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“Millions of people all over the world depend on mountain forests for their physical, cultural and 
economic survival. Finding the appropriate balance between protecting mountain forests and 
using their resources wisely and respectfully represents one of the greatest challenges for 
sustainable mountain development.” 

 
FAO International Year of Mountains, 2002 
 

1. Introduction 
 
This paper explores just such a challenge in the mountains of northern Thailand. It addresses the 
institutional web of pressures and influences that are at work in the continuing transformation of 
patterns of livelihood and land use in the rugged and multicultural terrain of the Thai uplands. By 
looking at the linkages between sectors – connections both formal and inadvertent – the paper 
seeks to illustrate the ways in which Thai government policies neglect potential avenues towards 
sustainable development. The key sectors or fields considered are forestry, national security, 
agriculture, and tourism. These have combined in northern Thailand, often under the rubric of 
highland development, to facilitate the integration of remote and semi-subsistence-based 
mountain villages into a rapidly changing regional, national and global economic milieu. The 
consequences of these changes on mountain communities and the biophysical environment have 
been profound.   
 
The mountain fringes of Thailand, part of the Southeast Asian massif extending south from the 
Himalayas, are home to the kingdom’s remaining forests. Once covering the majority of the 
country, natural forests are today estimated at less than 20 percent of the country’s area. The 
majority of that is found in the North, which still boasts nearly 45 percent forest cover (Thomas, 
upcoming). The northern mountains form the headwaters of the nation’s lifeblood, the Chao 
Phraya River, and are thus the focus of intense concern. Critical environmental concerns involve 
soil fertility and erosion, biodiversity loss and conflicts over fresh water resources between 
upland and lowland users, which increase with the passing of years. The region is also a rich 
multicultural domain, the heritage of centuries of migration from China by people of diverse 
ethno-linguistic backgrounds. That migration continues today, primarily from Myanmar, but 
because it is set within the context of the modern nation-state, it is a politically charged issue. 
Ethnic minority peoples like the Karen and Hmong make up a statistically negligible 1 percent of 
the national population, but in the upper tributary watersheds that supply water to the lowland 
rice bowls, so-called “hilltribes” are often the majority. Critical social issues include land tenure 
and food insecurity, negative externalities of cash crop production such as chemical hazards and 
indebtedness, lack of citizenship and civil rights of ethnic minorities and a host of social ills such 
as drug abuse and family disintegration. Upland minorities continue to suffer from official 
discrimination and land policies that render most of them illegal squatters on state land.  

 
A couple of generations ago the upland and lowland spheres – ethnic minority and Thai majority, 
forest and rice paddy – existed largely independently of each other. Indeed, the upland forest and 
the valleys were connected by a centuries-long trade in forest products, including colonial-era 
exploitation of teak by Western timber concerns, but physical control over territory was beyond 
the capacity of the state and of little interest to the sparsely populated lowlands (Wyatt, 1984: 
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Thongchai, 1994).  Today, population expansion, state enclosure of forests and competing land 
claims by diverse stakeholders have thrown together the upland and lowland spheres with a great 
crash. This clash of interests – local and state, upstream and downstream, poor and powerful – is 
a subject of great importance for students of mountain development. External forces combine to 
exert tremendous pressures on traditional lifestyles, and local people respond by adapting in 
different ways. The array of forces, to be outlined immediately below, is diverse, but so are the 
responses. Understanding the complexity of pressures on local actors, and the resultant 
complexity of the radically transformed mountain communities of northern Thailand, is a crucial 
challenge for developers and donors alike.  

 
The pros and cons of this agrarian transformation are a matter of debate. What is crystal clear to 
students of Thailand’s changing human-nature relations is that the forest frontier is beyond 
question closed. The era when bringing new land into production could serve as a relief valve for 
social pressures has given way to the era of resource contestation, pitting local users against 
often extremely powerful outside interests in an increasingly complex tapestry of land-use types, 
including state enclosed areas like national parks, remote wedges of swidden fields, hills covered 
in cabbage and other vegetables, a boom in fruit tree expansion, resort and housing development 
construction and thousands of kilometres of new roads. In an increasingly integrated economy, 
both broad sets of stakeholders – local farmers of various ethnicity and outsiders like developers 
and state foresters – compete to make use of land, trees and water. Without some sort of broad 
consensus on new directions in development thought and action, the increasing pressures on 
finite ecosystems will mean more and intensified strife. Without a fundamental change in 
government viewpoint and policy, however, this consensus seems unlikely. Current Thai 
government policies preclude many potential options for sustainable development. It is 
recommended that policies be devised that link land tenure with sustainable land use, promote 
human security and encourage collaborative research among diverse stakeholders like villagers, 
academics, state authorities and non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  
 
1.1. Paper Organization 

 
The impact of diverse external pressures on mountain land use forms the organization of this 
paper. In little more than a single generation, external forces and local responses have 
transformed upland society from a largely subsistence-based economy to an economy dependent 
upon markets. This fundamental shift has brought great social changes in village life.  
 
The second section of this paper will first provide an overview of the institutional setting, 
including a discussion of the Thai political system. The key sectors considered will be forestry, 
national security, agriculture, and tourism. This section will also include an overview of the 
socio-economic setting of the northern Thai uplands. The third section will discuss the impacts 
of external policies, focusing on the pressures and subsequent changes in uplands livelihoods that 
have so thoroughly transformed the socio-economic landscape of northern Thailand. The fourth 
section will discuss the response of various stakeholders, including an increasingly assertive civil 
society. Finally, recommendations will be made.  
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2. Institutional and Socio-economic Setting 
 
Thailand is a unitary state, with the central government operating out of the capital city, 
Bangkok. Power flows from the centre, and all levels of government have traditionally been 
responsible to a chain of command headquartered in the capital. Bangkok is the centre not only 
in terms of administration, but economically as well. Thus, little industrial development exists in 
the northern region, excepting some agri-industrial processing. While tourism has increasingly 
come to play an important economic role – it is the leading industry in Chiang Mai City, the 
region’s urban centre – agriculture is the socio-economic heart of the region. Traditionally, 
agriculture meant wet rice farming in the valleys of the north. Today, agrarian diversification has 
spread to the uplands and the region boasts a great variety of crops, including widespread fruit 
and temperate vegetable production in the highlands. To complicate the picture, research by 
scholars like Rigg (2001) and Kwanchewan et al. (2002) show that off-farm employment is 
increasingly important both for lowland and upland communities. 
 
This section will explain the 1) the political system in Thailand; 2) Socio-economic planning; 3) 
the multicultural landscape of the northern Thai uplands; 4) key institutions at the national level, 
including information on their environmental responsibilities; and 5) elaboration on key sectors.  
 
2.1. Political System 
 
Thailand is a constitutional monarchy. The head of government, the prime minister, is typically 
the leader of the largest party in the ruling coalition and is entrusted with the day-to-day running 
of the government. Since February of 2001, telecommunications tycoon Thaksin Shinawatra of 
the Thai Love Thai Party (Thai Rak Thai) has been prime minister – the first in Thai history to 
govern with a parliamentary majority from his own party. Thailand has a cabinet style of 
government in which the Council of Ministers is responsible for the management of state affairs. 
As a unitary state, Thailand has traditionally employed a highly centralized form of government, 
in which most government officials at provincial, district and subdistrict levels are affiliated with 
central agencies, and local communities are governed directly by officials appointed from 
Bangkok. Historically, sub-national governments have comprised only about 5 percent of the 
total civil service employment. Their share of government expenditure increased under the 8th 
National Economic and Social Development (NESDB) Plan to about 15 percent, although there 
are plans to increase their share to around 35 percent by 2006 (ADB, 1999: 9). Recent economic 
troubles have raised the question of whether this will be possible. Citing budget limitations, the 
government in May 2002 proposed cuts in funding for local government, a move decried by 
proponents of decentralization as unconstitutional (Bangkok Post, May 21, 2002). 
 
Thailand’s central government currently consists of 15 ministries and 154 departments (OEPP, 
2001: 9). Each ministry is headed by a minister appointed by the ruling coalition. However, all 
other staff within the ministry are career officials protected by civil service legislation. The 
senior civil servant in each ministry is the permanent secretary, followed by a hierarchy of 
subordinates. Officials are typically recruited into a particular ministry soon after graduating and 
remain there for the duration of their careers (ADB, 1999: 10). The economic boom of the late 
1980s and early 1990s made such work less appealing because private-sector wages were much 
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higher. This had a negative impact on both the image and morale of the public sector (Minsarn, 
2000: 25). 
 
The Local Administrative Act of 1914 formed the basic pattern of hierarchical territorial 
administration that exists in Thailand today. The country is divided into 76 provinces 
(changwat). With the exception of Bangkok, which has an elected governor, a governor 
appointed by the Ministry of Interior (MOI) heads these provinces. Officials from between 40 
and 80 central government departments are assigned to each province to work under the 
governor, and provincial authority extends over all subsequent levels. Provinces are organized 
into districts (amphur), each of which is administered by a chief district officer appointed by the 
MOI through the Department of Local Administration. There are currently 745 districts. Districts 
are subdivided into tambons, or subdistricts, of which there are 7 252. Each subdistrict is divided 
into approximately 10 villages, totaling more than 66 000 people (ADB, 1999: 10). It is 
interesting to note that from the perspective of watershed management, the provincial boundaries 
roughly correspond to the boundaries of important river catchments. District and subdistrict 
boundaries, however, pay no heed to biophysical boundaries.  
 
It is important to note that the administrative system itself is not really based on these territorial 
subdivisions, i.e. these levels do not have horizontally integrated authorities constituting 
organizations in their own right that are led by chief executive officers. Instead, the system is 
vertically integrated. Ministries directly delegate their officers to work at provincial or district 
levels; what happens simply is a spatial expansion of these organizations (Nelson, 2000: 7). 
“Consequently, contacts that occur between so-called ‘section chiefs’ in the provincial 
administration or the district administration, e.g. in the context of the provincial and the district 
development committees, are not intra-  but inter-organizational relationships” (Ibid., 7). In any 
event, these spatially expanded ministerial organizations formally stop at the district level, with 
the exception of health stations, schools, and community development and agricultural extension 
workers active at the subdistrict and village levels. Even in these cases, they are subordinated to 
district-level officials and often have their permanent workplaces at the district office (Ibid., 7). 
 
Government functions in subdistricts and villages are taken care of by a special category of 
officials who are not civil servants but work in the MOI’s line of command and receive monthly 
(albeit negligible) paychecks from the MOI. Once elected for life, they are now elected by the 
people for terms of four years. These are the kamnan (subdistrict headman) and the phu yai ban 
(village headman) (Ibid., 7). Their role in the process of decentralization is changing and will be 
addressed below.  
 
2.1.1. The 1997 Constitution 
 
Thailand’s most progressive constitution in history was adopted in September 1997. The 
document is notable for its embrace of principles of participation and decentralization, taking 
Thailand a significant step towards participatory democracy with a provision for recall of 
politicians if 50 000 signatures can be collected and submitted to the Senate for consideration. In 
addition to this, two unique features of the new charter set it apart from its predecessors, 
including: 1) strengthening the rule of law and human rights; and 2) enhancing accountability 
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mechanisms and enforcing much stronger conflict of interest standards (ADB, 1999: 12). Of 
greatest importance to this study is Article 79, which provides for citizen control of resources 
through a number of measures that “promote and encourage public participation in the 
preservation, maintenance and balanced exploitation of natural resources and biological 
diversity, and in the promotion, maintenance and protection of the quality of the environment” 
(quoted from the text of the Constitution, ADB, 1999: 13). Also significant is the creation of an 
Administrative Court and an Ombudsman, through which citizens can challenge the once 
untouchable bureaucracy.  
 
An ongoing challenge today is the passage of over 30 pieces of organic legislation necessary to 
implement the constitution. While several watchdog agencies like the Counter Corruption 
Commission have already been established, legislation that would transfer control over resources 
to local communities, for instance a community forestry law, has not materialized. Moreover, in 
October 2002, a five-year moratorium on amendments to the constitution ends and a struggle 
will begin over key values of the document. One recurring problem with the new constitution is 
the fact that struggles over policy in Thailand traditionally take place in the implementation 
phase rather than within the policy formulation process. That is, controversial policies are passed 
with little trouble only to fall apart when competing interests contest their implementation 
(Unger, 1998.)  
 
It should also be stressed that the 1997 Constitution is an elite-written document. The drafters 
are, in terms of political vision, 20 years ahead of the administrators assigned with the duty of 
carrying out its wide-reaching changes. This obviously makes for friction and a future of no little 
political struggle.  
 
2.1.2. Decentralization 
 
Decentralization is a key theme in the 1997 Constitution as well as an important value of 
Thailand’s assertive civil society. It has been strongly resisted by conservatives in and out of 
government and entrenched bureaucratic interests. An important component of the central 
control maintained by the extremely powerful Thai MOI is the district officer. Decentralization 
plans do not directly limit the powers of this actor, e.g. through district-level elections, but 
moves to democratize the subdistrict level would indirectly do so.  The 1994 establishment of 
subdistrict or tambon councils promised to make the first real dent in the MOI’s power over local 
government, but its effects were scarcely visible before the even more radical changes called for 
by the constitutional reforms of 1997-1998. These provided for directly elected subdistrict 
councils with control over significant resources, both natural and financial, which heretofore 
have been under centralized state control (Nelson, 2000).  
 
The efficacy of the new Tambon Administrative Organizations (TAO) in devolving power to the 
grassroots and, most significant for upland areas, giving local people a voice in the management 
of natural resources, is controversial (see Apichai 1996 for an optimistic view and Nelson 2000 
for a negative one). The role of the TAOs is still unclear as the process continues to evolve. At 
the present stage, however, constitutionally mandated responsibilities such as economic 
development and natural resource protection are unfunded and in conflict with line ministries of 
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the central government. For example, district-level development and agricultural extension 
officers active at the tambon level have not been transferred from line ministries to the new local 
administrations. More pertinent to the upper tributary watersheds of the North is the fact that 
most natural resources remain in the control of the Royal Forestry Department (RFD) and out of 
the purview of the TAOs. Furthermore, since MOI representatives, in the form of subdistrict and 
village headman, were replaced as ex-officio members of the TAOs by elected members in 1999, 
annual protests have been launched by these disgruntled local leaders – who want their life-long 
terms reinstated (Nelson, 2000: 19).    
 
One critical problem of decentralization in Thailand is the lack of a system of monitoring TAO 
budgets. While the spirit of decentralization is clear in the 1997 Constitution, specifics are 
lacking on the proper form it should take. Without a system of monitoring, it is feared that 
corruption will increase in government at all levels, and the 35 percent of government revenue 
transferred to local authorities will disappear down a black hole. Though resistance to 
decentralization remains, it is evident throughout the state administration that decentralization is 
a fact of life. The struggle will be over the details.  
 
As far as natural resources are concerned, the current policy on decentralization contains 
language dictating what “must be done” and “choices of action”. In the case of the RFD, policy 
dictates that the department “must” decentralize authority for the responsibility of two areas to 
theTAO, beginning in 2002 and to be completed by 2006. These areas of responsibility are 
community forestry and forest fire control. Furthermore, a proposal to transfer authority for 
national parks and wildlife sanctuaries from the central government to the regional level, 
including the issuing of land-use permits, was being considered by an RFD committee at the time 
of writing.  
 
2.2.  Bureaucracy and Planning 
 
2.2.1.  Bureaucracy 
 
The nature of government in Thailand is “fragmented”, in the words of renowned Thai 
economist Ammar Siamwalla (2001: 252). By this it is meant that the bureaucracy is essentially 
vertically oriented within sectors, with few horizontal linkages, and sectoral concerns such as 
agriculture or infrastructure become a form of turf fought over in inter-bureaucratic rivalries. In 
the case of natural resources, most are managed by a number of line ministries. For instance, 
there are at least 30 mostly unrelated laws governing water and water resources. Earlier policies 
and laws encouraged the increased utilization of natural resources. These institutions were 
therefore not conceived with the purpose of conserving resources but rather to facilitate their 
extraction, and they have yet to be able to adapt to the new situation of increased resource 
scarcity (Mingsarn, 2000b: 24). 
 
Although a number of conservation-oriented laws were passed in the 1990s, they are highly 
centralized in nature and some of them follow western models. These models arose in contexts 
radically different from local Thai conditions and are often inappropriate. For example, the 
National Park Act is only concerned with nature and neglects the fact that the livelihoods of 
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many rural communities depend on non-timber forest products (NTFP). The act also ignores the 
rural rules and regulations that local communities have crafted to ensure the sustained use of 
NTFPs. Moreover, the lack of personnel, monitoring capabilities, and the lack of people’s 
participation in the management of local resources mean that important natural resources in 
Thailand for the most part continue to remain under de facto if not de jure open access. This has 
clearly led to the abuse of forest, water and aquatic resources (Ibid., 24). 
 
Thai laws are normally short and vague and assign substantial powers to the executive through 
the use of ministerial regulations and announcements. Thus, the executive has the power to direct 
the application of rules and if it cannot influence the regulations, it can still influence those 
overseeing the regulations. Furthermore, overlapping mandates are believed to prevent some 
authorities from enforcing laws for fear of offending or overstepping another’s jurisdiction. 
When mandates are conflicting, there are no clear boundaries marking jurisdiction and the final 
decision depends on the political strength of individual ministers. Coordination is attempted 
through interministerial committees but if the chairman of the committee is not high ranking 
enough, conflicts are not easily resolved. When the chairman of the committee is very important, 
e.g. the prime minister or deputy prime minister, the committee is rarely even convened (Ibid., 
24). 
 
In addition to the way in which they are used, the institutions themselves tend to have inadequate 
human resources attached to them. Despite efforts to build up these resources, training has not 
been continuously done and is often not effective, as promotion is not tied to performance-based 
evaluations. The patronage system within the civil service prevents the rise of effective 
personnel, and in fact more often succeeds in protecting the ineffective ones. Also, as wages tend 
to be low, many able staff were lost to the private sector during the economic boom, creating 
effectiveness and morale problems for those remaining (Ibid., 25). 
 
2.2.2.  Planning 
 
Thailand has engaged in overall indicative economic planning for almost four decades and is in 
the first year of the Ninth 5-Year Plan. The main objectives of the National Economic and Social 
Development Plan are to provide directions for and coordination of public expenditures for 
economic and social development.  In the past, the planning process was used to enforce 
economic thinking in programme and project formulation. The plan was intended to be a very 
important document, serving as a budget reference for public investment projects (i.e. activities 
other than those stipulated by the plan would not receive budget support). 
 
The planning process of the Eighth Plan (1997-2001) was a major departure from the tradition of 
economic planning in Thailand.  It was no longer based on professional assessment of existing 
and emerging comparative advantage backed by economic analysis and demographic forecast. 
The plan was prepared by convening meetings with different interest groups and stakeholders in 
every region of the country including the representatives of the grassroots and has been hailed as 
being people-centred.  It has therefore become actually a synthesized aspiration of the 
multifarious stakeholders. The common criticism of this plan, including that coming from board 
members, is that it does not offer prioritization of strategies, programmes or projects.  The Ninth 
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Plan also adopted the same process.  The national economic crisis has also made an impact on 
the plan. The new plan is likely to follow the “ middle way” for development, i.e. not over-
emphasizing rapid growth but adopting a more balanced approach to development, especially 
social development. 
 
Critics argue that national and sectoral plans have largely been effective only as guidelines for 
investment. Engineering solutions, i.e. suggested solutions that require construction, are 
normally implemented while reform measures, especially those that will create political 
pressures, are left untouched (Mingsarn 2000b: 25).  
 
2.2.3.  Environmental responsibilities 
 
In accordance with the National Environmental Quality Enhancement Act 1992, Thailand has 
prepared a 14-page policy framework and long-term environment plan.  Under this policy 
framework and long-term plan, policy guidelines are given for (i) natural resources, (ii) 
prevention and treatment of pollution, (iii) natural and artistic resources, (iv) community 
environment, (v) education and public relations for the environment and (vi) technology for 
environmental protection and enhancement. The plan specifies very broad objectives, e.g. to 
restore, to rehabilitate and to conserve natural resources and environment and to improve the 
management of the natural resources and environment management.  Quantitative targets are 
stipulated for a few sectors, for example, to increase forested areas to 50 percent of total land 
area out of which two-fifths of the forested areas are conservation forests.   
 
The framework provided under this long-term plan is then translated into a medium-term 
management plan with budget estimated for major programmes of activities.  Thailand’s first 
Environmental Quality Management Plan, completed in 1997, covers the period between 1999-
2006. The medium-term plan provides for two major strategies for a) resolution of natural 
resource and environmental problems and b) institutional reforms for the management of 
community forests, water resources, biodiversity, protection of first-class watersheds, etc., and 
the improvement of infrastructures supporting natural resources and environment.  In the first 
strategy, participation from people and community has been seen as an instrument that will instill 
in people the sense of ownership in natural resources and environment and maintain them. The 
plan has identified six priority aspects in soils and land use, forest resources, water resources 
water pollution, air and noise pollution, and solid wastes. 
  
The total budget for the medium plan reveals actual government priorities.  It is estimated at 18.6 
billion baht2 of which 59 percent goes to water pollution, 15 percent to solid waste management, 
10 percent to soils and land uses and 6 percent to forest resources.  The water resources sector 
receives less than 1 percent while coastal resources are allocated about 1 percent and energy 
resources about 2 percent.  It is evident in reading the plan that although natural resources tend to 
receive greater attention, the budget is heavily allocated to wastewater treatment.  
 
Although the goals of the national economic and the environmental plans are linked in the sense 
that goals stipulated in the environmental plan also consistently appear in the national plan, the 
                                                 
2 At the time of writing the conversion rate for the Thai baht was 41.8 to US$1.  
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environmental impact of the development plan was not explicitly recognized and fed into the 
environmental plan. Mitigation of the environmental impacts of public investment projects is 
implemented through the environmental impact assessment (EIA) process and this occurs only 
after the plan has been approved and only at the project level. After reviewing the EIA, the 
Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment (MOSTE) submits its comments to the 
National Environmental Board, which is an interministerial committee chaired by the prime 
minister. 
 
MOSTE also influences local governments though environmental projects proposed by local 
governments but these have to be vetted by the Office of Environmental Policy and Planning 
(OEPP) (an agency within MOSTE).  Investments in environmental projects can also receive 
support from the Environmental Funds.  Moreover, each ministry has its own environmental 
departments or divisions.  Whenever conflicts arise, it is common that the conflict is solved by an 
interministerial or departmental committee, subcommittee or task force. 
 
Roughly one-third of all government agencies have responsibilities for environmental 
management in some respect or other (see Table 1 in Appendix 2). Out of a total of 154 
departments and 53 state enterprises within 15 ministries, 74 have environmental responsibilities. 
Leading ministries are the Prime Minister’s Office, Agriculture and Cooperatives, Interior, and 
Science, Technology and Environment, each with 12 agencies involved with environmental 
management (OEPP, 2001: 9).  
 
The fragmented nature of natural resource management in Thailand is further illustrated by the 
fact that a) the responsibility for each type of natural resource is spread out over a large host of 
different agencies and b) many line agencies have responsibility for several different resources. 
For example, while the RFD’s primary mandate is clear from its title, there are 14 other agencies 
with responsibilities involving forests. And while forest conservation and timber extraction are 
the two primary briefs of the RFD, it also has responsibilities including management of water, 
land, biodiversity and coastal resources. Such a situation is not restricted to the RFD or forestry 
however, with 42 agencies involved with water, 38 with land and 22 with biodiversity (OEPP, 
2001: 13-17).  
 
2.2.4.  Bureaucratic reform 
 
Major plans and movements are currently underway to reorganize the Thai bureaucracy. One 
might note that plans and movements have been “underway” for several decades, but the current 
government’s parliamentary majority and reform momentum lead many observers to expect 
some degree of restructuring to take place by the end of 2002. While plans for a complete 
overhaul of ministries has been postponed, at the very least a new Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment is expected by October. One of the important aspects of this will be that the 
protection-production functions of the RFD will be separated, with the RFD retaining its 
protection responsibilities as a key department within the new ministry, while reforestation and 
timber harvesting will remain a function of the Agriculture Ministry.   
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Questions of bureaucratic rivalry remain, however. One question mark involves the likelihood of 
cooperation between the RFD and the OEPP, currently an agency in the MOSTE but slated to 
join the RFD in the new Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. One wary optimist 
pointed out that there is bad blood between the agencies. While the RFD has district-level agents 
working on the ground, the OEPP issues proclamations from Bangkok that severely complicate 
the RFD’s job. How these differences will be resolved is an open question.  
 
2.3.  The Multicultural Landscape 
 
In the mountains of northern Thailand, an ethno-cultural trichotomy has been employed for 
almost a hundred years to analyse land-use patterns. In plain English, scholars divide the 
mountains of northern Thailand by altitude to describe how different ethnic groups use the land 
(Kunstadter et al., 1978; Hansen, 2001; ICRAF, 2001). In the face of the dual forces of 
population growth and the expansion of the market, this model has come under increasing 
analytical strain, but it is still roughly useful as a departure point in the study of mountain 
development in the North. The model divides the region vertically into three zones: highlands, 
midlands and lowlands, with distinct ethnic groups and land-use patterns characteristic of each 
zone. In the highlands above the so-called opium zone, or 1 000 metres above sea level, live five 
distinct ethnic groups, known somewhat pejoratively as “hilltribes”, who have gradually filtered 
down from China, Myanmar and Lao PDR over the last century to build small villages on 
hillsides above 1 000 metres. These are the Akha, Hmong, Lahu, Lisu and Mien. Some have 
lived in Thailand for generations. Others have just arrived from across the border (Ibid.).  

 
In 1998, the Tribal Research Institute reported that the population of the nine officially 
recognized “hilltribes” was 752 728 people (ADB, 2000: 17). These people are found in 20 
provinces nationwide, but make up only 1.2 percent of the total population of Thailand (61.5 
million). About 92 percent of the highland minorities are found in the North, where they make up 
5.8 percent of the regional population (ICRAF, 2001: 10). Of the six provinces with more than 
10 000 highland minority people, five are in the upper North: Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Mae 
Hong Son, Tak and Nan. Chiang Mai province has the largest ethnic highland population in 
absolute numbers (190 795 or 12.1 percent) while Mae Hong Son has the largest relative ethnic 
minority population at 41 percent (ADB, 2000: 12-15).  
 
Nationally, almost half of the highland minorities are Karen (46.8 percent or 352 295). The 
second largest group is the Hmong, with 15.8 percent (118 779) of the ethnic highland 
population, followed by the Lahu with 11.2 percent (84 414). The smallest group is the Khamu, 
with 1.4 percent or 10 476 people. The highland population is not limited to minority groups, 
however, with lowland Thais and other Tai ethnic groups like the Shan and Lue swelling the 
total highland population to nearly 940 000 people (Ibid., 16). At the national level, lowland 
Thais make up 16 percent of the population living more than 600 metres above sea level 
(ICRAF, 2001). While the highland minority population is minimal at both the national and 
regional levels (about 1 percent and 6 percent, respectively), they frequently make up more than 
half of the population in upper tributary watersheds. For instance, as stated above, in the Mae 
Chaem watershed of Chiang Mai Province, highland minorities are 64 percent of the population 
(ICRAF, 2001). 
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Specific land-use practices have been associated with each altitude zone, though scholars like 
Hanson (2001) and Kunstadter and Tippawan (2001) warn against conflating ethnicity with 
production methods. They argue that physical aspects such as elevation, slope and soil 
characteristics determine practices. For example, opium grows best at 1 000 metres above sea 
level, which is near the maximum altitude for upland rice growing. Thus, traditional opium 
growers like the Hmong and Lahu favored areas near this “opium zone”, while subsistence rice 
farmers like the Karen stayed below it. In most upper tributary watersheds of the north, the 
midland zone is the home of ethnic groups who have lived for hundreds of years in the region, 
chiefly the Karen but also including the Lua, Khamu and Htin people. They occupy hill areas 
between 600 and 1 000 metres above sea level.  Many scholars argue that the Lua are the true 
indigenous people of northern Thailand, a fact revealed in historical records in which northern 
Thai rulers recognized the less-powerful Lua as the original denizens of their kingdoms. The 
Karen, accounting for more than half of the so-called hilltribes, have lived in the region for at 
least 200 years, and just across the border in Myanmar for far longer (Renard, 1980; Keyes, 
1979).  

 
The lowlands are occupied by the ethnic majority lowland Thais, or khon muang, who are 
traditionally wet-rice farmers in the narrow valleys of northern Thailand and speak a dialect of 
the Tai language family similar to Tai groups in southern China, eastern Myanmar and Lao PDR. 
The first Thai kingdom in the area of northern Thailand was the Lanna kingdom, established by 
King Mengrai in the 13th century. This was preceded in the region, however, by the Mon 
kingdom of Haripunichai, and by Thai principalities further north in today’s southwestern China. 
The area was brought under Burmese dominion for two hundred years until the late 18th century, 
and following this, was increasingly brought under the sway of Siam, until it was officially 
incorporated at the end of the 19th century.  

 
For the people of northern Thailand, regardless of ethnicity or the altitude zone they traditionally 
occupy, one of the primary resources has been the forested mountains and foothills. Both Thai 
and ethnic minority highlanders have practiced unirrigated farming for centuries in the upland 
slopes using methods variously referred to as slash and burn, bush or forest fallow, swidden, rai, 
or shifting cultivation (Kunstadter et al., 1978: 3).3 “Shifting” cultivation does not necessarily 
imply that the cultivators themselves are nomadic, a common misperception in Thailand. Nor 
should the practice be uniformly associated with opium, which was grown historically by only a 
minority of highland peoples. Swiddeners of the midland tradition like the Karen, who did not 
traditionally grow opium, live in villages that have been settled for hundreds of years. While 
population pressures were still manageable, they practiced a benign form of rotational swidden: 
clearing and burning a section of forest, cultivating an often wide variety of subsistence crops for 
a year or two, and then letting the forest retake the land for a period of six or seven and up to 15 
years (Ibid., 9).  
 

                                                 
3 Swidden cultivation is a practice in which vegetation felled in patches of forest during the dry season is burned 
before the onset of the rainy season to open the site and release nutrients. The cleared fields are cultivated and 
harvested for one or more years, and then left to lie fallow for varying periods to allow secondary forest to regrow 
(Fox, 2000).  
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Shifting cultivators in the highlands and foothills, on the other hand, practiced a far more 
destructive form of swiddening, though scholars argue that both these practices – that of 
highlanders like the Hmong and Akha and of the lowland Thais – were adaptive strategies in a 
turbulent context. The highlanders, for their part, were on the move from China and in search of 
a “good place”. Their swidden practices involved the clearing of primary or late secondary 
forests and the cultivation of the land until it was unproductive and then abandoned, at which 
time the small hamlets were relocated in order to clear forests anew. The effects on the forest 
were often grave, with a succession to imperata grasslands rather than forests.  
 
In the case of northern Thai farmers living in river valleys, population pressures, the existence of 
markets for cash crops and few off-farm employment opportunities pushed farmers onto 
marginal hill slopes, where they employed a short cultivation-short fallow system. Secondary 
growth in this system tended to be of the low tree and scrub type rather than a return to forest 
cover (Ibid., 7). Judd (1987) estimated that a million Thai farmers were practicing this sort of 
farming in 1960, out of a national population of 30 million, and Chapman (1978) emphasized 
that this problem intensified as population grew throughout the next two decades. With rapid 
economic growth in the 1980s and 1990s and a decline in the fertility rate, much of the areas 
exposed to lowland Thai swiddens were abandoned as people found off-farm employment or the 
hill slopes were converted to permanent fields or orchards.  
 
For a combination of reasons including mainly state enclosure of mountain forestland, 
infrastructure development and the attention of highland development projects, all three forms of 
swidden agriculture have today diminished in extent dramatically. This has had important 
repercussions for local livelihoods, which will be discussed below. 
 
2.4.  Institutions 
 
The primary institutions with an impact on the natural and human communities of the uplands of 
northern Thailand exist within the agricultural and national security sectors. Within the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Cooperatives (MOAC), the most important department is the Royal Forest 
Department, which is responsible for all land enclosed for the purpose of protection, such as 
national parks, wildlife sanctuaries, no-hunting zones and class 1 watersheds. Other MOAC 
agencies also play important roles, including departments of Agriculture, Irrigation, Land 
Development, Extension, Land Reform and Agricultural Economics. Also under the MOAC 
umbrella is the parastatal Forest Industry Organization, which is responsible for timber 
production and controls plantations of teak and pine throughout the North.  
 
Ministries involving national security and the control of populations include primarily Interior 
(MOI), Defense and the Office of the Prime Minister. Because the northern region borders 
Myanmar and Lao PDR, countries with which Thailand has had a history of troubled relations, 
national security concerns have had a pronounced impact on local people. The Department of 
Local Administration of the MOI has the brief of overseeing subnational-level adminstration. 
Because all officials above the village and subdistrict (tambon) level are appointed by the MOI – 
and even those officials at the two lowest levels receive MOI salaries – Interior holds great 
power throughout the country. District officers and provincial governors are not elected and 
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report to the MOI in Bangkok. Furthermore, the MOI is responsible for issuing citizenship 
papers, a problem for roughly half of all highland minorities. Other important MOI departments 
include Community Development, Lands, and the Office of Accelerated Rural Development.  
 
Within Defense, the Uttaradit-based Third Army is responsible for the defense of the North. The 
security structure is complicated, however, first by the fact that other military units, independent 
of the Third Army, are active along the border (e.g. the Fourth Cavalry Regiment answers 
directly to the Second Cavalry Division, which in turn reports to Army HQ in Bangkok – not to 
the Third Army). Another key player in security is the paramilitary Border Patrol Police of the 
National Police Department, which falls under the authority of the Office of the Prime Minister. 
The second major complication is the problem of drugs. Cross-border drug trafficking has been 
cited by the Thai authorities as national security problem number one. In October 2001, Prime 
Minister Thaksin assigned as the lead drug-interdiction agency the former communist-
suppression agency known as the Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC). Meanwhile the 
Third Army has also played an important – and controversial – role in both interdicting 
traffickers and rehabilitating addicts. Government policy today is to send addicts to military 
camps for rehabilitation, rather than to prison.  
 
Agencies under the purview of the Prime Minister’s Office, a ministry-level office, play a key 
role in both national security and development. For example, the Committee to Facilitate the 
Solution to National Security Problems relating to Hill Tribes and the Cultivation of Narcotics 
Crops (COHAN) falls under the authority of the National Security Council (itself responsible to 
the Office of the Prime Minister) but is headquartered with the Third Army. This multi-agency 
committee is assigned with the task of preparing a master plan for highland development, 
affecting the livelihoods of the 700 000-plus ethnic minorities living in northern provinces. The 
National Security Council remains the final authority regarding ethnic minorities and their rights. 
It is able to overrule other ministries and regulations (ADB, 2000: 98). 
 
Other agencies falling under the Prime Minister’s Office and with explicit roles in mountain 
development include the Office of the Narcotics Control Board, which played a major role in 
efforts to suppress opium growing, including the construction of prisons. In early 2002, the 
ONCB requested that its budget be doubled, in part in order to construct six new prisons. The 
Royal Project Board is another key agency falling under the purview of the Prime Minister’s 
Office. Following the phasing out of most bilateral highland development projects, the Royal 
Project Board is the chief agency still involved with agricultural alternatives to opium in the 
northern uplands. Also of importance is the parastatal Electricity Generating Authority of 
Thailand, the lead agency in the construction of hydroelectric dams, a lignite plant in Lampang 
Province and power lines throughout the country.  
 
Rounding out the list of agencies with important briefs in the northern mountains are the 
Department of Highways (Ministry of Transport and Communications), the Department of 
Mineral Resources (Ministry of Industry), the Ministry of Public Health, which operates rural 
health stations, the Ministry of Justice (drug offenses, common in poor mountain areas, entail 
severe penalties, including death), the Department of Public Welfare (an agency of the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Welfare with a decades-long history of intervention in the northern 
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mountains) and the Ministry of Education, which operates schools throughout the uplands, 
including those under the purview of the Department of Non-Formal Education. (The Border 
Patrol Police also operates schools along the border, but this function is increasingly being 
turned over to the school system.) 
 
The Thai government began producing 5-year socio-economic development plans in 1960. The 
first few plans stressed the role of free enterprise in development and made scant reference to 
issues like poverty, including in the highlands. When attention was paid at all to mountain 
minority peoples, they were seen as a problem that needed fixing. A 5-year plan was established 
in 1964 directing the Department of Public Welfare, the Border Patrol Police and the Central 
National Security Command to conduct crop replacement and other development work (Renard, 
2001: 47). That same year the Tribal Welfare Center was established in Chiang Mai with four 
objectives: to prevent forest destruction, end opium cultivation, provide socio-economic 
development for “hilltribes” and to instill loyalty in these people for Thai institutions.  
 
During these early years, an enduring tension between suppression and welfare was instituted 
through the often overlapping and competing interests of various government agencies. For 
example, the forestry and public welfare departments have had a history of conflict over 
competing agendas. While the former seeks to limit human settlement in enclosed areas, the 
latter’s agenda highlights improving the lot of these very communities. In addition, Renard notes 
that “in the 1970s when the Thai Third Army spent more time in firefights with hill people than 
in cooperating with them in development work, the UN projects and Royal Project were the only 
influential friends the hill people had” (Ibid., 158). While most of the international projects have 
ceased operating, the role of the Royal Project in keeping the RFD at bay is still critically 
important for mountain people trying to hang on to their forest villages (Thomas, personal 
communication: Prasert, personal communication).  
 
2.5.  Key Sectors 
 
2.5.1.  Forestry 
 
Deforestation is universally recognized as a problem in Thailand, from the upland Karen farmer 
who has watched his forest fallows cleared by outsiders, to the downstream rice farmer 
nervously watching irrigation levels, to the Bangkok newspaper reader who has only ever seen a 
real forest on TV. In 1938, about 72 percent of country was forested (Hirsch, 1998: 60), and as 
recently as 1960, more than half of the kingdom was cloaked in forest. A generation later, when 
the government banned logging in 1989 and cancelled logging concessions in natural forests, 
half of the remaining tree cover was gone; less than 20 percent of the country remained forested.4 
The logging ban didn’t end the hemorrhage of natural capital, either, with statistics from the UN 
Food and Agriculture Organization  (FAO) revealing that from 1990 to 1995 Thailand lost 12 
percent of its remaining forest cover (FAO, 1999). This was most rapid in the North, primarily 
because the rest of the country had already been denuded (see forest statistics, Table 2 in 
Appendix 3).  
                                                 
4  Estimates of forest cover vary, from differing interpretations of RFD estimates of 28 percent and 22 percent in 
1989 (Chiara, 1994: 211; Hurst, 1990: 208) to 15 percent in 1990 (Lohmann, 1990: 16).  
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David Thomas of the International Centre for Research in Agroforestry offers a broad answer to 
the question, “What happened?” Three broad and interrelated types of deforestation occurred in 
northern Thailand: 1) conversion of forests by the lowland population in two successive phases, 
first into farmland and then for urban-commercial purposes; 2) logging, which ceased legally in 
1989 but continues to persist illegally; and 3) “farmers in the forest,” or the land-use practices of 
highland minorities (ICRAF, 2001).  
 
The extraction of timber in northern Thailand has a long history, and the international trade in 
exotic hardwoods, notably teak, played an important role in the Thai forests. “The process of 
deforestation might, in fact, be said to have begun with the exploitation of the rich teak forests of 
the North by Western firms operating under license from the RFD. Indeed, central to the early 
forest management philosophy of the RFD was the cutting and processing of wood for export to 
Europe” (Bello, 1998: 177).  
 
The administrative heads of the RFD were, in fact, Englishmen from its founding in 1896 until 
1932. Foreign control of the forestry sector was nearly total, with English, French and Danish 
concerns controlling nearly 90 percent of the 1.3 million teak trees in the concession areas. Of 
the total of eight Thai concessions, the total number of trees “was much less than in the one 
forest that had been given to the Danes.” (Ibid., 177). The 1932 coup d’etat that created the 
constitutional monarchy and shifted power from the king to the bureaucracy, and especially the 
military, ended foreign control of Thai forests, but local concessions perpetuated the process of 
deforestation (Pasuk, 1995: 51). 

 
Prior to the 1960s, Thai forest policy was concerned primarily with managing timber extraction 
and governed by the Forest Act of 1941. More than half the country was forested and the state 
was concerned that part of the benefits of this resource flowed into government coffers. To this 
end, half of the country’s forests were awarded to timber companies as concessions. It was not 
until the early 1960s and recognition that the forests were rapidly being destroyed that the 
government produced several key pieces of legislation designating reserved forests, national 
parks and wildlife sanctuaries. Major laws relating to forest conservation include the 1960 
Wildlife Preservation and Protection Act (amended in 1992), the 1961 National Parks Act and 
the 1964 National Forest Reserve Act (Mingsarn and Pornpen, 2000).  
 
While reforestation was seen at this early stage as critically important, progress to that end has 
been minimal. From 1906 to 1996, the RFD planted 5.4 million rai of forests (Mingsarn and 
Pornpen, 2000).5  Yet, this amount is negligible compared to the 89 million rai that was 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 (Mingsarn, 2000a).  Principally due to budget limitations, the RFD was only able to 
replant one-third of the area that was targeted for reforestation in the two National Economic and 
Social Development Plans covering the years from 1982 to 1991.  In 1992, reforested areas 
peaked at 326 731 rai and have continued to decline steadily since.  In 1998, reforested areas 
                                                 
5 6.3 rai equal one hectare. 
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totaled 45 950 rai. Put another way, the total amount of reforestation for the 20 years between 
1965 and 1985 was equal to the average annual forest loss (Apichai, 1992). 
 
The Watershed Management Division, which is now under the Natural Resources and 
Environmental Protection Office of the RFD, 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 a 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” (Mingsarn, 2000a). 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 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, among three divisions has been to stall the development of one system of ecosystem 
management (Mingsarn, 2000a).  
 
Thailand did not have its first comprehensive national forest policy until 1985.  The 1985 policy 
aimed to maintain a target of 40 percent forest cover.  Of this 40 percent, only 15 percent was to 
be kept as conservation forest area.  The conservation forest areas included first-class 
watersheds, national parks, and wildlife sanctuaries.  The other 25 percent was classified as 
economic forest area. This ratio was reversed in 1989 when catastrophic landslides in the South 
and the resulting public outcry compelled the government to pass a nationwide logging ban and 
revoke forest concessions in state reserve forests. (This ban is still in effect.) By that time, the 
goals were coming into conflict with reality. By 1986, 45 percent of the total area of the country 
had been declared national reserve forest, theoretically providing enough land, with some to 
spare, to meet the national forest policy goal of 40 percent of the nation under forests. However, 
RFD statistics, which include orchards, as well as pulp and rubber plantations within the 
category of “forests,” showed only 26 percent of the country under forest cover. A narrower 
definition of forests, eliminating single-stand tree farms, would bring the number down to below 
20 percent, meaning less than half of the national goal had been met (Hirsch, 1990).   
 
In sum, the last two decades – most dramatically since 1990 – have seen a dramatic expansion of 
strict regulation of land previously only nominally enclosed by the state (see Table 3 in 
Appendix 4). These areas under RFD jurisdiction are national parks, wildlife sanctuaries and 
watershed protection zones. For example, of the 81 national parks established by 1997, only 16 
were set up before 1980. A quarter of the total were established between 1990 and 1995 
(Mingsarn and Pornpen, 2000). As far as watershed areas are concerned, while only 25 percent 
of the country is placed in class one or two zones with severe restrictions on land use, the 
proportion doubles in the northern region and rises to 90 percent in upper tributary watersheds 
like Mae Chaem in Chiang Mai Province (ICRAF, 2001). Ethnic minorities largely populate 
such upper tributary watersheds. The population of Mae Chaem, for example, is 64 percent 
upland minority, mainly Karen and Hmong. Technically, most of the 68 000 people in this 
watershed are illegal squatters, regardless of the fact that the Karen population has lived there for 
generations. 
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The situation in the North is more extreme than the rest of the country, essentially because this 
region was historically the most mountainous and forested. The northern region has experienced 
sharp declines in forest cover over the last several decades.  In 1961, 69 percent of northern 
Thailand was covered by forest, or some 73 million rai of forest cover, and by 1995 these figures 
had dropped to 44 percent and 46 million rai, respectively (Mingsarn, 2000a).  However, given 
that the North accounts for the major share of the total forest cover in Thailand, it often sustains 
the greatest total forest losses per period. Between 1973 and 1991, the North lost 36 000 square 
kilometres of forest, though the Northeast lost far more as a percentage of area, or 60 percent 
(Cropper, 1996; 16).  
 
Today, 66 percent of the land in the North is considered national reserve forest, while about 44 
percent of the area is covered with trees, based on the RFD definition of forests. In comparison 
with the rest of the country, the percentage of the North nominally reserved for forests is double 
that of the Northeast (33 percent) and the central region (34 percent), and substantially more than 
the South (40 percent). The actual tree cover is also far greater proportionally in the North. It is 
double that of the central region (23 percent) and much higher than the Northeast (13 percent) 
and the South (17 percent) (Thomas, upcoming). In fact, the three most heavily forested 
provinces in Thailand are located in the upper North: Tak, Chiang Mai, and Mae Hong Son, each 
with more than 70 percent of the area under forest. Other provinces, like Lamphun and Nan (48 
percent and 42 percent), have considerably less forest cover (Alpha Research Co., 1999).  
 
As noted above, forests are divided into conservation and economic forests, with a goal set at 25 
percent and 15 percent of national territory, respectively. This balance, however, is not uniform 
across regions. For example, in the North the proportion of total area set aside for conservation 
forests is nearly 50 percent, twice that of the central region and four times that of the Northeast. 
This reflects, of course, the fact that the North is the most heavily forested region. A 1991 survey 
reported that 45.5 percent of the region’s forest reserves were in good condition, compared to 
less than 10 percent of reserved lands in the Northeast and 23 percent in the central region 
(Thomas, upcoming). The role of the North as the heart of national forest conservation, on the 
other hand, also places heavy restrictions on a much more significant area of land, much of 
which is occupied by farmers.  
 
2.5.2 Agriculture 

 
While a plethora of agencies is involved with work in agriculture – not all limited to the MOAC  
– the most important institutions in uplands agriculture have involved highland development 
projects. These include the Royal Project, bilateral and multilateral agencies, state agencies and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Work in northern Thailand on replacement of opium 
with intensive commercial crops was largely pioneered by projects under the patronage of King 
Bhumiphol Adulyadej, followed by a range of publicly, privately and internationally supported 
projects in various northern areas. At the peak period of development during the 1980s, there 
were a total of 168 agencies from 31 government departments and 49 international donors and 
NGOs working in the mountains (Anan, 1996). The driving interest in highland development 
was the push to end opium growing by highland minorities. It is one of the many paradoxes in 
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the mountains of Thailand that the Hmong and Mien, notorious in the popular imagination for 
opium growing and forest destruction, make up less than a quarter of the mountain minority 
population but received about 39 percent of development assistance. The Karen, on the other 
hand, who are often idealized as forest protectors, form about half of the ethnic population but 
received just 13 percent of aid (Kampe, 1997). 
 
The king’s directive in the 1970s that no opium fields be destroyed until crop replacement efforts 
had been attempted was crucial for charting a course of development that could otherwise have 
been far more violent (Renard, 2001). Today, while some highland production activities, from 
cabbages to barley, ginger and some fruit crops, are now conducted through private channels, a 
range of Royal Project centres specializing in fruits, vegetables or ornamentals has come together 
under the umbrella of the Royal Project Foundation (ICRAF, 2001). Importantly, the only state 
agency with the expertise and technical means to promote temperate fruit and vegetable 
production is the Royal Project. The expertise of the Agricultural Extension Office and other 
agencies is still limited to tropical agriculture.  

 
Over the 30-year experience of highland development, a comprehensive model for working in 
the highlands of northern Thailand emerged, according to Ron Renard in his assessment of 
highland development projects for the United Nations Drug Control Program (2001).  When the 
process began in 1969, “Thai officials had little knowledge about drug use, poppy cultivation, 
addiction and its treatment. Few Thais knew the hills or their people. The country’s agricultural 
expertise and legal system was based on life in the lowland valleys. Citizenship, forestry and 
other laws based on lowland life constituted actual constraints to highland development in areas 
where ethnic minorities made a living in hill area forests”.  
 
The drug control and alternative development process in Thailand occurred in three phrases, and 
Renard argues that because the first two phases were incomplete, there were regrettable 
unintended consequences. In the first phase beginning in the 1970s, highland development was 
donor driven, aiming at replacing opium as a cash crop. Neither the government nor the people 
were active stakeholders and the prevailing philosophy of the projects was law enforcement. This 
lack of interest in community well-being alienated mountain communities.  In the second phase, 
in the 1980s, the focus was on integrated rural development projects, combining law 
enforcement and rural development. “Because of its incompleteness, communities were left 
vulnerable to new threats such as heroin addiction, which grew quickly.” The third phase, in the 
1990s, incorporated demand reduction and more active participation by different stakeholders 
(Ibid.).  
 
In the Sixth Plan (1986-1991), the concept of “human quality” was promoted and explicit 
attention was given to highland development. The key priorities were 1) to “settle down” the so-
called hilltribes in permanent settlements; 2) to reduce the area of opium cultivation; and 3) to 
conserve natural resources, especially in watershed areas (Renard, 2001: 46). The efforts to settle 
the mobile highlanders moved through a series of potential replacement crops, from peaches to 
coffee to kidney beans to carrots. One the one hand, the road was a bumpy one, with many critics 
pointing out the high-handed tactics of developers and their neglect of local traditions and 
informal institutions (Chupinit, 1989; McKinnon, 1989; Kampe, 1997; Anan, 2000). On the 
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other hand, roads and water systems were built and many communities, especially the Hmong, 
responded energetically and made the transition from opium to crops like cabbage in a 
remarkably short time. The fact that this adaptation created new conditions for conflict – 
especially over water use between upland and lowland people – is another of the many paradoxes 
of highland development, and will be explored in a later section. 
 
Today, most of the bilateral projects have been phased out or absorbed by Thai government 
agencies. Issues of importance are whether the projects will prove sustainable, and the rapid 
increase of state-enclosed land under the control of the RFD, which Kanok and Benjavan argue 
“may have negated all other previous efforts in highland development and conservation”. 
Another key trend, and one receiving very little academic interest, is the issue of contract 
farming, which is spreading rapidly in the uplands (Kanok, personal communications).  
 
2.5.3. National security 
 
This section will consider the issues and institutions relevant to state security in the north of 
Thailand as they influenced the transition of the upland economy from subsistence to market. It 
is recognized by the authors, in accord with the project of Human Security promoted by the 
United Nations and diverse other bodies, that the state is neither a unitary actor nor the sole 
player involved in security matters. It is also recognized that, from the perspective of marginal 
communities, the state can itself be a threat. Security is in the eye of the beholder, and the view 
from the state and the village are often very different.  From the perspective of the state, the 
traditional internal-security trinity 20 years ago was insurrection, drugs and forest destruction. 
Upland peoples were the subjects of their concern. Today, drugs and deforestation are still 
concerns, while armed rebellion has been replaced with a plethora of other concerns, including 
illegal immigration, HIV-AIDS and crime. Minority peoples today are still often seen as the 
source of the problems.  
 
2.5.3.1. Insurgency 
 
Concerns that hill people threatened national security had existed since the late 1950s. The first 
state actors in the hills were the Border Patrol Police, which was established to control hill 
communities whose loyalties were doubted by the government (Chupinit, 1989). Decades later, 
as the government became more energetic in eradicating opium, and as a part of the highland 
planning underway, the National Security Organization established the Committee to Facilitate 
the Solution to National Security Problems Relating to Hilltribes and the Cultivation of Narcotics 
Crops (COHAN). COHAN was established in 1987 with a deputy prime minister as chair. One 
COHAN duty was to facilitate coordination between provincial level organizations and to 
monitor development. COHAN arranged meetings of agencies working in the hills, including 
national and international NGOs (Renard, 2001: 49).  

 
External threats to the state were very real a generation ago, with communist regimes reigning in 
neighbouring countries and the Chinese and Vietnamese leadership exporting revolution. Indeed, 
the 1970s saw the historic buffer between the Thai military and its ancient enemy, Viet Nam, 
disappear as Lao PDR and Cambodia were occupied by Vietnamese troops. This had 
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implications for the uplands of northern Thailand, which borders Myanmar and Lao PDR. The 
loyalty to Thailand of groups like the Hmong and Mien, who arrived in Thailand via Lao PDR, 
was always suspect in the eyes of the Thai military. They were seen as vulnerable to the 
influence of the communists in neighbouring countries. Whether many highlanders, most 
notoriously the Hmong, allied themselves with the Communist Party of Thailand – and through it 
the Chinese – in response to state oppression is a matter of debate. It is a fact that in the 1970s 
the Thai military bombed Hmong villages in Chiang Rai (Bo Gua, 1975; Bowie, 1997; Prasit, 
personal communication), and that preceding this, there had been a history of corrupt officials 
“taxing” the Hmong’s opium harvest and otherwise abusing their authority (Ibid.). It is also an 
historical fact that Hmong and other highland guerrillas operated with Chinese weapons against 
the Thai state. In the early 1980s, following a cooling of regional tensions, an improving 
domestic economy and the Thai government’s amnesty programme, armed insurrection in the 
northern Thai hills quickly faded away. 

 
These facts are important to the present study in four ways. First, there is an enduring legacy 
today of the idea, formed during the Cold War, that the highlanders, often symbolized by the 
Hmong, are enemies of the Thai state. Their relocation from the highlands was proposed at that 
time and in some cases carried out. Proponents of relocation today use the same logic, though it 
is forest destruction rather than insurgency that is the concern. Second, until quite recently, less 
than half of ethnic minorities in the North have Thai citizenship, even though some families have 
lived in Thailand for generations. Third, in many areas with active insurgency, the forest was 
seen as a hindrance to national security. “The Army had the unfortunate idea that there was a 
communist hiding behind every tree, so they cut them all down. Of course, some people made 
millions from all this felled timber” (anonymous village source, 2002). Finally, road building 
was one means of gaining state access to remote areas (see below for impact of road 
construction). 
 
2.5.3.2.  Drugs 
 
The opium poppy was the original cash crop of the uplands of mainland Southeast Asia. 
Following the eradication of production in China with the establishment of the People’s Republic 
in 1949, production shifted south of the border, including northern Thailand. Thai government 
encouragement of the trade before its prohibition in 1958 is documented, including the role of 
the state as the sole legal buyer of highland opium, the licensing of opium dens in the cities and 
the practice of authorizing opium fields in the highlands (Prasit, citing state documents, personal 
communication). During the decades of the opium heyday until its twilight in the early 1990s, 
not only the traditional growers from highland minorities (e.g. Hmong, Lisu and Lahu) but also 
some Karen communities and many lowland Thais rushed into the business. After all, unlike the 
problem today with amphetamines, the opium-derived heroin was bound for foreign shores, not 
the Thai domestic market. As it left the highlands and passed through the hands of traders, 
soldiers and gangsters en route to Western addicts, opium made a lot of people rich.  

 
In 1976, the Thai government established the Office of the Narcotics Control Board (ONCB) to 
oversee the eradication of opium. Though facing increasingly sophisticated methods of 
camouflaging the opium crop, the ONCB was able to destroy about half each year’s crop since 
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1985 (Renard, 2001: 38). Due to eradication and crop replacement efforts, the production of 
opium in Thailand has been dramatically curtailed in the last three decades. Opium production 
levels declined in Thailand from an estimated 48 500 kilograms in 1980 to 3 700 kilograms in 
1999 (Ibid. 36). Critics, however, argue that production is booming just across the border. Total 
Southeast Asian opium production, the bulk of it in Myanmar, increased about two and one-half 
times between 1987 and 1995 – though the late 1990s did see a sudden decrease, mainly 
accounted for by poor weather conditions (GAO, 1996).  
 
Comparisons in the latest figures show the disparity between the three so-called “Golden 
Triangle” countries. In terms of area under poppy cultivation, Thailand reported 1 600 hectares 
in 2000, while Myanmar showed 108 000 hectares and estimates for Lao PDR ran from 19 000 
to 26 000 hectares. In global terms, Thailand accounted for just 0.2 of the world’s opium poppy 
fields, while Myanmar recorded 50 percent and Lao PDR nearly 9 percent. In production terms, 
estimates of opium cultivation in Thailand for 2000 were 4.3 tonnes, compared with 1 085 
tonnes in Myanmar and 167 tonnes in Lao PDR. Again on a global scale, Thailand’s contribution 
of opium was less than 1 percent, while Myanmar’s production equaled 23 percent of the world 
total and Lao PDR’s 4 percent. Percentages for heroin production are roughly similar (UNDCP, 
2001). In addition to Southeast Asia, Southwest Asia (Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan) has 
traditionally been a major supplier of opium and heroin, especially for European markets, while 
in 1986 Latin America became the primary source of heroin in the United States. In 1999, 60 
percent of heroin was sourced in South America, 24 percent in Mexico and just 10 percent in 
Southeast Asia (DEA, 2001). 

 
Two related developments in national security affairs seem to have been important for the 
decline in poppy growing. One is the increased attention visited upon the highlands during the 
days of insurgency. “The presence of the CPT (Communist Party of Thailand) in the hills 
contributed to making opium farming too difficult because of all the official attention and the 
counter-insurgency warfare” (Renard, 2001: 42). In addition, road building for counter-
insurgency purposes exposed villagers to inspection and made it necessary to move opium 
production farther and farther away from the village. The expansion of population and roads, and 
the decline in forests to clear made finding suitably remote opium fields increasingly difficult 
(Ibid.).  
 
In the last decade or more Thailand has been transformed from a major opium producing country 
to a net importer of opium. In the northern highlands where the poppy was grown for 
generations, today Burmese heroin and amphetamines blight communities with myriad problems 
– addiction, AIDS, violence, police suppression and, sometimes, police brutality. Heroin 
distribution channels for international markets, a decade ago running primarily through Thailand, 
are now increasingly snaking through China and Viet Nam instead. The Shan State of Myanmar 
and northwestern Lao PDR are still important opium growing areas, but the real story in northern 
Thailand at the turn of the millennium is amphetamines. This involves three factors: the role of 
Thailand as a primary market for Burmese production, the fact that Yunnan has surpassed 
Thailand as a transit route for external markets, and the role of both countries, and India, as 
suppliers of essential precursor chemicals like ephedrine (China, India) and caffeine (Thailand). 
Thailand’s well-developed transportation system formerly made it the traditional transit route for 
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about 80 percent of the heroin moving out of Southeast Asia. However, in response to increased 
Thai counter-narcotics capability and stricter border controls, this amount has declined to an 
estimated 50 percent in recent years as new drug-trafficking routes have emerged though the 
southern provinces of China to Taiwan and Hong Kong or through Lao PDR, Cambodia, and 
Viet Nam (GAO, 1996). 
 
 The “Golden Triangle” of yesterday, with highlanders growing opium for western consumption 
via a complex distribution system comprising triads, mafia and corrupt state officials in many 
countries, no longer exists. Perhaps a new geometric-colour combination is required.  
 
As noted above, amphetamines trafficking and usage are rising precipitously. Thailand has seen 
a 1 000 percent increase in amphetamine abuse since 1993, according to the Office for Drug 
Control and Crime Prevention (UNDCP). The rise from 260 000 users to 3 million in eight years 
– including a current estimate of 300 000 amphetamine-dependent people nationwide – has been 
paralleled with a dramatic increase in law enforcement measures, notably including the role of 
the Army, involving a proliferation of roadway check points, border patrols and the activation of 
a long-dormant death penalty for trafficking. Though the drug routes from speed factories on the 
Burmese border to Bangkok schoolyards involve many different people from all walks of life, it 
is generally upland minorities who are blamed for selling drugs. Too often, of course, this proves 
to be true, and the attendant combination of violence, health problems and law enforcement is 
tearing communities apart. 
 
2.5.3.3.  Forest destruction 
 
The Thai state has long decried the loss of forest cover as itself a national security threat, 
depriving the critically important Chao Phraya Valley of its lifeblood – the irrigation system 
supporting rice cultivation in the central plain, as well as water for the urban dwellers and 
industries of greater Bangkok. One of the many paradoxes of development in the hills is that 
even after giving up opium cultivation, many hill communities still have no tenure security 
because the expansion of state restricted areas has absorbed their villages and farmland. The role 
of the security forces itself in forest destruction is another paradox. The tension between the view 
of forests as hiding places for communists, on one hand, and forests as the wellspring of life for 
the Thai nation, on the other, is just one of many contradictions composing the politics of natural 
resource management in Thailand.  
 
2.5.4. Tourism 
 
The tourism industry is the top earner of foreign currency in Thailand. Its growth has been 
dramatic in recent decades. In 1960, about 81 000 foreign tourists visited Thailand, earning the 
country about 196 million baht. The number of visitors mushroomed to nearly 2 million in 1980 
(17. 7 billion baht), 5.3 million in 1990 (110 billion baht) and 7.8 million in 1998, earning the 
country 242 billion baht (Alpha Research Co., 1999). The industry impacts the mountains of the 
north and its people in four main ways. First, many tourists who visit the north engage in 
“hilltribe trekking”, which involves visiting and often staying overnight in highland villages after 
walking through the forest or riding elephants to reach them (which today can be done much 
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more conveniently, though less dramatically, by road). Second, selling handicrafts to tourists is 
an important source of income for poorer families. This is done either in the village, at markets 
along major mountain roads, or in tourist areas of cities like Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai. Third, 
in the 1990s, developers scrambled for land to build upscale tourist resorts in the mountains to 
serve both the boom in foreign tourism and the demand of urban Thais for an escape from the 
increasingly congested city. A fourth area of importance is tourism in national parks. 

 
With the exception of the RFD’s role in providing amenities for tourists at national parks, and 
the Tourism Authority of Thailand’s spending on advertising and promotions for upscale 
tourism, state institutions play a minimal role in tourism in the North. The private sector, 
especially small- and medium-sized enterprises, leads the way. Forsyth differentiates between 
regulated and non-regulated tourism, with the former restricted spatially to places like national 
parks. In that sense, most tourism in northern Thailand is of the non-regulated type, growing 
“without the spatial and administrative restrictions that exist in a park ‘environment’” (1995). 
The record is mixed as to whether such tourism is a boon or a bane for the natural environment. 
On the one hand, such activities may reduce degradation by providing farmers with an 
alternative source of income to agriculture. They might relieve pressures on the land by both 
extracting labor from agriculture and providing money to purchase yield-enhancing and thus 
land-saving innovations like fertilizers. On the other hand, as a society like Thailand develops 
economically and land is seen increasingly as an investment rather than a resource, another face 
of tourism is the resort industry, which has meant forest clearing and demands on scarce water 
resources. Such developments, including luxury resorts and golf courses, has “encouraged a 
revolution in land ownership” because land used for tourism offers a higher rate of return than 
traditional agriculture (Ibid.).  
 
The number of adventure tourists walking the hills of the North 20 odd years ago is unknown, 
but Kunstadter reckons it was miniscule. Since then “the industry has mushroomed” (Dearden, 
1993). Estimates of the number of trekkers vary, from Dearden’s (1993) estimate of 100 000 
trekkers per year with a median trek length of three nights each, giving some 300 000 trekker 
nights per year in the highlands, to the Thai tourist police estimate of a high of more than 73 000 
trekkers in 1995 (TDRI, 1997). This does not include those who stop by roadside villages on bus 
tours through the mountains, which would likely constitute the majority of foreign visitors to the 
North, who are “mainly attracted by the colourful ethnic minorities who are marketed as remote 
and exotic ‘tribes’ living pre-industrial lifestyles” (Forsyth, 1995). Forest trekking, rafting, 
elephant riding and, less today than a decade ago, opium smoking are among the various 
attractions. According to the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI), in 1997 the 
average trek price was 1 200 baht, of which villagers received an average of 20 baht. Chiang Mai 
is still the trekking headquarters for the region, with the main tourists strips lined with tour 
agencies advertising exotic getaways, but smaller centres have emerged in Chiang Rai, Mae 
Hong Son and Pai. In recent years, the attraction of the opening of formerly communist 
Indochina has cut into the Thai trekking business. 
 
Scholars debate the balance of pros and cons of this industry as it expands throughout the 
mountains. Actually, expand might not be the best term, because one dynamic of the trekking 
business is the tendency for tour operators to quit villages that attain too high an economic status 
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– in part from tourism – and move on to find more “authentic hilltribes” (Dearden, 1993; 
Michaud, 1997). Trekking, along with roads, electrification and communications technology 
bring the outside world to the village. The resulting commodification of customs – villagers will 
sometimes put on shows and dances, for a fee – and hunger for material objects and the cash to 
purchase them is decried by many (see Michaud, 1997), but trekking should be seen as just one 
of many forces of change in the uplands. Cash and the need for it are part and parcel of the shift 
to commercial agriculture, after all. As has already been noted, the returns from this business are 
far from evenly distributed. Off-farm sources of income are welcomed by those losing out in the 
new village. 
 
While the number of national parks in Thailand nearly doubled between 1985 and 1995, the 
number of visitors tripled to 12 million per year by 1995 (Mingsarn and Pornpen, 2000). The 
strain on park amenities, fairly basic in nature, is great. Thai tourists, unlike Western visitors to 
Thai parks, tend to visit for relaxation rather than adventure and accumulate a great deal of trash 
from barbecuing and snacking. One area of human impact is recorded in the average of three 
tons of soil waste collected from Doi Suthep-Pui National Park every day. The TDRI warned that 
“If the present practices in the national parks remain unchanged, namely no control over the 
number of visitors, their consumption behavior, or the type of food and drink containers they 
bring, then the visits to enjoy nature will become visits which exploit nature and in a short while 
the environment will deteriorate” (Ibid.). 
 
3. Impacts 
 
3.1.  Local Insecurity 
 
The mountains of northern Thailand are rife with insecurity. From the perspective of the state, 
prominent security problems are drug trafficking, deforestation and illegal immigration.  One of 
the ironies of the northern Thai borderlands is that these legitimate concerns of the state and 
larger society are also real threats to the livelihood security of local people. State officials and 
lowland Thai villagers and city dwellers, as reflected in conversation, case studies and the mass 
media, usually view ethnic minorities as agents of these threats. Highland peoples, on the other 
hand, have a more nuanced perspective due to their intimacy with these sources of insecurity.  
They live in villages torn apart by drug dealing and drug use. Both outsiders and fellow villagers, 
transgressing against customary law in pursuit of profit, have cleared their forest fallows of trees. 
Unrest across the border spills into their villages and new arrivals sometimes bring trouble into 
once stable communities. The us-vs-them perspective of the majority Thai population and its 
state agents ignores the far more complex reality of communities torn apart  by a confluence of 
pressures. 
 
There are two sources of insecurity, however, that are more deeply rooted than the sorts of 
problems dominating the headlines. These are land-tenure insecurity and lack of citizenship.  
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3.1.1.  Tenure insecurity 
 
Traditionally, land in Thailand was technically property of the king. However, a system of 
usufruct rights developed with the expansion of commercial agricultural production in the 
lowlands. The uplands were considered wild and unsuitable for habitation by the lowland rice-
farming Thais. The state-building project of the late 19th century attempted to delimit a rugged 
and forested mountain terrain, but it was not until recent decades that physical occupation of the 
uplands became a political issue. Essentially, the uplands of northern Thailand was de jure state 
property but in fact governed by a mosaic of customary land-tenure arrangements or, in some 
areas, not governed at all. Today, the de jure nature of state control is steadily being cemented 
with surveys, Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology, and armed forest rangers. The 
areas being brought under state control, however, are hardly devoid of humans. The impact of 
this for people living in areas enclosed by the state is that traditional management systems have 
been “criminalized” by the government (McCaskill, 1997: 46). 
 
Nationally, about 45 percent of the total land area is designated as national forest reserves under 
the administration of the RFD, including areas with special protection status such as national 
parks, wildlife sanctuaries or watershed conservation areas. Of this area most probably only one-
third actually may be designated as ‘forest’ in a real sense, while about one-third of Thailand’s 
cultivated area is located within national forest reserves. These sustain around 8 million to 15 
million people in about 150 000 villages with predominantly insecure settlement and use rights 
for the land they are living on (Brenner et al., 1999; Lohmann, 1993; Vandergeest, 1996;  Neef, 
MMSEA, 2000).  
 
Such tenure insecurity is acute for the majority of upland villages of ethnic minorities. It is 
estimated that 68 percent (2 490) of household clusters are not officially recognized by the 
government. Moreover, 85 percent of these household clusters are located in the forest reserve 
areas, blocking some public and private development efforts (ADB, 2000: 20).  
 
Another important factor noted by many scholars is that Thailand does not recognize communal 
ownership or control of land (Benchaphun, 1994; Anan, 2000; Tongroj, 2001). The implications 
of this for government land policy are significant. No matter how extensive forms of communal 
land management may be, they are largely ignored by policy-makers, rarely studied by 
academics, and generally overlooked by rural development practitioners. Nearly all tend to 
accept as given the government’s classification of land as either private or public, with no 
alternatives existing or possible. Tongroj’s “conservative estimate” is that at least 3 million 
hectares of Thailand’s area is under various types of common or communal property regimes. 
These areas are often not under the exclusive control of one village but are shared among several 
neighbouring communities (Tongroj, 2001). This situation of insecure land tenure is perhaps 
most extreme in the North, which possesses a large share of Thailand’s forest resources. 
 
To highlight the impact of state forest policy, it is necessary to restate that while class one or 
class two protected watershed areas cover 25 percent of the country, the proportion doubles in 
the northern region and rises to 90 percent in upper tributary watersheds like Mae Chaem in 
Chiang Mai Province (ICRAF, 2001). Ethnic minorities largely populate such upper tributary 
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watersheds. The population of Mae Chaem, for example, is 64 percent upland minority, mainly 
Karen and Hmong. The residences and farmland of these people are technically illegal under 
state law.   
 
The combined impact of forestry and highland development projects has wrought dramatic 
changes. It is interesting to note that while state enclosure of forests has limited the amount of 
land available to upland farmers, the development of roads and integration with lowland markets 
has given the remaining land an increased economic value. The impact is most obvious in the 
case of pioneer swiddeners, who no longer have the option of moving settlements to new forest 
areas after the soil fertility in the old settlements has been depleted. The increase of state reserve 
forests has also limited the options of forest-fallow swiddeners like the Karen and Lua. Kanok 
and Benjavan (1994) note that one reason many Karen and Lua villages have existed in place for 
hundreds of years and maintained small populations was because they historically could respond 
to population pressures or community conflicts by fragmenting and establishing new settlements. 
This option no longer exists. 
 
One of the pressures, as mentioned above, is population growth – both endogenous and from 
migration from the valleys and neighbouring countries. Kanok and Benjavan write that in 
addition to claiming more land, there are two other ways of adapting to population pressures: 
diversification and intensification (1994). Each strategy has positive and negative social and 
ecological effects. Diversification of livelihood activities has long been a survival strategy of 
mountain people, where population density was low and forests seemed to stretch to the ends of 
the earth. Throughout the year, but especially in times of scarcity such as after a harvest failure, 
protein was sought from forest plants and animals. Fuel, building materials and medicinal herbs 
were also important forest products for highland people. Today, however, population growth and 
market availability intersect to exert great stress on mountain resources. Minor forest products 
that were once abundant like rattan and orchids have become scarce due to increased 
competition, and the mountain’s once rich flow of wildlife has been tragically stunted (Dearden, 
1995). Of course, the increase of state lands limits the area available for gathering forest 
products, while road construction means lowland access to forests and highland access to 
markets (Kunstadter and Tippawan, 2001).  
 
Intensification is another option, and some highlanders have reaped material benefits that were 
unimaginable a generation ago. The shift to market agriculture was rapid, but it is important to 
note that not all communities have made the transition so smoothly. As with all comparisons in 
the hills, the Hmong and Karen are most conveniently counterpoised, often to the point of 
stereotyping, but also possessing a hint of truth. Opium growing Hmong communities, probably 
the majority of villages a generation ago – though not every family grew opium, nor even a 
majority of families in each community – were poised to make the transition to cash cropping 
most successfully. For one, they had a store of capital after years of selling opium. Secondly, 
they had experience with markets and with managing capital. When the twilight of opium 
production in Thailand arrived, those who had capital to take advantage of improved 
infrastructure and integrated markets moved ahead, leaving their swidden pasts behind 
remarkably quickly. Those without the capital wherewithal, the majority, have been left playing 
catch-up. This has meant, especially for the Karen, shortening fallows and the attendant soil 
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depletion and pest infestation, loss of land through indebtedness, food insecurity, social decay 
and urban migration (Prasit, 2001; ICRAF, 2001; Prasert, personal communication).   
 
Another related problem of remnant shifting cultivators is the lack of legal status of swidden 
fallows. Thai law does not recognize land left fallow for more than a year, and fallow farmland 
enclosed by state parks or watershed areas naturally receives no legal protection for the farmer. 
The land is thus in effect considered abandoned and, in practice, up for grabs. This fact has 
pinched the midland traditions of the Karen and Lua between their neighbours above and below. 
On the one hand, upward expansion by lowland Thai farmers and land speculators has occurred 
through purchase, pressure by influential figures and stealth. From above, highland pioneer 
swiddeners like the Hmong and Lisu saw secondary-growth forest fallows as fair game in their 
search for new land to clear. Today, highland entrepreneurs eye forest fallows for expansion of 
cash crop. The Karen themselves are implicated as their impoverishment drives them to provide 
the manpower in the clearing and planting (Santisuda, 1995). Of course, state expansion of so-
called protected lands complicates the dynamics of land-use change, as forests are transferred by 
bureaucratic fiat from one type of user to another more privileged type, e.g. from Akha swidden 
farmers to the forestry department for pine plantations (Trebuil, 2000) or from Karen villagers to 
tourists from the city and abroad visiting national parks (ICRAF, 2001).  
 
Today, highland pioneer swidden farming has largely given way to fixed fields production, been 
replanted with pine or is regenerating in national parks. The swidden practices of lowland Thais 
in the piedmont areas has diminished through a combination of factors, perhaps including 
fertility decline (Kiang, personal communications) and urban migration, but also including land-
use change to permanent fields and fruit orchards. The few areas of Karen forest fallow exist far 
off the beaten path. 
 
3.1.2.  Citizenship 
 
The question of Thai citizenship for hill people in the North is politically charged and fluid. 
From the perspective of the Thai majority and the state, illegal immigration from Thailand’s 
poorer neighbours is a serious national problem. Peter Kunstadter, longtime scholar of the 
northern Thai uplands – and critic of government policies – said the current level of illegal 
immigration from China, Myanmar and Lao PDR dwarfs what he experienced in the 1970s and 
1980s. This problem is aggravated by the widespread practice of local-level officials selling 
citizenship cards to foreigners who can afford the price. Both officials and local residents blame 
illegal aliens for a rise in crime. Thousands of Thai-born ethnic minorities who cannot afford to 
bribe corrupt officials face deportation.  
 
Until very recent developments, less than half of the ethnic minorities in the North had 
citizenship cards. The issue is still perhaps the most pressing one for hundreds of thousands of 
villagers, who essentially have no papers either for land tenure or citizenship. This is of critical 
importance because employment, education and social services are limited to Thai nationals. 
Civil liberties such as due legal process are also denied to these non-citizens – many of whom 
have known no other country. Those who possess “hill tribe identification cards” can be arrested 
or detained if caught outside their registered districts. Because holders of these cards have to file 
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for permission to leave their area of registration, they are vulnerable to abuse by corrupt officials 
and police. The lack of proper identification also permits employers and others to exploit ethnic 
minorities (ADB, 2000: 97).  
 
In the 1950s, when modern highland policies were first being formulated, most hill people did 
not have citizenship. Even when the Nationality Act of 1965 made citizenship possible, news of 
the new law was slow to filter into the hills. Most people in remote villages failed to register or 
were discouraged from doing so. The integration of the hills with the valleys was still a few years 
off and the benefits of citizenship – and competing claims on traditional farmland – were as yet 
unclear issues (Renard, 2001).  
 
Technically, until 1972 citizenship remained available to all people born in Thailand. This 
changed under the military government that had dissolved parliament the previous year. The 
military issued a revolutionary order that severely restricted citizenship for people whose 
paternal grandfathers were not Thai. The next year saw the temporary end of military rule and 
formation of a more liberal government, but restrictions on citizenship existed for a long time 
afterwards. While highland development projects sought ways to legitimize the existence of the 
hill people in Thailand, government regulations regarding residence location and documentation 
impeded these efforts. One important constraint was a MOI regulation penalizing government 
officials who granted citizenship to aliens who then engaged in illegal activities. Another 
constraint was that applications had to be signed by very high officials in the Ministry (Ibid., 
154).  
 
Eventually in 2000, the Department of Local Administration of the MOI revised its methodology 
for granting citizenship, giving considerable authority to the district officer. Since then, hundreds 
of thousands of hill people have become eligible for citizenship, though the process is still 
ongoing (Ibid.). As of late 2001, about 400 000 of the hill people in Thailand had been 
naturalized. A cabinet resolution in August 29, 2000, called for the naturalization of highlanders 
who had arrived in Thailand before October 1975 or were born in the country before December  
26, 1972. Their children born in Thailand before February 26, 1992, were also entitled to Thai 
citizenship. The resolution gave the MOI one year to make a survey and declare who was 
eligible. Those ineligible were to be deported. According to advocates for highland people, 
nearly 250 000 people faced expulsion in August 2001, but the Thaksin government extended 
their stay for one more year in order to sort out eligibility questions (Bangkok Post, August 28, 
2001). 
 
On January 8, 2002, Thaksin approved the granting of Thai citizenship for 200 000 so-called 
hilltribe people, including former Chinese Nationalist soldiers. The members of the Yunnanese 
Chinese 93rd Army were instrumental in the Thai government’s anti-insurgency campaigns in the 
1970s and 1980s, and acted as an informal border force along the frontier with Myanmar 
(Bangkok Post, 1/9/2002). Internal Security Operation Command Deputy Director General 
Pallop Pinmanee said agencies would also consider granting Thai nationality to 55 000 
highlanders under a security project in Mae Fa Luang and Mae Chan districts of Chiang Rai 
(Ibid.). 
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3.2.  Infrastructure 
 
Perhaps no single factor in the processes of ecological change in northern Thailand is more 
important than the building of roads. Markets are obviously important in drawing resources and 
crops from the highlands, but only with the help of roads can this pull factor be enabled. Most 
scholars note that roads have both positive and negative effects.  
 
Until the 1960s, most highland areas could be reached only on foot, but major all-weather roads 
were built across the country in the 1960s, and an extensive road network was built into the 
highland areas in the 1970s and 1980s (Kunstadter and Tippawan, 2001). Counter-insurgency 
was the primary motivation for road building in those early days and the roads were built with 
the help of the United States, which was eager to help an anti-communist ally in Asia. Between 
1950 and 1980, the total length of paved road increased from less than 1 000 kilometres to over 
22 000 kilometres. With the help of this infrastructure, the total area of cultivated land 
mushroomed (Pasuk and Baker, 1995). 
 
In a paper calling for regional integration of infrastructure planning in Mainland Southeast Asia, 
Talbott outlined the benefits and costs of road development. In terms of benefits, roads are seen 
as a key “linchpin of economic development”. Main trunk roads and rural feeder roads connect 
farmers to markets for their products, and facilitate access to seed, fertilizer and equipment. The 
risk of investing in cash crops is reduced as connections to markets improve, Talbott argues. 
Marginalized communities are integrated into national political and economic structures through 
the exchange of goods, services and information. Medical and education services become more 
accessible for remote communities. The Asia Development Bank claims transportation 
infrastructure also facilitates exchange and development between or among counties in the 
subregion; reduces costs in project areas and increases the efficiency of the movement of goods 
and passengers; supports rural development and increases the earnings of low income groups by 
enhancing the mobility of rural communities; reduces poverty and provides employment 
opportunities for women along the route; and promotes tourism (Talbott, 1995). Controversially, 
Talbott also links environmental benefits with road construction, because government services 
become more easily accessible. Many other scholars dispute this. 
 
On the negative side of the balance sheet, the ill effects of road construction are many and 
serious. In terms of environmental costs, these include erosion – often in the form of landslides – 
siltation, degraded water quality, loss of biodiversity and loss of local control over resources like 
forests and water. Social ills associated with road construction include cultural disruption, 
increased migration, the spread of disease and drug use, exacerbation of inequalities and 
increased political tension and conflicts (Talbott, 1995). While an increase in trade is associated 
with road building, it is not only officially sanctioned and/or socially beneficial trade that is 
conducted along the roads of northern Thailand. The trafficking of drugs, illegal workers, and 
smuggled timber and petrol make use of the new road networks, with dire consequences for all 
involved.  
 
Kunstadter and Tippawan recognize the importance of roads in linking farmers to markets, but 
also highlight the negative linkages involved. Roads allow lowlanders much better access to the 
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highlands for exploitation of highland forest resources. Forests are degraded by extensive non-
commercial or illegal logging for saw logs, other construction materials and fuel,6 and by 
widespread extraction of forest products (e.g. cinnamon bark and orchids). Lowlanders send 
cattle into highland areas for grazing, which further limits the ability of forests to regenerate. The 
roads also have allowed the government to exert more effective control over land use by 
highlanders (Kunstadter and Tippawan, 2001). 
 
Whether or not road construction is funded by governments or private individuals, the free-for-
all for natural resources “invariably exceed expectations and soon end up putting unsustainable 
pressures on the recently opened up lands” (Talbott, 1995). Such processes, while opening up 
immediate opportunities for marginal families, have a way of shutting down potential avenues 
for future action.  
 
The consequences of the loss of upland forests extend beyond the loss of timber and non-timber 
products and the loss of the habitat of valuable flora and fauna. The reduction of tree cover 
invariably leads to greatly increased levels of erosion, which in turn, increases downstream 
siltation, which has unpleasant repercussions on agriculture, aquaculture, and human health. 
Perhaps most serious, however, is a diminishing pool of sustainable development policy and 
planning options when upland forests “ratchet down” biologically as they lose biomass, 
diversity, topsoil, and their complex structural and functional integrity (Talbott, 1995).  
 
These processes can be gravest for ethnic highlanders, who generally lack the economic 
resources and political connections necessary to take advantage of the material benefits accruing 
to communities situated near newly opened roads. More savvy and politically powerful actors 
move in to seize the advantage, and the minority groups can become even more marginalized and 
alienated, and vulnerable to new threats like drugs and AIDS. This scenario has been played out 
from one hill to the next in northern Thailand.  
 
Enters cites several sources that argue that the leading contributor to erosion and siltation in 
northern Thailand – despite official finger pointing of highland minorities – is road building. 
“The dominant source of sediment is the roadways due to uncompacted fills, construction near 
streams, lack of adequate drainage facilities, poor disposal of spoil, no slope protection, use of 
excessively steep fill slopes and other factors” (Engineering Consultants, Inc., 1978, quoted in 
Enters, 1995). Henderson and Witthawatchutikul have shown how road construction 
significantly increased sediment loads in a local stream in forested hill country in the North, 
while Sheng concluded that the soil loss per kilometre of road is roughly equivalent to erosion on 
an agricultural area of 5.6 hectares. Measurements of the accumulated bedload (trapped 
sediment) in a 318-hectare watershed in northern Thailand revealed that over one-third of total 
sediment yield over a six-month period during the rainy season was associated with road erosion 
and less than 8 percent to abandoned swiddens and forest areas (Enters, 1995: 99). 
 
 
 
                                                 
6 Kunstadter notes that road construction into the highlands coincided with rapid expansion of tobacco farming in 
the North, and large amounts of firewood were consumed in tobacco drying barns. 
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3.3.  Integration 
 
The partial integration into the larger Thai society of what were largely remote and autonomous 
upland villages has been a mixed bag. The tools used to negotiate with state officials over land 
rights, citizenship and the provision of public goods – state-funded education, most importantly 
in the Thai language – both empower and fracture communities, especially between different 
generations. The roads and cellular telephone systems provide access to and information about 
markets for cash crops, while at the same time importing a host of troubles. The city jobs 
available to urban migrants are important sources of remissions to impoverished villages, but 
also expose youth to the dangers of urban life. This section will focus on three aspects of 
integration and the impacts on uplands people: social ills in the village, assimilation efforts and 
urban migration.  
 
3.3.1.  Social ills 
 
An Asian Development Bank study in the year 2000 found the problems in upland communities 
related to modern problems:  
 
• more than half of the upland population has no access to government welfare services;  
• the average annual income of uplands people is approximately 2 000 baht, 25 times lower 

than the national average; 
• most families are missing leaders or members because they are engaged in the urban labor 

force; 
• heroin and amphetamine use is rapidly increasing; 
• HIV/AIDS is a growing problem, largely related to drug addiction and the lowland sex 

industry; and 
• estimates indicate that between 1990 and 1997, more than 80 000 uplands and other ethnic 

minority girls participated in the commercial sex industry (ADB, 2000; 20-21). 
 
The same study concluded that a range of factors was responsible for the barriers faced by 
uplands people to greater access to and participation in larger Thai society. Lack of citizenship 
restricts access to education, employment and health services. Racial prejudice against ethnic 
minorities by many lowland Thais, including government officials and the mass media, has led to 
official discrimination and abuse.7 According to the ADB, “Many government officials, at both 
local and national levels, do not consider ethnic minorities deserving of the same rights as ethnic 
Thais” (Ibid., 98). A lack of information, based on language differences and remote locations, 
means many communities are unaware of their rights or available government services. 
Historically, government planning involving the uplands has not invited public participation. The 
resulting policies and programmes were often inappropriate for upland communities. Finally, 
government policy and planning assume that all ethnic minorities live in upland villages and are 
engaged in primarily subsistence agriculture. The facts of rapid urban migration and the shift to 
commercial agriculture require new policy attention (Ibid., 96-100).  
                                                 
7 Baffie (in McKinnon, 1989: 393) conducted a study of images of highland people in Thai comic books and found 
that the prevailing images were of a violent, superstitious and promiscuous people. See McCaskill for a discussion 
of this problem regionwide (McCaskill and Kampe, 1997: 26). 
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3.3.2.  Assimilation efforts  
 
Assimilation of ethnic minorities into the larger Thai society is a function of both formal and 
informal processes. In northern Thailand, formal process has largely involved public education 
and Buddhist evangelizing. The informal process is carried out inadvertently, at least in terms of 
highland minorities, by the Thai mass media, especially television, and through economic 
integration with the lowlands. (An interesting and controversial counterweight to the assimilation 
project of the Thai state, and one which is beyond the scope of this paper, is the role of Christian 
missionary proselytizing, which in Thailand has only been successful in the uplands.)  
 
The overarching context of the processes of assimilation is a national prejudice against ethnic 
minorities in the North – the so-called hilltribes. Stereotypes of highland minorities include the 
portrayal of a dirty, primitive people prone to violence and “free love”. Highland minoritiesare 
guilty of forest destruction and drug dealing. They are disloyal and liable to join insurgent 
movements (McKinnon, 1989: 306;  McCaskill, 1997: 45).  However, given the attraction 
highland people hold for tourists to the North, the image is becoming somewhat a schizophrenic 
one.  Banadda (upcoming) has shown how highland people are increasingly being marketed as 
quaint and rustic. There is an obvious tension between those arguing for the relocation of 
highland peoples based on stereotypes of violence and disloyalty and those trying to profit from 
a stereotype of a proud people living in harmony with nature.   
 
Prasit Leepreecha, in a doctoral thesis on Hmong kinship and identity, provides evidence that 
bringing education to the uplands was an assimilation project from the beginning. He quotes a 
statement from the Department of Public Welfare, which says, “Education for tribal people 
should be implemented in a distinctive way, which differs from general lowland primary schools. 
… It is not only for tribal people to read and write, but also to have them loyal to the 
government” (Prasit, 2001: 143). One of the impacts of the national education project was to 
devalue minority languages, which were banned in school areas. Prasit writes that in Border 
Patrol Police schools in the 1970s, students were taught to report on fellow students who used 
the forbidden language, and violators were made to run laps around the school or were beaten on 
their hands. While such punishment is on the wane, the denigration of minority languages 
continues. Prasit argues that an example of this is the increasingly common practice by many 
Hmong of using Thai-language kinship terms instead of Hmong ones.  
 
The government, and dominant Thai, perception is that to be Thai is to be Buddhist. Prasit writes 
that the Buddhist religion, as one of the state’s technologies of power, has been employed in the 
“Thai-ization” assimilation project of the state. Thammacarik, a Buddhist mission project, was 
deployed in the 1960s into the uplands. A collaborative effort of the Buddhist Sangha and the 
Division of Tribal Public Welfare of the Department of Public Welfare, the project sent Buddhist 
monks into the hills and encouraged ethnic minorities to enter lowland monasteries (Prasit, 2001: 
169). The primary goals of the Thammacarik Project are: 1) to propagate Buddhism among 
highlanders; 2) to improve their minds, provide them with basic education and health services 
and resolve emergency problems; 3) to convince highlanders to become Thai; and 4) to teach 
highlanders their moral and civic duties (Ibid., 170). Prasit argues that while conversion to 
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Buddhism has had a minimal impact on Hmong culture, largely because of Thai Buddhism’s 
long history of harmonious coexistence with animist beliefs. Conversion to Christianity, on the 
other hand – often originally as a means to gain powerful friends (foreign missionaries) as a 
counterbalance to state interference – has had a greater impact on Hmong ethnic identity (Ibid., 
180). 
 
It is interesting to note that the quintessential integration story – that of Thais of overseas 
Chinese descent – has been so successfully resolved, while the question of the status of ethnic 
highlanders (and Malay muslims in the South) is still a matter of concern. Chinese Thais have 
been peacefully incorporated into the social fabric of Thailand far more than any of its Southeast 
Asian neighbours. The success of this process may provide hope for the fate of northern 
minorities. The place of the overseas Chinese in Thai society was a grave concern of Thai 
leaders throughout most of the 20th century, and the peaceful integration of these people has 
given Thai leaders an increased degree of confidence. It is hoped that the security engender from 
this success story will influence official attitudes towards highland minorities.  
 
3.3.3.  Urban migration 
 
Anthropologists studying highland minorities argue that the migration of village dwellers to the 
cities, for a variety of reasons, is a major component of the dramatic changes going on in the 
northern Thai uplands. Kwanchewan et al. studied migration into northern cities by ethnic 
minority peoples in a 2002 study in Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai. According to their study, the 
number of ethnic migrants from the uplands increased from 2 500 in 1996 to almost 4 690 in 
2001. They argued that several factors converged in the rapid increase. These were 1) a scarcity 
of land for agriculture, the result of state forest enclosure and sale of farmland to urban land 
developers; 2) inability or unwillingness of some individuals to conform to village regulations or 
cultural traditions, including sanctions against drug addiction; 3) the desire for higher education, 
which can only be found in the cities; 4) aspirations of material improvement associated with 
urban life; and 5) the opening of trade routes between neighbouring countries facilitates illegal 
immigration (Kwanchewan et al., 2002: 3-4). 
 
The sort of life facing urban migrants from the hills ranges from the educational opportunities of 
boarding schools to the hell of the brothel. The study by Kwanchewan et al. found that urban 
migrants were engaged in studying, wage labour (mainly construction sites, gas stations and 
restaurants), the sex industry, small-scale trading and, in the case of many children, as homeless 
beggars and peddlers. The study concluded that while some migrants had succeeded, mainly as 
traders but also as NGO workers or government officials, for the majority life was grim. They 
faced exploitation by unscrupulous employers or state officials, were at high risk of drug abuse 
and transmission of HIV and earned far-below-average wages. Their work is often physically 
dangerous and under-regulated (Ibid., 28-29).  
 
The scholars conducting this study called for more empirical research on the phenomenon of 
urban migration by ethnic people, with an emphasis on both success and failure stories. The 
current emphasis on ethnic people as rural subsistence farmers is missing a large part of the story 
of the changing lives of these people.  
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4. Responses 
 
4.1.  Cash-crop Conversion 
 
The most important response to the impacts of pressure from the combined forces of population 
growth, state policies and market demand has been the conversion to commercial agriculture. 
Trebuil argues that there are “three kinds of contemporary socio-economic transformations at the 
origin of the growing complexity of the agronomic situation” in the uplands of Thailand. First, 
growing population pressures on resources through natural growth but often due to sudden cross-
border migration or population movement from the lowlands is rapidly bringing the agricultural 
systems to the limits of their carrying capacities. Second, the rapid integration of highlanders in 
the market economy – lowland, national, regional and even global – offer numerous 
opportunities for new activities, such as off-farm employment or cash cropping to meet the needs 
for food security and material improvements in livelihoods. Third, the impact of recent national 
environmental protection policies restrict the traditional land-use systems and thus accelerate the 
shortening of fallow periods and deepen the “fertility maintenance crisis” leading to lower soil 
productivity. While recognizing that off-farm options are an important component of the 
livelihood security strategies of local people, as discussed above, this section will focus on land-
use change in the uplands as a response to external pressures and opportunities. 
 
4.1.1.  Land-use diversification 
 
The altitude-zone model for describing land-use traditions in the North is also useful for 
explaining rural transformation, which International Center for Research in Agroforestry  
 (ICRAF) cites as occurring simultaneously from the top and the bottom, altitude-wise. That is, 
expansion and commercialization of agriculture has followed both from opium replacement 
efforts in the highlands and from expansion of lowland commercial agriculture up hill slopes 
from the valley bottoms (ICRAF, 2001). “Lowland-focused Thai agro-industry has been 
expanding into mountain valley areas, resulting in expansion of soybean, maize, potatoes, 
longan, mango, lychee and other crops, up slopes into the midland zone. While these efforts 
often have the blessing of government rural development and poverty reduction programmes, 
investment requirements, risks and profitability have varied substantially, often in relation to 
fluctuating environmental and economic conditions. Although a small minority have been 
successful enough to move out of the lowest income categories, the vast majority of people in 
mountain areas remain poor” (ICRAF, 2001).  
 
Land speculation, too, has put pressure on the uplands. The concept of land as a basic production 
factor has given way to the idea of land as a financial asset, with skyrocketing prices for land, 
marking the advent of speculation and its impacts on the rural sector. The price of land rose 
spectacularly near areas of urban-industrial zone expansion, road corridors or mineral deposits, 
as well as scenic piedmont areas considered prime zones for resorts and golf courses (Thomas, 
1996). Land speculation has problematized land reform thinking and efforts, as it has become 
increasingly difficult to distinguish between legitimate claimants to long-degraded forestland 
with arable potential and stand-ins for powerful interests seeking to expand their landholdings. 
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Even “legitimate” targets for land reform are swayed by younger generations urging parents to 
consider land as an asset to be liquidated when the price is right. Such factors mean that previous 
beliefs that ownership or usufruct rights would lead to productive investments by smallholders 
may have been wrong. Use documents could be used for transferring land to wealthy speculators, 
resulting in increasing landlessness (Ibid.).  
 
Trebuil’s study site in an Akha village in Chiang Rai is a useful case with which to observe the 
sort of transformation occurring throughout the region. Cash cropping was first introduced in the 
area in 1977 when traders from nearby Mae Salong town started to buy the surplus of maize 
production from local farmers. By 1980, groundnut, sesame and black glutinous rice were also 
common annual cash crops, with low commercial value (LVCC), low investment and labor 
requirements, limited economic risk and relatively stable income. Partly as a result of highland 
development project interventions, the area under LVCC expanded rapidly during the eighties to 
reach 33 ha in 1990. Farm surveys showed that the economic importance of this group of annual 
LVCC peaked in the late eighties. During the nineties, the area planted to LVCC decreased from 
26 percent of the total farmed area in 1990 to 20 percent in 1994 and only 12 percent in the 1998 
wet season when maize production suffered from a prolonged dry season. But most of the 
farmers would like to maintain maize production at previous levels because of its low economic 
risk and relatively stable market price (Trebuil, 2000). 
  
In 1990, the whole watershed still had only one plantation field (the largest one) under bamboo. 
Following the start of fruit tree planting in the village in 1992, 26 small perennial plantations, 
averaging 0.4 ha, were occupying some 7 percent of the total farmed area in 1994. Between 1994 
and 1998, the area under perennial crops more than doubled, from 9.2 ha to 20 ha, and in 1998 
46 small plantations were covering 15 percent of the farmed area (Ibid.). 

 
Trebuil cited the following major processes and forces underlying the emergence of a new 
agrarian system in his Chiang Rai study site:  
• population increase, primarily through migration; 
• citizenship (60 percent of population), linked to better land-use practices; 
• labor mobility, linked to adoption of new technology and methods; 
• infrastructure, correlation between the first all-weather road and start of cash cropping; 
• familiarity with cash cropping from opium trading days; 
• marketing channels as part of agro-industrialization of regional economy; 
• cultural change, with Christianity breaking down cultural ties to upland rice growing; and 
• development projects and other state intervention. 
 
Kunstadter and Tippawan noted fundamental changes in highland agriculture in their study of 
Hmong villages. In terms of land use, there was an increase in irrigated fields and the use of 
technology like tractors and sprinklers. Production methods became far more complex at the 
landscape level – though monocropping meant far less diversity at the field level. In their  
research sites, Kunstadter and Tippawan noted the production of 79 different crops, including at 
least 57 new varieties of cash crops. The farming of traditional crops dropped, with several 
communities explaining that this was because no seeds were left – an important loss of genetic 
material of domestic cultivars. The diet of the communities had changed as well, with villagers 
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eating many introduced cash crops, though these might have been in part crops that could not be 
sold. There was a substantial drop in opium production, with government pressure the 
overwhelming reason given. Wage labour was done in half of the communities surveyed, which 
represented a big change for the Hmong, who used to say they hired labour, not sold it. Only 17 
percent of the labor market was non-agricultural, with the majority of that with government. 
Two-thirds of the employment was temporary, not year-round. In terms of markets, 60 percent of 
the communities sold cash crops outside the community. People could not sell as much as they 
wanted in 44 percent of the communities, even though a similar percentage showed increases in 
sales the last five years. Most sales were still to Thai or Chinese traders rather than to consumers, 
just as in the old days with opium. The most common reason for adopting new cash crops was 
good prices, and for dropping crops, bad prices or market access (Kundstadter, 2001). 

 
In a report on the state of research in the Mae Chaem watershed, ICRAF observed four major 
categories of annual crops. In order of decreasing profitability, they are vegetables, field crops, 
paddy rice and upland rice. A broad range of production methods and household strategies was 
identified, with considerable variation in profitability and environmental impact. Five study sites 
were presented, three Karen, one Hmong and one northern Thai. In only one of the three Karen 
sites was shifting cultivation still practiced, with a cycle of eight or ten year forest fallow. The 
study noted that “while a quite substantial level of labour is used in this forest fallow production 
system, the absence of purchased inputs and reasonable rice yields result in a farmer profitability 
level that is quite competitive among upland rice practices” and “there appears to be relatively 
few negative environmental externalities”. In other cases, where fallow periods dropped to three 
or four years, the sites required inputs of fertilizers and pesticides and became vulnerable to soil 
erosion (ICRAF, 2001: 49, 55).  
 
The other two Karen sites studied had abandoned shifting cultivation due to pressures from the 
state to “sedentarize” agriculture. However, because land suitable for irrigated paddies was 
limited by geography in one of the two sites, upland rice cultivation was still required. These two 
factors – limits on the available area for both paddy and upland rice production – mean these 
Karen communities have both diversified production and turned to chemical inputs. The 
sustainability of these methods is in question, however. While the devaluation of the Thai baht in 
1997 did not produce an increase in world market demand for the suddenly cheaper Thai crops, 
the price of imported inputs like chemical fertilizer shot up dramatically (Ibid.). In the Karen 
villages studied that had abandoned long-fallow swidden farming, it is common for villagers to 
practice a very short 2-3 year fallow and to interplant subsistence vegetable crops with upland 
rice, as was traditionally done in forest fallow systems. While this seems to have some benefits 
in terms of controlling pest outbreaks, the short fallow does not allow soil nutrient replenishment 
and the farmers must turn to purchased inputs. Soybeans are also planted in upland fields every 
third year or so to prevent rice yield decline and provide additional income. Profitability of 
soybeans, as well as maize, which along with soybeans is planted in separate fixed fields, lags far 
behind that of vegetables.  
 
The evolution of soybean production in northern Thailand illuminates the contradictions in 
upland development in Thailand.  Promotion of post-rice soybean production in lowland paddies 
began during the late 1970s. During the mid-1980s, however, introduction of upland soybean 
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was associated with a surge in deforestation as lowland Thai villages expanded up hillsides of 
major valleys into reserved forest on sloping watershed lands, resulting in much concern by the 
forest department and a new generation of projects focused on natural resource management and 
forest conservation. At the same time that de jure state control of forests increasingly became de 
facto and pressure on swidden cultivators was stepped up, soybean production began to enter the 
midland areas of ethnic Karen villages. Within this context, a major local adaptation involved 
use of upland soybean as a periodic crop rotation on upland rice fields, in which it is the only 
major legume cash crop, to help prevent rice yield declines. Thus, from a forestry point of view, 
expansion of soybean has been associated as a key element both in deforestation and in efforts to 
return forest fallow lands to permanent forest cover.  
 
The next chapter in the role of the soybean might see its demise as an crop option; however, 
Thomas notes that the World Trade Organization (WTO) liberalization will put Thai farmers in 
direct competition with American industrial soybean producers (1996). Lebel argues that in the 
event of a WTO-driven decline of agricultural protection in developed countries like the United 
States  and Australia, it could become profitable for large-scale, agro-industrial expansion of 
crops like the soybean in Thailand (personal communication). That seems less likely today in 
light of the US$83 billion United States farm bill signed by President George Bush in May 2002, 
guaranteeing huge subsidies for American agriculture. Another impact of the WTO worrying 
some is the inclusion of China, which could result in a flood of temperate fruits and vegetables 
into Thailand.  
 
 
4.1.2. Chemicals and other costs 
 
“Thai government objectives of suppressing opium cultivation, decreased swidden agriculture 
and restricting access to forestland for farming have been largely successful in the northern 
highlands, but intensive permanent field cultivation in the highlands has had environmental, 
ecological, economic and human costs” (Kunstadter and Tippawan, 2001). These costs included 
loss of cultivars; introduction of weeds and plant pests associated with exotic crops; soil 
degradation and erosion associated with permanent field cultivation; widespread environmental 
pollution with pesticides; detrimental health effects of pesticides; and large-scale migration of 
relatively uneducated and unskilled highlanders to urban centres, where exploitation is common 
and sometimes horrific (Ibid.). 
 
Perhaps nothing has been as controversial in recent years as the question of chemical agriculture. 
It is illuminating that while the numbers on crop production show a static trend or actual declines 
in the 1990s, herbicide imports nearly doubled between 1991 and 1997, before dropping off 
precipitously after the financial crisis in 1997, and fertilizer consumption increased nearly 30 
percent during the same period (OEPP, 2001 274-278). Trebuil attributes this trend to “non-
rational chemicalization of production” (1995). He notes that pesticide and herbicide 
consumption in Thailand has skyrocketed since 1976. For instance, in 1976 Thai farmers 
consumed less than 3 000 tonnes of herbicides. By 1990 that amount had shot up to more than 
40 000 tonnes. Insecticide use increased from about 6 000 tonnes to nearly 30 000 tonnes in the 
same period. Fertilizer use also saw dramatic increases, from less than 700 000 tonnes in 1976 to 
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more than 2.5 million tonnes in 1990. The active ingredients used, “at often excessive rates of 
application”, are mostly highly toxic and the resistance of certain major pests is now highly 
developed (Ibid., 78-79). Conflicts of interest are an inherent part of the problem. ‘“‘Advice’ to 
farmers is monopolized by myriad technical salesmen who travel through the countryside with 
their samples and supply networks of Sino-Thai village middlemen, who themselves often fill the 
multiple roles of technical, commercial, financial, administrative and social supervisors of 
agricultural production, while often combining these with the added role of village headman or 
kamnan (subdistrict head)” (Ibid. 78). 

 
While there have been few studies on the environmental and health effects of chemical 
agriculture, findings by Kunstadter et al. indicate that the problem is extensive. Sixty percent of 
the rural and 70 percent of the urban Hmong participants in their  study mentioned health 
problems in response to an open-ended question about negative consequences of use of 
pesticides. Even higher proportions (74 percent of rural and 77 percent of urban Hmong) named 
specific health problems when asked directly about health consequences for themselves, and 
most also thought there were health problems associated with pesticides for their children 
(Kunstadter et al., 2001: 9).  
 
Participants in this study named 120 different varieties of chemicals they used. The most 
common purposes were for control of insects and grass, and to improve crop quality, yield or 
appearance. The huge variety of chemicals is in part a result of the proliferation of names of 
brands of chemically similar substances: monocrotophos is sold under 274 different names, 
methyl parathion under 296 names, and paraquat under 55 names. “The proliferation of names, 
lack of consistent labeling in the Thai language, lack of literacy, especially among women, along 
with a lack of knowledge of farmers concerning the danger of specific chemicals, complicate 
problems of risk reduction” (Ibid.).   

 
The high prices of inputs have resulted in widespread indebtedness and increasing landlessness, 
as farmers hedge future crop output for pre-planting loans for fertilizer and pesticides (Thomas, 
personal communication). In one village in Mae Chaem valley studied by Santisuda, only four 
out of 200 families were free of debt (Sanitsuda, 1995). Many farmers end up as tenants farming 
land worked by their ancestors – or they end up clearing forestland for a season or two of 
marginal returns. The use of chemical inputs has also become very controversial, as lowland 
farmers worry – and agitate – about degraded water quality. That lowland farmers have also 
rapidly increased the use of chemical pesticides is “far less visible in the political arena” 
(ICRAF, 2001; 54).  
 
4.1.3. Conflicts 
 
Conflicts over natural resources is an everday aspect of life in northern Thailand. During the dry 
season, conflicts can be found in literally every catchment in the region. These can be grouped 
into two broad categories: conflicts over forest between people and the state, and conflicts 
between people, generally over water usage. Conflicts over forests involve state policies and 
actions limiting local access and increasingly assertive villagers demanding rights to land and 
natural resources. Near the border, these conflicts often involve security forces and have 
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sometimes resulted in eviction and even deportation of highland villagers (see Eudney, 
Kammerer; Panadda, personal communication).  
 
The second form of conflict is more closely related to the agrarian transformation of the region, 
especially the rapid increase in commercial agriculture. Lowland Thais and their urban NGO 
supporters, especially the Thammanat Foundation, hold demonstrations  and demand the 
relocation of upland water users, who they say are destroying the forest in their quest for more 
land for cash cropping. While the expansion of commercial agriculture in the highlands and 
midlands, especially in the dry season, is clearly a quantitative change from the recent past, rapid 
expansion in the lowlands is also evident. For instance, Mingsarn et al. (2001) found that in one 
50 000-rai watershed in Nan Province, Hmong farmers planted 15 000 rai to lychee in the 
midlands in the last decade. Meanwhile, the lowland area planted to longan trees in Chomthong 
District increased from 5 000 rai in 1975 to 31 500 rai in 1997 (Watershed, 1998). Expansion of 
lychees and longans (and oranges in Fang District of Chiang Mai) is a general phenomenon in 
the North. Both types of trees – grown in the uplands and the lowlands, respectively – demand a 
great deal of water in the very season when water is most scarce. 
 
These factors are all leading towards a crisis in water demand, though official attention and 
lowland propaganda focus exclusively on water supply, with upland minorities targeted as the 
villains for clearing forests. Despite some scholarly attention to what Andrew Walker calls 
“ecological orthodoxy” – like the idea that forests make rain – sustained research and conflict 
resolution measures are needed to study the relationships between forests, water and the rapid 
expansion of dry season agriculture (see Alford, 1992; McKinnon, 1997; Enters, 1997; 
Mingsarn, 2000a; Walker, unpublished). 
 
Conflicts over resources have led to road blockades by lowland farmers, demonstrations by 
upland minorities at government offices and even mob action – allegedly with official sanction – 
against property of ethnic minorities.  
  
4.2. Social Mobilization 
 
While the state is without question the dominant actor when it comes to control over resources 
and livelihoods in the mountainous North, in recent years it has been increasingly balanced by a 
vibrant civil society. Both middle-class or elite-based NGOS and grassroots peoples 
organizations have joined the fray and increasingly challenge the role of the state and powerful 
economic actors in the control and use of key resources like land, forests and water.  
 
Civil society emerged over the course of the last several decades in distinct periods. First, there 
was a period of institutional formation in the late 1960s and 1970s, when the leading figures of 
the nascent Thai NGO movement began to form organizations and develop their ideology.8 The 

                                                 
8 Some leading figures in the early years were: Dr Puey Ungphakorn, a respected economic advisor who set up two 
rural development organizations; Niphon Thianwihan, a Catholic priest active in the north of Thailand, especially 
with the Karen (Chatthip, 1991: 118); Bamrung Bunpanya, one of the first Thai development workers to begin 
developing the community culture perspective (Ibid., 120); and Prawet Wasi, who has been called “the moral of 
torchlight of Thailand’s prodemocracy movement” (Eng, 1997: 187). 
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late 1960s was a time of “growing disillusionment with government economic growth policy.… 
While economic growth had boomed, inequalities were perceived to increase and rural people 
experienced increasing dislocation as differences between urban and rural life increased” 
(Prudhisan and Maneerat, 1997: 197). This formative period of the Thai NGO movement was 
initially part and parcel of the nascent democracy movement that resulted in the 1973 uprising 
and ouster of the military government.  
 
Second, the mid-1970s was a period of increasing ideological differentiation, confrontational 
tactics and violent reaction. Politically sophisticated students began to guide the democracy 
movement leftward and some elements of the movement began to link up with the Communist 
Party of Thailand (Pasuk and Baker, 1995: 304). The state reaction was ultimately violent and 
many students fled to the hills to join the communists. It was an important time for the NGO 
movement in the sense that many radical students criticized the movement as reformist 
(Prudhisan and Maneerat, 1997: 198). Third, the 1980s saw a gradual opening of political space, 
first by business and later by civil society organizations.  Fourth, the NGO movement 
increasingly began to adopt environmental themes in the late 1980s and early 1990s as resource 
depletion and urban pollution helped raise consciousness. This corresponded with a growing 
shift in understanding within the global South: where previously the nexus of poverty and 
population growth were seen to be the prime causal agents in environmental degradation, the 
relationship was increasingly seen to be the opposite. That is, environmental degradation – seen 
as a result of economic development – was causing poverty and rural dislocation (see Homer-
Dixon, 1999; Bryant and Bailey, 1996: ch. 2).  
 
In Thailand, some of the key environmental themes were: dam building, which dislocated rural 
villagers and produced malign effects in agriculture; eucalyptus plantations, which required 
large-scale evictions of grassroots actors in the forests; and a 1988 disaster in which torrential 
rains in the logged-out hills of a southern province caused mudslides and a ‘sea of logs’ to wash 
over several villages, killing hundreds (Prudhisan and Maneerat, 1996: 202-203). In response to 
these stimuli, development NGOs began to see “outside” pressures (from state and powerful 
business interests) on natural resources as a formidable threat to rural society and adopted a 
three-pronged strategy that continued grassroots development work but included alliances with 
academics and policy advocacy (Prudhisan and Maneerat, 1996: 203). Some of the key players in 
the North are Terra and the Northern Development Foundation. Also of real significance are 
advocacy groups for highland minorities. Notable among these is the Inter Mountain People’s 
Education and Culture in Thailand (IMPECT) Association. This group links people of diverse 
ethnic groups in a coordinated effort to address issues of land rights and citizenship through 
dialogue with the state.   
 
The final and current phase of the emergence of civil society has seen an increasingly prominent 
role for grassroots actors, which often stands them in opposition to the state, provincial business 
interests and even the middle class. As Prudhisan and Maneerat note, the mid-1990s have seen 
many mass rallies by people’s organizations demanding that their grievances be addressed. The 
most well-known actions have been by the Assembly of the Poor, which has on different 
occasions led marches on Bangkok (Prudhisan and Maneerat, 1996: 207). In the North, groups 
like the Northern Farmers Network and intra-watershed networks like the Mae Wang Watershed 
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Network have been most active in organizing minority peoples, especially in demands for the 
return of resource management rights to local communities (Pratuang, 1996: 146).    
 
The development of large-scale rural action of this sort, for instance mass protests at the 
provincial hall in Chiang Mai over issues like community forestry and citizenship, has driven the 
NGO movement into uncharted waters and has strained middle-class support for grassroots 
actors.Conversely, the Thaksin government has shown itself to be more even-handed than its 
predecessor regime, which occasionally resorted to violence to end peaceful protests (Pingkaew, 
personal communication). 
 
4.3. Participation 
 
4.3.1.  People-centred development 
 
As mentioned above, both the 1997 Constitution and the 8th National Social and Economic 
Development Plan stressed the role of people’s participation in the formulation of public policy. 
Also mentioned above was the resistance to this form of decentralization from many within the 
state apparatus.  
 
In terms of mountain development, an integrated community approach was promoted in the 
1990s as a means to stop deforestation and to improve the standard of living of 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 a 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, “[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 realized (Mingsarn, 2000a). While 
community resource management has been an important focus for development work of NGOs, 
some promising moves in a similar direction are also the subject of new government initiatives. 
A notable example is the Sam Mun Highland Development Project, under the auspices of the 
RFD. This watershed management scheme emphasizes participatory approaches to conflict 
resolution among the communities involved (Hirsch, 1996: 27).  
 
The emergence of state and local cooperation is seen as the key to answering environmental and 
social problems in the uplands of Thailand. Peters writes that both local and extra-local natural 
resource management institutions have enjoyed an historically symbiotic relationship.  Informal 
village institutions have incorporated information and farming techniques from extra-local 
institutions to increase productivity within the demographic and biophysical limits of the Wat 
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Chan area of Chiang Mai Province, for example.  Local institutions have also effectively placed 
limits on resource exploitation by national government institutions, while the increased presence 
of central government institutions has in turned placed or encouraged additional locally 
constructed resource management restrictions while promoting economic development. Current 
trends in loss of forest cover and intensified exploitation of the existing forest resources suggest 
that neither local nor extra-local institutions are likely to sustainably manage forest resources in 
the absence of the other” (Peters, 2000). 
 
4.3.2.  Community forestry 
 
Thailand has a rich, though mostly unwritten history of local participation in the management of 
natural resources (Chatchawan and Lohmann, 1991; Uraiwan, 1995; Anan, 2000). The existence 
of rights-in-use arrangements of many upland Karen communities, for example, reveal an 
understanding of the importance of forest conservation that largely mirrors modern ecological 
knowledge. Many scholars point out the complementary potential of the synthesis of traditional 
and scientific knowledge in the evolution of natural resources management in northern Thailand.  

 
Because local communities live with forests, are primary users of forest products, and create 
rules that significantly affect forest conditions, their inclusion in forestry-management schemes 
is now considered essential by many researchers and policymakers (Gibson et al., 2000: 3). This 
emphasis on micro-institutional arrangements has helped to shift attention away from market- or 
state-oriented policies as the only two alternatives to achieve development or environmental 
conservation (Agrawal in Gibson et al., 2000: 57). Similarly minded scholars argue that local 
resource users are not trapped in an inevitable race to cut down forests. Around the globe, many 
forest users successfully overcame the dilemmas they faced to achieve a form of self-government 
that enabled them to manage local forests better than many government or private forests in their 
countries (Gibson et al, 2000: 228). 

 
The term generally used to describe such local arrangements for forest conservation and use is 
“community forestry”. In Thailand, an initial survey by the Action Research Project on 
Community Forestry by the Social Research Institute of Chiang Mai University reported 
approximately 150 cases of locally initiated community protected forests (Anan, 2001: 183). 
Chusak notes that Thai experiences with local forest management precede the terminology used, 
such as “social forestry” or “community forestry”, and in some cases Thai examples – most 
notably the sacred forests recognized by both Buddhist and animist communities – differ 
significantly from the utilitarian concept of community forests employed in the West (Chusak, 
personal communication). Internationally, three attributes of community forestry efforts have 
been considered important. First, residents have access to land and its resources; second, 
residents participate in decisions concerning the forest; and third, communities begin by 
protecting and restoring the forest (Journal of Forestry, 1998). In northern Thailand, the first two 
attributes are lacking so far, though state incapacity is such that locals have taken it upon 
themselves to protect the forests – often from outsiders acting in connivance with state officials 
(Pingkaew, 2001).  
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Pardo proposes three stages of development in the evolution of community forestry. First, 
residents participate in government decisions that affect their use of state forests; second, state 
forests are turned over to communities to manage for basic needs; finally, communities grow, 
process and market their surplus forest products free of government control. Benefits of this 
process include strengthened self-sufficiency, e.g. building roads, water supply systems, schools, 
temples, and hiring teachers (Pardo, 1995). The Thai experience has officially involved none of 
these steps, though de defacto limitations on forest clearing and harvesting of minor forest 
products have existed in many areas for generations, if not centuries. As stated above, these 
systems are not recognized by the state and have thus been undermined by state enclosure of 
forests.  
 
Internationally, the transfer of management authority from state to communities of individual 
tree growers takes one of three forms: first, forests are handed over to communities or 
individuals for management; second, forests are leased to community-based enterprises for 
production; third, partnerships are formed between government agencies and villages or 
communities to manage resources and share costs and benefits (Pardo, 1995). Again, none of 
these forms has transpired in Thailand, though the arrangements outlined in the community 
forestry bill now before parliament most resemble the third form of management.  
  
There are severe constraints facing a convergence of local and scientific knowledge in the area of 
natural resource management in Thailand. First, the Thai state does not recognize traditional 
arrangements for land and forest management. As we have discussed above, the very tenure of 
more than half of all highland communities is seen as illegal by the government. Despite 
progressive thinking among some foresters, especially those with line responsibilities, the 
general attitude of the RFD is that it alone is responsible, and capable, of caring for the nation’s 
forests. This attitude mirrors the continued existence of generally negative stereotypes of 
highlanders, a situation maintained by media sensationalism, by the fact that most Thais have 
never actually met a highlander and by the perniciousness of some state and business actors who 
have a vested interest in demonizing the hill people. A second problem involves the ability of 
traditional institutions to cope with the twin forces of population increase and the demands of the 
modern economy. While the existence of community forests and people’s irrigation systems 
point to the efficacy of past arrangements, much more work needs to be done to explain how 
these micro-institutions are coping with change, especially given the expansion of state 
enclosure.  
 
The Community Forestry Bill, which advocates have been trying to navigate through parliament 
since the early 1990s, seemed to be on the verge of passage in early 2002 when the House 
okayed the key clause allowing community forests in protected areas. The movement suffered a 
setback in April, however, when the Senate cut the key clause. The bill at this writing was in 
conference committee and its future is unclear. 

 
5. Conclusion  
 
Clearly needed in the mountains of northern Thailand are government policies encouraging 
innovation and sustainable adaptation to social and ecological challenges. A balance must be 
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struck between local livelihood and the common good. Convergence of local and scientific 
knowledge must be a goal of policy-makers at all levels. Human dignity and ecological integrity 
must take top priority. The reality of the present, however, is that Thai government policies 
neglect possible options for sustainable development. The rigid command-and-control 
philosophy of the forestry department and security agencies, evident in policies that ignore the 
potential of mountain communities to work towards sustainable development, leads increasingly 
towards confrontation rather than cooperation. This is fueled by the perpetuation of negative 
media stereotypes of ethnic minorities as aliens, forest destroyers and drug 
traffickers.Conversely, some portrayals of the state by NGOs and academics seem to preclude 
cooperation between people and authorities, mainly due to the presumed unwillingness or 
inability of the state to objectively analyze environmental problems. This polarization between 
groups who demonize and idealize upland villagers – forest destroyers or protectors? – deters a 
convergence of interests.  
 
Three broad areas must be addressed in order to meet the environmental and social challenges of 
the mountainous North. First, the problem of tenure insecurity must be addressed. Second, the 
human security of local communities must be incorporated into national security policies. 
Finally, multi-actor cooperation in empirical assessments of the environmental and social 
sustainability of mountain livelihoods and development plans must be promoted. Some 
elaboration is necessary. According to theADB, 68.1 percent (2 490) of upland ethnic minority 
household clusters are not officially recognized by the Thai government. Moreover, 85 percent 
of these are located in forest reserve areas (ADB, 2001). This fact is a monumental hindrance to 
development efforts, effectively limiting alternative options to the Royal Project, which under 
H.R. the King’s patronage is allowed political space denied to government agencies, NGOs or 
village organizations. The decade-long fight over the Community Forestry Bill is evidence of the 
resistance to institutional flexibility and innovation in state enclosed areas. What is needed are 
government flexibility and policies that encourage and promote sustainable systems that balance 
subsistence and commercial production. Integrated rural development programmes that 
incorporate protected forests, organic farming, multicropping, agroforesty, ecotourism and 
cottage industries, for instance, are severely constrained by government policies. While many 
communities take great pains to demonstrate their commitment to sustainable agriculture, their 
efforts go unheeded by authorities that deny their right to exist in their present locations. Policies 
that link rights of tenure with sustainable practices should be encouraged. It is critical that these 
rights are issued to communities, not individuals, and steps taken to assure that speculation and 
land alienation not be allowed to proliferate.  
 
Next, human security must be incorporated into official development and national security 
thought and action. Instead of viewing ethnic minorities as threats and problems that must be 
solved through law enforcement, the government must consider the human damage inflicted on 
communities by drug trafficking, environmental degradation, HIV-AIDS and other social 
problems. By seeking participation and input from community members, rather than treating 
them like passive actors or obstacles to development, it will be possible to gain a more 
sophisticated idea of the threats to communities, whether internal or cross-border. As a key part 
of this effort, social welfare efforts should be modified so that public services are not linked to 
assimilation of diverse cultures. Recent Thai history shows that assimilation policies have led to 
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alienation. Ethnic communities in Thailand are vocal in their desire to be good citizens of the 
kingdom. Being good citizens should not require them to give up their languages, cultures and 
religions. The Thai constitution guarantees protection of these freedoms, and it is crucial that 
state authorities act in accordance with the constitution. Mutual respect and dignity will 
guarantee the security of the Thai nation far more than assimilation policies, while official 
arrogance and discrimination should themselves be considered security threats.  
 
Finally, it is recommended that research into sustainable development – such as in optimum 
water usage and water-demand reduction enterprises – be promoted as collaborative enterprises 
among various actors: villagers, academics, authorities and NGOs. The current war of rhetoric 
between those who support community rights and those who reject the idea of people-forest 
harmony would best be de-escalated by collaboration and knowledge sharing. Whether or not 
communities are sustainably managing local resources can be empirically validated. Their plans 
to do so, if policy allowed, can be empirically evaluated. Their progress in implementing plans 
for sustainable agriculture and resource use can also be evaluated. In general, the authors agree 
with ICRAF that “what is urgently needed is a widely acceptable and accessible set of criteria, 
indicators and measurement tools that are based on appropriate calibrations with science and 
local knowledge for empirical assessment and monitoring of watershed and related 
environmental services.” This will only be meaningful if it includes the participation, input and 
understanding of local actors. Such collaborative efforts, linked to land tenure security and 
concern for human security, offer a way out of trends currently leading towards greater social 
conflict and environmental degradation. 
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Appendix 1. List of Acronyms 
 
ADB  Asian Development Bank 
COHAN Committee to Facilitate the Solution to National Security Problems relating to 

Hilltribes and the Cultivation of Narcotics Crops 
FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization (UN) 
GIS  Geographic Information System 
ICRAF  International Centre for Research in Agroforestry 
IMPECT Inter Mountain People’s Education and Culture Training Association 
ISOC  Internal Security Operations Command 
Lao PDR Lao People’s Democratic Republic  
MOAC Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives  
MOI  Ministry of Interior 
MOSTE Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment 
MMSEA Montane Mainland Southeast Asia 
NESDB National Economic and Social Development Board 
NGO  Non-governmental Organization 
NTFP  Non-timber Forest Products 
OEPP  Office of Environmental Policy and Planning 
ONCB  Office of the Narcotics Control Board 
RFD  Royal Forest Department 
TAO  Tambon Administration Organization 
UNDCP United Nations Drug Control Programme 
WTO  World Trade Organization 
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