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ABSTRACT

In Laos, located in mainland Southeast Asia, shifting cultivation
has been one of the important means of livelihood, in terms of
food security as well as religious and cultural anchorage, for
local communities in a number of areas, especially in upland
areas in the country.

In Pakbeng District, Oudomxay Province, northern
Laos, due to the implementation of various land and
forest management policies and a village relocation
and consolidation program, local communities were
restricted from access to the forests and faced a shortage
of agricultural lands. After facing difficulties in securing
sufficient lands, the local farmers used the forests in a
destructive manner.

The author of this article was engaged with the
Community-based Watershed Management Project, as a
program director of an environmental NGO and tackled
challenges to achieve a land and forest management
system suitable for land use by local communities. The NGO
attempted to apply an alternative approach to incorporate
swidden farmers’ land use system into official land and forest
management institutions.

KEY WORDS
Shifting Cultivation; Upland Farmers; Land and Forest
Management Policies; Laos; NGO
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Harvesting swidden rice
Removing rice husks
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When | asked a villager of a mountainous
village in northern Laos in the harvest
season where his family would plant rice
next year, he answered, “I don't know yet.
We will discuss it in the village in February.”
I was not familiar with shifting cultivation
at the time, so his answer confused me.
Why did not villagers know where they were
going to cultivate just a few months after?
Shifting cultivation is an agricultural
system in which sections of forest are
cleared, burned, cultivated for a short
period, and then abandoned for a certain
period of time. After the vegetation returns
to a suitable level several years after
the harvest, the field will be selected
again for farmland. In Laos, 25% of the

rural population were involved in shifting
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cultivation™”. According to the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry, the area and
number of households involved in shifting
cultivation have gradually decreased from
176,605 hectares and 186,265 households

in 1996 to 118,900 hectares and 174,036
households in 2000%. However, it is still a
crucial method for producing food, particularly

in the mountainous areas in the North.

Kmhmu’ People’s Land Use in Pakbeng
District, Oudomxay Province

Pakbeng District, Oudomxay Province in
northern Laos is mountainous and most of
the residents are Kmhmu'?. Traditionally,
Kmhmu' people have made their living from

agricultural production through shifting

Kmhmu' is an ethnic
group belonging to the
Mon-Khmer language
sub-branch of the
Austro-Asiatic language
family, the majority of
whom live in northern
Laos.

o~ © Satomi Higashi

cultivation, hunting, fishing, and non-timber
forest product (NTFP] collection. Their life,
culture, and religion have close connections
with shifting cultivation.

Shifting cultivation is typically conducted
in seven to nine-year cycles in this area.
In some villages in Pakbeng, instead
of allowing individuals to choose their
swidden fields, villagers asked respected
figures in the village, such as elders and
knowledgeable authorities to select plots of
land for cultivation around February every
year. Selection was based on how long land
was left fallow, condition of the land, e.g.,
the size of trees and the soil quality, and the
respected figures’ experience. Once plots
were chosen, village authorities distributed

them to each household according to the
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workforce available in the household. This

system of land use made it possible for the
Kmhmu' to produce a steady harvest every
year and to adjust flexibly to social and
environmental changes such as population
fluctuations.

Food Security and Shifting Cultivation

The main shifting cultivation crop
planted by the Kmhmu' is upland glutinous
rice. In one village in Pakbeng, at least
three varieties of the early-ripening, three
varieties of the mid-season and more than
12 varieties of the late-growing rice were in
use. Planting rice at different or staggered
harvest periods was a way to hedge against

the risk of poor harvests. Along with upland

rice, an array of crops is planted by Kmhmu’

villagers on shifting cultivation fields.
They include corn, taro, cassava, sweet
potato, chili, eggplant, pumpkin, sesame,
and beans. According to elderly villagers,
however, the number of crop varieties has
decreased. For example, millet, which is
traditionally used for making alcohol, is

now rarely planted.

~3© Mekong Watch

When land is used for shifting
cultivation, it is left fallow for some years
after crops are harvested. After a year, the
land becomes home to grass as tall as a
person, and ultimately reverts to secondary
forest, producing NTFPs such as bamboo
shoots and mushrooms. These NTFPs can
also be harvested and eaten. Later, when
vegetation has regenerated to a sufficient
degree, the land is selected for cultivation
again. Secondary forests resulting from
shifting cultivation become home to a
variety of wild flora and fauna, depending
on the location and conditions. Secondary
forests support the lives and livelihoods
of Kmhmu' villagers by offering various
products. These can sometimes serve as
substitutes for rice and can also be used as
a means of generating cash income. Roots
and tubers collected from secondary forest
(e.g., yam, taro, and cassava) are considered
good substitutes during emergencies or

for poorer households™

. Some plants grow
only in secondary forests. It is important

to understand that fallow land in shifting
cultivation is still productive and supports

the lives of upland farmers.

SWMRITE / RRS519F2 LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

M\ b 7S R R SR RO
VIR E Hitbhin £
MOREMFRUERAT 58
MOREM AR ERIELE
NENBTFRABE
EEFBAITTE

©0 © Mekong Watch

Crops from upland rice
fields are sold in the
local market.

Bamboo shoots
harvested from
secondary forests
Mushrooms collected
from secondary forests
Villagers making
bamboo baskets for
daily use
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Impacts of the Government’s Land
and Forest Management Policies on
Shifting Cultivators’ Land Use

Although rice production in swiddens
remains one of the most important
livelihoods in Laos, the Lao government
has deemed shifting cultivation a major
cause of deforestation and adopted the
Shifting Cultivation Eradication Policy
from the mid-1980s. To promote the
policy, the Land and Forest Allocation
Program (LFA] has been implemented
throughout Laos since 1996. The stated
goals of the program are preserving
the natural environment, discouraging
shifting cultivation, and promoting
cash-crop farming among residents to
increase local people’s income. Project
activities such as the redrawing of village
boundaries, allocating new farmland to
people, and establishing forest-use zoning

within villages are being implemented.
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It is true that LFA has contributed to

forest preservation and the promotion

of stationary agriculture in some areas.
However, in other areas, LFA brought

no practical improvements in land and
forest use and even caused the exhaustion
of forest resources. LFA has been held
liable for aggravating poverty especially in
northern Laos, where shifting cultivation is

the main livelihood of the local people.

Challenges in Seeking Alternative
Approaches: Community-Based
Watershed Management in Pakbeng

Land and forests are going through
rapid changes in Laos. A mere suspension
of LFA and recovery of “traditional” land
use will not be enough to defend villagers’
rights to land and forests and to their
sustainable management. As the population
increases and integration into the global

market economy accelerates, land,

including agricultural land, is becoming
increasingly scarce in Laos. Shortage
of agricultural land is also becoming a
serious issue. When the population of a
village grows and more land is needed,
villagers may start cultivating traditionally
protected areas such as areas around water
sources or river banks. The cultivation of
protected areas will increase the burden
on the environment. In addition to these
changes, development projects, industrial
plantations, and cash crop cultivation
are expanding rapidly in rural parts of
Laos. In order to protect villagers’ rights
from foreign companies and development
projects, to ensure sustainable livelihoods
for communities, and to allow villagers
to manage forests by themselves,
village borders need to be determined
and villagers’ rights over land must be
supported by law.

Mekong Watch, a Japanese

environmental NGO, conducted action
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research and provided advice on
management and use of watershed
forests from 2005 to 2013 in cooperation
with the Forestry Department of Laos
National University and the Pakbeng
District Forestry Office. The project
included: 1) advising local officials on land
and forest policy in Laos, 2) conducting
research on villagers’ land and forest use
near watershed forests, 3) environmental
monitoring of watershed forests, 4) setting
up and supporting the watershed forests
management committee, 5) providing
assistance to reclassify land and forest
in five villages where the LFA had been
implemented without much consideration
for the actual land use, and 6) providing
training to villagers on environmental
issues.

Until the project began, there was
no opportunity for villagers and officials
to discuss land and forest use. Through
the watershed management committee,
which is composed of representatives
from eight villages in the watershed area
and local officials, they can now consult
with each other on annual plans for forest
preservation and land use, and deal with
land-related troubles which may occur
between villages or between villages and
administrative offices. If a village needs
to secure swiddens in watershed forests,
it can now submit a land use plan to the
committee. Swiddens in watershed forests
used to be banned without exception and
there was no avenue for making such a
request before the committee was set up.
It is now possible to cultivate swiddens
in some parts of watershed forests if
other villages and districts approve the
land use plan at the committee meeting
with reference to the rules enacted by the
committee. Villagers no longer need to
make swiddens illegally as long as they
follow the rules set by villages and the
district for preservation of forests near

rivers and water sources.
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New Challenges and the Future of
Shifting Cultivators

The Lao government has been
promoting a shift to cash crop cultivation,
especially among local communities
engaged in shifting cultivation. Risk-related
information such as fluctuations in market
prices and negative environmental impacts,
however, is not properly communicated
to growers. A rapid shift towards cash-
crop cultivation without addressing these
risks, threatens local people’s food security.
On the other hand, as villagers’ demands
for cash income increase, cash crop
cultivation also expands. The introduction
of cash crops should have been rigorously
designed both at the district and village
levels, based on careful consideration about
how to achieve a balance between income
generation and villagers’ food security.
Whether shifting cultivation is continued
or other land use methods are adopted,
it is important that residents can select
methods of land use that they deem to be
most suitable for themselves and local
needs, based on sufficient information and

long-term prospects. LAF
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