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 ABOUT THE PROJECT 
 

SRI-LMB (www.sri-lmb.ait.asia), an EU-financed and AIT (www.ait.asia) led project, aims to contribute 

towards enhancing the resilience of rainfed farmers confronting climate change in the Lower Mekong River 

Basin (LMB) region. The purpose is to increase crop yield, productivity and profitability on sustainable basis 

at smallholder farmersô field in rainfed areas of LMB. The project through its action aims to address the food 

security and livelihood issue of smallholder farmers by developing adaptive measure against climate 

change. The action is being implemented in four LMB countries: Cambodia, Lao PDR, Vietnam and 

Thailand. The total period for implementation is 60 months (2013-2017). 

http://www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/
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partnership with FAO, Oxfam, SRI-Rice of Cornell University and University of Queensland together 

with many national partners coming from national universities, NGOs and ministries. 

 

For better collaboration and coordination at all level, the project has established regional, national and 

local offices, which are called Regional Coordination Unit at (PCU), Project Management Unit at 

country level (PMU) and Local Management Unit (LMU) at provincial level (LMU), respectively.  
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

INTRODUCTION  

Authors: Dr. Vanessa Lamb, Dr. Carl Middleton, Rebecca Sofia Leonard and Dr. Nga Dao  

Agrarian Transformation in Southeast Asia  

Since the 1980s, Southeast Asia has rapidly urbanized, industrialized, and become ñless 

agrarianò.i There has been a shift from subsistence to larger-scale commercialized agriculture, and as 

rural livelihoods have diversified outside of agriculture, livelihoods and poverty are becoming 

transformed and partially delinked from the land and farming (Rigg 2003, 2006). This has prompted 

some to discount agrarian livelihoods in the modern context of urban and industrial societal 

transformation. Yet, instead, agrarian issues ï including access to land and the role of tens of millions 

of smallholder farmers ï remain key to understanding modern changes to labor and livelihoods, 

environmental change, and to poverty (Glassman 2012, Hall et al. 2011, Rigg and Vandergeest 2012).    

Rural land use has also been transformed beyond agricultural production alone, including 

conversion to land for tourism and conservation purposes and for industrial and urban development. 

Such transformations have contributed to the competition for ownership of and access to land. Across 

the region, accompanying increased demand for land has been the enclosure of the land frontier, which 

has been accomplished via land zoning, and other processes of exclusion.ii This has been seen, for 

example, in the creation of national parks and conservation areas that may end up restricting local 

peoplesô access to land and livelihood sources, and even displacing them from their traditional 

territories (Vandergeest and Peluso 1995, Peluso and Vandergeest 2001, Forsyth and Walker 2008). 

Taken together, this means that access to land is more difficult to secure, particularly for rural 

smallholders.  

These transformations to agriculture, to land, and land tenure have been heavily criticized by 

some scholars and activists as contributing to poverty and privileging profits over people. Simon 

Johnson, the International Monetary Fundôs former Chief Economist and professor of economics at 

MIT, for example, has recently argued that this is ñan undoing of a lot of the drivers of growth that we 

relied on for the last 20 yearsò (quoted in Leonard and Manahan 2011: 42). A recent Oxfam report on 

                                                           
i "Ù ȰÌÅÓÓ ÁÇÒÁÒÉÁÎȱ ×Å ÍÅÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ȬÄÅ-ÁÇÒÁÒÉÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÎ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ 
social transformation in agriculture where a country may rely less and less on agriculture in terms of its 
contribution as a proportion of total GDP, even as agriculture becomes more intensive and increases its 
economic value in absolute terms (Li 2014, Hall et al. 2011, Rigg and Vandergeest 2012).  
ii This process has been termed territorialization (Vandergeest and Peluso 1995) where land enclosure and 
control over land is accomplished by excluding residents, their governance practices, and livelihood 
ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÐÐÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÆÏÒÅÓÔȱȢ 
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emerging land insecurity across Asia, Latin America and Africa, similarly concludes that what we are 

witnessing is ñdevelopment in reverseò (Oxfam 2011: 3). 

With a focus on the Lower Mekong countries, this study considers the intersecting issues of 

land access, livelihoods, management of risk and poverty for men and women smallholder farmers, the 

land poor and the landless, and how these issues might be addressed in policy and practice. While 

there has recently been insightful analysis concerning land access, livelihoods, and global land 

insecurity, we know much less regarding specific mechanisms that keep rural agricultural smallholders 

and the landless or land poor struggling and it is these issues that we address within this report. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 This section introduces the reportôs conceptual framework. After outlining the overarching 

approach, we then introduce the details of the Powers of Exclusion framework. Following this, we map 

out our approach to gender, sustainable livelihoods, differentiation, and innovation and inclusive 

development with regard to land. We have also included an appendix to this section to define key 

concepts of the report. 

Overarching approach 

 We approach this research through a political ecology framework that begins with 

understanding rural peoplesô lives and livelihoods, their access to land and natural resources, and the 

implications of development and agrarian change for local resources users. This approach seeks to 

understand development processes ñfrom the bottom up,ò but at the same time maintains a focus on 

how these local processes are influenced by ï and influence ï development processes at multiple 

scales. We include in our approach consideration of top-down development plans, land policies, and 

the broader political economy of natural resources, and consider how these influence and are 

influenced by local actors. This is important because studies taking a conventional political economy 

approach tend to focus on structural processes such as states and established institutions, not rural 

resources users. Conversely, studies that focus solely on local issues, without acknowledgement of the 

links with broader issues, may fail to provide meaningful insight into broader land transformations. 

 In order to balance our approach and provide meaningful recommendations, a central part of 

our conceptual approach towards land and resource access is to understand ñlandò and land access as 

part of a broader constellation of food, water, and energy access issues (Allouche et al. 2014, Hoff 

2011). For instance, smallholder farmersô food and human security depends on land access but also 

can vary with access to water (including for irrigation) and to markets (De Schutter 2011). Changing 

global demands for food and energy is also incentivizing investments in large-scale projects such as 

hydropower dams, plantations, and biofuels that affect land access for agricultural smallholders. 
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 To develop our conceptual approach we draw on established frameworks in political ecology,iii 

and recent re-conceptualizations of how to better understand access to natural resources including 

Powers of Exclusion: Land Dilemmas in Southeast Asia (Hall, Hirsch, and Li 2011). By adopting a 

political ecology approach to land and resource access, the key questions that arise relate to processes 

of inclusion and exclusion, namely: who participates, who wins, and who loses in development? (See 

also: research questions in introduction to Section 2) 

To address these issues, in addition to work in the field of political ecology, we also consider 

insights from literature on land dispossession by international investors, as well as from studies on 

livelihood, food and human (in) security.iv This contributes to our understanding of land access and 

landlessness in the global context of land dispossession and its links with local livelihoods, food 

security, risk management and choices for livelihood and income (Borras et al. 2011).v  

We pay particular attention to the institutions and power relationships within them that matter in 

decisions about land, land access and development. Overall, in Southeast Asia there has been a shift 

from more flexible and overlapping to more rigid and clearly defined definitions of access to land (Hall 

et al. 2011). There has also been a shift in land tenure arrangements from those defined by kinship and 

locally constructed norms to those that are state-centered and formalized rules (Hall et al. 2011). These 

are shaped by a range of actors, including government (national level Ministries responsible for land 

management, their line agencies, and other local structures of government), the private sector (from 

local businesses, to large scale investors), various forms of civil society (NGOs, CBOs, media, and 

academia), international organizations (for example: FAO, ADB, World Bank), and smallholder farmers 

themselves. 

The main actors focused on in this report, however, are the rural land-poor, landless and 

smallholder agricultural farmers, both female and male, and the local contexts within which they engage 

other actors. Land access is also influenced by difference, and in this study we pay particular attention 

to gender difference. 

                                                           
iii 4ÈÉÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ×ÏÒË ÂÙ .ÁÎÃÙ 0ÅÌÕÓÏ ÏÎ ȰÁÃÃÅÓÓȱ ɉ0ÅÌÕÓÏ ΣΫΫΧȟ 0ÅÌÕÓÏ ÁÎÄ 6ÁÎÄÅÒÇÅÅÓÔ ΤΡΡΣȟ 2ÉÂÏÔ ÁÎÄ 
Peluso 2003, Peluso and Lund 2011). 
iv ,ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÌÁÎÄ ÇÒÁÂÂÉÎÇȱ ɉÅȢÇȢ "ÏÒÇÅÒ ΤΡΡΪȟ 
Borras and Franco 2010, Zommers 2010, McMichael 2012, Oxfam 2011, Leonard and Manahan 2011), 
although more recently there have been calls for more nuanced consideration of these processes (e.g. see 
Borras and Franco 2012, Borras et al. 2011, 2013, Baird 2014, Dao forthcoming, De Schutter 2011, Dwyer 2013). 
vWhile much of this work has focused on unjust land acquisition by foreign investors (i.e., Borger 2008), as 
Dao (forthcoming) argues there is a need for attention to the particular actors in land dispossession, not 
only from international drivers (see also: McMichael 2012, Zommers 2010, De Schutter 2011) but also how 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȭ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȢ  
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At a practical level, we consider Oxfamôs rights based approach to development (Oxfam 2014) 

and the principles of Innovation for Inclusive Development (see Dator-Bercilla et al. 2012).vi Together 

these tools highlight the agency and creativeness of local resource users (including smallholders, land-

poor, women and men farmers) to make change, and identify ways that supporters can help facilitate 

development and development policy in more sustainable and local-attuned ways. In the next section, 

we further detail how we build on the ñpowers of exclusionò framework.  

Powers of Exclusion 

The ñPowers of Exclusionò framework (Hall et al. 2011) seeks to identify the processes and 

powers that mediate who can access land, who is excluded, and through what mechanisms (i.e., how 

exclusion occurs). The approach synthesizes concepts from anthropology, sociology, political economy, 

political ecology, and draws on a large number of case studies in Southeast Asia. 

Hall et al. (2011) identify four principal powers of exclusion, namely:  

¶ Regulation that emphasizes the role of the state, legal instruments and zoning in setting 

conditions of access and use, and forms of ownership;  

¶ The market that works to permit or block access via land prices, that can also incentivize 

claims to ownership of land, and that at a global scale can stimulate demand for boom crops;  

¶ Force either actual or implicit, that can block land access legally through the sanctions 

associated with regulations, and illegally through intimidation or violence;  

¶ Legitimation that provides the normative justifications for land access and exclusion. 

The authors note that in practice the powers are intertwined. For example, the creation of a market in 

land, the rules of its operation and the form of economic activities associated with the land, beyond the 

market, also requires the powers of regulation, legitimation and force.  

The ñPowers of Exclusionò framework is also useful in that it considers that inclusion to land for 

some necessarily means exclusion from land for others, which the authors name as óexclusionôs double 

edgeô (Hall et al. 2011: 7-14). Crucially, those who have access to land ï whether community resource 

management areas, large-scale plantations, conservation zones or smallholder farmers ï will seek to 

exclude others. Land dilemmas thus often emerge given that many contentions over access to/ 

exclusion from land require decisions on outcomes which are essentially mutually exclusive. 

                                                           
vi See also: ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÏÎ Ȱ5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌÓ .ÅÔ×ÏÒË ÏÎ )ÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ )ÎÃÌÕÓÉÖÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ 
website (www.UNIID-SEA.net). 
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Hall et al. (2011) through systematic case studies examine how these forces act through six key land 

transformation processes in Southeast Asia, via the agency of a multi-scaled array of state, non-state 

and private sector actors, with diverse ï and often contradictory ï policies and agendas (Table 1). 

 

Types of exclusion Definition Example òpoweró 

Licensed exclusion State-led processes of land titling and other forms of 
land formalization, reform and allocation 

 

Power of Regulation  

Ambient exclusions Global environmentalism agendas promote forests for 
conservation 

 
Power of Legitimacy 

Volatile exclusions Land transformation resulting from the monoculture 
boom crops 

 
Power of (global) markets 

Post-agrarian land 
transformation 

Growth of peri-urban areas that place previous 
agricultural uses into competition with industrial, 
commercial and residential land uses 

 
Power of Market and 
Regulation 
 

Intimate exclusions ñEverydayò processes of land dispossession and 
accumulation in the village between villagers and within 
families 

 
Power of Legitimacy 
 

Counter-exclusions Large-scale collective mobilizations by existing land 
users defend their claims to land against the state and 
other outside actors 
 

 
Power of Legitimacy and 
Force 
 

 

TABLE 1: Types of Exclusion, adapted from Powers of Exclusion (Hall et al 2011). 

 

We build on the insights and typology of intersecting ñpowers of exclusionò both in our 

approach and specific methods to study access to land. This approach provides a sophisticated starting 

point to identify and understand different mechanisms (or processes) through which land access is 

formalized, restricted, or closed off. It also enables us to identify how communities and individuals 

respond, for instance, through livelihood adaptation or changes in tenure arrangements. The framework 

calls for a nuanced approach which does not only focus on exclusion as negative but understands that 

exclusion and access are related (óexclusionôs double edgeô), and that exclusion can also be positive, 

for example, when understanding community land management. We draw on the framework to aid in 

identifying the key trends across the region, in addition to more detailed case studies, in order to 

provide regional analysis and identify multi-scale actions. 

Overall, we aim to offer a close examination of some of the mechanisms of access and 

exclusion, changes or transformations to tenure, and land dispossession. We focus in particular on the 

implications in terms of the everyday lives of resources users. In doing so we recognize, for instance, 

that land is rarely ñgrabbedò in one quick process. Instead, there are complex and ongoing processes of 
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tenure transformations underway with evolving implications for land access and thus livelihoods. An 

examination of land tenure transformation over a range of time scales help us think about how local 

people adapt and make opportunities out of changes to land access (Borras and Franco 2010). 

We also expand on the original framework in several ways. The four powers listed above are 

not the only powers at work. For instance, Cherry (2012) proposes the power of information to describe 

how knowledge of policy and law, in addition to access to decision makers and the justice system, had 

contributed towards the outcome of a sugar cane concession land dispossession in Koh Kong 

Province, Cambodia (see Section 3, Case Study 1).  Of particular relevance to this report is how 

processes of exclusion are shaped by gender, which is given only limited consideration in Hall et al 

(2011) and thus this is expanded upon in the next section. We also expand below on how we 

incorporate sustainable livelihoods as part of our study, and how this framework might both provide 

policy insights to and benefit from the Innovation for Inclusive Development (IID) approach. 

 

Gender and Land 

Work in development studies and political ecology has demonstrated how it is essential to 

understand local resource access with regard to gendered rights and responsibilities. In her landmark 

work on this topic, Bina Agarwal argues that ñthe gender gap in the ownership and control of property is 

the single most critical contributor to the gender gap in economic well-being, social status and 

empowermentéIn primarily rural economiesé the most important property in question is arable 

landò(1994: 1455). 

Since Agrawalôs insights were published, increasing womenôs participation in decision-making 

(over natural resources and in development) has been identified as a particular challenge, even as 

these decisions may affect women resource users the most (Resurreccion and Elmhirst 2008, OôReilly 

et al 2009, Harris 2005, 2006, Cornwall 2003, Agarwal 2001, Agrawal and Gibson 1999, Schroeder 

1999, Rocheleau et al. 1996). Even with the best of intentions for full inclusion of ñwomenò as a group in 

development and participatory decision-making, depending on the specific context and responsibilities, 

an un-critical requirement for womenôs participation in conventional processes may actually serve to 

further marginalize and exclude women as a group (Schroeder 1999). At times, programs aimed at 

womenôs participation may actually increase the burden on women (Gururani 2002).  

Even with these insights over the past two decades, Jacuqes Diouf, former FAO Director-

General, argued that ñThe agriculture sector is underperforming in many developing countries, and one 

of the key reasons is that women do not have equal access to the resources and opportunities they 



 

 

 

 
7 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

need to be more productive.ò Those statements are backed up by numerous reports; most specifically 

the FAOôs own report ñClosing the Gender Gapò (2011). In addressing these issues conceptually and 

practically, Resurrection and Elmhirst (2008) identify that we need to address gender relations at 

multiple scales (i.e., in relation to global or regional trends, not only national or local governance), 

address how some policies and development work meant to empower women can pose additional 

problems or challenges (similar to Schroeder 1999 and Gururani 2002), and finally, that we need to pay 

attention to agency ï similar to Oxfamôs call for rightôs based development.  

There is no clear-cut solution to address gender inequality and each context requires particular 

strategies. General suggestions, as related to gender mainstreaming, include: eliminating the 

discrimination against women by the law, making agricultural policies and programs aware of the 

importance of gender in conceptualization, implementation and monitoring phases, and increasing 

womenôs participation in decision-making. This last point may be particularly significant in Southeast 

Asia. Consider, for example, that even in Thailand which recently saw a female Prime Minister, the 

number of women in government service has been less than 20 percent, and that no woman held the 

local executive positions of governor or district officer (Vichitranonda and Bhongsvej 2008: 55). 

Building from these insights, for this project we pay particular attention to understanding the local and 

regional gender dynamics of access to land. We do so in at least three ways: 

¶ Incorporate perspectives from male and female individuals/interviewees, and examine the 

differential access to land and livelihood opportunities and choices between: farmers (with 

land), the land-poor, and landless. 

¶ Examine the situation of gender as related to land access and ownership in each country 

study, providing direct link to the Powers of Exclusion framework. 

¶ Consider how consideration or understanding of gender difference could lead to better 

policy implementation. 

Access to land, natural resources, and (alternative) livelihoods 

Ellis defines a livelihood as ñThe activities, assets, and the access that jointly determine the 

living gained by an individual or householdò (1999, cited in Rigg 2007: 2).  A livelihoods perspective 

focuses attention on people and their agency in the face of economic, social, and political constraints 

(Rigg 2007). It emphasizes the local, in terms of local knowledge, experience, decision-making, and 

management, and emphasizes peoplesô participation (Chambers and Conway 1992; Chambers 1997).  

The most well-known approach to Sustainable Livelihoods is that developed by the UK governmentôs 

Department for International Development (DFID). Briefly, according to this framework, livelihood 
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strategies ï that respond to shocks and stresses ï result in livelihood outcomes through drawing on 

livelihood assets while by being shaped by institutional structures and policy processes (DFID 1999, 

see also: Chambers 1997, Chambers and Conway 1992, Scoones 1998, Scoones 2009).vii Land can be 

understood in this context as a type of asset or capital, access to which is mediated by institutions, 

policy processes, and social relations. In addition, our focus on livelihoods can provide insight the 

relation between access to land and the range of livelihoods options as related to difference, as well as 

the choices and strategies that the landless and land poor innovate over time to manage and adapt to 

change.  

 In our approach, a focus on livelihoods as related to access to land expands our conceptual 

framework and its usefulness because we focus not on land as an object, but as one part of the 

broader array of strategies for access (both access to land and beyond land). At present, villagers in 

Southeast Asia carry out a portfolio of livelihood activities; these livelihoods are increasingly diverse 

(Scoones 2009), and not always directly linked to land or farming (Rigg 2006). Consideration of diverse 

livelihoods as related to access can also help us understand the challenges for making a living (food 

and human security) and can reveal the complex ways that people value land and access to resources 

within a transforming region. 

Related to this livelihoods focus, we attend to difference or differentiation as related to 

agricultural activities, access, and exclusion. To approach agrarian differentiation, Hart et al. (1989; see 

also: Bernstein and Byres 2001) argue that it must be understood as a historical-geographical process 

influenced by economic, political, and cultural forces particular to a society and thus may evolve in 

ways across different contexts. Given the variation across LMB  

Welcome countries, we recognize that differentiation tends to follow different paths and that analysis of 

rural differentiation must be flexible, and not tied to a rigid paradigm (Hart et al. 1989).  

Understanding gender is an important part of understanding differentiation. According to Leach 

ñWomenôs and menôs interests and opportunities are sometimes shared, sometimes complementary, 

and sometimes conflicting. Relations of power and authority, negotiation and bargaining, and the wider 

social relations in which ódecisionsô about land and trees are embedded therefore become crucial 

aspects of resource managementò (1991:19; cited in Li, 1993). 

                                                           
vii Livelihoods assets are formed of five types of capital: human, natural, physical, social and financial. 
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Innovation and Inclusive Development (IID), and Land 

Innovation for Inclusive Development (IID) has been promoted by a range of development 

thinkers as a means to community empowerment, improving economic opportunity, and an end in 

terms of improving overall.viii We build on experience in IID in Southeast Asia, such as insights from the 

Bottom of the Pyramid project (Dator-Bercilla et al. 2012). This initiative identified the importance of 

institutional, social, and appropriate technological innovation, including in agriculture, health, sanitation, 

and decentralized energy, to pursue pathways out of poverty.  

As an approach that incorporates both development principles and a policy perspective, IID is of 

relevance to smallholder farmers and access to land. It is relevant both in terms of seeking inclusive 

national and local institutions that govern land tenure and land access, and in terms of promoting 

appropriate social and technological approaches to agriculture, for example, System of Rice 

Intensification (SRI). We build on the ways that IID highlights the agency and creativeness of local 

resource users (including smallholders, land-poor, women and men farmers) to make change, and 

identify ways that supporters can help facilitate development and development policy in more 

sustainable and local-attuned ways. 

Summary 

The reportôs framework brings insights from critical studies on gender, IID, and livelihoods to 

link with work in political ecology with a focus on land access and exclusion. Through this framework 

we combine rigorous academic study and work that emphasizes policy links with environment and 

development issues to produce policy recommendations at multiple levels (local, national, and 

regional).  

Defining key concepts 

Access  

¶ Access can be understood as ñthe ability to derive beneýts from thingsò (Ribot and Peluso 

2003: 155). Ribot and Peluso (2003) highlight that a right to access does not guarantee access 

if users cannot access their rights. 

¶ Work in political ecology has centered on who does (and does not) have access to natural 

resources (Ribot and Peluso 2003, Rocheleau and Roth 2007, Hall, Hirsch, and Li 2013), but 

also important is access to infrastructure, information, and institutions. 

 
                                                           
viii We draw on the work of Kaplinski (2010), Gupta et al (2003), and Fressoli et al. (2011), as mapped by 
Romero (2014). 
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Exclusion 

¶ Conventionally, exclusion refers to the lack of access to land or the process through which 

individuals or groups are denied access. Following Hall et al (2011: 4-6) we consider exclusion 

to be ña necessary feature of every type of land use and tenurial arrangementò (Hall et al 2011: 

8). Exclusion is an integral component of access, exclusion is inherent in making claims to 

access or asserting to rights to land.  

 

Food security 

¶ The World Food Summit of 1996 defined food security as existing ñwhen all people at all times 

have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active lifeò (FAO 

1996). This includes access both physically and economically. The concept of food security, 

however, has been contested, for example by the Food Sovereignty movement (Patel, 2009), 

on the basis that the definition can justify the displacement of smallholders from agriculture to 

other sources of income that can be more risky.  

 

Gender  

¶ Attention to gender does not only refer to a focus on women, but gender is a social relationship 

between men and women, emphasizing not simply biological characteristics but social and 

political contexts.  

¶ In this study, we approach gender as related to natural resource access, specifically how 

gender as an identity can exclude, preclude or facilitate difference in terms of resource access.  

 

Human Security 

¶ Originally promoted in the 1994 UNDP Human Development Report, Human Security was 

understood to be based on a human rights perspective to development which takes food, 

economic, health, personal, environmental and political security to be integral to promoting 

development (UNDP 1994). Human Security incorporates human rights-based approaches, 

and Amyata Senôs capacities and capabilities approach (Ogata and Sen 2003).  

 

Innovation for Inclusive Development (IID):  

¶ Refers to ñinnovation that reduces poverty and enables as many groups of people, especially 

the poor and vulnerable, to participate in decision-making, to create and actualize 

opportunities, and to share the benefits of developmentò (Romero 2014). 
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Livelihoods 

¶ As related to the sustainable livelihoods approach, Ellis defines a livelihood as ñThe activities, 

assets, and the access that jointly determine the living gained by an individual or householdò 

(1999, cited in Rigg 2007: 2; see also: Chambers and Conway 1992: 7-8). 

 

Land poor, landless, and smallholder 

¶ There is no definitive definition of a smallholder farmer, and characteristics of this group do 

not relate to farm size alone given the range of crops that may be grown, and the contexts of 

agricultural production. The most typical farm size, however, is 2 hectares or less (Thapa 

2009). The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI, 2005: 13) identifies the following traits: produce 

relatively small volumes of produce on relatively small plots of land; may produce an export 

commodity as a main livelihood activity or as part of a portfolio of livelihood activities; are 

generally less well-resourced than commercial-scale farmers; are usually considered as part of 

the informal economy (may not be registered, tend to be excluded from aspects of labor 

legislation, have limited records); may be men or women; may depend on family labor, but may 

hire significant numbers of workers; are often vulnerable in supply chains.  

¶ As a working definition, land poor farmers would be considered to own a similar or lesser 

amount of land as compared with small holders, but they hold land of insufficient size or quality 

to even meet their and their familyôs basic subsistence needs. Landless farmers may be 

farmers who do not hold land, and who are sharecroppers, or individuals who formerly owned 

and farmed land. 

 

Land tenure 

¶ The FAO defines land tenure as ñthe relationship, whether legally or customarily defined, 

among people, as individuals or groups, with respect to landò (FAO 2002:7).  
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SECTION 2: DESK STUDIES AND REGIONAL TRENDS 

 

This report provides a review of current academic and grey literatures, news and NGO reports 

on land issues for the Lower Mekong Basin countries of Thailand, Lao PDR, Vietnam, and Cambodia.   

It includes an assessment of the current land policies, distribution of land, uses of land, and trends in 

land use changes, together with a survey of conflicts and enduring questions.   

Each country study focuses on the following questions: 

1) What are key problems/challenges of access to agricultural land facing the land poor, landless, 

and smallholder male and female farmers in terms of existing policies and their 

implementation? 

2) How and to what extent do the identified challenges/problems affect the decisions and choices 

of the research groups in attaining food security, sustainable livelihoods and wellbeing? Is 

there besides a socio-economic also an environmental impact? 

3) How pro-poor and gender sensitive are the land policies in the 4 countries in the LMB region? 

4) How to minimize (the potential) negative impact of current policies and practices on food 

security, sustainable livelihood and wellbeing of land-poor, landless and smallholder 

male/female farmers? 

5) What can be done in terms of land policy formulation and implementation to assure food 

security, sustainable livelihood and choices for attaining wellbeing of the research groups? 

Through these four country studies, the authors also present a context for understanding land access 

and change over time.  Particular attention is paid to issues of inclusion and exclusion as outlined in the 

conceptual framework. 
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THAILAND COUNTRY STUDY: REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE 

Lead Author: Vanessa Lamb 

Introduction: What is the situation of land use and land access for rural farmers and rural poor 

in Thailand? 

Thailand is both considered a successful model for land titling, and critiqued for its failures of 

natural resource governance. On the one hand, Thailand has been touted as better positioned than the 

neighboring Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) countries addressed in this report (Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam) 

with regard to land access across target groups,i with a greater number of smallholders, a successful 

land titling program, and falling rural poverty alongside increased food security1 (see also, Table 1: 

Overall Statistics). However, interrogating the specifics of Thailandôs land programs and policies 

reveals gaps and opportunities for further advocacy and development, particularly with regard to 

gender,2 governance, and rule of law.  

One complicating factor in understanding the rural poor in Thailand is that national statistics 

can be misleading. With an increasingly wealthy middle class shaping the countryôs statistical 

measures,3 at a national level there is a perception that Thailandôs rural poor are better off. While this 

may be the case in some instances, the key to genuinely understanding this situation is to recognize 

that there is great income inequality/disparity in the country (See Table 1: GINI coefficient, Thailand 

listed as top 40 most unequal in the world), and this means that national statistics and averages do not 

represent the situation of the poorest. Further work, in both policy and research, is needed to better 

understand this situation.  

The current political situation also threatens community rights and livelihood security. It is 

difficult to discern how or if some gains in community rights to land and water will be maintained and 

upheld during or after rule by military government, as many of these rights were not enshrined in law 

but in a constitution which was invalidated by the military coup dô®tat in May 2014. 

Section 1.2: Thailandõs Population, Geography, and Land Use 

In recent decades, Thailand has deagrarianized, which means that agriculture has declined as 

percentage of the GDP and as a focus of government priorities. Even so, the actual number of people 

relying on agriculture for their livelihood has increased. Even with industrialization and rural-to-urban 

                                                           
i Approximately 10% of farming households are landless, and 17% hold less than 0.8 hectares. Twenty 
percent of farm households hold between 0.8 and 1.6 hectares, and 52% hold over 1.6 hectares (ALRO 
2006).  
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migration, the majority of Thailandôs population4 still lives in rural areas.ii The countryôs agricultural land 

is significant, constituting 41 percent of total land area, with 50 percent of cropland under rice cultivation 

and 28 percent of cropland irrigated.5 In general, Thailand is dependent on exports,iii with the main 

agricultural exports identified as rice, rubber, sugar, and cassava.iv  

Table 1: National Statistics 

1. Total Number of landholders 5.79 million 

2. Women landholder 1.59 million 

3. Female headed households Data n/a 

4. Women as % of rural population 50.3 

5. GINI index (income inequality 2009) 53.6  

5. Rural poor 90% of poor live in rural areas  

 

The Bank of Thailand recently declared ñRising Household debt a concern.ò6 The National 

Statistics Office 2007 Household Socioeconomic Survey indicates that 63 percent of Thai households 

are indebted, with tenant farmers having higher average debt than landowning farmers.7 Activists and 

academics are split on the significance of this indebtedness; some have linked the countryôs export 

focus with increasing debt that limits farmerôs livelihood options, while others identify increased access 

to credit (and thus, debt) as a path to the expanding middle-class.v  

Across Thailand, land use and access varies. With an estimated 7.5 million farming 

households, the largest farms are located in the Central region (average 4.6 ha), and the smallest in the 

North and Northeast (average of 3.3 ha). Thailandôs Northeast faces challenges with irrigation; only 

eight percent of the area is irrigated (92 percent is rain-fed or partially irrigated), and the groundwater 

has saline content, making it less suitable for agriculture.8 

Section 2: Land policies and legislation 

Thailand boasts a greater number of smallholders than other countries in the region, but 

scholars have not been able to pinpoint one specific cause. Some have speculated that the countryôs 

                                                           
ii Sixty-ÓÅÖÅÎ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ 4ÈÁÉÌÁÎÄȬÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÌÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÅÁÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÐÐÒÏØÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ ΣΡϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ 
below the poverty line (USAID 2011).  
iii Exports of goods and services was 75% (as % of GDP) in 2012, see: 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.EXP.GNFS.ZS/countries/TH? display=default 
iv Main exports are listed in FAO 2011: 
http://faostat.fao.org/desktopdefault.aspx?pageid=342&lang=en&country=216 
v Walker points out that these debt levels are not incomparable with other countries, and that in fact, the 
group with the greatest average debt was professional/technical/admin workers with 367,000, but at only 
33% of income. See: http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/2010/10/12/how-much-of-a-burden-is-rural-
debt-in-thailand/ and http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/2006/06/25/can-rural-people-be-trusted-
with-debt/ 

http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/2010/10/12/how-much-of-a-burden-is-rural-debt-in-thailand/
http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/2010/10/12/how-much-of-a-burden-is-rural-debt-in-thailand/
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rural farmers have taken advantage of opportunities and benefitted from rather idiosyncratic land 

policies9 which are drawn out below. In addition, long-term struggles over forests and forest lands have 

seen gains for farmers in terms of land access, but legal support and secure titles for these areas 

remain mostly elusive; the latest iteration of legalizing communal land as a ñcommunity land titleò leaves 

much to be desired. This short section provides a brief overview of key pieces of land legislation, and a 

short history of Thailandôs much-touted land titling program.  

While the 2007 Constitution included several important articles guaranteeing community rights 

and participation in decisions about large development projects, at present that constitution has been 

suspended and will not be discussed in detail here. The current situation does provide an opportunity 

for reflection on the rule of law and the situation of land title and land access in Thailand. 

Fundamental to Thailandôs current land policy is the extended history of land titling, which has 

seen incremental changes to land laws carried out more or less contiguously over more than 150 years. 

Until the 19th century, Thailand (then Siam) was built more upon the control and accounting of people 

rather than land.10 The first land titles were allocated as early as 1882 around Bangkok;11 setting the 

stage for a concentration of land ownership in lowland, rice producing areas around the capital, a 

condition which continues into the present. 

The 1954 Land Code, still the main piece of land legislation today, established a graduated 

system of title, from utilization certificates to full private title (see Table 2: Land Title and Use Table). 

Utilization certificates expire if the land is not ñused,ò and were meant to encourage people to use the 

land productively (namely for agriculture), and also meant to discourage large-scale speculation by 

limiting per person land holding to 50 rai (roughly 8 ha).vi 

The 1941 Forest Act declared all untitled land to be forest land, i.e. state land. At that time, 

plenty of un-titled lands had already been converted to agriculture, but those lands were retroactively 

declared ñforest.ò In addition, from the 1960s onwards, National Parks and other protected areas have 

been delineated over these forest lands, but have also been known to include many areas not 

considered forested lands.  

Together these moves to classify ñforestò had the effect of bringing large swathes of land under 

state control.12 The land rights for rural farmers and the exclusion of many from land access continues 

to be an enduring issue; even today, land classified as ñforest landò comprises approximately 37 

                                                           
vi While the 50 rai ceiling was cited in the land code, the enforcement of this clause was to be deferred by 7 
years. Then in 1960 it was repealed by coup leader General Sarit, announcement number 49 (Samnieng 
2013, Kaosa-ard et al 2013). 
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percent of total land.13 While numbers are always contested, general estimates suggest there are 

500,000 families living on forest land today.14  

The 1970s, a politically turbulent time in Thailand, saw the passage of the Agricultural Land 

Reform Act. This Act was the product of struggle by a broad-based peasant movement, including 

peasants particularly from north and northeast, many of whom died during this struggle.15 The 1975 Act 

was meant to address several issues in the 1954 Land Code, including closing a loophole on per 

household restrictions on land holdings, and more generally to address high levels of tenancy and 

encroachments on public lands, including forest lands expanded during the 1960s. In a move meant to 

support landless or land-poor households, the Act allowed tenants the opportunity to lease or purchase 

land that they had already cleared/cultivated. It also created the Agricultural Land Reform Office 

(ALRO) in the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives to implement reforms, but this agency did not 

prove to be effective enough to achieve its goals.16  

The military dictatorship resulting from the 1976 coup did not demonstrate an interest in 

pursuing land reform. Due to the limited space in that political climate, the ALRO began the task of 

regularizing land use in state forest areas rather than implementing a redistribution of private land 

holdings.vii During this period, in Thailandôs North and Northeast regions some elite families were able 

to amass land intended to have been allocated to the rural poor and landless.17 

By the 1980s, there was a demonstrated need for more effective land administration. In 1983, 

the Land Development Act was passed in order to facilitate and provide information for better land use 

planning, with the intention of improving agricultural land utilization and productivity. The act created the 

Land Development Committee to implement these plans. 

A World Bank land titling program began in 1984 and was based on an arrangement between 

the World Bank, AusAID, and Land Equity International (LEI), a private contractor.18 This program has 

continued over roughly 2 decades and has served as a model across the global south.viii Working 

through and expanding the Department of Lands (DoL), which had not been able to meet demand for 

                                                           
viiA 2005 report suggest that only 25,400 farmers have been granted land reform parcel certificates (ALRO 
4-01). This is very few compared to the estimated 500,000 households in rural areas estimated to be 
landless. 
viii The program was awarded a World Bank Award for Excellence in 1997. The model saw the World Bank 
provide loans to support title implementation, while AusAid provided funding for technical assistance, with 
ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ,%)Ȣ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍ ×ÁÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭÓ 4ÏÒÒÅÎÓ ÌÁÎÄ ÒÅÇÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȟ ÁÎÄ 
starting in 1997, a similar program was begun in Laos. 



 

 

 

 
21 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

titles in the 1960s-1970s, the program has focused on promoting private land title both to enable a 

market for the sale of land and to support rural credit.ix  

This program has also been subject to a number of important critiques. The program has been 

criticized for its lack of attention to genderðprivileging men as heads of household (even as land had 

been traditionally passed through matrilineal lines)ðand for a failure to understand, in concept and in 

implementation, that land titling is not only a technical process (focused on technical means such as 

cadastral surveys and mapping),19 but also social and political.  

The land market, and a correspondingly massive increase in borrowing that has been built on 

land created though the program, has also been linked to the proliferation of non-performing loans and 

to the 1997 financial crisis.20 Monitoring and evaluation of impacts on the poor and rural smallholders, 

key to understanding the effect of such a titling program, were not carried out by the World Bank or the 

DoL. The story of the programôs ñsuccessò is one of overall numbers of titles allocated, not of what 

groups have seen their circumstances improve as a result of its operation. 

More broadly, experiences with land titling in Thailand speak to debates concerning the 

benefits and costs of private title. For instance, titling can make land easier to sell and to use as 

collateral, changes that contribute either to meeting the needs of the rural poor or to intensifying the 

poorôs vulnerability, the latter argument stemming from the likelihood that the land will be sold to 

wealthier individuals, rather than seeing the under-resourced landowner invest in it over the long term.21 

These debates have contributed momentum to post-title tenure discussions, and to recent moves in 

Thailand to recognize communal land, as has occurred through community forest title and community 

land title. 

The Community Land Title (CLT) cabinet resolution was issued on 11 May 2010.x However, it 

has faced challenges for implementation, with only a handful (3-4) of CLTôs awarded through a new 

Community Land Office established in 2010 in the Prime Ministerôs Office. CLT has received mixed 

responses from government officials and from activists, and even though they are referred to as ñtitles,ò 

because they originate in a cabinet resolution the issued documents are not necessarily legally 

recognized as land titles. For instance, Thailandôs Ministry of Environment and other agencies have 

come out against the program.22 There is also confusion regarding what land is eligible for community 

                                                           
ix For a more comprehensive overview of this program, please see Leonard and Kingkorn (2005) and Hall et 
al (2012, Chapter 2). 
x Earlier Community Forest (CF) legislation had been passed by parliament, but was determined to 
contradict other legislation by the Administrative court in 2008 and was not proclaimed as law. 
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title.xi Exclusion of certain lands from title, particularly communities living in national parks in Thailand, 

has also been linked to problems in earlier land titling programs; the result is the exclusion of a large 

number of rural poor, particularly ethnic minorities, from the titling process. Ethnic minorities in Thailand 

(also referred to as ñhill tribesò) face a number of obstacles in accessing land and land titles, including 

not being recognized as part of Thailand or as Thai citizens, generating problems when people must 

deal with government officers.  

While CLT has been heralded as ña milestone for landless farmers,ò 23 there have also been 

substantial critiques. Even activists who support community and indigenous rights to land have been 

critical of this legislation and its potential to help the rural landless and land-poor. This criticism stems 

mainly from the type of title allocated and the limits it places on what is acceptable use, but critiques 

have also been raised regarding whether or not community land title helps landless or poor farmers get 

out of poverty. In addition, the CLT is issued to one individual who stands as representative of the 

community. While this program has only been put into practice recently, similar questions raised about 

private title, gender and representation need to be considered. There are also questions about the 

ability of recipient communities to maintain these ñtitlesò since they were not obtained through a process 

passed by parliament, but were implemented by a cabinet resolution which could be undone.  

Table 2: Land Title and Use Table 

 
Land Use Category 

 

 
Explanation 

 
Legislation, Agency 

 
Issued to 

 
STK1 or SK1 

 
Right to farm in the forest, need 
proof of pre-1954 land use 

 
1964 Land Code, 
Department of Land 
(DoL) 

 
Head of household 

 
NS2 

 
Granted on condition of use, 
ñreservation licenseò  

 
1964 Land Code, DoL 

 
Head of household 

 
NS3 

 
Granted on condition of use, can 
be used as collateral. 

 
1964 Land Code, DoL 

 
Head of household 

 
NS4 (chanot) 

 
Full title, private ownership and 
transferable 

 
1964 Land Code, DoL 

 
Head of household 

 
Community Forest 

Land use documents (not land 
title) for communities to manage 
community forest land, non-
saleable. 

Community Forest Bill 
passed by upper (2002) 
and lower houses 
(2000), not proclaimed 
as law. 
 

Unclear, not 
implemented but 
likely community 
representative 

                                                           
xi Community titles can be issued in forest area, as long as it is national reserve forest. They cannot be 
issued in the conservation areas, such as national parks and wildlife sanctuaries. 



 

 

 

 
23 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

 
Community Land 
Title 

Land use documents issued to 
one person on behalf entire 
community for use/management 
of state lands, not formally 
saleable but can be used as 
collateral. 

2010 Community Land 
Title Deeds Act, new 
Community Land Office 
through PMOôs office. 

Community 
representative 
(Juristic person)  

In addition to above, land title documents can also be issued by other government departments, such 
as the Department of Agricultureõs land reform certificates (ALRO 4-01). 
 

 

Section 3: Key challenges for rural land-poor, landless, and smallholder farmers, as related to 

the existing land policies  

Conflicts over what constitutes ñforest landò compared with ñagricultural landò have been a 

flashpoint and rallying point over the past several decades in Thailand, and remain a key challenge for 

livelihoods and land security. A recent example that illustrates this well is from Buri Ram district (of 

same province) in the Northeast, where between 700-1000 residents were evicted in July 2014 from 

land in the Dongyai Wildlife Sanctuary. These residents had held land use permits (SK1) for more than 

4 decades.xii,24 In the aftermath of the expulsions, a Bangkok Post editorial commented on the 

consistency of this kind of eviction, noting that ñthis happens every week in Thailand.ò25 

This case speaks to an enduring issue for land and livelihoods security for rural poor in 

Thailand: rule of law. Intimidation and use of force against villagers and the press have been reported; 

as recounted in a recent article, ñThe battle é seems heavily lopsided. Soldiers wield the power of 

martial law, while many of those evicted appear too scared to talk.ò26  

This case is also exemplary of the challenges faced by the rural poor in navigating and 

maintaining customary overlapping and multiple land uses, and the inability of the state to recognize 

such claims (although see Section 5 in regard to gains in these areas made through civil society 

organizing). 

In addition, a key challenge for rural poor in Thailand is access to infrastructure as a means to 

adequately access natural resources, such as water resources for irrigation, which are crucial in making 

most agricultural land productive. The country has increasingly allowed the privatization of water 

sources with IMF and WB support,27 and water resources more generally are considered to be ñpoorly 

managed, unevenly distributed and increasingly polluted.ò28  

                                                           
xiiWhile the army is limiting the news available on this case, updates on this case are being posted at the 
Asian Human Rights Commission, Human Rights Watch, and Assembly of the Poor Facebook page. 
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Climate change impacts, particularly on water, are of increasing concern for agricultural 

producers. The anticipated impacts of climate change were on display in Thailand in 2010, a year that 

saw both record flooding and drought. xiii The 2010 drought alone negatively affected at least 7.6 million 

people in 59 provinces.xiv,29 With rice as a key agricultural crop for both domestic consumption and 

export, the Thai governmentôs action plan on global warming has attempted to address climate 

challenges with the promotion of GMO rice varieties. However, as many farmers cannot afford these 

seeds, alternative adaptation practices must also be considered. Cases of local experimentation with 

such adaptation methods are ongoing,30 and can potentially include system of rice intensification (SRI) 

trainingxv and enhancing broadly-based awareness that climate change is an issue for both the rural 

and urban population. 

Finally, while foreign investment in land and agriculture has been a key issue in other LMB 

countries, the scale of foreign direct investment and international investment in agriculture in Thailand 

is relatively small compared to other sectors, is mostly focused on food processing and is mainly for 

export.31 This can be linked to the protections afforded to smallholders by land laws, as well as to the 

Foreign Business Act, which places constraints on the participation of foreign investors in primary 

agricultural production. However, there are concerns about the role of foreign investment in financing 

mega-development projects, such as large dams and mining, which displace people from their lands 

and significantly alter land tenure arrangements as well as livelihoods and natural resource access. 

Section 4: Gaps in gender equitable land policies and key challenges for women farmers in 

Thailand.  

While Thailand has made gains in poverty reduction and made several legislative attempts to 

address landlessness and the conditions of the land-poor, there remain key challenges related to 

gender remain and several gaps in our knowledge about the relationship between gender and land 

access. 

In land titling, ñhead of householdò is used in Thailandôs land title documents, which has 

privileged men even as land has been traditionally passed on via matrilineal succession. In fact, this 

head of household problem has gone beyond the land titling schemes. In compensation programs, 

                                                           
xiii 4ÈÅ )0## ΦÔÈ !ÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ ÈÁÓ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÐÏÏÒ ×ÈÏ ÌÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÏ×ÅÒ -ÅËÏÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ 
and are dependent on fisheries as their major livelihood, along with those living in coastal areas who are 
likely to suffer heavy losses without appropriaÔÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎȢȱ ɉ)0## ΤΡΡΩȟ 10.4.6.6) 
xiv For instance, from 1989-2002, it was estimated that Thailand incurred over $1.75 billion in losses related 
to floods, droughts, and storms with the majority of losses from crop yields, est. $1.25 billion (ADB 2009). 
xv On SRI in Thailand, see: http://sri.ciifad.cornell.edu/countries/thailand/index.html 
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such as around large development projects like the infamous Pak Mun hydropower dam, head of 

household was also used to dispense compensation for lost land and fishing livelihoods.xvi  

This relates to a more widespread lack of recognition of more complex customary landholding 

practices that recognize the rights of multiple resource users, men and women, over one plot of land.32 

While this lack of recognition affects rural resources and access to land across all target groups, it has 

been particularly detrimental to the status of women because it removes them as named actors not only 

in land title but also in compensation for their livelihoods, future land titles, and access to credit.33 

In addition, with Thailandôs high rates of internal migration for work and increasingly diversified 

livelihood portfolios, there is a need for additional research to understand changing dynamics of 

migration and land access in regard to gender.34 The research that is available points to an increase in 

female migration domestically, from rural areas to urban centers.35 While national and global statistics 

point to links between vulnerability and gender, detailed studies note variation across contexts and 

have pointed to the ways that women in Thailand have increasingly and creatively sought out non-farm 

strategies,36 the manner in which female-headed households may react differently to shocks,37 and 

how, more generally, understandings of gender and livelihoods need to also confront the role of 

ethnicity, citizenship, and belonging.38 More research is needed. 

Section 5: Broad-based civil society responses and strategies in Thailand, links made across 

the region 

Beginning as early as the 1970s, Thai civil society and the Thai peasant movement have been 

extremely active on land issues. There is not space to detail all the work that has been accomplished, 

and this section will briefly touch instead on some key responses and gains achieved.39 

Thailand is perhaps unique in that in contrast with other countries across Southeast Asia, there 

has been a broad-based land movement for decades. This has included mobilizing work with the 

National Peasants Federation (NPF) on land reform and land distribution in the 1970s, a broad based 

movement related to natural resources and livelihoods called the Assembly of the Poor,40 and since 

2010, ñP-Moveò (People Move) has been organizing across Thailand on issues of poverty, natural 

resource access, and broad issues of social justice.  

The Community Forest Movement (CFM) xvii is a good illustration of this continued history of 

mobilization around land and natural resource issues in Thailand. Key strategies used in this movement 

                                                           
xvi In addition to gender, this policy has been problematic for a number of reasons, such as the narrow 
ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÌÉÖÅÌÉÈÏÏÄȱ ɉ&ÏÒÁÎ ÁÎÄ -ÁÎÏÒÏÍ ΤΡΡΫɊȢ 
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have included appeals to a broad base across Thailandðactivists and rural villagers, but also the Thai 

middle class, academics, and politicians. Increased awareness of forest/people issues, as evidenced in 

recent government legislation, provides evidence of the movementôs successes. 

Critiques of broad-based movements like the CFM have observed that those who are most 

poor are left out of organizing, because they cannot participate in mobilizations and are not at home 

during the day to attend meetings. This has affected those in ethnic areas or ñforestò areas, and poses 

the challenge of envisioning how the movements could be more participatory.41  

Since 2008, organizations within the Thailand Land Reform Network have been organizing 

around the ñFour laws for the poorò campaign. The aim of this campaign is the concurrent passage of 

four pieces of legislation aimed at securing more complete land reform and land rights. Some of these 

bills (i.e. the CLT bill) are already drafted and have been through multi-level consultations. xviii Thai Land 

Watch explains that ñEach of these have been proposed and negotiated for individually and each of the 

three has gained some legal status, but [they have] not been able to be implemented due to various 

bureaucratic delays and factions of political opposition.ò  

Under the military government (since May 2014), multiple civil society groups and journalists 

have expressed concern that working on land issues outside of Thailand is easier at present than 

working domestically.xix Links are being made with other countries in the region, as seen in examples 

from Cambodia and Burma (Myanmar) where rural people affected by development projects in those 

countries have made appeals to the National Human Rights Commission of Thailand.xx  

                                                                                                                                                                                    
xvii Since the 1980s CFM has brought together communities from across the nation to discuss and advocate 

for legislation to allow for community management of forestland (Laungaramsri 2001, Watershed June 

2004). CFM drew on broad based support in the 1970s-1980s for the logging ban in Thailand, which was 

passed in 1989 (Rajesh 2005). It also built on, for instance, both the work of the NPF and reactions in the 

Northeast of Thailand to the military-led evictions of the Khor Jor Kor project. The KJK project ran from 

1990-1992 ÁÎÄ ÁÉÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÌÁÎÄ ÕÓÅ ÉÎ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ 4ÈÁÉÌÁÎÄȭÓ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ &ÏÒÅÓÔ 2ÅÓÅÒÖÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ 

forcibly evicted and resettled forest communities, and saw, instead, plantations developed in these areas 

(Watershed 2004, Pye 2005). 
xviii The campaign is targeting the concurrent passage of the Land Bank, Progressive Land Tax, and Justice 
Fund bills. http://www.landwatchthai.com/index.php/en/4-laws-for-poor-campaign 
xix 4ÈÅ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ×ÁÔÃÈÄÏÇ &ÒÅÅÄÏÍ (ÏÕÓÅ ÒÁÔÅÓ ÐÒÅÓÓ ÉÎ 4ÈÁÉÌÁÎÄ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÓ Ȱ.ÏÔ ÆÒÅÅȱ 
http://www.fr eedomhouse.org/country/thailand#.U-pKwfldUWc   
xx For example, in the case of Koh Kong economic land concession for sugar in Cambodia and in the case of 
Dawei industrial development in Burma/Myanmar appeals have been made to the T-NHRC, mostly based 
on the role of Thai investors in these projects. See: http://www.nhrc.or.th/en/ 
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Thai civil society groups are also organizing at the regional level. The 2014 ASEAN Peopleôs 

Forum saw over 3,000 participants, with much of its focus devoted to environment and natural resource 

issues.xxi 

Section 6: What opportunities exist in policy and in practice to improve conditions for rural 

land-poor, landless, and smallholder farmers?  

In sum, key gaps and opportunities identified from this country study include: 

1. Increased tenure security remains to be secured as part of post land title programing, with 

particular focus on forest lands.42 While there is a successful history of land rights certificates 

being issued, work is needed to continue to ensure that these land rights are maintained legally 

and politically.   

2. Campaigning and awareness raising is needed to address the limitations on land access and 

land rights for women, which have put extraordinary burdens on women in terms of work load 

and food security. One small step would be to formally change ñhead of householdò to list both 

partner names for land titles and for compensation and resettlement schemes.  In addition, 

extensive research and community consultation on traditional community land management in 

Thailand should be carried out. Limited analyses have been made of the value of traditional 

and modern community land rights systems in Thailand in terms of livelihood security, 

community integration and sustainable land use. Such research would address this gap and 

could make recommendations for future land policy.xxii  

3. There is a need for training of government officers (local, provincial, national) in terms of 

gender sensitivity, human rights, and diversity.  The implementation of the land titling system 

has been linked to male-centric implementation and a property rights system that has excluded 

famers in who happened to be on land declared as forest. This has disadvantaged not only 

women, but also excluded ethnic minorities practicing upland agriculture. 

4. Support is needed for campaigns that advocate the Thai government (multiple levels) and civil 

society to prioritize working together to discuss and strategize ways to address key challenges. 

There is also a need for understanding and knowledge-sharing of adaptation strategies for 

smallholders and small-scale agriculturalists.  

5. The current political situation highlights the importance of rule of law for the improvement of 

land title and land access in Thailand. While the significance of the countryôs constitution is not 

                                                           
xxi http://aseanpeople.org/ 
xxii Part of the failure to support community based natural resource management has posed a major threat 
to the role and position of women in agricultural communities in Thailand. As noted, in many parts of 
Thailand land ownership had been passed on through a matrilineal system.   



 

 

 

 
28 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

to be dismissed, in a political and judicial environment that allows its suspension, the 

constitution may not be the best way to guarantee rights to participation and natural resources 

access. We recommend supporting civil society to discuss and recommend future pathways for 

organizing around land and natural resource access, a task which is becoming increasingly 

transboundary. This may present opportunities to support regional networks as well as links 

with international organizations. 

Conclusions 

 

With Thailandôs successes in land titling and poverty reduction also come critiques. Review of 

Thailandôs land programs and policies reveal gaps and opportunities for further advocacy, particularly 

with regard to support for smallholdersô post-land title or farmers on land declared as forest; challenges 

for women and land access in fluctuating contexts; in addition to shortcomings in governance and rule 

of law.  
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LAO PDR COUNTRY STUDY: REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE 

Lead Author: Rebeca Leonard 

Introduction: What is the situation of land use and land access for rural farmers and rural poor 

in Lao PDR? 

 

Agriculture, particularly rice cultivation, is an essential part of the Laos economy and everyday 

life. Approximately three quarters of households in Lao PDR are engaged in farming. As the country is 

largely mountainous, the area available for agriculture is limitedi and the average agricultural 

landholding in rural areas is relatively small (see Table 1: Farming households in Lao PDR).1 While the 

majority currently engaged in farming have access to their own land, an estimated 15 percent of rural 

households are landless. Half of these households engage in sharecropping or renting land, and about 

two-thirds live below the poverty line.2 In addition, rural women play an important role in agriculture; for 

instance, women contribute 50ï70 percent of household labor in paddy and upland rice cultivation.ii 

However, most smallholder farmers continue to face insecurity of tenure. Efforts to improve tenure 

security in rural areas have had only partial success.    

 

In official figures, the incidence of poverty nationwide is reported to be falling.3 However, official 

figures have been contested, with estimates that poverty in remoter rural parts of Laos remains 

widespread. It has been consistently found that rates of poverty are lowest in the lowland areas and 

among the dominant Lao-Tai ethnic group, with higher rates of poverty among ethnic minority groups.iii,4  

Table 1: Farming Households in Lao PDR 

 Value Date  Source 

Total no of farm households 783,000 2010/2011 FAO APCAS 2012 

Female-headed households 5%   
 

FAO and MAF 2010 

Farmers with access to land ð Female headed HH 88% 

Farmers with access to land ð Male headed HH 96% 

Average land area ð Female headed HH 1.6 ha 

Average land area ð Male headed HH 1.9 ha 

Farm HH** holding  < 1 ha 36% 1998/1999 FAO and APCAS 2012 

Farm HH holding 1-2 ha 36% 1998/1999 

Farm HH holding >2 ha 27% 1998/1999 

Gini Index (income inequality) 36.4% 2012/2013 LECS 5 cited in World 

                                                           
i The area estimated to be suitable for intensive agriculture in Laos is 8 percent of the total land area 
(though many, sometimes vastly different, estimates exist, see Vandergeest 2003). 
ii This includes 50 percent of household labor for animal husbandry, at least 50 percent for cash crop 
production and women also do the majority of household vegetable gardening (USAID 2013). 
iii In the latest surveys, poverty appears to have fallen radically among Chine-Tibet ethnic groups, although 
it remains persistently high, at around 40 percent of households, among Mon-Khmer and Hmong-Lu-Mien 
ethnic groups (World Bank 2014). 
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Urban poor HH  10% 2012/2013 Bank 2014 

Rural poor HH  28.6% 2012/2013 

**HH refers to households 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 1: Introduction to Rice in Lao PDR 

Rice is grown by the vast majority of farmers in Laos, estimated at 80-90 percent of all farm households in the 

country.  Glutinous ñstickyò rice is the main staple food eaten by all ethnic groups in upland and lowland 

communities across the country.  Rice is planted on approximately 65 percent of what is referred to as cultivated 

land.  Within the household, both women and men work to plant, cultivate and harvest rice in family plots. 

Indeed, according to numerous studies, rural women contribute labor for a large proportion of agriculture in Lao 

PDR, including 50ï70 percent of household labor in paddy and upland rice growing.  Women are also frequently 

responsible for fish culture in the rice fields.  

While 87 percent of rice production is rain-fed, a major distinction can be drawn between sticky rice production in 

flooded paddies and sticky rice production on dry slopes. Wet rice tends to be developed on low-lying lands 

where there is access to water and drainage. These lands are highly prized by households and have been 

accorded policy protection (see below).   

Dry rice production has developed under a traditional rotational swidden cultivation system, which depends on 

long-term fallows for the regeneration of soil fertility. Swidden lands fulfill multiple purposes for food and 

livelihood security at different stages within the rotation cycle and defy the conventional distinction drawn 

between agricultural and forest land.  In 2010, according to official government statistics, the planted area 

devoted to upland rice had declined to around 14 percent of the total national rice growing area (or 

approximately 125,000 ha).  Nonetheless, it is likely that official figures underestimate the extent of ongoing 

swidden cultivation.  

Most rice is produced for family subsistence or consumed within the local community, although there is an 

increasing percentage (estimated at 30 percent in the latest census) of farm households who produce rice 

mainly for sale.  Limited access to land and irrigation resources combine with labor shortages to pose significant 

barriers to the intensification of rice production in both lowland and highland areas.  Over the course of the last 

decade, rice producers have begun to allocate land to other crops, most notably coffee, bananas, maize and 

cassava, for income generation. Farmers, particularly in the upland border areas of the North, have increasingly 

converted their fields and sloping lands to long-term tree crops such as rubber, with pre-financing support by 

private traders.    
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Limited access to land for cultivation, especially for rice production, was identified by both the 

2001 and 2006 Participatory Poverty Assessments as the primary cause of poverty.5 Access to wild or 

semi-wild spaces such as rivers, forests, fallow fields are also critical, as the diverse foods and 

materials sourced from these lands form an integral component of livelihoods, and non-timber forest 

products have been described as ñthe most important safety net for the rural poorò in Laos.6 Where 

available, these have in the past provided as much as 90 percent of incomes for the poorest families.7  

 

Poverty is contributing to very high rates of chronic malnutrition and food insecurity in the 

country.8 The World Food Program highlights this trend, reporting that, ñNearly every second child 

under the age of 5 in Lao PDR is chronically malnourished and every fifth rural child is severely stunted. 

These rates are even higher in remote areas and among some ethnic groups.ò9  Overall, issues of 

poverty and rural livelihoods are key issues when considering the situation of access to land and 

natural resources in Lao PDR. 

 

Section 2: Land policies and legislation, overview and critique 

 

Since the 1990s, the Laos government has undertaken multiple land registration projects and 

programs, alongside programs to exclude or promote certain types of agriculture, privileging for 

instance wet rice production over swidden or upland cultivation. The latest iteration of the land law is 

seen in the 2014 draft discussed in more detail below. Unfortunately, this latest draft does not 

emphasize efforts to increase tenure security for target groups of landless, land-poor, and smallholders, 

nor for both male and female farmers. Below, policy suggestions already made by local organizations 

and development practitioners in Lao PDR are used to identify opportunities for improvements. 

 

The national Land Titling Program has been carried out in urban and peri-urban areas since 

1997. From 1996, its rural counterpart, the Land Use Planning and Land Allocation (LUPLA) program 

has operated in rural villages. LUPLA involves a process of participatory rural land mapping, community 

consultation, submission of village level management plans, an effective reorganization of land parcels, 

and the issuing of ñtemporaryò land use certificates (TLUCs). Permanent titles were to be issued 

following verification of three years of continuous land use for areas under TLUCs. However, this final 

stage in the allocation process was not completed and many temporary certificates are now out of date. 

While the Land Titling Programme has expanded to rural areas since 2003, it is primarily focused on 

residential and easily accessible farmland plots. This means that the need and demand for land titling 

programs in rural and upland Laos has yet to be effectively met. 
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Another key policy issue for land access in Lao PDR is related to agricultural policy. Over the 

last two decades, the Laos government has systematically sought to limit the prevalence of upland 

swidden cultivation.10 This has had far reaching consequences for the upland farmers who depended 

on swidden for their livelihoods. For instance, the UN reports that one third of all villages in Laos were 

moved in the 1990s as a result of initiatives to eradicate swidden cultivation.iv The restrictions also had 

implications for soil fertility and have had a disproportionately negative impact on women. As an 

additional impact of these policies, swidden fallows were shortened to the extent that soil fertility was 

greatly reduced, and yields more than halved. According to a 2006 ADB report, women in particular 

have been negatively impacted. 11 The report notes that,  

  

Ecological imbalances have caused an increase of grasses that need [according to traditional division 

of labour] to be weeded by women. In the past the weeding of one hectare would take approximately 5 

days, but now it takes two weeks. Furthermore, weeding originally needed to be carried out only twice 

during a growing season, but now this must be done four times prior to harvest. That means women 

today must spend two months or 60 days out of every year weeding one hectare of swidden compared 

to only ten days in the past, a 600 percent increase in labor. 12 

 

Since the early 2000s under the policy of ñturning land into capitalò, the Laos government has 

increased its efforts to encourage investments in land for agriculture and tree plantations. The 

government has been motivated by a belief that these will generate broader benefits for the Laos 

economy, by attracting capital, technical expertise and linkages to regional and global markets. Mining 

contractors and agribusiness companies have been offered large areas of landv under lease or 

concession (terms of 30 years are typical), in a transaction of ñlandò for large sums of capital 

investment. Unlike rural smallholders, foreign investors are protected against future state expropriation 

under the Foreign Investment Law.   

In 2012, an analysis of 2,642 contracts found that at least 1.1 million ha of land has been 

conceded or leased out by different levels of state government to foreign and domestic private 

                                                           
iv Internal resettlement has been driven not only by the policy on eradication of shifting cultivation, but also 
the policies of eradication of opium production, security measures, access to service delivery and nation-
building, and the Focal Sites Program, the Village Consolidation Program and the Land and Forest 
Allocation Program (Baird and Shoemaker 2005).  
v Land expropriation has occurred throughout the country albeit unevenly, with the largest area in the 
North and the greatest demand in the Central region (Schönweger et al 2012). 
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companiesðmostly for mining exploitation (50 percent of total concessions area),vi forestry (28 

percent),vii and agriculture (13 percent).13 There is also strong evidence from individual case studies to 

show that the lands selected for concessions were already in use by smallholder farmers and food 

producers.14  The most comprehensive data set indicates that the land of at least 1,900 villages have 

been affected by land concessions.15 By one measure, this amounts to approximately 21 percent of all 

rural villages in Laos.16   

Problems have led to a shift in policy support towards contract farming arrangements,17 

however some of the modalities of these ñcontract-farming modelsò have also amounted to an 

expropriation of the land.viii Also, the extent to which farmers can participate in negotiations for large-

scale contract farming projects appear to be very limited, and women may be excluded from this 

process entirely.18 Without a greater balance of power and information, such opportunities for intensive 

commercial agriculture joint ventures result in unsustainable debt burden and very poor returns for local 

participants.19  

Land concessions in Laos have attracted considerable attention. Since 2007, the national 

government has begun a process to review the impacts of existing concessionsix and to develop 

national policies to manage land resources. This year (2014), the forestry law, the land law, and the 

water law are all scheduled for revision, pending the adoption of the national land policy. 

 

The latest draft of the National Land Policy (July 2014) makes explicit the recognition of 

customary tenure, which should offer increased security to rural farmers that have not yet been reached 

by the land titling programme, though the exemption of customary forest tenure diminishes its scope 

considerably.x One important omission is that there is no discernable emphasis on the importance of 

access to land by smallholder farmers.  Goals for agricultural land use are outlined solely in terms of 

                                                           
vi This area does not include the area for mining exploration which is considered to extend to another 1 
million ha, CDE. 
vii &ÏÒÅÓÔÒÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ɉÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ #$% ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÎ Ȱ4ÁËÉÎÇ 3ÔÏÃË ÏÆ ,ÁÎÄ #ÏÎÃÅÓÓÉÏÎÓȱɊ 
refers to tree plantations including economic crops such as rubber, eucalyptus and acacia.   
viii For example, where plots are consolidated into plantations and re-ÐÁÒÃÅÌÌÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÅÄȱ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ 
×ÈÏȟ ÆÏÒ Á ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓȟ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÕÓÅ ÔÏ ȰÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅȱ ÉÎ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÓÃÈÅÍÅ ɉ4%22! ÅÔ ÁÌ ΤΡΡΩɊȟ ÏÒ 
where local people do not feel able to refuse a part in a scheme (Weiyi Shi 2008) and where that company 
assumes partial ownership over either land or trees (Dwyer 2011). 
ix A series of moratoria have been declared by the national government to call a halt to the granting of 
agricultural land concessions, though field reports indicate that land has continued to be cleared through 
this period. Various drafts of a national land policy by new Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
(MoNRE) together with the Lao National Assembly have been published ɀ the latest in July 2014.     
x Ȱ4Èe State recognizes customary rights of Lao peoples to use land that is under long, continuous, regular, 
peaceful and collective possession, protection, development and use with or without a properly certified 
document relating to the land use rights and provided that such a land is not within the state reserved or 
ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÚÏÎÅÓȢȱ 3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ Σ *ÕÌÙ $ÒÁÆÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ,ÁÎÄ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ 



 

 

 

 
36 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

the area to be reserved to this sector. Turning land into capital, on the other hand, remains a primary 

policy focus.   

 

A previous draft of the policy had required the consent of a qualified majority of ñall affected 

peopleò before land could be expropriated for commercial purposes. The latest draft text now places full 

decision-making control with the state. The 2014 draft states that,  

 

The state may convert land into capital directly and may do so with the land on which 

individuals, entities and organizations hold land use rights, subject to compensation as prescribed by 

laws and regulations. Land capitalization shall be in line with land allocation plan and ensure the 

creation of highest benefits where only the state has the authority to decide on land capitalization.ò 

(emphasis added) 

 

In this draft, there is no definition or explanation given of the methods by which these highest benefits 

will be assessed. xi This is expected to contribute to tenure insecurity in rural areas. 

 

The draft law includes clauses to accommodate the needs of investors in accessing land resources, 

and there are limited safeguards introduced to require compensation for land expropriations.xii For 

instance,  

 

Expropriation shall be subject to compensation for the value of expropriated land, assets and 

plantations, to ensure better life conditions of persons [losing] such land use rights in a fair and 

reasonable manner.  The expropriation shall comply with the compensation rules in a publicly 

transparent manner with the participation of affected peoples, organizations and [stakeholders].ò 

(Unofficial translation).  

 

While compensation is important, it is difficult to locate where lessons from existing and quite extensive 

policy-oriented land research have contributed to the formulation of the current July 2014 draft. The 

draft shows little or no evidence of support for or attention paid to the experiences of smallholders as 

they have emerged in related negotiations, consultations, and decision-making processes.   

                                                           
xi  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÌÁ×ȟ ȰÉÎ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅȱ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÆÅÁÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔÓ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ 
carried out. Forest Law 2007 and PM Decree 135 State Land Lease or Concession 2009.  
xii The draft policy narrows the terms of compensation from the Decree on Resettlements (2005) and the 

Decree on Leases and Concessions (2009) which both provided for the offer of land as a preferable or 

alternative option, respectively, to the payment of monetary compensation.    
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The government has in the past outlined an intention to protect rice production land, in 

particular paddy fields, from conversion to other uses, so that they remain in the hands of farmers.xiii It 

has also has prepared plans to develop this sector, and has set a target of increasing rice production to 

reach self-sufficiency.xiv This may provide the opportunity for continued agricultural innovation, including 

SRI.xv The National Strategy for Agricultural Development, which is divided according to geographical 

regions, emphasises modern irrigated commercial agriculture in the lowland plains, and ñfood securityò 

and ecosystem conservation in the uplands.  However, with an overall directive to promote a gradual 

shift from subsistence to commercial smallholder agriculture, the policy appears to give insufficient 

attention to the upland and highland areas. It is not clear how the government intends to alleviate the 

long-term rice insufficiency in the poorest communities far from provincial markets, whose own rice 

production has been undermined through the operation of the national land policies discussed above.xvi 

 

 

Section 3:  Key challenges for rural land-poor, landless, and smallholder farmers, as related to 

the existing land policies 

 

The loss of land and the threat of losing agricultural land and other important livelihood spaces, 

through the promotion of large-scale land concessions and leases, is having a disproportionate and 

destabilising effect on smallholder farmers who remain primarily dependent on natural resources for 

their livelihoods. Many case studies have examined the sudden and severe negative impacts 

experienced by local people as a result of the expropriation of productive rice paddies, swidden fields, 

orchards and other farmlands, as well as grazing lands, use forests, conservation forests, rivers and 

wetlands,20 and as a result of the exclusion of local people and their livestock from entering into 

concession areas.21   

                                                           
xiii The Decree on State Land Leases and Concessions states that annual rice fields should not be 
transferred for concession, though exceptions may be made. 
xiv The target is to achieve 4.2 million metric tons (mt) of rice production by 2015 from 3.7 million mt in 2010.   
Sectoral policies, including the Political Report of the 8th Party Central Committee to the 9th Party 
Congress in 2011; (ii) the 7th National Socio-Economic Development Plan (NSEDP); and (iii) the Agricultural 
Development Strategy (ADS) and associated Agricultural Master Plan (AMP), have placed emphasis on 
improving productivity through improved varieties and increased application of inputs, as well as rice 
export growth.  (Eliste and Santos 2012). 
xv SRI has been introduced in Laos since the 1990s and was "widely promoted in most provinces during 
early 2000" (AIT, 2013: 7).  SRI has been included in the Agricultural Strategy since 2011-2020 as "a different 
dimension of increasing productivity" that MAF "should examine".  SRI is also promoted in one province 
(Khammouane) under the 7th NESDP 2011-2015.   
xvi The agricultural strategy to 2020 refers to food security being achieved through the national nutrition 
policy and action plan, which does not address agricultural livelihoods development.    



 

 

 

 
38 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

 

While many land concessions have been granted, agribusiness and other private sector 

companies have often not lived up to their responsibilities, which have been obscured behind often 

opaque contractual processes. Compensation in many cases has been unsatisfactory, and plantation 

jobs are often only available to the younger generation and do not necessarily hire from the local 

population, leading to increases in poverty, unemployment or redundancy in concession areas.  

Resettlement options have often been poorly prepared, and lack of access to productive land in new 

locations has in particular compounded hardship for those already displaced. As a result, many in the 

excluded families have had to turn abruptly to migration and to non-agricultural livelihoods. Older 

members of these families are in a particularly difficult situation, with very limited (if any) options for 

alternative employment.    

 

Village mediation processes appear to be quite effective in averting local conflicts before they 

reach the courts.22 However, decisions to make use of smallholdersô land have in the past been arrived 

at between state and private sector parties at the national level, sometimes under high-level diplomatic 

arrangements, and in these cases there are few formal channels to which villagers can make recourse. 

Many have lodged complaints with members of the National Assembly,xvii and land disputes are the 

main problem raised by citizens to the dedicated ñcomplaints hotlineò opened every year while the 

Assembly is in session.23 In principle, these complaints are discussed and may be submitted to the 

relevant agencies for remedial action, though it is not recorded whether or how much action is taken in 

consequence. Despite considerable barriers, however, affected people have fought for justice using the 

channels available to them, and some of these struggles have been well-documented.xviii,xix   

 

While most policy and market attention has been turned to the economic growth potential of 

facilitating large-scale land development and driving up exports, schemes in which smallholders are 

expected to contribute land and labour to boost national imperatives, less attention has been directed to 

the investment needs of smallholders themselves. New models of smallholder business development 

are being promoted in limited areas, but sustained support to strengthen farmer organisations is still 

needed.24 

                                                           
xvii This has provincial branches throughout the country.  It is a form of court of appeal, with the power to 
overrule court rulings on grounds of law, and may carry out its own investigations.  
xviii Documented examples include: Paksong (LIWG, 2012, Case Study Paksong; Baird 2014 I.G. Baird (2014) 
Degraded forest, degraded land and the development of industrial tree plantations in Laos  Singapore 
Journal of Tropical Geography 35 (2014) 328ɀ344), Savanahkhet (Hunt 2007, cited in Dwyer 2007), as well 
as cases of demanding adequate arrangements are in place before resettlement in Xekong (Vientiane 
Times 13 Aug 2014). 
xix  
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Section 4: Gaps in gender equitable land policies and key challenges for women farmers in Lao 

PDR 

The Lao PDR Constitution declares that citizens of both sexes have equal rights in the political, 

economic, cultural and social spheres, and women hold a quarter of the seats in the National 

Assembly. However, government agencies, including the land allocation authorities, tend to be largely 

male-dominated, particularly at the village level committees.xx Laos has begun strongly to promote 

gender equality in its national policies.xxi 

While not represented in government agencies, Lao women make a major contribution to 

agricultural production, and actively participate in informal credit and savings schemes. A 2010 FAO 

review summarized that Lao women ñdo most of the farm work (planting, weeding and harvesting 

crops), tend livestock, and also spend long hours performing off-farm and households shores like 

collecting firewood, preparing meals and caring for children.ò25 However it also noted that, as a 

consequence of the absence of men in the household in some areas, the traditional division of tasks is 

being altered.  This points to shifting gender and power relations, as well as to changes in gendered 

roles and responsibilities. The issue of how womenôs roles and power are changing as a result of rapid 

economic development and changing land use could be an area for further study.   

In parts of Laos, according to matrilineal tenure and matrilocal marriage arrangements, women 

have strong customary land rights. However it has been noted that women are consistently 

disadvantaged with respect to land and property rights upon divorce or widowhood, or if they remain 

unmarried.26 In other areas, patrilineal tenure systems are commonly practiced by some ethnic groups, 

including the Hmong, according rights to land primarily to men. It has been noted that an externally 

imposed change to this tradition is likely to be ignored or to generate conflicts, particularly without 

broader structural change and awareness.27   

Early land allocation programs in rural areas in the 1990s were not sensitive to gender equality 

and issued certificates in the name of the ñheads of householdò who were in most cases men, even in 

cases where the parcel of land was jointly acquired by husband and wife or was brought to the 

marriage through the wife.28 In 1998-1999, only 9.07 percent of all TLUCs were issued in the name of 

                                                           
xx According to GRID, only 2 out of 143 district governors were women and none were provincial governors 
at the time of the fieldwork, while only 1.7 percent of all heads of villages were women, and 5 percent of 
deputy heads (Daley et al 2013). 
xxi For example, the Strategy for Agricultural Development. Laos has also enacted a Law on the 
Development and Protection of Women (2004) and the National Strategy for the Advancement of Women 
(2006), and plans to reinforce the integrating of gender issues into the development of the next five year 
plan (8th National Economic and Social Development Plan; FAO and MAF 2010; Daley et al 2013). 
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women landholders.29 A 2003 assessment noted that there has been greater sensitivity to gender 

equality in the implementation of the second phase of the titling programme.xxii However, ensuring that 

women are included in the title can be considered important but insufficient to ensure tenure security, 

given that title does not currently offer landholders protection from the summary expropriation of their 

land for commercial projects, as discussed above. 

Section 5: Laos civil society responses and strategies  

 

At the national level, civil society groups involved in promoting community development began 

to be established in the 2000s, although the lack of protection for basic civic freedoms has held many 

back from getting too visibly or vocally involved in politically sensitive issues.   

 

In recent years, land tenure conflicts have become especially difficult to raise in public. A 

community radio talk show ñTalk of the Newsò set up a hotline for people to air their views, and many 

land-related problems were raised. In January 2012, after four years, this show was officially closed by 

Lao authorities.30 Also in 2012, the sudden disappearance of the prominent Lao development worker 

Sombath Somphone and the official expulsion of Anne-Sophie Gindroz, director of an international 

NGO, attracted international attention and concern. Two draft decrees, to regulate the operations of 

foreign NGOs and to impose funding and work restrictions on NPAs, are being circulated in 2014 and 

may place further limitations on civil societyôs freedom to work on land tenure issues. 

 

International NGOs working in Laos have formed a land issues working group (LIWG) since the 

mid 2000s, to coordinate and collectively respond on land issues. The group submitted a lengthy set of 

recommended wordings for the process of formulating the draft National Land Policy in 2013, and 

prioritised these in the following year to a much short paragraph highlighting 2-3 important points of 

principle.xxiii Working under multiple constraints, however, such advocacy initiatives have had a limited 

reach, and these points have not been adopted in the current policy draft. 

 

Many civil society groups have also worked to provide technical support to relevant 

government agencies to strengthen their administrative capacity in land management. One important 

                                                           
xxii Such that 37 percent of titles were issued in the name of women, while 23 percent were issued in the 
name of men and land registered jointly in the names of men and women amounted to 27 percent 
(Dalrymple and Batistiana, 2009). 
xxiii The group recommended the need to define clearly projects which are in the public interest and to 
prohibit expropriation for any other purposes without free, prior and informed consent of land rights 
holders, whether under legal or customary tenure. It also recommended that all affected peoples must 
receive full, fair and prior compensation.  (LIWG, 2014) 
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initiative that has emerged with the support of many agencies is the recognition of communal and 

collective rights to clearly defined natural resources, rights that are now recognised within the legal 

framework. The government has carried out pilot projects leading to community titles being issued in 

Sangthong district in 2011 and, two years later, in Nakai district.xxiv While this initiative offers 

communities a potential alternative to individual titling, administrative obstacles remain in place. For 

example, areas must be zoned as suitable for collective title before they are eligible,xxv which could 

make the process inaccessible for many community groups. Importantly, lands under community title 

should not be eligible for concessions and leases,31 however it is not clear whether or not the land use 

policy will override this legal instrument. Untitled community lands remain vulnerable to competing and 

overlapping claims.   

 

Section 6: What opportunities exist in policy and in practice to improve conditions for rural 

land-poor, landless, and smallholder farmers? 

 

National level 

 

¶ Given that so few avenues exist for local people to raise their concerns, advocacy measures 

should continue to emphasize the need to lift barriers to peopleôs participation in policy 

development and reform.    

 

¶ The increasing attention to gender equality at the policy level is positive, however there still 

exists a wide gap between policy and practice.  Specific attention to gender should be given in 

programming and policy to assess their potential impacts on women and men.  

 

¶ Additional supportive advocacy measures could be adopted, elaborating human rights 

principles and citing the relevant UN Conventions that Laos has subscribed toðprioritizing in 

particular the progressive realisation of the human right to adequate food, which is of particular 

relevance to land tenure security. It is recognised that this will have to be done sensitively in 

the current political climate, drawing in the support and collaboration of UN bodies and relevant 

                                                           
xxiv In Sangthong district, the title was temporarily issued over bamboo forest areas only. In Nakai district, 
community title was issued over farmland, forest land and village land of communities resettled there after 
displacement by construction of the Nam Theun 2 dam. 
xxv .,-! -ÉÎÉÓÔÅÒÉÁÌ )ÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ .Ï ΧΨΦȾΤΡΡΩ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÚÏÎÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÁÓ 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÁÌ ÌÁÎÄȱȢ ,)7'ȟ 2012:14 
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networks. For example, a legal analysis of land laws and policy could be carried out to assess 

the extent to which these adopt human rights conventions and perspectives.    

 

¶ Smallholder and small-scale enterprise development that promotes job creation, income 

generation and increase food security should be supported. Promising initiatives should be 

highlighted where they demonstrate the potential of smallholder agriculture for community 

economic regeneration and identify the support that is needed. Projects that are already being 

implemented by different NGOs and international agencies could be better documented, and 

new initiatives expanded through collaborations with farmer networks, including womenôs 

groups.   

 

 

International level 

 

¶ Attention should be drawn to the companies investing in Laos, highlighting the lack of 

economic opportunities being provided to Lao people as well as the extra-territorial scope of 

Human Rights Conventions. The responsibility to fulfill, protect and respect Human Rights 

should be highlighted in the situations of specific, high-profile foreign-owned companies, not 

least those from the ASEAN region.  

 

¶ Lessons from international experiences should be summarized to highlight examples where 

contracts have been rescinded or renegotiated and land reclaimed from concessionaires, for 

example on grounds that the concessionary exceeds the bounds of the legal agreements 

signed or brings about fundamental breaches of human rights.      

 

Conclusion 

 

With notable exceptions, much of the official data and information made available in Laos 

remains contradictory, blurring rather than sharpening a picture of land access in the country. This is 

particularly true with regard to subjects that may reveal variance with political imperatives, for example 

in relation to the extent of swidden cultivation or reserve forest.  The land use needs of upland 

agricultural communities have not been adequately understood and addressed, and as swidden 

cultivation has been strictly controlled, environmental degradation is leading to an increase in food 

insecurity and labor requirements. 
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While efforts to improve the land tenure security of smallholders through titling are being 

carried forward, rural areas have not yet received secure land tenure documentation. Even so, these 

programmes are unlikely to relieve the primary sources of tenure insecurity at present. Some of the 

most insecure lands are ineligible, and the land on which individuals hold land use rights may be 

withdrawn by the state for the too vaguely defined purpose of ñland capitalisation.ò 

Smallholders are expected to conform to official land use directives, which in many cases has 

meant their exclusion from farms that they developed and their resettlement in other areas with 

insufficient support. This is having long-term consequences for the individuals and communities 

affected. Increasingly, land conflicts have emerged across the country.  

Without adjusting land related policies to focus on supporting land tenure security for rural 

populations, central poverty alleviation strategiesðon food security, rural employment, and agricultural 

development, which all depend fundamentally on peopleôs secure access to landðwill be inadequate to 

address the problems men and women in Laos are facing in feeding themselves and their families.  
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VIETNAM COUNTRY STUDY: REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE 

Lead Author: Dr Nga Dao 

Introduction: What is the situation of land use and land access for rural farmers and the rural 

poor in Vietnam? 

 

In Vietnam, issues of use, allocation, planning and management of land are under intense 

political pressure. Inclusion and exclusion in access to land are controversial, contributing to land 

disputes and spurring resistance.1 This situation raises questions around who gains and who loses in 

the process of development, around what can be done to mitigate risks incurred by land poor, landless 

and small landholders, and around how this breaks down along the lines of both gender and ethnicity.  

 

In recent years the Vietnamese economy has experienced annual growth between 5 to 7 

percent.2 Even though nearly 63 percent of the labor force derives its livelihood from agriculture,3 

industry plays an increasing role in the domestic economy, having risen from 36 percent of national 

GDP in 2000 to over 42 percent in 2013, with agricultureôs contribution falling in the same period from 

about 25 percent to less than 20 percent.4 The countryôs processes of reform and industrialization have 

had significant impacts on land issues, particularly in the exclusion of many farmers from access to 

productive agricultural land, making way for industrial zones, hydropower construction, boom crop 

plantations, and outposts of the service economy. This has causes food insecurity, inequality and 

injustice.  

 

Land conversion from agricultural to non-agricultural uses has happened at a large scale 

nationwide. Land conversion from agricultural to non-agricultural purposes has significantly affected the 

area of agricultural land nationwide as well as social equity and food security for rural poor.5 The 

income gap between regions and between rural and urban areas has also increased significantly.i,6 

While we may expect this gap and these shifts to disproportionately impact female-headed households, 

in Vietnam data on land holdings disaggregated by gender is largely not available.  

 

From 2001 to 2007, about 500,000 hectares of agricultural land were appropriated for other 

purposes, of which 335,000 ha was rice land.7 At the same time, large areas of agricultural land used 

                                                           
i By 2010, the poor counted for 17.1 percent in rural areas, 2.5 times higher in urban areas. In upland region, 
poverty rate among ethnic minorities was 33.6 percent, 5 times higher than low land people. Among the 
poor, ethnic minority occupied more than 60 percent (Dang and Nguyen 2011). 
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by small farmers were converted into plantations for boom crops such as rubber or coffee. Controlled 

by state-owned and other multi-shareholding companies,8 the process of assembling these plantations 

excludes small-scale farmers from land access. Affected people were not consulted or provided the 

opportunity to voice their concerns during the decision-making process of these projects.  

 

Table 1: NATIONAL STATISTICSii 

1. Agriculture as per cent of GDP (in 2011) 21.7 

2. Total of agricultural land (in 2010) 26,100,160 ha (78.87% of the total 
natural area) 

3. Average agricultural land per household (in 2010) 0.85 ha 

4. Female population (%) 50.58 

5. Percent of land owned by women 8.8 

6. Percent of female participation in agricultural work 68 

7. GINI Index (Income inequality 2008) 35.57 

8. Rural Poor 91% of the poor live in rural area 

 

Overview of land policies and legislation 

 

In Vietnam, the land belongs legally to the state and the state has the legal and constitutional 

power to allocate and exclude. The Land Law of 1993 was a significant improvement in land 

management and allocation in Vietnam. The Land Law specifies the rights and obligations of people 

who have been assigned or leased land (land users), including the right to inherit, change, transfer, 

lease or mortgage land use rights. Land use certificates are issued confirming these rights, and 

landholders are entitled to compensation for any land loss.  

 

The Land Law was revised in 2003 in order to better fit the evolution of the countryôs market 

economy, as well as to expand land use rights. The revised law has also led to a more active land 

market in Vietnam. 

 

The 2003 Land Law provides legal recognition of fair land pricing principles in circumstances of 

expropriation. According to these principles, the stateôs land pricing must be ñclose to the market price 

of the land use right in a normal condition; once there is significant difference between the two prices, it 

must be adjusted accordinglyò. Regulations on state budget revenue from land tax have also been 

concretized in Article 54 of the 2003 Law. In addition, compulsory land conversion methods enacted in 
                                                           
ii Statistics reference: (1), (5), and (8) http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-EGM-
RW-30Sep-2011.pdf; (2) MONRE 2010; (4) http://countryeconomy.com/demography/population/vietnam; (3) 
& (6) Dang and Nguyen 2011; (7) http://www.indexmundi.com/facts/vietnam/gini-index 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-EGM-RW-30Sep-2011.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-EGM-RW-30Sep-2011.pdf
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the previous land legislation are now confined to cases where land is used for national and public 

purposes and some important economic development projects. All other cases must follow voluntary 

land conversion, based on negotiation between investors and current land-users agreeing to land 

transfer, land lease or land as capital contribution to the project. However, the definition of an óimportant 

economic development projectô has proven to be broad and flexible. Farmers and resettlers have been 

forced to join a number of such projects, including rubber plantations in the Northwest, and have 

suffered food insecurity, disputes and environmental degradation as a result.9 

 

In 2007, the government promulgated a new land decreeiii to (i) issue legal criteria for 

recognizing land use rights for current land-users who had no legal documents for their land use; (ii) 

permit foreign investors to carry out house-building projects for commercial purposes with rights and 

obligations similar to domestic investors; and (iii) stipulate the publicity and transparency procedures in 

undertaking compulsory land conversion, helping guarantee the benefits of affected land users.  

 

However, despite improvements brought about by the revised law and new decree, there are 

still many problems related to land issues in Vietnam. The legal framework for land issues has not been 

completed, and the process is not transparent. In land management, the roles and responsibilities 

between sectors at different levels, and between the state, land-users and investors are not clearly 

identified, often leading to land disputes and low effectiveness of land use in both rural and urban 

areas, preventing sustainable development.10 In particular, there has been no relevant mechanism for 

benefit sharing among land users and investors, creating corruption as well as hindering grievance 

redress among affected people, especially people who lost their farm land to economic development 

projects.  

 

Furthermore, regular changes in land policies have caused many difficulties in implementation 

at local levels.iv Since there are so many documents, even government officials have encountered 

difficulty understanding their contents and applying them correctly. The situation is obviously even 

worse for land users, as they are unable to understand all their rights and responsibilities, and even 

                                                           
iiiDecree No. 84/22007/ND-CP dated 25 May 2007 provides additional provisions on issuance of land use 
right certificates, land recovery, land use rights, procedures on land compensation, support and 
ÒÅÓÅÔÔÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÕÐÏÎ 3ÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒÙ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÔÔÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÌÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÔÓ 
iv Roughly every 1.5 years there is a new decree on these issues. Within 10 years of implementation of the 
Land Law 1993 more than 200 legal documents were issued by central organizations on land use and 
management, plus many other legal documents related to land issues such as Civil Law, Law on Land use 
tax, Law on land use transfer etc. Since the revised Land Law was approved in 2003 the number of legal 
documents on land has continued to increase. Over 400 legal documents on land or land related issues 
were promulgated (Dang and Nguyen 2011). 
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identifying which documents are still effective is a challenge. Consequently, land users sometime 

violate the law without realizing it.  

 

Administrative procedures related to land and land taxation have many lengthy and 

complicated requirements,v and the many constraints in the governmentôs land management enable 

corruption at different levels. Farmers face difficulties when their lands are taken by the state or 

economic development projects; redress and grievances related to land count for 70 percent of the total 

legal dispute cases the government receives each year. Farmers that lose their land to development 

projects have not received enough compensation to ensure food security and payment for 

environmental services, and farmers who are ethnic minority people are at a particular disadvantage 

when faced with land disputes. 

 

Vietnamôs constitution confirms national land ownership and the stateôs management of land. 

However, the constitution has not given full instruction on how land should be managed, has not 

identified which state organizations are responsible for its management, and does not delineate who 

has the right of access to land and under what conditions. This has created unclear and unstable 

conditions in land management,11 leads government officials at all levels to explain legal regulations 

differently to different people, and enables officials to gain benefits for their personal interest. 

 

Existing land policies and key challenges in attaining food security, wellbeing, and access to 

land/natural resources for rural land-poor, landless, and smallholder farmers 

Industrialization and modernization have accelerated job opportunities in industrial production, 

construction and services, attracting labor from rural areas to industrial zones and urban areas. At the 

same time, farmers are also losing their lands as the government claims them for economic 

development projects such as dams, plantations and industrial zones, a situation that has become a 

critical political issue in both upland and lowland areas. Currently, mechanisms for land acquisition, 

land policies and policy implementation are not coherent. This has led to increasing risks for the land-

poor, the landless and for small landholders who are affected by economic development projects, 

                                                           
v For example, for a land tax file, each person must prepare at least 12 different types of documents with 21 
copies, sometimes 17 different types of documents with 31 copies (including original copy of land use 
certificate and the attached property, 4 notarized copies of the land use certificate, original copy and one 
photocopy of the land transfer agreement, one copy  to be kept at the land office, one original copy and 
one photocopy of the transfer agreement to be kept at the tax office, two copies of the photo ID and 
household registration book of the people who transfer the land use right, and  two copies of the photo ID 
and household registration book of the people who will be the new land users, among others.) (Nguyen 
2010) 
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further marginalizing these actors and making land access more insecure. This marginalization is seen 

in particular in more vulnerable groups such as women and ethnic minorities.12 With only 8.8 percent of 

lands held by women (as shown in Table 1), and up to 66.3 percent of the poor belonging to ethnic 

minorities,13 these groups are often in an even weaker position in any negotiation related to their right of 

access to land or to compensation for land lost.  

Land acquisition has occurred at a large scale in lowland areas, especially the Red River Delta. 

Research shows that joblessness in the Red River Delta has increased significantly over the last 

decade, as land for farming has been converted to industrial zones or lost to urbanization.14 Within 5 

years (2001-2006), 17,850 ha of agricultural land in the Red River Delta were converted, causing 

joblessness for more than 260,000 farmers.15 These lands were taken both by government and by 

private investors for development projects, often for compensation much lower than the market price. 

 

Similarly, in the uplands, land loss has occurred mostly due to development projects such as 

hydropower construction or plantation development (for rubber and other industrial trees). Tens of 

thousands of hectares of farming land were converted to rubber plantation in the Northwest since 

2007.vi,16 Hydropower development inundated more than 65,000 hectares of land,17 creating a severe 

land shortage for hundreds of thousands of upland people. This has contributed to accelerating 

deforestation in these areas.  

 

In most cases, when farmers lose their land they have to convert to non-agricultural activities 

for their livelihoods. Joblessness and food insecurity are the most serious problems faced by these 

families. In this situation, the most vulnerable group is people over 35 years old (especially women) 

who know only farming, and once without land do not know what to do.18  They are considered too old 

to be recruited to work in factories or businesses. They also typically lack opportunities to learn new 

skills19. Even in the lowland areas, where people on average have a high school level education and 

can mobilize more easily, the rate of people who do not get vocational training after they lose their land 

is very high: 76.2 percent in Hanoi, 89 percent in Hai Phong, 87 percent in Bac Ninh.20 For the upland 

cultivators, with on average a primary school literacy level, the situation is much more difficult.21  

 

Having no land or much less land to farm has caused many difficulties for these families.22 

They have had to look for paid jobs with very low wages, such as serving as porters or garbage 

                                                           
vi Many resettlers who lost their land to make way for the Son La dam received small plots as 
compensation, only to lose these to new plantations, becoming landless. Only a small portion of those 
affected have been able to find employment as rubber workers (Dao forthcoming). 
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collectors, and many have to go to urban areas to look for temporary jobs.vii Families who lost less than 

50 percent of their land suffered less because they still have some land to rely on. Many of these 

families expanded their livestock, raised fish in ponds, and went out to work for additional income. 

However, the lives of people who lost most of their land and became landless or land poor are turned 

upside down. Before, even though they did not get much income from agricultural work, they were able 

to produce food for their families. After losing their land, people must buy almost everything from the 

market; with high inflation many families live under high pressure and severe income constraints. Many 

have no savings and when accident or sickness occur they quickly fall into debt and live very difficult 

lives.23 

Gaps in gender-equitable land policies, key challenges for women farmers, key issues specific 

to gender and land in Vietnam 

 

The current law and regulations are quite general and do not specify land access and land use 

rights for women.24 Changes in the Land Law have not been effective in helping women have better 

access to land. The 2003 Land Law specifies that land use certificates must bear the names of both 

wife and husband. However, in 2009 amendments to the law aimed at issuing only one type of 

document for house ownership removed the condition of having two names on these certificates. Since 

only one representative from each household must sign all types of ownership papers, social custom 

will unavoidably prevent many women from having their names on land use certificates. 

 

In fact, while women are the main agricultural producers and play a key role in ensuring food 

security for the families, their right of access to land is limited and often violated. Up to 68 percent of 

female labor is working in the agricultural sector (in both paid and subsistence farming), while for male 

labor the figure is 58 percent.25 During the economic transition, the number of women participating in 

agriculture has increased, while the number of men participating in agricultural activities has 

decreasedðfrom 1992-1998 male agricultural labor fell 0.9 percent each year while up to 92 percent of 

new laborers in the agricultural sector were women.26 Since female farmers often do not have skills for 

other jobs and it is more difficult for them to be mobile, women-headed households rely on subsistence 

farming more than do other types of households. However, various institutions limit the ability of women 

to access and control land. At the family level, land inheritance is mostly for sons, not daughters. As a 

result, women can only access land through marriage, and since land allocation does not usually take 

                                                           
vii There are also cases when the families have small areas of farming left, young people left the land for 
their parents and moved to urban areas or industrial zones to look for jobs, hoping to get higher income 
than doing farming work. 
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women into account, single women have few opportunities for access to land. This inequality in access 

to land makes women more vulnerable and puts their families at greater risk of food insecurity.  

 

In 2013, the Land Law was adjusted to again require two names on land use certificates, but 

most land certificates issued prior to 2004 still contain only one name.27 As a consequence, many fewer 

women have their names on land use certificates than do men, especially in the countryôs south. Only 3 

percent of land use certificates have both husband and wifeôs names. In general, land records have not 

been updated to include womenôs names and to recognize smallholders and small plots, especially 

those belonging to women, leading to the problem that they continue to be excluded from state support 

and services.28 

 

The fact that women do not have their name on land use certificates limits their participation in 

household decision-making and their access to outside sources of support such as credit. It has also 

reduced opportunities for them to negotiate and to leverage land assets when they move to non-

agricultural activities.29  

 

Women who no longer have access to land must pursue other strategies for their survival, 

including working as paid-labor for their neighbors, as garbage collectors in cities or nearby towns, as 

street venders, or as maids or nannies in large cities, among others.30 In these cases, impacts on 

children, especially in terms of childrenôs education, vary depending on the situation. Often the mother 

does whatever she can to keep her children at school.31 In cases where children have to drop school, 

girls can either get married early (as early as age 14 or 15 in upland areas) or go to towns to work as 

maids or nannies (in lowland cases), while boys can work as shoe polishers on the street, as paid-

labour for nearby families, or by taking whatever other opportunities they can find for daily income. In 

brief, problems caused by reduction/deprivation of having access to land tend to be more serious for 

women and women-headed households than other. 

 

Broad-based civil society responses and strategies in Vietnam 

In Vietnam, since land belongs to the state, land rights are a key arena not only of 

policymaking but also of the everyday dynamic of state dominion. Land rights are closely connected 

with the exercise of state control.32 In many cases, it does not matter who has the title to the land, it 

matters what the state wants to do with the land, especially when the state takes the land for 

development projects or for national interests without consultation or the participation of 



 

 

 

 
53 

 

www.sri-lmb.ait.asia/ 

citizens/smallholders. If people protest, it means that they resist the stateôs policies; this does not 

generally bring satisfactory results. However, since the stateôs plan to industrialize and modernize the 

country through various land acquisition projects, and its unreasonable land policies, have caused 

many problems to its people, resistance has been unavoidable in many cases.viii,33 Nevertheless, it is 

worth distinguishing the political responses of upland and lowland farmers. Farmers in the lowlands 

often conduct more overt responses that appear as headlines in media, including demonstrations, 

demands for redress and formal grievances, as well as sometimes even violent actions involving police 

interference, such as the cases of Duong Noi, Eco Park, Tien Lang, among others. Upland people in 

general often follow the policies, but there are also cases when their reactions are strong, though these 

rarely receive media coverage. The responses of upland communities include foot-dragging, redress 

grievances, and efforts to threaten officials and to chop down trees in the plantation that took their 

land.34 

There has been much research done on land issues in Vietnam,35 but due to the special 

characteristic of land tenure in Vietnam, social movements on land issues have been quite weak. Media 

has only covered certain cases of land disputes (mostly cases in lowland areas). There are only a few 

NGOs working on land issues, and most of these focus on forestland. The Forest Land Network, the 

first NGO network to work specifically on land, was set up in 2010 with support from ICCO. In 2014, the 

Forest Land Network merged with the Land Right Network of the Central Region to form the FORLAND 

network.36 Land Coalition was also established in 2014 with support from Oxfam. These networks 

remain in a formational stage, and their influence is still difficult to discern.  

 

The work of the Vietnam Rivers Network (VRN) is also related to land, but has focused on 

dam-induced displacement/resettlement. VRNôs members have conducted research on land loss as a 

result of dam construction, and have organized workshops at various levels to raise concern about 

resettlersô livelihoods/food security and shortages in farming land at resettlement sites.37 VRNôs work 

also emphasizes monitoring World Bank and ADB funded projects and the implementation of their 

safeguard policies.38 Their work, while it has not led to significant change in situations for people who 

were already displaced, has contributed to advocating for improving compensation policies for 

                                                           
viii According to a report of the Standing Committee of National Assembly (No 263/BC-UBTVQH13 dated 5th 
November, 2012), from 2003 to 2010 state organizations have received 1,219,625 cases of redress and 
grievance. Of which 70 percent were about land acquisition, compensation and development-induced 
resettlement. However, most oÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅÓȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ 
localized at individual, household or group levels. Sometimes, it happened at community level and in some 
extreme cases it involves violence disputes between farmers, investors and even authorities (Nguyen, 
2010). 
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development-induced displacement.ix It is important for civil society organizations to conduct more 

research and organize workshops to share their findings as well as to use these findings to advocate 

for more effective and fairer land allocation to land-poor and landless people, especially women-headed 

households and ethnic minority groups. Collaborating with other organizations and networks in the 

region will also add more value to their advocacy work. 

 

What opportunities exist in policy and in practice to improve conditions for rural land-poor, 

landless, and smallholder farmers? 

 

At the national level, the Vietnamese stateôs activity in land management has yet to meet 

requirements of its modernization and industrialization process.39 Thus, it is important that the state 

create a relevant legal framework for land users to raise land use effectiveness as well as to improve 

land value. Land, especially agricultural land, should also be considered peopleôs property, not just 

production material because once people actually own the land, rather than the land use certificates, 

they are in better position of negotiating with investors in cases land mobilization is needed.   

 

Scholars have suggested that given the development of the market economy, the current 

system in which ñall lands are managed by the stateò is no longer relevant.40 The system fails even to 

serve the governmentôs efforts to develop production relations relevant to the development of labor 

force, and to ensure ownership for all production materials. The stateôs management of land would be 

more effective if land tenure were divided into three types: national land, including coastal land, barren 

land, special forest land, and land for national security purposes, to be managed by the government; 

public land, including protected forest, ponds and lakes, landfills, and cemeteries, to be managed by 

local communities; and private land, including agricultural land, non-agricultural production land, 

production forest, hospitals, schools, etc., to be managed by private owners.41 

 

A balance between state, market, and society is needed. Right now the state and market 

(investors) work as allies, often to the detriment of social stakeholders.42 They prioritize development 

projects which push people off their land, while civil society is unable to monitor or to protect affected 

people. It is important to create additional space for civil society to participate more actively in land-

related issues. In addition, the state should establish binding conditions for land use for national and 

community interests. Specifically, the state should have clear regulations about which authorities can 

                                                           
ix 62.ȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÃÁÎÃÅÌÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ $ÏÎÇ .ÁÉ ΨǪΨ! ÁÎÄ ÈÕÎÄÒÅÄÓ 
of other small and medium hydropower projects in 2013 and 2014 (VRN 2013) 
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appropriate land, it should create a process for land acquisition, and compensation should be based on 

market price when the state does need to recover land for national interest or security purposes.  

Special attention to compensation is needed to ensure transparency and accountability, and to 

minimize the risks incurred by affected people and help them recover faster from changes. In addition, 

there is a need for information-sharing and capacity-building among a range of stakeholders, including 

women and men, village and community leaders, local bureaucracy and policy makers, in order to 

make sure policies are implemented effectively. 

 

A mechanism should be established for benefit sharing that provides women with legitimate 

spaces for engagement, awareness-building and support for dealing with the bureaucracy. Livelihood 

recovery policies that support people after they lose their land should not be time limitedðsupporting 

programs should last until people have recovered their livelihoods, not for a fixed period of 6 months to 

2 years as exists now.x In cases where affected people are unable to recover their livelihoods to that 

enjoyed before losing their land, investors should be required to maintain a fund from their annual 

revenue to continue supporting these people. Vocational training should be conducted for all projects 

that take land away from farmers, and with a focus on the skills that people need. Farmer-led 

innovations, which help to increase land use effectiveness, should also be encouraged.xi 

 

Changes to the land use certificates would represent an important move forward. The state 

should take the lead role in ensuring the inclusion of two names on all relevant certificates, and to 

support the process.  Even though this may not be a panacea for gender inequality issue, it does 

improve womenôs land access and their corresponding ability to use the land certificates to acquire 

access to bank loans and credits, to protect their families from the unilateral action of one spouse, to 

protect their rights in a divorce, and to receive equal compensation if the land is appropriated. In 

addition to this, other issues related to rights of women on land, such as compensation rights, should 

be legalized on paper. Strict regulations requiring both names in land allocation decisions, leasing and 

compensation documents are needed. It is also important to have policies that consider womenôs 

interests in land allocation, and that encourage vocational training and job creation for rural women, in 

order to ensure equity and improving social welfare for people in general. Research is needed on 

gender issues relating to land in order to provide an updated and more comprehensive picture of 

                                                           
x !Ó ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎ $ÅÃÒÅÅ .Ï ΨΫȾΤΡΡΫȾ.M-CP 
xi For example, model such as community-ÂÁÓÅÄ 32) ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÃÅ 
to climatic and economic shocks. Pilot implementation shows that application of the model can help raising 
ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÉÎÃÏÍÅȢ 
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women landholders and of how women deal with land loss, in order to help policy makers develop 

better programs to support women. 

NGOs and mass organizations can function at different levels: to demand the implementation 

of existing legislation and policies; to advocate for policy change, including representation for women in 

key decision-making bodies; and to address the constraints of resource access, in order to gain social 

recognition and visibility for women as farmers, but also as equal citizens in all sectors.  

At the international level, international and regional organizations and networks that work on 

the land issue can support domestic organizations in sharing information on special cases when 

needed; or they can collaborate to work at different levels to advocate for better land rights, including 

for womenôs rights to land access and title. 

Lessons could also be learned from knowledge exchange with countries outside the region, 

countries that have developed their own benefit sharing mechanisms (i.e. Canada) between investors 

and affected people to help minimize negative impacts to residents. 

Conclusion 

 

In brief, there are many problems related to farmersô access to land in Vietnam, mostly due to 

the fact that land law and regulations are not sufficiently clear, creating favourable conditions for 

corruption and provoking many land disputes. Gender inequality in access to land has still not improved 

due to both cultural norms and traditions and to ineffective policies. It is not that the government does 

not want to improve the situation: many legal documents have been issued, and laws have been 

revised. But all of this work is constrained by the current land ownership system as well as by the 

stateôs own weak land management. As a consequence, marginalized people were excluded from the 

benefits of development processes and resources have been depleted in an unsustainable manner.  

 

Land rights and land ownership are still sensitive issues in Vietnam, creating barriers that 

discourage civil society from actively participating in land issues and that exclude people from 

participating in the decision-making process of projects that will adversely impact their lives. Additional 

political space is needed for media and for people to raise their voices and fight for justice.  
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CAMBODIA COUNTRY STUDY: REVIEW OF EXISTING LITERATURE 

 

Lead Author: Carl Middleton 

Introduction 

 

Land for the majority rural Cambodian population is inextricably linked to livelihood and food 

security, as well as family and community history and wellbeing. The number of landless and land-poor 

people are growing in Cambodia, a consequence of many factors including population growth and 

contested government policies that promote Economic Land Concessions (ELCs).  While large-scale 

land titling programs are expected to complete their work within 10 years,1  today at least 7.7 million 

parcels of land remain to be titled.2  

 

In addition, nation-wide statistics show that women-headed households are more likely to be 

landless or land-poor. Implementation of government policies on land titling that could strengthen land 

tenure security has been limited, avoiding contested areas where ELCs are approved.  

 

Research has shown that innovative agricultural approaches that support smallholder farming 

such as System of Rice Intensification (SRI) have proven their potential in Cambodia, and could be 

scaled up further. Such approaches to support agriculture also need to be linked to a recognition of 

other ongoing trends and conditions in Cambodia, including the role played by off-farm employment, 

and the importance of improved and secure access to water for agriculture, and to other natural 

resources, particularly those from the forest and wild capture fisheries. 

 

Cambodiaõs Population, Geography, and Land Use 

 

Cambodia is commonly understood to be an agrarian country; in 2012, agriculture contributed 

36 percent of GDP and employed 56 percent of the labor force primarily in subsistence agriculture and 

related activities.3 The garment and construction industries, and tourism services also contribute 

significant proportions to GDP. Employment of family members in industry and services increasingly 

compliment rural households livelihoods derived from subsistence farming.  
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At the same time, Cambodia is considered a low-income country,4 even as it has sustained 

yearly GDP growth of between 6 and 13.3 percent over the last decade.5 While government statistics 

show that the poverty rate decreased from 47 percent in 2003 to 30 percent in 2007 and 25.8 percent in 

2010,6 economic and social inequality within Cambodia remains worryingly high. A study in 2007 found 

that while at that time one-third of the population lived below the poverty line, the vast majority of the 

poorð90 percentðlived and worked in rural areas.7 

 

Recovering from the legacy of the past, Cambodiaôs agricultural output has continued to grow, 

such that since 2000 the country has been self-sufficient in rice production.8,i Although food security 

improvements have been remarkable, there are still large regions of food deficiency, especially in the 

countryôs north and northwest.9,ii Food insecurity remains a challenge; as of 2011, 17 percent of the 

total population were undernourished, with 29 percent of children underweight.10 Despite this, the 

Cambodian government maintains an agricultural strategy with dual goals of achieving food security 

within Cambodia and promoting the country to the position of a major rice exporter.11 

 

Land use in Cambodia is classified by the FAO as majority forest area (56.5 percent); with 22.7 

percent arable land; 8.5 percent permanent meadows and pastures; just 0.9 percent permanent crops 

(and 11.5 percent ñotherò land).12 While limited, much of the arable land is concentrated in the 

northwest, with rice, the countryôs staple crop, grown on three quarters of all arable land.13 Rice 

provides three quarters of the average energy intake for the average Cambodian14 Just over eighty 

percent of rice production is rain-fed lowland rice; upland rice is also grown, including by Cambodiaôs 

indigenous communities using swidden agriculture.15  In Cambodia, irrigation infrastructure is limited; as 

of 2006, only 8.9 percent of arable land was irrigated, the vast majority of this for rice production.16 

While new seeds, farming techniques (including SRI), and chemical inputs are having some impact on 

rice production, rice production in Cambodia remains predominantly low-input. 

 

In addition to farming, rural livelihoods in Cambodia draw upon a wide range of activities, 

including raising livestock and chickens, harvesting other natural resources (such as from the forest 

and from wild capture fisheries), and selling or exchanging labor either locally or through longer-

distance migration. Many natural resources, often managed as common pool resources, are under 

                                                           
i Between 1998 and 2009, production increased 110 percent, due to a 26 percent increase in cropping area 
and a 40 percent increase in yield. 
ii !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ (ÕÎÇÅÒ )ÎÄÅØ ɉ'()Ɋȟ #ÁÍÂÏÄÉÁȭÓ ÆÏÏÄ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÍÁÒËÅÄÌÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ΣΫΫΡ 
ÁÎÄ ΤΡΣΣȟ ÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ ȰÅØÔÒÅÍÅÌÙ ÁÌÁÒÍÉÎÇȱ ÔÏ ȰÓÅÒÉÏÕÓȱ ÒÁÔÉÎÇ ɉwww.ifpri.org/tools/2013-ghi-map ; Last 
accessed 18.8.14) 

http://www.ifpri.org/tools/2013-ghi-map
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increasingly intensified use and are becoming either degraded or enclosed.17 Access to water 

resources is often a key determinant for farming. 

 

While agriculture remains absolutely central to rural livelihoods, farming is changing along with 

the society as a whole. Following a baby boom in the early 1980s, Cambodia nowadays has a 

demographically young population who are entering the workforce. On the one hand, the aspiration of 

many young people is to move away from farming, and they seek work in the garment and construction 

industry.18 On the other, the countryôs growing population has placed more pressure on existing 

agricultural land; this, together with the massive expansion of Economic Land Concessions (discussed 

below), is also pushing many younger people away from farming.19 The move into other labor sectors 

also serves as a livelihood diversification strategy for many rural households, to spread risk and 

maximize opportunity.iii,20 

 

Land policies and legislation 

The turbulence of Cambodiaôs recent history resulted in distinctly different land tenure 

arrangements, each reflective of the political ideology of that periodôs government.iv At present the 2001 

Land Law is the main piece of land legislation, with a number of significant sub-decrees including on 

concessions for economic reasons, concessions for social purposes, and indigenous rights to land. In 

order to understand the current legislative changes, however, it is necessary to review previous 

iterations of land law and policy in the country. This helps both to contextualize these changes as well 

as to highlight the gains that have been made. 

 

During the Khmer Rouge period (1975-1979), private property was abolished, farming was 

collectivized, and a large numbers of people were forcibly moved. Forced labor on irrigation schemesð

many of which are now abandonedðleft a visible legacy on the landscape. The radical transformation 

of the landscape removed boundary markers and field bunds, deleting the physical record of land 

ownership; this in combination with the simultaneous destruction of cadastral records continues to have 

significant implications in the present day. 

 

Between 1979 and 1989, the constitution of a Vietnam-instated government ascribed all land 

as property of the state. Initially land was allocated to small-scale collective farming of 25-30 families 

called Krom Samakis (solidarity groups), but in practice evolved into individual farming. During this 

                                                           
iii 4ÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ Á ȰÍÕÌÔÉ-ÌÏÃÁÌ ÌÉÖÅÌÉÈÏÏÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȱ (e.g. see Elmhirst, 2012) 
iv See Hall et al (2011; 209-211), from which this chronology is derived, for a more detailed summary 
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period, there was extensive food insecurity, and many people moved to become refugees at the Thai-

Cambodia border. In principle, land remained under the exclusive ownership of the state until the 1989 

Constitution formally reinstated private property ownership. The 1989 Constitution also nullified all pre-

1979 land claims,21 essentially signaling a new beginning to land distribution. 

 

In 1991, with the Paris Peace Agreement, Cambodia established a multi-party democratic 

system under a constitutional monarchy, and shifted towards a market economy. The late 1980s and 

early 1990s witnessed the return of refugees, many seeking to restart farming; the demobilization of 

remaining Khmer Rouge soldiers was completed in 1997. In some areas of the country, collective 

farmland was redistributed to families by the state (see Takeo case study), while in other areas 

communities self-organized to distribute land (see Koh Kong case study). Land was redistributed 

principally on the basis of family size.22,v There were, however, weaknesses in this process: some late-

returning families or family members, including demobilized soldiers and refugees, were excluded, and 

even at this early stage plots of land per family were becoming fragmented.23 

 

The first Land Law of this period, promulgated in 1992, mandated the state to issue occupancy 

certificates, rather than full land titles, in rural areas. The governmentôs capacity to manage the 

process, however, was severely limited,vi and there were tens of thousands of rural local land conflicts 

as land was (re)claimed.24 Oxfam in 1999 described the land titling process for the rural poor as 

ñprohibitively expensive and dauntingly complicated to obtain certificate of their land rights.ò25 

 

In 2001, a new Land Law was promulgated, providing a reasonably complete legal framework for 

land tenure and land administration.26 The law extended ownership rights to residential and agricultural 

land, established a systematic cadastral system, defined land lease rights, and created a dispute 

resolution mechanism. It also provided a categorization system for land ownership, classifying land 

areas as state-public, state-private, private individual, common property, and indigenous land: 

 

¶ State-public land has public interests, and includes natural forest land, rivers and lakes. It is 

non-transferable, although it may be subject to temporary occupancy/use rights and logging 

concessions 

                                                           
v An average of 1.4 hectares of land was provided per family who applied. Üllenberg (2009) notes that 
given the important role played by local authorities in this process, the outcomes of land redistribution 
may at times have also reflected local political interests. 
vi Hall et al (2011) note of the 4.5 million applications land title lodged, only 14% were processed mainly for 
land in the urban areas of Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. 
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¶ State-private land is owned by the state and deemed to not have a public interest. These lands 

have been increasingly granted as economic land concessions (ELCs) 

¶ Private property is owned by individuals or entities, and can be leased, used as collateral, 

inherited and transferred 

¶ Indigenous land is owned by an indigenous community that has been acknowledged by the 

state, and that cultivates the land according to customary rules of collective use 

 

Article 30 of the Land Law allows for those who maintained uncontested possession of state-private 

land for five years prior to the promulgation of the law to request ownership of the land, and thus a land 

title; in practice, many have been unaware ofðor unable to accessðthis right.  

 

There are three subsequent sub-decrees that further developed the 2001 Land Law. The 2003 

Social Land Concessions sub-decree provides state private landvii to landless families for residence and 

farming; the 2005 Sub-decree on Economic Land Concessions prescribes a process for approval and 

management of ELCs; the 2009 Sub-decree on Procedures for Registration of Land of Indigenous 

Communities implements the indigenous land category contained in the original law. 

 

As of March 2014, eight indigenous communities have received recognition of their collective 

land use and ownership rights in Northeast Cambodia.27 However, attaining this recognition has proven 

to be both complex and time consuming, and there are reportedly more than 300 indigenous 

communities seeking collective land titles who are still at various stages of the approval process.  

 

In terms of the ELC sub-decree, the granting of ELCs in Cambodia for a range of crops 

including rubber, cassava, sugarcane, eucalyptus, jatropha, and oil palm has created widespread 

domestic resistance and international attention. State private land of up to 10,000 hectares may be 

granted to an ELC concessionaire for up to 99 years. Foreign investors must partner with a domestic 

investor. The approval process includes requirements for public consultation, environmental and social 

impact assessments, and procedures for resettlement consistent with Cambodian law. 

 

ELCs have been justified by their proponents as a contributor to economic growth of 

Cambodia, generating state revenues and creating employment in rural areas; in actual practice, 

however, they encourage the accumulation of the countryôs productive assets by a powerful local elite 

                                                           
vii As detailed in Sub-decree No. 118 on State Land Management (2005), including on the redesignation of 
state-public land as state-private land. 
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and foreign investors, and symbolize the deficit of institutional protection for the countryôs majority 

population. As of 2012, the RGC states that it has issued 118 companies a total land area of over 1.2 

million hectares.28 However, the independent estimate from the NGO LICARDO shows that a 

significantly larger area of 2.2 million hectares of land has actually been granted to ELCs.viii Alongside 

other land grabs, these ELCs have affected more than 420,000 people since 2003.29 

 

Implementation of ELC policy has been widely criticized for not following the procedures 

required under the law, for not being transparent, and for creating land conflict, aggravating 

landlessness, and undermining the livelihoods of rural communities (see Section 3). There have been 

numerous documented cases of concessionaires using multiple companies to hold contiguous 

concessions, essentially exceeding the 10,000 hectare limit per concession (see Case Study 1). There 

has also been a systematic avoidance by the state to issue land titles in areas sought for ELCs.30  

 

Communities who challenge the loss of their land have experienced direct violence from state 

agencies and company security guards. Meanwhile, communities have often struggled to find redress 

in the various justice mechanisms, namely: Commune Councils; the Cadastral Commission; the 

Administrative Commission; the National Authority for Land Dispute Resolution; and the Courts.31 Many 

cases have become reported internationally (see Table 1: Flashpoint ELCs reported in international 

media). Civil society groups and academics have documented land conflicts arising from ELCs (see 

Section 5 below); reports have also come from academics,32 the UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights,33 the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Cambodia,34 and others.35 In initial 

response, the Cambodian Government undertook a review that saw 5 companiesô concessions 

cancelled in 2009.36  

Table 1: Flashpoint Economic Land Concessions reported in international media 

Concession company Location 

Khon Kaen Sugar Company Srae Ambel District, Koh Kong Province 

Mitr Phol Company Samrong and Chongkal District, Odar Meanchey province 

KDC company Lor Peang village, Kompong Tralach district, Kampong Chhang 

province 

 

The granting of Social Land Concessions (SLCs) is provided for under the 2001 Land Law to 

alleviate rural poverty and landlessness, and was elaborated in a sub-decree in 2003.ix,37 The program 

                                                           
viii 6ÉÅ× ,)#!$(/ȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÉÍÅÌÉÎÅ ÍÁÐ Ȱ4ÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔ #ÁÍÂÏÄÉÁÎ 'ÉÖÅÁ×ÁÙȡ 6ÉÓÕÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ ,ÁÎÄ #ÏÎÃÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ 
ÏÖÅÒ 4ÉÍÅȱ ÈÅÒÅȡ www.licadho-cambodia.org/concession_timelapse/ [Last accessed 16.8.14] 
ix The SLC program is managed under the Land Distribution Sub Sector Programme (LDSSP) of the 
MLMUCP. Since its inception, the SLC program has been debated (see also Dinravy and Groetschel 2004). 

http://www.licadho-cambodia.org/concession_timelapse/
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allows the government to transfer state-private property to landless and land poor households; after 5 

years the households may convert the transferred land to private property if it has been turned to 

productive use. The program has proceeded slowlyðas of 2006, only 2,303 hectares of land had been 

given out to 17,086 households, mainly to former soldiers for their homesteads.38 In 2008, the Land 

Allocation for Social and Economic Development (LASED) program was approved, with support from 

the World Bank, to pilot SLCs for five-years.x While the total number of households who have benefited 

from the SLC program remains unclear, it was reported that as of September 2011, 1,614 households 

in three provinces had received a total of 6,850 ha of land, of whom 30 percent were female-headed 

households.39,xi The SLC initiative on paper has potential to redistribute land for the benefit of landless 

and land poor. However, if the program is to address these challenges, its implementation needs to be 

accelerated, more support needs to be provided to SLC farmers (especially to female-headed 

households that may have labor limitations), and the programôs governance, which has been afflicted 

with resource conflicts and mismanagement, needs to be addressed.40 

 

Since 2002 the Cambodian Government has proceeded with land title reform through the Land 

Management and Administration Project (LMAP).xii The project covers a range of land policy 

development, institutional development, land title distribution, and conflict resolution goals, with support 

provided by a number of donors including the World Bank.xiii While Cambodia has strengthened legal 

frameworks and institutional capacity,41 many observers have also critiqued the land titling reforms for 

having failed to issue titles in the places where land is most at risk of being expropriated, and have 

been unable to create accessible dispute resolution mechanisms.42  

 

In May 2012, Prime Minister Hun Sen issued Order 01BB,xiv announcing a moratorium on the 

approval of new ELCs, a review of existing ELCs, an assessment of the implementation of the policy on 

Social Land Concessions, and the initiation of a rapid land titling initiative (building on LMAP) for people 

living near concessions. This was in response to growing public protestxv following a rapid rise in ELC 

                                                           
x LASED had a stated aim of issuing 10,000 hectares of land to a total of 3,000 households. 
xi GIZ indicate a similar amount in their Fact Sheet dated March 2014. 
xii LMAP was established by the Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction and 
subsequently evolved in 2009 into the Land Administration Sub-Sector Program. 
xiii The World Bank and the governments of Finland, Germany and Canada, with technical assistance from 
FM-International Oy FINNMAP, the German Technical Cooperation (GTZ) and the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA). 
xiv Ȱ-ÅÁÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÌÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ 
ɉ%,#ÓɊȱ ɉÁÌÓÏ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ $ÉÒÅÃÔÉÖÅ ΡΡΣ Ɋ 
xv )Î ΤΡΣΤȟ (27 ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ2ÉÓÉÎÇ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÉÓÔÁÎce to such land-grabbing led to arrests 
ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ΤΡΣΤ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ΤΡΡ ÌÁÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ÄÅÆÅÎÄÅÒÓȢȱ 
http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/06/12/cambodia-land-titling -campaign-open-abuse [Last accessed 16.8.14] 

http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/06/12/cambodia-land-titling-campaign-open-abuse
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approvals in 2011,43 as well as to imminent commune council elections and rising donor pressure.44 

Following Order 01BB, the Prime Minister launched a massive, nationwide land titling campaign to 

extend support to people living on and using land around ELCs, state forests and other forms of public 

land. 

 

As of the end of 2013, however, LICADHO observed that 16 new concessions had been 

granted since the ELC moratorium was announced, totalling over 80,000 hectares, and that the review 

of ELCs had not been published.xvi,45 Furthermore, despite the review, flashpoint and problematic ELCs 

had not been cancelled.  

 

To carry out the accelerated land demarcation and titling, over 2,000 youth volunteers were 

dispatched to measure land and issue titles, with a portion of the funding provided personally by the 

Prime Minister. As of April 2014, the Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction 

(MLMUPC)xvii reported that a total of 3.4 million land titles have been issued, 500,000 in the two years 

since the rapid land titling initiative began.46,47,xviii Various criticisms of the program have been raised: 

youth volunteers were affiliated with the ruling CPP party and wore military-like uniforms; independent 

monitoring was not permitted; areas where new land titles were issued again avoided contested areas 

where ELCs had encroached on previous occupantsô land; land titles were in some cases issued in a 

ñbullying mannerò; indigenous communities were pressured into accepting individual titles, undermining 

their planned claims to communal titles;48 and the process of land titling circumvented established state 

institutions.49  

 

At the same time, in the rural areas where the program was implemented there was a 

significant demand; many people wanted land titles and were glad to receive them.xix Where the 

program was not implemented, there is a sense of unfairness; the exclusion of these areas has 

reproduced the notion that the land belongs to the state rather than the community.50 Following the 

communal election period in June 2012, this accelerated land titling program appears to have been 

largely suspended (although see Kratie case study).  

                                                           
xvi Note, this was legally possible because ELCs in the pipeline before May were permitted to proceed ɀ yet 
the list or numbers of ELCs were never publicised 
xvii The Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction (MLMUPC) is the lead government 
agency for land management in Cambodia. A Cadastral Commission operating at the national, provincial 
and district exists to adjudicate land disputes. 
xviii Order 001 intended to issue 350,000 households living on state land with land titles (See Pheap, 2014). 
The MLMUPC also states that 340,000 Ha from ELCs were returned to farmers, together with 230,000 Ha 
from forest concessions, and almost 500,000 Ha of state and forest land. 
xix NGO Forum on Cambodia is currently finalizing a study evaluating the impact of the land titling program 
under order OO1B 
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Multiple formal channels for resolving land conflicts in Cambodia exist through the local 

authorities, the Cadastral Commission, the National Authority for Land Dispute Resolution, and the 

provincial or national court system.  In general, where elite interests are involved, it is difficult for land-

disposed villagers to access justice via the formal mechanisms, and this remains a key challenge. 

ADHOC states that ñOn paper there exist many means of settling disputesé In practice, formal conflict 

resolution processes and institutions are often put aside or do not play their role. Conflicts often come 

to an end because the weaker party is threatened, harassed or force to accept sub-standard 

compensationé Many people lack access to effective remedies and do not trust the court, which favor 

rich, well-connected individuals and companies over poor people.ò51 GIZ (2014) notes that Cadastral 

Commissions have processed nearly 5,000 cases to date, of which 2,500 have been closed and 400 

involved large groups of villagers against a powerful person. 

 

The Cambodian Government, building on the 2009 ñDeclaration of the Royal Government on 

Land Policy,ò is currently preparing a ñComprehensive Land Policyòxx outlining the direction of future 

land sector reform.52 Civil society has been invited to provide comment on the document, although it 

remains unclear to what extent these comments will be incorporated. 

 

Dynamics and drivers of land-poverty and landlessness 

 

Land is a key form of economic and social security in rural Cambodia, and also a source of 

culture and heritage, family history and belonging.53 In rural areas, agriculture and access to land is a 

key determinant of sustainable livelihoods, and landlessness and land poverty contribute towards food 

insecurity and vulnerability. Subsistence agriculture and access to land, however, also need to be 

contextualized with access to other resources, such as forests and wild capture fisheries, and with 

other livelihood options including nearby labor work and longer distance migrations.  

 

Compared to many other countries, Cambodia is unusual in that, in the late 1980s arable land 

was near equally distributed in many agricultural areas, although plots were often fragmented. Since 

that time, however, various powers and processes have reshaped land distribution across the country, 

as discussed below. In addition, some people did not receive land during the 1989 land redistribution 

                                                           
xx !ÌÓÏ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ,ÁÎÄ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ 7ÈÉÔÅ 0ÁÐÅÒȱ 
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program, including some late returnees and demobilizing soldiers; Oxfam later estimated that at least 1 

million people had not received land.54  

 

Reliable measures of rural landlessness are limited, but it has been estimated that 

landlessness among rural households in Cambodia was 13 percent in the late 1990s, and has risen to 

around 20 percent in 2004, and approximately 20 percent to 40 percent as of 2009.55 Furthermore, 

according to a 2009 study, approximately 40 percent of farming households held less than 0.5 ha of 

land, which is less than half of the minimum area required to meet nutritional needs.56 At the other end 

of the scale, in 2010 it was estimated that as much as 30 percent of Cambodiaôs land was owned by 

only 1 percent of the population.57 Table 2 presents Cambodiaôs land distribution according to a 2008 

survey, revealing that more than 25 percent of households are landless and 45 percent land-poor. 

 

Table 2: Land holdings by region in Cambodia (percentage of households) 

 

(Reproduced from MoE and UNDP, 2011)58 

 

Landlessness and near-landlessness in Cambodia emerge from a number of dynamics.59 On 

the one hand, there is an increasing demand for land due to a growing population. In 1980, Cambodiaôs 

population was 6.5 million, this grew to 9.5 million in 1990, 12.5 million in 2000, and 15 million as of 

2013.60 Traditional inheritance arrangements divide existing plots of land into smaller plots, creating 

land fragmentation; excessive fragmentation has been identified as a growing challenge to smallholder 

farming, even as generally smaller plots are more productive for subsistence rain-fed paddy rice 

production.xxi 

 

                                                           
xxi For an extended discussion on land fragmentation and rice production efficiency, see MoP and UNDP 
(2007), Chapter 3. 
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On the other hand, as discussed above, forced eviction from land, whether through ELCs or 

other means,xxii is also an important reason for rising landlessness. Land tenure security is weak in 

Cambodia, particularly in places where formal land certificates have not been issued (as is often the 

case in ELC areas). Powerful elitesðoften working in partnership with FDI, and through their own 

companies in Cambodiaðare able to acquire large areas of land. State land, previously used under 

customary arrangements by both indigenous and rural Khmer communities, has been readily 

appropriated in a process the state legitimizes with claims that either the community does not have the 

right to the land, or that the land is unused when in fact its condition may simply reflect periods of 

customary fallow production. 

 

Economic hardship may also necessitate the sale of land, in particular during shocks such as a 

health crisis within a family or a crop failure.61 Microfinance institutions are available to many, provided 

both by NGOs and the private sector; in 2011 there were about 1.4 million active borrowers in 

Cambodia.62 While this level of access is considered a ódevelopment successô, it has also facilitated 

increased household indebtedness, while for landless families seeking access to credit, a lack of 

collateral remains a challenge. Land prices have also increased across the country benefitting sellers 

while erecting further barriers to landless families.63,xxiii  

 

Land-poor and landless farmers experiencing chronic poverty are faced with numerous 

challenges, as are subsistence farming households in general.xxiv,64 Agriculture is generally low 

productivity, and vulnerable to flooding and droughts. Cambodiaôs rain-fed agriculture is also 

recognized to be vulnerable to climate change in the form of exacerbated flood and drought, and less 

predictable weather patterns, and given limited investment in a range of water storage options.65 Those 

farmers who might choose to move towards more intensive and commercial agriculture are challenged 

by a lack of irrigation and grain storage, high electricity costs, and limited transport networks.66 There is 

also anecdotal evidence that commercial farmers are increasingly struggling to make a profit, given 

declining soil fertility and the associated increased use of agrochemicals, and access to agricultural 

extension services remains very limited. On the other hand, state interventions are often inappropriate, 

failing to recognize and build upon the existing strengths of rural communities.67  

                                                           
xxii In 1999, Oxfam identified the following mechanisms: expropriation of land through the misuse of 
administrative or military power; misappropriation of land through the manipulation or dysfunctional legal 
system; distress sales due to poverty and economic crisis; and government appropriation of private land in 
the public interest for projects such as dams and roads (see Kato, 1999). 
xxiii The cost of 1 ha of agricultural land rose from an average of US$250 in 2004 to US$2000 in 2007 
xxiv According to Tong (2012), moving out of chronic poverty relate to levels of education, access to 
agricultural land and livestock, having good relationships with others in the community, and household 
composition (number of children and elderly) 
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As discussed in Section 5 below, one response to landlessness and land poverty has been 

migration, opening up new land frontiers that represent both opportunities to alleviate land scarcity, but 

also renewed challenges in the form of deforestation and contestation with the state. 

 

Gaps in gender equitable land policies and key challenges for women farmers  

 

Cambodiaôs 2008 Socio-Economic Census reveals some important trends regarding gender 

dynamics in agricultural households.68 Overall, 20 percent of agricultural households in Cambodia are 

female-headed. With regard to land-ownership, female-headed households are more likely to not have 

access to land, and own a smaller average plot size (table 3).xxv The heads of female-headed 

households are also twice as likely to be illiterate, have fewer household assets for farming, and are 

less likely to have access to irrigation.xxvi They also face greater barriers than men in accessing the 

scarce agricultural extension services that exist.69 According to an unpublished Oxfam report, one in 

every five female-headed households in Cambodia is landless, compared to one in eight families who 

were landless.70  

 

As seen within this country study, there is a large quantity of recent data available on land in 

Cambodia, including data disaggregated by gender. This is in contrast to other LMB countries covered 

in this report, and may be related to the increased development and international attentions of late. 

However, as we discuss in more detail in the case studies, there is a need for increased understanding 

of gender relations around landðnot only with regard to what women do or to the number of women 

headed households, but to how larger land transformations impact the relationships between women, 

men and land.  

 

Table 3: Gender disaggregated data for agricultural households with access to land (2008) 

 Male-headed housholds Female-headed households 

One plot of land 38.7% 
48.6% 

 

More than one plot of land 61.3% 
51.4% 

 

                                                           
xxv !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ #ÁÍÂÏÄÉÁȭÓ ΤΡΡΪ census, on which the FAO study draws, 96 percent of agricultural 
households have access to some form of agricultural land (accessed via ownership, renting, free use of 
ÌÁÎÄȟ ÏÒ ȰÏÔÈÅÒȱɊȢ /ÎÌÙ ΦΡϷ ÏÆ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÓ Ï×Î ÌÁÎÄȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÁÌÅ- and female- 
headed households being 5 percentage points (FAO, 2010) 
xxvi 3ÅÅ &!/ ɉΤΡΣΡɊ Ȱ.ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 'ÅÎÄÅÒ 0ÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÏÆ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ (ÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÓ ΤΡΣΡȱ ÆÏÒ Á ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ 
data disaggregated by area (plain zone, Tonle Sap zone, plateau/ mountain zone, and coastal zone) 
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Average land area 1.53 Ha 
1.08 Ha 

 

Literacy 
80% 

 
42% 

 

 

Cambodiaôs constitution and supporting legal framework recognizes equal rights for women 

and men;71 in regard to ownership of land, both women and men can own land, and often do. Land 

acquired during marriage is legally recognized as joint property, while land bought outside marriage or 

inherited is considered individual property.72,xxvii Customary code of conduct, however, known as chbab 

srey, through a range of customs and traditions that prescribe the appropriate behavior and role of 

women legitimizes discrimination against them.73 Thus, the ability of women to claim their rights, 

including to land, is thus not always assured.74, 75 

 

Some groups of women have been particularly disadvantaged, such as those widowed during 

the civil war; according to a 2004 study, almost half do not have access to any land, and of those that 

own land 84 percent owned less than half a hectare.76 Furthermore, a womanôs claim to land title under 

joint ownership arrangements can be insecure, for example in the event of separation, divorce, or 

abandonment.77 

 

Government strategies to address gender equality in land have included the preparation of 

Gender Mainstreaming Action Plans, and collaboration between the MLMUPC and the Ministry of 

Womenôs Affairs.78 However, overall, women are disadvantaged in having their voice heard in official 

decision-making processes despite various affirmative actions by the government.79  

 

Despite some positive actions by the government, a lack of awareness of rights, and in many 

cases the kinds of involuntary land dispossession discussed above, remain a major challenge.xxviii Land 

dispossession, while impacting the entire community, has a disproportionate impact on women in 

farming households through the breakdown of community support networks, the splitting up of families 

as some members (often the husband) seek off-farm work, impacts to food security and childrenôs 

education which remain primarily the responsibility of women, and increased anxiety over the future for 

the family.80 According to a 2004 study, rural women are responsible for 80 percent of food 

                                                           
xxvii Articles 32-37 of the Law on Marriage and Family (1989), and the Law on Land (2001). 
xxviii While beyond the scope of this report, it should be noted that forced urban land evictions also have a 
severe and disproportionate impact on women. See: COHRE. 2011. Living under threat but with nowhere to 
go: A survey on the impact of forced eviction on women in Phnom Penh. Center on Housing Rights and 
Evictions (COHRE). 
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production.81 Whether in spite of these hardships, or because of them, women have often taken a 

community leadership role in challenging forced land evictions.82  

 

The challenges women face in accessing and maintaining control of land are also rooted in 

broader challenges for women in Cambodia.83 While the situation is improving, these challenges 

include difficulties accessing education and skills training, and gender-based violence.84 Young women, 

faced with limited livelihood opportunities and often driven by a desire to help their families, are 

increasingly migrating from rural areas to work in garment factories in Phnom Penh or in neighboring 

countries.85  

Civil society and community responses and strategies in Cambodia 

 

With regard to land tenure security and agriculture, civil society in Cambodia has adopted a 

range of roles and strategies including: researching and monitoring the implementation of land-related 

policy; supporting communities affected by individual land dispossessions; promoting and implementing 

innovation in agriculture, such as System Rice Intensification; and building civil society networks in 

support of this work. Communities, meanwhile, have often partnered with civil society groups to defend 

their land, or to seek restitution if land has been lost. They have also responded to landlessness and 

land poverty through migration to new areas where land appears to be available (even if in practice new 

conflicts emerge), or through migration to seek laborer employment whether in Cambodia or overseas.  

 

In the past several years, there has been a significant effort by both Cambodian and 

international civil society groups to research, monitor, analyze and undertake advocacy on the 

implementation of the various land policies in Cambodia.xxix Widespread concern emerged from the 

proliferation of ELCs, and as Cambodiaôs land policy has evolved, there is an increasing effort to 

monitor its implications and evaluating the effectiveness of dispute mechanisms. 

 

Civil society groups and communities often partner together to seek justice for land 

dispossession. This has included civil society-provided training programs about communitiesô 

entitlements under the law, and support for communities to proceed through the various land dispute 

resolution mechanisms in Cambodia. Communities have also adopted various street politics tactics, 

including blocking roads, protesting in Phnom Penh, and petitioning individual ministries as well as the 

                                                           
xxix Organizations working on these issues include ADHOC, APRODEV, Cambodian Center for Human Rights, 
Equitable Cambodia, Global Witness, Inclusive Development International, the International Land Coalition, 
LICADHO, and Welthungerhilfe. 
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National Assembly, the Senate, and Prime Minister Hun Sen. Civil society groups, in collaboration with 

affected communities, have also sought to ensure the accountability of international actors, including 

foreign investors, financiers, producers and distributors, and voluntary industry standards groups (see 

Koh Kong case study). In the case of the sugar industry, for example, communities and civil society 

groups have sought accountability through extra-territorial obligations and mechanisms such as the 

Thai National Human Rights Committee (in the case of Thai investors), the European Union (Everything 

But Arms Initiative), and other courts, such as those in the UK.86,xxx 

 

In Cambodia, civil society groups working with communities have promoted innovative forms of 

agriculture. System of Rice Intensification (SRI) was first piloted by the NGO CEDAC in 1999. 87,xxxi 

Successful piloting of SRI led to an SRI national secretariat hosted by the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fishery since 2004, and to official endorsement and promotion of SRI by the national 

government since 2005. SRI has been promoted in all provinces of Cambodia through both government 

and NGO extension activities,xxxii and has been included in Cambodiaôs National Strategic Development 

Plans since 2006.xxxiii As of 2009, the director of MAFFôs Rice Department reported that there were 

110,530 farmers using SRI methods in Cambodia on 59,785 hectares in 4,534 villages with an average 

yield of 3.48 ton per hectare; remarkably, this is about 1 ton per hectare more than the national 

average,88 and this finding has been supported by various other studies.89 Regarding gender 

differentiated impacts, research has noted that women often received training in SRI, although this also 

related to the ófeminization of agricultureô in the areas studied.90 Recent research has also indicated 

significant potential for organic rice production in Cambodia, with economic as well as food security, 

health and gender equity benefits.91 

 

Civil society groups have built a range of networks for information and experience sharing, 

support and solidarity. In regard to land tenure security, national networks have been created through 

the NGO Forum on Cambodia under the Land and Livelihoods Program, including networks on forestry 

rights, indigenous peopleôs land rights, land security, and resettlement and housing rights.xxxiv These 

have also connected with various international networks, such as the International Land Coalition.xxxv In 

promoting SRI, civil society groups have worked to build networks of farmers, recruiting key farmers 

                                                           
xxx See www.cleansugarcampaign.net [Last accessed 19.8.14] 
xxxi For further details, see www.cedac.org.kh/ [Last accessed 19.8.14] 
xxxii At least 47 NGOs and development projects are promoting SRI in Cambodia. As of 2012, CEDAC was 
reportedly supporting 140,000 farmer families in twenty-one provinces. 
xxxiii For extensive resources on SRI in Cambodia, see http://sri.ciifad.cornell.edu/countries/cambodia/ [Last 
accessed 19.8.14] 
xxxiv See www.ngoforum.org.kh/index.php/en/programme/land-livelihoods [Last accessed 19.8.14] 
xxxv See http://www.landcoalition.org/ and http://ilcasia.wordpress.com/  [Last accessed 19.8.14] 

http://www.cleansugarcampaign.net/
http://www.cedac.org.kh/
http://sri.ciifad.cornell.edu/countries/cambodia/
http://www.ngoforum.org.kh/index.php/en/programme/land-livelihoods
http://www.landcoalition.org/
http://ilcasia.wordpress.com/
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who can share their knowledge and experience with others; CEDAC, for example, has supported the 

creation of the Farmer and Nature Network.xxxvi 

 

As land has become scarce in the central rice plain areas of Cambodia, for the range of 

reasons described in Sections 2 and 3, large numbers of people have migrated to peripheral areas, in 

particular the Northwest and Northeast provinces. This has resulted in the clearance and cultivation of 

forest land, precipitating various struggles between farmers and the state,92 and in the Northeast 

between farmers and indigenous communities. More broadly, migration has been increasingly adopted 

in response to poverty challenges in rural areas as a strategy to diversify household incomes.93 

Migration may take members of farming communities to other agricultural areas of Cambodia, to urban 

sectors (such as garment manufacturing or construction) in Cambodia,94 or abroad, in particular to 

Thailand, but also to countries such as South Korea, Malaysia, and the Middle East. Migration, while 

entailing its own risks, has provided vital remittances to rural families, and also reflects new or 

reinforced linkages between the rural and urban economies. For landless and land-poor families, the 

migration of some family members is a key response to land- and food-shortages.  

 

Opportunities in policy and in practice for rural land-poor, landless, and smallholder farmers  

 

Opportunities and challenges facing smallholder, land-poor and landless from the perspective 

of secure access to land for agricultural production are wide-ranging. Good land governance is central 

to successful rural development.95 However, this alone is not enough; Cambodiaôs 2007 Human 

Development Report identifies the need for ñland plusò policies, where other development activities, 

including investments in health, education and economic infrastructure, are provided in addition to 

redressing landlessness.96 Access to water, other natural resources, and increasing remittances from 

off-farm employment are also important considerations for smallholders, the land-poor and landless, as 

are ensuring that they are able to withstand climate, economic, and policy shocks.xxxvii  

 

Agriculture 

 

¶ Explicitly extend support to Cambodiaôs smallholder farmers, especially for women farmers, 

including through appropriate agricultural extension services. This means promoting agriculture 

that facilitates farmers to avoid excessive debt that can result from agro-chemical dependency, 

                                                           
xxxvi For further details, see www.fnn.org.kh/home.html [Last accessed 19.8.14] 
xxxvii CDRI (2013) 

http://www.fnn.org.kh/home.html
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that builds upon locally available resources and knowledge, and that is co-designed and thus 

responds to the needs of the farmers themselves. Given the risks to smallholder agriculture to 

climate change, this support should integrate strategies for adaptation. 

¶ Continue System Rice Intensification for improved agricultural productivity97 for smallholder 

farmers and monitor individual projectôs impacts not only on yields but on empowerment and in 

terms of exclusion. 

¶ Address other challenges to smallholder farming, adopting a pro-poor and gender-sensitive 

approach, including a lack of irrigation and grain storage, high electricity costs, and limited 

transport networks. 

¶ Ensure continued access to and sustainable protection of other natural resources, in particular 

forest resources and wild-capture fisheries, that are important to maintaining viable agricultural 

livelihoods 

 

Land tenure security 

 

¶ Increase transparency and accountability of Economic Land Concessions, including disclosure 

of relevant details of existing approved ELCs and transparency in ownership and revenues 

generated.  

¶ Land conflicts linked to existing ELCs should be systematically and fairly assessed. The ELCs 

approved to date should be reviewed and those that have not followed due process revoked. 

Commitments to these ends have already been made by the Cambodian government under 

Order 01BB, yet have not been fulfilled to date (see Section 3). Civil society must maintain 

pressure on the government to ensure these commitments are fulfilled. 

¶ Prioritize the issuance of land titles for those in areas that are currently facing land insecurity 

due to ELCs. 

¶ Promote awareness among men and women in rural communities, and government staff, on 

womenôs entitlements to land title under the law 

¶ More support should be provided to SLC households to develop viable farming on the land 

allocated to them, so that they can claim full land title after 5 years of land use 

¶ Increase transparency and accountability of Social Land Concessions 

¶ Accelerate the registration of indigenous communities as legal entities and register their land 

as permitted under the 2001 Land Law 
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¶ Consider innovative land lease arrangements for distributing land to landless and land poor 

farmers;98  in other words, research and develop mechanisms by which access to land can be 

rapidly enhanced as a first step, leading towards ownership in the long run. 

¶ Reform of dispute resolution mechanisms, including better access to and a fair trial in the 

provincial and national court system. A commitment on the part of the state to deescalate 

violence towards land dispossessed communities, and ensure peopleôs safety.  

¶ Ensure that in policy-related discussion and in the case of specific projects gender-

disaggregated data is available; undertake further field research that unpacks the gendered 

impacts of land dispossession and other processes of land transformation 

¶ Prioritize addressing ongoing food insecurity in rural Cambodia 

¶ There is also a need for better policy coherence.99 It is important that Government agencies 

recognize the important role played by empowered community and civil society groups in 

strengthening land governance in their role as watch dog and reporting on illegal conduct. 

 

Conclusion  

 

In Cambodia, a predominantly agrarian society, access to land ï alongside to water and other 

natural resources ï is a key factor in ensuring the livelihoods, food security and well-being of the 

majority rural population. Landlessness or too little land is a major challenge to addressing poverty. 

Many aspects of addressing landlessness may be addressed by reforming existing government policy, 

including on land title distribution, Social Land Concessions, Economic Land Concessions, and dispute 

resolution, yet providing the incentive for policy change and ensuring its effective implementation is a 

major challenge. Empowered communities and civil society thus have a crucial and legitimate role to 

play. Inter-linkages with other policy domains are important to recognize, including on access to water 

resources for agriculture and to forest and wild capture fishery resources, ensuring sustained and fair 

off-farm employment, and encouraging innovation in agriculture, for example System Rice 

Intensification.  
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REGIONAL TRENDS: POINTS OF CONVERGENCE ACROSS LMB COUNTRY STUDIES 

In this section, we aim to identify trends across the four country studiesô reviews of existing 

literature, with an emphasis on the framework and approach described at the outset of this report. 

Across the different contexts and histories of land policy and land access that each country presents, 

our identification of trends will focus on the exclusion and access to natural resources, particularly land, 

of the land-poor and landless, and on the gender-land relationships that shape their situation. After 

consideration of these trends, we will discuss similarities in the mechanisms or ópowers of exclusionô 

which have contributed to these trends. 

Trends: Land Access and Exclusion, Gender, and Innovation 

One of the major points of convergence across the four LMB countries pertains to land and 

natural resource access and exclusion. Land and livelihood security depend not only on obtaining 

land title, but on having access to infrastructure, water resources, agricultural extension 

services, and political and social justice. 

While agriculture remains central to rural householdsô livelihoods, remittances also contribute 

significantly. Further research is needed across all LMB countries on the links between migration, 

livelihood change (especially as related to de-agrarianization and land consolidation), and gender. 

With regard to land access and gender, much of the existing research has pointed to the 

commonly understood notion that women-headed households are generally more likely to be land poor 

or landless. A cultural bias against women in general often disadvantages women in decision-making 

processes and in accessing resources. 

Moreover, when examining the relationships between women, men and land, it is clear that 

land dispossession through land concessions affects men and women differently, and in many 

ways places a greater burden on women. Briefly, while state policies and institutions have assumed 

women to be both ñintegral for the successò and ñleft outò of land tenure programs, what we have found 

instead is a dearth of research and data available on this area of concern (except for recent attention to 

Cambodia). For instance, in some cases (Thailand, Vietnam) data is not available on women-headed 

households. But more worrying is that across all countries, serious, in-depth studies of gender and its 

changing relationships to land access and land tenure are inadequate.  

The three case studies included in the next section of this report underline this issue. Analysis 

of our field research indicates that conventional assumptions frequently overlook dynamic 
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livelihoods, gender, and the shifts in labor that are occurring through domestic migration (see, 

for instance, Case Study 2). 

The country studies have also considered the issue of innovation, particularly in agricultural 

livelihoods, access to justice, and the challenge of making development more inclusive. In Cambodia in 

particular, innovations in agriculture, such as System Rice Intensification (SRI) and the strengthening of 

farmer networks, has increased yields for those involved.  

Changing opportunities for employment across the region are also identified, particularly in 

urban areas and in Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia. These changes are leading to multi-local 

livelihood strategies among many rural households, as they seek to manage risk and diversify their 

incomes. 

In organizing, there are opportunities for up-scaling and cross-border innovation in going 

beyond national policy. Seen across all 4 LMB countries. 

Mechanisms: Powers of Exclusion 

Throughout this report, the authors have considered not only trends across countries in issues 

of land access, gender, and innovation, but also the mechanisms through which these changes and 

trends have emerged. Building on our conceptual framework, and focusing on ópowers of exclusionô, we 

identify the following as key mechanisms. 

Power of Regulation 

The broad banner of ôregulationõ emphasizes the role of the state, legal instruments and 

zoning in setting conditions of access and use, and forms of ownership. Under this banner, we identify 

a general trend towards the consolidation of recognition of private land tenure, including the 

distribution of land certificates. Areas that are contested, however, are often excluded from land 

titling programs. This is especially the case in Cambodia and Thailand. At the same time, zoning of 

land use, particularly for forest protected areas, has become more embedded and has 

disproportionately affected ethnic minority groups and women. This has created exclusions from land 

and forest resources, as well as from land titles, for some already marginalized groups. This trend is 

seen across all 4 LMB countries. 

Moreover, LMB states have legislated and supported the creation of large economic land 

concessions, often excluding smallholder farmers from land. These concessions have been employed 

across all 4 LMB countries, but less so in the case of Thailand.  

The state is a significant authority in land tenure and land access. In many instances, across all 

four countries (perhaps only more recently for Vietnam), land claimed for or under the òstateó has 
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been given over to special interests and large development projects that have not benefitted the 

poor. In general, actions taken in regard to state lands have resulted in diminished access and 

significant changes in land tenure for local residents. 

Power of the market 

Examining changes in land access that stem from the ópower of the marketõ, which can work 

to contradictorily permit or block access via land prices, as well as to incentivize claims to ownership of 

land, these studies show the role that international demand for (boom) commodities (for example 

rubber, sugar, and fast growing trees) have played in shaping land use across the region, Thai and 

Vietnamese companies are increasingly investing in Laos and Cambodia (and in Myanmar). 

In addition, domestic consumption, in particular in urban areas, also shapes rural 

agriculture, encouraging the commercialization of farming. This is particularly seen in Thailand and 

Vietnam. 

Power of force 

Much has already been written on the ópower of forceô in the histories of the LMB.  Here we 

consider force to be either actual or implicit. Force can block land access legally through the sanctions 

associated with regulations, and it can do so illegally through intimidation or violence. In sum, states 

and private companies have too often used force or the threat of force against communities who have 

been dispossessed of their land. This is evidenced across all four country studies, with examples from 

forest displacement in Thailand, examples of displacement from upland swidden areas in Lao PDR, 

displacement through large-scale economic concessions in Cambodia, and through large state-led 

development schemes in Vietnam. In these documented cases, communities have also resorted to 

direct action protest, even as they are left with limited other choices to defend their right to land (see 

also: Case Studies). 

Power of Legitimation 

The ôpower of legitimationõ as discussed in the conceptual framework, provides the normative 

justifications for land access and exclusion. As evidenced in the country studies, national justice 

systems often do not guarantee access to justice. As a result, an array of arenas for achieving 

justice are emerging aside from the national courts, including through the use of voluntary 

arrangements (OECD guidelines on multi-national corporations; industry standards groups) and extra-

territorial mechanisms (national human rights committees; other national courts), and through the 

attention of the regional and international media. Community and civil society groups are networking 

nationally, regionally and globally to create more effective platforms to defend access to land. 
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Moreover, community organizing and management efforts have contributed positively 

towards land governance in the region, although this is often not recognized by government.  

In terms of assessing mobilizations and organizing efforts, the authors find that the poor are 

often not able to participate in protests because they have obligations to work, or because they are 

not at home to get access to information (in many cases, individuals may be working as hired labor or 

migrant labor) and thus are not involved in these campaigns and do not get the same benefits as 

community members who are able to be involved.  

Finally, across all four country studies we note that states often claim the need for economic 

development to justify large-scale land appropriations for economic land concessions or state-led 

schemes.  

Additional thoughts regarding gender, poverty, and the powers of exclusion 

Across all LMB countries, it was found that more attention to existing tenure arrangements is 

needed, particularly increased understanding of traditional land tenure arrangements. While land titling 

programs may seem like the óbestô solution, in many cases the impacts of wide-spread (Thailand) or 

only partially implemented (Lao PDR) for marginalized people are not well-monitored or well-

understood. Such programs may result in further marginalizing already marginalized groups, in terms of 

gender, generation, or incur impacts in terms of diversification of livelihood and migration. 

 

Summary 

The trends identified above are related to both practical issues facing the land-poor, landless, 

and female and male smallholders, but also highlight the mechanisms through which some of these 

exclusions to land occur. The conclusion section (below) and the policy briefs (published separately) 

more directly deal with actionable changes and policy recommendations. 
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SECTION 3 CASE STUDIES: THREE SITES IN CAMBODIA 

The case studies for this research were selected in consultation with Oxfam staff to reflect key 

issues of land access in Cambodia but also to speak to key themes identified in Oxfamôs work and the 

literature reviews carried out as part of the larger research project. In this short overview, we describe 

in brief the main reasons and rationales for choosing the three case studies and some of the key 

contributions from each site. In the executive summaries that follow, we provide an overview of each 

case and the second part of this report (forthcoming) explicates the details, findings and research 

methodologies further. 

Case study 1 examines the well-documented Koh Kong Sugar Industry Concession in Srae 

Ambel District of Koh Kong Province. This particular case has already attracted attention as a text-book 

example of land dispossession and is exemplary of the rapid emergence of economic land concessions 

in the Lower Mekong Basin. Examination of the impacts and the responses by the community in this 

case provides insight into both implications of trends in land consolidation for agricultural livelihood 

strategies, gender relations, and optimistically, this case also highlights innovative approaches to 

accessing justice in Cambodia. 

What initially drew our attention to the case study 2 in Kratie Provinceôs Khsem village is the 

question of ñwhy is it successful?ò In this case study, the authors consider what ósuccessô looks like in 

Cambodia, in terms of villagers asserting and obtaining land rights in a broad context of tenure 

uncertainty and large-scale dispossession fuelled by economic land concessions (ELCs).  

Here, villagers identified the Social Land Concession (SLC), which they gained through active 

protest, as one success. And yet, in spite of this ósuccessô the communityôs effort to rebuild their 

livelihoods was severely curtailed by the lack of clarity around who could participate in the SLC, and 

that the plots of land had yet to be measured, adjudicated and awarded to families, and there was yet 

to be a clear timeline of the government facilitating this important process. The village is also a site of 

intense land change. For instance, large rubber concessions have been granted, which overlap with 

both the village land and the wildlife sanctuary land. From this case study, we highlight three key issues 

of broader significance for target groups, including the landless, land poor, and male and female 

smallholders.  

Case study 3 focuses on Rokha village in Cambodiaôs Southwestern province of Takeo. The 

title ñInnovating Agriculture and Diversifying Livelihood through Migrationò emphasizes the key themes 

explored in the case. The authors, in consultation with Oxfam, identified this case precisely for the 

different themes it offered for further study. This village is not presently impacted by land concessions 
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or land displacement, but the situation of Rokha Village does present an opportunity to identify the 

pressures facing smallholder farmers. The authors identify the communityôs work to diversify their 

livelihood portfolio and improve their economic standing and land holdings. The case study also 

highlights innovation in agriculture through System Rice Intensification (SRI). The results of this study 

also emphasizes the importance of issues of migration, gender, and generation (aging households) with 

regard to changing livelihood strategies. 

As a group, these cases in Cambodia are meant to provide insight into different contexts and 

situations of land access in the country, but also provide an opportunity to identify the multifaceted 

ways in which land access is now being contested and transformed. 
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Case Study 1 Executive Summary 

Determinedly Seeking Justice: The Case Study of Koh Kong Sugar Industry Concession, Srae 

Ambel District, Koh Kong Province, Cambodia 

Lead Author: Carl Middleton 

This is a case that has attracted nation-wide and international attention as a text-book example 

of the global ñland grabò. The ongoing organizing around and attention to this case provides insight into 

both the impacts of economic land concessions (ELCs) on agricultural livelihood strategies, gender 

relations, and also highlights innovative approaches to accessing justice in Cambodia. 

In 2006, the Cambodian Government approved two adjoining sugarcane ELCs of 9,700 

hectares and 9,400 hectaresi in Botum Sakor and Srae Ambel districts of Koh Kong Province. The two 

concessions ï in practice operated as one ï are owned by two Cambodia subsidiaries by Khon Kaen 

Sugar Company (KSL) (Thailand) and Ve Wong Corporation (Taiwan). Over 450 households from 

Chikor, Chhuuk, and Trapeang Kandol villages in Chikor Leu Commune, Srae Ambel District were 

dispossessed of approximately 5,000 hectares of upland ñchamkarò land where they grew swidden rice, 

various cash crops, and raised cattle.ii The chamkar land was taken by the ELC without consultationiii 

and did not follow due process under Cambodiaôs law.iv The process of dispossession was at times 

violent, and was initiated even before the concession contract was signed.v 

As a result, villagers now depend on small plots of lowland paddy field that is regularly 

vulnerable to flooding, their ability to raise cattle is significantly impaired, and non-timber forest products 

are becoming scarce. Eight years since its initiation, the ELC has created income and food insecurity, 

increased debt, led to more migration out of necessity rather than voluntarily, and brought new worries 

and a widespread sense of injustice to the affected villagers.  

The loss of chamkar [upland cultivation areas] due to the ELC has changed the division of 

labor between men and women in agriculture, with women now working harder than before to grow 

paddy rice as men travel further distances to collect non-timber forest products or migrate to seek other 

work. Women have traditionally taken the responsibility of ensuring the household has enough to eat; 

Several women interviewed highlighted that compared to the past, they worry about food security in 

their household more. 

Over 220 households continue to protest the ELC, without having accepted compensation for 

the loss of almost 1,500 hectares of land.vi The communities, collaborating with public interest lawyers, 

have pursued numerous avenues for seeking justice, including direct protest, the Cambodian court, 
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communication with the companies, the Thai National Human Rights Commission, the UK court, and 

towards a multi-stakeholder initiative on sugarcane, namely Bonsucro. They have also challenged the 

EUôs ñEverything But Arms Initiativeò to seek accountability in the wider sugar industry. Despite all of 

these protests and seeking justice in many innovative ways, the bottom line is that the affected 

communities are yet to receive neither fair compensation, nor, as would be their preference, the return 

of their chamkar land which is now converted to sugar cane production. The case study also identified 

difficulties faced by the most marginalized households in maintaining their role in the protests, due to 

shortage of household labor or funds; these families appeared at risk of not receiving compensation at 

all. 

In this case study, all of the ópowers of exclusionô are at play: 

¶ Market: International market demand for sugar incentivized international investors to develop 

the ELC. Meanwhile, the Cambodian Government supported the ELC perhaps in part to 

generate revenues for the government. At the local level, land markets are incomplete, 

including the absence of land certificates that left the communities vulnerable to illegal land 

dispossession.  

¶ Regulation: At the local level, there is a notable absence of the rigorous application of national 

law and regulations. The villagers were unaware that they were entitled to land titles under the 

Land Law (2001), and even if they had been there was no land titling mechanisms operating in 

Koh Kong through which they could claim this right. This created a vacuum where the various 

national laws and regulations could be selectively interpreted to the benefit of the investors.  

¶ Legitimacy: Communities have sought to legitimize their claims in various arenas of justice as 

well as in the national and international media.  

¶ Force: Both implicit and actual ï towards the villagers has been a defining feature of the 

chamkar land dispossession. For example, during the villagersô direct and peaceful protests, at 

times they were cracked down on by armed security guards. Villagers have also employed the 

power of force to resist the ELC, for example directly protesting the chamkar land clearance. 

The Srae Ambel case study raises a number of policy implications. These focus on access to justice to 

defend right to land, and thus also aim towards restoring previous agricultural production and food 

security, and redressing gendered impacts created by the ELC: 

¶ The need for access to information about land tenure rights, including procedures to claim land 

titles, and transparency and accountability in decision-making around ELCs 
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¶ The need to reinforce existing local land tenure arrangements, including (but not only) through 

formal land title programs, so that that existing community uses of land are not rendered 

invisible under formal processes that allocate state private land 

¶ The urgent need to provide reliable, rapid and effective access to justice through the Cambodia 

court system to redress injustices created by large-scale investments, which currently leave 

affected communities at a distinct disadvantage.  

¶ The urgent need to address compensation claims ï not focusing on cash compensation alone, 

but also either the return of land or provision of replacement land ï and support the 

reconstruction of affected familiesô livelihoods. Until these claims are addressed, civil society 

should work with the affected communities to support agricultural production through outreach 

on the remaining land available 

¶ The need to ensure that all claims for land are visible, including those of the most marginalized 

families, such as female-headed households, who may not have the resources to be involved 

in sustained visible protests to access their rights 

¶ The value of innovatively seeking justice in multiple arenas, including transboundary 

processes, that target a range of stakeholders involved including investors and their financiers, 

and distributors and large-scale users who should be accountable for their supply chains. While 

many of these mechanisms add legitimacy to the claims of affected communities, their 

enforcement power needs to be bolstered to require action by investors.

                                                           
i UNCOHCHR 2007.  Land Concessions for Economic Purposes in Cambodia: A Human Rights Perspective. 
Cambodia Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
ii CLEC, Thai Contract Farmer Network, EarthRights International, and TERRA. 2012. Press Release:  
International Sugar Companies Implicated in Cambodian Land-Grabbing. www.boycottbloodsugar.net/wp-
content/uploads/2012/07/KOH-KONG-PRESS-RELEASE-July-26.pdf; ERI. 2014. Power of Law, Power of People: 
Training Materials for Advocates. Washington DC, EarthRights International; UNCOHCHR 2007. 
iii UNCOHCHR 2007 
iv ERI 2014 
v Ibid. 
vi J. Cherry. 2012. Powers of Exclusion: A Case Study Of Economic Land Concessions in Koh Kong, Cambodia. MA 
Thesis, Chulalongkorn University. 

file:///C:/Users/VL/Downloads/www.boycottbloodsugar.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/KOH-KONG-PRESS-RELEASE-July-26.pdf
file:///C:/Users/VL/Downloads/www.boycottbloodsugar.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/KOH-KONG-PRESS-RELEASE-July-26.pdf
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Case Study 2 Executive Summary  

Eviction, Protest and Social Land Concession in Khsem Commune, Snuol District, Kratie 

Province ð Placing a Foothold in the Forest Frontier 

Authors: Laura Schoenberger, Vanessa Lamb, and Borin Un 

This case study considers what ósuccessô looks like in Cambodia, in terms of villagers asserting 

and obtaining land rights via a Social Land Concession (SLC) in a broad context of tenure uncertainty 

and large-scale dispossession fuelled by economic land concessions (ELCs). We ask what makes this 

case ósuccessfulô in the eyes of community members. What were the conditions and strategies that 

resulted in people obtaining and accepting a SLC? How were the powers of exclusion put to work by 

different actors and harnessed by the community to make a claim to land deemed ólegitimateô to state 

actors? What are the current impacts to their livelihoods and their likely future strategies in terms of 

agriculture and organizing?  

Situated in Kratie province in Cambodiaôs northeast - a key target area for ELCs and a 

historically forested region ðthe case unfolds inside a Wildlife Sanctuary near the Vietnamese border 

in Khsuem commune, Snuol district. The Binh Phuoc II rubber plantation has encroached on villagersô 

land since 2012, culminating in violent evictions which saw hundreds of houses razed and burned in 

March 2013 and then again in April 2014. The following months, villagers from Khsuem commune 

grabbed headlines in Cambodia as they launched a series of marches throughout the capital in 

response to the destruction of 266 homes by private and public security forces. We examine the 

processes surrounding community mobilizing and work to secure land claims from the ground up in 

response to forced eviction to reveal the struggles of a geographically disparate community fighting for 

more secure land access and livelihood, and the multiple displacements that accompany the fight for 

rural land ownership and for making a life in rural Cambodia. The case focuses both on the contested 

role of state regulation in redistributing and re-classifying land, from Wildlife Sanctuary, to Vietnamese-

owned rubber plantation, towards a future Social Land Concession, which will be flanked on all sides by 

the companyôs land. It also has the potential to inform understandings of alternative strategies of 

regulation and counter-exclusions by considering how communities successfully negotiate legal 

frameworks to make land claims, and to document livelihood changes and threats as related to 

changing land tenure. 

Through explication of these struggles, we highlight three key issues of broader significance for 

target groups, including the landless, land poor, and male and female smallholders. First, this case 

demonstrates how, in order to understand current situation of land tenure and insecurity, it is imperative 
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to understand changes in tenure over a long time, and that this history of the land is linked to histories 

of migration and displacement. Second, gender strategies, and how gender and households matter to 

land access arrangements, are also revealed, both in everyday struggles and in the broader land 

movement. Third, exclusionôs double edge is key ðbut it influences land access for target groups 

differently. Concessions ï both social and economic ðfunction as practices and processes of exclusion 

ï they work to both restrict access for some, and to facilitate certain claims and uses of the land, 

sometimes to the detriment of indigenous people and the poor. 

Four key lessons for programming around land rights and land access are revealed through 

examination of the case. First, patterns of settlement and migration needs to be taken into account if 

programming is to reach the land poor and landless as this is often a key strategy of households trying 

to better their circumstances. In our assessment, a longer temporal view of migration and displacement 

is better suited to the history of Cambodia. Second, ósolutionsô to land conflicts often proceed in an ad-

hoc and discretionary fashion and consequently are divorced from ongoing sustained efforts by 

development partners to support the land sector or rural livelihoods. We would suggest greater 

cooperation in terms of coordinated work that addresses agricultural and livelihood change alongside 

efforts to address land conflicts. Third, organizing work needs to be done at multiple scales, with both 

political and financial supports in the long and short term. Finally, at the community level, people are 

asking for support in the form of emergency assistance to rebuild their homes and lives and a disaster-

management type response may be best suited for cases of eviction in the short term. 

In sum, while many challenges with the SLC process are identified, in terms of the communityôs 

work to accomplish multi-scale mobilization around land issues to improve the communityôs land rights 

and land holdings, this case also demonstrates innovative organizing strategies for improving land 

access. 
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Case Study 3 Executive Summary 

Innovating Agriculture and Diversifying Livelihood through Migration: The Case Study of Rokha 

Village, Takeo Province, Cambodia 

Lead Author: Carl Middleton 

Rokha village is located in Chi Khmar Commune, Treang District of Cambodiaôs Southwestern 

province of Takeo. The case studied here examines not land concessions or land displacement, but the 

pressures facing smallholder farmers, and their work to diversify their livelihood portfolio and improve 

their economic standing and land holdings. The case study highlights innovation in agriculture through 

System Rice Intensification (SRI).The results of this study also emphasizes the importance of issues of 

migration, gender, and generation (aging households) with regard to changing livelihood strategies. 

Takeo province, which borders Vietnam, is principally a rain-fed rice production area prone to 

both flooding and drought, the latter of which is a particular challenge for farmers in Rokha village. At 

the time of visiting the village in August 2014, the farmers were experiencing one of the most prolonged 

droughts in living memory, and many were yet to plant their rice two months past when they normally 

would have done so. There is very limited irrigation in the village, while groundwater is suitable neither 

for drinking nor agriculture. Furthermore, villagers perceive that weather patterns are changing affecting 

their ability to draw on past knowledge to plan their farming.  

Since 2010, the local NGO Rachanna has been working with farmers in the village to 

disseminate the techniques of SRI, an approach to rice farming that has grown in popularity in 

Cambodia since it was introduced by the NGO CEDAC in the late 1990s. For many subsistence-level 

households in Rokha village, SRI has transformed their agriculture, as yields have almost doubled in 

some cases to over 3 ton per hectare. Other benefits that the interviewed farmers identified include less 

water demand and fertilizer use, and less time spent for seed preparation; the latter is especially of 

benefit to female farmers, to whom the task generally has fallen within the family division of labor. 

Meanwhile, the recent introduction of new seeds that have shorter maturation period, higher yields, and 

greater drought resistance are hoped - together with SRI - to build community resilience to climate-

related disasters. 

In Rokha village, land was distributed by the state in the late 1980s. Although formal land titles 

are yet to be issued, ownership is well established by those who farm the land. Compared to the case 

studies in Kratie Province and Koh Kong Province, villagers in Rokha village feel secure of their land 

possession, as it seems there is an absence of powerful business elites who could threaten to 

dispossess them of their land. On the other hand, land is increasingly fragmented due to traditional land 
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inheritance arrangements and a growing population, and some households do not produce enough rice 

for the whole year revealing the existence of land poverty in the village. SRI has helped some 

households move out of land poverty, while for others despite SRI they still have periods of food 

shortage.  

Three households were landless in the village, mainly due to a past health shocks that required 

the sale of their land and that then created a debt and poverty trap. Some female-headed households 

were particularly vulnerable to land poverty and food insecurity, including due to difficulties in 

recovering from past livelihood shocks, as well as limited household labor.  

Most households have embraced migration as a strategy to diversify livelihoods. Young adults 

in particular migrate to work in Phnom Penh located approximately 2 hours away by minivan, and to a 

lesser extent to Thailand, with women generally working in garment factories and men in construction. 

Their remittances support their family in the village, including making up for rice production deficits. An 

implication of migration, however, is that farming is largely left nowadays to the older members of the 

household. 

A number of recommendations emerged from the case study of Rokha village, including: 

¶ Given the demonstrable benefits of SRI for subsistence rice agriculture, extension work should 

be further scaled up into villages facing similar challenges of land poverty, water shortage, and 

food insecurity 

¶ The need to identify innovative means for addressing water shortage and drought, which could 

include new seeds and SRI, as well as support for improved local arrangements for small-scale 

water management.  

¶ The need for further effort to reach out to the most marginalized in communities, who in this 

case are also female-headed households 

¶ Further research on the role migration can play in improving rural livelihoods and ensuring food 

security, including assessing how to maximize benefits and minimize risks associated with 

migration in terms of the wellbeing of migrants themselves and how remittances are invested 

¶ Further research on the implications of an aging farming population on long term food security 

and rural development in Cambodia 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Access and exclusion from land for smallholder farmers is a key development issue across 

Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. The specific circumstances for smallholder farmers reflect 

each countryôs particular histories, politics, and culture. Yet, there are also some commonalities across 

the region related to the drivers, impacts and outcomes of land use, tenure transformation and 

livelihoods. These commonalities are shaped by economic, social and political regional integration 

between the countries that have accelerated since the 1990s under the GMS program, as well as the 

regionôs deepening integration into the wider global economy.  

Land use, access and exclusion, and the linkages with rural familiesô livelihoods must be 

understood in the wider context of the regionôs transforming economy and the opportunities and 

challenges inherent to it; livelihoods are diversifying and becoming more mobile both within countries 

and across borders. Land remains, however, central to poverty reduction and attaining broader 

development goals, including on food security, sustainable livelihoods, and protecting human rights. 

Less tangiblyðbut as importantðland also is important to culture, identity, sense of history and place, 

and thus contributes to overall wellbeing. 

The study has affirmed that use of land and natural resources are intensifying. This 

intensification is in large part linked to the expansion of large-scale plantations across the region for the 

production of ñboom cropsò for export to regional and global markets. It is also linked to population 

growth, expansion of markets, and new technologies. Intensification of land and natural resource use is 

not necessarily unsustainable, and can bring many benefits especially if these benefits are channeled 

to be pro-poor. However, there is a clear trend across the region of the consolidation of land access 

and ownership into the hands of a relatively small number of elites, raising important questions about 

widening inequalities in society and why poor families end up on marginal lands. Thus, this study has 

demonstrated the need to understand land in the context of multi-scaled drivers, from very local 

circumstances to those that exist at higher scales and multiple policy domains. The study also 

highlights the importance of understanding how access to land and natural resources is changing, in 

particular the increasing exclusion of and vulnerability of the regionôs poor, which is masked behind 

claimed ñdevelopment successesò founded on narratives that emphasize macro-economic growth. 

The study has identified a number of problems and challenges for rural agricultural 

smallholders and the landless or land poor in terms of existing policies and their implementation. There 

are competing uses for land across diverse sectors, including for tourism, industrial and urban 
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development, conservation areas, and for large-scale plantations.  In terms of ensuring sustainable 

livelihoods, for all country case studies it is found that access to land must be complimented by access 

to other natural resources, such as wild capture fisheries and forest resources. Meanwhile, viable 

agriculture also depends on access to water resources and rural infrastructure, as well asðto differing 

degreesðaccess to markets and agricultural outreach by the state and civil society. Yet, these latter 

factors can be either supportive of or undermine sustainable livelihoods depending upon how they are 

undertaken. 

In all countries, the growing capacity and intention of the state to govern land as a resource is 

in evidence. This has entailed various formalizations of land use, which in numerous cases seeks to 

replace traditional land management arrangements. Land titling programs for private ownership have 

been completed in Thailand, and are in process in Cambodia and Laos, while in Vietnam land remains 

in principle the property of the state. Ambiguity and contestation in these programs are in evidence, for 

example in Thailand over how access to land classified by the state as forest but that has also been 

farmed for decades. This study echoes an increasingly recognized insight that land titling alone does 

not always ensure long-term sustainable livelihoods; land must be seen as relational to access to other 

assets, including natural resources, markets, and knowledge, and institutional factors. Furthermore, as 

demonstrated by Thailand, even once land titling is completed, work is required to ensure that these 

land rights are maintained legally and politically in the interest of the smallholder farmer, the land poor 

and landless. As has been revealed through the country studies, land redistribution programs, while 

having the potential to be pro-poor, have achieved mixed results to date and require further 

assessment to strengthen their implementation, for example the Social Land Concession program in 

Cambodia. 

Asymmetrical power relations between smallholders, the landless and the land poor on the one 

hand, and state agencies and the private sector on the other are readily apparent, and become 

problematic when policies or projects are proposed that threaten to undermine the livelihood of the 

former. Access to the justice system for land disputes, including the courts and other dispute resolution 

mechanisms, that should help counter these imbalances are limited in terms of their operation, with 

Thailand being the only country that has a partially functioning independent court system in place. The 

role that civil society plays, including NGOs, community-based organizations, media, and academia, 

thus also becomes crucial in seeking access to justice, although the political space allowed for civil 

society similarly varies between the countries. In Cambodia, and to a lesser extent Laos, transnational 

civil society has also sought to address land issues in the face of limited political space in the countries 

themselves.  
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These challenges affect the decisions and choices of the research groups in attaining food 

security, sustainable livelihoods, and wellbeing. The study has demonstrated numerous examples 

where smallholder farmers, the landless and the land poor, have demonstrated their agency. These 

include, for example, household decisions to diversifying household incomes through migration, and 

whether to adopt ï and to what degree ï innovation in agriculture, such as System Rice Intensification. 

When access to land is challenged threatening livelihoods, farmers may also organize and collaborate 

with civil society, although as noted above political space varies between countries. Yet, this agency is 

also constrained sometimes unjust institutional policies, for example that promote large plantations at 

the expense of local livelihoods, and these may be enforced by the use or threat of violence, of which 

this study has document numerous cases across the region. Indeed, while migration may be 

understood as an expression of agency, under circumstances where local livelihood strategies are 

undermined, such as the creation of a large-scale plantation, it can also be understood as forced upon 

households left with few other options and under these circumstances an act of disempowerment 

where households of their land are left with only their labor to sell. 

A number of environmental challenges are also linked to land and related policies. These 

include that land intensification is placing increasing pressure on existing land, with one response being 

the increased use of agrochemicals. This entails risks for farmers themselves, including in terms of 

health and debt, and also for the environment via land quality degradation (especially of marginal lands) 

and impacts on ecosystems, including the wider array of resources such as wild capture fisheries upon 

which sustainable rural livelihoods also depend. Furthermore, while it is commonly claimed that the 

land frontier has closed in mainland Southeast Asia, this is not to say that agriculture has not continued 

to expand into forested areas. This has occurred via farmer migration and large-scale plantations. Yet, 

state initiatives to ñprotect forestsò, as mentioned above, often mask more complicated counter-claims 

by farmers within forests over access to agricultural land. 

The study has evaluated the extent to which land policies and practices in the LMB are gender 

sensitive. While state policies and institutions have assumed women to be both ñintegral for the 

successò and ñleft outò of land tenure programs, what we have found is a dearth of research and data 

available on this area of concern. For example, in Vietnam contemporary or historical data is not 

available on women-headed households. In Thailand, even after implementing the award-winning, 

ñmodelò World Bank land titling program, data on number of titles awarded to heads of household 

according to gender, or program evaluation of the implications of the programôs impacts on traditional 

matrilineal land succession are not publicly available. Long term processes of land tenure 

transformation as well as land dispossession due to development or economic concessions affect 

gender relations, and also affect men and women differently. There is no clear cut solution to address 
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gender inequality and each context requires particular strategies. General suggestions, as related to 

gender mainstreaming, include: eliminating the discrimination against women by the law, making 

agricultural policies and programs aware of the importance of gender in conceptualization, 

implementation and monitoring phases, and increasing womenôs participation in decision-making.  

Recognizing the historical, social, economic and political specificity of each country, the study 

has provided recommendations for each country throughout the report, as well as for the individual 

case studies.i To assure the food security, sustainable livelihood and wellbeing of land-poor, landless 

and smallholder male/female farmers, the study offers the following broad recommendations to be 

worked upon by governments, civil society, communities and the private sector. Overall, a rights-based 

approach to can provide clear guidance on the responsibility of the state and other duty bearers.1 

¶ Build upon existing programs for land titling, first to complete these processes inclusively and 

cognizant to address ongoing gender inequalities, and then to reinforce them and to ensure 

that land titling ðand associated policies that enable smallholder farmers to invest in land ð

prioritize poverty reduction and ensuring food security.   

¶ Do not ñsiloò land as a policy issue. Ensure that linkages are made with wider development 

policies, for example on rural infrastructure, water, energy and migration. Such an approach 

recognizes that viable agricultural livelihoods are increasingly diversified in response to new 

opportunities and challenges in national economies, including via migration, but also depend 

upon continued access to and sustainable protection of other natural resources, in particular 

forest resources and wild-capture fisheries. 

¶ Build upon ongoing experience and research to critically access under what conditions large-

scale uses of land, including plantations, contribute towards pro-poor and gender-sensitized 

development. Emerging from the current study is the affirmation that many plantations 

undermine rural livelihoods across the region, and are contributing towards rising inequality. 

Policy should be revised accordingly. 

¶ Undertake further research that examines how gender intersects with differential access to land 

and livelihood opportunities and choices across the region. This work needs to be linked to 

awareness raising efforts, with a view to reformulating policies and ensuring their 

implementation in a gender-equitable manner.  

¶ Continue to build space for public participation and access to information on land and its 

related issues in policy making and implementation.  

                                                           
i Please also see the country policy briefs and volume 2 report for further details 
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¶ Support the development of accessible and independent justice systems so that land disputes 

can be resolved according to the Rule of Law. Numerous examples have been identified, 

however, where the law itself privileges the interests of large investors and local companies, 

thus undermining community livelihoods. In such cases, there is a legitimate role for 

communities and civil society to highlight injustices and seek progressive reform of the law, 

including through innovative (transboundary) justice mechanisms.  

¶ Share experience on innovative smallholder initiatives that build on locally available resources 

and that promote job creation, income generation, increase food security and ultimately 

contribute towards empowerment. Innovation in agriculture that is farmer-led, such as SRI, 

should be supported, together with vocational programs that farmer-defined priorities for skill 

building. These initiatives should be implemented in a reflexive manner that ensures new forms 

of exclusion are not created.  

                                                           
1 N. Bugalski. 2012. ! (ÕÍÁÎ 2ÉÇÈÔÓ !ÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ #ÁÍÂÏÄÉÁȭÓ ,ÁÎÄ 3ÅÃÔÏÒȡ ! $ÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ 0ÁÐÅÒ. 
Bridges Across Borders Cambodia / Equitable Cambodia and Heinrich Böll Stiftung Cambodia. 
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