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of land; and c) access to safe drinking water. 
Physical capital assets are measured using the 
index of market access and the access to a rubber 
processing facility. Financial capital assets are 
measured as indices of: a) income other than 
rubber farming (wages, salaries, farm–off farm 
income); b) savings; and c) value of household 
assets (both essential and semi-luxury items). 
Social capital assets are measured using these 
indices: a) access to R&D and institutional 
support (planting grant for new planting or 
replanting, subsidy for inputs, plant protection, 
etc); b) access to training in rubber tapping and 
processing; c) access to extension activities; 
and d) access to local development institutions, 
cooperatives/ SHGs, etc. 

The indices so derived range from 0 to 1 
with the higher values indicating the greater 
strength of the livelihood assets of the rubber 
growers. In order to determine the sustainability 
of the different livelihood assets, we use a 
hypothetical ranking of the values derived for 
the indices. Accordingly, we classify the values 
of capital assets into three classes on a 0–1 scale. 
Thus, we categorize the capital asset as highly 
sustainable if its overall score ranges from 
0.67 to 1; moderately sustainable, if the value 
ranges from 0.34 to 0.66; and unsustainable if 
the value falls between 0 and 0.33. The values 
of the indices representing the five livelihood 
capital assets are shown in Table 5. 

Table 5 shows that the access to, and control 
over natural capital assets enable the livelihoods 
of the rubber smallholder households to be 
highly sustainable as compared to the rest of 
the capital assets. Financial capital assets status 
appears to be rather weak and unsustainable for 
all the regions, which suggests that the income 
realized from rubber farming and other integrated 
activities is inadequate or not effectively utilized 
by the growers for building up or strengthening 
the economic or financial asset status. Human 
capital values are moderately sustainable for all 
regions, except Assam. Physical capital values 
also appear to be moderately sustainable for all 
the regions.

Though the values for social capital assets 
show moderately sustainable levels for all the 
regions, it is found to be lowest for Songkhla 
(0.48). This denotes the relatively weaker 
performance of institutions and institutional 
support mechanisms available to smallholders 
in the region. The values of the capital assets 
are plotted in terms of a radar diagram, 
representing the livelihood assets pentagon 
(Figure 2). Thus, it emerges from the analysis 
that though the rubber growers are relatively 
better off in terms of access to natural capital 
assets like ownership of rubber area and quality 
lands, the sustainability of the same is rather 
constrained in all the regions. For instance, 
in NER, the access to rubber landholdings is 

Table 5. Values of the livelihood capital assets of the rubber smallholders.

Capital assets Tripura Assam Meghalaya Songkhla
1. Human capital 0.38 (2) 0.27 (3) 0.35 (2) 0.41 (2)
2. Natural capital 0.73 (1) 0.78 (1) 0.83 (1) 0.70 (1)
3. Physical capital 0.57 (2) 0.46 (2) 0.48 (2) 0.52 (2)
4. Financial capital 0.33 (3) 0.28 (3) 0.26 (3) 0.38 (2)
5. Social capital 0.56 (2) 0.54 (3) 0.63 (2) 0.48 (2)

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate the hypothetical scores of sustainability of the assets. Accordingly, 
          1= (0.67-1) highly sustainable; 2 = (0.34 – 0.66) moderately sustainable; 3 = (0-0.33) unsustainable. 
Source: Farm Household survey (2005).
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contingent upon agro-climatic suitability factors 
as well as the prevailing property rights regime, 
which does not provide tenurial security for 
most of the growers. Given this, an increase in 
population, coupled with the increasing demand 
for land for rubber area expansion stimulated 
by its profitability, may adversely affect the 
sustainability of the natural capital assets. In 
Songkhla, a major proportion of the rubber 
holdings is very old and would need significant 
institutional support to launch replanting 
programs. However, in view of the weaker 
institutional arrangements, the sustainability 
of replanting programs is in doubt. Moreover, 
since rubber landholdings are also facing stiff 
competition from high opportunity values 
arising from the urbanization process, the pace 
of replanting program may be rather slow, 
adversely affecting the sustainability of the 
livelihoods of the smallholders in the region. 

CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The paper offered a comparative assessment 
of the emerging rubber farm livelihood systems 

in Northeastern India and Southern Thailand. 
The findings indicated that the emerging 
integrated farm livelihood systems could be 
considered as manifestations of the coping 
strategies adopted by the small and marginal 
rubber farmers to face the challenges brought 
about by market uncertainties and changing 
policy regimes. The economic analysis of the 
rubber farming systems also revealed   that 
producing rubber as a single crop was a 
viable option as long as the prices remained 
remunerative and marketing arrangements were 
efficient. However, the new marketing practices 
that have developed in the local latex markets 
and the resultant manipulations in the DRC 
measurements in the Songkhla region have 
been observed to have deleterious effects on 
the returns from rubber farming. These, along 
with the prevailing contractual arrangements in 
rubber tapping, and the greater dependence on 
rubber for livelihoods among the households, 
appeared to make rubber farming system less 
viable, especially in the case of Thailand. These 
imperfections in the primary rubber markets 
need to be corrected, in this case by devising 

Figure: 2. Livelihood asset pentagon of rubber smallholders
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appropriate technological solutions to determine 
DRC at the farm level. 

Although the economic analysis of 
rubber smallholders pointed to the dominant 
contribution of rubber cultivation in the gross 
household income, the increasing importance of 
the emerging rubber integrated farming systems 
assumed greater significance. Evidence showed 
that various combinations of rubber and other 
crops or activities amply contributed to the 
households’ capacity for resilience and ensured 
the sustainability of their livelihoods, in both 
rubber-growing regions. Viewed from this 
perspective, there is a strong case for further 
promoting and scaling up the rubber integrated 
farm livelihood systems in the smallholder-
dominated rubber-producing countries in Asia, 
in general, and NE India and the Southern 
Thailand, in particular, to make significant and 
sustainable impacts on smallholder livelihoods. 

The analysis also highlights the need to 
strengthen the smallholders’ access to different 
forms of capital assets. Especially in the case 
of India’s NE region, the sustainability of the 
rubber growers’ natural capital assets depends 
on their access to secure property rights over 
rubber-grown areas, which presently are 
allotted for rubber cultivation under certain 
conditions. This necessarily calls for policy 
and institutional interventions to secure the 
appropriate property rights of the smallholders. 
Similarly, in the Songkhla province, the 
sustainability of smallholder systems call 
for revamping and strengthening of the 
prevailing institutions along with provision 

of financial incentives for replanting and 
achieving transparency and efficiency in rubber 
marketing. The study also offers a conceptual 
framework for better understanding, analyzing, 
and comparing the rubber integrated farm 
livelihood systems taking shape in the newly 
emerging rubber-producing regions of Laos, 
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Myanmar. Considering 
the strategic role of rubber as a raw material as 
well as the socioeconomic significance of the 
emergent rubber integrated farming systems 
in the global scenario, the paper also makes a 
case for evolving country- and region-specific 
institutional regimes and R&D interventions 
aimed at the sustainability of rubber smallholder 
systems in the era of globalization and market 
uncertainties.
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