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Forward
You are reading stories related to promoting fair sharing of natural
resources in the Mekong region in this booklet. The stories are written
by young people from the community and partner organisations in
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar and Thailand.
The youths are able to write these stories and take pictures like in this
publication after they were selected to participate in “Regional Youth
Exchange and Training on Story Telling” from 16 to 18 October in Siem
Reap, Cambodia, organized by Oxfam’s Mekong Regional Water Governance
Program (MRWGP) and People Protecting their Ecosystem Project (PEM)
with dual purposes:
1) Create a venue for youth from the Mekong region and Salween to
share, learn and co-create communication strategies to help address
the common threats to their resources;
2) Build capacity of youth to develop communication products and
materials that will support their engagement in the natural resources
management and governance.
3) Create knowledge sharing opportunities between youth participants
and community fisheries in Tonle Sap, in order to demonstrate the
impacts development and climate change can have on vulnerable
communities.
The overall aiming of the programs is to enable communities and civil
society in the Mekong and Salween river basins to be better able to
realise sustainable livelihoods.
Whilst we recognize youth roles and leadership as a critical factor for
inclusive and sustainable development, a youth engagement strategy
was developed for the Mekong region. The need to build youth’s
capacity to enable them to participate in the discussions and dialogue
on issues that matter to their lives and their future.
Protection of natural resources and ecosystems especially river
ecosystems connote inter-generational justice and transboundary
governance that require youth to play more active roles and collaborate
across physical boundaries.
The Regional Youth Exchange and Training on Story Telling helps
participants better understand about the issues related to governance
of the riverine resources, learn methods for effective storytelling
(story writing and photography) and techniques to engage with their
audiences and stakeholders.

PAULINE TAYLOR MCKEOWN

Asia Region Natural Resource Programs Cluster Manager

The Journey of Coffee Soap’s Young Entrepreneurs
By Bounyouang Oudomphone, Lao PDR
Most young Laos entrepreneurs don’t see the
appeal of farming in their country.
The work is extremely labor-intensive, competition
from neighboring countries make it challenging
for young people to start and develop their
businesses and there are severe limits on government
policies to help them.
Most of the time, young farmers are encouraged
by their families to find new jobs in the business
or public sector and like many in Southeast Asia,
young Laotians are flocking to towns and cities to
fulfil these dreams, leaving the farmlands behind.
Phonvilay Silaphet, or Ting, 23, grew up on her
parent’s coffee farm in Paksong district, Champasak
province, in Southern Laos and used to help her
parents on the farm when she was a teenager.
She moved to study finance and accounting at
university, thinking an easier life would await her,
but found herself struggling to find work due to
strong competition where people would often
bribe their way into positions.
“Why don’t I go back home to work on the coffee
farm with my parents,” she thought, returning to
work with them for three years.
During that time, Ting noticed a lot of the coffee
was wasted each day and came up with the idea
to turn the waste into a body scrub.

In January, 2018, Ting attended the ASEAN Cooperative
Business forum in the Philippines, where she was
able to showcase her products.
She was struck by how few young Lao farmers
were present at the forum and decided to establish
a young farmers group to help develop business
ideas including transforming coffee into new
products, just like she did.
Ting was able to convince 15 youths to join and
submitted her plan to the Laos Farm Network,
which was quickly approved.
On February 1st 2018, JHAI Coffee Youth Soap
Group was established, with the Farmer Network
supporting the startup with funding and training
on soap and scrub production.
While the group has faced challenges, with members
leaving to produce soap independently at a lower
price, and the expense of producing soap meaning
they will have to find other products to sell, Ting
and the group are finding ways to address these
challenges.
Ting is optimistic about the JHAI Coffee Soap
Youth Group and knows she and her team has a
lot to learn about managing a business.
But she believes she will have the opportunity to
develop and make the group successful in the
future.

“Even though working as a group is less profitable
than working alone, I prefer it in order to have
She later joined The Laos Farmer Network to help
people with me who share the same goal and help
support her work.
each other to solve problems and challenges
together,” Ting said.
................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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From Cleaning Up Rubbish to Conservation Leader
By Myo Myat, Myanmar
My name is Myo Myat and I am working for Kalyanamitta
Development Foundation, an environmental
awareness and community mobilization group
established in Myanmar in 2010.
During my studies in 2008 I took part in a
one-week environmental awareness training
workshop which totally changed the way I
thought about the environment and inspired my
current environmental conservation work.
When I was a student, I organized a local fish
seeding campaign in Loikaw city in the Balu river
and other environmental conservation work.
Some of the work revolved around plastic reduction.
I live in a small city but we have a lot of festivals,
almost one per month, which created a lot of
waste problems thanks to the plastic that was
left behind by people attending the celebrations.

We soon formed a youth group called “Mizzama
Hnanaone Tar” and I became an environmental
conservation leader.
We organized different kinds of environmental
awareness raising events for young people and
the public.
Our activities included environmental conservation
exhibitions, special talks, and training.
Now during the festivals, instead of simply cleaning up the rubbish afterward, we encourage the
public to rethink the way they use plastic with our
5R pamphlet: reduce, refuse, recycle, return and
reuse.
While we can’t change society at large, we have
been recognized and are trusted by the government,
the public and our families.

This made me sad and I tried to organize people to
help clean it up but no one was interested. Later
at high school, a friend asked me about my work
and she decided that she wanted to help as well.

After four years of working as a volunteer, it was
becoming more difficult to get by and some
issues, such as the abuse of indigenous communities
and natural resources, are difficult to change.

From this small beginning more people began to
join us when we went to clean the rubbish each
morning, from five people, to 10, to 50, including
teachers from the nearby university and others
who helped support us with money and food.

However, I got the opportunity to work at the Inle
Lake Watershed Development Project with
Kalyanamitta Development Foundation, and
started to learn the technical skills, such as
participatory action research methods, to help
organize communities to manage their natural
resources sustainably.

.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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Klan Dien - leading the Community
and Managing its Natural Resources
By Seng Kanh, Cambodia
Klan Dien was an ordinary citizen of Taing M’lou
village, Rattanakiri province, Cambodia.
A part of the Jarai ethnic minority group, the
31-year-old farmer left school in the third grade,
and he and his wife have two children.
Before, he said he did not have any role in the
community. He didn’t know about human rights,
the law, or indigenous people’s rights and had
never participated in community meetings.
The Indigenous Community SO project funded by
Oxfam, which began training workshops in his
village in 2014, gave Dien the capacity to
understand the law and his rights as a citizen and
as an indigenous minority, as well as knowledge
about climate change and human rights.
Klan Dien also participated in community visits
where he was shown established community
collectives, and participated in Indigenous
Peoples Day, Environmental Day, and other
activities supported by ICSO.

“Then ICSO came into Taing M’lou village for
development work, so I learnt and now know
about some laws that are related to the indigenous
peoples rights, land law, forestry law and other
related laws.”
Thanks to his training, when ICSO began it’s
collective land registration in his villages, Klan
Dien was elected by his community to be
vice-president of the community committee.
He now leads and manages his community in
order to preserve and protect their traditional
cultural identity, land and natural resources.
Klan Dien also organizes and leads patrol groups
around the protected forests that border nearby
villages, with the support of local authorities.
“The community members and commune authorities
trust me on this work because they have seen me
mobilizing the community for the meetings,
leading the meetings and disseminating related
information to the people,” he said.

“ICSO provided me with knowledge and courageI would like to thank ICSO and Oxfam for their
support and assistance to myself and my
community.”
................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
“Before, I did not know anything about the law,”
he said.
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Saving groups help the community
to be united and prosperous
By Tep Srey Neang, Cambodia
Sixty-year-old Sek Khem is pleasantly chatting
with her family in her house.
She is a member of the local savings group in Sam
Phin Village, Kratie Province, Cambodia.
She is a widow with four children and is currently
living with her youngest daughter, helping with
farm work and running her grocery shop.
In early 2014, there was an announcement about
the importance of saving for change from the
local NGO, Northeastern Rural Development (NRD),
with the support of Oxfam.
Sek Khem was interested in this way of saving and
formed a local savings group with 22 members, 18
of whom were women on April 10, 2014 with the
help of NRD.
"Establishing a community saving group is very
important for poor people who can’t afford to save
and borrow money to expand their business or
cope with the difficulties and establish good
solidarity in the community," she said.
In the past, Sek Khem said her village did not have
a savings group when they needed money and
would have to borrow from local money lenders or
a microfinance institution and had to user their
land titles and documents as collateral.

The group has successfully saved by each
member making small contributions when they
can and provided loans to members and with low
interest rates.
The group share money (principle saving) and
interest to members once a year.
Participation in the savings group has improved
Sek Khem and the other members livelihoods.
She was able to start another business by using
her savings and borrowing more from the group.
"I borrowed money from the savings group to
engage with another business, to build a grocery
store with my money to improve my family's living
conditions,” she said.
The savings group meetings have proven to be an
important focal point of the community and an
opportunity to build solidarity.
It’s a chance for members to talk about their
families, speak about issues like domestic
violence, their children’s health, agricultural
techniques, fishing, or simply to catch up.
Their group has now added three more members
to its ranks and now runs independently without
NRD’s assistance.

The group has helped Sek Khem and her
‘’(Now) we are a member of the saving group, so
community prosper.
we can borrow money and just follow the rules
and regulation of the savings group only,” she
said.
................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
This story and photograph were compiled and written by the participants of Oxfam’s Regional Youth Exchange and Storytelling Workshop. P4

A Community-Created Conservation Area
By Eng Lorn, Cambodia
The Samot Leu Samot Krom natural protected area
exists in Lum Phat district in the North-East
province of Rattanakiri, Cambodia.
The 1280 hectare area is bordered by several
commercial timber companies, including Chinese
company Feng Shui and Sam Vang, as well as the
Lumphat Wildlife Sanctuary.
Since 2009, the roughly 2,000 residents of the
community, many of whom are indigenous Tompoun,
who have farmed and hunted the area for
generations, came into conflict with these
commercial companies thanks to the economic
land concessions that were granted to them by
the government.
The companies encroached on the wildlife
sanctuaries that the local communities depended
on for their livelihoods, clearing forests and
ignoring sacred sites and traditions.
In 2015, the community met with local authorities
to draft a proposal to create a nature protected
area to preserve the natural resources for next
generation.
The community was officially recognized by the
Ministry of Environment in June. 2015, who
appointed Son Smien, a 40-year-old Tompuon
man as head of the community committee in
Samot Loeu village.

They created clear demarcation boundary
processes, as well as forest rehabilitation and
management plans to ensure natural resources
were used sustainably.
Head of the Community Protected Area committee,
Bun Maneas, 30, said the community had also
been trained by the Ministry of Environment to set
up forestry patrols in the area to protect the
forests from illegal logging and poaching, as well
as providing legal training to the villages on
criminal procedures.
Additionally, the committee was invited on study
tours to established eco-tourism sites managed
by local communities, in order to learn about
alternative ways their community could make a
living.
Community committee member Phal Nita, 20, has
been going out on forest patrols and participates
in conservation work in the area.
She said she enjoyed creating products that
didn’t come from timber, such as bamboo and
resin, and relished her new knowledge she gained
from her training.
“We are aware of the rights and roles in the
community relating to the use of natural resources
and the processing of these non-timber products
as a family income,” she said.

From 2015-2018. Wildlife Rescue Organisation
“We are also involved in activities such as monthwith the support of Oxfam, helped the community
ly meetings, patrolling, and sharing our knowledge
committee and local authorities help resolve the
with other villagers.”
conflict between the community and the timber
companies.
................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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The Fish Recuse Project in Na Hang
By Mai Huong Nguyen, Vietnam
Le Thi Sen is a merchant living in the mountainous
district of Na Hang, in Tuyen Quang province,
Vietnam.

After the training, the team members went to
each house and passed on the knowledge they
had learned to the rest of the community.

A resident of the area for the past 40 years, Le Thi
Sen earns her money the same way many other
people in the area do – catching fish in the Gâm
River.

They talked about the environmental issues
facing the river and how the fishing methods they
were using were destroying the river and their
livelihoods.

In the past, the residents used grid fishing methods, which inadvertently kill a large number of fish
species, including juveniles, seriously affecting
the biodiversity of the river and the long-term
livelihoods of the people.

The group agreed to monitor which households
were using the destructive fishing methods and
would then prompt the local government into
action.

This is complicated by waste created by the
people who live on the river, which could lead to
further environmental problems.
Le Thi Sen said she noticed the decline in shrimp
and fish species in the river but didn’t think there
was much she could do about the problem.
That soon changed when she participated in a
WARECOD project in 2015.
At that time, the responsibility of conserving the
local fisheries fell to the local government,
however they did not have the resources or funds
to monitor fishing activity.
Locals like Le Thi Sen were eager to protect and
manage the fishery and with WARECOD’s help,
were able to assemble into a group of aquatic
resources managers, with Le Thi Sen elected as
team leader.
WARECOD used workshops and training courses to
teach the managers about fishing and
environmental protection.

The team also encouraged local shoppers to
reuse their trash instead of dumping it into the
river.
Le Thi Sen even used her singing and acting
talents during community festivals to spread
awareness throughout the community.
At the end of the project, Sen came across fish
species that hadn’t been seen in the area for five
years, including Bagariusbagarius and
Hemibagrus.
The use of destructive fishing tools was also
remarkably reduced, with local fishermen now
only using environmentally friendly tools,
including shrimp muzzles and wide-mesh nets.
Before the project, destructive fishing tools on
the reservoir could be observed almost daily.
Now the number has plummeted to an average of
one to two cases a month, caused by fishermen
from outside the community, who were swiftly
reported.

.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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The Wonder Woman name “Chu Lan”
By Vorn Hoky, Cambodia
Chu Lan is not one to hold back her thoughts.
“Whatever you feel you should not keep to yourself,
you have to express and stand for yourself, do not
stand alone, stand with people,” she said.
A 42-year-old from Kampong Phluk community
near the Tonle Sap in Cambodia, Chu Lan is deputy
chief of the Community Basic Organisation (CBO).
Previously, the women of Kampong Phluk were
dominated by their husbands, did not have the
ability to make their own decisions financially,
and were expected to stay home and raise their
children, according to Chu Lan.
From 2009 however, the women of the village
started to join workshops and meetings organised
by Fisheries Action Coalition Team (FACT), on
women’s law and empowerment.
Chu Lan was selected to lead the workshops and
from 2009 to 2013, she inspired other women to
join the CBO to learn about climate change, and
women’s rights laws.
With FACT’s support, she also established a
Savings Group, to help ensure the village’s
financial security.

The saving group uses the money saved to
purchase fishing materials and take their children
to school and because of the success of the
program, husbands are allowing their wives to join
the CBO which now has the capacity to ask the
government to fund a community fishery program.
The journey to success has not been easy for
Chu Lan, but she has always been resilient and
persistent.
“Problems will come along the way but if we have
a clear goal and stick to it, we will surpass all
barriers,” she said.
While they have seen many positive changes, Chu
Lan said they still face discrimination from their
male counterparts, with one woman being forced
to leave the group because of her husband.
Despite this, Chu Lan continues to her work with
the female community member’s support.
“If we have a strong leader, we can be as strong
as her,” CBO member, Mun Sitha said.
“Men don’t understand women’s issues like
women.”

The group now consists of 259 members and has
been able to save a total of 50 million riel ($12,355
USD)
................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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The Life of a Widow
By Hpauyam Htoinan, Myanmar
Marip Lu, 62, lost her husband in 1988 when she
was 28-years-old. Soon after her husband past,
one of her three children also died.
After his funeral, her late husband’s family came
to take her valuables, her wedding ring and other
jewelry, and she soon found herself homeless
with her two surviving girls.
“I was the luckiest girl in the world because of my
husband, I didn’t know by life would become this
bad,” she said.
In her village in Hka Pawt, widows are treated as
outcasts and are not allowed to be involved in
community discussions.
As Marip Lu did not inherent any property from her
family, she at first went to stay at the gate of her
friend’s house, but because they could not
support her she was forced to take her children
into the forest where they lived for three months.
“I was afraid of the nights,” she said, fearing
being sexually assaulted.

“I had many sleepless nights to protect both of my
girls.”
She built makeshift homes, but was always kicked
off by the owners of the land she tried to build on.
Marip Lu finally decided she did not want others to
suffer as she had done, and began talking with
other widows about how they could help support
each other.
She wanted to make sure her children and others
had enough food and could go to school, and
soon women with husband’s began giving her
support, providing widows and their children fruit,
which grew in abundance around her village.
The team she had gathered worked hard,
providing homeless widows with sticky rice and
oil for lamps, and the community began to notice
her team’s work, finally giving her a position in the
community in 2002.
Now at 62-years-old, Marip Lu works at an
orphanage center in the community, the widows
and others she helped over the years always
come and visit, while her daughters carry on her
work in the community.
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A talipot palm tree and its
journey to a processed product
By Laphengphan Bannalard, Lao PDR
During the past 5 years, Oxfam and the Lao
Biodiversity Association (LBA) have been cooperatively
seeking the most effective income generation
activities for people in the 5 poor villages in
Lamam district, Sekong province in the southern
part of Laos. The main purpose is to help the
villagers generate income, have decent
employment and be able to sufficiently support
their families.

Ms. Fon and her husband live at the bottom border
of Pakpoun village, Lamam district, Sekong
Province, Laos. Ms. Fon and her husband are rice
farmers and their paddy field was part inheritance
from her husband’s parents. Additional to rice
farming, her family also raises some chicken and
pigs for their own and their 3 children’s consumption
when needed. They also have some vegetable
gardens.

Talipot palm trees have been playing a significant
role in the livelihoods of communities especially
in the Southeast Asian countries. Historically,
people used talipot palm tree leaves to record
such information as doctrines of Buddhism,
fables, and tales, which are commonly found in
many temples in a form of talipot palm leaf
manuscripts. Talipot palm trees can reach about
70 years of age. They bear fruits only once, and
die after fruiting. Many of these trees can be
found in the southern part of Laos, in Lamam
district, Sekong Province, especially in these five
poor villages of Lao Theung ethnic group.

The growth of population has led to the destruction
of talipot palm tree forests as people harvest
talipot sprouts for food and clear the areas for
production. This has greatly reduced the areas of
talipot palm tree forests.
5 years ago, the Talipot Palm Tree Forest
Conservation Project started implementing
activities that introduced talipot palm tree
conservation and livelihoods improvement for
people in this area such as training on forest
management and sustainable usage practices.
There was a survey on talipot palm tree forests to
determine the boundaries of prohibited areas and
areas that can be used. Management regulations
and forest patrol system were established. In
addition, people were also encouraged to plant
rattans and bamboos to provide bamboo shoots in
order to reduce the need for harvesting talipot
palm tree sprouts.

"I am motivated to participate in the Talipot Palm
Tree Forest Conservation Project, because I
believe that talipot palm trees are important to
the livelihoods of people living in this area since
they preserve water and we also use their leaves
to build huts in rice fields to give us shelter" said
Ms. Fon.
................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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After participating in the talipot palm leaf weaving
trainings, I could produce a variety of old and new
styles of handicraft products such as hats,
handbags, tissue boxes, and chopsticks. I can
also transfer the knowledge from the trainings to
my family on how to make these products. Now,
everyone in my family can weave talipot palm
leaves, while I continue to teach other people and
my relatives in the village. We use our time very
effectively now”. said Ms. Fon.

The main objective of this project is to protect the
talipot palm trees so their stalks and leaves can
be used for handicraft production. The project had
established a community handicraft group,
provided talipot palm leaf weaving trainings for
each group, and setup a weaving group and a
sales and marketing group.
“In the past, our main income was from selling
rice which was only once or twice per year. The
income was not enough compared to the
expenditure.

Nowadays, people in the 5 villages have realized
the value of talipot palm trees because they help
generate income from the sales of its products.
The villagers are now actively protecting talipot
palm trees by setting up management zones in
each village where people cannot invade and cut
down talipot palm trees freely as before. Villagers
in each village can only harvest talipot palm trees
in their respective management zones.
Any violation would result in a fine based on the
regulation. The production of talipot palm leaves
weaving is still continuing, and its products are
now on sale in the province and in the markets of
Vientiane Capital.
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the sustainability of the forest
is our responsibility
Khamvichai Phommachanh, Loa PDR
Sone, 43, a leader of women union in Sming
village, Phathoumpone District, Champasack
Province recalled her memory of the forest and
natural resources of her peaceful village when
she was young. She said, twenty years ago there
were a lot of thick forests with big and small trees
near her rice paddy and vegetable garden. Each
time when she finished her works on the farm,
she always enjoyed relaxing under the shadow of
the big trees near her farm and absorbed the
smell of the various forest flowers and made her
forgotten all the hard work.
Now Sone is growing old, married with four
children and she said all her villagers live
depending on the natural resources they can find
in the forest near their village, especially
Cardamom seeds which is very precious to her
family and the whole villagers besides farming
and animal raising.
Her villagers always search for foods and harvest
non-timber forest products (NTFP) such as
Cardamom to generate the incomes for their
family. She looks happy when she talked about
the memory of the past, but she looks sad when
she starts to explain the current situation of the
natural resources.

In the recent two or three years ago, Sone
witnessed the decreasing of the natural resources,
especially the Cardamom trees as the result of
the deforestation in her areas by illegal loggers.
“May and June are usually the high season for
harvesting cardamom seeds the most but now
villagers can harvest only one or two tons. It is not
enough to support our incomes. The decrease of
the forest productions comes from the major
issues of illegal logging and deforestation for
cultivation, “said Sone.
According to Khamkeo, a 54-year old deputy
village chief of Sming village said the decrease of
natural resources like Cardamom seeds cost the
lost of about 50% of the incomes for villagers if
comparing to 10 years ago. She said, the statistic
in 2016 of Sming village showed that villagers
generated the total incomes from Cardamom sees
and other forest products annually per family up
to 5,000,000 Kip ($625).
Oxfam’s partner, The Global Association for the
People and the Environment (GAPE), has trained
Sming villagers especially women like Sone of the
knowledge of natural resource management
(laws, and forest policies) as well as skills to
improve villagers ‘living condition such as
agriculture techniques and animal raising.

................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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While in the past women did not have confident to
talk in the meetings and they always felt shy and
nervous and none listened to them or their
opinions. Khamkeo said, like Sone used to be a
very shy and no confident woman but now she is
changed. She has confident in debating in the
meeting with local authorities, sharing her ideas
and her commitment to protect the remaining
natural resources.
“I can see myself changing from a quiet and shy
woman with no confident to become a strong
women leader in my village. I am very brave to talk
about the issues of illegal logging in the forest
conservation areas and raise my concerns over
the difficulty in harvesting cardamom seeds to
support my family’s incomes, “said Sone who
often meets with governor and local authorities to
share about the villagers’ concerns over the
decreasing of natural resources, especially
cardamom trees.

Also, GAPE helped villagers to produce the maps
of natural resource protected areas for the Sming
village, mobilized villagers to plant trees,
especially Cardamom and supported villagers to
form the natural resource management
committees.
In addition, GAPE cooperated with provincial
departments of education and sport and
agriculture and forestry of Pathoumphone district
and the Sming village chief committee to encourage
villagers to participate in patrolling activities and
other trainings provided by GAPE especially the
training on leadership in natural resources
management.
Khamkeo said she observes the villagers,
especially women, are very active and motivated
to learn new skills and use their right to
participate in the meetings, join patrolling to
manage the forest.

As a result of her efforts, the governor of
Pathoumphone district promised her and other
villagers to work with her community to find the
best solutions to solve the problems of illegal
logging and deforestation in her area.
It’s not ended yet for Sone. She hopes in the
future she will try her best to encourages and
share the knowledge to other women in her
community and work with them to protect our
natural resources for everyone.
“I want to be a role model for other women in my
villages as well as other communities and I will
help other women to be confident and actively
participate in natural resource management.
I want to see our natural resources remaining in
this conservation areas for our generation, so the
sustainability of the forest is our responsibility,”
said Sone.
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