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A half million small-scale fisherfolk once lived quiet and peaceful lives, sustaining themselves along the coasts of Thailand.  Now, however their lives have been upset by the destruction of the coastal wetland ecosystem on which their way of life depends.  Mangrove forests, seagrass beds, and coral reefs have been widely degraded as a result of the destructive fishing gears, and the rapid development of intensive shrimp aquaculture.  Yadfon Association has been working in 30 fishing villages in Trang Province, Southern Thailand, to oppose inappropriate fishing and large scale coastal development and support local conservation efforts.

Through the empowerment process, fisherfolk have joined together to stop using destructive fishing gear, dynamiting, cyanide poisoning, and have successfully petitioned and the local government to ensure regulations are enforced within the protected 3 km coastal zone.  Since 1985, villagers have worked together to rejuvenate the coastal mangrove forests, the seagrass beds, and the coral reefs.  As a direct result of their activities, many species and marine animals have returned to local waters, and the income level of the fisherfolk has increased significantly.

Fisherfolk have proven that they are capable of managing their resources in a sustainable manner, and now they request government to recognize their achievements by granting the right to manage these marine resources independently or theough a co-management arrangement.  By providing support for fisherfolk conservation activities, instead of leaving the development process in the hands of government officials, and business, the government will be able to ensure a healthy productive coastal ecosystem, and a sustainable livelihood for fisherfolk families, who are an important component of Thailand’s cultural heritage.

Since there are now a growing number of examples of communities successfully managing their own resources Ramsar needs to make peoples participation a central focus of wetlands conservation.  Ramsar should now become proactive in finding practical mechanisms to support local communities and non-government organizations working with communities in the protection and sustainable management of critical coastal wetland ecosystems.

Introduction


Along the 2,600 km of coastline in the lower half of thailand, there are approximately 65,000 fishing households whose survival is intimately linked to the health of the coastal ecosystem.  This ecosystem is composed of three important living resources: mangrove forests, seagrass beds, and coral reefs.


The three natural areas form a complex, interdependent, and delicately balanced ecosystem.  Mangrove forests are scattered along 927 km of the calm, shallow waters provides habitat to the endangered dugongs and young sea turtles. Coral reefs are the habitat for countless numbers of sea creatures, including shrimp and crab.  Together, these natural areas form a complex, ecosystem where many commercially valuable species spawn and grow.  The health of this ecosystem directly effects the well-being of the coastal fisherfolk.  Although once plentiful enough to support these communities, in recent years these resources have become threatened by the encroachment of development, the use of destructive fishing techniques, and the application of unsustainable government practices.

Problems with Current Management of Coastal Resources

Mangrove Forest Concessions.  Granting concessions to log mangrove forests is one example of unsustainable government practices. The Forestry Act has granted the private sector the right to log mangroves since 1941; however, in 1968, the concession system was reorganized to allow each concessionaire the right to harvest an area of 2,500 to 5,000 rai (1 rai = 1,600 square metre) for 15 years.  Each year, one strip was to be logged using the ‘clear cut’ method.  At the end of the year, the strip was to be reforested and the next strip logged.


While the forestry department believes that this method will make it possible to preserve the forests, the reality is that the concessions have not been operated according to the ground rules.  In most cases, the entire area was logged immediately causing great damage to the ecology of the coastal ecosystem.  a government report in 1991, cited several areas that had been completely logged in the first concession period and a total habitat loss of 200,000 rai.  The evidence provides a clear indication that this system is not working and is in urgent need or review.

Coastal Shrimp Farming Policy.  Encroachment on destruction of mangrove forests have increased since the government began promoting shrimp farming using modern, intensive techniques.  These systems rely on high-nutrient food and antibiotic, drugs together with the poisoning of ‘undesirable’ marine animals to accelerate the growth of the shrimp.


Up until 1986, encroachment of mangrove forests affected a total area of 690,000 rai or 64.3 percent of the total forest are destroyed.  Although there are no official figures on the effects of shrimp farming, the magnitude of the destruction can be easily appreciated.  Between 1986 and 1989, the mangrove forests were reduced by 99,000 rai and, between 1989 and 1991, in five eastern provinces alone, mangrove forests were reduced by another 59,000 undocumented loss, are primarily a result of shrimp farming.

Destruction of Seagrass Beds and Coral Reefs.  Much of the seagrass forest and large areas of coral reef have been destroyed as a result of coastal activities including wastewater discharge from shrimp farms, industrial plants and communities.  The use of large fishing gear such as drag nets and beach sienes exacerbates the situation by sweeping the seafloor and causing structural damage to the grasses and coral.  Other destructive fishing methods include the use of explosives and poisons.  Even though laws exist to prohibit the use of destructive fishing gear within 3 km of the coast, violations have been common and enforcement has been weak.

Destructive Effects on Coastal Villages.  As a direct result of the detrioation of the coastal ecosystem, many fishing villages have faced severe hardship.  Fishers are burdened by the high cost of modern fishing equipment and they must travel further, working longer hours, in order to maintain even a decreased income.  In some cases, whole communities have collapsed as households have been forced to sell their land and community members have become wage labourers or hired hands on commercial fleets.  Men and women can be forced to stay away from home for months at a time, often returning with little money.  A negative spiral can easily begin as social collapse causes an increase in social problems, such as drinking and gambling, which further destroy the community.

Yadfon’s Experience


Yadfon Association has been working with 17 small fishing communities in Trang Province since 1985.  Before Yadfon initiated its work, the villagers in these communities had already been trying, by themselves, to protect their fishing grounds and the mangrove forest, sea grass, and coral reef on which its fertility depends.  However, they had achieved little success.


One of the first projects that Yadfon undertook was to initiate a 587 rai community forest, set up under the support of the provincial authorities.  This became the first community mangrove forest in the country supported by the Forestry Department.  Encouraged by this initial success, the villagers worked with Yadfon staff to identify the steps for rejuvinating the coastal ecosystem and the community welfare.  Through a series of community meetings, villagers worked together to find solutions to their common problems based on a combination of local wisdom and modern knowledge.


There are many examples of these community projects.  In some villages, fishers whose incomes had dropped dramatically initiated caged-fish raising.  In order to save money, they worked together to find ways of making much of the necessary equipment by themselves.  To cope with the rising costs of fishing equipment, a group savings program was started.  An integral component of this program was a fund through which families in need could borrow small amounts of money at low interest rates.  At the same time, a cooperative buying program was set up to enable fishers to purchase equipment and gasoline at reduced rates.  In addition, Yadfon and the village leaders began a program for raising domestic animals to supplement the low fish catches.


While the villagers were combating the economic and social problems in their communities, they also began an active program to restore and protect their natural resources.  They replanted mangroves in large areas of land within or adjacent to the community forests and declared seagrass conservation zones within the traditional fishing grounds.  As well, they petitioned the local government to enforce a ban on the use of destructive fishing gear within 3 km of shore.  By empowering the communities to help themselves, Yadfon and the villagers have made impressive acheivements in protecting the coastal resources and the traditional way of life.

Results of Community Conservation Projects

Improvements in income distribution.  As the fertility of the sea increases, villagers have been able to capture greater quantities of marine animals for food and trade.  From 1991 until 1994, there has been a 40% increase in total catch.  At the same time, there has been a substantial decrease in risk, time spent on the water, and fishing expenses becuase the fishers are no longer forced to travel long distances or venture into the open sea.  By the end of this three year period, fishers, on average, spent 3 to 4 fewer hours per day in their boat and had a daily cost savings of 30 to 40 baht, $1.20 to $1.60 dollars.  Over the 500 families in the target area, the projects have provided a net increase in the community income of 150,000 to 200,000 baht per day, $6,000 - 8,000 US dollars, an increase of over 200 percent.

Environmental improvements.   Overall improvements in environmental quality can be observed through the tremendous increase in plant and animal life along the shores of Trang Province.  The seagrass beds, having expanded to cover 133 km2, are now densely populated with vegetation and attract many forms of marine life, from small fish and arthropods to reptiles and large mammals.  The community mangrove forest system has grown from one forest of 587 rai in 1989 to 10 forests with the total area of about 6,000 rai. 


The Community mangrove forest system is one of the important conservation activities that can ensure sustainable coastal resource management.  In the initial period, there were only few villages interested in managing the mangrove forests on their own.  However, after the success of these villages, the interest in community mangrove forests has been rapidly increasing.  Plans to replant the mangraove forests have been set up, and the most successful one is the restoration of mangrove forest at Koh Ho Rai, Ban Laem village, Kantang district.  There were people from 7 villages participating in the activity and consequently, more community mangrove forests have been declared and managed.  The restoration of the mangrove forests brings about not only the fertility of the coastal resources, but the awareness of coastal conservation and conservation network.  In other words, the number of villages interested in coastal conservation activities considerably increase and they work cooperatively closely, supporting each other and try to extend the network.  Moreover, the work of local people has been recognized.  A few community mangrove forests in Trang are published by Royal forestry Department to encourage other villages nationwide to take as examples. At present, the Community Forest Bill is underprocessed to be enforced soon to confirm the right of  communities over natural resources


In addition, more and more natural conservation activities have been initiated by these local people, for instance, oysters, clams (Meretrix meretrix), and crabs.  This not only gurantees sustainable management, but it leads to the improvement of the standard of their livings in terms of income.


Catfish, thread fins, and mullet, fish species which had once disappeared from the local waters, are now returning.  Many species of crab, squid, and shrimp can again be captured with simple fishing tools.  Most importantly, marine animals which are almost extinct have returned to the waters of Trang Province, including sea turtles, dugongs, and dolphins.  News of the conservation of these scarce creatures has prompted a national response, not only of concern for their future, but also of optimism that local efforts can be successful in effecting change.

Advances in the democratic process.  In order to ensure the success of these efforts, villagers have needed to set up meetings for the exchange of ideas and to divide duties and responsibilities. This organization has taken place not only within one village but throughout the target area.  From these activities, a group conciousness has developed, providing a network of involve citizens who now have greater power in preserving the public interest.  Their effective organization was recognized at the national level when several of the target villages were chosen by Turakij Bandit University as model fishery villages in local officials pay attention to the needs of the villagers.  Many officials are assisting with programs to support sustainable development initiatives and protect the local resources.

A center for regional cooperation.  The coastal resource conservation activities in Trang Province have been a source of cooperation and learning between government agencies, private sector institutions, and coastal fishing villages.  Because of the trust and understanding that has been created.  Trang has now become a center where agencies and village leaders from other provinces can learn techniques for initiation sustainable development activities.  Fishers have organized as ‘Small Fisher Federation’ in the southern region to discuss issues of common concern and find solutions to regional problems.  In the future, the villagers of Trang Province will play an important role in coordiantion of grassroots conservation activities throughout the region.

Policy responses.  The approach of sustainable fishing developoment in these villages has been regarded as apositive example for the entire province.  Provincial leaders have seen the importance of the activities and have allocated funds for continued work in the conservation of coastal resources.  Examples of the projects that have already been implemented with provincial funds are mangrove forest restoration, initiation of large-scale sea grass conservation zones, and coral reef conservation.


The province has also supported the fishers in the prevention of destructive fishing practices.  The Fishery Office of Trang Province has responded to the requests of villagers by prohibiting several such practices in local waters, for example beach seines and the use of harmful noise-production devices.  The Administrative Division and the Police Division have, likewise, provided resources and support for enforcing the national regulations which ban the use of dynamite and cyanide.

Recommendations for the Future


The success of these conservation measures has confirmed that villagers have the knowledge, dedication, and ability to manage coastal resources for sustainable development.  Beginning with the work in Trang Province, similar approaches have been extended to 10 other provinces in Southern Thailand.  Small fishers have proven to the government that they are capable of managing their resources in a sustainable manner and they call on the government to recognize the rights of the people to manage these resources independently, according to their own local wisdom.  In providing proper support for these activities rather than attempting to focus control of the development process in the hands of officials and businessmen, the government would reduce the cost of its programs.  More importantly, it would provide for the continuing survival of the nation’s coastal resources, the fisherfolk’s livelihood, and an important component of Thailand’s cultural heritage.
