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Bui Minh Dao.
cac Dan toc tai cho o Tay Nguyen [Traditional

Trong trot Truyen thong cua

Agriculture of Indigenous Ethnic Groups in the
Central Highlands of Vietnam]. Hanoi: Nha
Xuat ban Khoa hoc Xa hoi, 2000, 218p.

This remarkable volume, written by a researcher
affiliated with the Institute of Ethnology in Hanoi,
describes the traditional swidden agriculture (also
called slash-and-burn farming or shifting cultiva-
tion) that was, until 1975, the basis of livelihood of
the minority ethnic groups (referred to collectively
as “Montagnards” in the western ethnographic
literature) of the Central Highlands of Vietnam. In
Bui Minh Dao’s view, swiddening is more than sim-
ply an economic production activity; it is the central
core around which all aspects of the cultures of the
indigenous minorities were organized. The tradi-
tional agricultural system was well adapted to the
environment of the Central Highlands and fully met
the livelihood needs of its people. He describes
how this formerly productive and sustainable
system has been transformed in recent years into
an important cause of deforestation and environ-
mental degradation in the Central Highlands.

Bui Minh Dao presents a radically different
view of traditional agricultural practices of the
ethnic minorities of the Central Highlands from
that found in most previous Vietnamese publica-
tions. According to the conventional wisdom, tra-
ditional swidden agriculture is a primitive type of
farming that employs backward and inefficient
technology. It is characterized as having low
productivity, using land wastefully, and causing
widespread deforestation. Because of its ineffi-
ciency and lack of sustainability, the minorities that
practice it are forced to lead a nomadic life charac-
terized by deep poverty and frequent experience of
hunger. Based on this (mis)understanding of the

nature of swidden agriculture, suppression of shift-

ing cultivation and its replacement with permanent
forms of agriculture has been a key state policy for
decades. Since the 1960s, vast sums and great
effort have been invested in the largely unsuccess-
ful program for sedentarization and fixed cultivation
(dinh canh dinh cu). Despite this effort, however,
in 1997 between 150,000 and 250,000 people still
totally depended on swiddening for their liveli-
hoods and hundreds of thousands more practiced
some swiddening to supplement production from
other types of cultivation. Some communities
have been sedentarized two or three times already
but have returned to practicing shifting cultivation
because they could not survive otherwise.

Bui Minh Dao convincingly challenges the con-
ventional wisdom about the negative characteristics
of traditional shifting cultivation. He argues that
swidden agriculture, as practiced by the indigenous
ethnic groups of the Central Highlands, is neither
primitive nor backward. Instead, it is a complex
system of farming that has evolved over many
centuries as a highly successful adaptation to the
specific environmental and social conditions of the
Central Highlands. Those groups that employ it
have a deep and sound knowledge of their environ-
ment and the farming practices that allows them to
make a satisfactory living despite the many con-
straints that they face. He demonstrates that,
under the conditions of low population density and
abundant forestland that prevailed in the Central
Highlands before 1975, swiddening was highly pro-
ductive. Yields were high with a seed to harvest
ratio of 1/60 and an average production of 2.7 tons
of unhusked rice/ha. Although wet rice fields in
the lowlands gave higher yields per hectare,
Only 250

to 280 labor days were needed per hectare to pro-

swiddens gave a higher return on labor.

duce an average yield of 9 kg of paddy per labor
day. As he observes, “with such high yields and
returns on labor, and contrary to what many people
erroneously believe, and different from the current

situation, swiddens in the Central Highlands were
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completely able to produce sufficient food, even a
surplus, for the people. Hunger, if it occurred at
all, was limited” (p. 92).

conditions of increased population density and

Of course, under current

degraded land, productivity has seriously declined.
Among the Ba Na, for example, the seed to harvest
ratio is now only 1/32, the grain yield 1.4 t/ha, and
the return on labor only 6.4 kg/labor day (p. 94).
Despite this decline, labor returns are still higher
than for wet rice fields which is one reason why
minority people in the Central Highlands, in
marked contrast to those in the northern moun-
tains, don’t want to give up swiddening to take up
wet rice farming. Although much lower than
before, the returns they receive from swiddening
are still vastly superior to those obtained by groups
like the Kho Mu in the northern mountains whose
swiddens produce a seed to harvest ratio of 1/20, a
yield of 900 kg of paddy/ha, and a return on labor
of 4.5 kg/labor day (p. 95).

The traditional swiddening system in the Central
Highlands was a closed rotational system. A field
was cleared and burned and cultivated for only one
year, then fallowed for 10 to 20 years while the for-
est regenerated until it could be cleared again.
This land use system was highly extensive, with a
minimum ratio of cultivated to fallow land of 1:10
and sometimes as much as 1:18 or even 1:20.
Each village thus required a very large territory
and, consequently, the population density was very
low, averaging only 15 people per square km.

Under such conditions, exhaustion of land was
rarely the reason for movement of settlements.
Bui Minh Dao interviewed Ba Na in 6 villages to
ascertain the reasons for changing the location of
their settlements during the middle period of the
twentieth century. In only 2 out of 12 relocations
was the need to find new land the cause compared
to 4 cases where the village was burned for reli-
gious reasons, 4 cases where it was abandoned
because of epidemics, and 2 cases resulting from

social conflicts, either with a neighboring group or
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among the inhabitants themselves (pp. 112-113).
Regardless of the causes for moving villages to new
sites, such movement can hardly be called “nomad-
ism.” The new site was always located within the
existing territory of the village and the pattern of
movement was one that the author refers to as a
“closed circle.”

Since 1975, however, the traditional system of
agriculture in the Central Highlands has been dra-
matically transformed. Rapid population growth
has been the major driving force in this land use
change. The number of people living in lower
elevation parts of the Central Highlands grew from
400,000 in 1936, to 750,000 in 1976, to approxi-
mately 2.5 million in 1997. Most of this growth
was due to resettlement of Kinh (lowland Vietnam-
ese) from the overcrowded central coastal prov-
inces after 1975.

migration of ethnic minorities from the northern

In recent years, spontaneous

mountain region has further swelled the population.
The occupation by state farms and forest enter-
prises of vast tracts of forestland that were formerly
used by the local people for their swiddens has
further intensified the effects of increased popula-
tion density. Scarcity of land is commonly said to
be a major factor generating the recent serious
social unrest among ethnic minorities in the Cen-
tral Highlands.

environmental consequences.

Land scarcity has also had serious
Under conditions of
land scarcity and degraded forests, the closed rota-
tional swidden cultivation cycle has become an
open one in which a field is cultivated for 4 or 5
years after it is initially cleared, then abandoned
after the soil is exhausted. The fallow period has
also been shortened from 15-20 years to 5-7
years. Recovery of forest is slow and difficult and
large areas have been taken over by Imperata
grass. People are forced to either change their
methods of cultivation or to abandon the land and
seek new forest elsewhere to clear their swiddens.

One response to changing environmental condi-

tions has been to increase the area of wet rice
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fields. Wet rice cultivation has existed side by
side with swiddening for a long time in favorable
areas of the Central Highlands. Although some
systems of wet rice cultivation were borrowed from
the Cham, Lao, and Vietnamese, Bui Minh Dao
suggests that the method of cultivating wet rice in
swampy fields by using herds of buffalo to trample
the soil in preparation for broadcast seeding used
by some groups of Mo Nam, So Dang, Gie Trieng,
E De, Mnong, and Chu Ru was an indigenous
development. Since 1975, however, the area of
wet rice fields has expanded from 2,475 ha to
approximately 20,000 ha in 1997. Most of this land
was occupied by Kinh migrants but the average per
capita area of wet rice land farmed by indigenous
people increased from an insignificant amount in
1976 to 200 m? in 1997 (p. 182).

ties have given up swiddening entirely in favor of

Many communi-

wet rice cultivation.

Another response has been to convert swiddens
into bunded rainfed fields cultivated on an annual
basis using plows or hoes. Intercropping of beans
and peanuts with rice or corn helps to maintain soil
fertility. Such fields can be cultivated continuously
for 15 to 30 years before being fallowed. Control
of weeds requires much more labor than in the
traditional swiddens, however, with 120 to 150 labor
days of weeding per crop compared to 50—60 days
before (pp. 177-178).

Expansion of the area of perennial gardens, espe-
cially those devoted to monocultural production of
industrial tree crops such as coffee, tea, pepper,
and cashew nuts, has been the third response.
Traditionally, the indigenous groups planted many
different species of vegetables and fruit directly
in their swiddens. During the colonial era a few
households living near the newly established
French plantations began to make their own spe-
Since 1975, with

strong encouragement by the government, the

cialized gardens of coffee or tea.

number of households involved in cultivating indus-

trial crops has vastly increased. In Dac Lac alone

in 1990, 280,000 E De households and 390,000
Mnong households had planted coffee or pepper
gardens. Unfortunately, the specialized gardens
are not a stable means of production either eco-
logically or economically. During the prolonged
drought in 1998 more than one half of the area of
coffee planted by indigenous people died from lack
of water. Prices for coffee are also extremely
unstable. In part because new production from
Vietnam has flooded the market, world coffee
prices have recently fallen to record lows bringing
severe hardship to the Central Highlands farmers.

This book is clearly written, well organized, and
nicely produced. The author draws on a wide
range of past publications on swidden agriculture,
both foreign and Vietnamese, and is scrupulous in
citing his sources. (Unfortunately, however, he
follows the Vietnamese publishing convention of
transliterating the names of foreign scholars into
Vietnamese, making it difficult sometimes to iden-
tify key sources. The French ethnologist G.
Condominas becomes “Cong do mi nat” and, more
difficult to recognize, A. G. Haudricourt is translit-
erated as “O dricua” and P. Lafont as “La Phong.”)
It is to be hoped that the publisher of this valuable
book will arrange for its translation into English to
make it available to the much wider audience that it

so richly deserves. (A. Terry Rambo - CSEAS)

Daniel Arghiros. Democracy, Development £
and Decentralization in Provincial Thailand.
Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2001, ix+
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