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Abstract

This thesis examines the enclosure of a common pool resource and the ways
in which the changed property rights regime have been legitimised by reference to
the common property arrangements inherent therein. It also reflects on the
development direction of Laos, regarding natural resources management in
particular, The thesis looks at legitimising discourses of common property and
sitiates  these discourses in the wider discursive context of post-socialist
development, territorialisation and community benefits. This case of enclosure can
be seen as a microcosm of wider, non-confrontational change in property relations
that does not result in the direct contestation that might be expected and which hence
tends to be overlooked by many researchers:

The thesis is based around a case study of a community backswamp in
Southern Lao PDR where one community excludes the other sixteen neighbouring
communities that used to share the same resource. The study also has objectives to
investigate impact from the intervention of government policy and outside projects,
and to understand the circumstances and the complexity of ihteractions among
communities related to change of property relation. In addition, it challenges
aspects of some concepts and theories, especially the discourses on community-
based natural resource management, common property, contestation as an inevitable
consequence of enclosure, and the institutional analysis approach. This has
implications for the way in which we understand sustainable and equitable resource
management at the local level. This research pays particular attention to the
processes and mechanisms of legitimising enclosure rather than the changing
structures or systems of property regime and government policy.

The researcher is an actor in this study. This is because I am one of the staff
of the applied research project that has collaborated with the local government that
influences the change, and I later turned to become the researcher on this study that
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employs critical reflection. My familiarity with the local government and
communities at the research site since I have worked there from 1997 until now give
me advantages to observe the situation and discuss with various actors since it has
started. However, I also take a reflexive view to recognising some limitations of my
position in the study and try to state whose views are being presented in different
contexts.

The study shows clearly that changing property relations of the backswamp
in this case are more complex than the analysis by the institutional school.
Moreover, the enclosure has occurred from a shared agenda of the local government
and the excluding community. Therefore, political forces from the policy promoting
territorial-based control and the intervention from outside project are catalysts rather
than sole causes of the change. Meanwhile, moral economy, social values and the
cultural politics of Laos contribute to the non-public contestation among parties.

The enclosure is legitimised with wvarious claims, which include
sustainability and equity. These claims are made at different levels, ranging from
the state to the excluding and excluded communities. Each group has different aim,
yet they all generally accept the enclosure. In the context of Laos, the local process
of legitimising claims both reduces the open conflict and allows the continuation of
their reciprocal social relation. The main reason for this is because most claims are
presented under the dominant discourse of development. Local people also require
“development” to improve their communities, therefore, they do not object to the
new formalised property regime because it is felt to be a contributing factor in the
process of “development”.

The discourse on development has had an influence in Laos during the time
the government has directed the country toward a mainstream market-based
economy. Under these conditions, property regimes, including common property,
are becoming simplified, standardised, enclosed, and formalised. Both positive and
negative results are experienced by different groups. The term “community” is also
confined selectively as a single administrative village when it comes to defining
property rights systems and benefits.  Consequently, this demonstrates a
contradiction to the assertions of scholars who argue community-based management
of common property as a sustainable approach, comprised of inclusiveness and
equity.

The context of Laos at the present shows the complex links between external
interventions, and internal factors. These elements form the outcomes of the
property regime changes, which is hard to foresee. However, all parties should be
aware of this interplay.
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