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ABSTRACT

This thesis on a forest community, which practiced spontaneous soil and water conservation,
had three objectives: 1) to study conditions leading to soil and water conservation by farming
households; 2) to study conditions leading to forest clearing for farm expansion; and 3) to apply remote
sensing and geographic information systems to study local land management.

The researcher studied a multi-ethnic community in a watershed forest in Phrae Province which
based their production system primarily on upland crop cultivation. The community consisted of 92
households of Khon Mueang (lowland Thai), Hmong and Mlabri. The study employed four concepts:
1) population pressure on farmland; 2) relationships between land tenure and conservation; 3) decision
making on adopting of soil and water conservation methods; and 4) local knowledge on soil and water
conservation. Both qualitative and quantitative analyses were carried out using such methods as field
surveying, participatory observation, analysis of aerial photographs, questionnaires, in-depth interview
and statistical analysis using chi-square test and logistic regression analysis.

The finding indicated that many marginalized people in the highlands, who had been
denounced as destroyers of natural resources, tried to respond by showing that they were capable of
resource conservation. Of the total households in this community, 63.04 percent practiced some forms
of soil conservation. If forest fallow was included as a form of soil and water conservation, then 75
percent of villagers practiced soil and water conservation. Some households, however, still cleared
forests for cash crop production. In the past, some villagers developed terraced paddy fields and crop
rotation in gently sloping areas. Since B.E. 2531, the villagers particularly Khon Mueang and Hmong
practiced more diversified conservation techniques which dispersed into wider areas in the watershed.



The analysis at the community level indicated that the three ethnic groups cooperated in
protecting six plots of community forests. Such efforts were for utilitarian purposes, and for manifesting
to the state and the public that the community can manage resources with conservation in mind.

The analysis at household and agricultural plot levels showed that most villagers held land
under usufruct right, and did not have land documents. Land owners included those who conserved soil

and water as well as those who cleared forests. Conservation was found on owned land and not on

rented land or land that were used free of charge.

Although state agencies and the community agreed on several soil and water conservation
methods, they disagreed on determining some methods as conservation. For instance, villagers claimed
that leaving land fallowed would increase soil fertility, and cultivating sloping land without tillage
would minimize soil erosion. The state agencies, on the other hand, regarded such land use practices as
denuding land of forest cover, and accelerating soil erosion. The researcher found four important issues
as followed:

First, although the conservation households owned land, their ownership were not secure due to
state policy on watershed classification which aimed at separating people from watershed forests. Thus,
villagers responded by expanding land under soil and water conservation both in agricultural plots and
in communal areas in order to negotiate with the state to allow them to stay in the same place.

Second, villagers had been using local knowledge in soil and water conservation since the old
days. They adopted conservation techniques to suit physical conditions and to cope with their problems.

Third, market demand was related to change in crop types. This enhanced soil and water
conservation. For example, fruit trees cultivation on steep slopes. Some villagers grew fruit trees for

economic gain. Also, an indirect benefit was clear land demarcation.

Fourth, state’s efforts in promoting soil and water conservation lacked good understanding of
real problems in the area. Therefore, some villagers only conserved soil and water due to benefits that
they might gain from the state. They did not really understand soil and water conservation.

Forest clearing in the past was done for cash crop expansion promoted by state policy.
Nowadays, forest clearing was related to three factors. First, separation of new families from parents
led to land shortage. Second, land might be sufficient for some families, but they wanted to increase
productivity. And third, annual repair of dirt roads to improve accessibility to agricultural plots
encouraged many Hmong families to move to and cultivate crops in the same subwatersheds.



