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A better life off the land: 
Villagers join forces in  

Myanmar

As forest and farmland dwindle, a project bets on collective action to get 

smallholders on a path to intensify agriculture sustainably. 
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On the southern stretch of Myanmar, the villagers are 
the last to have a say in what happens to their land.

Mostly smallholders, over the years they’ve watched from 
the sidelines as land got converted to oil palm and rubber 
monocultures, or for conservation – their interests swept 
aside in the process. 

The odds are simply stacked against them. 

Myanmar’s history of turmoil and authoritarian rule has left 
a mark, both on the people and on the land. Competition for 
natural resources is even more intense after the country’s 
partial reopening in 2011. The vil-
lagers now face a mind-boggling 
maze of land-use laws and pol-
icies which continue to serve in-
vestors, favouring big agricultural 
projects that promise to boost the 
country’s economy. 

All the while, land and water are 
becoming scare, but the population still grows. And along 
with the impacts of a long civil war, these realities are 
at the heart of the challenge of making a living from ag-
riculture effectively and sustainably, according to Lara 
Lundsgaard-Hansen from the University of Bern in Swit-
zerland. 

“There has been a gap over decades between communities 
and government departments,” says Lundsgaard-Hansen, 
who coordinates a research team that’s worked in the re-
gion for the past few years. “We have to respect that gap.” 

The team took this into account to come up with an ap-
proach to help villagers make a better living off the land – to 
identify a vision for their future in agriculture, and build 
networks that can help their voices get heard in wider dis-
cussions about managing the land. 

It takes some groundwork. The effort stretches across four 
villages in different locations, settled by different ethnic 
groups – two with a predominantly Karen-Christian mi-
nority population, two mainly Burmese-Buddhist. And for 
a country still emerging from a painful period of conflict, 
opening doors and speaking up doesn’t always come easy. 

In search for viable options
The land in this part of Myanmar is a mix of forest and ag-
riculture. After years of growing rice for subsistence with 
shifting cultivation, smallholders seized new opportunities 
to boost their income and secure land, abandoning rice in 
favour of mixed-crop plantations. This added to a bigger 

trend of agriculture gradually ex-
panding into forest.

When a rush for rubber took off in 
2010, some 80% of these farmers 
got on board with what looked like 
a thriving business. But the gam-
ble failed to pay off.

“The problem with rubber is that it takes at least seven years 
of growing before you can harvest the first drop of liquid,” 
explains Lundsgaard-Hansen. “[And] when they bought the 
seeds to grow the trees, they were already the worst variety 
– because they’re cheapest. [There are] whole areas full with
rubber plantations, and they’re all very bad quality.” 

On top of that, many farmers lacked expertise to grow the 
trees and tap them to release the liquid sustainably. 

The venture left them frustrated – without a good return 
after years of effort and expense, and unsure of where to 
turn to next. Water shortages and climate change are only 
adding to the strain.

Meanwhile, forest and land are becoming increasingly 
scarce in the region, and productivity is low. The research 

“There has been a gap over 
decades between communities 
and government departments”

Lara Lundsgaard-Hansen, University of Bern

A typical house for an upper-income household. © L. Lundsgaard-Hansen
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team knew that finding a way to intensify agricultural pro-
duction would only work if it was sustainable. It’s what 
villagers want too, says Lundsgaard-Hansen, even though 
securing food and income to support their children’s edu-
cation is the priority over the short-term. 

Following from an earlier phase of the Telecoupled 
Landscapes project, which began in 2015, the farmers 
tried to find a solution with microfinance. There was 
some success with a small fund that helped individual 
farmers boost their income – buying a sewing machine 
to earn more cash, or branching off into new crops like 
elephant foot yam. But it wasn’t enough to solve the 
bigger problem of how to intensify agriculture sustainably 
on limited land. 

That’s when the team opted for participatory ‘visioning’ 
and collective action, in a new phase of the project 
supported by the r4d programme – a joint initiative by the 
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation and the 
Swiss National Science Foundation.

The idea behind the process is to encourage villagers to ex-
press their aspirations for how to develop the land in the 
next 10-30 years. 

“First, we will ask them [about] their future dream,” 
ex-plains Nwe Nwe Tun, the project’s field leader. “And 
then we will try to find the pathway – how to reach [it].” 

What that looks like remains to be seen. It might be 
about growing a more diverse set of crops, or more 
valuable ones like medicinal plants; it  

could involvemaking better use of 
agricultural waste like palm leaves; 
cultivating organic pro-duce for the 
tourism industry is another 

option; or it may be about improving how water and soil are 
managed. 

The team is also lining up mediators to create a ‘community 
of practice’. The idea is to help the process along by en-
suring access to markets where necessary, for example, or 
improving access to funds and knowledge. “One farm alone 
cannot really do a lot of change,” says Lundsgaard-Hansen. 
“You need to work together … but also you need to work 
with traders or maybe agricultural experts or government 
departments.”

The hope is for the work to ripple out beyond the village, 
giving communities a stronger voice at regional and nation-
al conversations about agricultural development, with the 
help of two local partners that focus on sustainable devel-
opment: OneMap, a government initiative, and the Dawei 
Research Association, a civil society organisation.

A legacy of inequality
As the pandemic continues to limit movement globally, the 
team is adjusting the plan: the visioning process – originally 
conceived as a series of one-day workshops – is now going 
virtual with messaging apps and phone calls until face-to-
face gatherings become possible again. 

And there’s much more complexity to navigate.

The legacy of the civil war still echoes in how communi-
ties interact with the project. Nwe Nwe Tun believes that 
some villagers will easily speak up about their vision for 
how land could be used. “But some people are really very 

silent,” she says. 

The more isolated communities tend to be 
guarded. These are people whose lives re-

A group meeting held during the project. © L. Lundsgaard-Hansen

“Some people are 
really very silent”

Nwe Nwe Tun, project field leader

http://www.r4d.ch/Pages/Telecoupled-landscapes.aspx
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CONTRIBUTING TO THE UN’S SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

• SDG 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/

• SDG 2: Zero hunger.
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/hunger/

• SDG 8: Promote inclusive and sustainable economic
growth, employment and decent work for all. 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/economic-growth

• SDG 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries.
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/inequality/

• SDG 12:  Ensure sustainable consumption and
production patterns.
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable- 
consumption-production/

• SDG 15: 
Sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt
and reverse land degradation, halt biodiversity loss. 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/biodiversity/

•	 SDG 17: Revitalize the global partnership for sustainable
development. 
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg17

LEARN MORE

•	 r4d project: Managing telecoupled landscapes. 
www.telecoupling.unibe.ch/

•	 TAG initiative: Collective capabilities and action for 
sustainable agricultural intensification in Tanintharyi 
Region, Myanmar. www.r4d.ch/modules/ecosystems/
telecoupled-landscapes
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volve around tending their fields, hesitant to contact outsid-
ers. “Their behaviour and their habits are difficult to change,” 
Nwe Nwe Tun points out. 

But that’s not the case for everyone. “There are people who 
are working in companies, traders,” she adds. “[Many villag-
ers] are very bright and very sharp.” 

And there are ways to slowly break down the barrier. 
Spending long periods at the villages to get to know each 
other is one; making social equality a priority is another.

The two villages with a Karen ethnic population are just 
emerging from a long period of isolation. “So they really 
hate inequality,” says Nwe Nwe Tun. Because of this, she 
explains, having a guarantee that the project would give 
them equal say with other groups was important for their 
decision to join in. “Everybody [in the project group] can 
vote – for choosing the group leader, for choosing the busi-
ness activity [and so on].”

The land zones where villages are located also come with 
different official rules that often date back to colonial times 
and don’t map well to reality. One area was already settled 
when designated as ‘reserved forest’ for government use. 
People – usually ethnic minorities – continue to use the for-
est, but don’t officially own the land. “So they’re in a diffi-
cult situation,” says Lundsgaard-Hansen. “They don’t know 
if they could keep the land, if they can invest or not.” 

Where land tenure is an option, buying the title is easi-
er for those with means – and so poorer farmers end up 
with smaller parcels or get forced into casual labour. Where 
areas are set aside for conservation, it’s again the poorer 
farmers who miss out by losing access to forest resources. 

Another challenge is a dependency on middlemen and the 
prices they set: farmers in remote villages tend to have less 
bargaining power.

The researchers know time is too short to tackle the chal-
lenge in all its complexity. The goal is to set things in 
motion, in the right direction. “We hope we can come up 
with pathways,” says Lundsgaard-Hansen, “establish some 
networks … and from then on they can go about it them-
selves.”
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