NOT SEEING THE PEOPLE FOR THE FOREST
Thailand’s Program of Reforestation by Forced Eviction

Thailand’s Royal Forestry Department
(RFD) and the Royal Thai Army are
planning to evict or redistribute the land
holdings of over ten million people from
thecountry’s National Forest Reservesto
enable Thai and foreign corporations to
lease land for fast-growing tree plant-
ations, mostly of Eucalyptus camal-
dulensis. These plantations willbeleased
and planted under the auspices of the
National Forest Policy as commercial
reforestation and harvested to provide
raw material for the country’s pulp and
paper industry. The main obstacle to the
RFD'’s plans for 30 000 square kilometres
of eucalyptus plantations is opposition
from over one million farming families
living in village communities located
inside the reserves.!

Khor Jor Kor,? as the eviction
program is known in Thailand, is a
“response to the national forest policy ...
[whereby] forests in the country will be
saved and expanded,” according to
Major General Vimol Wattanavanit, the
Army’s Deputy Supreme Commander.?
The 1985 National Forest Policy
mandates the conservation of natural
forest covering twenty-five percent of
Thailand’s land area and commercial
reforestation by the private sector and
state agencies to establish economic
forests of fast-growing tree crops
covering fifteen percent of the country.

Village leaders from all regions of
Thailand are opposing the Forestry
Department’s plans for eucalyptus
plantations and Khor Jor Kor. According
to Buddhist monk Pra Paisal Wisalo, an
advocate of forest conservation:
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The push for eucalyptus plantations
and the Khor Jor Kor eviction
programme are in one and the same
package. The evictions are the
culmination of the conflict [between
villagers and the RFD]. The authorities
resorted to forceinorderto get theland
they need for their profit-making
commercial plantation scheme.

The villagers’ contend that Khor Jor Kor
will only provide financial benefit for the
RFD and the pulp and paper industry —
a claim supported by the vast areas of
land to be cleared of villages. In

“The destruction of village
people’s means of livelihood
by agencies of the Thai state

reveals its position that
villagers are expendable in
the interest of the country’s
present direction of
economic development.”

Thailand’s northeastern region, the RFD
and the Army have targeted 250,000
families living in 2,500 village
communities that the Forestry Depart-
mentcontends are encroachingon 22530
square kilometres of protected forest
land in 352 forest reserves. The RFD and
the Army have begun resettling these
families on 5 920 square kilometres of
land. Another 1 760 square kilometres
arebeing cleared of villages to make way
for infrastructure projects. The re-
maining 14 720 square kilometres are to
be commercially reforested, mostly with
eucalyptus.

The Forestry Department claims
that eucalyptus plantations constitute

“forest.” In fact, a monoculture crop of
eucalyptusiscompletely different froma
natural forest ecosystem; the plantation
destroys biological diversity and
villagers’ means of livelihood. Since
1985, approximately 1 100 square
kilometres of eucalyptus plantation has
replaced or damaged farmland, fruit
orchards, communal grazing areas and
community-managed natural forests.
Villagers say that eucalyptus exhausts
the soil, disrupts local water regimes and
is useless as livestock fodder or
fuelwood. Native tree species, fruit trees,
mushrooms and food crops do not grow
in eucalyptus plantations. As for
animals, villagers point out thateven red
ants do not inhabit eucalyptus
plantations.

The Forestry Department also
claims that villages in the reserves are
responsible for deforestation throughout
Thailand. But some of the village
communities the RFD labels as
‘encroachers’ were established decades
before the RFD delineated the
boundaries of the Reserves in the late
1960s. These villages and other
communities that settled in the Reserves
after delineation, have traditions or
community rules that conserve their
community forests. Several of the village
communities are known throughout
Thailand for their efforts to conserve
natural forest and protect it from illegal
loggers. The forests and woodlots of
these communities provide natural
forest products, including mushrooms,
firewood, building materials and
livestock fodder. The forests’ native tree
species and flora are habitat for birds,
insects and small mammals. This
forested land may also serve as an abode
for spirits of place. The natural forest
products and the cultural significance of
the forest are essential for the survival of
people living on the margins of
Thailand’s marketeconomy. In effect, the
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Forestry Department could destroy
village models of ecologically sustainable
human-forest coexistence. Not sur-
prisingly, villagers stridently oppose the
Forestry Department’s efforts to exercise
control over the natural environment.

Village people’s opposition to Khor
Jor Kor is also due to their knowledge of
the program’s most obvious short-
comings. Villagers know from personal
experience that “land suitable for ag-
ricultural use has now almost completely
been utilized.” In Northeast Thailand,
theRFD expects toresettle orredistribute
250,000 families on an area of land one-
quarter the size of that from which they
once sustained themselves. Of this area,
land suitable for agriculture is often
already owned and farmed by other
villages.® In fact, a recent study of
villagers displaced by a private
company’s eucalyptus plantation found
that a few people became plantation
workers while the rest were forced to
clear forest for farmland or migrate tothe
slums of Bangkok Villagers are also
aware of the hardship encountered by
people evicted by the Army — crops
have been ploughed under only weeks
before harvest;® soldiers have threatened
and beaten villagers resisting eviction.’
Delays in distribution of new land has
made some evicted villagers dependent
onamonetary compensation equivalent
toU.5.$80and a package of one and a half
sacks of rice and canned fish produced in
1982.10

The Khor Jor Kor program reflects
the Royal Forestry Department’s policy
resolution that theinterests of Thailand’s
pulp and paper industry are more
important than conservation of the
environment and the means of
livelihood for ten million Thai citizens.
The destruction of village people’s
means of livelihood by agencies of the
Thai state reveals its position that
villagers are expendablein the interest of
the country’s present direction of
economic development. The Forestry
Department’s program of eviction and
land redistribution is evidence of the
growingintensity of the conflict between
state agencies and village people over
control of Thailand’s environment and
its dwindling natural resources. @
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