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Guardians of the Forest: How Indigenous Youth and Elders Unite to Protect 
Biodiversity 
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Chiang Mai, Thailand  

A Special Feature for International Day for Biological Diversity 

When we protect the variety of life on Earth, we protect our own future. In the mountains 
of Northern Thailand, an Indigenous village named Huay Hin Lad Nai is showing the 
world how to do this right. For over four generations, this community has looked after its 
ecosystem using its own customary rules, beliefs, and Indigenous knowledge.  

On this International Day for Biological Diversity, we celebrate a powerful truth: the 
best way to protect nature is to support Indigenous Peoples. In Huay Huay Hin Lad Nai, 
Indigenous Youth are stepping up as powerful leaders, working side-by-side with their 
elders to keep their forest green and their planet healthy.  

 



The Three Waves of Youth Power 

The young Indigenous blood of Huay Hin Lad Nai has always changed their roles to 
protect their home when danger arrives:  

• First, They Were the Shield: Years ago, when state laws threatened to evict the 
community from their forest, the youth stood up to protect their families and the 
land. They gathered community data to prove they belonged there.  

• Next, They Were the Keepers: Realizing that Indigenous knowledge is the 
secret to protecting nature, a second group of youth brought back vanishing 
cultural traditions, languages, and rituals.  

• Now, They Are the Bridge: Today’s youth connect the outside world with the 
village. Guided by elders, they learn how to handle new outside influences while 
keeping their roots strong.  

Real Work: The Daily Roles of Young Leaders 

In Huay Hin Lad Nai, the youth do not just talk about conservation—they do the heavy 
lifting:  

1. Fighting Wildfires 

When the dry season arrives, forest fires can quickly wipe out thousands of living 
species. Young men and women use their physical strength to walk the mountains, 
keep watch, and build long fire-breaks. When a fire breaks out, they run directly into 
danger with the adults to put it out, saving the plants and animals.  
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2. Keeping Sacred Traditions Alive 

Unmarried young men and women lead ceremonies that teach respect for the Earth. 
For example, a young person must be the very first one to drop rice seeds into the soil 
during a new farming cycle. They also lead essential tasks during community weddings 
and funerals to keep the cycle of life moving.  

3. Mapping the Land with Technology 

Young people are using modern technology to defend their ancestral home. They work 
with elders to map out the territory, record the traditional names of streams, and use 
GPS and computers to document their land. This high-tech data proves to the 
government that indigenous management keeps the forest thriving.  

Disconnecting from Screens, Reconnecting with the Earth 

Modern schools and smartphones often pull children away from nature. Huay Hin Lad 
Nai fights this by purposefully bringing children back to the soil:  

• For the Little Ones: The community organizes youth camps and gatherings. 
They teach children the Indigenous language, scripts, and nature-inspired song-
poems called Tha through play and music. During school holidays, parents take 
kids away from phones and immerse them directly in the mud, the r fields, and 
the woods.  

• For the Teenagers: Elders teach special skills like bamboo weaving or fabric 
dyeing. They don't force every kid to learn everything. Instead, they look at what 
each teenager is naturally good at and let them learn what they enjoy, keeping 
the process fun and alive.  
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The Lesson of the Bamboo Shoot 

"The community shares a beautiful poem about a young bamboo shoot growing on a 
dangerous cliff. It teaches that a forest needs both old, strong bamboo and young, 
flexible shoots to hold each other up against fierce winds. If there are only old trees, the 
forest dies out; if there are only young shoots, they fall over. Elders and youth must 
stand together to keep their ecosystem alive."  

Indigenous Rules: The Best Plan for Nature 

The customary law of Huay Hin Lad Nai treat the forest as a single living body. They 
protect every single inch because they know that when you harm the forest, you harm 
yourself.  

The Wisdom of Rotational Farming  

The community practices a farming system where they plant crops on a piece of land for 
just one year, and then leave it alone for many years so the forest can fully grow back. 
The youth learn the strict rules of nature—such as cutting trees only between January 
and March when the root systems are resting—which allows the forest and its native 
plants to bounce back quickly.  

Collective Land, No Boundaries 

In Huay Hin Lad Nai, land is a shared treasure that can never be bought or sold. While 
the cultivated rice belongs to the family who planted it, any member of the community is 
welcome to walk into the field to gather wild vegetables, herbs, or food. This prevents 
greed, stops over-exploitation, and ensures that newborns and new families always 
have a shared stake in protecting the Earth.  

True Freedom and Independence 

When state policies threatened their land rights, Huay Hin Lad Nai did not panic 
because they had their own self-made maps and a deep understanding of their laws.  

The community even started its own Resource Management Fund, powered by a 10% 
tax on sustainable local products like forest honey and wild tea. By relying on their own 
fund and international small grants, they remain financially independent. They use this 
money to fund community welfare and build roads, meaning they never have to beg the 
government for money, and they can dedicate their time to protecting the rich 
biodiversity around them.  
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Conclusion: We Are Part of the Plan 

This International Day for Biological Diversity, Huay Hin Lad Nai sends a powerful 
message to the world: Indigenous self-governance is the most effective way to protect 
our planet's species. By honoring the deep wisdom of the elders and empowering the 
innovative spirit of the youth, these Indigenous leaders are ensuring that their forest 
stays green, their culture stays proud, and their biodiversity thrives for generations to 
come.  

Note: This article directly references data from official community visit records during 
the Center of Excellent on Village Governance 11-15 May 2026 

Huay Hin Lad Nai’s commitment to self-governance has earned them wide recognition. 
In October 2023, the village was proudly awarded the Center of Excellence for Village 
Governance (CoE-VG) title by the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP), a recognition 
shared with the Kiau Nuluh village in Sabah, Malaysia. 

The CoE-VG initiative serves as a core pillar of the AIPP Strategic Plan (2025–2029), 
aimed at strengthening indigenous democracy and empowering communities across 
Asia. By creating these hubs of knowledge, we are building a regional network of 
guardians who share, learn, and grow together. 
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Special Thanks 

We extend our deepest gratitude to the youth and elders of Huay Hin Lad Nai for their 
time, wisdom, and for sharing their life experiences with us: 

• Ms. Daojai Siri (Youth) 
• Ms. Niraporn Japor (Youth) 
• Ms. Sirinittip Sirijariya (Youth) 
• Mr. Preecha Siri (Elder) 
• Mr. Chaprasert Phoka (Elder) 
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