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From Local to Global and Back Again
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The Mae Fah Luang Foundation
30 Years in the Making and a Search for the
Secret Sauce for Sustainability
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Asking any Thai person on a street,
you would find few people who have never
heard of DoiTung, a lifestyle brand that
sells a wide range of products from coffee
products, macadamia nuts, ceramics,
ethnic inspired hand-woven fabrics,
carpets, clothing and the list goes on. It is
undeniable that DoiTung has become one
of Thailand’s household names with
national and international reputations for
the quality of their products. DoiTung’s
products for the world-renown brands
such as IKEA and JAL are testaments to
its standard. However, the commercial
success disguises an even more inspiring
story. The story that would explain a
common ground those products share
and the extent of their impacts toward the

Thai society and beyond.

DoiTung, operated by the Mae
Fah Luang Foundation under Royal
Patronage, manage to achieve its
commercial success by trusting the
strength of the most vulnerable group of
the society. At the same time, it creates
sustainable changes via fact-based
policymaking, starting from internal
policies to national and international
levels. Before we dive in with the story,
I must first retell a story of how it all
began—the origin of its core belief held
dear to every single employee in the

foundation.
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Founded 30 years ago as the Doi Tung
Development Project by the Princess
Mother, HRH Princess Srinagarindara, in
Chiang Rai province, along the border
between Thailand and Myanmar, the
Mae Fae Luang Foundation under Royal
Patronage (MFLF) was to tackle illegal
opium production and shifting cultivations,
resulting in massive drug addiction
and deforestation. The Princess Mother
identified the vicious cycleas the
combi nation of sickness, poverty, and
ignorance, mutually reinforcing one
another. To break this cycle, the Doi Tung
Development Project provides diverse
job opportunities for the people, and
at the same time, sustainably develop
natural resources — reflecting the motto of
the MFLF until this day: “help people to

help themselves.”
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As mentioned above the MFLF
success is beyond its impact on the
hill. On a commercial side, it is a top
Thai brand with a stellar commercial
success. As its motto says, the profits
come back to the very same people
the foundation seeks to help. On top of
its social and environmental impact and
commercial accomplishment, the MFLF
also spearheads its policies towards the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
serving as a role model for international
development and play a crucial role in
crafting the United Nations Guiding
Principles on Alternative Development.

After interviewing people on the
ground, | realize that the success of the
Mae Fah Luang Foundation is far more
than just the right motto. It is the logical
and practical actions that follow.
The people involved understand what
DoiTung means to them, to their
community, and to the society at large.
As we dive into the story, | try to piece
all puzzles together to answer what
exactly is the secrete sauce of success
developed by the Mae Fah Luang

Foundation.
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From the Local

Opportunities through Employments and
Entrepreneurship
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The Doi Tung Development Project
started with a good intent—to help
the people. But intent alone was not
enough to create a successful and
impactful project. To break the vicious
cycle, the Princess Mother realized
that the first step was to lift people
out of poverty, not by charity but by
providing a means for living to them.
The question became: by what means?
Certainly, people needed jobs to
sustain themselves. The Mae Fah Luang
Foundation looked for an answer by,
first and foremost, trying to understand
the people it wanted to help. It sought
to understand their ways of life, their
homes, their cultures, and the nature
surrounding them as well as the market

opportunities in the area.
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Navuti Company

A Breeding Ground for ECconomic
Forestry and Local Prosperity
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Navuti Company, founded in 1989,

was one of the first initiatives set up to
address opium shifting cultivations. The
idea was to promote different kinds of
agricultures, in the form of economic
reforestation, and thereby achieved
environment conservation, on the one
hand, and provide legitimate income
for the people, on the other. Mr. Wat
Keelavong, who has been a part of
Navuti since the beginning, told us
during the interview that in the search for
suitable agriculture, two conditions must
be met. First, the new agriculture must
be compatible with Doi Tung’s climate
and geography, and, secondly, it must
have a value-added potential to be
commercialized. The result is DoiTung’s
signature products: Arabica coffee and

macadamia.
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Attempting to overcome the financial
hurdle, the Mae Fah Luang Foundation
raised the initial funding from joint
investments and loans from private
sectors and international organizations.
In doing so, it had to be structured as a
registered company (Navuti Company)
instead of a not-for-profit company.
Arguably, this qualifies as the earliest
form of social enterprise in Thailand, as
the company is established to create
immediate jobs and generate stable and
long-term income for the community and
always reinvests its profits back to the

operation and the people.

Operating for more than 30 years, the
DTDP has transformed the lives of many
people in the area. So far, 900 villagers
were employed to work at Navuti alone
and their household income has increased
more than 38 times. To date, many of
the second-generation villagers have
graduated and returned home to help
continue their parents’ work with Navuti
or develop processing facilities in their
villages, including Mr. Wat's son whom
we have met on the way back from the

macadamia field.
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The Mae Fah Luang Foundation
envisioned and indeed implemented an
ownership transfer from the Foundation
to the villagers themselves. Despite
a huge financial risks of taking close to
30-million-baht loan for the Arabica
coffee and macadamia agricultural
developments, Navuti gradually transferred
both knowledge and ownership of coffee
plantations to the villagers. Instead, Navuti
now becomes the main (but not the
only) buyer of the villagers’ coffee
cherries and invests in roasting facilities
and new coffee-related products.
Macadamia, on the other hand, due to its
high maintenance costs and risks, still

remains one of Navuti’'s owned fields.
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People’s Local Knowledge

with Global Innovations
Ethnic Arts and Products




al
wanannslgnnunuazLAALALEE

wdn yadduaifivaney definnadanau
Tunisinauldiugatiugnuiu laid
azifuaunedn nszaAnEa wazlaIEn
TntuurAanadeniuniminsumanil
NRNgIUAABEaiuiuNsgnnunuay
WNAANHE AB ANTRTINENINLINRRN AN
Lﬂu@fgg”\uammmqﬁm WAZMINERY
wandanLudAny ﬁq&uﬁﬂmmﬁﬁﬁaﬁ
FaanAIRauAe Yausuliinane Min
atislslumsiauemaienliangamani
IoAuaatiu

fuasuilanialdliBanannasduda
nMeineuntassunedi wazyaasiy
han sanass Tadlunislumiineugunsn
Furelsenu dhAnadn waulzeaian
FenliiAnduanngamny ity
& d < o v
wui iezanidacidalenialdauiul

In addition to coffee and macadamia
plantations, the Mae Fah Luang Foundation
offers diverse alternatives to the villagers
to make a living, including hand-woven
products, mulberry paper productions,
and ceramic arts. The thinking behind
hand-woven, textile products, mulberry
paper and ceramic is similar to that of
Arabica coffee and macadamia: how to
provide the best opportunity for people to
make a living, while maintaining their
original way of life and conservation of

natural resources.

| learned the story of hand-woven
textile production from a conversation with
Aunt Khum Tahkhumjing, one of the first
employees in the facility. She recalled that

she was called back from Bangkok by her
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parents. Then, the Princess Mother has
started a new project and sent her team
to talk to villagers with local knowledge of
handwoven skills. This offered her a better
opportunity for the skill that she already
had than a factory job in the urbanized
Bangkok. Aunt Khum, although already
reached her retirement age, remains
working there to train younger generations

of villagers joining the program.

Another example is the mulberry
paper production. The idea of this product
is to utilize readily available resources,
i.e. paper mulberry plants, and local
knowledge of paper production. Due to
the nature of the work, most employees
employed in the mulberry paper production
are of older ages and mostly retired from
other kinds of works, which are more
physically demanding. Now, when you

buy any DoiTung product, you will notice

the mulberry paper in its packaging and

gift-wrapping.
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Moving to the ceramic station, | met
with Ms. Tippawan Duangdokmoon, who
was working on a new ceramic design for
DoiTung Lifestyle Shop. Ms. Tippawan,
similar to many other employees, is from
the nearby area. DoiTung ceramics make
use of the clay available around Doi Tung
as a by-product of landslide issues
around the hill. Starting from 5-6 people,
now the ceramic station houses more
than 80 employees to work on bulk
orders, as well as individually designed
works. Many DoiTung ceramic designs
are inspired by and indeed make use
of the surrounding nature, such as
incorporating local landscapes in the
design or using macadamia nutshell
and coffee beans during the glazing

and heating process.



22

v
o

yallsusifuase Wugnandudsia
dnedauazigsfinaqliiuuismerdu
Tanuanauvs 219 Bife Y3 wavLIEm
Ao lvavarsuns luauzihaanu
wiinauesyadiuidnnasy flanna
IAWmuIAIHaINITauaz1efalena

= Aﬂldé, Yo s

nerdnnnrulaeldfunisaiuayu
Tunaragduuy a1 daasnliineu
fonfuineanuuuaadiuazided way
AnTluinwanidllesing 4 sanlufelinunig
Ane Melugduuusrezdunazssazann
lukarsalszind n1sRARNITANEAN
109y atiBusina usaetaiines
NIINANNANUBIAAIINT VBT WAL
nsNaRNszAEaILUU g 1Aaa iy
AuANIIUAIN I Il N e Le
HlanmaldAnmdunaunisinasinuuy
Lo da A
AaANT LT LINALILW MINBIANTINE
o o a a <~y
Fandpaunsnidunaiuiletlene

Nowadays, the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation takes hand-woven and
ceramic orders for both wholesale and
retail, supplying to many global brands,
such as IKEA and MUJI, as well as leading
Thai companies. It also encourages its
employees to pursue career developments
by cooperating with textile and clothing
designers, experts in art and craft, as well
as providing scholarships for short-term
and long-term study trips around
the world. The mulberry paper from
DoiTung, for example, uses hybrid
knowledge from both local practices
and ancient Japanese papermaking.
Ms. Tippawan from the ceramic station,
as another example, has been to Kasama,

Ibaraki Prefecture, Japan, which is famous

for its pottery art, to study for a year.




Encouraging Entrepreneurship,
Education and Self-Development
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One of the main tourist attractions in
Doi Tung is the Mae Fah Luang Garden.
Visitors cannot help but admire colorful
and lively flower decorative designs that
alter at every special occasion. What a
majority of the visitors may not realize is
that every flower in the garden is also a

product of the villagers.

Driving up to Doi Tung, | saw several
flower nurseries on both sides of the
road and stopped by to talk to the
owners. Mr. Pichai Aphisoontornkul, one
of the owners, told us that initially, the
nurseries were owned by the Mae Fah
Luang Foundation. A handful of villagers,
including Mr. Pichai himself, helped
growing those flowers as a full-time job
to be used at the garden. Before long,
they learn all the trades necessary to

operate nurseries themselves.
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The Mae Fah Luang Foundation
then transferred the nurseries, along with
necessary equipment, to the villagers,
paid gradually as parts of the monthly
flower orders. Mr. Pichai said that made
a huge difference since he and his
fellow would not be able to find a sum
of money to buy everything upfront.
Yet, the Project still hires an expert to
continuously support and teach Mr. Pichai
and his friends to properly manage the

nurseries.

Ms. Arunya Aphisathainphong on the
other hand, is a second generation of
villagers since the Princess Mother had
come to Doi Tung. She graduated from
a vocational school in town and is a
current employee of the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation, with the Knowledge and
Learning Centre (KLC). Itis, however, not
by coincidence that she ends up working
with the Mae Fah Luang Foundation.
How the Doi Tung Development Project
changed her life, she recalled, has
embedded in her memory since she was

a teenager.
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Inspired by the Princess Mother, she

wanted to be a part of this project to
help her home town. Her belief was
further confirmed by an observation that
the quality of life in her hometown has
dramatically improved, with the arrival
of paved roads, electricity, clean water
supply and improved quality of life.
After graduating from a vocational school,
Ms. Arunya has returned home and

worked with the foundation ever since.

The stories of many individuals retold
above share a similar theme: lives
changed by a deep understanding
of the original local way of life, hard work,
and cooperation, rather than direct
financial aids. The Mae Fah Luang
Foundation’s approach, “help the people

to help themselves,” truly resonates
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throughout. However, to achieve the
so-called triple bottom lines, i.e. economic,
social and environmental sustainability,
there are more work than changing
people’s lives on the ground. The
Mae Fah Luang Foundation also
reaches out to the society at large
and simultaneously lead policy changes
by sharing their 30-year experiences

working in the development field.
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To the National and International Levels

Sustainability through Market Access, Green
Operations, and Development Policy



National and International
Market Accesses
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The DoiTung brand, under the Mae
Fah Luang Foundation, together with
the people on Doi Tung, has produced
a wide variety of products, as just
described. Yet, the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation’s plan to “help the people to
themselves” can only succeed if these
people see the fruits of their labor. That
means they must be able to support
themselves and their families financially.
To achieve this, the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation have worked with the
demand side of the equation as well.
It set up DoiTung Lifestyle shops in
various places in the main cities of
Thailand, such as Bangkok, and Chiang
Mai. DoiTung Lifestyle shops, in other
words, are gateways to reach out to
potential consumers. In 2017, DoiTung
also launched the “DoiTung and Friends

Project” that aimed to link the city with the

local products.
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DoiTung’s emphasis on creativity
and quality over sympathy sets DoiTung
products apart from the traditional way
of selling “ethnic” products. To the extent
that consumers need to understand the
potential of every purchase, DoiTung does
provide enough information. However,
it never relies on unfortunate events
or “sad” stories as the main source of
attraction. Instead, DoiTung is praised
forits innovative designs, quality products
and services and its selection of
top-quality materials. This strategy also
allows DoiTung to position itself in a

premium product market.

DoiTung also extends its reputation to
an international level. Instead of opposing
to the globalized world, DoiTung leverages
it. In recent years, it has successfully
expanded its market reach worldwide.
Ethnic-inspired products and ceramic
works have been fully immersed in
the global value chains via DoiTung’s
long-term partnerships with global major
brands such as IKEA, Muji and Japan
Airlines. One of the main attractions to
these major brands is DoiTung’s under-
standing and reaching out to the local
community as well as the impact on the
lives of the local people who are the main
taskforce behind all the products and

services' and quality production process.

1
Celestine Bohlen, “These Villages in Thailand Are Part of the Global Economy. Go to Ikea to Find Out.,”
The New York Times, November 19, 2019,https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/19/business/thailand

-doi-tung-women.html
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This serves as a win-win strategy
for both DoiTung and the brands. For
DoiTung, such guaranteed orders allow
more hiring and hence more impacts
to the villages. At the same time, these
global brands are looking for partnership
that can boost diversity in their supply
chains — a more responsible business
operation. To date, it has provided
weaving products, ceramic works, and
mulberry papers for IKEA and Muiji,
exported coffee beans to a Japanese
brand, Kaldi, as well as supplied coffee
for Japan Airlines and Tesco Lotus. This
also helps DoiTung to improve and
standardize their operations, as parts of

international global supply chain practices.
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Moreover, through its products,
consumers also learn more about the
Doi Tung Development Project and the
impact it has made to the people there.
Communication is achieved through
selling and making profits back to the
very same group of people. As the
people see that their labor pay off, the
Mae Fah Luang Foundation manages to
work with people for generations to come

to ensure continuity in their development.

The Mae Fah Luang Foundation
communicates the impact of their works
not only through compelling stories. It
cares deeply about evaluation and
improvement based on empirical data,
as evidenced by the work of its Field
Operation and Knowledge and Learning
Centre. The centre is responsible
for keeping track of knowledge and
impact on communities based on both
quantitative and qualitative data as well
as sharing the knowledge internally
and externally. The graph below shows,
for example, how an income of each
household has improved over the years,
higher access to education and the
transformation of forest area and land

management
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Sustainable Operations Through
and Through
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In line with the triple bottom line
approach, the Mae Fah Luang Foundation
also pays attention to environmental
sustainability. During a visit to its facilities
at Doi Tung, | met with Mr. Paisan
Khamgat, an employee in the Mae Fah
Luang Foundation’s centre for energy
and environmental management, who is
responsible for developing environmental
sustainability plan and monitoring the
implementation of units within the Mae
Fah Luang Foundation. The Mae Fah Luang
Foundation set up this unit in 2016 as
a result of the Foundation’s expanding
environmental mission from forest
sustainability practices. Accordingly, the
unit has implemented various programs

within the foundation.

For instance, all operations, both in
production processes and administrative
offices, engage in a comprehensive waste
separation scheme. By reducing and
separating waste, the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation can to produce natural
composts as well energy from waste,
turning certain waste into a fuel source.
Moreover, it develops a water recycling
system, where all water waste is either
reused or recycled for appropriate uses.
Certified by a third party, the Mae Fah
Luang Foundation is able to sell its carbon
credits for private entities to offset their
carbon production. It has a goal to be a
100% carbon neutral entity by 2021.
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National and International Policymaking
for Sustainable Developments
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Lastly, the Mae Fah Luang Foundation
also plays an important role in driving
national and international policies
relating to sustainable development,
particularly social entrepreneurship
and development-oriented drug policy.
The Mae Fah Luang Foundation has
spearheaded social enterprise
development in Thailand. It shares
extensive knowledge and experience in
social enterprise accumulated over 30
years with the government and other

social enterprises.

The Mae Fah Luang Foundation was
involved in both the drafting and revision
of the first social enterprise promotion bill
enacted in 2018. In 2019, it also played
an important role in the founding of
Social Enterprise Thailand, the first social
enterprise association in Thailand. M.L.
Dispanadda Diskul, the CEO of the Mae
Fah Luang Foundation, sits as the first
chairman of the association. With Social
Enterprise Thailand and its prominent role
in national policymaking, the Mae Fah
Luang Foundation’s vision is to create a
supportive and extensive network of
social entrepreneurs to help driving more
innovative social development in the

country.
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Internationally, the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation is active in its advocacy for
the “Sustainable Alternative Livelihood
Development” approach at the United
Nations to tackle the world drug
problem. Its impact on the lives of
villagers and, hence, in the reduction of
opium production are well-recognized. As
a result, it plays a crucial role in sharing
knowledge and experience, as well as
drafting and advocating for the
adoption of the United Nations Guiding
Principles on Alternative Development
in close collaboration with the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC).”

In brief, the concept of Sustainable
Alternative Livelihood Development
includes development-oriented measures
to drug problems via an emphasis on
improving the economic and livelihood
of the affected people in risky areas
and sustainable management of natural
resources. As the adopted United Nations
Guiding Principles, member states are
strongly encouraged to take into
consideration of the principles in their

policymaking and implementation.

2
“United Nations Guiding Principles on Alternative Development” (United Nations, February 11, 2013),
A/RES/68/196, https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2010-2019/2013

/A_RES_68_196.pdf
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Indeed, the Mae Fah Luang Foundation’s
goal closely resemble that of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
promoted by the United Nations in
2015. Via its leadership in this field,
governments from various countries
as well as international organizations
have consulted and emulated the Thai
Model in their approaches to tackle
drug problems as well as to promote
sustainable developments in people’s

livelihood.

As such, from both internal and
external operations as well as the
national and international stages, the Mae
Fah Luang Foundation has strived to
achieve its goals, engaging with the
general public both commercially and
through telling stories of its impact and
striving to be more environmentally
responsible. It also engages with the
government, sharing its valuable,
first-handed experiences in tackling
drug problems in sustainable manners
and developing social entrepreneurship,
to shape national and international

policies.
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Coming back to the question | have
raised in the beginning, what exactly is
the “secret sauce” for the Mae Fah Luang
Foundation to achieve what it has done
so far. In an attempt to answer this, my
journey to Doi Tung, Chiang Rai, has been
an eye-opening experience. From its
deep understanding of villagers’ way of
life and the nature surrounding them, the
foundation devises strategies for the
people and the nature to co-live. Through
high-quality products and effective
market reaches, it “reinvests” the profits
back to the same people they aim to help.
DoiTung is an epitome of a new kind of
enterprise that redefines business, profits,
and ownership —an enterprise for a better
and sustainable world — where people get
a fairer share of their own efforts. Lastly,
the foundation shares their experiences
to shape more effective policies both
nationally and internationally. These three
strategies, although engaging entirely
different sectors of society — the local
communities, the capitalist market, and
governments — somehow harmoniously
and consistently reinforce one another
and propel the Mae Fah Luang Foundation
to its ultimate goal: to help people to help

themselves.
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“Help the people to help themselves.”
Her Royal Highness Princess Srinagarindra,
the Princess Mother
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