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Social environmental changes and livelihoods of the Oy who are paddy fishermen
in Southern Laos
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The focus of this study is on paddy field fishing, which is a prominent
aspect of Lao subsistence culture. Lao farmers rely on paddy fishing to supplement animal protein
sources. In the Mekong basin, the culture has developed in which the difference in water levels
between the dry and rainy seasons is utilized to draw river fish into the paddy fields. When
required, they are stocked and caught. The aim of this study is to clarify the life of Laotian
people involved in paddy field fishing and the social environmental changes surrounding paddy field
fishing in recent years. Our investigation focused on the people"s livelihood, environmental impact,

and brological use through paddy field fishing. In addition, the social environmental changes
surrounding water guality and paddy field fishing due to the effects of agriculture and natural
development, in order to explore the current status and future of paddy field fishing in Laos.
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In Lao PDR, peasants are actively engaged in fishing. The reason that farmers engage in fishing activities
is that the rice production in paddy fields, which is their main source of livelihood, is not sufficient to
support the household; in addition, fish supplements the animal protein lacking in farming activities.
Understanding peasant fishing is an important facet in understanding the culture of Laotian peasants and
their way of life as rooted in their ecology. The purpose of this study is to clarify the factors behind the
peasant fishing that can be confirmed in the village of Phu Thai, an ethnic minority group distributed in
southern Laos. The research methods employed are composed of participant observation and interviews
and recording of fishing methods mainly from the viewpoint of material culture. Asaresult, it was observed
that five fishing types: hook and lines, fish traps, shrimp fishing with binding branches of tree, net fishing,
and gleaning, are being developed using the ecological environment such as rivers, paddy fields, flood
plains, and ponds. Further, this study examines factors composing peasant fishing that constitute material
culture: tool, body, skill, and entertainment. In conclusion, peasants who live in the riverbanks of southern
Laos have ample fishing opportunities, and by utilizing their abundant fish resources and the ecological
environment suitable for fishing.

This study clarified that peasantsin Lao PDR are engaged in farming as well as fishing using the
peasants’ fishing activities. The weight of peasants’ fishing activities occupies a non-negligible proportion
in their livelihood. As mentioned earlier, the development factors for peasants’ fishing are supplementing
the animal protein that is lacking from farming and the inadeguacy of rice productivity to maintain the

household population. These are the needs arising from the farming side. It is not uncommon for peasants



in Lao PDR to strengthen the peasants’ fishing activities, according to several ethnographic accounts in Lao
PDR.

This study reconsiders the image of peasants because peasant fishing activities may have been
captured a priori in Laos study. This study suggests that even peasants can undertake alternative activities.
It is one of the remarkable characteristics of peasantsin Lao PDR. In particular, peasants who live in the
Mekong Basin are surrounded by fishing opportunities, and that peasants’ fishing activities have been
nurtured by abundant fish resources and an ecological environment conducivefor fishing activities. In other
words, this study concludes that peasants’ fishing activities may have been developed by peasants in the
Mekong Basin to make up for the inability of farming to provide adequate nutrition.

The hypothesis is that the peasants’ fishing activities in Lao PDR underlie their fishing practices
and their strong devotion and attachment to the fish to be caught. Nevertheless, this study merely gives an
overview of peasants’ fishing activities at a village in southern Laos. A systematic extension of this study
would be to examine how much the fishing activities contributes to the livelihoods of peasants and whether
it is a part of the culture at al. Investigations on various alied aspects could be taken up by future
researchers. It should also be noted that peasant fishing activities are a temporary phenomenon owing to a
break from farming and have extraordinary and playful elements. Although this study has taken the event
optimistically, the reality isthat thereisalack of capital, education, and infrastructure due to rural poverty,
which may only retain people in peasant fishing.

As mentioned above, expanding the knowledge about peasants’ fishing activities is an important
means to understand the way of life of the peasants, which is closely related to the ecological environment

and resource use in the Mekong Basin of Lao PDR.
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