THAILAND'S HILL TRIBES

by General Prapas Charvsathira

Deputy-Prime Minister and Minister of Interior

The Government of Thailand, like national governments everywhere, seeks (o
promote the welfare and ensure the security of its citizens. In its welfere projects, the greatest
concentration has necessarily been upon the cities and {owland plains, because there the bulk of
the population live. But there are special areas in the couniry with special problems demanding
special froms of action Oae of these areas is the mountainous northern frontier region
bordering upon I.acs and Bursna. T'his region is inhabited by teibal peoples who are of ethaic
arigins different from the Thas. It is of special concern to the Gavernment in both its weifare and

security aspects and frowm the points of view both of the tribal pcoples themseives and of the

nation as 2 whole,

Because the region is mountainous and much of it jungle-covered it could, under
the right conditions, offer ideal cover for the infiltration of foreign agents end the establishment
of guerilla bases, It is the government’s intention to make sure that these conditions never cxiat,
One way we shall do so is by efficient patroiling of the area, the other way is by ensuring that
the tnbal peoples remain so well-disposel to us that they will give ap enemy no sanctuary
but instead will actively assist in repelling him. We intend to give every help to the trihal
peoples in nnproving their iving conditions. The zim of our policy 18 not suuply security, We
wish all the peop’e of o couniry to bhave the hest possible life. But we know that security and

welfare can not be separated, The pood life of the prople must be protected apainst destruction

and the bateer their life the strongzr their will to resist.

We ran move forward with our development plans from an exceHent basis, Nearly
all the tribal peoples have come into the region because it bas offered them either new op-

poriunity or refuge from foreign domination. "Uhey are friendly to the Thai people.  If there

has seemed to be little concern with the “ieibal problem™ antil the last few years this is because
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we could afford to leave them to make their own adaptation to the country of thetr adoption

without disturbance to their social organisation and tribal integrity. The past policy of the Thai
overnment towards the tribes has been extremely tolerant. Most of them are recent immigrants.

The Miav tribe for instance began to move into Thailand only ene hundred years ago and the
majority of them have probably entered the country within the last fifty years. They have been
allowed to cross the border freely and to occupy land to which they have no legal right
Within the hill area of Thailand they have been permitted to move from place to place as they
exhausted the fertility of one piece of land after anothier. They have been given the protection
of the law but have not been required to fulfili any of the obligationa of Thai citizens such as

the payment of taxes or mulitary service.

This policy was in tune with the wishes of the tribes. They were independent |
people who wanted to be left alone and even now interest in education and other forms of deve-

lopment has to be deliberately stimulated in them by the Government. But the policy of non-
interference could not indefinitely continue. It was kind to the tribes and accorded with their
wishes but it was expensive to the Thai people as a whole. Because of their inefficient methods
of cuittvation the tribes have been stcadily despoiling the land of the region, Parts of it have
been permanently ruined for agriculture, The removal of forest cover has not only depleted
timbor resources but has intertered with the watsrsheds of the rivers which irrigate the great

rice plains on which the economy of the nation depends. Also, in the case of several of the

largest tribes, their income has bsen derived from the cultivation of the opium poppy and the
Ciavernment is determined 1o suppreas opium growing far the sake of the welfare of its own

people and of athers in the world,

The third reason for the change from a relatively passive policy towards the hill tribes
to oue of active development hrings us back 1o the security aspect. In their efforts to create
disturbance in Thailand the foreign Communists are secking to arouse dissatisfaction amonpst
the tribes. By radio propaganda and attempts to infiltrate agitators, they try to present our past
tolerant policy as one of deliberate neglect, to create a sense of deprivatiun amongst the tribal
peoples and to allure them with impractical promises,. They suggest that they should form
blocks with fellow tribssmen within Communist bordere and transfer their loyalties away from

Thailand.
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Under less favorable circumstances such propaganda efforts could be a threat to
Thailand, Al the tribes in northern Thailand are sections of cultural groups of which there
are larger sections in southern China, Vietnam, Laos and Burma. There are about a quarter

of a million tribal peoples in Thailand altcpether. The largest are the Karen, numbering about
75,000,  There is a preater number of Karen in Burma.  Other tribes of Burmese origin are
also stj]l represented in Burma are the Akha, with about 28,000 members in Thailand, the
Lisu, with about 19,000, and the Lahu, with about 17,000, The next largest tribe in Thailand
after the Karen are the Miao or Meo, with about 50,000 in Thailand. Members of the Miao
tribe, which has many cultural subdivisions, are Jocated also in Laos and Vietnam and there
are nearly four million of them in southern China. The last of the main tribes are the Yao,

with about 12,000 in Thailand. The Yao too are more strongly represented in Laos, Vietnam

and China. Other smaller tribes and groups of people make up the total given shove.

The tribe of most immediate political importance is probably the Miso. They

occupy the most remote and mountsinous parts of the Lorder region, 'They are the most
migratory of all the groups.  They have been the most involved in ofium growing and there-
fore must be most tubject to ecoromic redirecticn with the erportunities it will provide
for malicious misrepresentation. The fsct that by far the greatest numter of Mizo live within
the borders of Communist China might seem to offer favorsble conditions for a vigorous
Communist propaganda effort utilising broadcasts in tribal lTanguage and the infiltration of
Miao agents, The purpose would be to persuade the Miao that tribal conditiens are better

in China and to induce them to turn their loyalties away from Thatland.

Certainly the Chinese Communists will make such an effort.  But the situation 18
not nearly as favorable to them as it might seem. The Migo in Thailand and the Miao in
China are one people oniy in the sense that they share a common basic language and have a
generally similar culture, There is no over-all trikal unity. There is no social or political
structure Hnking the groupe of Miao in Thailand with groups in other countries Rcross the
border. Turthermore the Miao have fought the Chinese, off and on, for three thousand years.
Some of them are currently fighting the Communists in Laos and Vietnam.  Insofar as they

have any political sensibilities at all, those in Thailand consider themselves very lucky to be

where they are,
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Because the situation in the tribal areas is so favourable, the Thai Government
has no need to think purely in terms of counter measures against Communist propaganda. If
the Communists hope for widespread subversion in the hill tribes they are doomed to disap~
pointment. The most they could hope to achieve is a passive, neutrsl population.  What they
should fear is one hostile to them. The Thai Government must counter the false propa-
ganda certainly.  But its policy is far more positive than that, It seeks to create a population
highly loyal to it, content with its conditions and promise for the future, and forming a strcng
frontier barrier against the enemies of its progress, Practical measures to improve the conditions

of the hill tribes have already been taken and the paces of them: are being stepped up.

Qar policy aims to improve tribal welfare while respecting tribal integrity. It 18 not
the intention of the Government to force the tribe] peoples to give up their own traditional
ways of life and become exactly like the Thai people. They may conunue to practice their own
refigions snd distinetive custosis as long as they wish. By doing so, they may make a contri-
bution 1o the rich cultural variety of the Thai nation as a whole. There is 1o atternpt to break
up their social groupings or to disturh their residence ini the hille. The sole political requirement
placed upon them is that they have loyalty to the King and abide by the laws of the country.
In return, the Government will make every effort to promote their economic and social deve-
lopment.  Our policy is one of integration rather than assimilation, although no obstacles will
be placed in the way of tribal peoples who do wish to identify themseives completely with the
T hai,

Economic and social development of the tribes presents many practical problems,
Somne of these are physical. The tribal region is farge and communications are difficult.  The
agricultural and pastoral possibilities have not yet heen fully explored, and in any case are
limited by the nawre of soil and terrain.  (hther difficulties in the way of development are
psychological.  The Comtmunists do not hesitate to use force, including ar times cxtensive
killings, to bring about the changes they want. Qur method is persuasion  Rut to induce tribal
peoples to give up age-old practices which zre harmful and to accept new methods of agriculture

and hygiene is often a slow process.

Teaching and example are the means used by the Government. For several years,
the Border Patrol Pofice have carried out development work in the remoter areas and have
maintained a number of school for hill tribe children, Since 1960 the Dspartment of Public
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Welfare, now operating thrcugh a fully organized Hill Trites Division, tas been establiching

hill tribe Land Setilement Projects and Welfare Centere.  There are now four of the {ormer

and two of the latter situated in some of the mewr densely prpulated parts of the hill tribe area.

The operational plan for the Land Settlement Projects was defined as:
1. To persuade the hill tribes Jiving scatteredly to move in to the project areas and setile

down permanentiy.
2. To promote livestovk improvement and perennial crop cultivation as "well a9 home in-
dusiry and to organize marketing services for the hill peoples as well as to promote the health

and education of those moving into the project area,

The Land Settlement Projects have resulted in considerable improvement in the
conditions of the trites in their immediate neighbonrhood. Roads have been huilt inta and
Ihrough the settlfement areas arnd thus bhave given tribal peoples hetter access 1o martkets. At the
Chieng Duo settlement area, sn extensive scheme of tea planting by Lahu tribes people has
been underway for four years, This will enable the people to adopt a setthd mode of life
rarvesting permanent cash cropa of value to the Thai economy. At the Chiengral T.and
Settlement Project, niembers of the  Yao and Akha tribes have been chown how to grow
wheat during the off season for paddy snd have been assured of a marken for their barvest.
Simtlar developr.cnts have Leen fostered in the other two land setilement ateas,

Substantial as the propress has been, however, the immediate success of the Land

Settlement Projects has not measured up to the carliest hopes for them. This iz because ihe
ril-al peoples sre siow to abandun their old jrdependent ways and move into the settlement
areas, For this reszon, although the Land Settlervent Projects are being maintained and
further developed, the ¢rophasis has now shifted to the Development 2nd Welfare Centers
which serve as bases for mobile develnptent teams operating owr into the surrounding countyy=
side. The Centers also maintian experimental farms for crop and livestock development. From
cach of the 1wo Development and Welfare Center so far established, serveral mobile teams
ate working. They comprise social workers and health and agricuitural experts. They epend
weeks and sometimes months in villages enconraging the people to improve living condifions

and adopt hetter agricultural methods. A great expansion of this work 18 being planned.

At 8!l the hill stations, medical dispensaries and scheol for tribal children have keen

established.  The Department of Education hopes aoon to initiate a much larger program of
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tribal schooling and in preparation for this has beer holding discussions with experienced ofli-

cials of the Border Patrol Police and the Department of Public Welfare upon the subjects of the

most syitable curricula, timetables and modes of establishing the schoots, Handicaps are the
shortage of trained teachers willing to work for long periods in the hill and a lack of knowledge

of hill tribe languages.
Hill tribe persons themselves will be trained as teachers for tribal schools as soon

28 education in the tribal areas has progressed sufficient!y to make this possible. It 1 intended
that in alf spheres of development tribes should be involved to an increasing extent not simply
s subjects of the programs, but as zctive agents in administering them.  The Government
wishes to give the maximum possible degree of local self—povernment to the tribes and is

actively rngaged inencouraging the growth of a capable tribal Teadership, All villages already

have their own headren elected by the villagers and confirmed in office hy the Government.
In some cases. these headmmen already have the same stetus and receive the same emnluments
and privilege as Thai viflage headman in the general administrative system of the country.
In one cace, a2 Yao tribermman holds the porition of ‘kamnsn’, or Sub-District leader, with
authority ever a number of villager of hir own tribe and of other grovwpe. In order to promote
the further develcpment of lecal lesdership, the Border Patrol Police runs frequent courses

8t its headquarters for headmen and other selected person from remote villages. The Depart-

ment of Public Welfare also gives training to local peraons to enahle them to carry on with

projects initiated by the Department.

Fxpcrience to date with all development projects has shown the urgent need for
fuller understanding of hill tribe cultures and languages. Thers i3 also need for greater know-

ledge of existing agricultural conditions in the hills—both the physical conditions of soil and
climate which affect crops and the agricultural practices and extent of land use of the tribal

peoples.  Lor the efficient promation of new developments, these matters must be taken out of

the realm of speculation and superficial observation and into the realm of science. In their own

Ways and with their own crops, the hill tribesmen are often skilfull sgriculturists even though

their methods may in the long term be harmful to soil potentialities.  If he is to secure the

confidence and cooperation of the peaple, the agricultural instructor from the lowlands must

first appreciate local knowledge and build on it rather than seek to make a quick change of crops

and mstheds which may not suit the local environment.

L N T A P L e T
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To fill the gaps in our knowledge of hill tribe cultures, languages and economics

the Government has established a Hill Tribe Rescarch Center at Chiengmai. ‘I'he Center will
begin its work by carrying out basic socio-economic surveys of all the six main tribes and will
also prepare dictionaries and grammars of the tribal fanguages. JIn addition, studies will be
made of special issues refated to development projects and projecta which are ajready underway

will be evaluated.

The socio-economic surveys to be carried out by the Center will take eighteen
months or two years to complete.  This is because the investigators must first learn the tribal
languages and then they must directly observe social and economic behaviour and crop yields
throughout a complete year’s agriculturat cycle, [t is intended that the permanent stafl of the
Center will be Thai. Bt because of an insufficient number of trained Thai graduates for this
type of study—antbropology being & new subject in our universities-—it is probabile that some of
the initial studies will be carried out in cooperation wiih experts {rom other countries, In the

course of these studies, the Center will give training to juaior research workers who will

conduct later studies on their own.

Ievelopment projects will not, of course, be delayed until the studies are concluded.
But the results of the studies, when they are completed, will be used to improve the projecis,
Interim results of the research work also wili bacome available continuously. The Center will
pay particular attention to agriculiural research. With the aid of the Colombo Plan, it is hoped
to engage the services of one or mare world exparts on pastoral development in order to 1nves-
tigate the possibilities of utilising large areas of grassland which have resulted from harmful

practices of shifting cultivation by the hili tribes,
As a supplement to 18 main tasks, the Research Center at (Chiengmal is egtablishing

a museum of tribal cultares. It has also already acquired an excellent library of pubiicauons on

hifl population of South-East Asia and general works on social anthropology and tropical agri-
culture. Assistance has been given to the Center by the Government associated with Thailand
in the South-East Asia Treaty Organization, and it 18 hoped that in time thz Center will

Lecome an institution of great value not only to Thailand but te other South-East Asian coun-

tries similar problems.

To counter Communist propaganda and for the education and entertainment of the

hill tribes, the (Government hopes to establish a strong radio station broadcasting programs
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both 13 ‘Thai an in tribal languages, Already & start has been made with the programss by
utdizing existing radio stations but the difficult recepiion conditions of the mountainous regions
make a special station essential, Radig Peking through its relay stations in southern China and
Communist stativns in Laos are attewipring o poison the atmosphers for development by
broadeasting false rumours and Iying perversions of the Government’s intentions, The trust
raust be clearfy stated.  And the magnificent facility of radio for remote areas should he
emplogyed to encourage the people in their development efforts and to give them an increased

sense of participation in the national life of Thailand.

Although gond progress has been made with hill tribs development and the work is
expanding fast, some of the probiems are snormaus in their difficulty,  The full extent of these
probiems 1s often nnt appreciated and the work of the Government may therefore be underes-
tirated and s intentions misrepreseated,  To conclude this aricle, I should like to speak
frankly of une or two of these probiemas by way of example, consi ¢ring {irst the prohlen: of
opium cultivation.

Oplum has been & traditiona) cash crop ol the major tribes for many generations.
The exact amount orowil m tle eribal regwn of Thailand 1e difficult to assess avcurately becanse
this region is orly the southern extreimiy of a very Iarge npium growing area and much of the
Opitin that does appear in Thailzad has beon filiered scross the border.  The GGoverninent of
Thadand is fully awarce of the evils of opiuin and 18 derzrmind to suppress both ite cultivation
and the trade i i1, The question is simply of the spred at which complete suppiession can be
etiected and of the best means to use.

To an gutsider, a sunple answar might seem to be to deatray the opivmn ficlds of
the tribes.  On soine occasions, the Government bas don= this in order to mwke guite clear to
the tribes its disapprovat of the vrop. But su a large scale, such attempt would be both Imprac-
teal and fnhumane. 8o long as the growing of opium remains profitable, people will always
find some places to grow it.  American readers have hut to think back to the times of Prohibi.
tion in their own country when it seemed equally simpie to prevent aleohol consumption by
destroving the breweries,  But because the Atnerican thirst for akoho! remained strong, new
illegal breweries sprang up like mushrooms faster than the old were destroyed. If the source of
supply could not be destroyed in urban America, how much more difficult it must he in the
opram growing area of South-East Asia which is ouc of the most mountainous regions of the

worid. e real cuiprits in the apium trade of Thaitaud sce ihe conswiners in Loodon, Sydaey,
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New York and perhaps even a few still in Thailand itself. It is these people who keep the price
up. [f the price is lowered 30 much that the growing becomes unprofitable, the tribes will give
it up. 1'he Thai Government is making its contribution to this end by rigorous suppression of

trading in the drug,

Even if immediate destruction of all the crops were practical, it would be a ruthlesa
policy to apply to tribes.  ["eople such as the Miao developed their economy i more tolerant
days upon the poppy.  The cash income which it yielded provided them with money to buy
much of their food, their clothing, the silver objects used in their marriage exchanges, and those

other things needed to maintain their social and religious activities. Unless they may have

suitable replacements for the opium crop they would in some cases starve,

Much of the development and research efiort of the Government is directed
rowards finding such replacement crops [or the tribes.  The task is not casy because most of
the alternative cash crops which will grow in the hills are far more bulky and require better
communications than at present exist for getting them to the markets, or else means of proces-
sing them in the hills. But progress is being made. Whenever a suitable alternative 1 found,
pressure is put on the tribes to abandon opium cultivation,  The policy of the Government in
rezard to opimn is twa-proages—:0  extend the cultivation of vther crops and to lower the

profitability of opium by suppressing the trade in it.

Other diflicult problems concern the granting of full citizenship to all the tribal

peoples and the granting of permanent land rights. It is the wish of the Government that all

people dwelling parmanently within 1ts nationat borders should have citizenship rights.  But
citizenship 1mposes ohhigations ae well s rights, particulaly the obligations to pay taxes and
render military service. Some of the iribal peoples wao are not yet citizens could aftord to pay
taxes but they do not wish to do so. 1t is not the policy of the Government to force them to do

so at the present stage of thewr development.

The policy of the Government 18 still in fact extremely tolerant towards the hill
wrihes. This tolerance is nowhere more clearly wanifested than in regard te land rights.
Practically all the land inhabited by the tribes belongs 1o the Crown. The tribes people have
been permitted to move over 1t more or Jess at will despite the cost to national resouress. If they
are to be granted land rights, these tights must be toa fixed place. The semi-nomadic pattern

of many of the uibes and thei methods of shifting cudtivation are aot suited to fixed
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residence. Untd the pattern and methods are changed the granting of land rights with the con-
current obligation aot to use land illegally elsewhere, would be felt as  severe restriction by

them.

Far from being deprived, the tribes have in fact been privileged. They have had
the protection of the State without being obliged ro render it money or services. T'hey have
had free access 1o Government land without being classed as wrespassers. It is no wonder that
they feel friendly to Thailand.

The Tovernment is building upon that friendship It wishes to receive all the tribes
wnto fuller association with the rest of the Thai nation. If for no other reason than the depletion
of the natural resources formerly available to the tribzs, the earlier policy of non - interference
cannot be maintzmed. In preparation for ultimate ful} citizenship and permanent fand rights,
social, econornic and educational development i3 being pressed—not through force but through
persuasion.  The programs outlined above are but the beginning. 'L'he respanse of the tribal
people 1s highly encouraging. Wisdom and tolerance and appreciation of the special preblems
of the tribal peoples are still required and we shall keep them as features of our policy. In the
future as in the past the ribal peoples shall be treated wiih reapect, We may count on this
being repaid with loyalty., Enemies of the country who seek to find in the tribal area a

haven are more likely to find it a hornets’ nest.




