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Over sixty percent of Thailand’s population is engaged in farming livelihoods and Thailand is a global exporter of agricultural products.  Although market-oriented production is a major emphasis in the agriculture sector in Thailand, the livelihood security of farmers is also heavily dependent upon farmland biodiversity resources.   Thai farming communities utilize an exceptionally wide and diverse number of naturally occurring species of animals and plants for food, sources of income, household/farm materials, medicine, social and cultural activities, natural crop protection and for creating a pleasant living environment.  Unfortunately, degradation of farmland biodiversity as a result of local land use and cultivation practices, such as heavy use of toxic chemicals, over exploitation of some species, destructive harvesting practices, burning, overuse of water resources and other activities is reducing this farmland biodiversity at an alarming rate.  It is important to recognize the fact that there are many factors which contribute to farmland biodiversity reduction, not only farm chemicals.  While farmers understand the value of farmland biodiversity and recognize that it is decreasing, the type of local community-wide initiatives and local leadership needed to reverse this trend are lacking.  


Thai Education Foundation has been working with some 50 schools in 4 provinces of Thailand to create community awareness on the importance of the farmland bio-diversities and to conserve species that are important to their livelihood.  Students have identified high biodiversity habitats on local farms and conducted surveys to collect and document the variety of plant and animal species in the area, together with farmers, religious leaders, and local agencies.  Together they analyze the benefits, hazards, threats, current status of all species found.   As a community, they then prioritize and select species that they want to conserve and develop habitat action plans as a means to do this.  The selected species are those that are currently being severely threatened and have high value to their livelihoods, such as food, income, medicine, etc.  Their plan then submitted to various local agencies for additional support, if needed.


Through this participatory learning process, students and farmers develop knowledge, awareness and importance of the biodiversity in their farmland and initiate action.  The communities themselves work together on a wide range of strategies to protect and enhance farmland biodiversity, such as designating conservation areas, developing rules to stop destructive practices, sharing and disseminating their efforts to surrounding communities.  In addition some communities and schools, together with academic researchers, engage in research and studies of specific species’ live cycles and natural habitats to better understand and develop effective conservation efforts.  Examples of species which have been chosen include frogs, fish, indigenous vegetables, beneficial insects, and local species of trees and plants used to provide eco-system services to the farm and as natural pesticides.  These processes provide students with learning opportunities which are not only fun but provide important knowledge of the existing species and their value. In addition, the analysis of their findings and prioritization help created great awareness and rationale to conserve and maintain the farmland habitats that are beneficial to their livelihoods.  Most schools incorporate farmland biodiversity studies into the local curriculum to be institutionalized within the school system.  The project began with 8 schools and has expanded to some 50 schools by the end of the first year.  It has received much interest and support from both communities, local and national governmental agencies as well as regional international agencies.
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