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Executive

summary

The equal participation of women in environmental conservation in
both thinking and actions is important as males and females have different
knowledge, attitudes, skills, and practices.

Environment conservation is a complex and has many dimensions
that requires both men and women. In Thai societies, ‘Phi’ (spirits) that
protect natural resources are mainly female such as ‘Mae (mother)
Thoranee (earth)’ ‘Mae Kongka (river)’. Thai people are deeply bonded
with the nature via those spirits all year long through traditions and rituals,
for example, worshiping ‘Phi Fai’ (spirits of traditional dams) and Loy
Krathong Festival. Thus, it can be stated that women are the guardians
that connect natures to humans. However, the relationships between both
men and women and the nature change over time. The thoughts and
roles of women in the conservation are various from personal, family,
community, and public levels. In addition, there are several factors
differentiating their thoughts and roles, such as residing society, age,

nationality, education, and the ever-changing time.
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The Ing River Basin is one of the important plains of the Norther
Thailand. It situates in Phayao and Chiang Rai provinces. The basin has
diversity of natural resources that consist of mountains, watershed
forest, plains, wetland forest and the river which has its lower
body connects to the Mekong River. Because of the diversity and its
suitable geography, the basin is abundant and has unique ecosystems,
such as abundant wetland forests in the lower basin.

In the basin, there are a number of environmental problems such
as the degradation of watershed forest and forests on the Ing river banks.
As a result fish and other aquatic animals are decreased. There are
several causes of the problems and many of them differ from other areas.
For example, the abnormal changes of Mekong River’'s water levels
affecting Ing ecosystems, and the Chinese-owned large banana
plantations on the bank of Ing River for exports back to their own country.

The environmental conservation by civil society has been
continuously in action. There are the formations of groups and networks
to solve the problems accordingly to their situations. Some groups are
urban people. Some of them are villagers working with NGOs, such as
‘People’s Council of Ing River Basin’ (PCIR) which has strengthened and
increased their roles in not only on fish conservation, but also watershed
forests and wetland. Although, there is a lot of people’s participation,
those who are the main participates and play important roles are
predominantly males. Later on, ‘Ing River Basin Woman Network’ is
established to strengthen women’s roles in environmental conservation.

To investigate about the women’s roles, Mekong Community

Institute (MCI) conducted participatory action research (PAR) in cooperate
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with local organizations, such as Phayao Woman Network (PWN), Mae
Rongkui Forest Community Network, Boonrueng Woman Group (BWG),
and Boonrueng Forest Conservation Group (BFCG). We have found
that the roles of women in Ing River Basin have many interesting cases.
The first case is about the different relationship between male and female
and Boonrueng wetland forests, and their roles in the protection of
the forest. In comparison of the quantity, the collecting forest products
of men and women from the forests is the same. But the differences
lie in the kinds of resources, methods, and the collecting areas. Men
mainly go find fish, forest products, and woods because they are more
agility. While, women collect vegetables, insects. For fishing, they use
simple tools the not dangerous areas, such as using dip-nets and fishing
rods along river banks and in swamps. Whereas men use fishnets
that require a heavy strength and go deep in the water. When they gather
a lot of food from the forest, it is women’s roles to sell them or share with
the neighbors. In the conservation aspect, the villagers have the strength
both men and women. They work together to protect Boonrueng forest
from grabbing for special economic zone successfully in a short period
of time despite having no experience in resistance. BFCG as well as BWG
were established to protect their forest. To organize an activity, a meeting
will be held with the participation of all groups. And jobs will be assigned
depending on the skills of men and women.

The second case is the differences between men and women
in relation to Mae Rongkui Community Forest in Dokkamtai District
and the roles in the forest protection and restoration. The women are the

ones who connect the forests to households and community via food
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made from vegetables from the forest, as well as though their knowledge
related to the food and forest. Because in the North of Thailand, over
70% of the staple dishes consumed daily have plants as main ingredients
and women are the ones who cook these plant dishes. Whereas men
cook meat-based dishes such as ‘Larb’ and ‘Saa’ (spicy beef salads).
In the aspect of forest conservation and restoration, the ratio of men
is higher and their roles are the appearance of the group. Whereas women
have the roles of documentations, coordination and organization because
they are neater and more delicate. However, in meetings or consultations,
voices of women are firm and quality.

The third case is the story of a scholar who has various roles
regarding the conservation and women. Dr. Sahattaya Wiset, a Lecturer
from Mahachulalongkorn Rajavidyalaya University-Phayao Campus, is a
daughter of Ing River since birth. Before becoming a Lecturer, she has
worked for the environment and women in many aspects especially
the academic works about Ing River Basin. While working for Phayao
for Development Foundation, she had many academic works.
Nowadays aside from working hard teaching and researching,
Dr. Sahattaya dedicates herself to help more than 15 organizations
working in wide areas such as female, community development, and
Ing River Basin conservation. Her work includes an Advisory Committee
of PWN and a member of Secretary Team of PCIR and etc.

The fourth case is the roles of a female governmental official,
Sopa Wongyai. She is Deputy Mayor of Sanmakha Sub-district Municipality,

Pa Daet, Chiang Rai Province. She is bonded to the river and works for
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societies and environments with love and determination. For conservation,
she has worked with local leaders for fish conservation in the Ing and
Pung Rivers. Her main approach is participation of all sectors, as well as
adapting religion and local culture for the conservation. Aside from fish,
she also works on environment in households and communities,
water management, forest, land, and wildlife. These days, she is
working with various sectors to develop ‘Sanmakha Model’ by drafting

municipality legislation for local management of environment.
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