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The morning of 25 January in Chiang Mai was devoted to a final session on the three
thematic working groups. The groups met separately to synthesise their key
observations, perspectives and learning, as well as articulate priority research
questions for the future. This was followed by group report-backs and discussion.

The two main aims of the final session of the thematic working groups were 

• to bring closure to the thematic working group discussions focusing on
comparative analysis across sites in Xishuangbanna, northern Laos and
northern Thailand, and

• to frame researchable questions based on priority needs and gaps in knowledge
across all themes.

thematic synthesis and 
future research questions

Wrap up workshop in Chiang Mai
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Summary aspects of field learning by the thematic groups appear earlier in this
report (see Section 4: "Field Learning: On the Road through MMSEA").

Land Use Change – Group Synthesis
Through the mobile workshop interactions, the land use change group witnessed
three major trends of change in the areas traversed.

Sedentarisation – from shifting cultivation to more permanent forms of land use
(e.g., rubber plantations)

Commercialisation – from staple subsistence food crops to high-value cash crops
Urbanisation – from agricultural land use to non agricultural uses (e.g., urban,

peri-urban)

The drivers of these changes were found to be predominately: government policy,
markets, NGO and GO project interventions, technology, lifestyle and culture, roads

The group also analysed the six sites visited in the Chiang Mai area in terms of land
use change, drivers, markets, the future, and the R3 highway that is under
construction (see Table 1).

Local Livelihoods, Markets and Trade – Group Synthesis
The local livelihoods, markets and trade group synthesised their collective learning by
comparing the livelihood activities, market issues and key changes in the three areas
studied during the mobile workshop (see Table 2).

This group also made a comparative synthesis of land allocation policy, market
economy, economic development and village institutions in the three areas (see Table
3).

Resource Governance – Group Synthesis
In terms of general issues, the key learning of the resource governance group
focused on:

• shifting cultivation,
• economic development zones,
• institutional infrastructure (e.g., rural finance/credit access),
• 'negotiating' within informal/formal political frameworks, and
• government monitoring and feedback mechanism for improving governance.

The group also had an opportunity to reflect on the specific governance issues that
emerged from the workshop from the viewpoint of the Chinese, Lao and Thai
participants. These key focused issues, as well as other learning points, are
summarised in Table 4.

Based on their field observations and learning, the resource governance group also
provided an excellent synthesis of the governance history, current governance
arrangements, and strengths and limitations of current governance in the areas
visited (see Annex 4 on field visits in southern Yunnan, Annex 5 on field visits in
northern Laos, and Annex 6 on field visits in northern Thailand).
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Table 2: Comparative analysis of livelihoods, markets and changes in southern Yunnan, northern Laos
and northern Thailand

Southern Yunnan, China
Xishuangbanna

Northern Laos
Oudomxay & Luang Prabang

Northern Thailand
Chiang Mai and Lamphun

Livelihood Activities

1) Rubber plantations — small and
large scale

2) Paddy rice cultivation
3) Upland agricultural practice (e.g.,

rice, maize)
4) NTFPs for subsistence
5) Off-farm employment
6) Income from upland conservation

programme
7) Land renting

1) Traditional subsistence livelihoods:
swidden (shifting cultivation) and use
of natural resources, production of
marketable surplus such as swidden
rice and livestock

2) Crop substitution (opium) and shifting
cultivation stabilisation (swidden rice)
towards cash crop production

3) Weak support systems and
entrepreneurial approach leading to
higher dependence on natural
resource use (e.g., NTFPs)

1) Combination of livelihood
activities differs depending
on the location of the
settlement (e.g., shifting
cultivation, cash crops,
fruit-trees, NTFPs, livestock,
cottage industry, and
small-scale enterprise)

2) More livelihood and
market options for
households and
communities

Market Issues

1) Individual-based market system
2) Price fluctuation of rubber products

(e.g., increase market integration)
3) Potential competition with

neighbouring countries for market
opportunities

4) Scale of market for different
commodities

5) Increased support services provided
by private sector

6) Contract farming (e.g., rubber)
7) Unregulated market for NTFPs

1) Market integration towards
commercialisation of agricultural
products (e.g., rubber, maize) and
natural resources (e.g., bitter
bamboo shoots, cardamom)

2) Emerging potential for eco-tourism
(e.g., Luang Prabang)

3) Community-based approach to
marketing

4) Asymmetrical market information
leading to market opportunities

1) Upland and lowland
labour exchange

2) Agro-industries (e.g., CP
Company)

3) Road network and access
to transport

4) Tourism
5) Role of private companies
6) Role of agricultural

cooperatives

Key changes

1) Improved standard of living:
income, access to public services,
etc.

2) Improved basic infrastructure (e.g.,
roads, electricity, etc.)

3) Expansion of rubber plantations
4) More access to market, information

and labour
5) Less access to natural resources

caused by different policies (e.g.,
land policies, forest management
policies, etc.)

6) Social differentiation and
transformation of social structure

7) Transition from a centrally planned
economy to a market economy

1) Land and resource use policies (e.g.,
shifting cultivation stabilisation,
opium substitution, land and forest
allocation)

2) Emerging regional economy with
China and Thailand

3) Regional political stability
4) International projects
5) Infrastructure improvement (e.g.,

roads, electricity, etc.)
6) Resettlement and relocation
7) Off-farm employment
8) From land-locked to 'land-linked'

through economic corridors
9) NTFPs and institutional arrangements

1) Market changes (e.g.,
price)

2) National policies on forest
and resource use (e.g.,
national park)

3) Population increase
4) Cultural and lifestyle

changes
5) Project interventions
6) Economic crisis of the late

1990s
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Table 4:  Key learning about governance from the Chinese, Lao and Thai perspectives

Chinese participants' key
learning about governance

Lao participants' key learning about
governance

Thai participants' key learning
about governance

Key specific issues
• village institutions in Thailand

are dynamic actors in local
governance

• how to bridge scale? state-
driven (big) vs. community-
driven (small)

• lack of civil society in China

Other issues
• village niche crops/products in

Thailand (OTOP – one tambon,
one product)

• state dominance in China
• watershed concept from

Thailand
• watershed as a management

unit

Key specific issues
• big road and small road networks,

farmers' road connections
• impact of improved road and

infrastructure on forest land
• more support from state needed for

infrastructure
• increasing informal cross-border trade

Other issues
• marketing link
• village fund in Thailand (eg. the "One

Million Baht' project)
• regional market potential (e.g., in China)
• land rights in uplands
• local livelihood development in Thailand
• voluntary resettlement from upland to

lowland/road
• negative impact of road and its

mitigation

Key specific issues
• role of state, communities and

private sector in resource
governance

• how state-introduced
institutions (e.g., village fund)
integrate into local level

Other issues
• promoting free trade by

government
• law enforcement in China/Laos
• township/village enterprises in

China
• big private sector involvement

in Thailand

Future Research Questions
Each thematic group also articulated a set of priority research questions, which
should be considered in framing the MMSEA agenda for research and action. The
questions generated by the thematic groups are as follow.

Land use change priority research questions

1. What is the comparative advantage of rubber/teak cultivation in China vs.
Thailand?

• productivity ('yield per unit of labour per year')
• natural endowments in terms of status quo and change 
• trajectory of land use change for northern Laos

2. What is the comparative advantage of rubber vs. permanent agriculture in upland
environments?

• economic advantage
• natural endowments 
• trajectory of land use change for northern Laos 

3. What is the effect of external forces such as the following on land use?
• market prices
• road building
• government policy
• labour costs/options
• implementation of government policy, effectiveness of institutions
• climate
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4. What are the effects of changes in land use spatial patterns on ecological

functions and environmental services with feedback to human behaviour? In
particular in relation to the following.

• biodiversity
• watershed hydrology
• migration patterns
• payment for environmental services (e.g., paying for maintaining shifting

cultivation in Mae Tum to protect biodiversity)
• culture
• policy

5. Which methods and tools for studying land use change require further
development?

• How to integrate case study understanding with regional patterns of
landscapes, economies, development, etc.?

• matrices
• remote sensing
• spatial databases
• modelling
• standards and protocols
• qualitative methods

Local livelihoods, markets and trade priority research questions
1. How are upland livelihoods being influenced by State intervention (e.g., land use

policies, markets)?

2. What are the role(s) of roads, markets (trade) and investment on livelihoods?
• What are the risks and opportunities of market integration?
• How are local communities and households responding to risks and

opportunities?

3. What are impacts of the above on natural resources and implications for
sustainable development?

Resource governance priority research questions
1. What conditions enable collective action?

• How can traditional and new governance mechanisms be combined to manage
ecotourism (e.g., Mae Wang) 

• How are the local institutions of governance (e.g., traditional values, customs,
and beliefs) impacted by policy/market-driven changes? Are local institutions
losing out?

2. What governance mechanisms – community, government, and civil society – can
help balance market forces for better livelihood and environmental outcomes?

• consider multiple levels/scales

3. What forms of civil society organisations are useful in addressing natural
resource management issues and when/how can they link with government
organisations?
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• What is the relevance of 'watershed' as a unit of environmental governance?
• How important is the role of civil society in making the watershed as a unit

relevant?

4. How does the initial rationale for intervention in upland agriculture affect the
long-term trajectory of land use change?

• e.g., opium eradication in Thailand; environment conservation/prevention of
shifting cultivation in Laos; and commercial crops in China

Workshop opening in Xishuangbanna Tropical Botanical Garden
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