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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
As a contribution to the Mekong River Basin Wetland Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable

Use Programme (MWBP), field studies were conducted in the MWBP demonstration sites of Lao
PDR and Cambodia to investigate trade in natural resources. This report summarises findings from the
Lao demonstration site in Attapeu Province. 

The aim of the field study was to provide an overview of natural resource trade, including fish,
wildlife (terrestrial and aquatic vertebrates aside from fish) and non-timber forest products (NTFPs).
The MWBP is founded on an integrated approach to natural resource management, as it seeks to
incorporate needs for biodiversity conservation with the promotion of sustainable use that supports
local livelihoods. Thus, the study sought to highlight the varied economic, ecological and social factors
that influence trade dynamics in the MWBP demonstration site.

Participatory methods were used to collect information from four villages and 20 camps in the
demonstration site, as well as from local urban markets, in order to identify the types of natural
resources being traded, trade routes and trends in trade over time. In addition, information on
regulations and current management practices was collected from government offices in the
provincial capital in Attapeu.  

The results demonstrate the critical importance of trade in natural resources for rural livelihoods,
as both a source of regular income and a coping strategy during rice shortages. Reliability in supply
and market demand, along with flexibility in use, were key characteristics of natural resources that
were preferred trade items. While trade in NTFPs is most significant at a provincial level, fish trade was
considered more important by villagers in the demonstration site, thus indicating the significance of
wetlands and river systems in the site. Trade in NTFPs and wildlife is, however, often conducted in con-
junction with fishing activities. This trend was particularly apparent in temporary and semi-permanent
camps established along the Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers, where fishing was interspersed with the
collection of forest resources for trade. Local trade patterns for common wildlife match many of the
trade routes for fish, due to limited transportation options, overlap in market demand and the fact that
wildlife and fish are often traded by the same trader. Many of the natural resources currently traded in
the demonstration site are also used for local subsistence. Given the impacts of trade on consump-
tion patterns, it is not surprising then that while trade in natural resources is incredibly important for
local livelihoods, unregulated trade is also regarded as an issue of concern by villagers.  

In Attapeu, 14 globally threatened (IUCN Red List) wildlife species and 23 CITES-listed species
were observed in trade during the field studies. Estimates of trade volumes reveal that official per-
ceptions of wildlife trade vastly underestimate its actual extent and hence its significance for both
villagers' livelihoods and biodiversity conservation. As market demand and market access are key
determinants of trade patterns, it is apparent that ongoing road improvements in Attapeu Province
are having effects on trade in natural resources in the demonstration site. The prices, volumes and
diversity of natural resources being sourced from the demonstration site for trade purposes have
all increased in recent years. As construction of major roads in Attapeu has only just been complet-
ed, it can be expected that the trade-driven pressures on natural resources in the demonstration
site will continue to intensify.

Provincial authorities are making clear efforts to regulate trade in natural resources, such as by
establishing checkpoints to regulate natural resources trade at domestic and international borders.
However, uncertainties and contradictions persist in implementation and enforcement, as they do in
policy.  Interventions must ensure that local communities with limited alternative economic opportu-
nities are able to secure their natural resources for long-term benefits. Village-level interventions are
appropriate for some trade issues, but there must also be corresponding action to control the activi-
ties of outsiders, as well as interventions targeting local, domestic and international markets in order
to ensure the effectiveness of management and the sustainability of trade in natural resources.  
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Mekong River Basin Wetland

Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable
Use Programme (MWBP) of the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
IUCN - The World Conservation Union and
the Mekong River Commission (MRC)
seeks to promote the conservation and sus-
tainable use of wetland biodiversity.  There is
wide recognition that a challenge for such
integration is trade in natural resources.
Trade in aquatic and terrestrial animals and
plants is an important component of rural
livelihoods in the demonstration sites where
MWBP is working, yet unregulated and
unsustainable trade has also been identified
as a major threat to biodiversity in the
Greater Mekong Region (Nooren & Claridge
2001; WCS 2004; World Bank 2005; see also
Robinson & Bennett 2000).  

Socio-economic development in China,
Thailand and Viet Nam has seen increasing
affluence resulting in increased demand and
ability to purchase natural resources (World
Bank 2005). As natural resources in consumer countries have declined over recent decades, valued
products have been increasingly sourced from neighbouring countries, including Lao PDR and
Cambodia. Plans for socio-economic development often envisage an increase in regional trade as a
means to achieve poverty alleviation goals.1 Thus, it is likely that such trade in natural resources will
continue to expand.

These issues are particularly critical in MWBP demonstration sites in Attapeu Province in Lao PDR
and Stung Treng Province in Cambodia. Both demonstration sites are characterised as less-developed
but resource-rich areas within their respective countries. Attapeu and Stung Treng are also becoming
increasingly connected with regional trade through improved transport networks. Hence there is a
need for a greater understanding of the dynamics of trade in order to develop appropriate interven-
tions that allow management actions to contribute to the integration of sustainable resource use and
biodiversity conservation.  

In Lao PDR, various studies have demonstrated the importance of diverse natural resources for
rural livelihoods (e.g. Foppes & Ketphanh 1997, 2004; Clendon 2001; Vantomme et al. 2002; Mollot et
al. 2003; Johnson et al. 2004a). Given that rural households comprise approximately 80% of the total
population of Lao PDR and that the majority of poor households reside in rural areas (GoL 2003), the
importance of natural resources translates into a priority for national development as well as poverty
alleviation. The rural economy in Lao PDR is highly reliant on forest as well as wetland resources,
which complement outputs from agricultural production. In addition, since capture fisheries and
wildlife (rather than domestic animals) often contribute the majority of animal protein to rural people's
diet, managing natural resources for the long term also represents an important concern for nutrition
and health security (Meusch et al. 2003; Krahn 2005). Yet many types of natural resources are in
decline, precipitated by over-harvesting as well as habitat loss and environmental degradation (IUCN
& Action Aid 2003). Eventually the decline of these natural resources will negatively impact local liveli-
hoods as well as the national economy.

Source: MWBP (http://www.mekongwetlands.org/)

Figure 1: Map of MWBP demonstration ites.

1 The most significant in the region is ADB's Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) program  (http://www.adb.org/gms/)
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The MWBP demonstration site in Attapeu Province is located in Sanamxay District around the
southern portion of the Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers near the Lao-Cambodian border (Figure 1).
The demonstration site is rich in diverse habitats including seasonally-flooded forests and plains
and seasonal wetlands with significant biodiversity values (MWBP 2006). Recent studies in
Attapeu demonstrate how rural communities have adapted their livelihood strategies to capture
seasonally-variable resources with their livelihood security strengthened through the use of
diverse habitats and biological diversity (Mollot et al. 2003).  A Participatory Poverty Assessment
(PPA) carried out in Attapeu province in 2003 by IUCN and Action Aid indicated the importance of
natural resources for exchange and income generation, particularly for poorer households that
regularly face rice shortages. The PPA also identified local concerns regarding declines in natural
resources, as access to the province has improved and as many have become commercialised.
This field study was developed to further explore the importance of natural resources for local
livelihoods and trade in Attapeu.

2. OBJECTIVES

The objective of this field study was to pro-
vide an overview of trade in natural resources in
the MWBP demonstration sites in Lao PDR and
Cambodia.2 In the context of this study, 'natural
resources' refers to fish, wildlife (terrestrial and
aquatic vertebrates aside from fish) and NTFPs
(non-timber forest products).  This overview
explores the patterns of resource extraction and
trade in wild animals and plants used for
exchange and income-generation, while also rec-
ognizing their importance for meeting subsis-
tence needs. The aim of this report is to provide
an overview of trade in natural resources in the
Attapeu demonstration site summarising findings
from both surveys. Additional detailed information on natural resources observed or reported in trade
with local as well as scientific names, uses of natural resources and derivatives, prices in different
locations, trade destinations, harvesting methods, products observed in markets and restaurants
and other information is provided in the appendices as well as in separate reports arising from the
first survey (Boonratana et al. 2005; Bezuijen et al. 2005).

2 The results for Cambodia are presented in a separate report (Singh et al. 2006).

Camp on the Xe Kong River

Camp on the Xe Pian RiverBengal Monitor and hardshell turtles at Ban
Phonseath on the Xe Pian River
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3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. PARTICIPATORY LIVELIHOODS APPROACH

Field surveys, each of two weeks duration, were conducted in Attapeu province in September-
October 2005 and May 2006. The first survey, led by a biologist, focused primarily on trade in wildlife,
while the second survey, led by an ethnoanthropologist, emphasised trade in fish and NTFPs.  

Given that a primary objective the MWBP is the integration of biodiversity conservation and
sustainable use through targeted demonstration sites, a livelihoods approach was considered the
most appropriate research framework for this report. Reflecting this integrated approach, trade in
natural resources is recognised as an outcome of varied economic, ecological and social factors
(Figure 2, adapted from the DFID Sustainable Livelihoods Framework).

Using a participatory approach, a flexible variety of structured, semi-structured and informal sur-
vey and interview methods were used to collect data about trade in natural resources. Participatory
assessments draw upon the knowledge of local people who use natural resources on a regular basis
and thus also accord due regard to local values and interpretations of resource use (Chambers 1994).
In addition, participatory approaches allow the collection of information that cannot be obtained
through direct observations because of time constraints.  

4
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Prior to initiating field surveys, the lead researcher spent time with the survey team in Attapeu
PC providing training regarding the objectives and methodology to used. A summary of the field sur-
veys is provided in Table 1 with further details on the methodology in the sections below.

3.2. DATA COLLECTION IN VILLAGES AND CAMPS3

The first survey utilised a semi-structured questionnaire (see Appendix 1) conducted with
groups of around 10-20 villagers each. A wide range of individuals was involved in these discus-
sions, including women and men, elderly and young, those in formal positions (e.g. village head-
men, Lao Women's Union representatives, school teachers, village milita members), as well as
those known to regularly collect or trade natural resources (e.g. hunters, fishers, village traders).

The second survey drew on the initial survey questionnaire, but with a particular focus on fish
and NTFPs. The approach also shifted to smaller focus group discussions and semi-structured inter-
views with key informants (between 1-10 people per group; see Appendix 2). A key technique used
was to first allow villagers to identify those natural resources they considered important for the local
economy, then to focus the discussion on collecting more detailed information on each of the
resources identified.

In addition to these semi-structured approaches, a range of information was collected during
both surveys through casual conversations, daily interactions and observations made while staying
in the villages.  The second survey also focused on the collection of information from camps in the
demonstration site to explore their involvement in the collection and trade of natural resources. 

3.3. DATA COLLECTION IN TOWNS AND MARKETS

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in Attapeu PC with a range of government officials
(Provincial High Court, PAFO, PAFES, PLF, PFO, CPTC, Sanamxay DAFO, Samakhixay DAFO,
Sanamxay DFO), NGO representatives (WWF), and, where possible, traders and transporters of
natural resources. These interviews aimed to collect information about patterns in trade of natural
resources as well as to improve understanding about current regulations and management (see
Appendices 1 and 2). During the first data collection period, comprehensive surveys were conducted
in provincial and district markets, restaurants and the bus station in Attapeu PC. Additional data
were collected at these locations during the second period; interviews were also conducted with in
Attapeu with market managers and in Pakse with those knowledgeable regarding the links to trade
in natural resources from Attapeu.

3.4. SITE SELECTION

Villages that were the focus of this work were
selected by the MWBP provincial programme office on
the basis of:

(i) their location in the MWBP demonstration site;

(ii) their reported roles in trade in natural
resources; and

(iii) logistics (e.g. seasonal access, time availability).

3 For simplicity, this report uses the term 'camp' as most residences visited were temporary fishing camps.  A number,
however, were semi-permanent residences where agriculture (e.g. rice production, livestock raising, garden produce cul-
tivation) as well as fishing, collection and trade in natural resources and other livelihood activities were conducted.

Camp at the confluence of the Xe Kong
and Xe Pian Rivers

©
 S

ar
in

da
 S

in
gh

/T
R

A
FF

IC



6

Mekong Wetlands Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use Programme

A total of four villages in Sanamxay District were surveyed: Ban Sompoy and Ban Hat
Oudomxay on the Xe Kong River, and Ban Phonseath and Ban Mai on the Xe Pian River. As oppor-
tunities arose, information was also collected from traders in adjacent villages (e.g. Ban Samong,
directly opposite Ban Mai on the Xe Pian river). In addition, four camps on the Xe Kong and 16
camps on the Xe Pian Rivers were surveyed in May 2006, their selection being opportunistic.4

3.5. SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF STUDY

This report and the field study it was based upon sought to explore the trade in natural
resources within the study area as fully as possible. However, particular factors which limited the
extent of the data that could be collected must be recognized. These were as follows: 

• Changes in methodology between the first and second surveys prevent temporal compar-
isons, though limited verification through cross-referencing the results from both surveys
was possible.

• Opportunities for external verification of villagers' reports were limited, particularly with
regard to topics such as species identification, trends in abundance and trends in trade (e.g.
trade volumes).

• As trade in particular species is widely recognised as illegal, this is likely to have influenced
the reliability of the information provided.  

• Quantitative data is limited in accuracy and reliability as the methodology relies on villagers'
responses rather than direct assessments. This may be pertinent for trade volumes more-
so than trade prices.

• The time available for the surveys precluded a detailed, comprehensive account of trade in
natural resources and may have missed some important but seasonally-dependent or spa-
tially-dependent patterns.

• The fieldwork targeted the source-end of trade networks; often the final destination of nat-
ural resources could not be determined and less information was collected on the demand-
side of the trade.

• Overview of diverse types of natural resources that display varied trade patterns, which
means a compromise on detail.

• A focus on trade means this report does not provide a comprehensive approach to rural
livelihoods.5

• Use of natural resources by outsiders could not be fully assessed as surveys were primari-
ly with villagers.

3.6. OTHER ISSUES

Prices in this report are listed in US Dollars.  The exchange rate as of May 2006 was 10,100 Lao
Kip (LAK) to 1 US Dollar (USD).

4 By the time of the second survey in May 2006, many of the temporary fishing camps on islands had or were in the
process of being abandoned by their occupants as water-levels rose and they were inundated. Fishing camps located near
villages were also often unattended during the day.
5 Often it is the better-off households who are more involved in trade by virtue of the labour and capital they have avail-
able. Poorer households may have different approaches to resource collection and use (e.g. Meusch et al. 2003).
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4. RESULTS 

4.1.TRADE AND LOCAL LIVELIHOODS

4.1.1. OVERVIEW

In the Attapeu demonstration site, while there is substantial diversity in livelihood strategies
within and among villages (IUCN & Action Aid 2003), trade in natural resources is important across
a broad range of rural households. Villagers report various sources of income including: (i) trade in
natural resources, (ii) hired labour within Lao PDR, (iii) migrant labour in Thailand, (iv) government
jobs, (v) sundries sales and (vi) sales of agricultural produce (e.g. rice, livestock, vegetables; see
Appendix 3).6 While trade in natural resources does not represent the most lucrative option, natu-
ral resources are an object of exchange available to all households. Trade in natural resources is seen
by villagers to be an important coping strategy in times of vulnerability, when rice crops fail and dur-
ing illness. As one villager at a camp along the Xe Pian explained, "…our paddy was flooded last year
so we came to fish, collect mushrooms and wildlife to sell to buy rice." Villagers at 20% of camps
mentioned flooding as the reason for moving, at least temporarily, to the camps; buffalo theft was
an additional reason, given at 10% of camps. The deputy headman of Ban Mai explained how flood-
ing of rice crops has increased reliance on fish trade as villagers struggle with rice shortages.7

Animals - both aquatic and terrestrial - were considered by villagers to be more important over-
all than plants for exchange and income-generation. This was largely because of the significance of
fish: villagers consistently reported fish as being the most important natural resource, for consump-
tion, exchange, and income-generation. When fish were excluded, however, NTFPs were consid-
ered more important than animal species for trade. Also, nearly all villagers stated that rice produc-
tion is more important to their livelihoods than collection or trade in any type of natural resource,
including fish. The exceptions were a small but significant number of full-time fishers and fish
traders who considered fishing and/or fish trade as equally or more important than rice production.
For example, one village trader in Ban Mai said rice production and fish were equally important
because "…if we do not have enough rice then we sell fish to buy rice." Villagers reported that the
collection and trade in natural resources - especially fish - usually becomes more important in the
dry season after the harvest of rice (approximately December/January) and before the next planting
(approximately May/June for paddy and approximately February for swidden fields).8 Villagers' col-
lection of natural resources would also be influenced by other factors such as seasonal changes in
abundance and migration patterns (see Baran 2005).

Gender has a strong influence on trade in natural resources in the demonstration site. This was
confirmed in relation to NTFPs and fish; of the traders identified during the second survey, 68%
were men, 24% were women and 8% were husband and wives trading together (Table 2).  This is
in stark contrast to local urban markets where nearly all sellers are women.

There are distinctions between natural resources that are important for direct consumption (e.g.
food, construction, medicine, torches, basket weaving) as well as trade and those that are mainly
traded and rarely consumed locally. In the demonstration site there are some natural resources in

6 Approaches to income generation vary between villages. For instance, people from Ban Sompoy often go to Thailand
and to Paksong during the coffee-harvesting season for work, people from Ban Phonseath usually go to Pakse and those
from Ban Hat Oudomxay usually do not go elsewhere to look for work as hired labour. These different approaches to
income generation will influence village-level patterns of harvesting natural resources for trade.
7 Villagers in the demonstration site often mentioned recent changes in flooding in the last 5-10 years. Floods were said
to have occurred in the past but now they are of longer duration and greater frequency (see also MWBP 2006; IUCN &
Action Aid 2003).
8 Some seasonally-available resources are exceptions to this trend (e.g. het phor mushrooms collected for trade in May-
June). In addition, during the dry season villagers may spend most of the daytime in the rice fields and go fishing in the
late evening and early morning.
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the latter category (e.g. Vomica nuts) but they tend to be less abundant or only seasonally signifi-
cant. Given this pattern, it can be concluded that trade in natural resources from the demonstration
site will affect the well-being of villagers not only through impacts on income-generation but also
through impacts on consumption patterns. This is particularly the case for fish given its importance
for exchange and income generation as well as nutrition (Meusch et al. 2003).

It is not surprising therefore that, while trade in natural resources is incredibly important for
local livelihoods, unregulated trade is also regarded by villagers as an issue of concern. For
instance, villagers in the demonstration site often attribute declines in fish catches to increased
trading of fish. A frequently heard comment was that "now fish have a price," so more people fish
for trade and this has contributed to fish declines (see also IUCN & Action Aid 2003).  Villagers also
attribute unsustainable harvesting of natural resources for trade, such as use of illegal fishing
methods, to deficiencies in regulations and enforcement.  

Unsustainable harvest of natural resources for trade is also a major concern for provincial govern-
ment authorities. This is apparent in the recent establishment of checkpoints at international, provincial
and district borders.  For instance, in 2004 a checkpoint was established between Attapeu PC and
Sanamxay DC (near Ban Bpeui) along Route 18A.  DAFO staff explained that this is intended to be a col-
laboration between police, PAFO and DAFO to monitor trade in significant natural resources, these
being in order of priority NTFPs, timber and wildlife.9 The establishment of a checkpoint specifically for
Sanamxay District emphasises its importance as a source of natural resources and also the concerns
of authorities about over-harvesting for trade (Box 1).
While subsistence and income-generation do not have to
be incompatible goals, in the absence of appropriate
management systems subsistence needs can be com-
promised by the use of resources for trade.

4.1.2. CAMPS

In May 2006 a total of 20 camps along the Xe Kong
(Sanamxay DC downstream to the Xe Kong-Xe Pian con-
fluence) and Xe Pian (from the Xe Kong-Xe Pian confluence upstream to Ban Mai, c. 75km) Rivers
were also visited. A summary of the information collected from these camps is provided in Table 3.
Many camps were established by villagers for the purpose of fishing in the dry season when water
levels drop facilitating access and when time was spared from rice production.10 Fishing was for imme-
diate consumption, processing to store for later consumption during the wet season and for trade.

9 Similarly, the Lao-Vietnaemse border has police, soldiers, PAFO, PFO and CPTC officials working together. CPTC are
responsible for checking licenses and are less involved with PAFO or police in monitoring trade in natural resources.
10 Some camps, particularly those along the Xe Kong, were quite heterogeneous, with different families having
different origins and different patterns of collecting and trading natural resources.

Family from Ban Hat Oudomxay at
camp on the Xe Pian River
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Further details on the origins of camp residents is presented in Table 4. Families that came from
outside Sanamxay District were only at camps along the Xe Kong. These families specialised in fishing
and fish processing for sale in Attapeu PC, they often did no rice production and usually did not collect
NTFPs or wildlife for trade. In comparison, families from nearby villages along the Xe Kong often prac-
ticed swidden agriculture and collected NTFPs and wildlife, as well as fishing at the camps. Camps
along the Xe Pian were varied, though those along the downstream Xe Pian11 usually only collected nat-
ural resources while camps along upstream Xe Pian primarily planted swidden fields and collected nat-
ural resources when time was spare from rice production. Trade in natural resources occurred at all
camps and across all surveyed families but was particularly apparent at camps or with families who
were not practicing swidden agriculture at that location. There was no reported conflict over access to
camps or traditional fishing grounds, though this was not queried in depth. In a long-established fishing
camp near Ban Sompoy villagers who originally came from Saysetha District gained permission from
the village headman to become residents of the village. In the same camp however, residents from
Sanamxay DC claimed that they did not live permanently at the fishing camp, only staying a week or
two at a time and thus did not need to request permission to become residents. Whether conflict
emerges in certain seasons or localities is unknown.

Some camps along the Xe Kong and Xe Pian were reported by residents to have been long
established dry season fishing spots for people from nearby villages and elsewhere (see Table 4).
The majority of people however, from both nearby villages (77%) and from more distant locations
(78%), had only begun staying at the camps within the last five years (see Figure 3). For instance,

11 'Downstream Xe Pian' is from the confluence of the Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers up to the Keng Luang rapids near
Ban Phonseath.  'Upstream Xe Pian' is from Ban Phonseath up the Xe Pian River to Ban Mai (c.30km).

Khmer traders arriving at camp at the conflu-
ence of the Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers

Bangana behri (pa va) sold at a camp
on the Xe Kong River
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many of the upstream Xe Pian camps were swidden fields of villagers from Ban Mai who had lost
rice crops to flooding over successive years and had recently established fields just downstream
from their village. Similarly, villagers from Ban Sompoy recently moved to a camp on the Xe Kong
to do swidden fields there, they explained, "…our livelihood is easier here because all types of nat-
ural resources, like fish, Vomica nuts, squirrels, monitor lizards, are close together." In comparison,
camps along downstream Xe Pian were often set up in recent years by people from villages along
the Xe Khamphor River coming to fish and collect NTFPs and wildlife both for trade and consump-
tion. More detailed research would be required to document if this reflects an expansion of the
number of families at camps in recent years or if camps simply represent a livelihood option adopted
by some families during particular life stages (e.g. during times of hardship).

10
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Other observations of camps, boats and
extractive activities along the Xe Kong and Xe
Pian were also recorded (Table 5). At the time of
the second survey in May 2006, the majority of
the camps had been abandoned due to rising
water levels.12 The frequency of active camps
observed along the Xe Pian (0.2 camps/km) was
comparable to previous years along the same
portion of the river (0.4 camps/km in October
2000 and 0.3 camps/km in June 2005; see
Bezuijen et al. in prep.), although the seasonal
timing of these observations may an important
influence consider. The majority of active and
inactive camps were located along the Xe Pian
(77%).  The percentage of motorboats relative to
all boats was comparable for the Xe Kong (13%)
and Xe Pian (16%), though overall the majority of
boats (63%) were observed on the Xe Kong.13

This suggests that the larger Xe Kong has more activity overall compared to the Xe Pian, which is
not surprising given its larger size.  Yet the Xe Pian is more of a focus for camps where villagers
from surrounding areas prefer to extract natural resources, possibly due to accessibility to the area14

and the availability of natural resources. 

4.2. OVERVIEW OF TRADE NETWORKS

Trade in natural resources is recognised as the act of exchange, here specifically the exchange
of natural resources for money or other goods.  Thus, trade involves people who collect and sell nat-
ural resources (collector), those who buy and sell natural resources (trader) and those who buy and
consume natural resources (consumer). Trade in natural resources from the demonstration site in
Attapeu province follows varied routes and patterns of exchanges. A generalised market structure
is proposed based on the trading patterns observed during the fieldwork (Figure 4), and more detail
on the actors based at each of the locations is provided below. The main local urban markets for the
demonstration site are Sanamxay DC, Attapeu PC and Saysetha District while distant markets are
those in other provinces of Lao PDR or in foreign countries. While natural resources originating from
other locations may be traded through Attapeu,15 the focus of this report is on natural resources
sourced from the demonstration site.

12 Inactive camps that had been abandoned were identifiable through the removal of tarpaulins, grass roofing and
bamboo flooring material from huts usually leaving the bamboo frame behind.
13 This is despite visibility being lower on the Xe Kong than the Xe Pian as it is a much larger river.
14 For instance, Xe Pian is more accessible to villagers who do not have motorboats and large fishing nets. Also there
are many villages upstream of Xe Pian and along Xe Khamphor, in contrast, the downstream Xe Kong forms the
Lao-Cambodian border and there are no villages on the Khmer side.
15 For example, wildlife are often reportedly sourced from Xe Pian National Protected Area which is mainly located in
Champassak province (Boonratana et al. 2005). 
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(i) Collectors: Villagers in the demonstration site usually collect natural resources near their
village or from camps within the same district. More distant locations prompt overnight trips (2-10
nights). Livelihood activities integrate collection of natural resources with other needs, for instance
fish processing may be done at fishing camps and multiple types of forest resources are typically
collected at the same time (e.g. mushrooms, wildlife). Village collectors usually do not go to local
urban markets and instead sell natural resources to traders who come to villages and camps.16

There are a significant number of people coming from elsewhere to collect and trade natural
resources in the demonstration site, primarily people from villages upstream on the Xe Khamphor
River as well as from Sanamxay DC, Attapeu PC and Saysetha District (see Table 4). Villagers report-
ed that people also come from villages in neighbouring Champassak province.17 Villagers and urban
residents who collect natural resources may permanently, temporarily or occasionally take up trad-
ing depending on other livelihood aspects (e.g. enough labour for rice production), resource avail-
ability and trade conditions.

(ii) Traders: Village traders either purchase natural resources from collectors in their own vil-
lage or nearby villages and camps. In the Attapeu demonstration site the latter is readily achieved
by travel along the Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers. Generally it is a one-way flow of natural resources
from villagers (collectors or traders) to traders in local urban markets. Traders from local urban mar-
kets often go to villages that are recognised trade hubs (e.g. Ban Mai) and to other villages when
supplies are low. Traders from more distant markets (e.g. Pakse) may also go to villages and camps
to buy high-value resources - often this is based on family networks. Traders, both those in villages
and local urban markets, may give credit or loan equipment to trading partners from whom they pur-
chase natural resources.

(iii) Large-scale traders: Large-scale traders are mostly based at local urban markets and
supply distant markets. There is also one large-scale fish and wildlife trader based in the demon-
stration site near the Lao-Cambodian border. Some villagers (collectors and traders) in villages
and camps sell directly to large-scale traders in local urban markets and less frequently to distant
markets (e.g. Pakse).

(iv) Consumers: Trade between village traders and village consumers do occur for all broad
types of natural resources though the distinction between trade and gift exchange is not always
clear. In contrast, there were no reports of village collectors from the demonstration site selling
directly to consumers in local or distant locations. Thus, while there is not always a clear flow the
relationships between collectors and traders are critical to ensuring supplies of natural resources
reach many of the final consumers.

16 This is the same pattern reported for trade in natural resources in Xekong province (Krahn 2005).
17 The Xe Pian River marks the provincial border between Champassak and Attapeu.
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4.3.TRADE ROUTES

4.3.1.TRANSPORTATION

The two modes of transportation that allow villagers in the Attapeu demonstration site to access
markets are river and road. River transport is primarily local, whereas road access is more important
for transport to distant markets, although it is also becoming increasingly important for transport to
local urban markets. For both river and road transportation, investments in capital (e.g. boat, motor)
and operational costs (e.g. petrol) can be key factors determining trade patterns. For instance, all
village fish traders interviewed during the field study owned a motorboat, and large-scale traders had
multiple boats and/or private vehicles.

(i) River: The Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers have long been the main mode of transport allow-
ing traders to reach villages in the demonstration site, selling products and buying natural resources.
For instance, some villagers reported that even 30 years ago Chinese traders would travel the
Xe Kong selling goods. Another villager described how when he was young (c. 30 years ago) the
Lao-Cambodian border was near the Xe Pian-Xe Khamphor confluence and Lao people would sell
the skins of cobras, water monitors and tigers to Khmer traders who came to buy there. Now there
are police and army checkpoints on the Xe Kong at the Lao-Cambodian border just south of the Xe
Kong-Xe Pian confluence.18 Lao police report that the primary purpose of these checkpoints is mon-
itoring trade in natural resources across the international border.

Travel in the dry season is disrupted along the Xe Pian as water levels fall and rapids are
exposed, particularly upstream of Ban Phonseath. Few villagers have motorboats, whereas all
people who come from elsewhere have their own motorboats.  Most villagers rely on private boats
for their transport. The exception is in Ban Mai, where there is all-year road access to Attapeu PC -
this route is particularly important in the wet season when the road continuing past Ban Mai to
Pakse (Route 18A) is impassable. Generally natural resources sourced from along the Xe Kong are
transported by boat upstream to Sanamxay DC or Attapeu PC, whereas those from along the Xe
Pian are usually transported upstream by boat to Ban Mai and from there by road to Sanamxay DC
and Attapeu PC. 
18 As of May 2006 there were four checkpoints on the Xe Kong, two Lao and two Khmer, each country having one police
checkpoint and a separate army checkpoint closer to the border.

Xe Kong River at Attapeu PC Newly completed road linking
Attapeu to Pakse (Route 23)
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(ii) Road: As noted above, Ban Mai on the Xe
Pian is a trade node due to its location near
Sanamxay DC on Route 18A at the last point with
year-round access (Box 2).  Some villages in the
demonstration site (e.g. Ban Sompoy) are have
limited road access, usually motorbikes in the dry
season only, while others (e.g. Ban Hat
Oudomxay) only have walking tracks. Ban
Phonseath and villages along the Xe Khamphor
until recently received services from a passenger
vehicle that has been transporting natural
resources from Xe Pian to Pakse for nearly a
decade via Route 18A; villagers related how trade
in natural resources particularly increased after
this vehicle started operating (Box 3). Route 18A
permits an exception to the river routes described
above, as it allows direct transport from the Xe
Pian to Pakse, thus avoiding the district and
provincial centres.  This route is limited to motor-
bikes, trucks and 4WD in the dry season, and
hence trade is limited to those who can afford
these vehicles. The travelling time to Pakse is
similar to travel to Sanamxay DC.19

At the provincial scale, transportation from Attapeu PC is dominated by road transport. The com-
pletion of a road among Attapeu, Xe Kong and Champassak provinces has drastically improved mar-
ket access to Attapeu (Figure 5). For example, travelling times between Attapeu PC and Pakse were
reduced from six-seven hours to only three hours. Previously Route 18A, which passes through the
demonstration site at Ban Mai and Sanamxay DC, was the main road to Pakse. Provincial authori-
ties would like to pave this road but have yet to receive any funding.20 Another major issue is the
construction of Route 18B, linking Attapeu to Kon Tum Province in Viet Nam, which officially opened
on 18 May 2006. This road, including a bridge over the Xe Kong River at Attapeu PC, was built by
Vietnamese companies in exchange for logging rights along the route and has seen the rapid expan-
sion of timber extraction, sawmilling, furniture production and construction in Attapeu PC as well as
an influx of Vietnamese businesspeople and labourers. Road construction has thus improved links
between the demonstration site and domestic as well as international markets.

19 For example, from Ban Phonseath on the Xe Pian to Sanamxay DC takes 1.5 hours by motorbike while travel to Pakse
via Route 18A takes c.2 hours.
20 Flooding every wet season is an issue. Previously the road was maintained every year.
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Changes in the trade of natural resources are often linked to road improvements (see Nooren &
Claridge 2001).  As one resident of Attapeu PC said, “[n]ow many people are selling things, after the road
was finished…”. Similarly, villagers in Ban Mai reported that fish trade was initiated c.1989 when Route
18A was made passable for vehicles; trading activities further developed after 2003, when the section
between Sanamxay DC and Ban Mai was significantly improved, as many more people started com-
ing to the village. Passenger vehicles operating out of Ban Mai increased their services after the
road to Sanamxay DC was improved.

As mentioned previously, there is a checkpoint on the Route 18A between Attapeu PC and
Sanamxay DC. This checkpoint is apparently focussed on checking goods that are being traded, with
the emphasis on natural resources. While police were observed to stop and check passenger vehi-
cles and motorbikes, apparently they do not stop private, government or project (e.g. aid agency,
international organization) cars. This likely allows aspects of unregulated trade to continue. There is
also an international checkpoint at the Lao-Vietnamese border (Route 18B) that was not visited in
this field study.

4.3.2. MARKET DEMAND

Market demand that stimulates trade in natural resources in the Attapeu demonstration site
operates at various spatial scales. For convenience these are separated here into the local, domes-
tic and international:

(i) Local market demand: Trade to other locations within Attapeu province, primarily to mar-
kets and restaurants in Attapeu PC and to large-scale traders based in other districts in Attapeu,
mainly Saysetha District (Route 18B). 

(ii) Domestic market demand: Trade to other locations within Lao PDR, primarily Pakse21

(mainly Route 23, also Route 18A) and Vientiane (Routes 23 and 13). Other markets along these
routes (e.g. Paksong) are sometimes supplied from Attapeu but they involve much smaller markets
and trade volumes.

(iii) International market demand: Trade to foreign countries, primarily Thailand (Ubon
Rattchathani Province via Pakse) and Viet Nam (Kon Tum Province, via Route 18B). There is a minor
trade flow from the demonstration site into Cambodia (Xe Kong River).

The relative importance of different forms of market demand varies depending on the type of
natural resource. For some resources these major markets may not be the final point of consump-
tion but rather the point up to which traders in Attapeu Province are involved.22 The distinctions
among local, domestic and international trade are not always clearly demarcated.  For example, this
is apparent at the Lao-Cambodian border near the confluence Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers, where
'Lao fish' and 'Cambodian fish' become administratively indistinguishable (see Bush 2004).   

21 Pakse has long been a trade node for fish (Bush 2004; Baird 1994) and wildlife (Baird 1993; Nooren & Claridge 2001;
Srikosamatara & Suteethorn 1994).
22 For instance, many NTFPs exported to Viet Nam are destined for Chinese markets (Vantomme et al. 2002).
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4.4. FISH

4.4.1. OVERVIEW

Collection of some aquatic resources (e.g. frogs) is concentrated in paddy fields; seasonally
flooded plains and forests also form an important source of aquatic resources for villagers in the
demonstration site (Meusch et al. 2003; Mollot et al. 2003). However, the vast majority of fish
observed in trade come from the Xe Kong, Xe Pian and other associated rivers (e.g. Xe Khamphor)
and streams. While aquatic resources aside from fish, such as molluscs (e.g. snails, shellfish), crus-
taceans (e.g. crabs, shrimp), amphibians (e.g. frogs, tadpoles) and aquatic plants, can be very impor-
tant for food security and nutrition (see Meusch et al. 2003), they were never reported by villagers in
the demonstration site to be important for trade compared to fish.23 These lower-value aquatic
resources were observed in local urban markets and seasonally become common trade items. In the
case of Sanamxay DC market, the market manager reported that usually villagers who sell natural
resources like these only come from villages near the district centre; lower-value aquatic animals
seen in local urban markets tend to come from villages near the markets, whereas higher-value fish
come from more distant areas. Hence this section will focus on fish, given the focus in the survey
on villages more distant from local urban markets where fishing was a major source of income.

Fish were often considered by villagers in the demonstration site to be the most important nat-
ural resource for trade, above all other aquatic resources and above forest resources (NTFPs and
wildlife). For example, villagers in Ban Hat Oudomxay said, "…all [natural resources] are important
but fish are our occupations." Villagers as well as district officials noted that the importance of fish
derived largely from their reliable availability year-round. In the case of the camps visited during the
2006 survey, much of the collection of natural resources was also primarily prompted by fishing for
trade with the collection of other natural resources being additional to this. This does not mean how-
ever, that fishing always took precedence over other livelihood activities. Fishing activities were
observed to rapidly decline when prices for other natural resources increased (see Box 17). 

A common comment made by villagers
was how they needed to sell fish in order to
buy their basic necessities (e.g. salt, chilli,
MSG).24 Fish were thus the natural resource
that was consistently considered to be most
important for both subsistence, as well as
trade. Hence, fish constitute a central compo-
nent of villagers' livelihood strategies.  

Two aspects that emerged as a reason
for the importance of fish for villagers' trade
activities are their reliability and flexibility.  The
year-round abundance of fish relative to other
animals, their seasonally predictable migra-
tion patterns and steady market demand
together ensure that fishing can provide a reli-
able, though still variable, stream of income.25

In addition, the diversity of ways in which fish

23 High-value aquatic animals like soft-shell turtles are considered along with wildlife, since most information on these
animals was collected when discussing wildlife rather than fish and other aquatic animals.
24 This comment also appeared to be used to emphasise small-scale fish trade practiced by most households in contrast
to the fish trade of the smaller number of village traders (see Singh et al. 2006).
25 According to the interviews with local fishers and traders, fish migrate upstream from around June to August and
migrate downstream from September to November, though the species-specific migration patterns can vary considerably
with the rising and falling water levels. During these times of migration fishers can catch large amounts of fish.
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can be used is not matched by any other type of
natural resource. Fish can be consumed or sold
either fresh or preserved (fermented, salted or
dried; see Appendix 11). The storage of fish -
either26 alive  or processed - gives villagers even
more options regarding trade (Box 4). As a vil-
lager from Ban Mai explained, "[i]t is our occupa-
tion to go fishing! It is food, you can sell, take
money and buy rice to eat".

Fish are not however, always sourced in Lao
PDR. Particularly for fishing camps near the Xe
Kong-Xe Pian confluence, people often fish
across the border in Cambodia, explaining that
the deeper waters there support more and larger
fish.27 Fish traders from local urban markets,
Sanamxay DC and Attapeu PC also go to the Lao -
Cambodian border to buy fish directly from Khmer
fishers and traders (Box 5).28 Much of the fish trad-
ed from this area through traders is also sourced
from Khmer fishers. This is primarily an issue for
fish trade as Lao villagers do not go to Cambodia
to fish for subsistence purposes.

In the demonstration site, people from
villages on the Xe Kong and Xe Pian Rivers do
fish regularly, yet 'outsiders' possibly represent a
more significant presence in terms of fishing for
trade.  One fisher from Sanamxay DC noted this,
saying, "…people from the district go to fish and then sell fish.  Villagers fish and make fermented
fish; they do not sell as much". Similarly, villagers from Ban Hat Oudomxay reported that the most
important fish for them was the Siamese Mud Carp, Henicorhynchus siamensis (pa soi), a small fish
that was most important for consumption and for making processed fish.29 For these villagers, small
fish were important for eating everyday and thus considered more important overall, whereas large
fish were important to sell when villagers had no rice. In contrast, high-value fish that were of sec-
ondary importance to these villagers were most important for fishers coming from elsewhere who
were often fishing for trade.

'Outsiders' includes villagers from more populated areas in the same district (e.g. from villages
along the Xe Khamphor and around Sanamxay DC) and from neighbouring Champassak Province.
People also come from Attapeu PC and other districts of Attapeu. One woman from Saysetha
District now lives at a camp along the Xe Kong; she explained her decision to move to the area four
years ago, "I saw there were abundant [natural resources] so I moved to come here…" A number of
former officials left their government positions because of the low salary and instead fish at camps
along the Xe Kong. Fishermen also from Saysetha District reported that they had been coming to fish
in the area for more than a decade as fish are much more abundant in Sanamxay than in their own

26 Fish (and other animals) may be kept alive, e.g. high-value fish may stored in the river until sold to passing traders.
27 Trade of fish from Cambodia to Attapeu was not observed in the early 1990s (Baird 1993), though small quantities of
fish from Attapeu were reportedly traded to Khmer traders from Stung Treng (Nash 1997). The current survey only
observed fish from Cambodia being traded into Lao PDR. 
28 Historical changes in the location of the international border means that although many of the Cambodian people in
neighbouring Stung Treng province speak Lao, Lao people in this area usually do not speak Khmer. 
29 People at Ban Hat Oudomxay reportedly do not make fermented fish (padek) and instead dry small fish in the sun and
then pound into powder, making pa ka taw, which can be stored for 1-2 years.

Khmer people negotiating with Lao police about tax
on fish they sell to a trader near the Lao-Cambodian

border on the Xe Kong River
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village.  The capital required to trade fish (e.g. ice box, motorbike, mobile phone)30 or to fish for trade
(e.g. nets, petrol) can act as a barrier to villagers' involvement in trade. As one woman from
Sanamxay DC who was fishing along the Xe Kong said, "it is not easy to trade fish without a loan"
(Box 6).  Village traders often start out by receiving informal loans from fishers in the form of delayed
payment.  A village fish trader in Ban Phonseath explained how when he first started, he often could
not pay people straight away; instead, they would agree on a price, write a note, and then he would
pay later: "it was an exchange." This demonstrates the importance of trading relationships as well
as the unclear distinctions between informal, local trade that sustains rural livelihoods and large-
scale, profit-driven trade.

4.4.2.TRADE PATTERNS FOR FISH

(i) Types of fish

Twenty-five fish species were observed in trade during the first survey (see Appendix 10).
Villagers' decision-making about how to use fish they caught was highly dependent on both the type
and size of fish. A common comment was, "[w]e sell large fish and eat small fish." Another man said,
"[e]ating big fish is taboo!" - joking that large fish are never eaten, as they are always sold (see
Meusch et al. 2003; Singh et al. 2006). 'Large fish' in the urban markets usually referred to those fish
weighing more than 3kg, this being the size required by large-scale traders at Pakse (Phonvisay 2003).
However 'large fish' did have alternate definitions depending on the species and context.31

Some fish commonly recorded in trade in the demonstration site during the second survey are
presented in Table 6 (see Appendix 14). High-value fish that were frequently reported by villagers as
being important for the local economy often have strong market demand because of their lack of
scales and taste (pa nang, pa kung). The high-value fish are sold by size-dependent pricing. The sale
price of larger size classes are relatively stable across different locations in the demonstration site
and across the year. Some fish with high market demand (Phonvisay 2003) had slightly lower sale
prices possibly because of seasonality.32 Prices for smaller fish (which are often grouped as 'mixed
species') vary; prices are lower in villages and while small fish are abundant during the wet season
and are higher in urban markets and during the dry season.33

30 In Ban Mai, four of the five fish traders had motorbikes, with a total of about 13 overall in the village. Most of the
village traders there also have acquired mobile phones since the area gained reception in 2005-06.
31 'Large fish' for some species (Hemibagrus nemurus,  pa kot) refers to those larger than 1kg, whereas other species
such as pa kung (Hemibagrus spp.) have different prices for fish larger than three kg, between two and three kg and less
than three kg (see Appendix 13). Villagers also sometimes distinguished fish by finger, hand and arm sizes.
32 These are fish with high market demand; the lower prices in this survey probably reflect the seasonal availability of
larger individuals and size-dependent prices (Baird 1994).
33 Some traders from Attapeu PC reported that the price for mixed species of small fish (small-bodied species and small
individuals of larger fish species; pa luam) is higher when the fish are alive (USD2.50/kg) rather than already dead
(USD1.00/kg).
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It must be emphasised that these trends in fish trade are highly seasonally and context depend-
ent. Trade volumes are highest in August-September (Figure 6) when rainfall peaks (MWBP 2006);
apparently this is when fish are abundant but still scarce in markets, so they have a high price.
Other determining factors are that large individuals of some species are only available during a few
months of the year, may be caught only with certain fishing gear or only in certain areas. For
instance, the reported price of Bangana behri (pa va) during the survey in May is reportedly lower
than its price when larger individuals become more abundant in November. Similarly, the IUCN
(2006) Red-Listed Giant Barb Probarbus jullieni (pa ern) migrates late in the year (Baird 1994), with
large individuals (up to 35kg) mainly caught in the Xe Kong in October with provincial sources report-
ing catches of 200-300kg/year. The nets used to catch the large individuals of this species are rela-
tively expensive (USD35 in Sanamxay DC), which many villagers would not be able to afford and
thus would not be able to catch large fish. Prices on a per-kilo basis for more valuable fish may actu-
ally be higher for medium than for very large individuals, as the latter have a total value which fewer
traders can afford pay; very large fish are also more difficult to transport. To fully explore the impor-
tance of such resources for exchange and income-generation of different social groups would
require more in-depth study. 

(ii) Trade routes for fish

Fish trade routes in the demonstration site are quite complex at a local scale due to the various
actors present in a single area. For instance, villagers usually sell fish to village-traders who travel
by motorboat with their ice boxes and weighing scales along the rivers. In contrast, collectors who
come from elsewhere have the additional options of trading at Sanamxay DC, Attapeu PC or
Saysetha District when they return home. For instance, a village trader in Ban Mai who originally
came from Saysetha District takes fish by passenger vehicle to sell in Attapeu PC (Km3 market,
main market). If this trader can not sell all the fish then they are taken to Saysetha District, where
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it is easier to sell them as there are fewer fish available. The long-established presence of one large-
scale trader near the confluence of the Xe Kong-Xe Pian creates additional complexities in flows of
natural resources. Khmer fishers and traders cross the Lao-Cambodian border to sell their fish to
this trader, Lao villagers sell this trader their high-value fish, and townspeople sell this trader high-
value fish and processed fish.34

A depiction of the main trade routes is provided in Figure 7.

Transportation is a key determinant of trading
patterns (Box 7). For instance, the separate routes
for villages and camps upstream and downstream
Xe Pian is due to the rapids located just north of
Ban Phonseath. Fish from downstream Xe Pian
are often collected by village traders from Ban
Phonseath who sell to regular buyers from Ban
Mai who they meet at the rapids. While Ban Mai
has more fish traders than Ban Phonseath only a
minority travel the entire length of the Xe Pian
buying fish at camps and villages along the way,
particularly in the dry season. Some village
traders in Ban Mai do not travel at all and instead
people from nearby villages take fish to sell to
them. Very few villagers in the demonstration site
reported taking fish to sell themselves at local
urban markets.

Some high-value fish are consumed in restaurants in Attapeu PC; this is, however, a small pro-
portion of the total trade. Apparently the bulk of high-value fish is transported by private vehicles
from Attapeu PC to the main domestic markets in Pakse and Vientiane. Bus drivers at the Km3 bus
station in Attapeu PC noted that more fish were sent by buses until 2004 when Route 23 was com-
pleted; now there are many private cars and therefore people are able to send fish by themselves

34 This large-scale trader also buys wildlife from various sources but apparently does not trade in NTFPs.
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as it is cheaper and faster. If fish are sent in ice boxes by bus, this is usually in the wet season.35

Some high-value fish are consumed in restaurants and hotels, particularly in Vientiane, but the
majority are apparently destined for Thailand36 (Box 8).

(iii)  Trends over time for fish trade

Most villagers report all fish as declining in abundance and size, particularly over the last five
years, though the diversity was usually reported as being the same as in the past (see Poulsen &
Luanglath 2005). Even small fish (pa soi) were said to be declining, though they are still relatively
common compared to larger fish. Villagers at Ban Hat Oudomxay explained, "[n]ow people fish to
sell and are selling more…" and those at Ban Mai said, "…if we get a lot of fish then we sell for salt,
chilli…if we get big fish, then straightaway see the trader's face! It was easier in the past…"
Villagers at camps and district officials repeatedly voiced similar concerns. Even fish traders
expressed their concern over fish declines due to trade; one village trader from Ban Phonseath said,
"[t]here is a lot of selling so now the fish are finished!  Before it was only looking to eat." Declines
in capture fisheries were commonly attributed to human population increases, new fishing meth-
ods and equipment that have a higher catch per unit effort (e.g. nylon nets), as well as fish trade.
Yet it was apparent that fish were still more abundant in the demonstration site than other areas of
Attapeu, and this continues to prompt people from elsewhere to come to the area.

In contrast to reported declines in fish abundance, trade in fish was said to have increased over
the last five years. Both the number of traders looking to buy fish from villages and camps as well
as the number of villagers looking to sell fish has increased over time. Nine of the fifteen (60%)
smaller-scale traders interviewed in the demonstration site only started trading fish since approxi-
mately 2000. Changes in recent years that have facilitated trade include the completion of the road
to Pakse as well as the provision of electricity to
Sanamxay DC (2003) and Ban Mai (2005).  Prior to
that, fish traders would have to source ice from
Attapeu PC, a more expensive option (Box 9). One
village trader in Ban Mai noted a decline in the vol-
umes of fish he trades from 2-3T/year to only 400-
600kg/year and related this to increased competition
as well as fish declines.37 Similarly, a large-scale trad-
er in Sanamxay DC explained, "[w]hen I started to
trade villagers would come to sell fish but now there
are more buyers so I have to go and buy from them."

35 The cost to send one 100L ice box to Vientiane is USD10.
36 Fish traders from Vientiane reportedly offer higher prices than traders in Pakse (about USD0.15-0.50/kg or more
depending on the season). However, more fish from Attapeu are thought to be destined for Pakse since Vientiane buyers
reportedly go to Veun Kham to buy fish directly there.
37 These volumes appear to be significant underestimates given the observed level of trade, but the scale of decline may
be similar.
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While fish have apparently declined in abundance over time, there has been little change in the
price of high-value fish over the last few years. In contrast, the price for small fish is apparently
increasing. For example, one trader in Sanamxay DC reported that smaller mixed fish (pa luam)
increased in price from USD0.80/kg in 2003 to USD1.30/kg in 2006. Similarly, a fish trader in Ban Mai
said that he previously only bought large fish, but that in 2002-03 there were fewer large fish avail-
able, so in 2004 he began buying more small fish.  It may be significant that village traders report that
they buy mixed fish when there are not enough large fish. Increased trade in smaller fish is a proba-
ble indicator of a decline in abundance of larger sized fishes as well as a market response to this
decline. Hence, small fish that were previously ignored in trade are now being traded more.

While it is difficult to decipher cause-and-effect relations in such broad trends it appears that
market demand for fish has increased, as has the number of people directly involved in fish trade,
though this general increase in fish trade does not necessarily translate into an increase in all
aspects of trade (Box 10). It is uncertain whether fish stocks for most species have significantly
declined; it may be the average catch per fisher has declined as more people are fishing for both
trade and subsistence (MRC 2003; see Bush & Hirsch 2005).38 The sourcing of high-value fish from
Cambodia also makes it difficult to determine trends relating to specifically 'Lao' fisheries.

4.4.3. REGULATIONS FOR FISH TRADE

In Lao PDR, most national regulations concerning capture fisheries focus on illegality of particu-
lar fishing methods (e.g. poison, electro-fishing, blocking streams, spear fishing) rather than limiting
the collection of specific species since the latter are so variable. Indeed, regulations for protected
species that include fish have typically been issued by MAF/DoF without consulting DLF, although
the latter has responsibility for fisheries management. This lack of administrative cooperation has
resulted in regulations for protected fish species having little acceptance amongst the government
agencies responsible for their implementation. For instance, the CITES Appendix I-listed Giant Barb
Probarbus jullieni (pa ern) has been listed as a nationally protected species for many years (Baird
1994), but in Attapeu it is not considered rare, and thus it continues to be openly traded.

In contrast to the lack of attention given protected species, illegal fishing methods are regard-
ed as a real concern by local government authorities. Aside from blocking streams, villagers in the
demonstration site generally associate illegal fishing methods with outsiders, saying "…it is [done
by] people from other places." People from Sanamxay DC and Attapeu PC are said to illegally use
poison and electricity in the dry season; often these are soldiers or government officials as they are
the ones who can access the required equipment.39 Villagers in Ban Sompoy said that they had
reported the use of poison by soldiers, but that higher authorities in the army had just dismissed
38 The concern would then be whether total catches have exceeded maximum sustainable yields (see Baran 2005).
39 One DAFO official reported that poison used for fishing is sold by the same people who sell illegal drugs (meta-amphet-
amines, yaa baa) because both are illegal.

Village trader buying Bagarius
spp. (pa khae) at a camp on the

Xe Kong River
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their claims. Villagers said that fish caught with poison is not good to eat often because the poison
accumulates in gills.40 In addition, bombs were usually associated with Khmer fishers and electro-
fishing with the Chinese.41 Such comments were usually linked to trade, as one fisher from
Sanamxay DC said, "[i]n the past people did not use bombs but now because people sell fish then
they often use bombs in Cambodia…" Whether or not these statements reflect the actual situation
they do reveal concerns about unsustainable trade-driven fishing practices.    

Regulations regarding trade in fish are unclear. In the 1990s, fish trade - imports as well as
exports - was banned nationwide for the purpose of ensuring food self-sufficiency (Baird 1994).
While this ban was subsequently lifted for Champassak Province in 1999 (Bush 2004), it apparent-
ly still applied to other provinces. In Attapeu, provincial authorities reported that a provincial decree
in about 2003 again prohibited the export of some high value fish (pa kung, pa khae, pa ern) that
were usually sent to Pakse for sale to Thailand. The export ban also aimed to "protect fish as food
for Attapeu,"42 but is thought to no longer apply.  The PFO reported that it does collect tax on the
export of "large amounts of fish" but details are unfortunately lacking. The Attapeu provincial fish-
eries authorities (PLF) report that there are no quotas set for fish trade or export. 

Part of the reason for the lack of any clear pol-
icy is that, in the case of Attapeu, trade in fish is
not regarded as a major issue at a provincial level.
One provincial official explained, "NTFPs are more
important for trade than fish…NTFPs are sold by
tonnes but fish are only sold in the province by
kilos." While fish trade may represent a smaller
proportion of current trade in natural resources
across the entire province, it is a very important
activity in Sanamxay District. Many people report-
ed that Sanamxay District has the most fish and
also a lot of wildlife compared to other districts in
Attapeu. Thus the checkpoints near the Lao-
Cambodian border reported that there was no
trade in NTFPs and no problems with border
security and that fish were the most important
issue for the Lao-Cambodian border43 (Box 11).

40 Use of poison is considered a more serious offence than other illegal fishing methods. DAFO officials report that peo-
ple caught poison fishing are fined USD300 whereas the fine for electro-fishing is USD100-300 depending on the village.
(Usually the amount of the fine is decided among DAFO, the village and the district governor).
41 Approximately 62 gold dredges belonging to a Chinese company had been operating on the Xe Kong, though they had
stopped dredging by May 2006 and were apparently waiting permission to go into Cambodia.
42 This is comparable to the recent provincial ban on fish export from the Stung Treng Province, MWBP demonstration
site in Cambodia, into Lao PDR (Champassak and Attapeu Provinces).
43 This perspective is influenced by the fact that the income of these checkpoints primarily derives from 'taxes' charged
on fish that are traded across the border.

Fishing along the Xe Kong River Edible ground mushrooms (het la
ngo) at a camp on the Xe Pian River

Fishing at the Lao border police check-
point on the Xe Kong River
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This field study identified three large-scale traders and
at least 30 village traders and unregistered traders who
source fish from Sanamxay District.44 In Sanamxay
District, the DFO reportedly taxes one large-scale trader
USD3.50/month and about 15 other smaller traders are
taxed at about USD1.50/month.45 Fish are not separated
by species for tax purposes, only by volume. The tax rates
are meant to be in proportion to the amount of fish traders
report - though it must be noted that traders in all types of
natural resources generally under-report trade volumes.
As one official noted "…if they have 100kg of fish then
they say only 60kg." The DFO only has responsibility for
the export of fish from the district; fish exported from
Attapeu are the responsibility of the province.
Unregistered fish traders who do not pay tax to the DFO
may sell fish to registered traders or transport the fish themselves for sale in Attapeu PC (Box 12).

In Sanamxay District, where the local importance of fishing is widely recognised, villagers and
officials report that many of the high-value fish being traded are sourced from Cambodia. This cre-
ates little incentive to clarify policies regarding fish trade. Indeed, most concerns would be on the
Cambodian side, as Stung Treng province of Cambodia currently has a ban on all fish exports, and
fisheries officials there note that 'taxes' collected at the border are not legal (see Singh et al. 2006).
This is of little concern to Lao authorities. For instance, while the Lao border checkpoints monitor
the use of illegal fishing methods nearby they play no role in monitoring the use of explosives by
Khmer fishers who may then sell fish to traders in Lao PDR (see Nash 1997). 

44 The majority of these traders are based in Sanamxay District; a minority live in Attapeu PC.
45 Obviously the reported total tax, USD312/year, would be considerably greater if all identified traders were included.
Also these values appear to be under-reported, as village traders in Ban Mai said that they pay USD2-5/month in tax to
the district with the amount varying depending on the amount of fish they trade.
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4.5. WILDLIFE

4.5.1. OVERVIEW

The most commonly reported and observed types of wildlife
in trade were reptiles, mammals and birds. While trade in inverte-
brates (e.g. insects) does occur in Attapeu, these animals were
never reported by villagers in the demonstration site as being
important for the local economy. Thus, this section summarises
information on reptiles, mammals and birds (see Appendices 4-10
and 12). Varied animal and plant resources are frequently harvest-
ed together in an opportunistic manner. For example, villagers
reported that they may make trips specifically to collect NTFPs
like yang oil and het phor mushrooms, but they would also look
out for wildlife at the same time.  Similarly, at camps along the Xe
Pian villagers noted that people opportunistically collect wildlife
when collecting NTFPs in the forest.  Fish traders were also often involved in wildlife trade, despite
the former being their main occupation.  As one villager in Ban Mai joked, "…village traders buy
everything…If you have a Bengal monitor then they will buy a Bengal monitor!" This integration of
wildlife trade with the collection and trade of other natural resources means that the detailed infor-
mation collected on those other resources also provides insight about wildlife trade (see Box 13;
photo right of wild boar meat being transported with fish). 

According to villagers, trade in wildlife sourced from the demonstration site is often stimulated
by outside traders. For example, trade in turtles was usually reported to be initiated by Vietnamese
traders who went to villages looking to buy these animals. One large-scale fish trader based in the
demonstration site reportedly provides rice to villages along the Xe Kong which is later ‘exchanged’
for wildlife (i.e. by creating a debt which has to be repaid). Exchanges of wildlife for rice indicate the
frequency of rice insufficiencies and the importance of wildlife 'trade' as a coping strategy. There
were also reports of a trader on the Xe Khamphor who exchanges alcohol for wildlife, which is then
sold on in Pakse. In this case the 'exchange' is more akin to monetary trade. 

Though consumed less frequently than fish, wildlife can also be an important food source. For
example, in Ban Hat Oudomxay villagers reported that some relatively common wildlife like squir-
rels and wild boar are still eaten more than sold (see also Bezuijen et al. in prep.). Provincial officials
also note the importance of wildlife as a source of food for villagers in Attapeu. Village location influ-
ences the availability and proximity of wildlife and thus the extent of its use. For instance, villages
along the downstream Xe Kong (Ban Sompoy, Ban Hat Oudomxay) often hunt in Cambodia because
it lies just on the opposite bank of the Xe Kong, and the absence of villages in the area means that

wildlife are more abundant there.46

While the relative importance of wildlife to overall livelihoods was
not assessed, it appears that it is most significant for exchange and
income-generation rather than meeting direct subsistence or food
security needs.  Villagers from Ban Sompoy said, "…wildlife is some-
thing to sell; everyone likes to buy wildlife." Similarly, villagers in Ban
Hat Oudomxay noted that they previously ate turtles because there
were no buyers, but that now they always sell the turtles to buyers who
come to the village. An old hunter in Ban Hat Oudomxay reported that
in the past wild boar and deer were most important because people
hunted to eat, but this has changed as people now hunt to sell. Thus,
market demand is changing hunting as well as consumption patterns.

46 Ban Sompoy is recognised as being particularly reliant on wildlife trade (see Nooren & Claridge 2001).

Wild boar meat transported with
fish at Ban Mai

Indochinese Water Dragon at
a camp on the Xe Kong River
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4.5.2.TRADE PATTERNS FOR WILDLIFE

(i)  Types of wildlife

Thirty-six wildlife species were observed in trade during the first survey (see Appendices 7, 8
and 10). Wildlife identified by villagers and officials as being traded in the demonstration site and
Attapeu province are summarised in Table 7 with estimated trade volumes and prices as well as the
most significant species for trade. (See Appendices 4 and 5 for details.)  This demonstrates that the
level of wildlife trade is significant, particularly considering that the reported volumes are likely
underestimates.47

47 This is due to villagers' possible concerns about reporting their trade in wildlife as well as the difficulty of gaining
estimates of volumes, more species were reportedly traded but villagers' could not provide volumes (see Appendix 4).



The data collected on trade volumes are limited, as villagers' estimates usually refer to num-
bers of animals rather than weights; weight variation among species and individuals means that
these data are not quantitatively comparable. In addition, trade volumes often could not be provid-
ed for all species that were reportedly traded, meaning that a summary will underestimate total
volumes. Despite these limitations, the total number of animals reported by the surveyed villages
is indicative of the extent of wildlife trade, with an annual off-take from only two villages of 1,230
reptiles, 433 mammals and 1,212 birds.48 By contrast, official estimates are that only 375 mammals
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48 In deriving these numbers, ranges were averaged and trade reported as a weight measure was excluded, so these
are again likely to underestimate total trade volume.
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were traded for the whole of Attapeu Province, which includes around 210 villages (CPC & NSC
2001). If just half of the villages in the province trade wildlife in volumes similar to those reported
by the surveyed villages, then this equates to nearly 23,000 animals of the species identified
above being traded each year. Thus, official perceptions of wildlife trade appear to be a vast under-
estimate of its actual extent and hence its significance for both villagers' livelihoods and for wildlife
conservation.49

Where data are available for the same species, a comparison reveals that trade prices are often
lower when reported by villagers than by officials (e.g. for wild boar, pangolin, Lesser Oriental
Chevrotain; see Table 7). This is probably due to the lower prices offered for wildlife in villages as
compared to local urban markets. The effect of location on trade prices are shown for wild boar meat
as an example, with prices lowest in villages furthest from urban markets, increasing in villages that
are focal points for wildlife trade and highest in urban markets (Table 8; see Appendix 12).

Turtles and monitor lizards were the most consistently reported wildlife that are important for
trade when considering the camps as well as the villages.50 Turtles as well as squirrels, Thick-billed
Green Pigeons, parakeets and rat snakes were reportedly harvested in the highest volumes in the
demonstration site. Unfortunately official perceptions of trade in these animals are unknown. High
value wildlife reported during the field study - Giant Flying Squirrel, Hill Myna, pangolins, King Cobra
and Asian Giant Soft-shell Turtle - are valuable but "very difficult to find" and usually villagers said
these species were less important for trade. Some wildlife that are still common, like Variable
Squirrels, have a low price and lower market demand and are thus more often eaten. Between
these extremes were monitor lizards and turtles which, like fish, were reliable in both supply and
market demand, ensuring steady opportunities for trade and thus making them more crucial to rural
livelihoods. Villagers from Ban Hat Oudomxay explained that they could go across to Cambodia and
collect three monitor lizards in one trip, and then they could always exchange the monitors for rice.
Similarly, villagers in Ban Mai reported catching at least one to two monitor lizards per day at near-
by camps. A large-scale trader in Attapeu PC confirmed the importance of monitor lizards; of all
wildlife they are the animal she trades most often.

The seasonal availability of wildlife varies among animals, and this influences villagers' respons-
es as reported here. Hard-shell turtles were apparently more abundant from September to
November, whereas monitor lizards' availability peaked between May and June. This seasonality is
important as it relates to other livelihood activities. For instance, the months when monitor lizards
are most abundant are also when many villagers collect het phor mushrooms along the Xe Pian for
trade. Usually collectors will transport the meat of larger animals (e.g. deer, wild boar), but other

49 Estimates provided by officials may in some cases intentionally underestimate wildlife trade for various reasons (e.g.
curtailing trade may decrease opportunities to collect informal taxes; widespread wildlife trade implies current manage-
ment by officials is ineffective).
50 Wildlife like wild boar and birds, although reportedly important in villages, were less often reported by respondents in
camps, possibly because they are more frequently caught in rice fields.

Giant Flying Squirrel at a
trader's house in Attapeu PC
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animals (e.g. monitor lizards, turtles) are transported live. Animal size is also significant. For exam-
ple, at a camp on the Xe Pian, a man with a small Indochinese Water Dragon explained that they
would eat it "…because it is too small to sell." Size-dependent prices were also reported for some
high-value wildlife, with larger animals not always receiving the highest price. The price per kilogram
for King Cobra reported in May 2006 for example, was said to be highest for animals between 2-
5kg; individuals both above and below this size range fetched lower prices (see Appendix 12).

The presence of Xe Pian National Protected Area (NPA), which lies mainly within
Champassak province with its eastern border along the Xe Pian River in Attapeu province, also
influences the availability of wildlife species for hunting. A high degree of trade-driven hunting
pressure on the NPA has been reported, at least some of which relates to villages in the demon-
stration site. For instance, at least until the late 1990s, people from villages in Sanamxay District
continued to hunt pangolins inside the NPA for trade, and specific orders for high-value wildlife
(e.g. tigers) were placed by Khmer traders with villagers in the demonstration site (see Nooren
& Claridge 2001). 

(ii)   Trade routes for wildlife

The local trade patterns for common wildlife follow
many of the same trade routes as for fish (see
Appendix 9). Reasons for this are the limited trans-
portation options, overlap in market demand and the
fact that wildlife and fish are often traded by the same
individuals. For instance, reference was made that all
three large-scale fish traders interviewed during the
field study are likely also involved in wildlife trade.51 One
resident of Attapeu PC noted, "[w]ildlife and fish are
sold together; traders do not just sell wildlife. It is dif-
ferent to NTFPs.”52 Village traders rarely confirmed that
they traded wildlife, but given the opportunistic nature
of trading patterns it appears that many do actually
trade wildlife. For instance, villagers reported that they
collect wildlife when collecting het phor mushrooms for
trade and that village traders who buy fish also buy het
phor opportunistically, since they are both sent to
Pakse to meet market demand from Thailand. Thus it is
likely that the same traders would also buy any wildlife
villagers wanted to sell at the same time. Also, as with
fish, wildlife that is observed in trade in Attapeu some-
times comes from Cambodia.53 During surveys at the
main market in Attapeu PC in 2006, a seller of wild boar
reportedly sourced it from Cambodia.  Wildlife has in
the past flowed in the opposite direction - from Attapeu
into Cambodia (Nooren & Claridge 2001). This was not
reported during the current survey, possibly due to the
changes at the Lao-Cambodian border, though it may
still continue. 
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51 One openly admitted trading wildlife; the other two denied involvement but were observed and/or frequently reported
to be involved in trade (e.g. identified by villagers as someone they sell wildlife to).
52 Here NTFPs refers to those that need a quota and are traded in very large quantities (see section 4.6.).
53 Villagers from Ban Hat Oudomxay reported that common wildlife including Sambar, Muntjac, Wild Boar often comes
from Khmer hunters because they have guns.

Fish and Bengal Monitor at the main
market in Attapeu PC

Parakeets at the main market in
Attapeu PC

Grilled Lesser Oriental Chevrotain at
Ban Hat Oudomxay
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At a camp on upstream Xe Pian, villagers from Ban Mai explained how people collect turtles
when collecting mushrooms (het phor), "[t]hey get 2-3 animals and sell turtles and wildlife in the vil-
lage," selling all to village fish traders. The ice box of one village fish trader in Ban Mai was seen to
contain bags of wild boar meat amongst the ice and fish; both the meat and fish had been bought
from villagers and were being sent to Attapeu PC in the ice box. The driver of a passenger vehicle
in Ban Mai observed that village fish traders, "…also take monitor lizards, mushrooms (het phor),
Sambar meat, wild boar meat, muntjac meat…they use ice boxes for small amounts."

Lower-value wildlife used for food may end up in local urban markets, and Ban Mai again
appears as an important conduit for this local trade. For instance, a woman selling wildlife in
Sanamxay DC reportedly gets it from her daughter in Ban Mai. Another woman selling dried Sambar
meat at a foodstall in Attapeu PC also bought it from Ban Mai. In Sanamxay DC, monitor lizard was
observed for sale in the market, and small restaurants sold dishes with muntjac meat and were
observed buying a Siamese Hare (see Appendix 8). The market manager noted that it is usually fam-
ilies of district officials who buy from the market and district or provincial officials who eat at the
restaurant, whereas villagers collect their own food and do not buy there54. 

Not surprisingly, wildlife is more frequently observed at the main market in Attapeu PC and larg-
er restaurants there than in Sanamxay DC. In Attapeu markets, wildlife observed in trade was
intended for local consumption. These included Sambar, muntjac, wild boar, Gaur (Bos gaurus),
Common Palm Civet (Paradoxurus hermaphroditus), monitor lizards, hard-shell turtles, and some
seasonally-common bird species. Four of the 14 restaurants and foodstalls around Attapeu PC that
were surveyed in 2005 reported the availability of wildlife dishes, mainly serving meat from wild
boar, deer and monitor lizards (see Appendix 8). One of the main restaurants is purported to be fre-
quented by senior government officials.  Hence, in Attapeu PC as in Sanamxay DC, officials are con-
tributing to market demand for wildlife meat. Wildlife is also commonly seen in restaurants, guest
houses and private homes as ornaments including trophies, skins and pets. Residents of Attapeu
PC report that they "request" villagers to collect certain wildlife for them to have as pets. These may
be birds, such as Hill Mynas, or primates, including at least one Red-shanked Douc Langur.55

Yet these observations from Attapeu PC
apparently only represents a small proportion of
the wildlife trade.56 One of the large-scale traders
explained how she sells less wildlife in Attapeu
PC because "…wildlife is too expensive to sell
here, only a small amount goes to restau-
rants…people here have no money so it is diffi-
cult for them to buy…". Instead she sends much
of the wildlife to Pakse where she also trades
fish.  These species include wildlife used mainly
for food (Phayre's Flying Squirrel, Lesser Giant
Flying Squirrel, other squirrels and deer). She
also sources wildlife primarily through relation-
ships established directly with villagers (Box 14).

In contrast to commonly-consumed wildlife species that are of less conservation concern, high-
value wildlife species that are traded for food, ornamental and medicinal uses (e.g. pangolins, King
Cobra, Hill Myna) were never observed in the markets surrounding Attapeu PC. It appears that trade

54 He also noted that the district market is mainly comprised of people from nearby villages selling natural resources in
the morning, whereas district residents sell manufactured goods throughout the day.
55 The Douc Langur was bought for USD35 by the owners of a Vietnamese restaurant which also sold medicinal alco-
hols, including various animal (e.g. porcupine stomach, snake, gecko) and plant products.
56 Comparative observations made in Pakse (May 2006) and Savannakhet (March-June 2005) also indicate that the
volume of wildlife trade at the markets in Attapeu PC is relatively small (see also Nooren & Claridge 2001).



in high-value wildlife is usually directed towards Viet Nam. Often Vietnamese traders travelling by
motorbike, bicycle and foot source valuable wildlife directly from villages. In Ban Mai, villagers said,
"…soft-shell turtles do not get sent by passenger vehicles; [these] usually go by motorbike because
it is forbidden…Vietnamese people go to buy from villages." Villagers in Ban Hat Oudomxay also
reported Vietnamese traders coming to their village to buy turtles, despite the difficult access.
District officials in Sanamxay reported that Vietnamese traders go to villages around September to
buy turtles and other wildlife. These Vietnamese traders may sell household wares, but they also
seek out opportunities to buy or exchange goods for valued wildlife and to establish relationships
like those held by Lao traders (see Box 14). It is important to note, therefore, that most of the trade
in high-value wildlife is conducted outside of formal markets.

(iii)   Trends over time for wildlife trade

A resident of Sanamxay DC said, "[w]ildlife goes to Attapeu PC like expensive fish...Now it is
different from the past because everyone is going to fish and hunt." Comments similar to this were
repeated throughout the field study; declines in wildlife populations were also commonly noted.
For example, one villager at a camp on the Xe Pian said, "…there used to be lots of wildlife here.
I caught two tigers!…but now there are none…" Villagers noted that in the past they may have
worried about dangerous wildlife eating their livestock, but this is no longer a concern. A large-
scale trader also reported that fish are just as easy to find now as in the past, but that wildlife is
increasingly scarce. While studies in the Xe Pian NPA summarise villagers' reports that wildlife
abundance has increased following gun collections (e.g. Poulsen & Luanglath 2005), caution must
be adopted in interpreting such reports, as other studies have shown that villagers may report
increases in wildlife abundance to assert their cessation of hunting (see Johnson et al. 2004b).
Villagers in this field survey attribute declines in wildlife to over-harvesting - prompted by increas-
es in human populations and by trade-driven rather than subsistence-driven hunting, conducted by
villagers as well as outsiders.

Interestingly, villagers in the demonstration site usually reported wildlife trade to have started
only in the last five years or so. Villagers from Ban Sompoy reported that traders started coming to
their village around 2000, saying, "…before then, there were no buyers and only we ate wildlife;
everything now has a price…". However, wildlife trade from Attapeu province was apparent well
before this time (Baird 1993; Nooren & Claridge 2001). A former bus driver reported how a decade
ago, even when the roads were very bad, pangolins were being sourced from Attapeu. Similarly, a
forestry official reported that in the early 1990s, King Cobras were sourced from the Xe Pian.
Villagers' comments thus possibly refer to a more recent expansion of wildlife trade within the
demonstration site and also to the presence of more traders who come seeking to buy wildlife
directly from villagers.

The limited information on trade volumes makes it difficult
to assess the extent of these reported declines in wildlife and
whether they have resulted in overall declines in wildlife trade.
One village trader in Ban Mai reported that wildlife is traded only
once every five months, but in the past it was traded nearly
every day; however, others said that this trader actually contin-
ues to buy a lot of wildlife. Wildlife trade does still appear to be
widespread, though probably highly variable among villages,
households and species. For instance, in Ban Sompoy, which
was associated with the most wildlife collection, people estimat-
ed that their village collected 500 turtles and 400 monitor lizards
per year. Trade in high-value wildlife like pangolins and King
Cobras has apparently declined, as these animals become
increasingly difficult to find. People also point to increased
enforcement as leading to less hunting and trade of wildlife.
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Red-shanked Douc Langur at a
Vietnamese restaurant in Attapeu PC
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While there are apparent declines in some aspects of wildlife trade (e.g. fewer high-value
species, less wildlife transported by passenger vehicles), local trade routes are diffuse and adaptive
to enforcement activities, and this may allow trade to continue more surreptitiously. For instance,
village traders were seen to hide small amounts of wildlife meat in ice boxes full of fish. Also,
traders may go directly to villagers, or villagers may travel to traders, taking only small amounts of
wildlife and avoiding markets completely, thus making trade more difficult to detect.

In addition, there were reports that more women were trading wildlife than in the past, acting
in various roles (e.g. trader in village, market-seller, agent selling for someone else). Other studies
in the region show how women's involvement in illicit trade may be facilitated by the lower degree
of enforcement border authorities apply to women rather than men (Walker 1999).

4.5.3. REGULATIONS FOR TRADE IN WILDLIFE

Although Lao PDR joined CITES in 2004, it does not yet have any national legislation to imple-
ment the Convention. Regulations regarding domestic exploitation, including trade of wildlife in
Lao PDR, are covered by MAF Decree 0360 (originally issued in 1996) revised in 2003. This decree
defines lists of 'protected' species that can not be hunted or used at all. Rules regarding trade of
common or 'managed' species are less clear (WCS 2004). Previously, under the 2001 decree
(MAF Decree 0524), hunting common wildlife for subsistence was permitted, but hunting wildlife
for trade was not. When the law was revised in 2003, the article relating to wildlife trade was omit-
ted, such that at present only protected species are still legally banned from trade.  In practice, how-
ever, authorities have varying interpretations of the law, and implementation is thus dependent on
the place and context. For example, officials often do not regard use of small amounts of wildlife for
consumption as a serious offence, and indeed themselves regularly consume common types of
wildlife purchased at markets and restaurants.  

In most cases, awareness of the 2003 revision is
lacking. Hence, the common interpretation is that
hunting common species for subsistence use is con-
sidered acceptable though trade is not. Stricter inter-
pretations of government policy are also apparent,
though these may not necessarily coincide with cur-
rent laws. For instance, PAFO officials report that
they do "awareness raising" in villages during the
Buddhist Lent (September) and "…tell villagers that
hunting is not allowed…" 57 Some of the same offi-
cials also purchase wildlife for their own consump-
tion, yet some villagers reported that all wildlife hunt-
ing is illegal and they can not even hunt common
species like squirrels to eat (Box 15).

However, trade in high-value wildlife or in very large quantities is a situation more people, offi-
cials and villagers, would generally consider 'illegal'. Thus, the market manager of the main market
in Attapeu PC reported that wildlife is not sold in any of the permanent market stalls that comprise
the market proper, but only in the open-air temporary stalls next to the bridge. Bans regarding
wildlife trade in markets are enforced less frequently when the trade is seen as being a small
amount for local consumption.

Villagers, officials and traders usually reported that there has been increased enforcement of
rules regarding wildlife trade, and there is widespread awareness of wildlife trade being illegal.
Activities included regularly checking vehicles at checkpoints, gun collections58 and stricter rules and
57 While hunting is legally prohibited in the 'breeding season' (1 May - 31 October), villagers' understanding from
awareness raising efforts is often that all hunting is illegal.
58 Government officials and villagers also noted that some people make their own guns.
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penalties. One large-scale trader in Sanamxay DC reported that previously more people had guns,
but now there is less hunting with guns because officials have conducted gun collections and have
also levied fines (see Box 3). However, it was suggested that large-scale traders of wildlife are still
known to government officials,59 and that government officials contribute to local market demand,
which would undermine the weight of legal instruments for controlling wildlife trade. Others report-
ed that when people are caught trading wildlife usually they are not fined by police; instead, the ani-
mals are simply confiscated and released (if alive). However, the stringency of rules for high-value
wildlife is noteworthy, since these are often the species of greater conservation concern.

4.6. NTFPs

4.6.1. OVERVIEW

A wide diversity of NTFPs are of importance to rural livelihoods in southern Lao PDR, being col-
lected for food, medicines, construction of houses, making implements (e.g. baskets, fish traps) as
well as being exchanged and sold (Clendon 2001; Krahn 2005; Vantomme et al. 2002). A total of 24
plant forms60 was recorded in markets in Attapeu during the first survey (see Appendix 10). From a
provincial trade perspective, NTFPs are considered one of the most important types of natural
resources in Attapeu, more important for the provincial economy than fish. The PFO reported that
the most important include damar resin (kisii), Malva nuts (mak jong), Vomica nuts (mak saeng 61)
and valuable types of bamboo culms (mai bong) and rattan canes (wai tun). These are the NTFPs for
which companies must obtain a quota from government authorities in order to trade (Vantomme et
al. 2002). Other NTFPs, such as honey and other resins (nam man yang, khii khwang62), are also col-
lected and traded without a quota, but these are less common and not considered as important for
the provincial economy.  

All districts in Attapeu aside from Samakhixay were considered to be important as sources of
NTFPs, though different types of NTFPs are found in different areas. For instance, Phou Vong
District reportedly has the most NTFPs overall, while Sanamxay District has relatively high amounts
of Vomica nuts and bong bark and less kisii. Sanamxay DFO provided information on NTFP trade in
the district and the companies currently involved (Table 9). It must be noted that village-level pat-
terns of trade in NTFPs can be considerably different, as many NTFPs are traded without a quota,
especially those which are traded in smaller quantities and are not transported through district or
provincial centres.

In some cases, emerging markets may have yet to reach the demonstration site. Thus, since
2004 trade in Berberine vine (khua haem) has become important for Sanamxay District because of
the establishment of companies near Sanamxay DC that buy the plant and do basic processing
(i.e. chopping and sun-drying) before sending it to Viet Nam. This trade does not currently involve
villages in the demonstration site, though it may signal the possibilities for further expansion of
NTFP trade.

Most of the NTFPs traded in Sanamxay District are collected in the dry season, because of both
seasonality (e.g. Vomica nuts ripen around February-March) and villagers' time availability from rice
production (see Appendix 13). Often people at camps near Ban Mai reported that they were not able
to collect NTFPs in 2006. When their paddy fields were flooded, they had to do spend more time
planting swidden fields, and this kept them occupied in the dry season.  

59 The survey teams were introduced to one large-scale fish and wildlife trader by PAFO officials who requested that we
did not ask about any endangered wildlife, as this could scare the trader. Similarly, village traders in the demonstration site
who were involved in wildlife trade are often known to government authorities.
60 Plant products were recorded as ‘forms’ rather than species, because it was unknown whether seeds, leaves and
other plant products on display were from the same or different species.
61 A higher quality form called mak saeng bua receives higher prices but is less abundant.
62 This is similar to damar but less common and in Cambodia reported to be higher quality. Damar and khii khwang are also
called 'hard resins,' in contrast to the liquid oleoresin or 'soft resin' called yang oil (nam man yang) (Tola & McKenney 2003). 



In the demonstration site, collection of NTFPs was often associated with fishing and the collec-
tion of wildlife. For instance, at a camp along the Xe Pian, many villagers from Ban Hat Oudomxay
were collecting yang oil and het phor mushrooms for trade and watersnails to eat, while some
young men were hunting monitor lizards with dogs. While wildlife collection was often opportunis-
tic, different NTFPs were associated with different seasons and areas, so the focus of collection
shifts accordingly in different months and geographic locations.

4.6.2.TRADE PATTERNS FOR NTFPs

(i)   Types of NTFPs

A variety of NTFPs are important for the trade in the
demonstration site. The most important are Vomica nuts
(mak saeng), yang oil (nam man yang) and damar resin
(kisii) (Table 10). In surveyed villages on the Xe Pian (Ban
Phonseath, Ban Mai), Vomica nuts were considered the
most important NTFP for trade, while villages on the Xe
Kong (Ban Sompoy, Ban Hat Oudomxay) considered yang
oil the most important. This pattern is an outcome of both
availability and localized market demand, as yang oil is
bought by Khmer traders along the Xe Kong and down-
stream Xe Pian (Box 16). Villagers in upstream Xe Pian
(e.g. Ban Mai) did not trade yang oil simply because
"there are no buyers." At the time of the second field
study, an interesting situation also arose with a large
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Yang oil tapping at a camp on
the Xe Kong River

Vomica nuts at Ban Hat
Oudomxay

Bong bark at Ban Hat
Oudomxay
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amount of collection and trade in an edible ground-mushroom, het phor, which has strong
demand from Thailand (Box 17). The case of het phor mushrooms demonstrates the responsive-
ness of villagers to international market demand. 

Other NTFPs that are used for local consumption (food and construction) in the demonstration
site, such as bamboo shoots, other edible mushrooms (het la ngo), edible flowers (dok kha jia),
broom grass (nyaa khaa) and small rattans, may also be sold opportunistically to other villagers and
passing traders. The sale prices of these items are generally low. However, one exception is honey,
which has a relatively high price (USD1/L) but is only available in very small quantities and is usual-
ly consumed locally. Often villagers specifically refer to local trade in low-value items as not being
sale or trade but rather being "barter trade" (lek pian kan). When demand for NTFPs is high but fluc-
tuating, as observed in trade of het phor mushrooms, then sellers often sell to family and friends
over strangers. This apparently reduces the likelihood of villagers being tricked into selling their prod-
ucts for lower than the current market price.

(ii)   Trade routes for NTFPs

At a provincial level NTFPs from Attapeu are primarily destined for Viet Nam and to a lesser
extent for Thailand. As the PFO noted of NTFPs, "…valuable resources are sent to foreign countries,"
this comprising about 80% of the NTFP trade by their estimate. Trade routes for NTFPs sourced
from the demonstration site are dependent on the final market destination as well the type of NTFP.
Those collected by a quota system tend to go by road to Viet Nam (Route 18B), whereas those col-
lected without a quota are sent to Viet Nam, Thailand (via Route 18A) or Cambodia (by motorboat
via the Xe Kong).

For most NTFPs, it appears that large-scale traders who have a company quota go to villages
to advertise that they wish to purchase a particular resource. They establish a trading relationship
with one collector who will then act as a village-trader and gather that NTFP from all other villagers
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in their own and nearby villages. As
such, the trader can then more easily
collect the NTFP from one location at
a time when there is a sufficient
quantity to justify the transportation
costs. This system is comparable to
trading relationships established for
fish and wildlife (see Box 14); howev-
er, NTFP trade is more visible
because of the larger trade volumes63

as compared to fish and wildlife.
Therefore, quotas are more common,
and usually large-scale traders have
their own private vehicle that goes to
villages to collect from their agents.
For NTFPs traded from the demon-
stration site without a quota, usually

traders go to villages and camps looking to buy. Thus, village traders who buy het phor mushrooms
travel along the Xe Pian river in months when the price is high, while Khmer traders who buy yang oil
travel along downstream Xe Kong and Xe Pian buying from villages and at camps.   

Often NTFP traders are different people to those who trade fish and wildlife. This is particularly
apparent for large-scale traders, as they often require quotas for NTFPs but not for fish and wildlife.
Thus, none of the three large-scale fish/wildlife traders interviewed in the field study traded NTFPs.
At a village level, however, the distinction is less clear. Ten of the 13 (77%) village fish traders inter-
viewed also traded some NTFPs, either regularly or opportunistically. Often trade is dependent on
the different trading relationships that develop between village traders and large-scale traders. For
instance, the majority of the village traders in Ban Mai sell fish to a trader in Sanamxay DC and sell
NTFPs that have a quota to another trader in Saysetha District. Loans between traders and collec-
tors were not reported in the case of NTFPs.

(iii)    Trends over time for NTFP trade

Market demand for NTFPs from the demonstration site is high. Provincial authorities noted that
there has been increased collection, trade and export for all types of NTFPs from Attapeu in the last
three to five years (see Vantomme et al. 2002). This was attributed to improvements in transport
and the electricity supply. The number of companies trading NTFPs has not increased much over
time, with six businesses reported by provincial authorities; however, trade volumes have increased
significantly.  The Sanamxay DFO reported, "…all NTFPs are being sold more…in the last three years
there has been a 30% increase." The DFO also reported that most NTFPs, with the exception of
damar resin, had doubled in price between 2003-06 (see Table 5).
63 This is particularly for NTFPs that have a relatively low price.

Edible ground mushrooms (het phor) at a
camp on the Xe Pian River
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This recent increase in trade in NTFPs was also reported
from villages in the demonstration site. Some NTFP traders
specifically related this increase to increased road access.
While some NTFPs like Vomica nuts had been sold for many
years, others were new to trade. Villagers in Ban Hat
Oudomxay said that they only started collecting yang oil for
trade in 2004, as there were no buyers before then. Yang oil
had previously been collected for local use only, often used
with damar resin for sealing of boats. Now yang oil was con-
sidered the most important NTFP for trade in the village, as
about 40% of households collect it. Similarly, het phor mush-
rooms had been collected by most villagers for their own
consumption in the past; it was only in recent years that
these mushrooms have been collected for trade. There were
also reported increases in the number of villagers trading
NTFPs, though the number of large-scale traders had not
changed significantly.

In some villages and camps, particularly those along the upstream Xe Pian, people expressed
concerns over declines in NTFPs because of trade. For instance, villagers from Ban Mai at a camp
along the upstream Xe Pian said that the availability of NTFPs had declined over time because many
people now collect them. Yet other villages along the Xe Kong (e.g. Ban Hat Oudomxay) considered
NTFPs to be stable and not declining in abundance. This suggests that there may be localised
declines, reflecting different patterns of collection and trade. In any case, declines in NTFPs are not
as noted by villagers as being as extreme as declines in fish and wildlife. However, villagers and
traders did comment on the importance of protecting forests to ensure a continued supply of
NTFPs. Observing that after 2003 a lot of forest was cut in Attapeu because of the improved road
access, one large-scale NTFP trader cautioned, "[w]e need to protect forest to have NTFPs."

Another trend has been the contraction of the market for some NTFPs as the quota system has
become more stringent. In the past, there were a number of traders to whom villagers could sell
certain NTFPs (Damar resin, Vomica nuts, Malva nuts), but now there is only one-large scale trader
who has a quota for these products.64 This monopolised system does sometimes disadvantage vil-
lagers. For instance, this trader only buys NTFPs if weighed using the trader's own scale, some-
thing that village traders are understandably wary of. Also, unknown to villagers, prices varied
between villages and camps, even when people were selling the same NTFP to the same buyer. 

4.6.3. REGULATIONS FOR NTFP TRADE

Management of NTFPs, like wildlife, falls under the jurisdiction of MAF.  Formal permission for
trade in NTFPs primarily relates to the issue of export quotas (Vantomme et al. 2002).  Some rare
and valuable NTFPs, like Agarwood (mai ketsana, Aquilaria spp.), are prohibited for exploitation and
trade; hence these cannot receive export quotas. Only large-scale traders who regularly export large
amounts of NTFPs require official quotas. People trading NTFPs locally, such as village traders who
buy from collectors to sell to large-scale traders, do not require a quota. Export of NTFPs requires
permission from various levels within a single government agency in a rather complex system (Box
18). For instance, people who trade NTFPs out of a district require permits from DAFO, and those
exporting NTFPs from the province require permission from PAFO, while those exporting from Lao
PDR require permits from DoF.  

64 This market contraction is also due to changes in the rules for the Lao-Cambodian border. Until a few years ago, Khmer
traders would travel up the Xe Kong to buy NTFPs like Vomica nuts from villages.

Making flammable torches using yang
oil at Ban Hat Oudomxay
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There are also issues of inter-agency coopera-
tion, as forestry (MAF/DoF/PAFO/DAFO) has respon-
sibility for monitoring compliance with forestry laws,
finance (MoF/PFO/DFO) has responsibility for the
collection of taxes, and the police have responsibility
for enforcement.  In addition to the ‘tax’ (khaa phasii)
paid to the PFO, there are ‘resource fees’ (khaa sapa-
nyaakorn) that must be paid to PAFO. While police
have no official role in the issuance of NTFP quotas,
they staff the district, provincial and international
checkpoints that monitor all products which are
being traded.65 Quota amounts are based on the pre-
vious years' quotas, as well as the availability of and
demand for the NTFP.  When there is high availability
and demand, then quotas are usually increased.
Most companies receiving quotas for NTFP export
are Lao, but some are Vietnamese.

In general, practice in NTFP trade roughly fol-
lows the official procedure outlined above. For
instance, companies greatly exceeding quotas or
exporting without all levels of permission are some-
times penalised (Box 19).  Police at the checkpoint
along the road linking Attapeu PC and Sanamxay DC
do check much of the passing traffic with a view to
regulating trade in natural resources. However, quo-
tas are still exceeded, fines are erratically collected,
and informal 'taxes' are collected at all levels and by
various agencies that have no legal basis for collect-
ing fees.  

People - officials and villagers alike - are aware
that quotas for NTFPs are being exceeded, yet they
are sometimes unaware of the extent of the excess. For instance, a villager trader in Ban
Phonseath who sold Vomica nuts to a large-scale trader said he thought the trader had a quota for
100T based on the rate of collection from surrounding villages.  A DAFO official then noted that
this trader only had a quota for 30T; in fact the official figure quoted by the DFO was actually only
15T (see Appendix 13).

A comparison of information from different sources also indicates that trade prices reported by
district officials (see Table 5) and those reported by villagers in the demonstration site (see Table 6)
can be quite different. While all the NTFPs reported as most important by Sanamxay DFO had an
average sale price of USD0.25/kg, the NTFPs that villagers reported to be most important had an
average sale price of about USD1/kg. Official sale prices for some NTFPs (e.g. Damar resin, Vomica
nuts) are considerable underestimates of prices reported by villagers in the demonstration site.
When trade volumes and prices are underestimated, this is a potential cause for concern for both
lost national revenue and sustainability. In addition, as noted earlier, quotas issued to only a single
trader create a monopoly, which disadvantages villagers, as the lack of market competition limits' vil-
lagers' basis for negotiating trade conditions. Yet district officials noted that problems with over-har-
vesting of bong bark (see Box 19) was partly a result of there being more than one company with a
quota, so it was more difficult for authorities to monitor and regulate the trade. Thus, the quota sys-
tem does have benefits despite its flaws in current practice. 
65 Forestry officials noted that without the cooperation of police often they would be unable to enforce regulations.
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Sanamxay DAFO enforces rules about specific NTFPs that are important for trade. For instance,
since 1996, there has existed a district-wide rule that cutting mature trees of Malva nuts and Vomica
nuts is prohibited, and offenders are to be fined.  While compliance has been variable,66 this shows
the recognised importance of NTFP trade for Sanamxay District. Traditional user rights for NTFPs
such as resin, wild fruit and honey are allowed without formal permission. At a village level, collec-
tion of most NTFPs is open to any villager. For instance, Vomica trees are said not to be owned by
any individual but can be used by anyone; even people from other villages can collect without
requesting permission.

Rules do, however, stipulate how NTFPs are to
be collected. Vomica nuts, for example, are meant to
be collected only once they have ripened and fallen
from the trees. Some villagers noted that these rules
are not always followed and that more assistance is
needed with enforcement. For instance, in Ban
Sompoy villagers said, "[s]ome people collect Vomica
nuts when they have not [yet] fallen from the tree…it
is difficult to stop, because we are all from the same
village; the headman can not stop it…he reports to
the district." Villagers also reported that rules for
Vomica nuts were followed more in Ban Phonseath,
where the MWBP has been working.67 This indicates
the need for government authorities and projects to
provide additional support to villagers in regulation
and enforcement (Box 20).

66 Villagers from Ban Sompoy and Ban Hat Oudomxay said they had these rules for only two to three years.
67 A Vomica nut trader in Ban Phonseath explained that the rules about cutting trees became much stricter in 2006, with
fines up USD150 because of MWBP activities.  As a result, no one has broken the rules.



5. CONCLUSIONS

5.1. BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION 

Table 12 provides a summary of the natural resources observed in trade in Attapeu Province and
those reportedly traded by villages in the demonstration site. When results of market observations
and villagers' reports are combined, a total of 17 globally threatened species on the IUCN Red List
(IUCN 2006) and 23 CITES-listed species were identified as being traded.

While the fish and reptiles were primarily used for consumption as food, the mammals and
birds were also traded for ornamental and medicinal purposes (see Appendices 4, 10 and 12). For
many of these animals, over-harvesting driven by trade represents their single greatest threat.  This
is particularly apparent for turtles (Stuart et al. 2001). The widespread decline of pangolins as a result
of over-harvesting for trade in recent years could be a pattern easily repeated for other species, as
demand for wildlife in Viet Nam, China and Thailand filters nearly unimpeded across national borders
(World Bank 2005). For example, the CITES-listed species of fish reported in trade was a high-value
species usually targeted for trade to distant markets (e.g. Thailand). Although over-fishing may not
seem to be a major threat when one considers total fish catch, it may be an issue in key sites and
for particular species (e.g. Probarbus jullieni; see Baird 1994).

As discussed in previous sections, national regulation of fish and wildlife trade is impaired by the
use of protected species lists which are not always congruent with threat status in Lao PDR, as well as
the lack of procedures to allow refinement of these lists (WCS 2004; Nash 1997). Lao PDR only became
a member of CITES in 2004, and the country is thus still in the process of establishing procedures and
authorities for the implementation of CITES (WCS 2004). In Attapeu, people reported that regulations
concerning various aspects of natural resource management (e.g. declaring particular fishing methods
illegal, controlling trade in wildlife, enforcing NTFP trade quotas) had all become stricter in recent years.

5.2. LIVELIHOODS

Overall, animals were recognized as more important than plants for villagers' livelihoods in the
Attapeu demonstration site through exchange and income generation, with fish unanimously consid-
ered the most important natural resource for trade as well as subsistence. When fish were excluded,
however, villagers considered trade in NTFPs more important than trade in wildlife. This was partly
because of declines in many wildlife species due to unsustainable levels of harvesting, which have
made wildlife trade less reliable. Depletion of high-value wildlife has shifted the overall emphasis to
more common species for the majority of villagers. This pattern also reflects the fact that wildlife trade
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has been long-established, whereas some of the NTFPs that are most important for trade in the
demonstration site have only recently emerged as trade items. Despite commonly reported declines
in various natural resources, trade is still increasing in the demonstration site.

Broad generalisations can be drawn regarding types of natural resources that are being traded in
Attapeu (Table 11). While natural resources with low market values (such as small fish, bamboo shoots,
some edible mushrooms, and water snails) are traded, as observed in Attapeu PC markets, factors
such as low prices, distance to markets and transportation costs means these do not form a signifi-
cant trade item for villagers in the demonstration site - though these resources may still be very impor-
tant for daily subsistence68 and/or regularly traded in nearby urban markets.

At the opposite extreme are resources like very large fish and pangolins. While of very-high value,
these resources are also quite rare; as such, they are collected so infrequently that villagers do not
usually consider them as significant to their everyday livelihoods. If such very-high value resources are
collected, however, villagers clearly note they would always choose to sell rather than consume them.

In between these two extremes lie the items that villagers most commonly identify as impor-
tant for the local economy.  These include medium-value fish (e.g. Hemibagrus spp., Kryptopterus
spp., Micronema spp., Bagarius spp.), NTFPs (e.g. yang oil, Vomica nuts, het phor mushrooms) and
the most commonly traded wildlife (e.g. monitor lizards, turtles). These medium-value resources
have both reliable availability and regular market demand, ensuring that they are a regular object of
exchange for villagers in the demonstration site. While other natural resources, both low and high-
value, may be sold to traders at the same time, it is the trade in these medium-value products that
most strongly influences villagers' overall livelihood strategies.

This represents a generalisation of a complex situation, as a single type of resource can move
along this continuum depending upon various ecological, economic and social factors. Yet this typol-
ogy highlights a space where efforts to integrate both sustainable use and biodiversity conserva-
tion may be best achieved. It is important to note that, as the market economy expands and more
natural resources are traded, villagers' livelihoods will be affected not only by increasing income in
the short-term but also by long-term impacts on the availability of natural resources critical for meet-
ing subsistence household needs.

Another issue that arose during the survey was that villagers from the demonstration site
usually do not go to the market to sell the natural resources that they have collected, due to
issues such as the distance and cost of transportation. Instead, it is village traders who often
(though not always) act as agents for large-scale traders based in local urban centres. Village
traders in the demonstration site were mostly found to be wealthier villagers who have access
to the capital required for transportation and equipment. One effect of this arrangement is that
poorer villagers frequently lack access to good market information about prices, alternate buyers,
basic processing and value-adding opportunities. In some cases, village traders too were found
to have poor market information.

68 For instance, villagers in Ban Hat Oudomxay reported that small fish (pa soi) and bamboo shoots were the most impor-
tant natural resources for their livelihoods, as these are the things they eat every day.



5.3. GENDER

The majority of traders in natural resources in the demonstration site are men, or husbands and
wives working together. The few exceptions are female traders who rarely travel to villages and
camps; instead villagers bring them natural resources to sell. In contrast, large-scale traders in
Sanamxay DC, Attapeu PC and Saysetha District are frequently women, and local urban markets are
also dominated by women. A similar contrast was seen at camps, where families from other dis-
tricts highly involved in fishing and fish trade (i.e. without household rice production) were often
husbands and wives fishing and trading together, whereas local villagers' fishing activities were
dominated by men.69

In other words, people more highly involved in trade were observed to practice less gender
demarcation in their livelihood activities. Furthermore, women's involvement in wildlife trade in
Attapeu is said to have increased, possibly because enforcement may be less stringent for women
than men. As villages in the demonstration site become more engaged with trade, therefore, it is
possible that gender roles relating to the collection and trade of different types of natural resources
may shift over time, and thus the current urban pattern of women being more highly involved in
trade of natural resources may also become more common in villages.

5.4. URBAN AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT

Recent developments in Attapeu province, notably improved transportation, electricity supply
and market access, appear to have had significant effects on trade in natural resources in the
demonstration site. In addition, there are other major developments underway that will potentially
impact on trade patterns. For instance, the construction of major international roads is ongoing, with
Route 18B having only just been completed. In addition, there is ongoing logging and a plan to
establish 20,000 hectares of plantation rubber on degraded forestland starting in 2007; it will also
improve access through road networks and likely increase the penetration of market demand, while
reducing the availability of wild resources. Surveys for rubber plantations were being conducted in
Sanamxay District in 2006 near the demonstration site.  

Villagers in the demonstration site express desires for some of these changes, such as
improved road access. However, there are also concerns about how existing management sys-
tems can be adapted to meet such rapid changes, particularly the growth in market demand for
particular species. For example, Yang oil is known to have traditional rules governing its use in Lao
PDR and neighbouring countries.  It is important for livelihoods in villages along the Xe Kong River,
and a lengthy time is required for replacement if trees are cut in the process of harvesting.
Demand from refineries in Cambodia is increasing, and logging in Attapeu has expanded.
However, there are further concerns that recently-improved road access from Attapeu to Viet Nam
(Route 18B) may provide opportunities for the establishment of refineries in Attapeu, given that
Viet Nam is the main market for Yang oil traded through Cambodia. As such, it is clear that there
is a need to further consider how the traditional management system can be formally reinforced
in order to respond to such challenges.

5.5. GOVERNMENT COORDINATION AND AWARENESS

The recent establishment of a road checkpoint in Sanamxay District signifies a formal commit-
ment by government forestry and police officials to cooperate in regulating natural resource flows
in the area. However, overall efforts remain fragmented, both within and between agencies. For
example, fish trade seems to be less regulated than trade in wildlife and NTFPs, with no reports of
formal cooperation between PLF and police. For all natural resources - fish, NTFPs and wildlife -
there appear to be limited formal linkages between the finance offices responsible for collecting
taxes and the relevant  ministries. 
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69 This observation was made with respect to fishing using nets. Women do fish using other methods, but generally their
catch is not intended for trade purposes.



Officials charged with the management of protected wildlife species seem generally familiar
with the relevant national regulations. Those responsible for management of capture fisheries, on
the other hand, are not consistently familiar with relevant laws relating to protected species and fish
trade.  Furthermore, very few government officials in any agency are familiar with Lao PDR's obli-
gations under CITES.

5.6.TRADE ROUTES

Natural resources that are traded from the demonstration site are directed to local urban mar-
kets, Sanamxay DC and Attapeu PC or directly to Pakse, and from there are either consumed or
sent on to distant markets in Phnom Penh, Thailand (via Lao PDR) or Viet Nam. The typical trade
routes vary among the broad types of resources - fish, wildlife and NTFPs - though there is also
overlap due to limited transport options and the tendency to ‘piggyback’ some lower value products
with higher value ones.  Figure 8 below summarises the information on trade routes provided in ear-
lier sections (see sections 4.4.2., 4.5.2. and 4.6.2.).
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1. OVERALL APPROACH

Trade in natural resources in the demonstration site has emerged as an outcome of a complex set
of interactions among ecological, economic and social factors. Thus, all these dimensions need to be
considered in the development of specific management interventions.  

6.2. RESOURCE EXTRACTION BY OUTSIDERS

A key approach to integrating sustainable use of natural resources and biodiversity conservation
would be to ensure resource security by protecting the legally or de facto recognised rights of local
users (e.g. with respect to traditional fishing areas, customary rules regulating the collection of Vomica
nuts, villagers' hunting non-protected wildlife species for subsistence use). Villagers are more likely to
receive the benefits of regulated use and locally enforce sustainable use if they have long-term secu-
rity. Major related issues include:

(i) Camps: Current regulations and policies regarding the establishment of temporary or semi-
permanent camps along rivers in the demonstration site are insufficient for effective natural resource
management. Although conflict within or among camps and/or villages was not reported during this
field study, the potential will likely increase as extraction of natural resources by outsiders and overall
pressure on the area increases due to improved transportation networks and the implementation of
provincial development plans (e.g. industrial plantations, expansion of NTFP trade) 

Concurrent with a review of management systems related to these camps, there is also a need
to establish systems to improve data available regarding the camps. For example, surveys conducted
during this field study indicated that the number of camps is comparable to previous years; however,
the majority of families reported that they had only started to reside at the camps within the last five
years. Further research, therefore, is required to document trends in the demography of camp popu-
lations over time and to assess the impact of these camps on natural resource sustainability. Such
information could not only provide a useful baseline but would also help to guide future management
interventions.

(ii) Checkpoints: Officials are a visible presence in the region, stationed in the demonstration site
and along the Lao-Cambodian border. However, the varied levels of awareness among officials in dif-
ferent locations create challenges the overall effectiveness of such efforts. The ways in which these
officials both use (e.g. for their own consumption) and manage natural resources (e.g. by determining
how fines are levied and whether quotas are enforced) represent an important means by which local
villagers and others (e.g. fishers from Sanamxay DC, Khmer traders) come to understand government
regulations in everyday practice. The results of such constraints are relatively uneven levels of enforce-
ment and practices which sometimes diverge from official policy.

6.3. INTER-AGENCY COORDINATION AND AWARENESS

There is a need for greater coordination and cooperation among the various government agencies
responsible for natural resource management and enforcement of regulations. For example, since
wildlife and fish are frequently traded along the same transport routes, opportunities exist to increase
synergies among agencies by insuring that both forestry and fisheries officials are aware of relevant
regulations concerning trade in wild animals, NTFPs and fish.

Initial efforts might include a training workshop involving representatives from relevant agencies
at provincial and district levels, as a forum to promote cooperation and information-sharing among
agencies with overlapping jurisdictions for managing trade in natural resources, while helping to insure
that interventions implemented at the province, district and village level are supported by consistent
implementation across the various agencies. Any training should incorporate both relevant national
and international regulatory frameworks.
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Given that many officials (e.g. police, army) who play a role in managing natural resources have
little training related to species identification, illustrated guides of protected species (including
photographs with both scientific and local names) could be produced and distributed to government
officials, in order to improve capabilities with regard to identifying protected species in trade.

6.4. LOCAL AWARENESS AND ENFORCEMENT EFFORTS

Current local perceptions of the legal framework are often that biodiversity conservation is a
detriment to local livelihoods. For example, villagers in the demonstration site sometimes reported
that all hunting of wildlife, even that of non-protected species for subsistence use, was prohibited.

Efforts are needed to increase the awareness among villagers of the legal frameworks regard-
ing natural resources, distinguishing between protected and non-protected species and including
both trade and subsistence use. This should be reinforced by the clear and consistent implementa-
tion of relevant national and international legislation at a local level.

During the survey, villagers frequently articulated concerns regarding declines in the availability
of particular natural resources and the impact of unchecked access by outsiders to harvesting areas.
Awareness-raising activities should expressly identify the ways national and international regulatory
efforts respond to the concerns voiced by local communities, in order to encourage broader partic-
ipation and support.

6.5. OFFICIAL DILIGENCE

Although legal frameworks exist for the protection of wildlife, the use of wildlife as food and orna-
mentation remains widespread in Sanamxay DC and Attapeu PC. Government officials are sometimes
among those implicated in these practices and in the use of damaging harvesting methods, which cre-
ates difficulties for attempts to assert the legal basis for the protection of wildlife in the region.
Enforcement is further complicated by social networks which often result in traders (e.g market sell-
ers, restaurant owners) being closely known by those officials charged with enforcement efforts, thus
creating challenging conflicts of interest between personal and professional obligations within these
relatively-small communities.

Both awareness-raising and capacity building are needed. In general, government officials, like
others, often appear to have limited awareness of the implications of their actions and of the relevant
legal frameworks for trade in natural resources. For example, accounts from villagers often suggest-
ed that official perceptions of wildlife trade significantly underestimated trade volumes.

6.6. NTFPs MANAGEMENT

Recent and ongoing increases in NTFP trade in the demonstration site suggest the importance of
developing appropriate regulations and monitoring mechanisms. Key issues include: 

(i) Local management systems: There is a need to assess how NTFP access is negotiated and
managed locally.  These local approaches should not be supplanted; instead, they could form the basis for
officially-recognised systems. An example already exists in the case of Vomica nuts, where traditional rules
concerning the collection of the nuts are now also promoted by district authorities. Further work is need-
ed in this area on products which are facing increasing demand, such as Yang oil.

(ii) Quotas: The current quota system that is used to regulate NTFP trade provides a useful founda-
tion for the concept of regulating resource extraction. However, a variety of changes are needed to
strengthen this system. First, the issue of monopolised quotas should be examined, as it is a potential
barrier to pro-poor trade in the region. Furthermore, the current system pays insufficient attention to issues
of sustainability, with quotas primarily allocated on the basis of traders' requests and perceived resource
availability. Stronger and more consistent monitoring and enforcement of quotas is also needed.
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(iii)Trade prices and trade information: Another issue related to government-allocated quotas
concerns trade prices.  Official sale prices for some NTFPs (e.g. Damar resin, Vomica nuts) consider-
ably underestimate prices reported by villagers in the demonstration site, resulting in the potential for
both lost national revenue and decreased sustainability. Mechanisms should be developed to more
clearly share accurate information regarding trade regulations, quotas, market prices, etc. among
stakeholders (e.g. villagers, district officials, provincial officials); increased standardization would likely
result in better transparency and sustainability for the trade system as a whole. As an initial step, for
example, there is a need to improve information flows between forestry and finance offices at both
provincial and district levels.

6.7. LOCAL LIVELIHOODS AND MARKET ACCESS

Limited access to market information, particularly among the poorer households, tends to consol-
idate power among those with greater wealth and connections to the urban centre, thus resulting in
missed economic opportunities for rural villagers. As such, livelihoods-focussed interventions should
seek to help facilitate the flow of such information, identifying and promoting such opportunities
where they exist. For example, fish processing, particularly salting and drying, provides an inexpensive
and relatively simple means to add value to fish products, while also providing flexibility for storage
and alternate use if fish can not be immediately sold.

6.8. MULTI-SITED APPROACHES TO REGULATING TRADE

Interventions that operate at a single level are often insufficient to influence trade. For example,
there is a need to combine village-level interventions with corresponding action to influence the activ-
ities of outsiders and local, domestic and international markets. This is particularly relevant for wildlife
trade. Awareness raising, monitoring and enforcement are all important tools to be used.  Key loca-
tions include:

(i) Trade nodes or bottle-necks: In the demonstration site, for example, Ban Mai is an impor-
tant natural resources trade node and should be targeted by interventions.

(ii) Road checkpoints: Transportation of natural resources is currently regulated by road check-
points along Routes 18A (Sanamxay DC - Attapeu PC) and 18B (Attapeu - Viet Nam), as well as at the
Lao-Cambodian border; however, strengthened management is needed.  For instance, motorbikes and
passenger vehicles are regularly monitored at these checkpoints, whereas 4WD vehicles are not.
Furthermore, there is apparently no system in place for recording trade-related violations and penalties.

6.9. MONITORING TRADE 

Given the rapid changes that are taking place in the province, as well as the general lack of quan-
titative information on trends in natural resource availability over time, ongoing monitoring is needed
to build on the field surveys. Any temporal changes detected in the trade of natural resources should
be fed back into future management interventions and regulatory decision-making 

Monitoring should also be used as a tool to build capacity and strengthen management. For
instance, maintaining records at the various checkpoints and sharing these among various agen-
cies would help authorities track and respond to trade in natural resources that varies spatially
and temporally. Recent and planned rural infrastructure development projects (e.g. road construc-
tion) should also take into account the need for monitoring and enforcement mechanisms to be
established simultaneously.

Such monitoring efforts should take into account the need to collect varied information at all lev-
els of the trade - village, district and province - and covering both overt and (to the extent possible)
more covert trade. For example, below is a possible simple monthly monitoring approach for locations
near Attapeu PC, with the following specific objectives: to record diversity of wild animals and plants
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in public markets and shops; to assess quantities of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and
fish species being openly traded; and to monitor simple presence/absence of wildlife meat in
local restaurants:

(i) Spending approximately four days per month in selected urban sites in Attapeu;

(ii) Monitoring each of the following: Attapeu town and Saysetha markets; bus terminal;

(iii) Visiting local restaurants to ask simple questions regarding the availability of wild
meats, prices and time required to source these dishes.
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Showing an edible flower (dok kha jia) at a camp on the Xe Pian River
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Appendix 2: Summary of methodology used to brief team members
and guide the second survey (May-June 2006).

Objective

The objective of this survey is to provide an overview of trade in natural resources in the Stung
Treng and Attapeu MWBP demonstrations sites. 'Natural resources' includes animals and plants
from both aquatic and terrestrial habitats. While collecting information about all natural resource this
survey will give particular attention to aquatic resources and NTFPs and to identifying the main trade
networks involving natural resources from wetlands.

Methodology

The methodology will use semi-structured interviews in villages in combination with informal
interviewing and unobtrusive observations in villages, markets and fishing camps. The questions in
each of these locations will be similar but informal interviewing and observations will require some
independence in data collection. The questions listed below are intended to provide a general guide
to the types of information that is required. Each team member will be required to modify and
expand on these questions to suit particular situations encountered in the field.

Villages

Common types of natural resources harvested for trade: What are the common types
of natural resources that are harvested for trade? Which are most important for the local
economy? Are the resources collected for trade the same as those collected for local
consumption? What is the relative importance of the different natural resources that are
traded (e.g. aquatic/forest, animals/plants)?

Main sources of natural resources that are traded: Where are natural resources that are
important for trade harvested from? This can include specific locations (e.g. near partic-
ular villages or fishing camps) and important habitat types (e.g. deep pools, flooded for-
est, seasonal streams).

Harvesting techniques: What harvesting techniques are used? Are these the same tech-
niques as used in the past? How do these techniques vary between villages or different
source areas? Are different techniques used by different groups of collectors (e.g. men
versus women, people collecting for subsistence versus people collecting for trade)?

Relative importance of natural resources that are traded: How important is harvesting
of natural resources for traded relative to other livelihood activities (e.g. farming, wage
labour)? Which are most important, aquatic or terrestrial animals or plants? Is trade
in natural resources more important for wealthier or poorer households or in certain
villages?

Trade patterns: Where are natural resources sold and to who? What are normal prices
for important natural resources? Is there any seasonal variation in this trade? What vol-
umes are natural resources collected and/or traded in? Are natural resources sold
alive/as parts/derivatives and is there any local processing (e.g. fish drying, wood carv-
ing) of natural resources for trade? How are natural resources transported to
traders/markets? What other factors affect the extent of local harvest for trade (e.g.
market access, availability of ice and cold boxes, arrangements with bus drivers for
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transportation, loans and/or provision of equipment by traders outside the village)?
What characteristics of natural resources affect the extent of trade (e.g. larger animals
sold more than smaller animals)?

Regulations governing trade in natural resources: What regulations govern trade in vari-
ous types of natural resources?

Social factors influencing harvest of natural resources: Are there any social factors that
influence harvesting patterns? For example, do women harvest some resources
more/less than men? Do wealthy households harvest different natural resources com-
pared to poor households? Do wealthy households trade more/less than poor house-
holds? Are some villages more involved with harvesting or trading of natural resources?  

Camps

Questions about types of natural resources harvested for trade the same as listed above
for villages.

Background on fishing camps: Size and location of fishing camps? Where do people
come from and how long have they been setting up camps for?  How long do they stay
in the camps and how often do they come? Do they come to the same location every
year and stay in the same camp for the entire season? What activities do they conduct
at the camps? Are any natural resources collected and/or traded? What are the trade
patterns and routes? What trends over time are apparent with camps? Do they have any
relations with neighbouring villages?

Markets and traders

Type of natural resources commonly traded: What are the most commonly traded natu-
ral resources? What are the most valuable or most desired natural resources? Is there
any seasonal variation in this trade? What types of resources (e.g. aquatic/forest ani-
mals/plants) are most important for trade? What volumes are natural resources collect-
ed and/or traded in?   

Value of natural resources that are commonly traded or valuable: What are the normal
prices for natural resources that are important in trade? What factors affect the trade
price of natural resources (e.g. processing, size, sale location, buyer-seller relationship)?

Trade patterns: Where are the main sources and destinations of natural resources that
are important in trade and why? What are the modes of transportation? Are there any
differences or similarities in trade routes for different types of resources? Have there
been any recent or historical changes in trade patterns (e.g. trade routes, major price
changes, change in traders, changes in government regulations)? Have there been any
major changes in the availability or demand for natural resources?

Consumer/Buyer information: Where are buyers from? How regularly do they purchase
natural resources?  How do buyers use the resource (e.g. food, medicine, pet, construc-
tion, trophies)?

Regulations governing trade in natural resources: What regulations govern trade in var-
ious types of natural resources?

Social factors influencing trade in natural resources: How does the price of natural
resources in trade vary between different social contexts (e.g. better prices with
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regular customers/suppliers, loans)? Are there certain times when natural resources are
traded more? Are there any social factors (e.g. gender, age, wealth, education, family
connections) that influence local trading patterns? How do people initially start trading
natural resources?

Officials

Type of natural resources commonly traded: Which government agencies are involved
in the regulation of trade in natural resources? What are the roles and responsibilities of
each? What are the most commonly traded natural resources? Which are most impor-
tant for the local, district and/or provincial economy? Are records kept of trade volumes
and is there any data available? What are the most valuable or most desired natural
resources? What types of resources (e.g. aquatic/forest animals/plants) are most impor-
tant for trade? 

Regulations governing trade in natural resources: What regulations govern trade in vari-
ous types of natural resources? What issues of enforcement, regulation and manage-
ment are currently pertinent in the province/district? 

Trade patterns: Where are the main sources and destinations of natural resources that
are important in trade and why? What are the modes of transportation? Is there is any
local processing of natural resources? Are there any differences or similarities in trade
routes for different types of resources? Have there been any recent or historical
changes in trade patterns (e.g. trade routes, major price changes, change in traders,
changes in government regulations)? Have there been any major changes in the avail-
ability or demand for natural resources?

Additional information

Key informants: In each location attempt to identify and interview key informants includ-
ing village traders, traders coming from elsewhere, village committee (e.g. village head-
man, teacher), elders, bus drivers, market managers and so on. The selection of key
informants will vary with the specific locality (i.e. village, market)

General observations: Observations of trade interactions and casual conversations
will also form an important source of information especially when staying overnight
in villages and camps. 

Survey locations: Records will be kept of GPS locations of villages and camps as well
as local names for camps. 
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