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a b s t r a c t

Rural areas in Laos are experiencing a rapid transformation from traditional rice-based shifting culti-
vation systems to more permanent and diversified market-oriented cultivation systems. The conse-
quences of these changes for local livelihoods are not well known. This study analyzes the impact of
shifting cultivation change on the livelihood of rural people in six villages in three districts of northern
and central Laos. Focus group discussions and household interview questionnaires were employed for
data collection. The study reveals that the shifting cultivation of rice is still important in these com-
munities, but it is being intensified as cash crops are introduced. Changes in shifting cultivation during
the past ten years vary greatly between the communities studied. In the northern study sites, it is
decreasing in areas with rubber expansion and increasing in areas with maize expansion, while it is
stable in the central site, where sugarcane is an important cash crop. The impacts of land use change on
livelihoods are also diverse. Cash crop producers hold more agricultural land than non-cash crop pro-
ducers, and rubber and sugarcane producers have fewer rice shortages than non-producers. In the future,
livelihood improvements in the central study site may be replicated in the northern sites, but this de-
pends to a large extent on the economic and agricultural settings into which cash crops and other
development opportunities are introduced. Moreover, the expansion of cash crops appears to counteract
Lao policies aimed at replacing shifting cultivation areas with forests.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Shifting cultivation remains an important agricultural system in
many developing countries, where it dominates in some areas and
co-exists with more permanent agricultural systems in others (van
Vliet et al., 2012). While shifting cultivation has been on many
research and political agendas for decades, it has recently gained
renewed interest because of the global interest in reducing
greenhouse gas emissions and ensuring that carbon stocks in
tropical forests are not further reduced due to deforestation and
forest degradation. In this context, shifting cultivation has mainly
been seen as an agent of deforestation, although there is increasing

recognition that it represents a form of forest degradation, as a
shifting cultivation landscape is composed of areas of fallow
vegetationwith different ages and compositions (Herold & Skutsch,
2011; Mertz et al., 2012). Accordingly, there has been pressure to
conserve forests for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
forest Degradation (REDDþ). In addition, other factors such as land
policy reforms, the increasing commoditization of land, and cash
crop introductions are also causing the gradual transformation and/
or complete elimination of shifting cultivation systems, which have
both positive and negative implications for the environment and
local livelihoods (van Vliet, Mertz, Birch-Thomsen, & Schmook,
2013). This transformation is occurring particularly rapidly in
Southeast Asia (Fox et al., 2009; Padoch et al., 2007), and a global
review of case studies has shown that Southeast Asia has seen the
fastest decline in shifting cultivation during the last 10e15 years
(van Vliet et al., 2012). However, it is also recognized that strong
data are still limited, both in terms of the areas occupied by shifting

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: thvongvisouk@gmail.com, thoumthone.vongvisouk@geo.ku.

dk (T. Vongvisouk), om@geo.ku.dk (O. Mertz), sithong@nuol.edu.la
(S. Thongmanivong), andreas.heinimann@cde.unibe.ch (A. Heinimann),
klphanvilay@hotmail.com (K. Phanvilay).

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Applied Geography

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/locate/apgeog

0143-6228/$ e see front matter � 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2013.10.006

Applied Geography 46 (2014) 1e10

Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
mailto:thvongvisouk@gmail.com
mailto:thoumthone.vongvisouk@geo.ku.dk
mailto:thoumthone.vongvisouk@geo.ku.dk
mailto:om@geo.ku.dk
mailto:sithong@nuol.edu.la
mailto:andreas.heinimann@cde.unibe.ch
mailto:klphanvilay@hotmail.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.apgeog.2013.10.006&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01436228
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/apgeog
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2013.10.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2013.10.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2013.10.006


cultivation and the number of peoplewho aremainly dependent on
it as a part of their livelihood (Mertz et al., 2009; Schmidt-Vogt
et al., 2009).

One country that has been studied rather intensively is Laos. A
first land coverage and population data-based attempt at mapping
shifting cultivation for an entire country was done in Laos,
demonstrating that this agricultural system is still widespread in
many parts of the country (Messerli, Heinimann, & Epprecht, 2009).
Although earlier land coverage data were generated using different
methodologies and are therefore difficult to compare to the study
by Messerli et al. (2009), it does appear that shifting cultivation
increased from approximately 2e2.5 million hectares in the 1990s
(Cohen, 2009; Hansen, 1998; Kallabinski & Lundgreen, 2005;
Linquist et al., 2005; World Bank, 2008) to approximately 6.5
million hectares, which is equal to 28.2% of the total country area, in
the mid-2000s (Messerli et al., 2009). However, another study
showed that the shifting cultivation land area in northern Laos
declined during the 2000s (Hurni, Hett, Heinimann, Messerli, &
Wiesmann, 2013). More than 550,000 people live in shifting
cultivation areas in northern Laos, and these areas have a poverty
rate of 46.5%, which is much higher than in the rest of the country
(Heinimann et al., 2013).

Shifting cultivation change in Laos results frommultiple drivers,
as seen in other parts of the world. The Government of Laos (GoL)
considers traditional shifting cultivation as one of the causes of
deforestation and forest degradation in Laos. Hence, a reduction in
shifting cultivation and the promotion of permanent agriculture are
aims of agricultural development policies in Laos (Castella et al.,
2013; Lestrelin & Giordano, 2007). One of these policies is the
Land and Forest Land Allocation (LFA), which aims to halt shifting
cultivation in upland areas and promotes the involvement of local
people in permanent agricultural production. Moreover, increased
trade and market integration with neighboring countries (mainly
China, Vietnam, and Thailand) and the partial commoditization
of land has spurred many local people to shift from subsistence-
based to market-based production. Commodity crops are
typically watermelon, maize, sugarcane, rubber, and vegetables
(Thongmanivong & Fujita, 2006; World Bank, 2008).

Changes from subsistence-based to market-based production
have not only had an impact on land use change, but they have also
had an impact on the livelihoods of local people. Case studies from
northern Laos show that local people, who have capital investments
in their land, gain advantages from the change, while poor people
with limited financial capital investments in their land are unable to
benefit from the change. Therefore, poor people are likely to either
become laborers for cash crop farmers and rubber planters
(Thongmanivong & Vongvisouk, 2006) or get involved in off-farm
activities by necessity, rather than by choice (Bouahom,
Douangsavanh, & Rigg, 2004). Generally, a reduction in social eq-
uity in local communities occurs when land use policies such as the
LFA are implemented and a market economy is introduced into rural
areas. For example, in the Luang Namtha Province, wealthy Akha
households have better access to agricultural land in the areas close
to roads, where they have established rubber plantations. However,
immigrants, who were moved from more remote areas because of
the eradication of opium and to be located closer to roads and the
district center, became dependent on working in the rubber plan-
tations owned by the wealthy households (Cohen, 2009).

In this article, and in line with the recommendations of
Heinimann et al. (2013), we aim to gain a better understanding of
the causal relationships between land use and livelihood change
during the 2000s in northern and central Laos. While Heinimann
et al. (2013) combined statistical information with aggregated
village census data and remote sensing approaches for spatial
analysis, we use household data to understand why poverty

remains a crucial issue in the region, despite government efforts to
alleviate poverty through land allocation policies. Our specific aim
is to look at how a change (or no change) in the practice of shifting
cultivation has affected local people’s livelihoods and whether the
new land uses have produced the intended positive outcomes. We
also assess the implications of these land use changes for potential
future REDDþ projects.

Study site, definition of terms and methods

The study was carried out in six villages in northern and central
Laos: Namha and Sopsim in the Namtha District of the Luang
Namtha Province; Keo Xik and Houay Moon in the Hua Meuang
District of the Huaphan Province; and Phonthong and Taotharn in
the Hin Heub District of the Vientiane Province (Fig. 1). Although
the villages of Phonthong and Taotharn share one administration
(one village headman), they are still distinguished as two villages.
The population in the four villages in the Namtha and Hua Meuang
Districts is mainly comprised of ethnic Khmu individuals, but the
villages differ in facilities such as road access (Table 1). In both
districts, two of the selected villages are located along the main
road (one in each district), while the others are located along local
roads with more difficult access, especially in the rainy season. The
two districts have different conditions for investment. The Namtha
District is the main district of the Luang Namtha Province and is
located along highway R3 connecting Xishuangbanna (China) and
Chiang Rai (Thailand), which has become an important Southeast
Asian trade route with considerable economic activity (Fox, Vogler,
Sen, Giambelluca, & Ziegler, 2012). The Hua Meuang District is
located close to the LaoeVietnamese border and thus is also on an
international trade route with considerable economic activity;
however, roads are considerably smaller and travel is slow. Finally,
the Phonthong and Taotharn villages in the Hin Heub District were
selected to include a district where shifting cultivationwas likely to
be transformed due to the proximity of Vientiane Capital. The
characteristics of the studied villages are summarized in Table 1.

All villages practice a combination of traditional shifting culti-
vation of upland rice and vegetable and cash crop cultivation (e.g.,
rubber plantations and hybrid maize). In this study, shifting culti-
vation refers to the cultivation of swiddens with upland rice and
other crops followed by a number of years of fallow. Some cash
crops, such as hybrid maize, are also grown in a shifting cultivation
type of system with shorter fallow than upland rice, but farmers
consider this a very distinct farming practice and do not label it
shifting cultivation. Moreover, when we use the term ‘shifting
cultivation’, it covers the entire system of swidden fields and fallow
vegetation; when we refer to ‘upland rice fields’, the term excludes
fallow areas.

Data were collected between July and September 2010 from all
study villages, and two main types of information were gathered:
focus group discussions, including a mapping of the village land
and individual household interviews using a structured question-
naire with a number of open questions to allow for individual
opinions. The focus group discussions included representatives of
various village organizations after collecting basic information on
each village, such as main land uses, land use changes, demo-
graphical information, and livelihood conditions.

A total of 222 households participated in the questionnaire
survey, and the exact number per village is listed in Table 1. We
randomly selected households for interviews based on a list of
households provided by the village during the focus group dis-
cussions. We interviewed representatives of the selected house-
holds, mainly the head of household. The questionnaire contained
quantitative questions relating to current land use and livelihoods
followed by perception-based questions on changes in land use,
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