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ABSTRACT
Highlanders in Thailand are diverse not only in ethnic origins but also in their endowment.
Ecosystems, land, labor, capital, culture and experiences are sometimes very different, making
highland development a daunting task. This paper highlights diversity among highland
communities and needs for different strategies dealing with issues regarding technologies,
markets and community development. Agroecosystem analysis and farm typology are some tools
that can be used to differentiate socio-economic and biophysical settings as well as groups of
farmers. Differentiated strategies based on differences in background environments are needed
for highland development and can be derived through participatory process of learning and
research as well as through programs for people empowerment. The design of highland
development strategies should be made based on the principle of participation, differentiation
and empowerment.
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INTRODUCTION
Diversity among highland and communities
Highland communities are scattered in 20 provinces in Thailand totaling around 1.0 million
people in 3,829 natural villages in 2008 (Highland Research and Development Institute,
2008). They are very diverse in ethnic backgrounds. There are at least 15 ethnic groups in
Thailand, the majority of whom are Karen, while other ethnic minorities include Hmong, Lahu,
Akha, Mien, Yunnanese, Lawa, Lisu. Each community has their language and culture. Their
farming practices are quite diverse with a variety of bio-physical settings. For example, the
Hmong and Lisu are commercially oriented, formally living in previous opium production zones
1

while the Karen are normally rice production dependent and self-sufficient in their livelihoods
living in lower altitude zones. Poverty and lack of social security have been long standing
problems among the highland people. Many highland communities have long been exposed to
development agencies—some related to opium replacement objectives, other to national and
environmental security ones-- e.g. those from UN Drug Control Program, Australian Aid,
USAID, the Royal Project, the semi-autonomous Highland Development and Research Institute
(Public Organization) (HDRI) and various non-government agencies. Those agencies have their
own orientation and strategies, making highland farmers’ exposure to outsiders quite variable.
As modernization accelerates, commercialization is rapidly rising in the highlands, making some
communities better off but associated with it. Several environmental and health problems emerge
such as deforestation, soil degradation, pollution, conflicts of land use and health hazards. These
problems are more pronounced in some highland areas than others. The process of development
happening in the highlands has increased the social and economic disparity among the people.
Highland women were found to be key actors for farm production, household well-being,
drug abuse prevention, treatment rehabilitation and income generation (FAO, 1998, United
Nations Office of Drugs and Crime, 2005). Ethnic women were also found to have certain
indigenous knowledge for natural resource management and health care quite different from men
(Nawichai, 1999, Thinrach, 2004). Kunstadter (1978) and Nawichai (1999) confirmed that
Karen women in Northern Thailand were major actors to make use of non-timber forest products
for food and their roles are crucial for highlanders’ food security. They not only collected wild
food plants but also propagated them in their home gardens. FAO studies (1998) found that
women had a leading role in caring for and using forests. Women not only gathered food to feed
their families but also fuel wood for cooking, fodder for livestock as well as collecting barks,
roots and herbs to use as medicines. They managed forest nurseries for income, conserved
valuable forest species, plant trees to prevent soil erosion and floods, and help to preserve forest
ecosystems whose existence depends on biological diversity. Researching in Northeast
Thailand, Price (1997) found women were marketers of wild food products thereby providing
significant income to their households. Thinrach (2004) found highland men and women had
differentiated roles in farm production but responsibility for household tasks rested mainly on
women.
NEED FOR GOOD AGROECOSYSTEM AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC ANALYSIS
With diverse biophysical, socio-economic and cultural backgrounds of the highlanders in
Thailand, there is a strong need to analyze these profiles systematically so that any plans for
actions or interventions can be made appropriate to the biophysical and socio-economic
conditions of the people. Agroecosystem analysis was proposed by Conway (1983, 1985) to
systematically understand farming, ecosystem and communities both in terms of space and time.
Later on, systems thinking was furthered developed and used in agriculture and together with
participatory approach, emerged soft systems methodology to see agriculture as a whole with
people rather than crops or trees or soil as the center (Bowden, 1991, Schiere et al., 1999, Alrøe
and Kristensen, 2002 and Tavella and Hjortsøb, 2012)
Attempts to classify Thai highland communities for better understanding were first made by
Thong-Ngam et al. (1997). Thong-Ngam et al. (1997) identified the historical profile and
changes in highland farming systems of Akha communities in Mae Salaep and Paka Sukjai areas
in Chiang Rai. Diverse farming systems there were classified into three groups, based on
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farmers' differential strategies and objectives. The three groups were further divided into
subgroups. Type A farmers were cash crop-based, practiced market-oriented strategy with
limited capital. Type B farmers were identified as upland-rice based, and practiced selfsufficient strategy. Type C farmers were paddy-based, practiced investments and market
oriented strategy. Each group was facing different challenges and achieved different farm
performances. They argued that Type A farmers seem by far the most fragile. Types A and B
farming systems are equally at environment risk involving increasing soil erosion. Type B
farmers will sooner or later have to give up upland rice farming, despite its crucial role in the
Akha tradition. Upland rice self-sufficient farmers are unlikely to sustain their strategies and
production system given increasing land pressure. After types of farmers were identified, it was
possible for them to come up with their evolutionary trajectories against time. Four future trends
in farming systems were identified. Trend 1: Farmers with a high investment capacity, market
integration, and high diversity of activities. This group is composed of some Type C farmers +
some of Type B farmers who are involved in the animal husbandry and off-farm activities. Trend
2: Autonomous farmers who are not very dependent on the market, exhibit a level of stability
due to their working in the paddy fields. They consist of more conservative farmers among the
Type C group. Trend 3: Farmers who are in a very insecure situation and very dependent on the
land. They are probably involved and are insecure members of the Types A and B farmers. Trend
4: Farmers who stopped their farming activities due to land pressure. These are some Types A
and B farmers who are being pushed out of agricultural production because of lack of sufficient
land. Thong-Ngam et al. (1997) and later on Trebuil et al. (2006) explained how differentiation
of highland households led to more inequalities in the highlands with certain groups of people
still under the level of poverty and food insecurity. Differentiation of farmers helped to
understand farmers’ adopted strategies.
Ekasingh, Ekasingh and Promburom (2001) and Ekasingh and Ekasingh (2001) classified
highland farm households in four Royal Project sites into five farm types. The first type
belonged to the so-called subsistence farms, defined as having more than 75% of farm outputs
produced for home consumption. The second type partially belonged to subsistence farms,
having 50-75% of farm output for home consumption. The third type belonged to the partially
commercialized farms, having 25-50% of farm output produced for home consumption and 5075% for sale. The fourth type was commercialized farms, having more than 75% of outputs sold
in the market, most outputs were from annual crops. Finally, the last type was long-term
investment oriented farms, defined as having more than 50% of the output sold coming from
perennial crops.
The study found that farming systems in Royal Project Development Centers were diverse.
Many centers were found to be highly commercialized like Ang Khang and Nong Hoi. A
mixture of annual cash crops was grown with perennial crops. Marketing of these crops were
facilitated by the Royal Project. Some centers were still partially commercialized and partially
subsistence like in Mae Hae and Prabat Huaytom. Nevertheless, in each center, it was found
there was quite a disparity of income among the better off and the poor. (Table 1).
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Table 1.

Farm typology and distribution of sampled farm households by farm type.
Royal Project Development site

Farm type

Typology

Ang Khang

Nong Hoi

Mae Hae

Highly
Highly
Partially
commercialize commercialize commercializ
d-annual and d-annual crop ed- annual
perennial crop
oriented
and perennial
oriented
crop oriented

Prabat
Huaytom
Partially
subsistence

Approximate average income per person per year in 2000 ($US)


The better off



The medium



The poor

4,847

4,170

3,542

3,247

1,177

1,845

1,432

1,385

588

1,085

495

500

Source: Ekasingh and Ekasingh (2001), Trebuil et al. (2006)

As these types of farmers have different resources and objectives, their strategies given their
endowment, knowledge, and infrastructure will be quite different. Poor farmers had to rely
heavily on non-farm income. A majority of subsistence and partially subsistence farmers were
found to live under poverty line and had difficulty in meeting their food security needs. The
study found that only commercialized farmers and long term investment-oriented farmers were
able to escape poverty and enjoyed reasonable levels of income and living (Table 2).
Table 2. Net farm income and total income in different types of farming systems in
2000 in 4 highland sites.
Type of farming system

Net farm income

Total income

US$ per labour and per year
A. Sales < 25% total gross farm product

9

172

B. 25< sales < 50% total gross farm product

44

185

C. 50< sales < 75% total gross farm product

98

196

D. Sales > 75% total gross farm product

251

328

E. Fruit production > 50% gross farm product

258

452

Source: Trebuil et al. (2006), Note: Poverty line was at US$240 per person in 2000
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Trebuil et al. (2006) compared seven case studies in the Thai Highlands and concluded that
agricultural commercialization was a very unequal process. The lack of citizenship and land
rights were cited as some of the factors underlined in this unequal process. United Nations
Office of Drugs and Crime (2005) also confirmed this. Such situations also gave rise to risk of
natural resource degradation and depletion. Forests, water, soil are at risk when there are
competing demands from various stakeholders in the process of intensification and
commercialization (Turkelboom and Trébuil 1998, Turkelboom 1999).
In a similar picture, Teerakul et al. (2017) investigated the quality of life of eight highland
communities in four provinces of Northern Thailand and found a wide disparity of socioeconomic conditions among them. Cash cropping has enabled Hmong farmers in Nan to earn an
average annual household income as high as 353,420 baht per household (approximately US$
9,872 ) or 74,806 baht per person per year (approximately US$ 2,089 ) in 2015 while Karen
farmers in Tak with difficult infrastructure and poor access to market earn around 31,456 baht
per household per year (approximately US$ 879) or 6,609 baht per person per year
(approximately US$ 185 ) on average. Poverty rate for those in Nan was 15.3% while those in
Tak 96.7%. This is in comparison of 7.2% poverty rate for the national level (2,644 baht per
person per year (or approximately US$ 73.9) being the national poverty line) and 8.78 %for the
Northern region (2,377 baht per person per year (or approximately US$ 66.4) being the Northern
poverty line) in 2015 (Thailand National Economic and Social Development Board, 2017a, b)
In terms of food security, Ekasingh et al. (2017a, b) found that food security varied widely
among the highland communities. Using food expenditure as approximating food security level,
food security can be as high as 93% in Khun Satan (Hmong) areas in Nan or 30.8% in Pang
Daeng Nai (“dara-ung” ethnic groups) areas in Chiang Mai. They reported that a variety of
strategies/activities/crops promoted by the Highland Development and Research Institute (Public
Organization) were working well with good results although more attention on food security
problems was needed.
NEED FOR PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO HIGHLAND DEVELOPMENT
Participatory approach to research and rural development has gained its momentum since the
1980s. Neef et al. (2013) outlined the evolution of participatory approach to research and
development since its onset. They argued that participatory approach became more common in
development projects and programs than in research. Participatory approaches have since
become popular in rural development and participatory methods and tools are commonly
practiced throughout the developing world. Development programs and projects would be rarely
funded unless they contain a strong component of community involvement in their design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation stages.
In Thailand, participatory approach to
watershed management was adopted in the late 1980s-1990s following Doi Sam Muen Model
and later expanded to other highland watersheds (Hoare et al., 2002). Nevertheless,
institutionalizing the participatory approach to development is more difficult than initially
thought. Moreover, in research, there are many critiques that participatory research and
researchers in national research systems tended to follow more conventional lines with a few
exceptions (Neef and Neubert, 2010, Neef et al., 2013). Neef (2003) and Cook and Kothari
(2001) warned that the participatory approach per se may neglect a wider social and political
issues of inequality and injustices and it was not a substitute for good governance. Participatory
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approach is the beginning of and facilitates development process.
sufficient in itself for development.

It is necessary but not

NEED FOR BETTER GENDER AND MARGINAL PEOPLE EMPOWERMENT
Attempts towards highland development cannot avoid the efforts to enhance gender and ethnic
minority empowerment. Empowerment implies increasing local people’s capacity to transform
their lives for the better (Bechstedt, 2005). Sturgeon et al. (2013) however argued that
racialization, environmental enclosures and state legitimation based on drugs, environmental
protection and national security had shaped Thai policies towards mountain minorities thereby
marginalizing them with social and land insecurity. Neef and Ekasingh (2007) also asserted that
institutional constraints were the underlying causes of a vicious circle of resource degradation
and vulnerability of livelihoods for the uplands of Thailand and Vietnam. Lack of permanent
and secure land use rights, limited access to formal credit and other financial services, an
agricultural research system that does not recognize local people’s priorities and practices and
top-down government policies that limit the scope for action of highlanders and continue to
control a large share of natural resource base were the four interlinking factors underlying such a
vicious circle. While empowerment of the marginalized is essential, oftentimes, actual
development project implementation lacks radical and transformative content. People’s
participation per se as earlier mentioned, is not adequate. What is needed is a more critical view
of structural elements, such as social relations, and in particular power and class relations, and of
institutional and administrative constraints (Bechstedt, 2005).
The Thai local administration has started the process of decentralization but the process is
often slow and with many obstacles. With decentralization going hand-in-hand with the overall
democracy movement in the country, the general process has more or less halted in the last five
years with the 2014 Thailand coup d’état. Nevertheless, the process can be strengthened in a
case-by-case basis within the framework of the institutions that work with the highland people
especially when they are semi-autonomous or belonging to non-governmental agencies.
Empowered village administration and effective village planning are crucial to long term and
sustainable highland development.
NEED FOR DIFFERENT STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS HIGHLAND
DEVELOPMENT
Given the different stakeholders, their characteristics and orientation, highland development
strategies need to be sensitive to their needs. In the 1990s, gender awareness trickled donors to
development projects to give attention to the roles of women. Women sensitization programs
and projects were initiated and implemented. The UN millennium development goals have also
brought attention to girls’ and women’s development vis-à-vis boys’ and men’s. Many programs
and projects have paid attention to the poor and the vulnerable groups. More attention is needed
to address food security problems. It must be recognized that different strategies will be
effective to address different groups of people. Programs and projects need to be more
responsive to the disadvantaged, the poor, the food insecure and women. This means that they
will need to find ways to gain access, listen and to learn from them.
The most effective ways to build programs and projects for different groups of people are the
bottom-up, participatory approach where local people are consulted before a program or project
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is initiated. Gone should be the universal, “one size fits all”, or top-down approach to project or
program initiation. Communities should be strengthened in village planning. Nevertheless,
back-up technical assistance and appropriate budgetary allocation should also be forthcoming.
The Thailand Highland Development and Research Institute (HRDI) (Public Organization)
was established as a semi-governmental department in 2006 to be an agency to work on highland
development. It works in some 638 natural highland villages throughout Thailand. Although it
has a mission to support the Royal Project Development Centers, it has adopted a more broadbased approach than that adopted by the Royal Project. The strengths of HDRI work include 1)
integrated agricultural development using fewer staff but broad-based 2) team-oriented 3) the
staff has close relations with villagers and engage in long-term collaboration 4) use knowledge
from many sources 5) emphasis on villagers’ participation 6) work with other partners in the
project areas and 7) focus on environmental friendly and indigenous knowledge based options
(Ekasingh, et al 2017b). Each development site has taken on different strategies dependent on
the local needs of the people. The institute has enjoyed a degree of success for broad-based
environmental friendly development. This is in contrast with the Royal Project Development
Centers which are more agricultural research intensive with cash crop and market oriented. The
two approaches have well complimented each other. Many new crops and animals as a result of
intensive research and market support have been extended to villagers. Diversity of crops,
animals, market outlets are now options to highland farmers. These have been results of longterm commitment and a variety of strategies to highland development by many agencies
involved.
CONCLUSIONS
To recognize highlanders’ diversity in terms of their ethnicity, gender, class, objectives,
resources and other socio-economic characteristics will be an important strategy in sustainable
highland development. There must also be a recognition of complexity of communication
processes and power relations as well as costs of participation. Such a diversity among highland
people demands that there are a wide range of options available to them so that they can select
what is best for them. To design strategies for highland development to fit diverse sets of
stakeholders and their needs is of course more demanding compared with the top-down, oneprogram-fit-all approach but it will be more rewarding and sustainable. Participation,
differentiation and empowerment will be key concepts in highland development in Thailand.
REFERENCES
Alrøe, H. G. and E. S. Kristensen, 2002. “Towards a systemic research methodology in
agriculture: Rethinking the role of values in science.” Agriculture and Human Values 19: 3–
23
Bawden, R. J., 1991. “Keynote address: Systems Thinking and Practice in Agriculture.” Journal
of Dairy Science 74(7) :2362-2373
Bechstedt, H.D., 2005. “Participatory Development: Potentials, Limitations and Conceptual
Deficiencies.” In A. Neef. (ed) Participatory Approaches for Sustainable Land Use in
Southeast Asia. Bangkok: White Lotus.
Conway, G., 1983. Agroecosystem analysis. Imperial College Centre for Environmental
Technology Series E "The Dynamics of Environmental Systems"
----- 1985. Agroecosystem analysis. Agricultural Administration 20(1): 31-55.
7

Cooke, B. and U. Kothari (eds.), 2001. Participation: the new tyranny? London, New York: Zed
Books,
Ekasingh, B. , M. Ekasingh and T. Promburom, 2001. Sustainability indicators for highland
agricultural and natural resource systems: socio- economic dimension. Multiple Cropping
Center, Faculty of Agriculture, Chiang Mai University, Thailand. (in Thai)
Ekasingh, B. and Ekasingh, M., 2001. “Diversity for Development: Options for Land Use
Change in Northern Thailand.” Paper presented in the International Symposium on LUCC
Contribution to Asian Environmental Problems at the Science Council of Japan, Tokyo, 1314 December, 2001.
Ekasingh, B. , P. Kramol , N. Teerakul , and P. Kaewmanee, 2017a. "Food Insecurity and
Farmers’ Adaptation Among Highland Communities in Northern Thailand." Journal of
Economics, Management and Agricultural Development (JEMAD). 3(2): 75-91
Ekasingh, B. P. Kramol, N. Teerakul and P. Kaewmanee. 2017b. “Livelihood Assets affecting
Livelihood Outcomes and Quality of Life in the past 10 years in the Highlands of Thailand.”
Regional Forum on State of the Art of Agricultural Research and Development and its
Implications to ASEAN Integration. 27-28 February 2017 at the Southeast Asian Regional
Center for Graduate Study and Research in Agriculture (SEARCA), College, Los Banos,
Laguna, Philippines.
FAO, 1998. Women Feed the World. Rome: FAO.
Highland Research and Development Institute, 2008. 2008 In-depth Population Survey.
Hoare, P., B. Maneeratana, W. Songwadhana, A. Suwanmanee and Y. Sricharoen, 2002. Relief
Models, a Multipurpose Tool for Improved Natural Resource Management: The Experience
of the Upper Nan Watershed Management Project in Thailand. Asean Biodiversity, Jan-Mar:
11-16.
Kunstadter, P., 1978. “Subsistence Agricultural Economies of Lua and Karen Hill Farmers, Mae
Sariang District, Northern Thailand.” In P. Kunstadter, E.C. Chapman and S. Sabhasri (eds).
Farmers in the Forests. Honolulu: the University Press of Hawaii, Honolulu.
Neef, A., 2003. “For discussion: Participatory approaches under scrutiny: will they have a
future?” Quarterly Journal of International Agriculture 42(4): 489-497
Neef, A. and B. Ekasingh, 2007. “Institutional Framework for Sustainable Land Use:
Introduction” In F. Heidhues, L. Herrmann. A. Neef, S. Neidhart, J. Pape, P. Sruamsiri and
D.C. Thu. A Valle Zárate (eds). Sustainable Land Use in Mountainous Regions of Southeast
Asia: Meeting the Challenges of Ecological, Socio-Economic and Cultural Diversity. Berlin:
Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg, p. 309-316
Neef, A. and D. Neubert, 2010. “Stakeholder participation in agricultural research projects: a
conceptual framework for reflection and decision-making” Agriculture and Human Values.
Online publishing
Neef, A., B. Ekasingh, R. Friederichsen, N. Becu, M. Lippe, C. Sangkapitux, O. Fror, V.
Punyawadee, I. Schad, P. M. Williams, P. Schreinemachers, D. Neubert, F. Heidhues, G.
Cadisch, Nguyen The Dang, P. Gypmantasiri and V. Hoffmann, 2013. Participatory
Approaches to Research and Development in the Southeast Asian Uplands: Potential and
Challenges pp. 321-365 in: Fröhlich, H. L, P. Schreinemachers, K. Stahr, G. Clemens (Eds.)
Sustainable Land Use and Rural Development in Southeast Asia: Innovations and Policies
for Mountainous Areas. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer Berlin Heidelberg.
Nawichai, P., 1999. Use of wild plants in Karen women's livelihood systems. Master of Science
Thesis in Agricultural Systems, Chiang Mai University
8

Price, L.L., 1997. “Wild Plant Food in Agricultural; Environments: A Case Study of Occurrence,
Management, and Gathering Rights in Northeast Thailand”. Human Organization 56(2): 209221.
Schiere, J. B., J. Lyklema, J. Schakel and K. G. Rickert, 1999. “Evolution of Farming Systems
and System Philosophy” Systems Research and Behavioral Science 16, 375–390
Sturgeon, J.C., N.K. Menzies, Y. Fujita, Lagerqvist, D. Thomas, B. Ekasingh, L. Lebel, K.
Phanvilay and S. Thongmanivong, 2013. "Enclosing Ethnic Minorities and Forests in the
Golden Economic Quadrangle." Development and Change, 44 (1): 53-79.
Tavella, E. and C.N. Hjortsøb, 2012. Enhancing the Design and Management of a Local Organic
Food Supply Chain with Soft Systems Methodology. International Food and Agribusiness
Management Review 15 (2):47-68.
Teerakul, N., B. Ekasingh, P. Kramol and P Kaewmanee, 2017. “Relationships between Poverty
and Livelihood Assets in the Highlands of Thailand.” Paper presented at the International
Conference on Food and Agriculture “Sharing Knowledge Creating Solutions: Capacitating
Stakeholders of Agriculture for Future Earth” 2-3 March 2017 at the Southeast Asian
Regional Center for Graduate Study and Research in Agriculture (SEARCA), College, Los
Banos, Laguna, Philippines.
Thailand National Economic and Social Development Board, 2017a. Table 1.1 Poverty line, by
region, 1988-2016
http://social.nesdb.go.th/SocialStat/StatReport_Final.aspx?reportid=854&template=2R1C&y
eartype=M&subcatid=59 Accessed March 15, 2018
Thailand National Economic and Social Development Board, 2017b. Table 1.2 Poverty Rate
Measured using Consumption Expenditure, by region, 1988-2016
http://social.nesdb.go.th/SocialStat/StatReport_Final.aspx?reportid=669&template=2R1C&y
eartype=M&subcatid=59 Accessed March 15, 2018
Thinrach, N., 2004 Roles and Indigenous Knowledge of Hmong Women in Household Food
Production System and Utilization of Wild Plants. Thesis (Master of Science (Agriculture)
(Agricultural Systems)) -- Chiang Mai University
Thong-Ngam, C., B. Shinawatra, S. Healy and G. Trébuil, 1997. “Resources Management and
Decision-making in the Thai Highlands,” Journal of Contemporary Asia, 27 (2): 179-197.
DOI : 10.1080/00472339780000121
Trébuil, G., B. Ekasingh and M. Ekasingh, 2006. “Agricultural Commercialisation,
Diversification, and Conservation of Renewable Resources in Northern Thailand Highlands”
Moussons 9-10: 131-155
Turkelboom, F., and G. Trébuil, 1998. “A Multiscale Approach for On-farm Erosion Research:
Application to Northern Thailand Highlands,” in: Soil Erosion at Multiple Scales: Principles
and Methods for Assessing Causes and Impacts, Penning de Vries, W.T.Frits, Fahmuddin
Agus, & John Kerr (eds), CABI and IBSRAM, p. 51-71.
Turkelboom. F., 1999. On-farm Diagnosis of Steep Land Erosion in Northern Thailand:
Integrating Spatial Scales with Household Strategies, PhD dissertation in agriculture, K.U.
Leuven, Belgium, 309p.
United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime, 2005. Alternative Development: A Global Thematic
Evaluation: Final Synthesis Report. New York: United Nations.
Date submitted: April 16, 2018
Reviewed, edited and uploaded: April 18, 2018
9

