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(neBINaY) A comparative study of “Sufficiency economy” in the context of
indigenous sea and forest communities
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Abstract

Many anthropological researches found that several indigenous groups in Thailand
like the Karen and the Moken (used to) have a way of life that can be described as
“sufficiency economy”. The way of living in harmonious with the environment facilitates
wise management of nature resources. In the case of the Karen, rotation farming does not
mean destroying forest. It is a type of sustainable agriculture that relies on traditional
knowledge and based on subsistence living. “Slashing and “burning” leaves the soil rich with
natural nutrients; so chemical fertilizer is not needed. The Moken live in small groups and
move occasionally. This semi nomadic life is the way of conservation with the emphasis on
simplicity and sharing. This immediate return subsistence, together with semi nomadic
lifestyle, reinforces non-accumulation principle. Like the Karen, the Moken depend on
indigenous knowledge for both sufficiency and efficiency.

Rapid transformation towards non-sufficiency economy is pushed by external and
internal forces like the spread of market economy and consumerism, education system that
produce for labor market, lack of social and cultural immunization, etc. At the same time,
these forced gradually marginalize indigenous groups and threaten their community security.
This will indirectly affect the larger society.

This research focused on two case studies — the Pwo Karen in Lower Klity Creek
Village in Kanchanaburi and the Moken on Surin Islands in Phang-nga. Both qualitative and
quantitative methods were used. The research team conducted questionnaire interviews of
all residential households in the communities. In-depth interviews were also carried out. The
analysis of cultural ecology clearly reflects that “laissez faire” attitudes on commercialism,
marketism, and consumerism put a great pressure on the communities and facilitates the
transformation from sufficiency economy to dependency economy. This entails economic
integration and more appropriation of common resources. On the other hand, more Karen
and Moken travel out of their communities to earn their wage living. Tightly knitted
communities are now threatened by these forces. It is necessary to review the national
development policy and to put an emphasis on cultural policy in order revive and maintain

the strength of sufficiency economy in the indigenous communities.



