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Abstract
Bushmeat, or the consump6on and trade of wild animal meat, is a great threat to biodiversity
throughout the tropics. It is a commonly prac6ced but sensi6ve issue in Laos due to the key role it
plays in the everyday lives of much of the popula6on. This report reveals the eﬀorts being taken to
address damaging bushmeat prac6ces in Laos, drawing on bushmeat literature from around the
tropical regions of the world, and issues which restrict ac6on from being eﬀec6ve, or occurring in the
ﬁrst place. Due to the rela6ve lack of projects ademp6ng to directly mi6gate bushmeat ac6vi6es in
Laos it is essen6al to understand the extent to which bushmeat is an issue in the country, the drivers
of unsustainable prac6ces, possible approaches to address it and restric6ons on greater ac6on. The
research involved conduc6ng a systema6c review of literature, interviews with conserva6on experts in
Laos and par6cipant observa6ons in the ﬁeld.
As a country at the heart of the Indochinese biodiversity hotspot, Laos has long harboured many
species only now being discovered to science. Bordered by the powerful and inﬂuen6al na6ons of
China, Vietnam and Thailand, Laos can historically be considered a country in the shadows of its more
dominant neighbours. With a predominantly rural popula6on, people have tradi6onally relied heavily
on natural resources for survival, including meat from wild animals. This tradi6onal role represents a
major challenge in changing aftudes and behaviours towards wildlife. Over 6me, increasing demand
for bushmeat, along with deforesta6on and fragmenta6on enabling greater access to previously
protected wildlife, has reduced biodiversity drama6cally, with a real risk of empty forests becoming a
reality in Laos in the near future. Bushmeat prac6ces are considered one of the greatest threats to
biodiversity in the country. Bushmeat prac6ces are deeply embedded within Lao culture, as such,
addressing poverty and subsistence needs alone does not resolve the issue. The increased demand
from a growing urban popula6on demonstrates that the desire for bushmeat is widespread. It
provides a sense of iden6ty and a connec6on to the past for many Lao6ans. The limited eﬀorts to
tackle bushmeat have been guilty of relying too heavily on formal ins6tu6ons, par6cularly the na6onal
government, to bring about change in behaviours in a top-down manner. In prac6ce, the authoritarian
government hinders ac6on from taking place and, in priori6sing economic development over
environmental needs, results in the eﬀorts made to mi6gate bushmeat being viewed as illegi6mate.
The failure of the government to ac6vely challenge bushmeat acts as a tacit acceptance of such
prac6ces.
This report reinforces the view that bushmeat is a mul6faceted issue that must be addressed in a
variety of manners, incorpora6ng enhanced governance, alterna6ve livelihoods, new revenue
streams, and educa6on. Beyond all else, however, the engagement of local communi6es in eﬀorts to
tackle the issue of wildlife overexploita6on, and the incorpora6on of their local knowledge and
speciﬁc mo6va6ons, are crucial to aﬀect behaviour change and bring about a reduc6on in bushmeat
prac6ces. The prac6ce based approach in which this research is based reveals that actors are shaped
by the socie6es in which they are situated. Yet actors are able to act in novel ways and reshape
behaviours, in so doing, they can bring about wider change to how bushmeat is viewed and treated
within Lao society. Given the opportunity to inﬂuence decisions there is hope that a new perspec6ve
of bushmeat can be shaped.
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1. Introduction
Bushmeat provides an essen6al source of protein and income for millions of poor forest dwelling
people around the world who have limited food alterna6ves as a result of scarcity and poverty
(Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). The extrac6on of bushmeat has been labelled a crisis by scholars,
aﬀec6ng tropical and sub-tropical regions around the world (Ripple, et al., 2016; Lindsey, et al., 2015).
Bushmeat, or wild meat, is deﬁned by the CBD as “the harves6ng of wild animals in tropical and subtropical forests for food and for non-food purposes, including medicinal use” (CBD, 2010). Bushmeat is
a “fundamentally distressing problem to address” due to being intrinsically linked to human
development challenges (Ripple, et al., 2016). It is not an issue that is simply caused by, or can be
addressed by, external ins6tu6ons. Rather, it requires coopera6on among a diverse range of
stakeholders on a local, na6onal and interna6onal level. Increased marke6sa6on and a reduc6on in
habitats contribute to the growth in unsustainable bushmeat ac6vi6es (Rigg, 2006). The
overexploita6on of wildlife for consump6on represents a great risk to biodiversity, especially
terrestrial mammal species (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013).
The hun6ng and trade of bushmeat is acknowledged as a major threat to Lao biodiversity, but is relied
upon for food security and livelihoods for much of the popula6on (Kiernan, 2013). Laos is a landlocked
na6on in South-East Asia bordered by Vietnam to the east, Cambodia to the south, Thailand and
Myanmar to the west and China to the north. It is dominated by the Annamite mountain range to the
east and the meandering Mekong river to the west, primarily consis6ng of tropical and subtropical
moist forests and dry forests (WWF, 2015). It is at the heart of the greater Mekong bioregion, home to
a vast array of species, many of which are now rare or endangered, such as the Tiger (Panthera )giris),
Clouded Leopard (Neofelis neubulosa) and Saola (Pseudoryx nghe)nhensis) (MoNRE, 2016). Of these
species, 319 are considered to be of global conserva6on signiﬁcance (ibid).
Drama6c economic and social changes have occurred in Laos over the last twenty years, with Laos
seeing large popula6on growth, urbanisa6on, increased trade and greater wealth that have fuelled
the demand for wild meat (MoNRE, 2016; Mar6n & Lorenzen, 2016). Nonetheless, the Global Hunger
Index iden6fy the hunger situa6on in Laos as serious with 18.5% of the popula6on undernourished
(IFPRI, 2016). Lee, et al. (2014, p.18) highlight the shi` from subsistence to market economies fuelling
“dras6c changes in Lao6an rural communi6es.” Laos’ predominantly rural popula6on live in more than
10,000 scadered villages in o`en remote areas, meaning people o`en struggle to access essen6al
services and must rely on natural resources (WFP, 2017). The demand from a large urban popula6on,

Image 1. Road and satellite maps of Laos (Source: Google Maps)
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Image 2. Paddy ﬁelds in Phou Hi Poun Na.onal Biodiversity Conserva.on Area, Khammouane Province

technological advances in hun6ng methods, and the commodiﬁca6on of bushmeat have increased the
threat to Lao biodiversity (Rigg, 2006; Gray, et al., 2017).
Bushmeat prac6ces are inﬂuenced by a variety of ins6tu6onal forces that shape behaviours,
demonstra6ng the beneﬁts of applying a prac6ce based perspec6ve (Singh, 2008b; Walsh, 2010).
There are many stakeholders at varying scales with diﬀering wants and needs in rela6on to bushmeat
(Lee, et al., 2014). Many Lao6ans have beneﬁded from bushmeat as it has provided a means of
protein intake and income to many, however a loss of biodiversity provides a great risk to society.
Without healthy forests with biodiverse nature, poverty and malnutri6on are likely to rise and social
pressures grow as food security, income poten6als and tradi6ons are damaged (Lindsey, et al., 2015;
Nasi, et al., 2011).
Bushmeat and wild meat are used interchangeably in this report, referring to the meat of wild
terrestrial mammals, birds, rep6les and amphibians harvested for subsistence or trade. Fish and
invertebrates are excluded from this deﬁni6on, although they do represent a cons6tuent part of
Lao6ans diets. Wildlife hunted for medicinal purposes, although not a focus of this report, are
included within the deﬁni6on, as it can be diﬃcult to determine the eventual use of the animal
product.

1.1. Problem statement
Bushmeat presents a considerable threat to Lao biodiversity and risks major social impacts. The
wildlife in Laos has been used as a commodity, driven by the country’s economic development, with
new trade opportuni6es shi`ing the tradi6onal subsistence role of bushmeat hun6ng, from personal
consump6on to tradable good (Greatorex, et al., 2013). Research has demonstrated that the
biodiversity of Laos is deple6ng at an alarming rate whilst the amounts of wildlife being traded in
markets has not declined in recent years (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013). There is s6ll limited
knowledge regarding bushmeat in Laos, with land degrada6on and interna6onal wildlife traﬃcking
the focus of research, funding and ac6on. Current knowledge regarding ac6ons being taken to address
the issues surrounding bushmeat in Laos is scarce. Ini6al research revealed a dearth of informa6on on
such ini6a6ves, and whilst communica6ng with experts in Laos, very few decision makers appear to
give bushmeat the requisite aden6on. Even where bushmeat mi6ga6on is iden6ﬁed as an objec6ve,
the ac6ons being taken do not suggest this to be the case in prac6ce. The documenta6on of the few
ini6a6ves iden6ﬁed fails to reveal if and how these projects have had an impact on bushmeat. The

10

government, for their part, acknowledge the necessity to reduce bushmeat hun6ng and trade,
however how these objec6ves can be met is unclear (MoNRE, 2016). There is a vagueness
surrounding most aspects of bushmeat in Laos. The majority of wildlife conserva6on projects in Laos
are focused on reducing deforesta6on and in reducing the illegal interna6onal trade in wildlife that
channels through the country, with bushmeat reduc6on a possible by-product of such ini6a6ves, but
not a primary focus (ibid).

1.2. Aims and objectives
This research has the aim of exploring what is driving the trade and consump6on in bushmeat,
including the subsistence, cultural and commercial roles of wildlife trade and consump6on, and its
impact on Lao society and natural environment, and to develop a greater understanding of any
ac6ons that have occurred, since becoming party to CITES in 2004, to address unsustainable
bushmeat issues. CITES, the Conven6on on Interna6onal Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna
and Flora, is the primary interna6onal commitment take by Laos to protect threatened species and so
provides a good benchmark for judging eﬀorts being taken in Laos to aﬀect change.
In the process of iden6fying projects with an objec6ve of reducing bushmeat prac6ces, and through
ini6al conversa6ons with actors in the ﬁeld, it became clear that the level of projects being
implemented to tackle the mul6faceted bushmeat issue is extremely limited. This led to the aim of
iden6fying the reasons behind the lack of ac6on regarding unsustainable bushmeat prac6ces in Laos.
In this way it is possible to develop an understanding of, among other things, the restric6ons of
government, the limita6ons of NGOs and the extent to which stakeholders are willing to change their
behaviours. This reveals the issues that must be tackled, and highlights best prac6ces for future
eﬀorts to reduce bushmeat ac6vi6es and impacts.
In order to increase understanding of the current situa6on regarding the bushmeat issue in Laos, to
iden6fy projects that are ademp6ng to achieve the mi6ga6on of these unsustainable bushmeat
prac6ses, and to iden6fy the reasons behind the lack of ac6vi6es that are ongoing in Laos to directly
address the bushmeat issue, it is necessary to gain opinion from experts and project managers with
applicable experience in Laos through interviews, iden6fy relevant case studies, reveal and review the
available literature on the subject, and develop understanding of the on-the-ground situa6on through
par6cipant observa6ons. This informa6on can generate understanding of the extent to which
bushmeat is a threat to both society and biodiversity and why it has not been viewed, or treated, as a
priority to address. It can also assist in revealing current mi6ga6on ini6a6ves and other possible
approaches that may be open to tackling bushmeat, and gain best results to increase funding and
implementa6on of targeted projects. This can assist in demonstra6ng speciﬁc approaches for best
results and reduce the costs and failure of projects.

1.3. Research Question
How is the overexploita6on of wildlife through bushmeat trade and consump6on being addressed
within Laos, and what are the limita6ons restric6ng greater ac6on, since Laos gained CITES
membership in 2004?
Subques6ons:
(1) What is the current global bushmeat situa6on, and how is this being addressed on an
interna6onal, na6onal and local level?
(2) What are the current drivers of the overexploita6on of wildlife through bushmeat trade and
consump6on in Laos?
(3) What impacts does the overexploita6on of wildlife through bushmeat trade and consump6on
have on nature and people?
(4) What are the ac6ons currently being taken through mi6ga6ng ini6a6ves to address
unsustainable bushmeat prac6ces in Laos?
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(5) What have been the limita6ons to implemen6ng ini6a6ves targe6ng bushmeat trade and
consump6on in Laos?

1.4. Layout
The theore6cal framework employed in this study is outlined in the following chapter (Chapter 2). This
introduces the theory and related concepts and explains how they relate to the topic of bushmeat and
assist in expanding understanding. Chapter 3 details the methods used during the research stage. For
each method the speciﬁc approach taken is laid out for data gathering and analysis. The ethical
considera6ons and limita6ons related to methods are also explained. Results were compiled from the
methods outlined in the Chapter 3. Literature was reviewed and applied to develop a broad
understanding of the global bushmeat crisis, iden6fying the cri6cal issues that drive it, are caused by
it, and the eﬀorts to reduce it from examples around the world, found in Chapter 4. A combina6on of
literature, interviews with bushmeat experts and project managers, case studies, par6cipant
observa6ons and informal interviews, were used to develop an understanding of the bushmeat crisis
in Laos in Chapter 5-8. This includes informa6on on the history and economics of Laos, the laws that
apply to bushmeat, and the ini6a6ves currently occurring that relate to bushmeat, found in Chapter 5.
The impact that bushmeat is currently having, and is believed to cause in the future, on humans and
the environment, is explained in Chapter 6. The drivers of bushmeat hun6ng and trade are iden6ﬁed
and described in Chapter 7. Finally, the opportuni6es in addressing bushmeat, and the challenges
faced in successfully implemen6ng them is outlined in Chapter 8. The ﬁndings of the report are
discussed in Chapter 9, where the research ques6ons are explicitly addressed. The overall report is
then summarised in Chapter 10 where the research subques6ons are speciﬁcally answered.
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2. Theoretical Framework
Bushmeat represents an aspect of a widely debated issue within science and society, how to manage
‘common pool resources’ (Inamdar, et al., 1999). The tragedy of the commons introduced by Hardin
(1968), where a ﬁnite resource - in the case of bushmeat, wildlife - is individually harvested to the
maximum extent, to a point in which it represents loss to all, results in the collapse of the common
pool resource. Hardin (1968, p.1244) uses the example of a herd of cadle on a pasture commons,
where “each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit - in a
world that is limited.” He suggests “ruin is the des6na6on toward which all men rush, each pursuing
his own best interest in a society that believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in a
commons brings ruin to all” (ibid). This theory assumes a ra6onal choice, something that Ostrom later
challenged through the theories of bounded ra6onality and ins6tu6onal choice, where people’s
decision making capaci6es are o`en limited and inﬂuenced by formal and informal ins6tu6ons
(Ostrom, 1990). Ostrom’s focus on ins6tu6ons also has limita6ons, however. Much of the scien6ﬁc
focus given to natural resource management is on ins6tu6onal designs and outcomes and not how
these approaches are shaped in prac6ce (Ayana, et al., 2015). In rela6on to bushmeat, a lot of studies
give great aden6on to decision making processes and ins6tu6onal arrangements, viewing bushmeat
ac6vi6es in a manner void of the intricacies and nuances of the real world that shape the
performance of prac66oners. Such an approach risks missing the role that prac6ce plays in shaping
and ac6ng upon these decisions and ins6tu6ons (Arts, et al., 2013). This has led scholars to consider a
new way, the prac6ce based approach (PBA). Before discussing the PBA in which this research is
grounded, an alterna6ve theory named environmentality.
A cri6cal aspect of natural resource management is the involvement of local residents, enabling and
enhancing their desire to act for the environment. The mobilisa6on of these important actors can be
viewed through environmentality in which expert knowledge and technologies of government bring
together individuals for government interests (Agrawal, 2005a). Environmentality is the applica6on of
Foucault’s concepts of bio-power and governmentality to environmental concerns (Luke, 1995).
Forsyth and Walker (2014, p.412) describe governmentality as “the indirect, o`en unseen, means of
inﬂuencing 'the conduct of conduct’ - or the shaping of poli6cal decision making or social behaviour
by inﬂuencing the genera6on of expert knowledge, regulatory prac6ces, and social expecta6ons”. As
such, a central characteris6c of governmentality is in legi6mising world visions to persuade ci6zens
about the assump6ons and objec6ves of proposed policies (Forsyth & Walker, 2014). Agrawal (2005b,
p.310) suggests that the objec6ve of studying environmentality is “to understand and describe how
modern forms of power and regula6on achieve their full eﬀects not by forcing people towards some
state-mandated goals, but by turning them into accomplices”. In rela6on to bushmeat, this provides
opportuni6es to analyse how the state can inﬂuence communi6es to adopt policies and approaches
to reduce the overexploita6on of wildlife through bushmeat prac6ces.
The study of the interrela6onships between power/knowledge, ins6tu6ons, and subjec6vi6es can
demonstrate how environmental subjects can be produced (Agrawal, 2005b). The study of these
concepts in prac6ce can reveal how they shape each other and are cons6tuted in themselves. Agrawal
(2005b) states that there are two generally accepted discursive beliefs rela6ng to nature, that it is
endangered by human ac6ons and that the requisite protec6on can be generated through considered
government. The bushmeat issue in Laos is an example of the threat to nature from human ac6ons,
and a demonstra6on of the need for pragma6c approaches to protect the environment. In Agrawal’s
(2005b) study in Kumaon, India, the Indian government adempted to change individualis6c treefelling behaviour of hill communi6es by shaping people’s percep6ons and beliefs over a long period of
6me by establishing forest councils that gave communi6es a sense of ‘in6mate governance’. This
enabled ci6zens to feel included by the state, but also carry out the wishes of the state. In this way,
the state managed to get communi6es to consider interests beyond their own immediate concerns
and, as such, respect and even enforce the regula6ons put forward by the state (ibid). Singh (2013)
emphasises how Agrawal's work allows new understandings of environmental subjec6vity beyond the
perspec6ve of structure and agency. Rather than ac6ons following beliefs, ac6ons, such as
par6cipa6ng in environmental governance, “o`en lead to new beliefs and, thus, new
subjec6vi6es” (Singh, 2013, p.190).
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Table 1. Ins.tu.onal and prac.ce theories compared (Source: Ayana, et al., 2015)

Acciaioli (2008, p.426) reveals that there are limita6ons to environmentality as it “leaves lidle room
for the exercise of agency on the part of villagers”. Furthermore, it is suggested that the model does
not allow for the choice of villagers to par6cipate for interests beyond state imposi6on that is
internalised through par6cipa6on in ins6tu6ons. In environmentality, villagers are not viewed “as
strategising agents rather than only as subjects” (ibid). In a similar vein, Singh (2013, p.196)
emphasises the need to look beyond poli6cal-economic ra6onali6es and pay aden6on to the role of
everyday human prac6ces “to understand how human subjec6vi6es and ways of rela6ng to the
biophysical environment emerge in aﬀec6ve rela6ons”. Assuming that humans are disembodied
ra6onal economic actors driven solely by self-interest limits understanding. She instead emphasises
the need to recognise that “the ‘self’ is not ‘closed-in’ but ‘opened-out’, formed through ac6ve
engagement with other human and non-human bodies” (Singh, 2013, p.196). Forsyth and Walker
(2014) also argue that social actors should be seen as more ac6vely engaged in legi6mising
knowledge, and that there is a need to examine how the state and social actors “form hidden alliance
in the genera6on and legi6misa6on of knowledge”. As such the prac6ce based approach (PBA)
provides a greater ability to understand the ways in which actors conduct themselves.
The PBA in which this study is based can expose bushmeat drivers and possible interven6ons, which
can then be examined and understood. Arts, et al. (2013) demonstrate that prac6ces do not follow
simple concepts steered by formal ins6tu6ons. The ‘rules of the game’ are surpassed by modes of
social change shaped by the social factors in which actors are embedded (Arts, et al., 2013; Krod &
Giessen, 2014). The introduc6on of new ins6tu6onal arrangements o`en do not play out as expected
due to the localised social, poli6cal and historical context of actors on the ground (Ayana, et al., 2015).
The ability to understand these processes can iden6fy eﬀec6ve tailored interven6ons. The current
situa6on with bushmeat in Laos goes some way in demonstra6ng the ineﬀec6veness of ins6tu6ons
ademp6ng to mi6gate the issue, sugges6ng the requirement for greater understanding of a prac6ce
based perspec6ve. Ayana, et al. (2015) explain that a focus on ins6tu6onal logic is reliant on the
assump6ons that ra6onal claims of incen6ves, norms and rules, and social claims of cultural
appropriateness, change or create new ‘rules of the game’. The logic of prac6ce is absent from this
conceptualisa6on, missing the point that “people just act, generally without conscious considera6on
of whether an individual act is ra6onally preferable and/or socially acceptable” (Ayana, et al., 2015, p.
3). In this respect local cultural and historical intricacies create a reality o`en not reﬂected by topdown interven6ons that cannot encompass speciﬁc logics of ac6on.
Ayana, et al., (2015, p.3) apply the PBA to “understand the (lack of) performance of a [par6cipatory
forest management] arrangement in a speciﬁc locality.” In a similar manner, a PBA is best used in this
research to determine why bushmeat mi6ga6on eﬀorts have been so few and ineﬀec6ve in Laos. The
cri6cal aspect of interven6on in bushmeat is on social-cultural changes that are primary in driving
bushmeat ac6vi6es. Nonetheless, a PBA does not exclude ins6tu6onal analysis, as it is necessary in
such an all encompassing issue as bushmeat, where ins6tu6ons play a role in shaping societal ac6ons
and behaviours (ibid; Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). An apprecia6on of ins6tu6onal arrangements,
such as rules, principles and conven6ons or the organisa6ons and speciﬁc targeted programmes
established by the Lao government (e.g. a local co-management ini6a6ve), is important in
understanding the prac6cal logics of bushmeat ac6vi6es (Ayana, et al., 2015). Nevertheless, these
ins6tu6ons do not play out in a straight forward manner, and are heavily inﬂuenced and reshaped in
prac6ce (Arts, et al., 2013). In this respect, theories of prac6ce encompass ins6tu6onal arrangements.
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As Walsh (2010, p.4) states, a PBA “takes an epistemological stance that sets the focus on
knowledgeability as exhibited through socially constructed prac6ce.” It conceptualises prac6ces using
three ‘sensi6sing concepts’: logic of prac6ce, situated agency and performa6vity (Arts, et al, 2013).
Logic of prac6ce suggests that logic is internal to prac6ce as opposed to being shaped by external
structures, rules or ins6tu6ons (ibid). Bourdieu (1990, p.91) explains that “in contrast to logic, a mode
of thought that works by making explicit the work of thought, prac6ce excludes all formal concerns”.
This emphasises that there is more at play than formal ins6tu6ons, and behaviours cannot be simply
modelled. Logic of prac6ce “understands only in order to act” (ibid). This means that to view
ins6tu6ons as determinants of behaviour cri6cally ignores how logic plays out in prac6ce. Prac6cal
logic is paradoxical. Bourdieu (1990, p.92) uses the examples of rites, represen6ng “the fallacy of
seeking to contain in concepts a logic that is made to do without concepts.” In such a way, it is not
possible to speciﬁcally model logic as “logic is internal to prac6ce, not externally imposed by a formal
structure, rule or ins6tu6on” (Arts, et al., 2013, p.10). Although prac6cal knowledge, local
understanding, rou6ne behaviour and collec6ve sense-making contribute to paderning social
prac6ces this is not representa6ve of a plan or guide (ibid). In such a way, logic of prac6ce does not
conform to ins6tu6ons, and as such, ins6tu6ons should not be relied upon to change social ac6on in a
straight forward manner (ibid). This is essen6al in designing eﬀec6ve management plans in prac6ce.
As Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011, p.338) reveal, “management theories are not relevant to prac6ce” as
they are “unable to capture the logic of prac6ce because they are developed within the framework of
scien6ﬁc ra6onality.” Logic of prac6ce is therefore essen6al to grasp in order to manage the bushmeat
crisis in prac6ce.
Situated agency refers to how the context of social prac6ces shapes an actors’ ideas, iden66es and
behaviour (Arts, et al., 2013). In this way, individuals do not act autonomously (Walsh, 2010). Situated
agency instead suggests that “the agency to conform with, or to resist, tradi6ons, rules, social
objec6ves and discourses is situated in prac6ce” (Arts, et al., 2013, p.11). So whilst individuals o`en
act “sensibly and inten6onally” they are not autonomous (ibid). Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011, p.343)
draw on the concept of entwinement, sugges6ng that “we are never separated but always already
entwined with others and things in speciﬁc sociomaterial prac6ce worlds,” with agency located within
the entwinement. Performances are neither the result of conscious acts or human agency alone
(Behagel, et al., 2017). Instead, individuals have the ability to reason and act in a novel way despite
their inherent background of social discourse or tradi6on, as they are not wholly constructed by it,
they can modify their background and create tradi6ons and prac6ces through local reasoning (Bevir,
2005). As Arts, et al. (2014, p.3) put it, “situated agency ‘decentres’ the source of agency from
individual, autonomous actors towards social prac6ces and recognises that the ideas, behaviours and
iden66es of actors on one hand and tradi6ons, rules and discourses on the other con6nuously coshape each other.” An understanding of situated agency can be used to describe poli6cal struggle and
resistance, highlight changing power rela6ons, and demonstrate how management supports the
agency of communi6es (Behagel, et al., 2017).
Performa6vity, meanwhile, iden6ﬁes discourses and knowledge as cons6tu6ng the reality they
describe (Arts, et al, 2013). Discourse and knowledge are borne out of context-speciﬁc interac6ons
and interpreta6ons that are o`en indis6nguishable (ibid). Law (2008, p.13) argues that, rather than
being constructed, “reali6es and representa6ons of those reali6es are being enacted or performed
simultaneously.” Instead of making reali6es we do reali6es (ibid). An understanding of reality cannot
be separated from an act upon reality (Arts, et al., 2013). Arts, et al. (2014) use the example of
databasing biodiversity to explain this. They state that performa6vity reveals that “represen6ng
biodiversity is not simply a mader of ademp6ng to mirror nature that is already ‘out there’, but a
crea6ve act that is informed by a wide variety of social and scien6ﬁc considera6ons” (ibid, p.6).
Databasing produces a biodiversity that is “technically accessible, decontextualised and
standardised… but which is largely disconnected from nature itself as well as from people involved in
biodiversity conserva6on and natural history on the ground” (ibid). This example reveals how
performa6ve acts are shaped through the process of performing. Language and knowledge are
performa6ve as they not only impact on how we understand reality but how we act upon it, with
discourses able to constantly modify and adjust reali6es (Arts, et al., 2013). Arts, et al. (2014, p.3)
summarise performa6vity as referring “both to the power that knowledge and discourse have to
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create social prac6ces and to the role that these prac6ces play in sustaining, changing, or even
resis6ng these forms of knowledge produc6on.”
Together the sensi6sing concepts of logic of prac6ce, situated agency and performa6vity provide a
playorm for genera6ng knowledge by engaging with prac6ces and iden6fying their outcomes. The
concepts of a PBA emphasise that “performances are not merely the result of conscious acts nor
indeed of human agency alone” (Wagenaar & Wilkinson, 2010 cited in Behagel, et al., 2017, p.4). As a
result, prac6ce-based research can generate “culturally novel apprehensions” culmina6ng in an
original contribu6on to the Laos bushmeat crisis, “achieving knowledge about the nature of prac6ce
and how to improve it” (Candy, 2006, p.3). A thorough understanding of current prac6ces, which this
study will undertake, is also considered to be an eﬀec6ve way of producing beder management
decisions. As Brunner and Clark (1997, p.48) put it, “beder decisions depend upon the complexi6es of
par6cular contexts.” A PBA gives a way to expose the great complexi6es of the bushmeat issue in
Laos, to ﬁnd ways of improving management and principles, and incorporate clearer goals.
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3. Methodology
In order to iden6fy the current on-the-ground situa6on regarding the levels and impacts of bushmeat
in Laos, and the extent to which this is an issue, and the amount, and success, of projects tackling
bushmeat, this research employs several tested qualita6ve methods. An ini6al email shot and general
review of literature were carried out to iden6fy ini6a6ves and contacts. Informa6on on the drivers
and threats of bushmeat in Laos were gained through a systema6c literature review. The knowledge
gained from this review was expanded through expert interviews, revealing the unique drivers that
fuel the issue in Laos.
Issues surrounding the implementa6on of ini6a6ves due to opposi6on from certain actors, lack of
funding and resources, and such like, is revealed through interviews with conserva6on NGO’s ac6ve in
the country, and experts, either ac6ve or with an extensive background in bushmeat in Laos. The
prac6ces of stakeholders are gained through par6cipant observa6ons and informal interviews.

3.1. Systematic literature review
A systema6c review is an exhaus6ve summary of literature (Jesson, et al., 2011). This has been carried
out to extract relevant data from research that addresses a review ques6on. With this informa6on a
clearer understanding of current knowledge is exposed and used to reﬁne and compliment the data
that is necessary to collect in the ﬁeld. Roe, et al. (2015) demonstrate that a systema6c review can
reveal extensive data on conserva6on projects. The review ques6on has been constructed in order to
answer several of the research subques6ons. Subques6on 1 relates to the current global bushmeat
situa6on and ac6ons being taken, subques6on 2 relates to the current drivers of bushmeat in Laos
and subques6on 4 relates to the current ini6a6ves being undertaken in Laos to mi6gate unsustainable
bushmeat (see Sec6on 1.3). Literature can provide background on these ques6ons and build up a
picture of the situa6on globally, and in Laos. The subques6ons have been combined to form the
Review Ques6on:
What are the drivers behind the overexploita)on of wildlife through bushmeat trade and
consump)on, and possible mi)ga)on ini)a)ves to generate sustainable prac)ces globally and in Laos
speciﬁcally, according to scholars?
A systema6c literature review involves the use of explicit and transparent methods following
standardised stages and producing accountable, replicable and updatable data (Pullin & Stewart,
2011). The criteria by which research was selected for review involved 1) research that is directly
related to bushmeat prac6ces speciﬁc to Laos, or 2) research that is related to the reduc6on of
bushmeat hun6ng and trade and the overexploita6on of wildlife globally. It is preferable to include the
largest number of studies as this provides a broader and more generalisable conclusion, however, only
peer-reviewed literature was considered in this review (Siddaway, 2015). Research was selected from
two databases, namely Web of Science and Scopus. Key words and terms were used to iden6fy
appropriate literature, such as: bushmeat; wildlife; Laos; Southeast Asia; trade; hun6ng; market;
educa6on; alterna6ve livelihoods; drivers; policy. Boolean operators and trunca6on symbols were
used to generate diﬀerent varia6ons of keywords to iden6fy the greatest number of search results
(Fox & Sharan, 1986).
The PRISMA guidelines for a systema6c literature review have been employed, and the PRISMA
checklist was used to ensure the eﬀec6ve and systema6c execu6on of the review. PRISMA is an
abbrevia6on for ‘preferred repor6ng items for systema6c review and meta-analysis’ which allows for
planning and documenta6on of review methods (Moher, et al., 2009). A record of the details of the
searches and their results have been maintained throughout the review. Research that has been
screened and deemed ineligible was excluded but a record of these was maintained, along with
eligible research that was not chosen for inclusion in the review due to failing to meet one of the
criteria. The results of the process have been demonstrated in a PRISMA ﬂowchart showing the stages
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from iden6ﬁca6on to inclusion (see Appendix I) (Moher, et al., 2009). The informa6on gained from the
review was laid out in a database showing the source, aims, 6me period of study, deﬁni6ons used,
and ﬁndings.
The informa6on gained demonstrates the current knowledge on which this study was built upon.
Ques6ons that are necessary to ask of project managers, experts and stakeholders were iden6ﬁed and
incorporated in to the interviews through the review. Methods within the reviewed research
highlighted weaknesses within the current methodology and provided alterna6ve approaches to
addressing the research ques6ons, aiding in the adapta6on of the research (Pullin & Stewart, 2007).
Literature containing informa6on on past and present projects and contact details that were used to
iden6fy projects and interviewees were also recorded.

3.2. Identification of initiatives
In order to locate and gain preliminary informa6on on projects, an email shot was employed to gain
informa6on on any ini6a6ves rela6ng to bushmeat in Laos (Preston, 2012). This was carried out in
conjunc6on with a review of academic and grey literature and a web search to ﬁnd addi6onal
ini6a6ves and contacts (ibid). The informa6on on eligible ini6a6ves, primarily the ins6ga6ng
organisa6on, loca6on, objec6ves and extent of focus on bushmeat, theory of change and suppor6ng
data was placed in to a database. The case studies were selected from this database. Experts for
interviews were also iden6ﬁed through the email shot and general review of literature.
Email shot:
An email was designed and distributed to explain the research aims and request informa6on on
current and previous ini6a6ves rela6ng to bushmeat from experts and iden6ﬁed project managers in
Laos (see Appendix IV) (Preston, 2012). Organisa6ons with a base in the country were used as a target
(e.g. WCS, WWF, GIZ), as well as individuals iden6ﬁed through literature. These emails also requested
further contacts through requests from informants, increasing the chances of gaining greater
informa6on through a ‘snowball technique’ (Noy, 2008).
General review of literature:
A general review of wide ranging literature, including both published and unpublished academic and
grey literature and project documents iden6ﬁed through web sources, were used to iden6fy ini6a6ves
and further contacts (Wicander & Coad, 2015).
Selec6on of case studies:
Case studies were selected from the database of ini6a6ves gained through the email shot and
literature review. Due to the limited extent of ini6a6ves targe6ng bushmeat the sample size was
small. Three case studies demonstra6ng a broad subset in approach and theory of change were
selected to illustrate the variety of ini6a6ves being undertaken in Laos and the issues they face (Yin,
2013).

3.3. Case studies
A case study is “an empirical enquiry which inves6gates a contemporary phenomenon within its real
life context” (Yin, 2013, p.23). Descrip6ve case studies have been u6lised, incorpora6ng both
exploratory and illustra6ve aspects to explore the characteris6cs and diﬀerent strategies being applied
to tackle the bushmeat issue in Laos and expose the challenges that were faced in the implementa6on
of the ini6a6ves (Kohlbacher, 2006).
In order to gain knowledge and understanding of a subset of the ini6a6ves iden6ﬁed in the
iden6ﬁca6on stage, a framework by which informa6on can be collated was used, speciﬁcally the
components employed by Wicander and Coad (2015) in their review of alterna6ve livelihood projects
in Central Africa (see Table 2). The framework incorporates all of the informa6on that was gained
through research and interviews in to a clear, accessible set of data. The framework was reviewed by,
and adjusted in considera6on of recommenda6ons from researchers and prac66oners to generate a
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“real world applicability” and ensure the “poten6al to be used beyond the context” of their study
(ibid, p.12).

Component

Descrip2on (example ques2ons)

Project aims and objec6ves

What was the aim of the project? Did it remain the same throughout
the project?

Project funding

What was the overall funding for the project? Was it part of a larger
project? How many years was it funded for? Was the funding
adequate?

Project organisa6ons and partners

Who were the project implementers? Who were the project funders?
Did the project work with local/na6onal government, and in which
way?

Community involvement in project
Who decided on project aims? Who chose project ac6vi6es? How
ini6a6on, design and implementa6on were poten6al par6cipants contacted?
Project Theory of Change

How did the project aim to reduce bushmeat hun6ng and/or trade and
consump6on?

Project par6cipant selec6on

Did the project work with a speciﬁc sec6on of the community? Were
there any criteria for par6cipa6on?

Project condi6onality and sanc6ons

What did par6cipants have to do to be involved in the project (were
there any project rules)? Were there any sanc6ons if par6cipants did
not change behaviour? Has anyone been ejected from the project, if so
what happened?

Project monitoring

What were the indicators of project success? Was there a monitoring
programme? What data was collected? How o`en was it collected?

Project sustainability

What is the current status of the project? Has there been handover of
the project to local stakeholders? Is the project ongoing? How was
sustainability factored into the project design?

Table 2. Framework for project case studies (Adapted from Wicander & Coad, 2015)

A key aspect of the framework is the theory of change (ToC) which interven6ons are modelled on.
ToC, put simply, is “the descrip6on of a sequence of events that is expected to lead to a par6cular
desired outcome” (Vogel, 2012, p.4). Connell and Kubisch (1998, p.9) deﬁne ToC as a “study of the
links between ac6vi6es, outcomes and context” of an ini6a6ve. It will be applied to the case studies
as a tool to analyse the cause and eﬀect assump6on chain formulated by the projects (Salafsky, et al.,
2001). Connell and Kubisch (1998) iden6fy three key stages in approaching ToC: iden6fy and ar6culate
a ToC; measure a project’s ac6vi6es and intended outcomes; and analyse and interpret the results of
an evalua6on and any adjustments within the ToC. This can help expose where issues arise in prac6ce
and can be used to explore how change occurs.
Semi-structured interviews were carried out with the managers of selected cases. The compara6ve
framework was used to develop an interview list that guided the interviews and ensured all necessary
informa6on was gathered. Bernard (2011, p.156) describes semi-structured interviews as “open
ended, but following a general script and covering a list of topics”. They are beneﬁcial because they
allow for a greater ﬂow, providing contextual informa6on, and exposing each par6cipant’s percep6ons
(Kumar, 1989). The interview list is a wriden list of ques6ons and topics that provides a basic structure
and order to the interview, providing more reliable and comparable qualita6ve data (Bernard, 2011).
Semi-structured interviews demonstrate control of the interviewer without being dominant and
provides an eﬃcient use of 6me, useful when interviewing people whose 6me is limited (ibid).
Interviewees were project managers, or an equivalent, of speciﬁc ini6a6ves selected for study, with
interviews carried out in English. These interviews provide informa6on on the components within the
compara6ve framework and clarify and clearly delineate the theory of change adopted by each
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Image 3. Women selling bushmeat (Source: Jack Kurtz)

ini6a6ve. Project managers can also iden6fy whether any issues arose from the interven6on or its
implementa6on (TRAFFIC, 2008).
The interviews were recorded using a dictaphone so the interview could be replayed and then
transcribed (Bernard, 2011). The researcher gained prior informed consent from respondents for the
use of the data gathered from the interview, agreement was also reached on the level of anonymity of
respondents (Cor6, et al., 2000). Notes were taken during the interview process, detailing unspoken
observa6ons such as the environment and any obvious body language, which could be used to
contextualise the interviews (Sanjek, 1990). The interview transcripts were organised and prepared
then coded in order to iden6fy the varying components of the compara6ve framework. Coding “turns
free-ﬂowing texts into a set of nominal variables” (Bernard, 2011, p.429). It is an indexing devise
which simpliﬁes large qualita6ve datasets by iden6fying selected codes, or words (ibid). A digital
coding analysis tool (QDA Miner Lite) was employed due to the extensive data that was gathered. The
data was then categorised and themes iden6ﬁed before all of the data was connected and
interrelated and then interpreted through the compara6ve framework and placed in to a database
demonstra6ng the components of case studies.
Through interviews with project managers of implemen6ng organisa6ons it was iden6ﬁed to what
extent bushmeat was a priority in the ini6a6ves and the extent to which they had a focus on this in
prac6ce. This revealed successes and failures within ini6a6ves and the extent to which they have met
or are mee6ng their objec6ves. Lessons that can be applied to future ini6a6ves have been
extrapolated through the interviews.

3.4. Expert Interviews
The expert interviews, conducted with members of NGOs ac6ve in Laos, along with academics and
other knowledgeable individuals, reveal the extent, success and limita6ons of projects focusing on
bushmeat in Laos (TRAFFIC, 2008). These interviews also contextualise the issues surrounding
bushmeat revealed in the systema6c literature review in rela6on to Laos (van Vliet, 2011).
Due to the small conserva6on community and the sensi6ve nature of the bushmeat topic within Laos
respondent anonymity has been maintained, with every eﬀort made to preserve conﬁden6ality. The
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dominant approach is adopted, meaning that if data cannot be collected anonymously, data must be
analysed and reported without compromising the iden66es of the respondents (Kaiser, 2009).
Interviews were carried out with selected experts who were able to reveal broader informa6on on
various aspects of bushmeat, as well as failures in projects. These experts primarily consisted of
conserva6onists and representa6ves of NGOs. Interviews with government representa6ves from
ministries with a link to bushmeat were sought as they provide an opportunity to gain a greater
understanding and clarity of government policy and reveal any conﬂict between diﬀerent ministry
objec6ves. Respondents from the government were not forthcoming and were almost en6rely met
with silence, however it was possible to interview one government employee working in a
department directly rela6ng to bushmeat mi6ga6on.
Due to the complex nature of the bushmeat topic, expert knowledge and opinion provides one of the
richest sources of informa6on. As the TRAFFIC report, ‘What’s driving the wildlife trade?’ (2008, p.16),
suggests, there are a wide range of individuals that have extensive knowledge and experience of the
bushmeat situa6on in Laos, “much of which remains undocumented and is not captured in the
exis6ng literature.”
The same interview methods (semi-structured) and analysis techniques (coding) were applied as with
project managers, however the interview list was not dictated by the compara6ve framework. Semistructured interviews are beneﬁcial due to their ﬂexibility in comparison to structured interviews,
allowing for topics to be covered whilst maintaining a ﬂow to the interview (Newing, 2010). As
Newing (2010, p.102) puts it, you can introduce the ﬁrst item, “listen to the response, probe for more
detail or ask follow-up ques6ons as appropriate, and then when you have exhausted the topic, move
on to another item”. In this respect the interview list was used as a memory aid (ibid). Expert
interview topics also varied in subject depending on the interviewee, however key discussion points
were included in all interview lists. These include opinions on the current state of bushmeat prac6ces,
the threat it poses to biodiversity and people, ac6ons being taken, and other possible mi6ga6on
methods. The interviews diﬀer to the project manager interviews in that they are designed to gain a
broader overview of projects and the bushmeat situa6on in Laos, rather than on speciﬁc projects.
The interviews that it was possible to record were transcribed in full. Due to several mee6ngs taking
place in public areas, background noise was, at 6mes, an issue, resul6ng in certain words being
indeterminable. In interviews where there was a request not to record, note taking was relied upon.
This involved shorthand wri6ng, using ini6als for key terms such as BM for bushmeat, and
summarising of informa6on, with standout quotes wriden verba6m (Newing, 2010). The topics on the
interview list were numbered for ease in determining what responses related to, using a personalised
method for understanding the informa6on gathered (Bernard, 2011). A`er the interviews notes were
immediately reviewed and any gaps in wri6ng were ﬁlled in. These notes were then typed on a
computer on the same day. Both the transcripts and notes were coded to iden6fy themes (Bernard,
2011).
The strength of informa6on gained from informants was determined by ‘“between-subject
triangula6on” in which diﬀerent respondents were asked about the same thing (Newing, 2010). The
resul6ng informa6on was combined with the data from the systema6c literature review, resul6ng in
“cross-method triangula6on” between methods (ibid).

3.5. Participant observations and informal interviews
Par6cipant observa6ons and informal interviews provide qualita6ve data on what is happening in the
ﬁeld, and are preferable to formal interviews in gaining stakeholder perspec6ves on the bushmeat
situa6on, and the projects in their areas, as a rapport can be built with informants (Bernard, 2011;
Kawulich, 2005). This represents a rela6vely unstructured method of studying people with the aim of
describing how and why people do what they do (Puri, 2010b). As Arts et al. (2013) demonstrate,
evalua6ng results against people’s interpreta6ons of performance is beneﬁcial at iden6fying
unexpected results. Bernard (2011, p.257) states that par6cipant observa6ons “put you where the
ac6on is and let you collect… any data you want, narra6ves or numbers.” During the observa6ons the
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researcher took an ‘observer as par6cipant’ stance, where the main role of the researcher is to carry
out a focused observa6on (Kawulich, 2005).
Field notes of sights and conversa6ons, photographs of markets (where possible), observa6ons on
visible bushmeat and informal interviews were used to build up a picture of the current bushmeat
situa6on in project areas. Markets and stalls within local towns and rural villages, and on road sides,
were the targets of par6cipant observa6ons due to being areas o`en men6oned in literature as
predominantly witnessing bushmeat ac6vi6es (Preston, 2012; Lee, et al., 2014; Singh, 2008b). Notes
were taken physically using scratch notes, and also verbally using a dictaphone (Bernard, 2011). As
Puri (2010b) explains, note taking was not always possible immediately, due to the sensi6vity of the
situa6on it was o`en necessary to delay taking notes un6l no longer in the presence of the subjects.
In order to avoid forgefng any cri6cal aspects of observa6ons and conversa6ons in this 6me, voice
recordings were used (Puri, 2010a). The ﬁeld notes, images and voice recordings were maintained in a
digital storage device.
Informal interviews with stakeholders, including bushmeat consumers and traders, took place in the
study sites. Informal interviewing is characterised by a lack of structure and was carried out in an
informal, open manner (Bernard, 2011). The beneﬁt of informal interviews is the possibility to gain
unguarded informa6on with minimal structuring (Newing, 2010). Newing (2010, p.100) highlights that
they are par6cularly applicable to the topic of bushmeat as they are “valuable in providing
informa6on on sensi6ve subjects such as illegal ac6vi6es or social conﬂicts, which people may be
unwilling to discuss in a more formal situa6on”. These interviews reveal general opinions on
bushmeat, the social and economic eﬀects of projects on the stakeholders, and the sustainability of
bushmeat ac6vi6es. An ad hoc interpreter, where possible, was used in situa6ons where a language
barrier was present, which was in the majority of situa6ons (Henninck, 2008). This involved
iden6fying a mul6-lingual third party to translate in conversa6on as a “cultural broker” (Puri, 2010b).
The notes and voice recordings were typed up and coded to indicate themes rela6ng to bushmeat
using a digital coding analysis tool called QDA Miner Lite (Bernard, 2011).
Khammouane Province and Bolikhamxay Province, in the centre of the country, bordered by both
Vietnam and Thailand, were the focus of observa6ons. These provinces were selected due to being in
the centre of the country and as such consis6ng of aspects of the mountainous north and lowlands of
the south and are generally representa6ve of Laos in terms of the ethnic groups in the provinces, they
also both represent the development and urbanisa6on issues seen throughout the country. They are
mainly made up of Lao and Khmer, but also home to Hmong (in Bolikhamxay) and numerous ethnic
minority popula6ons (Singh, 2010). The wildlife trade is prac6ced widely in the provinces, as iden6ﬁed
by Singh (2010).
The Nakai-Nam Theun Na6onal Biodiversity Conserva6on Area, the third largest protected area in the
country, stretches across both provinces. Of the last ﬁve large mammals to be discovered or
rediscovered worldwide, three occurred in Nakai (WCS, 2017b). There is concern for both these
provinces over the con6nued impact of the Nam Then 2 hydropower project (MoNRE, 2016).
Bolikhamxay Province is also home to the Nam Kading Na6onal Protected Area and the Phou Khao
Khouay Na6onal Protected Area. Along with Nakai-Nam Theun, Khammouane Province is also home

Image 4. Xe Bangfai River, Khammouane Province (Le\) and karst landscape, Bolikhamxay Province (Right)
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to the Hin Nam No Na6onal Biodiversity Conserva6on Area and the Phou Hin Poun Na6onal
Biodiversity Conserva6on Area. These provinces are also the focus of several projects, including the
GIZ implemented Hin Nam No project and ProCEED and the Government of Laos (GoL) implemented
Protected Area and Wildlife Project (PAW). The provinces were traversed using motorised transport so
that any markets and stalls on the roads could be stopped at and observed. This route was preplanned
but allowed for ﬂexibility in iden6fying markets through word of mouth along the way. The route
crossed through several NPAs and covered several major roads (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Map of route taken in Khammouane and Bolikhamxay Provinces, including locations of market

3.6. Ethics
A code of ethics is an essen6al aspect of research, especially in respect to qualita6ve research based
upon interviews and observa6ons of individuals and groups as this is. Bresler (1995) explains that a
research code of ethics addresses “individual rights to dignity, privacy, and conﬁden6ality, and
avoidance of harm.” Therefore in data collec6on, analysis and repor6ng the following code of ethics
was applied (adapted from Bogdan & Biklen, 2006):
• Informants were not coerced and par6cipated of their own free will
• Informant conﬁden6ality and anonymity was maintained at all 6mes. Any statements made ‘oﬀ the
record’ were respected as such
• Informants were informed of the research purpose prior to interviews
• The researcher gained prior informed consent of par6cipants before interviews
• Informants were treated with dignity and coopera6on throughout the research process and any
requests to review transcripts were respected
• Findings were reported truthfully and in a balanced manner
Kawulich (2005) provides several recommenda6ons on how to carry out ethical par6cipant
observa6ons. Informing the community members under observa6on of the purpose of the
researcher’s ac6vi6es is essen6al (ibid). On top of this, ensuring the anonymity of those studied, not
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making respondents iden6ﬁable, is crucial, especially due to the sensi6ve nature of bushmeat hun6ng
and trade in Laos. The rela6onships between the researcher and members of the community must
remain professional and an understanding and respect for cultural norms is required (Bernard, 2011).
This applies to all par6cipants.
Any informa6on that was requested to be excluded from the study was removed. This extended to the
correct storage of data. In the case that someone no longer wanted to be involved, reference to their
informa6on must have been able to be removed altogether.
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4. The global bushmeat crisis
“The scale of the current [bushmeat] harvest is unprecedented and is growing rapidly” (Swamy &
Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014, p.1)
Around the tropical regions of the world the harves6ng of wildlife for trade and consump6on is
common place. These prac6ces can be dis6nctly separated in to two groups. The ﬁrst is bushmeat
hun6ng that is primarily carried out on a local scale and is predominantly the result of impoverished
communi6es u6lising an available source of protein and income (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014).
The second is interna6onal trade, focused on rare and valuable species, fuelled by markets around the
world, in par6cular in Vietnam and China (Lee, et al., 2014). The interna6onal trade in wildlife is
largely carried out illegally due to interna6onal agreements such as CITES that have been setup to
target these ac6vi6es (ibid). This research is focused on the bushmeat trade that has gained less
aden6on from the interna6onal conserva6on community, governments, and public, than
interna6onal traﬃcking (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014).
The tropical regions of Central and Southern America, Africa and Southern Asia, are home to millions
of forest inhabitants who rely on bushmeat (ibid). These regions consist of some of the poorest
na6ons in the world, with poverty allevia6on being a priority of governments and aid agencies. Brown
and Williams (2003) highlight the issue between economic development and poverty allevia6on on
one hand, and sound environmental stewardship on the other, that is seen globally. This has led to
poorly regulated and extensive unsustainable exploita6on of animals with the ﬁnal result being
‘empty forests’ devoid of wildlife (Ripple, et al., 2016). This in turn threatens the lives of millions
around the world who rely on bushmeat in terms of nutri6onal dependency, food security and
employment (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014).

Table 3. Endangered animals and hunting pressure. (Source: Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014)

The tropical regions of the world are among the richest in terms of biodiversity on the planet (Wilkie,
et al., 2011). They contain approximately 20% of all known mammals, 60% of birds, and 70% of
amphibians (ibid). Wilkie, et al., (2011) believe it is impossible to sustain current levels of hun6ng and
that many species will be put at risk as a result of empty and half-empty forests. As they state,
“overexploita6on poten6ally aﬀects all tropical forest species, both plant and animal” (ibid, p.120).
Hun6ng is not always unsustainable and is carried out on non-threatened species more than
threatened species, however the use of snares and traps can result in indiscriminate killing (Swamy &
Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014; Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2016). Throughout the world there are stark examples
of the damage of overhun6ng. In Bioko, Equatorial Guinea, hun6ng has reduced primate popula6ons
by 90% in some areas and to local ex6nc6on in others, whilst in Kilum Ijim, Cameroon, most large
mammal species, including elephants, buﬀalo, bushbuck, chimpanzees, leopards and lion have
become locally ex6nct over the last 50 years (Wilkie, et al., 2011). Likewise, in Vietnam 12 large
animal species have become ex6nct or cri6cally endangered in the last 50 years, primarily through
hun6ng for trade and consump6on (ibid). Overall, although there are excep6ons depending on
species and loca6on, global hun6ng levels are widely accepted by scholars to be unsustainable, with
mammals and birds most at risk from the overexploita6on of wildlife (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez,
2014). Large species, such as primates and ungulates, are more vulnerable in tropical forests because
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Figure 2. Number (a) and percentage (b) of mammal species threatened by hunting grouped by body mass
in kilograms. The values correspond to species threatened by hunting out of all terrestrial mammals in

these ecosystems are less produc6ve than others (ibid). As can be seen in Table 3, approximately 85%
of endangered or cri6cally endangered primates and ungulates are threatened by hun6ng (ibid).
Nearly 60% of large mammals (weighing over 1000 kilograms) are at risk from such ac6vi6es, as
shown by Figure 2 (Ripple, et al., 2016).
Knowledge regarding levels of bushmeat harvest and trade is fragmented and limited, with the
complex interac6ons between ecology, socio-economics and culture s6ll poorly understood (Nasi, et
al., 2011). Most research conducted in to the impacts of the loss of animals on ecosystem processes
and services have been conducted in the Americas, whilst most socio-economic research has focused
on Africa (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez 2014; Ripple, et al., 2016). Southeast Asia has not been a primary
focus of research in to bushmeat. Van Vliet (2011) provides es6mates for bushmeat harvest for the
Congo Basin as between one and ﬁve million tonnes per year. In the Brazilian Amazon subsistence
hunters are es6mated to harvest 23.5 million individuals per year with an es6mated annual market
value of $191 million (ibid). In Asia she can provide no such informa6on or es6mates due to a lack of
applicable data. Likewise, Swamy and Pinedo-Vasquez (2014, p.2) state that “most of the data and all
of the synthe6c analyses of bushmeat harvest come from Central and Western Africa or the
Neotropics”. This is partly the result of lack of documenta6on by governments and the informal
nature of trading in Asia (van Vliet, 2011), but also due to studies being limited to single sites, a lack of
objec6vity, and a reliance on informal interviews with hunters and traders (Nasi, et al., 2011). Lee, et
al., (2014) iden6fy greater research and understanding on rates of harvest and use as an essen6al ﬁrst
step to genera6ng sustainable bushmeat harvests.
The extent to which wild meat is used locally for consump6on or sale varies drama6cally between
regions and informa6on sources, but in almost all cases both occur (Nasi, et al., 2011). Where
bushmeat is hunted for subsistence it plays a role as a direct source of protein but also sa6sﬁes short
term cash needs (ibid). In the Democra6c Republic of Congo 10% of wild meat is consumed locally,
with 90% sold, whilst in Brazil 100% of wild meat is consumed locally (ibid). These demonstrate some
extreme examples, however in most cases there is more even balance between sale and
consump6on, with varia6ons dependent on local demands, the complexity of supply chains, and
aspects such as distance to roads and urban centres (van Vliet, 2011). Interna6onal trade in bushmeat
is believed to be most dominant in the Congo Basin, where cross border trade is frequent due to civil
unrest and war that have increased the prevalence of weaponry and heightened demand for
bushmeat (Nasi, et al., 2011). Trade to Europe, thought to be mainly from Central Africa, is also an
understudied but exis6ng demand, with an es6mated 270 tonnes of bushmeat per year passing
through one European airport alone, unchecked (ibid).
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Figure 3. Maps of species richness of (a) all terrestrial mammals and (b) mammals threatened by hunting
(Source: Ripple, et al., 2016)

The imbalance of research between regions is exempliﬁed when contras6ng the threat to mammals
from hun6ng with the research eﬀort in to such prac6ces. As Figure 3 suggests in rela6on to
mammals, the tropical regions of the world are extremely rich in biodiversity, with Southeast Asia
par6cularly threatened by hun6ng of terrestrial mammal species. Yet the amount of research does not
bear this out. Figure 4 illustrates the stark diﬀerence between the number of ar6cles published on
species threatened by hun6ng and the areas most at threat seen in Figure 3(b). It is apparent that
research is not focusing on priority areas, such as Southeast Asia. The reasons behind this lack of
aden6on are currently unclear, however one respondent did state that funding for research in
Southeast Asia is below that of other tropical regions as they are perceived as being less appealingand
of less concern among the public and NGOs (Interview I). The lack of aden6on given to the region was
reinforced by a respondent who has worked on bushmeat around the world, sugges6ng there is not
the same appeal to Southeast Asia as Africa or the Amazon (Interview F). This may also relate to
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Figure 4. Map of published articles between 1965 and 2016 for all mammal species threatened by hunting
(Source: Ripple, et al., 2016)

several of the countries in the region only recently opening up their borders a`er turbulent recent
history, such as Vietnam, Cambodia, Myanmar and Laos, meaning that researching is less established
(TRAFFIC, 2008).
There are several major bushmeat drivers that have been iden6ﬁed by numerous scholars that are
applicable in the majority of tropical forest communi6es in the world. Wilkie, et al., (2011, p.122)
state that “hunter-gatherers and forager-farmers are typically among the poorest and most
economically and poli6cally isolated families in society”. GDP per capita in the tropics is growing but is
less than a third of that of the rest of the world (World Bank, 2017). In poor rural communi6es
throughout the tropics, wild meat represents the primary source of protein as well as a source of
income, par6cularly where livestock husbandry is not feasible (Lee, et al., 2014). There are very few
alterna6ves to wild protein sources, other than ﬁsh, with each a subs6tute for the other (Nasi, et al.,
2011). This close link between bushmeat and ﬁsh means that a decline in one results in heightened
unsustainable harvest of the other (ibid). Bushmeat also represents a cri6cal source of income for
communi6es who have few alterna6ves available, with 15-72% of household income in rural Gabon
gained from hun6ng, rising in poorer, more remote communi6es (Wilkie, et al., 2011). Bushmeat
represents an accessible, adrac6ve and lucra6ve livelihood op6on due to its low technical and
ﬁnancial necessi6es and the short-term ﬁnancial beneﬁts, as well as the accessibility of nature
(TRAFFIC, 2008). Local taboos are being depleted by outside inﬂuences, poverty and declining
preferred species, meaning local communi6es are willing to hunt a wider variety of tradi6onally
protected species (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). This is seen in Ghana where previous totem species
including the crested porcupine are now commonly seen in bushmeat markets (ibid). Many of the
na6ons that are home to tropical forests throughout the world have been characterised by conﬂict
and displacement in recent history, such as in Columbia, the Democra6c Republic of Congo,
Mozambique and Vietnam (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). The instability fostered through such
instability puts greater pressure on wildlife as weapons are more accessible, law enforcement is
limited and the availability of alterna6ve foods is restricted, resul6ng in greater reliance on bushmeat
(ibid).
Tropical forest ecosystems are es6mated to be able to support the nutri6onal needs of 1-2 people/
km2 if they solely rely on bushmeat for protein (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). With popula6on
densi6es es6mated to be 24 people/km2 in the Amazon and Congo basins and 121 people/km2 in
Southeast Asian forests, this highlights the great pressure being exerted on tropical forest ecosystems
around the world, without considering the impact of the demand from trade (ibid). The increasing
urbanisa6on witnessed throughout the world puts greater pressure on bushmeat. It is increasingly
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viewed as a luxury item, rising prices and driving poorer communi6es to target less desirable species
for themselves whilst targe6ng species with the highest markup for trade, and as having a cultural
role, especially in Southeast Asia (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). These processes can be witnessed
in Vietnam, where bushmeat is primarily consumed by high-income men who use it as a status symbol
(Drury, 2011). Urban popula6ons usually have choice over what protein to consume, but choose
bushmeat for varying reasons, including cost, taste and preference (Nasi, et al., 2011). This issue is
likely to get worse as urban popula6ons are es6mated to rise by 1.4 billion in Asia, 900 million in
Africa and 200 million in La6n America over the next four decades (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014).
On top of this, increased connec6vity and marke6sa6on means interna6onal trade can put greater
pressure on forests, with China the prime example of a na6on driving trade within an en6re region
(Lee, et al., 2014). Their demand for turtles has led to their overexploita6on throughout the whole of
Southeast Asia and Pakistan (ibid).

Figure 5. Complex web of factors contributing to increased bushmeat demand and consequent resource

The loss of forest worldwide through logging and fragmenta6on from infrastructure development
puts increasing pressure on the wildlife within that which remains while also causing other ecosystem
altering processes (TRAFFIC, 2008). Commercial logging results in growth in an o`en poorly fed
workforce who then turn to wildlife to sa6sfy nutri6onal requirements, with the northern Democra6c
Republic of Congo witnessing a 64% increase in the popula6on in logging towns leading to a 64%
growth in bushmeat supply (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). The opening up of forests also leads to a
greater supply to urban markets, commodifying bushmeat in the process (Wilkie, et al., 2011). The
ability to hunt more eﬀec6vely due to more sophis6cated hun6ng technologies places yet further
pressure on wildlife, reducing the tradi6onal constraints, and in doing so, the sustainability, of hun6ng
prac6ces (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). Snares are a growing issue throughout African and Asian
tropical forests. They are readily available, can be made from a wide variety of sources, including
fencing, cables and bicycle brakes, and are cheap and easy to setup (Nasi, et al., 2011). Beyond this,
traps, nets and dogs are o`en employed in Africa, whilst poison is also increasingly common, with
30% of bushmeat sold at local markets in Ghana containing pes6cide residues, represen6ng risks to
humans and animals that consume it (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). Firearms are an increasing issue,
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par6cularly in the Amazon where snares are ineﬀec6ve and tradi6onal methods such as blow pipe
and bow and arrow are the only real alterna6ve (ibid). The increased range from guns greatly
increases the target species that can be hunted (ibid).
Although the Conference of the Par6es to the CBD iden6ﬁed sustainable bushmeat hun6ng as a
priority to be addressed by Par6es in 2008, there has been lidle pressure placed upon governments to
act (van Vliet, 2011). This contrasts with CITES, who have ‘named and shamed’ countries, including
Laos, who have failed to meet the requirements to adequately address interna6onal wildlife
traﬃcking (CITES, 2016). A lack of informa6on and the complex role of bushmeat in culture and
society among tropical na6ons restrict ac6on by governments. There are few examples of ac6ve
involvement in tackling bushmeat by governments in tropical regions, with community-based
ini6a6ves, and NGO and private led projects the predominant methods being implemented at present
(van Vliet, 2011). Wilkie, et al., (2011, p.123) explain that, although the legal situa6on diﬀers between
countries and con6nents, “the legal framework to manage hun6ng is weak or nonexistent in many
tropical forest countries". In Central Africa most hun6ng regula6ons are part of forestry law, with
licensing allowing the legal harves6ng of wildlife and recogni6on of the right of local popula6ons to
hunt (ibid). Wilkie, et al., (2011, p.123) also state that, in Southeast Asia, most countries “have serious
weaknesses and loopholes, but weak governance, enforcement, and implementa6on thwart their
eﬀec6veness rather than intrinsic weaknesses in the laws themselves”. Governments face diﬃculty in
enforcing bushmeat regula6ons as they are o`en perceived to infringe on local or tradi6onal rights
and can contradict accepted claims of tradi6onal ownership (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014).
Incen6ves to hunt o`en outweigh the threat or actual enforcement of penal6es, whilst enforcement
agencies are confused at which point in the supply chain to tackle the issue, whether to target traders
or hunters directly (ibid). Corrup6on at all levels is also a challenge (Wilkie, et al., 2011).
The challenges facing biodiversity in tropical forests around the world are severe and require
immediate eﬀorts to address it (ibid). Numerous small scale alterna6ves to bushmeat from around the
world are iden6ﬁed and evaluated by van Vliet (2011), including:
• the diversiﬁca6on of income sources, as has been shown in the successful implementa6on of a
beekeeping ini6a6ve in Cameroon;
• the produc6on of domes6cated sources of meat, such as improved poultry produc6on in Tanzania;
• mini-livestock breeding of indigenous species, including pale worm domes6ca6on in Venezuela;
• community based wildlife management, that has succeeded in the Tamshiyacu Tahuayo Communal
Reserve in the Peruvian Amazon;
• game ranching, which is almost exclusive to Africa and most closely related to savannah ecosystems;
• payments for environmental services (PES) and cer6ﬁca6on, such as the Peccary Pelt Cer6ﬁca6on
project in Peru.
These examples reveal the diversity of small scale approaches available to tackle the overexploita6on
of wildlife, yet each faces its own risks and diﬃcul6es. Each ini6a6ve that van Vliet (2011) iden6ﬁes is
speciﬁc to the local community and local environmental quali6es and assets, meaning that they are
restricted in their ability to be up-scaled.
The majority of examples provided by van Vliet (2011, p.17) are from Africa and La6n America, with
few from Asia, because, as she explains, “most of the ac6vi6es implemented in Asia aim at enforcing
the law rather than on ﬁnding alterna6ves”. So far there is lidle evidence to suggest this is being
successful, however such eﬀorts are closely linked to the engagement of local communi6es through
community based resource management (Lee, et al., 2014). Enhancing the public discourse and
poli6cal debate on bushmeat is called for by scholars as “defauna6on in tropical forests [is] seldom
even considered by poli6cians” (Wilkie, et al., 2011). Ripple, et al. (2016) also highlight the need for
greater interna6onal policy due to the inﬂuence of wealthier na6ons in exacerba6ng the issues and
the limited eﬀect of eﬀorts by the CBD. Brown and William (2003) suggest the only solu6on to
unsustainable bushmeat hun6ng and trade is to consider it from a livelihoods perspec6ve. Rather
than viewing the exploita6on of wildlife and development as incompa6ble, they believe highligh6ng
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the role bushmeat plays in suppor6ng livelihoods and development can improve management and
bring about sustainable prac6ces (ibid).
Finally, in order for any eﬀorts to be successful it is necessary for rural communi6es and urban
consumers to recognise the need for change through educa6onal programmes and awareness
campaigns. In rural communi6es a greater understanding of the impacts of unsustainable harves6ng
may mo6vate behavioural changes where alterna6ves are available, whilst in urban areas where
bushmeat is not consumed out of necessity people are believed to be more vulnerable to social
pressures to reduce bushmeat consump6on (Ripple, et al., 2016). Celebrity pleas and social media
campaigns, such as was seen by Chinese sportsman Yao Ming to reduce shark ﬁn demand, can be very
eﬀec6ve for speciﬁc iconic species (ibid).
Overall, bushmeat represent a massive challenge to the global community. The tropics are home to
some of the poorest people in the world. By the fact that they live in o`en isolated forests they have
limited access to infrastructure and income opportuni6es leading to a reliance on wildlife, resul6ng in
trade and consump6on of bushmeat. Knowledge regarding bushmeat is s6ll limited due to the
complexi6es of understanding the wide ranging drivers and local speciﬁcs of communi6es. It requires
a combina6on of ecological, economic, and socio-cultural exper6se to gain a greater understanding of
the issues at hand. Bushmeat provides a large quan6ty of income for forest communi6es as wildlife is
accessible and hun6ng methods, such as snaring, are aﬀordable and eﬃcient. This o`en represents an
appealing income and protein source, and can also be combined with agricultural ac6vi6es.
Tradi6ons, war, urbanisa6on, and large forest dwelling popula6ons have myriad eﬀects on people and
wildlife leading to greater bushmeat prac6ces. A common issue faced by countries in these regions is
the conﬂict between wildlife conserva6on and economic development, represen6ng a complex
challenge. As forests are lost and fragmented through small scale slash and burn ac6vi6es and large
scale infrastructure development, previously protected wildlife is exposed to hunters. Ineﬀec6ve legal
frameworks and law enforcement are also a major challenge, neutered by local rights and ownership,
as well as not providing eﬀec6ve incen6ves to change behaviours
There is no one-size-ﬁts-all solu6on to the issues being faced. There are examples of successful
approaches to tackling the issue of bushmeat from around the world speciﬁc to par6cular locali6es.
Diversifying income sources is commonly seen, providing economic opportuni6es to communi6es,
o`en involving sustainable environmental prac6ces. Domes6c sources of meat are also encouraged
where possible, including the domes6ca6on of indigenous species. Involving communi6es in the
management of their wildlife is also gaining greater aden6on, incorpora6ng local knowledge and
exper6se and engaging communi6es. PES and cer6ﬁca6on schemes also represent opportuni6es to
provide alterna6ves to reliance on bushmeat for income. Improvements in governance on all scales is
also strongly encouraged by scholars in order to put pressure on all aspects of the bushmeat
commodity chain. This may also aid in educa6ng individuals, both hunters and consumers, buyers and
sellers, that bushmeat represents an unsustainable and harmful prac6ce. Other eﬀorts to educate
people, both formally and informally are seen as beneﬁcial to tackle the threat of bushmeat wherever
possible.
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5. Background of bushmeat in Laos
In order to comprehend the bushmeat issue in Laos and the scale of the challenge facing mi6ga6on
adempts, it is necessary to have a clear understanding of the situa6on in which the issue is grounded.
This sec6on provides a brief overview of the poli6cal and economic history of Laos that has shaped
the present state. The laws on wildlife, and the environment more broadly, that relate to bushmeat
ac6vi6es are also detailed.

Image 5. Relicts of war in Phonsavan (Source: bamml82 via Flickr)

5.1. Lao history and economics
Laos has been listed as a least developed country since 1971, striving to develop and strengthen its
economy (UNDP, 2015; MoNRE, 2016). It is one of the ﬁve remaining communist countries in the
world, which also includes two neighbouring countries, China and Vietnam, that have a strong
inﬂuence over Laos (Rigg, 2006). Laos has an extremely turbulent recent history that has had a hand
in shaping the modern day country where the government of Laos (GoL) s6ll faces regular uprisings
from dissident forces. It was drawn in to the Vietnam conﬂict a`er gaining independence from the
French in 1950, in a period of great poli6cal instability in Indochina (Hamilton-Merrid, 1999). A civil
war raged between the Communist Pathet Lao, the forebear of the current ruling Lao People’s
Revolu6onary Party, and the Royal Lao Government between 1953 and 1975 (ibid). The civil war acted
as a proxy war between the Cold War superpowers, with the USA’s CIA conduc6ng a “secret war”,
using Laos as a buﬀer between Thailand and Vietnam (Khamvongsa & Russell, 2009). In 1975 the
Pathet Lao took the capital city of Vien6ane leading to the abdica6on of the King and the
proclama6on of the Lao People’s Democra6c Republic (Hamilton-Merrid, 1999). The Pathet Lao were
indebted to the Vietnamese, who made up the majority of the ﬁgh6ng force, in gaining power,
allowing Vietnam to wield great inﬂuence over the Lao government (Singh, 2008b). Many Lao people
lost their lives during this period, and the country took on the unwanted moniker of the most bombed
country in history, which it retains to this day. The USA dropped 2.1 million tons of ordnance, at a rate
of one bombing raid every eight minutes, 24 hours a day for nine years, mainly targe6ng civilians,
meaning the USA were in breach of the Geneva Conven6on (Khamvongsa & Russell, 2009). More
bombs were dropped on Laos than by all par6es during the Second World War (ibid). Along with the
drama6c loss of life, many families were displaced and livelihoods destroyed. To this day, Lao people
live with the threat of unexploded ordnance that contaminates almost half of the country (ibid).
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Image 6. Water buffalo wallowing in water filled bomb crater hole

During my 6me in Laos, par6cularly in Khammouane and Bolikhamxay Provinces, the devasta6on
caused to the environment is clear, as bomb craters scar the landscape. These memories of a
turbulent past have been u6lised by allowing them to ﬁll with water and, in some cases, introducing
ﬁsh and waterfowl so that they can then farm the craters, as well as using them as watering holes for
livestock (see Image 6) (Par6cipant observa6ons).
A`er the Communist Pathet Lao took control of Laos they introduced a command economy system,
restric6ng the free market, shi`ing produc6on to public ownership and agricultural collec6visa6on,
and placing economic ac6vity in the hands of the government (Economic Research Ins6tute, 1994).
The country had been reliant on American, and before that, French, ﬁnancial support prior to the
establishment of the Communist state (Singh, 2008a). As aid was withdrawn the command economy
demonstrated lidle success in growing and developing the na6onal economy and the country went
through a period of economic decline (Economic Research Ins6tute, 1994). The na6on became heavily
reliant on Vietnam, with rela6ons with its other two inﬂuen6al neighbours, Thailand and China, at a
low point. Although the Soviet Union provided some ﬁnancial assistance, it became clear that Lao
could not con6nue with its economic model and in 1986 the New Economic Mechanism (NEM) was
introduced, slowly opening up free trade and rolling back the command economy, allowing private
sector investment (ibid). During this period rela6ons with China and the USA were sought to be
repaired, with an eye to gaining ﬁnancial aid. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, and with it their
aid, Laos turned to the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank for aid, who in turn demanded
further economic reforms, and the improvement of rela6ons with non-communist states such as
Thailand, that have shaped the current Lao economy (Kiernan, 2013). Since the introduc6on of the
NEM Laos has witnessed steady growth, which has exploded over the last decade. Since 2005 GDP
growth has not dropped below 7% (World Bank, 2017). As a result, Laos was iden6ﬁed as one of the
ten ‘top movers’ by UNDP’s Human Development Report (2010). Nonetheless, Laos is s6ll heavily
reliant on aid, especially in rela6on to environmental programmes that do not receive much
government support (Interview G). An example of which is the $5000 a year budget for each NPA
(ibid).
Through the periods of widespread hardship, during the war years and the ensuing economic
deteriora6on, people became heavily reliant on nature to provide sustenance (Rigg, 2006). The UNDP
es6mates that, factoring in the risks Laos faces, 1 in 3 rural Lao households are food-secure (UNDP,
2010). As of 2012, 23.3% of the popula6on remained below the poverty line, having fallen from 39%
in the mid-90’s, however in this period the popula6on has risen from approximately 4.8 million to 6.8
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million (World Bank, 2016). The number of people in poverty has therefore declined minimally, with
over 1.5 million Lao6ans s6ll in poverty. As wealth has broadly increased within Laos it has fuelled
demand for wild meat in urban areas from a growing middle class (Rigg, 2006; Singh, 2008a).

5.2. Laws incorporating wildlife harvesting and trade in Laos
“State policy is rather opaque, consis)ng of a mul)tude of wriGen laws that oHen overlap and even
conﬂict.” (Singh, 2008a, p.6)
The laws dicta6ng wildlife harves6ng in Laos are not par6cularly clear, with contradic6ons and lack of
clarity within and between laws. Laos is a signatory to several Mul6lateral Environmental Agreements
(MEAs) and Conven6ons rela6ng to biodiversity, including the Conven6on on Biological Diversity
(CBD), Conven6on on Interna6onal Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES),
Conven6on on Wetlands (RAMSAR) and World Heritage Conven6on.
CITES have been placing increasing pressure on Laos due to its role in interna6onal wildlife traﬃcking.
Laos is used as a thoroughfare for illegal wildlife parts, live specimens, and other related wildlife
products restricted by CITES, to which Laos is a signatory as of 2004 (CITES, 2016). Much of the focus
and concern of CITES is on the role Laos plays in the transporta6on of traﬃcked wildlife through the
country, such as pangolins, 6gers and ivory. There is far less aden6on given to trade occurring within
Laos that directly relates to the harmful bushmeat prac6ces that occur on a smaller scale. The GoL are
therefore ademp6ng to address the interna6onal traﬃcking issue as a priority as opposed to the
major threat to Lao biodiversity, as interna6onal pressure is placed on them (ibid).
The cri6cal law in rela6on to the categorisa6on of species and restric6ons on their use is the Wildlife
and Aqua6c Law of 2007 that has three categories, shown in the Table 4 (Lao PDR, 2007). The hun6ng
prac6ces stated in Table 4 for each of the three categories are the most clear rules regarding hun6ng
within the na6onal laws. The law contains a list of the species within each categorisa6on. This is the
only law solely rela6ng to wildlife use, however there are numerous other laws, strategies and Prime
Ministers decrees that discuss or incorporate wildlife use. These include the Forestry Law of 2007,
Forestry Strategy to 2020 of 2005, Regula6on No.0360 on Management of Na6onal Protected Areas,
Aqua6c Animals and Wildlife of 2003, Forest Resources Inspec6on Strategy Ac6on Plan of 2013,
Environmental Protec6on Law of 1999 and PM Decree No.164 of 1993 (Lao PDR, 2014). They state
objec6ves to manage natural resources including wildlife, although there is debate over whether
words have been followed up by ac6ons, with sugges6ons that much of the environmental laws have
not been eﬀec6ve or enforceable (Singh, 2008a; Kiernan, 2013). Several experts that were
interviewed expressed hope that the new Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith, elected in 2016, is
bringing about posi6ve change in the approach to environmental protec6on (Interview C, E, F). They
point to the PM Order No.15 of May 2016, less than a month a`er taking the posi6on, on
‘Strengthening Strictness of Timber Harvest Management and Inspec6on, Timber Transport and
Business’ (EU-FLEGT, 2017). This order 6ghtened the restric6ons on 6mber trade and demonstrates a
desire for the GoL to support greater environmental governance and management (ibid).
The interna6onal agreements and conven6ons, par6cularly CBD and CITES, have put pressure on the
GoL and inﬂuenced policy (Interview C, F, G). An example is the Na6onal Biodiversity Strategy and
Ac6on Plan (NBSAP) covering the period from 2016 to 2025 which is an example of ac6on being taken
as a result of the na6onal commitment to the CBD. The NBSAP is based on the Aichi Biodiversity
Targets and is used as a model for provincial biodiversity plans.
Although a lack of clarity within and between laws is a serious concern for their eﬀec6veness, the
enforcement of such laws is also a major issue. At all stages of the bushmeat commodity chain there is
a lack of enforcement. As a result the required hun6ng prac6ces stated in Table 4 cannot be upheld.
This is partly due to the lack of capacity of the GoL to eﬀec6vely enforce the laws, making them
seriously ineﬀec6ve in prac6ce, but also because of the lack of will of some enforcement oﬃcers to
carry out their roles (Singh, 2008a; Interview D, H). Table 4 also demonstrates the caveats within the
wildlife law, enabling exploita6on with the permission of the government. This theore6cally provides a
large loophole by which ac6vi6es that are damaging to wildlife can be carried out through corrup6on
or ineﬀec6ve government.
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Primarily the GoL enforces the laws regarding bushmeat through market inspec6ons carried out by
DoFI and forest patrols run by DFRM (Interview G). There are several ini6a6ves that have an objec6ve
of addressing the issue of law enforcement in Laos (see Sec6on 5.3), par6cularly through the EUFLEGT scheme, although this has a primary focus on the illegal 6mber trade (EU-FLEGT, 2017). Other
ini6a6ves are ademp6ng to support the GoL, who have a limited budget to take ac6on, through forest
patrols. At present these approaches appear limited in number and distribu6on (Interview M).

Categories of wildlife
and aqua2c

Detail

Hun2ng prac2ces

I. Prohibi2on category wildlife
and aqua2c

Deﬁned as species that are rare,
near ex6nct, high value and of
special importance in the
development of social-economic,
environmental, educa6onal, and
scien6ﬁc research.
These animals are to be managed,
inspected, and preserved.
U6lisa6on of these animals are to
be permided by the government.

Not permided to hunt except for
educa6onal research and breeding
purposes, requiring government
permission. If animals are
destroying property and
endangering human life the issue
will be resolved immediately
through repor6ng to the concerned
authori6es.

II. Management category
wildlife and aqua2c

Deﬁned as species that are
considered as beneﬁcial in terms of
na6onal economic, social,
environmental interests, and in
addi6on are important for
livelihoods of mul6ethnic people
and educa6onal scien6ﬁc research.
These animals are to be managed,
inspected, preserved, protected and
use is controlled.

Restric6ons and prohibi6ons on
hun6ng, except selected animal
species in some areas and some
seasons as customary, hun6ng or
catching will be allowed using tools
and equipment that do not cause
any harm to the species’
popula6on. Catching or hun6ng of
animals for business purposes is
only allowed with permission from
MAF.

III. Common or general
category wildlife and aqua2c

Deﬁned as species that are able to
reproduce widely in nature, and are
important for social-economic
development, and educa6onal
scien6ﬁc research.
These animals can be used in
accordance with the law and shall
guarantee the use does not
threaten species numbers or
adversely impact on the ecological
environmental system.

Allowed to be hunted in only
speciﬁed seasons and using tools
and equipment not harmful to the
species’ popula6on. Catching or
hun6ng of animals for business
purposes requires the permission of
the agriculture and forestry division
of the province or capital city.

Table 4. Categories of wildlife and aquatics (Source: Wildlife and Aquatic Law, 2007)

5.3. Initiatives addressing bushmeat in Laos
Very few projects exist with an objec6ve of tackling bushmeat in Laos, whilst there are none that are
solely targeted on bushmeat. Experts in conserva6on within Laos, contacted through the email shot
and during interviews, had extremely limited knowledge on ini6a6ves beyond their own work and
were unaware of anything beyond research rela6ng to bushmeat. Several funds exist to support small
ini6a6ves rela6ng to the environment and provide funding for projects implemented by NGOs and in
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coopera6on with the GoL. It was necessary to iden6fy ini6a6ves beyond bushmeat and wildlife
conserva6on in order to reveal ac6on that is taking place. Those iden6ﬁed included:
• Cri6cal Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) - an interna6onal funding organisa6on for NGOs and
private sector partners, jointly ini6ated by the French Development Agency, Conserva6on
Interna6onal, the EU, GEF, the Government of Japan, the MacArthur Founda6on and the World
Bank (CEPF, 2017). It has an interna6onal focus but priori6ses the Mekong river and major
tributaries, almost all of which are in Lao territory. Number 2 of their strategic direc6ons is to
“demonstrate innova6ve responses to illegal traﬃcking and consump6on of wildlife” (ibid). The fund
has provided investment of US$ 19.9 million from 2008 to 2018. CEPF has funded several small
projects in Laos including the Eld’s deer community conserva6on group that has broad objec6ves
including the reduc6on of hun6ng through ecotourism, co-management, educa6on and monitoring
patrols.
• Lao Environment Protec6on Fund (LEPF) - a na6onal government administered funding organisa6on,
it strengthens environmental protec6on, sustainable resource management, biodiversity
conserva6on and community development in Laos and is ﬁnancially autonomous (Lao PDR, 2014).
LEPF is the key ﬁnancial organisa6on in Laos, implemented by MoNRE, providing policy support and
investment opportuni6es. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) and World Bank have supported the
fund, which has led to the Lao Environmental and Social (LENS) project to ins6gate mainstreaming
of environmental and social safeguards in infrastructure development, strengthen biodiversity
conserva6on in Central Laos and increase public knowledge and support for environmental
management.
• Protected Area and Wildlife Project (PAW) - a government project rela6ng to the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) that aims to strengthen the par6cipatory management system for
NPA conserva6on and the enforcement of wildlife laws (ibid). The project has been funded through
the LEPF and implemented by the LEPF Board of Directors and a Technical Commidee with heavy
involvement from a number of GoL departments, including DFRM and DoFI (ibid). The project has
an ini6al focus on two NPAs (Nakai Nam Then NPA and Nam Et-Phou Louey NPA) and support for
NPA management in 5 provinces with funding of US$ 16.6 million (World Bank, 2015). There is a
range of sub-projects being implemented, including ins6tu6onal building, human resource
development and alterna6ve livelihoods. The project adempts to disseminate na6onal laws and
regula6ons and enhance the capacity of regional bodies to enforce them. NPA management is
supported through the design of speciﬁc management plans, patrolling to limit poaching,
biodiversity monitoring to increase knowledge and awareness raising. Provincial and district
government are being provided with training, equipment and logis6cal support to enhance NPA
management and wildlife traﬃcking law enforcement (Lao PDR, 2014). PAW acknowledges the
nega6ve impact of hun6ng and encourages increasing and improving legisla6on to further limit
human ac6vity within NPAs through Total Protec6on Zones (TPZ) (ibid).
• Lao Biodiversity Associa6on (LBA) - a na6onal NGO that has broad objec6ves including the
preserva6on of biodiversity, improvement of living condi6ons of ethnic minori6es in forest buﬀer
zones and capacity enhancement to create sustainability in sub-na6onal development planning
(LBA, 2016). LBA is involved in a variety of eﬀorts including school construc6on, sanita6on and REDD
implementa6on (ibid). Alterna6ve livelihood projects have been undertaken to reduce the pressure
on biodiversity, including handicra`s and organic vegetable growing, whilst they have also
supported the management of conserva6on areas and the conserva6on of gibbons (ibid).
• Lao Wildlife Conserva6on Associa6on (LWCA) - a na6onal NGO that focuses on wildlife conserva6on
and capacity building to help protect wildlife in Laos. Formed to support opportuni6es for Lao
na6onals to become wildlife experts in order to ini6ate adaptable and sustainable projects by
assis6ng the GoL objec6ves and building capacity. Speciﬁc projects include the conserva6on
ini6a6ve of Indochinese silvered leaf monkey (Trachypithecus germaini) that has created a
conserva6on partnership with local communi6es to ini6ate par6cipatory wildlife conserva6on and
monitoring, training locals in research techniques.
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• Deutsche Gesellscha` fur Interna6onale Zusammenarbeit GmbH (GIZ) Projects (Hin Nam No,
ProCEED, ProFLEGT) - GIZ, the German development agency, has four projects ac6ve in Laos that
they also implement on the ground. Three of these projects are related to bushmeat ac6vi6es,
namely Hin Nam No, ProCEED and ProFLEGT (for Hin Nam No and ProCEED see Appendix II).
ProFLEGT, like with the WWF, works with the GoL suppor6ng ministries including MAF and MoNRE
through the EU’s FLEGT scheme, promo6ng good governance in Laos’ forestry sector and
strengthening sustainable forestry na6onally. The three projects currently represent an investment
of EUR€ 12.1 million from GIZ in Laos (GIZ, 2016).
• The Agro-biodiversity Ini6a6ve (TABI) - a government project managed by MAF and a consultancy
group aiming to raise the proﬁle of agro-biodiversity (see Appendix II)
• Wildlife Conserva6on Society (WCS) - an interna6onal NGO that is predominantly involved in
research with conserva6on focus on wildlife diseases, climate change, harvest of natural resources
by local communi6es (aden6on on NTFPs) and expansion of environmentally damaging industry
(WCS, 2017a). Sustainable livelihoods are a broad objec6ve of WCS who work in partnership with
MAF to manage Nakai Nam Then NPA and Nam Et-Phou Louey NPA (ibid). No speciﬁc projects with
an objec6ve to reduce bushmeat ac6vi6es have taken place, however (Interview F).
• World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) - an interna6onal NGO with key focuses on protec6ng species
and forest resources (WWF, 2015). A central plank of WWF’s work in Laos is suppor6ng the GoL in
the EU’s scheme, Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT), to reduce illegal ac6vi6es
in forests and support sustainable management and clarity of governance in southern Laos (ibid).
Although this is primarily related to illegal logging, poaching is also an aspect of the project
(Interview E). WWF works in partnership with MAF to manage Nam Pouey NPA, along with several
other priority sites and landscapes in southern Laos (ibid). In Nam Pouey NPA there is a focus on
elephant conserva6on with poaching an issue addressed through land use management and
increased, and more eﬀec6ve, patrols (ibid). They also support the Eld’s deer sanctuary along with
provincial, down to village, authori6es (WWF, 2017). WWF is rela6vely new to Laos and is s6ll
developing a foothold in the country, with currently limited inﬂuence over the government
(Interview E).
• Project Anoulak - a na6onal NGO that works in Nakai Nam Theun NPA where it carries out scien6ﬁc
research, supports law enforcement and forest protec6on, builds capacity in management and
provides conserva6on educa6on (Project Anoulak, 2013). The project trains and coordinates rangers
to patrol the forest and limit poaching within the NPA (ibid). There is great eﬀort made to empower
the local community and, in doing so, generate a sustainable management structure (Interview B).
Research is the main focus of the project, with studies undertaken on gibbons and small carnivores
in par6cular, to increase knowledge, and design, implement and promote models for sustainable
conserva6on of biodiversity (Interview M). In 2016 Project Anoulak reported expenses of just over
US$ 85,200, with four permanent staﬀ, however the extent of publica6ons (10 in 3 years) and
projects being carried out belies the organisa6ons small budget (Project Anoulak, 2017).
• Gibbon Experience - a privately owned organisa6on with the objec6ve of conserving Nam Kan NPA,
which was formed through the eﬀorts of the Gibbon Experience (Gibbon Experience, 2015). They
have the mandate to manage the NPA, and, in doing so, support the local community through
investment from ecotourism (Interview G). Heralded as an example of a successful and sustainable
model, the Gibbon Experience employs people from the local community, providing full 6me
employment to over 120 people (Interview B; Gibbon Experience, 2015). There are full 6me patrols
of the forest, working alongside the provincial DoFI, with a focus on stopping illegal hun6ng within
the NPA (Gibbon Experience, 2015). The Gibbon Experience also supports sustainable agriculture
and reforesta6on and through this model local communi6es are given mo6va6on to conserve and
protect wildlife rather than harves6ng it (ibid).
• Other projects - numerous projects are being undertaken in Laos to improve livelihoods, develop comanagement plans for local areas and support GoL policy implementa6on. These projects do not
have the speciﬁc objec6ve of reducing the overexploita6on of wildlife or suppor6ng sustainable
bushmeat use. Nonetheless, these projects may have beneﬁts for wildlife conserva6on through

37

reduc6on of bushmeat due to providing alterna6ve sources of income that reduce the pressure to
hunt wild animals for personal consump6on or trade
There are several projects and ini6a6ves that are seen to overlap, such as ini6a6ves suppor6ng the
GoL and working in Nakai Nam Theun NPA, with lidle indica6on of coopera6on between
implemen6ng organisa6ons. Almost every ini6a6ve iden6ﬁed has an aspect of enhancing the clarity
of laws and regula6ons and suppor6ng greater enforcement eﬀorts, however due to the governance
structure in Laos there is a lack of clarity as to how this can be achieved. Each of these eﬀorts appears
to be conducted in isola6on from one another. Involvement of the GoL in all projects, to a greater or
lesser extent, is seen. This is due to the law in which coopera6on with government bodies is required
(Lao PDR, 2007). There is an overlap in management of NPAs, which involves MAF and NGOs and the
private sector, that causes ineﬃcient management. This is recognised by the GoL and NGOs alike and
is being addressed through projects such as PAW.
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6. Impacts of bushmeat on Laos
Wildlife plays a cri6cal role in suppor6ng livelihoods, having been hunted and consumed on a small
scale in parts of Laos for genera6ons, limited to subsistence consump6on. In the 1980’s, with the
emergence of ‘wet markets’, where fresh wild meat is sold, and the NEM in 1986, demand
skyrocketed and trade became a major threat to Lao wildlife (Greatorex, et al., 2016). Bushmeat is
now sold fresh and smoked in rural and urban markets throughout Laos (ibid).
Laos boasts rich biodiversity that is in sharp decline. At the heart of the Indo-Burma biodiversity
hotspot, it is recognised for its numerous rare and endangered species, including the iconic asian
elephant (Elephas maximus), 6ger (Panthera )giris), clouded leopard (Neofelis nebulosa), and saola
(Pseudoryx nghe)nhensis) (MoNRE, 2016). Species new to science are s6ll being discovered at an
extraordinary rate and 319 species in Laos are considered to be of global conserva6on signiﬁcance
(ibid). There is general agreement among Lao civilians, scien6sts and poli6cians that species numbers
are in decline. There is a fear that ‘empty forests’ will soon be the norm in Laos and will have a
detrimental eﬀect not only on the environment, but also the people who rely on it for their livelihoods
(Lee, et al., 2014; Nasi, et al., 2011).

6.1. Loss of animal biodiversity
“Hun)ng has long been recognised as a primary cause of species deple)on in otherwise undisturbed
tropical forests, leading to the 'empty forest syndrome’ and to cascading declines of other plants and
animals” (Wilkie, et al., 2011, p.120)
Surveys reveal the extent of the trade in wildlife throughout Laos, with Davenport and Heatwole
(2013) iden6fying 126 species of birds, 47 species of mammals, 19 species of amphibians and 14
species of rep6les in Lao markets. The individuals for sale per species by mean number were 6.6 for
birds, 32.6 for mammals, 137.8 for amphibians and 8.2 for rep6les (ibid). Another study iden6ﬁed 16
species of rep6le being sold at markets in 12 sites (Suzuki, et al 2015). Hallam, et al., (2007) reveal
that only three of the 32 animals included in their survey were not being sold, these being the
endangered species of 6ger (Panthera )gris), gaur (Bos gaurus) and elephant (Elephas maximus) of
which there are very few individuals le` in Laos. Of the most commonly traded, 23.8% of households
surveyed sold inornate squirrel (Callosciurus inornatus) and wild pig (Sus scrofa) on a monthly basis,
with 14.9% selling common palm civet (Paradoxurus hermaphroditus) (ibid).
Through expert interviews and contemporary literature there is overwhelming consensus on the
increasingly unsustainable rate of wild animals being consumed and traded, along with the poor state
of wildlife in accessible areas in Laos caused by the deple6on of species popula6ons, especially large
mammals and birds (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013; Galland, et al., 2007; Interview B, H). The
overexploita6on of wildlife has a detrimental impact on biodiversity, reducing the popula6ons of
targeted species and causing cascading eﬀects (Ripple, et al., 2016; Interview A). Hun6ng of wild
animals in Laos is largely indiscriminate and does not involve selec6ve hun6ng of certain individuals
and species, even more so due to the use of snares (Johnson, et al., 2003). People o`en hunt
whatever they come across with lidle considera6on or understanding of the wider impact of their
ac6ons (Interview A, B; Par6cipant observa6on in Kong Kor). A recent study revealed that, of the
33,752 animals observed for sale during 375 visits to 93 markets there were 6,452 animals listed by
Laos as near ex6nct or threatened with ex6nc6on (Greatorex, et al., 2016). The current and historical
overexploita6on of large mammals, including predators such as 6gers (Panthera )gris) and Asian palm
civets (Paradoxurus hermaphroditus), have reduced the ability of these species to reproduce and
restricted their range, further deple6ng numbers (TRAFFIC, 2008; Johnson, et al., 2009). Predator
species are also faced with compe66on from humans (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). Their ‘topdown’ role in controlling the ecosystem, including restric6ng the prey species popula6ons, is seriously
diminished (Ripple, et al., 2016). With large mammals revealed to be at great risk from hun6ng (see
Figure 2) and no other taxonomic group containing animals in the same size class, their role is vital
and poten6al loss catastrophic (ibid). Their loss is likely to lead to explosions in rodent popula6ons
and seed preda6on (ibid). This would also suggest that prey species are becoming more abundant,
however they are also a target for hunters (Lee, et al., 2014; Interview B, O). Overall there is a ‘trickle-
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Image 7. Saola (Pseudoryx nghetinhensis) (Source: Global Wildlife Conservation/William Robichaud via

up’ as well as ‘trickle down’ eﬀect (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). Ungulates, including banteng
(Bos javanicus), serow (Capricornis milneedwardsii) and gaur (Bos gaurus), have been showing steady
decline throughout Laos due to their overexploita6on (Lee, et al., 2014). The removal of these species
precipitates a further decline in predator species as their prey becomes scarcer. The hun6ng of snakes
and raptors does allow rodents to thrive, with rats iden6ﬁed as a growing issue throughout Laos
(Suwannarong, et al., 2015; Interview B). In Laos there has been a decline in overall animal numbers,
reducing the forest biomass, and extensive empirical evidence that forests are merely becoming
empty (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013). The eﬀect of ‘empty forest syndrome’ is fewer species and
smaller popula6ons (Nasi, et al., 2011). This is an issue that is being seen throughout the tropics in
areas of high bushmeat consump6on (Ripple, et al., 2016).
The method of hun6ng that is primarily employed, snaring to indiscriminately catch animals within a
certain weight range, is an ineﬃcient and wasteful prac6ce, but also cheap and easy to set-up
(Interview A). Snare traps are scadered around forests and can go some 6me without being checked,
meaning that captured animals regularly slowly starve to death before spoiling and being unﬁt for
consump6on, with others escaping with debilita6ng or lethal injuries (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015).
Use of snares result in a bycatch that has been shown to lead to the loss of endangered species,
including the iconic saola (Pseudoryx nghe)nhensis) (Luthi, 2012). Guns are not as common due to
their scarcity and cost as a result of an eﬀort by the GoL in the last two decades to remove them from
society, but are used where available (Interview A, O). In rural villages the local ‘police oﬃcer’ has
been known to loan their gun to hunters in exchange for some of the animals that are shot (Interview
A). The hun6ng pressure placed on species through these methods can result in them employing
complex predator avoidance strategies such as becoming more nocturnal or cryp6c (Ripple, et al.,
2016). Such strategies can lead to eco-evolu6onary implica6ons through “increased energy
expenditure and reduced foraging 6me in human-mediated ‘landscapes of fear’” (ibid, p.7).
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Bushmeat ac6vi6es are closely related to other ac6vi6es being undertaken, especially deforesta6on
and fragmenta6on that restricts the range of species and nega6vely impacts on biodiversity (Galland,
et al., 2007). It is necessary to view the impact that bushmeat has on biodiversity in conjunc6on with
other harmful ac6vi6es as together they diminish biodiversity and reduce the viability of exploi6ng
wildlife sustainably. As forests become fragmented through the development of infrastructure such as
roads, railways and hydropower, it opens up access to previously safe areas for wildlife (Harrison, et
al., 2016). The planned construc6on of nine dams on the Lao6an Mekong and 63 on tributaries puts
both aqua6c and terrestrial wildlife at risk, as well as the livelihoods of many communi6es
downstream (Pasick, 2014).

6.2. Loss of plant biodiversity
“Animals play crucial roles in every step in plant reproduc)on and regenera)on processes: pollina)on,
seed dispersal, seed and seedling preda)on, and seedling growth and matura)on” (Swamy & PinedoVasquez, 2014, p.7)
Animals play a cri6cal role in maintaining the stability of habitats through a wide range of ecological
processes. Mammals, both large and small, are of par6cular importance in this regard, providing
services other taxa cannot (Ripple, et al., 2016). The reduc6on in popula6ons of species in families
such as gibbons, fruit bats and muntjac, that play a cri6cal role in processes such as seed dispersal,
consump6on of vegeta6on and soil disturbance, can have wide reaching impacts (Corled, 1998).
Some seeds require passage through the animals gut in order to germinate, and so without them,
dras6cally reduce the seeds chance of being successfully distributed (ibid). Likewise, certain species of
bats and birds are cri6cal in the pollina6on of plants, including forest fruits popular among Lao6ans
such as banana, mango and durian (Kato, et al., 2008). Animals also play central roles in controlling or
suppressing plant species through consuming seedlings and enhancing compe66on, and by turning
over the soil to aid in germina6on (Corled, 1998). Certain small mammal species avoid the eﬀects of
hun6ng and beneﬁt from popula6on growth due to lack of preda6on. Ripple, et al., (2016, p.7) explain
that these species “can become a dominant mechanism by which the eﬀects of human hun6ng can
cascade into transforma6on of invertebrate and plant communi6es”.

Image 8. Elephant (Elephas maximus) (Source: Remy Rossi via Flickr)
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Laos is known as the ‘land of a million elephants’, though the overall popula6on is now as low as 400,
distributed in fragmented pockets throughout the country (Elephant Conserva6on Centre, 2015). They
are considered ‘ecosystem engineers’ (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). The role that elephants play
in forests is unique, dispersing seeds, injec6ng nutrients through faeces and altering vegeta6on (ibid).
Without the presence of a diverse range of species in suﬃcient numbers, habitats suﬀer (ibid).

6.3. Threat to future livelihoods
The loss of biodiversity risks the livelihoods of a large propor6on of the Lao popula6on. As previously
discussed, consump6on of wildlife is essen6al to the subsistence of many rural communi6es in Laos,
where it plays a cri6cal role in food security. This essen6al role of bushmeat is acknowledged by the
GoL, NGOs and researchers alike, all of which stress the need to maintain biodiversity in order for
rural communi6es to sustainably harvest wild animals in to the future (Lao PDR, 2007; Interview E, J).
The great pressure being exerted on wildlife is widely accepted as being due to human ac6vity, of
which bushmeat is a major contributor, and reﬂects the economic and social value contained within
Laos’ natural environment (Rigg, 2006). A reduc6on in biodiversity through overexploita6on threatens
the livelihoods of many of the poorest Lao6ans, reducing their ability to gain a source of protein for
sustenance and make an income through local trade in wild meat (Hallam, et al., 2007; Johnson, et al.,
2009). The loss of wildlife may also result in speeding up urbanisa6on in Laos, draining rural
communi6es and shi`ing na6onal dynamics, resul6ng in damaging socio-economic impacts (Lee, et
al., 2014). Ripple, et al. (2016, p.8) suggest that “as hunters using unsustainable prac6ces become
unable to make ends meet, they may leave the hun6ng community and migrate, switch to less
preferred species, increasing ecological impacts or, with their families, begin to suﬀer malnutri6on
and cri6cal poverty.”
Income from natural resources made up 18.32% of GDP in 2014 (World Bank, 2017). The loss of
biodiversity impacts on the wider environment and livelihoods, such as the harvest of NTFPs. It also
threatens agriculture that is cri6cal to the livelihoods of millions of Lao6ans (Singh, et al., 2006). Three
quarters of households are engaged in agriculture, with 90% involved in rice cul6va6on and only one
third of farmers growing addi6onal crops, demonstra6ng a lack of diversiﬁca6on (WFP, 2017).

6.4. Risk of zoonotic disease
The dangers of disease associated with bushmeat is becoming more apparent with an es6mated 72%
of zoono6c disease cases origina6ng from bushmeat consump6on (Greatorex, et al., 2016). Famous
cases in Africa include the AIDs virus and Ebola, that are believed to have originated from the
consump6on of wild meat (ibid). In Asia, the SARS outbreak was adributed to wildlife markets in
China (Luthi, 2012). A study has been carried out on mammals from 12 taxonomic families purchased
in local markets in Laos, revealing the presence of 36 zoono6c pathogens (Greatorex, et al., 2016).
Further studies have revealed similar ﬁndings, however it was suggested by one researcher involved in
zoono6c studies that domes6c animals may also harbour these pathogens (Interview N). Nonetheless,
there is undoubtedly a risk to health when consuming bushmeat and also a general lack of awareness
of the dangers among Lao consumers (Interview B, Q). In 2007 there was an outbreak of highly
pathogenic avian inﬂuenza (HPAI), a viral zoonosis with pandemic poten6al, resul6ng in two deaths,
however it is believed the source of this outbreak was domes6c poultry (Luthi, 2012). Luthi (2012)
iden6ﬁes a risk of contrac6on of zoono6c disease at every stage of bushmeat ac6vity, including the
ini6al hun6ng or trapping, the handling of live animals, the processing and grading (e.g. skinning,
gufng and smoking), and consuming.

6.5. Reduction in tourism income
The tourism sector represents one of Laos’ major exports, contribu6ng 5.0% to GDP in 2014 with an
es6mated growth rate of 5.7% per annum between 2015 and 2025 (Turner, 2015). An emphasis has
been placed on developing ecotourism in NPAs including Nam Ha and Hin Nam No, with nature the
key draw (MoNRE, 2016; Interview D). As a reduc6on in species numbers and prevalence con6nues to
increase the risk of ‘empty forests’ there is concern that this can have a nega6ve impact on tourism
income (Interview A). One respondent stated that “if [tourists] go trekking or hiking they want to see
animals. If those animals are not there they’re not going to advise it to their friends, but if they’ve
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seen an elephant or they see an ape they will tell their friends” (ibid). This emphasises the cri6cal role
that nature plays in suppor6ng tourism in Laos and suggests a risk of biodiversity loss in the na6on.
Accessible wildlife is par6cularly important as it is diﬃcult for tourists to access the safe havens in
isolated forests that s6ll harbour large numbers of wildlife due to the nature of these areas being
uninhabited and diﬃcult to access (Interview C).

6.6. Damage to international reputation
The ac6on that has been taken over the interna6onal trade in illegal wildlife has demonstrated how
interna6onal pressure and fear of gaining or perpetua6ng a poor interna6onal reputa6on has forced
the hand of the GoL and brought about meaningful, if not overly eﬀec6ve, ac6on from the very top of
government (Interview E). If the overexploita6on of wildlife con6nues, awareness of the situa6on
playing out in Laos could possibly gain wider coverage and result in nega6ve coverage on an
interna6onal stage (Interview B, E). On the other hand it must be considered that the GoL is placed in
a diﬃcult posi6on in which limited budgets and priori6es championed by interna6onal NGOs and
funders that further the impact on biodiversity, such as infrastructure development, mean hard
decisions must be made on the alloca6on of funds and eﬀort that can realis6cally be given to mi6gate
the overexploita6on of wildlife (see Sec6on 7.3.2.).
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7. Bushmeat drivers in Laos

Image 9. Bushmeat for sale in a market in Oudomxai (Source: Adam Cohn via Flickr)

This chapter reveals the current forces behind the overexploita6on of wildlife through bushmeat trade
and consump6on in Laos by iden6fying the components of bushmeat and their related drivers. The
role of the three key concepts within the prac6ce based approach are discussed in rela6on to
bushmeat drivers in Sec6on 6.1, followed by greater detail on the components and drivers of
bushmeat. The components of bushmeat were ini6ally iden6ﬁed through literature and expanded on
through interviews. The three components iden6ﬁed make up overall bushmeat demand in Laos and
can be found in Sec6on 6.2. The drivers of each of these components are demonstrated in a diagram
and are then expanded upon in Sec6on 6.3, using literature, interviews, par6cipant observa6ons and
case studies. The ﬁndings are summarised in Sec6on 6.4.

7.1. Drivers and the PBA
The prac6ce based approach (PBA) consists of three central concepts: logic of prac6ce, situated
agency and performa6vity. Considera6on of the PBA is important in understanding the mo6va6ons
that drive people to hunt, trade and consume bushmeat, moving beyond a simple theory of ra6onal
choice and the dominant role of ins6tu6ons. As Ayana, et al. (2015, p.3) suggest, “to understand
human behaviours, we have to look at social prac6ce as a whole rather than at single factors such as
incen6ves, norms, rules, interests, resources or power”. In such a way, the various factors do not act
independently of each other, rather the combina6on of such things shape how a person behaves.
Taken in the round, both ins6tu6ons and prac6ces must be considered to cons6tute the reality in
which an individual is based and acts. Bushmeat ac6vi6es can be viewed as social prac6ces that are
shaped by, and shape, this reality.
7.1.1. Drivers and logic of practice
When considering the logic behind the exploita6on of wildlife for consump6on and trade within poor
communi6es, a lack of resources in terms of ﬁnances and protein sources suggests an available and
commonly accessible good, wild animals, are a logical op6on for sustenance and income genera6on.
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Furthermore, in a na6on such as Laos, striving to develop and u6lise its resources, the trade in
valuable bushmeats provide a simple opportunity to generate greater wealth. Yet these steps to
understand bushmeat ac6vi6es do not provide a full picture of the situa6on at hand and the process
by which bushmeat prac6ces occur. Beyond this there are numerous underlying drivers that lead to
bushmeat ac6vi6es. Bushmeat represents more than a source of money and protein. The logical
processes by which individuals and communi6es decide to carry out bushmeat ac6vi6es are not only
condi6oned by the everyday prac6cali6es of life but are also grounded in a complex shared history
and culture (Singh, 2010). As one respondent stated, “it’s something they own as a culture” (Interview
A). The rules of society, dictated by the Lao government, that are in place to temper bushmeat
prac6ces have so far failed as they too do not fully appreciate this picture (ibid; Bourdieu, 1990). The
logic of prac6ce does not place great weight on formal ins6tu6ons in dicta6ng prac6ces, furthermore
the logic by which bushmeat hunters, traders and consumers act cannot be modelled and simply
understood as logic is internal to prac6ce.
The role of ins6tu6ons in Laos has not provided the mi6ga6ng impacts that are desired, as evidenced
by the con6nued aftudes of many Lao6ans toward bushmeat, viewing it as an acceptable prac6ce
(Interview B; Par6cipant observa6on in Bualapha). The laws have simply not had a great eﬀect on
people’s ac6ons, and “there’s not really the capacity [to enforce the law]” (Interview A). Even the law
enforcement oﬃcers whose job it is to ensure the rules on bushmeat hun6ng and trade are not
abided by turn a blind eye to the ac6ons being taken on a large scale, and in many cases the prac6ces
con6nue in an open and obvious manner with many markets throughout the country evidencing the
trade in restricted wildlife (Singh, 2008b; Par6cipant observa6ons in Thakhek, Lan Lao & Ban Xang). It
was suggested that “ea6ng wildlife is such a part of society that it’s actually the higher people that
support the more sensi6ve wildlife issues” and “the enforcement oﬃcers can get involved in it and
people are bribed” (Interview G, A). Prac6ce excludes formal concerns and cannot be solely shaped by
rules and ins6tu6ons, as Arts, et al. (2013) suggest. Simply put, the logic behind bushmeat prac6ces
does not conform to ins6tu6ons. In such a way, even the enforcement oﬃcers do not carry out the
laws in prac6ce. In rela6on to personal consump6on and local trade the rules are ignored because
they do not sit with the reality in which people ﬁnd themselves. The formal ins6tu6ons in Laos are far
removed from rural ac6vi6es and so cannot be expected to inﬂuence local prac6ces (Singh, 2010). It
was explained using an analogy, that suddenly telling people they cannot consume bushmeat is “like
telling you that you can’t go gardening in your own garden” (Interview G). The top-down poli6cal
structure also emphasises the disconnect between formal ins6tu6ons and local prac6ces. It restricts
the eﬀec6veness of formal rules and structures as it relies on a simple model for understanding the
logic behind bushmeat prac6ces. Yet expert respondents placed a great deal of emphasis on the lack
of government capacity and will to act, and ineﬀec6ve laws as being key drivers behind unabated
bushmeat prac6ces. “[Government oﬃcials] are used to the Lao way of thinking and doing things, topdown” one respondent explained (Interview Q). Another suggested that “they’ve got so many things
that they s6ll need to improve” that they did not think they “have the resources to do it, and most
importantly”, they said, “I don’t think they have the will” (Interview A). However these formal
ins6tu6ons are partly ineﬀec6ve due to lacking the ability to grasp the logic of prac6ce behind
bushmeat. As the same respondent emphasised, "to really solve it [bushmeat issues] you need to
include people more, but I don’t know if people are used to that in this country, where the
government excludes them from everything and tells them, top-down, what to do and what
not” (ibid). As the government does not include communi6es they have failed to iden6fy the complex
nature of bushmeat drivers among prac66oners. As a result, the government have adempted to
address bushmeat, where ac6on has occurred, on theories that are not objec6ve about their own
objec6vity, conceptualising logic that it is not possible to conceptualise, as such misunderstanding and
not fully comprehending the logic in prac6ce.
7.1.2. Drivers and situated agency
In Laos, bushmeat ac6vi6es can be dated back centuries and have played a role in forming the culture
that is seen today, having been used not only for subsistence but also as status symbols, including as
diploma6c gi`s, demonstra6ng its diversity in society (Singh, 2008b). The fact that bushmeat has been
present in Lao society for so long demonstrates one way in which, by conforming to tradi6onal
prac6ces, people have con6nued to view the consump6on of bushmeat as an acceptable act and also
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con6nue to view it as a status symbol. One respondent who has lived in Laos for many years stated
that “people like myself, that have been in the region a long 6me, we’re okay with it, it’s like ea6ng
NTFPs or bamboo shoots”, sugges6ng that, as people immerse themselves within the Lao culture,
bushmeat consump6on is normalised (Interview G). This social role has an aﬀect on human agency,
the capacity for individuals to make decisions and enact them (Behagel, et al., 2017). The concept of
situated agency suggests individuals do not act autonomously (Arts, et al., 2013). This is not to say
individuals do not act out of reason and inten6on but that their decisions are shaped by external
social factors (ibid). Arts, et al., (2013, p.6) explain that agency is bound within social prac6ces with
“ideas, behaviours and iden66es of actors on one hand and tradi6ons, rules and discourses on the
other” co-shaping one another. In Laos this con6nuously reinforces bushmeat ac6vi6es through
numerous factors. Bushmeat represents an aspect of personal and na6onal iden6ty, a connec6on to a
past that has great importance placed upon it in a na6on that has experienced great upheaval in the
last half century (Rigg, 2006). Beyond this it provides a connec6on to the countryside for an evergrowing urban popula6on (Singh, 2008a). Bushmeat is also a key aspect of a shared na6onal iden6ty,
and a tradi6on that binds Lao6ans. “Everybody eats it, everybody, it’s very popular” (Interview B).
Furthermore, bushmeat in Laos is a generally unspoken act. A government employee stated that “any
government is quite sensi6ve about issues that it, for one reason or another, doesn’t have a full grasp
on how to control” (Interview G). This sensi6vity toward bushmeat is an example of the lack of open
discourse surrounding bushmeat on a wide scale, and hinders both government and wider social
ac6on. Although government policies place restric6ons on wildlife exploita6on these are not widely
known or understood, and there has previously been lidle eﬀort seen among the government to
generate greater awareness, however this may be in the process of changing. The issues reﬂect a lack
of environmental knowledge, with one respondent involved in an environmental educa6on
programme sta6ng that knowledge levels “of government staﬀ, but also popula6ons, are extremely
low” (Interview Q). When these social aspects are viewed in rela6on to one another it can be seen
that there is very lidle to diminish the inﬂuence of bushmeat. These social factors heavily inﬂuence
agency, shaping performances, namely the hun6ng, trade and consump6on of wildlife. This is
combined with the wants and needs of Lao6ans for bushmeat as a commodity and source of
subsistence to create a socially accepted act that drives the exploita6on of wildlife with very lidle
holding it back.
7.1.3. Drivers and performativity
The discourse surrounding bushmeat is performa6ve, construc6ng the reality that it describes (Arts,
et al., 2014). In Laos this involves a tacit acceptance across society of bushmeat prac6ces, and a
silence in terms of discussion of the threats that are faced by con6nued behaviours, including the
likely loss of biodiversity and livelihoods, as well as risk of disease and loss of na6onal income and
stature. The lack of awareness and knowledge of the consequences of overexploita6on of wildlife
among communi6es can provide a major limita6on to ac6on being taken within Lao society in
acknowledging and altering bushmeat prac6ces (Interview B, Q). Discussions with community
members in Kong Kor and Bualapha demonstrated this lack of awareness, both in terms of their
understanding of the laws rela6ng to bushmeat, and, although recognising that wildlife was reducing
in visibility and numbers, the wider environmental and social impacts of con6nued wildlife
exploita6on. Lao6ans are not provided with a formal environmental educa6on and are generally
unaware of the cause and eﬀect rela6onships that occur in rela6on to bushmeat prac6ces, and the
possible knock-on aﬀects of their ac6ons (Interview B, E, Q). As a result the need for mi6ga6on is not
readily apparent to communi6es. Because an understanding of reality cannot be separated from an
act upon reality the view of bushmeat as harmful is not a reality to Lao bushmeat actors (Arts, et al.,
2013).
The limita6ons of discussion and debate surrounding bushmeat stem from an emphasis being placed
on development, in which bushmeat is seen to play a role. Examples of this can be seen within the
wildlife and aqua6c laws in Table 4 where protected species are described as “important for socialeconomic development” (Lao PDR, 2007). Laos is a na6on that is striving to improve its economic
standing and quickly develop and move out of ‘least developed na6on’ status (MoNRE, 2016).
Conserva6on, representa6ve of adempts to reduce bushmeat ac6vi6es, is seen as in opposi6on to
development, which u6lises bushmeat as a commodity. As one respondent emphasised,
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“development is very much the complete opposite of conserva6on here” (Interview A). This view is
performed through support for development agendas and the restric6on of discourse surrounding
conserva6on. This process shapes the reality in which it occurs.

7.2. The three components of bushmeat in Laos
The vast majority of bushmeat ac6vi6es can be placed within three categories represen6ng the key
components that make up the issue, subsistence hun6ng for consump6on, small scale local trade and
large scale commercial trade. There is some overlap between each category, blurring the lines
between each.
7.2.1. Subsistence hunting
“The forest provides everything else on the plate to go with rice” (Interview O)
Bushmeat is primarily hunted and consumed by people in rural communi6es. In the past this was, for
the most part, for personal consump6on, providing a much needed source of protein for a popula6on
predominantly involved in rice cul6va6on, with 80-90% of meat consumed in northern Laos from wild
animals in 1990 (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013). The forest was the source of most foodstuﬀ, NTFPs
were collected and animals hunted to provide a varia6on on a rice based diet (Lee, et al., 2014). It is
s6ll the case that a great number of people rely on rice as a staple, and wildlife to supplement it (van
Vliet, 2011). Domes6c livestock is not reared on a large scale to provide an alterna6ve to wild animals,
therefore the need to hunt and gather is s6ll present for many rural families (Robichaud, et al., 2009).
A study by TRAFFIC (2008) revealed “wild foods contribute between 61-79% of non-rice food
consump6on by weight, and provide an average of 4% of energy intake, 40% of calcium, 25% of iron
and 40% of vitamins A and C.” Wild meat is reported to be consumed 2.1 6mes a week in villages
around Nam Kading NPA (Hallam, et al., 2007) and 1.9 6mes a week in villages around Nam Ha NPA
(Johnson, et al., 2003). A survey conducted by Hallam, et al., (2007) showed 75% of meals reported by
households as being made up of wildlife and ﬁsh. In the villages around Nam Ha NPA at least one
household consumed 73% of the 55 animal species surveyed by Johnson, et al., (2003) on a monthly
basis, with 57% of households consuming Black-crested bulbul (Pycnonotus ﬂaviventris) and 54%, redcheeked squirrel (Dremomys ruﬁgenis) alone.
The role of bushmeat for subsistence dates back to the pre-colonial era and is cri6cal for the wellbeing
of many of the poorest Lao6ans (Singh, 2008a). The GoL states that their objec6ve is to maintain this
source of food for those most in need of it (Lao PDR, 2007). This, however, highlights an issue
regarding the laws on wildlife use. It is not made clear who does and who does not fall in to this
bracket. It is debatable whether people who trade wild meat they have hunted to subsidise their low
incomes also represent a group reliant on bushmeat. Without clarity it is very open to interpreta6on
and so hinders its eﬀec6veness.
7.2.2. Local trade
The majority of bushmeat is believed to be hunted for sale locally (Hallam, et al., 2007; Robichaud, et
al., 2009; Interview B). Hun6ng does not o`en represent the sole occupa6on of most hunters,
supplemen6ng low incomes through the sale of occasional catches (Hallam, et al., 2007). People in
the northern uplands of Laos reportedly earn 30-60% of their income from hun6ng and gathering
food to sell at local markets (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013). Meanwhile a TRAFFFIC (2008) report
revealed 71% of overall household income comes from wildlife trade for the poorest Lao6ans,
declining to 42% as people move away from absolute poverty. The meat is sold at prices equivalent to,
or less than, most domes6c meat, meaning it is generally not a great source of income for the hunters
themselves (Lee, et al., 2014). Johnson, et al., (2003) reported the average price across animals sold as
between 10,000-15,000 LAK/kg (1.33-2 US$/kg) in the villages around Nam Ha NPA whilst Hallam, et
al., (2007) reported the average price as approximately 25,000 LAK/kg (2.50 US$/kg) around Nam
Kading NPA. These ﬁgures may diﬀer slightly due to the diﬀerent species used in their surveys and the
distance from urban centres, as well as the increase in price between the 6mes of the studies. The
bushmeat on sale in rural communi6es are predominantly small species such as rodents, birds, bats
and frogs as people are beginning to be priced out of the more desirable species (TRAFFIC, 2008). In
the survey conducted by Hallam, et al., (2007) 23.8% of respondents reported having sold inornate
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squirrels (Callosciurus inornatus) and wild pig (Sus scrofa), the most commonly traded species, on a
monthly basis. 97% of the wildlife traded around Nam Ha NPA is purchased by people within the
province, with 35% traded to people in the same village (Johnson, et al., 2003).
Rare or desirable species are less common in rural markets as they are purchased by commercial
traders who then transport the carcass to a large town or city where there is a more valuable market
for it (Interview O). One respondent gave the example of sambar deer (Rusa unicolor) that is hunted,
sold by the roadside and then purchased by a trader who transports it to Vien6ane where it is sold in
a large market at a proﬁt (Interview A). The majority of large mammal species generally fall under this
bracket with the excep6on of Indian muntjac (Mun)acus muntjak) and wild pig that are seen as
common and hold less value (Interview O). Bushmeat is visible in the majority of markets around the
Nakai Nam Theun NPA, although this mostly consists of small mammal species such as squirrel and rat
(Par6cipant observa6ons in Lan Xao, Ban Xang & Thakhek). The wild meat is clearly visible and openly
on display, sold in a variety of manners, from fresh to skinned, to chopped, to cooked on skewers
(Par6cipant observa6ons at Ban Xang).
7.2.3. Commercial trade
As wealth and urbanisa6on have increased in Laos the demand for bushmeat from urban dwellers has
increased (TRAFFIC, 2008). It is not predominantly a staple of urban people’s diets as it is for rural
communi6es, instead it is o`en seen as a connec6on to a lost past or a status symbol represen6ng
wealth in a culture that places great weight on such appearances (Singh, 2010).
Demand from urban centres and neighbouring countries has increased since the NEM was introduced
in 1986, with growing urban centres and porous borders enabling a thriving underground trade
(Robichaud, et al., 2009; TRAFFIC, 2008). The commercial trade in wildlife feeds open urban markets
as well as a secre6ve supply that is hard to iden6fy and trace, making it hard to determine true levels
of the trade (Singh, 2010; Singh, 2008b; Interview A). Whilst local trade is generally open, and possible
to gauge through interviews with local hunters and traders, it is harder to determine the levels of
bushmeat being traded in secret to restaurants and foreign consumers, and the amount passing
through the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (Interview A). It is clear, however, that urban
markets in ci6es and towns throughout Laos have a regular trade in wild meat, even adver6sing it as
an adrac6on for tourists in Vien6ane and Thakhek (ibid; Par6cipant observa6on in Vien6ane &
Thakhek). Urbanisa6on and increased marke6sa6on has driven the growth in urban consump6on as
availability has increased and the cultural role of bushmeat has led it to become a status symbol. As
this has occurred prices have increased, in some cases pricing local communi6es out of consuming
certain valuable species as the gain from sale is too good to resist (van Vliet, 2011). O`en the rarer the

Image 10. Patuxai, Vientiane (Source: Stefan Fussan via Flickr)
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species, the higher the value (Drury, 2011). This has meant that threatened and endangered species
are speciﬁcally targeted, whilst local communi6es alter the species they hunt to less preferable
species that hold less value (ibid). Although commercial trade is currently believed to not be as
common as personal consump6on and local trade, the impact it has on biodiversity is heightened due
to the species that are targeted (Kiernan, 2013). With urbanisa6on increasing, it is very likely that the
demand from urban centres will grow whilst the markets in neighbouring countries, par6cularly China
and Vietnam, will increase as they con6nue to deplete their own wildlife stocks (Drury, 2011;
Robichaud, et al., 2009).
The golden triangle special economic zone in the northwest of the country, on the border with
Myanmar and close to China, is a hotbed of illegal ac6vity including the sale of protected wildlife for
consump6on and medicinal purposes (EIA, 2015). Although these ac6vi6es are in stark contraven6on
of CITES the area is o`en described as being “lawless” (Interview A). It is a draw for those with a taste
for rare wildlife, providing a thriving market for the sale of rare and endangered species. It was
explained to me that many restaurants order wild meat in advance and have it delivered to them,
sugges6ng that there is a plen6ful supply of hunted species (Interview, E). As one respondent
explained, “it [urban demand for bushmeat] is like the 6p of the iceberg, what’s going on out of sight
is the big problem. They sell everything” (Interview I).

7.3. Major issues driving bushmeat

Figure 6. Web of drivers affecting the three components of bushmeat in Laos shown in grey boxes. Drivers
affecting all three components coloured in red, those affecting one or two components coloured in yellow.
The components affected by drivers are shown by arrows, with the extent to which the drivers affect each
component shown by the thickness of the arrow, thinest being lesser affect, and thickest being greater
affect. Drivers that are linked are demonstrated by coloured dotted lines.

The three components of bushmeat hun6ng and trade in Laos are driven by numerous issues, some
unique to Laos, others seen throughout the tropics. Many of the ﬁ`een major issues iden6ﬁed are
closely linked to one another with only poverty standing alone, likewise some apply to all of the
components whilst others purely inﬂuence one or two components. The drivers are visualised in a
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web of drivers seen in Figure 6. Drivers that apply to all three of the components are coloured in red
whilst those applying to one or two of the components are coloured yellow. There are three widths of
arrow, demonstra6ng the extent to which these drivers have been determined to eﬀect the
components. The thickest arrows show drivers that have a major inﬂuence with the thinnest arrows
showing a lesser inﬂuence. These were determined through the triangula6on of literature and expert
interviews, demonstra6ng the extent to which each driver was referred to in literature and the
emphasis placed on each within interviews. Drivers that are closely linked to one another are shown
by coloured underlining. As an example, the right to livelihoods, right of elites, personal preference
and tradi6ons underlined in green encompass the cultural norms and tradi6ons that shape the use of
bushmeat in Laos.
7.3.1. Poverty
Laos has a large number of people living below the poverty line, 1.5 million people, or 23.3% of the
popula6on, as of 2012 (World Bank, 2017). Therefore, whilst poverty as a percentage of the
popula6on is declining at a posi6ve rate, the increase in the na6onal popula6on results in the number
of people in Laos below the poverty line remaining approximately the same. The majority (61%) of
these individuals live in rural areas where agriculture, speciﬁcally rice cul6va6on, is s6ll by far the
most dominant source of income (ibid; Lee, et al., 2014). As the majority of rural Lao6ans are heavily
reliant on this arable agriculture, bushmeat remains an essen6al source of protein and income. In the
rural uplands where rice produc6on is more challenging, NTFPs are an essen6al aspect of survival
(Singh, et al., 2006). Whether through farming or gathering, there are few protein alterna6ves to wild
meat sourced through hun6ng (ibid; Interview B).
Poverty is a cri6cal driver behind subsistence hun6ng and local trade in bushmeat as wildlife provides
an accessible, cheap and eﬃcient source of protein and income (Lee, et al., 2014; Interview B, O).
Hun6ng wild animals requires minimal skill when employing cheap methods such as snares, and does
not require the 6me, eﬀort and
resources necessary to rear
livestock (Interview A). The forest
provides a supply of food and
income on people’s doorstep. As
the majority of Lao6ans living in
p ove r t y a re r u ra l d we l l e rs ,
par6cularly in the forested
uplands, not only are there few
alterna6ves but wildlife is readily
available, resul6ng in hun6ng
prac6ces (TRAFFIC, 2008). This
represents a situated agency,
where there is a societal
expectancy to fall back on nature
for sustenance. The average daily
income in Laos is $4, with a
kilogram of bat equa6ng to three
days wages compared to one days
wage for a kilogram of pork
(Greatorex, et al., 2016). For the
poorest people in Laos this makes
hun6ng a very worthwhile ac6vity.
Many rural communi6es have also
historically relied on bushmeat as a
s o u rc e o f p ro te i n , s o i t i s
something that people are brought
up with and represents an
essen6al aspect of daily life,
Image 11. Bats for sale in a market in Luang Prabang (Source:
inﬂuencing the logic of prac6ce
Mark Lehmkuhler via Flickr)
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(Interview B, O). On top of the tradi6ons and norms, the rural poor are disconnected from the
government, meaning they are o`en unaware of laws surrounding wildlife exploita6on and are not
met with resistance in carrying out their ac6vi6es (Robichaud, et al., 2009).
7.3.2. Lack of government prioritisation and capacity
Fundamentally, the nature of Laos, as an authoritarian state, permeates through everything within the
na6on. Laos, as a society, is labelled as “not free” by Freedom House (2017), who gave the na6on a
‘freedom ra6ng’ of 6.5 out of 7, with 7 being least free. They state that Laos is a one-party state in
which the ruling party dominates all aspects of poli6cs and government harshly restricts civil liber6es”
(Freedom House, 2017). Furthermore, there is “no truly independent civil society” (ibid). This is a
hindrance to eﬀec6vely implemen6ng changes at a community level that can be adopted and have an
aﬀect on actors’ logic of prac6ce. The “opaque nature of the regime” results in confusion, even among
government departments, that hinders eﬀec6ve governance (ibid; Interview G). This can be seen in
the Na6onal Biodiversity Strategy Ac6on Plan (NBSAP) 2016-2025 where there is a review of the
programmes undertaken in the ini6al NBSAP of 2004-2010. This review, compiled by MoNRE, states
that the main issues in implementa6on were “lack of provision for priori6sa6on, lack of clarity of the
responsibility and statement of measurable indicators, and inadequate guidance to secure funding for
the NBSAP” along with a “lack of coordina6on among various implemen6ng agencies related to MEAs
and Conven6ons” (MoNRE, 2016, p.50). This is a cri6cal concern for GoL policy, it demonstrates that
heady goals and objec6ves are drawn up with lidle clarity or preparedness to ins6gate the necessary
changes.
The structure within and between Lao government ministries is confused, with two departments
having overlapping responsibili6es (Singh, 2008b). The ministry responsible for dealing with bushmeat
has changed hands between the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MoNRE) and the
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) over recent years, with the current responsibility being
with MAF (Lao PDR, 2014; Interview G). The Department of Forest Inspec6on, within MAF, has the
responsibility of enforcing the law by conduc6ng market inspec6ons, whilst the Department of Forest
Resource Management has responsibility for the enforcement of laws within, and management of,
protected areas (Lao PDR, 2014). However, as a MAF employee stated, “DoFI s6ll think they’re legally
mandated above DFRM to do law enforcement in protected areas” (Interview G). DFRM have a limited
budget that equates to approximately US$ 5000 a year that limits the eﬀec6veness of the department
in managing NPAs (ibid). This budget encompasses all costs incurred in the running of the NPAs
including staﬃng and maintenance, described by a GoL employee as extremely insuﬃcient and

Image 12. Presidential Palace, Vientiane (Source: David McKelvey via Flickr)
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limi6ng the eﬀec6ve management of protected areas (ibid). As was explained, “you’ve only got ﬁve
staﬀ and you’re managing a big area… they can hardly run a vehicle” (ibid). This reﬂects two key
aspects that were highlighted in expert interviews, that there is a lack of clarity and understanding
over the roles of ministries and departments, and that the resources are not available for the
departments to carry out their roles eﬀec6vely (Interview G, H, K).
As a result of the limited department budgets, the GoL is heavily reliant on the interna6onal
community and the private sector to invest in these areas to support protec6on, with sugges6ons that
businesses have excessive inﬂuence over the management of NPAs (Interview G, B). This also
represents the low priority of protec6ng natural resources to the GoL (Interview G, I, K). The clear
priority of the Lao government is to grow its economy and develop infrastructure in order to support
poverty reduc6on, something that is being achieved at a rapid rate (MoNRE, 2016; UNDP, 2010).
Freedom House (2017) suggest that “economic development has led to a rising 6de of disputes over
land and environmental issues, as well as corrup6on and the growth of an illegal economy” that
includes bushmeat. This also results in the enforcement of laws on wildlife use becoming seen as
counterproduc6ve, limi6ng the incomes of poor households and necessita6ng the protec6on of
resource rich forests (Rigg, 2006).
On an interna6onal level, as numerous respondents emphasised, in a global climate with new
environmental threats coming to light on a weekly basis the concern over the biodiversity of a
rela6vely small landlocked country in Southeast Asia is not great (Interview A, B, I). Although concern
over bushmeat is growing globally, it is thought that the pressure on Laos to act, or lack thereof, is not
likely to change drama6cally in the near future (Interview I). The greatest aden6on given to bushmeat
issues is focused on Africa where there has been far greater repor6ng and ini6a6ves put in place (van
Vliet, 2011). No greater representa6on of this is in the ‘Bushmeat Crisis Task Force’ that ran from
1999-2009 to iden6fy “solu6ons that eﬀec6vely respond to the bushmeat crisis in Africa and around
the world” (BCTF, 2009). Other tropical regions appear to be an a`erthought in this ini6a6ve, the logo
is a silhouede of Africa. During the ini6al stage of the literature review, studies focusing on na6ons in
Africa and the con6nent as a whole drama6cally outweighed those rela6ng to La6n America and, to
an even greater degree, Asia.
7.3.3. Ineﬀective laws
The central law rela6ng to bushmeat is the Wildlife and Aqua6c Law (2007) that separates species in
to permided and restricted categories, but lacks clarity on which species relate to which category, and
the extent to which species can be exploited, and by whom (Interview A, M). One respondent also
highlighted that the wrong pictures and la6n names are applied to the species list in the oﬃcial law,
crea6ng confusion (Interview A). Furthermore, the laws conﬂict with Lao norms on the use of wildlife,
with the categories having the result of separa6ng bushmeat ac6vi6es in to “permissible subsistence
and forbidden trade” (Singh, 2008b, p.10). This is coupled with the fact that law enforcement is scarce
and ineﬀec6ve, demonstrated by the lack of arrests and prosecu6ons for illegal ac6vi6es that are
visible and common place (TRAFFIC, 2016). Some expert respondents were unaware of speciﬁc
policies regarding bushmeat whilst those who were aware of policies stated diﬀerent ones (Interview
A, C, M, H). In conversa6ons with rural villagers there was a range of beliefs about the oﬃcial rules on
bushmeat hun6ng, from it being completely outlawed to being permissible, yet none were sure and
none demonstrated concern about the possibility of breaking the law (Par6cipant observa6ons in
Bualapha & Kong Kor). This provides evidence of the ineﬀec6veness of the current discourse to limit
bushmeat prac6ces and suggests that ongoing performa6ve acts in Laos instead provide a tacit
acceptance of harmful ac6vi6es.
Patrols run by the GoL and NGOs are prac6cally the only method to enforce the laws on bushmeat
hun6ng at the ini6al stage of the commodity chain. In Hin Nam No NPA only one group of poachers
have been caught by the patrol team, and this was suggested to be a publicity stunt (Hin Nam No case
study; Interview D). The reality of the patrols in NPAs throughout Laos is that they are limited in size
and have to cover vast swathes of forest, with the possibility of catching poachers down to pure
chance, and even where they are found, the patrols are likely to be outgunned and underprepared to
make a safe arrest (Interview C, D). At markets, prohibited meats are sold openly in view of law
enforcement oﬃcers, yet ac6on is rarely taken (Interview H, K). Singh (2008b) suggests this is likely
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due to oﬃcers taking pity on poor store holders and believing in the fundamental right to livelihood.
Restaurants provide more uncertainty and, possibly, concern. These are businesses that do not
require wild meats to func6on, and o`en sell dishes of rare and restricted species to the urban elite at
high prices (Drury, 2013; Interview E). It is widely believed that oﬃcials know about these restaurants
but are restricted from ac6ng against them due to bribes and payoﬀs to be le` alone (Interview E).
Such corrup6on is a major limita6on of eﬀec6ve law enforcement. Restaurants are par6cularly
concentrated in the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone, but are found throughout towns and
ci6es in Laos (Interview A).
Many of the laws rela6ng to natural resources in Laos provide loopholes for the government to
approve ac6ons that are otherwise prohibited under the statute. The forestry sector provides an
insight in to the issues also faced by bushmeat. The Forest Legality Ini6a6ve (2017) reveal that
“clauses like “unless approved by the government” or “unless determined in special cases to be in the
interest of the na6onal community” line many of the texts and provide signiﬁcant room for selec6ve
interpreta6ons of Lao6an forest policies”. Such lines can be seen in the wildlife and aqua6c law in the
outlines of usage (see Table 4) (Lao PDR, 2007).
7.3.4. Corruption
Corrup6on in Laos is common on a large scale, a result of the communist poli6cal system that places
great power in the hands of a small number of high ranking oﬃcials (Singh, 2008a). Transparency
Interna6onals Corrup6on Percep6ons Index rank Laos 123rd of 176 na6ons in terms of corrup6on as
of 2016, however this also demonstrates that Laos is improving in terms of corrup6on, up from 160th
in 2012 (Transparency Interna6onal, 2016). Laos' bribery incidence is also down from 37.3% in 2012 to
16.4% in 2016 (World Bank, 2017). Nonetheless, Transparency Interna6onal (2016) explain that the
poor performances in the region, of which Laos s s6ll one of the worst, stems from “unaccountable
governments, lack of oversight, insecurity and shrinking space for civil society, pushing an6-corrup6on
ac6on to the margins”. Corrup6on is a major issue, as emphasised by numerous respondents during
interviews, and results in the misuse of ﬁnances and reduces the eﬀec6veness of the GoL in providing
the resources necessary to address the bushmeat crisis (Interview B, G, O). There are also close links
between businesses setup by the GoL to trade in 6mber and NTFPs, including wildlife, in the 1980s
and top government oﬃcials, as well as reports of top oﬃcials assis6ng in harbouring wanted
criminals involved in the interna6onal wildlife trade (Singh, 2008a; Davies & Holmes, 2016). In this
respect, from the top down there are oﬃcials involved in ac6vi6es that are against Lao and
interna6onal regula6ons. Such ac6vi6es reinforce a view that bushmeat is an acceptable prac6ce,
resul6ng in a performa6ve act.
The majority of respondents interviewed had witnessed ﬁrst hand the involvement of GoL oﬃcials
and law enforcement oﬃcers, not only in purchasing bushmeat, but in selling it (Interview E, F, K, N).
There is extensive anecdotal evidence that authori6es have a hand in bushmeat ac6vi6es and proﬁt
from illegal ac6vi6es rela6ng to the sale of restricted wild meat (ibid; Singh, 2008a). This inevitably
aﬀects law enforcement oﬃcers’ mo6va6on to carry out their role in enforcing the law (Singh, 2008b).
One respondent talked of a local market inspector near Vien6ane who used their inﬂuence to gain the
best posi6on in the market to sell wild meat, ironically with a bushmeat poster behind the store
(Interview K).
7.3.5. Traditions
Due to the ethnic diversity of Laos there are diﬀering tradi6ons, with many ethnic groups s6ll
primarily prac6cing forms of animism and shamanism, such as the Hmong and Khmu (Suwannarong,
et al., 2015). These groups harvest forest products including wild animals for personal consump6on
and to generate income, and have done so for many genera6ons (ibid). Suzuki, et al. (2015) suggest
that the “domes6c consump6on of wildlife in Laos will con6nue” due to the tradi6onal aspect of
bushmeat. Such prac6ces are diﬃcult to address through formal ins6tu6ons as tradi6ons heavily
inﬂuence all three major concepts of prac6ce; logic of prac6ce, situated agency, and performa6vity. To
many Lao6ans bushmeat is simply a tradi6onal right. In this sense tradi6onal wildlife food habits are
inﬂuen6al in the demand from o`en wealthy urban dwellers (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014).
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Bushmeat has been a feature of wider Lao tradi6on
da6ng back centuries and is historically embedded
(Singh, 2010). In this way, bushmeat is entwined
within Lao iden66es. More than being just a source
of food, wild meat has been used as a ritual gi` and
tribute to leaders in the past, and is s6ll used as a
gi` to this day, demonstra6ng the wide inﬂuence of
wild meat in Lao history (ibid; Interview B, O).
Bushmeat, therefore, plays a role as a cultural
iden6ﬁer and in connec6ng Lao6ans with their
shared past (Interview O). These tradi6ons have
enabled the legi6misa6on of upscaled commercial
urban trade and further blurred the lines between
permissible and restricted ac6vi6es (Singh, 2008b).
Tradi6on plays a key role in inﬂuencing and
legi6mising unsustainable bushmeat ac6vi6es and
reinforces the perceived right to livelihood, fuelling
subsistence hun6ng and local trade (Interview B,
O). As one respondent stated, "it's something they
own as a culture” (Interview A). Opposi6on to
unsustainable bushmeat prac6ces in the form of
conserva6onists and NGOs are therefore seen as
opposing Lao tradi6on. These actors’ adempts at
shi`ing the discourse is drowned out by the
embedded characteris6cs of bushmeat. These
performa6ve acts cannot challenge the role that
bushmeat has played over 6me.
7.3.6. Personal preference
“In Laos, many people prefer wild meat to cheaper
domes)c meats” (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013, p.
380)

Image 13. Hmong villagers, Oudomxai (Source:
jmbaud74 via Flickr)

During special occasions such as family gatherings bushmeat is sourced as a treat (Singh, 2008a). It is a
tradi6onal ac6vity, connec6ng rural and urban Lao6ans with their ancestors and shared history (Singh,
2010). In such ways, prac6ces occur through a social process that embodies bushmeat with speciﬁc
meaning and entwines it within communi6es and so inﬂuences the logic by which actors act, as a
result, bushmeat is a personal preference. The exploita6on of wildlife is a normalised ac6vity that is
diﬃcult to alter in a short period of 6me (Singh, 2008a). Many people like the taste of bushmeat, in
some cases preferring it to domes6c meat and ﬁsh (Hallam, et al., 2007; Interview B). Luthi (2012)
states that “wildlife is ranked equal to meat from domes6c animals in terms of importance.”
Changes in aftudes may require genera6onal shi`s (Interview B). One respondent explained that the
younger genera6on are beginning to turn their back on consuming bushmeat, seeing it as outdated,
backward and dirty (ibid). The respondent suggested that this is occurring due to western inﬂuences,
resul6ng in an act upon the younger genera6on, reﬂec6ng the role of performa6vity. This may be the
case in urban centres where these inﬂuences are present and there is choice, however another
respondent explained how, in rural areas where the majority of Lao6ans reside, children are s6ll
brought up “with a slingshot in their hand” and “trained to hunt from an early age” (Interview O). This
also reﬂects the divide between urban and rural that is increasing through growing inequality of
wealth, educa6on and social inﬂuences (Archer, 2008). It could be considered that urban dwellers are
ever more inﬂuenced by western ideals whilst rural dwellers maintain tradi6onal Lao aftudes and
beliefs.
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7.3.7. Right to livelihood
Bushmeat is viewed by much of the popula6on as an essen6al commodity that the people have a
right to u6lise, resul6ng in an acceptance of personal consump6on and local trade. The ‘right to
livelihood’, as Singh (2008b) refers to, represents rural communi6es’ view of the wildlife trade as a
moral right and a jus6ﬁca6on of wildlife consump6on. This represents a cri6cal inﬂuence on situated
agency and individual logic of prac6ce. Trade and subsistence are interdependent in the eyes of
villagers, with trade domina6ng in 6mes of plenty and subsistence in 6mes of need (ibid). The
dis6nc6ons within the Wildlife and Aqua6c Law (2007) between trade and subsistence consump6on
are blurry, and are generally ignored by rural communi6es (ibid; Interview B; Par6cipant observa6on
in Bualapha & Kong Kor).
The role of bushmeat as a support for livelihoods of the poor takes moral precedence over concerns
for the environment and is reﬂected in the reluctance of authori6es to take puni6ve ac6on against
wildlife traders (Singh, 2008a). Also, restric6ons on wildlife trade are seen as immoral (ibid). Animals
are not seen as having rights and so the right to livelihoods is a norm that is diﬃcult to challenge
(Interview A, M). As Singh (2008b, p.10) states, “The perceived illegality of all wildlife use is so far
removed from the daily interests and prac6ces of villagers that it obviously requires lip-service and
nothing more”. This highlights a major ﬂaw in the view, held by many decision makers, that laws can
bring about eﬀec6ve change. Singh highlights the lack of aden6on played to the wider factors that
inﬂuence actors’ prac6ces, through logic of prac6ce and situated agency, that are strongly grounded
in cultural aspects. The over reliance on formal ins6tu6ons in this regard is clearly not accepted as a
legi6mate reason for behavioural change in Lao society.
There is a growing issue within Lao society that is diﬃcult to address and heightens the challenge of
Lao6ans not abiding by the rules. The authoritarian na6onal government, who have strict controls
over society, have a starkly declining legi6macy. The Fund for Peace (2017) state that, over the last ten
years, state legi6macy has fallen from a score of 7.9 to 9.1, with 10 being completely illegi6mate. With
declining legi6macy, the likelihood of laws being followed declines (Interview A). This furthers
opposi6on to the state, with the view that the rights of Lao6ans are being overlooked by the
government. Freedom House (2017) suggest that, as disputes over environmental concerns increase
“such disputes frequently lead to violence, including by the security forces”.
7.3.8. Right of elites
The trading of wildlife at the village level is o`en performed by wealthy individuals that can aﬀord to
buy and sell the products (Singh, 2008b). These individuals are commonly known to authori6es but
are not challenged (Interview H, J). Their bushmeat ac6vi6es are the result of what Singh (2008b)
terms the ‘right of elites’ that enable the trade of rare species and large volumes of wildlife. This
inﬂuence of elites over wildlife trade can be traced back to the establishment of “military-operated
state-owned enterprise… in the mid-1980s to manage and develop the na6on’s natural
resources” (Singh, 2008b, p.12). This ac6on placed certain elites above the law with regards to wildlife
trade and has ins6lled a belief that perpetuates throughout Laos that elites are en6tled to the control
over high-value wildlife trade (ibid). This is an example of how acts are performa6ve and in turn
inﬂuence reality. The reported harbouring of Vixay Keosavang, dubbed the “Pablo Escobar of wildlife
traﬃcking”, as well as the reported involvement of senior GoL oﬃcials in his illicit ac6vi6es, further
emphasises the view that certain individuals are above the law (Davies & Holmes, 2016). In urban
centres where most of the Lao elite are based, par6cularly in Vien6ane, demand for high-value, rare
bushmeat is high (TRAFFIC, 2008). These valuable species of bushmeat are key to maintaining the
commercial bushmeat trade and enable interna6onal trade (Interview H).
7.3.9. Lack of mitigating action
Van Vliet (2011) highlights that mi6ga6on eﬀorts in Laos are heavily reliant on improving the
enforcement of laws, something that has proven eﬀec6ve in several countries in Asia such as Malaysia
where stricter laws and reﬁned enforcement methods are succeeding in reducing bushmeat ac6vi6es
(Interview A). This is not proving the case in Laos where unclear laws, lack of government resources
and priori6sa6on, and complex norms and tradi6ons are combining to restrict the eﬀorts occurring in
the country (Singh 2008a). On top of this, alterna6ve protein and alterna6ve income schemes,
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providing incen6ves for local communi6es to stop hun6ng wildlife, are not present (van Vliet, 2011;
Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015).
With regards to wider concern for the environment, and wildlife speciﬁcally, the GoL has been keen to
give the impression of increasing its eﬀorts to reduce harmful impacts and adapt prac6ces and
policies to further support the environment (MoNRE 2016). However within the laws, strategies, plans
and reports produced by the GoL, the aden6on given to bushmeat prac6ces is minimal, with no
speciﬁc objec6ves about how to achieve prac6cal reduc6ons being provided. Even in non-government
projects, in many cases bushmeat is a small element of larger eﬀorts and as such risks being at the
bodom of the pile when it comes to priori6sing eﬀorts. This can be seen in the case of TABI where
bushmeat is not speciﬁcally targeted but is labelled as an objec6ve due to being a beneﬁcial outcome
of other sub-projects (TABI case study). Low priori6sa6on is of par6cular concern if funding to projects
is restricted and necessitates a streamlining of ac6vi6es, with bushmeat pushed out of the picture, as
is believed to be happening (Interview P, Q).
7.3.10. Lack of alternatives
In Africa and the Neotropics alterna6ve income and protein projects have demonstrated success in
reducing bushmeat (van Vliet, 2011). The theory behind such projects is that by providing poor
communi6es with alterna6ves they will reduce their reliance on bushmeat, and as such the impact on
wildlife from personal consump6on and local trade will be greatly reduced (ibid). This represents an
approach that adempts to support change through altering the agency of community members by
changing social prac6ces, leading to new behaviours being enabled. Such ac6on has so far not been
present in Laos on a large scale, where few alterna6ves to wildlife trade and consump6on for rural
communi6es are currently available.
Very few government and NGO projects are currently inves6ng in alterna6ve income and protein
projects, with the few that have been implemented focusing on providing alterna6ves to opium poppy
produc6on in the far north of the country (UNODC, 2012). There is lidle industry in the rural uplands
of Laos and it is diﬃcult to support livestock rearing on a suﬃcient scale, ecotourism is also s6ll in its
infancy and cannot be relied upon, resul6ng in few available alterna6ves (Robichaud, et al., 2009).
Much of the job crea6on in rural areas is in environmentally harmful mining and dam projects, and
these projects primarily employ non-locals for the work (ibid). Rural communi6es are o`en not easily
accessible and are home to very lidle, if any, alterna6ve means of income besides agriculture (ibid;
Interview B, O; Par6cipant observa6on in Bualapha). Due to these restric6ons people turn to wildlife
stocks to support themselves as they provide protein to diets and a boost to incomes (van Vliet,
2011). In periods of rice insuﬃciency, that can last for months, the forests represent a larder for many
communi6es (Sunderland, et al., 2013; Interview O). Although there are small numbers of domes6c
animals, including cadle and chickens, these do not represent a sustainable food supply, instead used
to supplement bushmeat catches, or vice versa (TRAFFIC, 2008; Interview O). Fishing is regularly
prac6ced in rural communi6es close to a water source, with ﬁsh ponds even fashioned out of bomb
craters, however again these represent a limited supply, subsidising, and being subsidised by, wild
meat (Interview J, C; Par6cipant observa6on in Bualapha). Fish stocks are also suﬀering from
damaging overexploita6on, meaning that the pressure on wildlife is increasing as this alterna6ve food
source dwindles (Singh, et al., 2006).
7.3.11. Lack of local information and scientific knowledge
There is a general lack of understanding among some rural communi6es that wildlife is declining and
the role that bushmeat hun6ng and trade has on this decline (Interview B, Q). The local popula6on
are also not well informed on the rules and regula6ons dicta6ng wildlife use (Interview Q). As
respondents variously stated, “the further you go from the city the less people are aware of the rules”
and “they don’t know, they just hunt and eat” (Interview B, E). Rural Lao6ans are s6ll o`en detached
from the poli6cal heart of Laos in Vien6ane, with lidle interest in the poli6cal goings-on and new
legisla6on that aﬀects them (Singh, 2008b). This is furthered by the recent history of conﬂict with
ethnic minori6es, par6cularly the Hmong, that has le` these groups detached from mainstream Lao
poli6cs and being viewed with suspicion by the GoL due to ongoing insurgencies in the country (Singh,
2008a; Khamvongsa & Russell, 2009). These issues are currently growing, par6ally connected to
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conﬂict over natural resources. Freedom House (2017) state that “violence increased inc central and
northern Laos during 2016, par6cularly in areas with a history of conﬂict between secret forces and
ethnic Hmong militants”.
Through discussion with Lao6ans it was clear that nobody knew the speciﬁc rules on hun6ng
(Par6cipant observa6on Bualapha & Kong Kor). They neither seek out, nor o`en receive informa6on
and educa6on rela6ng to laws and restric6ons on their prac6ces (Interview B). One respondent
involved in environmental educa6on explained that “if you look at all the upland agricultural strategy,
forestry strategy, climate strategy, everywhere you ﬁnd awareness raising as one part which is
necessary but no one really does it apart from a poster here and there” (Interview Q). The poli6cal
structure of the country determines that Lao6ans lack a poli6cal voice and are not readily involved in
the management of their local environments, even though they hold cri6cal local environmental
knowledge (Interview D). Freedom House (2017) scored Laos 0 out of 16 for poli6cal pluralism and
par6cipa6on and 0 out of 12 for associa6onal and organisa6onal rights. As such cri6cal local
informa6on is not incorporated in to eﬀec6ve management approaches. Whilst the educa6on of local
communi6es on the impacts of wildlife exploita6on is also drama6cally hindered. In this regard,
posi6ve performa6ve acts are restricted.

Image 14. Inornate squirrel (Callosciurus inornatus) and dried frogs in a market in Thakhek

In 2013 a species of ﬂying squirrel (Biswamoyopterus laoensis) new to science was discovered and
described in Laos (Sanamxay, et al., 2013). The squirrel was not sighted gliding between the branches
in the forests but in a market in Thongnami, Bolikhamxay Province being sold as meat. This is just one
example of many new species being iden6ﬁed solely through sale as bushmeat (Greatorex, et al.,
2016). This highlights the limited knowledge of wildlife in Laos, and the possibility that species are
becoming ex6nct before being scien6ﬁcally recorded. During the literature review it became clear that
literature regarding wildlife and conserva6on in Laos is s6ll in short supply, with research speciﬁcally
rela6ng to bushmeat being par6cularly limited. Several respondents also highlighted this as a
restric6on to progress in addressing bushmeat (Interview B, D, H, O). Since Laos began to open its
borders the number of aid contributors has risen, and with it, the demand for greater scien6ﬁc
research in order to best make decisions regarding the alloca6on of funds (Interview D). Due to aid
being priori6sed on social development projects, the reduc6on in opium produc6on and climate
change mi6ga6on, there has not been much emphasis placed on the need for greater understanding
about bushmeat (Interview K, O, P). This research is also something that the GoL has not encouraged
(Interview E, F). Figures rela6ng to the decline in biodiversity are species and loca6on speciﬁc, with
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sporadic selec6on of each making it hard to build up a picture of the overall situa6on (Galland, et al.,
2007; Johnson, et al., 2009). Likewise, social studies in which the mo6va6ons of local people to hunt
and trade wildlife are examined are extremely limited, with one author (Singh) genera6ng the
majority of such studies. On top of this, understanding of the bushmeat commodity chains for
commercial trade are s6ll not clearly understood (Greatorex, et al., 2016).
7.3.12. Infrastructure development and deforestation
An issue that has exacerbated the impact of bushmeat prac6ces is the development of infrastructure
throughout Laos, with new roads cufng through once isolated forests, exposing the wildlife to
hunters as well as fragmen6ng the forests and restric6ng species’ ranges (Harrison, et al., 2016; Singh,
et al., 2006). As a respondent explained, “in the past there was less people and there were less roads,
so the animals were beder protected” (interview B). It is well documented that workers on
development projects o`en hunt local wildlife for consump6on during their work (Robichaud, et al.,
2009). Along with this, the trees close to the road are felled and encroachment in to the forests for
illegal ac6vi6es such as 6mber harves6ng further opens the forest and threatens habitats (ibid).
Shrinking habitats also result in pockets of wildlife that are highly vulnerable to hun6ng, reducing the
sustainable levels of o•ake (Rigg, 2006).
Laos is seeing large investment in infrastructure development, par6cularly from China who are,
among other projects, in the process of building a railway line through Laos, from Kumming in China
to Vien6ane, connec6ng to Bangkok in Thailand (Latsaphao, 2017). New roads are being laid around
the country, enabling an inﬂow of traders as well as easier and cheaper transport of wildlife out of
natural areas, facilita6ng the ease by which bushmeat can be accessed, hunted and traded (TRAFFIC,
2008). Chinese involvement in numerous dam building projects not only threatens habitats in Laos
and beyond but is also a cause for consterna6on from western governments, environmental NGOs,
and most of all Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam, who are downstream from the proposed sites and
fear loss of livelihoods and ecosystems from major damage to the river system (Interview M; Pasick,
2014). Although Laos will gain from the economic beneﬁts of such projects they will also be
environmentally impacted and threats to Laos’ ﬁsh stocks is likely to place increased pressure on
terrestrial wildlife (Nasi, et al., 2011).
7.3.13. Urbanisation
As a percentage of total popula6on, the urban popula6on has increased drama6cally over the past
twenty years, doubling from 17% in 1995 to 39% in 2015 (World Bank, 2017). Since the end of the war
in 1975 urbanisa6on has steadily increased, reaching its height at 7% annual growth in the mid-90s
and slowly declining since (ibid). Urban popula6on growth was recorded at 4.5% in 2015, whilst from
2002 un6l 2015 rural popula6on growth has remained at almost exactly 0% (ibid). This demonstrates
that popula6on growth is occurring almost exclusively in urban areas and, whilst rural popula6ons s6ll
hold a large propor6on of the Lao popula6on, urban centres are growing rapidly. The Lao popula6on
has more than tripled between 1960 to present and is currently growing at 1.7% a year (ibid).
The increase in the urban popula6on places extensive pressure on wildlife (Drury, 2013). As a result of
the desire for bushmeat from urban consumers who see it as a link to their rural past and as a status
symbol, demand for bushmeat as a commodity is heightened (Singh 2010; TRAFFIC, 2008). As Singh
(2008a, p.954) puts it, “urban residents con6nue to buy rela6vely expensive wildlife products, o`en as
symbols of a status-conscious iden6ty”. As the urban popula6on and wealth that is focused in urban
centres con6nue to grow, so too does the inﬂuence and purchasing power of urban elites with regard
to bushmeat (Kiernan, 2013). Drury (2013) claims that, at present, only wealthy urban Lao6ans have
the capability to purchase luxury bushmeat, but as urban wealth in Southeast Asia con6nues to grow,
middle class consumers will further fuel the market. He states that “money is the main factor
currently preven6ng individuals consuming wild meat as opposed to aftudes or awareness of the
impact of consump6on” (ibid, p.253). Such a statement suggests that logic of prac6ce among
bushmeat consumers is heavily inﬂuenced by desires for bushmeat but that ﬁnancial concerns also
have a strong inﬂuence on consumer choices. The urban demand has an inﬂuence on the species
targeted by rural popula6ons by pricing them out of the market of certain species and results in more
species being hunted overall, aﬀec6ng situated agency (ibid). In such a case, a hunters behaviour is
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Image 15. The Mekong, Luang Prabang (Source: saipal via Flickr)

shaped by wider societal ac6ons. The issue of increased demand through urbanisa6on highlights an
implicit diﬀeren6a6on within Lao laws between urban and rural, where urban popula6ons are
prohibited from consuming wildlife and rural popula6ons are not (Singh, 2008b). As such, laws are
seen as untenable (ibid).
7.3.14. Increasing species value
There is a wide range of prices of bushmeat depending on the species being sold. Although common
bushmeat species that are predominantly sold locally remain the equivalent to, or less expensive than
domes6c meats, the prices of rare and desirable species traded in urban areas and interna6onally can
be great, and provide a massive incen6ve to hunt (TRAFFIC, 2008). A survey conducted by Johnson, et
al., (2003) iden6ﬁed Pangolin as being worth up to 462,500 LAK (US$ 46, as of 2003) for the local
seller. A similar survey found Eurasian Oder to be worth 600,000 LAK (US$ 65, as of 2007), Big-headed
Turtles to be worth 266,486 LAK (US$ 29) and Red Muntjac to be worth 140,000 LAK (US$ 15) to the
trader (Hallam, et al., 2007). Considering the con6nued decline of species and the increased market
value of rare wildlife it is suggested that prices are likely to have increased since the surveys were
conducted (Interview H, M). To rural communi6es these incomes are extremely substan6al and
represent a great mo6va6on to target valuable species (Greatorex, et al., 2016). In this regard, the
monetary value placed on some rare species has a performa6ve aﬀect on hunters who would
otherwise not consider these species to be of greater value than others.
A TRAFFIC report (2008, p.4) reveals that, in most cases, the value substan6ally increases through the
course of the wildlife commodity chain, however such changes are “unequally distributed between
par6cipants and over space, 6me and scale”. For the commercial trade this process o`en involves
greatly increasing values from the rural hunters, through intermediaries and middlemen, through
traders and retailers to the end-consumers (ibid). The increased value of wildlife enables richer rural
households in some areas of Laos to focus on harves6ng high-value species for trade, resul6ng in a
growing disparity within communi6es (Singh, 2010). In this manner, trade in rare and valuable species
is genera6ng a specialism among trained hunters, diminishing the opportuni6es among poorer
households (TRAFFIC, 2008). These impacts come about through situated agency, in which social
prac6ces shape an actors’ ideas and behaviours, and in doing, alter iden66es within communi6es.
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7.3.15. International demand

Figure 7. Role played by countries of Southeast Asia in wildlife trade (Source: World Bank, 2005)

The neighbouring countries of Vietnam and China, and to a lesser extent, Thailand, fuel a commercial
trade in rare, high-end species that hold high value (Robichaud, et al., 2009). This provides greater
incen6ves for hunters to target the species that are most vulnerable to such ac6vi6es. Robichaud, et
al., (2009) provide the case of the Chinese three-striped box turtle (Cuora trifasciata) that is highly
desirable in China. In less than a decade in the 1990s the trade went from 300 turtles a year to none
due to it becoming considered ex6nct in Laos as a result of overexploita6on (ibid). This demonstrates
the inﬂuence that purchasing power from Laos’ neighbours has on biodiversity in the country. The
desirable species are the most endangered, with reports of extremely large ﬁnancial rewards for the
elusive, and possibly ex6nct, Saola (Pseudoryx nghe)nhensis) (Singh, 2008b).
Vietnam has majorly depleted their wildlife stocks through ac6vi6es that are now becoming more
prominent in Laos, deforesta6on and con6nued overexploita6on (Drury, 2013). As animal numbers
dwindle the Vietnamese have turned to Laos as a source of wild meat, crossing the border to hunt
and fuelling increased demand in border town markets (Interview C). Likewise, the demand from the
Chinese market for animal products for consump6on and medicinal purposes places greater strain on
Laos wildlife (TRAFFIC, 2008). There are reports that poachers encroaching in to Laos have reduced as
species numbers in Laos have declined, however Vietnamese poachers are s6ll ac6ve in the border
regions (Interview C, D). Due to the porous border between Laos and Vietnam it is rela6vely simple for
Vietnamese poachers to cross in to Laos to hunt (Drury, 2013). In Hin Nam No NPA I was informed that
the patrol teams regularly iden6fy signs of the presence of poachers, with food packaging le` behind
strongly sugges6ng they come from Vietnam (Interview C). The only group that has so far been
arrested by the patrol team, in conjunc6on with the police, were Vietnamese ci6zens who had
crossed from Vietnam to hunt (ibid). A GoL report suggests that, even where hun6ng is performed by
Lao6ans, the demand from Vietnam is a major driver of excessive wildlife exploita6on (MoNRE, 2016).

7.4. Summarising the identified bushmeat drivers in Laos
As can be seen, there are numerous drivers of bushmeat and these drivers occur at greatly varying
scales rela6ng to diﬀerent components of bushmeat consump6on and trade (see Figure 6). The
majority of these drivers can be grouped with culture or government, two overarching aspects of
bushmeat drivers that represent the informal and formal ins6tu6ons at play in Laos. Altogether the
issue is striking, with a government employee exclaiming, “we’re desperate, we really are, we really
have got problems” (Interview G).
Examples of the varying levels of drivers can be seen. Poverty is a strong driver of subsistence
consump6on and local trade at a household, local and na6onal scale whilst interna6onal demand is
inevitably at an interna6onal scale and inﬂuences the commercial bushmeat trade in Laos. The drivers
iden6ﬁed demonstrate the vast scale of bushmeat prac6ces and the combina6on of formal and
informal ins6tu6ons in inﬂuencing all components. The role of the Lao government is inescapable and
has great inﬂuence over bushmeat hun6ng and trade in rela6on to law enforcement. The lack of
government capacity and will to act can be considered as the greatest driver of bushmeat in terms of
enabling bushmeat prac6ces, partly as a result of the poli6cal structure in Laos. It aﬀects every aspect
at all levels and in turn enables various other stated drivers (Singh, 2008b; Interview G, K). A common
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response to major drivers was that “there’s not really the capacity [to enforce the law]” and that the
government “don’t have the will” (Interview A). This can be seen as a performa6ve act that reinforces
the tradi6onally embedded status of bushmeat. In this respect culture plays a cri6cal role, sugges6ng
that changes to government would not be suﬃcient to halt bushmeat prac6ces. “If you’ve never seen
this as a problem in your culture this is considered normal (Interview A). Logic of prac6ce is heavily
inﬂuenced by non-ins6tu6onal processes that cannot be simply modelled and adjusted by formal
ins6tu6ons. Tradi6on and norms inﬂuence the ac6ons of Lao6ans in hun6ng, trading, consuming and
in not enforcing laws (Singh, 2008b). The vast majority of the drivers fall under government or culture,
which in themselves cannot be viewed in isola6on from one another as they con6nuously shape each
other in prac6ce.
Beyond the four drivers that inﬂuence all three components of bushmeat in Laos (lack of government
priority and capacity, ineﬀec6ve laws, personal preference and tradi6ons), paderns can be iden6ﬁed.
A general feature of the drivers is the close rela6onship between those aﬀec6ng both subsistence
hun6ng and local trade components where, for example, poverty, the right to livelihood and a lack of
alterna6ves can be seen to aﬀect both. Commercial trade diﬀers in that it is aﬀected by numerous
single drivers, the right of elites, interna6onal demand and increasing species value. This would
suggest that there is more of a separa6on between subsistence hun6ng and local trade on one hand,
and commercial trade on the other. It is understandable that there is a separa6on due to subsistence
hun6ng and local trade being more widely prac6ced among the general popula6on of Laos at a local
level in order to make o`en modest ﬁnancial gains or purely for sustenance, whereas commercial
trade is a prac6ce of elites within the country represen6ng a luxury commodity demanding much
higher prices and occurring predominantly at a na6onal and interna6onal level (ibid; TRAFFIC, 2008;
Kiernan, 2013). Each of these components represents a diﬀerent scale of bushmeat prac6ces;
subsistence at a household and local level, local trade at a local and regional level and commercial
trade at a regional, na6onal and interna6onal level. As such there is overlap but clear progression in
scale. In a similar vein, the species that are targeted in these components o`en diﬀer, with common
and low value species personally consumed or traded locally and rare and valuable species
commercially traded na6onally and interna6onally (Greatorex, et al., 2016). In these ways, the
approaches necessary to mi6gate the components are likely to diﬀer with few commonali6es
between subsistence hun6ng and commercial trade. Most drivers iden6ﬁed relate to the local trade in
bushmeat, which reﬂects the view that this is the largest component of bushmeat within Laos
(Hallam, et al., 2007; Robichaud, et al., 2009; Interview B). One respondent explained that much of
the trade by volume is local, and this was seen in surveys they conducted, as “some animals only live
locally, for example the khanyou (Laonastes aenigmamus) are in some of the karst mountains in the
centre of the country and that’s the only place we found khanyou" (Interview A). Local trade can also
be considered as the central component of bushmeat, providing a link between subsistence hun6ng
and commercial trade.
Several of the drivers, such as interna6onal demand and urbanisa6on, represent phenomenon that
are beyond the direct control of ac6ons and decisions that can be taken in Laos, such as by the
government or local communi6es. Some drivers are also more tangible than others, whilst corrup6on
is a clear comprehensible process, drivers such as poverty are much broader concepts that are
dictated by situa6ons far beyond the bushmeat issue. These can also have an inﬂuence on other
drivers. Many of the drivers are connected, for example interna6onal demand and increasing species
value. As demand grows, so too do the prices. This may even have unintended inﬂuence beyond these
two drivers, such as by heightening corrup6on, that can then further diminish the will of the
government to act. As such, it can be seen that the rela6onship between drivers is complex and
diﬃcult to model, reﬂec6ng the logic of prac6ce among the bushmeat actors that in itself is not
representa6ve of a straight forward plan or process of thought. It is also essen6al to consider the
wider role of society on agency, through the concept of situated agency, in which actors do not simply
act autonomously. The mo6va6ons behind bushmeat prac6ces are shaped by the society in which an
actor is entwined, reﬂec6ng the diﬀerences between younger genera6ons in urban and rural sefngs,
as well as within the wider na6onal culture in which bushmeat plays a central cultural role. The
discourse surrounding bushmeat, or lack of discourse, reﬂects the reality within Laos that bushmeat is
a prac6ce that is predominantly unspoken but tacitly accepted. In such a way, the failure of the
government to speak out has demonstrated a performa6ve act that has shaped how society views
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such prac6ces and has, in turn, diminished the laws that are in place to prevent overexploita6on of
wildlife. Altogether, the processes that dictate prac6ce are complex, nuanced and embedded and so
require broad op6ons and ﬂexibility in adempts to address them.
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8. Opportunities in addressing bushmeat in Laos and their
challenges
There are several opportuni6es for change that can be employed in conjunc6on with one another to
reduce bushmeat ac6vi6es and support biodiversity and ecosystems in Laos. This sec6on discusses
the role of the prac6ce based approach (PBA) in considera6ons of possible interven6ons in Sec6on 8.1
before providing examples of approaches that can be taken, and the challenges facing the
implementa6on of these approaches in Sec6on 8.2.

8.1. Solutions and the PBA
It is essen6al when considering the approaches that can be taken to address the overexploita6on of
wildlife to be aware of how these possible solu6ons may be performed in prac6ce. The concepts
within the PBA reveal how seemingly straighyorward methods employed by formal ins6tu6ons may
generate unexpected outcomes as formal ins6tu6ons are reshaped in prac6ce. As such it is diﬃcult to
model the aﬀects of interven6ons. Yet, as Ayana, et al. (2015, p.3) reveal, social prac6ces such as
bushmeat hun6ng, trade and consump6on “can be changed through collec6ve ac6on”. The key
concepts of the PBA provide an insight in to how approaches to management may be best designed to
provide eﬀec6ve change in prac6ce.
8.1.1. Solutions and logic of practice
Logic is internal to prac6ce and so cannot be modelled and easily conceptualised, it is therefore
necessary to understand the ways in which ini6a6ves and management approaches are received on
the ground. The logic of prac6ce diﬀers greatly from ins6tu6onal logics and so provides a diﬀerent
angle by which to assess the necessary steps to mi6gate the overexploita6on of wildlife (Ayana, et al.,
2015).
Previous implementa6ons reveal the opportuni6es and ﬂaws of varying approaches. Much of the
current and previous eﬀorts to mi6gate bushmeat involve formal ins6tu6ons (Galland, et al., 2007;
Singh, 2008a; TRAFFIC, 2008). “The government excludes them [Lao ci6zens] from everything and tells
them, top-down, what to do and what not” (Interview A). The poli6cal structure of Laos, with a single,
secre6ve, authoritarian ruling party, is an example of why eﬀorts are heavily government led and topdown in nature, with a strong reliance on laws (Singh, 2008a). The laws introduced have not been
generally abided by in villages, towns and ci6es across Laos, and have not been embraced by
government staﬀ and enforcement oﬃcers alike, emphasising the view put forward by Arts, et al.
(2013) that logic is not externally imposed by formal rules. Tales of corrupt enforcement oﬃcers
allowing and partaking in illegal bushmeat ac6vi6es are rife, and point to a lack of concern for the
legal framework in place (Interview E, F, G, K). Discussions with residents of remote towns and villages
in Khammouane province revealed that knowledge of laws is scarce, and concern that bushmeat
prac6ces may be in opposi6on to na6onal laws is not forthcoming. The community members who
discussed this gave no sugges6on that they would change their prac6ces with the knowledge that
they may be breaking the law. The ineﬀec6veness of government led mi6ga6on eﬀorts shows a lack of
understanding of the mo6va6ons of actors in bushmeat prac6ces when formula6ng them, as well as
an over reliance on laws having an aﬀect. Without the necessary distribu6on of informa6on on the
laws, eﬀec6ve enforcement techniques and crucially, feasible alterna6ves, a great deal of reliance has
been placed on ci6zens seeking out laws and accep6ng them (Davenport & Heatwole, 2013). This
supports the view that ins6tu6ons cannot be relied on to change social ac6on in a straight forward
manner (Arts, et al., 2013). Management theories designed within the framework of scien6ﬁc
ra6onality do not grasp the logic of actors undertaking bushmeat prac6ces (Sandberg & Tsoukas,
2011). This is not to suggest that ins6tu6ons do not have a role within mi6ga6on eﬀorts. Strong and
stable formal rules, structures and ins6tu6ons are a necessary basis on which to build good
governance of nature in Laos but must incorporate actors in decision making in order to succeed, and
also involve a wider set of ini6a6ves (Galland, et al., 2007). A Lao conserva6on expert suggested that
there is far too much emphasis on rules being able to achieve change (Interview H). They suggested
that “change will come from engagement [with communi6es], people need to be given the chance to
protect their environment” and that “just saying ‘do this’ will not bring about change” (ibid).
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The lack of involvement of bushmeat actors in decisions highlights the disparity between government
implemented mi6ga6on eﬀorts and the mo6va6ons of actors. This is the diﬀerence between scien6ﬁc
ra6onality and logic of prac6ce. A conserva6onist who has worked in Laos for many years explained
that the individuals at the top of government who make these decisions “don’t understand” the
complex reasons why people hunt, trade and consume wildlife (Interview K). This is one of the key
mo6va6ons for introducing co-management of natural resources in communi6es (Cawthorn &
Hoﬀman, 2015; Hallam, et al., 2007 Interview G). In such a way bushmeat hunters, traders and
consumers can inﬂuence social prac6ces, genera6ng balanced resolu6ons that engage communi6es
and their requirements. There was great support for this from (predominantly western)
conserva6onists during interviews. Co-management is a cri6cal aspect of several management plans
that are in progress, and examples of ini6al eﬀorts have shown posi6ve eﬀects, as in Hin Nam No,
where residents of communi6es within the vicinity of the NPA have been engaged in eﬀorts to
conserve their local environment (Hin Nam No case study). The project has provided employment for
villagers and changed behaviours by providing alterna6ve mo6va6ons to protect rather than exploit
wildlife. The ability to shape the prac6ces that occur in their local environment has engaged the
community. Nonetheless, this has not eradicated the issue of wildlife exploita6on altogether, and has
required a large amount of external resources from the German Development Agency (GIZ) to
implement the requisite changes and support co-management, along with alterna6ve livelihood
opportuni6es and environmental educa6on, to get to this point.
8.1.2. Solutions and situated agency
As was discussed in Sec6on 7.1.2, agency is heavily inﬂuenced by social prac6ces that generate
acceptable aftudes toward bushmeat ac6vi6es, enabling bushmeat prac6ces to occur without
opposi6on or pressure to change. Bushmeat has become entwined in people’s sense of iden6ty and
embedded as a social prac6ce. Nonetheless, as Bevir (2005) explains, individuals have the ability to
reshape performances and act in a novel way. Social prac6ces heavily inﬂuence individuals in their
ac6ons but they are not rigid and set. Individuals are able to reshape these ac6ons through local
reasoning and in doing so, have an aﬀect on the behaviours and iden66es of actors and discourses of
society that con6nually co-shape social prac6ces.
An example of how this can occur is the introduc6on of environmental educa6on in rural
communi6es. This can have a great aﬀect on the discourse surrounding bushmeat, reframing it as a
threat to food security, livelihoods and health. The ProCEED project that is taking place in a number of
provinces in central and northern Laos is having an impact on the local percep6ons of bushmeat

Image 16. A Lao classroom (Source: GPE/Stephan Bachenheimer via Flickr)
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prac6ces (ProCEED case study). Such a process requires “learning by doing” where Lao educators “go
in to the ﬁeld, in these villages, and implement environmental ac6vi6es there” (Interview Q). It is
hoped that educa6onal programmes “lay a founda6on or some seeds to create something which then
hopefully develops in to something” (ibid). There is evidence to suggest that aftudes toward
bushmeat may already be changing, with the younger genera6ons viewing it as outdated and dirty
(Interview B; Singh 2008b). This shi` in discourse is not apparent on a large scale as yet but, due to
the high numbers of young people in Laos, with more than 54% of Lao6ans below the age of 25, a
change may be in the process of occurring (CIA, 2017). This view, however, may be more prominent
among the urban populace, with rural youths s6ll brought up with tradi6onal bushmeat prac6ces at
the fore (Interview O). Nonetheless, these changes demonstrate the dynamic nature of societal
discourses. Coupled with strengthened rules on wildlife exploita6on, they can help shape the
behaviours and iden66es of individual actors, leading to a resistance toward bushmeat tradi6ons. As
one respondent emphasised, "it's not about knowledge, it's about aftude” (Interview Q).
As the environmental discourse slowly alters, as has occurred in rela6on to 6mber, and rules are
6ghtened as the changing discourse emboldens poli6cians to generate stricter laws and enforce them
more rigorously, so social prac6ces are inﬂuenced (Interview C, E). In this respect ins6tu6ons are
inﬂuenced by social prac6ces, and in turn inﬂuence society in a reinforcing manner. The recent impact
of greater eﬀorts to limit illegal 6mber harves6ng “from the very top of government” has come about
because of pressure placed on the government from external bodies and wider societal aftude
changes (Interview E). The increasing na6onal discourse is demonstrated by the increase in media
coverage of illegal logging within Laos in the years building up to the policy changes, par6cularly
rela6ng to enforcement and the government response (Saunders, 2014). The wider discourse has
altered Lao6an aftudes toward logging and created more awareness of the nega6ve impacts of the
overexploita6on of 6mber (ibid; Interview E). Logging, however, is not such a widely prac6ced and
socially embedded prac6ce as bushmeat. Nonetheless, several expert respondents emphasised the
successes in rela6on to 6mber to provide encouragement for the ability to inﬂuence the government
through a change in discourse (Interview B, E, G). This can bring about a shi` in the government
posi6on and encourage a wider discussion on the threats of bushmeat, in so doing, aﬀec6ng
behaviours and, in turn, bushmeat prac6ces. To succeed, such discourse shi`s require alterna6ve
opportuni6es for communi6es to beneﬁt.
Alterna6ves to bushmeat in terms of livelihood opportuni6es and sources of protein can provide
means for individuals to act against tradi6onal bushmeat prac6ces by u6lising new prac6ces through
reasoning, altering social prac6ces in the process. One respondent encouraged decision makers to
“put it in their [communi6es] interests, not to randomly shoot and kill wildlife using snares” (Interview
G). Acts occur not through autonomous decision making processes but through an entwinement of
social prac6ces. Therefore, when delibera6ng on management approaches it is necessary not to
consider individual decision making but the wider social prac6ces that aﬀect those decisions.
Addressing these wider aspects provides greater opportuni6es for genera6ng successful approaches
to mi6ga6ng bushmeat prac6ces. This is another example in support of engaging with communi6es in
decision making processes so as to be aware of, and incorporate, local aftudes and prac6ces.
8.1.3. Solutions and performativity
The discourse surrounding bushmeat within Laos is restricted. It is not a widely discussed or
acknowledged issue. To actors within bushmeat their prac6ces are the norm and knowledge of the
extent of the threat that it represents remains unknown or unspoken, whilst within poli6cal circles it
also remains unspoken, an issue that is complex and awkward to address. As one respondent stated,
“it’s just not talked about” (Interview K). Another summed the lack of discourse up by sta6ng that
“bushmeat is an internal problem so I don’t think it gets the same aden6on” from the government as
logging and interna6onal wildlife traﬃcking (Interview B). Even within conserva6on circles in Laos it is
not an issue that receives serious aden6on (Interview C, E, F). This represents a performa6ve act that
restricts the need for ac6on. With decision makers not viewing bushmeat as an issue that needs to be,
or can be, addressed, it silences any possible debate and, as a result, has created an environment in
which bushmeat prac6ces go on unabated without challenge. This can be witnessed at all levels of
society, an example of which is the resistance of law enforcement oﬃcers in prosecu6ng individuals in
viola6on of na6onal bushmeat laws (Singh, 2008b; Interview H, K). Due to the restricted discourse
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rela6ng to bushmeat, issues including empty forests and threats to future livelihoods are not
discussed. This limits the knowledge of the wider Lao society and limits their ability to act. Overall the
na6onal understanding of bushmeat within Laos does not represent the gravity of the situa6on in
reality. As a result ac6ons are not taken to meet the needs of the threat that is faced. Such a scenario
is essen6al to change in order to tackle the bushmeat issue. One respondent stated that “solu6ons
deﬁnitely come from engaging with the local people and discussing issues and what it does to their
ecosystem… what cost it does directly to them” and to “let them do the maths themselves” (Interview
A).
Arts, et al. (2013) explain performa6vity as having the ability to sustain, change or resist knowledge
produc6on. In the case of bushmeat in Laos it is the lader that is occurring. Educa6on among
communi6es of the risks posed by the overexploita6on of wildlife provides an opportunity to begin to
reshape these aftudes toward bushmeat. Educa6on is an example of a performa6ve act in which a
shi` in discourse and the empowerment of knowledge among society can not only describe the
reality but change the social reality it describes. However, this requires a delicate approach that avoids
“preaching” from western conserva6onists (Interview M). The use of Lao na6onals to provide the
environmental awareness ac6vi6es in communi6es is beneﬁcial as it limits the opposi6on to western
conserva6on that is o`en iden6ﬁed as an issue and provides a more sustainable method to deliver
educa6on (Interview G, M). Such projects must conduct a two-way learning process in which the
‘educators’ learn the mo6va6ons of local communi6es that conduct bushmeat prac6ces and tailor
their responses to support speciﬁc aftude changes (Interview M). The ProCEED project has
adempted to engage children by producing a comic that tells the story of a girl who ﬁnds an animal
injured in a trap and befriends it (ProCEED case study). Such approaches “create posi6ve emo6ons
about wildlife” (Interview Q). In so doing, a seed is planted.
These performa6ve acts provide an opportunity to aﬀect the situated agency of actors, and their logic
of prac6ce to bring about posi6ve change. Yet to be successful there must be the structure in place to
support the various eﬀorts that have been, and will be, discussed. A conserva6on project manager
who was interviewed explained that “it always comes in a package, you have to do environmental
educa6on but if you really want to protect wildlife you have to have wildlife enforcement, you [have
to] have alterna6ve livelihoods” and so on (Interview Q). Such eﬀorts require substan6al funding. The
same respondent made a salient point: “sustainability will only be achievable if there's a con6nuous
ﬂow of money from outside sources… this is the case for 100% of projects in Laos” (Interview Q).
Therefore a greater role for government, along with community leaders, external funders and NGOs
are all essen6al to ins6gate change.

8.2. Opportunities to address bushmeat
8.2.1. Co-management
A central pillar of most ini6a6ves taking place in Laos is ins6ga6ng greater involvement of local
communi6es in the decisions that aﬀect them most (Interview O, P). The majority of policy
disseminated from the na6onal government does not appear to have an impact on rural communi6es
who are detached from the decisions being made (Suwannarong, et al., 2015; Singh, 2010). The
presence of interna6onal conserva6on NGOs, who Lao6ans are generally wary of due to their
perceived threat to development, also supports the view that management plans implemented in a
top-down fashion are to the detriment of their communi6es (Singh, 2008a). Furthermore, because of
the limited scien6ﬁc informa6on available, the processes occurring at the village level, including the
extent to which bushmeat is consumed and the methods used, is unsound (Davenport & Heatwole,
2013). It is believed that the local knowledge held in rural Lao communi6es is essen6al to develop
eﬀec6ve tailored natural resource management (Robichaud, et al., 2009; Galland, et al., 2007). Due to
the nature of prac6ce, shaped in a manner that is diﬃcult to eﬀec6vely model as a result of the logic
of bushmeat prac6ce being internal to the prac6ce, the incorpora6on of the actors involved in the
prac6ce is more than desirable, but essen6al for eﬀec6ve results. It is also important to have the
involvement and support of local communi6es in management for projects to succeed and this can
be achieved through engagement (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015; van Vliet, 2011). Previous failed
projects around the world iden6ﬁed a top-down structure, not fully taking in to considera6on the
wants and needs of local people and the unique characteris6cs of the community, as a contribu6on to
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Image 17. Community led management (Source: Viengsompasong Inthavong/ World Bank via Flickr)

their downfall (van Vliet, 2011). The empowerment of local communi6es is seen as an important step
in developing eﬀec6ve approaches to natural resource management and engaging people, in doing so,
raising awareness of the challenges they face in the future and the impacts of the overexploita6on of
wildlife. Through this process of engagement a shi` in discourse can be brought about that aﬀects the
society in which actors are embedded and agency is situated. Community based natural resource
management (CBNRM) is a concept that has become popular in conserva6on discourse (Cawthorn &
Hoﬀman, 2015). Funding, coming primarily from Europe, the USA and Japan, has begun specifying the
necessity for co-management of target areas (primarily NPAs and their bordering communi6es) in
order for funds to be granted (Interview O, Q). The GoL appears to have taken on board the need for
greater involvement of local communi6es and has stated this as an objec6ve of their natural resource
management approach laid out in the NBSAP (MoNRE, 2016).
A na6on with the governance structure of the nature of Laos, centralised and top-down, may struggle
to implement wide ranging changes to decision making processes in prac6ce, in a sense this involves
devolving power. As has been previously stated, Lao ci6zens are used to decisions being made for
them by government and have lidle input in the management of their local communi6es and
protected areas (Interview K, O). It is necessary to develop the capacity of these local communi6es
through educa6on in environmental impacts and wildlife laws (Interview B, Q). It is therefore not a
short term solu6on to the issues being faced, but a cri6cal aspect of successful and sustainable
management in the future.
8.2.2. Tightening, clarifying and disseminating policies on wildlife use
A key step in lowering the impact of wildlife overexploita6on is in reducing the commercial trade of
wild meat and eﬀec6vely restric6ng cross-border trade at all levels through clear and enforceable
policies. At present the laws are not widely known and not suﬃciently enforced, in part, as a result of
this lack of clarity, resul6ng in laws on paper not being eﬀec6ve in prac6ce (Singh, 2008b). As one
respondent pointed out, there are inaccuracies in the lis6ng of species in the primary wildlife law, with
the wrong pictures and names of several species, demonstra6ng the weakness within the laws
(Interview A). Such issues can be rela6vely simply corrected. Another described how people involved
in the hun6ng and sale of species do not know which category list most species belong to and as such
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struggle to abide by the law (Interview B). In discussions with rural residents, they were unaware of
which species they could and could not hunt (Par6cipant observa6on in Bualapha & Kong Kor).
Furthermore, the law provides generalised statements that leave room for interpreta6on (Lao PDR,
2007).
“Wildlife and aqua)c are deﬁned on the category (II) list incur restric)ons and prohibi)ons on hun)ng,
except selected animal species in some areas and some seasons as customary hunt or catch will be
allowed by using the tools and equipment [to] not cause any harm to the popula)on of animals.” (Lao
PDR, 2007)
The above statement appears in the Wildlife and Aqua6c Law (2007) without further descrip6on of
the areas and seasons, and acceptable tools, le` open to interpreta6on and guessed at by local
government and ignored by the public (Singh, 2008b). Within the law there appears to be several
‘loopholes’ that eﬀec6vely leave the law void of substance (Singh, et al., 2006). Reﬁning the laws and
clarifying the species lists are a priority, providing clear restric6ons on wildlife use and ac6on that will
be taken if laws are not abided by (Interview H, K). Making the laws more widely known, not just
through educa6on in schools and rural communi6es, but awareness campaigns through mass media,
as ProCEED has begun to do, are beneﬁcial (ProCEED case study; Interview Q). Training law
enforcement bodies to fully understand the laws and how to enforce them would generate greater
conﬁdence in the ability of these bodies to eﬀec6vely carry out their roles (Interview G, M). More
signs and posters describing acceptable and restricted species and the punishments for failure to
abide by the laws are required (Greatorex, et al., 2016; TRAFFIC, 2008). At the majority of markets
visited during observa6ons there were no clear signs highligh6ng the laws on wildlife use, except for
two in the Hin Nam No project area (see Image 18) (Par6cipant observa6ons in Bualapha &
Nongchan).
Laos also develops its own Red list of animal species that is similar, but not iden6cal, to the IUCN Red
list in its categorisa6on of species. One respondent ques6oned the necessity for this, and the
possibility that it confuses the situa6on further (Interview A).

Image 18. Illegal wildlife trade sign by market in Boulapha, Khammouane Province
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8.2.3. Improved law enforcement
One of the key issues iden6ﬁed through literature and expert interviews is the lack of enforcement of
the wildlife laws currently in place (Singh, 2008a; Interview H, M). In order for laws to be eﬀec6ve
there has to be puni6ve measures, as well as incen6ves, that are seen to be carried out (TRAFFIC,
2008). The fear, that in some peoples eyes has happened, is laws being seen as toothless (Interview B,
J). It is believed that if people do not fear repercussions for their ac6ons then they are likely to be
ineﬀec6ve and actors will not change behaviours (ibid). On the other hand, as explained by one
respondent, if ac6on is seen to be taken against those who break the laws then others will think twice
before breaking them (Interview J). Patrols by rangers, equipped to tackle poachers and arrest them,
have begun to appear in NPAs such as Nam Kan and Hin Nam No. More patrols of protected areas,
and in greater numbers, are encouraged by experts (Interview C, D, G). Johnson, et al. (2003) also
suggest increasing road checkpoints on major routes to bordering countries, in par6cular Vietnam, to
restrict the cross-border trade. Since 2012 there have been no arrests made at markets for the sale of
restricted bushmeat (TRAFFIC, 2016). It was explained that the authori6es are given ‘sob stories’ by
the store holders and simply hand out warnings as they feel it unfair to punish people who are
generally poor and just doing their job (Interview B, K). As one respondent explained, “the police are
told, “I need the money, it’s for my children” and they have sympathy with them. It’s not their fault so
why should they be punished. And most of the police eat the stuﬀ anyway” (Interview K).
Patrols of NPAs are currently rela6vely ineﬀec6ve, as demonstrated by the Hin Nam No patrol that has
only caught one group since being formed (Interview D). In their case, due to lack of suﬃcient training
and the risk of challenging poachers who are likely to be armed, plus the need to then carry out an
arrest and return them to the nearest town that can be days away, there are clearly challenges to
address (Interview C). Coupled with this, hunters o`en come from the same communi6es as the
rangers and so are aware of their routes and the 6mes when they go on patrol, so can simply not hunt
that day (ibid). The resources are not currently available to make this an eﬀec6ve method within
NPAs, however it is believed that the Department of Forest Inspec6on (DoFI) does have the ability to
conduct more checks on markets and enforce the law to a greater degree (Singh, 2008a; 2008b).
During interviews there were various anecdotes about the role of authori6es in the trade of
bushmeat, with one person describing a par6cular local policeman who used their inﬂuence to get a
store with a prime posi6on at a market, ﬁnancially beneﬁfng from the trade he was supposed to be
monitoring (Interview K). Although declining, corrup6on in Laos is high, and wages are low, resul6ng
in ineﬀec6ve enforcement that is reﬂected in the success rates of convic6ons for illegal trade of
wildlife (Singh, 2008a). Laos is believed to be harbouring one of the biggest illegal interna6onal
wildlife traﬃckers in the world, demonstra6ng their willingness, or lack thereof, to clamp down on
such ac6vi6es (Davies & Holmes, 2016). Beyond this, the scale of the areas that need to be patrolled
is great, and the cost of ﬁnancing eﬀec6ve patrols of all NPAs, that have a government budget of
$5,000 a year, is beyond the current capacity of the GoL (Interview G). Concentrated, targeted
enforcement of the laws is possibly the best approach to ensuring they are abided by (Harrison, et al.,
2016; Johnson, et al., 2003).
8.2.4. Educating people about laws and impacts
Galland, et al., (2007) express the need for an honest portrayal of the environmental situa6on.
Currently there is very lidle awareness of the environmental laws and impacts of biodiversity loss in
Laos, especially in rural areas where bushmeat ac6vi6es predominantly occur, as well as the risk from
zoono6c disease from consump6on (ibid; Luthi, 2012). Several respondents emphasised the lack of
knowledge of Lao6ans regarding what they could and could not hunt (Interview B, C, Q) Nonetheless,
there is great scope for changes in behaviour through targeted educa6on programmes, with
approximately 37% of the Laos popula6on under 15 (UN, 2012). Posi6vely aﬀec6ng the discourse can
ins6gate performa6ve acts that oppose the status quo regarding bushmeat in Laos. According to one
respondent, there is a chance to facilitate a new genera6on of environmentally conscious ci6zens
(Interview B). Galland, et al., (2007) suggests environmental educa6on can generate interest in the
environment and nurture Lao scien6sts and decision makers of the future. The GoL is showing a new
found enthusiasm for educa6ng the populace, having to be reigned back to a realis6c level by GIZ in
the ProCEED project (ProCEED case study). This demonstrates the desire of the GoL to inform people
in order for them to understand the laws and the impacts of harmful ac6vi6es such as bushmeat
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Image 19. Children playing (Source: Sonja Leuenberger)

hun6ng, including the indirect role that people play in fuelling the trade. Educa6on on the
environment is star6ng from a very low base in Laos (ibid; Interview Q). The educa6on programmes
that are currently ac6ve employ Lao6ans to conduct the classes and ac6vi6es, hoping to build up a
sustainable educa6on infrastructure to con6nue the work (ProCEED case study). ProCEED has
reported ini6al success in the project with all age groups showing an interest in the informa6on being
provided (ibid).
The GoL is heavily reliant on interna6onal bodies to support the educa6on work that is currently
ongoing. As investment in these projects is believed to decline from 2018 due to the realloca6on of
funds from countries such as Germany and the USA, the GoL is going to have to take the strain of
these programmes moving forwards (Interview P, Q). The desire of the GoL to expand the scope of
educa6on, for example wan6ng to include sanita6on in the ProCEED project, as well as scale of the
audience, is posi6ve, but risks satura6ng the message (ProCEED case study).
8.2.5. Balancing development and conservation agendas
The mistrust of conserva6on in Laos is profound and results from mixed messages from interna6onal
NGOs and funders who, on one hand, encourage economic development and poverty reduc6on, and
on the other, call for the protec6on of wildlife (Singh, 2008a). Due to the cri6cal role bushmeat plays
in suppor6ng the poor and providing incomes, this is perceived as a major contradic6on (Singh,
2008b). The input of overseas agencies and NGOs has been uneven in scope and exper6se resul6ng in
important natural resources remaining unprotected and management requirements unrecognised and
unmet (Kiernan, 2013). The conﬂict of western concepts of land management and local sensi6vi6es
needs to be met head on (Brown & Williams, 2003). In certain targeted areas there are approaches
that can combine desires for development and conserva6on, such as in the development of
ecotourism, however on a wide scale this is not currently seen (ibid; Interview B). Wildlife
conserva6on projects have to be seen to be suppor6ng livelihoods as opposed to threatening them in
order to gain public support and require opportuni6es for the bederment of the local popula6on (van
Vliet, 2011; Bowen-Jones, et al., 2003). Likewise, development projects have to be encouraged by
funding organisa6ons and the GoL to carry out thorough environmental impact assessments prior to
carrying out ac6vi6es, and importantly, address issues that are raised (Galland, et al., 2007).
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As the TRAFFIC report (2008) highlights, there is currently an uneven balance of blame in rela6on to
bushmeat, with rural communi6es emphasised as the cause of the decline in biodiversity through
overexploita6on rather than the urban consumers who increasingly fuel the trade through their
purchasing power. A reshaping of the discourse around development and wildlife conserva6on is
called for by scholars and prac66oners alike (ibid; Kiernan, 2013; Singh, 2008a; Interview B, I).
8.2.6. Increasing funding for environmental programmes
The GoL has a limited budget and is heavily reliant on foreign aid to support environmental
conserva6on ini6a6ves (Kiernan, 2013). A government employee stated that they are “desperate” for
investment and support (Interview G). Fear of a drama6c decline in investment from major
interna6onal funders from the EU na6ons and the USA as a result of shi`ing priori6es mean that not
only are new sources of revenue required to sustain ongoing eﬀorts to address bushmeat but the GoL
must begin to invest more of their own budget in to conserva6on ini6a6ves. The contribu6on of
nature to the na6onal GDP (18.32%) is evidence enough of the need to conserve it and establish
sustainable natural resource prac6ces (Luthi, 2012; World Bank, 2017). Nonetheless, this is a
challenge in a country that has many pressing issues to address, including poverty eradica6on,
corrup6on, opium produc6on, and even in environmental terms, illegal interna6onal traﬃcking and
logging are higher on the government agenda (Kiernan, 2013). This requires a shi` in perspec6ve of
conserva6on within the Lao government and wider society, with the role of sustainable bushmeat
prac6ces in suppor6ng many rural communi6es recognised as an aspect of development occurring as
opposed to being in opposi6on to it, as is o`en believed.
If forests are labelled for conserva6on there is concern that they will not be seen as holding any value
and be even less of a priority for the GoL (Interview G, H, I). As it was put by one respondent, “instead
of trying to cut oﬀ protected areas from surrounding landscape, actually put it in the landscape, both
socially and economically” through managed development projects that invest in to communi6es and
the environment (Interview G). Gaining funding from industry to enable the enhanced protec6on of
natural areas provides the opportunity to integrate nature conserva6on in to development plans
(Kiernan, 2013). Examples given of such opportuni6es include hydropower, tourism and payment for
ecosystem services (PES) (ibid). This approach requires strong government and the stated
opportuni6es have their own environmental drawbacks, as has been discussed, and will be further
(see Sec6ons 7.3.12. & 8.2.8.).
8.2.7. Promoting alternative protein and income sources
The diversiﬁca6on of protein and income sources of rural communi6es can provide an alterna6ve to
the consump6on and trade of bushmeat (van Vliet, 2011). If a more lucra6ve ac6vity is found it is
believed that hunters will invest their 6me in that and abandon hun6ng (ibid; Interview H). Such a
process may be viewed as overly simplis6c and in opposi6on to the cultural inﬂuences of bushmeat,
however such alterna6ves are necessary, in combina6on with other eﬀorts, to enable a shi` in
prac6ces. Without alterna6ves, the logic behind prac6ce is far more limited in opportunity. Such an
approach has been shown to succeed in communi6es in Africa and the Neotropics. If rural
communi6es are provided with opportuni6es to rear livestock and beneﬁt from the protein and
income from this it can reduce the pressures on wildlife as a protein source (Robichaud, et al., 2009).
There is a broad range of alterna6ves available, each providing unique opportuni6es and challenges
(van Vliet, 2011). Domes6c livestock rearing, beekeeping, organic vegetable gardens, cap6ve rearing
of small, resilient wild species (e.g. rats, porcupines), and PES are just some of the alterna6ves
prac6ced throughout the world (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015). Laos currently has a minimal amount of
alterna6ve livelihood projects ongoing and it does not seem to be a priority for the GoL, NGOs and
funders, even though the beneﬁts can eﬀec6vely combine development and conserva6on aspira6ons
(Interview F, G). Robichaud, et al., (2009) encourage the support of increased produc6vity of swidden
agricultural systems before ins6ga6ng a process of phasing out swidden agriculture and replacing it
with alterna6ve methods. This provides a stop gap in which incomes can be maintained, or increased,
to mo6vate the involvement of rural communi6es (ibid).
Alterna6ve livelihoods have previously occurred in Laos to tackle the opium trade in the north of the
country (UNODC, 2012). For example, the United Na6ons Oﬃce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) have
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Image 20. Domestic livestock at the edge of a village in Khammouane Province

implemented organic farming projects in Oudomxay and Phongsali provinces, diversifying crops and
increasing incomes (ibid). In several respects opium produc6on represents similari6es with small
scale bushmeat trading, the rural poor have few alterna6ves beyond small scale rice cul6va6on and
domes6c animal rearing and so are adracted by the high prices available from opium produc6on
(ibid). The UNODC programme provided micro-credit to villagers in opium poppy growing
communi6es in order for them to diversify their income and develop businesses such as small scale
manufacturing, and to diversify crops and livestock (UNODC, 2013). Such opportuni6es have provided
villagers with the means to expand their income streams and enabled them to generate greater
proﬁts than through their past opium produc6on (ibid).
Incomes have to compete with, or surpass earnings made through hun6ng in order to be eﬀec6ve
(Wicander & Coad, 2015). With the limited condi6onali6es and sanc6ons associated with alterna6ve
livelihood projects, there is a possibility that the incomes generated through such ini6a6ves would
supplement, rather than subs6tute, those gained through bushmeat hun6ng and trade (ibid). The cost
of such localised targeted projects is suggested to be a reason why there has so far been very lidle
aden6on paid to this in prac6ce in Laos (Interview E, F, G). The landscapes of central and northern
Laos also makes livestock rearing more of a challenge (Robichaud, et al., 2009). As an example of the
challenges faced by individual projects, cap6ve rearing of indigenous species faces high startup costs,
diﬃculty in rearing forest species in cap6vity, the limited economic viability compared to domes6c
livestock rearing, and lack of donor support (Wicander & Coad, 2015).
8.2.8. Ecotourism
Ecotourism is stated as one of the best op6ons in order to improve the environment and local
livelihoods through investment and employment, shi`ing local ac6vi6es and providing a mo6va6on to
protect the environment and support biodiversity (Kiernan, 2013). For NPAs, ecotourism can bring in
essen6al funding and is beginning to have a stronger inﬂuence on management in protected areas
(Interview G). A government employee stated that ecotourism is an aspect that the GoL and provincial
governments are very enthusias6c about (ibid). Also sta6ng that this gives the tourism industry
inﬂuence over the management of NPAs (ibid). There are some key concerns in placing too much
reliance on tourism however. There are not enough sites in which ecotourism can be prac6cally
ins6gated and provide beneﬁts to local communi6es for this to be a na6onwide resolu6on (Interview
A). Although, it can deliver major beneﬁts to targeted areas, bringing investment, employment,
educa6on and, in doing so, alter regional priori6es and individual mo6va6ons to catch and hunt
wildlife (Kiernan, 2013). There is also a risk that an overemphasis on ecotourism could foster too
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Image 21. Treehouse at the Gibbon Experience (Source: Patrik M. Loeff via Flickr)

much compe66on that may result in a large number of failed projects, was6ng investments and
denigra6ng the approach (Interview B). There is also a heavy reliance on private investment in rela6on
to the tourism sector, as much as this can bring in new ﬁnancial investments it can also bring about
challenges in working with the government and remove power from local popula6ons and
government departments (Interview A, B, G). For example, the wider tourism sector was suggested by
a government employee to have a strong nega6ve inﬂuence on protected area management in Laos,
weakening the departments posi6on due to the limited budget of DFRM (ibid). The tourism sectors
ﬁnancial strength in comparison to DFRM, and contacts with inﬂuen6al ﬁgures in provincial and
na6onal government, mean that they can go over the heads of the department and degrade their
ability to manage protected areas (ibid). As they put it, “they can just go and see a governor of a
province… [the DFRM are] absolutely unheard of because they’re so low in the hierarchy” (ibid).
It is also essen6al that there is a good infrastructure and suﬃcient draws for tourists. Wildlife is not
clearly visible in most na6onal parks in Laos, making it hard to create interest in an area (Interview A,
O; Par6cipant observa6ons in Nakai Nam Theun & Phou Hi Poun). In a na6on that has a recent history
of poli6cal instability and faces compe66on from neighbouring countries with greater resources and
an established tourism sector, such as Thailand and Vietnam, the challenges of establishing
ecotourism in Laos are clear. The tourism sector can also be ﬁckle, as one respondent put it “tourism
is so much aﬀected by other things, there can be one plane crashing, or an outbreak of a disease and
the whole tourism sector can be [destroyed]” (Interview A). On March 24th 2017 a tourist died a`er
falling from a zipline in an incident at a well known ecotourism adrac6on in Laos, the Gibbon
Experience in the north-west of the country, gaining undesirable global coverage (Paris, 2017). This
organisa6on is held up as an example of the success that ecotourism can bring (Interview B). It uses
the revenue from tourism to support the co-management of the Nam Kan NPA, including a park patrol
to stop poaching managed in partnership with the Provincial DoFI (Interview G). Incidents such as the
one that occurred at the Gibbon Experience can have drama6c eﬀects overnight (Interview A). A
damaged reputa6on can be hard to retrieve and can have repercussions not only for the business but
local communi6es, who gain employment there, and the environment, as people return to former
prac6ces that exploit the forest due to the loss of employment (ibid; Kiernan, 2013).
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Image 22. Nam Khan, Luang Prabang (Source: Ville Miettinen via Flickr)

8.2.9. Formalising land use
“Crea)ng distance or minimising the interface between people and wildlife is a key means of reducing
bushmeat hun)ng” (Lindsey, et al., 2015).
Clearly delineated zones and land use management are considered necessary by several scholars to
eﬀec6vely address issues of unsustainable hun6ng prac6ces (Lindsey, et al., 2015; Hallam, et al.,
2007). The designa6on of NPAs was ins6gated in 1993 (PM Decree 163) and now makes up 14% of the
land area of Laos (Lao PDR, 2014). There are growing concerns over the state of these NPAs as a result
of 'empty forest syndrome' resul6ng in protected areas with no animals to call it home (Long, et al.,
2017). In this regard NPAs are failing to eﬀec6vely restrict harmful prac6ces from occurring within
them. The establishment of transboundary core and managed zones has occurred, to a degree, in
Laos with the inten6on of crea6ng a buﬀer to protect NPAs (Hallam, et al., 2007). These zones are
currently limited in size and numbers and require greater emphasis from all levels of government, as
well as the establishment of new zones around vulnerable NPAs (ibid).
Although the GoL has introduced na6onal legisla6on in support of zoning through Regula6on No.0360
on Management of Na6onal Protected Areas, Aqua6c Animals and Wildlife (2003), again, the policy
lacks clarity and clear direc6on (Hallam, et al., 2007). Local communi6es are not involved in these
decisions and so lack knowledge of them and o`en do not abide by them, the sizes of managed zones
are o`en insuﬃcient to support local needs and are exploited by hun6ng from ‘outsiders’, and the
zones are not ac6vely enforced (ibid; Johnson, et al., 2003).
8.2.10. Greater research and knowledge sharing
At present experts and project managers emphasise the lack of social, economic and ecological
research on bushmeat and species abundance, limi6ng the ability to understand local pressures and
requirements (Interview D, Q). In carrying out the literature review it was apparent that, especially in
comparison to African countries, research on bushmeat in Laos is minimal and restric6ng progress in
tackling the issue (Bowen-Jones, et al., 2003; Lee, et al., 2014; TRAFFIC, 2008). This is commonly
raised in the available literature. One of the projects contacted emphasised the need for greater data
before they could have the opportunity to eﬀec6vely target bushmeat ac6vi6es as funding was
restricted by the low evidence base and project designs were hindered by a lack of informa6on (Email
shot). This, in their words, was the biggest issue they faced. Others expressed the opinion that it is
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well known that bushmeat is a major threat in Laos and the 6me for ac6on is now, rather than was6ng
6me on research to conﬁrm what is already obvious (Interview A, O).
8.2.11. Investing in targeted interventions in communities near protected areas
Much like co-management aims to address the unique characteris6cs of local communi6es in decision
making processes, targeted interven6ons on a local scale can address the unique situa6ons that occur
within diﬀerent communi6es (Bowen-Jones, et al., 2003; Robichaud, et al., 2009). Laos is described by
the GoL as a “mul6-ethnic society” and as such consists of communi6es with diﬀerent beliefs and
prac6ces (Lao PDR, 2014). The geographical diﬀerences in areas is also key in focusing eﬀorts.
Communi6es have diﬀering opportuni6es, for example central Laos is dominated by a karst landscape
that makes livestock rearing diﬃcult whereas southern Laos has ﬂat terrain suitable for such ac6vi6es
(Robichaud, et al., 2009). It is therefore preferable to have tailored approaches to communi6es
designed around the needs and possibili6es available to diﬀerent sec6ons of Lao society and in
diﬀerent loca6ons (ibid; Bowen-Jones, et al., 2003).
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9. Discussion
9.1. The threat of empty forests
Due to the lack of clear data regarding the impact of bushmeat in Laos it is hard to place a ﬁgure on
the rate of decline in, and of, species. However there is substan6al empirical evidence iden6ﬁed
through literature, expert opinion and discussions with rural Lao6ans to strongly suggest that the
hun6ng of wild animals in Laos is one of the two major drivers of biodiversity loss along with habitat
loss, if not the main driver (Greatorex, et al., 2016; Davenport & Heatwole, 2013; Interview A, B, H).
The demand from rural popula6ons remains the same whilst demand from a growing urban
popula6on increases. As this occurs species’ popula6ons are declining and becoming endangered, and
in some cases ex6nct, at an unprecedented rate (Robichaud, et al., 2009; Drury, 2011). Several cri6cal
species have been iden6ﬁed as being in serious decline, including the iconic 6ger and elephant, of
which only approximately 400 remain (Johnson, et al., 2009; Elephant Conserva6on Centre, 2015).
This puts greater pressure on the remaining wildlife and increases the pressure on ecosystems.
Pressures on speciﬁc species are ever changing as market demands change, which is closely linked to
social and economic aspects. The increasing value of certain desirable species further heightens the
ﬁnancial incen6ves for hunters.
Wilkie, et al’s. (2011) discussion of the concept of ‘empty forest syndrome’, introduced by K. Redford
in 1992 in an ar6cle of the same name, appears well founded and in the process of being played out in
Laos. Opinions and experiences of both experts and communi6es in Laos point to a constant decline
in visible wildlife (Interview A, O; Par6cipant observa6ons in Bualapha & Kong Kor). This reinforces
Wilkie, et al’s. (2011) view that overexploita6on of wildlife is leading to the decline in overall forest
biomass in aﬀected regions. As was expressed by several respondents, the wildlife of Laos is steadily
disappearing, however Lao6ans do not necessarily associate the decline in species with
overexploita6on (Interview B, E, Q; Par6cipant observa6ons in Kong Kor). The fall in species numbers
is having an aﬀect on which animals are harvested. More species are being targeted due to the
increased prices through the growing commodiﬁca6on of bushmeat, par6cularly rare species. In this
way the most desirable species are becoming scarcer, so new, less desirable species, are being
targeted for subsistence consump6on and local trade, broadening the impact of bushmeat ac6vi6es
overall.

9.2. Similarities and diﬀerences of bushmeat between Laos and the rest
of the world
To build a full picture of the status of the current global bushmeat situa6on and the approaches being
ini6ated to address bushmeat at all levels it is necessary to understand that the scale of bushmeat, its
drivers and impacts are changeable due to regional, na6onal and local diﬀerences. Demands diﬀer in
much of the Neotropics, where less trade takes place and there is more reliance on bushmeat for
personal consump6on, and Central Africa, where trade in wildlife is commonplace and can range from
inter-village to interna6onal trade (Nasi, et al., 2011). However even within countries the level of
personal consump6on and trade can diﬀer drama6cally, depending on the isola6on of communi6es,
the infrastructure network, the distance to large urban centres, and other factors. Interna6onally,
bushmeat is an increasing concern for wildlife conserva6on and livelihoods of some of the poorest
communi6es in the global tropics (Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). On a global scale current rates of
bushmeat consump6on are widely accepted as being unsustainable, and are showing lidle sign of
aba6ng (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015; Ripple, et al., 2016). This is partly due to the growing demands
from urban consumers fuelling internal and interna6onal trade, evidenced in countries throughout
the tropics, par6cularly in Central Africa and Southeast Asia, predominantly supplying European and
Asian markets (Nasi, et al., 2011). Altogether bushmeat represents a global threat to biodiversity.
Empty and half-empty forests are becoming a reality in many areas of the tropics (Wilkie, et al., 2011).
A characteris6c of many of the countries in which bushmeat prac6ces are common is unstable
government and recent poli6cal and social upheaval, such as in DR Congo, Columbia and Vietnam
(Smith, et al., 2003; Swamy & Pinedo-Vasquez, 2014). In such circumstances people turn to natural
resources as a source of sustenance and a means of genera6ng income.
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Cawthorn and Hoﬀman (2015) iden6fy the primary drivers of bushmeat on a global scale to be human
encroachment on vulnerable wildlife areas, increased urban demand and commercial trade,
unemployment, poverty and strife, and more sophis6cated hun6ng technologies. Swamy and PinedoVasquez (2014) iden6fy similar key drivers at a global scale, speciﬁcally demographic change, urban
and interna6onal markets, poverty, conﬂicts and displacement, a lack of alterna6ves to wild protein,
and weak hun6ng regula6ons. Laos reﬂects related characteris6cs in rela6on to the drivers of
bushmeat within its borders. Some of the major drivers, visualised in Figure 6 (Sec6on 6.2), that have
a strong inﬂuence on components of bushmeat in Laos include a lack of alterna6ves, urbanisa6on,
poverty, and ineﬀec6ve laws, that reﬂect common global drivers iden6ﬁed in literature. Yet cri6cal
issues raised by numerous respondents and seen in literature on Laos rela6ng to a lack of government
capacity and will to act, and the tradi6onal role that bushmeat plays in society, are not par6cularly
emphasised in global literature (Singh, 2008b; Suzuki, et al., 2015; Cawthorn & Hoﬀman, 2015;
Interview B, O). In this respect it is apparent that Laos also has unique challenges.
As bushmeat prac6ces are driven by such wide varia6ons and local nuances the means of addressing
the issue are challenging, with no single solu6on available. It requires eﬀort to be made at all levels.
Interna6onal trade is being tackled through interna6onal agreements such as CITES that restricts the
sale of listed species. The CBD also aims to raise awareness and support sustainable management
through the implementa6on of na6onal biodiversity ac6on plans and other ini6a6ves. The
interna6onal community also assists in ﬁnancing and providing logis6cal support for na6onal and local
eﬀorts. On a na6onal level, suppor6ng governance and enhanced law enforcement is seen as cri6cal
to regula6ng the trade in the countries involved. The legal frameworks within most tropical countries
are not eﬀec6ve at addressing the bushmeat challenge. Ac6on at the na6onal and interna6onal level
enables ini6a6ves to take place at the local level. Much of the eﬀorts taking place in Central Africa
involve iden6fying alterna6ve income streams and suppor6ng new industries such as honey
produc6on in Cameroon (van Vliet, 2011). These ini6a6ves are o`en supported by co-management
schemes that are becoming a staple of successful bushmeat ini6a6ves the world over. The
involvement of communi6es in the management of their land and resources engages local residents in
protec6ng their natural resources and incorporated their essen6al local knowledge. Such mi6ga6on
eﬀorts are beginning to be seen in Laos, however the lessons from other countries appear slow to be
adopted.

9.3. Bushmeat and national identity
The role that bushmeat has played throughout Laos’ recent history has embedded bushmeat prac6ces
within Lao culture and generated and enforced norms dicta6ng the acceptable exploita6on of wildlife
for the rural poor and urban elite. Today, this represents as great a challenge to address as bushmeats
role as the only op6on, or fall back in 6mes of hardship. Interviews carried out during this research
emphasised the fact that the loss of bushmeat as a prac6ce would represent a par6al loss of iden6ty
for many Lao6ans, both in terms of a connec6on to a shared history and rural past and as a status
symbol (Singh, 2010; TRAFFIC, 2008). This is therefore not just representa6ve of the rural
communi6es, it is also seen by the con6nued use of bushmeat in urban communi6es. In this way
bushmeat represents a common iden6ﬁer across the vast social divides in Laos.
Despite being acknowledged and discussed by scholars as a driver of bushmeat globally and in Laos
speciﬁcally, ini6a6ves do not directly tackle the cultural aspects of bushmeat that are seen in prac6ce.
It is s6ll regularly viewed as a simple economic and poli6cal issue in which providing alterna6ve
sources of income or protein and 6ghtening and eﬀec6vely enforcing laws will, in theory, resolve the
issue and reduce the exploita6on of wildlife alone. Whilst bushmeat represents such a central aspect
of na6onal iden6ty this is unlikely to be successful and cri6cally misunderstands how logic plays out in
prac6ce, with limited inﬂuence from formal ins6tu6ons. Such a view is supported by the increase in
demand from the urban populace. The role that bushmeat plays is deeply embedded and has shaped
current bushmeat prac6ces, requiring ac6on at all levels of Lao society to be addressed eﬀec6vely.
Understanding the prac6ces at play is cri6cal to targe6ng mi6ga6on eﬀorts. The connec6on between
bushmeat actors and bushmeat itself represents a form of personal and social iden6ty that is hard to
adjust and erase through formal ins6tu6onal processes, explaining the diﬃcul6es and failures in the
past with laws and mandated enforcement agencies. The urban elites that fuel commercial trade in
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rare bushmeat are likely to be inﬂuenced by top-down implementa6on to a greater extent than
isolated rural communi6es as they rely on corrup6on and legal leniency to operate, yet this will not
truly adjust mo6va6ons in of itself (Singh, 2008a). Rural communi6es are more likely to be inﬂuenced
by social changes brought about by being engaged in decision making processes through approaches
such as community level co-management schemes that incorporate the views of actors and can shape
discourse (Hallam, et al., 2007). Therefore, beyond na6onwide ini6a6ves, local speciﬁci6es are cri6cal
to determining the best approach to mi6ga6ng bushmeat. Global paderns are of lidle beneﬁt in such
circumstances as each site in which ac6on is required consists of diﬀerent local social, natural,
economic and cultural contexts that represent diﬀerent drivers, consumers, commodity chains and
dependencies.

9.4. The challenges of formal institutions in Laos

Image 23. Government building in Vientiane (Source: Pietro Ferreira via Flickr)

Although the PBA in which this research is based states there is a limited eﬀect of formal ins6tu6ons
on prac6ce, in Laos formal ins6tu6ons cannot be avoided. Such ins6tu6ons play a cri6cal role in
genera6ng performa6ve acts and shaping behaviours, in doing so, aﬀec6ng social prac6ces and logics
of prac6ce. As has been iden6ﬁed, there are many aspects that inﬂuence prac6ce, however formal
ins6tu6ons play a key role. The authoritarian government dominates everyday life, par6cularly for
urban dwellers who represent a growing body of consumer demand, fuelling bushmeat prac6ces.
The web of drivers (Figure 6) reveals how the limita6ons of formal ins6tu6ons drive the three
components of bushmeat in Laos to a high degree, providing lidle opposi6on to the tradi6onal,
cultural aspects that shape situated agency and logic of prac6ce. The presence of such ins6tu6ons in
Laos, most no6ceably the central government, are inescapable and involved in all ongoing projects
rela6ng to conserva6on in the country, including private ini6a6ves such as the Gibbon Experience.
Expert respondents were quick to highlight the ﬂaws of the government without wan6ng to greatly
expand on the cri6cisms on the record due to personal concerns (see Sec6on 9.12).
The lack of ac6on being taken against bushmeat prac6ces becomes evident when viewing the eﬀorts
of the GoL and conserva6on NGOs, as well as other related organisa6ons ac6ve in Laos. When it
comes to na6onal conserva6on priori6es, bushmeat is rela6vely low, even though it is generally
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acknowledged by experts as a grave threat to biodiversity. It is o`en seen as an unspoken problem,
represen6ng a performa6ve act that restricts discourse. The issue of illegal logging is a greater priority
to government oﬃcials, however there is lidle beneﬁt in protec6ng forests when there are no animals
to call it home. Another emerging priority is the illegal wildlife traﬃcking that passes through Laos,
however this does not directly impact Lao biodiversity to a large degree. The few projects in Laos that
state an objec6ve of reducing bushmeat incorporate it within broader environmental objec6ves. In
prac6ce, bushmeat is not speciﬁcally tackled by projects beyond variously, and in a limited manner,
introducing forest patrols, encouraging co-management, and ademp6ng to 6ghten laws and inform
people of them in speciﬁc areas. Only the forest patrols are targeted directly toward bushmeat
hun6ng. These ac6ons are limited by a lack of support in implementa6on, as is the case in Hin Nam
No where the forest patrol is recognised to be ineﬀec6ve and has achieved very lidle in prac6ce, only
apprehending one group up to this point in what was claimed to be a publicity stunt (Interview C, D;
Hin Nam No case study).
One respondent working for an NGO in the country described how pressure from CITES had a visible
eﬀect on the ac6ons of the government and enabled greater eﬀorts to be put in place to tackle the
issue of wildlife traﬃcking, as has occurred previously with illegal logging (Interview E). Although this
can be related to bushmeat, mi6ga6on eﬀorts are focused on Laos as a transit route for key species,
o`en from Africa, rather than species being sourced in the country. In this respect, reducing wildlife
traﬃcking will have lidle beneﬁt to Lao biodiversity. However this does provide some hope that raising
awareness and pufng pressure on the GoL can bring about a change in fortunes, genera6ng a shi` in
discourse that can result in a posi6ve reinforcement from government and society that encourages
greater concern for biodiversity. Having said that, wildlife traﬃcking is not widely prac6ced
throughout society like bushmeat is, rather it is an organised crime conducted by a few powerful
elites, as is also the case with 6mber (Kiernan, 2013; Interview E).
The considerable number of stories told of enforcement oﬃcers and authori6es being ac6vely
involved in bushmeat ac6vi6es reveals the scale of the issue facing adempts to mi6gate bushmeat
(Interview D, E, F, H, N). Bushmeat consump6on is not an ac6vity that is restricted to the rural poor,
with government oﬃcials partaking in ea6ng wild animals. This represents a conﬂict of interests that
limits ac6on by the authori6es and demonstrates that the laws are open to interpreta6on, legi6mising
trade and emboldening the actors involved. More s6ll do not feel it is right to punish the rural poor for
ademp6ng to make a living and support their families (Singh, 2008b; Interview K).
Corrup6on was also raised as a serious problem within Laos in terms of bribery for poli6cal inﬂuence
and to overlook illegal ac6vi6es (Singh, 2008a; Interview E, K, O). Smith, et al. (2003) suggest there is a
fundamental link between government stability, bribery and severe overexploita6on of natural
resources. In the recent past the Lao government has experienced great instability including being
challenged in coup adempts, demonstra6ng the propensity for na6onal poli6cal instability (Kazmin,
2007). They posit that such instability fuels ‘collusive corrup6on’ that can become the norm. This is a
view supported by Smith and Walpole (2005, p.251) who argue that “corrup6on has poten6ally
signiﬁcant implica6ons” for biodiversity loss by diminishing law enforcement and poli6cal support for
conserva6on as well as propaga6ng illegal ac6vi6es and providing an incen6ve for the
overexploita6on of wildlife. They provide lidle in the way of methods to address the problem for the
country itself, sugges6ng donors not invest in corrupt na6ons and that transparency and
accountability be encouraged. Within Laos, due to being a secre6ve and unaccountable one-party
state, it is unlikely that this will occur. The posi6on of Smith and Walpole is challenged by Katzner
(2005) who suggests that rather than destabilising conserva6on eﬀorts, corrup6on destabilises
economies, and in so doing, can hinder exploita6on as well as helping it.

9.5. Conservation in an authoritarian state
The heavily centralised structure of government in Laos, where a small group of poli6cal leaders carry
out decisions with minimal input from a popula6on that is eﬀec6vely silenced, restricts the ability for
these cri6cal actors to be mobilised. The centralised government system in Laos demonstrates
Agrawal’s (2005a) belief that this does not provide eﬀec6ve management of natural resources due to
the lack of involvement of local residents, damaging the eﬀec6veness of laws and their enforcement.
Even provincial government bodies and NGOs lack clarity in terms of legality, caused by the restricted
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centralised formula6on of policy. However this also raises the point that more than formal ins6tu6ons
are at play in Laos.
As a co-management approach gains popularity within global conserva6on discourse it makes the
involvement and commitment of local residents essen6al (Cawthorn & Hoﬀman 2015; van Vliet,
2011). This represents one area that has gained some trac6on in Laos, with several co-management
plans currently being formulated, such as in the Hin Nam No NPA (Hin Nam No case study). The
government appears to be recep6ve to sugges6ons of co-management, acknowledging the need to
involve communi6es and u6lise local knowledge. This is partly the result of condi6ons laid down by
funders (Interview O, P). This should, however, be tempered by the current governance structure in
Laos and their heavily centralised system. Moving too far away from this model would represent risks
to the governments power base, and involving the popula6on in decision making with regards to
natural resources may result in calls for wider poli6cal involvement. It is necessary for true
empowerment of local communi6es rather than mere statements to that eﬀect, however this may not
be something that the GoL is enthusias6c about. Poli6cs in Laos is a sensi6ve arena with restric6ons
on cri6cism of the government and underlying hos6lity from dissident groups who regularly carry out
deadly adacks (Mar6na, 2016; RFA’s Lao Service, 2017). These facts would suggest that the GoL does
not intend to empower and poli6cise communi6es. As Doyle and Simpson (2006, p.750) explain,
“green movements under authoritarian regimes are o`en in the vanguard of democracy movements”,
an outcome that the Lao government would not wish to encourage through the empowerment of
Lao6ans.
Peluso (1993) raises an interes6ng ques6on of the mo6va6on of developing na6ons in commifng to
interna6onal environmental arrangements such as Laos has done with CITES. “Such agreements”, she
explains, “assume that na6on-states have the capacity, the internal legi6macy, and the will to manage
all resources falling within that na6on-state’s territorial boundaries” (ibid, p.199). It could be
ques6oned whether the GoL has any of these capaci6es. She suggests that commitment to these
interna6onal agreements may be a means to generate internal legi6macy and state control over a
recalcitrant popula6on, such as the Hmong ethnic minority that are in opposi6on to the na6onal
government in Central/Northern Laos (ibid). In this way it could be suggested that Laos has no
inten6on of mee6ng its interna6onal commitments, as it is currently failing to do (CITES, 2016), but is
instead u6lising the commitments to gain internal power over opposi6on. The view put forward by
Peluso is par6ally supported by Doyle and Simpson (2006) who use the example of Iran, an
authoritarian regime like Laos, that they claim uses environmentalism to consolidate exis6ng power
structures. They claim that environmentalism has permeated the borders of authoritarian states such
as Burma (Myanmar) and Iran but not in a western form, rather they oﬀer a managed
environmentalism that exerts control over the popula6on and reinforces the power of central
government (Doyle & Simpson, 2006).

9.6. Potential for generating sustainable bushmeat levels
Urban wealth is fuelling an economic divide, with rural communi6es being le` behind and not
experiencing the development that urban communi6es beneﬁt from. As urban popula6ons increase,
alongside wealth and market interconnec6vity, the commodiﬁca6on of bushmeat is becoming a major
threat to Lao wildlife. It mo6vates rural hunters to increase their o•ake, moving further from
sustainable ac6vi6es. Urban demand drama6cally aﬀects the ac6vi6es of rural communi6es. On top
of this, China and Vietnam, who have themselves depleted their wildlife stocks, have turned to Laos
(Drury, 2013; TRAFFIC, 2008). Due to heavy ﬁnancial investments by China and poli6cal and military
inﬂuence by Vietnam, the GoL demonstrates lidle power or will to reduce these countries exploita6on
of Lao wildlife, although this is likely to decline as biodiversity in Laos con6nues to drop. Development
investment from China and western na6ons has meant forests have been cleared, fragmented and
built through. This not only reduces habitats for popula6ons to recover from hun6ng pressures, but
the workers on these development projects also primarily rely on the forest to feed themselves,
further increasing demand. As these workers are o`en not from the local area they show lidle regard
for local customs and sustainable prac6ces when hun6ng for food.
Altogether, these threats represent a collec6ve and interconnected danger to Lao wildlife. They
represent the fundamental clash between development principles and conserva6on preferences in
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Laos. This can be used as a cri6cism of the dominant discourse of sustainable development in
developing countries such as Laos, as economic development trumps environmental sustainability
through a short-term outlook priori6sing wealth development. The idea that genera6ng greater
economic growth will be the resolu6on to the diverse issues Laos faces appears short sighted.
Sustainable development has failed to bring about the changes to managing the natural environment
that created the need for such a concept in the ﬁrst place (Smythe, 2014). Even though the
overexploita6on of wildlife in Laos is already having visible impacts on animal biodiversity, and will
inevitably result in empty forests and the loss of livelihood, as well as having knock-on impacts on
plant biodiversity, pufng a lifeline for hundreds of thousands of Lao6ans at risk, this does not appear
to hinder current ac6vi6es and mo6vate greater ac6on. This is representa6ve of one of the great
dilemmas facing the world in terms of the threat of climate change and widespread biodiversity loss
and the glacial pace of change to mi6gate the threats.
Buscher, et al. (2012) express the view that “natures can only be saved through their submission to
capital” by which they can be viewed through the eyes of conserving them rather than u6lising them.
However it could be suggested that in Laos this has been the cause of the overexploita6on of wildlife
as opposed to its saviour. The shi` to a view of nature as a commodity has ins6gated a heightened
demand for bushmeat within and beyond Laos (Greatorex, et al., 2016). By emphasising the value of
wildlife it acts to degrade the other values held within it beyond the ﬁnancial. This can instead be
viewed as an example of commodiﬁca6on brought about under the guise of development in Laos.

9.7. Raising awareness and generating knowledge about bushmeat in
Laos
Bushmeat is a rarely acknowledged but widely known occurrence within Laos that contributes greatly
to the concerning loss of biodiversity within the country (Interview C, E). The scarcity of speciﬁc
informa6on rela6ng to bushmeat in Laos and the lack of collec6ve knowledge regarding the mi6ga6on
eﬀorts occurring and opportuni6es available, revealed through the process of conduc6ng this study,
are necessary to highlight and address. As Cawthorn and Hoﬀman (2015) explain, there is currently
approximately 121 people/km2 living in the remaining forests of Southeast Asia, with Laos
cons6tu6ng a rela6vely substan6al propor6on of that forest. They suggest such forests can support
the nutri6onal needs of between 1 and 2 people/km2. Considering the growing inﬂuence of urban
dwellers on bushmeat trade, there is a serious imbalance and over reliance on forests to support
growing popula6ons. This is borne out in the case of Laos but is currently not widely known within Lao
society (Interview Q).
Observa6ons and conversa6ons conducted with Lao6ans emphasised that they are not only unaware
of the speciﬁcs of laws rela6ng to bushmeat hun6ng and trade, with generalised and simplis6c views
such as considering everything or nothing illegal and con6nuing to hunt and consume either way, but,
in some cases, that there is an issue at all (Par6cipant observa6ons in Bualapha & Kong Kor). People
were aware that wildlife had diminished in their local areas, but there was a belief among some that
the animals were just hiding and staying further from inhabited areas rather than overall species
numbers dwindling (Interview B, O; Par6cipant observa6ons in Bualapha). The linkages between
cause and eﬀect in rela6on to bushmeat are not comprehended in much of Lao society, highligh6ng
the need for informa6on and educa6on. These ﬁndings were supported by literature and interviews
with experts (Singh, 2008b; TRAFFIC, 2008; Interview B, K, O). To an extent Laos has to learn from its
own mistakes and it is necessary for them to do so for mi6ga6on eﬀorts to be eﬀec6ve. By providing
people with the laws regarding bushmeat and evidence of the impacts of overexploita6on and
examples of alterna6ves, it is possible that they can recognise and address their unsustainable
behaviours. This is the approach being adopted in the ProCEED project, the only major environmental
educa6on scheme currently opera6ng in Laos, and suggests a model that can be expanded on and
have a big impact if ini6al reports of the success of the project are to be believed (Interview B;
ProCEED case study). The project has been engaging people of all ages in an eﬀort to educate people
of the risks involved in bushmeat prac6ces as well as the laws (Interview Q).
A greater understanding and integra6on of local knowledge and perspec6ves rela6ng to bushmeat
can support a more holis6c approach to bushmeat mi6ga6on eﬀorts and generate a clearer picture of
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bushmeat prac6ces in Laos, suppor6ng a sharing of western science and tradi6onal knowledge. As
Iaccarino (2003) demonstrates, the knowledge held within indigenous popula6ons is built over
genera6ons, and has generated a diﬀerent view of nature than that of western na6onals, shaped by
tradi6onal systems of belief and cons6tu6ng an integral part of cultural iden6ty and social integrity.
This knowledge “does not separate observa6ons into diﬀerent disciplines as does Western
science” (Mazzocchi, 2006, p.464). The u6lisa6on of alterna6ve sciences may generate new, novel
methods with which to address complex systems (ibid; Iaccarino, 2003). Mazzocchi (2006, p.465)
states that Western science is limited in its ability to address such issues “as its view of the world is
too constrained by its characteris6c empirical and analy6cal approach that, in the past, made it so
successful”. In this respect an engagement with the knowledge held within communi6es, as well as a
process of sharing western science, is beneﬁcial to mi6ga6on eﬀorts.

9.8. Western perspectives versus local realities
The previous sec6on touched on the diﬀering perspec6ves of the West and Lao society. Eﬀorts to
mi6gate bushmeat and manage the natural environment in Laos involve interna6onal NGOs and
advisors from Western na6ons, some of which were interviewed for this study. Their understanding of
mo6va6ons to consume bushmeat or prac6ce bushmeat hun6ng and trade is based on theore6cal
models and assump6ons that are detached from the on-the-ground reali6es of everyday life in Lao
communi6es (Mazzocchi, 2006). As such top-down interven6ons fail to appreciate and incorporate
the social, poli6cal and historical context of actors and the role of prac6ce in shaping logic and agency
(Ayana, et al., 2015).
Coming from a western background where domes6c meat is readily available and aﬀordable it can be
hard to comprehend why people would choose to consume a wide range of wild meats, sugges6ng
that only poverty and a lack of alterna6ves would drive individuals to such prac6ces. It was interes6ng
to note that Lao na6onals and western respondents who had lived in Laos for a long period of 6me,
married locals and integrated in to society, have been normalised to bushmeat, have consumed it and
enjoy it, whilst respondents who had been in the country for less 6me found the consump6on of
bushmeat harder to understand and jus6fy. This highlights the cultural aspect of bushmeat in Laos
and the complex logics that drive prac6ce. It also represents the diﬀerence between the interna6onal
interest of wildlife conserva6on and the na6onal and local reali6es in Laos, highlighted by Mazzocchi
(2006) and Singh (2008a).
The ac6ons of Lao authori6es who have been variously reported as consuming and trading in
bushmeat further highlights the diﬀering perspec6ves of Lao6ans and western conserva6onists. The
western perspec6ve of bushmeat consump6on dictates the views of interna6onal NGOs. It is
ques6onable whether it is beneﬁcial for such organisa6ons to take a lead in adempts to change
tradi6onal behaviours, or whether this will be perceived as being counter-produc6ve. The
conserva6on and development agendas encouraged by interna6onal donors seems contradictory to
many Lao people. Conserva6on is viewed as ademp6ng to stop tradi6onal bushmeat ac6vi6es that
support livelihoods as a source of protein and a tradable good and so is counter to the needs of poor
rural communi6es (Singh 2008b). In this view it makes conserva6on organisa6ons and projects
mistrusted and lacking in support, with Lao norms of rights to livelihood and rights of elites dominant
(ibid).
With regards to the risks of undermining mi6ga6on eﬀorts, enforcing a worldview on communi6es
and exposing them to threats, the ethical considera6ons for interna6onal organisa6ons opera6ng in
Laos that must be taken in to account are challenging. Priori6sing the conserva6on of biodiversity
through reduc6on of bushmeat puts poor rural communi6es at risk, as a cri6cal source of food and
income would be diminished. Yet, in the long-term the current unsustainable prac6ces will have this
same impact, with lidle chance of genera6ng sustainable prac6ces for those in need. This further
highlights the need for involvement of communi6es in regula6ng o•ake and enforcing restric6ons.
The ethical issues faced globally in mi6ga6ng bushmeat are expressed by Cawthorn and Hoﬀman
(2015, p.14) who raise awareness that “the fact that the poorest pay the highest price for such
restric6ons and for the concomitant loss of wildlife access is both an ethical and socio-economic issue,
raising the ques6on: is it ethically acceptable that the lives of the poor become even more
impoverished?” This is a ques6on that should be considered when designing and implemen6ng
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bushmeat programmes in Laos, with every eﬀort being made to avoid harm to communi6es through
support for alterna6ve protein and incomes.

9.9. The PBA: understanding why people act as they do
In Laos, the ins6tu6onal arrangements surrounding the issue of bushmeat have not played out as
intended, and have had lidle eﬀect in prac6ce. This supports Ayana, et al’s. (2015) view that localised
social, poli6cal and historical contexts have a strong inﬂuence on actors, beyond formal ins6tu6ons.
The prac6ce-based approach, detailed in Arts, et al’s. ‘Forest and Nature Governance: A prac6ce
based approach’ (2013) has allowed for the bushmeat crisis in Laos to be examined from a new
perspec6ve that exposes the intricate dependencies and challenges at play within Lao society and
government. As Candy (2006) emphasises, a prac6ce based approach generates a culturally novel
understanding that, in this report, has revealed knowledge about the nature of bushmeat prac6ces in
Laos and the possibili6es to address the issues surrounding it. The PBA concepts of logic of prac6ce,
situated agency and performa6vity, when applied to Laos, can be seen to generate greater
understanding of why people act as they do, and in doing so, provide a beder understanding as to
why few projects have been implemented to address the issue and why those that have have so far
failed to greatly impact on bushmeat hun6ng and trade. The PBA reveals what actors involved in
adempts to mi6gate unsustainable bushmeat ac6vi6es in Laos actually do in prac6ce, their
interpreta6ons and responses to new policies and discourses, and how they become involved in such
ac6vi6es. As greater emphasis is put upon community involvement in natural resource management
the necessity to generate understanding of ac6ons in prac6ce is essen6al.
Bushmeat hunters, traders and consumers can be seen to not be simply led or dictated by formal
ins6tu6ons, rather informal ins6tu6ons are a major inﬂuence on the acceptance of bushmeat. This is
witnessed through the reluctance of law enforcement oﬃcers to enforce the law, and their con6nued
personal consump6on of restricted meats. Bushmeat is not simply hunted and consumed due to
poverty and lack of choice among poor rural communi6es. The use of bushmeat as a status symbol
among the urban elite is an example of the cultural and tradi6onal power behind it. The role
bushmeat plays as a cultural catalyst, connec6ng people with their past in a rapidly changing country,
and providing a sense of iden6ty, is central to its prevalence. These informal ins6tu6onal roles, in
culture and tradi6on, appear to have more weight among communi6es than the formal stateenforced rules that are not tangible to them. In this respect, logic of prac6ce is clearly visible, as the
internal construct of bushmeat overrides external rules and ins6tu6ons. This supports Bourdieu’s
(1990) view that logic excludes external concerns and cannot be understood or managed purely
through formal ins6tu6ons. It is necessary to understand this in order to eﬀec6vely address the issue
of unsustainable bushmeat in Laos, and this appears to be a vital ﬂaw in the current ac6vi6es that are
centred around suppor6ng the government in rule-making. This also shows the importance of the
emerging co-management approach that adempts to involve communi6es, incorpora6ng their local
knowledge, understandings and behaviours in to management.
Further to logic of prac6ce, individuals and communi6es can create tradi6ons and prac6ces through
local reasoning and modify their behaviours as is necessary or appropriate. In this way, the role of
situated agency is highlighted as revealing behaviours and bringing about change. Novel approaches
are possible to be adopted where the beneﬁts of doing so equal or outweigh those of maintaining
current prac6ces. Acknowledgement of the impacts of overexploi6ng wildlife can, where feasible
alterna6ves are available, result in ac6ons that mould tradi6onal behaviours and support sustainable,
and individually and collec6vely beneﬁcial, ac6vi6es. In the Hin Nam No NPA, where the GIZ project is
working to support and develop sustainable environmental prac6ces, communi6es are recognising
the value of nature as a non-consump6ve commodity that can be sustainably u6lised for ecotourism.
Livelihoods can be supported through employment as a ranger, patrolling and protec6ng the park, and
as an educator, encouraging others to view nature as beneﬁcial in-situ, and encourage alterna6ves to
hun6ng. A community co-management plan has been drawn up to give ownership of the area and its
management to the community, empowering them to feasibly tackle the issues they face whilst
incorpora6ng their backgrounds. This gives hope to bushmeat mi6ga6on ini6a6ves that communi6es
can adjust behaviours as a result of the context of unsustainable bushmeat and diminishing wildlife.
The concept of entwinement put forward by Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) can be seen in the case of

83

Hin Nam No, where the connec6ons with individuals, the environment, and the wider community are
entwined, allowing individuals to reason and act in novel ways. It also further emphasises a limita6on
of Hardin's (1968) ra6onalist posi6on centred in the belief that individuals operate independently to
maximise personal beneﬁt.
Another concept of a prac6ce-based approach is performa6vity, that can be revealed through the
clash between the dominant development discourse, espoused by the GoL and interna6onal donors
alike, and the conserva6on discourse that is seen as a contradic6on to the former. Discourses are
shaped by the reality they describe, thus the priori6sa6on of economic development is viewed above
conserva6on. Conserva6on is counter to the beliefs and ac6ons of not only the government but the
rural communi6es in Laos who o`en rely on the exploita6on of wildlife for their livelihoods. Likewise,
understanding of Lao6ans is shaped by how they act, therefore their uderances are moulded by the
context in which they are posi6oned and the prac6ces that occur. This demonstrates that at all levels
of Lao society development is placed above conserva6on, and ac6ons occur as such. Likewise, the
silence in rela6on to the threats of bushmeat has hindered the na6onal discussion and restricted
greater ac6on from occurring. Tradi6onally bushmeat has been viewed as a means of suppor6ng the
poor and providing a base by which economic development can be furthered, by u6lising the
resources available to communi6es. This shows why the conserva6on discourse is not widely
accepted, as social interac6ons priori6se the ﬁnancial value of wildlife over its intrinsic value.
Performa6vity suggests that bushmeat hun6ng, trade and consump6on is a performa6ve act shaped
by the discourses and knowledge that describe reality in Laos. As Arts, et al. (2013) emphasise in their
discussion of performa6vity, knowledge and discourse can create social prac6ces, genera6ng the
possibility that greater knowledge and educa6on within Laos at all socio-economic levels on the
unsustainable nature of bushmeat and the damage that such prac6ces cause can have an impact on
the extent to which such prac6ces are carried out.
The PBA provides a novel perspec6ve of the bushmeat issue, that is too o`en heavily centred around
formal ins6tu6ons. In this way studies are o`en guilty of not adequately addressing the nuances of
mo6va6ons for actors to act as they do, based on the logic of prac6ce, situated agency and
performa6vity. However the PBA is also guilty of placing too much focus on these concepts at the cost
of ins6tu6ons. Environmentality, that was introduced in the theore6cal framework, provides an
alterna6ve lens through which to view bushmeat ac6vi6es in Laos. This theory suggests that expert
knowledge and technologies of government bring together individuals for government interests. In
Laos it is the case that the government has adempted to u6lise its power to generate a society that
abides by its rules, however it has failed to turn people in to accomplices, partly through a lack of
engagement. Unlike the example given by Agrawal (2005b) of the Indian government changing
percep6ons by empowering communi6es, in Laos adempts have been made to force rules upon
communi6es, without the necessary structures in place to enable such rules to be accepted and
legi6mised. Nonetheless, environmentality demonstrates another perspec6ve with which to iden6fy
ways in which Laos has failed to limit bushmeat prac6ces. It highlights the ineﬀec6veness of
centralised government in Laos with a heavy reliance on top-down ini6a6ves. It suggests that rather
than dismissing ins6tu6ons to the extent that the PBA does, formal ins6tu6ons should u6lise their
inﬂuence to empower communi6es, crea6ng the in6mate governance which allows communi6es to
work with, and for, the government willingly. In this sense, formal ins6tu6ons are considered to have
great inﬂuence over behaviours, however they alone cannot eﬀec6vely implement change. Obvious
top-down implementa6ons are ineﬀec6ve as actors are not engaged in decisions and so have no
considera6on of the processes at work. By par6cipa6ng with communi6es in developing and
implemen6ng management approaches through co-management schemes, communi6es feel
empowered to act, whilst government alters the beliefs of the community and inﬂuences new
subjec6vi6es.
Within the case of bushmeat in Laos it can be seen that formal ins6tu6ons have failed to ini6ate the
necessary changes to behaviour. It is also clear that the government does not have the ability to
inﬂuence its ci6zens in the manner suggested by Agrawal (2005a) and his peers in order to shape the
‘conduct of conduct’, partly as a result of the exceedingly low levels of legi6macy. Nevertheless,
environmentality represents a model for change that is seen within many of the approaches currently
being put forward and implemented in Laos, and represents some key hopes for expert respondents.
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Whether this is to suggest that these experts have not fully comprehended the mo6va6ons behind
bushmeat prac6ces among wider society, and so fail to iden6fy the necessary solu6ons, or whether
more support is required for expert knowledge and government to have the desired impact, cannot
be deﬁni6vely ascertained. It is possible that the focus on the role of the government is part of the
nature of being situated in such a state, in itself sugges6ng that the role of government can inﬂuence
aftudes and behaviours. This also suggests that the agency of decision makers is shaped by the
poli6cal structure in which such actors are situated, with the authoritarian state embedded in society.
It should be considered that the lack of considera6on of agency within and among actors is a major
ﬂaw in environmentality. The concept of situated agency highlights the fact that the inﬂuences on
behaviours is complex and diﬃcult to model.
In this respect neither the PBA or environmentality provide an adequate means in which to fully
understand the processes that occur in reality to fuel bushmeat prac6ces. Ins6tu6ons are a crucial
aspect of bushmeat in Laos, partly due to the countries unique poli6cal structure, in par6cular the
authoritarian government that is an ever-present. Even within the PBA concept of performa6vity,
what the government does not do or say has a major inﬂuence on the bushmeat discourse.
Throughout the research process the government, as the most inﬂuen6al formal ins6tu6on, has been
iden6ﬁed as a major cause of drivers and a major source of opportuni6es to resolve the bushmeat
crisis. As such it requires greater aden6on than is forthcoming in the PBA. It may be, then, that for the
study of authoritarian states, where everyday ac6vi6es are heavily inﬂuenced by centralised
government, the PBA does not have the requisite ﬂexibility to incorporate the range of inﬂuences that
shape an actors prac6ce and so is too limi6ng. However alterna6ve theories such as environmentality
do not provide a greater insight as they fail to appreciate the wide inﬂuences that shape prac6ces that
are cri6cal in understanding why actors act as they do. In short, bushmeat is a prac6ce that cannot be
simply modelled or understood through theore6cal perspec6ves that limit the role of formal or
informal ins6tu6ons, or the characteris6cs of decision making processes highlighted in the PBA
concepts of logic of prac6ce, situated agency and performa6vity. Both of these theories represent
drawbacks and limita6ons that aﬀect the apprecia6on of processes that shape behaviours, and as
such cannot be en6rely relied upon to eﬀec6vely reveal them and suggest approaches to tackling
them. Nevertheless, the PBA has provided a novel perspec6ve of bushmeat prac6ces in Laos, which
environmentality does not provide. As such, it highlights important aspects that should be considered
in the implementa6on of mi6ga6on eﬀorts, including greater apprecia6on for the role of tradi6on and
culture in shaping ac6ons and the over reliance on formal ins6tu6ons, par6cularly central
government, to bring about change.

9.10. Possible solutions put forward in literature
Kiernan (2013) raises the point that western concepts of natural resource management are o`en at
odds with local Lao6ans, or are at least perceived to be so. In this regard, interna6onal involvement
may be a hindrance in some circumstances. This leads to a greater emphasis on community based
wildlife management. Scholars such as van Vliet (2011) and Cawthorn and Hoﬀman (2015) champion
such an approach. The underlying theory being that local communi6es have lost control of their
righyul natural resources and greater involvement in management will foster sustainable prac6ces.
Van Vliet (2011) explains that the concept of community conserva6on is reliant on common interest
between conserva6onists and local people and requires such a programme to provide the same, or
greater, ﬁnancial beneﬁts than hun6ng and trading wildlife, and for communi6es to be willing to
par6cipate. Such an approach seems to be a good step towards enabling communi6es to sustainably
u6lise their natural resources, however this appears to s6ll fall short of fully addressing the cultural
norms and tradi6ons that jus6fy bushmeat hun6ng and consump6on. Such an approach, as it stands,
may sa6sfy local people in allowing them a voice, but this may not lead to the implementa6on of
sustainable hun6ng and trading of wildlife. With an ini6al educa6on programme, ideally provided by
trained Lao6ans, a more rounded approach may arise. However, how informa6on is acted on may not
occur in an expected manner and provide desirable results, as the PBA demonstrates. The discourse
surrounding bushmeat in Laos is likely to be inﬂuenced by the scien6ﬁc evidence and informa6on that
is being put forward, but will be shaped by the reality in which Lao6ans are grounded.
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Kiernan (2013) champions the concept of ecotourism as an approach to engender support for wildlife
conserva6on in Laos, bringing beneﬁts to the environment and local communi6es. However such an
approach is limited to areas in which it can be feasibly implemented and is reliant on larger
infrastructure development that can, in turn, cause environmental damage. Furthermore, the amount
of compe66on for tourism in the region and unpredictability of the industry in a na6on that s6ll faces
poli6cal turbulence creates massive uncertain6es. Kiernan’s trust in ecotourism as a sustainable
method of providing support to communi6es to conserve wildlife and their habitats appears sound
theore6cally, but in prac6ce this approach represents no more than a distrac6on as it faces major
hurdles to be implemented, and can only ever support a handful of rural communi6es in Laos.
An en6rely diﬀerent perspec6ve on bushmeat is provided by Brown and Williams (2003) who make a
case for bushmeat to be viewed in terms of development policy, in which bushmeat can be seen as
having a rela6vely posi6ve eﬀect. The theory being that if bushmeat is viewed in terms of its role
suppor6ng poverty allevia6on it is likely to gain more support from policy makers and the public than
when emphasis is placed on the environmental damage being caused. In such a way it may bring
about greater interest and investment in providing sustainable bushmeat harvests. However the fear
with such a discourse is the risk that this legi6mises the harvest of wildlife and, with weak governance
con6nuing, it further enforces the rights to livelihood and rights of elites that drives the acceptance of
bushmeat consump6on and trade. It is apparent that in the last two decades economic development
has heightened the threat to wildlife and the consump6on of bushmeat in Laos. This therefore
suggests that bushmeat is a posi6ve ac6vity. Furthering Laos’ objec6ve of moving away from least
developed na6on status may result in the growth of ac6vi6es and increased exploita6on.
Nonetheless, this change of perspec6ve can bring results, and it is true to say that the discourse
surrounding bushmeat in Laos is primarily rela6ng to environmental impacts rather than the threat
that empty forests through overexploita6on can cause to poor communi6es currently reliant on
bushmeat for their subsistence. Such a view of bushmeat could foster greater support from donors,
and legalising and legi6mising bushmeat provides a diﬀerent method of genera6ng sustainable
o•ake.
Overall, the literature provides some interes6ng opportuni6es to move the understanding regarding
bushmeat exploita6on and mi6ga6on forwards in several ways. It looks at the broader issues with
bushmeat in prac6ce in Laos, building a wider picture of the drivers of bushmeat. Singh (2008a,
2008b, 2010) in par6cular provides unique insights in to the complex nature of governance in Laos
and the ineﬀec6veness of central government in tackling bushmeat, along with the detachment of the
government from society. Her concepts of the right to livelihood and the right of elites are central in
genera6ng an apprecia6on of the cultural aspects that shape aftudes and behaviours. These ﬁndings
are, at present, not incorporated in to the majority of mi6ga6on eﬀorts in a relevant manner. The
apprecia6on of these two rights reveal an aspect of Lao society that is too o`en overlooked in
bushmeat literature, where simple livelihood drivers are put forward as the primary, and in some
cases only, means by which actors act. Novel approaches to mi6ga6on, such as reframing bushmeat
among decision makers as a development issue provide new opportuni6es to work around the barrier
faced by the perceived contradic6on among Lao6ans of conserva6on and development. Literature
also emphasises the need for community based management approaches that integrate actors in
decision making processes and empower communi6es to act for nature. Such an approach is in line
with the perspec6ve of the PBA, and also environmentality, so support in literature for such an
approach is overwhelming and beneﬁcial.

9.11. Looking to the future
Eﬀorts to mi6gate wildlife overexploita6on in Laos must be tackled at every scale, from the household
to the interna6onal level. The three components of bushmeat - subsistence hun6ng, local trade and
commercial trade - require diﬀering approaches to address due to the unique drivers of each.
However, there are overlapping and overarching issues that are cri6cal to challenge, such as the
cultural role that bushmeat represents and the ineﬀec6veness of governance. Changing the
perspec6ve of bushmeat among Lao6ans will not represent a short term ﬁx but is essen6al to
generate ‘sustainable’ prac6ces in the future. A shi` in discourse is essen6al if hopes of addressing
this issue before empty forests become a reality are to be realised. Support for the government in
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developing new approaches that eﬀec6vely address the concerns and mo6va6ons of bushmeat actors
beyond simple subsistence needs and ﬁnancial incen6ves, incorpora6ng local knowledge and
empowering communi6es through co-management schemes, are cri6cal. As well as this, the
con6nued drive to eradicate corrup6on and bribery within Laos, par6cularly in rela6on to natural
resources, is beneﬁcial in eﬀec6vely enforcing laws. A government employee demonstrated the scale
of the eﬀorts needed to eﬀec6vely mi6gate the bushmeat issue. “[We need] a realis6c staﬃng
number that can manage the area, deal with bushmeat, whether it’s the enforcement side or the
outreach, educa6on in to the village side. So we’ve got to push having enough capacity there to do
that. That’s inside the protected areas, then there’s the campaign awareness, the DoFI type stuﬀ of
targe6ng markets, the consumers. It’s diﬀerent target audiences, diﬀerent agendas, diﬀerent agencies
involved” (Interview G). At present none of these areas are receiving adequate support and are
heavily reliant on external funding, exper6se and support. Building capacity in government and within
communi6es should be a priority of mi6ga6on ini6a6ves moving forward. As a respondent explained,
“to engage with all the lidle communi6es, that’s going to be a lot of work”, and as such new revenue
streams must be sought and the government would beneﬁt from allowing NGOs and the private
sector to take greater responsibility (Interview A).
The following recommenda6ons can support greater eﬀorts to reduce the overexploita6on of wildlife
in Laos:
• The bushmeat dilemma in Laos should not be viewed as a simple livelihood driven issue with an
over reliance on formal ins6tu6ons to resolve it, as much of the literature and discussions with
experts suggests is the case at present. The complex cultural representa6ons that bushmeat
embodies in Laos should be at the forefront of eﬀorts to tackle the issue. A greater apprecia6on of
the social drivers behind bushmeat among decision makers can result in novel approaches to
tackling the issue.
• Alterna6ve sources of income and protein should be generated to provide realis6c opportuni6es to
move away from bushmeat trade and consump6on prac6ces, tailored to speciﬁc community needs.
The development of schemes such as crop diversiﬁca6on (as has occurred in the opium producing
communi6es in the north of Laos), the domes6ca6on of na6ve species and beekeeping for honey,
provide examples of the alterna6ve op6ons available. The funds available through the CEPF and
LEPF can assist in suppor6ng the implementa6on of these projects
• Co-management, engaging with communi6es to aﬀect change and incorporate the understanding of
prac6ce embedded within communi6es should be implemented to empower communi6es to act.
The greater involvement of communi6es in decision making and the management of their natural
resources is essen6al to integrate the complex drivers that shape prac6ce in to the processes by
which resolu6ons are formulated. In this respect, the knowledge held by communi6es is essen6al to
ﬁnding eﬀec6ve solu6ons. Due to the fact that communi6es diﬀer in their drivers, unique
community based resolu6ons are essen6al and require bushmeat actors to be engaged in the
decision making process.
• A shi` in discourse from a conserva6on perspec6ve, that is unpopular in Laos, to a development
perspec6ve, can generate support for eﬀorts to sustainably harvest wildlife so as not to threaten the
livelihoods that rely on it. Reframing wildlife as an essen6al support system for communi6es that
must be managed and sustainably harvested may engage individuals and communi6es and bring
about behaviour change. This must be accompanied by greater eﬀorts to educate communi6es
about the risks of empty forests.
• Awareness raising schemes, incorpora6ng a two-way educa6onal process that formulates greater
knowledge of the complex drivers within speciﬁc communi6es, and informs communi6es about the
risks of overexploita6on, are essen6al to posi6vely inﬂuence the discourse and raise bushmeat as a
concern among society. The expansion of schemes such as ProCEED provide opportuni6es to
educate and raise awareness. By connec6ng bushmeat ac6vi6es with the visibly dwindling wildlife,
communi6es can begin to appreciate the impact of their ac6ons and the risks they face.
• Con6nued capacity building for government is required. The government is showing signs of an
increasing awareness of the threats to the Lao environment, as seen through the clampdown on
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illegal logging which the Prime Minister has been personally involved in. They are beginning to take
steps to curb the overexploita6on of natural resources and are responding to the pressure placed on
them by CITES over interna6onal wildlife traﬃcking. The assistance of external exper6se from NGOs
and foreign development agencies in providing knowledge and direc6on, and developing the
abili6es of Lao6ans, is essen6al to con6nue this progress.
• New revenue streams to support conserva6on, ﬁnding novel approaches to generate ﬁnancial
support for the numerous projects necessary to eﬀec6vely limit bushmeat prac6ces, are required.
The development projects occurring in Laos provide opportuni6es for ﬁnancial injec6ons in
conserva6on, as is the case with hydropower sta6ons, involving a give and take of land for ﬁnancial
support. Increased engagement of the private sector also provides great opportuni6es in Laos
where there are rela6vely untapped revenue streams, including ecotourism.
• Greater coopera6on among departments within the government should be encouraged, along with
a clear delinea6on of responsibili6es. The confusion over the requirements of diﬀerent ministries
and departments has hindered eﬀorts in the past and resulted in overlap. Clear and consistent
responsibili6es for government departments should be drawn up to resolve these issues.
• Reﬁning and specifying the laws rela6ng to bushmeat, and correc6ng errors in the species list, are a
necessary step to eradicate the uncertain6es and loopholes present in the current laws. The blurred
lines between legal and illegal ac6vi6es must be clariﬁed. An amendment to the wildlife and aqua6c
law of 2007 would provide clarity for government and ci6zens alike.
• In terms of interna6onal legisla6on, at present CITES is the closest thing to an interna6onal
commitment to limit overexploita6on of wildlife. They have started to develop a bushmeat agenda,
but progress is slow on this and Laos’ current interna6onal commitments are by no means stringent
in rela6on to internal markets for bushmeat. CITES should further eﬀorts to develop and integrate a
bushmeat agenda.
• Further research is required to generate greater knowledge. Informa6on is currently lacking in Laos
regarding bushmeat at all levels. Community level bushmeat surveys should be carried out to
determine the unique drivers and the extent of personal consump6on and trade within speciﬁc
communi6es before projects are implemented. Commodity chain studies should be undertaken to
determine the extent and speciﬁci6es of trade in order to reﬁne the policies to tackle it. Biodiversity
studies are required to build up a stronger picture of threatened species and the current status of
biodiversity in Laos. Market surveys are also necessitated to reveal the most commonly traded
species and the extent of legal and illegal trade.

9.12. Limitations of the study
The extent of interviews was reliant on gaining responses from poten6al informants and being able to
organise interviews in a limited 6me frame. The ini6al email shot took some 6me and perseverance to
garner an eﬀec6ve response to. Geographical considera6ons had to also be taken in to considera6on,
with some desirable informants inaccessible due to them carrying out ﬁeldwork in remote areas. With
more 6me and resources, further interviews would have been sought with experts and, in rela6on to
the case studies, other staﬀ, par6cipants, and members of the communi6es involved in projects, to
triangulate the informa6on gained from informants. As the pace of work and response in Laos is slow,
some opportuni6es were missed due to delayed responses from respondents and my limited 6me in
the country. It was also the case that some communica6ons and agreements to conduct interviews
were not followed through by the respondents, disturbing plans.
It became clear from ini6al contact with experts in the ﬁeld of wildlife conserva6on in Laos through
the email shot that there is genuine sensi6vity surrounding bushmeat. During several interviews I was
warned about the risks of undertaking research on this subject, including being personally blacklisted
from the country and gefng people sacked, as well as possible risk to my safety. There was concern
over the informa6on I was going to use, and the possible consequences of iden6fying individuals that
are cri6cal of government policy and ac6ons. Phrases such as “be careful” and “you might get me in
trouble” were common place, and discussions regarding the GoL were regularly requested to be oﬀthe-record. In this respect it is evident that there are issues that remain unspoken due to fear of the
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consequences, and concern at the inﬂuence of the powerful Lao government is palpable. As
government coopera6on is essen6al to organisa6ons ac6ve in Laos this may suggest a reason why
there is currently minimal ac6on on this issue. The majority of respondents, and none of the NGOs,
that par6cipated in this research wanted the interviews recorded demonstra6ng the delicate balance
that individuals and organisa6ons working in Laos have to manage. It is essen6al to work alongside
the state and regional government bodies to encourage and cajole the government in to greater
ac6on. The sensi6vi6es around bushmeat, and the governments role in controlling it, clearly emerged
throughout the 6me collec6ng data in Laos.
The lack of GoL representa6on is a limi6ng factor in this research. The GoL plays a major role in
decision making in the country and has the greatest inﬂuence over, not only policy, but projects to
tackle bushmeat. All eﬀorts were made to gain interviews but no responses were forthcoming. It was,
however, possible to gain interviews with several GoL advisors and one employee who gave an insight
in to the decision making processes of the GoL.
The selec6on of project case studies was heavily reliant on the par6cipa6on of project managers in
interviews. The selec6on was therefore reliant on the acceptance and coopera6on of the project
organisa6ons. Furthermore, much of the primary data gathered on projects relied heavily on the
informa6on provided through interviews, and it is not possible to eradicate interviewee bias (Kumar,
1989). Due to the limited amount of documents rela6ng to projects it was a challenge to build up a
clear picture of projects in Laos. The categorisa6on of project data may, therefore, be limited by the
varying levels of quality and detail among diﬀerent projects, and it cannot be guaranteed that some
projects were not iden6ﬁed.
During par6cipant observa6ons and informal interviews the language barrier between myself and the
local popula6on was a major limita6on to the extent of interac6on with community members. The
use of ad hoc interpreters is beneﬁcial in breaking this barrier, but also has drawbacks, as noted by
Henninck (2008). Using ad hoc interpreters limits the opportunity to build up conﬁdence and trust in
their abili6es (ibid). Due to resource and 6me limita6ons it was also not possible to fully immerse
oneself within communi6es for a suﬃcient 6me to fully develop the par6cipant observa6on skills
through language and high familiarisa6on that Bernard (2011) believes strengthens par6cipant
observa6on. Nonetheless, this method provided an opportunity to gauge stakeholder percep6ons in a
short 6me frame with limited resources. Par6cipant observa6ons and informal interviews with rural
communi6es were also challenging due to my presence, as a western na6onal, and the fact that I
stood out as a foreigner. An unavoidable yet limi6ng aspect of this method. It created some mistrust
in situa6ons at markets and it was necessary to be very delicate in my handling of these situa6ons. In
areas where more tourists were present, as in Vien6ane and Thakhek, these issues were less apparent
and bushmeat store holders more open.
The systema6c literature review resulted in a limited number of applicable literature rela6ng to
bushmeat in Laos, highligh6ng the lack of aden6on being paid to this topic and the dearth of
knowledge available. This provided opportuni6es to ﬁll in gaps through expert interviews to build up a
clearer picture of the situa6on. In rela6on to mi6ga6on eﬀorts, other than in concluding
recommenda6ons, there is prac6cally no informa6on or examples provided in literature. In this regard
literature was not suppor6ve in building up a picture of projects occurring in Laos. Much of the
literature regarding bushmeat is unpublished, whilst much of the published literature is provided by a
small number of contributors. In par6cular, on the social aspects of bushmeat Singh is the dominant
author, whilst on the ecological aspects of bushmeat Johnson is the dominant author. Beyond the
systema6c literature review, suppor6ng literature, including large numbers of grey material, were
necessary to build up a picture of the situa6on and projects.
Literature reveals a diﬀerence of opinion on the eﬀorts being made by the GoL. Reports conducted by
researchers based in the country do not heavily ques6on or cri6cise GoL eﬀorts, whereas research
conducted by people based outside the country provide greater cri6cism. As researchers have
previously been blacklisted from the country for showing it in a bad light this must be considered as a
limita6on of discussions (Interview G). This also reﬂects on the aftude of the GoL toward bushmeat,
wishing for the subject to remain undisclosed and under wraps.
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10. Conclusion
Bushmeat hun6ng, trade and consump6on within Laos represent a management challenge that has so
far not been eﬀec6vely addressed within the formal structures of government and environmental
organisa6ons, local communi6es and Lao society as a whole. This study has had the aim of furthering
the understanding of what is driving bushmeat prac6ces, the obstacles to mi6ga6on eﬀorts and the
opportuni6es for future solu6ons. This has been achieved by applying the prac6ce based approach to
develop a novel understanding of prac6ce on the ground.
The ﬁrst subques6on of the study was to iden6fy the current global bushmeat situa6on and how this
is being addressed on an interna6onal, na6onal and local level. The global bushmeat picture is one of
a growing threat to biodiversity within the tropical regions of the world resul6ng in the realisa6on of
empty and half empty forests. It is one of heightened trade and commercialisa6on fuelled by demand
from swelling urban centres. It is one of con6nuing poverty and subsistence needs, with wildlife s6ll
playing a cri6cal role in suppor6ng livelihoods. It is, in the truest sense of the word, a mul6faceted
problem. Reports suggest that tropical forests are far beyond their carrying capaci6es, unable to
support the numbers of people reliant on them. The global tropics are home to some of the poorest
na6ons in the world, many of which have faced turbulent recent pasts of conﬂict and poli6cal
upheaval and are commonly built on corrup6on and ineﬀec6ve government. The trade in bushmeat
within these regions of the world varies between local, na6onal and interna6onal commodity chains.
Although the challenges are great, there are examples from countries around the world
demonstra6ng diverse approaches to tackling the issue by tackling the root causes of bushmeat
prac6ces through the diversiﬁca6on of income sources, the produc6on of new sources of protein,
breeding programmes for indigenous species, cer6ﬁca6on schemes and community based wildlife
management incorpora6ng local knowledge all occurring at a local level. At a na6onal level, countries
have been ademp6ng to inject funding in to localised projects and enhance na6onal legisla6on and its
enforcement, supported by NGOs such as WWF and WCS. Structural issues in many of these
countries, such as the Democra6c Republic of Congo and Mozambique in Africa and Myanmar and
Vietnam in Asia, demonstrate some of the challenges they face. These na6ons are ademp6ng to
develop economically and o`en u6lise natural resources as a support in doing so, meaning that
bushmeat is not a cri6cal priority to address as it supports livelihoods of the poor. Interna6onally
there has been lidle visible ac6on taking place that could have a meaningful impact on the bushmeat
trade. Unlike interna6onal wildlife traﬃcking, bushmeat is predominantly an internal issue for
countries that is viewed as requiring na6onal solu6ons.
The second subques6on related to the current drivers of the overexploita6on of wildlife through
bushmeat in Laos. Laos shares many of the bushmeat drivers that other tropical na6ons face including
poverty, ineﬀec6ve government and urbanisa6on that, together, inevitably play a key role in the
overexploita6on of wildlife. These drivers have been revealed through the formula6on of a web of
drivers demonstrated in the web of drivers (Figure 6) in which bushmeat prac6ces are split in to three
components that can overlap, namely subsistence hun6ng, local trade and commercial trade. Culture
and government are underlying currents within the majority of drivers iden6ﬁed. The discourse
surrounding bushmeat in Laos is one of silence, that represents a performa6ve act that restricts
discussion and ac6on. It is an issue that is entwined in social prac6ce, represen6ng a form of personal
and na6onal iden6ty, connec6ng people to a rural past and closely held heritage. The role that status
plays within Lao society also holds bushmeat up as a means of demonstra6ng wealth and power,
representa6ve of tradi6onal prac6ces of using bushmeat as formal gi`s. As the discourse surrounding
conserva6on is tempered, the more dominant discourse of development overrides it. In so doing it
reinforces views that conserva6on is in opposi6on to na6onal demands for economic development
that o`en come at the cost of the environment, through projects such as dams and road
developments. The lack of comprehension of cause and eﬀect of harmful environmental ac6vi6es, of
which bushmeat is a primary example, highlights the sparsity of knowledge regarding the risks of
con6nued bushmeat ac6vi6es and the requirement for greater educa6on. This, in turn, is an example
of the lack of a na6onal natural resource management plan in Laos and an example of the ad hoc
nature of governance within the country. The formal ins6tu6ons, in par6cular the na6onal
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government, demonstrate a lack of capacity and a lack of will to address the issue of bushmeat head
on. Their inability to act has the aﬀect of leaving a void in which illegal ac6vi6es can occur without
repercussions. The secre6ve and unaccountable nature of the government of Laos, which is an
authoritarian regime, enables corrup6on to occur that further reduces the eﬀec6veness of law
enforcement and poli6cal will to change.
The third subques6on was to iden6fy the impact of wildlife overexploita6on through bushmeat
prac6ces, both on nature and people. The tangible threat that is presented by these prac6ces is not
only to biodiversity but also to the wider Lao society. In a similar manner to which the ‘secret war’
that raged during the six6es and seven6es went unreported, the loss of biodiversity through
unsustainable harves6ng of wildlife is barely known interna6onally outside conserva6on circles, and is
an unspoken known within Lao society. Currently ac6on to mi6gate bushmeat is scarce, with a handful
of ini6a6ves incorpora6ng it in to their objec6ves but not priori6sing it. This is partly the result of a
lack of awareness and understanding of the issues. The conﬂict between the dominant development
discourse and the environmental conserva6on discourse within Laos has acted to overshadow the
threats that the overexploita6on of wildlife and resultant empty forest is likely to have on both people
and nature. A loss of the source of bushmeat will leave those most reliant on it with the greatest
losses. The poorest households will lose a source of protein and a means of genera6ng income,
pufng great pressures on Laos society and the need to generate new income streams and food
sources to rural communi6es. Similarly, the impact on nature may be devasta6ng, resul6ng in the loss
of numerous endemic and iconic species. Laos had acted as a natural refuge as its neighbours
developed and, to varying degrees, degraded their natural environments through overexploita6on of
wildlife and deforesta6on. However, the overexploita6on of wildlife does not just demonstrate a
threat to biodiversity and livelihoods within Laos but is also likely to impact on na6onal income from
tourism and through a diminished interna6onal reputa6on. As well as this, bushmeat represents
threats to health through zoono6c disease that has been shown to trigger epidemics in other regions
of the world.
The fourth subques6on was to reveal the ac6ons currently taking place to mi6gate bushmeat
prac6ces through ini6a6ves. The few adempts that have been made by (predominantly interna6onal)
NGOs to tackle this issue revolve around encouraging ac6on from the government, enhancing law
enforcement (primarily through patrols), and genera6ng local co-management plans, all of which face
their own challenges. There is no single ‘silver bullet’ to unsustainable bushmeat. A number of other
possible resolu6ons have been put forward, and to be successfully implemented they necessitate the
involvement of all stakeholders. The top-down government structure that dominates Lao governance
is a hindrance to further mi6ga6ng measures and the government are recommended to acknowledge
the necessity for greater empowerment of wider society. The involvement of rural villagers is of
par6cular need, however support from the urban popula6on and elites are also important. Although
there are signs that the government are heeding these warnings, the prac6ces on the ground do not
bear this out. Words need to be met by ac6ons. It is a great challenge to diﬀeren6ate essen6al
livelihood ac6vi6es that sustain some of the poorest Lao6ans, that are presented with limited
alterna6ves and state support, and the commercial ac6vi6es that fuel urban and cross-border trade.
In this respect, u6lising local knowledge can assist in genera6ng ac6on and management plans
speciﬁc to local areas and communi6es, enabling a degree of self-regula6on supported by a clear and
enforceable legal framework.
The ﬁnal subques6on sought to expose the limita6ons to implemen6ng ini6a6ves targe6ng bushmeat
prac6ces in Laos. As the central concepts of the prac6ce based approach demonstrate, formal
ins6tu6ons can only achieve so much in the eﬀorts to mi6gate bushmeat ac6vi6es. As it stands
bushmeat is deeply embedded within social prac6ces in Laos. However individuals have the ability to
reshape their ac6ons in novel ways through local reasoning. As such, the delivery of informa6on and
educa6on to communi6es within Laos are cri6cal to engineering change in behaviours by exposing the
risks to livelihoods and health and enabling a shi` in discourse surrounding bushmeat prac6ces. In
doing so the reality in which Lao6ans are situated can be altered. Furthermore, the ability for local
communi6es to impart their knowledge and express their percep6ons of bushmeat prac6ces are
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necessary for successful management of wildlife to occur. A focus on the on-the-ground reali6es of
bushmeat actors in shaping management approaches, as opposed to models and theore6cal concepts
implemented in a top-down structure can engender changes to behaviours within communi6es.
Overall, the knowledge gathered demonstrates the beneﬁts of the prac6ce based approach in gaining
a wider understanding of the varying processes at play in unsustainable bushmeat harves6ng in Laos.
The ability for projects to be successful in Laos is dependent on such understanding, within the unique
context of poli6cal, social, cultural and tradi6onal reali6es. The drivers of unsustainable bushmeat are
altogether complex and ever changing. Thus the ineﬀec6veness of ins6tu6ons that are ademp6ng to
mi6gate bushmeat can be seen. They do not incorporate the cri6cal local knowledge of communi6es
and rely on a top-down approach that is neither appropriate nor eﬀec6ve in tackling the issue. More
than anything, this research reveals that projects must be speciﬁcally tailored to the unique
ecological, economic and social aspects of communi6es to achieve successful results.
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Appendix II - Case Studies
TABI:
Component

Description

Project aims and
objectives

TABI began in 2009. The aim is to raise the profile of agro-biodiversity
(ABD) in development discourses and develop and implement related
policies and plans in order to conserve, engage and sustainably utilise
the biological diversity of farming and forest landscapes to improve
livelihoods and income of upland farmers in Laos.
TABI state 5 outcome areas, namely: 1) Options and systems for ABDbased livelihoods are designed, demonstrated and applied by upland
farming communities and other stakeholders. 2) Participatory forest and
land use planning ensures village agricultural land and forest resource
tenure and sustainable management. 3) Integrated spatial planning and
ABD knowledge management and exchange tools support evidence
based decision making. 4) Government policies promote ABD
conservation and sustainable use, and land management, for improved
food security and livelihoods in upland communities. 5) Partner
institutions incorporate and use ABD tools and concepts for uplands
livelihoods development.
The aims and objectives have not changed throughout the project.

Project funding

The project has been funded through the initial two phases (Phase 1 =
4,535,031 USD and Phase 2 = 6,358,000 USD). Phase 3 is in the
process of being implemented at present.

Project organisations
and partners

The project was implemented jointly by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation (SDC) and MAF.
The SDC have fully funded the project up to this point, through the first
two phases.
The project is jointly managed by MAF, and a consultancy team through
NIRAS. The GoL undertake most field activities, with technical and
management support by NIRAS, the Centre for Development and
Environment (CDE), UoB, and a range of local consultants. Various GoL
Ministries and Agencies are partners, especially at the local level,
depending on the activities.

Community involvement
in project initiation,
design and
implementation

The project works in villages and districts in 3 northern provinces:
Luang Prabang Houaphan, and Xiang Khouang.
The target areas were chosen due to being dominated by upland rural
communities.
Project aims and activities have been primarily decided on by the GoL
with advice from NGOs.

Project Theory of
Change

There are various theories of change being implemented through the
sub-projects. Sub-project themes are broad including: indigenous rice
varieties, indigenous livestock, eco-tourism, forests, NTFPs and local
herbal medicine, and eco-tourism.
Essentially the theory of change targets supporting rural villagers to
sustainably support themselves so as to reduce the reliance on
bushmeat for livelihoods through income and nutrition.

Project participant
selection

Different sections of communities are targeted relating to sub-projects
and criteria for inclusion is specific to this.

Project conditionality
and sanctions

N/A
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Component

Description

Project monitoring

The sub-projects have a monitoring aspect, however this varies
dramatically depending on the project, the amount of allocated funds,
its aims and size.
Due to the need for nationwide data to influence and change
government policy the project has collected some specific data across
the country, especially in relation to forest and land use planning. As an
example, TABI has developed a database from approximately 250
villages around the country assessing wildlife at the village level to
identify trends in wildlife (not yet published).

Project sustainability

The project is beginning phase 3 at present. This involves knowledge
management and communication, basically summarising the project
and making this accessible for future projects. Supporting sustainability
of the project is a key aspect of this final phase.

Hin Nam No:
Component

Description

Project aims and
objectives

The aim is to support the management of Hin Nam No National
Protected Area (NPA). The full project title is integrated nature
conservation and sustainable resource management in the Hin Nam No
region, and began in 2011. The project works with 22 ‘guardian villages’.
There are three stated objectives: 1) Protection of the area’s biodiversity
and natural values, especially the forest, plants and wildlife. 2)
Protection for scientific research, cultural and tourism purposes. 3)
Ensure the use of forest resources by the villagers in a sustainable way.
The project has focused on gaining UNESCO World Heritage status
recently as this is seen as supporting the other aspects of the project,
especially tourism and local livelihoods. This has an affect on the
attention paid to different aspects of the project, with certain criteria
required for the UNESCO application, such as a formal monitoring
system.
This project works in conjunction with other GIZ projects targeting the
environment, namely the ProCEEd and ProFLEGT.

Project funding

The total financial commitment for the project is 8,713,643 Euro up until
October 2018. There is likely to be budget cuts due to the shifting
priorities of the German Government which may affect the extension of
the project.
Although stating that there is always room for more money, the project
has been suitably financially supported to this point.

Project organisations
and partners

Hin Nam No is a German Development Cooperation (GIZ) implemented
project, commissioned by the German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development (BMZ).
The lead executing agency has been MoNRE, however the third phase
is directly implemented by GIZ. The project works closely with regional
and provincial government, as well as the leaders of guardian villages. A
co-management plan was approved by the Lao Government in 2010,
developed through participatory planning in collaboration with Bualapha
District, Khammouane Province, village cluster heads and nearby
villagers, facilitated by IUCN.
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Component

Description

Community involvement
in project initiation,
design and
implementation

The guardian villages are all of the villages bordering, or intersected by,
the Hin Nam No NPA. All villages in this criteria were selected for
participation.
The GoL decided on initial project aims and activities with advice from
GIZ. GIZ suggest actions, whilst the co-management plan also provides
a template for decision making and action planning. In this respect there
are plans within plans and the GoL has the final say on any activities
that take place.

Project Theory of
Change

The project aims to protect the Hin Nam No NPA by empowering local
residents to sustainably manage their environment through a comanagement plan. Enhancing the status of the area (through World
Heritage status) is hoped to generate more attention to the area to
increase income streams. Through five working units, namely database
development, area management, research and patrolling, outreach, and
eco-tourism (with livelihoods discontinued), it is thought that the project
provides a cohesive approach to increase knowledge and awareness.
In relation to bushmeat, patrolling is of particular importance as this
provides an example of direct action to address the threat of wildlife
exploitation. It provides employment for those who may otherwise
poach, it enforces the position that poaching is against the law and it
actively enforces this law through the risk of significant fines if caught.
Together this reduces the motivation to hunt wildlife inside the NPA.

Project participant
selection

There has been no-one excluded from the project. An important aspect
of the project is empowering local people to take an active role in
managing their local environment. There are some targeted groups,
through ideas such as all female ranger groups, to provide livelihood
choices.

Project conditionality
and sanctions

There are restrictions in place within the by-laws such as fines, however
enforcement is not yet operational beyond the ranger patrols who work
with the police. There is a greater importance placed on supporting the
local communities to find alternative livelihoods through initiatives.

Project monitoring

There is a monitoring system in place, and this is being increased as
per the needs of the UNESCO World Heritage criteria. Rangers are
involved in monitoring key indicator species, hunted species and
primates, identifying species through tracks, sightings and calls and
plotting them using GPS. At this point there is a lack of resources to
effectively, systematically and uniformly collect the necessary data. A
systematic approach to monitoring and data collection is currently in the
process of being formalised in order to support evidence based
management.
Indicators for success are not specific or clear, however gaining World
Heritage status is a current priority and a simple indicator of the work
being done.
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Component

Description

Project sustainability

It was stated that the aim of every GIZ project is to enable the people to
replace the project in the long term. The project has just begun phase 3
which involves consolidating the co-management mechanism and
moving towards World Heritage status. Once this status is gained it will
require certain sustainable activities (e.g. sustainable tourism guidelines
and proof of outstanding universal values) are integrated in to the area
management plan, enhancing long term sustainable practices. The
financial security of the project post-early 2019 is still in question and
the Lao government are unlikely to have the funding available to
maintain the project, it is hoped that World Heritage status will enable
enhanced funding revenues in the future to counter this issue.
This project will merge with ProFLEGT, CliPAD and ProCEEd in late
2017 to form the Sustainable Climate-friendly Management of the
Environment and Natural Resources (SusCliMe) programme.

ProCEEd:
Component

Description

Project aims and
objectives

The project began in 2012. It aims to improve knowledge, attitude, and
practices of government officials and certain line ministries, and the
general population in target villages. People are engaged and educated
about environmental issues in specific topics relating to forest
protection, wildlife protection, biodiversity, protective area comanagement and some climate change issues.
The project works nationwide on some projects (e.g. mass media
advetisements) with selected areas chosen in Xayaboury, Houaphan
and Khammouane Provinces for targeted non-formal education
programmes.
The aims of the project have remained the same throughout.
This project works in conjunction with other GIZ projects targeting the
environment, namely the Hin Nam No project and ProFLEGT.

Project funding

The total financial commitment for the project is 6,465,000 Euro,
running up until September 2017. Like the Hin Nam No project there is
likely to be budget cuts due to the shifting priorities of the German
Government which may affect the extension of the project.

Project organisations
and partners

The project has been implemented by GIZ in partnership with the
Department of Environmental Quality Promotion within MoNRE. The
project was commissioned by the German Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ).
The project works and coordinates with numerous GoL departments, as
well as educating members of these departments. The project works
with government from district to national in providing support and
education to staff.

Community involvement
in project initiation,
design and
implementation

GIZ were keen to use ProCEEd to support their other related projects
(CliPAD and Hin Nam No), therefore the GoL were encouraged to work
in these areas, creating synergies between the GIZ projects.
Project activities and areas were decided on through cooperation
between the project partners, however MoNRE has the final say.
The GoL wanted a wider ranging formal approach to environmental
education within the national curriculum but GIZ encouraged a more
focused approach, partly due to financial restrictions for the project.
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Component

Description

Project Theory of
Change

ProCEEd involves supporting and educating the GoL in
counterbalancing climate change and environmental risks through
environmental education and communication. In turn rural target groups
are empowered to better mitigate and adapt to climate change and
risks, and protect biodiversity and the environment.

Project participant
selection

The areas targeted by ProCEEd activities are all target villages for other
GIZ projects, the guardian villages around Hin Nam No NPA in
Khammouane Province, the target villages of CliPAD in Houaphan and
Xayabury Provinces. MoNRE also requested a specific project relating
to waste management in Bolikhamxay Province.

Project conditionality
and sanctions

N/A

Project monitoring

There are three clear indicators of success, namely: 1) The personnel in
the Department of Environmental Quality Promotion (DEQP) in MoNRE
and other related decision-makers have gained 80% more knowledge
about environmental protection and improved their attitudes towards it
by 50% compared with 2012. 2) Representative surveys conducted as
part of Knowledge, attitudes and practices (KAP) studies before and
after media campaigns with equal participation by men and women
show a 60% increase in knowledge about, and a 45% improvement in
attitudes towards the issues of environmental protection, biodiversity
conservation and adaptation to climate change in selected target groups
at national level and in target area. 3) Gender-based surveys conducted
as part of KAP studies before and after non-formal environmental
education activities with equal participation by men and women show a
75% increase in knowledge about, a 60% improvement in attitudes
towards, and a 35% improvement in practices with regard to the issues
of environmental protection, biodiversity conservation and adaptation to
climate change in selected target areas.

Project sustainability

The project is currently in its second phase, which has been active
since 2014 and will end in September 2017
Beyond 2019 it is still unknown whether there will be funding to continue
the work being done. There have been attempts to identify new funding
streams, such as the LENS-II project.
This project will merge with ProFLEGT, CliPAD and Hin Nam No in late
2017 to form the Sustainable Climate-friendly Management of the
Environment and Natural Resources (SusCliMe) programme.
Due to the costs of expanding an environmental education programme
such as ProCEEd, the project is unlikely to be continued in its current
guise. It is hoped that the GoL and civil society organisations, such as
the Participatory Development Training Centre (PADETC), will
acknowledge the benefits of working together and be able to support
meaningful environmental education throughout Laos.
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Appendix III - Interview Respondents
Interviewee

Role

Interviewee A

TRAFFIC contractor

Interviewee B

Interviewee C

Interviewee D

Interviewee E

Interviewee F

Interviewee G

Interviewee H

Interviewee I

Interviewee J

Interviewee K

Background and Key Contributions

Having conducted research on bushmeat in Laos, along
with neighbouring countries, on several occasions, this
person has knowledge of market activities, hunting
methods and the scale of bushmeat trade
Laos conservation
With extensive experience working in conservation in
expert
Laos, this person has broad and in-depth knowledge of
social drivers of bushmeat activities, the effectiveness of
previous conservation projects and the scale of the
bushmeat issue
Conservation project
Working on co-management on a conservation project in
member
Laos, this person works with local residents to reduce the
overexploitation of wildlife and has knowledge of drivers
of bushmeat, effectiveness of approaches to address it
and the challenges of working in co-management in Laos
Conservation project
Working to implement a conservation initiative in Laos
member
alongside the GoL at all levels, this person has knowledge
on the opportunities and restrictions of the governance
structure in Laos and GoL’s objectives in relation to
wildlife conservation
WWF Laos staff
Working for WWF in Laos, this person has information on
member
the ability of WWF to work in Laos, the relationship
between the GoL and international NGOs, the extent of
wildlife trade in Laos and the attention given to bushmeat
by WWF
WCS Laos staff member Working for WCS in Laos, this person has information on
the ability of WCS to work in Laos, the relationship
between the GoL and international NGOs, the extent of
wildlife trade in Laos and the attention given to bushmeat
by WCS
MAF adviser
Working for the GoL as an adviser, this person has
knowledge on governance structure, the priorities of the
GoL in wildlife conservation and protected area
management and attitudes toward bushmeat mitigation
Laos conservation
With extensive experience conducting research
expert
(ecological focus) and supporting projects in Laos, this
person has knowledge of the ecological impacts of
bushmeat activities, previous conservation projects and
the status of wildlife in Laos
IUCN staff member
Working for IUCN in Laos conducting research on wildlife,
this person has knowledge on the status of wildlife in
Laos, wildlife conservation projects and the issues faced
by bushmeat activities
Laos bushmeat
Having conducted research on bushmeat in Laos in a
researcher
social and ecological context, this person has knowledge
on the drivers of bushmeat, the cultural role it plays in
Laos and the challenges of addressing bushmeat
Laos conservation
With extensive experience conducting research (social
expert
focus) and supporting projects in Laos, this person has
knowledge of the social impacts of bushmeat activities,
previous conservation projects and the opportunities and
issues projects have faced
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Interviewee

Role

Interviewee L

CIFOR bushmeat expert Working for CIFOR conducting research in Asia, this
person has extensive knowledge of wildlife conservation
and bushmeat activities around the world and
approaches to mitigating bushmeat
Conservation project
Working on a wildlife conservation project and
member
conducting research in Laos, this person has knowledge
of the status of wildlife in Laos, the threats facing it, and
the role that bushmeat plays
WCS Laos researcher
Working for WCS in Laos conducting research on wildlife,
this person has knowledge of the levels of bushmeat
consumption, market activities and the risks of bushmeat
to people and the environment
Conservation project
Working for a foreign development agency managing a
manager
conservation project in Laos
Conservation project
Working for a foreign development agency managing a
manager
conservation project in Laos
Conservation project
Working for a foreign development agency managing a
manager
conservation project in Laos

Interviewee M

Interviewee N

Interviewee O
Interviewee P
Interviewee Q

Background and Key Contributions
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Appendix IV - Email Shot
The hun6ng and sale of wildlife, or bushmeat, is an important component of many people's
livelihoods in Laos, but the overexploita6on of wildlife is also a great threat to biodiversity. Reducing
harmful, unsustainable bushmeat prac6ces is important to addressing the environmental and social
impacts of this phenomenon. Due to the various complex drivers behind bushmeat, a number of
diﬀerent theories can be adopted by projects to contribute to sustainable bushmeat hun6ng and
trade. However, to date there has been no compara6ve review of projects with an objec6ve of
tackling bushmeat in Laos. Without such a review, best prac6ces within interven6ons cannot be easily
iden6ﬁed and lessons learned from previous projects cannot be applied.
To help in ﬁlling this knowledge gap, I, as part of my master's thesis in Forest and Nature Conserva6on
at Wageningen University, am undertaking a review of the bushmeat situa6on in Laos and projects
with an objec6ve of addressing bushmeat in Laos. To do this, I am seeking informa6on on as many
projects as possible that have been ac6ve in Laos since 2004 with bushmeat related objec6ves. I
would appreciate your help.
Whether projects address the drivers behind bushmeat trade or provide alterna6ve livelihoods to
change behaviours, all projects with an objec6ve of reducing, or genera6ng sustainable, bushmeat are
of interest. Any projects that are ongoing, planned, abandoned, or even just considered that have
such aims are welcome.
I am looking for any names of projects, suppor6ng informa6on such as reports, project documents
and publica6ons, as well as any contact details for project managers. Any informa6on you can provide
to assist in achieving this would be greatly appreciated. All of the informa6on that you provide will be
treated as conﬁden6al unless you specify otherwise.
If you think you have any informa6on that could be helpful to me in this, or can suggest any project
managers it would be beneﬁcial for me to talk to, or are interested in being involved, please contact
me.

109

