Case Study of Participatory Processes:  The Forages and Livestock Systems Project (FLSP) , Lao PDR

Shifting cultivation is the main farming system in the northern mountainous regions of Laos.  It is a very risky farming system because of unreliable rainfall, poor soils and steep slopes.  Yields of upland rice are very low (often less than 1.2 t/ha).

The most urgent problem facing farmers in these areas is declining rice yields, due largely to declining soil fertility and increasing weed problems.  In the recent past farmers, were able to overcome occasional failure of their rice crops by gathering forest products and hunting wild animals for home consumption and sale.  These strategies have, however, rapidly disappeared in the last 20 years, resulting in “new poverty”.

So, how do farmers manage to survive in this increasingly risky farming system?  They have many strategies but one of the most widespread of these is to raise animals.  Livestock are the easiest way for most upland farmers to accumulate capital, (delivering a high return per unit of labour input) and they can be sold in a market environment where there is constant demand and stable prices (unlike most crops).  Typically, the better off farmers will have 5-10 cattle and buffalo whereas nearly all farmers raise small animals (chickens, pigs, ducks or goats).  According to these farmers. livestock ownership is the main indicator of wealth, livestock disease is the second most important cause of poverty and livestock acquisition ranks second as a solution to poverty.  

Among the poor, women are worse off than men.  The raising of small animals is typically women’s work.  At some times of year (especially the start of the wet season) they will spend 30-50% of their working time collecting feed for pigs.  These small animals are particularly susceptible to disease epidemics and, when disease strikes, “the loss to the family is every bit as traumatic as the collapse of a bank in which all of one’s savings were held”.

In a recent evaluation conducted by district extension workers in eighteen upland villages, most farmers rated disease and feed availability as the major problems in their livestock systems.  A new project (the Forages and Livestock Systems Project) was started in Laos in 2000 to do research on new feeding, health and livestock management that could be solutions to these problems.  In particular, the project aims to 

· improve productivity of small and large animal systems

· reduce workloads in livestock production

· improve soil fertility management and reduce soil erosion

It was agreed at the beginning of the project that to find solutions to farmers’ problems, a strong working relationship was needed between the government researchers, the district extension staff and the farmers.  This process of research and development is as important as the technologies that are developed.  The conceptual framework of this participatory research process is shown in Figure 1.  

How does this “concept” work in practice?  Figure 2 shows the annual cycle of activities that researchers are doing with farmers to evaluate new feeding, health and livestock management technologies.  This cycle is repeated each year, but in each new year there are different challenges, new technologies and different techniques.

In summary, there are the following steps in the first year:

Selecting villages with a high potential for adopting the new technologies

Agreeing on issues for research between researchers and farmers

Select a focus-group of farmers to work with 

Search for options to test, initially in informal farmer experimentation

Testing and evaluating options with regular contact between farmer and researcher

Focus-Group meeting to evaluate the results for all farmers who are testing

Village planning meeting in which the focus-group farmers report back what they found and the village decides what to do next

Following the village planning meeting, several things might happen that direct the work for the next 2-3 years:

Integrating solutions on farms of the focus-group farmers who discovered solutions they like

Reaching other farmers in the village who would like to begin testing the options they have already seen in their village

Sharing with other villages in the nearby area who may already have seen these technologies and want to test and adapt for themselves

Two important principles of this participatory research approach are:

1. active, decision-making involvement of farmers in every stage of the research and

2. it is a learning process for all the partners.  At each stage there is an evaluation of how the last step went and what this means will happen now.

Questions

1. What are the main stages in the FLSP process?

2. What are the main goals of each stage?

3. What are the roles of farmers and researchers at each stage?

4. How is this process similar to or different from the CIAL process?
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