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During the last decades, neoliberal economic reforms aiming at facilitating trade and cross-
boundary investment have encouraged transnational and national economic actors to search for
‘empty’ land to grow export crops, to mine, or to develop hydroelectric dams. Mainland Southeast
Asia is one of the regions where such investment has been taking place as it contains resource-
hungry countries (Thailand and in particular neighbouring China), and countries with ‘empty’ land
and the willingness to use such land to foster economic growth (Laos, Cambodia and Burma). This
beset the question as to what happens to the people who inhabit the land that is supposed to be
‘empty’, and the relationship between the different land uses that takes over that ‘empty’ land. This
paper describes the land conflicts in one area in southern Laos, the Bolaven Plateau, where national
and international capital backing large-scale coffee plantation, bauxite mining and dam construc-
tion is displacing smallholding coffee farmers – the ‘traditional’ land users – within a political
environment of poorly enforced property rights and endemic corruption. We describe how the
smallholding coffee farmers are relocated to make way for the new economic activities supported
by considerable amounts of foreign capital, and how the land grabbing results in lower standards of
living for the smallholding coffee farmers, with few benefits to the country as a whole.
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Introduction

During the last decades, neoliberal economic
reforms along the lines of those supported by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and

the World Trade Organisation (WTO), aiming at facili-
tating trade and cross-boundary investment, have
encouraged transnational and national economic
actors, from corporations to national governments,
and from private equity funds to enterprising individu-
als, to search for ‘empty’ land, often in distant coun-
tries, to grow export crops, to mine, or to develop
hydroelectric dams. Many countries have encouraged
such investment by reducing restrictions on the export
of capital, by allocating land to foreign investors at a
cost that does not reflect its commercial value, or by
privatising and commodifying land, which facilitates
investments by regulating ownership and reducing
transaction costs (Musole 2009). International organi-
sations such as the World Bank (WB) and the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) have also encouraged such

investment by providing funds to countries and cor-
porations (Hirsch 2001).

Mainland Southeast Asia is one of the regions
where such investment has been taking place. It is a
region with both resource hungry and capital plenty
countries, such as Thailand and in particular neigh-
bouring China, and countries with ‘empty’ land and
the willingness to use such land for development,
such as Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia and Burma (Wong
and Chan 2003; Frost 2004; Barney 2009; Stuart-Fox
2009)1.

The ‘richer countries’ need large amounts of raw
materials (including mineral products), timber and
electricity, which either cannot be found in their own
countries, or whose exploitation is halted by concerns
over the environmental impacts or protests by green
groups. These countries export the environmental risks
and environmental degradation to countries that
cannot afford to care about the environment, or whose
environmental degradation has not yet reached the
level of the ‘richer countries’. Hence whenThailand (in
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1989) and China (in 1998) restricted the logging of
their own natural forests, they started importing legally
or illegally logged timber from Burma, Laos and
beyond (Sun et al. 2004).

The ‘poorer countries’ of mainland Southeast Asia
(Laos, Cambodia, Burma and to some extent Vietnam)
are in need of foreign investment, have few alternative
sources of funds to support the development of their
countries, and have little choice but to use their
natural resources. Hence, whenever the opportunities
arise, these countries have focused on the export of
hydroelectricity, minerals and agribusiness products
in their efforts to develop (Sunshine 1995).

With only 25 people/km2, Laos is one of the least
densely populated countries in the world, and has a
very low population density also by regional stand-
ards. Cambodia, the second least densely inhabited
country in the region, has a population density over
three times higher, with 80 people/km2. It is somehow
natural that Laos, a landlocked country with limited
opportunities to develop a labour-intensive manufac-
turing sector (also given the competition of neighbour-
ing China and Vietnam) would use its land to set in
motion development. Overall, by one estimate, Laos
has already ‘signed away’ between 2 and 3 million ha,
or 15% of its territory (MacKinnon 2008).

In Laos, three distinct sectors, all requiring large
amounts of land, can be identified as particularly
important: plantations, mining and hydroelectricity.
Plantations of rubber, coffee, eucalyptus, acacia and
other cash crops are one of the fastest growing eco-
nomic sectors in Laos. The earliest rubber plantations
in northern Laos date back to the 1990s (Diana 2007),
but in 2008, the Government of Laos (GoL) Commit-
tee for Planning and Investment (CPI) estimated that
17 companies had already obtained 200 000 ha of
land concessions, specifically for rubber (Vientiane
Times 2007). Still more land will be set aside: the Lao
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry has targeted
500 000 ha of industrial plantation by 2020 (Barney
2007).

The hydropower sector, which is already very
important, is set to expand considerably and become
one of the main economic sectors in Laos, both in
what concerns the contribution to GDP and in terms
of export revenue. In September 2010, 10 hydro-
power projects were in operation, with a total capac-
ity of 1976 MW, over half of which was due to the
Nam Theun 2, which began commercial operation in
March 2010 (IRN 2010). However, many more hydro-
power projects are eventually set to dot the landscape.
According to International Rivers, as of September
2010, four projects were under construction, with an
expected total capacity of 1265 MW, 23 projects were
in the planning stage, for a total capacity of 6540 MW,
and 42 projects were in the feasibility stage, for a total
capacity of 12 295 MW (IRN 2010). If all these
projects come to fruition, Laos would be producing
over 22 GW/year.

The mining sector is attracted by the rich mineral
resources found in Laos, which include gold, copper,
zinc, lead, tin, iron, gypsum and alumina (Boung-
naphalom 2010). It is currently made up of a large
number of small operators with some 119 companies
involved in 193 mining sites (Barney 2007). However,
two projects are changing the landscape: first, the
Oxiana/Lan Xang Minerals at Xepon, which has
invested more than $400 million; second, the Phu
Bia/Pan Australia Ltd, which has invested more than
$300 million.

The GoL justifies promoting land-demanding foreign
investment, thus taking control of land from villagers to
provide it to foreign investors, with the arguments that
these new land uses address and combat shifting cul-
tivation (Shi 2008; Barney 2007), offer regular wage
labour to poor, marginal farmers, thus raising their
standards of living, and increase state revenue that will
be invested in the development of the country.

The fact that population densities are low does not
mean that the land is unused, even though Lao devel-
opment discourse frequently promotes the myth that
there are plenty of ‘empty spaces’ and ‘unused land’
available in Laos for foreign investors (Barney 2007).
Simply, the land is used by people with land-extensive
lifestyles (shifting cultivation, cattle raising in pastures
or forests, and the collection of forest products).

Different forms of compensation exist for the relo-
catees, and when these projects are financed by the
WB, the ADB and others, compensation is often a
prerequisite for the disbursement of funds (Noland
1998). Often, the compensation consists of money
and land, and the predominant view is that if the
assets of the relocatees are replaced in cash or in kind,
then the relocatees are properly compensated, and
the project can go ahead (Cernea and Mathur 2008).
There are problems with this approach. One problem
is that people generally only get compensation for
fixed assets, such as domesticated crops and fruit trees
(Xiong 2011). The non-marketed products that people
gather from forests or streams are usually excluded
from the compensation, even though they may be
essential for people’s survival. Hence, while the cash
incomes may increase, the level of livelihood may
drop (Delang 2006). Also, compensation in the form
of cash may not be suitable for people not used to
receiving large amounts of cash (Mathur 1999; Tan
and Wang 2003; Wilmsen et al. 2011). Without the
tradition of saving, that money may soon be spent in
leisure, followed by increased poverty. Alternatively,
new land is allocated to the relocatees to replace the
land they lose. However, the land allocated is usually
not of comparable quality – since all the best land has
already been claimed (Mathur 1999). Example after
example shows that compensation has been unable to
re-establish the livelihood of relocates (Heming et al.
2001).

Other times, the relocatees are offered jobs in the
ventures developed on their land, for example on
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plantations (Obein 2007; Pholsena 2009). This does
provide a fixed, salaried income to people who likely
did not have one before. However, the requirements
of the new employers, in terms of daily 8 h work
periods with 2 days off a week, might not be the
favoured way of life for people used to being their
own employers, working at their own pace in their
own fields (Baird 2010). The social capital available to
the relocatees in their villages of origin is also ignored,
and obviously cannot be replaced with any tangible
product that the government may be able and willing
to give to the relocatees.

Because of these problems, ‘seldom have the relo-
catees become materially and socially better off than
before their move’ (Parnwell 1993, 48; quoted in
Heming et al. 2001), and some suffer from ‘refugee
like’ situations (Heming et al. 2001). Cernea and
Mathur (2008) argue that if resettlement programmes
only provide compensation for the assets lost by the
relocatees, the latter will not be able to re-establish
livelihoods to the previous levels. For relocatees to
really experience development, projects need to focus
on the relocatees themselves, rather than on the
broader ‘development’ objectives of the country. This
is hardly the case in Laos, where development
projects are meant to help the ‘economic growth’ of
the country, rather than to improve the standards of
living of the people among whom these projects take
place (High 2008 2009; Baird et al. 2009), especially
if these are minority people.

This article describes the conflicts over land in the
Bolaven Plateau, where coffee, rubber, bauxite and
hydroelectricity investors compete with smallholder
coffee farmers for the farmers’ land, and the conse-
quences upon the relocatees. We start with a brief
account of the methodology used. We then introduce
the Bolaven Plateau and the smallholding coffee pro-
duction that forms the backbone of the regional
economy. We then discuss the new land uses – coffee
plantations, mining and hydropower – and the ways in
which they compete with, and displace, smallholding
coffee production. Finally, we conclude with a discus-
sion of the reasons for the government’s failure to
properly manage the foreign investment, the conse-
quences on the smallholding coffee farmers, and the
prospects for national economic growth.

Methodology

The information presented in this paper come from
two field trips, totalling over 3 months, in six different
villages of the Bolaven Plateau (Ban Phoumako, Ban
Tongkatay, Ban Phouoye, Ban Houay Kong, Ban Chat
San, Ban Nong Mek), all located in Pakxong district.
The first field trip took place in early 2009, and the
second in May 2011. The first field trip was done with
the help of a translator. No government official was
present for either field trip. These six villages, in which
smallholding coffee farming is the predominant eco-

nomic activity, experience different kinds of conflicts
over land use. A review of the conditions in these
villages can help us understand the broader picture of
the changes that are taking place, and the impacts
these changes have on the villagers.

In the villages, the fieldwork started with informal
interviews in the households of the headmen of the
villages. A group of villagers habitually joined these
meetings, and participated in the informal discus-
sions. These meetings were usually followed by visits
to the village land. More formal interviews were also
carried out in the offices of companies investing in the
Plateau [the Dak Lak Rubber Co., Sinouk Café Lao
Ltd, and Sino Australian Resources Company
(SARCO)], as well as the Agricultural Promotion Bank
(APB) branch of Champasak Province. The informa-
tion obtained during the fieldwork was supplemented
with official data from the District Agriculture and
Forestry Office (DAFO).

Smallholding coffee production on the
Bolaven Plateau

The Bolaven Plateau is a highland region in southern
Laos, covering approximately 4800 km2, and ranging
in most areas from about 1000 to 1350 masl
(Figure 1). The largest town on the Bolaven Plateau is
Pakxong, the capital of the district with the same
name, a subunit of Champasak province. The south-
west portion of the region falls within the boundaries
of the 910 km2 Dong Houa Sao National Biodiversity
Conservation Area (NBCA), one of Laos’ 18 NBCAs
(Robichaud et al. 2001, 101; DAFO-Pakxong 2008a),
while other protected areas can also be found at the
edges of the plateau (Figure 2).

The human population of the Bolaven Plateau
region is estimated to be between 125 000 (Epprecht
et al. 2008) and 134 000 people (Duris et al. 2002),
about half of which live in the Pakxong district
(DAFO-Pakxong 2008b). Since the French colonial
occupation, the Bolaven Plateau has been particularly
important for supporting smallholding coffee produc-
tion. In 2002, coffee was estimated to represent 65%
of agricultural incomes on the Bolaven Plateau, or
between US$17.5 and 22.5 million. Approximately
15 000 smallholder households, or 69% of farms,
depend on coffee production as their primary source
of income and harvest about 15 000 tons a year (Tulet
2007, 37).

Together with coffee, smallholders grow swidden
rice and (very little) paddy rice for subsistence, as well
as a number of cash crops (such as tea, cardamom,
chayote, cabbage), supplemented by cattle and pig
raising (Ducourtieux 1994, 117). However, rice is
only grown on 3% of the cultivated area in Pakxong
district (Sisouphanthong and Taillard 2000, 76).
Fishing and the gathering of non-timber forest prod-
ucts (NTFPs) also play an important part in the popu-
lation’s subsistence, but are being gradually replaced
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by marketed products. Because of coffee, the Bolaven
plateau stands out with a much lower poverty ratio
than the national average (Messerli et al. 2008, 133).

Coffee production by smallholder farmers has for
many years also been important for the national
economy. In the late 1990s, coffee represented about
half of all cash crops exported (Sisouphanthong and
Taillard 2000, 82). Since then, its importance has been
declining, but in 2005 coffee still accounted for 16% of
total exports (Tulet 2007, 41). Almost all Lao coffee
comes from the Bolaven Plateau (Tulet 2007, 37)

In spite of its national importance, smallholding
coffee production is not very efficient. The output per
hectare is less than half that of Thailand and Vietnam,
and the coffee is of lower quality. However, since the

early 2000s, local and national authorities have pro-
moted various measures to increase the productivity
and the quality of the coffee (Tulet 2007, 37). The
quality and productivity of coffee are also increasing
due to the introduction of a new variety of Arabica,
Catimor coffee, which is more productive and valu-
able2. It is already grown by all large-scale planta-
tions, and is slowly replacing the old Robusta planted
by smallholders, although it requires more input and
care, and is thus less suited for smallholders. In 2011,
about 30% of coffee planted on the Bolaven Plateau
was Catimor, a rate which may reach 50% by 2013,
according to Sinouk Sisombath (CEO of Sinouk Café
Lao Ltd and President of the Lao Coffee Association)
(personal communication, 5 August 2011).

Figure 1 Laos and the Bolaven Plateau
Source: Lazarus (2009)
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Since the late 1990s, following the ‘New Economic
Mechanism’ (NEM) that opened up the country to
foreign investors in 1986, other land uses have started
to compete with smallholder coffee farms. This article
looks at three in particular: industrial coffee planta-
tions, hydropower dam development, and bauxite
extraction and bauxite/alumina/aluminium refine-
ment. In the following pages we discuss the conflicts
that arise between smallholding coffee production
and each of these different land uses, and what
happens to the coffee farmers who are displaced by
the new investments.

From smallholding coffee production to coffee
plantations

A number of investors are investing in large-scale
coffee plantations, to take advantage of the fertile land
of the region, and the availability of wage labourers –
some of whom are forced to engage in wage labour

after their own coffee land is given over to the plan-
tations. Most large-scale industrial coffee plantations
are located in the central and western parts of the
Plateau, especially north-western Pakxong and south-
ern Laognam districts, at elevations between 900 and
1,300 masl (Figure 3).

One of the companies involved in coffee produc-
tion is Dak Lak Rubber Co. – named after Vietnam’s
Dak Lak province – which started to invest in the
region in 2006. An official from the Dak Lak Rubber
Co., interviewed by us in early 2009 at the company’s
Pakxe offices, indicated that the company had already
planted approximately 250 ha of coffee on the
plateau, and that it intended to expand its coffee
holdings to about 500 ha, or possibly more, in the
near future.

Dak Lak Rubber Co.’s coffee holdings is just one
example of the growing control over the Bolaven
Plateau by plantation companies. In 2007 the
Vietnam-Laos Coffee Joint Stock Co. firm, operating

Figure 2 Human settlements and protected areas on the Bolaven Plateau
Source: Derived from unofficial District Agriculture and Forestry Office (DAFO) maps
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under the Vietnam National Coffee Corporation
(Vincafe), along with another Vietnamese company,
the Dak Uy Coffee Company of Vietnam’s Kon Tum
province, came to an agreement with authorities of
Champasak province to grow 1000 ha of coffee in
Champasak, assumedly on the Bolaven Plateau. The
project also reflects the bilateral economic program
between the Lao and Vietnamese governments.
According to the agreement, the land would be leased
to the Vietnamese investors, with the possibility of
expanding between 3000 and 5000 ha at some time
in the future (T&CTJ 2007; TNN 2007; AP 2007).
Analysts of the plan, however, believe that yet more
land will be converted under the agreement (AP
2007). The project is extolled for its utilisation of
‘uncultivated land’ while ‘providing jobs for thou-
sands of Lao labourers’ (T&CTJ 2007; AP 2007).
However, Vietnam is no longer the only source of
foreign investment in coffee plantations. Since 2008,
the Thai company Paksong Highland Co. Ltd has cul-

tivated a concession of 3000 ha, the biggest on the
Plateau (DAFO-Pakxong 2011), while the newly
established Singaporean company Outspan Bolovens
Ltd received a similar sized concession in 2010 (KPL
2010).

Since the best coffee land is already being farmed
by the smallholders, some of the land allocated to the
companies by the government is invariably already
under cultivation. Hence, companies such as Dak Lak
Rubber Co. appropriate productive and semi-
productive coffee lands from the smallholder coffee
communities through official (i.e. government sanc-
tioned) means. This is also the case for two adjacent
villages visited during the fieldwork periods: Ban
Phoumako, a former State Farm (nikhom) village with
little land created in 1976, and Ban Tongkatay, a long-
established Jrou (Laven) village, both situated south of
Pakxong. According to the villagers, Dak Lak Rubber
Co. expropriated 30 ha in Ban Phoumako and 300 ha
in Ban Tongkatay, an area which the villagers maintain

Figure 3 Coffee concessions (in about 1999)
Source: derived from Fortunel (2007)
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exceeded that legally granted through the concession
contract. That is, the Company’s bulldozer drivers
illicitly extended the area of the plantation without
proper authorisation and with pure impunity.

Lao government officials are often conscious of
this transgression of the territorial extent agreed in
the concession contracts – several villagers from Ban
Tongkatay even lodged a complaint at the province
level – but have so far failed to take any action
against it, in spite of the fact that a high-ranking
officer in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs originates
from this village. Indeed, it is not surprising that com-
panies prefer to acquire land that is close to existing
villages: while villages are likely to have been estab-
lished close to the best coffee land, they also provide
a ready pool of workers for the plantations (a work-
force that will be looking for wage work once their
land is expropriated).

During an interview conducted in Phoumako in
2009, one man explained that he was forced to sell his
family’s land to Dak Lak Rubber Co. Because the land
was considered ‘productive’ (due to the presence of
regularly maintained coffee trees) he was entitled to
compensation for his land. However, the man
reported he received as compensation a mere
1 300 000 kip (US$150). The man explained that only
because he had productive coffee trees did he receive
any compensation (albeit insufficient). Those families
whose lands were completely forested, or who had
poorly maintained or unharvestable coffee trees,
received no compensation at all, irrespective of
whether they held titles to that land – a temporary
land use certificate issued from 1997 by the district
land office and signed by the district governor and the
head of the village (Bay yang diun sit nam say ti din).
The company would simply present the government-
issued document authorising the land concession.
Upon seeing these government mandates, the villag-
ers had no recourse.

Against this background of people losing their
farmed and unfarmed land, there is the picture of new
economic opportunities in the villages. According to
Ban Phoumako’s village head, about 20 villagers work
on the plantation where they earn about 25 000 kip
(about $3) per day. He explained:

The policy of the government is to try to improve this
village – a poor village – so they gave the land to the
Vietnamese company to improve the lives of the villagers
by giving us jobs . . . This company has built a school and
a health centre in Phoumako for the people, and main-
tains the road until Ban Tongkatay.

Asked how he considered the future of the smallhold-
ers in the village, he responded: ‘All their plantation
can still be extended. Villagers plant coffee trees every
day. But it’s true that we can’t find new land’. Simi-
larly, one villager from Ban Tongkatay told us that ‘all

the smallholders can get the biggest part of their
revenue from coffee until the end of their life since
nobody lost all his land’.

From smallholding coffee production to mineral
extraction and processing

While these coffee-growing areas are not yet
included in any known government-granted land
concession to foreign mining companies, they are in
no way invulnerable to future mining, hydropower or
other types of concessions (Obein 2007, 25–26). The
GoL has granted or is in the process of granting about
five land concessions to Chinese, Australian and Thai
investors to exploit the region’s confirmed and poten-
tial mineral (bauxite) reserves (Tulet 2007, 88).
Unlike the coffee plantations, these mineral reserves
are found in the south and east of the Bolaven
Plateau (Figure 4).

Bauxite is found near the ground’s surface and is
thus extracted through surface mining (strip or open-
pit mining), a process through which all vegetation
and topsoil are removed. Sometimes the layer of
topsoil can be restored after extraction is complete,
but the restored soil loses its ability to retain water.
This precludes annual crop production such as coffee
(IRN 2005, 5).

One specific corporation, Sino Australian
Resources Company (SARCO) – a joint venture
between the China Nonferrous Metals International
Mining Company (CNMIM) and the Australian Ord
River Resources Corporation – has led the push to
transform the regional economy of the Bolaven
Plateau towards the mining sector. According to an
October 2006 statement made by Ord River Executive
Chairman, John Towner, ‘The Lao Bolaven Plateau has
the potential to be one of the biggest bauxite deposits
in the world’ (Ord River 2006).

SARCO has, or is actively pursuing, mineral survey
and exploration access for two companies, the
Chinese corporation called Yuqida Mining Group Ltd
and the Lao Service Incorporation Co. Ltd. The bauxite
tenement controlled by the Yuqida Mining Group Ltd,
referred to as the ‘Yuqida 589’ (Yuqida) tenement,
was, as of January 2008, 589 km2 and initially tar-
geted to yield 300 million tons (MT) of bauxite (Ord
River 2008a). By December 2008, 30.6% of the
67.5 km2 exploration target in the Yuqida tenement
was estimated to contain 110 MT of bauxite, and the
total amount of bauxite that may eventually be mined
in the Yuqida Tenement was estimated to be between
440 and 570 MT (Mineweb 2008). The Yuqida site is
only one of two already conceded tenements. SARCO
is also performing exploration and definition drilling
on behalf of a Lao corporation called Lao Service
Incorporation Co. Ltd in what is referred to as the ‘LSI
138’ tenement, measuring 138 km2, and consisting of
two sub-tenements, ‘LSI-66’ and ‘LSI-72’, based on
their respective sizes (Ord River 2008a) (Figure 4).
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According to April 2008 estimates, the LSI tenement
contains an additional 20 MT of bauxite, thereby
making SARCO’s total estimated bauxite resource on
the Bolaven Plateau 130 MT. The present estimated
quantity of the resource is important to note because
once 300 MT are confirmed to exist, SARCO will have
the authority to initiate feasibility studies for a full-
scale alumina refinery to be built on the Bolaven
Plateau (Ord River 2008b).

SARCO’s goal to develop a ‘world-class aluminum
industry in Laos’ (Ord River 2007) by not only per-
forming bauxite mining, but by also building an
alumina refinery and aluminum smelter, which make
the possibility of even more land being conceded to
foreign investors wishing to capitalise on the
Bolaven’s new mining sector. If the plans for an
alumina refinery and aluminum smelter do come to
fruition, then it would be increasingly difficult to make
an argument against the expansion of mining rights
over the entire region, as so much capital and infra-

structure would already have been invested. Indeed,
rumour has it that the total amount invested might
exceed the investment made for the Nam Theun II
dam, which with an estimated base project cost of
$1.25 billion, is ‘the largest investment ever made in
Lao PDR and the world’s largest private sector hydro-
electric project financing’ (Miga 2006, 1).

The existing bauxite concessions are more or less
on the southern and southeastern parts of the Plateau
(Figure 4), where fewer smallholding coffee-
producing villages are located. However, according to
one of its March 2008 statements, the Chinese–
Australian joint venture has, ‘an application for an
[additional] 867 km2 area in its final stages of
approval’, that, when combined with its current
bauxite tenement areas, will provide ‘access to close
to 1,550 km2 on the Bolaven Plateau’ (Ord River
2008c), which means that the company would effec-
tively have resource rights to nearly 40% of the entire
Bolaven Plateau. The new tenement SARCO is hoping

Figure 4 Mineral concessions
Source: Based on Ord River (2009, 75)
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to acquire (or perhaps has already acquired) will be
the first one that makes significant leeway into the
north-eastern part of the Plateau where most coffee-
producing villages are located. Thus, while small-
holder coffee production still represents the most
prevalent type of land use system on the Plateau after
forests3, this might change. The result of these proc-
esses is likely to be a smallholder coffee industry
operating in an increasingly small section of the Pla-
teau’s northwest.

The impacts of the impending expansion of the
bauxite/alumina/aluminum industry on the smallhold-
ing coffee producers of the Bolaven Plateau region
cannot be understated. An April 2008 statement made
by Ord River (which holds 49% ownership in SARCO;
Ord River 2009) claims that the highly prospective
areas of bauxite ore are found in difficult to access
‘areas that are partly covered by forests’ (Ord River
2008b). However, a subsequent May 2008 SARCO
presentation (SARCO 2008) on the project’s progress
claims that ‘Initial satellite studies were aimed at
defining areas with low intensities of agriculture and
at defining bauxite [areas]’, but then immediately pro-
ceeds to concede that ‘Agricultural areas were found
to cover most of the Yuqida tenement with small areas
of forest still left’. While SARCO and senior Champa-
sak officials (Vientiane Times 2009) would still like to
present mining as an activity that threatens few small-
holding coffee farmers, it will be less so as mining
concessions are given towards the north of the
Plateau.

According to two villagers from Ban Houay Kong,
four villages southeast of Ban Houay Kong are threat-
ened with relocation because they are located on
prospective bauxite pits: Thadikseua (already resettled
in the 2000s in anticipation of the Xe Pian – Xe Nam
Noy dam), Nong Phanouan and Houay Chot (which
were also scheduled to be moved but in the end were
not; Khamin 2008a) and Nam Tuat. Three representa-
tives of each of these villages had been invited to
attend the project meeting held at Pakse Grand Palace
in 2010 but in May 2011 they still did not know the
time or place of their relocation.

While now relatively few smallholding farmers are
threatened with relocation (many people were relo-
cated in the 1990s and 2000s from the areas now
allocated for bauxite; Khamin 2008a), this does not
mean that the land is ‘empty’ or ‘barren’. These mines
directly encroach on protected areas: the Dong Houa
Sao NBCA is located 35 km west of Slaco’s planned
mine area, the 2665 km2 Xe Pian National Protected
Area is located 3 km west of Slaco’s planned process-
ing site and 15 km southwest of the mine area, and
63% of the 1240 ha large Dong Bak District Protected
Area is located within the boundaries of Slaco’s
processing site. Thus, apart from displacing people,
the mining will lead to drastic transformations of the
land use of the region, from conservation to devasta-
tion (Lazarus 2009).

From smallholding coffee production
to hydropower

There are three hydropower projects on the Bolaven
Plateau, either existing or in the final planning stages:
the Houay Ho (completed in 1999), the Xekatam, and
the Xepian-Xenamnoi hydropower projects (Figure 5).
The Houay Ho hydroelectric power project was the
first dam developed in Laos under the ‘Build-Operate-
Transfer’ or BOT scheme (Khamin 2008a). Under a
BOT arrangement, the investing corporation is respon-
sible for securing all project financing, construction
and operation for the duration of the concession
period (in this case 30 years). Upon completion of that
concession period, the project is to be transferred to
control of the state.

One village, Nam Han, was directly located in what
would become the reservoir area for the Houay Ho
dam. Ultimately, though, a total of 12 villages were
relocated out of the watershed areas of the Houay Ho,
Xepian and Xenamnoi rivers. The Houay Ho Power
Company (HHPC) itself explains on its website that
Nam Han was the only village directly impacted by
the dam’s reservoir, and that the other 11 relocated
simply due to the GoL’s ‘environmental protection
program’ (HHPC 2008). The villages were moved to a
relocation site north of Ban Houay Kong called Chat
San village, roughly translatable into ‘planned village’
(Khamin 2000, 26). In total, about 640 households, or
2700 people, were relocated to Chat San, essentially
all of whom belong to the Mon-Khmer ethnic minority
group Nya Heun (IRN 1999).

The government built housing and a road for the
relocatees, as well as the land to grow coffee seed-
lings, and promised to provide the resettled families
with 15 kg of rice per adult for 3 years, a period
sufficient for the new coffee seedlings to mature and
begin producing harvestable fruits. For ‘the Houay Ho
resettlement plan depended upon a strategy to convert
subsistence-oriented swidden farmers to cash-crop
coffee growers over a short period of time’ (Khamin
2008a, 74). However, there were problems with this
plan4.

To begin with, according to the Chat San villagers,
many families did not receive the monthly supply they
had been promised. Many, in particular those who
relocated after the deadline set by the government,
claim that they received only 2 or 3 kg of rice per
month. In addition, while households were originally
promised 2 ha of land (IRN 2004, 44), many claim to
have only received approximately 1.5 ha, most of
which was not of productive quality. Furthermore,
most of the allocated land – approximately 80%
(Khamin 2008a, 74) – was already claimed by the
long-established Laven villages of Houay Kong and
Nam Tang, who would confront the Chat San villagers
when the latter would try to use the land. The result is
that ‘while 90% of the relocated families used to be
self-sufficient in rice, it is now [2004] estimated that
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95% have rice deficiencies, with enough rice for only
three months of the year’ (IRN 2004, 2).

The problems of land inadequacy and food insecu-
rity have led most of the Nya Heun resettled to Chat San
village to spend long periods every year at the sites of
their old villages. In 2000, Khamin reported that
approximately 30% of all the houses in Chat San
village looked abandoned (2000, 28). During our field
visits in 2009 and 2011, it appeared that the percentage
of vacant households was even greater, at approxi-
mately 50–60%. In 2009, we encountered some
houses that were occupied only by adolescents and
their younger siblings, whose parents insisted they stay
in the village so they could go to school, while the
parents worked for several months on the old lands.
The ongoing movement of resettled Nya Heun people
from their resettlement sites to the sites of their tradi-
tional lands illustrate an example of what Evrard and
Goudineau (2004, 939) have termed ‘resettlement-
induced forms of mobility’ in which a ‘village moves
officially to the new site but the villagers [unofficially]

keep their land and temporary “field houses” on the old
site’.

A newly established coffee plantation further
decreases the amount of land available to the people
living in Chat San. The Singaporean Outspan Bolov-
ens Ltd received a 638 ha concession for coffee plan-
tations in 2009, and planned to expand coffee
plantations to 3000 ha in Paksong district (Champasak
province) in 2011 (KPL 2010). Part of the 2009 con-
cession is inside the territory allocated to Chat San
and covering the coffee plantations of about 10 fami-
lies. According to a group of villagers we interviewed
in May 2011, the village head was unable to stop the
plantation from taking over the land because that land
had been allocated to the company by the provincial
government, and the villagers had not yet received
land titles for their land.

At least two hydropower projects are still planned
for the Bolaven Plateau. One is the Xekatam Hydro-
electric Project, north of Chat San, for which a
memorandum of understanding between the Lao gov-

Figure 5 Hydroelectric dams
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ernment and the Japanese KANSAI Electric Power Co.
was signed in September 2004 (Kansai 2006; Khamin
2008b; XHPP 2011). Although the construction of the
dam has not started yet, its 763 ha reservoir will
eventually flood the paddy rice and swidden rice
fields of Ban Nong Mek and Ban Nam Houng, two
long established Nya Heun villages (Phanmatha et al.
2009). These two villages are no longer planned for
relocation (unlike what the original plan suggested),
but the reservoir would nevertheless flood the more
productive paddy rice fields, leaving the villages with
a larger rice deficiency than they are experiencing at
present (Phanmatha et al. 2009; XHPP 2011). As a
form of compensation for the paddy fields lost, the
project plans to allocate to the villagers a new area,
situated at Thoung Pongling, a lowland valley 3 km
west of Nong Mek. However, this place is already
cultivated by the adjacent village of Ban Pongling
(XHPP 2011). The problems presently experienced by
Ban Chat San villagers – being allocated land already
claimed by another village – are repeated in Ban
Nong Mek and Ban Nam Houng. Ironically, Ban Nong
Mek already suffers from the establishment of two
coffee plantations on 122 ha of its territory, one by
Outspan and one by Dak Lak Rubber Co.

Discussion and conclusions

In examining the dynamic land use changes currently
taking place in the Bolaven Plateau region, it becomes
apparent that smallholding coffee farming is being
increasingly threatened by new, more capital inten-
sive land uses, able to generate larger profits. This
raises three interrelated questions. First, about the
development path that the Lao government is pursu-
ing. Second, about what happens to the relocatees.
Third, how to accommodated these disparate – and
conflicting – land uses on the Bolaven Plateau.

The common view propagated by the Lao govern-
ment is that it is attempting to develop the country, to
exit the ‘least developed countries’ group of nations
by 2020 (Lintner 2008), and that to do this it needs to
attract foreign capital – which is only interested in
land and the product of that land. The view that the
government is doing its best to develop the country is
widely accepted by the people we interviewed, even
the relocatees who suffer under the present policies.

This broad approach towards the development of
the country (and the role that the Bolaven Plateau
plays in it) can be easily justified. Laos is a ‘least
developed country’ with a GDP per capita of only
US$986 in 2010. With limited opportunities, land and
the products of land (coffee, rubber, hydroelectricity
and bauxite) are some of the few goods that the gov-
ernment can exploit to obtain (foreign) capital to
invest in the development of the country. However,
the question arises as to whom that development is
meant for, and this brings us to the second question
raised above.

We mentioned in the introduction that the common
point of view is that provided the relocatees are com-
pensated for the assets they lose, the investment that
forces them off their land can be justified.Yet, we have
seen that in the case of the relocatees in the Bolaven
Plateau, this compensation in many cases is merely
hypothetical. People are often relocated to areas
which are already claimed by others, forcing them to
return to farm their original land, illegally and at con-
siderable distance from their new village, if that land
is still available and accessible. Also, in many cases
the compensation they are supposed to receive does
not materialise, putting them in a position similar to
that of refugees (as discussed in Heming et al. 2001).
It seems that the people living on the Bolaven Plateau
are at best bypassed by the benefits of the foreign
investment pouring into the region, and at worst the
victims of such investment (Vientiane Times 2007).
This strengthens the argument put forward by Cernea
and Mathur (2008) that the people living in the areas
where investment takes place should be the first to
benefit from such investment. The reasons why small-
holding coffee farmers are not being properly com-
pensated can be put down to the widespread
corruption at all levels in Laos, and the failure to
institute the rule of law.

Increasingly, there seems to be a competition for
land among the investors. The first comers take over
the best (most accessible, most fertile) land, with the
late comers having to satisfy themselves with the
remaining land for which they are forced to pay more,
since opposition to land grabbing is slowly increasing.
So far, there is still a separation of land uses, with
mining taking place in the south, and coffee planta-
tions in the north. But there is already some overlap-
ping (Figure 6), and as more land will likely be
allocated for mining in the north, this will increase.

There also seems to be competition among districts
and provinces, and civil servants within these political
entities, to distribute land as quickly as possible,
before others do so (Dwyer 2011). As Stuart-Fox (in
MacKinnon 2008) stated, ‘It’s simply a matter of
greed. Officials are grabbing what they can. Compa-
nies need land and are prepared to pay well. It all goes
under the table’. Some sales (or leases) of land are
sanctioned by the central government, but some are
promoted by the provincial governments, and are not
regulated, or registered, centrally. The Ministry of
Planning and Investment (MPI), the organisation that
is responsible for attracting and authorising transna-
tional deals, has information on only between 5% and
9% of all projects in the country, as measured by land
area (Dwyer 2011). In particular, the MPI ‘does not
hold information on the areas of medium and small-
scale plantation projects (less than $3 million invest-
ment and production area less than 100 hectares),
which have been approved at the provincial level’
(Voladet 2009, 3). In many cases, land is also
allocated by the district authorities, which may give
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concessions that the provincial authorities – let alone
the central authorities – know nothing about. It is not
surprising then that different investors – perhaps inad-
vertently – may obtain portions of land of the same
villages, as is the case of Ban Nong Mek, each grab-
bing a small part of the total village land, but together
compromising the ability of the villagers to sustain
their livelihoods.

When the land is allocated by the provincial and
district authorities, it is they who decide on the
amount of compensation that villagers should receive.
Since one can expect more stringent compensation
for the villagers to reduce the kickbacks to the civil
servants, it is not entirely surprising that many villag-
ers receive little compensation (see also Baird 2011).
As Schuettler (2008) writes, in many cases local offi-
cials ‘go to a village and say ‘this land is degraded and
can be used for plantation development’, without any
compensation to the villagers. When considering that
civil servants earn between $20 and $60 per month
(FAO 2006), while having control over resources (land

or minerals) worth millions, it is to be expected that
‘officials are grabbing what they can’. As an anony-
mous foreign advisor in Vientiane quoted in MacKin-
non (2008) stated, ‘The situation is completely out of
control. It’s a fire sale. People in power are just des-
perate to get their hands on the money so they don’t
miss out. For the companies coming in it’s a massive
land grab.’ The competition to allocate land also pre-
vents the Lao government from actually benefiting
from such land grabs by raising funds that can be used
for the development of the country, which are the
justifications behind foreign investments in the first
place. Land is leased for very low prices, of between
$3 and $9 a hectare per year, a fraction of the com-
mercial value (MacKinnon 2008). In the meantime,
Laos is slowly running out of land. As an anonymous
expert quoted in MacKinnon (2008) stated ‘It’s a myth
that Laos has so much virgin land. There’s no land left.
Plantations promised 20,000 hectares or 50,000 hec-
tares can’t find it when they survey. They might get 50
hectares here or there.’

Figure 6 Land use conflicts in the Bolaven Plateau
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The central government has tried to improve regu-
lation. In May 2007, the Lao government declared a
moratorium on land concessions over 100 ha. What
prompted the moratorium was a story in the Vientiane
Times of the problems caused by a Vietnamese rubber
concession in southern Laos (Baird 2010). However,
the more fundamental causes of the moratorium were
the lack of transparency of the agribusiness invest-
ments, and the lack of knowledge by the central gov-
ernment of the most fundamental information on such
investment: which land has been allocated, what
payment was made, what crop is being farmed, what
compensation was paid to the villagers, etc. During
the speech announcing a moratorium on land conces-
sions, the Prime Minister at the time, Bouasone
Bouphavanh, emphasised the need for better survey-
ing: ‘Previously, once an agreement was signed for
industrial tree plantations, investors would start
cutting down trees straight away, but this was some-
thing that had to change, [the prime minister] said.
Officials should first carry out proper surveys to deter-
mine how many hectares of the land were owned by
locals, or lay in protected or watershed areas, and
report the findings to the government for considera-
tion. ‘These problems were caused by deficiencies in
our strategy, and we will now review our regulations
that are incompatible with the country’s land laws,’ he
said.’ (Vientiane Times 2007). Yet, the moratorium
seems to be ignored by provincial governments. Only
a month into the moratorium, the governor of Vien-
tiane province granted 705 ha of land to a South
Korean rubber project (Schuettler 2008).

The situation of the Bolaven Plateau exemplifies
some of the problems that rural people are confronted
with when capital enters rural areas. In Laos the posi-
tion is that short-term sacrifices are needed for the
long-term economic development of the country.
Unsurprisingly, these sacrifices are expected from
those with the least political power: minorities,
farmers and the poor living far from the centres of
power, Vientiane and the regional capitals. In the rural
areas, in this case the Bolaven Plateau, they are at the
mercy of the local civil servants, who are expected to
oversee the use of very valuable resources, and yet
receive very low salaries. It is not surprising that the
people among whom the investments take place are
those international capital and local civil servants
who are the least concerned about, and end up living
in ‘refugee-like’ situations.
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Notes

1 Of course this distinction between recipients of capital and
recipients of the products of land is not always clear cut. For
example, Vietnamese companies held large investments in
Laos and Cambodia (Baird 2010).

2 In August 2011 it was sold for US$1300 /ton for robusta and
US$5300 /ton for arabica (S. Sisombath, personal communi-
cation, 5 August 2011).

3 In Pakxong district, forests account for nearly 58% whereas
cultivated land represents only 25% (DAFO-Pakxong 2011).

4 Many of the negative socioeconomic impacts of the Houay Ho
dam have been documented in various case studies on the
project (IRN 1999; Khamin 2000, 2008a; Sayboualaven 2004;
Delang and Toro 2011).
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