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Abstract

These objectives of the study were to understand the changes taken place in
highland agricultural systems, their effects on economic, social and environmental
conditions of the local communities and poor farmers as well as their adaptive strategies.
The location of the study was an area under the responsibility of Mae Hae Royal Project
Development Center in  Mae Na Chon sub-district, Mae Chaem district, Chiang Mai
covering 14 villages. Samples were selected from 6 villages covering Hmong and Karen
population of 100 and 144 houscholds. Primary data collection was made using
participatory rapid appraisal (PRA) in the community and semi-structured questionnaires
in 20 and 34 poor Hmong and Karen households, respectively. The study analytical
framework included agrarian system transformation and the analysis of the livelihood
system.

With respect to the changes in agricultural systems it was found that the changs
could be divided into two stages: the first stage began around 1897 being a period of
primary forests changing to the traditional agricultural community period. The second
stage was from 1976 when the community changed to a semi-commercial agricultural
community. Concerning the effects on production, the communities have adapted their
livelihood to more commercialized agriculture involving both vegetables and fruit trees.
This has led the farmers to have more risk both in production and marketing. All-year-
round income has contributed to better well-being and wealth of the farm households
compared to situation in the past. Nevertheless, it has created a disparity in income among
the communities. With respect to natural resources, forest areas have had an increasing
trend because of some government measures and community cooperative network. With
respect to cultivated areas, there has been a downward trend because land has been
continuously cultivated.

The study found that the income of the poor farmers was on average 777 baht per
person per month which was below the poverty line (841 baht per person per month). The
Hmong income was lower than that for the Karen because of the larger family size. The
main cause of poverty was from the lack of inputs especially in land and capital. In
addition, there was also some disparity among the poor farmer group. The average
income of highest 20 percent income earners among the poor group was 1,614 baht per
person per month as compared to 278 baht per person per month among the poorest 20
percent,



In terms of the adaptive strategies of the poor farmers dealing with the source of
income and calls on entitlements comparing between the Hmong and Karen, it was found
that the Hmong had more tendency to switch to commercial agricultural systems. The
annual income from the sale of products of the Hmong was 1.2 times higher than that of
the Karen.  However, the income from agricultural sector was not sufficient for
livelthood for both of the poor ethnic groups. They were still dependent on off-farm
occupation both for consumption and investment but the Karen earned 1.4 times more
off-farm income than the Hmong.

With respect to product marketing, most poor farmers sold emphasized their
products to the middleman at farm gates. Some Hmong started to bring by themselves
their products for sale in the city and the Karen adapted themselves by trying to sell their
products to the Royal Project.

With respect to assets, the assets of the poor farmers were mainly for the
subsistence e.g. cultivating land. Land holding among the Hmong was larger than the
Karen. When poor farmers encountered the lack of cultivated land, the Hmong liked to
rent more land while the Karen borrowed it instead.

The Hmong and Karen had similar adaptive strategies when it came to
expenditure. They attempted to reduce their consumption expenditure by relying on wild
food and also on products from home garden. A long-term adaptive strategy was birth
control which the Karen were more keen than the Hmong. The two ethnic groups had
different behaviors of agricultural investment. The Hmong spent 1.6 times more money
for investment and had twice as higher debt service expenditure than the Karen. Both
ethnic groups liked to borrow inputs from merchants more than from village agriculture
cooperatives or village funds.



