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ABSTRACT

This study aims to analyze the impacts and consequences of the irrigation
project on the local people, and investigate the ways by which Khamu people cope
with and respond to the irrigation project to maintain their sustainable livelihood
strategies. There are 3 objectives: (i) to examine the ways, by which the state-led
development project disrupts the lives of the local people; (ii) to study and analyze
the consequences of the irrigation project in terms of changes in physical conditions
and livelihoods of local people, and (iii) to investigate the ways by which local
people cope with and respond to the development policies to maintain their
sustainable livelihood strategies.

This study is based on field research, which was carried out in the Nam Tin
irrigation project in Bokeo province. Three main concepts are applied simultaneously
as a conceptual framework. They are as follows: (i) Displacement as an unintended
consequence of the developmental state, (i1) Spatiality and the sense of place, and (iii)
Sustainable livelihoods.

The study focuses on three main parts. The first part examines the
implementation of the irrigation project as a discursive practice of a developmental
state. The study found that, the state has used images of Khamu people as “Shifting
cultivators” or “shifting farmers” compared to the lowland farmer’s image as

“permanent farmers”. By targeting the Khamu as “forest eaters”, the government of
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Laos felt justified in constructing the irrigation project. The irrigation project would
allow for the permanent resettlement of the previously nomadic Khamu people. The
state believes that, this would then result in forest protection and increased lowland
rice production.

The irrigation project however tends to benefit only certain people but not the
poor. The project supports those who have powers or are better-off because they have
a better chance and capacity than others to negotiate and discuss with local
government in terms of access and control over the land. With this kind of
accessibility, the better-off are more adaptive to market-oriented development
strategies. In contrast, the status of poor households was changed from “poor” to
“very poor”.

The second part of the study focused on the Khamu people in the Nam Tin
watershed. It looked at land use patterns and local livelihood landscapes as a sense of
place, cultural practices, and lived experiences to cope with livelihood changes from
the irrigation project. The study found that many households of Khamu people did not
achieve equality from the project. For instance, many of them had lost their land and
settlements and faced land conflict with neighboring villages, resulting in less-than-
harmonious relations. Some traditional knowledge that has been an important source of
livelihood security became useless when subsistence agricultural production was
replaced by agricultural production for market economy. Some households suffered
from a lack of alternatives for sustainable livelihoods.

Based on cultural practices and sense of place, villagers articulated with other
actors by improvising many strategies in negotiation for gaining access to land. In
addition, the Khamu people perceived the irrigation project as a mechanism by which
groups of powerful people weakened their power and cultural practice, which could
lead to insecure livelihoods. Therefore, they combine the idea of development closely
with their subsistence livelihood by articulating their concepts of sense of place, as
they were constantly engaged in negotiating for production of space with government
officials.

The Khamu people had emphasized the legitimacy of their histories,
traditional natural resource management and identities, and social relations in the

community to oppose the negative images depicted by the project. Within this setting,
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kinship and neighborhood are important in connecting members of the Khamu
together. Some of them have attempted to approach local government officials.

The study classifies two main strategies that the Khamu people used to
articulate their production of space: discourses of land use classification and
utilization of social relations to enhance their access to land, which is primarily based
on ideas of making space using sense of place with a focus on cultural practice and
subsistence livelihoods.

Finally, the study also found that the unintended consequences of the irrigation
project lay in its disregard of the importance of habitat of local people, their ways of
life, experiences, knowledge, religious beliefs and social relations between
neighborhoods. The result of the construction was that it separated local people from
their families and home relations. The impacts of the irrigation project were
compounded by the failure to consider the consequences for local people whose assets

were deprived by the project.
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