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Continued Land Grabs

After the rehabilitation of National Road 14, Mondulkiri
province which was nearly isolated during the 1980s and
1990s has now been changed and developed. International
and national tourists are attracted by its weather, natural
beauty and culture of the Phnong indigenous communities.
However, certain changes and development have caused great
concerns to both local authorities and development agencies.

The Phnong indigenous communities live in poverty and are
faced with shortage of food almost every year. To address
their immediate needs many have pawned and/or sold out
their land at very cheap price and have moved to get new
land. In some cases, they get into conflict with their fellow
community members.

Some rich and powerful people have colluded with certain
members of local authorities to take mountains into their
possessions. Some cut standing trees and/or set fire on young
pine plantations and then claim the land, which in fact
belongs to the state. They never bother about the law and
local authorities’ warnings. Some of them take into their
possessions  sizable land, sometimes, without clear
demarcation. Some take Vietnamese border as the border of
their land, some take natural streams as the border of their
land, some consider the edge of forest fire as the border of
their land and some consider the border of their land just the
race of the bullets. If this continues and no immediate and
effective actions are taken forestland and wildlife habitats
will disappear, and life of Phnong indigenous communities
will be always in misery.
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Power Abuse
While patrolling their local forests on 6 December 2004, community
members came across a transportation of logs and lumbers by a
walking tractor by Min Sokhon. The transportation was stopped and
investigated. The community members found out that the activity was
illegal, and then reported immediately to local forest administration
and local authorities, including police.

Min Sokhon convinced local forest administration, district authorities
and community members that he needed the woods for constructing
his own house. All concerned allowed him to take the woods, but
required that he made agreement with communities that the woods
were only for the construction of his house, but not for anything else.

He was suspected. The communities then assigned two of their
members to monitor and trace the wood transportation of Min Sokhon.
The two community members, Mr. Eng Ann and Mr. Mann Khin,
found out the truth. Min Sokhon, instead of taking the woods for the
construction of his house, transported them to a local wood processing
mill located behind the base of the Army Division No. 204 assumingly
under the command of Mr. M.P.

During their mission the two community members did not do anything
to Min Sokhon or Mr. M.P. They planned to return to the villages to
report to their communities. Unfortunately, their motor-bike had a flat
tire just in front of the army base. They stopped at the motor-bike
repair shop nearby to fix the flat tire.

Mr. M.P and his soldiers went out of their barrack, and beat the two
community persons and dragged them into their barrack. The
communities, when heard of the situation, gathered and protested. Mr.
M.P, informed of the communities’ reaction, released the two persons
and sent them to the district office to wash his hands off his atrocity.

Communities’ courage, effort and solidarity to protect natural
resources should be strongly supported and encouraged. They must not
be left to be threatened and punished. This cannot be achieved,
however, until the rule of law prevails.
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