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ABSTRACT

The effect of geographic separation of ethnic groups on local knowledge of
used plants was investigated. In particular, the plants used by Tai Lue and Akha
people in upper northern Thailand and Xishuangbanna, China, who were separated
50-200 years ago was studied, to see how different the two geographically distinct but
culturally similar groups were in this respect. In addition, the crop diversity and
management was investigated and compared in both ethnic groups. Rice, the most

important crop was studied, to shed light on how Tai Lue and Akha in
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different locations understand their environment and to illuminate their traditional
knowledge of planting rice and its relationship within their environments.

I interviewed ten villagers in each studied village, i.e. 11 Tai Lue villages
(nine in Thailand, two in China), and five Akha villages (three in Thailand, two in
China). Questions were about which plants they used and how they used them. A total
of 547 used plant species in 336 genera and 118 families were registered in the
sixteen villages, and they were used for food (325 species), medicine (229), materials
(59), fodder (17), social purposes (13), and fuel (7). Of the total of 325 food and 229
medicinal plants, only 147 and 60 were shared between the studied villages in China
and Thailand. Otherwise, the use patterns were quite similar with respect to which
plant families and plant growth forms the used plants belonged to, and also in terms of
in which habitats the Tai Lue and Akha found their used plants in. It is concluded that
moving to a different site has forced the Tai Lue and Akha to find a new set of species,
but that when using these new species they have maintained other traditions relating
to used plants.

The community farmers were interviewed about which cropping system they
used and which crop plants they cultivated. Crop rotation was found in both the Thai
and Chinese Tai Lue villages, and it was represented by multistorey tree-crop gardens
in the Thai Akha villages, and crop rotation and intercropping systems in the Chinese
Akha villages. The influence of both Thai and Chinese government policies, economy
and the increasing need for purchased products has forced the Tai Lue and Akha into
growing mostly cash crops rather than simply rice for their own subsistence. The
major crops with high economic values were rice and chili in the Thai Tai Lue

villages, coffee and litchi in the Thai Akha villages, and rubber in both the Chinese
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Tai Lue and Akha villages. The upland rice planting areas of the Chinese Tai Lue and
Akha villages have been replaced by the rubber plantations.

I also studied the ten modern paddy rice varieties and two traditional paddy
rice varieties grown by Tai Lue in upper northern Thailand, six modern paddy rice
varieties of the Chinese Tai Lue and seven modern paddy rice varieties and six
traditional upland rice varieties of the Chinese Akha in Xishuangbanna. This was
done through interviews concerning the value of ecological and traditional use
properties for each rice varity from 30, 20 and 20 households respectively. Traditional
rice varieties have been almost completely replaced with modern varieties in the
studied Tai Lue and Akha villages. High yields influence farmers to choose modern
varieties. Maei Nong and Wing (Khao Peek), the traditional paddy rice varieties, are
still cultivated in Ban Ngob, the Thai Tai Lue village because of ecological factors.
Traditional glutinous rice varieties are maintained in the Chinese Akha villages even
if they do not constitute the main staple food. Instead they were used for dessert in

traditional Akha ceremonies.
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