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This study aims to investigate whether or not local cultures and beliefs
can contribute to sustamability of community-based resources, namely spiritual
and burial forests. By comparing two rural communities in Sakon Nakhon of the
Northeast, it also explores the underlymg conditions affecting the existence and
disappearance of these local forests. The study employs a combination of
qualitative methods, including In-depth interviews of key informants and
participant observation. Field study was conducted during December 2000 to
January 2002.

It is found that local cultures and beliefs held by the two communities
did contribute to existence of the community-based forests. But evidence shows
that this is not sufficient to warrant their sustainability. In the community where
forests are well protected, there are many conditions involved. They include
availability of land for cultivation, good local economy, and locally appropriate
agriculture. Most significant is the reproduction of the local cultures and beliefs. In
the communities where forests have declined, the underlying forces have come
from the following: scarcity of land in a number of households, unclear forest
boundaries, over-exploitation of the forests, and decline of local cultures and
beliefs. More, the community’s new leadership structure is not strong enough to
keep out the encroachers.

It is recommended that, for short term, there is an urgent need to protect
these local forests from further decline, by issuing of legal ownership to the
communities with complete survey and clear boundary marking. In the case where
conflicts on encroachment have occurred, negotiation with encroachers is
recommended. For the long term, efforts must be made to address those
underlying conditions that put pressure on to open new land. Local people should
be encouraged to participate in learning together to identify problems and
opportunities for themselves. Finally, the role of traditional or informal leaders
should be strengthened, allowing their indigenous knowledge to be passed on to
younger generations. This would allow reproduction of local values and beliefs for
sustainable management of the local resources.






