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Thai Farmers: Past, Present and Future

The evolution of the people’s social and cultural lives has many similarities to the biological evolution.
It moves from simplicity to complexity, from a small homogeneous group to a diverse one, and from simple rules
to more complicated regulations and laws. Thai farmers have also evolved in very similar manner as indicated

above.

This article discusses the process of evolution of rice farmers in Thai society from the period of the
initiation of the nation’s economic planning until today. It presents the picture of the past (prior to 1962), which
represents “rice farming is life, provides a self-sufficient livelihood and a happy life, creates tradition, culture,
local wisdom, and environmental protection.” Then comes the picture of the present (from 1961 to 2002), which
represents ‘rice farming as a business that could not sustain the farmers’ livelihood, even with the use of new
and modern technologies. Farmers have incurred more debts and become poorer; not able to protect their
own land nor their children, have less opportunity in life, and have become the poorest of the poor - a burden
to the society at large. And when we look to the future, we find a new group of rice farmers, the ‘farmer
operators,” who emerge from the middlemen of the old days, who own and operate large farms, use a

combination of large machinery and former farmers who are now ‘on hire’ to do rice farming operations.

The study suggests that such an evolution must be managed, either by government or communities, so

that it is a ‘development effort’ instead of a free wheeling evolution that takes its course without ‘direction.”
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