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Abstract
Over the last 20 years, bamboo has been promoted and marketed as an innovative and eco-friendly

material, often evoking a sense of responsibility and care for nature. This article broadens understand-

ings of care in forest-human relations, by examining the ecological care work done by peasants and

emerging local civil society organizations in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR). Drawing

on feminist political ecology and qualitative research conducted in Houaphanh province, we take

the Bamboo Program as a case at the intersection of sustainable forest management and development

interventions in the Lao PDR.We critically question: 1) the allocation of care for nature to green con-

sumption; 2) the narratives that still represent upland peasants as “unproductive”, “destructive”, and
“indifferent” towards forests; and 3) the disregard of care work and reproductive labor in research

on forest-based commodities and value chains. Our analysis demonstrates how ecological care

work is embedded in everyday material and affective practices that peasants and civil society organiza-

tions carry out with(in) the bamboo forests, and how livelihoods and bamboo value chains are depend-

ent on such work.We conclude that recognizing ecological care work is a matter of ecological justice,

as it challenges dominant environmental narratives of caring for nature and highlights the everyday

practices of maintaining bamboo forests and livelihoods in peri-capitalist spaces.

Keywords
Ecological care work, reproductive labor, bamboo, feminist political ecology, rural development,

environmental justice

Corresponding author:
Violeta Gutiérrez-Zamora, Tampere Peace Research Institute (TAPRI), Tampere University.

Email: violeta.gutierrezzamora@tuni.fi

Article

EPE: Nature and Space

1–25

© The Author(s) 2026

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/25148486251410826

journals.sagepub.com/home/ene

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0242-6497
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3209-545X
mailto:violeta.gutierrezzamora@tuni.fi
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/25148486251410826
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ene
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F25148486251410826&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-01-27


Introduction
Bamboo has been integral to the livelihoods of rural peoples in Africa, Asia, and the Americas for
thousands of years. In Asia, bamboo has adapted to many landscapes, is in widespread use, and
holds a great biocultural significance (Wong, 2004). For peasants1 in the mountainous regions of
Southeast Asia, diverse bamboo species have served as an important source of subsistence,
income, knowledge and cultural practices. Over the past two decades, amid the global shift
towards a green/bioeconomy, bamboo has gained prominence in global markets focused on “eco-
friendly” materials, where it is valued for its rapid growth, affordability, and performance (van der
Lugt and King, 2019). Several initiatives and development interventions in the Global South have
promoted bamboo, among other non-timber forest products (NTFP), as a crucial resource for
nature-based and bioeconomy solutions to land and forest degradation, often aligning with devel-
opment strategies to relieve rural poverty (FAO and INBAR, 2018; Lobovikov et al., 2009;
Rosenfeld et al., 2024; Ying et al., 2024). These interventions are implemented and supported
by intergovernmental agencies, including the International Bamboo and Rattan Organization
(INBAR), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), and other International
Non-Governmental Organizations (INGO), research centers, governments, and private sectors.

As the industrialization and commercialization of bamboo has expanded, its purchase and use
are increasingly framed as a way of caring for nature and benefiting impoverished rural communi-
ties (Dwivedi et al., 2019; Hogarth and Belcher, 2013; Lobovikov et al., 2012; Van Hiep et al.,
2024; Ying et al., 2024). The global boost for bamboo products and the aspiration for transforming
rural economies have led to several initiatives in existing (e.g., handicrafts, food, incense sticks and
chopsticks) and emergent markets (e.g., flooring, furniture, and construction) (Flynn et al., 2017;
Hogarth and Belcher, 2013; Marsden et al., 2011). In lower-middle income countries like Lao
PDR (hereafter Laos), such projects aim to develop bamboo and NTFP commodity and value
chains in support of the environmental and economic sustainability of rural villagers (Greijmans
and Hitzges, 2012; Kibler, 2023). These projects involve activities at different scales (Desbleds,
2021; Kibler, 2023). The most time- and labor-intensive tasks are performed at rural production
sites, including monitoring, harvesting, and processing. Bamboo value chain documentation and
analyses tend to frame these labor-intensive activities as participation, and they are often only con-
sidered in relation to their economic costs. We fill this gap by asking who performs the work impli-
cated in ecological care in these bamboo-based bioeconomy solutions—specifically, how is it
carried out, remunerated, distributed, valued, and recognized?

To address these questions, we broaden and deepen our understanding of caring in human rela-
tions with forests, by examining ecological care work, and its integration into bamboo value chains.
We argue that including ecological care work as a concept in the analysis of commodity and value
chains is critical to highlight the importance of these activities—often poorly remunerated, unpaid,
and taken for granted—in today’s peasant economies. This research seeks to make visible the labor
involved in the development of bamboo value chains driven by rural development projects in Laos,
and its intersections with rural development and forest conservation policies.

Drawing on recent discussions within feminist political ecology (FPE) and environmental
humanities, we consider human ecological care work as part of the reproductive labor that
ensures the regeneration and maintenance of interdependent human communities and ecosystems
(Barca et al., 2023; Corwin and Gidwani, 2021; Papadopoulos et al., 2023; Ressiore C. et al.,
2024; Singh, 2018). We think about human ecological care work as the intricate daily engagements
and activities fundamental to the social, economic, and ecological reproduction of human and
more-than-human life (Barca 2020), which are required or controlled by programs of environmental
protection, stewardship, and nature conservation (DiNovelli-Lang and Hébert, 2018). We contrib-
ute to understanding the intricate connections between ecological care work and environmental
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justice (EJ) in rural development projects involving bamboo and NTFP as value chain commodities.
Commodity and value chain research is key to tracking the flow(s) and value(s) of goods and exam-
ining the social and power relations surrounding the production, transformation, and consumption
of commodities in the green economy (Neimark et al., 2016; Ruben, 2024). While research often
highlights labor networks and the participation of women (Jensen, 2009; Malanski et al., 2022),
little attention has been paid to the ecological care work and reproductive labor that commodity
and value chains encompass.

Often the division between productive and reproductive activities can be blurry, particularly in
the NTFP commodity and value chains. Household members simultaneously carry out work for
their livelihood and the market, such as the collection, harvest, and transformation of NTFP,
crafts, and smallholder agriculture (Dunaway, 2013). The close relationship between the creation
of commodities and services (productive labor), and life’s daily activities to maintain people’s
and nature capacities (reproductive labor), is present and linked to the social organization of
time and space. Ecological care work is fundamental for (re)production as human communities
have developed a material and metabolic interdependence with the more-than-human world,
encompassing animals, plants, fungi, elements of ecosystems and earth formations (Barca, 2024;
Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2001). A significant proportion of working time is devoted to activ-
ities that maintain, cultivate, and sustain these interconnections. Daily work is shaped by affective
values, such as duty, compassion, fear, or joy, which are shaped by the individual experience of
emotions, embodied feelings, and socio-cultural and political considerations about nature
(González-Hidalgo, 2020; Singh, 2018).

Our understanding of ecological care work as part of reproductive labor aligns with what polit-
ical ecologists and ecofeminists have called “forces of reproduction” (Barca 2020) and “caregiving
labor in human-nature relations” (Salleh, 2017). This approach reminds us that ecological care work
can be naturalized, taken for granted, or valued depending on the space in which it is performed and
the class, gender, and social status of the performers (Jax et al., 2018; Barca, 2020). Even when the
labor of local and indigenous peoples is celebrated in development and green/bioeconomy interven-
tions, their engagement is often reduced to “local participation”, which obscures the labor involved
(Neimark et al., 2020: 497).

We examined the Bamboo Program series of development projects from 2008–2021 in the
Houaphanh Province in northwestern Laos. Implemented by the Netherlands Development
Organisation (SNV) and the French Group for Research and Technology Exchanges (GRET),
the program sought to expand economic opportunities for rural households to alleviate poverty
and curb deforestation via promoting sustainable management of bamboo forests and plantations.
The initiative was endorsed by the provincial government and sought to make the province a model
for a sustainable bamboo industry that could “provide ‘green gold’ (kham kieo) for poverty allevi-
ation” (Houaphanh Provincial Government, n.d.). After its phase-out, it was continued by the
Bamboo and Non-Timber Forest Product Development Association (BNDA), a Civil Society
Organization (CSO). Rural development projects with their market-oriented approaches and inter-
national organization funding, often in coordination with different levels of government, can help
us understand how ecological care work and EJ are configured under Lao socialism (High, 2021).
They allow us to analyze how ecological care work is performed in peri-capitalist spaces—those
that “simultaneously interact within and outside of capitalism” (Tsing, 2015, 65).

The article proceeds as follows. In section 2, we elaborate on our conceptual understanding of
reproductive and care work in socio-ecological relations, which led us to focus on the concept of
ecological care work and its implications for EJ. In section 3, we describe the case and our research
methods. In section 4, we explain the global-local configuration of care for nature and caregiving in
bamboo value chains. In section 5, we describe peasants’ ecological care work, cultural and spir-
itual practices, and economic needs under the quota system. In section 6, we discuss bamboo
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handicraft as a source of income, highlighting the affective connection of artisans to their work and
the persistence of gender inequalities in decision-making. In section 7, we conclude on the central-
ity of peasants and civil society organizations ecological care work in Houaphanh for bamboo
forests, value chains and livelihoods. Recognizing that this ecological care work is crucial for
EJ, as it challenges framing narratives about care for nature through green consumerism and
label upland peasants as unproductive and uncaring of forests.

From caring for nature to ecological care work as a matter
of environmental justice
The concepts of care and reproductive labor in socio-ecological relations have received increasing
academic attention in political ecology and environmental humanities. Ecofeminists and feminist
political ecologists have extended the scope and discussion of care, reproduction, and domination
in socio-ecological transformations that seek to sustain life on land, and in soil, air, and water. Life
includes the lives of microorganisms, plants, fungi, and animals (Allison, 2023; Bauhardt and
Harcourt, 2018; Berman-Arévalo and Ojeda, 2020; Dombroski et al., 2018; Hackfort and Saave,
2024; Jax et al., 2018; Moriggi et al., 2020; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; Ressiore C. et al.,
2024). We consider it crucial to situate care in our analysis of forest-human relations as a form
of reproductive labor to avoid its depoliticization, which currently occurs within the “green con-
sumerism” narrative (Barendregt and Jaffe, 2014).

Thus, we revisit Marxist feminist thinking on reproductive labor. Laslett and Brenner (1989:
382–383) define reproductive labor as “the activities and attitudes, behaviors and emotions, respon-
sibilities and relationships directly involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis, and inter-
generationally”. This life-sustaining work ensures that food, clothing, and shelter are available, and
it fosters the social ties and interactions needed for the well-being of the members of society, includ-
ing vulnerable populations (e.g., children, elderly). While feminist theory emphasizes that repro-
ductive work is traditionally performed by women for the daily maintenance of individual and
social human life, Marxist ecofeminists shift their focus to the connections between human produc-
tion, reproduction, and their relationship with ecosystems. Merchant (1987: 269–70) argues that in
subsistence economies, production and reproduction are interconnected for community preserva-
tion, but with the rise of capitalism, they became separated spheres, subordinating reproduction
to production and capital accumulation. Similarly, from postcolonial framing, Mies and
Bennholdt-Thomsen (1999) argue for recognizing and valuing various forms of reproductive
labor beyond the industrial worker’s domestic sphere. They propose the “subsistence perspective”
as an alternative to capitalist economies, which includes the systematically devalued and appro-
priated work of peasants in subsistence agriculture, labor historically carried out in colonies, and
work done in or with nature (Mies and Shiva, 1993). These forms of reproductive labor enable a
“metabolic bridging between human and natural cycles” (Salleh, 2003: 71) reconnecting material
and energy exchanges between human societies and ecological systems, disrupted by capitalist pro-
duction (Foster, 2000).

While the concept of reproductive labor helps us understand the metabolic bridging in subsist-
ence economies, the concept of ecological care work deepens this perspective by incorporating the
affective dimensions this work involves. Drawing on the ethics of care (Tronto, 1993), Puig de la
Bellacasa (2012) expands the notion of care to include the practices and activities that maintain and
repair connections across human and more-than-human worlds. Tronto (1993) further distinguishes
between care about, care for, caregiving, and care receiving. We focus on care-for as a question of
assuming responsibility and caregiving as a matter of practice. Corwin and Gidwani (2021) state
that caring for nature involves the process of recognizing one’s responsibility and requires real
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practices (i.e., care work); thus, “we cannot simply ‘care’ for something and remain detached from
it”. Feminist political ecologists focus on the affective and emotional dimensions of commoning
and collective action (González-Hidalgo, 2020; Singh, 2017), reciprocity and ethical commitments
in more-than-human relations (Allison, 2023; Gesing, 2021; Suchet-Pearson et al., 2013; Sullivan,
2019; Ehrnström-Fuentes et al., 2025), and caring practices in extractive environments
(Berman-Arévalo and Ojeda, 2020; Corwin and Gidwani, 2021). The transformative potential of
care in socio-ecological relations is considered for its capacity to offer alternatives to capitalist
economies (Dombroski et al., 2018; Estévez-Saá and Lorenzo-Modia, 2018; Barca et al., 2023),
and its relevance and absence in transformative social movements (Jauhola et al., 2025).
However, to date, ecological care work has not been theorized in relation to rural development pro-
jects within socialist regimes, where environmental governance is state-controlled, but market-
oriented (Creak and Barney, 2022; Kenney-Lazar, 2019; Lu and Smith, 2023). This specific
context is further developed in the following sections.

We understand that ecological care work encompasses the material dimensions that nurture the
metabolic bridging between human and more-than-human life and the affective, emotional, cul-
tural, and spiritual dimensions as relational practices that give work motivation and meaning.
Thus, we bridge two approaches often treated separately in the literature, and in doing so we
frame ecological care work as a matter of EJ. The first approach emphasizes the practical and labor-
intensive actions necessary to sustain or repair ecosystems (Barca et al., 2023; Corwin and Gidwani,
2021) focusing on the economic organization and distribution of labor within broader socio-
economic and political structures. Barca (2023) highlights the material and labor-intensive dimen-
sions of ecological care and shows its embeddedness in the distribution of resources (e.g., land
allocation/monetary compensation), living and working conditions, and the unequal visibility
and recognition of who works. The second approach emphasizes the affective and emotional
dimensions emerging in socio-nature encounters (Singh, 2018, 2017), offering insights into how
affects, dispositions, emotions, and values are cultivated and/or how they emerge in forest-human
relations and encounters, including work (Jax et al., 2018; Singh, 2017, 2015; Sullivan, 2019; West
et al., 2018). To bring forth the ethical and affective dimensions of performing such labor, we draw
on Singh’s (2017) ecological care work, which can foster affective and political relationships with
specific ecosystems and may shape new environmental subjectivities; for example, becoming an
environmental defender (Bourguignon et al., 2023). Raghuram (2016) indicates that affects are per-
sonal and political. Ecological care work also embodies agency through situated, material, and
affective everyday practices that shape specific environmental subjectivities (Singh, 2013) where
power is negotiated, reproduced, or transformed. By integrating both perspectives, ecological
care work can be viewed through an EJ lens, highlighting two aspects: 1) the socio-political con-
texts that shape who cares for nature, the distribution ecological care work and its recognition; and
2) the affects embedded in this work and their potential to foster just and careful socio-ecological
relations.

We understand EJ not as a formal or a rigid set of preconceived liberal guidelines about fairness
(Velicu and Kaika, 2017), but as an ethical-political horizon grounded in care, well-being, dignity,
and the flourishing of interdependent human and more-than-human life, while addressing the dis-
tribution of responsibilities, burdens, and benefits arising from this pursuit (Kirksey and Chao,
2022; Leff, 2021; Papadopoulos et al., 2023). This perspective emphasizes the uneven visibility,
recognition, valuation, and distribution of ecological care work involved in repairing, maintaining,
and nurturing human relations with forests and the diverse entities therein (Álvarez and Coolsaet,
2018; Guibrunet et al., 2021; Gutiérrez-Zamora et al., 2023; Ramcilovic-Suominen et al., 2024).
Often invisibilized, this work is disproportionately performed by marginalized communities. A
central element of EJ is recognition that ecological care work is mediated by hierarchies of life
and worth, including gender, class, race, ethnicity, and other categories assigned and experienced
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in specific historical and spatial contexts. Ecological care work subsists within political and eco-
nomic systems that improve their techniques of alienation and devalue certain humans and
more-than-human beings until they become merely resources (Tsing, 2015: 19). While crucial
for sustaining life, ecological care work can be entangled in overconsumption, exploitation, and
waste (Corwin and Gidwani, 2021: 3). These dynamics shape the benefits and burdens of ecological
care work, along with disparities in valuation and visibility, which are concerns of EJ.

Methods and case description
This article is based on recorded, semi-structured individual interviews (n= 25), focus group inter-
views (n= 5), workshops (n= 2), and the first author’s observations during two one-month research
visits in June 2023 and March 2024 in Houaphanh Province and Vientiane City. The first author
conducted focus group interviews with bamboo producers in four villages in Viengxay district
(n= 4) and district authorities in Viengxay (n= 1) (Table 1 and Figure 1), and individual interviews
with bamboo producers, traders, and district authorities in Houaphanh province with the support of
the projects local partner BNDA. Interpretation, translation, and transcription between Lao and
English was provided by BNDA. The interviews explored perspectives and experiences related
to the Bamboo Program and working in the bamboo sector. The first author conducted open-ended
interviews with researchers, consultants, and INGO staff working in the environment and develop-
ment sector in Vientiane City (n= 7). The project organized two BNDA led workshops. One was a
provincial workshop addressing the revision of the Bamboo Provincial Strategy (2020–2025) and
one a district workshop on the current condition of bamboo handicrafts. We conducted a literature
review comprised of 73 documents, including reports, policy literature, working papers, newslet-
ters, public documents, and other grey literature related to the Bamboo Program and its collabora-
tors. We accessed these documents via the LaoFab portal, the official websites of GRET and SNV.
Additionally, GRET and BNDA staff provided documents. We used QSR NVIVO11 for analysis of
the transcriptions and documents and focus coding for respondent statements and the program
documentation. The research was conducted independently from the Bamboo Program and our col-
laboration with BNDA did not extend to writing or dissemination of research results. While we
shared our analysis with BNDA for feedback, we are solely responsible for the analysis and inter-
pretation presented herein.

The bamboo program in the province of Houaphanh, Laos
Houaphanh Province, in the northeast of Laos, has an ethnically diverse population, including Lao,
Tai Kao, Tai Dam, Tai Deng, Khmu, and Hmong people. The mostly rural province has a low popu-
lation density and a high rate of secondary forest cover (Greijmans et al., 2007). Bamboo grows
naturally in mixed deciduous forests2 and upland fallows, and has provided food, fuel, and material
for fishing, agriculture, and construction (Boupha and Phimmavong, 2006). Bamboo and other
NTFP remain a main source for survival strategies, food security, and cash income in rural house-
holds in Houaphanh.

The province has historical and symbolic importance in shaping revolutionary imaginings for
state socialism in the country (Tappe, 2011). The mountainous terrain was the refuge and base
of the armed resistance against French colonial rule (First Indochina War) and later the United
States during the Vietnam War. The caves of Viengxay in Houaphanh were the headquarters of
the Pathet Lao, a communist-oriented movement aligned with the Vietnamese communists.
From the caves, the Pathet Lao organized resistance activities and planned their 1975 ascent to
control of the country. After the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP) came to power in
1975, the country maintained close political and economic ties with its primary sources of
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foreign aid, Vietnam and the Soviet Union (Stuart-Fox, 1997). Border tensions with Thailand,
China, and Cambodia, along with communist economic crisis and economic boom in other
Southeast Asia countries, triggered a shift in Laos’ economic and foreign policy (Evans, 2002).
By 1986, the Lao government implemented the New Economic Mechanism (NEM), inspired by
Vietnam’s “Doi Moi” reforms, to transition to a market economy. The NEM sought to promote
private enterprise, increase agricultural productivity, and attract foreign investment (Stuart Fox,
1997), while maintaining party-state control over land and forests (Creak and Barney, 2018).
These reforms set the tone for donor-supported and market-oriented projects in rural development.

Despite their wide uses across rural regions, until recently bamboos and NTFP were considered
irrelevant in global economic trade (Arnold and Pérez, 2001) and often underestimated in develop-
ment and forest policy (Shackleton and Pandey, 2014) compared to timber (Delgado et al., 2016).
Since the mid-1990s, rising demand and diverse programs have underlined the economic, cultural,
and ecological significance of bamboo (de Mello et al., 2020). In Laos, studies on NTFP have
focused on ecological and economic assessments to inform market-oriented development interven-
tions (e.g., Evans and Viengkham, 2001; Foppes and Phommasane, 2006; Greijmans et al., 2007;
Jensen, 2009; Lee et al., 2021; Peters et al., 2013).

The global demand and integration of NTFP into current forest-based bioeconomic strategies
(Smith-Hall and Chamberlain, 2023) raises important questions about ecological impacts
(Schimetka and Ingram, 2024), equity, participation, and recognition of the ecological care work
that peasants and other actors carry out. This is relevant in a country like Laos where the socialist
political system has oriented rural development policies towards market integration and prioritized
economic growth through land concessions, expansion of agricultural and forestry plantations, and
infrastructure projects over sustainable forest management (Suhardiman et al., 2019; Singh, 2020)3.

Figure 1. Localization of study villages (Map created by Gutiérrez-Zamora using data from

OpenDevelopmentLaos (ODL).
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Meanwhile, forest conservation policies continue to centralize decision-making, but displace the
burdens of compliance, which fall onto local communities, requiring them to regulate their liveli-
hoods under state imposed rules (Ramcilovic-Suominen and Mustalahti, 2022). Notions of justice
in forest management do not focus on formal rights of participation or equitable distribution of ben-
efits, but are configured around security, the internalization and legitimacy of authority, and sym-
bolic justifications and negotiations of power (Dwyer et al., 2016; Martin et al., 2018; Singh, 2012;
Ramcilovic-Suominen and Mustalahti, 2022). In this context, the Bamboo Program is significant to
understand the effects that rural development projects using value chain approaches have on
peoples’ livelihoods and their relationships with bamboo forests.

The Bamboo Program (2008–2021) spans five continuous projects. The first phase (2008–2015)
included projects implemented by GRET and SNV. The second phase (2015–2019) was implemen-
ted by GRET, and the third phase (2019–2021) saw the birth and consolidation of the BNDA. The
Bamboo program was conducted under the approval of the Provincial Governor, in collaboration
with the Provincial Office of Agriculture and Forestry (PAFO), the Provincial Office of Natural
Resources and Environment (PONRE), the Department of Planning and Investment (DPI), the
Department of Industry and Commerce (DOIC), and three different district authorities. The
program received funding from EuropeAid, Agence Française de Développement (AFD), the
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), Oxfam, and other private funders.
During this research (2023–2024), BNDA was working as the main facilitator with GRET
support. In November 2024, a new phase of the program was initiated upon receipt of private
funding to strengthen and expand to other districts.

The primary goal of GRET was to reduce deforestation and curb unsustainable crop (maize)
expansion by assisting villagers to sustainably manage bamboo forests and plantations
(Porbounmixaithor et al., 2017; Desbleds, 2021). For SNV, the program’s primary objective was
supporting bamboo sector development to alleviate poverty via enhanced economic opportunities
(Greijmans et al., 2007; Greijmans and Hitzges, 2012). The program pursued expansion of the
bamboo sector as an economic activity, enhancing bamboo exchange value, and generating
income for rural communities by promoting four commodities and value chains based on
bamboo species used in the province: 1) Bamboo handicrafts made from various species, including
sticky rice containers and woven baskets targeting domestic and export markets. 2) Slats and sticks
made from mai khouane (Dendrocalamus longifimbriatus) as semi-processed bamboo materials
exported to Vietnam for finishing. 3) Fresh bamboo shoots harvested from nor khom (Indosasa
sinica) and nor dja (Sinarundinaria microphylla) for food and trade in local and regional
markets. 4) Dried bamboo shoots produced from nor hok (Dendrocalamus hamiltonii) for export
to Vietnam. Herein, we focus on the slats, sticks, and handicrafts, but often mention bamboo
shoots (Figure 2).

Recognizing the growing global demand for bamboo as an opportunity underestimated by Lao
authorities, SNV and GRET noted the potential was often constrained by inadequate regulatory
mechanisms.The program formulated and coordinated three provincial strategies in partnership
with the provincial authorities during 2011–2016, 2016–2020, and 2020–2025.4 These strategies
were intended to set specific objectives and priorities to guide political and institutional frameworks
towards sustainable management and commercialization of bamboo and fostering sectoral growth
and development (Desbleds, 2021). In 2013, 66 villages in Houaphan were targeted for interven-
tion, located in Viengxay (n= 43), Sobbao (n= 14), and Xam Neua (n= 9) districts. By 2020,
the number of villages receiving interventions decreased to 63 villages. Sobbao (n= 9), and
Xam Neua (n= 9) decreased, while Viengxay (n= 45) increased. In Viengxay district 56 out of
104 villages have allocated bamboo forest.

In the first program phase (2008–2015), GRET focused on developing a “territorial approach”
including participatory land use planning (PLUP) processes. Some villages participated by
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mapping and planning land use for agriculture and forestland allocation within the state policy
frameworks. A “commercial approach” was used by SNV, focused on fostering value chains
and business models (Desbleds, 2021; Kibler, 2023). The Bamboo Program’s territorial approach
draws from the Land Use Planning (LUP) international development projects and interventions in
the Houaphanh Province to regulate land allocation and use (Lestrelin et al., 2012). This approach
is aligned with Lao national development goals of rural poverty reduction and increasing invest-
ment (GRET/SNV, 2012). GRET conducted forest management plans (FM), participatory zoning
and allocation of bamboo, agricultural, and forest land in pilot villages using PLUP and later
developed the “Combined Method” (CM) (Porbounmixaithor et al., 2017). These zoning pro-
cesses restricted swidden cultivation and livestock activities. Forest regulations stigmatize
swidden cultivation as a driver of tropical deforestation (Castella et al., 2013; Fox et al., 2009;
Ramcilovik-Suominen, 2019; Singh, 2020). Though the Lao state and international actors
label it as a “backward method of land use”, it remains among the oldest and most complex agro-
forestry systems for lands used for subsistence (Dressler et al., 2017) and is the basis for the
Bamboo Project’s efforts.

In a broad sense, the Bamboo Program exemplifies a market-oriented approach to NTFP aimed
at reconciling development and forest management goals. Since the 1990s, this approach has gained
traction among donors and development agencies (Kusters et al., 2006) and has led to strategies
seeking to increase the capabilities and access to engage in markets of rural communities, small-
holders, and women (Thorpe et al., 2017). The premise is that rural development interventions

Figure 2. Bamboo harvesting and products: slats, sticky rice containers, fresh shoots (Photos by Gutiérrez-

Zamora).
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bridge economic development and environmental stewardship by creating economic incentives for
sustainable forest management (Flynn et al., 2017; Gutiérrez-Zamora, 2021; Ruben, 2024). The
development of NTFP value chains, commodity certifications, and fostered forest-based enterprises
are prioritized by INGOs, donors, and governments. In Laos, the development of NTFP value
chains support poverty alleviation by serving as a strategy enabling peasants to generate monetary
income. Yet, this approach has not led to greater peasant influence over forest regulations, as the
Government of Laos (GoL) uses policies like land allocation and quotas for state territorialization
(Lestrelin et al., 2012; Ramcilovik-Suominen, 2019; Suhardiman et al., 2019). However, state
control is never complete as peasants, traders, and other civil actors continue their livelihoods
while navigating state policies.

Care for nature and care giving in the production of bamboo products

“Choose bamboo products, it’s good for you and our planet”
Scandinavian-based company campaign

The global demand for bamboo products is growing, particularly in North America and Europe,
which emphasize bamboo’s ecological and aesthetic qualities for furniture, interior decoration
items, and disposable and reusable utensils and textiles. This framing promotes “green consumer-
ism”, which appeals to consumers’ sense of moral responsibility to care for the planet and nature
(Sachdeva et al., 2015). Green consumerism among affluent classes emerged as a compelling solu-
tion for promoting sustainable lifestyles while contributing to the fight against global poverty
(Barendregt and Jaffe, 2014). This approach emphasizes that consumers who prioritize sustainable
products are socially and ecologically responsible and caring individuals. Yet, this approach fails to
consider the caregiving work, skills, and affects that is put into growing, harvesting, and processing
bamboo. This labor is fundamental to commodity value chains as it maintains and regenerates
bamboo forests over time, ensuring the quality and continuity of bamboo as a material, and support-
ing community well-being. Marketing makes visible a romanticized version of this labor rather than
properly compensating workers, while intermediary value chain actors capture most of these pro-
ducts economic and symbolic value. This shows how ecological care work is undervalued in global
and regional supply chains where the recognition, compensation, and decision-making power for
those who perform the work remains limited, relegating issues of EJ across bamboo global
supply chains.

The growing global demand for bamboo products is a key factor for export production in coun-
tries including China, Vietnam, and Indonesia (INBAR, 2022). In Laos, the bamboo exports to
China and Vietnam are used domestically and for further processing into higher-value products
(Lee et al., 2021).5 Under the framework of boosting green/bio-economies, rural policies have inte-
grated local bamboo industries into the global market (Flynn et al., 2017; Hogarth and Belcher,
2013; Van Hiep et al., 2024). While the use value of bamboo remains central to rural economies
in these countries, the increasing exchange value is already changing how bamboo is harvested,
collected, manufactured, and used, shifting the relations between forest ecosystems, rural liveli-
hoods, and cultural practices. Recent studies suggest that the rise of the bamboo industry, particu-
larly via expansion of large-scale plantations, increases the existing tensions between
environmental protection and economic growth in Chinese and Vietnamese rural development
(Flynn et al., 2017; Van Hiep et al., 2024). Similarly, Troṇg Hiêú and Poisson (2024: 213) show
that bamboo use in traditional handicrafts persists in Vietnam, but it has become specialized due
to consumer preferences for certain aesthetics, signaling shifts in cultural practices and local pro-
duction priorities. The expansion of the global bamboo industry in Laos is officially framed as
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an opportunity for the sector; however, unlike Vietnam and China, bamboo production has experi-
enced slower change, and the market is mainly domestic. During the implementation of the Bamboo
Program there were attempts to export handicrafts to European markets, but a consultant and former
SNV staff member explained (Interview, 02 June 2023):

Production for exports is difficult, even if you get [a] little higher price, in the handicraft sector it is
almost impossible to compete, because consumers in Europe want 100 000 baskets per month, per con-
tainer and producers cannot meet these volumes. The volume is impossible, and we don’t even have
access to the sea.

In Houphanh Province the production of bamboo commodities, including handicrafts, slats, and
sticks maintains its artisanal qualities and embodies what scholars have identified as metabolic
bridging, i.e., relational and cyclic practices in which human labor and ecological processes are
closely intertwined, sustaining and regenerating each other (Salleh 2010; Barca 2020). By artisanal,
we mean goods created by hand, using customary techniques, tools, or machinery, often in tension
with the speed and uniformization required by international markets. The production process aligns
with and adapts to the rhythms of subsistence agricultural tasks and cycles, even when land allo-
cation processes have modified those practices. Bamboo use value persists in the harvesting and
trading of bamboo shoots, weaving crafts, making tools for fishing and farming, and rural building.
Much of the labor dedicated to bamboo is done during the dry season (November–April), as people
work on rice cultivation during the rainy season (May–October). Even when bamboo enters
Vietnamese export commodity chains, like the dry shoots or slats and sticks, villagers consider it
produces goods and is an important plant for their livelihoods and ways of living, engaging with
the metabolic value of bamboo. A senior male pointed out (Interview B. L., 06 March 2024):

We use bamboo shoot for our food, the poles can be used for fencing, house construction, and some
other canes for our supply for produce the handicrafts, like fish traps and baskets. We also collect
fresh bamboo shoot and sell it, it is based on the season such as Khom and Hok, and in the dry
season we were harvesting khouane bamboo for slats and sticks, but now there is no company
buying it.

This account highlights the diversity of bamboo uses, their seasonal labor, and the uncertainties of
mechanized export-oriented production led by investors and their companies. Local and regional
traders have historically purchased bamboo products for local markets, but participation in
export-oriented chains is recent. This shift reflects how control over bamboo value chains and
their benefits is reconfigured as it increasingly lies with investors and companies. Meanwhile vil-
lagers continue to bear the responsibility for maintaining the forest through their ecological care
work, remaining in a subordinated position in the value chain. In the following section, we
analyze the production of slats and sticks in more detail.

Ecological care work in the production of slats and sticks under the
quota system
The Bamboo Program sought to expand the bamboo sector as an economic activity, enhance
bamboo exchange value, and generate income for rural communities through the four existing
bamboo commodity and value chains. While bamboo products are used in the region for domes-
tic, cultural, and commercial purposes, the program reorganized commercial activities around
handicrafts and shoots, and assisted in establishing business links between villagers and process-
ing companies with machinery oriented toward slats and sticks exports. For rural villagers,
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bamboo work has become valuable for income diversification, complementing rather than
replacing subsistence farming. Yet, it also became a sector where they must navigate and entangle
their ecological care work, cultural and spiritual practices, and economic needs. In the villages
involved in the khouane bamboo harvesting, men are responsible for harvesting bamboo culms
(stems), while women and children are usually responsible for harvesting, preparing and
trading bamboo shoots. In a collective interview (B. E., 14 June 2023) with villagers involved
in the khouane bamboo harvesting (slats and sticks), they explained:

The main work for us villagers is farming and livestock raising. We cannot separate them, but rice is for
our own consumption. When I compare livestock raising to khouane bamboo harvesting [for sticks] the
income is much better, because livestock takes more time to receive the income. […] But khouane takes
more time to cut and select than Chinese yam [Dioscorea polystachya Turcz. / Dioscoreaceae], there are
many steps to cut bamboo well and not damage it. […] we don’t offer a ceremony to the spirit [for har-
vesting bamboo], only before constructing the road to access the forest when the company comes, to
make sure everything is running smoothly.

Peasants assess their activities by their income potential and by the labor, time, and knowledge
required to perform the activity, maintain bamboo stands, and ensure their regeneration. This inten-
tional form of ecological care is co-produced with project staff and supports long-term maintenance
of the bamboo forest. While rural livelihoods address immediate needs, villagers’ ecological care
work also responds to the needs of the more-than-human world. In bamboo cultivation, harvesting,
and processing, there is a difference between extractive practices oriented solely toward income
generation and ecological care practices that sustain socio-ecological conditions and community
continuity. Ecological care is reflected in villagers’ spiritual practices to appease forest spirits
and prevent community harm during major landscape changes, for instance when the company con-
structed a road to transport the bamboo poles.

In the four villages, people expressed that project staff brought in additional knowledge and
responsibilities related to sustainable harvesting, monitoring, and district and provincial level
reporting. Villages now have a forest management plan implemented through different land use
planning processes (see Table 1). Bamboo monitoring and assessment are conducted annually
by the village bamboo committee which “ensures that monitoring is done, ensures that rules and
regulations are followed by villagers and meetings are held where the whole village participates”
(Collective interview in B. L., 15 June 2023). Although villagers expressed their joy in collectively
carrying out these critical activities for the sustainability of bamboo value chains, the villagers did
not mention that these tasks were compensated as paid work. In the khoune value chain the
company pays the village bamboo committee a percentage per the terms of the contract, which
leaves open questions about whether they adequately reflect the labor contributions of village
members for forest monitoring and regeneration techniques (i.e., selective cutting and cutting
cycles). This illustrates that ecological care work is the foundation upon which commodity value
chains depend but is often invisibilized and appropriated by investors and companies.
Furthermore, price paid by the company is considered low for their work and their contracts are
often breached, which suggests dissatisfaction with the lack of adequate income for their effort
and a lack of power in negotiating contracts. In a collective interview (B. L., 15 June 2023), villa-
gers mentioned that:

For couples working one day, we can get 100–200 kilograms. And the price is only 300 lAK/1 kg. If the
company does not build the access road to the forest it is 450 lAK/1 kg.6 […] but the Vietnamese
company does not follosw the contract and does not pick up the poles on time and they dry on the
road, and they lose weight.
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The companies engaged in the khouane slat and stick value chain were established by a Lao
state-owned enterprise and Vietnamese investors. These companies, which have varying levels
of maturity and operational stability, operate seven factories located in Houaphanh Province, pro-
ducing primarily slats and sticks for export to Vietnam. During our 2023–2024 visits, we found that
at least two of the factories were not operational and the other three were suspended. Near
Viengxay, we visited the premises of a suspended factory, which had the splitting machine still
in place. Both villagers and factory operator indicated that operations were hindered by delays in
receiving quotas from the GoL and the economic crisis produced by the COVID-19 pandemic.
District authorities mentioned that the factories were bankrupt and there was a need to attract
other investors.

The quota system is a governance tool intended to protect NTFP from overexploitation by
regulating the quantity or volume of bamboo for commercial uses. Under this system, each
company interested in NTFP commercialization must obtain commercial and quota licenses
annually through the PAFO and DOIC. The PAFO then seeks approval of the quotas from the
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. Once the Ministry approves the annual quota at the provin-
cial level, the PAFO allocates the quota to the DAFO (District Agriculture and Forestry Office)
who assigns authorized traders to work exclusively in specific villages to purchase NTFP from
villagers (Greijmans et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2021). Since the first program phase, the quota
system has been identified as a key concern that requires attention to develop supportive policies
for the bamboo sector, particularly for the trade of khouane slats and sticks and mai hok dry
shoots (Desbleds, 2021). In this sense, based on interviews with various actors, the quota
system seems to rely on indirect or distance monitoring. This leads to several challenges: 1)
delays in quota approvals and the interruption of planning and trading; 2) short-term planning
limits the agreements and collaboration between villagers, traders, and investors; 3) the limitation
of villagers decision making and negotiating power; 4) decision-making at central level is not
informed by data and monitoring of bamboo resources; and 5) a lack of ownership of the
bamboo sector strategies at the district and provincial levels. Even when quotas are designed
to prevent NTFP overexploitation, they restrict commercial activity and prevent peasants from
obtaining fair economic benefits for their labor.

The khouane bamboo stick and slats commodity chain exemplify Laos dependence on foreign
investors for capital and infrastructure, including roads and processing factories. While these invest-
ments provide some additional income for villagers, the reliance on short-term contracts under the
current quota system prioritizes immediate profits over sustainable resource use and unfair remu-
neration for the villagers’ efforts in maintaining and utilizing bamboo forests. The unresolved chal-
lenge lies in how set, enforce, and sustainably manage quotas for resource use over the long term.

This scenario reflects tensions between market-oriented approaches to capital generation and the
command-and-control strategies that dominate the centralized and top-down environmental govern-
ance in Laos (Lu and Smith, 2023). Unlike other policy tools (i.e., bans), quota systems can support
provincial and district ownership of the bamboo strategies and decision making premised on
community-based monitoring of NTFP. Such quota systems could ensure fair compensation for
the ecological care work of villagers and other local actors and create a policy tool responsive to
the NTFP ecosystem conditions, and the socio-economic needs of those in the commodity chain,
addressing as fundamental elements of EJ.

Gender and the affective dimension of bamboo ecological care work
A central focus of the Bamboo Programme is promoting bamboo handicrafts and strengthening
the value chain. Unlike bamboo shoots and semi-processed slats and sticks, handicrafts require
manual skills, creativity, and careful attention, which increases their monetary value and
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enhances the aesthetic, symbolic, and cultural values. Beyond creating economic incentives for
sustainable bamboo forest management, the programme devoted substantial time and resources
to develop artisanal products through collective learning, training, workshops, village cross-
visits, study tours, and other peer-to-peer methods. A BNDA staff member explained they “facili-
tate the communication and collaboration between different actors within the chain, like the pro-
ducers, traders, the private sector, but also the government staff in the district and provincial
levels” (Interview, 12 June 2023). They follow participatory forest governance frameworks to
foster collaboration between multiple stakeholders, including rural communities, even if their
influence over policies is limited.

Establishing village producer groups aimed at empowering villagers to secure income from
bamboo handicrafts was central to the participatory and pro–poor economic development approach
in the handicraft value chain (Voelksen and Phutphong, 2010). Activities focused on improving
product quality, facilitating negotiations with traders, and collecting taxes to build the village devel-
opment funds to cover administrative and salary costs related to the trade of bamboo products and
forest management activities (Porbounmixaithor et al., 2017). Even after the program ended in
2020, producer groups continued to focus on maintaining handicraft quality, negotiation with the
traders, and bamboo forest monitoring.

Although GRET and BNDA have used participatory forest governance approaches and worked
together with the Lao Women’s Union (LWO) to promote equality and inclusion of women, youth,
and people with disabilities within the villages and producers’ groups, everyday reality reveals per-
sistent inequalities. Young and older women and men assume different roles in artisanal and eco-
logical care work, but women retain limited influence over decision-making reflecting a core
dimension of environmental injustice. During the artisans meeting with district authorities, male
artisans were more present, and the female trainers’ contributions were often dismissed through
subtle actions such as silencing or overlooking their opinions (fieldwork notes, 2024). These
dynamics show the gender-based hierarchical recognition of ecological care and artisanal work
and reflect the limitations of participatory frameworks in forestry and rural development policies
and programs.

The distribution of handicraft work varies across villages. In villages E and L, few villagers are
actively involved in bamboo handicrafts as it is customarily an activity for older men. Younger vil-
lagers handle physically demanding agricultural tasks, while women wove silk textiles on bamboo
looms for use and sale. Textile weaving is a famous and culturally significant craft in Houaphanh
province. In villages P and X, proximity to the road facilitated handicraft commerce and it became a
central part of their economies. Men and women make bamboo handicrafts, due to the project
attempts to include more women and artisanal goods increasing economic value. The open and
enclosed spaces of these villages’ rural homes have become the hub of bamboo handicraft produc-
tion and market processes. A female handicraft trainer in village X explained how her involvement
in bamboo crafts has reshaped the division of labor in her household (Interview in B. X., 07 March
2024):

In the past, I used to weave textiles for sale, but I had to buy yarn, so I had to go far away to get it. With
bamboo, my husband helps me to cut and carry the canes, he doesn’t know how to [weave] it, but every-
one in the family can learn and do it.

This female artisan pointed out, bamboo harvesting and processing involve shared domestic labor
negotiated at the family level. Men and women have complementary roles in production, and both
have an affective engagement in taking pride in the precision, aesthetics, and durability of their pro-
ducts. The female trainer pointed out that quality “depends on skills, but to be good a crafter, you
must love it and be able to generate income for the family” (Interview with female villager in B. X,
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07 March 2024). Similarly, a male producer shared, “I enjoy making handicrafts. When they are
produced and sold, they generate income for us and support our children’s education” (Interview
with male villager in B. E, 05 March 2024). The emotional connection to the craft processes reflects
how affections, such as love or enjoyment, may motivate creativity and dedication to artisanal
work. Trainers also described the joy of visiting bamboo forests together and teaching techniques
for responsible bamboo use and treatment.

Bamboo handcrafts can be made from different bamboo species, but the producers’ selection is
based on the specific characteristics of each product. Village P focuses on producing small sticky
rice containers, while producers in Village X create a wider range of products and sizes based on the
demands of the customers and traders. Khouane (Dendrocalamus longifimbriatus) is preferred for
the culms long internodes that can be used in weaving rice containers of different sizes. Artisans’
tactile understanding of bamboo is evident in careful selection of the culms based on strength,
length, and softness. To ensure the quality and durability of their products and prevent termite
and beetle damage to the pieces, the artisans use two techniques: 1) submerging bamboo culms
in water and salt for over 15 days; 2) smoking and heating the culms on an open fire fueled by
unused bamboo strips. This fire exposure offers protection and adds dark natural coloring to the
bamboo strips, which artisans use in their designs. Such practice also represents peasants’ frugality,
turning leftover strips into fuel. Traders remarked that some villages have significantly improved
the quality of their products and their weaving skills, which enhances the resistance to insect
damage and decay and the beauty of the product. These processes protect artisans’ products, by
improving durability and quality, while reflecting their tactile, ecological, and creative knowledge.

Artisanal work is closely related to seasonal rhythms and time management: during the rainy
season, handicraft producers work in the evenings for approximately two to four hours, while
during the dry season, producers work six to twelve hours on producing handicrafts. However,
keeping the technical and ecological knowledge needed for bamboo’s sustainable use largely
depends on ensuring family financial stability. On average, trained artisans reported earning
between 100,000 and 120,000 lAK (4.79–5.74 USD) per day while working on their craft for 5–
7 h,7 an income that sustains families but does not fully reflecting the value of the embedded
care work.

The creation of value chains for bamboo crafts fosters a sense of pride, enjoyment, and dedica-
tion. In these peri-capitalist spaces, where global markets have an incomplete but growing presence,
the affective dimensions of ecological care work, such as the enjoyment derived from craftsman-
ship, the careful selection of bamboo culms, their patient splitting and shaping, or the creativity
of intricate basket weaving, represent an expression of villagers’ agency in embodied, emotional,
and material forms. These tasks require ecological and cultural knowledge of bamboo that until
now has allowed villagers to control their time and work rhythms. Attention to these everyday
acts of ecological care offers an alternative perspective to the homogenization generated by a
green consumerist approach to what caring for nature means. Handcraft provides the necessary live-
lihood to keep the diverse uses of bamboo alive amidst the global mechanization of the bamboo
industry (Binfield et al., 2024). Yet, fair compensation and recognition remain limited, and
unequal access to decision-making constrains the work and income of women and youth, reinfor-
cing environmental injustices (Gutiérrez-Zamora, 2021; Schenk-Sandbergen, 2024). Enjoyment
and satisfaction among peasants/artisans emerge as an individual feeling and a sense that affirms
the dignity of artisanal practice, which demonstrates how ecological care work contributes directly
to economic value creation yet remains hierarchically unrecognized. Those who most embody this
ecological work are not always those who benefit most economically or hold decision-making
power. While ecological care work materially sustains livelihoods and bamboo value chains,
affects constitute a political space where the conditions of EJ are felt and enacted: shaping who
feels entitled to speak, who endures invisibility and how recognition is experienced.
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Conclusions

This article contributes to bridging discussions on ecological care work within commodity and
value chains and EJ debates. Our analysis of the Bamboo program and the development of
bamboo value chains in Huoaphan, Laos reveal four interconnected findings: 1) ecological care
work carried out by peasants and local civil society organizations is fundamental to sustaining
bamboo forests and their value chains, yet remains largely unrecognized; 2) dominant narratives
based on green consumerism obscure the relational, material, and affective dimensions of this eco-
logical care work; 3) ecological care work is shaped by hierarchical power relations that influence
who performs and benefits from ecological care work, with implications for EJ; 4) ecological care
work takes place under state control and market pressures; yet, still allows space for peasants’
agency.

By focusing on ecological care work, we challenged the idealization of the “care for nature”
under the lens of green consumerism as it often ignores the socio-environmental, territorial, pro-
ductive, and labor conditions behind “eco-friendly” products like those made from bamboo. We
demonstrated that, in bamboo value chains, both productive and reproductive labor are intertwined.
The ecological care work performed by peasants in Houaphanh, Laos, seeks to maintain their
homes and livelihoods, and sustain and nurture their material, emotional, and cultural relationship
with bamboo. When villagers selectively harvest bamboo shoots or culms, they are collecting a
product for sale and actively managing the regeneration of bamboo. They draw on previous and
co-produced ecological knowledge and when needed perform spiritual practices. Similarly, when
they conduct forest monitoring or teach younger generations handicrafts or harvesting skills,
they are ensuring future livelihoods and sustaining ecological relations.

These practices show how market-oriented production is embedded in broader reproductive and
ecological relations, making visible how commodity value chains are materially dependent on eco-
logical care work, which remain undervalued and often invisible in conventional economic or
development analyses. Thus, there is an inevitable interrelationship between people’s care for
their lands, forests, and homes, even when these become nodes that form the network of production
and global market processes (Dunaway, 2013).

Our analysis emphasized that the role of rural producers and their daily work goes beyond being
“participants” in specific rural or sustainable forest management projects. Recognizing their partici-
pation as ecological care work is important for initiatives aimed at achieving a socially and eco-
logically just future. As Singh (2018) suggests, for EJ it is crucial to consider the nature of
ecological care work and its distribution.

A focus on ecological care work helped us to conceptually bring together the material and the
affective dimensions often analyzed separately. The analysis of ecological care work also sheds
light on the ways subsistence economies encompass material and affective relationships between
villagers, bamboo forests, bamboo handicrafts and the often-unnoticed multiple dimensions in
daily life wherein care work is provided. In Houaphanh market-oriented interventions in rural
development, agriculture, and forest conservation coexist and are regulated by
command-and-control strategies for resource allocations (e.g., quota systems) which are part of
the state policies of a one-party socialist government (Wilcox et al., 2021). These interventions
have served to transform these areas into peri-capitalist spaces that are intertwined into the every-
day life of the rural villages in a socialist regime (High, 2021). We acknowledge the possibilities
that caring for nature and subsistence narratives can be used as state legitimation devices in rural
areas (Nguyen and Chen, 2017; Ramcilovik-Suominen, 2019), for example, after the economic
shock of the COVID-19 pandemic (Rehbein, 2022) and through the current crop booms
rapidly transforming agricultural production and the rural landscape (Hua et al., 2022; Lu and
Smith, 2023).
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This case demonstrates how ecological care work remains central to sustaining peasants’ sub-
sistence economies and bamboo production in Houaphanh, even under increasing connection to
global markets. Yet, the rhythms of artisanal and subsistence production, rooted in ecological
knowledge and seasonal cycles, are in tension with the demands of regulated export value
chains. This tension reveals the limits of market-oriented interventions in development programs
and how commodity chains are materially dependent on ecological care work, which is underva-
lued in economic analyses. Through the narratives expressed by the different actors, we showed
that in everyday forms of social and economic organization of subsistence such logics are neither
completely dominant nor exclusive. Villagers subtly negotiate access to NTFP and at times
diverge from the extractive logic of industrial bamboo processing by maintaining some control
over harvesting, working times/rhythms, and artisanal expressions. These everyday care acts
represent their agency and open small spaces of autonomy within the state regime and global
bamboo industry. They also provide an opportunity to rethink ecological care work from a
logic of possibility and vitality with a horizon for EJ. In the pursuit of more caring human rela-
tionships with the more-than-human world, it is fundamental to create collective strategies for
support, compensation, and reparation for people and territories where ecological care work is
carried out as a matter of EJ.

Highlights

• The ecological care work carried out by peasants and civil society organizations in bamboo value
chains contributes to just rural development in Laos.

• Green consumption narratives about care for nature obscure peasants ecological care work.
• Rural development programs utilizing NTFP value chains require attention to the material and

affective dimensions of ecological care work.
• Recognizing and valuing ecological care work is linked to environmental justice.

Acknowledgements

This study would have been impossible without the support and participation of the respondents in Laos, espe-
cially the villagers, traders, and the provincial and district government officials in Houaphanh Province, the
Bamboo and Non-Timber Forest Product Development Association (BNDA), the current and former staff
of GRET and SNV who supported us, and all those who gave us gave us their guidance and time during
our research. Thanks also to Stephania Barca for her comments to a previous draft and to Sophia
Hagolani-Albov for the help with the English language revisions. We also thank the anonymous reviewers
for their constructive and insightful comments.

This research was funded by the Academy of Finland Research Fellowship Grant (grant number: 332353),
under the project “JustGLOBE: Justice and Politics in the Global Bioeconomy (2020–2025)”, PI: Sabaheta
Ramcilovik-Suominen. Additional support was covered by the project EnVi(r)oCare—Entanglements of
Violence and Care: feminist analysis of commodity frontiers and “living green” (grant number 354557); PI:
Marjaana Jauhola.

Author contributions statement

V.G.Z contributed to the Conceptualization, Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis, Writing of the
Original Draft, Review and Editing.
S.R.S contributed to the Review & Editing of the original draft, Supervision, and the Resources and Funding
Acquisition.

18 EPE: Nature and Space 0(0)



Ethical considerations

Informed consent was obtained verbally before participation. The consent was audio-recorded in the presence
of an independent witness. The first author informed every interviewee about the nature and purpose of the
research and the interview, and ensured that they understood that they could withdraw from the interview,
the recording, or refuse to answer a question at any time. The ethical committee of the Natural Resources
Institute Finland (LUKE) has reviewed the project and advised that an ethical clearance is not needed if all
informants are over 16 years old and the publication does not include their personal information.

Funding

The authors disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication
of this article: This work was supported by the Research Council of Finland, (grant number 332353, 354557).
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

ORCID iDs

Violeta Gutiérrez-Zamora https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0242-6497
Sabaheta Ramcilovic-Suominen https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3209-545X

Notes

1. We use the term peasant to refer to the agricultural class who produce primarily for their own subsistence
needs and who continue to rely on a subsistence ethic for decision-making (Scott, 1977). While peasants in
northern Laos continue to be dependent on agriculture and possess limited capital assets, these subsistence
socio-economic relations have been transformed by the advent of international development interventions
and investments in market-directed commodities, e.g., maize, cassava, and rubber (Dwyer and Vongvisouk,
2019; Hua et al., 2022; Kallio et al., 2019; Lu and Smith, 2023).

2. Stands where deciduous tree species are more than 50%, the forest story is not as dense as evergreens, and
most of the seedlings and saplings are deciduous trees.

3. Since the 1990s, China has strengthened political and economic relations with Laos through large-scale
investments in mining, energy, agriculture, and infrastructure, creating a highly uneven dependency and
environmental controversies (Laungaramsri 2019; Stuart-Fox 2009). Simultaneously, Western govern-
ments and international agencies re-established relations with Laos through development projects concern-
ing poverty reduction, sustainability, rural development, health, education, and trade, where many CSOs
appeared only as a technical requirement (Ramcilovic-Suominen et al., 2024).

4. The Bamboo Task Force (BBTF) was established to formulate strategies and advance favorable conditions
for the bamboo sector in the province, acting under the direction of the provincial governor and including
DPI, PAFO and DOIC (Porbounmixaithor et al., 2017).

5. Bamboo product exports reached $3.6 billion by 2022, with China representing 75.1% (INBAR 2024). In
contrast, Laos exported $113,000 in bamboo products to China, Thailand, and Vietnam (WITS 2022).

6. In June 2023, the exchange rate of 1 USD= 18,300 LAK. This means that 100 kilograms were equivalent to
about $1.64 (with road access) and $2.46 (without access).

7. As of March 2024, exchange rate was 1 USD = 20,875 LAK. The prices of sticky rice containers were as
follow: lamp= 10,000 LAK ($0.48); Sticky rice containers: Small= 35,000- 40,000 LAK ($1.68–1.91);
Medium =50,000–60,000 LAK ($2.39–2.87); Large= 70,000 LAK ($3.35).

8. Bamboo slats are flat, wider strips obtained by splitting, planning and drying the culms, often treated or
laminated. They are used flooring, furniture, panels, blinds, and fencing. Bamboo sticks are thin pieces
obtained by splitting the culms into strips, slicing, polishing, and air-drying. Sticks are graded by quality
and used for products like incense sticks, grill skewers, chopsticks, and craft materials.

9. Bamboo shoots are the new, tender sprouts harvested from the plant’s base.
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Troṇg Hiêú D. and Poisson E. 2024. Bamboo in Vietnam: an anthropological and historical approach / Đinh
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