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COMMENTARY

State Policies, Ethnic Identity, and Forests
in China and Thailand

JANET STURGEON
School of Forestry & Environmental Studies
Yale University, Connecticut

State-building processes in many parts of the world include policies for the
integration of remote, forested areas on the borders of the state, and for the
forest-dependent communities who dwell in them. These peoples are often
ethnically different from the dominant population, and since many practice
shifting cultivation, they have come into conflict with the growing state over
territory, resources, and land use practices. My research looks at the Akha, a
hill ethnic group originating in China and now found across mountainous
mainland Southeast Asa. My study compares Akha in China and Thailand to
discover how Akha access to resources and land management have changed
and persisted since the 1930s under these vadtly different political economies
and state structures. In China the Akha are subsumed under the larger group-
ing of Hani, one of the 56 officialy recognized ethnic groups in China. The
Hani in Xishuangbanna cdl themselves Akha, the same name used in
Thailand; Akha here refers to both groups.

As of the Revolution in Chinain 1949, al residents were automatically citi-
zens of the New China. In the 1950s the state sent out teams to identify dl
the ethnic minority groups, or what are caled minority nationalities, and to
evaluate them according to the modes of production. A plan was devised for
each minority nationality to bring it up to a sociadist mode of production and
into modern civilization. As citizens, Akha were then included in land use
policies that affected dl rural farmers. The mgjor policy shifts in property
rights and levels of management were three: 1) land reform in the early
1950s, when agricultural land was wrested from landlords and distributed to
farmers, 2) collectivization in 1958, when villages were designated as produc-
tion teams and organized into communes, and 3) the economic reforms
beginning in 1982-83, when commune land was distributed to villages and
households. The one notable difference for Akha and other hill groups was
that in 1982-83 each household acquired shifting cultivation land in addition
to wet rice fiedds and aress of forest. Since the early 1980s, extension efforts
have encouraged planting cash crops and perennials in swiddens to contribute
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to growing markets. Discussion of hill groups by government
officids today refers not to their mode of production, but
rather to how "developed" they are. The extension of perenni-
ds is dso gradually bringing an end to shifting cultivation,
which is seen by policy makers in China as degrading to the
environment.

Property rights and levels of management for forest land in
China have dso shifted numerous times since 1949. While
large forests came under the new Ministry of Forestry in the
early 1950s, about two-thirds of forest land were alocated ini-
tidly to households, and later collectivized in the late 1950s.
When land was again redistributed in the early 1980s, new
arees of state forest and nature reserves were designated as
belonging to state agencies. The Kunming Institute of Botany
reports that about 70% of forest area in Chinais now in the
hands of villages and households (Xu 1996).

In Thailand the policy history for forests and hill ethnic
minorities is quite different. Since the Thai nation was mod-
eled on capitaist states in Europe, especidly Britain, the gov-
ernment in Bangkok created a Roya Forestry Department
(RED) in 1896, and in 1898 allocated to the RFD dl "unoc-
cupied" territory in what was then Siam. "Unoccupied” terri-
tory in the north was inhabited by various hill ethnic groups,
who in some cases had been there for generations. Apart from
aress of teak concessions, however, the RFD was not too con-
cerned about who lived in its vast "unoccupied” area. By the
1960s, when the Thai state began to emphasize rapid econom-
ic growth based on capitdist models of development, the gov-
ernment granted timber concessions to logging companies on
a rotational basis throughout almost half of Thailand's land
area. This capitdist transformation was based on notions of
state and individually held private property, with forests as
State assets.

In the early 20th century, in a process Thongchai (1997)
describes as "sdf-civilizing," since Thailand was not formally
colonized, the king and other elites undertook state building
to emulate Europe. Part of this effort involved instilling
nationalism in the populace, and describing a notion of "Thai-
ness' inhering in lowland wet rice cultivators who spoke Thai,
were Buddhist, and were subjects of the king. Increasingly this
shaping of Thai identity contributed to an understanding of
who were citizens of the new nation-state of Thailand, and it
did not include non-Thai speaking, upland rice growing eth-
nic minorities. With the development drive based on logging
in the 1960s the state had to come to terms with those who
lived in the forests. Policy makers began to cdl the ethnic
minorities who lived in the north "hill tribes," beginning a
construction of these particular groups as "not Thai" and
"sguatters in the forest" (Pinkaew 1997). "Hill tribes' came
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aso to mean those who were opium producers, potential col-
laborators in the communist insurgency spreading in from
Laos, and more recently, shifting cultivators who were destroy-
ing the forest (Pinkaew 1997). Policies and development pro-
jects aimed at the hill tribes were different from those targeted
at other rural populations because these groups were perceived
as opium producers and potentially not loya to Thailand.
They were not citizens and probably did not deserve to be.
Even ethnic minorities outside the north, such as Mudlims in
the south, were citizens of Thailand (Vandergeest 1997).

Part of what ensued in the north was an ongoing conflict
between ministries, with the Ministry of the Interior (MOI)
seeking to settle villages so that the area could come under
MOI jurisdiction, and the RFD attempting to grant timber
concessions, or more recently, to protect and enlarge forested
areas, 0 that the areas (often the same as M Ol villages) could
be kept under the RFD. This conflict played out in many
parts of rural Thailand, however. The situation particular to
hill tribes was the targeting of northern Thailand for opium
substitution projects with funding from numerous internation-
al donors. As part of creating settled villages, the Public
Wefare Department of the MOI aso gave villagers hill tribe
ID cards. These cards identified villagers by ethnicity and vil-
lage, and prohibited travel outside the province of residence
without approval from the provincia governor. The hill tribe
ID cards mark the bearers as less than full citizens and "not
Thai." A hill tribe ID aso precludes any formal use rights or
ownership rights to land.

LAND MANAGEMENT IN AN AKHA VILLAGE IN CHINA AND
THAILAND

In the Akha villages of Xianfeng in China up to 1958, and
Payaprai in Thailand until the early 1970s, land use and village
rules for forest management were very similar. In each case, the
village was surrounded by an extensive primary forest.
According to loca rules, villagers were not alowed to cut trees
within the village gates, in the cemetery forest, or in the water-
shed forest, but could cut trees anywhere ese for house con-
struction and fuelwood. The Akha practiced shifting cultiva
tion in alarge area at least an hour's walk from the village
through the forest. Cultivation was extensive, with swiddens
opened for one to two years, followed by a fdlow of 13 to 15
years. The similarities in land use in these two villages 30 to 40
years ago are striking; they underscore the importance of the
differences between Akha land use in China and Thailand
today, as well as the status of Akha in relation to the state in
these two countries.

XIANFENG VILLAGE, CHINA

In Xianfeng the communist guerrilla forces arrived in 1950,
bringing the revolution with them. There was no land reform
in the early 1950s, since there were no large landlords. In fact,
there was no change in land management until collectivization
in 1958. Then Xianfeng, like other villages, became a produc-
tion team within a commune that extended to Damenglong,
the town in the valley below. The production team organized
groups of villagers for projects such as opening a road, build-
ing a reservair, herding, and cultivating swiddens. Less than
half of available labor was assigned to swiddens, so that
although swidden plots were opened on a grand scale, the total
land areain upland rice was less than before. Grain shortages
were a chronic problem throughout the collective period
(1958-82). Ironicaly, state policies emphasizing grain produc-
tion forced villagers to open new areas for both swiddens and
wet rice fidds in the 1960s. While these policies reduced forest
cover, they ill did not provide enough grain localy, since
much of the grain was collected as taxes.

In 1982-83, economic reform palicies specified that land pre-
vioudly held by the commune be allocated to villages and
households. A committee of locd villagers and two gaff from
the nearest Forestry Station gave Xianfeng about 500 mu (15
mu = 1 ha) of collective forest for house construction, so that a
communally managed forest persisted into the reform period.
The committee distributed four to five mu of freehold forest
land to each household for fuelwood. Additionally, each
household was alocated wet rice land and swidden land based
on numbers of people in the household at that time.

Since the early 1980s, agricultural extension agents have
encouraged farmers to plant perennials or cash crops in their
swiddens. With the gradual transition to a more market-ori-
ented economy, including the infrastructure to collect and
process rubber and sugar cane, Akha farmers at lower deva
tions than Xianfeng have voluntarily moved away from swid-
dening. In Xianfeng, villagers stopped planting upland rice in
1989 when tin was discovered in one of their wet rice aress.
Although rights to the tin have been contested localy, most
Xianfeng villagers now depend on tin for their income. In
1996 Jinghong County, which includes Xianfeng, declared
that villages must reduce swiddening to two mu per person by
the year 2000. Because of other available opportunities,
including good jobs in the city available to citizens, that transi-
tion has already been accomplished in many villages.
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PAYAPRI VILLAGE, THAILAND

The earliest Ulo Akha moved to Payaprai, Thailand, over 100
years ago, but the first magjor change in land alocation and use
for the Ulo Akha resulted from the arrival of large humbers of
Loimi Akha from Burma beginning in 1973. The on-going
violence in Burma had caused hundreds of new Akha to
migrate into Thailand, many of whom settled in Payaprai on
the border. Both Ulo and Loimi Akha report that conflict soon
emerged over access to shifting cultivation lands. Also, the
Loimi moved in teams to open wet rice fidds for each house-
hold. The Ulo, despite living in the area for decades, had not
cultivated wet rice before. They learned from observing the
Loimi and then went by households to open wet rice fields on
lower, flatter, shifting cultivation land. The Loimi had taken
most of the appropriate land by then.

In the 1980s, a highland development project (opium substi-
tution) encompassed Payaprai, but the project had direct activ-
ities only in selected villages, not including Payaprai. At the
same time an ethnic Chinese Thai with KMT (Guomindang)
connections rented RFD land in the forest next to Payaprai for
anominal fee and started a tea company. He and his partners
hired locd Akhato open terraces and plant tea varieties from
Taiwan that now sdl for 1000 baht a kilo (about US$20/kilo
at the time of this research). The tea company exports high
quality tea to Taiwan and elsewhere in Southeast Asa

Tea company gtaff also taught local people how to cultivate
tea, with the result that villagers made nurseries and then
planted seedlings in the primary forest near their houses. Loca
people, however, are planting low quality loca tea, which sdls
for 50 baht/kilo. Tea is now the main source of income for
most villagers. As aresult of its importance, villagers have
planted tea everywhere in the understory of their community
forest. As villagers try to maintain the proper balance between
sunlight and shade to produce abundant tea, they have cut
many trees and prevented regeneration. In the areas close to
the village, the "forest” now looks like a tea plantation, with
large trees scattered across the landscape.

The most recent change in land use was brought by the RFD
in 1993. In honor of the fiftieth year of the king's reign, the
RFD declared the whole area of Payaprai shifting cultivation
fields a site for reforestation. The area legally belongs to the
RFD, as it has in principle since 1898, although villagers have
been using this land for over 100 years. In this particular effort
the Petroleum Corporation of Thailand (PPT) is funding the
reforestation, participating in the "greening" of Thai business.
Here in Payaprai, shifting cultivation is being brought to an

end rather rapidly, with no related income-generating project
to help local people adjust to the loss of land.

In Payaprai only the village head has a full Thai ID card.
Better-off Akha villagers rely on tea and labor in nearby towns
for their income. Poorer villagers who used to depend on the
swiddens for grain face a serious loss of subsistence. Villagers
with hill tribe IDs can only get menial jobs in town such as in
construction, restaurants, and gas stations. Some young people
go through the cumbersome process to get the provincia gov-
ernor's approval to work in Chiang Mai or Bangkok, but this
approva must be renewed as often as every six months. Other
young people, seeking to increase their incomes more rapidly,
are tempted to get involved in the drug trade or other illicit
activities.

COMPARISON

For China, the socialist conception of state building explicitly
intended to include dl ethnic minorities and then "civilize"
them to bring them into the Chinese fold. As citizens in the
nation-state, the Akha of Xianfeng have gone through al the
policy swings since 1949, including dass struggle meetings
during the Cultural Revolution. Ye through their inclusion in
magjor events in recent history, the Akha see themselves as part
of China. As they tdl their stories, the history of China since
1949 and their own history merge. Villagers may adapt land
use categories to their own benefit, and will even defy certain
regulations, but no one talks of pushing the state further away.
Villagers simply wish government officids would listen to their
requests more often.

Many young Akha adults from Xianfeng have gone through
secondary school and in some cases acquired advanced degrees.
They have gone outside to work in towns and cities as teach-
ers, tour guides, soldiers, business people, and bankers as full
citizens of China. Although they continue to be identified as a
minority nationality, with the image of backwardness that label
carries, they are members of the Chinese society and polity.

Loss of forest cover in Xianfeng was largely caused by policies
emphasizing grain production during the collective period.
Xianfeng leaders think the forest around Xianfeng today is in
reasonably good condition, even though they worry about a
few villagers who sdl fudwood illegdly to outsiders. Not sur-
prisingly, expanding markets have in some cases brought
expanding problems.

For Thailand, the capitdist verson of state building included
claiming dl foreds as state asxts. In the 1980s the RFD began to
regard foredsts as state environmental assts, till to be kept out of
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the hands of those who live in the hills. Meanwhile the Akha
have been buffeted between projects of the MOI to settle them,
and reforestation plans of the RFD that have taken away part of
their land. Both agencies regard hill tribes as primitive squatters.
The notion of a hill tribe ID reflects an unwillingness to accept
these people as "Thai." The Akhain Payaprai do not see them-
sves as part of Thailand, although they would like to be. Many
Akha fed they are being pushed out of the hills to a life in urban
aress, where they will gill carry ahill tribe 1D.

Almost al young people leave the village to find work when
they complete sixth class. Young Akha in Payaprai report that
with a hill tribe ID they could complete high school, but they
wouldn't be given a diploma. Without the diploma, they are
limited to menial jobs that they qualify for when they finish
sixth class, so that few bother to go to middlie school. Akha
identity as a "hill tribe," as "not Thai," leaves them without
access to land rights or good employment in the legitimate
economy. Some young people turn to the illicit economy,
which involves potential riches, but aso great danger for those
whom the state would like to blame for its drug problems.

In Payaprai, the area that until 15 years ago was primary forest
has become tea fields. The areais productive for some local
Akha, but the development project that brought in tea, which
coincided with opium substitution projects elsewhere, has aso
effectively caused forest degradation. More recently, the RFD
has taken over the village's shifting cultivation lands for refor-
estation, to create a new forest on lands that used to provide
grain for villagers.
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RESPUNSE

Ethnicity, Forests, and Resource
Management: Comparative Notes
from Mainland Southeast Asia

PHILIP HIRSCH
Department of Geography
University of Sydney, Australia

In her commentary on Akha villages in southern China and
northern Thailand, Janet Sturgeon has provided a usgful
framework for examining state-minority relations through the
lens of a comparative political economy of natural resource
management. While such an approach has antecedents (1), rel-
atively few have focused their ethnography directly on this
question with respect to a particular minority within very dif-
ferent nation-states. The historical evolution of property rights
has helped to shape the extension of state control over people
and territory in both countries, but in quite different ways,
and with sharply different outcomes for the welfare and ethnic
identity of the peoples concerned.

While Sturgeon's anadysis raises a host of interesting compara-
tive issues, | would like to develop just one of these a little fur-
ther - that is, the question of whether ethnicity is a fixed and
defining element of forest and other resource management, or
whether there is rather a need to move beyond a kind of "eth-
nic essentialism™ that has often associated particular resource
management practices with particular ethnic groups. This issue
can be examined within the same transboundary region - the
uplands of mainland Southeast Asia.

In Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam, state authorities associate
upland ethnic minority groups with shifting cultivation and
shifting cultivation with destructive use of forest lands. In
Thailand and Laos in particular, and to a lesser extent in
Vietnam, the Hmong are usually singled out as the most
destructive shifting cultivators. It is no coincidence that, of al
ethnic minorities, the Hmong aso have the most problematic
relationship with the nation-states in question. Ironicaly, this
is based in part on historical security anxieties by aThai state
concerned about Hmong support for a Communist insur-
gency, and by a Lao state concerned about remnants of a CIA-
supported anti-Communist Hmong insurgency. It is telling
that, in Vietnam, the minorities with the most sensitive rela-
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tionship with the state are, to use Conklin's terminology, the
"established" shifting cultivators of the Central Highlands -
aso due to their former CIA connection, in this case through
FULRO. The "pioneer" Hmong shifting cultivators of the
northwestern highlands are relaively less marginalized in this
national context, although UN-sponsored opium eradication
programs may see something of a convergence with neighbor-
ing Laos and Thailand with respect to this aspect of Hmong
marginalization.

In al three countries, policies on shifting cultivation have sg-
nificant implications for ethnic minorities such as the Hmong,
but aso for numerous other ethnic groups. In Laos, the 638
officially-recognized ethnic groups are categorized into high-
landers (Lao Soung), uplanders (Lao Theung), and lowlanders
(Lao Loum), reflecting a differentiation that nevertheless
demonstrates an inclusiveness with regard to citizenship which
is lacking in Thailand. In both countries, shifting cultivation is
deemed both primitive and illegal, and welfare, conservation,
and control objectives are conflated in government policies of
sedentarization in the name of sustainable development. In
Laos, the current policy of eradicating shifting cultivation by
the year 2000 is given prominence, mainly with the Lao Soung
in mind. Redidticaly, it is not considered an attainable goa by
most, even within government, in a rice-short country where
more than one-quarter of staple food production comes from
shifting cultivation.

A significant aspect of ethnic essentialism is the portraying of
conflict over resources as an ethnic issue. NGOs can some-
times be as simplistic as government agencies in this respect.
Uplander-lowlander conflicts have certainly intensified with
the destruction of upper watershed forests and growing water
shortages in lowland areas, but within this severa questions
remain open. For example, it is by no means established in all
casss that upland deforestation is in fact the cause of water
shortage in lowland systems, particularly where there has been
intensification of water demand through double or triple crop-
ping, piedmont orchard development, new agribusiness, or
industry and resort enterprises. Furthermore, where resource
conflict has arisen, it may have less to do with ethnicity per se
than with material underpinnings associated with other
resource claimants, including the state itsdlf. The following
summaries from my own fieldwork illustrate this point.

In central Laos, the lowland Lao village of Namon and the
adjacent, more recently settled Hmong village of Huai
Nhyaang on the northeastern edge of Nam Ngum Reservoir,
superficially present a classic case of ethnically based lowland-
upland conflict. Namon rice farmers wet rice fields are

watered by streams that have run dry in recent years due to
Hmong swidden clearing on steep upland dopes above the vil-
lage. A closer look, however, reveds severd complicating fac-
tors. Namon's wet rice fieldswere al inundated by the Nam
Ngum Dam in the early 1970s, so that the current area avail-
able for paddy is aready marginal and constrained. Severd
Huai Nhyaang-based Hmong wet rice farmers face similar
problems to Namon farmers, and much of the current clearing
is done by other Hmong communities recently resettled into
the area in line with the government policy of sedentarizing
shifting cultivators. In response to the recent policy of forest
land alocation, Namon and Huai Nhyaang have expressed a
preference for joint management of the remaining natural for-
est to avoid conflict in drawing of boundaries, but District
authorities have insisted on separate management according to
fixed boundaries. Many of the resource conflicts in the area
thus have a material bagis that transcends ethnic difference and
where inflexible state programs and external resource claims
have been exacerbating factors.(2)

The ethnic Muong village of Mai and the Dao village of Ngu
are two highland villages in Hoa Binh provinces of northwest-
ern Vietnam. While neither was affected directly by the con-
struction of the Hoa Binh Dam, loca resource conflicts arose
in the early 1990s between both communities and a new
Muong community established nearby at Luong Phong.
Farmers from Luong Phong, who had lost their productive wet
rice fields to inundation by the reservoir, encroached on the
forests of both Mai and Ngu villages, and their livestock aso
caused problems for the crops of each. The situation was exac-
erbated by the rather ambiguous resource boundaries in the
context of recently decollectivized agriculture, where overlaps
between state forest land, swiddens, and household plots left
open many avenues for discord. Here too, conflict that could
eadly be construed as ethnically based had its roots in a partic-
ular configuration of a rapidly changing resource tenure policy
environment and the indirect pressures created by external
resource claims. The forest land alocation policy has gone
some way towards resolving such issues in this case, but has
opened up new questions regarding household versus coopera-
tive management of forest lands and swiddens.(3)

In summary, these cases and Sturgeon's commentary suggest
that, while ethnicity is not unrelated to resource conflict asso-
ciated with incompatible use, management, and tenure
arrangements at alocd leve, there are dso wider material and
policy-related factors to take into account. Sturgeon's primary
lesson is the contingency of ethnicity, within wider political
economic configurations, as a determinant of locad communi-
ties use of, and control over, their local resource base.
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1 For example, Richard Howitt, John Connell, and Philip
Hirsch, eds. 1996. Resources, Nations, and Indigenous
Peoples: Case Studies from Australasia, Melanesia and
Southeast Asa. Melbourne, Oxford University Press.

2 For elaboration of this case study, see: Kaneungnit Tubtim et
al, "Decentralization, Ethnicity, and Watersheds in Laos' in
ibid., pp. 265-78; see dso0 a photographic and carto-graphic
account at website

http://www. usyd.edu.au/su/ geography/mekong/nam_ngum.

3 For more on this case, see Philip Hirsch and Nguyen Viet
Thinh, "Implications of economic reform in Vietham: agrarian
and environmental change in Hien Luong." Australian
Geographer, 27(2): 165-83.
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RESPOUNSE

The Hazards of Generalizing:
Further Comparative Studies of
People and Forests in
Southeast Asia

LESLEY POTTER
Department of Geography
University of Adelaide, South Australia

In her comparative study of two Akha villages in Y unnan
(China) and (presumably) Chiang Mai (Thailand), Janet
Sturgeon equates the impact of policy changes by the respec-
tive governments with the systems of present land use and lev-
ds of forest retention. Sturgeon argues that more forest is
intact in the Chinese village following devolution of responsi-
bility for land and forest management to farm households,
with secure tenure. Cash cropping, agroforests, and wet rice
terraces have largely replaced traditional swiddens. In Thailand,

the insecure legd status of upland-dwelling minority groups
trandates into food insecurity as swidden fields are taken back
by Government for reforestation, while cash income is secured
at the expense of the village community forest.

The critical question is to what extent the study villages dis-
cussed are typical, and their experience able to be generalized
more widely. Can one argue that the partly transformed social-
ist regimes of the region are more likely to retain intact foredt,
well managed by securely tenured farmer households, while the
capitalist regimes are associated with accelerated forest destruc-
tion, insecure tenure for despised uplanders and rampant mar-
ket forces? Is the transition from swidden to permanent culti-
vation made esser by the new land ownership conditions of
the socidist regimes? These are challenging questions, requiring
alonger paper than this. To attempt an answer, | will look at
other studies of Akhain Yunnan, Thailand and Laos, then
make some comparative remarks about Indonesia.

While emphasizing the rapidly changing and varied nature of
agricultural systems among the Akha and other groups in
Yunnan, researchers have noted the land use complexity in
Mengsong, Sturgeon's study area. Menzies describes it as
including "protected forests, permanent rain-fed fields, paddy
fields and swidden plots... in some of which farmers plant
perennia cash crops such as ginger and rattan for harvest dur-
ing the falow period" (Menzies (1996: 57-8). One reason for
the successful forest management may have been the
Government-sanctioned reviva of traditional rules regulating
resource use (especialy of the rattan forests) in 1981, before
control of the uplands was devolved to village households (Xu
Jianchu et al ,1996). This revivad avoided the problem in other
districts of initial rapid deforestation following devolution as
villagers, mistrustful of government intentions, cut and sold
their trees ( Zuo Ting, 1996). There was do little population
pressure, the growth rate between 1950 and 1989 being only
1.7% (Xu Jianchu et a, 1996:168). One might conclude that
this is a uniquely favored area.

Cultivation of cash crops under forest trees is apparently as
widespread in Yunnan as in Thailand. Some communities (not
Akha) "cultivate tea under a forest canopy which has been
thinned but which may be maintained for severd generations
after a brief period of swidden cultivation" (Menzies,

1996:58), while Akha villages near the Laotian border have
quickly moved from a mixed swidden, wet rice and grazing
system to one based on "irrigated rice paddy, permanent rain-
fed fidds and increasingly important tea plantations” (1bid:59).
It would seem that the influence of the market is quite promi-
nent in Yunnan and this will sometimes override considerations
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of forest protection, as was noted in the case of the high-value
Chinese cardamom (Amomum villosum) planted in part of the
Xishuangbanna Nature Reserve (Guan Yuquin et a, 1995).

One might adso contrast the position of Akha in Luang Nam
Tha province, Laos, just south of the China border. While
some maintain a traditional lifestyle, including production of
opium on swiddens, those households who moved downslope,
responding to government pressure to "end shifting cultivation
and preserve forests' have found themselves with inadequate
wet rice land and forced to work as wage laborers for others.
Government promises of assstance have not materialized and
the health of people and animals has deteriorated (Cohen,
1997). Demoralized, the people have reverted to opium pro-
duction. Although Laos is moving to alow tenure to house-
holds successfully managing degraded hill forests, implementa-
tion remains far behind the rhetoric (Potter, 1998 in press).

In the Mae Chan watershed of Chiang Mai (Thailand), one
study identified three different kinds of Akha farmers and
livelihood strategies. Among the most recent immigrants
(22%), described as "cash-crop based, market oriented with
limited capital,” 75% lacked Thai nationality. Most had little
land and were in a fragile and high risk economic situation.
The long established farmers, 60% of whom had Thai nation-
aity, were either "upland rice based, sdf-aufficiency oriented”
with swidden lands and cash crops (36%), or "paddy-based,
investment and market oriented,” with access to wet rice lands
(42%). The third group were the most secure and innovative,
but it was predicted that the swiddeners would soon be forced
into the same situation as the new arrivals because of govern-
ment reforestation of their fallows, which began in 1994. The
authors foresaw the end of upland rice and possibly with it the
demise of Akha culture, dependent as it is on swidden-based
animist ceremonies (Charal Thong-Ngam et a, 1996).

A more optimistic view is presented by Durno (1996), describ-
ing a newly arrived group from Burmawho settled in the same
watershed in 1976. The area was largely covered by Imperata
cylindrica and bamboo, with only small forest patches. The
newcomers proceeded to re-establish a community forest
around their village by setting aside land on ridge tops and
protecting it from fire. Strict rules were instituted on tree
felling and firebresks were cut around the forest perimeter.
The forest is now extensively used by the community, for con-
struction timber, fuelwood, wild food, medicines, and grazing.
When government and non-government agencies extended
their services to the village in 1986 it became clear that the
government was the red owner of the land. Recently these
agencies have been encouraging tree-planting. The villagers
know that increasing their forest cover is a crucia bargaining

point in negotiations for citizenship and land rights. With
68% of their lands now under trees, these Akha villagers,
through their own initiative, have been able to retain their for-
est. Under conditions of increasing population and resource
scarcity, they have only succeeded in doing this by intensifying
their farming into cash crops such as vegetables, and switching
to alternatives such as handicrafts or outside work.

More incentives obvioudy exist for people to plant trees in the
Thai situation, rather than to cut their forest, if they are seek-
ing permanent tenure over their lands. Planting fruit trees is
perceived as another way of asserting land claims, as is using
"approved" dley cropping of vegetative buffer strips
(Turkelboom et al, 1996). Comparable situations may be
found in Indonesia, where upland villagers are under pressure
to plant trees and grow permanent crops using contour
hedgerows, or face possible resettlement in lowland aress (Lee,
1996). Lee noted that in some cases in East Sumba (NTT),
shifting cultivation was being maintained secretly inside desig-
nated protected forest while token tree and contour planting
was undertaken along roadsides and close to villages where
officids would see it.

Other policies of the Indonesian Ministry of Forests, especialy
those relating to replanting programs for industrial forests
(Hutan Tanaman Industri, HTI) have had the effect, as in
Thailand, of alienating large areas of upland on which loca
people, with only traditional tenure, had previoudy produced
food (through swiddening) or grazed animals. People are per-
mitted to grow annual crops for one or two years among the
trees until the canopy closes, but they lose control over their
traditional lands. Serious socia unrest has occurred in some
aress as a result of these activities.

Recent decentralization policies have tended to reduce the
mandate of the Ministry of Forests, and to shift responsibility
for land use decisions, not to villagers but to government offi-
cids at provincia or district level. They are pressured by com-
mercial interests, seeking to establish plantations on village and
forest land alike. The largest industria timber estates are linked
to pulp and paper factories owned by the cartels who exert the
rea power in Indonesia. Companies must negotiate with vil-
lagers for possession of their land: where productive alterna-
tives exist, the company may eventually be forced to withdraw
(Mayer, 1996). In Sumatra and parts of Kalimantan, new land
competition has arisen since 1990 from companies wishing to
plant oil palm. Many villagers welcome these ventures as one
way of obtaining small aress of freehold and a regular income,
despite having to conform to the dictates of estate and factory.
There is at present intense competition for land between the
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