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Financial Benefits and
Income Distribution of
Community-based Tourism:
Nammat Kao and Nammat
Mai, Lao PDR
Thavipheth Oula1

Abstract
A survey, covering October–December 2002, was made of the sources and distribution

of income and its expenditure in two remote villages, Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai,

that operate ecotourism activities in the Nam Ha National Protected Area in the Lao

People’s Democratic Republic northwestern province of Luang Namtha. The villages

offer three-day trekking tours in the protected area. Ecotourism formed a significant

proportion of total income, mainly from guiding services, accommodation, food, and

selling handicrafts. Ecotourism income was skewed, however, with the wealthiest

households taking the majority of the revenue, resulting in Gini Coefficients of 0.41

and 0.35 for Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai, respectively. There seemed to be no adverse

cultural effects of ecotourism. Recommendations include involving villagers in all

tourism planning, monitoring and evaluating tourism activities, and determining the

tourism carrying capacity of the area to avoid environmental damage. Ways to improve

ecotourism income distribution among villagers are also suggested.

1 Lao National Tourism Administration, Lao PDR. This article is printed with permission of Chiang Mai
University. Copyright Chiang Mai Universisty.
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Introduction

The emerging community-based tourism (CBT) sector in the Lao People’s Democratic

Republic (PDR) presents the country’s tourism managers and private sector operators

with a number of opportunities and challenges. It is well documented that properly

planned and executed CBT can contribute substantially to poverty reduction (Jamieson

2003) and stimulate conservation of the natural and cultural heritage assets that are a

community’s main tourism assets (Goodwin et al. 1998). However, poorly planned and

loosely regulated CBT puts these assets at risk. They could be damaged from excessive

visitation, natural resource extraction, pollution, and such external influences as drugs

and crime.

This paper documents the CBT development approach and operation of a three-

day trekking tour in the Nam Ha National Protected Area in the Lao PDR’s northwestern

province of Luang Namtha. This tour is one several pilot CBT products developed by

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization(UNESCO)-

National Tourism Authority of Lao PDR Nam Ha Ecotourism Project (NHEP)

(Lyttleton and Allcock 2002) that was implemented in Luang Namtha in 1999–2002

(Luang Namtha Tourism Office 2003). The project received financial support from

the governments of New Zealand and Japan. This article analyzes the financial benefits

and income distribution of the trekking tour.

Luang Namtha Province borders both the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and

Myanmar. The province is one of the Lao PDR’s most ethnically diverse, with more

than 20 distinct ethnic minory groups. Tropical monsoon forest covers about half the

province’s land area, which is dominated by calciferous mountains, the Mekong River,

and the Namtha and Sing valleys. Luang Namtha also contains the heavily forested

222,400 hectare Nam Ha National Protected Area (NPA), which provides a habitat for

more than 280 species of birds and 37 species of mammals, including the black-cheeked

gibbon, the Asian elephant, the sun bear, and the Asian tiger. Within the borders of the

NPA are 26 villages, mainly of the Akha, Khamu, Hmong, and Lantaen ethnic groups

that rely heavily on the NPA’s natural resources for sustenance. Overall, the primary

occupation of Luang Namtha’s residents is agriculture, mainly rice farming and raising

small animals.

Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai villages, two Akha communities that are the focus

of this study, were selected as pilot CBT villages under the NHEP. Both are in the

Nam Ha NPA, accessible only by walking 34 hours from the nearest road. Nammat Kao

and Nammat Mai are located in forested mountains about 800–1,000 meters above sea

level, which is typical for traditional Akha villages in the region.
Nammat Kao has 35 households with a population of 260 and was established in

1947. Nammat Mai was established in 1990 about 10 kilometers (km) south of Nammat

Kao, and has 33 households with 177 inhabitants. The main occupation in both
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communities is swidden agriculture, supplemented by raising livestock and collection

of nontimber forest products (NTFP) for sale and barter. Nearly the entire population

of both villages is illiterate, and many women are unable to speak Lao, the national

language. Estimated annual household income in the villages prior to the introduction

of CBT activities was approximately US$20 to more than US$100 per year, with Nammat

Kao being notably better-off than Nammat Mai.

Tourism Management in Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai

The three-day, two-night trekking tour to Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai is mainly

sold to independent tourists in Luang Namtha town, the main staging point for CBT

tours in the province. This tour begins 20 km north of Luang Namtha town, with the

trailhead located beside the paved road that connects Luang Namtha and Sing District.

The Luang Namtha Provincial Tourism Office (PTO)—a government institution—

through the Nam Ha Ecoguide Service, operates and regulates this trekking tour and

three others that are set in and around the Nam Ha NPA. Private sector tour operators

do promote the tour in packages to Luang Namtha. However, marketing and promotion

of the trek are mostly done by back-packers informally by word-of-mouth. All treks

must depart from and use guides from the Luang Namtha PTO’s Nam Ha Ecoguide

Service, located in Luang Namtha town. The PTO limits the group size to 8 tourists

with 2 departures per week, each of which is accompanied by three guides—two from

the town, and one from Donsai Village located at the trailhead. The cost of the three-

day, 25-km trek, inclusive of meals, transport, NPA trekking permits, guides, and lodging

in the village is US$36 per person. Initial investment in village infrastructure (small

lodge and toilets) was made by the NHEP. Through NHEP, villagers and local people

also received training and certification as guides, training in hospitality management,

training to monitor biodiversity and cultural impacts, participation in CBT study tours,

and tourism awareness seminars.

Management of village facilities and services is done by the villagers, who have

established service groups and a rotation schedule for the provision of food, guiding

services, handicrafts, and housekeeping for the village lodge. Accommodation fees

generated from each of the community lodges are placed in a village fund, managed by

the village. Income from selling handicrafts, food, and guiding services is paid directly

to the individual villager providing the service or product. Environmental and cultural

impacts are kept to a minimum by educating both the tourists and villagers about the

importance of protecting traditional culture and the environment. For example, prior

to the departure of every trip, tourists are required to attend a cultural, environmental,

and safety orientation, and the PTO has a strict “pack in-pack out” policy for trash.

The use of consumer goods and non-native food is strictly limited, with only traditional

Lao or Akha food made from local produce available for consumption on the tours.
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Tourists use water from a natural spring in the forest to bathe Lao-style, and walk to

the destination, thereby limiting air and water pollution. While trekking, guides keep

the group on designated trails to minimize disturbance to flora and fauna. The purchase

of wildlife or wildlife products is strictly prohibited, as is the purchase of antiques,

such as family heirlooms. The purchase of new handicrafts, however, is encouraged in

order to generate income and support local artisans.

The main attraction of the trek is the opportunity to experience traditional Akha

culture as well as spend three days in the spectacular forest and mountains of the Nam

Ha NPA.  Early in the morning on the second day of the tour, tourists and village guides

venture into the 100-hectare ecotourism reserve established by Nammat Kao villagers,

where the guides demonstrate indigenous hunting techniques, such as making animal

traps out of bamboo. They also demonstrate bird calls and show tourists which plants

can be used for traditional medicines. On most tours, after a dinner with village hosts,

tourists are treated to a traditional Akha massage. Villagers also demonstrate upland

agricultural practices and the production of handicrafts according to season. If a

traditional ceremony is taking place while a tour is in the village, tourists are invited to

join. However no contrived “special performances” are presented for tourists. These

two villages do not have electricity, piped water, or any notable shops or restaurants,

and this reinforces the authenticity of tourists’ experience.

In this study, a survey was made of the sources and distribution of income and its

expenditure in the two villages in October-December 2002. The relative equality of

income distribution in the villages was measured using the Gini Coefficient, in which

a value of 0 represents perfect equality while values approaching 1.0 mean very unequal

distribution.

Financial Benefits of the Trekking Tour and Income
Distribution

Table 1 shows a summary of the income generated from trekking tours for Nammat

Kao and Nammat Mai during October-December 2002. For the period October 2001-

December 2003, the Luang Namtha PTO reported that 151 tours were sold and 890

tourists had undertaken one or other trek, generating a total of approximately US$10,000

in gross revenue for the villages. The main income sources for the village were guiding

services, accommodation, food, and handicraft sales (Table 2). Note that village

guesthouse income is not directly distributed to families, but is retained in a communal

fund.
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Table 1: Income for Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai Villages, October–December 2002

Nammat Kao Income Nammat Mai Income
(n = 35) (n = 31)

US$a % US$ %

Total Household
Tourism Income 248 12  168 24

Guesthouse Income
(Village Fund) 121 6 121 18

Total Ecotourism Income 369 18 289 42
Total Nonecotourism Incomeb 1,634 82 394 58
Grand Total Village Income 2,003 100  683 100
Household Ecotourism

Income Average 10 9

a US$1.0 = KN9,000, December 2002.
b Nonecotourism income is from selling rattan, livestock, cardamom, vegetables, handicrafts, etc.
Source: Luang Namtha Tourism Office 2003.

Ecotourism Income Distribution

For the 3-month period surveyed, about 70% of the families in Nammat Kao earned

from zero to US$6.0, while 5% earned more than US$22.0 (Table 3). Income distribution

in Nammat Mai was similar, with 76% earning up to US$6.0 and 3% of households

earning more than US$22.0 (Table 3).

Table 2: Source of Ecotourism Income, Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai,
October-December 2002

Nammat Kao Nammat Mai

Items Amount Share Amount Share
(US$)  (%) US$) (%)

Selling Food 202 55 7.5 173 60 5.2
Accommodation 60 16 1.7 58 20 1.7
Selling Handicrafts 52 14 1.1 23 8 0.7
Cooking 40 11 1.5 26 9 0.8
Massage 15 4 0.4 9 3 0.3

Source: Survey Results.

Average
per family

(US$)

Average
per family

(US$)
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Sources of Ecotourism Income

For both villages, selling food was the main source of ecotourism income, with

accommodation the second highest source (Table 2).

Sources of Nonecotourism Income

The main source of nonecotourism income in Nammat Kao was selling livestock

(62% of nonecotourism income), while that of Nammat Mai was selling cardamom

(65%) (Tables 4 and 5).

Tables 4 and 5 show that for both villages ecotourism is an important source of

income compared to that from other activities. For example, for Nammat Kao, the average

ecotourism income was US$10.5 per family, while the average income from selling

livestock was US$29.2 per family. For Nammat Mai, the average ecotourism income

was US$8.8 per family, more than the average income from selling cardamom, the most

important nonecotourism source (US$7.8 per family).

The results show that ecotourism income is important for the poorest in the village

but, although the proportion of ecotourism income in total income is higher for the

poorest families than for the wealthiest in Nammat Kao, the latter have the higher

tourism incomes.

Very few families do not derive income from CBT, and nearly one third in each

village report that CBT income makes up more than one third of the total cash income

realized by their family for the quarter reported.

The Gini Coefficient was used to determine the equity of distribution of total

income among the village households divided into income quintiles. Table 6 shows the

share of income received by the five income groups. For Nammat Kao, where the total

income of the whole village in the 3 months surveyed was about US$2,003, the wealthiest

families (the highest 20% of households) earned 57%, while the poorest 40% took only

7% of the total income. The Gini Coefficient of 0.52 expresses this inequality.

Table 3: Household Ecotourism Income Distribution, October-December 2002 (%)

Ecotourism Income Range Nammat Kao Nammat Mai
(US$) (%) (%)

  0 – 1.0 17 39
  1.1 – 6.0 53 37
  6.1 – 11.0 19 15
11.1 – 22.0 6 6
22.1 – 56.0 5 3

Source: Survey Results.
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Table 5: Sources of Nonecotourism Income in Nammat Mai,
October-December 2002

Item Amount Share Average per family
 (US$) (%) (US$)

Cardamom 258 65 7.8
Vegetable 47 12 1.4
NTFP Nya bai (medicinal herb) 34 9 1.0
NTFP Rattan 29 7 0.9
Rattan Stools 12 3 0.4
Selling Livestock 8 2 0.2
Handicrafts 6 2 0.2

NTFP = nontimber forest products.

For Nammat Mai, the highest quintile similarly accounted for 55% of total income,

while the poorest (49 % of total households) took only 12%. The Gini Coefficient for

Nammat Mai of 0.46 (Table 6) is slightly better than for Nammat Kao.

For Nammat Kao, the total ecotourism income was US$369.0 and the average of

household ecotourism income was US$10.5. The top quintile (the richest 20% of total

households) received 54% of the total ecotourism income. In contrast, the poorest

40% shared only 16%. The Gini coefficient of Nammat Kao’s total ecotourism income

was 0.41.

When considering ecotourism income alone, the percentage distribution of income

was broadly similar (Table 6). However, the Gini Coefficient showed that ecotourism

income was somewhat more equitably distributed than nonecotourism income,

particularly in Nammat Mai (0.35).

In summary, although tourism helps increase income for the poorest, it also widens

the income gap between the rich and the poor. The reason may be that the wealthiest

families have staff to service tourists, have surplus agricultural products to sell, and are

more aggressive in selling handicrafts or food. In addition, they may have positive

Table 4: Sources of Nonecotourism Income in Nammat Kao,
October-December 2002

Item Amount Share Average per family
 (US$) (%) (US$)

Selling Livestock 1,021 62 29.2
Cardamom 361 22 10.3
Rattan Stool 201 12 5.7
NTFP Rattan 42 3 1.2
Others 9 1 0.2

NTFP = nontimber forest products.

Inside B.pmd 06/09/2006, 9:38 AM63



64

financial and business management skills. The more influential persons in the village,

i.e., the headman and village CBT committee families,  mostly serve the tourists. Often,

poorer families are not interested in joining ecotourism activities.

Ecotourism Income Expenditure

Of the total tourism income expenditure in Nammat Kao, a third was spent on buying

clothes or blankets and the same proportion was spent purchasing small goods, followed

by savings and medicine and equipment. Interestingly, households in Nammat Mai

spent more than a third of their income on medicine (35%), followed by purchases of

clothes and blankets (Tables 7 and 8).

Cultural Benefits of the Trekking Tours

Measuring cultural benefits from the trekking tours is more complex than measuring

economic impacts. One positive cultural benefit is that a few families are training the

younger generation to make traditional handicrafts. This indicates that the next

generation is interested in continuing a local cultural industry.

For the reported quarter, there were very few complaints regarding cultural

infractions by tourists. In fact, the only problem reported during household interviews

Table 6:  Income Share by Quintile Group of Population of Nammat Kao and
Nammat Mai, October-December 2002 (% total income)

Source of Income 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th GINI
group  group group group group Coeffi-

(lowest (20%)   (20%)   (20%) (highest cient
20%) 20%)

Nammat KNammat KNammat KNammat KNammat Kaoaoaoaoao
1. Ecotourism

income 6 10 14 16 54 0.41
2. Nonecotourism

income 3 8 15 21 52 0.45
3. Total income 2 5 11 25 57 0.52

Nammat MaiNammat MaiNammat MaiNammat MaiNammat Mai
1. Ecotourism

income 7 12 13 23 45 0.35
2. Nonecotourism

income 4 6 14 29 47 0.43
3. Total income 5 7 12 21 55 0.46

Source :  Calculated from Tables 2 and 3.
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Table 8: Ecotourism Income Expenditure in Nammat Mai,
October-December 2002

Item Amount Share
 (US$)  (%)

Medicine 57 35
Clothes/Blankets 37 22
Small Goods 29 17
Food 18 11
Savings 17 10
Opium 9 5

Table 7: Ecotourism Income Expenditure in Nammat Kao,
October-December 2002

Item Amount Share
 (US$)  (%)

Clothes/Blankets 82 33
Small Goods 81 33
Savings 43 17
Medicine 14 6
Equipment 13 5
Livestock 8 3
Rice 3 2
Lao Khao (alcoholic drink) 2 1

was that a tourist once bathed at the village’s well in Nammat Kao, while Nammat Mai

reported that town-based guides sometimes do not introduce tourists to the village

chief. Of course, these data represent only one 3-month period shortly after the trekking

tour was established, and a more careful examination of cultural impacts should be

undertaken by a social specialist. At the time data were collected, both communities—

at the individual and communal level—expressed a high degree of satisfaction with the

ecotourism enterprise in their villages.

Lessons Learned

The UNESCO-National Tourism Authority of Lao PDR NHEP was the first CBT

project implemented in the country, and the establishment and operation of the Nammat

Kao and Nammat Mai trekking programs were done using a hands-on, learning-by-

doing approach. After about two years, project support was withdrawn, leaving the

following important lessons from the experience of the community, the former NHEP

project team, and other public and private stakeholders:
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• Involve target CBT communities in the design of tours. Their indigenous

knowledge is a tourism asset. Examples of indigenous knowledge that are of

high value to CBT include forest interpretation, use of traditional medicines,

wildlife tracking, storytelling, agriculture, and cultural industries, such as

weaving, blacksmithing, and basket making.

• Establish and enforce regulations to protect culture and the environment.

• Establish and enforce sensible tourism carrying capacities. Carrying capacity

should be determined in consultation with the villagers, based on the area’s

biological fragility and social structure, and the management abilities of local

stakeholders.

• Educate tourists and communities on the principles and practice of

sustainable tourism.

• Integrate impact monitoring into tour programs and measure success. The

social, environmental, and cultural impacts of the tourism enterprise should

be regularly monitored. Success may be measured by the amount of jobs and

income that can be generated for local communities, community satisfaction,

revival or conservation of traditional cultural practices, and reduction of

threats to biodiversity brought about by the tourism enterprise.

• Well-designed and well-run tours will market themselves via inexpensive

word-of-mouth recommendations by satisfied customers.

• If reaching for higher markets,  refined marketing techniques are essential.

• Tourism activities should reinvest in nature and cultural conservation

activities. In Lao PDR, funds are generated for protected area management,

village infrastructure, and activities that promote cultural heritage, such as

festivals and performances.

• Build human resources before making large CBT infrastructure investments.

Conclusion

The community-based trekking tours from Nammat Kao and Nammat Mai are producing

sound financial benefits for the host villages and, based on survey data collected shortly

after the tours were established, producing negligible negative cultural or environmental

impacts. Ecotourism income constitutes an important source of income for both villages.

Ecotourism is the only source of cash income for some of the poorest people. Thus,

tourism has a role in reducing poverty.

As income disparities and negative cultural and environmental impacts from tourism

begin to emerge, it is essential that regular monitoring and evaluation of the program
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are undertaken by tourism and protected area management authorities, in order to

maintain the quality of the tourist experience and avert problems within the

communities before they become a serious threat to this profitable and mutually

beneficial initiative.

In order to involve poor families more deeply in ecotourism activities in Nammat

Kao and Nammat Mai villages so that they can enjoy the financial benefits, it is important

to take into account the following:

• Ensure that the rotational service roster is followed closely to allow everyone

a fair chance at gaining income from tourists.

• Allow the poorest families priority access to village development funds.

• Prioritize poorest families for training opportunities as guides and handicraft

providers.

• Establish a village-based ecotourism committee with rotation of chairpersons.

• Ensure that the public sector effectively monitors tourism in the village

according to the monitoring plan developed by the NHEP.
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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the impact of CBT on income distribution in three Thai villages,

using the Gini Coefficient and the Shorrocks Index. The results indicate that tourism

tended to increase income inequality because income was concentrated in tourism

committee members and village chiefs. In the third village, most income was from

individual households that sold souvenirs and was distributed more equally than that

from other nonagricultural activities. The two measures of income distribution used

do not account for subsequent distribution of tourism income within the villages. If

this secondary distribution were included, the inequality would be less. The results

indicate that community-based tourism revenue can be important for communities

and recommendations on ways to increase such revenue are made.

Introduction

A widely-held view in Thailand is that tourism can generate a positive impact by

increasing incomes; however, it can also result in negative development by worsening

income distribution (Mingsarn 2006). This paper analyzes the impact of tourism on

income distribution in three villages—Mae Kam Pong, Plai Phong, and Pha Nok Kok—

that are known for community-based tourism (CBT).

1 Akarapong Untong is a researcher at the Social Research Institute, Chiang Mai University; Sasipen
Phuangsaichai is Assistant Professor in the Faculty of Economics, Chiang Mai University; Natthida
Taweelertkunthon and Jakkree Tejawaree are researchers at the Social Research Institute, Chiang Mai
University, Chiang Mai, Thailand. This article is printed with permission of Chiang Mai University.
Copyright Chiang Mai University.
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