III [2000]).
CONCLUSION
The aforementioned epistemological discussion can be summarised in the
following matrix on ‘technocratic versus participatory planning’.
Actor-sensitive methodologies are characterised by:
• understanding agency
• subjectivity of meaning
• focus on stakeholders’ strategies
• relevance of soft data: actors’ values, attitudes, perceptions, feelings,
practices, experiences
• focus on actors-in-situations (time, place, historical context, social position etc.)
• data collection and presentation: semi-structured interviews, life
histories, RRA, PRA.
Objectivistic methodologies are characterised by:
• explaining or predicting behaviour
• objectivity of facts
• focus on systems and structures
• relevance of hard data: numbers, frequencies, distributions, populations,
substances, material flows, economic flows, rules, institutions
• focus on behaviour as structurally conditioned
• data collection and presentation: experiments, inventories, surveys,
sampling, statistics, models.
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The issue is not really one against the other, but rather how to combine the
two paradigms. Not as an exercise of principles, but in the specific and
concrete situations that we work with in the REPSI Programme. In my
opinion, the EIA-SIA assessment of the upgrading of a national highway in
Lao People’s Democratic Republic, which is presented in chapter one by
Souphab Khouangvichit, Boun Oum Siripholdej and Mikkel Funder, is an
example of a ‘wise’ combination of quantitative and qualitative data, of
‘objective’ field observations and actor-sensitive interpretations of these
observations. The approach is good for several reasons:
1. It allows for knowledge of local conditions held by local ‘experts’, i.e.
the people living there, to be given voice and integrated in the knowledge production process. This is cost-effective (saves ‘outsiders’ time
for gathering of information) and increases the relevant knowledge base.
2. It gives voice to local people’s perceptions of opportunities and
constraints.
3. It gives voice to local people’s values and criteria for assessing impacts.
4. It creates a policy-relevant dialogue with the local population.
All these points are useful both in identifying ‘allies’ or in readapting policies to fit local needs.
Another reference I would like to draw your attention to is the
planning process undertaken within the Danida funded project of Environmental management in the Coastal Zone of Cambodia. The approach
followed here seems to be an interesting combination of objectivistic factfinding and actor-sensitive communicative action. Inventories of local
resources as well as demographic and socio-economic conditions were
matched by participatory planning techniques in order to identify problems,
issues, and strategies in relation to the management of the coastal resources
in support of socio-economic development. And what was particularly
striking was the fact that the project reports actually maintained a ‘multiple
perspectives’ approach and form of presentation. Thus, the project would
account for how different stakeholders held different views on the identified issues, their causes and their solutions.
There are certainly many other projects and planning processes in
Southeast Asia engaging in similar participatory approaches. As a direct
message to the project planners, I would encourage to institutionalise this
multiple-perspectives-on-current-issues approach. It would allow the
unavoidable paperwork to become less technocratic, and more geared
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towards policy-discussions and dialogue amongst the involved stakeholders.
To conclude, let me refer to the point about scientific work for
planning and policy-making as processes of communication. To make an
example, these points have been consciously or unconsciously decided on
by the organisers of the REPSI conference, and they are being decided on
by the participants in the research being undertaken in the REPSI
Programme. As I recall it, the conference was originally conceived as an
‘institution’ parallel to what has been going on within the Danida sponsored ‘Sahel workshop’ in Denmark. The ‘Sahel workshop’ is an annual
opportunity for researchers, policy-makers, and development professionals
from the consulting businesses and the NGOs to meet and exchange ideas.
Thus it is neither a traditional academic conference, nor a typical Danidaorganised workshop. It is the place where researchers can present new concepts or research findings, or criticise ‘conventional knowledge’ held by
policy-makers or consultants. And it is a place where the issues, practical
experiences and on-going problems, facing policy-makers and consultants,
can be presented to the researchers and new research themes can be suggested. Such meeting forums are important for the creation of social
networks and communities of understanding around common challenges,
and hopefully the REPSI conference will mark the first in a longer series of
conferences on Southeast Asia, its environment and development in the
coming years.
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TWELVE

Learning from Rural Development
Programmes in Cambodia
_________________________
Chim Charnya, Srun Pithou,
So Sovannarith, John McAndrew,
Nguon Sokunthea, Pon Dorina and
Robin Bidduplh
INTRODUCTION
Rural development programmes initiated by bilateral, multilateral and nongovernmental organisations have proliferated in Cambodia as a consequence of the 1991 Paris Peace Accords. While aid agencies routinely
monitor and evaluate their own programmes, the development community
as a whole has done little to generate lessons learned from their collective
experience. The Ministry of Rural Development of the Royal Government
of Cambodia and the Cambodia Development Resource Institute therefore
undertook a joint project entitled Learning from Rural Development Programmes (LRDP). The aims of the project were:
• to generate lessons from a comparative analysis of selected rural
development programmes in order to inform policy-makers in the Ministry of Rural Development;
• to build the analytical capacities of LRDP team members;
• to facilitate and contribute to inter-agency debate on rural development
in Cambodia.
Much discussion about development tends to be influenced by the need to
compete for scarce donor funding. This leads to a degree of positive
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reporting which severely distorts reality and gives an exaggerated impression of what development organisations have achieved and might be
expected to achieve. In this context, the commitment to open, frank examination of issues relating to rural development demonstrated by the leadership of the six partner programmes, which volunteered their participation in
this project, deserves full recognition. It is hoped that the co-operative
endeavours of the LRDP team and the project partners in these villagefocused studies will enable debate, which is well grounded in reality.
The research method began with the local community’s own perceptions of change, and the importance the community attaches to various
aspects of the development process. While the case studies begin with the
experiences of local communities, they consider more than this view alone.
Because a key objective of the research was to find out what was working
or was not working, and why, the approach placed major emphasis on
assessing and synthesising the judgements of different actors – beneficiaries, project sponsors, non-beneficiaries and other local people – about
the project’s performance and impact. The research also tried to weigh the
merits of judgements that differed. The intent was to draw conclusions that
are clear and generally accepted by knowledgeable groups, rather than to
demonstrate strict measures of objectivity.
Providing useful answers to questions of change that have taken
place within the lives of various programme participants, as compared to
those of non-participants, entailed more than simply gathering and reporting data. It involved a process whereby the research team jointly collected
and analysed information and decided where to go next to develop the
understandings that were emerging from the particular village experience.
In each of the six case studies, the consequences of development activities
in two village communities were investigated and compared.
Each partner was invited to select two villages where they felt their
development programme was proceeding well. The research team spent
five days in each village, conducting interviews with village authorities,
village development committees (VDCs) and other villagers (both those
who were participating in the development activities and those who were
not). The team spent a further five days in each province conducting interviews with partner programme staff and examining available documentation. At the conclusion of each village study, preliminary findings were
discussed with the VDC members. At the conclusion of each case study,
initial findings were presented to programme staff in the province and the
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provincial department of rural development. Further comments were solicited from the management of each of the partners.
Analysis and reporting has been structured around four key questions:
1) How are programme benefits distributed?
2) To what extent has the local community assumed ownership of the programme?
3) In what ways might the programme be sustained?
4) How has the organisational structure and community approach of the
organisation affected implementation?
These issues are closely inter-related, but in order to maintain clarity they
have been treated separately in the case studies and in this chapter. This
chapter represents a comparative analysis of the lessons learned from the
six case studies. It benefits from discussions and debates that took place
during the National Conference for Rural Development held from 17–18
March 1998 at the Council for the Development of Cambodia in Phnom
Penh.
The research consists of a series of six case studies, which were
undertaken between September 1997 and January 1998. The six participating organisations were: Oxfam/Chumraen Chiet Khmer (Takeo), Krom
Akphiwat Phum (Battambang), UNDP CARERE/SEILA (Siem Reap), Hun
Sen Krangyov Development Centre (Kandal), GTZ/Provincial Development Programme (Kompong Thom) and Partners for Development
(Kratie).
DISTRIBUTION OF BENEFITS
The distribution of programme benefits was a key area of investigation in
the study. This section assesses the impact of various project activities on
the economic well-being and standard of living of village residents. The
focus here is on material benefits, in order to avoid overlap with discussions of the impact on human resources and community co-operation which
are addressed in following sections on participation, decision-making and
ownership, and on sustainability. In this assessment an attempt is likewise
made to understand how different sub-groups within the village, such as
those with land or those without, benefited from particular interventions.
Poverty alleviation is a major objective of all six organisations, so this
section also considers programme strategies for reaching the poorest.
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Impact of Infrastructure Projects on Economic Well-being and Standard of Living
Of all the infrastructure projects initiated by the six development agencies,
the construction of irrigation canals has done the most to transform the
economic livelihoods of village communities. Adequate supplies of irrigation water have increased yields under wet season rice cultivation and, in
some instances, allowed village farmers to undertake dry season rice cultivation. This has resulted in substantial gains in levels of rice production.
Road improvements have resulted in higher farm prices and better access to
markets, though the benefits are far less striking than those derived from
irrigation. Wells and ponds have provided clean water and reduced illness,
permitting villagers to remain in the labour force and avoid costly medical
expenses. Health care centres have provided similar benefits. Schools have
allowed more children to attend classes, augmenting their knowledge and
improving their chances for increased earning power.
Irrigation Canals
Among the six development programmes studied, the Hun Sen Krangyov
Development Centre, Oxfam/Chumraen Chiet Khmer and Krom Akphiwat
Phum (KAP) have engaged in irrigation projects. By far the largest investment was made in the improvement of the Krangyov commune canals, and
here the gains were the most noticeable and the most substantial. Oxfam’s
support of canal building in the village of Meaneak was more circumscribed, but none the less significant for the rice farmers in this community.
While the intervention of both programmes brought great benefits for rice
producers in a short period of time, the gains were not always distributed
equitably. Farmers with greater access to land and capital for inputs benefited more. The experience of KAP in canal construction was less than
satisfying due to unforeseen complications in dry season rice farming. In
this instance, and to a lesser extent in the two others, the newly built canals
produced adverse effects and underscored the risks involved in changing
water supplies.
In 1995, the Krangyov Development Centre provided food-for-work
for the re-digging of irrigation canals that have since increased agricultural
output in the villages of Chek and Thom. With an abundant and reliable
supply of water and high-yielding rice varieties, village farmers have been
able to cultivate both wet and dry season rice, obtaining yields of about
three tons of paddy rice per hectare for wet season rice and five to seven
tons of paddy rice for dry season rice. Better-off villagers who have suffi-
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cient money to clear new land, to supply credit to others for fertiliser and
petrol at high interest rates, and to earn money as owners and operators of
power machinery, have gained the most from the irrigation infrastructure.
As a result of the canal improvement, some lower and once productive
areas of Thom village near the lake have now flooded.
Irrigation canals built in 1994 in Meaneak by Oxfam have transformed the local economy by enabling most villagers to cultivate dry
season rice. In the 1995/96 dry season, Meaneak villagers planted 161
hectares with rice and obtained good yields of just under three tons per
hectare. In the 1996/97 dry season, Meaneak farmers increased the area
cultivated to 250 hectares, and thus placed excessive demands on the irrigation system. Of the total area farmed, 85 hectares produced no yield at all
due to lack of water available in the canals. Because of their losses, eight of
the poorer families in the village incurred severe debts and were more
vulnerable than before.
In 1994, KAP supported the food-for-work construction of two irrigation canals in the Battambang village of Spean to permit the cultivation
of dry season rice. However, growing dry season rice proved risky because
cultivators had no way of protecting their crops from damage by rats. As a
consequence, several dry season rice farmers fell into severe debt as a
result of the losses they suffered.
Roads
Four of the six development organisations studied have been involved in
road construction: the Krangyov Development Centre, Oxfam, KAP and
GTZ/Provincial Development Programme (GTZ). In the more remote
villages, the principal impact of the improved roads has been easier transport over what were once muddy and flooded routes. In villages closer to
major markets, improvements from road construction have enabled villagers to obtain higher farm-gate prices by reducing transportation costs and
increasing competition among merchants who come to the village to buy
their products. Those villagers who produce more have been able to obtain
more benefits. The improved roads have also opened up new markets for
goods produced in the village, thereby stimulating more local income
generating activities.
Road construction in Krangyov in 1995 provided better transportation and enabled Chek and Thom villagers to save time and money as a
result. In Chek, the new road opened up a market for cash crops and many
villagers started to grow watermelons in the dry season. While farmers in
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both villages stood to gain higher prices for their products, the sale of their
harvests was often tied to credit received from merchants for fertiliser and
pesticides. This effectively lowered the farm-gate prices that they could
negotiate. Due to lower transport costs, the price of manufactured goods for
sale in the village was not much different from those sold in the provincial
capital or in Phnom Penh.
In 1994, Oxfam provided emergency relief to Samaung villagers in
Takeo struggling to survive the adverse effects of a flood. The food-forwork construction of a road from Samaung to Wat Cheuteal Sambo
allowed villagers easier access to rice-cultivating areas where they worked
as farm labourers. It also provided them with better access to the market.
Since the construction of the road, three Samaung villagers have become
horse-cart drivers, earning extra income in the dry season.
In the Kompong Thom village of Svay Ie, the improvement of the
road undertaken as part of the GTZ/PDP has provided easier transport for
residents and goods, especially during times of flooding. In the Kompong
Thom village of Krachap, the installation of culverts in the road network
has made transportation easier, lessened flood damage to home garden
crops and reduced diseases caused by stagnant water.
In the Battambang community of Kompong Ko, villagers encouraged
by KAP have taken upon themselves the initiative of repairing the village
road. This has made transport easier and increased the numbers of traders
coming into the community.
Wells and Ponds
Three of the organisations reviewed have supported village well and pond
projects: Partners for Development (PFD), UNDP CARERE/SEILA and
Oxfam. The benefits of clean water in reducing illness have been particularly evident in the PFD programme, where cases of cholera, typhoid and
diarrhoea have dropped in the study villages.
PFD provided direct assistance in drilling wells with financial contributions from villagers. In 1995 and 1996, PFD drilled eight pump wells
in the village of Sre Treng and 12 pump wells in the village of Kompong
Kor. These pump wells have benefited almost all villagers, particularly the
poor, by reducing disease, by saving time spent fetching water, and by
saving money from buying water.
In the CARERE first project cycle of 1996/97, Beng villagers built
seven ring wells and Chikeak villagers built eight ring wells. Most villagers
received direct benefits from the ring wells, because they provided clean
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drinking water, a ready supply of water for vegetable gardening, and a
source of accessible water in the dry season.
In 1994, Oxfam supported the food-for-work digging of a large pond
in the village of Samaung. The benefits of the pond have been particularly
important for poorer families who previously had to walk two to three
kilometres per day in the dry season to collect water. Better-off families in
the village used to load their water jars onto ox-carts. Now all families have
access to water within the village.
Schools
Four organisations have built schools: the Krangyov Development Centre,
CARERE, PFD and GTZ. Benefits of school construction were multiplied
when attention was paid to teaching resources. In poor and remote villages,
such as Meaneak and Samaung and Sre Treng, the provision of teachers
had not been adequately addressed. In like manner, the children of the
poorest villagers could not always afford to go to school.
In 1994, the Second Prime Minister donated resources to build
schools in Krangyov. Almost all children in Chek and Thom are now able
to go to primary and secondary school. In 1997, a teacher reported that fifteen students who graduated from Krangyov secondary schools were able
to enrol at the district college at Prek Toch. Before, no students had gone
on to study there from Krangyov.
In Kompong Kor, villagers collaborated with PFD to build a new
school in 1996. As a result, extra teachers were assigned to the village.
Grades five and six are now taught in Kompong Kor. This is important as
many village children used to stop schooling early. In Sre Treng, villagers
in collaboration with PFD likewise built a new school in 1995. Here there
were still problems with absenteeism among both teachers and students. In
Sre Treng, grade five had been suspended. Grades one and two were taught
by one teacher and grades three and four by another teacher.
In 1994, Oxfam funded the construction of a school with four classrooms in Meaneak. The school in Meaneak and the road in Samaung have
improved access to education, but the potential impact of these improvements has been hampered by absenteeism among teachers.
In 1995, the pagoda committee in Svay Ie began construction of a
school with two classrooms. The villagers were able to complete construction of the school with a donation from the German government facilitated
by GTZ. Three teachers have been assigned to the school.
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Health Care Centres
Two organisations in the study have contributed to the building of health
care centres: the Krangyov Development Centre and CARERE.
The health care centre built on the compound of the Krangyov
Development Centre provided free treatment for all villagers who went
there. Initially, there were few complaints about the quality of medicine
and medical services. More recently, patients felt that the quality of medicine had deteriorated and that the medical staff had favoured their relatives
and friends over others in the provision of treatment.
In Siem Reap, the CARERE programme built health care centres in
the communes of Dan Run and Kien Sangke with the Provincial Department of Health. Beng villagers from Dan Run went to the communal health
care centre mainly to ask for medicine. Chikeak villagers from Kien
Sangke paid a nominal fee for a book to record their visits and treatment at
the communal health care centre, and received services and medicines for
free.
Impact of Loan Activities on Economic Well-being and Standard of
Living
In all but one of the development programmes studied, loan activities were
key components in achieving stated organisational objectives of poverty
alleviation. The question then arises as to the effectiveness of the loan
activities in reducing poverty. Rice banks and credit schemes were in
general more important to villagers as subsidies to subsistence than as
means of transforming livelihoods. There are several reasons for this.
Firstly, the loans were not of sufficient volume to bring about major
increases in productivity. Second, the loans were not usually provided as
part of a clear and coherent strategy for raising incomes in a given local
economy. Third, loan activities were not always designed for income
generation, but in some cases were intended to respond to emergency
situations. This was true of the village relief associations and rice banks
established by Oxfam in the villages of Meaneak and Samaung and the rice
bank initiated by the GTZ self-help team in the village of Svay Ie. This
section considers separately the impact of rice banks and credit schemes.
Rice Banks
Among the organisations studied, rice banks were established for two very
different reasons. The first was to provide farmers with accumulated
supplies of rice to reduce, and eventually eliminate, perennial periods of
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deficit and to offset seasons of low crop yields. The second was to provide
a mechanism for generating capital.
Establishing Rice Banks to Reduce Rice Deficits
Although rice was produced in each of the twelve villages studied, not all
rice-cultivating families were able to produce amounts sufficient for their
yearly needs. In rice surplus villages, only poorer families with minimum
access to land and capital assets experienced annual rice shortfalls. In rice
deficit villages, characterised by poor soil conditions and inadequate rainfall, nearly all families suffered from yearly rice shortages. In years of
drought and floods, the already difficult situations in these villages were
exacerbated.
To enable villagers to lessen their vulnerability during annual lean
seasons and to build up their capacity to meet recurrent rice deficits, Oxfam
established rice banks in the villages of Meaneak and Samaung and the
GTZ self-help team started a rice bank in the village of Svay Ie. By providing a means for rice farmers to store their own stocks of rice collectively, the rice banks were intended to minimise the fluctuations inherent in
production dependent on seasonal variations and shifting market prices.
To some extent, these rice banks were able to provide members with
limited access to low-cost rice in lean seasons, and in years adversely
affected by floods and drought. For the most part, though, the amounts of
rice that families were able to borrow were not sufficient to meet their
needs. It was not uncommon for members of these village rice banks to
borrow additional supplies from moneylenders or traders at high interest
rates. But if these rice banks were less than fully successful, it was principally because they were operating in areas unfavourably adapted for rice
cultivation and because they encouraged the participation of all villagers,
including the poorest that encountered the most difficulties in repayment.
In 1992, Oxfam initiated rice banks in Meaneak and Samaung. Both
communities experienced the regular flooding of their rice fields, and in
particularly bad years entire crops were damaged. In 1995, the GTZ selfhelp team similarly established a rice bank in Svay Ie. Recurrent droughts
in this village normally left the rice grains fruitless and the villagers with
low yields.
In all three communities, the development agencies made initial rice
stocks available to all villagers. In 1992, Oxfam provided loans of 86 kg of
rice to each family in Meaneak after flooding had destroyed all of their rice
crops. But due to a successive year of flooding, most villagers were unable
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to repay their loans and the rice bank stopped functioning. In 1995, Oxfam,
in co-operation with the World Food Programme, provided Meaneak
villagers with an additional 5,730 kg of rice, enabling the rice bank to begin
functioning again. Since then there have been four rounds of credit, with
about 80 per cent of households participating.
In late 1992, Oxfam established a rice bank in the village of
Daumpo, which includes the community of Samaung. Each family was
initially provided with 86 kg of floating rice seed. The villagers set the
interest rate for borrowing rice seed at 30 per cent over the crop season.
When Samaung was allowed to elect its own Village Development
Committee (VDC) in 1995, the loans of Samaung borrowers were transferred there. At that time, seven Samaung families repaid their debts of rice
seed, but the remaining members failed to repay their loans. The seven
families who repaid and seven others borrowed from the rice bank again
that year. Since then, no one from Samaung has repaid their debts. One
reason for the lack of repayment has been continuing low yields. But more
importantly, as mentioned by several villagers, the rice store was located in
Daumpo and not in Samaung. Currently, there are no plans to build a rice
store in Samaung.
In 1995, the GTZ self-help team, with assistance from the World
Food Programme, provided milled rice equivalent to about 21 tons of
paddy rice to the villagers of Svay Ie to establish a rice bank. Each household in the village was able to borrow 5 kg of milled rice per household
member, payable at the harvest in the equivalent of paddy rice plus 20 per
cent interest. By January 1998, as the end of the third cycle approached,
180 out of 186 village households were participating in the rice bank, with
repayment at that time expected to be 29 tons of paddy rice. Still, amounts
borrowed were not sufficient for everyone’s needs. This led households to
borrow additional supplies from lenders at the prevailing interest rate of 50
per cent for the crop season.
As seen in the accounts above, maintaining rice banks for the majority of villagers in areas where low rice yields are endemic has been
extremely difficult. In Meaneak the rice bank has already failed once. It has
now been restored under dry season rice farming and enjoys greater possibilities for success. Still, in Meaneak the practice continues, as it did earlier
when the rice bank was a seed bank, to give more credit to better-off families with more land than to poorer families with less land. In Samaung the
rice bank no longer functions. While this is partly due to low yields, it is
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partly due also to a lack of community ownership. The construction of a
rice store in Samaung could conceivably revive it.
In 1998, wet season rice yields in Svay Ie were exceptionally low.
Members of the rice bank were not asked to repay the principal of their
loans, only the interest. This meant that in the forthcoming season, members would in effect borrow the paddy rice that they had kept at their
homes. A subsequent poor harvest would threaten the viability of the rice
bank.
While the attempts to reduce rice deficits through the establishment
of rice banks with vulnerable villagers in unproductive areas have been
commendable, the results achieved have been less than inspiring. The experiences of the villages reviewed here seem to question the appropriateness
of establishing rice banks in areas where rice production is low and unpredictable. It likewise challenges organisations to develop effective strategies
for addressing food security issues in poor villages.
Establishing Rice Banks to Generate Capital
In the Battambang villages of Spean and Kompong Ko, KAP initiated
several loan activities that were transformed into rice banks as a means of
generating capital. These were fertiliser schemes in Spean and Kompong
Ko and a draught animal scheme in Spean. The fertiliser scheme in Spean
was a moderate success, but in Kompong Ko a similar activity never functioned satisfactorily. The draught animal scheme in Spean was the only rice
bank of this kind to make a serious difference in the livelihoods of its
members. This scheme allowed several participants to build up enough
capital to buy a cow for ploughing and harrowing on their own rice land.
In 1994, KAP supported the fertiliser scheme in Spean with 65 landowning households, each of which received a 50-kg bag of fertiliser. This
loan was repaid with paddy rice and new loans of paddy rice were
borrowed at 50 per cent interest, payable at the harvest. The fertiliser
scheme thus functioned as a rice bank. At the end of the first two rounds,
all 65 participants had repaid their loans. By the third round, two participants had withdrawn from the activity. The fertiliser scheme, which
operated as a rice bank, enabled participants to increase their rice yields,
but the loans were not enough for them to meet the fertiliser costs of their
rice production. As a consequence, most participants continued to borrow
cash from moneylenders to buy fertiliser for their rice cultivation.
In 1994, KAP initiated the fertiliser scheme in Kompong Ko that
functioned as a rice bank. In July 1994, KAP loaned 50 kg of chemical fer-

295

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

tiliser to 50 households that had expressed interest in the scheme. Each 50kg bag was repaid at the harvest with 200 kg of paddy rice. This rice was
temporarily stored at the pagoda and then loaned out again to the members
at 50 per cent interest over the crop season. Since 1995, each scheduled
repayment had been extended, and more interest charged, so that in late
1997 each member owed 450 kg of paddy rice. Although no rice had been
collected since 1995, paperwork had been maintained, with participants
renewing their thumbprints. Frequent Khmer Rouge raids that discouraged
members from building a rice store, and the mining of the access road to
the village, were reasons given for the rice not being collected and stored in
the community, nor sent to Battambang for safe-keeping. February 1998
had been set as the date when each of the participants would have to repay
the 450 kg of paddy rice. It remained to be seen whether the members
would be able to repay this debt and bring the activity back to life.
In 1994, KAP likewise began the draught animal scheme in Spean to
respond to the needs of villagers who had some land but no draught
animals. The original plan was to offer the 26 participants 10 cows as the
capital for a cow bank. However, an alternative was designed whereby
through the establishment of a rice bank, each of the 26 participants would
be able to buy a cow within three years. The draught animal scheme
allowed rice cultivators to build up enough capital to buy a cow for
ploughing and harrowing and for buying seed and some fertiliser. Even
participants who did not buy cows were able to build up capital to support
their family’s rice production and consumption.
The experience of Spean villagers with rice banks used as mechanisms for generating capital led to the shift of a village rice co-operative to
a rice bank when losses were realised. In 1994, KAP began a rice cooperative in collaboration with the international NGO CIDSE. The intention was to enable the poorest 40 families in the village to buy milled rice
at low prices during the lean season from August to November, when
prices usually rise. Members were able to purchase up to 15 kg of milled
rice per week during lean periods at 700 riels per kg instead of the market
price of 850 riels. In 1995, the market price of milled rice fell unexpectedly
to 500 riels per kg. The committee, concerned that it would not be able to
repay the loan, converted the co-operative into a rice bank. Instead of
buying rice at low prices members now borrowed rice at 50 per cent interest over the crop season, payable at the harvest. At this point, poor families
began to withdraw from the activity and better-off participants, including
committee members, began to take their place. The shift of the rice co-
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operative to a rice bank, coupled with gross mismanagement, had undermined the original intent of the activity to assist the poor.
Credit Schemes
While the credit schemes reviewed allowed some borrowers to start small
income generating projects or to support rice cultivation, the money that
they were able to borrow was never enough to effect major economic
changes in their lives. Still, most villagers, even the medium and better-off
who were shown to be the primary beneficiaries of most credit schemes,
had recurrent needs for cash. To the extent that credit activities were able to
provide loans at lower interest rates than those of local moneylenders, the
schemes took the edge off indebtedness and provided a real service to
many families. Nevertheless, participants in credit schemes still borrowed
from traders and moneylenders, despite the high interest rates, particularly
when they needed money for medical expenses or to finance temporary
migrant work overseas.
Borrowing Cash in Credit Schemes
In the credit schemes established by Oxfam, KAP and GTZ, the volumes of
cash that participants were able to borrow were relatively low. First-round
borrowings in these schemes started at 40,000 to 50,000 riels per family
and often remained at these levels. By contrast, the Krangyov Development
Centre loaned out relatively large amounts of cash to fewer borrowers.
Individual loans of 700,000 riels per family were not uncommon. However,
while repayment rates in the Oxfam, KAP and GTZ schemes were quite
high, those in the Krangyov schemes were low to the point of preventing
the initial loans from being recycled. In the CARERE-supported Minimum
Package Agricultural Support Project, a loan fund allotting USD 36 (about
97,200 riels) per sub-group participant had been unequally distributed.
In 1996, Chumraen Chiet Khmer initiated credit schemes in the
villages of Meaneak and Samaung. In both cases, villagers were able to
borrow up to 50,000 riels in the first round for three months, and up to
80,000 riels in the second round for six months, each at interest rates of
five per cent per month. In Samaung, a third round of loans of up to
100,000 riels for nine months had begun.
In Meaneak the loan scheme was able to provide credit to villagers at
a much better rate than they were able to obtain privately. The size of
loans, however, was far too small for villagers to cover their farming costs,
and therefore most remained in debt to moneylenders who were charging
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100 per cent interest for loans of fertiliser, seeds and rice for the crop
season, and 15 per cent interest per month for cash. In Samaung, unlike in
Meaneak, most families were not in debt to moneylenders. The low levels
of indebtedness reflected the villagers’ low levels of creditworthiness more
than the fact that their credit needs were being met.
In 1994, KAP established a loan scheme in the village of Spean
following discussions with the villagers. By late 1997, the scheme was into
its fifth round, with interest of five per cent per month being paid and the
principal repaid at the end of each round. The cash loans of the credit
scheme started at 40,000 riels and then remained at 50,000 riels for the next
four cycles. The interest was not revolved within the scheme, but deposited
in a Battambang bank with the intent of eventually repaying the capital to
KAP. Since the money available for loans remained constant, membership
in the scheme was not able to increase. Likewise, beneficiaries were not
able to increase the size of their loans to desired levels.
In 1996, KAP established a credit scheme in the community of
Kompong Ko with the understanding that the capital would be repaid and
that money accumulating thereafter would belong to the entire community.
In the first round, participants made loans of 40,000 riels each for six
months at five per cent interest per month. The interest was paid with the
principal at the end of the round. All of these loans were repaid. In the
second round, participants made loans of 50,000 riels each for eight months
at five per cent interest per month. The 40,000 and 50,000 riels, which the
villagers received from the two rounds of credit, were not sufficient to
cover their farming costs. Rice farmers who were participants in the credit
scheme still needed to borrow from private moneylenders.
In 1996, the pagoda committee started a cash association in the
village of Svay Ie in anticipation of receiving matching funds from the
GTZ self-help team once the first three rounds were completed. To join the
cash association, households had to make an initial start-up contribution of
5,000 riels. Donations were also made from pagoda collections. By the start
of the third round in late 1997, locally generated funds in the association
totalled more than 2,580,000 riels. Nevertheless, the amounts that members
borrowed from the cash association, usually 50,000 riels for six months at
three per cent monthly interest, were not meeting all of their needs. Households that had borrowed money from the cash association often borrowed
additional funds from moneylenders.
While the credit activities initiated by the Krangyov Development
Centre provided borrowers with large amounts of cash, poor management
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undermined their effectiveness. Various credit schemes had been initiated
in Chek and Thom to enable farmers to have sufficient capital to expand
their rice production. The schemes have only been partially repaid, and in
some cases have not been repaid at all. This has meant that the original
intention of recycling credit money has not been achieved. The result of
this is that the people who originally received loans are the only ones who
have benefited. The village chiefs often chose people who were close to
them, and who they trusted to repay the loans, for the first round.
In Chek, several loan activities were begun without much success. In
1995, loans of 700,000 riels were provided to eleven families for draught
animals to be repaid in three years. While there was no documentation
available in the village, the new village chief reported that all families had
made repayments in the first year but none had in the second year. In 1995,
two loans of one million riels each were made by the Canadia Bank to
enable the purchase of draught animals. No repayments had been made on
these loans. In 1995, three loans, reported to be worth 700,000 riels each
and interest-free, were made for water pumps. No repayments had been
made on these loans. In 1995, credit was provided for fertiliser worth 1.68
million riels. In late 1997, only 350,000 riels (21 per cent) of the loans had
been repaid.
In Thom, the pattern was similar. In 1995, rice seed and fertiliser
were loaned out to families to grow dry season rice. By late 1997, only 12
per cent (400,000 riels) of the fertiliser loans had been repaid. Attempts to
cultivate dry season rice were not successful. In 1995, credit from the
Canadia Bank was provided for draught animals. Nine families received a
pair of draught animals worth 700,000 riels per pair. By late 1997, none of
the families had made more than one repayment and some had made no
repayments at all. In 1995, two water pumps were provided to the village
worth 750,000 riels and 650,000 riels respectively. The loans were due to
be repaid over a three-year period. As of November 1997, no repayments
had been made.
In the CARERE-supported Minimum Package Agricultural Support
Project, a loan fund had been included as a component to help participants
finance the cultivation of vegetables and other cash crops. In the villages of
Beng and Chikeak, the benefits of the loan fund allocating USD 36 (97,200
riels) per subgroup member had been unequally distributed, with some of
the 35 participants in village subgroups receiving large shares of the total
credit fund and others small amounts or nothing at all. Initial repayments of
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the loans were due at the crop harvests. In neither village had training been
provided by the project to help the participants manage the loan schemes.
Strategies for Raising Income in Credit Schemes
By and large, money lent in credit schemes was not allocated as part of a
clear and coherent strategy for raising incomes in a particular local economy. This was especially true in the schemes supported by Chumraen Chiet
Khmer, KAP, and GTZ, where participants borrowed money at pre-set
amounts and used it for generic purposes such as supporting rice cultivation
and raising pigs. An underlying principle in each of these activities was that
money borrowed should be used for income generating purposes. This
guideline was never strictly monitored nor enforced, and many borrowers
used at least part of their loans for consumption. The credit schemes of
Chumraen Chiet Khmer in Meaneak and Samaung and that of KAP in
Kompong Ko included a majority of villagers. The KAP loan activities in
Spean taken together incorporated the credit scheme and collectively
served a majority of villagers. The cash association in Svay Ie generated
from local capital had yet to lend money to most villagers. All of these
credit schemes benefited better-off households more than poorer households.
In the Chumraen Chiet Khmer villages of Meaneak and Samaung,
cash borrowed from the credit scheme was often used to buy rice and other
food for consumption. In both villages a number of families used the
money to raise pigs. In Meaneak, 50 of 93 households participated in the
first round and 77 households in the second. In Samaung, 31 of 51 households borrowed in the first round, 48 in the second, and 39 in the third.
In the KAP villages of Spean and Kompong Ko, members used the
credit largely to support rice cultivation. Some participants in Spean used
the money to raise pigs. In Kompong Ko, 74 of 96 households participated
in the first round and 78 in the second. In Spean, 200 of 250 households
participated in loan activities. Almost half of these households were members of the credit scheme.
In the GTZ village of Svay Ie, members borrowed from the cash
association to finance the purchase of fishing equipment, the repair of
boats, the undertaking of small trade, the raising of pigs and the making of
noodles. In the first three rounds, 88 of 186 households borrowed from the
association. Of this total, 70 households were categorised as rich or
medium.
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In the Krangyov Development Centre, credit in the millions of riels
was provided for the purchase of rice seed and fertiliser to support dry
season farming over the crop season. By comparison, more clearly delineated loans of between 700,000 and one million riels were made to individual borrowers for the purchase of draught animals and water pumps over
two to three years. The loans in the latter instance were thus granted in
ways that deviated from the commonly observed pattern. They were not
generic loans of relatively small amounts distributed to large numbers of
villagers for short periods of time. Rather the loans were designated for
specific purposes at levels sufficient to the requirements of the activities
including longer-term repayment schedules. By all indications, poor management and not the strategy itself accounted for the failure of these loans
to achieve their desired results.
In the KAP community of Kompong Ko, a special scheme was likewise designed to supply credit for a clearly defined purpose to a limited
number of beneficiaries. In 1997, in addition to the village credit scheme,
KAP provided interest-free loans of 95,000 riels to ten landless families
identified as the poorest in the village. The loans were made to enable these
families to lease one hectare of land, to buy inputs for rice cultivation, and
to augment their food consumption during the production period. While the
project was on-going at the time of the study, the results looked promising.
There was a lesson here, too, for organisations seeking to improve their
strategies for raising villager incomes through credit schemes. By identifying the income generating activity first and then determining the
requirements specific to its purpose, the loans were made to a limited
number of families at appropriate levels, thereby ensuring greater chances
for increased productivity and ultimate success.
Impact of Agricultural Extension Projects on Economic Well-being
and Standard of Living
While infrastructure projects such as the construction of irrigation canals
and the building of wells resulted in substantial increases in rice and vegetable production, these gains were at times diminished for the lack of
follow-up projects in agricultural extension. In the Krom Akphiwat Phum
village of Spean and the Krangyov Development Centre village of Thom,
attempts at dry season rice farming ended in failure. In the
Oxfam/Chumraen Chiet Khmer village of Meaneak the lack of forethought
to form water user groups led to the overuse of irrigation water available
for dry season rice farming and crop failures on many village farms.
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Similarly, the promotion of high-yielding rice varieties by development
agencies, as a consequence of improved irrigation, did not include sufficient training in the use of chemical fertiliser and pesticide. Many farmers
applied chemical inputs on the basis of knowledge acquired from shopkeepers. This increased production costs, adversely affected the fertility of
the soil, and posed serious dangers to human health. In Spean, it was commonly acknowledged that the death of the former VDC chief was due to
pesticide poisoning. In several of the villages, rice farmers suffered huge
crop losses each year to rats. None of the development organisations
reviewed or their counterparts in government had seriously addressed this
issue.
In programmes where agricultural extension projects were implemented, they were normally limited in scope and regarded as pilot activities. In the groups studied, the most notable attempts to improve agricultural practice were CARERE’s Minimum Package Agricultural Support
and Crop Diversification projects, GTZ’s rice and vegetable seed trial
projects, and KAP’s support of compost making. CARERE and GTZ also
provided training and equipment for village veterinarians to start local
practices. The Krangyov Development Centre supported villager training in
integrated pest management conducted by the Food and Agriculture
Organisation and the government. Technical experts designed all these
projects with little or no consultation from villagers. In most activities,
follow-up training was needed, particularly opportunities for mutual learning among the farmers themselves. At the time of the study, the fieldtesting of the extension projects was still on-going and their long-term
benefits uncertain.
Strategies for Reaching the Poorest
While poverty alleviation is a key objective of almost all the development
organisations studied, specific strategies for reaching the poorest are not
always articulated explicitly. Nevertheless, within each organisation
implicit strategies for reaching the poorest are discernible.
Three main strategies were evident in this study:
1) reaching the poorest by assisting the entire community;
2) reaching the poorest by working in remote and impoverished areas; and
3) reaching the poorest through special projects.
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Reaching the Poorest by Assisting the Entire Community
By and large, the strategy of reaching the poorest by assisting the entire
community was the least effective. With respect to infrastructure improvements, benefits were spread somewhat evenly, if not equitably, as all
villagers had access to roads, wells, schools, and health care centres. But
the construction of irrigation canals primarily benefited better-off villagers
with access to large parcels of rice land, draught animals and water pumps.
With regard to village loan activities, medium and better-off families had
better access to the committee members who provided the loans. Likewise,
in most of the schemes reviewed, there was a bias to loan to families who
had the means to repay. Poor villagers without access to land or their own
sources of income generation were often left out of the activities.
Underlying the strategy of reaching the poorest by assisting the
whole village is the assumption that overall gains in community productivity will somehow trickle down to the poor. Except perhaps in the Krangyov
Development Centre villages of Chek and Thom and the Oxfam/Chumraen
Chiet Khmer village of Meaneak, this has not been the case. The reason for
this is that the projects started by the development agencies had not been of
sufficient magnitude to transform village economies. But while interventions had largely not generated tremendous increases in productivity, they
had reduced the vulnerability of village participants, particularly those who
happened to be less vulnerable in the first place.
The only organisation studied to explicitly advocate reaching the
poorest through the wider community was KAP. The approach of this
Cambodian NGO was to reach the poorest by working through key people
such as village chiefs, VDC members, teachers, monks and older people. In
this way, KAP seeks to assist the poorest families in a manner, which
involves the whole village. KAP has had some success with this approach
when promoting special projects for the poorest.
In organisations such as CARERE, GTZ and the Krangyov Development Centre, the strategy of reaching the poorest through interventions,
which involve the whole community, is evident though not formally stated.
These groups focus on infrastructure development and loan activities
directed at the improvement of entire village populations.
Reaching the Poorest by Working in Remote and Impoverished Areas
Oxfam and Partners for Development are two organisations, which have
attempted to reach the poorest by working in remote and impoverished
areas. This approach was particularly effective when combined with infra-
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structure projects that provided direct benefits to the poorest, such as the
construction of wells.
Oxfam’s choice to work in the villages of Meaneak and Samaung
was based on a deliberate policy decision to work in the poorest communities of Takeo province. Through discussions with local authorities and
direct field visits, Oxfam selected Koh Andet as the poorest district in the
province, Romenh as the poorest commune in the district, and Meaneak
and Daumpo (which includes the community of Samaung) as the poorest
villages in the commune. Since 1991, Koh Andet commune has been prone
to serious flooding, which has resulted in the severe impoverishment of
Meaneak and Samaung. Oxfam has supported these villages with relief
assistance during emergencies, villager-managed loan schemes and the
provision of infrastructure. Chumraen Chiet Khmer, the local NGO established by Oxfam in 1996, continues to support these activities.
In Meaneak, Oxfam’s provision of irrigation canals has been able to
increase the rice productive capacity of the village. While families who
own their own draught animals and water pumps are in better positions to
benefit from the available water supplies, much of the wealth generated
through increased rice production has remained within the community. By
contrast in Samaung, relief and development efforts have been able to
stabilise the community but not to transform it. Several Samaung residents
reported that if it had not been for Oxfam and Chumraen Chiet Khmer, they
would have left the village in search of livelihoods elsewhere.
In the Kratie villages of Kompong Kor and Sre Treng, PFD did not
demonstrate any specific strategies for reaching the poorest. However, the
selection of a poor province and the determination to work in the poorest
areas of the province, no matter how remote or difficult, ensured that PFD
and its counterpart staff were working with relatively poor people. Likewise, PFD’s emphasis on public health and access to water provided
benefits especially to the poorest and most vulnerable of villagers.
In both Kompong Kor and Sre Treng, villagers spoke of a reduction
in disease since the construction of wells by PFD. In Sre Treng, the female
VDC member explained that previously the village suffered about ten cases
of cholera each year, but that there had been no more cases since the wells
were dug in 1995 and 1996. In Kompong Kor, the wells had only been in
place for three months, but the VDC members said that they had already
noticed a reduction in cases of typhoid and diarrhoea.
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Reaching the Poorest through Special Projects
KAP, CARERE and Oxfam have designed projects specifically for the
poorest. While KAP has had mixed success with the approach, CARERE
and Oxfam have yet to make it work. This underscores the difficulty of
helping the poorest even in programmes where well-thought and carefully
designed strategies are attempted. As such, the lessons learned from all
these efforts are instructive for the very reason that so little has been tried,
and even less has been effective. A key factor of success requires that the
activity be strictly limited to the participation of the poorest. This in turn
demands that the implementing agency staff and the village development
leadership fully understand and support the special nature of the projects.
KAP designed special projects for the poorest in the two study
villages of Spean and Kompong Ko. In Spean, KAP established a rice cooperative in 1994 to enable the 40 poorest households in the village to buy
low-cost milled rice during the lean season. Membership in the cooperative was limited to these 40 households. In 1995, the price of milled
rice dropped unexpectedly and the co-operative was converted into a rice
bank that charged 50 per cent interest on rice loans through the crop
season. As a result, poor households began to withdraw from the scheme
and better-off families began to participate. The shift of the rice cooperative into a rice bank undermined the original purpose of the activity.
In Kompong Ko, KAP supported several special projects designed
specifically for the ten poorest families in the village. These included foodfor-work pond digging in 1995; an interest-free loan of USD 52 to enable
one farmer to finance duck raising in 1995; rice distribution in 1996; and
interest-free loans of 95,000 riels to enable the landless poor to lease land
for rice cultivation in 1997. The interest-free loan schemes were discussed
extensively with the participants and responded to needs that they had
identified. In Kompong Ko, the special projects for the poorest had
received enthusiastic support from the development leadership in the community, and had either been successful or had the potential to be so.
CARERE’s Minimum Package Agricultural Support Project (MPP)
in Siem Reap was designed as a one-year pilot to develop an appropriate
outreach strategy to improve the ability of 500 poor farm families to attain
food security. The underlying rationale of the project was that poor farmers
required special extension strategies tailored to meet their specific needs
and circumstances. Shunning the conventional view that progressive
farmers pass on new practices to less progressive ones, the project plan
deliberately limited participation to poor farmers with some access to land.
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In the study villages of Beng and Chikeak, the majority of farmers selected
to participate in the MPP were not poor. While this was supported by the
implementing staff, as a means to better ensure the success of the pilot, the
original purpose of the project was lost.
In 1996, Oxfam provided two water pumps to Meaneak to enable
poor villagers without access to pumps to benefit from the newly
constructed irrigation canals. While the management of the pumps was
given to poor families, the use of the pumps was not restricted to the poor.
The current practice, encouraged by the village leadership, of hiring out the
pumps to all villagers has been profitable, but has undermined the project’s
effectiveness as an activity for the poor.
PARTICIPATION, DECISION-MAKING AND OWNERSHIP
The purpose of this section is to analyse issues relating to the control of the
development programme in order to understand whose interests are being
served. Much contemporary development theory assumes that local people
are the experts of their own lives and should be given the major say in decisions affecting the development of their communities. Cambodian villagers
are often illiterate, have diverse interests, are often tired and busy, and
generally feel intimidated from speaking out in large formal situations such
as meetings. Participation is examined in order to see whether programmes
are adapted to the needs and situations of villagers. Decision-making is
examined in order to understand which sorts of people are able to control or
influence decisions. This research seeks to identify experiences of organisations in giving Cambodian villagers some genuine influence over development decisions. Where less ‘participatory’ forms of decision-making are
employed, the research seeks to identify successes or strengths that arise
from them. Ownership is a key concept, which serves as an indicator of the
extent to which people at different levels are prepared to take responsibility
for the success of activities and to commit resources to them.
A particular focus of interest was the village development committee
(VDC). Expected to be an instrument of both the government and the
people and also to be a facilitator of village-wide community organisation,
VDCs are increasingly central to the strategies of both development agencies and the Ministry of Rural Development. The study sought insight into
the way in which VDCs are able to respond to the various demands placed
upon them by the development community and to draw conclusions about
what can be realistically expected from them.
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Participatory Rural Appraisal, Participation and Decision-Making
Of the six organisations, four have used participatory rural appraisal (PRA)
– Oxfam/Chumraen Chiet Khmer, GTZ/PDP, UNDP CARERE/SEILA and
Partners for Development (PFD). PRA is a tool that aims to enable
villagers to learn how to analyse their situation and identify solutions in
order to improve their lives. In PRA pictures and maps are used so that
people who are illiterate can easily participate; small groups are used so
that people who do not dare to speak in large meetings can easily participate. In this way, villagers’ knowledge of the situation of their village can
influence development activities.
Generally, these four organisations arranged their PRA work similarly, allocating three to four days for data gathering and analysis of the
situation and one to two days to raise objectives, prioritise them and consolidate them as a plan. Within the Oxfam project, problems were identified in the villages, but much of the analysis was conducted at the district
town and in Phnom Penh by the development workers.
Villagers’ participation consisted of presenting information, and of
voting to choose priority problems, goals or activities. Sometimes the
information gathered in PRA did not have a large, direct influence on
activities chosen for implementation in a village (see Local Planning Processes below), but this information could still be important. For instance,
PFD uses this information when seeking further partners to work in Kratie,
and CARERE uses this information in development planning at higher
(especially provincial) levels.
Although PRA is a valuable strategy, it also has limitations. Sometimes important issues for villagers are not raised in the PRA. For example,
in the PFD village of Kompong Kor, villagers spoke a great deal about the
number of draught animals which had died in the past two or three years
and their need to solve this problem, and about the issue of water pumps
which they needed in order to carry out agriculture along the river banks.
These problems, which are of key importance for villagers, were not raised
in the PRA; nevertheless, the VDC was still trying to address the problem
of draught animals.
It is important for organisations to recognise that PRA results may
not reflect all of the main problems in a village, and also that PRA results
may be influenced by other factors. One clear example of this is that within
the PFD programme, villagers often prioritise clean drinking water. The
director of PFD emphasised that sometimes this is because villagers or
facilitators know what PFD is likely to provide, and therefore put it as their
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first priority. In these cases, he says that when analysing the data it is
important to look at what the other priorities are.
Another limitation of the way in which PRA is used by the organisations in this study is that it leads to aggregated village data and village
priorities. Final prioritisation is carried out by voting. As a result, minority
interests may not be included. For example, in most villages the landless
poor are a minority, and therefore their specific needs will not be articulated in the PRA.
Doing PRA at the beginning of work in a village leads to less
accurate information, because the villagers do not know the facilitators and
the facilitators do not know the situation in the village. If organisations do
PRA more than once, for instance by repeating it every year, this can guard
against omissions and inaccuracies in data. In the current study, PRA had
only been repeated in the CARERE villages in Siem Reap, but other
organisations also said that they intended to do this.
After the initial PRA, organisations do not tend to arrange other
mechanisms for people to participate in order to have influence over the
programmes. For example, no participatory evaluations of activities had
been undertaken in the twelve villages studied. Therefore the extent to
which villagers are able to influence programmes at later stages is dependent on the sort of relationships that they have with the village development
leadership.
Village Development Committees, Participation and Decision-Making
Of the six programmes, five had organised village development committees
in their villages. In these five programmes, the VDC was responsible for
managing development activities. In order to understand the influence
which villagers are able to have over development, it is therefore necessary
to understand the relationship between villagers and the VDC and also to
understand what influence local authorities and development organisations
have over VDCs.
Before discussing the work of VDCs, it is important to note that
some organisations did not begin by working with VDCs. Before initiating
the Provincial Development Programme (PDP), GTZ supported self-help
groups. In this work they co-operated with pagoda achar committees
because these are already established in villages and are part of traditional
Cambodian village life. At the start of their programme, Krom Akphiwat
Phum worked with one or two villagers who they called village workers.
These were people with leadership ability who were liked and respected by
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other villagers. These strategies met with much success, but because the
organisations are now focusing on VDCs, such strategies are no longer pursued to the same extent.
How VDCs are Selected
In all cases, VDCs had been elected by secret ballot. Normall, organisations publicised the election beforehand and people could participate
without problems, though it was sometimes difficult for people who could
not read. In most cases the voters were required to write the name of the
preferred candidate; illiterate people were therefore dependent on people
who could read and write, and their vote was not secret. In the CARERE
villages, the candidates wore large signs with a number on them, and
villagers only had to write the number of their preferred candidate. The use
of numbers or simple signs in this way is better for illiterate people, though
some members of the research team still thought that some villagers might
face problems in copying down the numbers or signs.
While the voting in VDC elections was generally open and fair, the
selection of candidates allowed existing village leaders and facilitators to
wield a large amount of influence. In one case, in Svay Ie village, the
facilitator made sure that only the number of candidates needed for the
committee were chosen during pre-selection. He believed that no-one
should endure the humiliation of ‘losing’ an election, and that the election
should simply validate choices made in informal contact between the
facilitator and the community members. There were definite strengths as
well as obvious weaknesses to this approach.
Relationships between VDCs and Other Villagers
In none of the cases were there rules for contact between the VDC and
other villagers, but VDCs called meetings according to the needs of the
programme. Once activities had commenced, meetings tended to be for
disseminating information rather than for allowing villagers to make decisions. If villagers have influence over development management, it therefore comes from informal contacts instead of from meetings.
Informal contact between villagers and their VDCs was made easier
if the village was small and if all of the houses were together. Sometimes,
what the government recognises as a village, is regarded by villagers as a
number of villages. Where there were two clearly separate communities,
Chumraen Chiet Khmer worked with these communities as though they
were separate villages. For instance, in the village of Daumpo, Chumraen
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Chiet Khmer organised one VDC in the community of Daumpo and
another in the community of Samaung. By contrast, KAP worked in separate communities but in the case of Wat Kandal village, it only worked
with one VDC. As a result of this, the community of Wat Kandal has six
VDC members, Kompong Ko has three VDC members, while the community of Boeng Khtum has no VDC members and is therefore quite remote
from the VDC.
One clear lesson is that VDCs need to be able to have good, close
contact with the people. In order to enable this, development organisations
(including the Ministry of Rural Development) should form separate VDCs
for any large communities that are located separately from other communities in their villages.
Sometimes the situation is not as clear as in Daumpo and Wat
Kandal. For example, the community of Ta Ung in Meaneak village is
about 1 km from Meaneak, but it has only fifteen households; forming a
separate VDC is therefore not an appropriate solution. A different example
is Sre Treng village, which contains 184 families and consists of four
communities: these are all adjacent, but it is still 8 km from one end of the
village to the other. Again, the right solution would not be to establish
VDCs in every community. In order to give all villagers direct access to
VDC members, organisations should consider ensuring that there are some
VDC members from every community within the village. Choosing candidates for a VDC election may not be effective, because all of the candidates
from the main community might prove successful. An alternative would be
to organise elections at community level in order to choose representatives
from each community to stand in the VDC.
In the KAP programme village of Kompong Ko, villagers have
formed a facilitation team to enable better communication between villagers and VDC members. In that village, all villagers were satisfied with the
VDC members. Even though this was a small community with less than
100 families this was still an important and valuable strategy.
Relationships between Local Authorities and VDCs in Decision-making
Ten of the twelve villages studied had VDCs, none of which included the
village chief. In most cases, the relationship between village chiefs and
VDC chiefs was positive. There had been conflict between the VDC and
the village chief only in one village, which had led to the commune and
village chief organising a new VDC election. In most villages, there was
good co-operation between the VDC and the village chief, with the village
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chief having influence over the VDC but trying to be supportive. Difficulties were seen where village chiefs were able to act as unelected advisers to
the VDC, and in this way to dominate it, as was the case in Spean. In the
CARERE villages, there were signs that the village chiefs wanted to have
influence over the resource, which were coming into the village, though in
Chikeak this included the village chief supporting the VDC against the
commune chief.
Although the sorts of decisions made by the VDCs and the village
chiefs were similar, villagers were much more satisfied with the decisions
of VDCs. The one programme where there were no VDCs and where
village chiefs took decisions (Krangyov), was the programme where the
people were most dissatisfied with village development decisions. It must
be noted that the partner organisations selected villages where their programmes were proceeding well for this research; however, one major
finding was that all five programmes, which work with VDCs provided
examples of VDCs and village chiefs co-operating without great difficulties.
In a number of villages, VDC members were also government staff;
for instance, the head of the village militia in Beng in Siem Reap, the deputy village chief in Krachap in Kompong Thom and the head of a krom
(administrative group) in the community of Samaung in Takeo. Even
though VDCs are new representative committees, they normally include
people who have been part of the existing government structure and who
have good relations with government officials.
In most villages, the village chief was an older man with a gentle
character who exercised little influence over but was supportive of development. This was the case in Meaneak, Kompong Ko, Beng, Chikeak,
Svay Ie, Krachap and Kompong Kor. The two villages where the village
chief had a stronger character and more influence were Spean in
Battambang and Sre Treng in Kratie.
In Spean, the staff of KAP, the members of the VDC and the village
chief himself all said that the village chief was an adviser to the VDC.
However, according to the observations of the team, the village chief acted
more like the chief of the VDC. A VDC meeting, scheduled for when the
team was in the village, was postponed by the village chief because the
commune chief had called him to another meeting at that time. The village
chief was enthusiastic and wanted to guarantee the success of the development activities. For instance, in the case of the credit scheme, he planned to
call people who had not repaid their loans to his house, and if they could
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not repay immediately, to take their thumbprints and make them promise
officially to repay. The VDC members seemed satisfied with this style of
leadership.
In Sre Treng, there had been conflict between the local authorities
and the original VDC, and it was not possible for the research team to discover what had happened. Some villagers said that the VDC members had
taken food-for-work rice provided by the World Food Programme for their
own use. Other villagers said that the committee had been honest, but that
the authorities had wanted to control the rice so that they could take it for
their own use. It is not clear who was at fault, but the village chief and
commune chief organised a new VDC election, and as a result of this
almost all the members of the committee were changed.
In Sre Treng, the village chief and the commune chief co-operated
closely to influence the development process. A different relationship was
observed in Chikeak village in Siem Reap. In the SEILA programme, the
commune chief is supposed to allocate money to the VDC chief, who is
responsible for purchasing equipment. In Chikeak, however, the commune
chief purchased the materials himself, and the materials which arrived in
the village were less than those listed in the contract which had been drawn
up. During the research, it was the village chief who was most vociferous
in complaining about this. In this case, the village chief was trying to protect the processes of the development programme from negative influences.
Both the GTZ-supported PDP and the CARERE-supported SEILA
programmes featured agricultural activities. In both of these programmes,
the village chief co-operated with the VDC in selecting the participants. In
both cases, better-off families were chosen, and in the case of
CARERE/SEILA this contradicted the design of the activity. However, in
all four villages, it seemed that even if the village chief had not participated
in decision-making, similar choices would have been made. The major
influence over these decisions seemed to come from government agricultural staff that was enthusiastic about success and therefore supported
better-off and more capable households.
The Krangyov Development Centre was the one organisation that did
not work with VDCs. In the Krangyov villages of Chek and Thom, the
village chiefs and their deputies were responsible for all the development
activities in the village.
Generally, villagers in Krangyov said that they were dissatisfied with
the decisions of the village chiefs. In particular, they were dissatisfied with
the decisions about who could participate in the various credit schemes.
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One example was the Canadia Bank credit in Chek, where the only two
participants were the village chief, who borrowed one million riels, and
another member of government staff, the Phnom Ta Pech school director,
who also borrowed one million riels.
Village chiefs were given decision-making rights in Krangyov, but
they faced problems in their dealings with villagers and higher officials.
Even though villagers had the means to do so, they refused to repay their
loans when the village chiefs asked them to. With regard to higher officials,
the village chiefs requested that loan repayments be recycled, but this has
not yet started to happen.
Women’s Participation in Village Development Leadership in the Six
Programmes
Traditionally, women have not had opportunities to participate in formal
leadership processes at the village level. All members of pagoda committees are men, and almost all members of government institutions are men.
Most development organisations encourage the participation of women in
the leadership of development. The formation of elected VDCs has created
opportunities for women to participate in the leadership of development
activities. In addition to VDCs, many development programmes include
management committees, which provide another opportunity for women to
participate in leadership and management.
Within the villages studied, it appeared that involvement of women
in the leadership of development activities improved the quality of leadership. Women only had a strong direct influence on formal leadership in
villages where they were in the majority on VDCs. In most villages,
women were a small and largely silent minority within the leadership, but
even this was found to be better than no participation by women in village
development leadership.
In all the villages where the research was conducted, there were
some people, both men and women, who said that women were not good at
this sort of work. According to the observations of the research team,
women were more than able to work on development committees. In
villages where women were active on VDCs, they did their work well, and
in villages where women were not active, the team met women who could
have done the work. The ability of women in development leadership work
is higher than most villagers, both men and women, believe it to be.
The villages that had women who were most influential and successful in development leadership were villages where the majority of the VDC
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members were women: Spean in Battambang, Kompong Kor in Kratie and
Samaung in Takeo. If organisations wish to enable women to have a
successful role in development leadership, they should ensure that there are
at least equal numbers of men and women on VDCs.
In six villages – Kompong Ko in Battambang, Beng and Chikeak in
Siem Reap, Svay Ie and Krachap in Kompong Thom, and Sre Treng in
Kratie – women were in the minority on VDCs. These women were in
general not very active and were often poorly informed. However, their
participation was still important, and was an improvement on situations
where women did not participate at all. In one village, the research team,
which comprised men and women, often talked with men and women from
the VDC in front of the VDC deputy chief’s house. On those occasions,
both male and female villagers came to join the discussions. On one occasion, the women in the VDC and the research team went inside a house to
talk. At that time, only male villagers came to sit outside the house; even
among the children, only boys came near. This example illustrates the fact
that women will dare to participate in leadership if they see other women
involved. If only men are visible in the leadership, women will be less
involved.
The Future Role of Village Development Committees
VDCs have an increasingly important role in rural development in
Cambodia. For most development organisations, and the Ministry of Rural
Development, the VDC members are the main leaders of development in
the village and are also the main point of contact for outsiders. Our
research indicates that leadership of development by VDCs rather than
village chiefs is preferred by villagers and is more effective. Likewise
VDCs create a valuable opportunity for introducing women into leadership
at village level and enable NGO activities to find accommodation with
village authorities.
Dangers of Limiting Community Development Focus to VDCs
At present, organisations seem to be focusing wholly on VDCs and not
thinking of other sorts of local organisation, which in some situations might
be more appropriate. Attempts to tailor VDC composition and formation to
existing communities only partly address this point. Alternative approaches
to community development such as have been seen with the village
workers of KAP and the building on pagoda committees under GTZ are
being put aside as organisations focus on VDCs. This is because organisa-
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tions understand the value of VDCs and wish to support the Ministry of
Rural Development as it seeks nation-wide solutions to the management
and co-ordination of rural development at the local level. However, it is
also important for nation-wide development that other innovations are pursued.
In this regard it is particularly important that opportunities are taken
to organise and work with the poorest in order that they can find their own
solutions and their own leadership. In this study there were only two
organisations which had tried to work with poorer groups: KAP working
with the ten poorest landless families in Kompong Ko village; and the MPP
agriculture pilot in the CARERE/SEILA programme for 35 poor families
with land.
It will not be good for nation-wide poverty alleviation if a focus on
VDCs leads organisations to not focus on co-operation with the poorest.
National Regulation for VDC Selection and Responsibilities
Although there are VDCs in various programmes they are arranged in different ways. Sometimes organisations have rules for establishing VDCs,
but when they implement the committees they do not always follow these
rules. National regulations for VDCs would possibly strengthen them as an
institution. Regulations specifying who should be present when a VDC
election is facilitated, how voting should be conducted, how often VDCs
should be re-elected, and equal representation of men and women on
VDCs, may be useful.
If VDCs were accorded a non-governmental status, but with government recognition, this could serve as protection against the sorts of
problems encountered in Sre Treng, where the commune chief, without
consulting PFD or the Provincial Department of Rural Development,
organised a second VDC election to replace the people with whom he had
come into conflict.
Regulation might prove invaluable in enhancing the participation of
women in VDCs. Candidate selection is more problematic. Possibly getting
VDC members from another district to prepare candidate lists and VDC
elections is the best available solution to avoiding undue influence from
local authorities and facilitators.
Ownership and Dependency
Analysis of ownership and dependency requires a focus on the issue of
responsibility. Dependency exists when people do not take responsibility

315

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

for development, and when activities depend on outsiders. A sense of ownership exists when people take responsibility for development. According
to this definition of ownership, if people simply say that something is
theirs, this is not true ownership. If they take care of it, or take responsibility for improving it, this is evidence of ownership in the true sense.
The strongest sense of ownership by a community and its leadership
was encountered in Kompong Ko, where a facilitation team had been
formed by villagers that consisted mainly of men who had helped with the
pagoda committee in the past. This team had co-operated with the VDC in
order to build a road to the east of the village. All villagers had voluntarily
contributed rice, money or labour to this project, which was established by
the villagers without outside funding.
This, however, was a case where community development work had
led to mobilisation of resources by a local community. The challenge for
many organisations is to bring in outside resources in a way that develops
rather than undermines the sort of participation with responsibility, which
characterises genuine local initiatives.
Information and Ownership
Decisions above focused on influence over decision-making, especially
related to informal access to village development leadership. Another necessary step relating to this issue is the provision of adequate information to
all villagers. If villagers do not know about development they will not be
able to take responsibility and ownership. During the research, villages
where there seemed to be the highest degree of dependency were also the
ones where people most often complained that they did not know what was
happening.
In Spean, the sense of ownership of the credit and fertiliser schemes
was different. The fertiliser scheme operated as a rice bank, and all the
interest payments were recycled as loans to the members. Villagers who
lived near the rice store were able to monitor the activity unofficially. In
the credit scheme, only the capital was recycled: the interest was sent to
Battambang. VDC members said that this money was for use as a village
development fund, but members of the credit scheme did not know about
this money. Because they lacked information, villagers were dependent on
their committees. Their relationship with the credit scheme was no different
from the relationship they would have had with a private moneylender.
Because rice cannot be moved without people seeing, villagers automatically have information about the contents of the rice bank and therefore
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people’s sense of ownership and their rights tend to be stronger. In the case
of money credit, it is difficult to share information and therefore difficult
for villagers to be sure they know what is happening and to feel in charge.
In Spean, a canal was dug using money from households adjacent to
the canal, from the funds of a village credit scheme and a fertiliser bank,
and from KAP. Generally, villagers were not well-informed about the fact
that this was their money, and as a result they did not have the sense of
ownership and responsibility that might have been expected from a partially self-funded initiative.
Clear Responsibilities and Local Contributions
In all three government support programmes – CARERE, GTZ and PFD –
local contributions were used as a strategy for inculcating a sense of
responsibility and therefore ownership of infrastructure. Generally, the
team found this to be successful, especially where there were negotiations
and agreement with villagers about what their responsibilities were before
implementation began.
In the well-drilling and school construction activities, supported by
PFD in Kratie, various strategies were used to encourage a sense of ownership by the villagers. Discussions were held in the village at the beginning,
before a partnership agreement with villagers was made. During these discussions, PFD staff explained their development principles to the villagers.
During the negotiations between the organisation and the villagers, the
villagers therefore understood their responsibilities. Villagers also were
required to contribute their own resources. For the schools, villagers
contributed 30 to 50 per cent of the costs; for the wells, villagers contributed stone, gravel and sand, money for maintenance funds, and labour for
construction. With well construction, a team of four was established to take
care of each well. This team received training, tools and spare parts. In this
programme, the people therefore were not only given responsibilities, but
also the means by which these could be fulfilled.
The PDP in Kompong Thom, which is supported by GTZ, is implemented in a similar way to that the PFD and SEILA programmes. Before
implementation there are negotiations with villagers, and villagers are
required to contribute resources to the implementation. In Svay Ie, the
people had to repair the village access road before GTZ helped with the
construction of two bridges and a culvert. In Krachap, the people contributed to the construction of two culverts, while GTZ assisted with a further
fifteen.
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Information rather than control seemed to be the key point in this
regard. Villagers were not the ones who were deciding the level of contribution; in fact it was a condition imposed by the organisation. However,
because it was discussed and explained, it served to clarify people’s
responsibilities. Clearly if local contributions were to be enforced without
the correct dialogue and respect they could become unjust and counterproductive.
The Influence of Pagodas
VDCs which had a strong sense of ownership and responsibility for development throughout their villages were all in villages which had pagodas
and where the VDC members were either members of the pagoda committee or had close links with it. This was the case in Kompong Kor, Beng,
Kompong Ko, Krachap and Svay Ie villages.
Development organisations assessing the amount of time to be spent
in a community and the way that the community is approached should set
more time aside for developing relations and leadership in villages which
do not have an active pagoda and pagoda committee. This is vividly illustrated in Kratie, where the Sre Treng VDC clearly needed far more support
and advice than the pagoda-based Kompong Kor VDC.
It is clear that even though there might not be a direct role for
pagodas in the implementation of rural development, that they do provide a
vital part of the social infrastructure upon which ownership can be built.
For the government, therefore, supporting the regeneration of religious life
in the countryside may be a key strategy for enabling successful long-term
rural development.
High Impact, High Dependency
The two projects, which have introduced the most external resources into
villages, are the ones that have met with most dependent attitudes and least
ownership. In the Krangyov villages of Chek and Thom, a great deal of
new infrastructure had been built, particularly irrigation canals. Villagers
met by the research team had not been involved in discussions about the
infrastructure before it was built, neither had they contributed their own
resources to the construction, nor did they have clear responsibilities with
regard to the maintenance of the infrastructure. A typical response when
asked about deteriorating roads was that when the floods came again, the
Second Prime Minister would repair the roads once more. They had not
been asked to take responsibility, and neither did they expect to.
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It was not surprising that the Krangyov project with its high
emphasis on direct external funding, and lack of emphasis on community
development and management should have led to attitudes towards the
development programme which were dependent (at the same time as generating wealth, which was giving people the opportunity to have increased
economic independence). It was more surprising to find such attitudes in
the villages of Meaneak and Samaung which had been supported first by
Oxfam and then by Chumraen Chiet Khmer, both of which have a strong
emphasis on developing the capacity of villagers to take responsibility by
analysing and addressing their own situation. In these two villages, the
villagers could only visualise development coming from the digging of
irrigation channels. There was no conception of alternative strategies for
village development. As a result, villagers were dependent on development
funded from outside.
At the time the research was conducted in Meaneak, a committee had
not yet been formed for maintaining the irrigation structures. Many villagers behaved irresponsibly towards the canals, taking their cattle to drink
from them or pumping water directly from the sides and not from pumping
points, both of which damaged the canals. On the other hand, when the
canals were silted up, some villagers organised themselves to dredge them
without payment for their labour. Generally, the only activity that the
villagers mentioned as important was the digging of further irrigation
canals.
While Chumraen Chiet Khmer could perhaps adopt measures which
would promote different attitudes, it is also important to note the importance of the overall context. Meaneak and Samaung are both very poor
villages, which following the changes in hydrology since 1979, have
struggled to remain viable. Not only in Meaneak but also throughout the
area, irrigation systems have been the major initiative associated with
development, which has proved effective. In such a situation irrigation
canals will be the dominant idea in people’s minds when they think about
development, and it will be difficult for an organisation to cultivate attitudes which are characterised by responsibility and self-reliance. To put it
more simply, dependency is much more likely to be a problem for organisations which are working in areas where people are in more desperate
circumstances.
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Ownership of Programmes
Although villagers have a sense of ownership of activities or development
in their village, they have no sense of ownership of the development programme. With regard to the Northeast Cambodia Community Development
Programme in Kratie, SEILA in Siem Reap, and the Provincial Development Programme in Kompong Thom, there is some sense of ownership
amongst provincial officials, but very little awareness and no ownership at
the village level.
The SEILA programme has been given a Cambodian name, which
means ‘foundation stone’, with the aim that everyone involved in it will
recognise it as a Cambodian programme and take ownership of it.
Generally, villagers do not know the name of the programme, but, as in the
other programmes studied, simply refer to the ‘organisation’ (angka). VDC
members knew the name SEILA and had received education about it, but
when asked for more information about the programme they had to look in
their notebooks to see what to say. The head of the provincial planning
department who is in charge of the government staff who are implementing
this programme had a strong sense of ownership of the SEILA programme.
In the Northeast Cambodia Community Development Programme,
government officials who were directly involved in implementation had a
sense of ownership. These officials regularly negotiated decisions about
implementation with PFD staff in Kratie and in Phnom Penh. Other provincial officials did not seem to have much awareness of the programme.
Conclusions
Generally, the large-scale, process-oriented programmes of CARERE and
PFD (plus GTZ, which has the aim of being large-scale) have found effective ways of introducing small but significant outside resources into a
village without creating dependency, by requiring local contributions and
introducing these in discussions before implementation. KAP’s more intensive personal approach has also created enthusiasm and ownership among
the VDC in Spean, and more widely in the community in Kompong Ko.
Although organisations that have a larger impact are more likely to
face dependent attitudes, especially in the poorest areas, the team still felt
that both Krangyov and Chumraen Chiet Khmer could learn valuable
lessons from the other programmes with regard to developing more responsible attitudes to participation.
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SUSTAINABILITY
Sustainability is used in a very broad sense within this analysis to cover a
general examination of the possible future benefits caused by development
programmes. In addition to looking at the programmes themselves it is
necessary to look at the political, social and economic context within which
they exist. In this regard, the role of the government, especially in the
funding of rural development, is key; this was a topic which attracted much
attention during the National Conference on Rural Development from 17–
18 March 1998. This section therefore begins with an examination of
national issues with regard to the policy environment for rural development, and then focuses on arrangements for sustaining the six programmes
studied, before taking a more activity-based look at ways of achieving sustained benefit from credit and infrastructure projects.
The Funding of Rural Development
Three of the programmes studied were government support programmes. In
each case, the organisation provided not only capacity building support but
also funded the development activities, which were implemented within the
programme. In all three cases, there was no provision for continued funding
of development once capacity building assistance had stopped. Currently,
therefore, organisations are building the capacity of government to provide
management and technical support to rural development in the future, but
the issue of the funding of rural development is not being adequately
addressed.
At present the government is channelling little money to rural development. In the six case studies, none of the activities were funded by
government money. During the National Conference a number of people
noted that a lot of money, for instance from logging, is collected and
expended outside official government channels. They argued that if rural
development is to be sustained the government must start to send its own
money to local areas along government channels.
A related problem concerning the channelling of funds for rural
development is the capacity of government at all levels. Participants in the
conference said that if money were sent along government channels some
would be lost at each level, with little remaining for local development.
The SEILA programme, which is supported by CARERE aims to address
this problem. However, once CARERE support finishes there will be no
external monitoring and more money could be lost to corruption. Even
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now, as evidenced in the study villages, CARERE is not able to support
village interests completely.
GTZ staff in Kompong Thom raised one example of a time when
they had sent money to a pagoda committee in order to build a school. At
the time contracts and agreements were signed and all the money arrived
correctly. However, when the GTZ staff left, one of the government officials went to the achar committee and took some of the money back. He
said that he was borrowing the money to buy cattle, but the committee
never saw the cattle or the money again. The official also told the committee to make sure they kept silent about this.
One provincial official who had served in the government for nearly
20 years argued that the government should not be given control of money,
but that the donor should control it. Therefore, though some progress is
being made regarding the capacity of government to deliver money to rural
areas, most people believe that this remains a difficult problem to solve. If
Cambodian rural development is not to depend on international assistance,
there needs to be an effective financial monitoring system from national to
village level.
Another problem relating to funding is the fact that there is no
guarantee that large amounts of international money will continue to come
to Cambodia. One example of this is the postponement after July 1997 of
funding by the German government for the Provincial Development
Programme in Kompong Thom, which is supported by GTZ. In a situation
such as this, where funding cannot be guaranteed from either national or
international institutions, the private sector and self-help initiatives assume
more importance. A good example, which the team witnessed in a pilot
testing of this research project, was in World Vision International’s
programme in Kompong Speu. There, villagers built their own primary
school and paid the wages of the teacher themselves. The GTZ and
CARERE village veterinary programmes and the various credit
programmes, which were managed at village level, were other examples of
organisations attempting to facilitate self-reliant development.
Organisations’ Plans for the Sustainability of their Programmes
This section analyses the strategies of organisations for continuing their
programmes in terms of plans for funding, human resources (management
and technical) and arrangements for contact between participants at different levels.

322

Learning from Rural Development Programmes in Cambodia

Programmes to be Sustained by Cambodian Non-governmental
Organisations
Both Chumraen Chiet Khmer and Krom Akphiwat Phum are Cambodian
NG, which have been formed in co-operation with foreign organisations. In
these instances there are two key issues, the first is the plans and strategies
of the foreign organisation to enable the Cambodian organisation to
become sustainable, and the second is the plans and strategies of the
Cambodian organisation to enable development at the local level to be
sustainable.
The two foreign organisations (the Australian Overseas Service
Bureau [OSB] for KAP and Oxfam UK/I for Chumraen Chiet Khmer) still
fund the Cambodian organisation. Although the Cambodian organisations
raise funds from other partners for some of their activities, core programme
costs such as for salaries, rent and logistics, and also many of their
programme activity costs, still came from OSB and Oxfam respectively.
Chumraen Chiet Khmer has been discussing looking for alternative donors,
but no action has yet been taken in this regard. The sustainability of these
two organisations therefore still depends on their relationship with the
foreign organisation, which helped to establish them.
OSB and Oxfam have adopted different strategies with regard to
human resources. Three Australian volunteers worked for three years in
KAP to teach community development. They worked full-time and in close
co-operation with the Cambodian team members. The decision for the
foreigners to leave came from all team members without outside influence.
For Oxfam, the foreign adviser was based in Phnom Penh and made
periodic visits to Koh Andet. The foreign adviser in Phnom Penh taught a
Phnom Penh-based Cambodian staff member about managing the
programme in Koh Andet. Training for Oxfam district staff who now run
Chumraen Chiet Khmer was neither full-time nor direct. The decision for
the Oxfam district staff to separate from Oxfam relates to Oxfam’s international strategy of discontinuing their involvement in the direct implementation of development. Oxfam district staff was advised to join another
organisation to continue their work, but when they could not find one with
the same approach they decided to form Chumraen Chiet Khmer.
Chumraen Chiet Khmer personnel are capable in their work, but they
are not as able and confident as the members of KAP. Training which
involves the teachers taking responsibility for work and participating fully
in it leads to more effective skills transfer than situations where trainers are
remote, higher authorities. Furthermore, if the people being trained are able

323

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

to decide whether the training is complete or needs to be continued, this
guarantees better results.
Both OSB and Oxfam were extremely active in ensuring that Cambodian staff members had good contacts with other organisations in order
to facilitate their work in the future. In Takeo, the village development
committees of the four villages that were participating in the programme
took turns to host a monthly meeting. The host villages chaired the meeting, with Chumraen Chiet Khmer having a small facilitation role. This level
of contact was useful and was likely to continue after Chumraen Chiet
Khmer’s intervention was complete.
At the village level, neither Chumraen Chiet Khmer nor KAP limits
the time they will work in a community. Both of these organisations have
similar strategies in building the capacity of villagers. In particular, both
stress the importance of teaching VDC members how to write project proposals and to make contact with potential donor organisations. With regard
to technical training, nothing observed in the four villages studies could yet
serve as a model for other programmes, though the compost training, especially in Kompong Ko, may be valuable if it proves successful.
The Hun Sen Krangyov Development Centre was designed as a fiveyear intervention. The plan was to provide funding for fuel and for water
pump maintenance for up to five years and then to hand responsibility for
providing these over to either farmers’ associations or investors. According
to farmers in Chek and Thom, there are some places where they could pay
for the pumping and still make a profit, especially on dry season rice land,
and others where it would not be viable, especially on wet season rice land.
Krangyov Development Centre management recognise that this will be a
difficult plan to implement, and have extended the programme by one year
to give more time for this. If this plan is successful for most farmers in
Krangyov, it will be a valuable model for other parts of the country.
Programmes to be Sustained by the Cambodian Government
GTZ, CARERE and PFD are organisations that are building capacity and
providing facilitation and technical support for the implementation of government development programmes. In addition to their support, these
organisations provide funding. None have plans to provide funding after
their non-funding support is finished. Neither does the government have a
clear plan to fund these programmes once the organisation stops its support.
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All three of these organisations are building the capacity of government officials and villagers in order to arrange a process for future
development.
Although PFD works directly with the government it is an NGO. It
has a three-year programme and fewer resources than CARERE or GTZ.
PFD’s capacity building focuses on what is needed for direct implementation. In the management of their programmes, PFD have not tried to assert
many procedures, and instead rely on negotiations and agreements with
government officials. The government officials who are partners of PFD
are gaining experience of managing development and of direct implementation as a result of this programme. In the future, even if the PFD
programme does not continue, this experience will be valuable for sustainable development within Kratie.
Like the other NGOs, PFD encourages relations between VDCs and
outside agencies offering assistance. Its strategies at the provincial level are
similar, and if there is a need for something within the province, PFD will
try to facilitate contacts between the provincial government and relevant
organisations. An important partnership for the future will be the one with
Community Action for Social Development, which will bring in more
resources, and will bring both institutional opportunities and challenges in
work with the government.
CARERE had funding for a five-year programme, which finished in
year 2000. CARERE is working with the government in order to implement a process of decentralised development. In order to be sustainable, the
government will be required to adopt this programme and continue it after
CARERE concludes.
Even if the government adopts the SEILA programme and has the
resources to implement it, there are still problems in the sustainability of
decentralisation. As a result of the intervention of CARERE, government
officials such as commune chiefs have a role in the implementation of
village development. Although the aim of CARERE is to decentralise
power from higher to lower levels, a possible result could be to extend the
power of higher levels over lower ones. During this study, there was
evidence of some struggle between the commune and village levels, which
led to some resources not arriving in the village. At present, CARERE
fulfils monitoring and capacity building functions. Three years seem to be a
short period of time to empower village institutions to overcome commune
institutions in struggles for resources, especially because in these case
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studies the villagers did not receive much support from officials at the
district and provincial levels.
The Provincial Development Programme in Kompong Thom does
not have a clear future. The original intention of GTZ was to implement a
10-year development programme, and at the time of the research there
should have been three or four foreign advisers assisting implementation.
However, since the factional fighting in July 1997, the German government
has withdrawn some of its staff. This has led to some problems in the programme, especially in technical matters, but it has also led to some positive
outcomes. Programme staff from national to district level has said that it
has been good for Cambodian staff to be able to take greater responsibility
for the programme. The needs and the abilities of the people implementing
the programme are clearer than before. However, the future of the programme depends on the policies of the German government.
Whatever happens, it is clear that one effective strategy for sustainable development is the commitment to a 10-year intervention. This
enables the programme leadership to learn from their experience, organise
the programme according to needs, and have sufficient time to achieve
sustainable solutions
Conclusion
All of the programmes studied were quite young. None had been operational for more than six years, and some had changed a lot in this time. The
programmes were in many ways still ‘learning to be effective’ and it is
difficult therefore to assess how they will be sustained.
In the government support programmes (CARERE, GTZ and PFD)
there was no provision for funding after the organisation stops providing
technical support and facilitation. While PFD expected to attract further
overseas funding, and GTZ has allowed ten years to solve this problem,
CARERE, with only three years remaining and the aim of persuading the
government to fund the SEILA programme, is facing the most difficult
challenge. This pressure was possibly leading it to work harder for
governmental support than other programmes.
The commitment of OSB and Oxfam gave KAP and Chumraen Chiet
Khmer a good chance of securing long-term funding, but the Cambodian
organisations’ failure to seek money from other sources leaves them
vulnerable if the original supporters are unable to continue assistance.
Where advisers, teachers or others responsible for transferring skills
worked directly in the implementation of work and took joint responsibil-
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ity, this led to better skills transfer and built more confidence in those
receiving the training. Where organisations had made unlimited time
commitments or long-term commitments, this gave more time for learning
and development for people and organisations, and gave better hope of
sustainability.
All six organisations prioritised the development of communication
and liaison skills between villagers and outsiders in order to improve poor
people’s access to knowledge and services. Organisations used various
strategies to achieve this. Village-to-village communication was particularly strong in Takeo, where neighbouring VDCs hosted each other for
monthly meetings.
One danger for decentralisation programmes is that they may enable
government to sustain a more centralised approach after the supporting
organisation has withdrawn. In this regard, the influence of the commune
level is a particular concern in the SEILA programme.
Sustainability of Infrastructure
In the programmes studied, organisations were weak in the maintenance of
roads, schools and irrigation canals, which had been built. Although this
infrastructure was only two or three years old, it had often started to deteriorate. Most organisations, which had facilitated the construction of this
infrastructure, had not made any arrangements for maintenance. In areas
where some arrangements had been made, initiative for maintenance had
come from lower level staff or from villagers rather than from the organisation’s policies. Some examples of this were: district rural development
staff forming a committee to take care of their new road; VDC members in
Krachap contacting two local companies and eliciting their co-operation to
repair their road; villagers in Meaneak dredging their silted-up canal.
One special problem relating to schools was that villagers and development organisations believed the maintenance of schools to be the responsibility of teachers. As a result, organisations did not look for community
solutions. In Meaneak for instance, Chumraen Chiet Khmer are trying to
address the problem of deterioration of the village school by approaching
district education officials and asking them to put pressure on the teachers.
In well construction, more attention generally was paid to maintenance. Pump wells require more maintenance than ring wells. Strategies
employed by PFD in their well-drilling programmes could be of value for
other sorts of infrastructure and in other programmes. Before PFD begin
drilling a well, they sign contracts with villagers. For every 20 to 30
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families, a separate contract is signed by one responsible villager. The contract details clear responsibilities regarding the use, maintenance and repair
of the well. Before the contract is signed, the villagers have to collect a sum
of money to serve as a budget for the repair of the well. When the well is
installed, organisation staff co-operates with the villagers to train them in
repairing the pumps, and one villager receives spare parts and tools for
maintenance.
In Sre Treng and Kompong Kor villages, most wells were well
maintained, but some had litter and pools of stagnant water around them. If
the VDC monitors all the well-use groups, it could lead them to the same
high standards. In Spean village, the VDC took responsibility for monitoring the work of the activity committees. This example demonstrated the
potential value for sustainability of a VDC adopting a supervisory role over
small teams, which have stronger ownership for a specific area.
In the case of one well, which was well looked after in Sre Treng, the
families who used it had formed five small teams, each of about five families. Work on the well rotated among the teams whenever some work had
to be done. This initiative came from the four people who formed the team
responsible for that well.
For maintenance, which relies on labour, the most important factor is
dialogue with villagers until clear responsibilities for maintenance and
repair have been agreed before construction begins.
Sometimes maintenance of infrastructure also requires funding. In
both the Krangyov and Chumraen Chiet Khmer programmes, there is an
intention to raise money for maintenance of irrigation structures, but during
the research these had not been implemented. In Kratie, each well-user had
to pay 100 riels per month as a contribution to a fund for repair and maintenance of the wells. Although this is a good idea, it also has weaknesses. If
money is just set aside and not used, then there is no profit. If the community does not find a way of using this money profitably, there is a risk that
the person responsible for the money will use it for his or her personal
profit.
Some villages have used credit activities as a source of money for the
maintenance of infrastructure. In the fertiliser scheme in Spean, rice has
been sold to enable the re-digging of irrigation canals and the construction
of a rice store. Similarly, in Krachap village in Kompong Thom, the VDC
has received money from a local company for the repair of their road. The
road is not yet in need of repair, and the money therefore had been put into
the village credit scheme to be withdrawn when it was needed. The use of
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credit facilities to provide a village development fund is an important strategy in the sustainability of infrastructure and the sustainability of development in the village in general.
Conclusions
The team found a number of strategies to be effective in ensuring the
maintenance, and therefore the sustainability, of infrastructure. These were
only designed into well drilling programmes. A key conclusion of the
research is that organisations constructing other sorts of infrastructure
should learn from and adapt the sort of measures that have been applied in
well construction. These include dialogue with villagers before implementation to arrange responsibilities; the division of responsibilities between
different groups, with each group having a person or team leading it; the
drawing up for each group of a separate written contract, detailing responsibilities for maintenance, before implementation; the collection of funds
for maintenance from the villagers before signing those contracts; training
for leadership in repair and maintenance; the provision of (or arrangement
of access to) tools, spare parts and other materials necessary for repairs.
These strategies were most obvious in the PFD well-drilling programme,
and to a lesser extent where ring wells were drilled under the SEILA programme. The absence of such strategies in the provision of canals, roads
and schools led to poor maintenance of these sorts of infrastructure in all
programmes.
Another important strategy was the use of credit facilities to provide
a village development fund so that money could be allocated for the repair
of infrastructure when necessary. A role for the VDC in monitoring the
state of infrastructure and the work done by teams or sub-committees in the
village was also important for the sustainability of infrastructure.
Sustainability of Credit Activities
Most credit activities achieved repayment rates of 80 to 100 per cent, and
retained most members in the activities. In order to achieve these successes,
most organisations have used similar strategies. Activities are managed by
an elected VDC with between five and nine members. Sometimes the
activity is managed directly by the VDC; sometimes the responsibility is
delegated to a sub-committee or a single member supported by the VDC.
Borrowers are organised into groups of about five families who guarantee
each other’s loans. Sometimes the borrowers are required to save money
before they can borrow, such as in the cash association in Svay Ie. In the
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Krangyov programme, these strategies have not been used, but the leadership has recognised that community management of these activities should
be arranged.
There are a number of other strategies relating to villager management of credit schemes and ownership. If villagers understand the terms of
the credit scheme, they will be more satisfied and less likely to withdraw.
Normally villagers are clearer about rice banks than about financial credit.
With regard to cash credit, villagers have a clearer understanding when
money is recycled in the village rather than being sent somewhere outside
the village. A comparison of the fertiliser bank and credit schemes in Spean
is a clear illustration of this. In most credit activities, the management
committee has the right to take one per cent of the value of the loans as
payment for their work. This can assist sustainability, but most participants
in the activities do not know about this. Enabling villagers to understand
the details of credit activities and to check the work of their committees is
difficult. At present, the work of committees is checked by organisational
staff rather than by villagers. This endangers the sustainability of these
activities once the organisations withdraw.
One effective measure in Samaung and Meaneak was the provision
of metal safes to the VDC, enabling them to hold money safely in the
village. Three different people were responsible for the safe, the keys and
the secret combination. This will help the VDC manage money in the
future without outside assistance.
Although a number of activities have continued successfully, benefits to the poorer families have not always been sustained. Sometimes
families meet with difficulties and are not able to repay their loans.
Normally, these are poorer families. Sometimes the managers of activities
are more concerned with the continuation of the activity than with guaranteeing benefits to the poorest. The clearest example of this is the rice cooperative in Spean village. The activity committee believed that repaying
CIDSE was their first priority, so that when rice prices fell, they changed
the activity from being a co-operative for the poorest to a rice bank, which
addressed the needs of medium and better-off families.
Credit activities in general do not fully meet the needs of the participants. Almost all credit participants encountered by the team also borrowed
money privately, either in their villages or at nearby markets. This
influences sustainability. If credit activities meet all of the needs of the
villagers for credit, this is a strong incentive for villagers to continue them.
If credit activities make up only a small portion of their borrowing, they are
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a far less important influence on villagers’ standards of living. In this situation, if an activity runs into difficulties or if there are conflicts, people will
quickly withdraw. The research team encountered this problem in both
Meaneak and Spean.
Normally, when organisations have designed credit activities they
have tried to guard against failure, but little notice has been taken of the
needs of the villagers. An exception to this was the activity for the poorest
ten families in Kompong Ko. In order to enable these landless families to
hire and farm one hectare of land, KAP allowed them to borrow 95,000
riels per family, almost twice as much as the amount loaned to medium and
better-off families in other credit schemes. This suggests that in order to
meet people’s needs for credit, much larger sums must be loaned.
There are two main reasons why organisations establish credit
activities. One is to enable families to increase their incomes; a second is to
support poor families in times when their income is insufficient to meet
their consumption needs. With regard to income generation, organisations
had few new ideas for villagers. Most villagers used these loans for raising
pigs. Borrowers often suffered losses as a result of the deaths of pigs.
With regard to credit for consumption, sometimes villagers can predict their needs, but often this is not possible. In Meaneak and Samaung,
the village relief associations tried to address this problem. Participants
were required to give 500 riels per month, and they had the right to a payment of 10,000 riels if they became seriously ill and 20,000 riels if a
relative died. In addition, participants were able to borrow money interestfree from the association for short periods, if they had unexpected needs.
Villagers who had good relations with the association were satisfied with
this facility. This activity had no clear rules, and depended on individual
negotiations with association members. These solutions therefore need to
be implemented in small communities where there is good co-operation.
Most credit activities have between 40 and 80 members. Normally,
these activities are established at the village level, but some villages have
as many as 300 or 400 families. In small villages such as Samaung and
Meaneak, all families can easily participate in one credit activity. One KAP
strategy for enabling villagers to participate was to establish different
activities according to different needs. Therefore in Spean, about 200
families participated in four different activities. Although the activities
were originally designed to meet different needs, they have over time come
to resemble each other. This, and the fact that credit schemes work well in
small communities, leads to the conclusion that in some large villages,
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establishing a number of similar activities in different communities within
the village could be effective. One related example is the rice bank in
Samaung. If a rice store were built in the community of Samaung, people
would start to repay their loans to the rice bank and the activity might be
sustained.
In some villages, credit activities had stopped working well as a
result of poor rice crops. Organisations cannot guarantee good crops every
year. However, if organisations during the design of activities make clear
plans for what will happen in years when the harvest is poor, this will be
better for villagers. In Kompong Ko, the rice in the fertiliser scheme has
not been collected for four years, but the committee has continued to add
interest each year, so that the participants each now owe 450 kg of rice.
This can lead villagers to fear joining activities.
Conclusions
Generally, organisations have been successful in finding strategies for
continuing credit activities, mainly through arrangements for strong,
village-level management. However, sustaining a high level of benefits has
been less successful. Most credit activities represent a small proportion of
the total amount that families’ borrow, and there is therefore a lack of
incentive for villagers to continue in credit schemes when faced with difficulties. Furthermore, management committees are more accountable to
organisation staffs than to the villagers, which sometimes leads them to
prioritise the profitability of the credit scheme over the benefits to the
poorer families. The lack of accountability to the villagers, particularly in
cash credit schemes where the assets are less visible, leads to doubts about
sustainability of the existing schemes if organisations withdraw.
If loans are to support rice farming, much larger sums need to be
made available. In the case of income-generation, little progress seems to
be made in identifying new forms of income generation, with villagers
often using credit money to raise pigs and losing money by doing so. Credit
for consumption is valuable for vulnerable families to enable them to survive during times when they are most vulnerable. Oxfam/Chumraen Chiet
Khmer schemes in Takeo have made interesting progress in this regard,
with flexible informal arrangements being made in small community
saving schemes.
Credit schemes are vulnerable to poor crop harvests. This problem is
exacerbated by the fact that in their design, the credit schemes studied did
not have clear plans for what would happen in the case of crop failure.
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Solutions improvised at the village level are sometimes appropriate, but are
sometimes unrealistic and cause anxiety to participants.
ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE AND APPROACH
The six organisations in this study differ significantly in the size and scope
of their programmes. There are obvious differences between the organisational structure of Chumraen Chiet Khmer, which has three staff, a low
budget and works in four villages, to that of CARERE, which has hundreds
of staff, a multi-million dollar budget and operates in over 500 villages.
While it may seem presumptuous to even attempt comparisons between
such diverse groups, this research has proceeded on the assumption that
each of the six organisations has something to learn from the experience of
the others. At the local level, all development agencies encounter similar
challenges and opportunities.
Engaging the Local Community
All community development approaches start with outsiders entering a
community and engaging local residents in efforts to collectively improve
their situation. How do outsiders in Cambodia best enter a local community? Who do they approach? How do they get to know the people in the
community? How long do they profitably spend in the community? How
important is it to have a continued presence in the community? Once initiated, how does a development organisation adapt its programme to local
conditions?
The development organisations in this study dealt primarily with the
village leaders. The Hun Sen Krangyov Development Centre worked
exclusively through village authorities, particularly village chiefs. Other
organisations, such as CARERE, Partners for Development and Oxfam,
made contact with the village chiefs and then moved to establish village
development committees. GTZ relied more on village committees already
in place such as pagoda committees. The practice of most groups was to
work through village leaders, and this normally took place in formal exercises such as VDC elections and participatory rural appraisals (PRAs). As a
consequence, field staff spent little time in the villages and moved on once
these tasks were completed. The importance of getting to know villagers
and learning about their situation more informally was underplayed. Likewise, once activities had been started, organisations did not allow for
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opportunities to learn about how projects were being implemented or how
the activities might be adapted to local circumstances.
The value of staying in village communities for even short periods of
time has been underscored by the method of this research. In several communities, the research team was able to learn about crucial aspects of the
programmes that were unknown to field staff. In the Krom Akphiwat Phum
village of Spean, the mismanagement of the rice co-operative, which
diminished the entire programme, went unnoticed by KAP staff. In the
CARERE villages of Beng and Chikeak, opportunities to help VDCs seek
assistance from other donors for local projects went unfulfilled. In the GTZ
village of Krachap, an occasion to provide management and bookkeeping
training to committee members in non-GTZ schemes was missed. In the
Oxfam village of Meaneak, the inherent conflicts over water use management initially went unresolved. In the Krangyov villages of Chek and
Thom, the dissatisfaction of residents with the operation of the loan
schemes went unreported to the programme management.
Of all the groups studied, the KAP approach most emphasised the
importance of staying in villages and learning from the people. The
approach demanded high levels of commitment from staff and a long-term
presence in participating communities. It was shown to be very effective in
Kompong Ko, where the VDC chief continued to emphasise community
co-operation and the inclusion of the poor, but less effective in Spean,
where the approach had given way to a more formal management of activities. While the approach is probably best suited to Cambodian NGOs, the
emphasis of building capacity through extended presence in a community
is an important lesson for everyone.
Relief and Development Approaches
Several of the organisations studied have used both relief and development
strategies in their attempts to address the needs of rural communities.
Relief assistance has taken many forms. Oxfam has provided food-forwork in canal building, established village relief associations to help villagers cope with crises, replaced houses damaged by flooding, and provided
miscellaneous household items to people in emergencies. The Krangyov
Development Centre has also provided food-for-work in canal construction
and given money, food and household items to villagers. KAP has arranged
food-for-work activities in canal and pond building. While CARERE, GTZ
and PFD have deliberately decided not to become involved in relief activi-
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ties, other agencies have distributed relief goods in the villages where they
are working.
Reflecting upon the experiences of the organisations studied,
questions arise as to the relationship between relief and development. Is it
possible to administer relief without creating dependency? Or stated more
positively, it is possible to provide relief in ways that foster participation
with responsibility? The experiences of Oxfam and Krangyov, the two
organisations most involved in relief work, clearly illustrate that the provision of emergency assistance can create attitudes of dependency that
undermine responsible participation in development activities. This
position seems to be corroborated by the experience of organisations who
are themselves not involved in relief work but who are affected by the
emergency activities of other agencies. In the Oxfam villages of Meaneak
and Samaung, villagers took little initiative on their own and relied on the
development agency for solutions to their problems. In the Krangyov
villages of Chek and Thom, the villagers similarly looked to the development centre to maintain the new road that had been built. In the GTZ
village of Svay Ie, food-for-work road construction had undermined the
improvement of roads that required labour contributions from villagers.
Do we then conclude that relief work is inimical to development?
This need not be the case. If we conceive of development as a process by
which vulnerabilities are reduced and capacities increased, then relief
efforts may be seen as compatible with development. The lesson here is
that many disaster relief efforts tend to concentrate on meeting immediate
needs, rather than on addressing and lessening vulnerabilities. Likewise
relief efforts often fail to recognise and build upon capacities, i.e. the
strengths that exist within a community on which future development can
take place. In the community of Kompong Ko, the ten poorest families
participated in food-for-work pond digging, and in a subsequent period of
flooding received distributions of milled rice. But their involvement in
these activities did not deter their active participation in special income
generating loans projects. Because they enjoyed the respect of the village
leader and were encouraged to participate in discussions about projects
designed for their benefit, their capacity for responsible involvement was
increased.
Local Planning Processes
An exciting approach to large-scale community development now being
pursued by several organisations involves supporting local planning proc-
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esses within programmes jointly undertaken with government. CARERE,
GTZ and PFD work with the government in programmes that stress the
importance of local participatory planning, local contributions to project
implementation and local management of development projects. In each of
these programmes, issues of decentralisation, co-ordination and project
selection are paramount, though each receives a slightly different emphasis.
Local planning processes work well when links between project identification and funding decisions are clear.
In CARERE, the focus is on decentralisation, with efforts centred on
planning and decision-making for all villages within a given commune.
Project selection is begun in PRA exercises with villagers and negotiated at
the commune level. At the village level, co-ordination among government
departments is weak. In GTZ, the emphasis is on co-ordination, and provincial government agencies work well together and with their NGO
partners. Project selection is discussed with villagers, though approval is
made by provincial staff and suffers from long delays. At present, the
decentralisation of development to commune institutions has not taken
place. In PFD, the focus is on a two-track approach. Project selection is
pre-conditioned by the technical expertise of the programme, though
opportunities are provided for villagers to pursue solutions to needs not
addressed by PFD through the establishment of VDCs and the holding of
PRA exercises. Co-ordination with government departments in project
implementation is strong.
Decentralised Approach of the CARERE/SEILA Programme
By far the most ambitious of the local planning processes is that of the fiveyear CARERE project, which through the SEILA government programme
supports the decentralised planning and financing of local development in
five provinces. The approach seeks to facilitate a bottom-up planning process that begins with the identification and prioritisation of needs at the
village level. Once completed, village plans are consolidated into a commune plan, which determines how limited funds made available for village
infrastructure projects will be spent. Through financial assistance provided
by international donors and the Cambodian government, the local planning
process is intended to continue after CARERE’s support to the programme
is completed.
Leaving the question of appropriate levels of funding aside, the key
features of the CARERE approach hold promise for replication in other
provinces. One strength of the CARERE approach is that it links villager
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participation in the planning process directly to the negotiation and allocation of funds at the commune level. Another is that it requires contributions
of cash and labour from the village beneficiaries. A third is that it involves
the participation of government workers in the institutionalisation of
decentralised decision-making. However, the VDC members and the
villagers in Beng and Chikeak who had made contributions to infrastructure projects had yet to see the real link between the development of their
village plans and the funding of these projects.
Rapid implementation on a large scale has led to several weaknesses
in programme implementation. These include an emphasis on tasks to be
accomplished rather than on process; the virtual exclusion of VDC chiefs
from commune decisions about the funding of village projects; delays in
the release of project funds; and the inadequate training of technical
support teams. To a certain extent, the very scale and limited duration of
the CARERE project makes the attainment of its objectives difficult, if not
unrealistic.
Co-ordinated Approach of the GTZ/Provincial Development Programme
The GTZ/Provincial Development Programme (PDP) in Kompong Thom
supports a co-ordinated approach to rural development. This takes place
among government departments such as rural development; agriculture,
fisheries and forestry; and women’s affairs. It also takes place among these
government departments, NGOs specialising in rural financial institutions,
and donor-financed self-help teams. A PDP Project Implementation Committee (PIC), comprised of representatives of all partner groups, coordinates day-to-day PDP activities and approves proposals for the funding
of village projects.
Unlike in CARERE/SEILA, commune development committees
have yet to be organised. Decisions to fund village projects are thus made
at the provincial level by programme staff on a case-by-case basis, not at
the commune level by local representatives within the limits of a fund
made available for all the villages within a commune. This allows the
smaller PDP to respond to requests from individual villages before the
entire commune is organised. At the same time, it fails to place the
decision-making power of funding projects in the hands of local authorities
and village representatives.
A key element of the PDP is villager participation in a local planning
process. The head of the community development-working group explained
that village development plans have been formulated in most of the 25
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target villages. He explained that these were not comprehensive plans but
initial attempts to link villagers’ needs and priorities with local and external
resources. There are three main steps in the process: undertaking a participatory assessment of the community; developing a feasibility study; and
submitting a project proposal to the PIC in the provincial capital. As a
result of the slowdown in work in the wake of the July 1997 fighting, only
three project proposals had been approved at the time of the study.
Despite the disruptions in GTZ/PDP implementation, the programme
has several strong features. For one, GTZ envisages the programme as a
10-year activity, which requires long-term support for its eventual success.
GTZ likewise recognises that different partners have different roles to play
in the programme, promoting NGO competence in credit and government
technical skills in agronomy and veterinary medicine. GTZ/PDP has also
started small, as compared with CARERE, with 25 participating villages in
the first two years. This allows time to learn from experience and to build
human resources. On the other hand, the programme is spread over 25
communes, which makes it difficult to build mutual learning among
villages. While the cutbacks in German technical assistance have not
stopped work on the PDP, a huge backlog of village project proposals
awaits approval by the PIC and threatens the viability of the programme.
Cambodian members of the PIC have been reluctant to make decisions that
involve commitments of German funding on their own. They report that
they do not know how much money is available in the fund.
In the GTZ/PDP study villages of Svay Ie and Krachap, villager
participation in local planning activities, which involved mainly the village
leadership, provided opportunities for each of the communities to reflect
upon their needs and to work with local authorities in ways that led to
tangible results, in both cases the construction of village infrastructure.
Two-track Approach of Partners for Development
The local planning process initiated by PFD emphasises community
involvement in the identification of local needs through PRA exercises.
This enables field staff to obtain valuable information about various aspects
of village life in a short period of time. It likewise reminds staff that they
should listen carefully to the people. Moreover, it encourages villagers to
reflect upon their circumstances and to act together to mobilise resources to
improve their lives. All of these elements are similar to those found in the
approaches of CARERE and GTZ. There are, however, notable differences.

338

Learning from Rural Development Programmes in Cambodia

Unlike CARERE and GTZ, PFD does not fund projects prioritised
by villagers. Rather, it provides assistance in the areas of its technical
expertise: well-drilling, community water and health education, and school
construction. In this sense, local planning and project implementation are
parallel activities. While there are inherent weaknesses in this two-track
approach, there has been an attempt to fit the needs of the community with
the resources of the development agency. PFD’s limited funding and
specialisation in well-drilling and public health to a large extent predetermine the type of activities that it is able to implement at the village level.
By supporting the establishment of VDCs, together with PRA exercises,
PFD seeks to give VDC members sufficient ideas and motivation for them
to be able to find their own solutions to identified needs.
In Kompong Kor, the PRA exercise had done little to influence the
villagers, either in the analysis of their situation or in the collective mobilisation of resources. None of the eight priorities identified in plenary session
corresponded to the main activities that were currently being pursued by
the VDC members. PFD management plans to repeat the PRA exercise
each year, convinced that its usefulness will improve. Presently, the exercise has been more valuable for the field staff than for the villagers.
Compared to CARERE’s SEILA and GTZ’s PDP, there are likewise
differences in PFD’s programme framework, the Northeast Cambodia
Community Development Programme (NCCDP). While the NCCDP provides a framework for government participation, it is not at the present time
managed by the government, as are the SEILA and PDP programmes. Still,
PFD works closely with the Provincial Department of Rural Development
(PDRD), and most programme implementation is undertaken with staff
seconded from provincial government departments. These associate staff
works for a maximum of three weeks per month with PFD, and then return
to work for a least one week with their respective departments. By working
with PFD, government staff has an opportunity to work in rural areas and
gain practical experience in community development and building village
infrastructure. PDRD counterparts are also involved in high-level planning
meetings with PFD, which enables them to develop a sense of ownership
and responsibility for the programme.
Output and Process Approaches
Among the six development programmes, some emphasise the importance
of output, the direct material benefits to be gained from an intervention.
Others insist on the importance of process, the relationships that must be in
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place for genuine development to take place. There are potential risks in
pursuing either strategy too far without regard for the other. A total reliance
on an output-oriented approach runs the risk of undermining sustainability.
Without the institutional capacity to manage benefits that have been
attained, there is a real possibility that they will be lost. By contrast, a total
preoccupation with process-oriented approaches runs the risk of not generating real economic benefits for impoverished villagers. In the final
analysis, organisations that aim to reduce poverty must contribute to the
improved economic well-being and reduced vulnerability of the villagers
with whom they work.
Among the various approaches examined, the Krangyov Development Centre stands out as a prime illustration of an output-oriented
approach. The programme seeks to improve the economic circumstances of
village communities primarily through the construction of infrastructure.
Reasons for the material success of the programme stem from its close
proximity to a major water source, its ability to mobilise a large seconded
staff, its reliance on local technical assistance, and the patronage of the
Second Prime Minister. The lesson here is that substantial material benefits
may be realised in a programme that is able to exploit a favourable resource
base, rely on a large voluntary or unpaid staff, cut costs in technical assistance tied to foreign donors, and secure the hands-on involvement of a
powerful leader.
While the Krangyov Development Centre has achieved notable material success in the commune of Krangyov, its almost complete disregard for
participatory processes and local capacity building leave it vulnerable to
the sudden withdrawal of outside resources. By contrast, other programmes
reviewed in the study place a high value on achieving tangible results by
encouraging community involvement and responsibility. For example,
since 1993 PFD has drilled wells in about 200 villages and repaired or built
a total 150 schoolrooms. Unlike the Krangyov Development Centre, PFD
encourages community co-operation, bottom-up planning and villager participation. Such development approaches, which emphasise human
resource and institutional capacity benefits, are termed process-oriented.
By far the most ambitious of the process-oriented programmes
examined is CARERE/SEILA, which in five years seeks to institutionalise
the decentralised planning and financing of participatory rural development
in five Cambodian provinces. While it is difficult to assess the success of
the provincial decentralisation process from the perspectives of the two
villages studied, the results of the programme’s efforts in these two com-
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munities were still minimal. The lesson learned at this stage is that for a
programme that holds so much promise, so little has been gained in the first
year of village implementation. In itself this is not too unsettling, for it
normally takes time to work out the practical difficulties of an innovative
programme before it can become effective, much less institutionalised.
What is worrying is that CARERE/SEILA has less than three years to fulfil
its mandate. Continued funding of the programme beyond this point at such
high levels is doubtful.
Less ambitious than CARERE/SEILA, though still far-reaching in its
own right, is the GTZ/PDP programme. While GTZ/PDP overall has
achieved less than CARERE in the villages where it works, it also holds
great promise as a strategy for community centred rural development that is
government-managed and NGO-assisted. In one key district, GTZ/PDP has
been able to build upon the co-operative activities initiated by the GTZ
self-help team. More importantly, GTZ has envisaged the PDP as a 10-year
activity and has committed itself to support the programme for this time.
The recognition that process-oriented programmes directed at poverty
alleviation require a long-term institutional presence makes GTZ/PDP
noteworthy, despite the adverse effects of the recent disruption in project
implementation.
Oxfam UK/I has experimented with a process-oriented approach
with a Cambodian partner NGO, Chumraen Chiet Khmer. This experience
has much value for the wider international NGO community in Cambodia
as it struggles to find more appropriate ways of assisting Cambodian-led
development efforts, particularly at the community level. The lesson here is
that the partnership works best when it is nurtured and given direction by
both parties.
Krom Akphiwat Phum (KAP) is a unique example of a processoriented approach. Its success derives from long-time presence in communities. Its emphasis on building up trust and confidence as preconditions for
development marks it as an organisation with special insights and sensitivities to the Cambodian situation. KAP is widely recognised as a development organisation that has valuable experience from which others can
profit. Perhaps its major contribution to the broader development effort in
Cambodia would be for it to remain small, to work in a limited number of
communities as ‘learning laboratories’, and then to share its experiences
with others.
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Monitoring and Evaluation
An important aspect of learning in development programmes is effective
monitoring and evaluation. By gathering accurate information and making
decisions based on its significance, organisations are in a stronger position
to improve their programmes. There are several examples in this research
where agencies have reflected upon their experience and instituted changes
to correct weaknesses in their work. Realising that their credit schemes
were not benefiting the impoverished, KAP designed special projects for
the poorest. Aware that inadequacies in project proposal writing were
delaying approval of village projects, GTZ/PDP established a technical
team to upgrade feasibility studies. Aware of the need for villagers to
become more involved in the development process, PFD supported PRA
exercises and VDC elections. As a result of discussions that arose from this
study, the Krangyov Development Centre considered the advantages of
community managed loan activities, and CARERE looked for ways to
improve its Minimum Package Agriculture Support Project.
Organisations that are able to learn from their experience and correct
their shortcomings are better able to implement effective programmes.
This, of course, sounds very much like a truism. Nevertheless, the working
group on monitoring and evaluation at the National Conference concluded
that while the monitoring of programme inputs, activities, and outputs
occurred frequently, the evaluation of effects and impacts took place much
less frequently. The working group emphasised the importance of participatory methods of monitoring and evaluation that incorporated different
views from a wide range of stakeholders. It particularly underscored the
value of information gained from villagers in partner communities.
While effective monitoring and evaluation systems were largely absent in
the organisations studied, all of the groups acknowledged that learning was
an important feature of rural development programming. This was readily
apparent from a reading of programme proposal documents. However, once
the programmes were begun, the imperatives of implementation largely
took over and pushed the activities forward without much consideration for
what had been learned or what needed to be changed. Most organisations,
even the smaller ones, were geared to expand before they had learned how
to be effective. In this respect the organisational structures of even the
process-oriented groups were rather inflexible.
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CONCLUSION
At the outset of this study there was a clear understanding that most of the
development programmes reviewed had been operating for relatively short
periods of time. For this reason, a decision was made to focus the research
on development processes as well as on impacts. To a large extent the
study has been able to document and compare a wide diversity of strategies
for rural development. Many of the approaches studied, particularly those
experimenting with local planning processes, hold promise for rural development programming on a national scale. At the same time, there was
generally a noticeable absence of economic impact at the local community
level. Even though all of the programmes were still learning how to be
effective, the results from the viewpoint of the villages were disappointing.
This does not mean that real economic benefits have not been achieved.
Where output was stressed economic impact was attained. The findings of
this study indicate that the construction and improvement of canals and
roads have produced immediate economic gains, while wells, health centres
and schools have provided more long-term social benefits. At the same
time, all but one of the programmes examined stressed process over output.
In the light of the observations of this study, a more concerted effort
to achieve material outputs at the community level deserves consideration.
This lesson is particularly applicable for CARERE/SEILA and GTZ/PDP.
While CARERE/SEILA had made sizeable contributions to village infrastructure, allocations to local development funds were small, relative to
overall resources, and had diminished each year. Likewise, the GTZ/PDP
had scarcely tapped its funds for village development projects. The potential of CARERE and GTZ to make more substantial investments in village
infrastructure was clear.
Similarly, the absence of projects aimed at raising productivity,
particularly in agriculture, was striking. Most interventions related to
improved agricultural practice were small in size and implemented as pilot
projects at the periphery rather than at the centre of development efforts.
This was true for CARERE’s Minimum Package Agricultural Support and
Crop Diversification Projects, GTZ’s seed trial projects, the Krangyov
Development Centre’s support of dry season rice farming, Krom Akphiwat
Phum’s encouragement of compost making, and Oxfam’s provision of
water pumps. One speaker at the National Conference for Rural Development argued that community development projects needed to have a bigger
contribution from agronomists, agricultural engineers and water specialists.
This person suggested that perhaps the mission for rural development in
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Cambodia is to bring the largely separate agriculture and village development communities together.
In many instances, the development organisations centred their
poverty alleviation programmes on loan activities in the form of rice banks
and credit schemes. But here the lack of clear and coherent strategies was
all too apparent. Were rice banks established to reduce vulnerabilities or to
raise incomes? Were credit schemes started to subsidise subsistence or to
increase productivity? For the most part, village loan activities operated
without a clear sense of purpose. On the one hand, there was a recurrent
need for credit among villagers whose incomes fluctuate with each crop
season. On the other, there was the genuine lack of investment opportunities for villagers within their impoverished communities. A commonly
observed response to credit, that left much to be desired, was for organisations to distribute generic loans of relatively small amounts to large
numbers of villagers for short periods of time. A more promising approach
to credit identified income-generating projects first, and then made loans
sufficient to the requirements of the activities.
While many organisations struggled to keep rice banks and credit
schemes viable under difficult circumstances, few attempted to develop
special projects for the poorest. To an extent this reflected a general lack of
innovation about how to deal effectively with rural poverty. It likewise
underscored the gaps that existed between the development agencies and
the poorest villagers. Even carefully thought-out projects for the poorest
often resulted in failure. The findings of this study indicate that this should
even be expected. The question is whether development organisations that
define their main objective as poverty alleviation are prepared to allocate
limited programme resources to helping the poorest, knowing that a large
portion of their efforts will be unsuccessful. The observations of the study
point to the need to encourage community workers to spend more time in
rural communities working directly with villagers, especially with the poor.
The practice of most groups to work exclusively through village development committees and village leaders limited their understanding of the
needs and interests of the broader community.
Given the rather bleak assessment of economic impacts at the village
level, one might conclude that the authors of this chapter are pessimistic
about the future of rural development in Cambodia. This is certainly not the
case. Best development practice builds on rigorous study and open debate.
There are hard lessons to be learned from the team’s investigation, but
there are also glimpses of light and promise. In every programme the team
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visited, the researchers encountered hard-working and committed staff
from both government and non-governmental agencies. They met villagers
who had responded enthusiastically to the possibilities of development.
They witnessed the participation of women in leadership roles and the
opening up of village authority structures. They reaffirmed their confidence
in the capacity of villagers to take responsibility for their own development.
The case studies documented by the research team underscore the
importance of experimentation in rural development programming. Without the benefit of a wide range of varying experiences, it is difficult to
develop a body of best development practice. The juxtaposition of the
programmes included in this study helps to highlight the strengths and
weaknesses of various approaches: large-scale versus small-scale, government versus non-governmental, relief versus development, and output
versus process. In large measure, the differences are more complementary
than contradictory. The strategies of the six programmes examined in this
research, though dissimilar, are in most respects quite compatible; and each
has something to learn from the others. The challenge for rural development programming in Cambodia is for organisations to rise above insular
perspectives and to engage each other in constructive critiques of each
other’s experience and work. The research team hopes that the present
study has contributed to that purpose.
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ABBREVIATIONS
CARERE
CIDSE
GTZ
KAP
LRDP
MPP
NCCDP
NGO
OSB
PDP
PDRD
PFD
PIC
PRA
UN
UNDP
VDC

Cambodia Area Rehabilitation and Regeneration
Coopération Internationale pour le Développement et la
Solidarité
Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit
Krom Akphiwat Phum
Learning from Rural Development Programmes
Minimum Package Agricultural Support Project
Northeast Cambodia Community Development
Programme
Non-governmental organisation
Overseas Service Bureau
Provincial Development Programme
Provincial Department of Rural Development
Partners for Development
Project Implementation Committee
Participatory rural appraisal
United Nations
United Nations Development Programme
Village development committee
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INTRODUCTION1
When Saloth Sar – later known as Pol Pot – took to the Maquis in the early
1960s and headed for Ratanakiri, few guessed that this was one event that
signalled the start of almost four decades of political turmoil, with devastating social, economic, cultural and political effects for Cambodia and its
population. The repatriation in late 19992 of a few hundred of his initial
followers to Ratanakiri – their province of origin – served as a powerful
symbol for the ‘normalisation’ of Cambodia. During the Khmer Rouge
period, up to two million people died from starvation, violence and warfare. Today, the country ranks among the poorest countries in the world,
the social and cultural fabric is severely damaged, and – most significant
for this study – the political structures are suffering a rather extreme crisis,
not only of financial and human resources but also of political legitimacy.
A political regime of a centralist nature – in a hierarchical, maledominated, and stratified society – was in 1993 formally substituted by a
more open and democratic political system. In essence, however, the old
administrative structure has remained, leaving the country with a political
system ill fitted to deal with deep-seated development problems, conflict
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resolution and the consolidation and deepening of democracy. Simultaneously, a highly liberal economic system has unleashed unprecedented
economic dynamic, straining previous social systems and resource use.
However, at the same time, reforms are being planned and the direction of change seems to be moving away from power based anarchy
towards more accountable forms of public governance. Notably, in addition
to a general, although shallow democratisation of the political system,
‘experiments’ with decentralisation have been going on for a number of
years. They have, by now, contributed to a process of nation-wide decentralisation in which the Commune is the key level and where local elections
are to be introduced, thus constituting a political decentralisation reform.
To decentralise certain responsibilities for natural resource management
(NRM) seems nevertheless to be going against the grains of previous
modes of governance in Cambodia, which were primarily centralist or nonexistent. Therefore, this change opens up for a number of uncertainties.
This chapter focuses on natural resource management (NRM) and its
relation to decentralisation in Ratanakiri in northeastern Cambodia, and it
investigates to which extent decentralisation will or can improve NRM,
protect the environmental balance, serve the interests of the province’s
mainly indigenous people, and better the governance situation at large. The
aim of this chapter is thus to review a major experiment with decentralisation and decentralised NRM in Ratanakiri. Obviously, decentralisation – a
concept of controversy – is a key to this chapter. Let us therefore briefly
review our theoretical understanding of this concept.
THEORETICAL APPROACH
As a ‘development device’, decentralisation seems to be joining various
interests and ideologies:
It is being considered or attempted in an astonishing diversity of developing
and transitional countries – by solvent and insolvent regimes, by democracies (both mature and emerging) and autocracies, by regimes making the
transition to democracy and by others seeking to avoid that transition, by
regimes with various colonial inheritances and by those with none. It is
being attempted where civil society is strong, and where it is weak. It
appeals to people of the left, the centre and the right, and to groups which
disagree with each other on a number of other issues.
(Manor 1999:1)
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In particular, it seems to hold at least theoretical promises for bottom-up
and community-oriented development (cf. World Bank 1999). It has been
viewed by an authority in the field such that
[d]ecentralisation soon began to be seen as an alternative system of governance where a ‘people-centred’ approach to resolving local problems is
followed to ensure economic and social justice. The entire process would be
for locating people at the centre of power so that they become the basic
engine of the development process and not, as hitherto, merely its beneficiaries.
(Kothari 1996: 35)

In terms of NRM, the literature holds that decentralisation has the potential
to improve, inter alia, equity and efficiency of resource allocation (Ribot
1999; World Bank 1999; cf. Manor and Crook 1998; cf. Carney and
Farrington 1998). However, critical voices against the benefits of increased
local governance can also be heard, basically arguing that all members of
the local communities, which are seldom homogenous, do not necessarily
benefit from decentralisation, but rather that it reinforces existing power
structures – be it unequal gender, class or ethnic relations – and thus it
increases local elite’s possibilities of exploiting ‘their’ areas. This line of
reasoning assumes that the national level is better informed, more democratic, and less prone to breaking laws than the actors on the local level.
Hence,
[t]he mere devolution of formal decision-making power /…/ does not automatically or necessarily lead to empowerment of common local interests
/…/ and even less to a revision of dominant models of development.
(van Beek 1999: 436)

In fact, Manor argues, decentralisation has especially small chances of succeeding in trying to achieve poverty alleviation, inspire broad based
participation, or improve bottom-up planning where there are large differences within a group (Manor 1999: 107–113). In the case of Ratanakiri –
with its high stakes in resource extraction, weak local state, poor legal
framework, low participation by women in decision-making processes, and
generally vulnerable indigenous communities – it is not self-evident that
decentralisation will be successful. The opposite might be valid too; i.e. in
communities with a high degree of social capital3 the risks with
decentralisation are obviously smaller.
In order to have an opinion on the contribution of decentralisation in
solving NRM-related problems in Ratanakiri, we must establish what the
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major problems are in the rather complex development situation of this
particular province. We will also review what has been done in terms of
NRM and discuss in which way decentralisation actually has affected the
outcome. But first we will give a brief presentation of the province.
RATANAKIRI IN BRIEF
Ratanakiri is situated in the most northeastern part of Cambodia, bordering
on both Vietnam and Laos, positioned approximately 630 kilometres from
Phnom Penh. It is geographically characterised by two confluent watersheds: the Sre Pok and the Se San, originating in Laos and Vietnam
respectively, ultimately feeding the Mekong Mainstream.
The province has eight districts and covers around 12,500 km2. The
provincial capital is Banlung; two other main towns are Veunsai and
Lumphat. It is historically a remote, sparsely populated and marginal part
of Cambodia, inhabited by approximately ten different ethnic groups,
whose physical and cultural survival is highly dependent on their natural
surroundings. The Khmers have historically been an insignificant population group in Ratanakiri (but not for Ratanakiri), although lately it has been
growing sharply in number and influence. The main ethnic highland groups
are Krung, Tampoun, Jarai, Kachak, Kavet, Brao, Lun, Phnong and Lao.
There are also a number of Chinese and Vietnamese, who mainly live in
the lowlands (as do the Lao), in the towns, and along the very few major
roads. In the early 1990s, the population was said to be around 51,000 and
the highlander population was estimated to being around 70 per cent of the
total population. Accelerated in-migration from the lowland provinces has
changed this ratio. In 1999 there were said to be 94,188 inhabitants (a
population density of 9 per square km), and the highlander portion of that
might have decreased to around 50 per cent. Nine percent of the households
are female-headed (PRDC et al. 2000b passim).
In certain areas, Ratanakiri still has plenty of fertile land covered by
thick forest, ample water resources, and fertile soil. As such, its natural
resources are considerable. In addition, there are various minerals, including gold, to be found in small quantities. However, due to the drastic
increase in population, intensive logging and the allocation of concessions
for small and large plantations, more land is turning into agricultural areas.
As a result, soil erosion has become a serious issue, microclimates seem to
be changing, and the abundant rains that were typical for the area have
become less certain. Water resources are not as reliable or available as

350

Addressing Anarchy

before and biodiversity is suffering. ‘Environmental balance’, considered
as a key for sustainable development in Ratanakiri, must be seen as threatened (cf. Himel and Nhem 1997).
General living conditions among the communities are poor.
Government services are insufficient and ineffective. In fact, much of the
social services are currently beyond the capacity of the provincial departments unless they receive external assistance. Access to education and
information is extremely low and women are particularly disadvantaged,
among other things because of a very heavy workload that neither allows
them to fully participate in education efforts, nor to leave their home
village for any longer stretch of time.
Due to the economic liberalisation and the relative political stability,
the situation for Ratanakiri is changing and the problem consists of a
combination of human induced politico-economic conflicts and more
general emerging scarcity situations, particularly regarding space and
resources. Let us illustrate these issues.
A PROBLEM ANALYSIS
In the wake of the Cambodian peace process in the early 1990s, the reshuffling of international political allies, the liberalisation of the economy and
the substantial rewriting of the constitution and other dependent laws, a
‘hit-and-run’ economy emerged. At the same time, the previous small (but
significant for the functioning of the system) flow of resources from the
centre to the provinces was almost stopped, leaving the provincial governments weak, pressed to cut costs and forced to look for incomes from other
sources. The central state, previously working with authoritarian methods,
turned into a laissez faire regime and became unable and/or unwilling to
stop the often ruthless exploitation in which it was, at times, a party (Global
Witness, February 1996). When, subsequently, the taxation rights for the
provincial level were withdrawn in mid-1990s, the local arm of the state
became even weaker, at times non-existing. On the national level, the
system attained a certain level of legitimacy due to the establishment of
democratic procedures, and a certain level of economic stability due to the
control of import taxation, tourist taxes, increased FDIs, and the continuous
flow of aid, resulting in a high economic growth rate on national level.
However, below the central level neither political reforms nor financial
resources have been launched, leading to a ‘developmental stalemate’
outside of the urban regions.4
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The ensuing political legitimacy problem in Cambodia has thus
turned local governance into a volatile task, leaving many fields open for
anarchic and often violent forces. In particular, the extraction of natural
resources went on without state control, under a system without a credible
legal structure and under a social order in fragmentation. Consequently, the
unimpeded harvesting of natural resources failed to deliver any tangible
benefits to the wider population – on the contrary, it often resulted in worsened conditions, carried out as it were by political cronies, independently
acting high-ranking officers, and foreign companies aiming at quick return
of invested capital. As a result, the environment in large parts of Cambodia
suffered badly. In 1993, for instance, it was said that logging was going on
at a pace that was five times faster than what was sustainable. Subsequently, the IMF stopped the co-operation with Cambodia due to government neglect of (and at times even support for) the ruthless logging.5
In a country where 80 per cent of the population are subsistence
farmers, approximately 25 per cent engage in foraging in one way or the
other, and 40 per cent live under the poverty line (Prescott and Predham
1997), the situation is highly unsatisfactory, indeed unacceptable. The
above-mentioned are general problems for Cambodia. For Ratanakiri, in
focus in this chapter, a similar situation prevails, although in most aspects
of natural resource utilisation the difficulties are considerably worse than in
lowland Cambodia, and with even weaker governance responses.
Ratanakiri’s history of being a sparsely populated province with a
richness of well-managed natural resources has also created a modern myth
of abundance. In combination with the inability and unwillingness of the
state to deal with these matters and the generally poor understanding of
indigenous peoples’ culture and rights, many lowlanders have come to see
Ratanakiri as a kind of Eldorado of natural resources.
Ratanakiri is seen as that vast inexhaustible, unexplored and unexploited
space. A ‘cowboy economics’ and ‘cowboy mentality’ prevails, complete
with indigenees that need ‘taming’.
(Ironside and Nhem 1998: 13)

Below, we will outline the situation in Ratanakiri, review some attempts to
improve local governance, initiated under the banner of ‘experimenting
with decentralisation’, and attempt to draw some conclusions on which
measures that are needed in order to protect the resource base and improve
natural resource management.

352

Addressing Anarchy

Ratanakiri and the Problem of Resource Governance – Framing the
Issues
The combination of Ratanakiri being a sparsely populated province mainly
inhabited by various indigenous groups and its location at the far northeast
corner of the country has made meaningful integration into mainstream
Cambodia difficult. Historically, irrespective of which regime, the province
has been marginal in relation to the political and economic centres.
Following independence from the French in 1953, the Sihanouk-regime
made a conscious attempt at including the outlying areas in a typical
nation-state consolidation process, and established, for instance, large-scale
rubber plantations in Ratanakiri. This employed, seasonally and sometimes
involuntarily, large segments of the available work force in the province.
The forced nature of the recruitment and the harsh working conditions led
many ethnic groups to move away from the proximity of the provincial
towns to avoid the Cambodian State and societal integration, thus leaving
their traditional livelihood (Piseth and Fox 1996: 3; Baird, personal comm.,
Jan. 2000).
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the American bombings in combination with Khmer Rouge mobilisation against mainstream society further
uprooted the highland population.
With the Lon Nol coup in 1970, most of Ratanakiri came under Khmer
Rouge control and the massive bombing campaign of the U.S. Air Force began. This led to three years of ‘struggle’ where most of the people outside
the towns were living on the run with the Khmer Rouge and foraging for
food to escape from the bombing.
(Himel and Nhem 1997: 7)

In this process the indigenous people became increasingly suppressed.
They were, for instance, ordered not to practice their traditional
culture/religion as the Khmer Rouge perceived it as being incompatible
with the communist revolution. Although the uprising was ‘successful’,
few benefits returned to Ratanakiri. The SOC-regime, substituting the
Khmer Rouge in 1979, applied a policy of benign neglect, more or less
allowing the indigenous people to live their lives, but on the other hand
providing very little support in terms of infrastructure and development
impetus. The administrative system of that regime – highly centralised,
sending information upwards and instructions downwards, stressing stability and control rather than development and participation – was established
in Ratanakiri too, although mostly on paper. In reality there was virtually
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no contact or communication between the provincial government and some
of the local communities. It was (and is) made even more difficult due to
the cultural distance between the predominantly Khmer provincial administration and the various indigenous peoples.6 The most significant remaining historical consequence of the uneasy meeting between the upland
people and the emerging Cambodian state is perhaps a deep-rooted mistrust
and mutual suspiciousness.
Although the strategies of the various regimes towards Ratanakiri
have at times stirred up the socio-political scene among the indigenous
people, they largely continue with their traditional livelihood.7 Swidden
agriculture in a rotation system provides the economic base.8 While not
physically marked out, the borders of each community’s land are normally
well known, and while the land is jointly governed in the community, the
prepared plots are family ‘owned’ and family cultivated until they are again
lain fallow. The rotation scheme traditionally functions, depending on soil
quality and a number of other criteria, in a 10–15 year-cycle with a high
degree of ecological sustainability. Many groups also grow paddy rice and
exercise small-scale water control (cf. Himel and Nhem 1997). Access to
chamkar land9 is absolutely crucial for the survival of most people in the
province. In addition, a complex and often highly sophisticated, lowintensity system of harvesting, hunting, and gathering over an extensive
area provides an important feature of the production system, and so does,
of course, fishing in small ponds as well as in major streams and rivers. As
a result, these groups live largely in a subsistence economy, utilising a
large, poorly delineated area (in a modernist meaning), in a low-intensive
fashion, with small external inputs under a sustainable resource regime, and
under a cosmology inseparable from the land, water and forest resources.
The socio-cultural systems and the natural ecosystems are integrated and
overlap. For Ratanakiri hill tribes, resource management is part of a larger
symbolic system and sustainable resource management cannot happen
without respect for this wholeness of nature (Ironside and Nhem 1998: 15).
For instance,
[e]ach step of the agricultural cycle is accompanied by ceremonies and offerings to the spirits, which, if not propitiated, could cause a poor harvest.
Areas where NTFPs are collected are also treated with respect, as it is
believed that resident spirits in these areas can be angered by misdeeds, such
as extraction of large logs or excessive wildlife hunting.
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After heavy logging, for example, it is thought that local people following in
the footsteps of loggers, (not to log but to collect NTFPs), may encounter
illness or other serious misfortune.
(PRDC et al. 2000a: 13)

Obviously different value systems confront each other, making the legal
system both difficult to establish and crucial for management purposes, and
putting increased pressure to find appropriate governance responses.
THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK
Apart from the aforementioned devastating extraction of the natural
resources in relation to the advancements of so called modern society, the
situation for the indigenous people is made even more precarious because
of the incomplete legal system. The Land Law has been debated for a long
time and a draft, containing a fairly far-reaching chapter regarding the
rights of the indigenous people, has been drawn up in consultation with
various stakeholders. However, quite recently this chapter was severely
shortened and weakened by politicians at the central level. The ADB is
now reviewing this latest version, while NGOs and UN agencies are
lobbying to make sure that the Bank honours its policies on human and
minority rights and rejects the draft as a basis for its involvement. Possibly
as a result of this pressure, both H.M. King Norodom Sihanouk and H.E.
Prime Minister Hun Sen have made statements directed to the Council of
Ministers on the importance of such a chapter. In any case, the new law is
not foreseen to be in operation for quite some time. The current land law is
presently regarded as being of zero weight (Leiper, personal comm., Feb.
2000). The Forest Law, as controversial as the land law and involving even
higher financial interests, is also being drafted. It is unlikely that high level
political interests, supported by financial interests, will cede power over the
valuable forest. This law is also expected to be debated for some time still,
and will hardly be accepted before 2002. Finally, the Water Law exists in a
draft form from 1995. However, that draft failed and is now being
thoroughly reworked. In addition, the co-ordination between these laws is
an extremely difficult matter. This is made even more difficult due to the
fact that they are all being prepared simultaneously but separately.
Moreover, the Law on Environmental Protection and Natural
Resource Management, reasonably a key law, has de facto not been significant. It is highly enabling when it comes to public participation: one of the
five main purposes of the law is ‘to encourage and enable the public to
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participate in environmental protection and natural resource management’.
It also has an important section on environmental impact assessments to be
undertaken prior to decisions on any project, whether initiated by the
government, private businesses or organisations. Pending a sub-decree
related to this article, it is difficult to say what the more precise regulations
will be; in Cambodia – following a French tradition – sub-decrees are
normally the more substantial governance directive, while the law contributes to the overall frame. Moreover, the Ministry of Environment (MoE),
pursuing the above-mentioned law, is a politically weak ministry compared
to, for instance, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
(MoAFF), and has severe difficulties in forcing its will on other political
interests. On the provincial level, the difference in power relations might be
even more pronounced and significant. Capacity in conducting environmental assessments has been partly built up, but mainly at ministry level
(i.e. on central level in Phnom Penh). Only a handful of women, none from
Ratanakiri, have been the beneficiaries of this training. Nothing leads us to
believe that the assessments are required to contain gender-specific indicators. This law has had little impact so far.
The law concerning decentralisation – the Law on Commune
Administration – is far-reaching in its political ambition of placing
increased responsibility at the commune level. In concert with the accompanying law on commune elections, it will be an opportunity for increased
influence in local decision-making and a potential for increased quality
(moral and technical) of the civil servant corps. The latter might be
particularly important for the situation in Ratanakiri where local civil
servants/local politicians are gatekeepers for regulating the frequent smallscale land grabbing and land sale. With the new law, it seems likely that
downward accountability will increase and the up-keeping of existing laws
and policies improve.
Thus, no effective legal framework is in place; if it was it would not
have made much of a difference in the short run, since the rule of law is not
yet a fully accepted or applied way of regulating society in Cambodia. The
rule of law is even less applied in Ratanakiri than elsewhere, if nothing else
due to the geography of the province. To this overall problem we can add
the fact that highlanders in Ratanakiri are used to regulating interaction
between themselves and nature with customary laws that to a large extent
are based on the aforementioned system of belief that evolves around
spirits and ghosts and ultimately relies on the spreading of risks and long
term sustainability.
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Sorting the Issues
The changes outlined above threaten the ecological balance at large as well
as the livelihood, or even existence, of the indigenous people. No single
actor has the power to control the situation in a real sense. Various interests
– ranging from local businessmen to local and other military, national level
politicians, multinational companies and international development agencies – have approached the area with plans on how to tap its riches. Development workers living in the area expect accelerated land grabbing, illegal
logging, legal but disastrous logging, cash-crop farm establishments, dam
building etc. in the near future. Some have come to the conclusion that five
years from now there will be virtually no primary forest left, apart from a
few areas that have been labelled protected or turned over to community
management. The previous primary users, the indigenous peoples, tend to
be the ones with the least chance of making their voices heard, and having
their rights protected. At a number of occasions already, they have been
pushed aside (e.g. Colm 1997: 13). This has been done with little or no
moral, legal or developmental justification, but with severe consequences
for the possibility of maintaining production output in a sustainable
manner. Interestingly, there have also been cases where the local communities have mobilised and found strategies to roll back the threat to their
particular resource base (cf. PRDC et al. 2000a: 8). Without a doubt,
resource conflicts are mounting and it might be difficult to avoid a human
tragedy – i.e. large-scale violations of the rights to the resources previously
held by the indigenous people, bringing with it wholesale degeneration of
traditional livelihoods and belief systems – within a not too distant future.
The change of political order – initiated in 1993 with the nationallevel elections, further fuelled by the growth of the market driven private
sector and its consumerism culture – implied a break for Ratanakiri in yet
another sense. The increased presence of foreigners, the new interest for the
rights and responsibilities of the indigenous people and the subsequent
building of new roads, enhancing the prospects for access to new
commodities, came, at least for a new generation, to create a need for the so
called modern world. As a long-term development worker in Ratanakiri
expressed it: ‘The candle is burning in both ends for the indigenous people
in the province’ (John, personal comm., Feb. 1999; cf. Himel and Nhem
1997: 6).
To sum up the plight of Ratanakiri and particularly its indigenous
people, we can roughly sort the problems into four different categories:
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• The attraction problem: the economic value of Ratanakiri’s natural
resources is increasingly attracting the attention of outside actors to
whom Ratanakiri has become more accessible.
• The vulnerability problem: the high dependence of the indigenous people on the natural resources. They are often without effective legal
rights, power-based protection and lack necessary education to interact
with the Khmer-dominated authorities, whose knowledge and respect of
indigenous peoples’ rights and cultures is often inadequate.
• The governance problem: the local state is weak and resource stricken
and has low legitimacy in the local communities, the legal framework is
non-significant, and the local administration is relatively neglected by
the national level.
• The modernist problem:10 the increasing exposure to modern society is
fragmenting the previously solid social order within, and possibly
between, the indigenous communities.
In combination, these problems are likely to cause a rather rapid change in
the living conditions of the indigenous people. Change, however, is not
necessarily bad in itself and it is quite obvious that the local communities
are also interested in development such as access to certain social services
(community leader, personal comm., Jan. 2000). What is negative is forced
and uncontrolled change, which possibly violates both physical and cultural
imperatives and proceeds with no overall political responsibility or longterm environmental sustainability.
From the points above, we note that the driving forces behind 1), 2)
and 4) are largely outside the direct control of the state. However, the governance problem, 3), can more directly be addressed by the state. The
question is then which branches of the state should act, how they should do
it, and to which level(s) this governance problem should and could be
addressed. What is needed is solid local governance capable of accommodating a variety of interests while maintaining good relations to both the
local communities and the provincial and national governments. This is
currently inadequate and could, hypothetically, be addressed through
decentralisation. Although no single actor, as we stated above, controls the
situation, there is room for improved governance. In fact, everybody –
except certain economic interests – seem to be asking for a higher level of
state authority and governance capacity. From this perspective, decentralisation could be viewed as a way of an overall strengthening of the state.
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At the bottom-line, and in the long run, it is increasingly difficult to
protect the sovereign access to all the natural resources of the province for
the indigenous people. But it is also morally and ethically impossible to
accept a sheer neglect of their rights and habits. Interestingly, however,
incompatible as it may seem, there might be openings for various sharingand joint management formulas. To find, negotiate and oversee them, we
need a vital local authority and we need an articulated civil society. The
traditional resource regime is thus under increasing threat both from within
– subsistence might not be enough for the new generation – and, perhaps
more critically and more urgently, from the outside due to poor management and low capacity within concerned departments, as well as downright
unscrupulous resource grabbing and land encroaching interests. Let us take
a closer look at the resources that are actually being threatened and in
which way.
THREE KEY RESOURCE ISSUES IN RATANAKIRI
Competition is particularly rising over the three key resources. Land is
often perceived as being fertile and plentiful11 and has become more and
more attractive both for individuals and businesses wishing to plant cash
crops and for in-migrating lowland rice farmers. Another prominent threat
to the access to land for traditional livelihood is individuals or groups that
are foreseeing a further increase in demand and are therefore looking to buy
as much land as possible. The forest in Ratanakiri is among the richest in
Cambodia, with a fair amount of untouched hardwood, representing a value
of billions of dollars for both large- and small-scale logging interests.
Regarding water resources, the Se San and Sre Pok watersheds are
increasingly utilised (or planned to be utilised) for hydropower purposes
(MRC 1999) – both on the Vietnamese and Cambodian side of the border –
severely threatening the ecological balance in the respective areas (The
Fisheries Office, Ratanakiri and NTFP 2000).
The Land Issue
A growing population due to improved health among the highlanders is one
cause for increasing pressure on the land. However, it is the rapid and
massive influx of lowlanders to Ratanakiri that constitutes the main threat
to land access for traditional livelihood:
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Khmers from outside are taking all our land /…/ They do not contact the
owners, only the big power men. The outsiders think the land is available
and take it without permission. They think we are doing nothing on the land
and take it. But even if I am not currently working the land, it is my old
chamkar.
(Interview with villager in Colm 1997: 16)

Land encroachment is one problem, but there are others still. The legal
problems were mentioned earlier and they are of course of direct relevance
for the land issue:
Land is easily and cheaply bought, borrowed and taken from hill tribe communities. There is no clear definition of the rights of different users, as
informal and formal land use and ownership rights exist side by side and in
conflict with each other. Temporary use rights are confused with ownership,
informal lending arrangements are taken as formal and permanent. Concepts
of communal and individual resource use rights are extremely intertwined
and confused.
(Ironside and Nhem 1998: 11)

Another land problem, perhaps even more difficult, is posed by the overall
governance situation in the country. Local elections have not been held for
almost forty years. Formal local leaders have thus traditionally been
appointed by higher levels of government and are not downwardly
accountable. It is also fairly common to find informal leaders whose power
is sometimes based on a reputation of being knowledgeable and willing to
work in the people’s best interest, but it can also be based on force (cf.
Hasselskog 2000). In Ratanakiri too, there are numerous accounts of
dishonest individuals holding either formal or informal power – be it on
village, commune, district or provincial level – selling communally or
family used land to outsiders or grabbing it for themselves, their families or
their friends (cf. the discussion above on the importance of decentralisation
and local elections). Most ordinary villagers are unaware of their rights and
lack the education and the confidence to approach the authorities for filing
a complaint. Furthermore, this process is likely to be costly and is very
slow, thus making it even more difficult for ordinary people who lack
money and time. The ones that are supposed to be protecting the people –
such as judges, policemen and soldiers – are often the ones that take
advantage of them. Asking for bribes and tricking illiterate people into
placing their thumbprints on documents that deprive them of their land by
using threats or force are but a few examples of what happens on a fairly
regular basis all over Cambodia, and to some extent in Ratanakiri too.
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Abuse of power is, however, not restricted to the local level. Concessions have been granted and land has been sold by ministry and government officials in Phnom Penh – sometimes providing local leaders with a
share in the profit, sometimes plainly undermining benevolent local leaders
who lack the power or courage to go against deals made at the central level
(cf. Global Witness 1996). Moreover, the cyclical nature of highland
farming, in which large areas are left fallow for many years, has in several
cases led to land lain fallow being taken by outsiders. The reasons for this
have probably been a combination of not being aware of the traditional
system and simply not respecting it. Cambodian law says that any land not
being used belongs to the government.
Another aspect is that land as such is becoming such an issue in the
country as a whole that people with money realise that they can make a
large profit if they buy land and resell it or use it for large-scale plantations.
This problem is therefore connected to the forestry issue. People obtain
land covered by forest, cut the trees down – not worrying about sustainability or long-term consequences – because they know that they will still
own the land on which the trees once grew (Brown and Nooyens, personal
comm., May 2000). In addition, there are small- and large-scale plantations
being established in the province at a fairly high pace (cf. Colm 1997:
10ff.). In fact, looking at a map at the cadastral office, it becomes clear that
virtually the entire province is claimed by various plantation and forest
concessions/interests. These claims are often made where indigenous
people are already using the land (Cadastral Office of Ratanakiri, personal
comm., Jan. 2000).
Because these areas have been isolated and have barely benefited
from social services, schooling in particular, highland villagers are ill
equipped in dealing with these changes. The in-depth knowledge they have
of the natural surroundings is no longer sufficient. The changes are taking
place at a higher speed than projects of empowerment, such as non-formal
education, is carried out. Highland villagers themselves have thus been
pushed into behaviour patterns that are destructive to their own way of living: many families have started to sell and/or to fence in and use land that
they normally would have left to regain fertility – only because they are
afraid of finding themselves in a situation where they have no land at all.
The environmental and survival consequences of this are inevitable:
because people are moving away from the low-intensive use of the land,
the soil is becoming less fertile, which means that yields will be lower, as
will the level of food security. In order to improve food security, agricul-
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ture needs to be intensified through, for instance, increased use of fertilisers
and pesticides, previously alien to the indigenous people. This has to be
paid in cash, which in turn has to be earned. Bit by bit the indigenous
people are thus forced into the so-called modern society.
In brief, all of these problems can be understood as ultimately
emanating from the clash between two different systems of belief, values,
knowledge and interests, and they are slowly, but perhaps not forcefully
enough, beginning to be addressed.
The Forest Issue
According to the current forest law, all forest in Cambodia belongs to the
government. As of yet, there are no formal laws on community forestry,
although guidelines have been set up and drafts are being circulated to
various stakeholders. There is a sub-decree on forestry concessions that
was passed in February 2000, but as long as it is not enforced, trees continue to be felled without respecting agreements both inside and outside of
coupe areas.12
One of the major concerns when it comes to saving and maintaining
primary forests in Cambodia is that ownership and management rights and
responsibilities are completely centralised; power officially lies with the
MoAFF in Phnom Penh. Because there is so much money involved in the
logging industry and because the laws are rarely enforced (or even enforceable), there are few incentives for the staff within this ministry to change
the current mode of operation. The same goes for the provincial department
in Banlung; individuals within the administration there are thus likely to
benefit from allowing and perhaps even facilitating large-scale logging.
The five-dollar daily subsistence allowance provided during fieldwork by UN agencies to department staff can be used as an example.
Within other departments, the staff is often keen to do work in villages
because these five dollars provide an important supplement to their income.
At the Department of Forestry and Wildlife in Banlung, projects take place
without the participation of the staff because they are generally uninterested in this extra income. This might indicate that the supplements they
are getting from other sources are more substantial. However, it should also
be underlined that the staff from both organisations and departments has
received personal threats when moving to impede logging. Changing
behaviour is therefore not only related to ethics, values and morals but also
to issues of personal security (Brown, personal comm., Banlung, May
2000). The high economic and security-related stakes in the forest sector
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create a rationale that overrides the ones on good governance and sustainability.
Nonetheless, the unwillingness of certain civil servants to change the
situation is apparent, as is their lack of specific skills and their negative
attitude towards the indigenous people. It could also be said that sufficient
incentives for protecting the forest are not in place. The co-director of the
Provincial Department of Forestry and Wildlife is of the opinion that the
indigenous people are the ones destroying the forests and that the concessionaires are under control. When asked about illegal cutting inside of
culturally valuable forests, he said that the indigenous people use spirits as
an excuse to claim areas for themselves (personal comm., May 2000; cf.
IMC 1999: 11). The highlanders themselves vehemently deny this accusation, saying that they know very well where the spirits live. According to
the development organisations, the highlanders are clear on which forests
are inhabited by spirits and which are not (although the spirits might
occasionally move). The co-director also claimed that the government had
to cut the old trees down or they would fall down or prevent the young
trees from growing. This difference in how the forest is perceived reflects a
split in approaches that is well-known elsewhere within the forestry sector:
is the forest a factory producing wood or is it a diverse and organic place
with its own rationale (cf. Bottomley 1999)?
The negative consequences of logging are manifold and the highland
population suffers the most severe and direct consequences. The collection
of NTFPs is vital for food security because it provides both supplementary
nutrition and products that can be sold for money. Where careless logging
is practised, discarded logs and litter are left behind to make the understory
of the forest too thick and to clog streams and rivers. Travelling through the
area to collect products becomes difficult, aquatic resources are destroyed
and fish migration is blocked (PRDC et al. 2000a: 14).
A small number of community based projects have been set up,
usually as an agreement between the Governor of Ratanakiri and the
involved community, facilitated by an aid organisation. However, due to
the centralised nature of existing laws and the slow process of putting new
ones in place, these agreements are formally invalid and could come under
threat at any time. The national level is aware of these projects: several
prominent people have visited the areas, but there is no indication as to
what will happen to them. Typically, various development organisations –
both UN-based and NGO-initiated ones – are promoting community
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projects of various sorts. Some of these, such as Yeak Laom (see below),
are so far fairly successful.
However, one might question the legitimacy of organisations in
helping to set up illegal, or at least quasi-legal, agreements, especially
when it comes to a project like CARERE, which is supposed to be a government support programme (see below). From the perspective of those
involved in these activities, it is viewed as a way of buying time in order to
save the environment and empower local communities. Most of them are
optimistic and think that these agreements will become legal sooner or later
(Muny and Nooyens, personal comm., May 2000). In a sense, this is the
only realistic approach since the legal vacuum implies that everybody is
operating in the grey areas between what is legal and what is illegal; it
could not be done in any other way because there are no clear-cut laws that
either allow or prohibit.
Moreover, community-based projects rely on there being a community. But with social cohesion being under threat, it could turn out that there
will not be any ‘communities’ left to manage the resources in the way the
development organisations are hoping today (Brown and Nooyens,
personal comm., May 2000). Or to put it differently: the social capital
currently resting with (many of) the local communities in Ratanakiri, which
could be a pre-condition for successful community forestry, may erode
before community forestry is allowed to be a key for NRM in Ratanakiri.
Thus, we are detecting some attempts at regulating the forest issue.
They are, however, either undermined due to lack of legal implementation
on provincial, district and commune level or due to having to rely on the
idealism of individuals.
The Water Issue
The water resources are ample in Ratanakiri: annual rainfall is around
2,000–3,000 mm (as compared to 1,200–1,500 mm in lowland Cambodia);
groundwater is generally available at a reasonable depth; there are yearround streams; wells erupt into the surface; and a number of major rivers
flow through the province (Himel and Nhem 1997: 15ff.). The water issue
needs to be viewed at two different levels. The first is at the micro level
where water resources are used for individual villages and minor communities, regarding local streams and ponds and the infrastructure around
them. The other level concerns the overall water supplies for the province,
the major tributary rivers to the Mekong such as the Se San and Sre Pok
rivers, which in a geographical sense define the living and agricultural con-
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ditions for the province. For instance, along the Se San alone, it is
estimated that 20,000 people reside (The Fisheries Office, Ratanakiri and
NTFP 2000).
The generally high availability of water resources in Ratanakiri
constitutes one of its major advantages as an agricultural province.
Ratanakiri is well endowed with water resources as a result of its higher
rainfall, the relatively pristine state of its upper watershed areas and the
good quality soils of the central plateau and hills. There is abundant
groundwater in most areas and even small streams have flows throughout
the year unlike the rest of Cambodia.
(Himel and Nhem 1997: 15)

This feature has also prompted a number of actors to seek the possibility of
increasing irrigated rice cultivation. The Khmer Rouge built a large number
of irrigation schemes (approximately 60–70) in the province, like they did
in the rest of Cambodia. Unlike in the rest of the country, a fair degree of
these schemes were built under a reasonable hydrological regime. They
were, however, constructed through force, with the use of violence, at an
inhuman pace and with few considerations as to whether they were culturally feasible (cf. Himel and Nhem 1997: 8). Most of these schemes seem to
be defunct by now. Attempts have been made at rehabilitating them, but
with limited success (cf. PRDC 1997: 190). Nevertheless, with financial
support, the developing of small-scale irrigation structures with a participatory approach has a high potential. The local communities are not necessarily negative to developing such schemes, and although the willingness to
do this is bound to differ between various indigenous groups, our interviews indicate a general interest in improving food production this way.
Having said that, it should be acknowledged that the development of water
resources is a sensitive process that might be difficult to carry out successfully and in sustainable manner (Öjendal 2000). Even if carried out
successfully, the need for diversity and risk spreading – a central feature of
the traditional production system – is likely to result in continued chamkar
cultivation.
Moreover, the fairly balanced hydrological regime is under threat
due to the exploitation of upland soils and forested areas, as Himel &
Nhem argued already in 1996/1997. Since then, large-scale logging as well
as cash cropping and uncontrolled expansion of paddy and cash crop cultivation has continued, with few environmental protection measures
instigated.

365

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

Furthermore, dambuilding on the Se San/Sre Pok has become an
alternative, because although the theoretical overall hydropower resources
in the Lower Mekong River Basin are huge, the mainstream projects are
environmentally and politically ‘impossible’. Instead, hydropower sites
have had to be sought away from the mainstream and from highly populated and politically sensitive areas. Ratanakiri, and indeed the highlands in
the triangle Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam, fit these requirements; in addition it
has high elevation differences, which makes it suitable for hydropower
stations. On the Cambodian side, there are three major dams planned for
the Se San and two for the Sre Pok watershed, of which two are being pursued (Watershed 1998). On the Vietnamese side, further up in the
watersheds, more hydropower stations are planned, and one, the Yali Falls,
has already been completed.
The latter has caused major havoc downstream when it was being
constructed and started up during 1996 to 2000, causing a number of casualties and large-scale damage to crops, livestock and fisheries. The
problems emanate from sudden and irregular flooding in combination with
inadequate (or non-existing) preventive information (The Fisheries Office,
Ratanakiri and NTFP 2000). The water quality seems to have been declining considerably during this period. These negative effects are occurring in
spite of warnings at an early stage (cf. Watershed Oct 1996; Himel and
Nhem 1997). Hydropower stations, or rather dams, have a high environmental impact directly affecting the resource base of the indigenous people.
In spite of this – and this is one example of the little capability the provincial authorities in Ratanakiri have to affect the situation – it was planned,
executed and started without the provincial authorities having any details
on the process (The Fisheries Office, Ratanakiri and NTFP, 2000). The
actors pursuing the dam, and thus having some kind of control over it, are
rather a combination of international financing institutions (like the ADB),
regional bodies (like the MRC), international consultants, the governments
in the region and various donors. Thus, not even the central Cambodian
authorities had any input or control over this process. Interestingly, in this
case the provincial authorities obviously sided with the indigenous people
in a joint outrage over the arrogance of the Yali Falls incident (ibid.). The
pattern seems to persist: the goodwill exercised from the side of the province authorities is not enough for breaking the rationale (and the powers
vested in that rationale) of outside actors and interests. These rationales
seem, moreover, to be consistently at odds with sustainable governance of
the NRM of Ratanakiri.
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INVENTING LOCAL GOVERNANCE –
EXPERIMENTING WITH DECENTRALIZATION
There are nonetheless counter-forces to the environmental degeneration
scenario outlined above. Firstly, although we are critical to the present role
of the local government, it should be acknowledged that the Governor’s
Office has largely succeeded in its overall responsibility for maintaining
law and order, and the line departments are acting with their own, although
minuscule, budgets. Nominally, and sometimes in reality, district,
commune and village authorities are operative. Although there is currently
no – or at least hardly any – downward accountability, the provincial level
is coloured by the general democratisation on the national level, and is
becoming more accountable and responsible. Secondly, for at least five
years, a number of development projects have aimed at raising awareness
among the indigenous people on the current situation and encouraging
provincial authorities to improve their relations with the population of the
province by taking on a developmental and protective role.13 Issues like
resource mapping, collective land ownership, and protection of economic
social and cultural human rights have been brought up. In fact, since 1995
it has triggered a national debate on the rights and obligations of minority
people with a series of well-attended workshops in Phnom Penh and
Banlung. This has resulted in a number of progressive policy statements by
high-ranking officials, pointing to a certain sensitivity of national level
politicians regarding the issue of environmentally sustainable resource
management and concerns for indigenous peoples’ living conditions in
Ratanakiri and elsewhere.14 While these statements certainly contain a
degree of rhetoric, they indicate that this is a problem that can no longer go
on without being addressed.
As we saw above, the legal framework is dismal. However, the
recently approved law on administrative decentralisation (Jan. 2001), along
with another law on the adherent commune elections, presents a unique
opportunity. The law is politically high-profiled, it might be backed by
massive foreign financial resources, and it draws explicitly on the five year
long experiment with decentralisation under the banner of CARERE and
Seila (MoI 2000, personal comm., Nov. 1999). At face value, the draft law
implies a rather drastic reshuffling as compared to how the previous
government structures were ordered. For our particular case it means that
local government will be officially sanctioned, or obliged, to take on the
function they have started to assume already within the CARERE project
and the Seila programme, namely assuming a local developmental respon367
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sibility under a democratic formula. Commune elections, creating local
government – commune councils – with a major overall responsibility are
foreseen; so is a decentralised development fund at the full discretion of the
commune office. Together with the above-mentioned development
projects, it constitutes a real possibility of improving NRM on the local
level. However, as many other changes and reforms in Cambodia, it has the
character of being an experiment (which should be) open for debate and
policy advice. Thus, it is not clear in its details but will be adapted as it is
being implemented (MoI 2000, personal comm., Nov. 1999).
In general, the experiment with decentralisation under CARERE and
Seila indicates that the situation for the indigenous people can improve as a
result of decentralisation and community based work. However, it is possible that decentralisation might not be a strong enough tool for dealing with
resource exploitation since powerful interests are involved, the management of some resources is omitted from the law and, as we saw, laws are
far from often known, acknowledged and respected in Cambodia. In
addition, unless the central power wholeheartedly supports and respects the
decentralised authority, it will not be possible to address the major difficulties.
Below, we will first review the work of CARERE and Seila in
Ratanakiri, along with a few particular cases, and their relative success in
fending for continued community access to and control over the resources
through their decentralised character.
The Role of CARERE and Seila in Ratanakiri
The most comprehensive effort in the direction of decentralisation with
implications for NRM has thus been undertaken by the UNDP and UNOPS
supported project named CARERE, which is in fact a support project to a
Royal Government of Cambodia programme called Seila.15 It has, reportedly, had considerable success in the five provinces where it has been
implemented16 (UNDP 2000; cf. Charny 1999). Partly, as a result of this
project, positive contacts between the state and the local population in
Ratanakiri have been established. ‘It is amazing’, the deputy governor of
the province told us during a discussion, ‘now people actually stay and talk
to us in the villages when we come. Before, we rarely saw them because
they left the villages before we arrived’ (personal comm., Nov. 1998). This
statement illustrates quite clearly both the extreme crisis of legitimacy and
the turn for the better.

368

Addressing Anarchy

The programme aims primarily at poverty alleviation, and operates
as ‘an experiment in decentralised planning and financing of participatory
rural development’. It was labelled experiment because in its initial phase
there was no official policy; the main objective was to demonstrate the
effectiveness of decentralisation as the way forward for Cambodia. The
experimental nature of the project can be illustrated by several changes it
has gone through since it was launched in 1996. Recently, for instance, all
funds have started going directly to the provincial level instead of, as
earlier, to CARERE. Initially, this would have been impossible due to a
lack of capacity, financial systems, and properly functioning institutions in
the provinces. Another major change has been a shift in focus from village
to commune level. This shift was due to a number of reasons. For instance,
it became clear that funds could be more efficiently used if several villages
co-operated when planning and implementing projects. Also, the direct
engagement of villagers in the local development proved to be more difficult than expected because of a lack of capacity and time – many households have to spend all their energy on growing food and securing incomes.
Furthermore, when the commune administration reform became a reality,
the commune level seemed to be the most appropriate level to focus on.
The Seila and CARERE experience will, it is hoped, improve the
quality of local government – in particular on province and commune level
– and empower civil society, thereby facilitating a constructive meeting
between the two. In Ratanakiri, CARERE has by necessity come to place
extra emphasis on NRM, which at times has been regarded as synonymous
with development. Interestingly, the particular problems experienced in
Ratanakiri are evident in lowland areas as well, although of a smaller
magnitude and not as intrinsically linked to the very survival of culture.
Simply put, CARERE and Seila have primarily been working on the
provincial, commune and village level: on the commune level, it has i)
introduced a local democratic structure related to development activities,
and, ii) contributed financially to development investments. On the provincial level CARERE/Seila have contributed with capacity building measures17 and with financial resources allowing provincial administration to
improve provincial governance. This has been done under the common
understanding that bottom-up processes, resulting in bottom-up planning
and priorities, should be applied.
To the surprise of many observers the provincial government
accepted the idea of reversing the previous direction of instructions, i.e. the
local level and its communities as the ones initiating projects and the
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province administration serving their priorities (cf. Ledgerwood 1998:
144). For a number of years, CARERE and Seila and the provincial
government have been working intensively to accomplish this. Indeed, it
seems like bottom-up planning, together with the attached financial
resources, was a relief for many civil servants who were previously making
plans for a reality they knew little about, and making plans they knew
would not work. Approximately half of the available financial resources for
Ratanakiri within CARERE and Seila went to the local village and commune levels and their self-defined priorities; the other half went to the
province administration and to development investments by the sector
departments.
Whereas CARERE did not have a specific mandate to work on
highland development, the ecological and demographic circumstances in
Ratanakiri inevitably resulted in these aspects becoming dominant themes
in the CARERE Ratanakiri project. It did not, however, emerge automatically, because the money provided to village and commune levels is
primarily intended for infrastructure related projects of a local nature. The
most recent CARERE project is to help the provincial government to
realise a community NRM project which builds on the communities’ own
understanding of how to safeguard the natural resources, in combination
with an awareness raising programme including human rights and gender
dimensions (it is still a proposal, but it seems as if it will be funded). It will
be carried out; it is claimed, under a participatory regime with open and
transparent co-operation between government and civil society, and with an
explicit aim to reinforce the coming decentralisation reform (cf. Birgegård
and Öjendal 2000).
So far, efforts have been made to integrate participatory land use
planning and community resource management, and in the long run this
could potentially improve the productivity and sustainable management of
common resources – provided that the government can and will effectively
stop illegal and unsustainable activities. Efforts have also been made to
promote the participation of the Provincial Environment Department (PED)
staff in the so-called local planning process (LPP) in which projects are
chosen, planned and executed. Unfortunately, integrating environmental
considerations into the LPP have proved difficult. Nevertheless, certain
methods have displayed some potential and new tools for the bottom-up
planning process have been developed and are currently in use. The
particular challenge in Ratanakiri was to bring about sustainable development in which the long-term availability of natural resources and the
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cultural diversity of the population were to be protected. The LPP is based
on short- and medium-term plans and was therefore not entirely appropriate
for NRM issues, which tend to demand longer-term thinking. Parallel to the
LPP, a community based natural resource management (CBNRM)
approach, that was developed by the IDRC and which allows for long-term
planning, was adopted by CARERE and Seila and implemented in a few
target communes. However, in combination with projects carried out by
other actors, such as the provincial departments, this began to result in a
‘development fatigue’ among the local communities. In order to bridge the
gap between the short- and long-term activities and to integrate separate but
overlapping activities carried out by the different departments (hoping to
lessen the ‘development load’), an integrated planning process (IPP) has
been introduced as an alternative in a few communes. The IPP is implemented by the Provincial Environment Department (Department of
Environment 2000: 3). From the villagers’ point of view, one could argue
that there have been too many projects that have improved their living
conditions too little.
In terms of specific aims and goals in Ratanakiri, awareness-raising
was early considered a key to the future for the indigenous people. The
level of education is very low in Cambodia in general, and in the upland
areas it is even lower; virtually no resources have been spent on education
during the last three decades, resulting in very few highlanders being able
to read Khmer18 and local communities therefore having very little
information and understanding of the processes that go on outside of their
extended communities. To address this problem, a massive non-formal
education project was launched, which over the years has been fairly successful – the people come to the night classes in large numbers and are
taught under the light of kerosene lamps. This has been particularly appreciated among highland women, who suffer from an even higher lack of
education than the men. Unfortunately, however, women have much higher
dropout rates than men due to a number of reasons, a heavier workload and
lower self-confidence being only two of them (van den Berg, personal
comm., May 2000).
Moreover, NRM is, in the eyes of the indigenous people, hardly
separable from ‘life’ in a meaningful way; i.e., to improve NRM, a generally higher level of education and greater understanding of one’s relation to
mainstream society is probably the best route. It should also be mentioned
that efforts are continuously made to educate the staff of the provincial
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departments – which are predominantly Khmer – on indigenous culture and
rights.
The most NRM-focused activity of CARERE and Seila – mapping of
various sorts, such as land mapping, natural resource mapping, territorial
mapping and cultural mapping – has been encouraged. While being an
inward looking ‘defensive’ activity, this puts the light on one of the most
critical areas of misunderstanding between mainstream society and the
indigenous people: a modern/capitalist society must be able to establish
ownership and user rights of various sorts and it is intrinsically difficult to
do this systematically without mutually recognised maps, whether it
regards land, forest, water, or any other resource. Moreover, without having
adequate maps, again mutually recognised, it will be very difficult to communicate with provincial authorities. Finally, one of the major efforts
during the last five years has been to promote (collective) ownership rights,
but again, without maps that make sense at a cadastral office, this strategy
will not be efficient.
As it turned out, contrary to conventional assumptions, the indigenous people were generally keen on producing maps and had – in addition
to their ‘organic’ knowledge of resources – a good understanding of geography and space. Starting with maps drawn by pen in the villages, the
methods have by now – with active support of the Provincial Cadastral
Office and Department of Environment – moved on to the use of electronic
devices and GIS methods. In certain communities, the groundwork is laid
for improved legally based resource protection.
CARRE/Seila serves – for good and bad – to integrate highland
society with mainstream society. For instance, it seems to be inescapable,
for a number of reasons, to raise the general level of education and the
overall understanding on what is changing in the society around them. In
order to improve democratic governance, the local communities and the
provincial government somehow need to be able to communicate. The selfconfidence of the local communities needs to be strengthened to facilitate a
dialogue. Moreover, the local communities need increased knowledge of
what the threats to their resource base actually consist of and how these can
best be dealt with. Finally, while the indigenous people have sovereign
knowledge about their production system, they are bound, even in the best
of scenarios; to have to learn more about modern agriculture and under
which conditions it operates. It could be summarised as such that the local
communities need a better understanding of the socio-political situation
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they are increasingly operating in but so far have not been able to influence. Achieving this knowledge will in itself serve as an integrating factor.
Finally, with expectations of tightened competition for the natural
resources, various joint management formulas are probably unavoidable.
While not necessarily the ideal development from the indigenous peoples’
point of view, it might serve as one of the best compromises between local
and external interests. This has, however, only been initiated on a very
small-scale.
The Case of Yeak Laom
In 1995, a forest concession, covering all of Ratanakiri, was about to be
granted at the national level. In order to save some land and forest, the
governor of the province declared a number of protected areas of which
Yeak Laom was one. The centrepiece of the area is a volcanic lake situated
only a few kilometres from Banlung. It is 800 meters in diameter and more
than 50 meters deep. The lake is part of a rich mythology and of high
cultural importance to the local communities living around it. Traditionally,
no permanent structures could be built on its banks, the surrounding trees
could not be cut and codes were established so as to ensure that fishing
would only take place for daily subsistence. Partly, due to land encroachment, these codes are not respected to the same extent that they used to be.
Moreover, the acute problem from the villagers’ point of view was
that the proximity to Banlung (the province capital) led villagers to, on the
one hand, sell their land, while on the other they still had to rely on the area
belonging to the whole community. As a result, the entire group’s communal land possession started to grow critically small, with severe effects on
the sustainability of the production system. The protection of Yeak Laom
could be seen as an attempt to stop this process (cf. Colm 1997: 16).
In 1998, a 25-year lease was signed between the provincial government and community representatives, devolving responsibility for the
lake’s (not the entire protected area) management to the people living in the
commune. Due to the above-mentioned lack of clarity concerning decentralised NRM and environmental protection, the legal status of this document is open to interpretation and individuals who want to use the land in
the area have taken advantage of the uncertain situation (Yeak Laom
Commune chief, personal comm., May 2000). However, the situation is
currently accepted on all official levels in the province, and several high
profile visitors from Phnom Penh have given their support to the arrangement:
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With the signing of the 25-year lease, the legality or non-legality of the
protected area decree becomes less important, with the lease itself as the
most defining legal document. That too, will need to be approved by the
central government ministries, but because of the Governor’s close working
relationship with those who would be making such a decision, the legality of
the lease has a good likelihood to eventually be affirmed.
(Riebe 1999: 33)

Due to the symbolic importance of the lake as a jewel in the Ratanakiri
crown and to the fact that many high-ranking provincial level officials
owned land within the outlying protected area, the process became highly
politicised. Because of the fact that the discussions initially took place on
the terms of politicians and administrators, the process had significant
impact on NRM policy-making, but the high-level dealing also excluded
ordinary villagers from true participation in the early stages of the project.
Furthermore, because most families carry a heavy workload and lead a
hand-to-mouth existence, they cannot necessarily afford the luxury of
envisaging the long-term benefits of devoting valuable time to protecting
and discussing the future of the area. This is especially true regarding
women, who are often bound by their particularly heavy workload. In
general, women lack control over when they will be available for work outside the household or when family obligations will interfere with their other
work duties. Moreover, traditionally, highland women have not participated
in direct19 decision-making processes outside of the household. Time and
effort spent on typical ‘female’ duties is also identified as one of the main
constraints, preventing women from taking part in local decision-making
(van den Berg, personal comm., May 2000).
Even so, community involvement in general has increased since the
start, but it is still the dimension that needs the most attention and effort,
not least when it comes to non-formal education. The commune chief, also
the chairman of the Yeak Laom NRM committee, says that the ideas provided by the organisations are very valuable to the community in order to
increase their control over the future of the lake (personal comm., May
2000, Yeak Laom).
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CONCLUSIONS –
CONSEQUENCES OF EXPERIMENTING WITH
DECENTRALISED RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
First of all, we should remember that what we have observed in Ratanakiri
is not a full-scale decentralisation reform, but rather something that could
be regarded as a pilot project for a full reform, expected to be launched in
early 2002. Compared to other decentralisation reforms, it may be dismal
so far (January 2001); it is project driven, it only involves parts of the
country, and it is not fully ‘owned’ by the Cambodian government. And to
the degree that the government does feel ownership, it is the provincial
government (i.e. the PRDC under the chairmanship of the Province Governor) that have been the key actors so far. In lack of a full decentralisation
reform it could rather be viewed as decentralisation by default, reminding
us that successful decentralisation needs a supportive centre and a comprehensive approach (cf. Carney and Farrington 1998: 3).
Nevertheless, this process has, through its decentralised approach,
addressed a number of governance problems that we can have certain
opinions on. We could split our conclusion into three different categories:
the first being one where decentralisation has solved the problem, or at
least substantially improved the situation. The second is where decentralisation has had a positive impact, but far from solved, or even substantially
altered, the situation. The third is where decentralisation has had no or even
negative impact.
Improvements from Decentralised NRM
Firstly, the increased responsibility, in concert with financial support, laid
on the provincial administration has obviously improved governance in
Ratanakiri, both in terms of how it relates to its inhabitants and in terms of
initiating and implementing development activities at large. This improved
governance consists largely of an increased interest from the provincial
authorities to improve the socio-economic situation of the indigenous
people, and from the indigenous people to prepare themselves for increased
interaction with modern and mainstream Khmer society. Moreover, it
seems that communication, however fragile, is now taking place between
local authorities and (parts of) civil society. This is a crucial precondition
for legitimate and efficient governance.
Secondly, five years ago, political decentralisation in Ratanakiri
aiming at the commune level – which is the current suggestion – would
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have been unfeasible for both administrative and political reasons. Now,
the experiment has been going on for five years and it has established semipolitical structures (Village and Commune Development Committees and
the Rural Development Structures), preparing local actors for a more
thorough political and developmental reshuffling.
Thirdly, in practical terms, a number of techniques for safeguarding
resources have been developed, such as resource mapping and preparation
for land titling. While this in itself might not be sufficient, it will be necessary for any future positive scenario to develop.
Fourthly, substantial capacity building and awareness rising has
taken place. Although this may still be partly dependent on a CARERE (or
other external) presence, valuable lessons have been learned, for instance
when it comes to taking gender aspects into consideration. Women are
slowly but steadily becoming involved in all stages of the development
processes, both as department staff and as beneficiaries.
Progressive Attempts at Improved NRM through Decentralisation
Decentralised working methods in Ratanakiri have put some focus on the
plight of the indigenous people and the environmental situation in
Ratanakiri. For instance, a string of workshops, attended by high level
policymakers, as well as the active interest of a number of NGOs and IOs,
have put considerable pressure on the formulation of a number of resource
related laws, such as the land and forest laws. It is yet unclear to what
extent this work will be efficient, but it seems clear that law and policy
makers have been forced to take into account the situation in Ratanakiri
(and other upland areas) in the formulation of new laws and policies.
Secondly, education aiming at a generally heightened understanding
from the side of the local communities regarding the need for a different
mode of resource management has commenced through non-formal education – although on a very small scale. Both technical capacity and a higher
general understanding of the situation in the province are needed in the
local communities. For achieving tangible impact in terms of an increased
education level, we need to view the long term.
Thirdly, at this stage it is difficult to know if the increased power
vested with local bodies – such as VDCs – have lessened or increased local
inequality. The literature warns for the latter, while the democratic element
in the VDCs might serve to increase accountability. Then again, we
frequently heard reports of local officials who ‘sold’ land they did not own
and thereby hastened land encroachment.
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Unresolved NRM Issues
There are two overall problems for resource management in Ratanakiri that
are not being solved through decentralisation. The first would be that the
highland peoples need a certain amount of space and resources in order to
fully maintain their traditional systems, while the same resources provide a
high monetary value in the surrounding, increasingly monetized society.
This is neither solved nor dealt with in a real sense. In the politically
power-oriented but economically liberal Cambodian society, also plagued
by poverty, it is difficult – however cynical it might sound – to see how
valuable forest, land and water resources could be ‘sacrificed’ for the wellbeing of a limited number of indigenous people. Instead the problem has
accelerated. This is partly due to the fact that many problems stem from
outside of the province, involving more forceful, or more ‘connected’,
actors than the province authorities. And since the national level has been
only marginally involved, very little political weight to deal with these
problems has been lent to the provincial level. For solving this issue,
stronger political forces on the national level, or even on the regional level,
need to be involved.
The second overarching problem would be the cultural differences
between dominant Khmer mainstream society and the various indigenous
people. While relations have improved, swidden agriculture is still largely
seen as environmentally disruptive, and the habit of shifting plots as one
that should be halted. The indigenous production system is rarely understood or appreciated in mainstream society. Solving this issue is a major
pedagogical task, and it is probable that higher involvement of minorities in
the province/district administration would improve the situation. A higher
degree of democracy would probably encourage greater respect for the
indigenous people and their livelihood.
Concluding Remarks
The governance problem in Ratanakiri could be seen as consisting of widespread anarchy and a lack of political control over the areas and the
resources that should be governed. In such a situation, it might be seen as
going against the grains to decentralise power. The overall situation could
be understood in the following manner. There are three different interests
dominating the situation: semi-anarchic forces practising more or less
indiscriminate logging and resource grabbing. Sometimes these forces are
not necessarily illegal, since they either operate in a legal vacuum or rest on
some powerful interest ultimately deriving from inside the national state,
377

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

thus eventually defining what is ìrightî. Developmental forces, consisting
of a number of UN/NGO/IFI bodies, more or less push in the same direction of heightened accountability, respect for human rights and an
improved socio-economic situation (although sometimes with very different means, and sometimes under narrow cultural parameters). Finally, we
also have the civil society, consisting largely of a number of indigenous
people, with little experience of modern society, who find themselves
increasingly forced to, or interested in, taking part in it, and who struggle to
simultaneously maintain their culture, livelihood and production systems.
What is vital here is which of these ‘camps’ the provincial government is willing and able to join. Historically, in the Sihanouk era, it pursued a brutal form of development; the Khmer Rouge initially sided with
civil society, but soon degenerated into oppression; the SOC regime
adopted the role, if any, of the semi-anarchic forces, responsible for some
resource harvesting, with little interest in the indigenous people and in
development. In the late 1990s, it seems, the provincial government has
moved slightly away from supporting/co-operating with the semi-anarchic
forces and instead moved towards a developmental position, even towards
a position where civil society is ‘re-discovered’ and to some extent
respected. If this proves to be a real and continuing change, it is a very
important one.
The key problem is to find a political system characterised by high
and shared legitimacy. The changed working methods by the provincial
authorities within the Seila structure seem to have rapidly generated higher
regime legitimacy. Finding ways of continuing this is the overall most
critical part of the coming decentralisation reform.
In a more particular sense, NRM measures, such as joint forestry
management, various usufruct land arrangements, and small-scale, community based, complementing irrigation schemes, have only marginally
been addressed in the current form and phase of decentralisation. From
that, we can also note that improved NRM does not necessarily go hand in
hand with decentralisation, but rather that NRM needs to be actively
pursued. NRM seems to be carried out in a more sophisticated manner if it
is done under a decentralised regime where the knowledge of the local
communities is used and their rights respected, and in combination with
benign political weight and financial resources from the provincial and
national levels.
Put differently, the state in Ratanakiri is currently too big to reach
down, but at the same time too small to affect the real influential actors on
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the central (or even international) level. A decentralisation reform should
thus, ideally, allow the state to become stronger on the local level as well as
on the central level. If not, it is difficult to see how any state structure could
deal efficiently with NRM problems in Ratanakiri.
NOTES
1

2
3

This chapter is written in response to the Resource Policy Support
Initiative (REPSI) led by World Resources Institute (WRI) in
Washington, focusing therein on Theme B – ‘Local Institutions,
Livelihoods and Local Resource Management’. As such it concentrates
specifically on natural resource management in relation to
decentralisation policies. The field is Ratanakiri province in Northeastern Cambodia. The chapter is part of a wider research effort based
on four different field trips that the authors have carried out together
and individually. The research methods have largely consisted of semistructured interviews with key persons, analysis of legal sources, and
the review of available secondary material. CARERE, NTFP, IDRC as
well as the provincial government and local communities have been
highly helpful. We also gratefully acknowledge the financial and
institutional support from WRI, SEI, GESEAS and Sida/Sarec. This is a
revised version of a paper that was presented at the Montane Mainland
Southeast Asia Conference at Chiang Mai University in Thailand, July
1–4, 2000, and a paper presented at a Conference at NIAS in
Copenhagen on the 25–29 September 2000 on Natural Resources
Policy and Management in the Uplands of Mainland Southeast Asia –
An Integrated Regional Perspective. We are grateful for comments
delivered at those occasions.
This was the repatriation of previous inhabitants to Ratanakiri in the
aftermath of the final breakdown of the Khmer Rouge in 1998.
‘Social Capital’ is a difficult concept (cf. Dasgupta and Serageldin
2000). Here it is used in the sense of to which degree the local
communities have the capacity to utilise available resources in a juste
and efficient way without (over-)exploiting certain groups or using
(excessive) violence in order to favour any particular group (cf.
Coleman 1988).
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4
5
6

7

8

9

Notably, unlike many other former socialist countries in the region,
Cambodia did not experience any major surge in its agricultural
production as a consequence of deregulation.
The massive logging has been well documented in a series of reports by
Global Witness.
This relation is, however, an intriguing one, far from any simple
stereotypes of exploiters and exploited. Although mainstream Khmer
discourse on the indigenous people constantly borders on being racist
and abusive, it also contains elements of admiration (how the
indigenous people deal with the spirits in the forests), care-taking (as of
a baby brother), respect (for their reputation of brave warriors), and
even a sense of common origin (the indigenous people being more true
to the common origin).
Before describing the livelihoods of the indigenous people and their
reliance on natural resources, we need to point out two things. First of
all, ‘the indigenous people’ of the province are in fact spread out over
approximately ten different ethnies who all have their specific cultural
traits and livelihood systems, which can hardly be slumped together
into only one general category, although most of them share a direct
reliance on the bio-physical environment for their physical and cultural
survival. Having said that, it should be acknowledged that some
ethnies, and parts of other ethnies, are being increasingly integrated into
the more ‘modern’ society, moving closer to urban centres and/or
increasingly taking part in the spreading cash economy. When
discussing livelihood systems below, we are primarily referring to the
groups who largely rely on swidden agriculture and the adherent
strategies. This is, in one way or another, relevant for most of the
indigenous people in Ratanakiri.
First, a plot in the group’s common land is selected in a discussion with
local leaders. In the next step, the land is burned, prepared and rice is
planted in the ashes. Other crops/vegetables are usually cultivated on
the same plot. The same plot may be used for 1–3 years depending on
its carrying capacity.
This is a Khmer word meaning land used for other purposes than
lowland rice cultivation. However, in the Ratanakiri context it takes on
the meaning of the land, which is used, in a low intensive fashion, often
far away from the village. This category of land, of marginal
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10
11

12

13

14

importance in most lowland areas, is often the most significant land
holding for the upland people.
Whether this is a problem or not, can be debated at length. In this
context it is, however, a threat to the present order (for good and bad).
That is, in a modernist area-per-capita calculation, land is ample.
However, taking the indigenous swidden agriculture practice with
rotating cropping and their low-intensive non-timber forest production
into consideration, land is scarcer than what can be understood from a
simple map exercise.
In May 2000, a workshop on the activities of one of the concession
companies was organised as a follow-up to one that took place a year
earlier after this particular company had been heavily criticised. The
workshop in 1999 resulted in the company’s committing to changing its
practices. There are, however, indications that they have not honoured
these commitments: they have not consulted properly with the local
communities in order to map culturally valuable forests, they have been
cutting outside of the designated coupe area, they have not built
adequate roads and bridges, etc. The above-mentioned sub-decree had,
reportedly, not been distributed to the staff of the Provincial
Department of Forestry and Wildlife before the workshop.
The most high-profiled organisations and projects are CARERE and
Seila (see further below), working within the state administration, and
the NGO NTFP (Non-Timber Forest Products), working with a
community perspective.
As reported from the ‘National Workshop on Use and Management of
Land and Forest Resources’ held in Phnom Penh on the 23–25 March
1999, among many others, the Under-Secretary of State Ministry of
Rural Development, H.E. Sorn Samnang, recognised the plight of the
indigenous people and argued for a ‘green environment forever’; the
then governor of Ratanakiri, H.E. Kep Chuktema pledged for the end of
‘illegal activities’, sustainability in resource management, and the
recognition of the rights of the indigenous people, including land
ownership rights; H.E. Chil Seak Leng, Minister of Rural
Development, said that the rights and the identity of the minorities
should be protected; H.E. Sok An, Minister in Charge of the Council of
Ministers and the representative of Prime Minister Hun Sen, stated that
development with negative impacts on the culture of the indigenous
people should not be allowed (IMC 1999: 8ff.). While these statements
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15
16
17
18

19

certainly contain a degree of rhetoric, they indicate that this is a
problem that can no longer go on without being addressed.
Seila is a Khmer word literally meaning ‘foundation in stone’. At
province level CARERE works closely with the provincial government
and its various branches.
Recently, CARERE and Seila have also started working in the province
of Oddar Meanhey and the autonomous municipality of Pailin. A
further expansion to another five provinces is currently being planned.
Specifically in terms of NRM, CARERE and Seila have been working
closely with, and benefited greatly from, the work of IDRC and an
earlier UNDP project called the Highland People’s Project (HPP).
The different indigenous groups have their own languages, although
many of them are not expressed in writing. One or a few people within
the communities, most often men, are normally able to speak and/or
read and write Khmer, the language in which the administration
operates.
This is not to say that they are entirely unable to influence indirectly,
via fathers, husbands, brothers and sons.
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Beyond Community
Governance and Livelihood Development in
Mountain Watersheds of Southwest China
__________________________
Xu Jianchu

INTRODUCTION
The Yangzi floods in 1998 have wakened up public attention to environmental issues of the upstream in southwest China. Situated in the upstream
watersheds, southwest China has been often characterised by the diversity
the ethnic cultures and minorities, mountain environment, wildness of
nature including plants and wildlife. For most of Chinese people, it is still
difficult to imagine the dependence of contribution of natural resources for
instance timber and minerals from southwest China to the downstream
economic development in eastern China, and social poverty and environmental degradation in the upstream. The socio-economic gap between upstream in the west and downstream in the coastal east China becomes wider
and wider.
The logging ban in the natural forest was imposed in late 1998 at the
large scale of the mountain watersheds in southwest China, which had a
great impact on livelihoods of mountain indigenous people. Policy on
‘farmland back to forest’ publicly announced in 1999 has put many indigenous people, who are living and farming on slopes with more than 25
degrees, in a dilemma for subsistence needs. Mechanisms for compensation
for grain for those upland farmers are far from clear and practicable.
The purpose of political willingness to ‘develop the west’ of China is
mainly to attract economic investment for infrastructure development from
the outside although priority is given to environment protection and water-
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shed management. However, the conventional development strategy and
technology transfer cannot address the diversity of livelihoods and complexity of mountain environment in the region. It challenges the existing
socio-political institutions and development approach.
Water is a critical resource in the mountain watersheds for livelihood
development both upstream and downstream. Water also contributes to soil
erosion, landslides, drought and floods in the degraded mountain environment. Watershed management is in the priority of the government agenda
in the mainland Southeast Asia and southwest China
MOSAIC ECOLOGICAL AND SOCIO-CULTURAL LANDSCAPE
Yunnan is a mountainous region. Uplands cover most of its land area – 94
per cent of the total area of 383,000 km2. It is one of the most diverse
regions in China in terms of both biological and cultural diversity.
Throughout southwest China, a very rich diversity of eco-regions can be
found, owing to the major watershed systems (Yangzi, Mekong, Salween,
Red River, Pearl River) and mountain ranges (east Himalaya, Hengduan,
Ailao). Yunnan lies at the southern reaches of the Qinghai-Tibet plateau,
bordering Vietnam, Laos and Burma, which is often considered as an
entrance gate to mainland Southeast Asia and also evidenced in the historical migration routes for many ethnic groups, such as Miao (Hmong), Hani
(Akha), Lahu and Lisu in the region.
The flora and fauna kingdoms are well represented in this biocultural region. Yunnan has 14,000 flowering plant species – half of
China’s total – including 5,000 species, a half of the medicinal plants of the
Chinese traditional pharmacy, 767 bird species (66 per cent of China’s
total), and 248 mammal species (56 per cent of China’s total). Vegetation
types range from tropical rainforest to broad-leaf forests, to alpine bushes
and meadows. Frigid temperatures in the high mountains and tropical and
subtropical weather systems in the basins and valleys result in a diversity of
micro climates and varied ecological environments which are the cradles of
the unique multi-ethnic cultural diversity and potential for diversity of
livelihood options for those indigenous people in the mountain watersheds,
similar to other tropical/sub-tropical mountain regions in the world
(Himalayas, Andes and Mesoamerica, etc.)
This complex physical environment in mountain watersheds is contiguous with a unique cultural diversity:
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• Yunnan has 25 ethnic minorities, accounting for one third of the total
population; fourteen ethnic groups with a combined population of eight
million people live in Yunnan’s upland areas.
• About three million ethnic minority people live in the frontier areas bordering Vietnam, Laos, and Myanmar.
• More than forty minority people live in Guizhou – most have lived there
for thousands of years, while some, like the Miao and Yao, migrated
from inland China during the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties.
The topography has shaped a diversity and complexity of microclimates for
a diverse range of farming practices by indigenous peoples. It is a management of a mosaic of microenvironments or micro-sites even within
watersheds and villages. Many ethnic minorities have been practising a
combination of farming systems – from hunting and gathering, swidden
cultivation, terracing, to home gardens and nomadic grazing – based on
their indigenous technical knowledge about climate, soils, water, relief,
plants and animals. This rich environmental knowledge is encoded in the
culture and language of the people, who live in this unique bio-cultural
region of mountain watersheds. Many ethnic minorities respect the land as
a mother, and treasure what it provides as a source of livelihoods and
cultural materials. The culture has evolved to provide a means of managing
the land and the natural resources in a sustainable manner, and customary
laws have regulated access to and exploitation of resources for many centuries. The cultural beliefs and religions, including indigenous shamanism,
adaptive Buddhism or even catholic practices have embedded in their daily
life for harmony between nature and society.
In the same ecological niche of mountain watersheds, different people may have different livelihood strategies, for instance, the Tibetan in
northwest Yunnan practice a combination of nomadic pasture and semisedentary agriculture, the Lisu on the other hand practice nomadic swidden
agriculture. The Hani people, who had been separated a thousand years
ago, have practised terrace agriculture in Honghe, southeast Yunnan, and
swidden agriculture in Xishuangbanna, southern Yunnan. It is a long process of cultural evolution in the local biophysical and socio-political environment. Honghe (Red River) was less populated and more mountainous,
when the Hani came to the region. Xishuangbanna, which was sociopolitically dominated by the Dai people, is more humid tropical and low
elevation mountain region, suitable for swidden agriculture.
Many ethnic minorities in southwest China possess a varied and
complex heritage of knowledge and a wide diversity of customary institu389
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tions concerning the conservation of biodiversity and the use of biological
resources. The nature of these varies from community to community, and is
reflected in all aspects of life – including language, cosmology, behaviour,
values, rituals, taboos, literature, and customary laws.
ECONOMIC REFORM AND ITS CONSEQUENCE
Economic reform has been initiated two decades ago in China with the
landmark of introducing the ‘Households Responsibility System’. Rapid
changes are best illustrated by a sustained high economic growth rate,
reduction of poverty, decentralisation of decision-making process, and a
nascent democratic process, especially in rural China. The rapid economic
growth and dramatic social changes have also generated great impacts on
the natural resources and livelihoods of indigenous communities, particularly in upland watershed areas.
Increasing Production at the Expense of Collective Institutions
The shift from communal production to the individual household responsibility system has permitted an increase in small-scale production, but the
system also has many shortcomings. These include inequitable access to
natural resources, weak linkages to market services, poor access to credit
loans, and a lack of capacity on the part of service agencies to meet the
heterogeneous needs of various households because that such a shift has
generated more stakeholders than ever and often weaken the community
institutions. Some communities have not held any public meeting after the
people’s commune was disassembled in the late 1970s. Local leaders have
turned collective benefits into personal profits. Common property resource
has been poorly managed. Community facility such as irrigation system has
been deteriorated. Conflicts related to tenure security and rights for access
to resources are also increased.
Development Intervention at the Expense of Indigenous Knowledge
Ethnic minorities, particularly those who have lived in upland areas for
many generations, practising a highly autonomous subsistence system, are
socio-economically marginalised in the transition to a market system. This
is due, in part, to harsh environment and slow process of adapting local and
customary institutions to external institutional changes. External factors
such as government policy, market economy stimuli, and development
interventions, have dramatically affected ethnic minority societies and the
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process of change in the uplands. Much of the indigenous knowledge associated with these customary institutions is also being rapidly lost. And the
loss of indigenous knowledge is often followed by a loss of biodiversity
and environmental degradation, and vice versa.
Development interventions, in most cases designed indiscriminately
by outsiders, usually aim at replacing the indigenous systems, described as
‘primitive’ and ‘backward’, by a ‘scientific’ system. Activities have
focused on the development of infrastructure in order to improve access to
markets and to facilitate the transition to a market economy. Chemical
fertilisers and pesticides have been introduced to upland agro-ecosystems
to intensify the use of resources and increase productivity. But their intensive use of chemical has polluted soil and water resources, significantly
reduced the abundance of both fauna and flora, and even resulted in
instances of livestock and human poisoning in the mountain watershed.
Development interventions are often sectoral-based and technical oriented
at large scale without considering diversity of socio-cultural dimension and
complexity of mountain environment.
Inclusion at the Expense of Cultural Identity
The education system is oriented to integrate the ethnic minorities into the
national society, leading to the assimilation of scientific knowledge into
indigenous knowledge systems. The status of indigenous knowledge systems has been declining, and not recognising its potential, young people
tend to reject the wisdom of their elders, and traditional practices are
labelled as ‘superstitious’.
All these issues are inter-related and contribute to the perpetuation of
the vicious circle of rural poverty, leading to further loss of self-confidence
and the erosion of indigenous knowledge, itself contributing to more
resource degradation, marginalisation, and finally more poverty.
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Figure 14.1: Contributors to the vicious circle of rural poverty
Loss of self-confidence
and cultural identity

Loss of indigenous
knowledge and culture

Watershed degradation
& mountain disasters

Poverty and socio-political
marginalisation

Potentials
There are, however, many ways out of this circle, as well as possibilities
for reversing the process in order to achieve a sustainable development. As
an area rich in biological and cultural diversity, southwest China has great
potentials. It is in possession of:
• an immense cultural and biological diversity, which are the best assets
to be put in the service of development;
• a varied and complex heritage of indigenous knowledge and customary
institutions concerning the conservation of biodiversity and the use of
biological resources;
• the farming practices passed on from generation to generation, reflecting the constant adaptation and response to mosaic landscape of
ecological and social conditions;
• the indigenous technical knowledge to produce genuine handicrafts and
other non timber forest products such as medicinal plants, edible flowers
and vegetables, mushrooms for their subsistence needs and income
generation.
It is thus a challenge to find ways out, to build on indigenous knowledge
and innovations, and to draw on the opportunities offered by market integration without abandoning local ingenuity and indigenous knowledge in
sustainable resource management.
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REDEFINING COMMUNITY:
COMMUNITY IS AN INSTITUTION OR CULTURAL IDENTITY?
Cultural community is often defined as a group of people with common
history, ancestor, interests and socio-cultural and economic activities
within a certain territorial boundary, more emphasised cultural identity than
institution. Homogenous view of ‘community’, however, has neglected
questions concerning social difference and the diverse – and sometimes
conflicting – interests of resource users (Mehta et al. 1999). The early
works of common property rights for community based resource management assumed homogeneous actors for collective action. The ongoing work
should have paid more attention to differences in people’s capabilities
(natural assets), preferences (over policies and outcomes), and knowledge
(indigenous technical knowledge and access to information and outside
knowledge) and socio-cultural capitals (customary institutions and cultural
beliefs). ‘Community’ is often a very slippery word, which might reflect
‘people’s commune’ in a broader sense, or ‘production unit’ as the smallest
team working together during collective period in China. Community
might mean administrative village or natural village, or sub-unit within a
large natural village. It might imply homogenous ethnic cultural groups, or
heterogeneous cultural groups in a hamlet. The redefining ‘community’
should be focused on social relationship of diversity of actors and its access
to natural and socio-cultural capitals beyond territorial and political boundary.
In China, the state realises that there is a necessary to re-strengthen
the community or village organisations for participatory decision-making
and collective action on natural resource management and deeper rural
reform as an entrance process for political reform. ‘Village democratic
construction’ law has been passed in 1998 to support the reform in natural
resource management. And this process shall be applied extensively in the
country later on. Government also realises that there is a need to decentralise the authority for more efficient management of natural resources, which
is reflected by re-structuring the governmental system for ‘slim government
and big society’. However, the decentralisation process started at top and
democratic construction at grass-root community level is far still from
addressing the diversity and complexity of natural resource management in
mountain watersheds, as following:
a) The legal framework for the community is missing, community as an
institution is invisible for government decision-making and management
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b)
c)
d)
e)

planning. Only administrative village committee, who are often designated by the local government as considered the lowest level
government body.
The government is still structured as sector-based, enterprises oriented.
Technology transfer from lowland does not fit into mosaic landscape
and livelihoods in the mountain watersheds.
Mountain farmers are less connected and organised for market economy
and globalisation.
The socio-cultural capitals are far from being recognised as an institution.

The traditional mountain farmers involved in livelihood struggles are
spatially restricted by locality. The emerging mountain communities are
often located in multiple sites, for maximum exploration of natural
resources through seasonal migration for farming or off-farm work, with
conflicting knowledge systems and priorities in natural resource management, with different socio-cultural background for joint planning for access
to resources. Migration both temporally and permanently is much easier
than before and legally recognised by the state. Urbanisation has a great
impact on rural community. More and more young generation particularly
male labour forces have migrated to cities for off-farm employment and
city life. Merging different villages together for administration becomes a
trend in eastern China. ‘Trans-community’ with common version in multiple sites, multiple culture and multiple interests may be approached for
natural resource and watershed management.
CASE 1
Privatisation of Forest- and Rangeland: Institutional Uncertainty
The successful implementation of the ‘household responsibility system’ in
the farmland in the late 1970s had raised state expectation to transfer the
forestland to the local community or even directly to individual households.
Most forests had been allocated to local communities as ‘collective forest’
(could be individually contracted for management) and household as ‘freehold forest’ based on the Yunnan Provincial ‘Forest Three Fixing’ policy in
1982, which had resulted in large forest loss in the history in the most
cases. The lessons learned from such transition is:

394

Beyond Community

a) uncertainty of community institutions after introducing the ‘households
responsibility system’, it needs a collective action based on diversity of
individual needs of farmers;
b) simply hand-over management responsibility to farmers is not enough,
the benefit sharing mechanism should be clear; and
c) controlling timber marketing by ‘quota and permit system’ and tenure
security constraints farmers long term investment in the forestland.
The ‘wasteland auction’ in the early 1990s produced long-term use rights
for private investors or business sectors for rehabilitation and reforestation
in the degraded areas. It secured land tenure and benefit sharing mechanisms but increased conflicts within communities and between communities and outsiders. Transparent or participatory decision-making for such
auction is also problematic. Community institution had been further
weakened. This may happen to pastureland in northwest Yunnan also. The
privatisation of ‘degraded collective pastureland’ has been proposed as a
solution to sustainable managed rangeland.
Institutional uncertainty at local community level after rural
economic reform in late 1970s has attracted state attention to start political
reform at grass-root by implementing ‘village democratic construction act’
in 1998, which emphases free election, transparent financial expenditure
and participatory decision-making. However the capacity building for such
a process is lacking.
CASE 2
Logging Ban and ‘Farmland Back to Forest’: Economic Uncertainty
A logging ban was imposed in late 1998 after big floods in downstream of
Yangzi river. The state has provided large-scale subsidies to local government revenues and for re-allocation of state logging workers but left the
indigenous people out of attention. Many indigenous people relied too
much on logging for economic income and neglected traditional livelihoods. It takes time for indigenous people to restructure their livelihoods.
The state policy on ‘farmland back to forest’ of slope more than 25
degrees have put many indigenous people in a difficult position either to
follow this policy or continue the farming practices. The state will subsidise 150 kg grain and 20 yuan per mu (15 mu equal to 1 ha) directly to
farmers and 50 yuan for seedlings to forestry agency. However, the farmers
have limited choice in tree species. The scale and continuity of state
subsidy are often doubtful for farmers. Economic species are always
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preferable by farmers since there is still no tenure security for harvesting
and marketing timber. Watershed is hardly considered as a planning unit.
The state forestry agency alone cannot provide adequate techniques for
mountain farming, such as terracing, agro-forestry, contour planting for soil
and water conservation.
CASE 3
Globalisation Process: Livelihood Uncertainty
After more than a decade of efforts, the process for China to join the World
Trade Organisation (WTO) has accelerated. In fact many imported agricultural products such as American oranges are already challenging
Chinese farmers not only due to good quality, but also advanced and
aggressive institutions for production, processing, transportation, marketing
chain, which put individuals, particularly mountain farmers, in a dilemma.
With increasing use of hybrid varieties and chemicals in monoculture
systems, mountain farmers face unpredictable climates and market manner,
leaving poor people’s livelihoods most vulnerable.
WATERSHED AS AN INSTITUTION
The transition from a command and control system to a market economy
requires that new laws, policies, institutions and organisational structure
should be explored and experimented at different levels to support institutional innovations and capacity building. This should improve also the
livelihoods of indigenous mountain people. The watershed approach, as an
alternative to community-based natural resource management, is a potential
for multi-dimension analysis and multi-stakeholder for intersectoral
collaboration and therefore to manage effectively the conflict and competition between upland and lowland communities over resource rights, also
guarantee the equity in the distribution of land, forest and water resources
in the mountain environment.
Watershed Dynamics
Understanding watershed dynamics, including resource and people
dynamics, diversity of social interaction and process, multi-dimension of
material, economic and socio-cultural meanings of resources are the foundation for watershed governance and livelihood development. Multi-
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dimension, multi-stakeholder and multi-disciplinary analysis should be
applied to assess the major drivers of land use and land cover, triggers and
its sequences of impacts on biophysical and socio-economic environmental
changes. Indigenous indicators and monitoring system for soil erosion,
hydrological events, and microclimates need to be developed both by local
people and resource managers.
Watershed Governance
Watershed governance in the mosaic landscapes in mountain environment
needs a decentralisation process to support local autonomy and networks of
governance as operating both horizontally – involving the co-operation of
different actors within watersheds – and vertically – seeking to draw in the
participation and co-operation of actors at national and local levels. This
suggests needs for innovative even revolutionary governance system to
move away from being sector-oriented and technically based, and instead
towards more intersectoral co-operation for supporting livelihood diversification.
Watershed governance needs to be seen not as mere rules of the
game or rigid organisations but rather as sites of social interaction, negotiation and contestation comprising heterogeneous actors have diverse
needs. Watershed governance needs not only the political space for engaging different social actors in process of negotiation but also institutional
support for dialogue in planning and implementation of interventions.
Watershed Livelihoods
Livelihoods in mountain watersheds are not a simple linkage between
simple resource and use (e.g. forest, rangeland), but a range of options for
seeds, plants, products and farming practices. Livelihood strategies in
mountain watersheds are flexible, innovative and adaptive. Therefore
watershed livelihood development should particularly apply the Participatory Technology Development (PTD) approach for local farmers based on
indigenous technical knowledge embedded in daily life and complex environments. Interventions need to have a process rather than a product
oriented character for strengthening farmers’ capacity for knowledge seeking, technology trials, biodiversity enhancement, networks, institutional
learning and cultural identity.
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THE WAY AHEAD
We live in revolutionary times, globalisation, capitalism, and a knowledgeeconomy. We still have limited knowledge about environmental phenomena and change. Scientific knowledge is always partial, without absolute
claims to truth (Metha et al. 1999). Meanwhile indigenous knowledge is
always site-specific, experiences based and never complete, but always
holistic, comprehensive, symbolic. Decision must inevitably be made without complete knowledge. The mountain watersheds are much more
dynamics and diversity than we imagine. The innovative or revolutionary
institution should be developed to support watershed governance and livelihood development in a transformation to market economy and globalisation process.
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Decentralisation in Northern Vietnam
Village Development Funds in the Mountain
Rural Development Programme
__________________________
Bent D. Jørgensen, Cecilia Bergstedt,
Do Phuong Thao and Nguyen Quang Dung
INTRODUCTION
Since 1986, Vietnam has been on the path of reforming the economy and
the political system. After decades of war with France, USA, Cambodia,
and China, the country began to change from a country at war to a country
at peace. The path has not been easy. There have been moments of disbelief
from the international environment, partly due to the political climate, the
one-party system and the lack of democracy. Perhaps as a result, the Vietnamese government realised the usefulness of liberation first in the
economic field and later as political reforms. Vietnam has recently set itself
on a path towards democracy – at least at the local level and initiated a
number of experiments based on the decree 29/1998 to which we will soon
return.
One such experiment is carried out with in the Mountain Rural
Development Programme (MRDP) at the Ministry of Agricultural and
Rural Development. With the support of Swedish SIDA, MRDP has
launched the Village Development Budgets scheme (VDB). The scheme
provides funds directly to the villages and let the villagers make plans according to their own needs and desire. To make this scheme work, the
MRDP has set up guidelines not only for the use of funds, but also for the
process in which the villagers should participate in decision making and
monitoring of the process of implementation. It is also made relatively
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clear what role the different levels of administration should play in the
process. Considering the expertise and credibility of the MRDP, it is has
been a good entry point to analyse the reaction of the political system and
to better understand the political discourse in a country that, to a large
extent, has been highly centralised for the last fifty years.
The aim of this chapter is to highlight the interrelation between the
dominant political structure and discourse on the one hand and an explicit
attempt to decentralise the administration and create local democracy on
the other. The chapter also forms the background of a larger study in which
relevant policy recommendations should be made. The study was carried
out from March 2000 to February 2001 in four villages in Phu Tho
province.
The conceptual framework is strongly influenced by the REPSI theoretical foundation. In short, the idea is
• to identify those institutions/individuals who have, release or get power
in the process of decentralisation;
• to identify which kind of power they hold (legislative, executive, and
judicial); and
• to assess the accountability of these actors (upward and downward).
It should, however, be emphasised that the study has not focussed on the
legal aspects of decentralisation. The chapter will rather focus on the political culture in which the decentralisation programme is set in motion. It
should also be mentioned that this chapter is a report on the preliminary
findings in a larger study. Therefore, it is more empirical and descriptive in
its nature.
The Northern Region and Natural Resource Management
In addition to the general development problems faced in Vietnam, the
people of the northern provinces struggle with specific problems that
largely can be related to natural resource management: deforestation, environmental degradation, shortage of water partly due to low rainfall, high
population pressure and shortage of land for cultivation. These issues are of
course interrelated with rather complex causal connections. A number of
social problems can be added. The population in the mountains are mainly
ethnic minorities, which for that reason face a certain amount of marginalisation in economic, political, and cultural terms. Poverty, low level of
education, poor health conditions, and high infant mortality are some of the
social indicators that combined paint a rather gloomy picture of the living
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conditions in the upland area. Politically, the ethnic minorities are, as in the
whole mountain range from Afghanistan to Vietnam, to some degree
underrepresented in the political arena.1
However, in a comparative perspective, the ethnic minorities in
Vietnam enjoy some participating in the political process. They are
represented in the national assembly, they enjoy special rights and
economic benefits, and the political structure of the country reaches all the
way down to the village level even in the remotest part of the country. The
question is of course, how can the governmental institutions include the
upland people in an endeavour to solve or facilitate solutions to the developmental problems described above?
In recent years, the government has taken steps to that it could
facilitate such inclusion by making experiments with local democracy.
Decree 29/1998/ND-CP from the government Promulgating the Regulation
on Exercise of Democracy in Communes and the President’s Directive
22/1998/CT-TTg On the Implementation of the Regulation on the Exercise
of Democracy in Communes, forms the backbone of a number of experiments with local democracy in Vietnam. MRDP in general and the VDB
programme falls with the frame of these experiments.
Method
A short comment should be made on the method applied in the study. We
have, so far, carried out studies in four villages in two communes in Thanh
Son district, Phu Tho province northwest of Hanoi. In addition to written
reports, especially PRA’s, the study rests on semi-structured interviews
with heads of households; subgroups meetings formed according to wealth
categories or gender, and large village meetings. Approximately 1/3 of the
time has been spent on ‘entering the process’. This means that the research
frame has been presented and discussed at all levels within the programme,
from ministry to province, district, commune, and village levels. Likewise,
results and conclusions have been presented to all levels while ‘leaving the
process’. This has presented severe, but also illustrative, problems. At one
point when our findings from a village were presented at an upper level, the
reaction was that more qualified staff would replace the people responsible
for the misdeeds! With such small sample, it is of course easy to identify
the identity of individuals. To get the information that we needed, we
guaranteed all participants that the study would not be an evaluation, but a
learning exercise for the MRDP, and a research project to get general information about the process of decentralisation in Vietnam. This is,
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however, difficult to understand in a top-down political environment.
However, as far we understand, we have managed to get the message
across to upper levels that if they should take action, build on our research
findings, these should be in the form of general policies and strategies, but
not specific towards individuals or institutions on the research sites.
It is more difficult to handle the fear of authority prevailing at lower
levels. Officials at all levels are generally afraid that higher levels, through
our results, will find out that they are not doing their job ‘according to the
plan’. In interviews this issues becomes very concrete when officials try to
intervene and ‘correct’ the interviewee when they give answers that give
evidence to poor performance on behalf of the local authorities.
The study also comprises an element of action research. We are constantly confronting villagers and officials with our research findings, the
guidelines of the VDB programme and the REPSI framework to get the
reaction of actors at all levels. In that sense, we are close to taking the role
of advisors in implementing the specific programme, as well a decentralisation process in general. This has proven a highly interesting method.
First, because people pay more attention to our research as it helps them to
implement the programme and to understand rather complex models of decentralisation and participation. Second, the comments and reactions of
officials to the conceptual framework as well as our findings have been
valuable in understanding the political culture in the province of Phu Tho
and Vietnam as a whole.
Four villages were selected in collaboration with the Phu Tho provincial and Thanh Son district project management. The main concern for
the research team was that the research mainly includes ethnic minorities in
the uplands (zone III villages). Needs, expressed in the formulation of
Village Development Plans, relating to Natural Resource Management
should be a crucial issue in the selected villages and they should be in the
process of deciding on formulating plans when the research was initiated. It
was also important that the four villages selected would be different in
terms of market integration, accessibility, and communications. For that
selection, we relied on the judgement of province and district staff.
The research team consisted of two Scandinavian researchers from
Gothenburg University (Dept. of Peace and Development Research and
Dept. of Social Anthropology), one Vietnamese research assistant and
interpreter and a Vietnamese advisor from the MRDP.
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THE VILLAGE DEVELOPMENT BUDGET, VDB2
In year 2000, the Mountain Rural Development Programme (MRDP) introduced a decentralised planning and reporting system, where funds for local
activities are allocated to villages and communes according to village and
commune development plans. The schema is called Village Development
Budgets (VDBs) and fits into the overall vision of the MRDP:
In order to alleviate poverty amongst poor households ‘the programme
should contribute to the re-establishment of green productive uplands that
are managed in a sustainable way by healthy farmers having secure land
tenure, maintaining the ecological, economical, social and cultural diversity
of the area.’3

It is stated that despite the strong focus on participatory methods villagers
‘are still unable to decide directly to implement local project as they have
no access to direct funding … access to direct funding would facilitate
local communities to take their own decisions and make the best of any
opportunity that is available’.4
The VDB scheme is co-ordinated from the Programme Board Office,
PBO, at the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD). At
the province and district levels, we find Project Management Committees
(PMCs), which are chaired by the vice chairperson of the PC. The vice
chairperson of the PMC is the (executive) co-ordinator of the project. The
influence of the PC and the Communist Party (CP) differs between
provinces, but it is formally guaranteed by the presence of the PC in the
Project Management Committee.
The idea of implementing Village Development Budgets (VDBs) is
based on three corner stones:
• central regulations, outlining mechanisms for transfer of funds, limitations for its use, and mechanisms for central monitoring and control of
fund utilisation;
• local institutions, in the village or commune, being capable of managing
the planning and utilisation process and being accountable to the central
organisations (districts and provinces) and transparent to local people;
• general awareness in the village, about the existence of the funds, its
possible use and intended beneficiaries, is strong enough to put pressure
on the local institutions for full transparency.
The scheme will be allocated to approximately 210 villages in the 5 upland
provinces of MRDP. The aim is to provide the poorest villages (zone III)
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with funds of 10 to 40 MVND. Guidelines are made, which stress much
participation of the villagers and the limitations on the content of the plan –
only certain percentages are to be spend on various items like e.g. infrastructure (30 per cent), subsidised agricultural inputs (30 per cent) and
management and administration (10 per cent). VDB cannot be used as loan
for households. The villages are not only to formulate the plan, but they
should also monitor the implementation of the plan. Local institutions will
be responsible for the use of funds. This is mainly the Village Management
Groups (VMGs), which at present are responsible for MRDP activities at
the village level. A VMG often consists of three to four people and is led
by the village leader.
Even the communes are to make a plan and a Commune Development Budget (CDB) administered by the Commune Management Group
(CMG), headed by the chairperson of the Commune People’s Committee.
THE SITES
Four villages in two communes were chosen in the northwestern corner and
central part of Phu Tho province. Thu Cuc commune, with Giac and Suoi
Day villages, is relatively remote and bordering Son La and Yen Bai province. Huong Can commune, with Dac Can and Chau villages, is close to the
district centre of Thanh Son. Giac and Chau villages are large villages close
to the commune centres and therefore closely intertwined in the economic
and political structure, whereas Suoi Day and Dac Can villages are small
villages far from market and political activities. The ethnic composition is
also different. In the larger villages we find Muong and a few Kinh households, and they are generally better off than the Dao communities in the
smaller villages.
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Table 15.1: Ethnographic data of Thu Cuc and Huong Can communes
Commune
Village
Households (hh)
Ethnic composition
Main crop
Market activities
Years in MRDP
VDB budget, USD
VDB budget/hh, USD
Content of Village Plan:
Crossbreed crop
Livestock
Fruit Trees
Fruit Tree Model
Forest Trees
Training
Radio/Loudspeaker
Water Tank
School Repair
Extension
House/School
Small Bridge

Thu Cuc
Suoi Day
Giac

Huong Can
Dac Can
Chau

38
Dao
Dry rice
Low
0
2500
66

246
Muong (Kinh)
Wet rice
High
1
1430
6

15
Dao
Dry rice
Low
0
2500
167

151
(Muong/Kinh)
Wet rice
High
4
960
6

√
√

√

√
√
√

√

√
√

√
√

√
√

√
√
√
√
√

√

√
√

Two Small and Remote Villages: Suoi Day and Dac Can
These villages are located on the slopes of the mountains where they used
to live a nomadic life until 1968 and 1982 respectively. Except a few Kinh
(Vietnamese) individuals in Suoi Day, all villagers are Dao and all Kinh are
married into Dao families. People grow mainly dry paddy on slopes on
what they call swidden fields. The implementation of the land allocation
act has had two crucial effects on the villages. First, the slash and burn
technique has almost been terminated, leaving the farmers with considerably less land than before. Second, wet rice paddy fields have been allocated
to all households. These are, however, very small (0 to 100 m2 for each individual) and do not compensate the loss of land due to land allocation and
forest protection. The solution has been to either violate the rules and continue slash and burn cultivation or to engage in market activities. However,
in these remote villages, the latter constitutes a very limited source of income.
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The remoteness and the relatively small landholdings of Suoi Day
and Dac Can villages are reflected in the living standard of the villagers.
Most households produce paddy for only five to seven months consumption. Only a few households have enough for the whole year. When short of
food, they have to turn to other sources of food like cassava, manioc or
maize. They can buy rice in the commune centres when they earn money
from selling weed or soybeans to intermediaries from outside.5 The money
circulation within the villages is very limited.
Both villages have very limited experience of development programmes. MRDP is the only long-term programme and it started only in
2000. Other government run activities are rare like the programme for the
poor and family planning.
Two Large Villages: Giác and Chau
Giác and Chau villages are located close to the commune centres in Thu
Cuc and Huong. The main crop is wet rice with relatively high productivity. Both villages are divided into divisions since the collective farm system
was introduced in the 1950s. Except a few Kinh households (<15 per cent),
the majority in both villages is Muong. For better or worse, these villages
are intertwined closely with the market and the political system at the
commune level. The result is that the social gap is wide and the political
control harder than in the smaller villages. On the one hand, this can be an
obstacle in the process of decentralisation, not to mention democratisation,
but on the other hand, the capacity of local institutions is higher and people
are used to administrate plans and to handle money. Furthermore, these
villages have experience of relations with outsiders, both as market agents,
as political officials and not least as receivers of aid.
MRDP AND THE VDB IN THANH SON, PHU THO
Phu Tho province was one of the first provinces to receive development aid
in Vietnam. Therefore, the overall principles and basic theoretical models
of the MRDP are well understood at the province and district levels; and
Phu Tho has been used as a model for other provinces in the MRDP.
However, the VDB represents a new set of concepts and an ideology that
are not familiar to the bureaucracy in the province – or in any MRDP
province for that matter.
The funds are distributed according to the living standard in the
villages. Priority is given to zone III called villages, which are often very
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remote, at high alleviation and inhabited by ethnic minorities, mainly Dao
or Hmong. In Thanh Son, Suoi Day and Dac Can villages have received 35
MVND (USD 2,500) each whereas Giac and Chau villages have received
only 20 and 13.5 MVND (USD 1,430 and 960) respectively. The difference
becomes even vaster per household (see Table 15.1 above). This is probably one reason why people in the smaller villages seem to be more
concerned with the VDB scheme.
The village plans contain some standard items like training and subsidised crossbreed seeds of rice or maize. Other items are either suggested
by the villagers or by commune, district and province staff. This is of
course a crucial issue to which we will soon return.
ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONS
Many actors and institution influence the process of decentralisation in
general and the VDB scheme in particular. Institutions like the Veteran,
Women’s, Farmers, and Youth Unions have different impact depending on
the context and local traditions. In one village, the Farmers Union was nonexisting and in another village nothing involved with the scheme could pass
the attention and influence of the Farmers Union. Here we will focus on
those institutions, which generally have a direct impact on the VDB
scheme.
Village Leader
According the decree 29/1998/ND-CP, the ‘Village or hamlet chiefs shall
represent the population communities and the commune People’s
Committees, place themselves under the management and direction of the
People’s Committees. Village or Hamlet chiefs are elected by the people
and recognised by the presidents of the commune People’s Committees.’
Village leaders (VLs) are elected by the people for sure, but not unless they
are appointed by the commune PC and sometimes the General Secretary of
the Communist Party (CP). Most often the VL will be a member of the
Communist Party except in remote villages like Suoi Day and Dac Can.
The Dao community had the concept of village leaders long before
they settled permanently. An old man told us that the most important characteristics a village leader in the past had was that he spoke Vietnamese,
could solve conflicts, and perform the traditional Dao rituals. These
features are still important, and a vital criterion today is that he is seen as
the most important link between the villagers and the outside world. More
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concretely, almost all villagers agree that the most crucial characteristic of
their village leader is that he can implement government regulation effectively. However, generally people have little or no awareness of the
function of the village leader. They will typically describe his role as ‘being
the one who should help them get out of poverty’ or ‘the one who they can
go to if we have no food so he can call the upper levels for help.’
As an institution, the VL also has another background especially in
the larger villages with Muong and Kinh people. The VL was the leader of
the collective farm system. The fact is that people often find it hard to distinguish between the MRDP activities with those of the now obsolete
collective farm. In Giac and Chau this is probably the reason why people
do not see the VDB as any different to other activities, which is one reason
why they do not find it worthwhile demanding information, influence, and
transparency. In these villages, we also see a tension between the village or
division leader and the VMG. Where the latter cannot convene a meeting
without consulting the former.
When people are asked about how to solve conflicts in the village
they will usually mention the VL as the main arbitrator. This could be
when inputs are not distributed fairly or if use of available resources for
some reason cannot be agreed upon, for instance by two neighbours.
However, in most cases people either solve conflicts bilaterally or if possible leave them unsolved.
In conclusion, the VL holds both executive and judicial power at the
local level. A ‘good’ leader is to a large extent able to handle this situation.
But in some cases it is obvious that contradictions emerge between his role
as a farmer/villager, his executive and judicial power. When this contradiction materialises into concrete conflicts or complaints, the villager’s usual
reaction is apathy unless they have good connections with authorities on
higher levels.
Village and Commune Management Groups, VMGs and CMGs
The implementing institution specially created by the MRDP, is the VMG.
It is usually headed by the VL and cannot be separated from that institution. Therefore the legitimacy of the VL, to a large extent, sets the scope
for manoeuvre for the VMG. That is also why the legitimacy of the VMG
is generally higher in the smaller villages where people are closer to their
VL.
The CMG is composed of members of the PC and not elected by the
people. The chairperson of the CMG is also the chairperson of the PC and
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the vice secretary of the Communist Party. The election of the VMGs is
crucial for an understanding of the process of decentralisation.
In interviews with higher levels it is evident that there is a contradiction between efficiency and democratic features like representativity, transparency, and freedom of speech. In an area with upland people, this is
particularly troublesome. Ethnic minorities are generally considered to be
unintelligent and therefore unable to manage with administrative affairs in
an effective way. More importantly, they are not able to make good
decisions that will make the programme efficient and successful. Therefore,
from the viewpoint of higher levels, and to some extent also the villagers, it
is important that the most skilled and reliable people occupy positions in
local institutions rather than those that could be the choice of the people.
This explains that VMGs are seldom elected entirely by the people. At best,
four to six are appointed by members of the commune’s People’s
Committee or higher levels and ‘elected’/accepted by the people. After a
year the people often, without alternative candidates, again accept them.
However, it is common that elections are not held at all. One reason is of
course that there is no division of power as mentioned above. The village
leader is most often a member of the VMG and also the one who together
with the CMG, appoints the VMG candidates.
There is some justification for this focus on skills and merits rather
than on representativity, given the fact that VMGs not only make decisions,
but also implement and administer the plan. This merger means that there
are high demands on the VMG who needs to act as accountants, purchase
inputs according to the plan, and report to higher levels. To most people
this is an impossible task as they have no or very little education and
limited knowledge of Kinh, the majority language. Furthermore, the educated villagers often have high legitimacy among their fellow villagers and
few people complain when they are appointed members of the VMG. In the
larger villages the situation is, however, somewhat different due to the
combination of stronger control from higher levels and the CP, more distance between cadres and people, and a larger number of people to chose
from. Here we find more discontent with the VMG and the CMG.
Irrespective of the legitimacy of the VMG, it still has considerable
influence on the content of the VDB. According to the guidelines, the plan
should be made at village meetings (see below). However, in three out of
four villages the plan was made by the VMG in close consultation with the
CMG and district or provincial extension staff. That explains the similarity
between the plans (see Table 15.1 above). Sometimes the plan is simply a
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duplicate of earlier plans made during previous PRA exercises. They are
not necessarily presented to the villagers as items for discussion but as
fixed plans on which they at best can give their view. In the worst case, the
plan was simply presented to the villagers as mere information or, as in one
case, not presented at all. In the smaller villages, however, the villagers
themselves have suggested major items in the plans. Suoi Day represents
an interesting example.
In Suoi Day the villagers first brought up the idea that they should
use the funds for restoration of the old broken irrigation system. However,
this was not possible within the limitations given in the guidelines. Irrigation systems were categorised as infrastructure and only 30 per cent of the
funds could be used for that purpose. A villager then came up with the idea
that they should build a water tank for clean water. The problem was that
only half the village would benefit from that investment. After some investigation into the matter, we found that all villagers accepted the water tank
because it actually solved an old and complicated conflict between two
somewhat separated parts of the village. In short, the villagers who at the
moment had access to clean drinking water were also those who had placed
electric generators in the stream that served the other half with drinking
water. As a result, half the village was left without a clean water supply,
which of course had created some tension and even open conflict. With the
new water tank, everybody will have access to clean water. Therefore, the
water tank became a major conflict management measure that everybody
(except one person) was pleased with.
Concerning the CMG, they seem to see it as their duty to inform
people, more than ask them about their ideas and views. This is also evident when the plans are formulated. The plans are made in advance before
people are consulted so that they make sure that the plan ‘contains the
“right” kind of activities’. Otherwise villagers would make a lot of suggestions that would be too individualistic, too diverse or ill thought through.
The greatest concern of the VMG/CMG is of course that they follow the
guidelines and do nothing wrong in relation to the higher levels. This is not
to say that the villagers do not accept the authority of the VMG or CMG to
make the plan. On the contrary this seems to be the order of the day and
there are few complains.
District and Provincial Levels
A few remarks can be added to what has already been said about the higher
levels. During our study we have had consultations with all higher levels,
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both concerning the design of the study and its results. Their response has
generally been positive and there is a remarkable desire to learn and discuss
within the MRDP in Phu Tho as well as at the ministry in Hanoi. There is,
however, a great leap from the reality of the villages to the higher levels
with the exception of the district level. This would not have been a problem
in a structure where more information about people’s needs and desires
would been channelled up through the system, but in a top-down political
structure, the misperceptions of the ethnic minorities are allowed to reign
over solid empirical knowledge.
The structure of the MRDP is rather complex and intertwined with
the general executive implementing structure, the People’s Committees,
and the policy making structure, the Communist Party. The vicechairperson of the PC who will also hold a high position in the CP chairs
the Project Management Committee. The most important executive function with the programme is, however, the co-ordinator, who to a large
extent determines the success of the VDB scheme. We were told that Phu
Tho and Thanh Son are special in the sense that we would find perceptive
and understanding co-ordinators, which proved to be true.
Among the co-ordinators we find a group of extension officers who
are those implementing the VDB scheme in the villages. They are mainly
trained in forestry and agriculture and have no or little social science background. For those skills they will rely on personal experience. Needless to
say that this becomes an obstacle when implementing the ‘softer parts’ in a
complex decentralisation scheme. Concepts like transparency and democratic decision-making are not familiar concepts and accordingly they are
often supporting or even guiding the kind of ‘decision-making’ described
above. One very common feature is that examples are used to illustrate
what could be in the plan. However, in the prevailing political culture, such
examples are perceived as what should be in the plan. And that is exactly
where they end up.
In the discussions with the district and province staff these issues are
met with curiosity and understanding. If the staffs have done something
they themselves perceive as wrong or not in accordance with the guidelines, they will usually refer to the low educational standard of village or
commune staff or that the guidelines have not been clear on the more complicated issues. From our findings we tend to agree with the latter point, but
also emphasise that the guidelines have not been followed.
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The Village Meeting
In the guidelines to the VDB, it is stated that village meetings should be
held to introduce the purpose and conditions of the VDB to everyone in the
village and to discuss the different activities that they would like to put in
the plan.6 Furthermore, it is stressed that all households should participate
and it is recommended that several meetings should be held to ensure full
participation. Special emphasis is put on the participation of women and
separate meetings with this group are recommended. Once the plan is
drafted, it should again be discussed with the villagers to approve the outcome, activities, responsibilities, and budgets.
In other words, village meetings are identified as central institutions
in which people are:
• receiving information about the guidelines and what they are to decide
upon;
• discuss their suggested items in the plan;
• make decisions about the content of the plan;
• eventually monitor the implementation of the plan.
A failure in one link will have negative effects on the next step in this
process.
The major problem seems to be that information never gets across to
the villagers. Local institutions, especially in the larger villages and higher
levels withhold information because they fear that if people know too
much, they will start to demand inputs that are not available, or they will
fight among themselves for scarce recourses. Villagers in the uplands are
generally considered as too uneducated or unintelligent to understand their
own good and therefore they should be instructed rather than asked. As one
official stated: ‘The ethnic minorities have slow brains that are difficult to
get going’.
One reason for the low transfer of information is that many people
have low participation in village meetings. There are several reasons for
that. First, there are many village meetings. People have to take care of
households and children and as this is mainly the duty of women, it sometimes has a negative effect on the gender balance in village meetings.
Second, the village meetings are not always of any interest to people. They
are often informing people about things that they are no more allowed to
do, or fees they have to pay, or other contributions to different government
tasks like relief to flood stricken areas in Vietnam or solidarity aid to the
people in for instance Cuba. Therefore, even people with a good standard
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of education will send either their children or a spouse, who do not understand the content of the meeting. Third, because the meetings are held in
Kinh (Vietnamese), this makes it difficult for outsiders, especially women,
to understand the content let alone expressing their own opinions.
Once arriving at the meeting, it is unclear to people what the rules
and what the items for discussion and decision-making are. This is unfortunate for the VDB programme, since much of the information that should be
given is about peoples rights to decide about the content of their plan.
Especially in the larger villages, people seem to see the VDB meetings as
any other meeting because they have been held during the collective farm
period. The discussions and the ensuing decision-making suffer greatly
from people’s lack of knowledge about agenda, scope for discussion and
decision-making. In one of the larger villages, only 25 per cent of the
households (with highest wealth ranking) were called to the meeting in
which the plan was discussed, although it had already been prepared by the
CMG.
The participation in discussion is very uneven, which is of course a
universal phenomenon. In the village meetings that we attended, those who
spoke up where mainly middle-aged men with comparably much ‘outside’
experience and/or good education, and/or people from wealthier households. The last issue should be of concern for the MRDP as the programme
is supposed to alleviate poverty and presumably also take the opinions of
the poor into consideration.
Having said this, it should be noted that the VDB programme has
had some positive effects on villager’s participation in meetings and therefore the amount of information that villagers receive and their relative
decision power. At least in Suoi Day village, the VDB has changed the old
pattern. The village leader stated that since the introduction of the VDB,
the attendance and participation in the village meetings has increased considerably. The villagers confirm that more people attend and people stay on
and discuss until midnight. There is also more scope for discussion among
the villagers, which means that they can speak their mother tongue. In the
end, there will be less need for outsider participation in the actual decisionmaking, although the amount of training by outside experts can be expected
to increase.
In the other villages, the ‘information revolution’ is not as evident.

413

Institutions, Livelihoods and the Environment

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION
It has been our aim to describe the VDB scheme against the background of
the political structure and culture in Vietnam. In this perspective, this
experiment of decentralisation is really a huge task and an attempt to bring
about major changes.
Political Culture and Flow of Information
From this initial phase of the study, the issue that seems to be most crucial,
is the issue of information flow and the capacity and willingness of different institutions to both pass on information to lower levels and demand
information from higher levels. It seems to be built into the system that topdown information are instructions and bottom up information are evaluations in which the villager’s voice is not necessarily heard. It is simply
uncommon to ask the villagers or lower levels for information that should
instruct the higher levels. Similarly, it is not expected that villagers demand
information about their right to make decisions. The low status of village
meetings exacerbates this problem.
Furthermore, quite a lot of information seems to be perceived as
dangerous if it reaches the people. The reason stated is people’s ignorance
or lack of education because they do not understand what they actually
need or they might get too high expectations. Quite a few villagers agree to
this attitude, which underlines that we are facing some sort of discursive
power that translates into the a denial of peoples’ right to know about what
they are supposed to receive in terms of power and resources. In general,
the political discourse in which the ethnic minorities are seen as inferior per
se is a main obstacle to progress as well as decentralisation and local democracy. When handling this issue, it is important to understand that this
discourse is as potent in the minds of the ethnic minorities themselves as it
is at higher political levels.
On the other hand, in all villages the VDB has set in motion a process in which the villagers have got something very concrete; money, that
they are supposed to spend. In that situation, the lack of information creates
rumours and suspicion towards the local authorities. In the smaller villages
it is not difficult to see that the VMGs are concerned about this problem
and they might chose a more transparent strategy and inform the villagers
better in the future. They are generally closer to the villagers and suffer
considerably when their credibility is undermined. On the other hand, they
are themselves often badly informed by higher levels compared with the
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larger villages close to the commune centres. In the larger villages, people
also seem to be less concerned with the MRDP and VDB. The relative
small budgets (USD 6/household) might add to this problem.
Division of Power
In the current political culture, one of the highest ideals seems to be, to do
ones work well and effectively. That might also be the reason why people
tend to see executive power as more important than legislative and judicial
power. To implement government policies correctly is more important than
listening to people. This is a reflection of the MRDP set-up and perhaps the
political culture at large. This is not to say that there are no advantages putting emphasis on executive power. The Vietnamese political system is
relatively efficient, which means that it is easy to mobilise resources for
particular purposes in a short time.
As already mentioned, disputes are taken care of bilaterally, sometimes with intervention from local authorities like the VL. Or they are
simply avoided. The avoidance becomes massive when the disputes are
vertical, i.e. with higher levels of authority. One reason is that the judicial
power rests with those who also have the executive power like the VL,
VMG, CMG or PC. It takes a lot of courage, or according to some villagers, stupidity, to challenge these institutions of power. This is of course
especially the case, where the misdeed is done by any of these institutions.
Again, the lack of division of power appears to be a problem. First and
foremost for the protection of people’s rights. Second, it is an obstacle to
the development of efficient government institutions. People’s complaints,
mentioned in the Decree 29/1998, could be a corrective and developing
measure in the development of strong and democratic local institutions.
Accountability
The downward accountability is higher in smaller villagers due to the
affinity between VL/VMG and the villagers. However, the general pattern
is that upward accountability is so strong that it is never really questioned.
The VDB guidelines are vague on this point and the hints that are given,
are mainly overlooked or not understood in the political institutions. The
most interesting discussions during the study have probably been with
people at commune and district level, both because they have given a good
picture of the political culture, and because we have had fruitful discussions on decentralisation. As one member of the People’s Committee at the
commune level expressed so clearly, when asked about people general
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influence on the commune plans: ‘We send the plan to the villages and
report back to the district.’
It is, however, not out of ill faith in people’s needs and desires that
this top-down political structure and culture prevails. There is a general
fear of doing wrong in the eyes of the upper levels. When people express
their own ideas and needs and these do not correspond with government
plans, it does not seem to occur to local authorities, like the VMG or the
CMG, that they could bring people’s demands to higher levels. They, as
well as the people under them, will rather obey.
The VDB schema cannot, and will not, change this situation over
night. However, it can cast light on the context in which decentralisations
supposed to take place; the political institutions, the power they hold, and
their accountability. It is also important to stress that people in the villages,
to some extent, are aware that something new has happened in their village,
especially in villages with relatively large budgets per household. A process has been put into motion where people slowly become aware of the fact
that they have rights; yet without understanding the implications of these
rights, not to speak of how to claim them. It is both a structural and a discursive change that is slowly taking place at all levels. Institutions are
given new tasks – although these are not fully realised – and the people are
starting to question what has previously been taken for granted. There is a
great deal of fear and suspicion, but also curiosity, hope and the
expectation for improvements.
ABBREVIATIONS
CMG
CP
DARD
MARD
MRDP
PC
PMC
PRA
VDB
VMG

Commune Management Group
Communist Party
Department of Agricultural and Rural Development
Ministry of Agricultural and Rural Development
Mountain and Rural Development Programme
People’s Committee
Project Management Committees
Participatory Rural Assessment
Village Development Budgets
Village Management Group
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NOTES
1

2

3
4
5

6

See e.g. Jamieson, Neil L.; Le Trong Cuc; Rambo, A. Terry, 1998, The
Development Crisis in Viet Nam’s Mountains, Honolulu, A Special
Report, East-West Centre, passim. And Jørgensen, B.D. (1999) Poverty
Reduction Among ‘The Poorest of the Poor.’ A report from a field study
in four villages in Quan Ba and Hoang Su Phi districts in Ha Giang
Province, Vietnam-Sweden Mountain Rural Development Programme,
MRDP, Hanoi.
If nothing else is stated, the material under this heading is Commune
and Village Development Budgets. Planning Guidelines, MRDP
Programme Board, March 2000, Ministry of Agricultural and Rural
Development, Hanoi.
MRDP, 1999, Commune and Village Development Funds – A Model
for Direct Funding, Ministry of Agricultural and Rural Development,
Hanoi.
Ibid.
The reason is said to be that people although they are a closely tight
community do not trust each other. That is always a reason why people
within the community prefer not to act as intermediaries and replace the
link between them and the market.
On the other hand it is also stated that ’The village development
budgets should come out of the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd cycle PRAs’, which of
course create some confusion about what the villagers are to decide
about.
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Participatory Rural Assessment Report (1999 or 2000) from all four
villages, MRDP (the most recent ones).
Village Development Plans (March–April 2000) from all four villages,
MRDP (all of them).
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