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1.0 INTRODUCTION  
 
The author first became aware of the situation with the Stateless Akha people of the 
Mekong hinterland of South East Asia during research on weather modification 
following published work by Professor Daniel Rosenfeld of Hebrew University, 
Jerusalem who reported internationally on the impacts the smoke from deforestation 
burning activities in South East Asia has on precipitation outcomes. This subject has 
been separately reported to the parliament by the author in 2002 and 2005. This so 
called slash and burn, or Swidden farming, is becoming more and more discredited 
around the world for many detrimental environmental outcomes. This then led the 
author to the hill tribe people of the Mekong region who use this practice extensively 
and, in particular to the Akha people, who are one of the many tribes occupying the 
mountains of the Mekong region. 
 
Coincidently, a group of the authors home town people of Swan Hill were providing 
volunteer construction activity in Thailand to an Australian organization called Children 
of the Golden Triangle (CGT), who are providing educational and accommodation 
support to orphans and children of the Akha people in Northern Thailand near the 
border of Myanmar (Burma). CGT has established an Akha Training Centre at Mai 
Suai with the assistance of Australian philanthropic organizations, service clubs from 
around the world, and Australian churches. The author visited the Centre for the week 
of 12 January, 2009 with Mr Mike Adamson (a former Swan Hill resident who has been 
a visiting volunteer to the Centre on many projects).  
 
This report describes the visit by the author to the Training Centre and inspections of 
the mountain villages of the Akha people and recommends that a greater respect be 
proffered to CGT for the outcomes it has achieved in the areas of child development 
and agricultural improvement. This report also discusses the need for a greater 
interest to be taken by the Australian and Thai Governments in offering funding 
assistance to CGT. Much of the current practical financial support is coming out of 
Australia and the children of the Centre presented the author with a special banner of 
appreciation during his visit 
 

 
 
The children show their appreciation to Australia at a special ceremony dressed 

in traditional costume with John Forrest, MP and Mike Adamson 
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2.0 A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE AKHA PEOPLE 
 
Whilst there is considerable published information about the Akha people, much more 
needs to be done to lift them out of their seemingly hopeless situation of being 
Stateless people scattered over the mountain regions of Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, 
Vietnam, and China. It is estimated that this Nation group of people with their own 
distinct language amounts to between 1 – 2 million people  
 
According to the history of song, over the past 500 years, the Akha people were 
attacked and pushed up into the mountains of Northern Thailand and the surrounding 
countries. Unlike other mountain tribes, they were a peaceful people who simply ran 
away from conflict and persecution. For example, they are the only one of similar 
tribes who have no culture of weapons or the concept of army. As a result they 
became jungle people living on the ridges of the more remote mountains which were 
more difficult to access by their oppressors. Then, there was the terrible history of 
opium exploitation and the heroine trade. This then resulted in the Akha people being 
brutalized and murdered by the drug lords if they refused to grow opium or similar 
treatment by Government authorities if they did grow it. Then, over the past 50 years, 
lucrative tropical timber brought armies of men and elephants into the hills destroying 
the old forest, and logging timber for commercial markets. The result has left the Akha 
jungle people exposed and vulnerable. The introduction of jet travel, tourists and 
soldiers has created a sex industry in Bangkok and other Thai cities. The Akha people 
are considered illegal aliens in Thailand and easy targets for child traffickers. They 
have been abused, hunted, and captured by the hundreds for pleasure and profit.  
 
Whilst much has been done more recently against the proliferation of child trafficking, 
the fact that the Akha people are disenfranchised (and virtually voiceless) means they 
are one of the most disadvantaged language groups in the world. Preventable 
respiratory and enteric diseases have dramatically reduced life expectancy and AIDS 
has taken a huge toll from returning Akha victims of the sex industry throughout the 
region. It is all a story of human tragedy. The King of Thailand is to be commended for 
the wonderful philanthropic interest he has shown for the mountain peoples of 
Northern Thailand but yet much more needs to be done and, in particular for the Akha 
people. 
 
Asa, an Akha tribal child was one of the lucky ones. Her father dropped her at a 
boarding school when she was just 4 years of age and, though traumatized, she 
managed to receive an education. In contrast, all of Asa’s child hood friends were 
dead by the time she reached the age of 22 years.  
 
She witnessed children being taken at gun point, children coming home and staring at 
the wall with glazed eyes not speaking and then dying. She watched helplessly while 
her friends died a long painful death lying on the floor of bamboo huts with no nursing, 
and no medicine. She watched the destruction of her tropical jungle home being 
trucked away, leaving the Akha people misunderstood, bewildered, scorned and 
despised. This process was repeated in many Akha villages.  Being Stateless, denies 
these people access to basic health services and social support. 
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Through the intervention of a decent education, Asa was able to rise above her 
circumstances and now has a passion to do something about her Stateless people 
scattered throughout the high country of South East Asia. This commitment has been 
the driver for the creation of the CGT organization.  
 
Though the spirit of the Akha people has been severely eroded, with nothing to hope 
for, and faced with the daily grind of hard work just to eat and survive, the work of CGT 
has been instrumental in lifting hope that someone actually does care. Rather than 
wait for the last Akha village to quietly disappear as they send their children away to 
school, and the old Akha with their songs and stories quietly fade away, there is hope 
alive that 500 years of injustices to this intelligent group of people can be rectified. 
 
Far too many unscrupulous individuals have taken advantage of these desperate 
people promising great things to parents for the future of their children. Often 
unknowingly, parents sell their children to sexual slavery when their only purpose was 
to find a way through their struggle. As a result, the mountain communities continue to 
be misunderstood, scorned, exploited and rejected by a judging outer community 
rather than a compassionate one. 
 
3.0 THE WORK OF CGT 
 
Asa was fortunate enough to meet up and marry an Australian Architect, Mr David 
Stephenson, who had developed a compassionate interest in doing something for the 
Akha people. CGT was established some 15 years ago and the work has now moved 
on from its formative years and operates a 2.3 Hectare training facility at Mae Suai, 
close to the highland villages of the Thailand Akha people.  
 
This facility now provides preschool education to some 100 Akha children, over 300 
primary school students, and 50 secondary college students as well as support and 
accommodation for more than 400 of these children, 67 of which are Akha orphans. In 
addition, it provides an allied health clinic, a workshop, and sufficient resources to 
provide the children with basic personal development skills in improved agriculture, 
building, cooking and personal hygiene.  
 
As a Civil Engineer, the author was impressed with the installation of a comprehensive 
sewage treatment system including reuse and a potable water treatment system of 
world class standards. Testament to his faith in good engineering, the very fussy 
author drank this water from the supply with confidence of no negative enteric impacts. 
 
All of this has been achieved with basically only significant capital funding from private, 
philanthropic organizations, service clubs from around the world, and the personal 
efforts of the Akha children themselves. This has created the opportunity for wonderful 
capacity building and augers well for the self determination of the Akha people for the 
sustainability of their future. 
 
Although a great deal has been achieved, with some of those earlier students now 
studying at Chang Rai University in disciplines of Teaching, Nursing, and Business 
Management, still much more needs to be done to ultimately break the cycle of 
dependency and poverty.  
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Much still needs to be done to assist the Akha people themselves towards self 
determination. So far, CGT has focused strongly on language skills and training in 
construction activities, nutrition, health care, personal hygiene, cooking and some 
vegetable growing activity. As a distinctly different language with little written support, 
the Akha children have had to learn both Thai and English. Language skills will 
continue to remain a CGT challenge but more needs to be done to arm these children 
with the tools of future self determination. 
 
Of all the funding provided, only about $35000 has ever been made available by 
Governments including A$10000 through the Australian Embassy, and C$25000 
through the Canadian Embassy. The author estimates at least that the investment in 
the Akha training centre would be over $2M. All of this has been achieved with 
compassionate support from all round the world but including the personal efforts of 
the children at the centre themselves. A particular emphasis of CGT has been to equip 
the future Akha generation with personal development skills in building and 
organization. This has drawn some criticism over the years. However, in being there, 
talking with the children themselves and observing the enthusiastic attitude of the 
contributors, the author has sensed the strong sense of self determination it has 
engendered in the children as they engage in a whole range of construction activity. 
 

 
 

Mike Adamson, John Forrest, MP, Asa and David Stephenson with some of the 
students of the Akha Training Centre in traditional costume 

 

It is now time for Governments to give recognition to the successful outcomes 
achieved by CGT and add financial support to a commitment to ensure this important 
work continues 
 
A brochure of CGT activities is included as appendix A of this report 
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4.0 CASE STUDIES OF SUCCESS STORIES 
 

Of course, amongst over 400 children at the Centre, there are just so many individual 
heart rending stories. It is not possible to do justice to each of them and tell their story. 
However, it deserves to mention just a few. 
 

 
Firstly there is Butte shown on the front cover with the author. She was brought to the 
centre with severe malnutrition so badly effecting her growth. She is mentioned again 
later in the report. This little girl, whilst slow in her development, speaks with her eyes 
and no person with any level of humanity and compassion could walk away from her 
without wanting to help. 
 

Then there is Mitti. She was brought to the Centre at deaths door with blood poisoning 
and the whole of her right upper body almost gangrenous. CGT paid all her medical 
expenses for the Doctors, emergency operations, hospital expenses for 3 months, and 
physiotherapy at the Overbrook Hospital at Chang Rai to save her life. Now she is 
speaking in three languages and has an opportunity previously beyond her 
imagination. She is just so appreciative of what has been done for her. 
 
 

 
 

 

  
 
       
 
 
 
Then there is Sarinya who was first drawn to the attention of CGT when she was just 9 
years old living in a grass hut with her grandmother, hungry and bewildered. She 
proved to be an exceptionally bright student and, today, she is attending nearby 
Chang Rai University pursuing degrees in business management. Her lectures are in 
English and she is topping the class. She was not available at the centre to meet with 
the author. 

This was Mitti when 
brought to the 

centre some 4 years 
ago 

This is Mitti today with the author 
during his visit as a lovely young lady 
who now says she has an opportunity 
for a future as a teacher to her own 
Akha people 
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Then there is Seeraporn who came to the Akha training Centre as a little girl and very 
poor. She was covered with deep puss filled scabies sores and in severe   
 

excels in her study at a Thai High School and is happy, healthy and wise with training 
in personal hygiene and many other skills. She is now living and working at the Centre.  
 

 
 
 

There are just so many stories to tell. Because the Akha Training Centre is providing 
services provided no where else in the region, many children are brought to the 
Centre, like young Atho here who fled danger in Myanmar in 2008 with his family. He 
is tiny for his age but has big hopes and dreams for his future. First, he has to learn to 
peak, read and write Thai before he attends school. 
 
 
  

 
 
This report would not be complete without telling Booya’s story who escaped with her 
parents from oppressive Government supported persecution in Myanmar only 4 years 
ago. The international community needs to keep up its’ efforts to bring this extremely 
oppressive regime in Myanmar to account. Her father gave a horrendous report of 
their escape and told of many atrocities perpetrated on the Akha people by the 
Myanmar army. The author is not prepared to show photographs of Booya or her 
family nor reveal her home village for fear of reprisal. 
 
Booya and her family fled on foot across the mountains being chased by men with 
guns. They ran through the night with nothing but the clothes on their back. Hungry 
and tired, they cleared the forest on arrival in a remote village in Thailand and planted 
mountain rice. Booya came to the centre skinny and dark from the work in the sun with 
no clothes or possessions, but, beaming with delight that they could attend school and 
have three good meals a day at the Akha Training Centre.  

Atho is just like any other little boy and 

likes to have fun 

Seeraporn helping 
out at the centre 
with John Forrest 
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Today, Booya attends to the massive catering demands with other of the children to 
feed over 400 children and volunteers for three meals a day at the Akha Training 
Centre and is a delightful human being despite the trauma she has endured. She now 
speaks Thai and gaining a good command of English. 
 
With all the criticism CGT receives it is just a great pity that the critics do not keep their 
focus on who is really being helped at this Centre. It is a work entirely for the children 
that attend it. However, to read the malicious comment circulating across the internet 
convinces the author it is coming from people who have never achieved anything in 
their life and not likely to. It no doubt comes from obtuse people who lack the 
intellectual capacity and compassion not to realize that an enterprise like CGT is 
actually saving lives and relieving the emotional burdens of Akha parents that they as 
spiteful people have no capacity to appreciate. An organization like CGT needs 
modern 4WD vehicles to get to these desperate people in the deplorable road 
conditions of the wet season. There have been many occasions when life and death 
forays have been made up to the villages because no one else seems to care about 
the deplorable health outcomes of the Akha people.  
 
Any person or organization should be judged on their or its’ outcomes. CGT has plenty 
of positive outcomes and deserves greater recognition and credit for what it has 
achieved. The world is struggling with achieving its millennium goals for peoples like 
the Akha Nation and there are no NGO’s or indeed Government organizations which 
have achieved anywhere near the milestones of CGT. 
 
 
5.0 AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES IN THE MEKONG HINTERLAND 
 
To make matters even more complex for the Akha people who are criticized for their 
agricultural practices for which they have been forced to adopt by so many negatively 
influencing factors. Swidden farming, or so called slash and burn is being 
progressively discredited around the world as more and more understanding develops 
as to the role of carbon in the environment. 
 
Analysis of six years of climate and fire observations from satellites, (and a great deal 
of it from professor Daniel Rosenfeld) shows that in dry years, the practice of using fire 
to clear forests has many detrimental impacts. Let alone the negative impacts on 
precipitation, is the removal of organic soil benefits, dramatically reduced land 
sustainability, and the release of massive amounts of climate warming carbon dioxide 
into the atmosphere. 
 
For the Akha people, the poor quality agricultural outcome means very inferior 
nutritional results, less than one or two crops, and they simply then move on to the 
next patch of earth to slash and burn. This cycle has been going on for far too long. 
This is not just a challenge for the Akha people but one for the world. In 2006, the 
climate on the fast-developing islands of Borneo and Sumatra and in New Guinea and 
other parts of equatorial Asia was three times drier than in 2000, but carbon emissions 
from deforestation were 30 times greater. This then exceeds emissions from fossil fuel 
burning. 
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Criticism of Swidden farming has come from academics, politicians, environmentalists, 
NGO’s and Government aid departments from around the world. Everyone knows it’s 
wrong, but actually engaging in implementing viable solutions continues to be a 
challenge. The change will never come from uneducated struggling subsistence 
farmers. It can come from a partnership, with a modern world and the tribal people but 
it requires the tribal people to be provided with the benefits of education. They need to 
be aware of the need to engage in sustainable farming practices. CGT is providing the 
very tool which can turn this situation around and that is to teach the next generation 
to be part of implementing solutions that they understand themselves. 
 

 
 

Swidden Farming in the Thailand High Country 
 
6.0 THE IMPACTS OF SLASH AND BURN 
 
The first thing to understand is the damage the fire does to the soil. The fires burn 
deep into organic soil and destroy those elements that sustain healthy soil which 
include: 
 

 Humic acid which improves soil structure, mineral and moisture retention, 
improves soil detoxification, increases nutrient uptake, stabilizes nutrients, and 
promotes soil life and plant growth 

 Fulvic acid, which is a natural chelating agent, converting metallic elements 
(including lime & phosphate) into readily absorbed nutrients 

 Carbon and trace elements in the plants float away polluting the atmosphere. 

 Soil microbes and earthworms which suppress disease and promote plant 
life either get destroyed in the fire or by being exposed to sunlight. 

 
The small amount of ash that is left gives the new seeds a small burst to germinate but 
the plant then has a hard time growing. The resulting crop is low yielding and of very 
poor nutritional quality. The area is used for a very short time after slash and burn. 
After one or maybe two years, the struggling farmers move to another plot to start the 
slash & burn process all over again. 
 
With the introduction of chemical cash crops, the area slashed & burnt is magnified 
again. The author was witness to an abundant amount of herbicide and pesticide 
being used with no protective clothing or understanding of the deadly poisons being 
embraced. Added to all this is the price received for the poor quality crop. The 
uneducated mountain farmer returns about 3 Baht per kg for corn, when 20 Baht per 
kg is the norm. 
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The buildup of toxins in the soil makes it even more difficult to farm the land. It is the 
over-use of synthetic fertilizer, herbicides and pesticides that has been responsible for 
the massive reduction in soil carbon levels and, ironically, this reduction in carbon has 
increased the dependence on synthetic fertilizer, herbicides and pesticides, creating a 
vicious cycle in which farms have gradually become less productive. This cycle needs 
to be broken and education is the key. The outcome for poor uneducated mountain 
farmers and their children is a continual cycle of poverty, hunger, sickness, frustration, 
and hopelessness. The author was witness to the day to day struggle in the villages 
just to survive.  
 
The lack of education or technical knowledge continues to contribute to this vicious 
cycle. There seems no way out for the Akha people themselves and there is certainly 
no improved outcome for the environment. Pollution, soil erosion, more land depleted 
of carbon, old forests destroyed, and more toxins poured into the earth are the 
inevitable result. 
 
 
7.0 THE IMPACTS OF POOR AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES 
 
Clearly, the lack of good nutrition has a very direct impact on the malnutrition of these 
folk. The author could not help but comment on the small physique of the Akha people. 
A resident at the centre is little Butte shown on the cover page. She is actually seven 
years of age but has the stature of that of a three or four year old. 
 
World Health Organization research makes it very clear that the root causes of 
malnutrition include the body’s inability to metabolize and absorb nutrients but more 
importantly, the lack of nutrients in diet which is clearly a direct connection to the lack 
of good biology in the soil. Slash & burn and chemical farming reduces soil biology and 
mineral uptake. As a result, child mortality rates for the Akha people are amongst the 
worst in the world around 50%. 
 
By way of graphic example of the eventual outcome of all this is, that at one village, 
the author was shown the cemetery where 30 children and 7 adults have died in the 
past 18 months. No one was able to explain what it was that caused such a massive 
level of mortality except that it was either respiratory or enteric disorders. What a very 
sad day when Government agencies do not even bother to make coronary enquiries of 
such a high mortality rate. 
 
 

 

A graveyard speaks for itself as 

to the level of heartbreak for the 

Akha people 
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8.0 PRESENT NEED  
 
Ultimately, an important part of the solution is to ensure that education occurs closer to 
the Akha villages themselves. CGT has drawn some criticism for bringing the children 
down from the villages to live in the training centre at Mae Suai thus taking them away 
from the parents. This is just a case of sheer practicality but a longer term plan would 
be to put the schools in the villages. However, the capital demands of this are beyond 
the resources of CGT and, at this stage, the Thai Government has shown little interest 
in providing education for the Akha. This is something denied the Akha people for far 
too long. In the meantime, future self determination will depend on major changes to 
the issue of food security and quality. There is no better place to start then with the 
children themselves.  
 
8.1 Towards a Future Solution 
 
CGT now has an ambitious vision to tackle these challenges by providing the very 
ingredient the Akha people need for their own self determination and that is as follows: 
 

 Empower children to feed themselves and their present and future families 

 Empower children to maintain good health 

 Empower children to train others to eliminate hunger and malnutrition 
 
 
It is necessary to teach the fundamentals that healthy soil will produce healthy plants, 
which will produce healthy children. To ensure that actions are sustainable for the 
future it is necessary to train children how to build healthy soil, grow healthy plants, 
and animals in their own interest. CGT is now ready to build on the basic language 
skills the children have been taught and needs to have an agricultural assistance 
project funded. 
 
 
 
8.2  A Proposed Agricultural Training Project 
 
CGT wants to initiate an agricultural training project to introduce organic farming 
concepts to the students at the Training Centre. Because of the poor soils associated 
with northern Thailand, the soil badly needs to be built up with organic content to 
release its’ potential to produce high quality produce.  
 
There have been far too many introduced agricultural projects in the northern villages 
which have simply failed. One of these was a stone fruit project implemented 
throughout the Akha highlands. The author understands this was an Australian aid 
project which was an entomological disaster. Dependence on dangerous insecticides 
which the Akha people had no idea how to use nor awareness of their risk to health 
now means these orchards lay dormant and wasted. The author understands that Thai 
agricultural authorities are attempting to rehabilitate this project by grafting other 
varieties but blind Freddy would know that a completely foreign crop to this region was 
a set up for failure.  
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Whilst this project may be an embarrassment for the many who gave the inappropriate 
advice at the time, it does provide a good lesson. Rather than be regarded as a 
monument to staggering stupidity, it ought to at least serve as a lesson that the 
challenge is to find crop more natural to the region like rubber of coffee or any of the 
natural fruits of the area like bananas, and to take advice from people with a greater 
local knowledge. 
 
 

 
 

Failed Apricot Orchard 
 

 
The approach by CGT is to focus on organic farming and a project of an estimated 
value of A$50,000 to be conducted at the training centre is set out in appendix B to 
this report. Not only does this project reduce the food bill for the centre by an 
estimated A$20,000 per year but the training expertise it would instill in the children in 
good organic farming would be invaluable.  
 
The children were already busy building the vegetable beds during the authors visit 
and digging in the humus material from kitchen waste. They were constructing 
concrete surround garden beds with considerable expertise mixing their own concrete 
and setting up the formwork. 
 
 
 

 
 

Children of the training Centre pouring edging for future garden beds 
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The author was very disappointed to discover that AusAid projects in Thailand will no 
longer be possible because the Thai Government has recently withdrawn bilateral 
support for Australian aid. The author attended an interview with David Stephenson of 
CGT and the AusAid counselor at the Australian Embassy in Bangkok on 16 January, 
2009. Although the officers very sympathetic to this project, they advised it will be very 
difficult to justify a way to fund it in Thailand. The counselor offered to provide all 
assistance to CGT to find a way to achieve this funding outcome and the author 
intends to follow through to ensure this occurs. 
 
The author is of the very strong view that it is an extremely worthwhile concept and will 
support any measures to ensure it gets funded. 
 
9.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 
There is little doubt that the Akha people are one of the most disadvantaged language 
groups in the world. Much effort has been extended over many years with aid projects 
by NGO’s, Australian and other Government aid, and the King of Thailand. This has 
included water supply and sewage disposal to the villages, a few unsuccessful 
agricultural projects, and solar power for lighting only to huts in the villages. 
 
Education provision still is badly lacking for the Akha people. In the authors view, the 
work of CGT in the area of education is sadly under recognized and this needs to 
change. This facility has the capacity to continue to grow and the author supports the 
eventual aim to have Akha trained people providing the education in the villages 
themselves rather than requiring children to leave their parents for extended periods of 
time. The CGT Akha Training Centre is now the largest collective group of multilingual 
Akha speaking people anywhere in the world. 
 
The old adage that to change the world one needs to start with the young was never a 
stronger truism. The Akha people need to be armed with the resources to achieve their 
own self determination. 
 
Australia could start by funding a proposed organic farm project as outlined in this 
report and Australian Government agencies should take a greater interest in the 
wonderful work of CGT 
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(BROCHURE) 
 

CHILDREN OF THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE 
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APPENDIX B 

Proposed Agricultural Project 
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