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ABSTRACT

The Lao state has recently begun territorializing land in order to reduce the
extent of shifting cultivation as well as introduce commercial crops - to improve the
living conditions of the people in light of its implementation of the New Economic
Mechanism (NEM), called Chitanakanmai,in 1986. The policy aims to promote rural
livelihoods by encouraging economic activities in a move away from socialist
development programs. The main objectives of the projects under this program are
national growth and poverty eradication, with the intention being to free the country
from its ‘least developed’ status by 2020.

The government believes that poverty is caused by local farmers in the remote
mountainous areas practicing shifting cultivation, which is characterized by low
productivity and limited access to markets, and these farmers and their practices are
described as ‘uncivilized’ and ‘backward’ plus ‘environmentally destructive’. As
result, the Lao government has re-territoriialized this land by classifying it as empty

and unused.

Recently, on 18™ January 2004, the Lao government re- territorialized the land
in my study area by giving concessions to the Vietnam General Rubber Corporation
in Bachiang District, Champasack Province over a period of 50 years and covering
10,000 hectares (ha). This area includes 33 villages and has a population of 12,644



Vi

people, who have been directly affected by the project; therefore, the scale of this
phenomenon has had many impacts on the landscape and local livelihoods, increasing

poverty for the ethnic minorities living in this rural and upland area.

The transition from subsistence cultivation to rubber plantations has meant the
villagers have lost access to important forest and agricultural land and has affected the
different groups of people searching for new livelihood strategies. My case study
research was conducted in southern Laos, an area where a number of different ethnic
groups live. The paper emphasizes the sustainability of the new livelihood strategies
adopted in the settlement of Suay, which is in Oudomsouk Village, Bachiang District,
Champasack Province in Laos, under the re-territorialization regime introduced by the
government, in order to establish the actual impacts of the policy introduced to turn
‘empty’ land into rubber plantations.
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