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Abstract

During the last two decades, Lao peasants have had to cope with rapid
economic, social, cultural and ecological changes, which in some instances have
created new alternatives for conducting sustainable livelihood strategies. This study
investigated the government policy of the market-oriented economy (Neleconomic
Mechanism) and commodity production, including irrigation development projects.
Simultaneoqsly, this study examined effects of these policies on peasants’ traditional
subsistence livelihoods. This Study focused on the peasants in Thin Pheer village,
Hadxaifong district, Vientiane Capital, Lao PDR. A number of 99 households of
peasants in this village were interviewed and observed to gain in-depth information
about their sustainable livelihood strategies after these policies implementation,
particularly strategies of coping with fluctuating market prices and new consumerism.

As a result, this study found out that the peasant moral economy has rapidly
changed from subsistence-based economy to market-oriented economy. The peasants’
agricultural practices now focus mainly on economic benefits. All agricultural
products have to be sold and bought by using cash. All peasants aim toward their own
interests rather than the interests of their community. Money becomes a dominant
objective for everyday activities. These activities of the peasants’ livelihood strategies
have rapidly led économic, social, cultural and ecological changes in their corﬁmunitj.

In terms of the market-oriented econoiny, many peasants in this village have
adopted different livelihood strategies. Some households have adjusted their land usé

- patterns in order to achieve food security and cash income for buying consumer goods




vi

and other services. Land is more distributed to individual houschold and market has
become the major driving force for-peasants’ household economic development. Large
landowners invest more in monoculture and cash crop cultivation, while small-sized
landowners continue to practice commercial agriculture on their own land. Similarly,
the peasants who have no land have to rent carefully for growing cash crops to sustain
livelihood sustainability. Some households have changed to working as hired laborers,
weavers, retailers, and van drivers to earn cash income. In contrast, the peasants who
have no labor forces are still engaged in subsistence agriculture as before.

Under the processes of commercial agricultural production, the peasants who
are far from irrigation canals and the Mekong River have to use underground water for
their agricultural practices, while peasants who are closer to the road have changed
from agricultural practices to perform businesses activities. However, the activities of
the peasants’ livelihood strategies have both agricultural productive patterns and non-
agricuitural patterns. The market economy has created the processes of competition for
more economic benefits than common social benefits. At the same time, the traditional
kin-based social relations have been replaced by new economic-based social relations,
which have changed earlier moral social meanings and values. Besides, a market
economy has also created unequal access to livelihood resources, and the inequalities
have led to wider economic and social differentiation among peasant households.

Nowadays, growing cash crops requires more supply of water. Moreover,
chemical fertilizers, pesticides and land have intensively been used for economic
benefits. But this practice has led to socio-economic problems and environmental
deterioration because of increased chemical fertilizer inputs and the competition of
market price. Agrarian changes seem very complex and challenging for the peasants’
sustainable livelihoods. The different livelihood strategies showed the peasants’
response to the policies of the market economy and commodity production. Based on
the arguments on sustainable livelihoods put forth by the theories and concepts of
development in the last few decades, this study considered that sustainable livelihoods
comprise main resources of four types of capital: (1) natural capital, (2) economic or
financial capital, (3) human capital, and )] somal capital. These resources are basic
essential factors for human sustainable livelihoods. Therefore, this study suggests that
organizations both in the state and private sectors should create more opportunity for
access to livelihood resources for peasants to achieve sustainable livelihoodé.
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