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This research investigates the food security of marginalized people, a group
which has received the least attention. It focuses on the Thai Karens who have been
well integrated into the Thai market economy. It seeks to broaden an understanding of
food security by incorporating ways in which the resource base (land, forest, water, and
labor) is used and managed.

The study combines quantitative and qualitative methods in collecting data from
the field. A socio-economic base-line survey of selected households was conducted,
followed by household record-keeping on food consumption and expenses for a one-
week period. Semi-structured interviews of key informants were employed to capture
patterns of adaptive strategies developed by the lowest-income section of the
community.

It is found that, the Karens, like most rural Thai, are primarily concerned with
having enough rice for all year round. Other types of food are found to be available
from natural resources surrounding the village. When first integrated in the Thai
market economy, most of the Karens interviewed were in long and complicated
indebtedness. Having enough rice means less dependence on cash income, which in
turn saves them from being indebted to the Thai moneylenders. For the Karens, they
can risk their lives just to secure rice for their families. But in order to have enough
rice, the Karen turn to their indigenous practice of short rotation crop fields to plant
farm cultivate in a deeper forest area. They all claim that their permanent fields are no
longer fertile and they are unable to cope with pest problems. Although this practice
has produced enough rice for the whole year for a family (6 of 50 kg sacks), it puts
them at a great risk of being arrested by forest rangers for illegal encroachment.

This finding has contributed to an understanding of food security issues, which
puts much emphasis on the health of the people in general. The Karen case here
demonstrates that food security for the marginalized people is directly linked to natural
resources and the local environment. It also suggests that indigenous knowledge cannot
be the answer to every problem, as the resource context has continually changed. There
is an urgent need for research on identifying alternative agriculture for existing,
permanent fields, concentrating on the recovery of soil fertility and effective control of
pests by using low-cost and ecologically sound technology.




