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ABSTRACT

This study represents an analysis of the level of participation of an upland Pa-
O community in a state-initiated community forestry initiative in Myanmar. The focus
of the study is the process whereby local people have tried to sustainably improve
their livelihoods in the context of a state-led development and forest conservation
program. The three key objectives of the study are: (1) to understand the ways in
which local people have adapted their livelihood strategies to the agro-ecosystem
changes occurring as a result of the degradation of the forests, (2) to analyze the
difference perceptions of community forestry among the local community and the
State, and (3) to explore how the community has negotiated with the forest NGOs by
participating in the community forest project on the abandoned, former shifting
cultivation land.

Field research was carried out in a Pa-O community called Tingyikyat village,
located in southern Shan State in Myanmar. Four main concepts were considered as
part of the conceptual framework, these being: (1) the state of knowledge on
community forestry in Myanmar, (2) the contested meanings of community forestry,
(3) the local responses to state policies, and (4) participation as a livelihood strategy.
This study has two main sections. The first analyzes the different livelihood strategies

used in the local community. Using a historical perspective, | will analyze the changes



Vi

that have taken place in terms of local livelihoods due to degradation of the pine
forests and the land, and due to the levels of access given to the limited cultivatable
land. The analysis of local livelihoods will explore how the villagers have adapted
their household livelihood strategies in accordance with the changes taking place in
the upland agro-ecosystem, those that have taken place alongside forest deforestation.
The adaptability of each household’s strategy can be linked to the different socio-
economic statuses enjoyed by them.

The second part of the paper will examine the ways in which the local
community has participated in the community forest project, which was initiated by a
semi-government NGO, their perceptions of the community forest and how they have
used negotiating strategies as part of their participation. The findings suggest that
local participation in the state-sponsored community forest project has occurred
within a conventional top-down implementation process, one focused on results.
Although mentioned in the community forest management plan, the transfer of
authority and rights to the local community has not occurred in practice; therefore, the
local community does not have a sense of ownership regarding the community forests
and therefore has failed to protect them. The villagers have not accepted ownership of
the community forest plantations, although they have officially been given
community forest permits with a 30-year land lease by the local forest authorities, and
this has resulted in the community forest lacking local governance.

The villagers have engaged in negotiations with the NGO in order to improve
their livelihoods and have participated in the income generating activities introduced,
using a negotiation strategy employing their knowledge, experience and skills. Due to
the upgrading of the road leading to the market town, the villagers’ livelihoods now
rely more on agricultural products than forest products, and so are less dependent on

the forests for their income.
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