BROKEN LIVES
Trafficking in Human Beings in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic
This study takes a hard look at human trafficking in the northern region of the
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) in the context of rapid economic and
social change. The Lao PDR is made up of close to 49 main ethnic groups and up
to 160 subgroups. Rapid economic growth and infrastructure development have
differing effects on different ethnicities; increased out-migration and mobility for
some, social disruption for others when the integrity of cultural roles and norms
is compromised. Some ethnic groups adapt; others become more vulnerable
to migration and human trafficking activities. Relocation, whether voluntary or
involuntary, appears to increase the risk of cultural disruption and migration,
often leading to trafficking. The study uses ethnicity and social conditions to
understand what motivates migration and creates vulnerability, making a strong
case for greater attention to culture and ethnicity when designing development
policy and programs. It provides analysis and recommendations aimed at
mitigating the increased vulnerability of ethnic groups to trafficking on account
of loss of traditional livelihoods and cultural norms. It suggests that the key lies
not only in providing an enabling environment for government agencies to trust
local knowledge but also in getting the government to set good examples and
earn the trust of villagers, especially members of ethnic minorities
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Foreword
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is committed to fighting poverty
and inequality, and to exert consistent efforts to improve the quality of
life of people in its developing member countries (DMCs). ADB has
been steadily contributing to the economic and social development
of all its DMCs since its founding in 1966. ADB adopted the regional
cooperation and integration (RCI) strategy in 2006 to guide its work
with developing Asian economies. It has become a cornerstone of its
strategies to promote economic and social development in the Asia and
Pacific region.
ADB has played a key role in supporting programs of economic
integration among its DMCs. The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) is
the most notable instance of ADB’s commitment to promoting RCI as a
means to develop a prosperous region free of poverty and committed to
protecting the environment. The RCI strategy involves improving physical
connectivity and exchange among the countries of the region. Improved
transportation is critical in achieving better connectivity; in this regard,
ADB has been providing significant assistance toward developing road,
rail, water, and air transport systems in the GMS. It has also helped
facilitate trade and investments, and in easing the movement of people
and goods across borders. However, such developments can also have
negative implications, for instance, through providing a fillip to migration
by those vulnerable to exploitation of various kinds. Unsafe migration in
the GMS often leads to human trafficking, and is an issue of concern to
governments, donors, and civil society in the region. Our concern here is
with regard to unsafe migration by those least prepared for it—poor men
and women, children, girls, and youth. Such migration often occurs in a
situation of limited options, as well as aspirations for better prospects,
without relevant information and sources of support. In such situations,
migrants often end up worse than what they started out with, having lost
control of their persons and their lives.
ADB has included support for efforts to combat human trafficking
as part of pillar 4 of its RCI strategy. ADB’s support for anti–humantrafficking activities in the GMS is aimed at improving regional cooperation
in providing regional public goods, seen here as the provision of a safe
and enabling environment for the free flow of people seeking better
livelihoods and economic opportunities in the region. It is also aimed at
strengthening regional cooperation in combating human trafficking, one
of the worst crimes against humanity. Under pillar 4 of the RCI strategy,
support is included for research and policy dialogue among DMCs and
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subregions, as well as the adoption of a comprehensive programmatic
approach linked to regional corridors and connectivity planning.
The regional technical assistance, (RETA) 6190: Preventing the
Trafficking of Women and Children and Promoting Safe Migration in
the GMS, (the project) supported by the Poverty Reduction Cooperation Fund of the Department for International Development of the United
Kingdom, is aimed at, on the one hand, identifying the root causes that
lead to human trafficking and the means to address these. On the other,
it attempts to develop a clear understanding of the nature of risks created by the development process itself—for instance, through improved
physical connectivity or promotion of tourism—and ways to mitigate/
eliminate such risks through active interventions. To test hypotheses that
were developed in this context, the project supported primary research in
a number of locations in Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), where ADB is supporting the development of regional
road networks or economic corridors, and promoting tourism to some of
the most pristine locations. The outputs of the project were presented and
discussed at a regional workshop held in Manila in July 2007. The results
of the research in the Lao PDR and Cambodia were appreciated, and
a wider dissemination of the findings was recommended. Furthermore,
in discussing the conventional approaches that emphasize prevention
more than prosecution, workshop participants agreed that it is important
to carry out authoritative research on human trafficking and migration in
the GMS. Research alone can lead to a better understanding of a situation that is continuously changing, with new vulnerable groups emerging.
Maintaining and updating a reliable database are critical to developing
appropriate actions. A huge effort is called for by governments, civil society, donors, communities, and others in supporting timely research and
analysis of patterns of vulnerability, demand for trafficked labor, migration, and related factors contributing to human trafficking.
The project has resulted in several interesting and important outputs,
which are being published to facilitate wide dissemination. I hope that
these will be found to be relevant and useful for government agencies,
NGOs and civil society partners, communities, researchers, and other
stakeholders working to eliminate the risks of human trafficking and to
improve the quality of life of women, men, and children who are the most
vulnerable to the risks of unsafe migration and human trafficking.

Arjun Thapan
Director General, Southeast Asia Department
Manila
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Introduction
The stance taken in the report that follows links trafficking in women and
children—and propensities and predilections for trafficking—squarely
to the domain of economic development. This is not meant to imply
that neoclassical economic attribution of causation has any validity in
explanatory analysis, but rather that various interpretations of the images
conjured up by phrases such as “economic development” have led to faulty
understanding of societies and social structures that are being affected
or are expected to change in the name of development. Infrastructure
development that pits the thinking of engineers against culture and
tradition creates problems that are stark and well defined, but other areas
such as social development and policy are more murky and difficult to
assess in terms of influences and ultimate outcomes.
Among the dichotomies that underlie much of the development
worldview are those that could be characterized as oppositions between
reason and superstition, education and ignorance, science and religion,
enlightenment and darkness, sophistication and innocence, and so on.
What subsumes all these as an underlying premise may be referred to as
the link between development and modernization. “Modernists believe that
an opposition between religion–superstition–revelation on the one hand
and logic–science–rationality on the other is the moral basis for dividing
the world into then and now, or, them and us.” This is the underlying
intellectual stance held alike by many economic developers and by many
officials in Vientiane who have come to view their country through the
eyes of the West and to see people in rural areas, particularly the various
nonethnic Lao–Tai groups, as living in a premodern dark age of chaos and
confusion, and who must be shown the light.
With this in mind, even without some major traumatic upheavals
taking place in the Lao PDR today, development is still faced with
a number of serious issues that center on such conundrums as the
matter of implementing change versus preserving cultural integrity. Will
opposition to development be mitigated by changes that protect cultural
and ecological integrity? Will recently evolved gender stratifications and
income class distinctions win over traditional balances based on equity,
ritual prestige, and redistribution of wealth? Are spiritual boundaries and
customary leadership disappearing in the vanguard of technology and



Shweder, Richard A. 2000. Moral Maps, First World Conceits, and the New Evangelists. In
Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human Progress, edited by Lawrence E . Harrison and
Samuel P. Huntington. New York: Basic Books.
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outside systems of measurement? Moreover, what will be the impact of
this on social structure? What are the mechanisms through which new
materialism and avarice impact on agroecosystems and sociocultural
stability? When national “law” is seen as a vehicle for “progress” in
contraposition to “tradition,” to what extent will villagers forgo jurisdiction
over ancestral lands and resources? These and other issues need to be
resolved in addressing solutions to the trafficking problem. These are also
questions that need to be addressed in research.
With particular attention to ethnicity, linguistic and cultural insensitivity
on the part of many sectoral activities remains a problem (i.e., refusal to
implement educational instruction in local languages as called for in the
Party’s Ethnic Minority Policy, involuntary resettlement and land allocation,
opium eradication, swidden eradication, etc.). Many groups have come to
feel that a mostly invisible government does not care about their welfare,
especially in light of the various ethnic groups defining well-being in
terms of linguistic and cultural integrity. Thus, the impact of government
programs is an additional source of concern in research.
To identify the forces at work in the trafficking process, it is necessary
to consider not only the pull effect of modernization that issues from the
development worldview and the Thai media, but the gravitation toward
social equilibrium that is centered on social structures of villages and
families as well. Here, care must be taken to distinguish between the
separate dynamics that drive lowland and upland societies. Furthermore,
within each realm, it should be possible to suggest plausible rationales for
the variation that exists. The gravitation toward equilibrium is in a sense a
convoluted push effect, in that it may drive children away in a quest for the
means to re-balance the status of the family within the frame of the village.
The two forces complement each other in a way that facilitates trafficking;
one is the force of modernization and the other is the force of innocence.
In the case of upland societies, characterized by extensiveness
and the integration of nature and culture, families are units whose status
depends on the production of ritual potency, and families strive to maximize
their ritual status that may manifest visibly in the form of livestock and
heirlooms. Wealth in these societies is redistributed in the form of feasting,
which further enhances the ritual status of the host family. When such
systems are traumatized through relocation, the integration of nature and
culture is disrupted, resource use can no longer be extensive, wealth in
the form of livestock may be lost entirely, and the valuable labor of the
family must seek elsewhere for its returns.


Kirsch, Thomas. 1973. Feasting and Social Oscillation: Religion and Society in Upland
Southeast Asia. Data Paper No. 92. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University.

Trafficking and Safe Migration_L2 2

7/21/2009 5:55:20 PM

Introduction



For lowlanders whose livelihoods are grounded in more intensive
resource use and where ritual power is monopolized through religious
specialization and stratification, the ethic consists in having “enough”
and constraints limit families from acquiring too much. On the one
hand, aberrant families may fall behind for whatever reason—divorce,
widowhood, or illness—and need to catch up with the norm, while on the
other, family pride and honor dictate that the norm be maintained. The
development worldview, where “more” is better than “enough” interferes
with this equilibrium, all the more so because it is framed in lowlander
language. Culture is conceived as separate from nature and above it in a
hierarchical sense, and modernization is associated with higher culture.
Because of limits on land, intensive agriculture, and high population
density, labor is cheap.
Thus, Chamberlain (2003) found that the forces at work in trafficking
between the Lao PDR and Thailand are typologically the same as those
that underlie trafficking internally, for example, from Houa Phanh to Xieng
Khoang or to Vientiane. And that trafficking seems to occur irrespective of
economic wealth, especially in lowland situations.
With respect to the uplands, in the understanding of the family,
perhaps ethnographer Izikowitz, who lived and worked in our study area
in 1937 and studied many of the same villages now located along Route
3A, provides the most useful description in the following passage on the
Lamet ethnic group of northwestern Lao PDR.
The family, whether it is biological or extended, makes up
the essential organized active unit in the community of the
Lamet, and it is through this group that so many of the different
categories of the culture function. It is patrilineal and for the
most part patrilocal. The housefather and his first wife are
the leaders of the family, the housefather more especially.
The other members are subordinate to both of these. In its
economic activity the family forms a co-operating unit out on
the swiddens, in order to produce different kinds of cultivated
plants, and these are looked after by the family. Further
contributions are made in the form of hunting and slaughter,
and to some extent fishing. Through hunting and slaughtering,
the family comes into contact with the men of the village in the
exchange of work and products, but not so much with other
women. By means of cultivation, the family makes up a part
of the swidden group, and exchanges work with it as well. By
means of building, it comes into contact with the whole village,
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and this contact appears in other cases also. Here as well
there is an exchange of work. Through commerce in rice, the
family develops an exchange of products with other tribes. By
means of exchange through marriage, the family comes into
contact with other families and clans, not only in the village, but
in the neighborhood as well. This exchange is combined partly
with service and partly with the exchange of articles of luxury.
By means of the breeding of buffaloes and the cultivation of
rice, the family attains prestige and social standing, and by
investing the rice in articles of luxury, and by slaughtering the
buffaloes and inviting the entire village to the ensuing feasts,
they satisfy the desires of both response and prestige, and
the course of the processes ends here simultaneously with the
reinforcement of the ancestor spirits for renewed effort in the
cycle of production.
We see here both the integrated aspect of nature and culture, and
the importance of the family in attaining ritual prestige through extensive
agriculture and feasting. When such balanced relationships are disturbed
through relocation of uplanders to the lowlands, the system no longer
works and the stage is set for forces that lead to trafficking of uplander
people. The projection or mapping of the extensive integrated premise
onto the new location is inevitable. This is the uplander manifestation of
the force of innocence as noted in Chamberlain (2004).
In the present study, the objective is to clarify and enhance what
we already know concerning trafficking in Bokeo and Louang Namtha
and, through a qualitative process, to identify directions that will help in
promoting safe migration, reducing risk, and preventing trafficking.
Beginning first with what we know, it has been found that with respect
to lowland children, the desire to earn money is most often because of
(i) materialism resulting from modernism and the influence of development
thinking, that is, from the outside (perceiving oneself as poor relative to
Thailand); and (ii) a desire to improve the status of the parents in the eyes
of the community, a force that is generated from the inside of cultures.




Izikowitz, Karl Gustav. 1951. Lamet: Hill Peasants in French Indochina. Goteborg:
EthnografiskaMusset. [Reprinted in 2001 Bangkok, White Lotus].
Chamberlain, J. R. 2004. Innocence and Modernism: An Analysis of Child Trafficking in
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR). Unpublished paper. This is the original
draft report of the study done for the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and later
published as Broken Promises, Shattered Dreams. The version edited by UNICEF omitted
the analytical portion of the research.
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With respect to upland groups, it was found that those identified as
trafficked came from relocated villages, and that ethnicity is a key factor in
determining propensities for migration and mobility. For example, findings
revealed that very few Hmong girls are trafficked and that very few are
engaged in commercial sex. Thus, some preliminary assumptions based
on previous research included
(i)

Ethnicity is a key variable in how social change affects migration
and mobility.
(ii) Social disruption may lead to “unnatural” outmigration and
exploitation.
(iii) The patterns adopted in cross-border movements by villagers
living along the Mekong may be expected to be repeated when
Route 3A is completed and transportation becomes more
efficient but will vary according to ethnicity.
(iv) Some ethnic groups have traditionally traveled to Thailand (e.g.,
Lamet) and continue to do so safely.
(v) If we are going to prevent trafficking and promote safe migration,
we need to know what motivates migration, and what increases
vulnerability according to the social conditions and ethnicity.
The research, therefore, has focused on identifying the full range and
diversity of social and ethnic conditions that have a bearing on migration
and mobility in villages of the study area comprehensively to assist in
analyzing and understanding the issues for future programming.
The target areas for study included the districts of Meuang Moeng,
Ton Pheung, Pak Tha, and Houay Sai in Bokeo, and the districts of Sing
and Long in Louang Namtha. Villages were selected to achieve the
maximum diversity of situations and conditions, including
(i)

ethnic composition: mono-ethnic/mixed, the four ethnolinguistic
families;
(ii) new (relocated)/old;
(iii) location vis-à-vis Thai border and urban areas;
(iv) on road–off road;
(v) propensity to, involvement with, tourism (Sing and Louang
Namtha only); and
(vi) other social situations, e.g., villages with factories, red-light
districts, etc.


The Guideline instrument used in the study is included in Appendix 1.
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Ethnic groups included the following:
Table 1: Ethnic Groups of Bokeo and Louang Namtha
Language Family
Tai–Kadai (Lao–Tai)
Austroasiatic

Tibeto–Burmese

Hmong–Mien

Branches of Ethnolinguistic Families and Groups
Southwestern
Northern
Lao, Lue, Kalom, Nyouan, and Tai Dam Yay (Nhang)
Mon–Khmer (North)
Khmuic
Palaungic
Khmou, Kwène, and Nyouan
Sam Tao, Lamet, and Bit
Lolo-Burmese
Southern Loloish
Central Loloish
Panna, Akha
Lahu Shi, Lahu Aga, Lahu Na,
and Lahu Pfou
Kim Moun (Lanten), Hmong, and Iu Mien (Yao)

Source: Author.

Akha Girls in Muang Long

Source: Author 2007.



A complete listing of the villages and ethnicity of Route 3A is found in Appendix 2.
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Kim Moun Women Carrying Firewood

Source: Author 2007.

Lue Monk

Source: Author 2007.
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The Setting – Louang Namtha and Bokeo in
Historical and Anthropological Perspective
Geography, History, and Route 3A
The provinces of Bokeo and Louang Namtha are located in the extreme
northwest of the Lao PDR bordering on Myanmar and Yunnan, southwest
province of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and, in the case of Bokeo,
Thailand. The Mekong forms the border with all but the southernmost part
of Bokeo where the land border with Thailand begins, and the northern
border of Louang Namtha with the PRC (Map 1).
To the east, the provinces border mainly on Oudomxay Province
and small portions of Phongsaly in the north, and Xaygnaboury to the
south.
Roughly paralleling the Mekong to the west, an ancient caravan
trade route linking Szemao and Lanna passes through the two provinces
and is now being upgraded to form a highway known as the North–South
Corridor with help from the Asian Development Bank. This is shown on
map 2.
During the Pavie mission (1879–1895), this route, along with others
in the vicinity, was explored several times. But the maps from this period
do not mention the town of Houay Sai even though the route continues
across the Mekong to Chiang Khong that was apparently a long-established
minor princedom by that time. Houay Sai seems to have been settled later
by Burmese sapphire miners; hence, its post-1975 name, Bokeo, which
literally means “source of precious stones.”
In 1896, although conflicts had not been fully resolved with the British
colonists in Myanmar who laid claim to Meuang Sing, and the Siamese
who had occupied and collected taxes in much of what is now Bokeo,
the French established the territory of Haute-Mékong comprising what is
today Louang Namtha and Bokeo together. In the Lao PDR, this became
known as the province of Houa Khong.
According to Izikowitz who began studying the Lamet in 1937, the
Nyouan ruled Haute-Mékong for some time. The remains of an old stupa
with inscriptions found at Tha Fa is said to have been a remnant of their
habitation. The Nyouans are the Tai group that dominated northern Thailand,
also known as Lanna Thai or Yonok. They were known as the Western Lao,
but have always referred to themselves as khon meuang, that is, people
who reside in principalities. The area of Haute-Mékong, prior to the coming
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Map 1: Bokeo and Louang Namtha Provinces
in Northern Lao People’s Democratic Republic

Source: Author 2007.
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Map 2: Bokeo and Louang Namtha Provinces and Districts with Route 3A

Source: Author 2007.
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of the French, fell under the loose sovereignty of a princeling at Chiang
Khong opposite Houay Sai. The principality of Nan is thought to have been
the center to which this terrain was loosely attached.
During the 19th century, the area was not always peaceful. It was
beset intermittently with attacks from Lanna and Nan; raids of Chinese
bandits and Shan pirates; incoming Lue from Meuang Ou (the Lue
kingdom in Phongsaly) who settled at Vieng Phou Kha and Tha Fa; and
the Khmuic Kwène, Buddhist Mon–Khmers said to have been fleeing
Siamese conscription who also settled in villages now found along
Route 3A. Myanmar raided the area and frequently reported capturing
Khmou to be taken back with them as slaves. Finally, the much-feared Wa
occasionally made headhunting forays into the territory as well.
From linguistic evidence, the Lue people appear to have originated
from the old province of Meuang So (Phông Thô) in what is now
northwestern Viet Nam. Meuang So was one original Sip Song Chu Tai
or Tai principality of that region. Beginning in the 11th or 12th century, the
Lue—along with other Tai speakers—moved westward, eventually settling
in Sip Song Panna, and establishing a kingdom there with its capital
at Xieng Hung (Cheng Rung). On the way, however, certain factions
established a principality at Meuang Ou on the upper Nam Ou in the
territory of modern-day Phongsaly. This state, according to local tradition,
predated Sip Song Panna and remained independent of it (Chamberlain
1975). At the same time, other early Tai states began to form as well
in Chiang Mai and Nan (Nyouan), northern Myanmar (Shan), Assam
(Khamti and Ahom), Louang Prabang (Lao), Sukhothai (Lao–Thai), and
Ayutthaya (Thai, Siam). Nestled in between the Nyouan and the Lue were
the Kheun at Keng Tung. To the north of Sip Song Panna was Sze Mao
(Neua). Together with the Tais of Sip Song Chu Tai (Red, Black, White),
these groups formed what is known as the Southwestern Branch of the
Tai linguistic family. The vast similarities of the languages of these groups
imply a rather rapid settlement and peopling of the area, such that by the
12th and 13th centuries the various states had been formed.
According to Grabowsky (1999), Meuang Sing—although disappearing
from the historical record after the 16th century—was reestablished in 1792
by a princess named Nang Khemma, who was the widow of the ruler of
Xieng Kheng (the state that arose in the interim and was located somewhat
to the north). She refounded the city by erecting a stupa called Thath Xieng
Teung that is still important in local ritual. Xieng Kheng, which descended


Cf. Wyatt, David, The Nan Chronicle, Studies on South East Asia No. 16. Cornell University,
NY, USA.
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from the Kheun administration at Keng Tung and was a sister principality
to Meuang Nyong, was also inhabited by Lue. Xieng Kheng was almost
destroyed during invasions by the Nyouan from Lanna and Nan between
1813–1815 and again in 1983–1984 by the Nyouan state in Nan located to
the south which sought control over its rich natural resources. If the founding
of Meuang Sing was the work of a woman, tradition holds that the founding
of Xieng Kheng was that of a child, Chao Fa Dek Noi, ancestors, as it were,
of a nation that never was.
Kheng and Sing included as well a number of Tai Neua villages whose
capital lay to the north in Sze Mao. Thus, the early domains that existed
prior to the French period bore little resemblance to the modern states
and their present boundaries between Yunnan of the PRC, Lao PDR,
Myanmar, and Thailand. The area of Sipsong Panna/Meuang Yong/Keng
Tung formed a large contiguous territory that included parts of Yunnan,
Myanmar, and Meuang Sing. The Lue principality of Meuang Ou in northern
Phongsaly included part of Yunnan, Louang Namtha, and Oudomxay.
The Nyouan administration of Nan ruled over much of Xaygnaboury,
Bokeo, and Louang Namtha in addition to much of the eastern portion
of northern Thailand. Indeed the French and British between 1893 and
1895 had thought to make the Meuang Sing–Keng Tung territory into an
independent country, bounded by the PRC to the north and Thailand to
the south, to act as a buffer between England, France, and the PRC. This
new state was to have been named Xieng Kheng and its capital would
have been at Meuang Sing. As Grabowsky points out, such a state would
have been the hub of the “economic quadrangle” today, but it was never
established because of lack of enthusiasm on the part of the French.
Then, Tibeto–Burman groups are scattered throughout Louang
Namtha and northern portions of Bokeo, including Akha, Lahu, Panna,
and Sida. These groups are likewise found in Yunnan, Myanmar, and
Thailand, as well as in the Lao PDR. Iu Mien Yao entered the area around
1890, followed a decade later by the Kim Moun (Lantène). They are still
numerous in southern PRC and northern Viet Nam and Thailand as well
as in the Lao PDR. Also at this time, Tai Dam (Black Tai) from northwest
Viet Nam arrived, escaping an increasingly corrupt feudalism in the Sip
Song Chou Tai. But large populations of Tai Dam and related Tai Deng
and Tai Done still inhabit northern Viet Nam and other provinces in the
Lao PDR as well as eastern Yunnan. Finally, small groups of Yay (Nhang)
descended from the Pu Yi in Guizhou, who several centuries ago had
moved into northern Viet Nam, migrated here as well settling at Nam Fa.


For additional details on the history of Meuang Sing and Xieng Kheng, see Gabrowsky
1999.
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An Old Lue Home in Meuang Sing

Source: Author 2007.

The latest in-migrants to the area are in fact Lao—traders who settled
along the Nam Tha—and Hmong, both arriving mainly in the 20th century.
Thus, even as national boundaries based on political events that
were of little import to local peoples continued to be drawn and redrawn,
local people maintained their ethnic awareness and unity regardless of
the states into which they ultimately happened to be cast.
Within Haute–Mékong, the territory between Houay Sai and Vieng
Poukha was designated the Lamet District by the French. The Lamet
ethnic group is found only in this location with the exception of a single
large village in Vieng Papao District in Thailand, about midway between
Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai, though officially in Chiang Rai Province.
A few villages are likewise found in what is now Oudomxay Province,
formerly a district of Louang Prabang.
The topographical map on page 15 shows the road with numbers
corresponding to the villages in Appendix 2.

Anthropology
Of the four ethnolinguistic families represented in the project area, the
primary ethnographic distinction lies in agricultural type, the classic
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division between paddy and swidden. Quite simply, swidden is associated
with the Mon–Khmer, Hmong–Mien, and Tibeto–Burman groups
while paddy cultivation is a defining characteristic of the Lao–Tais.
Furthermore, within the swidden category, the majority of the groups
traditionally practice rotational swiddening in long fallow cycles of more
than 12 years. The exception to this were the Hmong whose pioneering
practices overexploited biotic resources in a given area until forest and
soil regeneration was seriously impaired before moving to a new location,
never to return. This has left large tracts of imperata fields in some parts
of the Lao PDR. However, Louang Namtha and Bokeo were little affected
because of the small Hmong population here.
It is sad, then, that state policies and practices seemingly aimed
at the Hmong have been implemented universally and have negatively
affected the ecologically friendly rotational swiddens of other ethnic
groups by reducing fallow cycles to a level where sustainable farming is
not possible. With their livelihoods now outlawed, farmers are left with little
option other than to disregard the policies and farm in whatever way they
can to maintain production. This, of course, places them in contravention
of policy and even more alienated from national thinking and planning.
The specific policies are opium eradication, swidden eradication, village
consolidation, and land forest allocation; all of which have involved
relocation.
Under the policies, there has been no attempt to compensate
farmers who have become impoverished. It is, therefore, fortunate
that a weak state presence has discouraged full-scale enforcement of
most policies, though some districts enforce them more than others.
In addition, it may be said that even as some policies are supposedly
being redrafted, provincial and district misinterpretations and poor
implementation continues. But the general pattern of weak vertical
linkages and dependence on outside help has worked to the advantage of
the upland farmer. Other manifestations of state weaknesses, however,
do not bode well for the future or for any hope of compensation, namely,
poor service delivery and a ubiquitous lack of education in the social
sciences. The latter guarantees that lack of understanding between the
state and the upland farmer will not disappear easily.
Lowland farmers—such as Lue, Nyouan, Tai Dam, etc.—despite
their non-Lao ethnicity, have fared better. Similarities with ethnic Lao
culture, no doubt, insure a relatively high degree of awareness of state
planning and ways to capitalize on weak state presence. Most are paddy
farmers and Buddhists and so fit well with the state’s vision of how its
citizens should live and behave.
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The majority of the ethnic groups in the study area remain unstudied
from an anthropological point of view. Moreover, what is known of their
vastly divergent cultures make it clear that we should not expect a
common or predictable response to issues such as trafficking, rendering
generalization and aggregation unproductive and misleading.

Gender in Southeast Asia
Before proceeding further, it is necessary to set forth some underlying
assumptions with respect to gender since our study is focused on trafficking
in women and children. It is necessary because the development context
tends to view ethnic and cultural aspects of development as in some sense
universal, often overlooking the highly detailed area or region-specific
work that has been done and the particular characteristics that result from
typological convergence of distinctive features. Here our concern lies with
how Southeast Asia, as a cultural area, differs from others such as East
Asia or South Asia.
Compared with the neighboring societies of the PRC and India
that are traditionally typified by male dominance and stark opposition
between the sexes, Southeast Asia has been characterized as an area
of complementarity as opposed to stratification, an area where history
reveals a dazzling array of powerful female figures, including queens and
sultanas (Van Esterik 1995).
Social and ecological conditions that account for the relative equality
of Southeast Asian women have been suggested:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)
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availability of new frontier land and women as pioneers in land
development;
low population density on the mainland that lends importance
to women’s work in agriculture and in the household;
wet-rice production and farm management systems dominated
by women;
late development of centralized states distancing patriarchal
states from local cultures;
predominance of bilateral kinship and an emphasis on
matrilocality;
inheritance of land by daughters;
women’s control over money and management of family
finances (Van Esterik 1982).
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However, because Western feminist ideology and analysis have
dominated the world of development, much of the Southeast Asian
women’s situation has been ignored, and indeed the study of gender in
Southeast Asia had a rather late beginning for precisely this reason (Karim
1995). It is, in fact, a situation that is not restricted to gender studies per
se, but which applies to anthropological research as a whole because of
the failed efforts to satisfactorily define elusive bilateral kinship systems
leading to the now classic characterization “loosely structured social
systems” (Embree 1950).
Van Esterik notes that Western concepts such as women’s invisible
work, the opposition between production and reproduction, and private
and public domains are not appropriate for Southeast Asia. For mothers,
she writes, work is simultaneously a burden and a source of enjoyment,
self-fulfillment, and happiness. “This is because the goal of their life is the
direct production of life, not the production of things, or wealth” (Van Esterik
1995). If, however, the role as the producer of life is denied, then a crisis
may result. Of Thailand, she notes, the terms for “work” and for “festival”
are the same (ngaan), and when “work” ceases to be fun (sanuk) the job
may simply be abandoned. If festivals are removed from the agricultural
work cycle, then it is no longer “fun.” Women workers in Thailand are
successful because of their capacity to merge socially necessary tasks
with pleasure (Van Esterik 1995). The same is, of course, true for the Lao
PDR, and no doubt even more so. It might be ventured—following these
insights—that to the degree development processes remove the fun from
work, to that degree will development be less successful.

Bilateralism and its Implications
Because of the dominant bilateral or cognatic system of kin relations,
analytical emphasis in Southeast Asian anthropology has been on
residence patterns of couples following marriage as the structural basis
for kin units. This has led to a wide variety of social groupings of people
brought together by consanguinity, marriage, friendship, and either
adoptive or fictitious kin relations. Although the appointment of leaders,
kings, chiefs, etc. may be based on inheritance, their power lasts only as
long as they are able to reciprocate by demonstrating the values of honor,
generosity, benevolence, or charity in their leadership (Karim 1995).
These traits hold true regardless of the particular system of government
espoused.
Typically in Southeast Asia, for girls, sexual experience is
usually sought independent of family censorship, but without losing
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one’s perceived natural gender attributes. For women, these include
femininity, being sexually accommodating, motherhood, homemaker,
“food processor,” and keeper of communal ritual relations. For men, the
comparable attributes would include masculinity, aggressiveness, hunter,
economic provider, and guardian of political and religious institutions.
However, what sets Southeast Asia apart is the flexibility and fluidity of the
boundaries, and the considerable degree to which either sex may easily
and gracefully penetrate into the territory of the other. Thus, male dancers
are typically “feminine” and female politicians or businesspersons may
appear “masculine,” without upsetting the social equilibrium (Karim 1995,
Ockey 1999, Ong 1995).
Power, whether it be male or female, need not be openly displayed.
Indeed, such displays are considered crude and damaging to prestige
in Southeast Asia, something that Europeans usually find difficult to
comprehend. Furthermore, to alleviate the potential harshness or
abruptness inherent in hierarchical social relations, bilateral kinship
structures are imposed by substituting kin categories (e.g., relations such
as boss–employee may become uncle and niece, thereby neutralizing
power but preserving hierarchy). Thus, prototypical Southeast Asia
kinship systems are characterized by gender neutrality and age hierarchy.
Gender relations are consequently complementary and nonhierarchical
(Karim 1995).
State formation in Southeast Asia was rather late to develop compared
with the rest of the world. The early states of Southeast Asia were not long
lasting and even the largest and most powerful of these were not integrated
beyond the boundaries of the ruling ethnic group (Winzeler 1974, 1976).
At the level of the state, bilateralism of gender relations between male
and female is mirrored in the complementary relations between the state
and the village, and between lowland and upland, or between wet- and
dry-rice cultivation. Heine-Geldern characterized the Southeast Asian
state as founded on a belief of parallelism between a macrocosmos
and a microcosmos, between a universe of humans and a universe of
gods, that is, divine kingship (Heine-Geldern 1942). But the parallels in
such a state would have been based on the premise of reciprocity and
complementarity. Such concepts contrasted sharply with the patriarchies
of imperial China based on unilineal male descent systems that continued
for hundreds of years. After considerable study of the reasons for late
state development in Southeast Asia, Winzeler concluded that ecological
explanations were insufficient, as similar conditions existed in other areas
where strong states were established from an early time (e.g., the PRC
and India). Rather, Southeast Asian states were never able to establish the
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necessary vertical linkages between rulers and ruled, and the prevalent
bilateral forms of social organization were not conducive to the formation
of such linkages (Winzeler 1974, 1976).
The fluidity of boundaries between gender, class, and politics is
also present in the essential animism that underlies the great religions
of the world that were imported into Southeast Asia, whether Hinduism,
Buddhism, Islam, or Christianity. As Karim and others (Bird-David 1999)
rightly emphasize, animism is a bilateral, individualistic, and egocentric
form of religion. It encourages the democratization of power between the
masses and the elite, as well as between men and women, and provides
a sense of personal autonomy in daily life.
Finally, gender complementarity may be vulnerable or threatened
and even transformed into gender stratification when new meanings
of gender are acquired from cities or from outside influences, including
development projects. When major upheavals are undergone, such as
in cases of relocation of villages, or when access to natural resources is
denied, women lose control of agricultural land and may cease to participate
in rituals for ancestors, and their power to preserve culture may be lost
as a result. This dialectic between bilateralism and ecological change
(for whatever reason) leads to gender asymmetry that is detrimental to
women (Karim1995).
Gender complementarity, bilateralism, and hierarchies defined by
age rather than sex, therefore, lie at the heart of any social research
undertaken in the region.
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Practices and Propensities with
Respect to Trafficking
This study suggests a number of themes and parameters that serve to
provide an overview of the current trafficking situation and the propensity
for escalation in the current development environment.

Policies and their Implementation: Weaknesses of the State
Directly related to Winzeler’s points above, provincial and district authority
rarely works to the advantage of rural farmers. For example, an Akha
village in Meuang Sing reported that the district chief had never set foot
in their village and that the only contact with the government was the Lao
Women’s Union coming to collect their dues; the district purser coming
to collect land taxes; and the military coming to collect rice (2 kilograms
per household each time) thrice a year. Thus, the government’s role in
people’s everyday lives is perceived as essentially extractive.
When policies that affect access to land are implemented, inherent
weaknesses are further exacerbated. These include, as mentioned, land
forest allocation, village consolidation, opium eradication, and swidden
eradication. Taking the first as an example, the policy was designed as
a land use–planning exercise that was to have taken place over the
course of 6 or 7 years as district agricultural personnel were supposed
to walk the length and breadth of a village’s territory and observe how
land was already being utilized. Instead, throughout the country, maps
were drawn and a village’s land carved up by mostly gratuitous lines
designating conservation forests, utilitarian forest, production land, village
land, and so forth. The process would usually take from 1–3 days per
village. The result has been a severe reduction in swidden cycles and
consequent decrease in production, rendering those villages that actually
attempted to implement the program impoverished. This, in turn, has led
to overexploitation of forests by villagers seeking to compensate for their
production losses.
Poor implementation of policies has thus led to impoverishment
and, where relocation has taken place, to social upheavals. The blame
perhaps lies not so much with the policies themselves as with their poor
implementation by undereducated, misinformed, and insensitive local
officials. The affected peoples are left with no alternative but to find
strategies of avoiding officialdom and improving their lives in the best ways
possible, including ignoring laws and policies whenever possible. Many
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Box 1: Comparing Traditional and Policy-Affected Villages
Stark differences were evident between, more or less, traditional villages and
those that had been affected by the attempted implementation of one or more
of the policies. Examples are the old Lue villages of Hom Yen and Louang
Singchay, both in Ton Pheung District of Bokeo. The latter is a traditional
village that has ample rice production, land accessibility, and no migration to
Thailand. In Hom Yen, however, land access was restricted for a number of
reasons. First, beginning in 1994, 18 households of Hmong were relocated,
orchestrated by the district for reducing swidden cultivation. After becoming
established, more and more Hmong have moved in and the number of
households now stands at 69. For the Lue, the original inhabitants, the results
have been disastrous. The Hmong receive cash remittances from relatives in
the US and they have increased their landholdings through purchases. Ten of
the Hmong households have pickup trucks with Vientiane license plates and
other durable assets.9
Forestland allocation was initially carried out in 1996 with the typical
effect of reducing swidden fallow cycles and decreasing production. It was
redone in 2003 to provide an additional 260 hectares (ha) for the provincial
cattle-raising (beef) project, taking even more cultivable land from the farming
system. Since then, the project has failed and the cows have mostly died.
Now, both Hmong and Lue have established so-called “permanent swiddens”
of corn that are sold to Thailand. But total paddies measure only 44 ha with
no room for expansion, while the village population is 164 households. In fact,
paddies are divided among only 38 households, so the rest must depend on
corn and on hiring out labor, which usually consists of the lowland Lue being
hired by the upland Hmong to work in the cornfields.
Until the corn boom, there was considerable migration to Thailand and
seasonal migration for agricultural work continues. In the past, many Lue
from this village have gone to Thailand looking for work. A group of girls were
arrested in Thailand and repatriated through official channels to Vientiane
where they were held and given vocational education in sewing. Many of this
group are still in Vientiane.
For the past few years, villagers say they only travel to Thailand for
seasonal agricultural work, although at least one girl is working in Chiang Rai,
ostensibly as a server. The Hmong travel to Thailand only to visit relatives.
Source: Author.

9

Lue villagers hint at Huang involvement in the inerative methamphetamine trade, but no
evidence exists for this allegation.
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The Real Cost of Opium Eradication

Akha Chi Cho of Ban Cha Vang, mother of a newborn infant, was forced by officials into an
opium detoxification program that caused her milk to dry up that she could not breastfeed.
The infant is severely malnourished and the family has no cash with which to purchase
formula, so the child will not likely survive. (The milk bottle shown in the picture was brought
by the research team in hopes of saving the infant.)
Source: Author 2007.

such strategies are unique and inventive, illustrative of the wisdom of
indigenous knowledge. Those whose lives and livelihoods are negatively
impacted and who are left with no land after relocation may experience
severe traumas that result in dependence on wage labor usually but
not always favoring the males, alcoholism, drug addiction, prostitution,
and outmigration. This was seen in villages along the road in Meuang
Long District, Louang Namtha, where in one case a group of 16 Lahu
girls between the ages of 15–18 left the village at the same time but
apparently went to several directions. At least six of them reappeared
working as prostitutes in a guesthouse in Vieng Phoukha. The fate of
the others is unknown.
The absence of local officials in village affairs means they are
essentially incapable of informing central government of the real
conditions on the ground. It also usually implies that the reporting system
itself is focused on other issues, namely, demonstrations of obedience
and loyalty to superiors rather than accuracy in describing local conditions
for which no rewards are given. This leads to upward linkages that
provide planners and budgeters at the provincial and central levels with
little practical information on which to base decisions. On the ground, in
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districts and villages where Lao–Tai lowlanders are involved, a live-and-letlive maintenance of the status quo ante usually results, apart from the
extraction of taxes. For uplanders, however, it has meant interference in
their lives by officials who typically have a great deal of autonomy in how
they relate to local people, have no education in the social sciences, and
who are not held accountable when errors are made.

Diversity
Looking at the numerous ethnic groups represented in villages along
Route 3A (Appendix 2), the extreme level of ethnic diversity is immediately
apparent. It became clear early on in this study, and it had been noted in
earlier studies (e.g., Chamberlain 2000, 2003), that different groups have
different propensities for migration, and that they respond differently to
policy-induced social upheaval. At one end of the spectrum, for example,
the Hmong are very resilient and maintain cultural stability regardless of
environmental changes and constraints. At the other end, groups such
as the Tibeto–Burman Lahu Shi (Kui) are less capable of withstanding
cultural changes (Lyttleton et al 2004), or the Khmou whose presence
in sex work throughout the north far outnumbers all other ethnic groups
(Chamberlain 2000).
In the present study, the Mon–Khmer groups were found to have
the most numbers migrating to Thailand. Whereas the Lamet have good
contacts on the Thai side, the Khmou and Sam Tao have fewer contacts
and they are gone for longer periods. The Lue from one village south
of Houay Sai, where there is a land border, travel to Thailand only for
seasonal agricultural labor in the ex-Kuo Min Tang village of Pha Tang just
across the border, but otherwise do not migrate. Other Lue villages further
inland were found to have no one migrating. The same was found to be
true for the Moun, Mien, and Yay along Route 3A. In the Hmong village of
Houay Sala, three persons (two men and one woman) went to Thailand to
stay in a village with relatives on the Thai side. The men had gone to help
relatives and the woman was getting away from a disastrous marriage.
Thus, the Hmong example is one of strictly planned movement across
a border that, for them, is only secondarily important to clan obligations.
For Bokeo, those groups most at risk are Mon–Khmer.
Interestingly though, in the village of Pak Tha—founded in the last
century by ethnic Lao traders originally from Louang Prabang—four men
(returned migrants) contracted HIV in Thailand, in addition to three who
have already died. One married man transmitted the infection to his wife
who gave birth to two children—a boy and a girl—who are both infected.
The wife died of AIDS and the man remarried, but whether his current
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Box 2: Khmou Villagers in Nam Ho Tay
Currently, villagers report that 36 Khmou villagers, 20 of whom are female, are
in Thailand. Men work in construction sites and women work in restaurants
or serve as house cleaners and nannies. Some may stay as long as 5 years
before returning home, while others remain for only 4–5 months. Parents
reportedly urge children to earn money for the family.
The best time for crossing is early in the morning with a temporary
market pass; then it is possible to keep going. However, some go by boat
in rarely patrolled locations. Destinations include Chiang Rai, Lampang, and
Chiang Mai.
Land forest allocation was carried out here in 1996. Later, other villages
of Lue and Lamet ethnicity were consolidated into the same village. This
caused a land shortage and a labor surplus, which provided the rationale for
traveling to Thailand.
Drug addiction is beginning to be a problem, with three villagers severely
addicted. Addicts are involved in petty theft to feed their habits. A barroom
is located in the village as well with four sex workers originating from other
provinces.
A government clean water project proved a failure after 15,000 kip was
collected from each household in 2000. In addition, road builders have not
lived up to their promise of compensation and villagers are upset.
Source: Author.

wife has been infected is not known. Drugs have become a problem in
this village as well and several barrooms with sex workers are currently
operating. As a trading center, such villages exhibit traits that are perhaps
better addressed as urban-style problems, having more in common with
Pa Oy in Houay Sai than with other nearby rural villages. Also, safe sex
clearly needs to be included in the definition of safe migration.

Road Construction Problems
Apart from physical problems associated with road building, such as the
impact on the environment, a number of subsidiary issues have emerged
in the villages studied because of the construction. While these do not
directly impact on trafficking now, the indirect effects are considerable and
will affect villages in the future.
The crudest of such impacts are instances where water that flows to
rice paddies to lowland villages have been interrupted and not replaced,
resulting in large areas not receiving the necessary irrigation for the planting
season. In addition to the economic losses caused by such actions, of
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even greater concern should be the credibility loss and the increase in the
degree of mistrust between the government and villagers. It sets a bad
example. If contracts and agreements do not have to be honored by the
state, in the thinking of villagers, what is the message being conveyed?
The Lue village of Tha Fa is a case in point. Many years ago, with
considerable wisdom, ingenuity, and large-scale labor inputs, the villagers
designed and dug an irrigation canal for their rice fields which depend on
rainwater. The canal is central to their production system and food selfsufficiency. Road builders blocked this canal and ignored requests from
villagers to reopen the canal to allow the water to pass so that they could
plant rice during the season. Appeals to the local authorities were likewise
ignored.
Although there has been no migration there, Thailand is well known
to the villagers of Tha Fa and they have extensive kin relations with the
village of Houay Ming in Chiang Khong District of Chiang Rai. Trips to visit
relatives are usually short, lasting only 3–5 days. Many men in the village
work for the road builders at 15,000 kip per day, and several have gone to
stay at the Thai lignite mine where they are employed washing cars and
heavy earth-moving equipment.
Another secondary impact is the gathering of wild forest products
for sale along the road to where vehicles are now passing, albeit with

Culvert to Nowhere at Tha Fa

Source: Author 2007.
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Rice Paddies that Will Have No Water, Tha Fa

Source: Author 2007.

some difficulty. Wildlife is particularly vulnerable to this kind of exploitation
in tropical ecosystems where densities of faunal mass are endemically
low and species diversity is high. Villagers whose livelihoods have been
negatively affected by policies restricting access to land—not to mention
callousness of road builders—are forced to overexploit natural resources
for short-term gains.

Temptations of Material Goods
With land access restricted or even denied through attempts at policy
implementation, and with the exposure to roads opening to the outside
world, demand for consumer goods increases even as incomes do not.
Such goods come to replace symbols of wealth and status that are more
traditional in upland social systems so that access to cash for purchases
becomes necessary. At the same time, expenses for health and education
services have been introduced into peoples’ lives.
The two sources of income for uplanders have been sales of livestock
and non-timber forest products. But the next source has been—and will
conceivably continue to be in an ever-expanding way—migration leading
to prostitution and the potential for trafficking. That is to say, the stage is
set, and catalytic developments such as construction of roads will hasten
and facilitate the process.
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Wild Birds, Muntjak, and Slow Loris For Sale Along Route 3A

Source: Author 2007.

Frontier Mentality
Land accessibility problems that have negatively affected livelihoods often
leave villagers with little choice but to seek alternative sources of income.
Thus, a general aura of lawlessness pervades the locations on which the
studies were focused. Out of necessity, most economic activity is carried out
in the gray area of informal and illegal sectors. Having laws that are neither
accessible nor readable is tantamount to having no law at all. Moreover,
when road builders ignore contracts with villages such as in Tha Fa, or when
officials expropriate village land for their purposes, it is easy to speculate that
villagers are simply not being presented with examples of good citizenry.
When the state outlaws and takes over livelihoods of uplanders, exploitation
of those lands by outsiders either for rubber or for logging is now a very real
threat. In Meuang Sing, in the Mien village of Oudomsin, land was allocated
by setting aside a large area ostensibly for forest conservation; and the
villagers strictly abided by this agreement. This year, however, the forest
that they had been preserving in accordance with the policy was taken over
by a nearby Akha village, whose residents are cutting down the forest for
rubber plantations supported by foreign business interests.
Drugs have become a major problem—including the smuggling, sale,
and addiction to methamphetamines—both in villages along the river and
along the roads. Drug addiction has led to an increase in petty thievery in
many villages in the study. Drugs originate from Myanmar and transport to
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the Lao PDR is not difficult. Furthermore, suppliers seem to deal through
numerous small carriers with less overall impact on the business when
smugglers are apprehended. Such dealings are commonplace. In fact,
the research team witnessed a pickup truck on the road to Ton Pheung
being searched by police who discovered a medium-sized bundle of drugs.
Deaths reportedly resulting from drug dealing were said to be frequent
in the town of Xieng Kok, which lies opposite to Wa settlements on the
Myanmar side. One such death was also reported in the Lue and Hmong
river village of Hom Yen in Ton Pheung District, Bokeo.

Role of Foreign Investments
Accordingly, foreign businesspersons have entered into numerous dubious
concession agreements with local administrators in Louang Namtha in a
decidedly nontransparent way. Some concessions are on land already
allocated to villagers and some of the land have been expropriated from
the protected forest of Nam Ha, which is the site of several projects aimed
at conserving the forest and a successful ecotourism enterprise sponsored
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO).
The frontier or “wildcat” mentality that pervades development in
Louang Namtha, and to a lesser extent in Bokeo, has led to these quasi
legal or illegal foreign intrusions. A few of these, where villagers themselves
set the terms for the relationship and the amount of land and profits, may
work to the advantage of villages. But these are mostly long-established
traditional villages that have experienced a lower level of disturbance from
the outside. In some cases, the foreign businesses have been noted to
retain 25% ownership of the trees and supply all seedlings and equipment.
But where coercion is involved, the foreign owners are said to claim 40%
ownership. All contracts are written in a foreign language and the terms
are presented as nonnegotiable.
A portion of the labor involved in the rubber concessions—exact
figures are unknown—is reportedly being supplied by villages rendered
landless in the opium eradication relocations in Meuang Long, Meuang
Sing, and Louang Namtha districts. Some coercion of villagers by district
officials to accept disadvantageous terms offered by foreign entrepreneurs
to convert their production land into rubber plantations in Meuang Long
and Na Lè districts had also been reported.
Elsewhere, in the town of Houay Sai, in the quarter known as Pa Oy,
workers at a foreign-owned motorcycle factory complain of mistreatment,
including beatings, by employers. The factory has attracted a growth of
barrooms, actually red-light establishments offering girls for prostitution.
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Now, eight such shops are fully operating. Thus, the residential area
adjacent to the factory has become a center for drugs and trafficking.
Finally, foreign mining interests have escalated as well. In Meuang
Long, a sizable mine—said to be a gold mine—is visible from the road
with access strictly controlled. Predictably, according to local people,
the investors have not initiated any public consultations or social and
environmental safeguards.
The degree of environmental damage caused by the foreign-owned
rubber plantations has probably yet to be realized as has the PRC portions
of Road 3A. However, the following is an excerpt from a description of the
flooding of Louang Nam Tha in August 2006:
…three activities done by man in the name of progress in the
past years contributed heavily to the severity of the flood. The
first was the building of the Nam Tha dam which does not have
sufficient capacity to retain flood waters and must release them
to avoid comprising the structural integrity of the dam. The
second was the widespread clearing of forest for rubber tree
plantations in all of the major watersheds of the upper Nam Tha.
This destruction of the forest leaves rainwaters unhindered to
gush down barren slopes. The third was the building of the road
across the southern, downstream, end of the valley and the


Land Cleared for Rubber Plantations in Louang Namtha

Source: Author 2007.
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Mine in Meuang Long

Source: Author 2007.

filling in of the floodplain without any culverts or water outlets
resulting in the funneling of floodwaters under the bridge.10
On 7 August 2006, the water from the Prapiroon typhoon, unchecked
for lack of forest cover, filled the rivers and had to be released by the
dam. Then the water flowed back behind Route 3, flooding 10 villages
and killing two people, with severe loss of livestock as villagers fled their
homes seeking higher ground.

Communication Gaps
In 2003, a provincial official in Louang Namtha reported that out of 91 Akha
village chiefs in Meuang Long, only 20 could speak Lao. This surprising
figure underscores the considerable degree of difficulty in communication
that exists between the state and the upland people. Tibeto–Burman
speakers face the most difficult problem in terms of linguistic and cultural
distance, but the situation with other groups is often just as serious yet
remains hidden because women are the ones who lack language skills.
On the other hand, in many cases, uplanders are deceptively fluent in Lao
while their thought patterns and associations with words are unmistakably
different.
10

Tuffin, �������������������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
William. 2006. The Great Flood of 2006: Residents of Luang Namtha flee to high
ground. Luang Namtha. Vientiane Times. 30 August.
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Education in minority languages is still unavailable and programs
to teach written and spoken Lao to nonliterate upland children have not
been successful despite some efforts in that direction. The reason is
clear: children are being asked to learn how to read and speak a new
language simultaneously, acts that are inherently difficult and which have
been shown worldwide to inhibit literacy. Until the situation is addressed
in a child-friendly way, it is doubtful that the situation will improve. In fact,
education in the area seems to be regressing rather than improving with
time. Moreover, parents in Meuang Long and Meuang Moeng districts are
bribing schoolteachers to release their children from school because they
find the curriculum irrelevant to their needs and the time spent in school
means children do not learn necessary livelihood skills at home.11 Thus,
additions to educational curricula will unlikely have any impact on target
groups, that is, marginalized Mon–Khmer speaking ethnic minorities in
the throes of social upheaval.
However, the study has shown that villagers prefer listening to radio
broadcasts in their own or similar languages and there is a good opportunity
here for programming in minority languages—perhaps following or
expanding the UNESCO project that is under way. The same would hold
true for any activities carried out with villagers in their own languages.

11

Reported in data from the second participatory poverty assessment.
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Conclusions and Implications
Considering Cause
It is noteworthy that no village in the study could be considered
destitute. An abundant natural resource base, weak vertical linkages,
and indigenous strategies to contend with poor implementation of
land-related policies have, in most cases, allowed villagers to produce
adequate food and/or to collect forest products for sale to compensate
for production shortages.
Traditional villages that have not been adversely affected by
relocations or consolidations were found not to migrate. These are
predominantly lowland villages belonging to Lao–Tai groups. Uplander
villages, however, that have been affected by relocation—especially those
belonging to the Mon–Khmer family—are the most prone to migrate,
notably the Khmou, Sam Tao, and Lamet. Some ethnic groups do not
migrate in response to adverse conditions; these include the Hmong,
Mien, and Lantène, that is, the Hmong–Mien family.
A good example of the principle may be seen within the Sam Tao
ethnic group. Members of the group in the consolidated village of Pang
Xang–Na Lè (where they have been moved into a Lue village) who have
regular work migrate to Thailand even without contacts on the Thai side.
They rely only on faith in recruiters on the Thai side to whom they go for
jobs. Most are women between the ages of 15–35 who typically leave the
village for durations of 3 months to 1 year. The village now predictably has
severe land shortages exacerbated by the Gem Mining Company, which
dug up many paddies and did not restore the damage. The Lue people
in the same village do not travel to Thailand. On the other hand, one
traditional village of only Sam Tao ethnicity has avoided being impacted
through its cultural coherence and wise leadership (Box 3).
Tourism has had little impact so far on ethnic groups in Louang
Namtha. The language barrier is still strong so there is little opportunity for
sexual interaction. Furthermore, most tourists visit villages as groups. Most
often, these tourists are retired Europeans who are not interested in sexual
services. The Akha village of Tamy has a rudimentary guesthouse, puts
on shows in the evenings, and sells souvenirs. This has so far worked to
the advantage of villagers and has not affected social structures. Another
Akha village, Phiyoe, likewise has benefited from tourism. On the other
hand, a Mien village in Meuang Sing which receives a number of tourists
has not yet organized people and accordingly receives neither benefits
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Box 3: The Sam Tao Village of Nam Ma
The village of Nam Ma is a mono-ethnic village of the Sam Tao group, a member of
the Palaungic Branch of Mon–Khmer. Here, despite considerable interest in travel
to Thailand on the part of young people, conditions have so far mitigated against
it. To date, only two girls have left the village. They have gone to work at the Than
Thip Hotel in Kanchanaburi where many Laotians—some were trafficked while
some voluntarily went—reputedly work. They remain in touch with their families.
Currently, a Thai woman has been hanging around the village, trying
unsuccessfully to recruit more young people for work in Thailand. She has
been unsuccessful because of the strong leadership and counseling of the
elderly “Neo Hom” or representative of the Lao Front who advises people not
to go to Thailand; so far, they have listened.
The traditional nature of the village is thought to be relevant here as well
since the social structure remains intact and there is little upheaval. Villagers
also have nearby employment opportunities in a military sawmill and on road
construction, although both are temporary. Young people remain interested
and continue to explore means of traveling to Thailand legally. Thus, whether
the positive trend will continue remains to be seen.
Source: Author.

nor adverse impacts from tourism. As already mentioned, this latter village
has, however, been affected both physically and psychologically by land
grabbing and subsequent clearing of their conservation forest by a nearby
Akha village for a foreign-owned rubber concession.
There can be little doubt that the cutting of natural forest for foreign
rubber plantation concessions in the Nam Ha national protected area and
elsewhere will have a severe negative impact on tourism and, ultimately,
on livelihoods as the extent of the ecological damage becomes manifest
(for example, the flooding described earlier). Tourists do not travel around
the world to see industrial plantations. They prefer exotic landscapes,
natural forests, and interesting ethnic groups. Revenues from plantation
concessions go mainly to the foreign entrepreneurs and local officials,
with little benefit to local people who have had to sacrifice their livelihoods
and will need to use any cash profits to buy food for their families. But
even this is only realized after a 7-year maturation period with no income
and then a 40% share to the entrepreneurs.

Implications
It is suggested that separating the problems and potentials of trafficking
from programs and policies and from large infrastructure projects, such
as the upgrading of Route 3A, becomes impractical. Issues affecting lives
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Table 2: Migratory Propensities in the Villages Studied
Province
BOKEO

District
Houay Sai

Village
Pa Oy

Ethnic
mixed

Status
in town

Migrants
many

Nam Ho Tay

Khmou
Nyouan
(Khmou
Rok)
(Kwène)
(Lamet)
(Lue)
Lue
Sam Tao
Hmong

consolidated

36 Khmou
(20 females)

consolidated

Many Sam Tao

relocated

3 with relatives

traditional

none

Pa Xang/Na Lè
Houay Sala
Nam Chang
Nam Ma

traditional

2

Lamet
Kwène
Lue

consolidated

Houay Thong

Khmou Rok
Lue

consolidated

Keng Phak

Lue

traditional

Pak Tha (Tay,
Kang, Neua)

Lao
(Lue)
(Khmou)
(Lamet)
Lue

consolidated,
trading
center

3 Lamet in Chiang
Khonga
None, only to
visit relatives in a
Lue village near
Chiang Khong
Used to go, now
stay home and
grow corn
All households
for seasonal
agriculture. Labor
in one adjacent
village on the other
side of border
Lao go as traders,
not so much now
because of the
corn boom
none

Lue
Hmong

consolidated

Na Louang
Tha Fa Kau

Pak Tha

Ton Pheung
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Moun
(Lantène)
Sam Tao

Louang Sing
Chay
Hom Yen

traditional

traditional

Lue go for
agricultural labor;
Labor, one girl in
Chiang Khong;
Hmong do not
go, except to visit
relatives
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Province

LGNT

District

Sing

Long

Village
Khoun Bong

Phiyoe

Ethnic
Lahu Shi
Mien
Tai Dam
Akha Pouly

Status
returnees
from
Thailand
tourist village

Migrants
Unknown, but
village barely
functioning
none

Oudomsin

Iu Mien

tourist village

none

Tamy

Akha Pouly

tourist village

none

Cha Vang

Akha Chi
Cho
Lahu Shi

some tourists

none

relocated

16 girls known

Phon
Samphanh

3–4 years ago many went to Thailand, now mostly find jobs at the lignite mine.
Source: Author.
a

and livelihoods are the same as those linked with migration. Resulting
social upheavals render some groups helpless because wrenching
people from ancestral lands, in the name of economic development,
leaves them spiritually impoverished. Migration becomes a quest for
cultural coherence that is no longer available in the village.
Thus, this report concludes:
1. Ethnic-specific responses to policies that potentially foster
outmigration
Poor implementation of policies that affect land use and location of villages
negatively impacts traditional villages. Moreover, in any given situation,
the ethnicity factor is the primary determinant of responses. Against the
backdrop of the “frontier mentality,” local people are forced to act in ways
that favor survival and preservation of social cohesion, but some groups
are more successful than others. As has been described, the most atrisk group are the Mon–Khmer, notably Khmou and Sam Tao. The Lamet
have a long history of periodic travel to Thailand dating back several
centuries and so appear to be less at risk than others. Other groups in
the area, such as Bit and Doi, have not been encountered so far. Least at
risk are the Lue, even though interestingly considerable numbers of Lue
girls are known to be engaged in commercial sex work in these provinces
and in adjacent Oudomxa. On the whole they seem less interested in
cross-border migration. Hmong–Mien groups are not prone to migration
and commercial sex, despite having their livelihoods seriously affected by
land-related policies. Among the Tibeto–Burmans, mainly the Lahu Shi
have responded to social upheavals with prostitution and outmigration.
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2. The North–South Corridor
There are two separate issues here: first, the road construction phase
where, in the villages visited, negative impacts are most strongly felt
in the breaking of agreements for compensation for damages to fields
and villages. Ultimately, the message conveyed is that the state does
not have to honor agreements; thus, further widening the credibility gap
between government and village and creating an overall atmosphere of
mistrust. The second issue relates to what can be expected after the road
is completed. Even though travel along the road while under construction
is slow by transportation standards, the villagers do not perceive this as
an obstacle. When the road is finished, demands for cash will increase as
consumer goods flood nearby markets. Since traditional livelihoods have
been negatively affected and replacements for production losses have not
been forthcoming, relatively few options are available. Paramount among
these is the harvest and sale of forest products in unsustainable ways
and cross-border labor migration. Hence, the stage is set for a potentially
dramatic increase in trafficking of women and children, especially among
Mon–Khmers.
3. What can be done?
The use of indigenous languages and cultural approaches that make
sense in ethnic-specific contexts needs to be emphasized. This requires
time to train and prepare the necessary human resources and to design
materials and broadcasting facilities. Such preparations will need to be
carried out in a manner that is participatory and equitable. Awareness
raising and promoting safe migration through radio programming in ethnic
languages are the necessary first steps.12
With respect to policies, it is probably unrealistic to think in terms
of reforms that will resolve the land problems that have been created,
rather enhanced rapport with villagers of the various ethnic groups and
confidence in their indigenous knowledge strategies for coping with
policies may be the best approach. For the time being, however, this will
depend upon international support working with local institutions such
as the Lao Front and the Institute for Cultural Research.13 As alternative
livelihoods become more sustainable or as new terminologies for traditional
12

13

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization or UNESCO, with
the support of ADB, is embarking on an undertaking to begin broadcasting in Khmou
language which, based on the present report, is very much on target. The Khmou radio
personnel are enthusiastic, savvy, and competent. Thus, this effort is well timed indeed.
Recently, the Committee for Social Sciences was revived as an entity independent of the
Ministry of Information and Culture. In addition to the institutes for cultural research and
linguistic research, there will be a newly created Institute of Ethnography and Religion.
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practices—such as “rice gardens” for “swidden fields”—come into play,
new solutions and approaches to the problems of trafficking and safe
migration undoubtedly will be devised. The key lies not only providing an
enabling environment for government agencies to trust local knowledge,
but in getting the government to set good examples and earn the trust of
villagers, especially the ethnic minorities.
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Appendix 1: Guideline Instrument
Semi-Structured Interview Guidelines
Cultural setting
− ethnicity of village – describe;
− main rites and ceremonies during the year;
− birth, marriage, death;
− social structure and inheritance, clans, etc.;
− heirlooms; and
− residence patterns after marriage, exogamy/endogamy.
Gender status
− traditional; and
− recent (changes).
Socioeconomic
− landholdings (paddy and swidden [no. of years in cycle]);
crops;
− yields;
− livestock;
− other economic activities; and
− subjective assessment of well-being (better than before,
worse than before, poorer, richer, enough, etc.).
Health and education
− school levels;
− issues and problems (e.g., ethnicity, language,
appropriateness, etc.);
− health practices; and health clinic utilization.
Radio broadcasts
− languages;
− announcers; and
− favorite programs.
Mobility
− traditional travel to Thailand (e.g., Lamet);
o reasons for travel
o who, male, female, ages
o together or in group
o where in Thailand
o type of work undertaken there
o method of transport, where cross

Trafficking and Safe Migration_L41 41

7/21/2009 5:55:26 PM

42 BROKEN LIVES: Trafficking in Human Beings in Lao People’s Democratic Republic

−

−
−
−

−

o contacts on Thai side, ethnicity
o length of stay
survival skills in Thailand;
o language
o behavior adaptations
current level of migration to Thailand (percentage of village),
ages, sex;
impact on family labor supply;
has logical framework analysis (or other policies [swidden
reduction, opium eradication, village consolidation]) had
impact on migration; and
personal experiences (interview returnees).

Observed signs of social upheaval
− drug and alcohol addiction;
− prostitution;
− depression and suicides; and
− outmigration.
Programs that specifically target HIV and trafficking  
− Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare;
− other ministries;
− Lao Youth Union, other mass organizations;
− nongovernment organizations; and
− how they are perceived by villagers.
Legal framework vis-à-vis trafficking
− attitudes of officials toward returnees; and
− fines and punishments.
Tourism
− main types of tourism;
− foreign tourists and local people; and
o types of tourists
o nationality of tourists
o frequency of visits
o types of interactions , where, and when
o ethnicity of local sex workers interacting with
o tourists (i.e., match ethnicity with nationality)
− establishments.
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Appendix 2: Villages and Ethnicity
of Route 3A14
Map
No.

1996
Km
0

Fam.

Pop.

Fam.

Pop.

Ban Houai Sai town

Mixed

Ethnic group

804

4,646

1,578

7,708

117

635

164

981

1

5.7a

Pa Oi

Nyouan, Lao,
Khmou

2

6.0

Ou Dom

Tai Dam,
Khmou

81

473

119

643

3

6.5

Pak Hao Neua

Lao, Tai Dam, Lue

86

551

89

537

4

7.8

Mok Ka Chok

Lamet

5

9.0

Nam Ho Tai

Khmou, Lue, Lamet

6

9.7

Mai Phu Kha

Lue

67

328

74

437

7

9.9

Pa Sang

Sam Tao

40

188

42

217

8

10.5

Na Le

Lamet, Lao

58

290

53

274

9

11.6

Nong Ngeun

Lue, Lao, Khmou

31

176

L1

Siang Ngan

Lamet

L3

Houai Sa La

Hmong

10

12.0

Thong Seng Chan

Lamet

11

13.0

Mai Ni Nyom

12

13.8

13

14.7

14

75

408

84

488

115

581

127

732

45

243

36

227

112

778

145

663

146

782

Lao

17

115

20

105

Sai Cha Leun

Khmou

27

136

36

213

Nam Toi

Lamet

59

260

56

286

14.8

Mai Hia

Lamet, Kalom,
Khmou, Lao

44

223

15

15.2

Don Nyeng

Kalom

42

238

44

252

16

15.5

Mai Nyang

Lamet

36

165

39

170

17

16.9

Nam Chang

Kim Moun (Lantène)

22

142

26

153

18

17.9

Phon Thong

Lue

51

321

57

340

19

18.0

67

426

20
21

22

14

Village name

2001

Bo Lek

Khmou Ou

L9

Phou Sen

Khmou

81

495

27

144

37

230

L 2.5

Nam Ngao

Lue, Khmou

18.7

Pang Pot

Lamet

L 10

Phou Leup

Khmou

21.7

Nam Pou

Lamet

86

437

L 3.5

Nam Phet

Hmong

116

726

31
77

126
339

28

145

54

262

L1

Nam Mak Keo

Khmou

20

84

L 16

Toup

Hmong

28

188

22.8

Nam Ma

Lamet

66

381

62

299

Adapted from an early draft version of the Route 3 Social Action Plan for ADB (2002).
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Map
No.

1996
Village name

Ethnic group

24.4
26.0
L 1.5
27.9
28.9
30.0
30.5
L1
45.7
52.1
60.4
61.8
64.0
68.2
69.2
70.4
73.5
L 16
R8
R6
L 12
83.0
L4
L9
L4
L6
L 13
L7
92.1
95.8
97.6
101.8

Houei Din Chi
Nam Deua
Chom Keo
Don Phao
Pho Kham
Phi Mon Sin
Nong Kham
Poung
Na Luang
Nam Thoung
Na Ngam
Nam Seo
Don Kham
Don Chai
Houai Ha
Pang Sa Lao
Tha Fa
Mok Houk
La Kon
Pha Poun
Satoun Neua
Sotb
Nam Pa Man
Tha Luang
Nam Noi
Nam Kap Tai
Thong Lat
Nam Kap Neua
Nam Phec
Phou Lan
Nam Chari
Pang Sai, (Phou
Keun)

Lamet
Sam Tao
Khmou
Lamet
Khmou
Lue
Sam Tao, Lamet
Lue
Lamet, Khmou
Lamet
Lamet
Lamet
Lamet
Lue
Hmong
Lamet
Lue
Khmou
Khmou
Khmou
Khmou
Lamet
Khmou
Khmou
Khmou
Khmou
Khmou
Khmou
Kwène
Nyouan
Nyouan, Lamet
Nyouan

44
45

R1
105.5
R 1.5
107.6
110.5

Lai Lot
Nam Ngeun
Sa Kon
Phon Thong
Nam Fa

Nyouan
Lue
Nyouan
Nyouan
Yay (Nyang)

46

112.3

La Non

Kwène

L2

La Ve

Lue

23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37

38

39
40
41
42

43

Km

47

115.9

Kam Pon

Nyouan

48

117.2
R 0.3

Nam Mang

Nyouan
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2001

Fam.

Pop.

Fam.

Pop.

34
89

103
373

38

178

95
72

451
349

58
47
51

252
173
236

45
48
19
47
107

163
239
91
105
589

48

202

21
39
32
36

148
248
159
176

28
96
27
42
47
73
68
102
63
75
64
63
31
40
15
60
85
58
26
12
57
42
96
28
105
105
35
44
103
50
66
33

159
527
166
217
221
474
369
604
301
358
303
271
151
260
115
306
580
258
108
84
264
245
358
214
572
483
182
252
644
273
348d
166

55

334

63
69

380
453

53
81
76
63
80

219
416
321
482
647e

52

186

51

247

46

188

41

231

53

272

84

358
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Appendix 2 – Villages and Ethnicity of Route 3A 45

1996

Map
No.

Km

Village name

Ethnic group

2001

Fam.

Pop.

Fam.

Pop.

304

1,547

166

928

49

118.7

Thiao
(VPKf town)

Sam Tao,
Khmou, Lahu
Shi

50

118.7

Dong Viang

Lue, Lao,
Khmou

233

1,283

118.7

Mai

Nyouan

93

456

119.5

Pha Deng

Nyouan

60

285

52

122.5

Nong Kham

Kwène

107

556

98

557

53

126.6

Nam O

Kwène

96

485

119

694

54

129.7

Nam Eng

Kwène

48

250

69

389

R9

Nam Vang

Hmong

85

776

55

133.5

Phu Lene

Kwène

39

248

44

269

56

139.0

Nam Sing

Kwène

48

236

50

255

57

139.9

Nam Loung

Nguan

43

204

41

217

58

140.6

Ta Long

Lamet

33

186

59

142.6

Prang

Kwène

60

145.5

Khoua
Soungh

Khmou, Nyouan

61

150.2

Tha Se (Nam Ha)

Khmou, Sam
Tao

62

159.7

Chaleun Souk

Kwène

64

63

167.3

Nam Leu

Kim Moun
(Lantène)

64

169.4

Don Moun

Kim Moun
(Lantène)

BP1i

Bp 1.0

Na Leu

BP2

Bp 1.8

Mai

BP3

Bp 3.3

51

31

156

42

225

95

553

371

56

369

63

324

61

379

86

522

113

759

Tai Dam

41

280

Tai Dam

47

296

Poung/
Don Le

Tai Dam

140

1,058

g

29
90

137
515

BP4

Bp 4.7

Na Noi

Tai Dam

57

346

65

170.3

Phon Sai Sawang

Khmou, Lao

102

610

122

747

66

170.8

Tha O

Khmou, Lue,
Nyouan

46

261

51

281

67

171.5

Don Khoun

Nyouan, Kalom

123

800

174

841

68

172.0

Khon

Kalom

147

889

174

1,044
1,596

69

172.5

Luang

Nyouan, Kalom

241

1,540

260

70

173.0

Viang Tai

Nyouan, Kalom

84

468

100

552

71

174.5

Viang Neua

Nyouan, Kalom

140

918

173

1,095

72

176.0

Thong Om

Tai Dam

136

985

158

1,069

73

176.5

Houa Khoua

Tai Dam

119

802

132

876
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Map
No.
74
75
76
77

1996

2001

Km

Village name

Ethnic group

Fam.

Pop.

Fam.

Municipal
zone of
Nam Tha

Nong Boua Viang

Nyouan, Lao ,
Tai Dam, Kalom,
Khmou and other
ethnic groups
are clustered
in the villages
comprising Nam
Tha municipality

248

1,411

120

927

157

889

154

959

187

1,097

162

988

188

1,086

193

1,167

120

715

1,300

115

706

Ou Dom Sin
Phon Sai
Sai Som Boun
Viang Thong

78

213

Pop.

79

180.2

Viang Ngeun

80

180.8

Thong Chai Neua

Tai Dam

130

918

158

1,033

81

182.6

Thong Chai Tai

Tai Dam

68

417

76

490

82

182.6

Pa Pouak

Tai Dam

73

475

78

518

83

183.5

Thong Di

Tai Dam

127

902

92

611

84

186.7

Nam Thoung

Lue

144

859

145

839

85

188.6

Bom Phiang

Bito

72

394

73

422

86

192.6

Ta Van

Khmou

24

128

38

207

87

201.6

Nam Deng

Kim Moun
(Lantène)

17

98

48

313

88

209.4

Houai Dam

Khmou

44

283

54

349

89

211.5

Houai Hom

Khmou

31

160

37

225

90

216.0

Na Teui

Khmou, Lao

65

384

187

1,039

91

217.8

Tin Tok

Khmou

47

249

96

384

92

229.9

Bo Piat

Pa Na

43

238

53

314

93

232.7

Bo Ten

Lue

103

566

158

863

Bp = bypass, fam. = no. of families, km = kilometer, pop. = population.
a
The road project begins at km 5.6 from Ban Houay Sai.
b
Last village in Houay Sai District of Bokeo Province.
c
First village in Vieng Phu Kha District of Louang Nam Tha Province.
d
Population increase is partly attributable to the move of 29 families with 135 people in
March 1997 from Mok Sa Mo to Ban Talong, which was subsequently renamed Nam
Chari.
e
Includes nine families and 53 people who moved from Katangkuak c. March 1997.
f
Viang Phu Kha District seat includes the three communities of Ban Thiao, Ban Dong Viang,
and Ban Mai.
g
Last village in Viang Phu Kha District.
h
First village in Luang Nam Tha District.
i
Bypass skirting Nam Tha Town.
Source: Author.
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