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Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs)
Economic Valuation Among Ethnic
Minorities in Northern Laos

A rapid assessment among the Akha, Khmu and Hmong

1. Introduction

Due to a sparse population density and a vast forest coverage, forest products hold great significance
in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) (Dufumier 1996). Local communities, particularly
upland ethnic minorities, such as the Khmu, Akha, and Hmong, deeply intertwine forest products into
their daily lives and cultural practices. These communities have historically depended on forest and
fallow ressources, which not only sustain their livelihoods but also uphold cultural traditions, which are
inextricably linked to cosmological beliefs (Chazet 1995). Studies by Foppes and Ketphanh (2000a)
underscore the crucial role of forest products in local economies, emphasizing that these products,
while significant in international trade, primarily contribute to sustaining household incomes. During
the 1990s, non-timber forest products (NTFPs) accounted for an average of 55% of household cash
income in Lao PDR (Foppes and Ketphanh 1998). Recent data from the La District of Oudomxay
Province indicate that as of 2019, the collection and sale of forest products still constituted an
average of 22% of household income for Khmu and Akha ethnic minorities (CCL 2020).

Most of the documentation on the valuation of forest products in Laos focuses on Non-Timber Forest
Products (NTFPs) and Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs), emphasizing its important economical
role (Ketphanh 1994, 1995; Schlemmer 1999; Saydala and Lamxay 2000; Aubertin 2004a, 2004b;
Foppes 2004; Foppes et al. 2004; Foppes and Ketphanh 1997, 2000b, 2005; Foppes undated; Morris et
al. 2004; Grejmans et al. 2007. TABI 2016; Porbounmixaithor et al. 2017). Additionally, there is a body
of ethnobotanical studies, predominantly centered on plants’ medicinal uses (Petelot 1952-1954; Vidal
1959; Pottier 1971; Lundh 2007; Elkington et al. 2014; Southavong et al. 2013, 2014; Sydara et al.
2014). Traditional plant knowledge and medicinal practices have been studied among specific ethnic
groups, including the Hmong (Vidal and Lemoine 1970; Whitney et al. 2014; Dubost et al. 2019).
Recent research has started to explore medicinal plant use across different ethnic communities in
Laos (de Boer et Lamxay 2009; de Boer et al. 2012; Dubost 2014).

Despite significant focus on pharmacopeial research, particularly in lowland regions, there has been a
noticeable lack of comparative studies aimed at assessing how distinctly non-timber forest products
are used among different ethnic groups and to what degree these practices reflect common traditions
that cross cultural lines. Catherine Aubertin (2002) underscores the importance of integrating ethnic
perspectives into environmental considerations in Laos, noting that development policies and
conservation efforts have frequently impacted upland ethnic minorities disproportionately, influenced
by longstanding lowland/upland distinctions (Aubertin 2001; see also Aubertin 2003a). A critical step
in addressing these disparities involves reevaluating non-timber forest product valuation practices
through an ethnic lens. Consequently, this study aims to bridge this gap by investigating and
comparing the economic valuation of NTFPs among three upland ethnic groups, the Akha, Hmong,
and Khmu, in Oudomxay Province.



The Akha, locally known as lko or simply Ko, are the largest Tibeto-Burman speaking group in Laos.
Akha originated from the Yunnan and the Tibetan region and have migrated through Burma to their
current position in Northeast Laos, Northern Thailand and Vietnam (Lewis and Lewis 1984). The
livelihood system of the Akha is primary rooted in subsistence agriculture, particularly the
slash-and-burn cultivation of rice and maize and livestock rearing (Chazet 1995; Blache 2010). In
recent years, they have increasingly diversified their farming systems to include cash crops and
pastures. The gathering of non-timber forest products, such as bamboo, mushrooms, and medicinal
plants, remains vital, providing both essential food resources and marketable goods for trade
(Anderson 1993; Ongaro 2019). The Akha uphold animist beliefs and practices, closely connected to
agricultural cycles and nature spirits. Despite growing acculturation, the Akha maintain strong cultural
practices and knowledge systems, deeply intertwined with the forest environment.

The Khmu (many variant spellings in English exist, see Proschan 1997) belong to the Mon-Khmer
ethnolinguistic group and primarily live in northern Laos, where they are considered indigenous. Other
groups are located in Southwest China, northern Vietnam, Burma, and Thailand. Although they are a
national minority!, the Khmu are the majority ethnic group in Oudomxay Province, accounting for
57.7% of the population as of 2005. During the post-war period, many Khmu groups that lived upland
resettled in the lowlands, driven primarily by a government policy aimed at relocating isolated upland
ethnic minority communities closer to roads and state services (Evrard and Goudineau 2004; Evrard
2011). The Khmu are traditionally animists, believing in spirits inhabiting natural elements (Tayanin
1994, 2010; Simana and Preisig 2006; Stolz 2018). This belief has weakened due to acculturation and
the adoption of Lao models, as part of a larger process of cultural and economic fragmentation, finely
described by Olivier Evrard (2006). Some Khmu communities have adopted Buddhist or Christian
beliefs and practices while maintaining spirit worship. The livelihoods of the Khmu have shifted from
traditional slash-and-burn agriculture and hunting-gathering to more permanent farming practices,
increased market integration, and new income-generating activities (Tayanin and Lindell 1991; Simana
and Preisig 1998; Tayanin 2010).

The Hmong, originating from the high steppes of Tibet and Mongolia, belong to the Miao-Yao
ethnolinguistic group (Tapp 2001). The Hmong live in southern China and in the mountainous areas of
northern Vietnam, Laos, Thailand and Myanmar. The two major groups and dialects of Laos are White
Hmong and Green Hmong. As of 2005, the Hmong constituted the second largest ethnic group in
Oudomxay Province, representing 13.1% of the population. Their religion is a blend of animism, spirit
beliefs, and ancestor worship. The Hmong epitomize what the Lao refer to as Lao Soung, or upland
dwellers? (Chazet 1995). Historically, they practiced slash-and-burn agriculture, cultivating crops such
as rice, maize, and opium, livestock, hunting and gathering (Vidal and Lemoine 1970; Lemoine 1972).
Similar to other upland ethnic minority groups in Laos, the Hmong have often been portrayed
negatively by governments and development organizations, accused of causing environmental harm,
engaging in outdated farming practices, and participating in the illicit drug trade. A recent study by Pao
Vue (2018) has highlighted the resilience of Hmong traditions and livelihoods, which continually adapt
and transform in response to changing social and political landscapes.

Despite sharing similar locations and ecological conditions, the Akha, Khmu and Hmong groups in
Oudomxay Province may exhibit distinct practices and preferences in their utilization of forest and
fallow resources. By understanding these differences, the study seeks to inform more inclusive and
effective conservation and development strategies tailored to respect and leverage ethnic variations in

T According to the 2015 census, the Lao represent 53.2% of the population. Other numerically significant groups
include the Khmu (11%), the Hmong (9.2%), the Phouthay (3.4%), the Tai (3.1%), the Makong (2.5%), the Katang
(2.2%), the Lue (2%), and the Akha (1.8%). The remaining 13.5% of the population is distributed among the 41
other officially recognized groups.

2 "Lao Soung" is a term used in Laos to refer to the highland or upland ethnic groups. It is one of the three broad
categories into which the ethnic groups of Laos are customarily divided, the other two being "Lao Loum” (lowland
Lao) and "Lao Theung" (midland Lao). The term "Lao Soung" literally means "Lao of the mountain tops."

2



NTFP-related activities. This study therefore aims to compare Akha, Hmong, and Khmu use of NTFP in
the Oudomxay Province, where all ethnic groups dwell and share ecological conditions for collection
of forest products, with a focus on plants and fungi.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Study area

This survey takes place in five villages across Oudomxay Province: Phutaen (Khmu/Akha),
Phonesavath (Khmu/Akha) and Phusatee (Akha) in La District and Jomsand (Hmong) and Senxay
(Hmong) in Namor District.

Table 1 - Ethnic composition of sampled villages and reliance on NTFP income as of 2020

Village District [ N°HH | Akh | Hmong | Khmu | Lao NTFP average | Average share of
a income per NTFP income to
HH (LAK) total HH income
(%)
Phonesavath | La 28 7 0 21 0 1,898,500 28%
Phutaen La 101 52 0 49 0 746,627 17%
Phusatee La 92 92 0 0 0 - -
Senxay Namor 37 0 37 0 0 1,581,080" 18%!
Jomsand Namor 84 0 83 0 1 - -

| Data obtained from a dataset from a participatory Forest and Agriculture Land Use Planning and Management (pFALUPAM) assessment (Flint 2021). Data were collected
during the year 2020 in Phonesavath and Phutaen villages from a sample of 20 (exclusively Khmu) and 83 households (45% of Khmu and 55% of Akha) respectively.

1l Data obtained from a rapid baseline assessment (CCL 2022). Data were collected in early 2022 based on focus group discussion at village level.

Located 1.5 hours by car from the district capital, Muang La, Phoutaen village comprises 52 Akha and
49 Khmu families, living in two spatially distinct settlements. The population rely mainly on
slash-and-burn agriculture (upland rice, maize), with a growing importance of fixed crops (tea,
cardamon, broom grass) in recent years. In 2020, the collection and sale of NTFPs represented the
second most important source of income, contributing on average 17% of household income (see Tab.
1 above).

The village of Phonesavath lies 8 kilometers northwest of Phutaen village. Comprising 21 Khmu
families, the village recently integrated 7 Akha families from neighboring Phongsaly Province. With a
low population density, the village has significant forest and fallow resources. NTFPs represent a
secondary source of income for the inhabitants (with an average of 28% per household in 2020),
alongside crops other than maize (broom grass, jobs tears, galanga) and livestock.

The village of Phusatee comprises 92 Akha households and is located at the border between the
province of Oudomxay and Phongsaly. Its population relies on slash-and-burn farming and the
collection of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) from village forests. Over the past five years, the
village has partnered with a Chinese company for sugarcane cultivation. As of 2024, nearly nine out of
10 families were engaged in sugarcane farming, which represents the main source of income for
about one-third of households.

Located in the uplands, about 20 km northeast of the district capital, Muang Namor, the village of
Senxay comprises 37 households from the White Hmong ethnic minority. Senxay villagers have
repeatedly been instructed to relocate to the lowlands, but they have not complied. The village has a
vast territory with forest cover significantly above the district average. The population depends mainly
on crop cultivation (maize, cardamom) and livestock breeding. NTFP collection and sale represents
the third main source of village income.

Located in Namor District, the village of Jomsand comprises a total of 84 households, 83 of which are
White Hmong families. The village consists of two distinct settlements, the result of relocation
policies that led part of the population to resettle at a more accessible site, which now has access to
electricity. Maize is, as in most villages in the district, the primary source of income in Jomsand.
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2.2. Methodology

The study was conducted in two main phases. The first phase, drawing from ethnobotanical research,
aimed at compiling a list of useful plant and mushroom species, including their vernacular names, in
four villages of study. The second phase focused on evaluating the various uses of these identified
species and their commercial role at the household level.

Rapid assessment of useful plants and fungi

The initial entry into the villages involved interviews with village headmen to explain the study’s
objectives and establish cooperation. These interviews also helped identify key informants for the
rapid assessment of useful plants and fungi. The assessment categorized species into five groups:
plants used for construction, medicinal purposes (e.g., cardamom), food (including chewing items like
nuts, fern roots, fruits, and spices), spiritual or ceremonial uses, and commercial purposes (e.g., fibers
such as paper mulberry, cosmetics, bamboo, rattan, orchids, and damar resin).

This preliminary investigation followed several steps. First, vernacular terms for plants and
mushrooms were indexed in each ethnic language (Khmu, Akha, Hmong) based on a literature review
(e.g., Lewis 1968; Vidal and Lemoine 1970; Simana and Preisig 1998; Vilayleck undated; Armstrong et
al. 2006; Whitney et al. 2014; Svantesson et al. 2014; Dubost et al. 2019; Ongaro 2019). A portfolio of
visual stimuli (photographs) was then created for each indexed species. Through focus group
discussions with key informants (e.g., elders and NTFP collectors) using free listing techniques
(Quinlan 2005), and ethnobotanical walks combined with direct field observations, an inventory of
useful plants and mushrooms at the village level was compiled.

The study did not intentionally engage specialists or holders of medicinal knowledge (e.g., traditional
healers) as its primary goal was to assess the average household’s use of NTFPs. As a result, certain
NTFP species known only to a few individuals may have been omitted. Additionally, some knowledge,
particularly among the Akha, is considered sensitive and is often kept secret to preserve the efficacy
of medicinal recipes. Exploring these aspects would require long-term ethnographic fieldwork, which
this study could not provide (see Ongaro 2019: 30 on Akha pharmacopeia).

The portfolio served as a second step in the elicitation and triangulation process, with the names of
the identified plants and fungi documented using standardized transcription systems. The information
gathered from villagers was cross-checked and compiled into a comprehensive index for each village.
This index was validated through a focus group discussion. Data collection took place over a
minimum of five days per village from November 2023 to February 2024. Due to the methodology, the
study was not exhaustive.

The final listings of useful NTFP species were intended to undergo consolidation post-collection
based on local expertise and existing checklists (Vidal 1959; Callaghan 2004; Newman et al. 2007,
KNA 2016). Each species was to be linked to its Lao and potentially scientific name to enable
comparisons across villages and ethnic groups. However, this consolidation could not be completed
due to practical and technical challenges.

Semi-structured interviews focused on commercial NTFP species

The second phase of the study involved semi-structured interviews with 37 randomly selected
respondents across the five villages of study. The structured household survey included questions on
household socio-economic profiles (closed questions) and their preferences and knowledge regarding
commercial NTFPs. Commercial NTFPs were defined as the species from which households had
derived income over the past twelve months. These interviews were conducted over a three-week
period between February and March 2024.



3. Results and discussion

[As the data consolidation phase was not carried out after data collection, the anticipated comparative
and quantitative analysis could not be completed. The results section presents findings from interviews
conducted with 37 households regarding the economic valuation of non-timber forest products].

Ethnic differences across villages, non-ethnic causes

Table 2 presents notable differences in income sources across villages and ethnicity, while the
reliance on NTFP income remains relatively stable. Senxay and Phonesavath, populated mainly by
Hmong and Khmu households respectively, reported the highest total incomes of 48.3 million LAK and
44.9 million LAK, respectively. In these households, NTFPs contributed 29.49% and 31.27% to their
total incomes. In contrast, Jomsand (Hmong) had the lowest total income of 16.36 million LAK, with
NTFPs accounting for 25.86%, the lowest percentage of reliance on NTFPs.

Phusatee (Akha) demonstrated a high dependency on crops other than maize (i.e., sugarcane),
contributing 67.94% of income, with NTFPs accounting for 30.31%. For Hmong households, maize
played a substantial role in income, contributing 62.88% in Senxay and 41.98% in Jomsand. Khmu
households in Phonesavath relied less on maize (0.95%), depending more on crops other than maize
(46.11%). Livestock income was minor across all groups but was more relevant in Phonesavath
(10.66%). Market access and transportation appear to influence income sources, particularly in
relation to agriculture. However, reliance on NTFPs remained relatively consistent across ethnic
groups, ranging from 25.86% to 31.27%.

In the sample (n=37), households reported selling an average of 4.3 NTFPs, with a minimum of 1 and a
maximum of 10. The average NTFP-related income reported was 9.8 million LAK, with a median of 5.4
million LAK. At the 90th percentile, households combining NTFP trading with self-collection reported a
mean income of 24.3 million LAK. NTFP income accounts for an average of 28.56% across the
sample.

Table 2 - Levels of income across sampled villages and households in 2023 (n=37)

Village Mean total | Mean NTFP | Mean % Mean % Mean % Mean %
income income NTFP maize crops other livestock
(LAK) (LAK) income to | income than maize income
total to total income to to total
income income total income | income
Jomsand 16364286 | 3292857 25.86% 41.98% 28.33% 0.00%
Phonesavath | 36778333 | 6911667 22.76% 2.01% 52.90% 11.72%
Phusatee 34733333 | 10333333 30.31% 0.00% 67.94% 1.46%
Phutaen 47691667 | 12783333 31.68% 36.70% 23.62% 8.00%
Senxay 48333333 | 13900000 29.49% 62.88% 0.54% 0.88%
Total | 37997838 | 9819459 28.56% 30.37% 32.70% 4.87%

Table 3 compares the mean number of Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) sold, the mean income
from NTFP sales, and the percentage of total income derived from NTFPs across the three ethnic
groups.

Khmu households sold the highest average number of NTFPs (5.33) in 2023, with a standard deviation
of 2.53, indicating variability in the quantity sold. For Khmu households, NTFPs accounted for the
highest percentage of total income (32.95%), reflecting greater reliance on NTFPs as a primary source
of livelihood compared to other ethnic groups. The mean income from NTFPs was 8.68 million KIP,
with a standard deviation of 10.57 million KIP, indicating significant income variation. This suggests
that Khmu households may have fewer alternative income sources or depend more heavily on
NTFP-related activities across sampled villages.



Hmong households sold an average of 4.77 NTFPs, with a standard deviation of 2.42, indicating
slightly lower variability. NTFPs contributed 27.53% to their total income, which is lower than that of
the Khmu group. The mean income from NTFPs was 8.19 million KIP, with a standard deviation of 8.11
million KIP. This percentage indicates a more diversified income structure, where NTFPs play an
important yet secondary role in household income generation. The reliance on NTFPs is substantial
but not as pronounced as for Khmu households, likely due to additional agricultural or trade activities.

Akha households sold the fewest NTFPs, with a mean of 2.83 and a standard deviation of 1.59,
reflecting greater consistency in the quantity sold. However, despite selling fewer NTFPs, Akha
households earned the highest average income from NTFP sales (12.73 million KIP) and had a high
standard deviation of 12.37 million KIP, indicating a large income range. NTFPs contributed 25.27% of
their total income, the lowest percentage among the three groups, despite their higher income from
NTFP sales. This lower percentage, combined with the higher income, suggests that Akha households
likely engage in more diverse and potentially higher-income activities beyond NTFPs, reducing their
reliance on these products as a core income source.

The ANOVA P-value for the number of NTFPs sold (0.0238) confirms that there is a statistically
significant difference between the groups in terms of the quantity sold, but the P-value for income
(0.5048) suggests that, despite variations in NTFP sales and income distribution, the differences in
NTFP income across ethnic groups are not statistically significant. This could indicate that factors like
market access, land tenure, and forest resources availability are key factors influencing these patterns.

Table 3 - Reliance on NTFP income across ethnic groups

Ethnic Mean Standard | Mean Percentage | Standard | ANOVA
Group number of | Deviation | income of  NTFP | deviation | P-Value
NTFP from NTFP | income to (NTFP
sold sales total income)
(Million income
KIP)
Akha 2.8 1.6 12.73 25.27% 12.37
Hmong 4.8 2.4 8.19 27.53% 8.11 0.5048
Khmu 5.3 2.5 8.68 32.95% 10.57

The case of the multiethnic village of Phutaen (Akha, Khmu) illustrates how factors like land access
impact NTFP reliance. According to data from Flint (2021) (sample size n=83), Khmu households on
average derived 911,351 LAK from NTFPs in 2020, while Akha households received a lower average of
614,130 LAK. In terms of the percentage of total income derived from NTFPs, Khmu households stood
at 32.7%, significantly higher than the 4.77% for Akha households. This suggests that Khmu
households in Phutaen are generally more reliant on NTFPs for their income compared to Akha
households. The variance in NTFP income is also larger for Khmu households, reflecting greater
variability in how much each household relies on forest products. This disparity is likely driven more by
historical processes of differentiation, particularly in terms of land access and use, than by cultural
factors. The mean agricultural income from crops other than rice for Akha households in Phutaen was
5.2 million LAK in 2020, far higher than the 914,378 LAK for Khmu households. This difference
suggests that Akha households in Phutaen are likely more landed and have better access to arable
land, which enables them to generate higher agricultural income. Income from paddy rice was
significant for Akha households, with an average of 1.49 million LAK, and almost nonexistent for Khmu
households, reflecting the fact that Khmu households have limited access rights to lowland fields in
Phutaen. The Akha’s greater access to agricultural land contributes to their reduced dependence on
NTFPs, whereas the Khmu's limited agricultural income leads to a greater reliance on forest resources.

Available data for other multiethnic villages, such as Pangsom (neighboring Phutaen), supports the
hypothesis of political-ecological rather than ethnic or culture-based differentiation. In Pangsom, Akha
households reported average incomes from the collection and sale of NTFPs of around 5 million LAK
in 2020, compared to 595,000 LAK for Khmu families (Flint 2021). The levels of dependence on NTFPs



were 16% for Khmu and 48% for Akha of their total income, an inverse picture compared to Phutaen.
Once again, land access appears to play a role, as Khmu families in Pangsom reported a dependence
on income from crops other than rice and livestock at 31% and 23% respectively in 2020, compared to
13% and 5% for Akha families.

Flint's (2021) data support the hypothesis that NTFP reliance is driven more by socioeconomic and
ecological factors, such as land access, than by ethnicity. In Phutaen, Khmu households depend more
on NTFPs due to limited agricultural opportunities, while Akha households, with greater access to
arable land, are less reliant on forest products. In neighboring Pangsom, however, the situation is
reversed, with Akha families more dependent on NTFPs and Khmu households focusing on
agriculture. This contrast highlights that NTFP reliance is influenced by historical circumstances and
local resource abundance instead of ethnic or cultural factors.

NTFP reliance concentrated on a few key species

Table 4 shows that while various commercial Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) are collected
across sampled villages, a core group of seven species is critically important to household
economies. These species, each generating more than 10 million LAK in total income across
households, include key resources like Het daeng (red mushroom), Khaem, Kheuasaixang, and Nor
khom. These species collectively make substantial contributions not only to NTFP income but also to
total household income, with some, like Het daeng, contributing up to 61.74% of total income in some
households. The dominance of these top seven species reflects their critical role in supporting
livelihoods, as they likely represent the bulk of the marketable NTFPs in terms of both availability and
demand. Unsurprisingly, the species that contribute the most to household economies are also ranked
by respondents as the most important in their livelihood strategies (see Tab. 5 below).

Table 4 - Commercialized NTFP species and their contribution to household income across sampled villages

NTFP name (Lao) Sum of Annual | Mean Percentage | Mean Percentage | Max Percentage
income (LAK) of the NTFP of the NTFP of the NTFP
in 2023 income to total income to total income to total

NTFP income income income

Khaem 91450000 39.72% 13.17% 46.51%

Het daeng 81600000 40.15% 19.18% 61.74%

Kheuasaixang 55800000 32.96% 8.44% 29.82%

Nor khom 45880000 30.36% 6.73% 35.71%

Peuak meuak 20740000 14.90% 3.21% 7.75%

Nya bai lai 14500000 19.79% 5.03% 8.38%

Sakhan 11000000 16.35% 4.30% 13.91%

Makkou 9040000 15.85% 3.77% 10.89%

Xab leej ceem (Hmong name) 7200000 9.49% 2.72% 6.10%

Mak naeng deng 6800000 8.21% 2.28% 4.40%

Khakhom 5800000 8.47% 3.12% 8.93%

Kha 3050000 5.29% 1.91% 2.93%

Douk deua 2800000 3.90% 1.34% 1.99%

Mak naeng khiew 2500000 6.25% 2.00% 2.93%

Nor koud 1400000 14.35% 1.30% 1.99%

Txoob qus (Hmong name) 550000 11.46% 3.48% 3.48%

Qij deg (Hmong name) 500000 16.67% 5.26% 5.26%

Mai hae 500000 1.74% 0.73% 0.73%

Douk deua nok 400000 6.06% 0.67% 0.67%

Yahua 400000 2.48% 1.11% 1.11%

Sikhaiton 390000 10.86% 1.21% 1.96%

Maknaeng ta khouay 350000 22.58% 0.53% 0.53%




NTFP name (Lao) Sum of Annual | Mean Percentage | Mean Percentage | Max Percentage
income (LAK) of the NTFP of the NTFP of the NTFP
in 2023 income to total income to total income to total
NTFP income income income
Ton hua khao yen 300000 3.30% 0.74% 0.74%
Kabouk 200000 2.20% 0.49% 0.49%
Sikhaipa 200000 2.20% 0.49% 0.49%
Het bee 120000 0.30% 0.18% 0.18%
Het hounou 100000 0.25% 0.15% 0.15%
Makkha 100000 0.62% 0.28% 0.28%
Phak ilerd 50000 50.00% 3.57% 3.57%
Mai bong 50000 50.00% 3.57% 3.57%
Euang sainam pherng 50000 1.01% 0.67% 0.67%

However, this concentrated dependence on a few key species also creates vulnerability, especially due
to the unpredictable nature of resources like red mushroom, whose collection is highly seasonal and
subject to environmental fluctuations. Households that rely on these NTFPs, particularly those with
contributions exceeding 10 million LAK, are heavily exposed to the risks of overexploitation, price
fluctuations, and environmental change. For collectors, these species significantly boost total income,
but the concentration of income in just a few NTFPs may create economic instability if market or

ecological conditions shift.

Table 5 — Farmers’ stated importance of commercialized NTFP species and places of collection

Stated importance in livelihood strategies Place of collection
NTFP name No. of of Young
(Lao Income-gen . Not Fallow fallow .
eratin Very average little . Evergeen Bamboo | Riverine
transliterated) g important | importan | import importa forests (415 | regrowth forests forests
households nt at all years) (1-4
ce ance
years)
Nor khom 26 16 4 26
Khaem 22 4 7 11 11 11
Peuk meuak 19 7 12 2 17
Kheuasaixang 15 2 7 6 15
Het daeng 12 5 2 12 1
Sakhane 9 3 6 9
Makkou 8 1 7 8
Khakom 6 1 5 4 2
Nya bai lai 5 1 3 1 5
Mak naeng 5 1 2 2 4 1
deng
Xab leej ceem
(Hmong 5 5 3 2
name)
Douk deua 4 1 3 1
Kha 3 1 2 3
Nor khoud 2 2 2
Sikhaiton 2 2 2
Mak naeng
khiew 2 2 2
Het hou nou 1 1 1
Het me 1 1 1
Txoob qus
(Hmong 1 1 1
name)




Qij deg
(Hmong 1 1
name)

Mai bong 1 1 1

Mai hae

Phak ilerd

Sikhaipa 1 1 1

Ton hua khao
yen

Yahua 1 1 1

Makka 1 1 1

Mak naen ta
khouay

Euang
sainam 1 1 1
pherng

Douk deua
nok

Kabouk 1 1 1

With very rare exceptions, such as Gna Boy, which is valued by Khmu households in Phutaen and
Phonesavath but not by Akha households, ethnicity does not significantly influence the types of
species traded or the extent of their commercialization. "For instance, the species Xab leej ceem (in
Hmong) is exclusively traded by Hmong villagers from Senxay and Jomsand. This medicinal plant is
sold to a Chinese trader operating in Namor District, but it is not used by villagers as they are
unfamiliar with its application. Conversely, this species is used medicinally by Khmu villagers in
Phonesavath and other Khmu villages in La District. However, these villages lack access to traders and
thus do not commercialize the species. In other cases, the use of a species depends on its physical
availability. For example, Kheuasaixang, a key species in the Khmu and Akha villages of Phonesavath
and Phutaen (with 15 out of 18 surveyed households reporting income from its sale), is not
commercialized in the Hmong villages of Jomsand and Senxay. The primary reason given is the
insufficient availability of the resource.

In conclusion, the results of this study highlight the complex factors that influence income generation
from Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) across the sampled villages. While there is significant
variation in the absolute income derived from NTFPs, the reliance on these products remains relatively
stable across ethnic groups, ranging from 25.86% to 31.27% of total household income. Historical
circumstances, resource abundance, and land access are more significant drivers of NTFP reliance
than ethnicity or cultural practices. Villages such as Phusatee and Phutaen demonstrate higher levels
of NTFP income, likely due to better market access and resource availability, whereas villages like
Jomsand show lower reliance on NTFPs, focusing more on agricultural activities. These findings
underscore the need for targeted interventions to address economic disparities and promote
sustainable NTFP management, particularly in regions where households heavily rely on a limited
number of key species. This vulnerability highlights the importance of diversifying income sources and
improving market integration for rural communities.



4. Conclusion and recommendations

This study found no statistically significant evidence that ethnic affiliation determines levels of
dependency or economic valuation practices related to Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) among
the main ethnic minority groups in Oudomxay province, namely the Akha, Khmu, and Hmong. Despite
the lack of a clear ethnic factor, significant differences can still be observed both between and within
villages based on ethnic affiliation. These differences largely result from historical processes of
differentiation, particularly in relation to land access. One limitation of this study is that it did not
include the land tenure dimension, which could have helped contextualize the variations in income
structures and, by extension, the reliance on NTFP collection.

There is also considerable variability within ethnic groups in terms of dependency on NTFP for income
generation. As expected, individual dependency on NTFPs varies widely, with some households more
reliant on these resources than others. For example, in the village of Phonesavath, three families
depend exclusively on the collection and sale of NTFPs for their income. Similarly, households that rely
on species with unpredictable yields, such as the red mushroom, are particularly vulnerable. In
Jomsand, one family's income reported relying on this mushroom for 61% of their total earnings in
2023, highlighting the extreme dependency on a single, uncertain resource. Considering these
disparities, any intervention aimed at improving NTFP management should prioritize households that
are especially reliant on these resources for their livelihoods. The objective should be not only to
diversify income sources but also to increase the value-added potential of collected NTFPs through
domestication, processing, and transformation techniques. Developing such strategies would allow
for greater resilience against market and resource fluctuations, while also enhancing the economic
sustainability of NTFP-based livelihoods.

Although many species with commercial potential have been identified across sampled villages, the
number of NTFP species generating substantial income for households is limited. This indicates
intense pressure on certain species, such as Nor khom and Kheuasaixang. These species should be
the focus of efforts to transition from traditional exploitation toward more sustainable resource use.
Working with villagers to promote sustainable practices around bitter bamboo forest management
could help reduce pressure on these key resources. A limitation of this study is the lack of
quantification of the physical resource. For instance, measuring the availability of resources like Nor
Khom or the average quantities collected for the red mushroom could have provided valuable
indicators of the pressure exerted on these species. Future interventions should consider gathering
this data, as it would greatly enhance understanding of resource sustainability and inform more
effective conservation and management strategies.

In conclusion, while ethnic factors do not directly influence reliance on NTFPs, historical land access
patterns and intra-group variability play a critical role in shaping the degree of dependency. Addressing
these underlying factors, along with prioritizing the most vulnerable households, will be essential in
creating more sustainable and equitable interventions in the field of natural resources management.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 - Total income generated by NTFP species across sampled households (in LAK) in 2023

Income generated from NTFP sale (in LAK) across sampled villages

NTFP species Phutaen Senxay Phusatee Phonesavath Jomsand Total (LAK)
Khaem 24000000 14800000 48500000 4150000 91450000
Het daeng 48000000 15000000 12500000 6100000 81600000
Kheuasaixang 46900000 8900000 55800000
Nor khom 14400000 14300000 9830000 7350000 45880000
Peuak meuak 5000000 5500000 1000000 5840000 3400000 20740000
Nya bai lai 14500000 14500000
Sakhan 4400000 6000000 600000 11000000
Makkou 1540000 7500000 9040000
Xab leej ceem 7200000 7200000
(Hmong name)
Mak naeng deng 6800000 6800000
Khakhom 4500000 1300000 5800000
Kha 2800000 250000 3050000
Douk deua 2300000 500000 2800000
Mak naeng khiew 2500000 2500000
Nor koud 1400000 1400000
Txoob qus 550000 550000
(Hmong name)
Qij deg (Hmong 500000 500000
name)
Mai hae 500000 500000
Douk deua nok 400000 400000
Yahua 400000 400000
Sikhaiton 390000 390000
Maknaeng ta 350000 350000
khouay
Ton hua khao yen 300000 300000
Kabouk 200000 200000
Sikhaipa 200000 200000
Het bee 120000 120000
Het hounou 100000 100000
Makkha 100000 100000
Phak ilerd 50000 50000
Mai bong 50000 50000
Euang sainam 50000 50000
pherng
Total 153400000 83900000 62000000 41470000 23050000 363820000
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