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Headline: Fix needed for high-altitude farming

Fix needed

for high-altitude farming

This file photo from September 2013 shows ethnic villagers growing cabbages on a highland plantation on a mountain in Phetchabun province.
PATTARAPONG CHATPATTARASILL

SIRIPORN KIRATIKARNKUL
NIPON POAPONGSAKORN

longer enough. The government needs to con-
sider a long-term strategy for sustainability, with
more attention put on specific areas, especially
highland farming,

Believe it or not, high-altitude farming areas
amount to 67.2 million rai, scattered across 20
provinces mostly in the North. This kind of farm-

POLICY FOCUS

he government has a set pattern for
trying to solve the “plight” of farmers.
It describes their problems as being
low farm product prices, insufficient
income and labour shortages, and the
authorities have their own playbook for solv-

ing these.

Solutions often come in the form ofimmedi-
ate, short-term measures like providing subsi-
dies, price guarantees, or imported labour. The
problem is that the standard solutions are no
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ing is worrying because there is a high turnover
among farm labourers, compared to those in
lowland areas. The reason is that highland farm-
ers make less money and tend to have more land
ownership issues.

Cultivators in these areas have accumulated
debt accounting for 150,000 baht per household,
according to aresearch paper we wrote lastyear
called “Future of Small-scale Farmers”. To make
ends meet, farmers in highland areas increase
their income by encroaching on forest areas,
cutting down trees, and replacing them with
cash crops like corn, a plant whose cultivation
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is now associated with toxic smog.

That may explain why highland farming is
not a secure job. It's typical that a large number
of those of working age opt for factory work, or
become traders, while elderly villagers continue
to use traditional farming methods that are not
so cost-effective. The “Future of Small-scale
Farmers” paper found the problem for highland
farmers will not go away unless there is a change
in policies, farming methods and especially the
land laws.

We found the government needs to abandon
its one-size-fits-all solution from the old play-
book that was applied to all farm land nation-
wide. On the contrary, this requires tailor-made
solutions to address the unique geography and
associated problems. For instance, these areas
need specific water managementinfrastructure,
special assistance to help the farmers deal with
the higher transportation costs, and additional
help to keep the price of their products competi-
tive against imported rivals.

The government also needs to solve several
land ownership issues. It has denied giving high-
land farmers, or those living in watershed areas,
land ownership documents. These problems
need to be dealt with properly.

Our research did conclude that change is pos-
sible. As such, we came up with some future
scenarios for highland farming. The first is a
utopian scenario that doesn't exist yet. Under
this concept, young farmers are allowed to own
a plot of land and have access to investment
sources, while they and the community help
safeguard the forest and gain benefits from
carbon credits.

The second scenario is more achievable. This
would see most farmers, regardless of their age,
granted the right to stay on their ancestral land.
That is possible because the government has
decided to revise the existing law by acknowl-
edging these traditional villagers have the right
to stay and farm, instead of treating them as
land encroachers.

With greater security, they will be more con-
fident about investing in farm technology and
using their land carefully, while also showing
greater concern about local ecological systems
and embracing environmentally friendly farm-
ing methods. This will provide them with a
bigger chance to export their products while
forest protection practices will allow them to
apply for carbon credits.

The third scenario is also highly desirable. It
sees young people come together and form a
group, such as a co-operative. While they lack
any rights over the land per se, they possess the
education and know-how to use environmen-
tally friendly production methods, save money
on labour, and carry out professional marketing.
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Holding smaller land plots is not a problem
as they would choose the types of plants with
the highest value that can be grown well in the
forest like coffee, cocoa and macadamia nuts.
With these high-value plants, young farmers can
create a niche market that gives them a higher
income. However, there are legal constraints
which mean the farmers have no legal rights over

the land since it’s located in watershed areas,
which are classified as ecologically vulnerable.
Those constraints make it difficult for the farm-
ers to gain access to financial resources, and
extending their farmland is not possible.

The fourth scenario is the most realistic one,
under which most farmers are ageing while the
younger generation is exiting the community.
They lack land security because they encroach
on Type 1 and 2 watershed areas, where title
deeds are prohibited. They also lack any incen-
tive to persuade their children to carry on with
the farm work. The older farmers who typi-
cally plant cash crops, such as corn, tapioca,
bamboo and rubber, still rely mostly on labor-
intensive methods, rather than applying new
farm technology.

Despite these harsh realities, however, this
scenario should be built on and transformed
into the other, more favourable scenarios. Such
a lofty goal is achievable, despite the massive
challenges ahead.

To overcome these, farming methods need
to be revised. Our research advises highland
farmer to adopt more integrated farming to pro-
vide a range of products and protect the envi-
ronment. The government must also encourage
small-scale farmers and young farmers to form
a group, planting high-value plants and farm
animals that can be grown and raised in line
with the terrain. Our research also recommends
farmers form a system with incentives so they
are willing to choose a production mode that
can protect themselves from economic risks and
environmental threats. In addition, highland
farmers should find extra income by embacing
tourism agriculture.

To achieve those reforms, the farmers need to
have some land security first. It takes clear rules
and conducive land polices for those who live
in protected area such as Type 1 and 2 water-
shed areas, especially forest reserves, parks, and
public areas to achieve sustainability. The rules
must enable villagers to conduct environmen-
tally friendly and sustainable farming.

The government needs to roll out measures
that will enable the community to safeguard
watershed areas, such as forming a partnership
with other stakeholders to access the carbon
credit market and also enjoy the indirect benefits
(ofhaving healthy forestland and water sources).

We need to make land-use rules more flexible
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so the farmers can adopt a production system
that makes them eligible for soft loans, with a
better opportunity to upgrade their products to
the national-level market.

Siriporn Kiratikarnkul, PhD, is a researcher at
Maejo University. Nipon Poapongsakomn, PhD, is a
distinguished fellow at the Thailand Development
Research Institute. Policy analyses from the
Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI)
appear in the ‘Bangkok Post’ on alternate
Wednesdays.
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Department poised to kick off FTA talks with EU
PHUSADEE ARUNMAS billion last year, up 5.17% from the year
before. Key export products included

Thailand has set its SightS on lek.ll'lg off computers, computer equjpment and
free trade agreement (FFA) talks with components, gems and jewelle[y' air-
the European Union (EU) thisyearand  conditioners and components, rubber
accelerating the conclusion of negotia-  products, and electronic circuit boards.
tions regarding planned FTAs with the According to Ms Auramon, the
European Free Trade Association (Efta),  department also pledges to revup talks
Canada, Turkey and Sri Lanka, accord-  on four pending FTAs and aims to com-
ing to the chief of the Trade Negotia-  plete the talks with Efta, Canada, Turkey
tions Department. and Sri Lanka within 2024.

Director-general Auramon Suptha- Talks with those countries stalled
weethum said her department’s nego-  in recentyearsbecause ofthe pandemic.
tiation plans in 2023 would focus Thailand kicked off the first round of
primarily on the start of Thai-EU FTA  talks with Efta in Bangkok in June last
negotiations; concluding talks regard-  year, in the hope that a deal could be
ing four pending pacts with Efta,  reached within two years.
Canada, Turkey and Sri Lanka, and Efta comprises Iceland, Liechten-
conducting studies on the possible  stein, Norway and Switzerland.
benefits and impact of potential FTAs Ms Auramon said the department
with new partners. also vows this year to accelerate

“Following the joint political willto  studying the benefits and impact of
pursue free trade agreement negotia-  potential FTAs with new partners,
tions, recently agreed upon by Thailand  especially the Gulf Cooperation Council
and the EU, the Commerce Ministryis ~ (GCC), the Pacific Alliance and Afri-
scheduled to ask for the cabinet'scon-  can countries.
sent to go ahead with the FTA planata The GCCis a regional, intergovern-
meeting on Feb 7,” said Ms Auramon.  mental, political and economic union
“The talks on the Thai-EU FTA arelikely ~ comprising Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman,
to kick off in the first quarter thisyear”  Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab

The EU, comprising 27 member Emirates, while the Pacific Alliance is
states, is Thailand’s fourth-largest an initiative of regional integration
trading partner after China, the US  comprised of Chile, Colombia, Mexico
and Japan. and Peru.

FTA negotiations with the EU were “FTAs are important tools to help
put on hold after the 2014 coup as raise Thailand’s competitiveness amid
the EU protested againstwhatitdeemed  aspate of global challenges and reduce
to be the suspension of democracy. customs tariff and non-tariff barriers,”

In 2022, trade between Thailandand  said Ms Auramon. “They also playa key
the EU tallied US$41 billion, accounting  part facilitating trade and upgrading
for 7% of Thailand’s total trade. Thai products to international stand-

Exports to the EU totalled $22.7  ards and interconnect supply chains.”
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Babies Bernie are
eating everything ...

? Zig & Sharko

Total Wipeout: Freddie
and Paddy Takeover ...

@ sscone

FOOD PRANKS!
Compilation 2

@ Just For Laughs Gags

Maybe order the safe
option next time

@ Mr Bean

From an ancient book
~~ Berserk Golden A...
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