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COMMUNITY-BASED INTEGRATED RURAL
DEVELOPMENT CENTRE, SUB TAI

Thailand

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

The CBIRD Centre in the village of Sub Tai, in the Pak
Chong District of north-eastern Thailand, is one of many
such centres across the country, launched by Thailand’s
Population and Community Development Association in
the mid-1980s. These Community-Based Integrated Rural
Development Centres confront the twin challenges of low
economic development and biodiversity loss through the
participation of rural communities in a variety of sustainable
livelihood activities.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2002
FOUNDED: 1985
LOCATION: North Eastern Thailand
BENEFICIARIES: 6 villages along border of Khao Yai NP
BIODIVERSITY: 2,000 sq. kilometre Khao Yai National Park

The residents of Sub Tai had suffered over many decades
from economic marginalization and the lack of many basic
social services. High local indebtedness had forced many
to poach in the neighbouring Khao Yai National Park to
supplement low incomes: the CBIRD Centre therefore
created a self-help loan group that would encourage
conservation practices as a requirement for entry, and
the development of environmentally-friendly businesses
through providing low-interest loans.
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Background and Context

For many years, residents of a village called Sub Tai in the Pak Chong
district of north-eastern Thailand were forced to supplement their
incomes by poaching in nearby Khao Yai National Park, Thailand’s
oldest national park. Khao Yai is a unique tropical ecosystem and is
home to a high diversity of wildlife. The communities surrounding
the national park (including Sub Tai) are agrarian, dependent on
agriculture and often suffering from economic marginalization, low
education, and a lack of access to new and emerging information
on farm management and environmental conservation. Access to
fundamental social services – medical care, education, skills training,
and credit – is also extremely limited in the region. Consequently,
many local farmers are forced to borrow from money lenders,
who charge exorbitant interest rates, and leave villagers with a
high burden of debt. To escape the cycle of debt, farmers turn to
illegal logging, hunting endangered species, and high-return but
unsustainable farming practices.
rural capacity building, and the transfer of skills and appropriate
technologies to improve economic, social and environmental
conditions.

Threats to Khao Yai National Park
In addition to the pressures exerted by local farmers, forests
surrounding the national park have been severely depleted by
commercial logging and land conversion for agriculture. The loss of
forest cover has resulted in soil erosion, high incidence of flooding,
and habitat destruction for native wildlife. The over-use of chemical
fertilizers and pesticides further conflates environmental decline,
leaving polluted rivers and water supplies, which negatively impact
public health and biodiversity.

High indebtedness in rural communities
The rural development for conservation project in Sub Tai was one
of the first CBIRD projects in Thailand. It was initiated to find ways
of conserving the natural resources of the national park, while
promoting new or improved livelihoods for local villagers. As in
other regions of Thailand, villagers in Sub Tai relied heavily on money
lenders to complement marketing and transportation operations for
their crops. Loans disbursed to the villagers were secured at very high
interest rates. (Some farmers were borrowing money for fertilizers or
other agricultural inputs at an interest rate of 120-240 percent per
year). This situation resulted in a state of permanent indebtedness
for Sub Tai farmers. Faced with serious debt burden, villagers tried
to make additional cash from logging, hunting and gathering forest
products. Villagers also generally lacked access to marketing and
business management skills.

In 1985, to address these challenges Thailand’s largest nongovernmental organization, the Population and Community
Development Association (PDA), launched a series of rural
development projects in the form of regional centres that would
assess and respond to the changing needs of communities. The
centres became known as ‘community-based integrated rural
development centres’, or CBIRD centres. The underlying principle
of CBIRD programming was the active participation of the village
community in local development and conservation processes,
4

Key Activities and Innovations

CBIRD Sub Tai was launched with the underlying belief that one of
the most important steps in protecting biodiversity is to put the
right conservation incentives in place, to safeguard local livelihoods,
and to help farmers manage their debt. The observed trend was that
environmental and socioeconomic uncertainties are correlated and
can be mutually deleterious.

ecoagriculture. Members are organized into self-help groups, youth
groups, and women’s groups to facilitate knowledge exchange and
the sharing of best practices across sectors and different segments
of the population.

An integrated environmental and socioeconomic response

EPS members run the group on a voluntary basis. Members
establish the rules and a committee governs their implementation.
The committee is democratically elected for a one-year term.
CBIRD advises that half the committee members be women. The
committee meets monthly to discuss progress, emerging issues,
loan applications, loan approvals, and existing loans. The committee
also takes decisions on how to handle transgressors of EPS rules and
how to deal with cases where loans are not repaid.

Organizational structure

One of the primary activities of CBIRD Sub Tai was to set up a
group called the Environmental Protection Society (EPS), which
has the aim of supporting the community to become self-reliant
and environmentally sustainable. Residents of the village apply
to become members of EPS, which then distributes loans at a rate
of 12 percent for cash crops and 9 percent for activities that are
ecologically beneficial, such as tree-planting. As a condition of
EPS membership (and therefore of receiving loans), community
members agree to refraining from cutting trees and poaching in
the national park, to actively participating in EPS development, to
reporting transgression of EPS rules and regulations, and to helping
prevent forest fires during the dry season. Additional environmental
criteria are introduced over time so that villagers can see the benefits
of one rule before another is added. In the early days of CBIRD Sub
Tai, the primary focus was to stop poaching and encroachment into
the national park. In subsequent years, criteria have increasingly
concerned crop productivity, organic farming techniques and

The Sub Tai program has been successful in achieving a number of
its objectives. Not only is greater income allowing more villagers
to send their children to school, but children are not in a position
of inheriting debt accumulated by their parents (as was the case
previously). Illegal logging and hunting have been reduced
substantially, protecting biodiversity and species endemic to
the forest. Lower interest rates on loans for projects that have an
ecologically-friendly component have resulted in local initiatives
focussing on reforestation, creating carbon banks, and providing
water and sanitation facilities.

“Local communities are bearing the brunt of climate change. Unfortunately, not everyone is
paying the same attention to this problem. Educating adults and children alike is essential. Rural
communities are doing their part to save the world.”
Sheila Gungadin, Population and Community Development Association (PDA)
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

depleted by 50 percent within the next ten years. The marbled wild
cat (Pardofilis marmorata) and the serow (Capricornis sumatraensis)
are now strictly protected by Thai law. Other vulnerable species
endemic to the area are the gaur (Bos frontalis), Asiatic wild dog (Cuon
alpinus), Asiatic black bear (Ursus thibetanus) and crowned gibbons
(Hylobates pileatus). The number of elephants in Khao Yai is around
200 but there remain only a few dozen tigers, gaurs, marbled wild
cats and crowned gibbons and their survival is seriously threatened.

Thailand has felt the huge impact of the dwindling of its biodiversity
in recent decades. A survey by the Office of Environmental Policy
and Planning has determined that seven mammal and bird species
have been hunted to extinction in Thailand and another 157 are
considered endangered species. Khao Yai National Park covers
over 2,000 square kilometers and is home to between 2,000-2,500
types of plants, seven of which are found nowhere else in the world.
There are at least 805 animal species in Khao Yai, including: 340 bird
species, 71 mammal species, 205 reptile species and 189 butterfly
species.

Through EPS programs, illegal logging and hunting have been
reduced by more than three quarters and encroachment into and
unsustainable exploitation of protected areas has almost been
eliminated. The group has worked to create buffer zones to guard
the endangered flora and fauna of this unique tropical ecosystem.

Priority species for conservation in Khao Yai

Raising conservation awareness; revolving fund

Two species considered endangered according to IUCN are the
Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) and the tiger (Pantera tigris). The
population of Asian elephants in the region has decreased by more
than half over the last ten years and the population of tigers will be

Environmental problems in Sub Tai are also being addressed
through training on reforestation, biodiversity, pollution and energy
conservation. Support for trainings is provided by government
agencies and NGOs, including the Ministry of Education, Ministry of
Natural Resources and Environment, Royal Forestry Department and
Thai Environment Institute (TEI). Environmental education programs
have also been delivered to children, villagers, and government
officials to educate on alternative methods of waste treatment,
water purification, reforestation, irrigation, sustainable agriculture
and habitat preservation. Land previously used for growing cash
crops has been converted to forest land, which is now home to
integrated agricultural landscapes for the cultivation of indigenous
plants species, herbs, and commercially viable crops.
A revolving fund provides financial incentives for the community
to replant trees and rehabilitate forests on public lands and in
degraded areas. The revolving fund model has several components.
Villagers are paid for each tree planted. This payment is not made to
the individual, but is channeled into the revolving fund. From the
6

second year on after planting, each tree is inspected by an impartial
group. Healthy trees qualify the farmer for a financial ‘bonus’, which
is invested into a ‘carbon bank’. Villagers, as individuals or as groups,
are then eligible to borrow from the revolving fund for incomegeneration projects and small enterprise development. The fund is
managed by a six-person committee (half of whom are women). Half
of the interest accrued from funds that accumulate in the ‘carbon
bank’ is used to fund public works projects in the community, while
the other half is invested in the rotating fund.

The organization has also pioneered an agricultural approach called
the ‘mini-farm’. Mini-farms can be easily organized on small plots of
land (from 20 to 110 square metres) and focus on the cultivation of
products with relatively high value and market potential such as
mushrooms, crickets, ants, frogs, field crabs, snails, chicken, ducks,
catfish, eel, cucumber and kale.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
A survey of the region conducted before the project began found
that on average Sub Tai villagers fell well below the national poverty
line. Compounding local poverty and economical marginalization
was the pervasive presence of money lenders, which had left
many farmers with a significant amount of debt. The rotating fund
operated by CBIRD Sub Tai has helped to address local poverty and
given local farmers access to lower interest loans. CBIRD Sub Tai
offers three types of loans through the rotating fund. The first are for
ecological income-generating activities, such as tree-planting and
the reintroduction of indigenous plant species. The second are for
agricultural income-generating activities, which many farmers have
opted to invest in crop diversification to raise cattle and to grow corn,
mango, custard apple, banana, soybeans, and tamarinds. The third
are for non-agricultural income-generating activities, which have
often been used for developing trekking services, guide services,
food processing, construction, and water and sanitation projects.
This has equipped local communities to benefit from ecotourism
attracted by the national park.
Local participation and leadership have been key elements of the
CBIRD Sub Tai model since it began its work. Villagers have been
provided a platform to take an active role in improving access to
credit, clean water, health services and education. The results have
been overwhelmingly positive. Villagers now have access to low
interest credit through revolving loans. Four years after project
implementation more than 60 percent of the EPS members had
received loans. Average local incomes in the first four years of the
project nearly doubled, with EPS member income almost 25 percent
higher than that of non-members.
CBIRD Sub Tai also runs youth camps, where young people gain
practical, hands-on experience. Youth learn about the value of
protecting the forest, wildlife, and biodiversity in their village, as well
as a range of income-generating activities that are environmentally
friendly, such as use of organic fertilizers and integrated farming
(combining chicken or pig-raising with fruit and vegetable
production and mariculture).

“Climate change is not a theory but a pressing issue. It needs attention and action now. Without
concrete and substantial changes in our lifestyles, we will lose our planet.”
Sheila Gungadin, Population and Community Development Association (PDA)
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
In order to meet funding needs and costs, CBIRD Sub Tai has branched
out into complementary commercial ventures such as restaurants
and hotels, mini marts, handicraft shops, and clinics. Today, CBIRD
Sub Tai covers over 70 percent of its annual budget from these
revenue streams. Ecotourism has also been a source of financial
sustainability. Revenues from the resort, restaurant, camping
ground, guide services and horticulture operations operated by
CBIRD Sub Tai are all reinvested into conservation activities. A local
eco-lodge at Sub Tai offers its guests an opportunity to plant trees in
the national park as a way of offsetting their carbon footprint. Guests
are also provided the opportunity to participate in horticulture
activities at the resort, to take classes on the flora and fauna of the
forest, and to take tours of local dairy farms and orchards supported
by the project.

REPLICATION
The model developed at Sub Tai has been replicated in more than
150 villages. Government partners have been instrumental in
facilitating this knowledge sharing and replication. Villages receive
training on how to develop the project model, and are encouraged
to adapt the model to meet the specific environmental and socioeconomic needs of the community. CBIRD Sub Tai has also spawned
a number of spin-off projects, including the Student Environmental
Demonstration Project. The project aimed to raise the environmental
awareness of school children and to catalyze local action to conserve
biodiversity and sustainably use natural resources.

forged with a group called German Agro Action, which provided
financial support to the project from 1985 to 1996. Existing partners
include:

PARTNERS

•

Several government ministries and departments have been
involved in CBIRD Sub Tai, but the Royal Forestry Department (RFD)
of the Ministry of Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (MOAC)
perhaps more so than others. An equally important partnership was

•

•
•
•

•
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Khao Yai National Park and Nakorn Ratchasima Forest
Department Office supplies seedlings for reforestation activities
The Government Savings Bank provides funds for and auditing
of agricultural cooperatives
The Farmer’s Marketing Organization distributes fertilizers to
farmers
Research and Development Institute, Khon Khaen University
provides training on media and prepares materials on
environmental conservation
The Agricultural Office of Pak Chong provides training of farmers
in pruning and the propagation of ornamental plants
The Thai Environment Institute provides training on environment
and energy conservation

FURTHER REFERENCE
•
•
•

Hooper, M., and Parekh, M. 2005. Microcredit, poverty and the environment. Low External Input and Sustainable Agriculture (LEISA).
Download here.
Video on Community-Based Integrated Rural Development (CBIRD) Centre, Sub Tai, 2002 (Vimeo) http://vimeo.com/36991466
Community-Based Integrated Rural Development (CBIRD) Centre, Sub Tai Photo Story (Vimeo) http://vimeo.com/15662767
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