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1. The traditional ombudsman role

The position of Ombudsman was first established in Sweden in1809. The
origin of the word is found in Old Norse, umbuds man, meaning representative. In
1974 The International Bar Association defined "ombudsman™ as follows:

"An office provided by the constitution or by action of the legislature or
parliament and headed by an independent high level public official who is
responsible to the legislature or Parliament, who receives complaints from
aggrieved persons against government agencies, officials and employers or who
acts on his own motion, and has power to investigate, recommend corrective
actions and issue reports. nt

This remains probably one of the best attempts to define an ombudsman's role:
receiving complaints, communicating them to the appropriate agency and facilitating
the resolution of the problem.

As of 1995, the position of government Ombudsman had been adopted by 75
countries, including 27 in Europe. In some nations ombudsman offices deal with
specific areas, e.g., the Ombudsman for Equal Opportunities, the Ombudsman for
Children, the Disability Ombudsman and the Ombudsman against Ethnic
Discrimination.”  Even in the field of communications, there are specialized
ombudsman positions who use their content analysis skills to assess different media,
including their own, and take appropriate action as needed.> The term ombudsman
has even been rendered into a gender-neutral form: ombudsperson.”

In addition to the government ombudsman offices, many private companies
have instituted an ombudsman position. Just like a government ombudsman office,
the company ombudsman receives complaints and tries to resolve them.” A good
indication of how widely the ombudsman function has expanded is the 4,670,000
websites found on a World Wide Web search for the key word “ombudsman.”

The position of ethnic ombudsman, however, is still very much in its infancy:
there were only 28 websites found in response to the key phrase “ethnic ombudsman.”
Of those 28, all but one dealt with United Nations efforts to resolve inter-ethnic
problems in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The one exception was a website from
Honduras which dealt with the murders of activist leaders of local indigenous peoples.
® There was not one instance found on the web of an ombudsman working to
facilitate communication and resolution of complaints of ethnic minorities anywhere
in the world. As the unique needs of ethnic groups and other “special publics” has
been well documented’, there may well be other organizations in the world which,
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like the AKHA Foundation, are acting as unofficial ombudsman to specific ethnic
groups both within a single nation and transborder. This paper is intended to describe
one such organization and to stimulate other organizations to explicitly take on that
role. The position of ethnic ombudsman can be a very valuable contribution not only
to the specific ethnic group concerned, but also to the nations in which that ethnic
group resides. The following sections describe the Akha ethnic group, define the
communication and facilitation role of the Akha’s “ethnic ombudsman” organization
and provide examples of the achievements of that organization in its ethnic
ombudsman role.

2. The Akha in Thailand

The homeland of the Akha people, who are related to the Hani group, was
China, but, over the past century and a half due to various political and economic
forces beyond their control they have been involved in a diaspora in the Asian region.
The first recorded major perturbation to the Akha people occurred towards the end of
the nineteenth century when deteriorating social conditions in Yunnan resulted in the
migration of many people to Burma and Laos, including groups of Akha.?

A second major perturbation occurred in 1949 when Mao Zedong’s Chinese
Communist Party came to power in China. Again waves of people, including Akha,
migrated from China into Burma and Laos. Although there were no mass movements
of Akha into Thailand during that time, some of the people leaving China for Burma
and Laos continued on into northern Thailand. The Akha immigrants to Thailand
took up residence primarily in remote mountainous area of the northern region.’

Still another perturbation occurred in 1962 when U Ne Win deposed U Nu as
leader of the Burmese government. That political change resulted in large numbers of
Akha migrating from Burma to Thailand.”® The current Akha population in Thailand
is variously estimated at 70,000* to 85,000, The Thai government maintains no
official record of populations by ethnic group.

Until approximately 30 years ago, there were virtually no Thai government
services provided to the so-called hilltribe peoples living in the remote mountainous
areas of the northern region, including the Akha. Each hilltribe village was, in effect,
an independent and self-sufficient entity. Families cleared forest land and produced
their own crops, gathered and hunted for food in the surrounding forests, and engaged
in only limited trading, primarily for salt.® For health care, the hilltribe people were
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strictly reliant on their own traditional medicines.** Communication with the “outside
world” was limited. There were no good all-weather roads, so few outsiders came to
the villages, hence there was little opportunity — or need — to learn the Thai language.
There was also little incentive to request Thai citizenship, so few hilltribe people
bothered to complete the application procedures which, at that time, were relatively
simple.

Then, beginning about 1970, major changes commenced which have
continued to impact on the Akha and the other hilltribe peoples. One important
change was increasingly strict government enforcement of forest conservation
regulations. In the past, hilltribe communities were in practice free to establish their
villages wherever they chose and to open new agricultural fields by clearing forest
land as needed. The new conservation policies effectively prevented the hilltribes
from relocating their villages and eliminated their traditional agricultural practice of
shifting cultivation as they had in the past.

Another change was intensified government efforts to eliminate the production
of opium, a traditional crop of many members of the Akha community as well as
members of several other hilltribe groups. In 1959, production and sale of opium was
criminalized in Thailand; however, the policy of His Majesty, the King of Thailand,
for hilltribe areas was that opium poppy destruction should not be carried out until
there were sufficient alternative opportunities for making a living in the hills. After
more than ten years of trying to find suitable alternatives, the government decided that
poppy destruction could be implemented.” For the next two decades, many opium
crop replacement programs were implemented in hilltribe villages as part of a “carrot
and stick” approach. The “stick” was increasingly effective opium production
interdiction campaigns. The opium production reduction efforts in the hills of
Thailand were largely successful.®® In the process, however, the Akha and the other
hilltribe groups were obliged to rapidly learn entirely new systems of agricultural
production as shifting cultivation was replaced by sedentary agriculture and
subsistence farming was replaced with commercial crops.

The new agricultural practices, particularly the shift to production of
commercial crops, combined with improved road access and other development
activities, greatly increased the contact between the Akha and the outside world. This
increased contact had the effect of making Thai citizenship more valuable to the
hilltribes than it had been in the past so they could travel freely in Thai society and
benefit from government services. Unfortunately for the hilltribe groups, just as their
desire for Thai citizenship was increasing, the degree of administrative difficulty
involved in petitioning for Thai citizenship also began to increase. As a result, many
Akha and other hilltribe people, although they had been born in Thailand, still had no
Thai citizenship. Without Thai citizenship, those individuals could not be granted a

“ For information on medicinal and useful hilltribe plants see Edward F. Anderson. (1993) Plants
and People of the Golden Triangle Ethnobotany of the Hill Tribes of Northern Thailand.
Portland, Oregon, U.S.A.: Dioscorides Press.
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high school diploma, could not access the benefits afforded citizens by Thai medical
system and could not legally be employed. They could not even leave their home area
without written permission from a Thai government official.

The end result is that the Akha, already strangers in a strange land, were
forced to rapidly adjust to many major changes to their traditional way of life. This
process was significantly complicated by limited ability of many Akha to
communicate effectively with the relevant agencies which could potentially facilitate
the adjustment process.

3. The evolution of the AKHA Foundation

The organization which has now evolved into the AKHA Foundation was
established in 1973, and was for many years known as DAPA (Development
Agriculture and Education Project for Akha) prior to registering with the Thai
government as an officially recognized foundation with the name “Akha Kinship and
Holistic Alternatives Foundation” (abbreviated as the AKHA Foundation). Since its
inception, the underlying goal of the Foundation has remained unchanged: to
improve the quality of life of the Akha people in Thailand. Facilitation of
communication between the Akha and various government and non-government
agencies has regularly been one of the key tools used by the organization to achieve
that goal.

Over the decades, the AKHA Foundation has become well known both among
the Akha people and by government agencies for its development assistance and its
acumen in promoting development by facilitating communication between the Akha
and other groups. During that time, the Foundation has become a focus point for the
Akha people, providing a communication interface between the Akha people and the
Thai government: the Akha Foundation has taken on the role of Ethnic Ombudsman
to the Akha.

The Foundation, however, has not restricted itself to the traditional
ombudsman functions. There are at least three differences between the Foundation as
ethnic ombudsman to the Akha and traditional government ombudsman positions;
however, the differences are more one of form than of substance. First, the AKHA
Foundation position as ombudsman to the Akha people is de facto rather than de jure.
No government or private sector organization has officially appointed the Foundation
to its communication and facilitation role as ombudsman.

Second, the Foundation seeks assistance not only from government agencies
as most government ombudsmen would do, but also from non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) as well as.

Third, the Foundation under certain circumstances and for some activities uses
funds provided by donor organizations to provide direct assistance to the Akha
people. A traditional ombudsman office would have to rely on government funds for
such activities.



Fourth, whereas many ombudsman offices take action when they receive a
request from their constituents, the Foundation frequently identifies needs about
which their constituents, the Akha people, may not be fully cognizant.

Finally, The Foundation is staffed (except for occasional volunteers)
exclusively by ethnic Akha people. For that reason, the entire staff is capable of
playing a key communication role as translator between the Akha people and
government/NGO agencies. They can provide not only the literal meaning of the
information to be communicated but also can put that information in the appropriate
cultural context thus enhancing the overall effectiveness of the communication.

The AKHA Foundation did not set out consciously to become the ombudsman
to the Akha people. In fact, during a recent external evaluation of the AKHA
Foundation by the author, none of the Foundation staff members had even heard the
term “ombudsman” before. Rather, through incremental development of staff skills,
through increasing recognition on the part of the Thai government as well as national
and international NGOs, and, of course, through increasing acceptance by the Akha
people, the Foundation has gradually evolved into that capacity. The upshot is that
the AKHA Foundation has effectively maintained and improved the efficacy of
existing channels of communication between the Akha people, government agencies
and non-government organizations in Thailand. More recently, they have been
developing communication channels among Akha in different countries of the region.
They are in the process of becoming transborder ombudsman to the Akha

4. Village-based Foundation activities

Foundation activities on behalf of the Akha people can be roughly grouped
into one of two categories: (1) village-based development activities targeted at
meeting the needs of specific Akha villages and (2) community-based development
activities intended to benefit the entire Akha population. Both types of activities
hinge on facilitation of communication between the Akha and other organizations.
Selected examples of village-based activities are described in this section.

Crop production. With the transition from shifting agriculture to permanent
cultivation, the Akha had to learn entirely new production methods. To meet this
need, the Foundation coordinated with government agricultural agencies to obtain
technical assistance and training for Akha farmers on using appropriate conservation
farming methods. Among the new methods introduced were contour cropping, the
use of organic (rather than chemical) fertilizers and integrated farming techniques.
Through those efforts, the Foundation has been able to help insure that the appropriate
training was provided where it was most needed. Foundation staff have acted as
translators for training sessions when needed, or, after having been trained
themselves, the staff themselves have provided the training to their constituents
directly in the Akha language.

Reforestation. Because opening new fields for agricultural production is no
longer a viable option for the Akha, maintenance of watershed areas has become
increasingly important to insure the sustainability of agricultural production.
Reforestation of sloping land can help prevent soil erosion, increase the quantity of



surface water in streams and improve the moisture retaining capacity of the soil. To
facilitate the reforestation of areas around Akha villages, the Foundation has
coordinated with the Thai Royal Forest Department. The end result of that
coordination has been a government-hilltribe synergy: the Royal Forest Department
agreed to provide free seedlings and the Akha people agreed to provide the labor to
plant the seedlings, advancing both the government’s forest conservation goals and
the sustainability of the Akha people’s agricultural production.

Animal feed production. Pigs are among the animals traditionally raised by
the Akha people for home consumption, and, more recently, for commercial sale.
However, the cost of purchased pig feed was becoming a burden. The Akha and other
hilltribe groups raised feed corn and sold it for some three baht per kilogram to
middle-men who transported it to urban areas. There the corn was ground, mixed
with a small amount of food supplements, packaged in sacks and sold back to the
hilltribe farmers for ten to twelve baht per kilogram.'” To help reduce the cost of the
pig feed, the Foundation coordinated with Heifer International Thailand to obtain
loans for Akha farmers to purchase corn grinding mills and install them in their
villages. With a mill nearby, farmers could have their own corn ground locally,
paying extra only for the milling costs and the food supplements. This greatly
reduced the cost of pig feed to the Akha farmers.

Water systems. In most rural Akha villages all water for cooking and
household use was traditionally carried (usually by women) to the home from nearby
streams or, less frequently, from shallow dug wells. In addition to the labor involved,
there was an added problem: the water from those sources was subject to
contamination by animal waste as well as by fertilizer and pesticide runoff from
farmers’ fields. Installation of water supply systems in remote mountain villages was
beyond the resources of government agencies, so the Foundation coordinated with the
Integrated Tribal Development Project (ITDP), an NGO experienced in designing and
installing rural village water systems. The “mountain pipe water systems” are
relatively simple gravity fed installations. They consist of a small weir built on a
stream located at a higher elevation than the village, connecting pipes from the weir to
the village and water storage tanks in the village. ITDP agreed to provide the
technical expertise to help villages install mountain pipe water systems. This is a case
where the Foundation’s operations differ from that of a traditional government
ombudsman. Whereas a government ombudsman would normally arrange for the
project to be paid using federal funds, in this instance the Foundation provided 75%
of the cost of the purchased inputs for the water systems. The Akha villagers paid the
remaining 25% and provided labor and locally available inputs.

With improved water delivery systems, food security was improved as well.
The easy access to water helped facilitate growing vegetables in kitchen gardens and
also made it easier to raise animals such as pigs, ducks and fish for home
consumption.

7 G. Lamar Robert and Chongchit S. Robert. (2004) A Profile of Heifer International Thailand.
Chiang Mai: Heifer International Thailand, p. 26.



During the construction of the water systems (and during other village-level
activities facilitated by the Foundation), members of the Foundation staff continued
their ombudsman activities, discussing with villagers about their needs so that
information could be delivered to the appropriate government and NGO agencies.
They also transmitted to the villagers information from government agencies and
other sources on subjects affecting the quality of life of the villagers, e.g., the benefits
of installing toilets and other sanitation-related concepts made possible by the ready
access to water.

5. Community-based Foundation activities

Community-based Foundation activities are aimed primarily at providing
benefits which enhance the quality of life not of just one specific village but the Akha
community in Thailand as a whole. In addition, through activities related to the
preservation of the culture and language of the Akha in China, Laos and Burma as
well as Thailand, the Foundation has taken the first steps toward becoming a
transborder ombudsman for the Akha people throughout the Asian region. As with
the village-based activities, communication and coordination have been the main
instruments in these efforts.

Health and nutrition. Due to the remote location of many Akha villages,
many communities do not have the easy access to hospitals and modern medicine
readily available to communities located in or near urban areas. In addition, the shift
in Akha communities from subsistence agriculture to cash crop production has had an
adverse affect on the people’s nutrition status: villagers began purchasing more of
their food, much of which was not very high in nutritional value.®® To help bridge the
health and nutrition gap, the AKHA Foundation has arranged for government health
workers to provide educational seminars in rural Akha villages on topics such as
prenatal and postnatal needs of mothers and infants, nutrition and HIV/AIDS.
Foundation staff, who frequently translate for the seminars, not only assist in
communicating the technical information, but also show the Akha villagers how that
information applies in the context of their situation.

Drug prevention and rehabilitation.  Although the opium production
reduction efforts in the hills of northern Thailand were largely successful,'®
production of opium in neighboring countries has continued. In addition, in response
to the interdiction of production and sale of opium and its refined derivative heroin in
Thailand some former heroin producers have switched to manufacturing
amphetamines in remote highland areas around the Thai border. One result of the

18 For example, a 1987 survey of hilltribe villages in Mae Hongson Province found significant under-
nutrition among young people. See Robert E. Vryheid, Sriwan Wongcharoen and G. Lamar Robert.
(1987) Nutrition Education Campaign and Survey, TG-HDP Nam Lang Project Area,
Pangmapha Sub-district, Mae Hongson Province. Chiang Mai: Thai-German Highland
Development Programme.

19 See, e.g., Robert, G. Lamar and Ronald D. Renard. (1989) Opium Crop Replacement Without
Tears or Terror - The Case of Northern Thailand 1971-1989. Presented at the 1989 UNFDAC
Regional Seminar on Replacement of Opium Poppy Cultivation, Swat, Pakistan, 13-17 November
1989.)
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switch to non-opiate narcotics has been an increasing problem of addiction to
amphetamines and other drugs among hilltribe youth, including the Akha people.

Akha youth are particularly vulnerable to narcotic addiction because of two
factors: poverty and citizenship problems. Poverty, although not a necessary
precondition for addiction, has been widely correlated with drug abuse — and many
Akha villages are relatively poor. Adding insult to injury, Akha young people who
lack Thai citizenship cannot get a high school diploma, cannot travel outside their
district without special government permission and cannot get a legitimate job. In a
form of negative synergy, the problems of the Akha people have been exacerbated by
the cultural and social upheaval in villages resulting from the rapid pace of
development, e.g., the transition from subsistence farming to cash crops combined
with the shift from socio-political isolation to integration into Thai society and the
rapid transfer of local leadership from village elders to younger individuals with the
Thai language skills to communicate with government officials.

In response to the growing narcotics problem, the AKHA Foundation has
facilitated the establishment of integrated addict rehabilitation programs. These
programs have been jointly conducted by community committees, Foundation staff
and officers from local hospitals and local public health centers and Office of the
Narcotics Control Board (ONCB). The rehabilitation success rate so far has been
quite high, in no small measure due to the inter-cultural communication skills of the
Foundation staff.

To help keep youth from becoming involved with narcotics, the Foundation
has invited local district police officers to participate in Foundation-sponsored
community meetings at which psychological assistance and training is provided for
Akha youth. What might be called “applied drug education” is a good example of
how the Foundation’s ombudsman-like relationship with both the communities and
government authorities has facilitated this process. At a village-level training activity
conducted in conjunction with district and local police officials, villagers were given
slips of paper and asked to write down names of people in their village who sold or
used drugs. The papers were collected and the government officials read out to the
villagers the names of the individuals identified as being drug users. Without the high
degree of trust between the Akha people and their “ethnic ombudsman,” such a
sensitive activity would not have been possible.

Education. Educational opportunities for hilltribe youth have been, and to a
significant extent still are, limited compared to those available to urban Thai young
people because the number of local schools in highland areas is relatively limited,
particularly in the case of secondary schools. If they want to attend school, many
hilltribe youth must leave their home village and live at a hostel where they are a
minority, where their own culture is often understood minimally if at all, and where
they are far from the comforting warmth of their own families.

The initial response of the Foundation to the educational needs of Akha youth
was a stop-gap measure to supplement limited government educational resources.
Begun in 1979, after coordinating with Thai Education Ministry officials, the
Foundation began establishing small primary schools in rural Akha communities in
the northern provinces of Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai Provinces which were not
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served by government education programs. The program of establishing Foundation-
run schools was discontinued in 1989 because the number of government supported
primary schools in the hills had expanded significantly.

Although the education situation for primary school students had improved,
there were still few government secondary schools in rural highland areas. Again the
Foundation, in support of the government’s goal of making education available to all
Thai young people, established hostels in urban areas for Akha youth. The hostel
program began in 1979 and is still continuing. In line with government policy, the
Foundation has made a concerted effort to provide equal educational opportunity to
girls and boys: just over half the students at Foundation hostels have been female.

Although the Thai government promotes tertiary education, unlike
government primary and secondary schools, all Thai universities, both private and
government institutions, charge tuition. The cost of a university education (tuition
plus food, lodging, books, etc.) can be an insurmountable financial barrier for many
Akha families. To increase the opportunity for Akha youth to obtain a college degree,
in 1999 the Foundation established a program to provide a limited number of 10,000
to 30,000 baht (about U.S.$250 to $750) scholarships for Akha students who are
studying in an undergraduate program.

Community development. Through training, seminars/workshops, and study
tours, the Foundation has made significant efforts to provide individuals, communities
and community leaders tools they will need to make informed decisions regarding the
future of the Akha. Subjects on which training has been provided include Thai law,
gender issues, the importance of education, formation of women’s groups,
environmental concerns, and rights and privileges of poor people. These Foundation
training sessions are not exclusively “sit and listen” sessions, either, but rather often
involve direct action. For example, a 2003 session on government forest and land
rights policies resulted in two Akha villages being selected to pilot a government
project to establish forest and agricultural land boundaries. Workshops facilitators
have included both government officials, including police, and staff from the Center
for Legal Assistance for Hill Tribe People.”® Those are not standard government
programs: it was the Foundation’s initiative as ombudsman that communicated the
needs to the government agencies and coordinated the implementation of the
programs.

On occasion, the Foundation has been pro-active in facilitating government
programs.  When the Thai government announced a new “Master Plan for
Community Development, the Environment and Narcotic Crops in Highland Areas”,
the Foundation took action at once rather than waiting for a formal invitation. Their
first step was to help Foundation staff themselves develop a thorough and unified
understanding of the plan. When they had become knowledgeable, the Foundation
staff organized and conducted conduct a joint training/workshop on the plan for both
Tambon Administrative Organization Committee members (local government
administrators) and Akha village headmen.?

2 . Development Agriculture and Education Project for the Akha (DAPA) 2003 Annual
Report, p. 19.
1 bid., p. 6.
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Learning together is another method the Foundation has employed to assist the
Akha. Local control of forests and community forestry is a relatively new concept in
Thailand and there is not yet universal acceptance of how the concept should be
applied in different situations and locations. To help facilitate an understanding, the
Foundation organized a study tour for both Akha villagers and Tambon
Administrative Committee members to observe community forestry activities in the
northeast region of Thailand. The program allowed the villagers and local
government representatives to learn together experientially what community forestry
can be and how it could potentially benefit both individual Akha communities and the
larger community of northern Thailand.

Emergency assistance. There are a number of Thai government and private
sector agencies which provide assistance to people in times of crisis; however, as
many Akha villages are located in remote, isolated areas, getting that assistance to
people in emergencies can be problematical, particularly in the case of smaller,
localized emergencies. The problem is compounded by the fact that many older Akha
speak little or no Thai, so they have difficulty in communicating with relief agencies
directly. When emergencies arise, the Foundation not only provides direct, immediate
assistance using its own resources, but also acts as coordinator between the Akha
people in need of aid and the government and private sector agencies tasked with
providing that aid.

Citizenship. As noted previously, a number of hilltribe people, including
many Akha, do not have Thai citizenship although they were born in Thailand. A
change in citizenship application regulations announced in June 2000 provided an
opportunity for hilltribe people who had lived all their lives in Thailand to petition for
Thai citizenship. Having Thai citizenship has become vital to the quality of life of the
hilltribe peoples in Thailand. As the 2001 DAPA annual report states, “Without
citizenship, the Akha have no voice in elections, have no legal recourse when
wronged, cannot safely travel without the threat of imprisonment, cannot own land,
do not have access to government subsidized health care, and cannot be government
recognized leaders within their own villages.”?* The application procedure, however,
is not a simple process so a significant number of hilltribe people still have either not
applied for citizenship or their applications have not yet been accepted.

To facilitate the application process, Foundation staff organized a number of
activities to inform Akha people about current citizenship laws and the steps involved
in the new citizenship application procedure. Presentations were provided to groups
of Akha people by knowledgeable individuals both from the government and from the
private sector. As a result, during the month of June 2000 alone over 10,000 Akha
applied for citizenship or alien registration status. The Foundation has continued to
guide individual Akha people through the application process, coordinating on a
regular basis with district level government officials. In addition, the Foundation has
conducted surveys of Akha citizenship status. As of September 2004, the Foundation
reported that they had had surveyed 45 villages and found 7,857 Akha who did not
have Thai citizenship (3,493 males and 4,364 females).?

22 . Development Agriculture and Education Project for the Akha (DAPA) 2001 Annual

Report, p. 30.
%% Yotsaphong Kukaewkasem, Director, the AKHA Foundation, Chiang Rai, Thailand, personal
communication, 15 October 2004.
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6. Transborder Foundation activities

DAPA Tours. The AKHA Foundation observed that the Akha culture in
Thailand was being negatively impacted by international tourism. Specifically,
tourists visiting Akha communities were often being provided erroneous and
sensationalizing information about Akha culture by tour guides, a practice which was
creating a negative image of the Akha people. Additionally, an excessively high
number of tourists in some of the more easily accessible Akha villages was creating a
high demand for Akha handicrafts and other souvenirs. To meet that demand,
villagers had begun to sacrifice quality for quantity, a practice which was destroying
the cultural uniqueness of the Akha.?* Adding insult to injury, most of the profit from
tourism stayed with the tour companies rather than with the host Akha communities.
Very little revenue from the tour groups ended up in the target Akha villages: the
local people were losing their culture and getting not much in return.

In 1999, the Foundation created “DAPA Tours” (using the acronym for the
then current name of the Foundation). DAPA Tours offers sight-seeing tours (usually
one day), trekking tours lasting several days for the more athletically inclined, and
custom tours to meet specific requirements of specific groups. DAPA Tours are
designed to allow the tourists and the Akha villagers to share their traditions and
culture with one another, to instill in villagers an awareness of the importance of
protecting the environment, their culture and their traditions and to improve the
economic strength of the communities and spread income to families through tourism
activities. In other words, the Foundation is facilitating communication between the
Akha culture and the western culture to the mutual benefit of both.

The benefits to Akha villages which receive DAPA Tours guests go well
beyond the financial gains from the activity. Responding to the growing world-wide
interest in herbal and traditional medicine, demonstrations for tourists of the
production and use of traditional Akha remedies has promoted the preservation of that
knowledge. Akha villagers also gain a broader world view from their contact with the
tourists. At the same time, the Akha people’s sense of pride and feeling of self-worth
are enhanced when the villagers see how highly the international tourists value the
Akha culture.

Volunteer community development camps. The Thai government actively
promotes the participation of youth in volunteer development activities. The
Foundation supports that goal through its student volunteer community development
camps conducted by Foundation staff. Akha students in secondary schools engage in
activities such as construction of toilet facilities and building water tanks in rural
Akha villages. In the evenings, the students and villagers put on skits dealing with
important social issues including drugs, AIDS, human rights and human trafficking.
Each of those issues transcends the borders of Thailand: by establishing these
communication forums, the Foundation is actively assisting young people to be
thinking of transborder solutions to regional problems.

2 . Development Agriculture and Education Project for Akha (DAPA) 2002 Annual
Report, p. 5
> . Development Agriculture and Education Project for the Akha (DAPA) 2003 Annual
Report, p. 29.
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This program has an extra cultural preservation bonus. There are three main
sub-groups of the Akha represented in Thailand, each with its own traditional dress,
its own cultural variations, and its own dialect of the Akha language. By conducting
each four day development camp in a different Akha village, the Akha students gain a
better understanding of the cultural diversity that is part of their heritage, both in
Thailand and in the region.

The Foundation also conducts five to six day international work and cultural
exchange programs with students from programs such as the British World Challenge
Program. The international secondary school students live and work with local Akha
villagers on projects such as planting trees in the community forest. The English
visitors also help the Akha young people with their daily chores including feeding the
pigs, chickens, frogs and fish, thus gaining a grass-roots understanding of the Akha
culture. This international activity, in effect, promotes global harmony through global
understanding.

Preservation of Akha culture. The Thai government actively supports the
preservation of the diverse regional and ethnic cultures in the nation. There are even
museums dedicated to different cultures such as the Hilltribe Museum in Chiang Mai
Province. These diverse cultures are viewed as part of the national heritage.

In the case of the Akha, as the Foundation and the Akha people themselves
know all too well, the dominant Thai culture and increasing globalization have
resulted in the decline of many aspects of the traditional Akha way of life, sometimes
referred to as the Akhazang.®® One important aspect of Akha culture are traditional
Akha skills such as archery, basket weaving, etc. The Foundation for several years
conducted an annual Akha Cultural Games where Akha youth competed at those
traditional skills as well as traditional games such as saba (a game similar to
hopscotch using the large seeds of a vine), fighting tops and stilt walking. During the
games, older villagers taught the young people traditional Akha skills, e.g., making
useful objects such as baskets and drinking cups from bamboo. When the games were
discontinued after a number of years due to logistical difficulties, as a substitute a
series of recordings and storybooks of traditional Akha folktales that demonstrate
Akha cultural uniqueness and explain the traditional Akha way of life were prepared
and distributed.?” In addition, at the Foundation-operated hostels, Akha life skills are
taught as a regular “extra-curricular activity” after the formal Thai school day has
ended.

Another very important aspect of Akha culture is the names of Akha
ancestors. Many Akha can relate their ancestry through approximately 50 generations
to the first Akha ancestor, ‘Sumio.” Knowledge of individual’s lineage is important
because it tells how closely two Akha people are related, and thus whether or not they
are free to marry: if two people share a common ancestor within seven generations, a

%6 For more information on Akhazang, see, e.g., Leo Alting Von Geusau. (1983) “Dialectics of
Akhazang: The Interiorization of a Perennial Minority Group” in John McKinnon and Wanat
Bhruksasri, eds., Highlanders of Thailand. Kuala Lumpur: Oxford.

%" The series, written in Thai, is called, “Nithan Peun Ban Phao Akha” (Akha Folktales). The first two
titles are “Chai Jao Lae” (The Naughty Boy) and “Sao Saen Suai Kab Chai Apalak” (The Beautiful
Girl and the Ugly Boy”.
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union is forbidden. Lineage is also an important “tie that binds” the Akha people
together. When two Akha meet for the first time, whether Akha from Thailand,
Burma (Myanmar), Laos or China, they first inquire about each other’s lineage to
determine their relationship. To counteract a decline in interest on the part of younger
Akha in memorizing the names of their ancestors, in 2000 the Foundation initiated a
program intended to encourage young Akha to remember and be proud of their long
lineage. The Foundation has also made significant efforts to bring the importance of
Akha lineage to the attention of government authorities to increase their level of
cultural understanding.

To help facilitate transborder cultural preservation, in December 2003 the
AKHA Foundation facilitated an international workshop on Akha culture at Chiang
Rai Province. The workshop, conducted under the auspices of the Thai-Akha
Fellowship Association, was attended by Akha people from Burma (Myanmar),
Thailand and China. Another first for the AKHA Foundation was an Akha cultural
show performed in Chiang Rai by Akha people from China. A video of the
performance was made and distributed to many Hani and Akha in the Chinese
homeland area of the Akha people.

Preservation of the Akha Language. Akha youth who attend Thai schools
receive all their tuition in the central Thai language. The result has been that the
ability of some young Akha to speak their mother tongue has declined. Some people
who can speak Akha do so with accents and/or pronunciations which are not correct.
To improve the speaking ability of young Akha, special after school language training
is provided to youth residing in Foundation-supported hostels. In addition, the
Foundation has held oratorical translation contests (Thai to Akha) for young boys and
girls. These activities have not only helped improve language ability, but have also
helped raise the profile of the Akha people in Thailand.

Whereas the Foundation’s activities to promote the spoken Akha language
have been primarily focused on the Akha in Thailand, the Foundation’s efforts related
to written Akha have been decidedly transborder. Promotion of the written Akha
language presents a special problem: there are now some nine different versions of
the Akha script in use in Thailand, China, Laos and Burma (Myanmar). After the
Chinese government had authorized teaching to be conducted in the local language of
a region, several AKHA Foundation staff members traveled to China to meet with
Akha and Hani people. The result of that initiative and several subsequent meetings
with different Akha organizations was the development in 2003 of a new unified
Akha script by a consortium of knowledgeable individuals and academics from
throughout the region in cooperation with the Akha Foundation. The new script uses
English letters and employs letters which are not used in the Akha language (q, r, v, f,
x) as final consonants to designate the tone and vowel length of the word. Using final
consonants as tone and vowel length markers eliminates the need for diacritical marks
currently used in some of the Akha scripts. The absence of diacritical marks means
that no special computer programs are needed to write the new, unified Akha script so
the language can be written on virtually any computer.

The new script is currently undergoing field testing by the Foundation and

other organizations in Thailand, China and Burma (Myanmar). If successful, the new
script will help unify the scattered Akha communities in the Asian region and will
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facilitate the maintenance of the Akha language. This activity will also facilitate
efforts to help preserve in writing important aspects of Akha culture, folklore, etc.,
which have traditionally been passed from generation to generation only by word of
mouth and which otherwise might be lost as the Akha tradition of oral recitation
declines.

7. Conclusions and recommendations

The AKHA Foundation was originally established to provide agricultural and
educational development assistance to the Akha people in Thailand. Over the three
decades the organization has been in existence, the Foundation has fulfilled those
goals admirably. In fulfilling its stated development objectives, the Foundation has
come to act as the de facto ethnic ombudsman to the Akha people, going well beyond
its initial agricultural and educational mandate. In its role as ethnic ombudsman, the
Foundation has exerted a continuing and active effort to facilitate communication and
cooperation among the Akha people, Thai government agencies and various non-
government organizations. Through the efforts of the Foundation, the efficacy of
existing channels of communication have been improved and new channels have been
opened.

Because the staff of the Foundation are themselves all ethnic Akha people,
they have been able to help insure that the communication is two-way and that the
messages sent are understood both technically and contextually by the receiver.

Recently the Foundation has expanded its ethnic ombudsman activities to
include transborder communication among Akha people in China, Burma (Myanmar),
Laos and Thailand to promote the preservation of Akha culture and the development
of a new, unified Akha script which will facilitate communication among Akha
throughout the region. Those efforts are helping establish the groundwork for
increased transborder communication among nations in the region regarding matters
affecting the Akha people.

The AKHA Foundation’s role as ethnic ombudsman to the Akha people, both
in Thailand and throughout the region, has enhanced the quality of life of the Akha
people. There are many ethnic groups in the world who, like the Akha, have
populations located in more than one country. It is hoped that other organizations will
consider taking on an ombudsman role in the Greater Mekong Sub-region and in other
regions of the world.
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