
Equity Case Study Brief #1: 

Access to Information for Securing Resource and Tenure Rights 

Houaythong Village, Lao PDR

Equity Dimension: Contextual

Primary Equity Element: Access to information

Secondary Equity Elements: Tenure and resource rights, participation and decision 
making; governance and regulations; livelihoods



EQUITY CHALLENGE

This is a case study on the importance of access to critical information as it pertains to achieving equity in 
forest governance focusing on teak farmers. 

CONTEXT AND SETTING

Houaythong Village is located in Paktha District, Bokeo Province, Lao PDR. It is home to 158 families, with a 
total population of 1008 people. Approximately 80 percent of residents belong to the Khummu indigenous 
group, while the rest are from Lao Loum. Of the 158 families, 50 families own teak plantations. 

In this village, it was common practice for residents who needed money in times of emergency to sell their 
teak trees to cover expenses. In many situations, farmers often sold their young teak trees at a lower price 
when they needed money quickly. Lacking information about actual market prices, owners would sell the 
timber at nearly half of the market value. Don Say Viangvankham, a teak farmer in Houaythong, experienced 
this when he sold eight of his 18-year old teak trees to a local sawmill shop owner at a price believed to be 
lower than the market price (approximately USD 345 versus USD 632). Don Say did not negotiate for a higher 
price because he did not know the market price for teak trees. 

Essentially, villagers had little or no information about Instruction 1849 on Registration of Tree Plantations 
issued in 1999 by the Lao government to support the country’s tree planting campaign and to augment 
farmers’ income. While land and forests are, by law, state property, a land allocation program was established 
in 1992 under Decree no. 99 of the Prime Minister. This decree, implemented nationwide in 1994, sought to 
reduce further encroachment into natural forest areas, stabilize shifting cultivation and transfer responsibility 
of forest protection and development to the people. In 1996, to further implement this decree, the Lao 
government set up a comprehensive Land Use Planning (LUP) and Land Allocation (LA) program to promote 
decentralized and community-based natural resource management.

Teak plantations were at their peak at the time, especially in Bokeo, where more than 95 percent of the 
villages were included in the land allocation program. However, the reforms also saw problems as the policies 
were not made clear and much of the information was not understood. As a result, teak farmers like Don 
Say began worrying about losing their land as well as their teak trees. They also worried about paying fees 
to obtain land certificate because they had misunderstood how the plantation certification program of the 
government functioned. Moreover, many were unaware that by registering plantations with the Provincial 
Agriculture and Forest Office (PAFO) in Houay Xai, Bokeo, it would be possible to demand the correct price for 
teak trees, and there was potential to use the certificates as collateral for small or personal loans.

The consequences of being unregistered grew by early 2012 when teak plantations of 50 farmers in 
Houaythong Village were challenged by incursions from other villagers in Houaythong. As boundaries were 
unclear, in terms of the absence of visible and accurate plot demarcation, anyone could easily claim more 
land. In addition, without certificates, farmers did not know the true value of their teak trees, leaving them 
vulnerable to abuse from roadside buyers, traders and sawmill shop owners. 

In the case of teak certification and collateralization, the barriers in the information flow could be observed 
at various levels from the farmers at the grassroots to financial and government institutions. As such, the 
most prominent equity issue in this case became the limited or lack of access to information and policies, 
which led to unsecure tenure and resource rights. 

The stakeholders in this case study included five parties. First, Houaythong Pak Tha teak smallholders 
were the beneficiaries. Second, there were Houaythong villagers who attempted to grab teak plantations 
from the above-mentioned farmers. Third, government agencies were involved, including the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Forestry, the provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office (PAFO) in Bokeo, which is 
responsible for implementing government projects e.g. plantation certification at the provincial level 
and the district Agriculture and Forestry Office (DAFO) in Pak Tha, Bokeo, which oversees plantation 
certification at the district level. Fourth, the sawmill operators and tree traders who can influence teak 
prices also played a significant role. Fifth, facilitator organizations such as JICA (Japan International 
Cooperation Agency) and RECOFTC participated to facilitate the implementation of teak plantation 
management and certification in Bokeo. 



WHAT NEEDED TO BE DONE TO ADDRESS EQUITY ISSUES?  

Don Say and 50 other teak smallholder farmers needed the following types of information: updated teak market 
prices and accurate plot information, which included boundary demarcation and the benefits of having government-
sanctioned plantation certificates. This information would help them earn more from their teak trees using the 
prevailing market prices of teak and secure their lands and teaks with a government-recognized certificate. However, 
they needed to be enabled to access equitable distribution of government benefits and take advantage of the 
existing favorable policy and tenure instruments. Both PAFO and DAFO were responsible for making information on 
new policies available to the people while RECOFTC’s ForInfo Project was positioned as a facilitator in the process.

WHAT HAPPENED AND HOW DID IT HAPPEN?

ForInfo, supported by Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and implemented by RECOFTC, in collaboration with PAFO/
DAFO in Bokeo, provided registration support to smallholder teak plantations to assist Houaythong villagers in 
properly managing their plantations and avoiding the premature sale of the teak trees through an initiative called 
‘teak as collateral’. ForInfo attempted to bridge information gaps by working with the teak smallholders and PAFO/
DAFO for the plantation certification and proper plantation management as well as traders for market information. 

Throughout the project, Don Say and 30 other families experienced change after a workshop on teak plantation 
management and certification in mid-2012. Don Say participated in the training and registered in the certification 
program. The training was sponsored by PAFO with support from ForInfo and coordinated by the District office 
and village officials. In the training, they learned about proper management of teak plantations e.g. pruning and 
thinning. It was also explained that in the future, there would be potential to use the certificates as collateral for 
small or personal loans. During the training, PAFO/DAFO also discovered that most farmers thought the training 
was not free and the certification program was meant to further restrict them from utilizing their land and selling 
their trees by eventually being used as a tool to re-consolidate the lands under the government. A trainer, Mr. 
Ong, needed to explain to the farmers who attended the training the purpose of the plantation certification 
program was to support tree planting in the country, ensure fair pricing for farmers and establish a database on 
tree plantations so that the government could better manage and address the challenges of smallholder farmers.

A week after Don Say attended the training, DAFO and PAFO officers interviewed him about the details of his 
plantations. During the interview, he was instructed to clean his plots in preparation for the demarcation activities. 
He was given a survey date: 29 September, 2012. While waiting for the survey date, Don Say cleaned his plots and 
applied what he learned from training e.g. pruning his teak trees using a ladder made from bamboo.

On 29 September, 2012, Don Say’s plots were finally surveyed including the quantity, length and diameter 
measurements of his teak trees. The boundaries were also properly demarcated with stone markers using 
GPS. A month later, on 24 October, 2012, Don Say received his plantation certificates. The certificates indicated 
the amount of his trees in Kip (Lao PDR currency), the size of his plantation and the number of his trees.

WHAT LED TO SUCCESS?

There were three factors showcasing approaches which promote equity in this case. First, meaningful engagement 
of the people in forest management activities was significant. With access to information, community members 
better understood benefits from their forests and therefore increased investment. Furthermore, active 
participation also ensured equity between farmers and traders. Second, the allocation of forests to the community 
was enabled by a strengthened legal framework and governmental support; specifically, the land reforms in Lao 
PDR in the 1990s recognising local communities as forest users who are entitled to forests and forest allocation. 
Provincial and district authorities, particularly the DAFO and PAFO, were also active in providing technical support 
to the households. Third, it is also important to mention the support from facilitator organisations as RECOFTC for 
community awareness raising. Information provided by ForInfo directly helped all households to properly manage 
their plantations and avoid the premature sale of the teak trees to achieve equity. 

WHAT WERE THE LONG-TERM RESULTS?

The certificates from PAFO, such as Don Say’s contain vital information such as the number of trees, wood 
volume, estimated value of the timber and plot size gives him leverage with the sawmill owners and helps 
prevent outside incursion without spending on rubber trees as plantation fences because the certificate 



indicates clear demarcation using stone landmarks based on global positioning system (GPS) data. From 2011 
to 2014, ForInfo helped PAFO/DAFO provide teak ownership/management certificates to at least 100 farmers 
in Paktha District, Bokeo, Lao PDR, 30 of which are in Houaythong. With the introduction of the ‘moveable 
assets’ by the International Finance Corporation (IFC) in Lao PDR in 2014, the ForInfo team is optimistic that 
banks and micro-financing institutions will soon agree to accept standing teak trees as collateral for small 
loans in place of smallholders selling the rights to their young teak trees to roadside traders.

At the moment, the plantation certification program is ongoing in Bokeo with ForInfo support, while waiting 
for the Teak as Collateral initiative to move forward. Until now, in Bokeo, no plantation certificate has yet 
been used to obtain a loan from a financial institution. Bokeo teak farmers are uncertain what the next steps 
will be in terms of using the certificates as loan collateral. However, those who already have the certificates 
are looking forward to being able to use the certificates to apply for personal loans, which could address 
their short-term financial needs without losing their trees to traders. The longer the program is delayed, the 
more likely it is that small holders will rely on middlemen and roadside traders for quicker access rather than 
utilizing certificates. However, the growing awareness shows a positive trend.

On the part of PAFO and DAFO, a follow up will be pursued with the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry 
to support the teak as collateral program by ForInfo to strengthen the rights of the farmers and improve 
their economic conditions. Material and human resources are still an issue for PAFO and DAFO, and a 
solution they see at the moment is still anchored on external funding support.

In the meantime, in their annual plan and budget, PAFO will include training other officers to increase 
knowledge of farmers on the value of their land and their trees, along with the prevailing market 
values of their teak trees to maximize the benefits from the government’s tree plantation certification 
program. They will also encourage others to register their plantations. Furthermore, PAFO’s annual plan 
and budget will include the certification of different types of trees and orient the farmers on the goal of 
the certification (overall program) to prepare farmers to compete with other ASEAN nations in the 2015 
economic integration.

WHAT WERE THE EQUITY LESSONS LEARNED?

This case demonstrated that changes can be made at the village level. Moreover, when government 
institutions lack material and human resources to implement policies at the village level, external assistance 
is an alternative. However, exit strategies must be clear and properly planned out so initiatives do not lose 
momentum after external assistance is gone.

Resources, including human and material resources are essential. In this case study, the process for registering 
teak plantations, an information project in itself by the government, required resources via logistical support 
for boundary demarcation, training, field interviews, etc. Government line agencies such as PAFO and DAFO 
have limited resources with responsibilities outside projects.  

Access to information can be a key factor in securing tenure and resources rights for local communities. In 
this case, when local teak farmers did not have sufficient information on governmental policies and related 
programs, they could not take actions properly to protect their land and teak plantations from incursions 
from other villagers, and as a result many did suffer from losses due to premature sale of teak trees. 

In conclusion, information is power. Misinformation and insufficient information hinder effective implementation 
of policies related to sustainable forest management and the achievement of equity. When critical information 
related to forest management is available, it must be integrated into the routine activities of forestry officers in 
the field or on the ground. In most cases, when local authorities do not have enough resources to implement new 
policies or regulations, letting people know their entitlements under a new or revised policy is a good place to 
start. When people are informed, they can make better decisions and can encourage others to act.

For more information on the case study: ORO, Jephraim (2015), “Bokeo Equity case study”, c/o RECOFTC - The 
Center for People and Forests

A series of equity case study briefs has been developed as part of training material by RECOFTC - The Center 
for People and Forests, with support from the USAID-funded Grassroots Equity and Enhanced Networks in 
the Mekong Region Program (USAID GREEN Mekong). The three-year project, which began in 2012, 
aims to improve capacities of policymakers and grassroots stakeholders in the Lower Mekong region to 
promote equity in forest-based climate change mitigation policy and practice.


