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Initial Mechanism for the Formation and Maintenance of Unanticipated Farmland

within “Forest Territories” in Thailand

"B F ITF
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The problematic Thai forestland designation has triggered further forest destruction,
which is contrary to its original purpose. Farmers occupying forestland have succeeded in
gaining populist policies from some governments, and the policies have led to further
forest destruction in some “forest territories”. This occurred, in part, because of a
problematic forestland designation system. This paper clarifies how some earlier, and
initially unanticipated, farmlands as well as settlers emerged and remained within
“forest territories” in Thailand. It also explains the formation and maintenance as the
result of a rational choice by the forestry administration authority, and outlines the
structure by which the choice became the starting point for the subsequent institutional
contradiction.

Originally, the Thai forestland management system intended to deal with “forest
territories” exclusively. However, the forestland management authority abandoned the
original principle in the mid-1970s and adopted another management system. As a result,
the management system did not exclude certain early settlers and settlements that had
existed before the national reserved forests were designated, but included them inside the
national reserved forests, although the original principle was designed to compensate
them, and keep them outside the national reserved forests. In short, this initial
transformation of the forestland management system by the forest administration
authority in the mid-1970s is the most important factor explaining how some
unanticipated farmlands and settlers, which predated the designations, remained within
the “forest territories”.

This paper describes this transformation as the result of interactions among three
factors. The first was the failure of a large-scale program that was intended to bring the
original system of exclusive forestland management into effect. The second factor
involved the policy needs that arose, and were necessitated by, the introduction of a new,
large-scale tree-felling system. The third factor was the influence of democratization in
the mid-1970s, such as the rise of occupant farmers’ and students’ movements.

Considering these factors, the decision of the forest administration authority, i.e., the
principle transformation of the forestland management system, was rational, especially
as any bureaucratic authority essentially takes action to profit its own organization and
protect its own vested interests. Paradoxically, however, the decision became a starting
point for the subsequent above-mentioned institutional contradiction for two reasons.
First, the decision ultimately set a lower “barrier” for the defense of “forest territories” in
both institutional and real senses. Second, the decision led to the development of the
occupying farmers’ movements, which was catalyzed by some of the original, and
unanticipated, earlier settlers.
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