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Foreword 

 
 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime recognizes alternative 
development as an important strategy to prevent and eliminate illicit crop cultivation. In 
Southeast Asia, being a main source of opium and heroin production, UNODC with 
support of international community works in partnership with government and non-
government agencies to launch alternative development efforts aiming to provide 
sustainable development and lawful economic options to opium poppy cultivation. The 
success of alterna tive development depends largely on the commitment of national 
governments and support of the international community and funding agencies.  

 
As strategies for alternative development and opium elimination in the region, 

UNODC Regional Centre for East Asia and the Pacific emphasizes promoting 
cooperation and collaboration of countries in the Greater Mekong Subregion, 
strengthening capacities of alternative development agencies and projects as well as 
sharing good practices, innovative approaches and lessons learned for alternative 
development. In recognition of the role of gender in alternative development, a regional 
study on “Engendering Alternative Development: Emerging Strategies for Sustainable 
Practices in Southeast Asia” was conducted as part of the activity of the subregional 
project on Alternative Development Cooperation in East Asia to compile experiences and 
good practices on gender and development and recommend strategies for mainstreaming 
gender in future alternative development in the region. In addition, a regional seminar on 
“Alternative Development: Information Networking and Sharing Good Practices on 
Gender and Development” was organized in October 2003 at the Doi Tung Development 
Project in Chiang Rai, Thailand to provide a platform for policy makers, gender 
specialists, researchers and alternative development project managers to share their 
experiences and discuss future implications for gender mainstreaming and alternative 
development. This publication compiles all the papers presented at the seminar to share 
some experiences and good practices on gender and development from Southeast Asia. I 
thank the authors of the papers for their contribution to the publication.   

 
 
     Sanong Chinnanon 
     Alternative Development Coordinator 

UNODC Regional Centre for East Asia and 
the Pacific 
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Gender Responsive Technology Framework 
 for Poverty Alleviation in Rural Thailand:  

Alternative Development  
toward Women Empowerment  1 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 
 Traditional male dominance in the Thai and most other Asian countries makes 
it rather automatic to equate “farmers” with being men. In fact, at least in the context 
of Thailand, women also play major roles in rural communities. Male and female 
youths with low education level tend to migrate to Bangkok and other major cities to 
work permanently in the industrial sector -  electronic and textile factories and 
construction work. Early middle-aged men, especially from the Northeast, tend to 
migrate permanently to become taxi drivers in Bangkok and send remittances home 
for hiring agricultural labor. Those who are left behind aside from the young and the 
aged are the married women who have to take care of the extended family as well as 
most agricultural activities. 
 
 
2. The Research and objectives of the research 
 
 The conceptual framework of the research focuses on technology transfer to 
rural women and men to alleviate their poverty.  There are two factors both at the 
macro level that affect technology environment: social and policy milieu. At the level 
of rural society, technology transfer depends upon technology traditions, gender 
traditions, family situation, rural logistics, rural economy options and rural institutions 
for technology transfer. All these variables assert their differential influences on 
technology needs and availability in complex manners. 
 
 Women and men have different technological needs in the spheres of 
agricultural production, post- harvest/processing activities as well as household 
activities. However, most scientists do not develop new technologies with “gender” in 
mind. Having a mind set that farmers are men, they do not take note of the different 
needs and cater to reduce men’s labor. Rural women have to shoulder work both 
within and outside the household with hardly any labor-reducing technologies.  
 
The objectives of this research are: 

1) To identify the activities, constraints and technology used by women in farm 
production, post harvest processing and household production 

                                                 
1 The paper was presented by Dr. Angkarb Kanjapat KORSIEPORN, Social Research Institute Chulalongkorn 
University.  This is based on the findings of the FAO-UNDP project of similar title:THA/00/002: SPPD: 2001- 
2003. The author acknowledges the generosity of Dr. Revathi Balakrishnan, Senior WID Officer, FAO/RAP/WID, 
the team leader of the project, who allows the use of the project findings. 
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2) To identify the activities, constraints and technology needs of women in farm 
production, post harvest processing and household production 

3) To identify the technologies that are responsive to their needs 
4) To identify the strategies that would improve women’s access to technology 

sources 
5) To enable rural women to engage in income generating activities - which is an 

important means towards their empowerment, self respect and confidence 
6) To make gender responsive policy recommendations to the Royal Thai 

Government (RTG) to alleviate poverty in rural households. 
 
 
3. Research sites and research methodologies 
 
3.1.Research sites 

 The research is a pilot study comprising six villages in four provinces 
representing diverse agro-ecologocal conditions of Thailand. The villages were 
selected because they were the areas under UNDP projects as well as the fact that 
village headmen and a headwoman were cooperative. These villages are in Songkhla, 
Nan, Pitsanulok and Buriram provinces. 
 
Table 1: Study sites and agro-ecological characteristics 

Province District Village Characteristics 
Phitsanulok Wat Bot Ban Nam Kob • Located on a plain, one side of 

which is hilly with altitudes of 
60-120 m. 

• Field crops and paddy farming. 
• Provincial Per capita GDP: 
      40,345 Baht (1997) 

Buriram Nang Rong Ban Tukud Tasa • Located on an upper plain. Hilly 
with altitudes of 190 m. and 
under. 

• Rain-fed paddy farming, field 
crops, orchards and rubber 
plantations 

• Provincial Per capita FDP: 22,805 
Baht (1997) 

Nan Na Noi 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ban Luang 

Ban Nam Hin 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ban Fa 

• Located on high ground, 
surrounded by mountains. 
Altitudes of 120-360 m. 

• Paddy farming and field crops. 
• Per capita GDP: 29,022 Baht 

(1997) 
 
• Situated on high land with 

altitudes of 340-600 m. and 
surrounded by mountains. 

• Paddy farming and field crops. 
• Provincial Per capita GDP: 

29,022 Baht (1997) 
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Songkhla Bang Klam 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sathing Phra 

Ban Kuan Nua 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ban Sri Chai 

• Located on the coastal plain 
inland from Songkhla Lake, with 
altitudes of 10-40 m. 

• Rubber plantations, paddy 
farming, fishing. 

• Provincial Per capita GDP: 
64,168 Baht (1997) 

 
• Located on the shores of 

Songkhla Lake at a low elevation, 
which means that flooding is a 
chronic problem. 

• Rubber plantations, paddy 
farming, fishing. 

• Provincial Per capita GDP: 
64,168 Baht (1997) 

Source: Fieldwork data of the FAO/RAP-UNDP Project gathered in 2001 
 
 
3.2. Research methodology 

 To obtain both qualitative and quantitative information, combinations of 
research methodologies were used: 
§ Collection and review of secondary data at provincial, down to village level, 

e.g. annually collected data in the village surveys of the basic needs (Jor Por 
Tor) and the basic information (Kor Chor Chor 2 Kor) of rural community as 
a whole.   

§ Training workshop for field investigators in gender analysis and in the 
concept, methods and tools of participatory rural appraisal (PRA) they were 
assigned to collect data and information once they returned to their respective 
village, prior to actual field work of the research team. 

§ Key informant interviews with village formal and informal leaders and 
knowledgeable women and men to verify the work of the field investigators 
and obtain additional information. 

§ PRA with approximately 50 rural men and women from lower middle and 
poor households. The were conducted in Thai, using a number of PRA tools 
such as transect walk, wealth ranking, seasonal calendar, 24-hour clock, Venn 
diagram. 

§ Focus group discussions with formal village leaders, local NGOs, and sub-
district GOs officers from the four major ministries engaged in rural 
development: the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives (MOAC), the 
Ministry of Public Health (MOPH), the Ministry of Education (MOE) and the 
Ministry of Interior (MOI). 

§ Focus group discussions with provincial and district government (GOs) 
officials and representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). If 
possible, a woman and a man from the village were invited to join. 

§ Desk review of the policies, strategies, projects and programs of key 
government institutions to gauge the level of gender responsiveness of these 
GOs. 
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4. Core activities 
 
 All the activities in this pilot research are crucial to meet the objectives of this 
research. Nonetheless, The core activities here considered to be most crucial are the 
PRA with the 50 participants and the provincial level workshop. Regarding the PRA, 
the rural women and men are the givers of first hand information and they know best 
what their problems and needs are. The workshop is the platform where high-ranking 
officials could be introduced to the concepts of gender, gender responsiveness and 
gender mainstreaming, be informed about the research findings and discussed how to 
overcome both the structural constraints of the Thai bureaucracy and the rural 
women’s and men’s constraints and to meet their technology needs.  
 
4.1.The PRA procedures 

1) The village head and the assistants helped identify targeted women and men 
and asked them to participate in the PRA sessions. 

2) The national consultant team – a socio-economic and gender specialist acting 
as the national and team leader, a technology specialist and an 
organization/institution specialist – introduced themselves, the project and its 
objectives to the participants3 in each village. After the introduction, the 
information previously gathered by the field investigator and the national 
research team was showed in the form of flip charts taped to the walls for 
verification and additional information. 

3) The participants were divided into women group and men group and parallel 
focus group discussions were conducted, facilitated by the research team and 
the field investigator. When the number of participants were large, they were 
divided into subgroups. For instance, the research team divided 25 women 
participants into three small groups, attempting to group women of the same 
poverty level in the same group to avoid dominance by those from better-off 
women. On the other hand, if the number is small, the team attempted to 
facilitate the discussions to avoid the dominance. After the parallel focus 
group discussions, another focus group discussion followed, comprising both 
female and male participants. Flip charts showing information using various 
PRA tools -done by women and by men- were put up on walls and were 
compared and further discussed. The focus of discussions were on the 
technology used, constraints and needs of women and men in all major 
production (e.g. paddy farming, cassava production, large livestock raising, 
orchard, etc.), post harvest activities and household production. This      
session included brainstorming on how to overcome the identified constraints 
and meet the technology needs of women and men. 

 
 4.2.Provincial level workshop  
 The research team had at all stages of the research tried to validate the 
obtained information. It is extremely crucial for the team to present the information 
from the PRA sessions of each village to the GOs representatives in the workshop. At 
the beginning of the workshop, the research project and its objectives were explained, 
emphasizing the meaning of “gender” and “gender responsiveness” in technology 
transfer. In the workshop, they discussed the needs and provided further useful 

                                                 
3  The number of participants were targeted at 50, but there were variations in each research site with the minimum 
around 20-25 participants.  



 

 5 

information on local technology sources and in some sites traditional wisdom to 
overcome the identified constraints. In addition, they brainstormed with the aim to  
provide modalities to make Sub-district Technology Transfer Centers (TTCs) more 
effective in disseminating gender responsive technology to rural villagers and to take 
the holistic approach with regard to transferred technologies. That is, to monitor 
whether and how they are utilized, their efficacy, productivity and evaluating the 
outcomes of the transfer.  Most importantly, they are instrumental in relaying the 
information on gender-segregated technology constraints and needs to the central 
government. 
 
 
5. Major research findings 
 
 Almost all GOs officers from the grass rooted level to the provincial level did 
not understand the concepts of “gender”, “gender responsiveness” and “gender 
mainstreaming”.  
§ The Sub-district Technology Transfer Centers (TTCs) visit were not effective 

in disseminating technology to rural villagers. The working hours of the TTCs 
clashed with those of the farmers, disabling them to come to ask for 
information they need or want.  

§ Rural women and men did have different problems, constraints and needs in 
agricultural production, post harvest processing and household production. 

§ Rural women’s work in production, processing and household activities were 
taken for granted, unpaid and not recognized/appreciated. 

§ Informal and formal socialization since childhood made rural women in the 
research project submissive to men, be they father, husband, brothers and 
other male relatives, resulting in women lacking self-esteem and self-
confidence to articulate their needs. The women expressed their fear to venture 
too far from their village for training and said they would go only if they go as 
groups and with the permission of the ir husband. 

§ Though the rural women in the research sites held the purse strings, the 
decision making on the use of cash tended to rest on the spouse, even though 
jointed decision making was documented. The balance of power in decision 
making was tipped when women could earn their own separate income 
acquired through selling processed food products or other micro enterprises. 

§ Women were much less likely than men to be recruited for training outside 
their village for more than two days and the training was usually on traditional 
women’s work, mainly food processing. This is despite the finding that within 
the sphere of household production, women actually took care of small 
livestock such as chickens and pigs and looked after their kitchen garden as 
well. 

§ Members of women’s groups were from well off households, who sometimes 
were village leaders such as member of Tambon or Sub-district Administrative 
Organizations (TAOs) or some other groups such as Livestock group. Some 
women groups had membership regulations that practically prevent women 
from poor households to join, barring them from access to formal loans. 

§ Women from poorer households did not have collateral to get loans from 
formal financial institutions and had to borrow from local moneylenders at 
exorbitant interest rates. This increases their poverty because the money was 
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used to pay previous debts and to buy rice and other necessary foodstuffs on 
credit from the regular grocery stall owners whom they know. 

§ Woman headed households were the poorest of the poor. This was the case 
especially when the household comprised only an aged widow. The very poor 
women could still depend, to extremely low extent, on the social safety net in 
the village. Only particularly close relatives could provide her with some 
assistance, as they were also poor.  

§ Very poor women were not willing to participate in the focus group sessions 
due to opportunity cost. 

§ GOs officers have to write their annual programs with budget, the target 
groups were set in terms of the number of villagers but they were not targeted 
by sex. 

§ Budget allocated for each planned program reached the GOs staffs very late. 
The implementation of many programs planned for early in the fiscal year had 
to be delayed. As the budgets for the programs poured in during the last few 
months before the fiscal year end at the end of September, the implementation 
of most remaining programs had to be expedited at the expense of cost 
effectiveness and appropriateness in the selection of trainees for training 
programs. 

§ Communication from the central government via provincial representatives to 
the village Heads was very slow. By the time a formal letter reached the 
Heads, they normally did not have time to recruit appropriate trainees. 

§ Most GOs officers’ incorrect assumption of functional literacy and numeracy 
of trainees led to technologies not being transferred to others in their 
respective village. The training was thus neither effective nor conducive to 
technology transfer. 

§ The Division of Informal Education, under the MOE, trained women villagers 
in their own respective village. The training using the demonstration method 
was for groups of 5-10 interested women. For many women, they later formed 
themselves into informal groups to process snacks and/or food products for 
sell. The women were satisfied and proud of their income and ability. 

 
 
6. Analysis of key factors, lessons learned and good practices 
 
 Alternative development (AD) for women empowerment certainly does not 
have one specific modality. Key factors are at work in complex manners, depending 
on which factor or sets of factors are more influential, on the rural women in each 
locality and region. Thus identifying any AD should be grounded on action research 
with clear-cut objectives, conceptual framework, desk review and fieldwork.  
 
 Before the analysis of the findings in this research, it should be noted that the 
research was a pilot project with very small number of project sites. Therefore, the 
findings from this research should not be generalized to represent the whole  of 
Thailand. Taking this limitation into account, a full-scale research has to take into 
careful consideration the coverage of research sites and the degree of 
representativeness of the sites. 
 
6.1.Analysis of key factors to empower rural women  
§ Capability building for GOs officers on gender and gender mainstreaming 
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  The 9th National Economic and Social Development Plan has a section on 
 women and development and the Thaksin Cabinet has also ratified the 
 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
 Women (CEDAW). GOs officials are supposed to be trained on gender 
 analysis and to mainstream women in project/program planning for rural 
 development. Yet, it is known that only the Department of Fishery of the 
 MOAC has had training on gender analysis and gender mainstreaming. It 
 remains to be seen and assessed if the trainees could put what they had been 
 rained on into actual implementation.  
§ Gender responsive project and program planning 
 Given that project and program planning are gender responsive, those who are 
 responsible for implementation have to overcome the cultural barriers that 
 make rural women in general submissive to their male counterpart, as well as 
 the women’s fear to venture outside their village without their friends. Another 
 obstacle is the recruitment of trainees by village Heads, which in fact results 
 from slow bureaucratic procedures and male biases that are pervasive in 
 village setting everywhere.  
§ Demonstration and on-site training for women 
 Due to the patriarchy system and male biases, one government agency that 
 could transfer processing technologies to housewife group or informal women 
 groups right in the village was the Division of Informal Education. However, 
 it was difficult to find trainers with varieties of skills, resulting in the women 
 being trained in processing snacks of the same kinds – buttered banana chips, 
 caramel peanuts, curry puffs, making herbal shampoo. Women’s needs /desire 
 to be trained in specific kinds of processing could not be met, such as making 
 high quality wine from fruits, effective processing method to pickle bamboo 
 shoots.  Despite of this, demonstration and on-site training for women was 
 amazingly effective to get around the obstacles created by patriarchy and male 
 biases. 
§ Income earning activities by women as a group 
 Acquired knowledge and skills usually made women formed a group to 
 produce snacks/foodstuffs for sale. By trial and error, they improved their 
 products and were able to expand their market from within to outside the 
 village. If the Division of informal Education could diversify training courses 
 to include high value-added products in addition to food processing, it would 
 be very beneficial for the rural women in their effort to create their own 
 income. The generated income encouraged village women as a group to 
 venture to their district to seek new market outlets. Through this process, they 
 gain not only income, but also the sense of pride, confidence and self-
 dependence.  
§ Promotion of sustainable women’s savings groups 
 Such government agencies as the Department of Cooperative Promotion under 
 the MOAC and the Department of Community Development under the MOI 
 have the responsibility to help establish cooperatives and savings groups. Nine 
 out of ten are inactive. Sustainability and growth of women’ savings groups 
 have to depend upon spontaneous shared desire to establish their own savings 
 groups. The amount of savings was usually increased with the guidance of 
 group leaders. In one study site, an initially small woman’s savings group 
 gradually grew to become a small village bank, operating similarly to any 
 large-scale banks. It also has a section that works as a cooperative, allowing 



 

 8 

 villagers to buy bonds, which give yearly dividends. In Surathani province, 
 there is a village bank under strong leadership, which has more than 10 million 
 baht 4 of villagers’ savings 5. The point to take note of is that the ideas of 
 setting savings groups have to come spontaneously from the women 
 themselves if they are to expand and be sustainable. 

 
6.2.Lessons learned  
§ It is important to ensure that villagers should not expect any financial support 

from this research. 
  Villagers were long used to consultant teams coming to their village to acquire 
 information, returning to their respective headquarters and afterwards 
 providing them with funding for village development. Before this research 
 team introduced the project, the participants came with this expectation. After 
 explaining long-term benefits, they were less disappointed and more willing to 
 participate in the research project.  
§ Desk review of relevant literature and government policies should precede the 

fieldwork. 
 Desk review would give more background information to the research team 
 and is likely to raise questions that could be asked during fieldwork. Extensive 
 and update information facilitates likewise help researchers to ask questions in 
 more focussed, more extensive and more detailed manners. 
§ In planning fieldwork, site visits should not be timed too closed together. 
 Fieldwork that is planned to be followed by another after only 3-4 days is not 
 only exhaustive but also does not allow researchers to write up the findings in 
 details and to have some time for initial analysis. Furthermore, information 
 gaps are not identified and filled immediately by contacting the field 
 investigator or others in the research site when their memory is still fresh. In 
 addition, if there are rooms for improvement of the fieldwork strategies, 
 having at least a week before the next fieldwork to improve the manner the 
 fieldwork is carried out. 
§ Time schedules fixed in advance should be adapted to accommodate the 

patterns of work of the villagers. 
 In one village in Songkhla Province, both women and men engaged in rubber 
 tapping started working around 11 p.m. and finished around 3-4 a.m. The field 
 investigator arranged for focus group discussions at 1 p.m. The participants 
 agreed to the arranged time but turned up round 3 p.m. The sex-desegregated 
 focus group discussions had to be rescheduled to around 3 p.m. and the 
 discussion group comprising both female and male participants had to be 
 rescheduled to 7 p.m. 
§ PRA tools should be as simplified and as easy to understand as possible. 
 Most participants found 24-hour clock difficult to do. Such tools as problem 
 family tree and matrix problem ranking should not be used as the villagers did 
 not understand and their attempt to provide information through these tools 
 were likely to make the information invalid. 

 
 
 

                                                 
4      Current exchange rate is approximately 39-40 Thai baht to one USD. 
5      Private communication with a CUSRI researcher on October 22nd, 2003 and   
        http://www.chumphon.go.th/data/policy_central/captial.doc 
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6.3.Good practices 
§ Acceptance of research teams that rural woman and men know best about 

their village. 
 Many researchers consider themselves expert in their respective discipline and 
 are not inclined to consult with villagers. This kind of attitude would not 
 encourage researchers to ask questions. In fact, villagers have been living in 
 their village for most of their life and thus have extensive and intensive 
 knowledge and insights. They have the wealth of knowledge and direct 
 experience in the village life. A great deal of information can be gathered from 
 villagers of various generations who might also have different perspectives 
 and viewpoints on the same subjects/issues.  
§ Using PRA, with particular attention on poor rural women 
 Participation of villagers in focus group discussions in a PRA research 
 facilitates them to discuss, analyze and articulate their opinions, problems and 
 needs. The research team facilitates them in taking turns to present the results 
 of group discussions to all the participants. For shy, docile women, it was a 
 fearsome endeavor, but after many repetitions, they gain confidence to speak 
 in front of an audience. This is an indirect outcome of PRA for women 
 empowerment. 
§ Exposure of rural women to similar activities as focus group discussions 
 There are village meetings, called “Prachum Wayti Prachakom Moo Ban”, 
 which requires that and at least three fourths of the total households have to 
 attend and the head of households or his/her representative has to attend. This 
 is another platform where rural women could express their opinions and be 
 assertive. Frequent exposures are possible because in some villages, male head 
 of households migrate either seasonally or permanently to major cities, giving 
 the opportunities for their spouse to attend village meetings. The frequent 
 exposures, like the indirect outcome from women’s participation in focus 
 group discussions, tend to result in women empowerment.  
§ Empowerment of poor rural women through financial self dependence 
 The current cabinet introduced the very successful income-generating project 
 for rural communities called “One Tambon, One Product” (OTOP) 6. Mass 
 media, especially television and newspapers, have been showing numerous 
 success cases of rural women groups earning cash income from food 
 processing, various kinds of handicrafts such as bamboo basket weaving, 
 especially weaving traditional clothing materials using natural dyes. While 
 traditional designs are maintained, government officers from the MOAC, the 
 Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Industry have been giving 
 assistance in the aspects of product quality, package design and marketing. 
 This project not only generates cash income for poor rural women, but also 
 empowers them as individuals and groups. 
§ Provision of skill training for women groups in micro enterprise 
 Woman groups involved in OTOP have one weakness –enterprise 
 administration, especially record keeping of capital inputs, income and net 
 income, as well as account keeping. Skill training to overcome this weakness 
 would further empower poor rural women. 
 
 

                                                 
6    The RTG regional administrative structure consists in descending order of province, district, sub-district or 
Tambon and village. 
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§ Paving the way for poor women to access formal administrative and financial 
institutions  

 Another project of the current government that is complementary to the OTOP 
 is the “one Million baht/One Village Fund” project. It has a formal, rather 
 elaborate administrative structure to ensure fairness and transparency7. 
 Relevant to women in development (WID) and gender and development 
 (GAD) is the fact that the selection criterion that the Village Fund committee – 
 comprising 9-15 villagers – should have roughly equal number of female and 
 male members. Having women in the Committee ensures that projects 
 proposed by women’s groups are not likely to be neglected. The female 
 members who enter this formal administrative arena at the village level have 
 potentials to be selected as members of committees at higher levels. Once 
 more women are in higher-ranking positions in the provincial administrative 
 structure, the likelihood is that they would not neglect the plights, problems 
 and demands of the majority of poor rural women. 

 
 
7. Implications and recommendations 
 
7.1. Research implications 
§ Poor rural women can be empowered through several means simultaneously. 
§ One very critical means is the training of government officials at all levels on 

gender analysis and on engendering policies, projects and programs. 
§ Government projects that are complementary are the best modules to rural 

economy and communities and to improve the status of rural women (e.g. 
debts moratorium + Village Fund + OTOP). 

§ Rural women need not deviate from their traditional role in food processing to 
earn their own income and gain the power to have more control on their own 
life. 

§ Functional literacy and numeracy are imperative if rural women and men are 
to access needed technologies. 

§ Poverty alleviation efforts would not be successful if the target group is the 
poorest of the poor; their opportunity costs are too high and their fear of 
failure is overwhelming. 

§ Growth and sustainability of a woman’s savings group requires the group’ 
own initiative and strong leadership. 

§ Involvement in the village level political sphere is a means to empower rural 
women. 

 
7.2.Recommendations 
§ Rural tribal women in the upland areas along the border of Thailand should 

produce high quality handicraft products for sale.  
§ The women should sell as women’s groups or cooperatives and be trained in 

micro enterprise management. 
§ They have exceptional ability, especially in patching and cross-stitch. While 

traditional designs should be produced, they should be encouraged to create 
new designs. 

                                                 
7 For details and an example, see http://www.chumphon.go.th/data/policy_central/captial.doc and  
   www.ifad.org/events/gc/thailand.htm 
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§ Hill tribe women naturally produce traditional handicrafts to be used in daily 
life. To promote their entrepreneurship, government and international 
agencies could assist them to diversify their products and to adapt them to 
meet the market demands both within and outside the country. 

§ Women from various hill tribes should have the skills required to seek new 
markets and to promote their products, e.g., through exhibitions at OTOP 
fairs and – perhaps in the future – through e-commerce. 

§ Hill tribe women should learn to manage their finance within the family and 
in their groups/cooperatives. This is to avoid getting in debts and to enjoy 
and use their income for the improvement of the standards of their life and 
their family and to be reassured that they have sufficient savings in time of 
unexpected problems/events. 

§ Given that a proportion of women entrepreneurs have language barriers, it 
might be one prerequisite to teach them functional literacy to access 
information and technologies. 

§ Empowering hill tribe women could be accomplished in similar ways to 
those applied to the women participated in this research, with some 
adaptations to suit the culture and traditions of the targeted communities. 

§ Poverty alleviation efforts should be more successful if the target group is not 
the poorest of the poor; but the poor or the lower middle socio-economic 
households. They are more willing to try new innovations and the risk of 
getting in debts is less.  

§ The poorest of the poor women could be hired by women’s groups engaged 
in micro enterprises and could learn from them. 

§ The funding practice by the government and international donors should be 
gradually reduced while the donors should concentrate on capacity building 
of human resource at the grass root level. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 12 

References 
 
 
1. Fieldwork data of the FAO/RAP-UNDP Project gathered in 2001 (Now being  

finalized for publication in November 2003 as a report titled “Gender 
responsive technology for poverty alleviation”) 

2. http://www.chumphon.go.th/data/policy_central/captial.doc 
3. http://www.chumphon.go.th/data/policy_central/captial.doc  
4. http://www.ifad.org/events/gc/thailand.htm 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 13 

 
 

Drug Demand Reduction and Gender Mainstreaming  
in the Context of the Balanced Approach  
to Opium Elimination in the Lao PDR1 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

 Opium, ATS and cannabis are the main drugs abused in Laos. Under the 
balanced approach, drug demand reduction was originally seen to address only opium 
addiction. The actual situation has changed with ATS emerging as a new threat not 
only in the urban areas but also found in rural areas where opium poppy is 
traditionally grown.  
 
 The nature of drug abuse has undergone radical changes in the past few years. 
While addiction used to involve only opium smoking among the older adult 
population, there is abuse of amphetamines among youth. The emergence of poly 
drug abuse is also of concern. 
 
  1.1.Drug control situation and gender analysis  
§ Trends of opium poppy cultivation and addiction in the Lao PDR 

 During the last five years, opium poppy cultivation in the Lao PDR has been 
 reduced by more than 70% from an estimated 26,837 ha in 1998 to 7,847 ha in 
 2003 and opium addiction by about 52.6% from an estimated 63,248 in 1998 
 to 29,961 persons in 2003.2 Where in the past addicts had to be persuaded to 
 join treatment & rehabilitation programmes, the scarcity of opium has led to a 
 big voluntary demand for treatment & rehabilitation services for both men and 
 women. 
§ Trends of opium addiction among women 

 The 2003 data showed that the distribution by gender remained similar to the 
 distribution observed in previous year: 78% of the opium addicts were male 
 (81% in 2002) and 22% were female (19% in 2002). 
§ ATS and other drugs abuse and gender 

 ATS is a problem causing great concern to Provincial and Central Authorities. 
 ATS abuse was first reported in 1997. Provincial authorities have noted that 
 ATS abuse cases has been increasing annually, mainly among the younger 
 populations and spreading from urban to rural areas. ATS cases receiving 
 treatment at some major hospitals has also reported to have increased. The 
 percentage of male drug abuse is higher than female drug abuse. According to 
 a survey conducted in Vientiane among 2,631 students (1,333 men and 1,298 
 women); men (25.1%) reported a higher percentage of drug use at some point 
 during their lifetime compared to women (9.86%)3. 
 
 

 
                                                 
11   TT hhee  pp aapp eerr  wwaass   pp rreesseenntt eedd  bbyy   DDrr..   KKhhaamm  NNooaann  HHSSAAMM ,,  tt hhee  PPrrooggrraammmm ee  FFaaccii lliitt aatt iioonn  UUnniitt   iinn  VViieenntt iiaann ee,,   LLaaoo  PPDDRR     
22   22000033  OOpp iiuumm  SSuurrvveeyy   UUNNOODDCC  &&  LLCCDDCC 
33   UUNNOODDCC  SScchhooooll  SSuurrvveeyy     
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§ Risk for drug abuse 
 Based on the fact that the percentage of women who abuse drugs is lower than 
 the percentage of men who abuse drugs, most experts long assumed that 
 females were less attracted to or more wary of drug abuse than were males. A 
 recent study found that the lower rate of drug abuse for female is largely a 
 matter of opportunity. 4 
§ Consequences of addiction and abuse 

 Although women normally comprise only about 10-20% of opium addicts and 
 a lower percentage of abuse of ATS and other drugs, as primary care- takers, 
 they are directly affected by the abusive patterns of others in their lives, 
 whether parents, siblings, husbands or children, especially by men, who 
 traditionally have had the greatest problems with abuse and addiction. The 
 indirect effect of drugs and alcohol on women is also colossal. Women bear 
 the brunt of managing substance abusers in the family.5 
 
 They are the first to feel the consequences of their household's social and 
economic decline resulting from men's addiction and its impact on children. While 
women generally have the greatest desire to reduce drug demand, they are also the 
most powerless. 
 Saddled with more and more responsibilities, women who try to rationalize the 
behavior of a substance abuser often end up psychologically depleted and physically 
exhausted, thereby increasing the dysfunctional family atmosphere which is so 
detrimental to its members. 
 Traditionally, women have suffered their lot silently and accepted the shame 
and stigma associated with having an abusing and abusive family member. 
 
 
2. National Drug Demand Reduction programme in the Lao PDR. 
 
  2.1.Objective: 
 The National Drug Demand Reduction programme aims to address drug 
demand reduction as an integral component of the balanced national drug control 
approach including alternative development, demand reduction and law enforcement, 
components. 
 
 
3. Main strategies or Methodologies 
 
 The National Demand Reduction Strategy, which was developed and adopted 
in April 2003, includes prevention, treatment and rehabilitation for opium users, ATS 
and other drugs based on reliable data collection and drug information systems. 
 The DDR strategy in the Lao PDR focuses on priority aspects of demand 
reduction and takes into account geographical distribution (urban versus rural areas), 
type of risk groups and main categories of substances abused as well as priority given 
to detoxification, treatment and rehabilitation of working age and female addicts. (A 
specific programme for women is not mentioned in the National DDR strategy) 
 Treatment methods in the Lao PDR drug demand reduction programmes are 
designed to address the needs of the population in general, as well as those of specific 
population groups, special attention being paid to youth. Both residential based 
approach and community based drug treatment and rehabilitation approaches are 
                                                 
44   NNII DDAA  NNaatt iioonnaall  IInnss tt iittuu ttee  oonn   DDrruugg   AAbbuuss ee  
55   II LLOO  DDrruuggss   &&  AAllccoohhooll  aanndd     GGeennddeerr  PPrroobbllee mm  22000000  
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being practiced. In both approaches, all drug abusers (both men and women) can 
participate voluntarily. At present, there is no specific treatment programmes 
addressing the special needs of women drug abusers. 
 
 
4. Core Actions or Activities 
 
 A comprehensive Master Plan on Drug Control comprising and balancing 
actions in, alternative development, demand reduction and law enforcement will be 
finalized in 2003. 
 In 2002, the CB-DAC guidelines has been established and revised. In April 
2003, the National Drug Demand Reduction Strategy has been developed and 
adopted. In October 2003, the training manual on field level community based drug 
abuse control has been developed and published. Training and capacity building on 
Community Based Drug Demand Reduction at the Provincial, District and local 
community level have being conducted in some northern provinces. Community 
based treatment and rehabilitation of drug addicts has been implemented in several 
provinces. Residential based or hospital based treatment for drug addicts mainly ATS 
and opium addicts are also being provided. 
 
 
5. Results of Programme implementation  
 
 Gender awareness was raised among project staff, government officers and 
villagers (both women and men). There are formal inclusion and participation of 
women in village development planning and management and increased 
representation of women in Village Development Committees. Health, education, 
access to credit and income generating activities for both genders is slowly improving 
in project target areas. Men and women equally participate in training activities on 
drug demand reduction. For example for training carried out in Houa Phan province 
out of 34 trainees, 14 were women  (41%). In Phongsaly province out of 28 trainees 
14 were women (50%) 
 
 The following example indicates the percentage of women addicts who 
participated in treatment programmes in some UNODC projects during 2002-2003. 
 
Project Total Male addicts Female addicts Percentage of female 

addicts seeking treatment 
Xam Neua 18 18 0 0% 
Phongsaly 102 73 29 28% 
 
 Laos is still in the process of developing a system to measure the treatment 
outcome. 
 
 
6. Analysis of key factors, lessons learned and good practices 
 
 The number of women seeking treatment services is much lower than that of 
men. This may reflect the fact that more men develop serious drug problems at the 
overall population level, as well as the reluctance of women drug abusers to seek 
treatment. As some women may be afraid, timid or feel that they may be stigmatized. 
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 Women who enter addiction treatment are more likely to have an addicted 
male partner or to be divorced or separated. Drug dependent women are more likely 
to have a co-existing psychiatric problem, especially depression. Women have a 
complex array of personal, social, psychological, and cultural issues that accompany 
their substance abuse. They frequently have the added responsibility of needing to 
care for children. 
 Policies that ensure both women and men have access to projects' resources 
and services, in relation to their actual responsibilities are good practices that have to 
be implemented on a wider scale.  
 
  6.1.Constraints 
 Because of the higher level of referrals of men, treatment programs have 
overwhelmingly been directed toward males, even when females have been included, 
their special needs often have been overlooked. 
 Female drug abusers are likely to delay seeking treatment until their symptoms 
are severe compared with similar males. There is a lack of necessary medical and 
other support services, women have been refused service by some treatment center/ 
hospital. In Lao PDR, there have been ongoing discussions to include facilities for 
women drug abusers in some treatment center, where treatment facilities fo r women 
do not exist. 
 
 
7. Recommendations 
 
  7.1. Capacity building 
 It is important to ensure that both male and female have equal access to 
resources and services. Service providers need continued training and technical 
assistance and need to engage in collaborative efforts to ensure more comprehensive 
programs 
 
  7.2. Women specific programming 
 There are genetic, physiological, psychosocial, and environmental dimensions 
to drug abuse and addiction. Male and female differences in any of these dimensions  
can give rise to gender differences in the cause, effects, and consequences of drug 
abuse. Effective treatment could be enhanced through their adaptation for the 
differing needs of men, women, boys and girls.  
   
  7.3. Comprehensive services and treatment provided 
 The services should be based on understanding the context and needs of 
women's daily lives. Such as: Identifying and building on women's strengths; 
Avoiding confrontational approaches; Teaching coping strategies, based on women's 
experiences, with a willingness to explore women's individual appraisals of stressful 
situations; Arranging for the daily needs of women, such as childcare; Having a 
strong female presence on staff; Promoting bonding among women. Comprehensive 
treatment services with consideration for women, especially substance using pregnant 
women should be available on demand. 

 
Service components should include: 
§ Vocational & educational services 
§ Inpatient drug treatment  
§ Transportation  
§ Child care and baby-sitting services 
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§ Comprehensive medical services including psychological assessment and 
mental health care 

§ Family therapy & couples counseling  
§ Social services including possible food and financial support 

 
 Some 80% of the population live in rural areas but there is a trend towards 
increasing rural-urban migration and drug abuse is a growing problem in major cities 
of the Lao PDR especially among youth. The shift from rural to urban areas may also 
contribute towards changing strong community, family ties and cultural values that 
exist in most rural villages, reinforced by the presence of traditional village elders and 
leaders.    
 Young people are at high risk to various types of drugs such as amphetamine-
type-stimulants (ATS) and solvents. Of particular concern is the spread of ATS abuse 
in the workplace both in rural and urban areas. With ATS being sold and promoted as 
energizers and strength perpetuating medicine by some members of the communities.  
 The emergence of poly-drug abuse is of grave concern and timely as well as 
appropriate gender- sensitive prevention and awareness campaigns must be 
intensified and expanded.  
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Gender Mainstreaming in the Balanced Approach 
to Opium Elimination Programme  

in the Lao PDR1 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
 The Lao PDR sits at the crossroads of mainland Southeast Asia. The country 
covers an area of 236,800 sq km some eighty percent of which is mountainous . It is 
bordered by Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, China and Myanmar.  Lao PDR had a 
population of 5,680,600 in 2003 and an average growth rate of about 2.4%.  There are 
some 49 main ethnic groups officially recognized that encompasses over 230 ethnic 
groups belonging to four main ethno- linguistic families. (Mon-Khmer, Tai, Hmong-
Mien, and Sino-Tibetan)  This wealth per capita of cultural diversity is found in few other 
countries. It is estimated that ethnic minorities compromise some 70% of the total 
population. 
 The major drug problems confronting the Lao PDR are Opium, Amphetamine 
Type Stimulants (ATS) and Cannabis. 
 Opium has been known in the Lao PDR for many hundred years but it was only in 
the late eighteenth century that it became a problem for Lao society. It formed a main 
source of tax revenue for the colonial government and later the Lao Royal Government. 
Ethnic minority villagers were forced to expand cultivation by the colonialist and later by 
the supporters of the former Royal Government. Many ethnic minorities became 
dependant on a livelihood based on opium for most of their cash, medicinal and addiction 
needs.2    
 The Lao PDR ranked 140 out of 174 on the human development index. Of the 
830,000 households some 70,000 households or 8.4% living in about 2056 villages have 
cultivated opium poppy. About 112 tons of opium was produced annually, of which some 
65 tons was consumed locally to sustain addictions as well as for medications in the 
absence of health services, leaving an annual surp lus of about 50 tons for illegal export.  
 The Lao PDR is the third largest producer of illicit opium and has the second 
largest rate of opiate consumption in the world. Over 80% of the opium is produced in 6 
of the 10 northern provinces. Ethnic minority groups in some of the most remote and 
isolated regions cultivate most of the opium poppy. Poverty is more evident in these areas 
than other parts of the country. Thirty-two or more than 2/3 of the 47 poorest districts in 
the country grow opium poppy. National criteria indicators for poverty are met in many 
opium poppy growing villages confirming the close interrelationship between opium and 
poverty in Laos. 

                                                 
1 The paper was presented by Mr. Leik BOONWAAT, the Programme Facilitation Unit Vientiane, Lao PDR. 
2  LCDC 5 year action plan to eliminate opium 
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 Since 1997 Amphetamine Type Stimulants (ATS) trafficking and abuse has 
emerged as a new threat to the country affecting mainly the young. Of particular concern 
is the spread of ATS abuse in the workplace both in rural and urban areas.  
 
 National Drug Control Measures, Policies and Strategies: 
The Government of the Lao PDR (GOL) is committed to creating a lifestyle without 
drugs for the Lao people as well as to reducing poverty and environmental degradation. 
In order to resolving these problems the GOL has taken significant steps. As a party to 
the 1961 International Convention on Narcotic drugs and since 1997 also party to the 
1971 Convention Psychotropic substances, the GOL is committed to eliminating illicit 
opium production in the country. 
 In November 1999, the GOL and UNODC jointly prepared the National strategy 
program “A Balanced Approach to Opium Elimination from 2000-2006”In March 2001 
the Seventh Party Congress approved the policy to eliminate illicit opium poppy 
cultivation by the year 2005. This was ranked as national priorities together with the 
policies to eliminate poverty and shifting cultivation. This strong Government political 
commitment has also led to a legal framework through which authorities are able to 
enforce the reduction and eventual elimination of opium poppy cultivation. The 
Government has chosen a gradual approach involving the introduction of alternative 
sources of income for opium poppy farmers with the goal of eliminating opium 
production by the year 2005. But lacks sufficient resources and funds to do so. 
 
  1.1. National Organizations for Drug Control: 
 The Lao National Commission on Drug Control and Supervision has the 
responsibility for national drug control and was established in 1990. LCDC includes 
representatives from the Ministries Health, Education, Agriculture and Forestry, Culture 
and Information, Public Security, Justice and Finance. 
 Drug control organizations of the Lao PDR exist from the National, Provincial, 
District, and in some cases village levels. They are responsible for facilitating and 
supporting drug control activities as well as for coordinating the efforts of various offices 
under the relevant line ministries to strengthen drug control efforts at the different levels.  
 
 
2. Main Strategies and Methodologies 
 
 In Lao PDR the emphasis has been on a balanced approach to opium poppy 
elimination. The strategy has been prepared in 2000, as a UNODC proposal to effectively 
eliminate opium poppy cultivation by 2006 by means of an accelerated alternative 
development programme in the major opium producing districts.  
 
 A Programme Facilitation Unit was established in November 2000 jointly by 
LCDC and UNODC as the coordinating, monitoring and supporting backbone of the 
National Strategy Programme “ The Balanced Approach to Eliminate Opium Poppy 
Cultivation in the Lao PDR by 2006” The balanced approach has three ma in components. 
This includes: • Alternative Development (AD) to replace the socio -economic incentive 
to produce opium.•  Drug Demand Reduction (DDR)`to eliminate the need of addicts 
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for opium and •  Law Enforcement (LE) to stop trafficking for internal and external 
markets. 
 Some 23 alternative development projects have been undertaken since 1989 and 
12 new AD projects have been planned.  
 
  2.1. Gender & Development: 
 Gender mainstreaming is an important part of the village participatory approach 
of AD projects. Women are the mainstay of their households and do the majority of 
household work as well as to generate up to 80% of the household cash income working 
in the fields, especially in the labor intensive aspects of opium production, but most 
highland ethnic groups award women with little status or opportunity. Educating girls is 
given a low priority and their decision-making role outside the household is severely 
limited.  
 
 As part of the UN system, UNODC is required to promote the gender 
mainstreaming policy under its mandated function as the coordinator and center of 
expertise in drug control.  
 Gender mainstreaming focuses on gender roles and relationships rather than on 
women only. It is designed to ensure that both women and men have access to project 
resources and services in relation to their actual responsibilities. Recognition of women’s 
constraints, responsibilities and know-how compared with those of men will be 
significant in terms of defining project/programme activities; introduction of new 
technology; training; information dissemination; extension strategies; credit and savings 
mechanisms; and marketing support.3 
 The Action Plan on International Cooperation on the Eradication of Illicit Drug 
Crops and on Alternative Development endorsed by member states at the UNGASS June 
1998 places a special attention on gender related issues. Under the heading “Improved 
and innovative approaches to Alternative Development” it is stated that ‘AD Programmes 
and international cooperation for that purpose should incorporate the gender dimension 
by ensuring equal conditions for women and men to participate in the development 
process including design, planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation.   
 The Guidelines for Best Practices for Gender mainstreaming in AD, states that in 
the context of UNODC AD projects gender mainstreaming would aim at an active 
participation of both women and men in project activities and ensure their access to 
project resources, services and benefits as well as taking into account roles and needs of 
women and men when designing projects.   
 
  2.2. The following goals have been adopted to apply in UNODC AD programmes; 
§ Provide equitable access and opportunities to women and men both individuals 

and groups to AD resources. 
§ Take measures to ensure women and men’s equitable access to and full 

participation in power structures and decision-making in AD programmes. 
§ Contribute to the UN goal of reaching gender equality particularly in higher    

management positions. 
                                                 
3 UNDCP Report on Guidelines for best Practices on Gender mainstreaming in Alternative Development 
January 2000 
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§ Include gender assessment as part of the situation analysis for each AD project   
document. 

§ Generate and disseminate gender-disaggregated data through monitoring and 
evaluation of AD projects. 

§ Define the implementation and monitoring requirements concerning gender in the     
contractual agreements with executing, implementing and cooperating agencies. 

 
 
3. Activities  
 
 The UNDP supported Gender Resource Information and Development Centre 
through the Lao Women’s Union has assisted AD projects to raise awareness among 
project staff, government officers and villagers both men and women through awareness 
creation and a gender sensitive focus in human resource development interventions.  
 Support is provided to the empowerment of women by ensuring their effective 
formal inclusion and participation in village development planning and management and 
increasing the representation of women in Village Development Committees by 
supporting their health and education needs and by developing income generating 
activities and by facilitating access to credit for women where there is effective demand.  
 
  3.1. Constraints to Gender Mainstreaming: 
  The following table shows the population of the Lao PDR by ethno linguistic 
families:4 
 
 
Ethno linguistic superstocks Percentage 
Tai-Kadai 66.2% 
Austro-Asiatic (Mon-Khmer) 23% 
Hmong-Mien 7.4% 
Sino-Tibetan  
Tibeto-Burman 2.5% 
Chinese Ho 0.2% 
 
 It could be said that ethnic minorities make up some 70% of the total population 
of the country. Ethnic minorities living in the mountainous and most isolated remote 
areas of the northern provinces cultivate most of the opium poppy. Among them, the 
Hmong are best known for cultivating opium poppy. 
 Hmong society is organized into patrineal clans. In Laos and Thailand 18 clans 
have been identified. A Hmong linage is a group of people who are able to trace their 
descent through the male line from a common ancestor.5 When women marry they and 
their children usually take up the clan name of their husband. This practice has led to 
many parents favoring their son’s access to education and daughters not having the same 

                                                 
4 ILO Policy Study on Ethnic Minority Issues in Rural Development 
5 The Hmong 1998 edited by Robert Cooper  
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access to education but being made do farming and household chores as they would 
eventually be married and go to live with their husband.  
 Parents often feel that there will be little or no economic ga in if girls are educated 
and that girls should be made ready for family life. Families earn their living from a low 
productive yet highly labor- intensive upland farming practices. Even if girls are given 
access to education they must continue to do housework, farming and preparation for 
marriage at a relatively early age as part of their domestic obligation.  
 In many male dominated mountainous ethnic minority communities women 
workloads are traditionally very heavy and men who are given preferential access to new 
opportunities, including access to education and training although women do most of the 
work. Women are not usually seen to participate at village meetings and training.  The 
usual rationale given is that only the men can read, write and understand  Lao and are able 
to benefit from the training.  Opportunity to use of drugs during traditional ceremonies 
may also have resulted in higher male addiction rates compared to women. 
 A constraint to implementation of development interventions is the lack of Lao 
language comprehension found in many remote isolated mountain ethnic minority 
communities in northern Laos. Compared to men a much higher proportion of women are 
illiterate. 
 Lao women of different ethnic groups make up some 51% of the total population 
of the Lao PDR. Under the Lao constitution women and men receive equal rights.  
Conservative attitudes, so called backward traditions and slow economic growth have 
prevented women from reaching the goal of equal rights between men and women. The 
Policy of the Party and the Government has been to pay attention to implementing gender 
equality and eliminating all forms of discrimination against women.6 
 According to figures included in the proposed Development plan for Lao Women 
1998-2003 for every 100 women,  48 women are literate of whom only 9 have completed 
primary level education and only 2 reaching higher education. Women make up 52% of 
the labor force but only one third are dealing with work of a technical nature and only 6% 
in a managerial or higher level of administration.  
 
 
4. Analysis of Key Factors, Lessons  Learned and Good Practices 
 
 The summary of the Lao PDR National programme Strategy “The Balanced 
Approach to Opium Elimination in the Lao PDR” states that the role of women in 
Alternative Development and Demand Reduction activities is the key to success. The 
Programme thus needs to mainstream gender into planning, implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation.  Gender disaggregated data was used in surveys leading to the 
development of the programme strategy.  
 To overcome some of the constraints to gender mainstreaming in AD projects 
various policies have been incorporated that address and refer to the roles, activities, 
needs and responsibilities of both women & men involved in development. AD Projects 
in the Lao PDR incorporate guidelines and procedures that ensure improvement of both 
women and men with the aim of socio-economic equity and equality, this includes: 

                                                 
6 Lao Women Union & UNIFEM “ Development Plan for Lao Women 1998-2003” 




