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Foreword

What  do  the  farmers  of  Laos  talk  about  
when they get together?
What  are  farmers  saying  about  the  
environment and rural livelihoods? What do  
they  consider  to  be  their  most  valuable  
assets?  What  are  their  most  trusted  
sources of  advice? What do they think of  
the changes taking place around them?  
And what type of future do farmers want for  
themselves and their families? 
This  report  helps  to  answer  these  
questions,  using  the  words  of  farmers  
themselves.
The stimulus for this study came from the  
statement  of  His  Excellency,  Dr.  Ty 
Phommasack,  Deputy  Minister  of  
Agriculture and Forestry, made at the World  
Summit  on  Food  Security  in  November  
2009:  
We all agree that the gravity of the current  
food  crisis  is  the  result  of  20  years  of  
under-investment  in  agriculture  and  
negligence of the sector. However, I would  
also like to add that it is just as important to  
invest  in  farmers.  Investing  in  farmers  
means  making  sure  they  have  secured  
land  tenure,  making  sure  they  have  fair  
contracts, they have access to information,  
and  improving  the  reach  of  services  for  
health, education and extension.
Putting  these  ideas  into  practice  requires  
the active participation of rural people, with  
attention  given  to  both  voice  and  
accountability.   On the one hand,  farming  
families  should  be  able  to  express  their  
needs and aspirations,  and play a role  in  
the  planning  of  activities  that  affect  their  
livelihoods.  On the other hand, government  
agencies, development projects and private  
service providers should be listening - and  
responding – to the voices of rural people. 
This  study  shows  that  farmers  have 
important things to say, and that efforts to  
strengthen their voice would be a valuable  
investment.    

'Farmer's Voices' has two parts.  Part One  
consists of summaries of interviews carried 
out in villages around the country. Part Two 
is a synthesis that brings together the views  
of those farmers on selected topics.
Interviews were conducted in a total of 14  
villages  in  three  Provinces:  Champassak,  
Vientiane Municipality and Oudomxai (see  
map).  In  each  village,  a  team  of  
interviewers spent between 4 and 7 hours  
talking  to  farmers  who  were  divided  into  
male and female groups.  
The  team  was  led  by  Randall  Arnst,  
responsible  for  planning  the  study,  
supervising  the  field  work,  conducting  
interviews with male groups, compiling the  
results and submitting a preliminary draft of  
the  report.   Other  members of  the  team 
were  Hien  Phimmachanh,   Kongkeo 
Philavong,  Angkana  Vongmachieng  and  
Shalmali Guttal. 
A number of NGOs assisted in organising  
meetings with farmers.  It  must be noted,  
however,  that the interviewers deliberately  
avoided  discussing  specific  projects;  the  
strategy was to step outside of the world of  
‘development’ in order to document general  
opinions of rural people.  
This report has been produced as part of a  
series of studies on ‘Investing in Farmers’  
commissioned by the Sub Working Group  
on Farmers and Agribusiness (SWGAB).  
The  Sub  Working  Group  was  established  
by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry  
(MAF)  and  is  co-chaired  by  the  National  
Agricultural and Forestry Extension Service  
(NAFES)  and  the  Swiss  Agency  for  
Development and Cooperation (SDC). The  
Laos  Extension  for  Agriculture  Project  
(LEAP) has the role of Secretariat including  
responsibility for commissioning of studies. 
The previous report in this series is ' Farmer 
Bargaining  Power  in  the  Lao  PDR: 
Possibilities  and  Pitfalls',  Rita  Gebert, 
February 2010
Reports  from  the  SWGAB  can  be 
downloaded from www.LaoFAB.org  
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 Nong Soung

 Paksong District
 Champassak Province

: Residents  ≈ 840
: Families  ≈ 170

  : Kms to District  ≈ 26
:  -Ethnicities Jrou, Ta Oi

 Nong    means “pond” in Lao, 
 and  Soung  usually means 
.   “high” But the  Soung  in Nong 

   Soung, according to residents, 
    is derived rather from the 

     name of a young woman who 
    drowned in the pond many 

 .years ago
   The town has subsequently 
    been moved a short distance 

    to its current location, closely 
    straddling both sides of the 

     paved Route 16 just before it 
    crosses the border into the 

   provinces of Salavan and 
   . Sekong to the north

    “We lived in the bunkers  
   .most of the time ”

     The US war on Indochina was 
    directly felt in Nong Soung, 

     with many losing their lives to 
   both arial bombardment and 

 .   ground artillery Although it 
     was necessary to sleep in the 

    forest or take refuge in 
     bunkers much of the time, res-

     idents were still able to forage 
     or grow food for themselves as 

    well as to provide some 
   sustenance for soldiers mov-

   .  ing through the area UXO, or 
  unexploded ordinance, contin-

    ues to claim livestock and 
 .occasionally people

  ( )  The Jrou Laven  -and Ta Oi 
    citizens of Nong Soung often 

  .   celebrate their culture A cow 
      or a pig might be sacrificed to 

    ease recovery from a severe 
.   illness During weddings, beef 

     is only eaten during the day, 
   .  and pork after sunset Some 

   ceremonies are not considered 
   complete until three chickens 

     and three jars of rice wine 
  .  have been consumed While 
     they used to make their own 

    rice wine and whiskey, most 
     .now prefer to buy it instead

    “Our youth need to carry  
  .  on our culture If not  

   them, then who will?”
    Although local farmers are a 

    '  bit hazy about the towns his-
    tory, they become clear and 

  animated when discussing 
   local varieties, including corn, 

   coffee, cardamom, chilli, egg-
   .plant, papaya and others  

   They report having tried 
   “improved” varieties for these 

   crops, but these usually 
  require additional chemical 
 /     inputs, and or do not do as 

   . well under local conditions
    Both men and women inde-

    pendently ranked the rich soil 
    and natural resources as their 
    most valuable asset, and their 

    culture and customs as num-

 .    ber three Women noted they 
   are particularly proud their 

    children can get an education, 
     (but also of their coffee three 

)   varieties , chilli, cardamom 
  .  and tobacco production Men 

   adamantly refused to separate 
    local varieties and culture in 

   the ranking exercise, arguing 
   .they are inextricably linked

     Although soil is held as the 
 greatest asse    t in Nong Soung, 

     they have no paddy fields, and 
     access to other land is fast 

   decreasing, with various jute, 
   cassava and other conces-

     sions eating into both the agri-
    cultural and forest areas previ-

    .ously used by the village  
    Some noted that although the 

   companies are encroaching on 
   land the village previously 
    used, villagers are not them-
    selves allowed to expand to 

 .new areas

   '“The local varieties dont  
  .require any chemicals  

     This is good for our soil  
    .and good for our health ”

   Women said they learned 
     most of what they know from 
   direct experience, whereas the 

     men put this in third place, 
   behind parents and project 
.training 1   Both genders agreed 

    that values and beliefs came 
    primarily from parents and eld-

.    ers Friends and neighbours 
    were also mentioned as an 

   important source of knowledge 
   and information, although not 

    .as trustworthy as the others

1 A project staff was present 
during this exercise.
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 :Natural Living

    Whilst living the natural life  
    might be an aspiration or  
     idyllic dream for many in the  

  “developed” world,  u baeb 
 thammasat  generally means  

  .   backward in Lao In this  
     same vein, to say one farms  

    naturally most often is a  
   means of self deprecation,  

     meaning one has yet to learn  
     or adopt the ways of the  

   modern, globalised and rap-
  .idly warming world

   Although there is generally 
     less hunger than in the past, 

     finding food is the most difficult 
    during the dry season months 

     of January to April, with tubers 
    replacing rice in August and 

.   September Some families 
     have a much harder time feed-

   ing themselves than others, 
    with the primary reasons given 

    being lack of livestock or 
    money, poverty, too many chil-

    dren, not enough labour, bad 
   .farming skills and laziness

   “Too many mouths eat-
   ing and not enough  

   hands working leads to  
  .hunger and shortages ”

    No formal or collective sys-
      tems are in place to help famil-

   ies during shortages, although 
   some assistance is given 
     based on family ties or friend-

.    ship Some families intermit-
     tently hire their labour out to 
     others in the community, or to 
   nearby concessions for about 
   .25,000 Kip per day

    Men and women differed on 
    where their food comes from, 

   with women giving lower 
    weight to cash purchases, and 
    higher to foraging and local 

.     trade Men also reported that 
    almost all local production is 

    sold for cash, whereas women 
     expressed that half or more is 

   .eaten by the family
   The paved road passing 

     through town was listed as a 
   definite plus, providing reliable 

    and fast access to markets, 
    which has enabled the cultiva-

   tion of perishable vegetables, 
 .   primarily cabbage While the 

     cash income was listed as an 
   advantage of increased market 

    access, high input costs, fluc-
  tuating prices, increasing 

  - -debts, and less than honest 
  middlemen were weighed 

 .against this

   “Paksong is called the  
 .  golden land But now  

   everybody is in debt  
   because of the dropping  
  .price of cabbage ”

   Although vegetables are an 
   increasing cash crop, coffee 

   and cardamom remain the 
   main sources of monetary 

.    income Labour was the 
   second highest source given 

    by women, whereas men did 
    .not mention it as significant  

    With no paddy land, both 
    sexes l isted rice as the 

   greatest expense, and women 
   reported that fermented fish 

     and MSG ranked third in the 
 .debit column

     As to what is changing the 
     most or fastest in their liveli-

   hoods, men mentioned the 
   increased use of “improved” 

   vegetable varieties, the con-
     current increase in the cost of 

   chemical inputs, and the 
    greater reliance on the cash 

  .  economy in general Women 
   noted the conveniences of 

   electricity, the road, water 
  .wells and motorcycles

  “The companies are  
   destroying the land of  

 .the people ”
  Respondents unanimously felt 

    the climate is getting hotter, 
  .    with less fog This is good for 

     the coffee but bad for most 
 .   other crops They also strongly 

    expressed that the forest is 
   decreasing much faster than 

    before, when there was only 
  .   slash and burn This is leading 

      to less water in the streams, as 
     well as fewer wildlife and other 

.NTFPs

   “The future will be  
   worse because nature is  
.    gone We will just be  

   labour for the foreign  
.businesses ”

   Some predicted that decreas-
    ing land and increasing popu-

     lation will lead to greater pres-
    sure on, exploitation of, and 

   competition for those areas 
   .and resources still available  

   Problems are emerging of 
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  'livestock destroying others  
 .  vegetable fields Some 

     thought a few will get richer, 
    .but most would get poorer

   Speculating about what might 
    make the future better, women 

  mentioned concrete desires 
      such as a health centre, a sec-

   .ondary school and electricity  
     They also hoped for more land 

    to expand their upland fields 
    and gardens, and that the 

  business concessions would 
 .   be cancelled Men voiced that 

    trees should be planted, the 
  concessionary contracts can-

     celled, and the soil should be 
  .preserved and improved

  “If everyone plants  
  trees, then our  

  grandchildren will have  
  .a better life ”

!"#$%&
 Nam Tuat

 Paksong District
 Champassak Province

: Residents  ≈ 170
: Families  ≈ 40

  : Kms to District  ≈ 50
: Ethnicities Nyaheun

    Travelling east from the Pak-
   song District Centre towards 
    Nam Tuat, one passes pine 

   and coffee plantations that 
   .  stretch to the horizon Nam 

      Tuat itself is a quite small and 
   scattered village deriving its 

     name from a stream that flows 
   .about a ki lometre away  

   Because most residents are 
    recent arrivals, no one seems 

      to know how the stream got its 
.name
   Many came from Attapeu 

    .Province about 20 years ago  
    Some were displaced by vari-

    ous plantations, and some by 
    a hydropower project further to 

 .     the east Many came to this 
    area because they heard there 
   was abundant land and 

. forests

   “Before, there was much  
.    land But now we have  

  .  nowhere to farm ”
     It is the custom of Nyaheun 

    people to pierce their chil-
'       drens ears at about the age of 

.     seven This rite of passage 
    takes three days and involves 
 .   seven chickens The kheun  
 heuan (   house ascension, or  

)   wedding ceremony involves 
    feasting on pork and copious 
     amounts of rice wine, both of 

   .which are produced locally
    The youth learn these customs 
   and other cultural information 
    from the elders, often guided 

   .  by the local Shaman Some 
    feel the traditional customs are 
 .    too expensive Some of the 

     younger people prefer to go to 
 the  wat (  ).Buddhist temple

  “We make  lao hai (rice  
)    wine and drink it when  

   .we start planting rice ”
   Men recounted some seven 

     varieties of sticky rice, and ten 
  .  of regular rice Women added 

  cucumbers, tomatoes, ginger, 
   eggplants, coffee, chillies and 

   white, purple and multicol-
      oured corn to the list of local 

.    varieties Both men and 
     women said they are not very 

      keen to try the new varieties of 
    crops or breeds of livestock 

   because they required more 
    inputs, and are more suscept-

    .ible to plagues and diseases
  Men and w   omen ranked the 

    upland fields as their most 
    valuable asset, claiming a fal-

    .low period of ten years  
   Women placed solidarity in 

     second place and men put it, 
    along with their culture, as 

.      third Men listed the ease of 
   foraging as second, perhaps 
  '    .because they don t often do it

    “Few of the children go  
 .   to school The teacher is  

  .often not there ”
    Both groups also said they 

    learned the most from their 
  parents, including values, 

  .   beliefs and skills Both also lis-
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     ted friends in second place in 
    terms of important sources of 

  information, although much 
    .lower in terms of credibility  

   And both ranked themselves, 
     or their own experience, as the 

  .most trustworthy source
    Women in particular felt they 

     did not have much contact with 
  .   the outside world Only one 
     .had ever been to a training  

    Some have radios, but just 
   .listen to the songs

     In most years, June and July 
   .  begin a difficult period Rice 

    supplies are depleted or run-
 .    ning low People are also busy 

    planting the next crop, leaving 
      less time to look for tubers or 

  .   other substitute foods It is 
    also difficult to forage during 

  .the heavy rains
    At times, families can borrow 

    some food from relatives to 
     tide them over, but in general, 

   most expressed that people 
     need to take care of them-
.    selves Some sell their labour 

       for a short time to buy or in 
  .   exchange for food Rice was 

     listed by both women and men 
   .as the largest expense

    “Sometimes we sell a cow  
    .or buffalo to buy food ”

    Families with more children or 
    fewer workers have more diffi-

   . culty during these times More 
   hands makes growing and 

   gathering easier, but also 
     means less land for each child 

 .    to inherit While some men felt 
     there is enough land for those 

    willing to work, women cited 
     lack of land as a significant 

   .cause of food shortages
     Men felt that, over time, the 

     annual lack of food is decreas-
     ing, but women thought it is 

    getting more difficult to feed 
 .   their families The weather 

    was reported as getting hotter, 
  /  more extreme, and or less 

.    predictable Both said the nat-
   ural environment is rapidly 

 .   being depleted Munitions left 
     over from the war helped wipe 

    .out much of the wildlife

    “We miss the rich soil  
   which was our priceless  

.inheritance ”
     The use of cash is becoming 

 .  increasingly prevalent Coffee 
    and broom grass are major 

   (earners, whereas rice as 
)   above , other condiments, 

   education and medical care 
  . are major expenses Bartering 
    still continues, but mostly for 

   smaller amounts and items, 
   such as chillies, padaek (fer-

 )  .mented fish or MSG
    Men reported that the distance 

     .to the market is a problem  
     They had no means of trans-

     portation, and are hence at the 
     mercy of the traders, who take 

   advantage when they know 
    .there are no other options  
    Some, mostly women, will hire 

     out as labour in other areas 
   during the coffee harvesting 
. season
   Nearby common land, previ-

    ously used by the villagers, 
      has been lost to a coffee con-

.    cession Locals report that the 
  company sprays chemicals 

     that leaches into the water, and 

    kills some of the remaining 
    . crops as well as livestock The 

    owners of the company came 
    to visit, gave everyone some 

    meat, and said they wanted 
    .people to work for them

   “Our own thinking, and  
   way of thinking, is  

  .changing a lot ”
    Women expressed that if their 
    children could get an educa-

     tion, they might get a job 
   somewhere else, and their 

   .  future would be better They 
    are not sure about them-

.    selves Some stated they are 
   too busy keeping themselves 
     .fed to think about such things

     Initially, the men said the future 
  .   would be better A bauxite 

    company had come to survey 
    the area, and many have 

      heard they are going to build a 
     mine, along with a school and 

  .  a health dispensary One per-
   son cautioned they always 

   promised such things, but 
   .usually did not deliver
    People expressed a lot of 

.    uncertainty They did not know 
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      if the mine would be built, or 
      when it would be built, or if 

     they will have to move their 
     homes again, or if the mine 

     .would take all of their land  
    They asked that the authorities 

     help them with a market, better 
  education and agricultural 

    advice, to help them organise 
   .and develop their village

  “The authorities should  
   pay more attention to  

  .these remote areas ”

!"#$%&"'
 Thong Phao

 Bachieng District
 Champassak Province

: Residents  ≈ 495
: Families  ≈ 100

  : Kms to District  ≈ 60
: -  Ethnicities Ta Oi, Lao

     One also passes a large rub-
   ber plantation before reaching 

 .    Thong Phao The land used to 
   .belong to the villagers

     A few years ago local authorit-
    ies facilitated the lease of 

     about 300 hectares to a for-
 .   eign company Those with 
    .land titles received about 1 5 

    million Kip per hectare, and 
   those without got between 

   .800,000 and one million
    Locals assert the current price 

       for land in the area is over five 
   .  million Kip per hectare But 

     they were clearly told they had 
 .     no choice If they did not 

    agree, they would still loose 
    .their land, but get nothing

   . “We are in limbo We  
 .  are lost ”

    At present, some villagers are 
    allowed to grow crops between 

 .   the trees Sometimes the 
    company destroys these for no 
 .   apparent reason In any case, 

      this will end in a few years 
    when the growing trees shade 

    .over the space between them
     About 150 locals work on the 

.     plantation The labour is hard 
    .and the wages are dropping  

    Each day the company buses 
    in other workers from nearby 

. areas
  Reports put  Thong Phao 
     between 40 and 70 years old, 

   with families coming from 
  .  many different places During 

     the war, locals reported that it 
   was absolute chaos, with 

    bombardment from the air, and 
   both liberation and reactionary 

   ground forces moving back 
    .and forth on the ground

   .“It was very confusing  
     It was difficult to make a  

.   living We could not  
   .even start a fire ”

  Some families in  Thong Phao  
 are Cath   olic, some Animist, 
  .  and some Buddhist Each 
    have their own customs and 

.   celebrations Many ceremon-
    ies are done individually, but 
     for some, such as weddings or 

     . New Years, all faiths join in A 
    few laughed, saying all this 

    .diversity made for great fun
    Men reported the women wear 

     pants when they go out to 
     work, but change back to tra-

    .ditional dress in the village  
   Catholic women said that 
    whereas they could not read 

   the religious literature, the 
    children could, and are there-

  .  fore more devout Animists 
    lamented there is no shaman 

      in the village or nearby to help 
    guide and preserve their tradi-

.    tions Before, most marriages 
    were arranged, but now the 

  .children must agree
    Thong Phao has little paddy 

  land, but w    omen felt their rice 
    and upland cultivation of pea-
   nuts, corn, chillies, cucumbers 

     and other crops is their most 
 .  '  valuable asset The mens group 

   ranked guidance and leadership 
     from the Party and State as 

 .number one 2  Local solidarity,  

2 This discussion was domin-
ated by a local Party member 
who had moved to the village 
just before the above conces-
sion was agreed.
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     rich soil, electricity in some of 
    the homes, education for the 

    children, water wells, and a 
    .good road were also named

:Concession

    In international law, a con-
cession     is a territory within a  

   country that is administered  
    by another entity than the  

   state which holds sovereignty  
 .     over it This is usually a col-

    onising power, or at least  
  ...  mandated by one Usually,  

    i t is conceded, that is,  
   allowed or even surrendered  

     by a weaker state to a  
 . stronger power ( )Wikipedia

     Men rated the authorities as the 
   second most important source 

    .of information and skills, etc , 
  .  just behind parents Women 

    judged their own experience as 
 .   most important They placed 

    parents as second, adding their 
   parents never faced anything 

    like their current challenges, so 
  .   could not help Some watched 

    the soap operas on television, 
      and listened to the radio for lot-
 .tery results

    “As far as attending the  
    .meetings, it is the men  

   . Women do not attend We  
    .  just go weed the fields ”

    Women also noted that the 
  authorities or technicians 

    never said anything to them 
    except to tell their husbands 

    . to come to a meeting Then, 
   'their husbands usually don t 

    tell them what they learned 
   in the meetings, although 

  they reported sometimes 

  '  their husbands don t under-
 .stand, either

    Residents stated they are for-
    aging and raising their own 

    food less than before, and 
  .   buying it more The main cash 
  crops include peanuts, 

   papaya, soybeans and mung 
.beans

     Then there is working for the 
.   company Many complained 

    bitterly that wages are always 
   changing and getting lower 

      with time, with little or no reas-
 .    ons given Many women are 

    illiterate and cannot read the 
.     contracts If someone is sick 

     for more than three days, they 
  .are summarily fired

    “They will work us until  
 .we die ”

   Between the rubber plantation 
    and swidden agriculture, there is 
   .   very little forest left The com-
    pany pushed debris from the 
     fields into the streams and wet-
    .lands, destroying them as well

   People say that although 
    reduced, they still forage for 

   forest greens and vegetables, 
  mushrooms, frogs, bamboo 

   shoots, fish, snai ls and 
.   shrimps Everyone agreed that 
    families with more labour have 

    an easier time covering their 
 .food needs

     Those with more land also do 
   better, although few have 
.      enough Beyond this, it is a 

   combination of skill, ambition 
       and luck not to get sick or have 

 .   an accident However, all 
     believed it is much harder than 

.    before There are more people 

  .and fewer resources

    “In 2007, before the con-
  cession, there was  

.   .forest Not any more ”
     A few new houses are being 

  built in  .  Thong Phao Some 
  recently installed electricity, 

-    .bore wells and piped water  
   .There are many motorcycles

   .But few expressed optimism  
     Some feel their children will do 
      better if they can get an edu-
   cation and work elsewhere, 

     but they also wonder if they 
      will be able to pay for the 

    schooling if their income and 
  .wages keep dropping

     With very little land left and 
   uncertain and unstable wages, 

    they worry about feeding their 
.     families They said they want 

      to get rid of the plantation and 
    the company, and get their 

 .    fields back They said they 
       want to be able to live and eat 

     honesty; not to cheat and fight 
  .all the time

     “It is our own land, our  
 .   own forest We have to  
    ask them for money to  
    .  work on our own land ”
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 Nam Oom

 Pathoumphone District
 Champassak Province

: Residents  ≈ 800
: Families  ≈ 180

  : Kms to District  ≈ 25
: Ethnicities Lao

     On the day the interview team 
visite     d Nam Oom, it seemed 

   almost everyone was making 
 khao boun,   .or rice noodles  
     .Even a few men were helping  
    They were preparing for the 

  Pha Vet   festival the following 
.day
  The community celebrates 
   most Buddhist festivals, but 

      .this is the biggest of the year  
   It commemorates the Lao 

  independence movement, dat-
    ing from the French colonial 

.     period Many of the older men 
    in the village also fought 

   imperialism during the sub-
  .sequent US war

    Although the war was very 
    intense, the villagers were able 

    .to carry on limited cultivation  
   Soldiers warned them when 

    enemy troops or planes were 
.     coming In turn they shared 

    what they could forage with 
 .the revolutionaries

   “This year the rains  
 .   came early There is a  

  lot of  mak jong. The  
    .  angels gave it to us ”

   People were feeling particu-
    larly festive this year, because 
    they were expecting a rich 

  harvest of  mak jong,  or malva 

  .   nut, and honey They said they 
   have been sustainably har-

   vesting these and other 
  NTFPs from    the local forest for 

     .as long as they can remember  
     A number of projects are now 

    supporting them in such con-
 .servation efforts

     As its name implies, Nam Oom 
   is surrounded by ponds, 

  .swamps and s t reams  
   Although the village dates 

    back over one hundred years, 
    it outgrew its previous location 

    about a kilometre away, and 
     was moved to its current loca-
  .tion in 1973

   . “We are one people We  
    all come from the same  

.  ancestors ”
    At this location, there are 

    nearly 100 hectares of paddy 
.      land Over a third can be irrig-
   -ated through a gravity fed 

   system, allowing a second 
 .   annual crop Men counted five 

    .local varieties of sticky rice  
   They prefer these because 

    they are more resistant to 
    pests and flooding, but they 

    mature too slowly for the 
 .   second planting They also 

   prefer native livestock varieties 
    because they can find their 

 .own food
     Paddy rice was listed as the 

    most valuable asset by both 
.    sexes Women ranked their 

    rice farming skills as equally 
    important, asserting the land is 

     of little use without the expert-
   .   ise to farm it Men included 

    livestock in the number one 
    slot along with rice, whereas 

    women placed it second, with 
  .vegetables and cardamom  

   '  Men put their childrens educa-
  .tion as second

    “We want our children to  
     get a lot of education and  

   then return to develop  
   .their village of birth ”
     Women felt it is difficult for 

    them to get information about 
  .   'the outside world They don t 

     travel much, only to festivals in 
 .  neighbouring villages They 

'       don t listen to the news on the 
  .   radio, only songs They said 
    people came from the district 

.   sometimes Although they said 
  '  they usually didn t remember 
     what is said, they ranked such 

   technicians as quite trust-
.worthy

   “Whoever wants to be  
   poor should go to  

.  Thailand ”
    But younger people are getting 
      out to see the world, with many 

    .going to work in Thailand  
   Knowing their parents would 

    not approve, many go secretly, 
    only sending news once they 

 .     are gone Often they call to 
     .ask for money to come home

    Women and men agreed the 
    hardest months to find food 

   are July through November, 
  particularly August and 

.    September Rice stocks are 
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    often depleted, they are too 
   /    busy to forage, and or it is dif-
   . ficult because of flooding Both 

   genders also believed the 
     primary cause is lack of land, 

     with over 20 families having no 
   .rice land at all

 :Kho Kan

    A number of times, farmers  
  differentiated between barter  

(  )laek pien   , and “  kho kan” 
(    roughly translated as “recip -

 ).  rocating requests” For  
   example, one family may  

   borrow some MSG, from  
 .   another household A few  

    days later the second family  
   may have gathered surplus  

    mushrooms, and gives part of  
    .them to the first household  

     Although there is a loose and  
   unspoken accounting of reci-

     procity, they are not seen as  
   direct or negotiated transac-

.    tions Several times this was  
    mentioned as a means of  

   both meeting daily food  
     needs as well as building or  

 .maintaining solidarity

     Nam Oom has no rice banks 
    or other collective systems, so 

      those who run out of rice must 
    borrow, or forage for substi-

.    tutes Women reported a sig-
    nificant increase in selling their 

    own labour in nearby areas, 
   .primarily to buy food

   The conundrum that more 
-   able bodied family members 

     makes it easier to meet food 
   -  needs in the short term, but 

     leads to insufficient land in the 
-    .longer term, was also raised  

  But generally, residents 

     expressed that it is easier to 
    feed themselves now than in 

    the past, although they are 
    .working harder to do it

   “Before, we just foraged  
   for ourselves, but now  

   .  we forage to sell ”
     Both men and women said for-
    aging is becoming less preval-

      ent as a source of food, but 
    increasing as a means of 

.   income Men reported spend-
    i ng cash fo r f ood had 

 -   increased four fold in recent 
    years, whereas women felt this 

-    .line item remained the same  
    Men said before only about 

-      one tenth of what they grew or 
   (  foraged was sold women said 

 )    none was , but currently some 
      .30 to 40 percent is sold

   Rice, malva nuts, cardamom, 
   other NTFPs, livestock and 

    labour were given as major 
 .   income earners Men listed 
    farming equipment as the most 

  significant expense, whereas 
     such items are often seen as 

  investments rather than 
   .expenses by other groups  

   Other major outlays include 
   .rice, health and education

    “The buyer sets the price;  
    .the buyer has the rights ”

   Villagers reported some prob-
  .   lems with traders One com-
    pany never collected the crop 

    as promised, forcing them to 
  .   sell to others Village leader-
   ship quite proudly asserted 
    they had turned down other 
    offers for contract cassava and 
 .rubber production

     But in general, people felt they 
    are moving toward more com-

   .merce and cash cropping  
    .They also reported more debt

 The citizens    of Nam Oom a re 
   looking forward to electricity, 

     which is slated to be installed 
     soon, but realise this will mean 
   .  more debt for many Men 
    noted bigger and more per-

   manent housing, clean water 
      and less sickness due to a vil-
    lage health worker as positive 

.    changes Women said the 
     road is better, rice yields are 

     up, and they now have titles 
    for their paddy and upland 

.gardens
   Regarding changes in the 

 environment, responses 
   :echoed those from elsewhere  

   more people and fewer 
   forests, hotter weather and 

   .less or irregular rainfall
     Men and women agreed that a 
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   good future depended on 
  increasing production while 
   preserving the forests and 

 .    water sources Men went on to 
    say they should stop using 

  unexploded ordinance and 
    chemicals to fish, and women 

    added they needed to stop 
  .their deepening debt

 “Everything will  
   improve because of the  

   good guidance of the  
.authorities ”

!"#$%&'
 Houay Koh
 Pathoumphone District

 Champassak Province
: Residents  ≈ 185

: Families  ≈ 30
  : Kms to District  ≈ 25

:  ( )Ethnicities Lave Brau

   Houay Koh, previously called 
   Thammasan, was founded by 

   Grandfather Houd and Grand-
 .   mother Kham They came 

    from the hills of Attapeu 
.     Province Or perhaps it was 

   Rattanakiri Province of North-
 .   east Cambodia There were 

   .  no borders back then The 
    current village Head is the 

  fourth generation descendant 
   .of Houd and Kham

    People settled in the current 
    . site about 40 years ago They 

     wanted to be closer to each 
   .  other and the road The loca-

     t ion is near a stream, or 
houay,     -with a lot of grass like  

   bamboo known as koh, and 
  .hence, the name

    Although everyone is of the 
    Lave or Brau ethnicity, most 
    .speak Lao with their children  

    Women reported they used to 
     be ashamed of their old lan-

    guage, but a foreigner encour-
     aged them to revive and pre-
 .    serve it Some families are try-

   .ing to do this
 Trapao     is a Lave term mean-

    .   ing “to help each other ” It is 
     also the name of an annual 

  festival where residents 
   shared labour, rice wine, 

  .   chickens and pigs They also 
   celebrated several other cere-

   monies and festivals, most 
    based on the agricultural cal-
     endar, that were ways of help-

    ing each other and building 
.    community They still help 

    each other, and share meals, 
 - -    but by and large do not con-
  .duct the ceremonies

  “Our children cannot  
   learn our customs; there  

    are no elders or shamans  
   .who can teach them ” 

   Women and men l is ted 
   numerous varieties of both 

  -glutinous and non glutinous 
     rice for both paddy and upland 

.    production Women said they 

   exchange varieties with other 
.     villages Men added they are 

   (using newer varieties perhaps 
   )  those from other areas , but 
    .would not discard their own  

     Each year, seed stock of these 
    as well as pineapples, egg 

   plant, chillies, beans, cucum-
     bers and many other crops are 

    carefully selected and kept for 
  .the next season

  '“Local breeds don t  
 .  die easily ”

     The forest was listed as the 
    .most useful asset by women  

     Rather, it should be plural, as 
    many different types of forest 
    have been mapped out and 

.    agreed These include areas 
   whe r e NTFPs can be 

     gathered, but no wood can be 
    cut; other tracts where small 

     amounts of wood can be cut 
    with the permission of local 

   leadership; and the sacred 
    forest where the village guard-

  .ian spirits live
   Many foreign companies have 
   come to Houay Koh  with many 
.    -offers One even had central
    level approval for a rubber 

.    concession But locals had 
    heard and seen what has 

 .  happened elsewhere They 
    .quite literally held their ground

   “The forest belongs to  
 . future generations We  

   .cannot sign it away ”
    Continuing in this vein, women 

    gave forest products, and their 
     ability to look after the forest, 

 .   second ranking Men put 
    paddy rice and rice cultivation 

    as first, NTFPs second, and 
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   .the forest as third
   Once again, both genders 
    cited parents as the most 

   important source of informa-
    '  tion and skills, with ones own 

  .  experience as second One 
   women explained that they 
    learned first from parents, but 

     then they have to adapt and 
     put that knowledge to use by 

.   themselves Women gave 
    their highest mark for credibil-

     ity to what they described as 
   the “collective brain,” (samong  

)  luam    meaning the process of 
   discussion, sharing and build-

    ing consensus at the com-
 .munity level

 :Mak Naeng

  Cardamom, or   Mak Naeng in  
     Lao, is both grown and for-
    aged on and around the  

 .  Bolaven Plateau Farmers  
     report they have done this for  

     as long as they can remem-
.      ber Most can go on at length  

     about how it is best cultiv-
.   ated However, although  

    farmers know it is exported,  
   apparently none have any  

     .idea what it is used for

    Rice, fish and forest products 
     were given as staples, and the 

    dry season as the hardest 
   .   period to find food Not only 

    are there fewer wild veget-
     ables, but fishing is the hard-

.     est When water levels are 
      low, the fish can only be found 

  .   in limited places Hence, they 
    often fish together, share the 
    larger fish equally, and return 

    . the smaller ones for later
    People believed the lack of 

     rice land is the primary cause 
 .     of hunger Those with little or 
    no land might collect NTFPs 

     .and sell them to buy rice  
    Some hire out cutting grass 

     and applying fertiliser for a for-
-   eign owned rubber plantation 

   .  by the main road Others help 
     in the paddy fields of nearby 

    villages, and some spend sev-
    eral months per year working 

    on the coffee plantations in 
.    Paksong Women said they 

   prefer the coffee plantation 
     because it is cooler, the owner 

     is more friendly, and they also 
    get sticky rice instead of 

   .instant noodles for breakfast

   “The wages are low  
  [ ]because the company  
  .  whittles them down ”

     Overall, women felt it is easier 
    now to feed themselves than 

    in the past, primarily because 
     they can buy food with earn-
   .  ings from wage labour Men, 

     on the other hand, believed it 
     is getting more difficult due to 

 .increasing population
    Even though the road to 
       Houay Koh is only a dirt trail, it 

    .has made a big difference  
     Many buyers now come to buy 
    forest products and fish, and 
     hence farmers do not have to 

   .pay the transportation costs  
    Nearly all voiced a preference 

    for cash sales, which are 
    easier and clearer than barter-

.     ing Both men and women 
   no ted tha t bar te r has 

   decreased, and cash pur-
   chases have increased con-

    siderably over the past years
    The road also brings mer-

  chants selling household 
   wares, livestock and many 

    .other items, often on credit  
     Payment is usually due in one 

.     year Sometimes the cost is 
     nearly double this way, but one 

    .gets what they want sooner

  “These are difficult  
.   questions It is like  

 .  political study ”
   When asked about major 

   changes in their livelihoods, 
    both men and women listed 

   nearly everything as positive, 
   including better roads, more 

  vehicles and transportation, 
   telephones, rice mills, fish 

    ponds, and better forest man-
  .agement and regulations  

   Regarding changes in the 
 environment, however, 

   everything was rated negat-
:    ively fewer fish, rice shortages 

    due to flooding, hotter weather, 
   irregular rainfall, and the 

   unpredictable rising and falling 
  .of water levels

    Looking to the future, farmers 
  expressed concerns about 

   increased flooding, rice short-
   .ages, and climate change  

    They also worry about com-
   petition with neighbouring vil-
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  .  lages over resources They felt 
   these could be resolved 

   through discussions at the 
 .     local level But they are not 

      sure they will always be able to 
  . stop the companies

    “There is no more bar-
   tering because there is  

 .development now ”

!"#!$%
 Phone Home

 Xai District
 Oudomxay Province

: Residents  ≈ 415
: Families  ≈ 90

  : Kms to District  ≈ 18
: Ethnicities Khmu

     A legend told in Phone Home 
   -    -is that once long, long ago  

    there was a couple walking 
     through the forest who heard a 

    crying sound from a large 
.      gourd Using an iron rod, the 

    man pierced the gourd, and 
  .  two persons emerged These 

    persons became the two major 
    groups of Khmu, who sub-

   sequently formed the original 
   .inhabitants of Northern Laos

   Phone Home itself originated 
    much more recently, some 20 
    years ago, when about 20 

   families were displaced from 
    other areas of Oudomxay and 

 .  Phongsaly Provinces These 
   (families came together home 

 )    .in Lao in the current location
      I f a boy and a gir l show 

    interest in one another, the 
'     boy s parents must take one 

     bottle of whiskey and one pack 

    '  of cigarettes to the girl s par-
'     ents house to discuss the 
    bride price and other arrange-
.   ments The wedding ceremony 

     itself is done largely in the 
     Buddhist way, and can last two 

  .    or three days After that, the 
    groom usually lives with the 

'      bride s family for one year, but 
     'then both move to the grooms 

     house or, if space is limited, 
      .they will set up a new house

    “In the past we wor-
  shipped spirits because  

   .there was no hospital  
    Now there is a hospital  

     so there is no need to  
 .worship spirits ”

    Most residents still speak their 
    own language, and can sing 
    their old songs, although some 

     youth prefer the new songs in 
  .   Lao and Thai Flutes and 

  gongs provide accompani-
.     ment They make their own 

   .r ice wine and whiskey  
   Together, these make for 

   enjoyable local festivals, usu-
     .ally held three times per year

   After talking about native 
    seeds in the morning, women 

    returned after the lunch break 
     with a cornucopia of local vari-
      .eties of corn and rice to show  

   .  The colours were myriad It 
   was explained that different 

    varieties are suitable for differ-
       ent soils, but that it is not good 

      to plant the same variety in the 
     same field for too many con-

 .secutive years

   “When we buy meat  
    from the district or other  

  markets, we sometimes  
 .  get sick The “moo 

 (phan” commercial 
) swine   .is not tasty ”

    /For assets of value and or 
    pride, both genders put rice 

      and the land where it is grown 
   .  as their top ranking Women 

     -went on to make a record long 
    list, including field crops, the 

   water system, livestock, hous-
    ing, the village savings fund, 

    toilets, the road, the school, 
 (   )electricity for some families  

  -  and the twice monthly local 
.market

   Women reported they often 
      travel to the district, but are too 

       shy to talk to others, so did not 
   gain much new information 
.      there But they did say they 

    learned a great deal about 
    agriculture and what crops to 

    grow from other nearby vil-
     lages, as well as about preg-
   nancy, childbirth and general 
    health from a project working 

  .with the village 3

   “Before we had only  
    salt, but now we have  

  .  MSG and Knorr ”
     It was estimated that less than 

     one quarter of the food Phone 
    Home residents eat is pur-

    chased, with the rest foraged, 

3     As earlier, project staff were 
  present during these 

.discussions
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   .  raised or traded locally A local 
    market is organised twice a 
    month, with many coming from 

      .near and far to buy and sell  
    Women said some come from 

  other provinces, preferring 
   their products because they 
   '  taste better and don t have 

.  chemicals Galangal, peanuts, 
   sesame, swine and broom 

    grass were mentioned as the 
  .major cash crops

   “We work hard as  
   labourers, but want to  

    see our children work as  
.intellectuals ”

    A typical meal nearly always 
    includes sticky rice, some kind 

    of chilli paste, and foraged 
.   vegetables Fish, crab, shrimp, 

   bees, forest rodents, and 
  occasionally livestock provide 

 .regular proteins
    Foraging is most difficult dur-

   .   ing the dry season A few fam-
     ilies that lack land or labour 

      run short of rice from August to 
.    October When heavy rains 

    flooded many fields the previ-
    ous year, the village organised 
     itself to repair the damage and 

   .help each other out
      Most agreed it is easier to feed 
   . their families than before One 
     man said this is because they 
    have developed, but could not 

 .   explain further Women noted 
    they are growing more veget-

   ables, preserving them for 
   later consumption, and some 
   .also have fish ponds

    “We are not raising buffa-
   loes and cows because  
   we are increasing the  

    rubber trees and have no  
 .grazing grounds ”

     A few years ago, the district 
    agreed with a foreign company 

    to establish a rubber plantation 
   .  on about 70 hectares The 

   company would provide the 
  saplings, farmers would 

   provide everything else, and 
    the income would be split 

.    evenly Local farmers would 
 .   not agree Subsequently, the 

   arrangement was changed so 
     they would split the area, and 
    then the company would hire 
      .local labour to care for its half

   Women listed many project 
    inputs as major changes in 

   their livelihood, including most 
    of those named as important 

 .   assets above Men believed 
    their production of crops and 

     livestock is increasing, but it is 
    .much more difficult to forage  

    Women agreed with the later, 
     saying there used to be ele-
    phants and tigers, but now 

    .even small animals are gone

  “The weather depends  
   on the natural environ-

.    ment In the past, we  
   had big trees and  
   healthy forests and the  

  .rains were normal ”
     Once again, all changes in the 

   environment were rated as 
.    negative However, men said 

    the future would be better 
   because they had stopped 

 .  swidden agriculture Women 
   thought their children would 

    have a better future—if they 
   studied hard and found 

 .  employment elsewhere They 
     are not sure about their own 

   vi l lage, but wanted the 
    .weather to return to normal

    One man insisted the future 
     would be better only if they 

  organised themselves into 
 .   “production groups ” First he 

     said the families in each group 
    would produce only one com-
.     modity Then he said the pur-

     .pose would be to get credit  
    '   He then said he wasn t sure of 
    the detai ls, but they are 

 .necessary nonetheless
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 Nam Ngeun

  Na Mor District
 Oudomxay Province

: Residents  ≈ 695
: Families  ≈ 185

  : Kms to District  ≈ 32
: Ethnicities Lue

     Some say the name of Nam 
    Ngeun comes from a stream 

    .  which had silver in it Others 
      say the water is just silver col-

.     oured In either case, the 
    stream flows into the Nam 

    Phak, which flows through the 
 .     village itself A stele in the 

     centre of town indicates it was 
    established as a feudal district 

     centre in 1532, over 477 years 
.      ago As the crow flies, the vil-
    lage is about 20 kilometres 
    .from the border with China

   “Of course our children  
   will preserve our tradi-

.   .  tions They are fun ”
    By tradition, the Lue people 

    wear cotton which they grow, 
    clean, spin and weave them-
.     selves In times past, they 

    would trade this cotton with 
    other peoples in exchange for 

  .rice and supplies
     Women say they now buy many 

      of their skirts, and many of the 
     fabrics they do weave are from 

 .   commercial thread They still 
 -   make throw cloths and blankets 

   .with their own cotton
    Men told the interview team 
     that New Year is the biggest 

 .  annual celebration Surround-
     ing villages will make their own 

   rockets and compete with 
 .    each other More and more, 

    however, they are buying them 
 .   from China Women reported 

     that girls now wear their hair 
     differently, not in the Lue way, 

     and some wear blue jeans as 
.well

    Bride prices must include at 
    least two chickens, five pairs 

    .of candles, and 500,000 Kip  
    '  Girls live with the boy s family 
  .   after the ceremony Land is 

   largely handed down patrilin-
     eally, as the male is expected 

     .to take care of the parents
    About eight years ago, one 
    young farmer brought a few 

     handfuls of rice back from a 
  .   trip to China He propagated it, 

     shared it with others, and now 
    nearly everyone is using this 
   .   variety in their paddy He is 

    .somewhat of a local hero

  Rural Rice Research

   Many readers no doubt  
    already know that after India,  

     the Lao PDR has the most  
     .lines of native rice on earth  

 '   Given India s vastly larger  
   area and population, this  

   makes Lao farmers the  
'    world s foremost rice develop-
 .ment experts

   Residents also use several 
     other varieties of rice, as well 

   .   as a local tobacco The latter 
    they grow naturally for local 

.    consumption They also grow 
   a commercial variety, using 

  .  fertilisers and chemicals This 
    is expensive and hardens the 

      soil, but is necessary to get the 
 .best price

    “If our cattle get into  
 '  someone elses fields,  

  .  we get fined We also  
  .fine each other ”

   Before, there were common 
    grazing lands, but not any-

.    .more Fences are common  
    Locals make their own salt 

    .from a nearby saline spring
     Of most value to women are 

   their productivity, especially in 
    rice, their fertile lands, live-

    stock, skills and abilities, field 
   crops, and their traditional 
  .   songs and dances Men put 

   their natural resources first, 
    along with their family, children 

 .   and blankets One man 
     insisted that he could not sleep 
  .  without a blanket Education 

   .and money were second
    Parents were again listed as 

    the most important source of 
  .  knowledge and skills Project 

   training, teachers and techni-
  .  cians came second Some 

   asserted that children today 
     have many new ways of learn-

   ing, including school, easier 
   .travel, radio and television

   “Money is important if  
 '   .you dont have any ”

     The road is bringing a number 
 .  of changes Merchants, 

   including some from China, 
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    come to buy rice, livestock, 
  cardamom, galangal, tobacco, 

    garlic, chillies and many other 
.    products Women said the 

    traders will buy anything, even 
 .   one chicken Prices offered 
   vary somewhat between buy-

     . ers, but not a great deal There 
     is some barter, but most trans-

   .actions are in cash
    The road also brings oppor-

.     tunists Many come to forage 
     and fish and return the same 
.     day Some say fish stocks are 

 .    dropping rapidly In 2002, a 
    company took about 35 hec-

     tares of sugar cane, but never 
   .  paid, and never returned In 
    2008, a foreign company took 
    about 30 tons of watermelon, 

   .and again never paid

  “Where there is  
  civilisation, there are  

 .also thieves ”
     About 40 hectares of local land 

    has been contracted to a 
   eucalyptus company by the 

.    district Another company has 
    surveyed for a coal mine, 

     which might take some of the 
   rice paddy, although those 
     who would be most affected do 

   .not know such details

  Contract farming arrange-
    ments have also been made 

 -    .for 30 plus hectares of rubber  
   Farmers provide land and 

      labour, and if all goes well, in 
     seven years they will get 60 

   .  percent of the income Men 
  expressed great satisfaction 

   with tobacco cultivation con-
     tracts, which are signed by the 

    farmers, the company and the 
  . District Agriculture Office The 

   area under contract increased 
  .significantly this year

   “People with gold and  
   silver can do whatever  

 .they want ”
     In the debit column, men listed 

     hand tractors and fuel as the 
   two greatest expenses, fol-

    lowed by clothing and health, 
    .and then food and education  

    Women put health and hospit-
     als as the costliest, followed by 

    .fuel, rice milling and clothing
     As in Phone Home above, res-

    idents of Nam Ngeun listed 
    many project inputs among the 
    .major changes in their village  

    Women and men noted they 
    are moving away from foraging 

  .toward commercial production  
   This is made necessary 

    because wildlife hunting is now 
    illegal, and NTFPs are getting 
  .  harder to find Not surprisingly, 

   men ranked greater incomes 
   as posit ive, and higher 

  .expenses as negative
    When asked what future diffi-
   culties they anticipated, both 

      men and women put a lack of 
    .land as their greatest concern  
   They also linked deforestation, 
   hotter weather, greater flood-

     ing and more drought, and that 
     this would all mean greater dif-

    ficulty in foraging, and less 
 .agricultural productivity

    “For the future of our  
  children, everyone must  
  decide to preserve  

   .nature and the forests ”
     To counter this, many felt they 

    should focus on improving soil 
   quality, and diversifying crop-

 .   ping systems They also asked 
     that the project, which had just 

 .completed, return

!"#$%
  Teu Ka

  Na Mor District
 Oudomxay Province

: Residents  ≈ 215
: Families  ≈ 50

  : Kms to District  ≈ 47
: Ethnicities Akha

     The citizens of Teu Ka are 
  from the  Jeepya   clan of the 
 .   Akha people The women 

    estimate their clan was formed 
    some 50 generations ago in 

   . what is now China Approxim-
      ately 20 years ago, a leader by 
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     the name of Teu Ka brought 
    about 20 families together, and 

    the resultant village took his 
.   name The Government 

     impelled them to move to their 
    current location by the road 

    when it was completed about 
  .seven years ago

     The New Year is celebrated in 
.    March Before the annual rice 

    crop is planted, each house-
      hold will eat a chicken or duck 

     in hopes of bringing a bountiful 
.      crop For the most part, men 

   no longer wear traditional 
.     clothes Most women do, but 

   some younger women are 
.changing

  “After marriage, the  
   woman must move to  

 '  . the mans house Every-
   .one must do this ”

 A b      'oy will ask for the girl s 
  .   hand in marriage If agreed, on 

      the first day they will sleep at 
 '  .   her parents house On the 

   .  second day they rest The boy 
      takes the girl to his home on 

  .    the third day She wears a 
    conical hat which covers her 

  .  face and shyness The couple 
    '  then stays at the boy s house 

  .    for two days The next day, 
     'they come back to the girl s 

'     parents house and conduct a 
   .ceremony to honour them

   Women ranked their clothes 
    and jewellery as their third 
   most useful possessions, after 

   agriculture and learning in 
   . school and in workshops Men 
     spoke of a village fund with 

   variable interest rates; one 
    percent for medical needs, two 
    percent for food or educational 

    costs, and three percent for 
 .commercial endeavours

     Tradition, or the old way of 
   doing things, provided the 

   greatest source of information 
    .and skills according to women  
    This was followed by parents, 
   then friends, and fourthly 

 .  neighbouring villages They 
    added they did not understand 

    the Lao Language on the 
     radio, and did not have any 

.televisions

  '  “Maybe we can t speak  
    to each other, but we  

  can understand and  
   learn from our neigh-

   .bours in other villages ”
     Rice supplies begin to run out 

   . in August or September Dur-
      ing the rice harvest in the fol-

    lowing months, other foods run 
    short because most people are 

     too busy to grow or gather 
. anything

     Lack of land or infertile land 
    were the major reasons given 

  .   for rice shortages The Gov-
   ernment supervised the alloc-

     ation of land after the village 
    was relocated, and some fam-
    ilies apparently did much bet-

  .ter than others

   “We have limited land  
 .  for production We do  
    not rotate the fields as  

.    before We keep using it  
  .  over and over The land  

   .  is losing its quality ”
   Within the village, families 

     share what they can with each 
    other, or sometimes work in 

  .   exchange for food There are 
    few barter or cash transactions 

   internally, only with merchants 
    .or those from other villages  

   For example, bamboo shoots 
    or cucumbers might be traded 
    for MSG, other condiments or 

.cigarettes
      Both men and women felt it is 

    getting more difficult to feed 
   .themselves and their families  

     Many times it was noted that 
     there is much less forest land 

    than at their previous location, 
   and population pressures are 

.    increasing They also have 
   much fewer livestock, because 

    .they threaten the cash crops
   Commodities for sale include 

  galangal, pineapple, sugar 
   cane, cattle, swine, chickens 

 .   and ducks Forest products 
  include galangal, cardamom, 

    broom grass and many, many 
   other products the interpreter 
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  .could not translate
    They used to grow opium 

-   .  inter cropped with mustard It 
   -was an excellent, time proven 

   cropping system, but they 
    . cannot do this any more

     For several years, a number of 
   families have grown sugar 

    .cane for a foreign company  
   The contract stipulates the 

    company will provide the seed 
   stock, fertiliser and pesticide 
.     inputs These costs are then to 

     be deducted when the crop is 
   . purchased at harvest time

   “The men sign the  
   papers, but it effects  
   .  everyone in the family ”

     But instead of one load of 
    inputs for several families, the 
    agent charged each family for 

  .     a full load He also added in 
     the cost of border taxes, pet-
    rol, the truck driver, technical 

     support, and even a charge for 
 .   road repair Women claimed 

     this agent kept two sets of 
    books, one for the company 

   .and one for them

      But now there is a new agent, 
  .    who is Akha Women say he 

   still represents the company, 
     .but is more fair and honest

  Whereas women reported 
    many families have fallen into 

    debt because of this enter-
      prise, men listed it as a major 

  .   source of income It was also 
    -  said a lot of NTFP rich bam-
     boo forest was burned to plant 

 .     the cane It will destroy the soil 
       in only a few years, and then it 

    will take much, much longer 
    .for the bamboo to regenerate

  '“The government won t  
     let us live too far from  

 .  the road ”
   Women ranked food, health 

    care, clothes and education as 
  .their biggest expenditures  
    Men listed clothing first, fol-

    lowed by fuel, celebrations and 
   customs, hand tractors, health 

  .and then education
     Men judged the dirt road posit-
     ively, enabling them to buy and 

  .    sell more easily It also helps 
     others come and go during the 

    local market that is organised 
 .   each month One person 
      noted it used to take five days 

    .walking to reach the province

  “Everybody does things  
.    differently It is hard to  

   .  say what is average ”
   Other positive changes noted 

    were that some families now 
     have fish ponds and more fruit 
.   trees For environmental 

   changes, the assessment was 
    negative; the big trees are 

    almost gone, streams are dry-
     ing up, there is less wildlife, 

    .and the wind blows stronger  
    Indeed, one recent storm blew 

    much of the galvanised roofing 
   . off of the market

!"#
 Mai

 Houn District
 Oudomxay Province

: Residents  ≈ 810
: Families  ≈ 135

  : Kms to District  ≈ 35
: Ethnicities Hmong

   Approaching Mai from the 
    main road, one passes first 

   scattered copses of rubber 
    -trees, and then a moon like 

   landscape that, in preparation 
    for the planting season, is 

   almost completely devoid of 
.    vegetation The town itself 

     saddles a hilltop and is nestled 
   .among relatively large trees  

     Adjacent is a lush forest that 
   .serves as a watershed

   Residents relate that their 
  Hmong ancestors originally 

     .came from what is now China  
     They had lived in a village 

      known as Mou Lao not too far 
   '   away until the 1940s, and then 

    moved to the current location 
    .  in search of better land Mai 

(     meaning “new” in the Lao  
)    Language is therefore more 

   .than 50 years old

     “When it is time to plant,  
 .  '  we plant We dont waste  

  .  time on ceremonies ”
     There is no longer any tradi-

     tional doctor or shaman in the 
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.     village Locals rely on the vil-
    lage elders to help them 

  remember the traditions, 
   .although these are fading  
     However, the new year is still 
  jubi lant ly celebrated in 
.     December It lasts at least nine 

       days, and up to 15 days for the 
   children or others without 

   .much work to do

   :The Great Maize Craze

       There is a lot of corn grown in  
  southern Oudomxay and  
 northern Xaignaboul i  
.   Provinces Some cultivation  

     began in the late 1990s, but  
    in Houn District, things really  

     took off in the early 2000s  
   - -when a local farmer cum

  businessman started growing  
    and shipping the product to  

    .  China on a larger scale He  
   was recognised by provincial  
   and national leadership for  

 .his entrepreneurship

   Corn has been promoted  
    .   widely as a cash crop It is  

   also considered a viable  
   alternative to opium produc-

   .tion and swidden agriculture  
    In some areas, just about  

  .everybody grows maize  
     Many have made a lot of  
.money

   Slash and burn practices  
  have decreased, largely  

    because there is not much  
    .  left to slash or burn The land  

  .  is utterly denuded Many give  
      .the soil but a few more years  

   Even some officials are  
     .questioning the wisdom of it

   Women said they sometimes 
  perform the   long mong kong  

    ceremony during the new year, 
    .  or when someone is sick It 

     can be done with or without 
    offering animals, but must be 

 .   done collectively Some men 
   stated such old ceremonies 

    are not necessary; they could 
    .go to the health clinic

    When opium was cultivated in 
     the past, it was usually planted 

      in the same place for about ten 
.     years The fields for corn, 
    which is largely the substitute, 

     are rotated every two to four 
.   .years Hence the devastation
     There are a number of variet-

     ies of native corn, some for 
    feeding to animals, and some 

  .for household consumption  
     These are difficult to sell, how-

     ever, so for the cash crops 
   only commercial varieties are 

   used, a long wi th large 
  . amounts of herbicides

  “When the farang 
    came, we had to stop  

 .growing opium ”
    Women said they would gladly 

    try any improved rice varieties 
   .the Government gave them  
      But there is no paddy in Mai,  
      only upland rice, so that is not 

.    likely Women also stated rice 
    .is their most valuable asset  

    Men said livestock, and then 
.     rice Women added corn and 

.   .rubber Men did not
    Women put their husbands as 

   the second most important 
   source of information, after 
.     parents Men put friends as 
  .  second, after parents Both put 

    .their own experience as third  
   Women shared that they 

    hardly ever go anywhere, and 
   'they need their spouse s 

   .  approval to do so When out-
   siders come, they almost 
     .always talk only with the men

 '    “We don t go to other  
.  '  villages We dont know  

   what happens in other  
  places unless our  

  .  husbands tell us ”
     'It is customary to invite one s 

   neighbours to share when 
   slaughtering a chicken, duck, 

  .   goat or pig Although some 
    food is purchased within the 

    village, such as MSG, noodles, 
    and sometimes fish, most food 

    .is either shared or bartered  
 '    Feeding one s family is most 

     difficult in the dry season, in 
    part because there is not 

   enough water available to 
 .raise vegetables

    Regular rice is preferred, but 
    some glutinous rice is also 
.    grown Shortages are not 

.    .common Hard work is valued  
    Family and friends are willing 

      to help in times of sickness or 
    other problems, but not if 

     someone is judged to be just 
.    lazy People expressed there 

   are generally fewer shortages 
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     than before, but they are work-
   . ing much, much harder Fallow 

   periods are also considerably 
     less than before, and the soil 
   and forests are increasingly 

.degraded
    Corn, livestock and rice are 

 .   sold regularly Barter outside 
     the village is declining, but still 
 .   not uncommon Many traders 

    from another town down the 
     hill come regularly to buy, but 

    there is usually little difference 
  .  between their offers But 

  prices fluctuate considerably 
     over time, and more for corn 
   .  than rice or livestock Some 

     families are in debt, and need 
     to borrow the seed from the 

    trader, which is then deducted 
     .from the price of the crop

   “We are planting rubber,  
   .just like everybody else ” 

    More families are planting rub-
.     ber Some learned the meth-
    ods from relatives in another 

   province, and bought the 
    .seedlings in the local market  

    Many plan to increase their 
    land planted thus, and others 
     want to join in, but several 

    wondered if they are getting 
    .into the game too late

    Women said seeds and herbi-
    .cides are their greatest outlay  

    Men considered this an invest-
   .ment rather than expense  

     Women listed salt and MSG as 
  .   third, after health Men said 
    health costs are highest, fol-
  -lowed by education related 

   .expenses and then fuel
     Many children are sent to the 

    province or capital to study 
   further, often to technical 
.    schools The estimated ratio of 

     males to females is about two 
 .to one

    “Education is the way the  
  . system is working These  

     days you need to study a  
 .  specific vocation ”

     The issue of health came up 
   repeatedly in relation to 

.     change Men said they are 
   moving from more traditional 

  .  to modern medicine Women 
    said they saw new illnesses; 
    that people are getting sick 
     more often because of the hot-

    ter weather and other climactic 
.changes

     A nearby health clinic is often 
.    utilised Women reported that 

    birth spacing by means of 
    shots is both common and 

.good

   Most swine are regularly 
     penned and the village is gen-

 .   erally cleaner Cell phones are 
    .  helpful in times of sickness

    Looking to the future, some 
   expressed concern they did 

      not have the ability to adapt to 
    the changes they saw unfold-
  .   ing around them Given cur-
   rent rotational patterns, men 
      gave the soil only a few more 
  .   years at best Then fertiliser 
    would be necessary, and that 

    will mean greater costs and 
  .  perhaps more debt Women 
     believed that only a good edu-

     cation would bring a better life 
    for their children, but sending 

     them to school meant too little 
   .labour in the fields

     “I want to know that if  
 '   we cant grow anything  
    in four or five years,  

    can the State do any-
    thing to help us?”

!"#$%&'
 Houay Hok

 Houn District
 Oudomxay Province

: Residents  ≈ 660
: Families  ≈ 125

  : Kms to District  ≈ 18
:  Ethnicities Khmu, Lue

     At one time, Houay Hok was 
     known as Nam Yao, which is 

     the name of the river running 
  .    through the town Hok is a 

    variety of bamboo, and the 
     steam of this same name joins 

    the Nam Yao just outside 
.     town The reasons for the 
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    name change are not clear, 
     but it happened in the late 

.     1960s Perhaps it is related to 
     the fact that the Houn District 

   centre was temporarily moved 
     here during the US war on 

. Indochina
     Houay Hok was actually two or 

 .   three villages Most agree that 
   some Khmu families originally 

     inhabited the area, but in the 
    early 1900s, the land was 

      traded to a group of Lue for, 
    the story goes, a traditional 

 .woven skirt
    Several years ago, the Khmu 
    families were forced to move 

      back down to the road by the 
.    Government Just a few years 

    ago, the villages were joined 
.administratively

    Lue families hold the Kham  
 Ban   .  festival every June For 
      each of two years, a pig is 

.     sacrificed On the third year, a 
   .  water buffalo is offered In the 

     past, the village was closed to 
    outsiders for seven to nine 

     days, but this element is no 
  .  longer strictly enforced The 

  .  Lue profess Buddhism The 
   Khmu, who profess Animism, 

   also sacrifice animals, but 
    usually only when someone is 

.sick

    “The village has a guard-
   .ian spirit helping us ” 
     People said there are no spe-

      cial efforts to pass on the cul-
    tures and customs to their 
.   youth Generally, however, 

    they follow and respect most 
  .    of their traditions There is a lot 
     of radio and TV, and younger 

   .  people want new things The 
   bigger problem, according to 

     some parents, is that they can 
   .not afford such things
     The Lue, most of whom own 

    paddy, identified two of their 
    own rice varieties, and one 
 .   from China Those with paddy 

   usually plant soybeans there 
  - .  during the off season This 

   increases yields and improves 
 .soil quality

     Khmu citizens, only a few of 
    whom own any paddy, named 

  .  five upland varieties They 
    added that each family will 

     plant at least three varieties in 
    any given year, according to 

    .the soil and water availability

 '   “We dont use fertilisers,  
  insecticides or herbi-

.    cides We are scared of  
  '  chemicals, and its also  

   .expensive to use them ”
  Quite pragmatically, women 
      listed the air or oxygen as their 
  .   most vital asset Soil was 
    given equal status, followed by 

     rice and water, and then their 
   .forest and farming skills

  Regarding information and 
   skills, they identified the 

    greatest sources as their own 
   brains and hands, meaning 

   their thinking and experience, 
 .  and parents Women reported 
    they get price information from 

    traders, but also ask around 
      when they get a chance to go 

  .to the district
    One man noted he learned 
   .  from working and watching If 

  '   he saw someone s crop that 
     was better, he would ask about 

.     it Usually, others will share 
    what they know, but not 

.always

   “Before, we shared and  
  borrowed food from  

 .    each other Now it is all  
 .  about money ”

  Several men acknowledged 
   that women definitely know 

    more than them about wild 
.    vegetables For many things, 

    they admitted, they just eat 
   .without knowing the name

    Both men and women estim-
     ated the portion of their food 

   needs met through foraging 
     and local barter has halved in 

 .  recent years Cash purchases 
   . have tripled or quadrupled

   Although families with many 
   mouths and few working 

   hands have difficulty gathering 
   enough food, the broader 
    problem is too many hands 
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  . collecting limited resources A 
    boarding school with over 400 
    students situated next to the 

    town contributes to a worsen-
 .ing shortage

   Women expressed that while 
     in the past they might share 

    when a larger animal animal 
    was killed, now they usually 

   '  sell what they can t themselves 
.     eat In times of shortage, rice 
    can often be borrowed from 

   family members without any 
.     interest But it also depends 

   on the circumstances, with 
   greater latitude given for 

.emergencies
  '    In the mens group, one farmer 

    -  expressed that – overall it is 
    easier to feed themselves than 

  .  in the past Another countered 
     that this is probably true, for 

  .those with money

    “All of this fighting and  
   conflict is over foraging  

   '  .for food that isn t there ” 
   Some Khmu residents will 

     work for Lue during harvest in 
     return for money, rice or other 

.    food Additionally, youth of 
      both groups will go to the cap-

     .ital or other places to work  
      About ten or 15 are working on 

  . a dam project
    Major crops sold include corn, 

  .  soybeans and rice Livestock 
     is also sold, along with broom 

   . grass, cardamom and jute For 
    all crops except corn, many 

     buyers will come directly to the 
.    village There have been 

    problems with some taking the 
    produce and then never pay-

.     ing There is also suspicion 
    about their scales, which farm-

    ers have asked the district 
  .authorities to check

 “They [ ]traders    .lie to us  
   .  We lie to them ”
     Because the corn is sold dur-

     ing the wet season when the 
    road is particularly bad, traders 

    will often demand too much, 
    so farmers pool together and 

  .  share transport costs Many 
     also need to borrow money to 
     buy seed and other inputs for 
  .  the next season Some repor-
  -   ted that often times the bank 
     will not give money, but rather 

     itself procure the seeds, at a 
   cost substantially higher than 

 . market price
  Men ranked household 

    expenses and clothing as their 
    greatest outlay, and fuel as 

.    fourth Women also put 
  household expenses first, 

    detailing them as soap, salt 
     and MSG, fuel as second, and 

 .taxes fifth
    Men said the greatest changes 

    in their livelihoods are more 
   cash cropping, more difficulty 

     in foraging, and they are work-
    .ing harder than ever before  

    Women ranked changes in this 

   same category as increasing 
   population, more difficulty in 
  forag ing, and lowered 

.     incomes Some said it was 
     .much better in their old home

    '  A few men said womens work 
   .  is easier than before Some 

   Lue women agreed, Khmu 
  .   women did not Neither men or 
    women could name any posit-

     ive changes in regards to the 
.environment

     “It is hard to think about  
 .  the future ”

   Once again, those without 
   paddy wondered what the 

    alternatives would be if they 
    could not farm their upland 
.    fields Some suggested more 

   livestock raising, and thought 
     maybe if they formed a pro-
     duction group they could get a 

-  .   low interest loan Some sug-
  .  gested fish ponds Nearly 

    everybody wanted a new road 
    that would be passable the 

    entire year, and one person 
    .asked for a cellphone tower
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  Bouam Lao

 Houn District
 Oudomxay Province

: Residents  ≈ 560
: Families  ≈ 150

  : Kms to District  ≈ 12
:  Ethnicities Lao Phuan

   Bouam Lao stretches along 
      Route 2 not far south of the 

  .  Houn District centre There are 
    several brick houses at various 
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   stages of construction arrayed 
  .   along the road Some are 

   .complete and quite elaborate  
     Some look to have not pro-

   .gressed for several years  
     There are also a number of 

     modest shops, and a lot of 
     .chillies being dried in the sun

     “It was easy to eat in  
   those days, but difficult  

   .in terms of sickness ”
    Locals estimate the village is 

    three to five hundred years 
.       -old It broke up in the mid

     1960s because of US air bom-
   .bardment and ground fighting  

    Some fled to Luang Pabang 
.   Province Others stayed, living 

     . in and off of the forest Some-
    times the soldiers would eat 

 .     with them There was both a 
    area headquarters for the lib-

    eration forces and a small 
    .enemy airport in the area
   When about 25 famil ies 

   returned after liberation, noth-
      ing was left; they had to build 

 .  from scratch The Government 
    gave them some basic sup-
   .  plies, but no food They traded 
     some of this with Khmu famil-

  .    ies for rice At other times they 
   .shared whatever they could  
    Locals report there is still 

 .some UXO

   “We are Buddhist, but  
   we honour the spirits  

 .  as well ”
    Women reported about half of 

   the families have children 
   . studying in other places They 

     said the youth miss their famil-
     ies and culture, and are happy 

     when they can come visit, join 

    the festivals and practice the 
.     customs Many used to go 

     work in Thailand, but not now 
   that economic conditions are 

.improving
    Only about ten families have 

    paddy and cultivate a local 
   .   variety of sticky rice A few 

    grow native cotton, there are 
   relatively small holdings of 

    teak and rubber, and some 
   .family gardens for vegetables

   .   The rest is corn Some local 
     varieties are grown to eat and 

    feed swine, but an estimated 
   .  99 percent is hybrid Signs 

   advertising seeds are every-
. where

    “In earlier days we had  
  ...cows and buffaloes  
   since we started grow-

    ing corn we sold them  
.  '   all We dont have graz-
  ... ing lands anymore We  

 '   ...also dont have time ” 
   Parents were once again 

    ranked as the most important 
    source of knowledge and skills 

    .by both men and women  
   Women ranked advice from 

    the village leadership as third 
    .and higher authorities as forth  
    Men said training, largely from 

  company sales representat-
  .  ives, is second They 

    explained they trust the com-
    pany reps because they come 

  .  with government staff Both 
   genders ranked friends fifth 

    and media sixth, giving these 
    sources low scores for trust-

  .worthiness as well
    However, women did say they 

     listen to Lao radio for informa-
    tion about health and agricul-
     ture, adding the signal is good 

      in the fields, but not under the 
-   . high voltage power lines Men 
    said they watch more televi-
      sion these days, and most of it 

  .is from Thailand

  “Fresh vegetables and  
   bamboo shoots are more  

  .  delicious than meat ”
    Residents said for the most 

    part, getting enough food is 
  .   not a problem Only about 

    three families could not regu-
    larly meet their needs, largely 

     because they did not have suf-
 .ficient labour
    .There is very little foraging  
    .There is very little forest  

   Some expressed concern that 
   wild greens growing around 
    the corn fields might be 

  .  covered with herbicides The 
   river running below these 
     fields has very few fish, and 
     many of the snails have disap-

.peared
   Whereas both men and 
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    women said they foraged half 
      of their food in the past, now 

   .  they buy that amount There is 
     a small market in the town, 

    and men claimed one can 
    order almost anything by cell-

     phone, and have it delivered to 
     .the house in a few minutes

 '     “It isn t a matter of insuf-
 .    ficient rice It is a matter  

  .  of insufficient money ”
   Corn is overwhelmingly the 

  . largest commodity sold There 
      is little else besides a few live-

  .  stock and vegetables Many 
    have no second source of 

.income
   Families are organised into 

   what are called production 
     groups, with ten or more famil-

   .   ies in each group The main 
     purpose of these groups is to 

     gain access to credit, not col-
 .   lective production In many 
    cases the proceeds of the 

    loans go direct to companies 
   that provide seeds, herbicides 

  . or land preparation

    “Now we eat well, but  
  .  are in debt Before we  

    did not eat well, but  
  .had no debt ”

     Almost always, the men will go 
      to the bank to sign the loans, 

     but at home, women are most 
    often in charge of managing 

    the money and making the 
.    payments If some families 

'      can t pay, others in the group 
  .    will help out In some cases, 
    the bank will defer repayment 

    of the principle, but everyone 
     .must keep up on the interest

    Farmers would often buy seed 

    directly from traders in the 
    past, but sometimes it was 

.    bad Now the companies must 
   work through local agriculture 

   offices, who guarantee the 
    .quality and control the price
   Bo th women and men 

  expressed overall satisfaction 
   with these arrangements, but 
 '     they don t like that the corn 

   market fluctuates, and usually 
   .goes down around harvest  
  '    .They also don t like the debt

     The year before last, the price 
   of corn dropped considerably, 

     and many could not repay their 
.     loans Last year, the price was 

    better, and nearly all could 
  .  make the payments Some 

      said that if the price drops for 
       two years in a row, they will be 

. finished
     Rice and other food ranked as 

   the highest expense among 
 .   both groups Women listed 

    various farming inputs in the 
  .   next three slots Men said 
    such are investments, so put 

   .health and education instead  
    Both groups listed land taxes 

   .as a significant expense
   When asked about change, 
    many quite proudly spoke of 

   material possessions such as 
   new and permanent housing, 

  motorcycles, electricity, televi-
    . sions, DVDs, and the like One 

   man said some people 
     seemed to be dying for no 

   reason, and another worried 
    that drugs and theft might 
   . soon become a problem

  Another encapsulated change 
     as their moving from “nature to 

 (  science” the expression 
  ).   rhymes in Lao And of course 

   .there is the corn

    “Incomes are up, but the  
  .  environment is down ”

  For environmental changes, 
     women listed it is very difficult 

     to forage for anything, it is 
     much hotter; there is no forest 

    left, few wildlife, little aquatic 
   .  life, and no birds Men repor-
    ted fewer fish, less water, 

    almost no forest, general cli-
   mate change, more extreme 

   .weather, and irregular rainfall
   Men asserted their primary 

     concern for the future is that 
     .the price of corn will fall  

    Second is climate change in 
   general, and particularly irreg-

    ular rainfall disrupting the corn 
.    cycle Third is soil degradation 
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   brought on by continuous 
   .cropping of the corn
   Women are concerned they 

     have little paddy and no irriga-
       tion to turn to if the corn should 

.      fail They also worry they will 
    not have enough money for 
 '   their children s education, and 

   .the drought will increase
      It is not that the citizens of 

      Bouam Lao do not see a prob-
.      lem But for now, the money is 

.     good Men and women both 
  suggested the Government 

    should advise them on altern-
. atives

  “If the government  
    wants us to stop grow-

   ing corn, they should  
    give us another crop to  

   grow that brings as  
 .much income ” 

!"#"$!"%
   Na Sao Nang

 Sangthong District
  Vientiane Capital Province
: Residents  ≈ 436

: Families  ≈ 85
  : Kms to District  ≈ 8

:  Ethnicities Lao, Khmu

    There are different versions of 
     the origins of Na Sao Nang, 
     but many years ago one or 

    perhaps two people were killed 
  .  by a tiger  Pathet Lao troops 

    garrisoned in the village during 
     the war, and after liberation a 

-   co operative was established 
  .  -at the location The co operat-
     ive was disbanded in the early 

    1980s, but the families stayed 
.    on Additional families have 

     moved in since that time, and 
   the number has increased 
- .five fold

     Khmu make up about half of 
    the population, and they can 

   . speak the Lao Language Eth-
      nic Lao make up the other half; 

   some can understand basic 
   Khmu, but cannot speak 

.    much Both groups have fest-
     ivals on the same day after 

.    harvest The activities differ, 
     but everybody joins in both, as 
    do many people from sur-

 .  rounding towns Before plant-
     ing rice each year, people also 

    offer chicken and rice whisky 
      to the spirits to bring a good 

   crop and protect against 
.floods

  “Khmu villagers still  
 celebrate  Boun Karue, 

    or the potato and taro  
.  festival ”

   Farmers grow several varieties 
    of sticky rice, including Tia  

  Kon Dam,  and  . Tia Daeng The 
    name of the former, roughly 

    translated as “stout black butt,” 
    has been changed by an 

   organisation that markets the 
   rice internationally, and brings 

    .the growers a good price
   They also grow “improved” 

   varieties that have shorter 
   stocks and growing seasons, 

   and sometimes require chem-
 .    ical inputs These get a better 

    .  price in the local markets A 
   number of people asserted 

    many of the older varieties 
   have disappeared, while oth-

    ers countered that only the 
  .names have changed

    “Those with a lot of  
   . land, have a lot Those  
    with a little land, have  

  .only a little ”
    Both women and men included 

    rice land, solidarity and culture 
     .in their lists of valuable assets  
     In somewhat of a reversal of 

   patterns, women also listed 
    livestock and men put the 

.school
  '   Parents and ones own experi-

     ence topped both lists of signi-
   ficant sources of information 

 .    and skills In third place came 
    various project training for the 

     men, and the Party and State 
  .for the women

    Women reported they learn a 
    bit about health and social 

  .  issues from television They 
     also listen to the radio, but 
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    .often forgot what they hear  
    One man said many had 

    thrown away their radios, and 
  .only watch television

     Six or seven families have no 
     paddy at all, and some have 

 .     very little About ten or 15 face 
 .   chronic shortages Most of 

   these families borrow each 
    year, and cannot break the 
  .    cycle of debt It is particularly 

      difficult if they must rent part or 
      all of their land, are forced to 

   borrow against their standing 
 (   )   crops to “sell green” , or face 

   . sickness and medical costs
   Annual interest on borrowed 

    .  rice is often 100 percent For 
    .  cash, it is 120 percent Both 

     women and men agreed it is 
    'currently harder to feed one s 

  .family than before

 ''   -“In today s times, no one  
   .has labour to share  

  .  Everyone wants money ”
      In the past, it was common for 

     poorer farmers to work for their 
-   better off neighbours during 

 -   the labour intensive periods of 
     rice cultivation, and be paid in 
  .    cash or rice For the most part, 

   mechanisation is removing this 
.     option Now those with the 

   . machines get the money
     Many men, youth and a few 

    couples are going to Vientiane 
   .  or Thailand to work Some go 

    abroad secretly, and some go 
  through arrangements facilit-

    ated by companies and local 
.officials

   Although minor bartering con-
    tinues within the village, cash 

   now dominates transactions in 

  .  Na Sao Nang Women thought 
    cash sales have doubled in 

 .   recent years Men estimated a 
  .   250 percent increase Rice is 

 -   the most sold commodity, fol-
    lowed by livestock, taro, pota-

  .toes and squash

  .“Commerce is cheating  
  '   If you dont cheat, you  

'  .dont profit ”
    By local reports, some are 

  .  benefiting from this As above, 
     others are losing out and fall-

   .  ing deeper into debt In efforts 
      to keep up, or catch up, many 

    are gathering and selling more 
   and more NTFPs, quickly 

  depleting any remaining 
.    resources One farmer sum-

    marised that those without a 
    head for business are not 
 .doing well

      A couple of years ago, a com-
     pany arranged with a high dis-

    .trict official to grow cassava  
   Some of the participating 

     farmers took out loans to pre-
  .   pare the land The company 
    never returned and the official 

 .   moved elsewhere But the 
    debt remains, the bank wants 

    repayment, and the new offi-
    cia ls say they were not 

.involved
   More recently, another com-
   pany provided rubber saplings 
   which some farmers planted 

   .  and are looking after They 
     think the company will buy the 

    rubber from them at market 
.     prices But the contract is with 

     the district, and they are not 
   .sure of the details

   Discussing change, men said 

      some of the boys had their hair 
   .  cut in strange ways Women 

     voiced many girls did not wear 
  the traditional sin   , but pre-

   -ferred pants or Western style 
.     skirts Women felt that with 

    bore wells, water pumps and 
   electricity, much of their 

   domestic work is become 
.      easier Work in the fields is 

     not, however, and some of the 
    .  bore wells are dying up Men 
    said water buffaloes are no 

    longer for plowing, just for 
.selling

   “Earlier, there was lots  
    .of food in the forests  
     But now it is all vanish-
.   ing Everything goes to  
 . the market Everyone  

 .needs money ”
    Some diseases, such as mal-

   aria, are decreasing, while 
   other, unknown ailments are 

.     surfacing The road might be 
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 .     paved soon The hope is this 
      will make it easier to travel in 
    the wet season, and also 

    reduce the dust, chest infec-
   .tions, coughs and colds

    Men reported the local stream 
      used to flow at least one metre 
     deep even during the dry sea-

.      son This year, at the start of 
      that season, it is about 20 cen-

.     timetres No one had ever 
     .seen the Mekong River so low  
    When asked about the future, 

    one women said their lives 
    depended on nature; if nature 

     is good, their lives will be 
.     good Another said if their chil-
    dren get a good education, 
     they can be officials, or chao  

nai (    those with position and  
).power

    One man voiced that people 
   should stop destroying the 

.   forest Another responded 
      there is no more forest to des-

.     troy The first said they should 
 .   plant trees The second 

     countered they have no land to 
  .plant them on

    “I want to plant trees,  
    .  but I have no land ”

!"#$%&'(
   Na Hoy Pang

 Sangthong District
  Vientiane Capital Province
: Residents  ≈ 395

: Families  ≈ 90
  : Kms to District  ≈ 17

: Ethnicities Lao

 '    The womens group said that 

      Na Hoy Pang is over a century 
.     old One man claimed 318 

    years, and added their lineage 
      went back to the days of Fa  

Ngum,     the first monarch of the  
  Lan Xang   Kingdom when their 

     ancestors lived in what is now 
 .   Xieng Khouang In either case, 

    the village has more recently 
    moved to its current location 

     by the road running from the 
  Sangthong District centre 

   .north to Route 13
     The village used to organise a 

    major celebration for the Pha  
 Vet     festival, but do not any 
.      more Men felt that about ten 
    years ago they were losing 
    much of their culture and 

.     solidarity But a few difficult 
   years recently brought them 

     together, and they feel the vil-
   .lage is becoming stronger

   “Buddhism is the core  
  .  of our culture The youth  

   .take that with them ” 
      Many of the youth go to Vien-
  .    tiane to study Most do not 
     want to farm, so look else-

  .   where for work Some find 
    employment and are able to 

   . send money back home Oth-
    ers are less successful and 

     .return to work on the farm  
    Women worry their children at 

    school will become addicted to 
   amphetamines and get into 

   .trouble with the police
     In the past, over ten varieties 
    of glutinous rice were cultiv-

 .    ated locally But these are now 
    thought to not be viable 
     because they are too slow to 

.    mature They also need more 
     water, which is in short supply 
 .   these days Most farmers now 

   cultivate the “improved” variet-
     .ies in a single annual crop

    “The only thing we grow  
 .  '  is rice We dont plant  

  anything else because  
   .there is no water ”

   Ironically, while the  hoy  part of 
 '    the towns name means “snail,” 
 and   hoy pang   were once con-

   sidered almost sacred, many 
    now use pesticides to kill 

    snails, although these are the 
  more troublesome golden 
 .    apple snails At the same time, 

    others are working with an 
    organic rice project and using 
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   .  ducks to control them These 
     families say the fish and crabs 

    .are returning to their paddy
    Women are proudest that their 

   village is “more advanced” 
 .    than before The fact that their 

   children are studying was 
   ranked second, although they 

     did not list schooling as an 
    important source of their own 
  .  knowledge or skills They went 

      on to say they will be even 
   prouder if their chi ldren 
   become become people of 

  .  position and power Men listed 
    stability and solidarity as first 

 .    and second Paddy land for 
    rice production came next for 
 .both groups
    Men felt cellphones are con-

    -venient and good for co ordin-
    'ation, but they really didn t 
   .learn anything with them  

    Women said they talked with 
    friends and relatives, and kept 

      up on what is going on outside 
  .   the local area Men com-

   plained their children watched 
     television all the time, and are 

  .not learning anything

     “In the old days, one day  
    of work would cover three  

    .  or four days of life ”
      The heart of the dry season, or 

     roughly March and April, is the 
     .most difficult time to find food  

     There is no water and hence 
     .no life in the rice fields

    Many people have made fish 
    ponds along the stream, redu-

     cing the amount of water and 
    .  fish in the stream itself This 

     means that fish or crabs are 
    available only to those with 

     ponds, so more want to build 
.     ponds The lack of water also 
     makes it very difficult to raise 

.vegetables
     Only a few families with too 
    many children or not enough 
   .paddy face rice shortages  

    Women and men both said 
    relatives will usually help each 

     .  other out in times of need In 
   emergency cases, others in 

     .the village will help as well

    “These days, as far as  
     food, it is easy for those  

 .with money ” 
   Women said food purchases 

    .had tripled in recent years  
      Men said it is four times as 

   much, whereas the amount 
    grown for consumption in the 
  .family has halved

     .They are selling more as well  
   Rice, large livestock and 
    poultry are the major sources 

 .  of income Charcoal, bananas, 
  sugarcane, bamboo products 

    .and NTFPs are also sold
   Locals of ten take their 
     products to either the district or 

    .Kilometre 52 on Route 13  
     Many traders also come to the 

  .   village to buy Not entirely 
    trusting them, the village has 

  .   its own scale Women noted 
    that often they sell everything, 

    .leaving nothing left to eat  

     Then they must buy food cost-
     .ing more than what they sold

   “Before, no one was  
  . buying, just eating Now,  
  .  we only sell ”

   Women identified debt repay-
    .ment as their major expense  
     Most loans are for six months 

  .  for production inputs Some 
   -have also taken longer term 
    .loans for clearing new paddy  

      Men did not mention this as an 
.     expense The only two signi-

    ficant expenses listed by both 
    men and women were health 

 .and education
    For changes in their liveli-

   hoods, women spoke of 
    decreasing food to forage and 

   . less land per capita Increases 
    were noted in population, debt, 

    rice disease, paddy land, and 
    . the use of hand tractors Men 

  somewhat echoed these, 
   naming lessening wildlife and 

   land, population growth, and 
  .increasing cash cropping

   “Our parents raised rice  
  . and lived naturally We  
'   dont really understand  

  .  commerce very well ”
Both   groups said temperatures 

 .   are rising Women added that 
    rainfall is becoming more and 

   more irregular, and most 
   -people are using agro chem-

.     icals Some felt the changing 
     weather will force them to use 

 .    even more For men, forest 
   destruction and the rapidly 
   decreasing river flow were 

   included as other important 
 .environmental changes

    For the future, women and 
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   men expressed concern their 
    incomes will fall because of 

  increasing population, limited 
   /land, climate change and or 

.     markets Men said they lack 
    the experience and might not 

     .be able to adapt fast enough  
    Women want their children to 

    get better education, but worry 
    .  about all of the drugs They 

    also requested that the gov-
   ernment and projects help 

   . them find good markets

   “We have been talking  
 .    all day I have noting left  

  .  in my brain ”

!"#
 Soh

 Sangthong District
  Vientiane Capital Province
: Residents  ≈ 1975

: Families  ≈ 335
  : Kms to District  ≈ 40

:  Ethnicities Lao, Khmu

    There were around 40 families 
     .in Soh some 20 years ago  

     Now there are more than eight 
  .   times that many Large and 
    small groups have arrived from 
  .many northern provinces  
   Some moved because there 

    /was not enough land and or 
      not enough to eat in their old 

.    areas More moved because 
   the Government ordered them 
    .out of their previous homes  

    Some have been dislocated in 
     such a manner three or four 
    .times in the last decade
     About half of the population is 

     of Khmu ethnicity, and half are 

 .     ethnic Lao There are also a 
     few Tai Dam, Tai Daeng and 
  .  Lao Phouan families Many of 
    the Khmu families came from 

   different areas, and brought 
   different customs with them, 

    but they report these are 
 .melding together

   “The children know all  
   of the Thai television  

   'stars, but I can t  
 .remember them ”

   Boun Kong Khau  is celebrated 
    by the whole community in 

.     February It is the biggest fest-
   .  ival of the year Others include 
     the Lao New Year, and Boun  
 .  Pha Vet   Khmu citizens enjoy 
  Boun Ka Rue    just after the rice 

    harvest, when some of the 
    crop must be offered to 

    ancestors before they can eat 
 .   it themselves In previous, 

   more bountiful times, there 
  were additional offerings 
     made, but these are now con-
  .sidered too costly
    Various groups moving to Soh 
    brought their own varieties of 

    field crops, rice, fruits and 

     tubers, as well as small live-
.      stock Some of these did not 

     do well in the new environ-
  .   ment, others did Some men 

     claimed they once had six or 
    seven varieties of paddy rice, 

      .and at least ten of upland rice  
   Others lamented that many 

    varieties are lost forever; they 
     would like to have them back, 

   because they performed much 
.better

   “To discard our customs  
   .  and traditions is sad ”
    About 50 families are experi-

   menting with an “improved” 
   .  variety of jasmine rice Some 

    families are also testing new 
  .    breeds of fish The fish are not 

   growing very fast, perhaps 
    because they are using local 

     foods like taro rather than the 
   commercial feed that is 
.recommended

    Women said they are most 
     proud of the solidarity in their 

.    village Their upland and 
    paddy rice fields were ranked 

    .second, and the school third  
    They also listed the guidance 
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    .of the Party and State
 '     The mens group put this guid-
     ance from the authorities in the 

    first position, with land as 
    second, followed by wells and 
   drinking water, the health 

   centre, solidarity, the schools, 
    the road and electricity, the 

    .bridge and the rice mill

    “If not for the authorit-
    ies, we would not have  

    land to farm, so the  
   authorities are the most  

.important ”
   Although both women and 

     men felt they learned the most 
    from their parents, some think 

  .  this is changing Whereas eld-
    ers gained more from direct 

   experience with the physical 
    world, learning is now more 

   abstract, from schools, meet-
    . ings, training and the media

    Those from poorer groups said 
    they could not afford televi-
.      sion One felt radio is better 

    because it could be easily 
   .  t a ken to the field Both 

    genders gave the media their 
     lowest rating in terms of cred-

  .ibility and trust
    Poorer families rely more on 

     foraging, and the dry season is 
  particularly difficult, when 

   forest greens, fish, frogs, 
    crabs, rats and insects are 
  .   harder to find Sickness often 

  .exacerbates the situation  
    Locals estimate that Soh is 

-     self sufficient in rice, but about 
     half of the families, mostly the 

    more recent arrivals, do not 
     .have enough to last the year

   Borrowing rice is relatively 
  common, with repayment 

      made in kind, in cash or in 
.      labour But the cycle of bor-
   rowing, repayment and recur-

     rent shortage is hard to break 
 .      out of In a gamble to better 

   meet future needs, several 
   families have borrowed money 

      to open new paddy land or buy 
.    livestock Charity is usually 

  '   .limited to ones close family

   ”We do farming for  
    them, and then our own  

.   .  farming It is difficult ”
     For many, the situation is get-
     ting worse in terms of food 

   security, primarily because of 
    the vastly increased number of 

.    people Both men and women 
    reported that the amount of 

    food gained from foraging is 
   decreasing over time, produ-

   cing for family consumption 
   and local barter remained 

     about the same, and cash pur-
   chases are increasing, for 

  .those with cash
   Commodities sold for cash 

   'include rice, sesame, Job s 
   .tears, livestock and labour  

    Bamboo sticks for joss are 
    .made by many poorer families  

     It was estimated that about ten 
   percent of residents, mostly 
     younger people, go to the cap-

     ital to work, with males work-
   ing in construction, and 

   females taking employment in 
   .garment and other factories

    Two years ago, many families 
    agreed with a foreign company 

  .   to grow corn The company 
    loaned them seed and prom-

    .  ised to buy the crop Some 
     families took out loans to pre-

  .   pare the land The company 
    .came over two months late  
     Much of the crop was spoiled 

      by rats or rain, and the com-
     pany gave them a lower price 

  .  than initially agreed Not many 
   .people grow corn anymore

   “Water will be more  
  .expensive than fuel ” 

 '    The town s name comes from 
    a small stream, the  Soh, which 

    joins the larger Nam Sang 
.    nearby Many people have 

    been cutting bamboo along the 
    Nam Sang to make baskets 

   .   and the joss sticks The river is 
   .  very low this year Women 
     also noted that the trails to 
      their fields are so dry one can 

  .  dance down them They used 
     to be in dense forest, and 

  .almost always muddy
   Regarding major challenges in 

    the future, the responses of 
    men and women were remark-
 .     ably similar Lack of water is 
.      .one Lack of land is another  
   .Debt is a third

     “The rich will rise to the  
     sky, while the poor will be  

   .beaten to the ground ”
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 & Culture Community
  The word ‘culture’     derives from Latin for the 

   .    cultivation of the soil Its appearance in 
‘agriculture’    .  is no coincidence Civilisation 

     comes from and depends on agriculture, 
    .not the other way around

     Farmers realise the importance of their 
     customs and traditions in maintaining self 

 .      and community Most of the festivals and 
    celebrations described during the interviews 

     .are based on the agricultural calendar  
       Many serve to get farm work done while 

 -   . building co operation and community Men 
      in Nong Soung refused to separate their 

      local seed varieties from their customs and 
    .  culture in terms of importance Some 
     women specifically listed culture as a 

  .source of learning
      When asked directly, most did not believe 
     these customs are significantly eroding, but 

    numerous examples of changing tastes, 
     dress and practices were mentioned, even 

     .in the most remote vil lages visited  
-    Community building customs and festivals 

     are being reduced or discarded because 
      .they take too much time or resources

       In about half of the villages visited, a 
      significant number of families had moved in 

      recent years, either voluntarily in search of 
      bet ter condi t ions, or as part of a 

 Government resettlement .programme  
        Some have moved two or three times in the 

 .     past decade And some expressed the fear 
        that they would have to move in the near 

. future
   Through such movemen ts and 

   administrative restructuring, nearly one 
       quarter of Lao villages have ceased to exist 

   .in the past decade
‘Resettlement’      may not be the appropriate 

       term for these movements, since it does not 
     convey how people have often been 
      uprooted and transplanted to a different set 

      .of conditions, with little or no compensation
     Moving small groups from different ethnic 
       groups to settle next to each other might 

      make sense if one views villages as 
     administrative units that are easier to 

  .     govern and manage But it does not always 
     contribute to building a community, with 

     members that have a common language, 
    .collective interests and shared goals  

      Perhaps, at least in part, resettlement is 
  more about security  than poverty 

.alleviation
     Whatever the purpose of these movements, 

       it needs to be recognised that rural towns 
     and v i l lages are not s tab le and 

 .     homogenous units In which case, maybe 
      they should not be uniformly stamped by 

    the same decrees or development 
.programmes

      In many cases, groups that were once 
       stewards of the land have been relegated to 

  .  being wage labourers Temporary, seasonal 
/  -    and or longer term labour migration by 

     individuals and sometimes entire families is 
 . increasingly common

      Cash and commerce were very often cited 
     in direct relation to increasing competition 

     and selfishness as well as decreasing 
     sharing and solidarity, both within and 
 .    between villages Informal exchange or 

- -    give and take assistance are being 
   . replaced by calculated transactions
   :    Farmers face a dilemma they see the cash 
     economy as a positive development, but 

        they know it is having a negative effect on 
    .  village culture and the environment They 

      are acutely aware that the shift from 
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      subsistence to the market is increasing the  
     pressure on natural resources, with greater 

      priority being accorded to present day use 
     over preservation and regeneration for the 

.future

 & Seeds Breeds
       The original intent of the interviews was to 

     get a better understanding of knowledge 
    and perspective regarding native animal 

   .   breeds and plant varieties In practice, this 
   .    proved to be difficult Entire days could 

       have been spent on this topic alone, and 
      then only scratched the surface of the 

      .diversity and depth of practice and wisdom
       Suffice it to say that farmers are not 

      laggards, blindly holding on to their local 
  .    breeds and varieties They are extremely 

     . logical and articulate in their analysis They 
     . cannot risk everything on an unknown But 

     they are constantly testing, trying, selecting 
 .and adapting

       Nevertheless, they are trying to hold on to 
      their local breeds and varieties, and they 
     .  have strong reasons to do so Farmers 
      knew of no ʻimprovedʼ rice varieties suitable 

  .    for upland cultivation They quite rightly 
     assess that most newer varieties and 
    /breeds involve higher r isk and or 

. investment
      Women in almost every village reported that 

     native poultry and livestock breeds were 
    much better investments than ʻimprovedʼ 

      breeds since they were already adapted to 
    local conditions and thereby robust, 

     reproduced well and reliable sources of 
  .food and income

     Similarly, even in villages where farmers 
    were instructed to change cultivation 

      methods, farmers had saved the seeds of 

     . their traditional rice and corn varieties
       But everything else appears to be pulling in 
  .    the opposite direction Some breeds and 

      varieties are no doubt disappearing, and the 
   . rate will likely increase
       Laos is the source of over 13,000 samples 

       .of indigenous rice in the IRRI gene bank   A 
      large portion of this collection comes from 

   upland farming systems that    are now being 
 . systematically ʻeradicatedʼ

     Farmers in Sangthong district reported that 
       they had thrown away seeds of the rice 

    variet ies they inherited from past 
    generations ever since they received 

    .improved seeds from extension projects  
       While new seeds no doubt result in more 
     certain yields, traditional seeds are kernels 

   of generations of experimentation, 
    . knowledge and capacity of farmers

      This loss of biodiversity will decrease the 
    .ecological resiliency of Lao farmers

 & Pride Property
      When farmers were asked what they are 
      proud of, or what they found most 

     .  beneficial, rice came out on top Second 
    .    was the land and soil Third was other 

.    .crops Livestock was also significant
      -It is probably no surprise these agriculture

   related items overwhelmingly dominated 
 .     the listings Women in particular often 

      phrased responses as a combination of the 
       asset along with their ability to utilise or 

      manage it, such as ʻlivestock raisingʼ rather 
     than simply ʻlivestockʼ, ʻgrowing paddy and 

     . upland riceʼ rather than just rice
     The second broad grouping of responses 

    encompass nature including the forest, 
     water, other natural resources, NTFPs and 
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 .      the like Together with the above, these 
     'constitute the means for feeding one s 

      .family and the rest of the populace
 -     The non agriculture related item most often 

    mentioned was schools or formal 
.      education Almost always, this was not 

     made in reference to immediate personal 
      benefit, but rather to children and their 

      .future away from farming and the village  
    Local solidarity and cohesiveness followed, 

      .then culture and customs, and then roads
      Money or commerce was listed by some 

    .  men, but never by women Development 
     projects themselves were only noted rarely, 
     although inputs provided by these projects 

    .were named somewhat more often

 & Knowledge Skills
      Parents were named by every group in 

      every village as a significant source of 
  .    knowledge and skills They were given the 

      .  top ranking by all but five groups They also 
     received the highest overall score for 

. trustworthiness
     When asked specifically about the main 
      origin of morals and values, parents was 

 .    the response Friends and neighbours 
 .  -   '  came second Self learning, or ones own 

     experience, followed closely in regard to 
     frequency and ranking, but far exceeded 

     . the former in terms of credibility
      For agricultural skills, it was parents and 
- .     self learning Women in almost every 

    v i l lage c i ted learn ing by doing , 
     experimentation and their own analysis as 

. important
     Although named less often, officials and 

     authorities, and culture and traditions, were 
      both rated second on the scale of 

.    .   trustworthiness School was next Half of 
 '     the mens groups named formal education 
     as an important source, and women 

       regularly spoke of it in regard to their 
       children, but they never once listed it as 
  . important for themselves

      Media was given the lowest score for 
.    trustworthiness Most described television 

       and radio as a source of entertainment, or 
    perhaps information about the broader 

.      world Those who have cellphones largely 
        did not see them as a too l to get 

    -  information, but rather to co ordinate and 
    .  keep in touch with family Educational 

     materials were mentioned only once, when 
         a poster was being nailed to the wall of the 

 .    meeting room No instances of newspapers 
    .  -reaching rural areas were found No one 

   .spoke of the internet

Food
     ʻFood ʼ and ʻ r ice ʼ are of ten used 

    .  interchangeably in the Lao PDR Indeed, 
      food security or shortages are often and 

    inaccurately assessed by how many 
       . months per year people have rice to eat

     For many farming families, annual rice 
       shortages usually occur late in the year, in 

     .  the months leading up to harvest These 
     seasonal shortfalls are serious only for 

      those without access to tubers and other 
      NTFPs that provide an adequate, albeit less 

 .desirable, alternative
      Seasonal shortages for other foods fall into 

 .       two periods The first is during the later 
      months of the dry season, when foraging 

     becomes most difficult, and water most 
.       scarce The second period is the early 
      months of the rainy season, when heavy 

       field work leaves little time to forage, and 
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      .heavy rains or flooding make it difficult
     More serious and chronic shortages are 

      /   due primarily to lack of land, and or poor or 
  .  decreasing soil quality Increasing 

    population, shortened rotational cycles in 
    upland fields, forced displacement, banning 

   (   )of swidden systems ʻslash and burnʼ , 
    economic concessions, cash cropping and 

     associated debt; these trends are all 
   . making the problems worse

      Most villages have no collective system to 
   .   deal with food shortages Except in 

    emergency cases involving calamity or 
   sickness, unremunerated assistance is 

    . usually limited to close family
     Although foraging was estimated to provide 

     '  just over one fourth of families regular food 
      needs, its centrality as a backup system 
  .     cannot be overestimated Nor can it be 

      overstated that many of the same trends 
    referenced above are destroying this 

.backup
     Foraging and gathering are decreasing as 

     ways of directly meeting food needs 
       because there is less food available in the 

    natural environment and agricultural fields 
     as a result of deforestation, environmental 

  -   degradation, and over harvesting for sale 
 . and consumption
       Not only are more people foraging for fewer 

      resources to eat, they are also increasingly 
       collecting them to sell, largely to buy foods 

 .      to eat Women reported selling wild food 
 (     items such as mushrooms, bamboo shoots 

 )      and tubers that fetch good market prices 
     .  and buying cheaper foods to eat Women in 

      majority of the villages also reported that 
      wild food sources are depleting because of 

    -  the growing market in non timber forest 
.products

  (   Subsistence production growing crops and 
    )rearing animals for own consumption  
     remains important, but cash purchases of 

  .food have doubled
    By combining categories for foraging, 

      raising and bartering, it is possible to 
   -   compare cash and non cash methods of 

  .  -  meeting food needs Non cash methods 
       have decreased from 85 to just under 70 

    percent, while cash purchases have 
       .increased from 15 to just over 30 percent

       This suggests that although the use of cash 
       has doubled, it still accounts for less than 
     .  one third of total food needs Any analysis 

       of economic activity in Laos needs to take 
      this into account; food security in the 

        country still depends – for the most part – 
      on transactions that are not included in 

   .expenditure and income statistics

' Farmers Voices   - Part Two 4 !"#$%&'(%)



 & Land Labour
        In the past 10 years, more than 3 million 

     hectares has been allocated to foreign 
      .investors in the form of land concessions  

     The diversion of common lands to 
   plantations and other commercial 

      enterprises closes off access to a significant 
  . source of food

     Land, both individual and common property, 
       '  is clearly a crucial factor in a family s ability 
  .     to feed itself Official land allocations for 

      production are usually based on the amount 
        of labour a family has at the time of 

     allocation rather than the number of 
   . dependents in the future

     Beyond the above, many groups expressed 
    -    that the lack of able bodied labour is a 

    .  significant factor in food shortages ʻToo 
      many mouths eating and not enough hands 

      workingʼ, was a common way to express 
 . the problem

    When questioned, farmers fully realised 
       that having many children also leads to less 
   .     land in the future They are also aware that 

      sending their children to school results in 
    . less labour on the farm

     Although the shortage of labour is 
     recognised by farmers, it is often 

    overlooked by development planners who 
     are promoting new crops or technologies 
     . that require more labour not less

Selling
        It is clear from what has been said above 

  '    that as farmers struggle to sustainably and 
    securely feed themselves, they are 

     increasingly selling what they gather or 
. produce

      Men estimated the portion of what they 

       grow, rear and gather that is sold has 
   .  increased almost 20 percent Women 
       estimated less, but the average is a 15 

 .     percent increase This means an equal 

      decrease in the proportion for local barter 
  .and family consumption

          It is of no surprise that rice is the single crop 
     mentioned most often as a significant 

  .     source of income It was also frequently 
    .    listed as a major expense In two villages, it 

    .  was included in both categories Many 
      other crops were named, from coffee to 

      corn to cardamom, with some groups listing 
       .as many as six crops as important earners

      Nature and NTFPs are transforming from a 
  -      means of longer term food supply to one of 

  .   immediate cash income Products ranging 
       from fresh water crabs to malva nuts, and 
      from broom grass to medicinal barks are 
     being gathered and sold with increasing 

    .  frequency and in greater volume Some 
    reported many outsiders coming specifically 

    .to fish, forage and “steal ”
      In many villages, a direct and significant 

     effect on the rapid and sometimes 
    irreversible depletion of natural resources 
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 .    was noted Others feared increasing 
    conflic ts might we l l a r i se among 

 . neighbouring villages
       Livestock is a third category that was often 

     .   listed as a source of income However in 
    several villages, women reported that 
    raising large livestock has decreased 

    tremendously because their grazing lands 
    -  /have been lost to cash crop fields gardens 

 . and plantations
      Women in seven villages also said that 

      selling labour is another source of income 
      whereas men mentioned this in only three 

.villages

Buying
      Both women and men named medical costs 

      .as the highest single category of expenses  
     Education for their children was another 

    .cost that was often mentioned
       Two things should be noted in regard to 

.    outlays First, many considered agricultural 
     equipment and inputs as investments rather 

     than expenses; this category of outlay 
   .  probably exceeds medical costs Second, if 

      taken as a single category, food would 
 .exceed both

      .But food items were often listed separately  
       The first of these was rice, as already 

.     discussed Other foods, often including 
      . meats and fish, was a second category A 

     third was condiments, which included MSG 
  .with remarkable frequency

      Clothing, household costs and fuel for field 
      work, rice milling and generators were also 

  .     named many times A number of groups 
     reported that buying on credit, particularly 

    household items, is increasing and 
  .sometimes a problem

    In several locations, discussants asserted 
     that income and expenses varied greatly 

     .among different groups within the village  
      Averages rarely reflect the true situation of 
 .individual households

 

Business
      By most accounts, money and markets are 

 . rising stars
     Increased cash cropping was the most 
     mentioned positive change in terms of 

.      livelihood When asked to name strengths 
       of the current methods by which they do 

     business, the most common type of 
     response was that i t is becoming 

      increasingly easy to get cash for their 
.products

     Many added that cash transactions are 
    .   clearer, and offer greater flexibility At the 

      same time, several said that local barter 
       and exchange of both goods and labour do 

      much more to strengthen local ties and 
 .build solidarity

 -     Another often cited strength is that many 
      merchants come and buy directly at the 

     village level, and better roads facilitated 
.       this On the other hand, even more groups 
     said these same traders suppressed prices, 
     .often in collusion with one another

     Fluctuating prices was another way farmers 
      expressed a broad and frustrating lack of 

       control over the market and the prices they 
     receive, particularly in regard to perishable 

       goods, where waiting for a better price is 
  .      not an option Many also felt they lack the 

      confidence and business skills to deal with 
   .the rapidly changing situation

      .  Debt was a difficult topic to discuss It was 
       listed by only five groups as a negative 
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     . aspect of their current trading practices But 
      it was often mentioned at other points 

  :    during the discussion when talking about 
      the selling of standing crops, the difficulties 

      of meeting food needs, and the increasing 
     level of purchased inputs for agricultural 

.production
       Part of the reluctance to talk about debt 
        may be due to the shame that farmers say 
       they feel when not having enough to eat 

  .     and live on This is especially important for 
.women
     Shady dealings and fraud were another 

    topic where conversation became awkward, 
  .particularly with men

      Many references were made to crops being 
     collected by traders but payment coming 

    .   late or never at all Others cases involved 
       deals being made and then changed at the 
     t ime of harvest , or the company 

 .disappearing altogether
     The role of Government officials was 

    -  praised in some cases, non existent in 
      others, sought in a few, and highly 

questionable   .    in several In villages more  
     intensely engaged in cash cropping or 

    affected by land concessions, farmers 
    expressed a desire for governmental 

      support in response to the difficulties that 
  .they are facing

Change
    Change was mentioned throughout the 

:     discussions when referring to village 
    locations, cultural traditions, sources of 

    .   learning and sources of food In addition, 
    farmers were specifically asked about 

     which changes to their environment and 
     .livelihoods were most positive or negative

     Greater cultivation of industrial or cash 

   -    crops was the most cited positive change in 
  .   terms of livelihood Regarding negative 

      changes, the fact that foraging is becoming 
     more difficult due to reduced NTFPs, 

     wildlife and aquatic resources was listed 
  . even more often

    Various changes in farming methods, 
     ranging from increased use of commercial 
      varieties to the penning of livestock were 

       noted as positive, as were rice mills, water 
     .systems and other labour saving devices  

     Increased monetary commerce and the use 
      of credit was given both positive and 

 .negative ratings
  Other livelihood changes   cited with  

     somewhat less frequency were that farmers 
      are working harder, working as labour more, 

      having lower yields or income, and facing 
  .    more food shortages One group listed 
      MSG as an important change in their 

.livelihood
    Nearly every environmental change was 

  .     assessed as negative A few groups gave 
      one positive mark along with the negatives 

    because natural resources were not  yet 
 .entirely depleted

       It was during discussion on this topic that 
      farmers were often the most confident and 

.     unanimous They know what is happening 
      to the environment because they are seeing 

    .and experiencing the changes firsthand  
       They are also aware that their own actions 

   . contribute to the problems
    Decreasing water resources, lower stream 

      flows and greater drought were noted in 
       over two thirds of the discussions, as was 

     forest destruction and rising or more 
 .   extreme temperatures Other common 

    observations were reduced, irregular or 
   unseasonal rainfall, general climate 
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   .change, and increased flooding
     Official statistics confirm what farmers are 
:        saying there has been a decline in forest 

      cover from 70% to approximately 40% in 
   .     the past 50 years The forests on which so 

     many rural people depend are disappearing 
       .at a rate of 78,000 ha per year

     Statistics also backup the observations on 
 .     weather patterns Rainfall in Laos has 

      decl ined by 16 cm and the mean 
    .    temperature has increased by 0 85 C in the 

   past 50 years,
      Many groups of farmers also spoke of 

     increasing population pressures due both to 
      high birth rates as well as internal 

  .   displacement and migration This is leading 
     to lessening private land holdings per 

      capita, as well as greater pressure on 
     common resources, which are also being 
.depleted  

 Looking Forward
       Fully half of the 28 groups that were 

     interviewed were concerned that they lack 
       adequate land or fear they will lose what 

 . they have
       An equal number felt that lack of water, 

      forest destruction or climate change will be 
  .a significant problem
       It was noted several times that farmers fear 

       they will not have enough money to feed 
     themselves, send their children to school, 

      pay their debts, or meet other pressing 
.concerns

    On fewer occasions, respondents noted 
     they need to increase production, while 

     some believed they will have major 
  . problems with production

         Almost half of the groups listed hunger as a 

     future concern while fewer groups listed 
    increasing debt, conflict with neighbours 

   over dwindling resources, mining, 
       plantations, and that they could not keep up 

    .with the pace of change
 Everybody  wanted     the future to be better, 

      but were much less certain when asked 
       . what they thought the future would be like

    '   'A majority of both women s and men s 
     groups thought things would definitely be 

        better for their children, if they could get an 
    .  education and find work elsewhere But 

        when asked about the future of those in the 
   .village, the uncertainty returned
      Many spoke of the need to s top 

   .deforestation and begin reforestation  
       Farmers are fully aware that slash and burn 

    agriculture, when practiced intensively and 
     with short rotational cycles, is extremely 

.     damaging Although glad of increased 
     incomes from upland cash crops, farmers 

   consis tent ly ra ised concerns of 
    environmental destruction, and weather and 
    temperature changes in relation to 

.deforestation

    A Tale of Two Economies
      The term ʻeconomyʼ means the wealth and 

     .    resources of an area or entity It does not 
 .mean money
      What emerges from these interviews is a 
   .   story of two economies The first economy 

       has sustained the people of the region for 
.     centuries It has nourished farmers, 

    .  foragers, fisherfolk and feudal lords It has 
    fostered cultures, customs, cuisines and 

.     communities It fed liberation forces during 
       their struggle to throw off earlier forces of 

. imperialism
      From what farmers said, this economy still 

' Farmers Voices   - Part Two 8 !"#$%&'(%)



      plays the principal role in maintaining the 
       lives and livelihoods of the great majority of 

 .Lao citizens
    This economy is predominantly rural, 

   - .   localised and largely non monetary It is 
      closely linked with and dependent on the 
 .    natural environment Farmers spoke often 

    and articulately about the connections 
    . between forests, climate and livelihoods In 

      .brief, this is an economy of ecology
       The second economy, for the most part, is 

     .measured in decades rather than centuries  
     This economy is largely urban, increasingly 

    .  globalised, and almost wholly monetary It 
     is increasingly detached from, yet closely 

      dependent on, the exploitation of the natural 
.    environment Women in particular reported 

    they are increasingly harvesting forest 
  .     products to sell The income is often used 

       to buy MSG or other foods of lesser 
 .     nutritional worth Such ʻvalue chainsʼ take 

     .    value out of the local area In brief, this is 
   .an economy of extraction

      .Some farmers are indeed doing quite well  
   .    Many others are not Too many are burning 

    .    the candle at both ends Some are falling 
  .through the cracks

      And many of those who are apparently 
      successful in making the switch sense it 

 .cannot last

' Farmers Voices   - Part Two 9 !"#$%&'(%)


