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Background Report for the

Thai Marine Rehabilitation Plan 1997-2001

Executive Summary

1. Introduction

This document has been prepared as a background report for the Thai Marine
Rehabilitation Plan 1997-2001. This study was commissioned under a joint project between
the Department of Fisheries and the Joint Research Centre of the Commission of the
European Communities for the preparation of the Plan. The data for this report was obtained
from official statistics, reviews of major legislation, fisheries literature and interviews with

high ranking officials in relevant government agencies, academics and industry analysts.

2. Main Findings

The main findings of this study can be summarised as follows.

1. Thailand has attained the status of being one of the world’s top ten fishing
nations since 1972, its largest processor and exporter of seafood in recent years, and the
largest producer and exporter of shrimp since 1993. Fisheries products are among the

couniry’s top export earners, representing about 10 percent of all exports.

2. Time series trends for a number of industry indicators have raised increasing

concerns about the sustainability of the sector. These include:

e the rapidly declining catch rates (catch per unit effort or CPUE), which are
now only 7 percent of the levels in the early 1960s;

* the high percentage of trashfish (up to 40 percent) in marine landings;
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e the declining share of fisheries GDP; it has halved between 1970 and 1996;

¢ the high proportion of artisanal fishery establishments (78%) which are
earning less than a fifth of the total catch by value, and much less (5-6%) by
volume;

e the frequent disease outbreaks in commercial aquaculture, which contributes
nearly two-fifths of all fisheries exports but whose sustainability is doubtful;

e the declining comparative advantage of major trading items.

3. The problems plaguing the marine fisheries sector have been well documented.

These include:

e over-exploited fisheries and excess fleet capacity;

¢ coastal and marine environmental degradation resulting from infrastructure
development, urbanisation, industrialisation, land-based agriculture, and also
from commercial aquaculture;

e illegal fishing by commercial fleets in the 3000 m near-shore zone reserved for
small scale fisherfolks;

e heavy reliance on (often illegal) migrant labour due to a paucity of local
labour;

e illegal activities in fishing operations, including fishing in the exclusive
economic zones of other countries.

Despite having been well documented and discussed, few serious attempts have been

made to tackle the issues conclusively and in an integrated manner.

4. Social issues related to the industry have been equally serious. They include:

+ alarge proportion of artisanal fishers are believed to be poor and face bleak
prospects for the livelihood as the industry becomes unsustainable;

e rising conflicts between various stakeholder groups, e.g., between commercial
and artisanal fishers, between marine fishers and aquaculturists, between
shrimp farmers and rice farmers;

e use of illegal migrants under unhygienic conditions, leading to new outbreaks

of diseases that were once irradicated or under control, increased incidence of
crime, drug use and AIDS and other diseases;
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5. While physical and social issues are relatively well recognised, less discussed are

institutional issues, which include:

+ The penetration of the patronage system into the bureaucratic administration
through the conversion of local vested interests to political power bases has
affected the efficiency and credibility of the government agencies in serving
the public at large. Both regulations and regulators are often subject to
political and executive decisions favouring vested interests of individuals or
groups, rather than broader public interests.

o Sectoral and autonomous management of resources by line ministries implies a
lack of inter-agency coordination, often leading to conflicting objectives,
overlapping mandates and duplication. Moreover, despite the existence of
over 19 pieces of legislation dealing with coastal management, there are still a
number of gaps where no agencies are assigned responsibilities.

¢ Rewards and incentives in the Thai bureaucratic system are non-performance
based and tied to linkages with personalities, rather than expertise and
capability.

The above three issues are the underlying causes of “lax enforcement”, which is a

chronic problem in Thai fisheries sector.

* The five-year National Plan is used as a budget reference, rather than as a set
of policy guidelines. As a result, only “projects™ stipulated in the plan are
implemented; “policy reforms™ are seldom given their due attention.

* The sectoral plan for the fisheries sector is comprehensive in the coverage of
policies but lacks vision, prioritisation, practical guidelines and consistent
budgetary procedures. It is neither a strategic nor an investment plan. These
shortcomings are clearly evident in the current state of the National Marine
Rehabulitation Board. Formed as an inter-agency arm to enable integrated
planning for the fisheries sector, the Board is currently virtually non-
functional, beseiged by financial constraints, and administrative bungles.

* Despite the state of degradation of the coastal and ocean resources, prevailing
economic incentives tend to be tilted towards overexploitation e.g.
unreasonably low license fees and charges, or promoting the fish meal sector,
the subsector which relies on enviromentally damaging tools.

e Stakeholders are left to compete not only for natural but also budgetary
resources without agreed upon guiding principles. The Thai Marine
Rehabilitation Plan will have to outline acceptable guiding principles for
resource allocation among stakeholders.

ix



6. As a key exporter, the fisheries sector faces immense pressure from trading
partners to abide with not only health and sanitary regulations in the importing countries,
but also “good practices” in environmental management, which is also the key to the long-

term sustainability of the sector’s productive potential.

7. The emerging trends for the sector in the next several years seem to be:

s As the production of economically significant species in the Thai seas
decreases and illegal fishing outside the Thai waters is contained by stricter
monitoring by neighboring countries, Thailand is likely to become a net
importer of edible fish and fisheries products.

¢ Geographical, physical and environmental constraints affecting the
sustainability of shrimp farming, will likely lead to production decline and
structural changes within the shrimp industry, with large, corporate-owned
farms forcing small, household operators out of business. The survivors are
likely to be medium scale farms under intensive care and management.

¢ Social and environmental conflicts will intensify, the laiter both at domestic
and international levels.

8. The multiple use conflicts in coastal and ocean resource management imply that
no single government agency can effectively resolve the conflicts. A fourm which can handle
multi stakeholder participation and hence solve multiple use conflicts is the only reasonable

solution.

9. There is little public awareness about the state of the Thai seas. Although it is
quite apparent to industry analysts and close observers that on both efficiency and equity
grounds the marine fisheries sector is no longer tenable, this perception is not reflected
among the general public, who are generally ignorant about the complex institutional, social

as well as environmental issues facing the sector.

10. Considering the massive exploitation of the Thai fisheries and the degradation of
coastal and marine resources, there is an urgent need for an information system, to conduct
more studies on resource conservation and in management and to disseminate the findings to
users and in a more simplified manner, to the public. The status of the coastal resources, the
fleet and major issues should be more realistically estimated. However, a clear vision of

future direction is needed in order to set up a useful information system.



Recommendations

The problems of the fisheries sector are primarily institutional. There has been no dearth of
technical or engineering solfutions; however, in the absence of an appropriate institutional
framework, they only temporarily mask the symptoms. The Department of Fisheries and the
related agencies have adequately trained staff compared to many other line ministries in
other resource areas. What is needed is the political will and courage to implement
institutional reforms: to strengthen the institutions that work and reform those that do not.
Under the democratic system that is now taking a firmer foothold in Thailand, this will occur

if there is a public demand and support.
Our recommendations are:

1. Increase public awareness about the issues facing the fisheries sector in a
systematic manner by providing accurate information about the issues and the need for

public support.

2. Initiate an integrated planning process at the national level involving multi-
stakeholders. The National Marine Rehabilitation Plan could be a good starting point
provided the present problems affecting the Board are taken care of Restructure the
NMRB to allow positional and not personal tenure of the secretariat and seek institutional
innovation that would resolve multiple use conflicts in the management of coastal and marine

resources.

3. Implement a pilot project on participatory management by concensus among
the related agencies and other stakeholders as an exercise toward inter-agency coordination
and cooperation with resource users at the local level. Focus on an area approach rather than

a sectoral approach to natural resource and environmental management.

4. Increase support to non-governmental organisations (NGQs) to increase

stake-holder participation in the management of local resources and environmental

conservation.
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5. Introduce and gradually implement the “full cost resource pricing principle”,
Le., making the beneficiaries pay in full for the natural resources they have extracted. A first

step would be the revision of fishing licence fees and charges.

6. Strengthen the enforcement of the 3,000m zone and abolish permanently all

protection given to the fish meal industry.

7. To stop the unscrupulous mining of the Thai seas and to allow the Thai fisheries
sector to achieve an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable future will mean
bad times for some people. A programme to alleviate the impacts of the restructuring must
be carefully thought out to avoid waste, exploitation and unwarranted social or economic

injustice as occuring in many fisheries subsidies programmes overaeas.

Without a serious and well co-ordinated effort from all parties concerned, the
fisheries sector is likely to cease to be an national economic asset and instead turn into

a net social liability in the near future.
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1. Introduction

The coastal zone of Thailand has undergone tremendous economic, social and environmental
changes during the past four decades, alongside and as a result of a rapid economic growth
that averaged about 7 percent a year, During this period, Thailand’s marine fisheries sector
has been transformed from a mere artisanal occupation to a multi-billion dollar industry,
vertically linked with the processing sector and other associated industries. Also significant
has been the massive transformation of the coastal landscape with the development and
spread of tourism, industry, human settlements and commercial agriculture, and most
recently, aquaculture. Thailand today ranks the world’s largest producer and exporter of
edible fish and fish products, and of farmed shrimp. In 1996, marine fisheries production
(capture and culture) stood at around 3.2 million tonnes. Fisheries exports fetched US$4.4

billion — nearly US$2.5 billion from shrimp alone.

The socio-economic and environmental impacts of these transformations have been
immense — depletion of economically important species by overfishing; destruction and
degradation of coastal ecosystems such as mangroves, coral reefs and sea-grass beds; water
and land pollution, salinisation and land dereliction; marginalisation and fragmentation of
artisanal fishing communities and a steady decline of the share of small scale fisheries in total
production; and increasing conflicts — between commercial operators and small-scale

fishers, and among small scale fishers themselves.

At the heart of these issues is the fact that coastal resources in Thailand are being
exploited in an “open-access” manner. The numerous government agencies concerned, with
their traditional problems of overlapping mandates, poor inter- and intra-agency
coordination and weak enforcement capacity, have shown little political will to address the
issues head on, or in an integrated manner. The numerous laws aimed at controlling coastal

resource use are largely ineffective; they are either too general, too vague, inadequate, or
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poorly enforced. Local communities are powerless in protecting the resources around them
as they do not have any legal use rights; instead, many have themselves joined in the free-
for-all exploitation. Among the general public and the mass media, there is far less awareness
about the complex issues concerning integrated coastal zone management, compared to the

issues concerning, for example, land and forest.

In short, the problems facing the coastal areas are primarily institutional. They cannot
be solved merely by introducing new technology or new laws in an institutional framework
whose very base remains weak. While technical or engineering solutions are no less
important in addressing specific problems, without a proper institutional framework, they
have, at best, only cured the symptoms; at worst, they have created new probléms requiring
new solutions. Strengthening the institutions that have worked and reforming those that
don’t, should become the main focus of the marine rehabilitation, if the Thai fisheries and

coastal resource use are to become economically, ecologically and socially sustainable.

This report provides a background for the Thai Marine Rehabilitation Plan 1997-
2001 initiated under the joint collaboration of the Department of Fisheries, Thailand, and the
Joint Research Centre of the European Union. The report attempts to provide a brief
overview of the coastal resource situation in Thailand, highlighting past trends and current
patterns of resource use and its environmental, economic and social impacts, and probable
future trends. The structure of the report is loosely based on the Terms of Reference given in
Appendix L The report is divided into seven sections. Section 2 provides a general overview
of the Thai coastal areas, highlighting the historical context of resource use patterns, and
analyses the current situation with respect to resource use. Section 3 describes the
environmental degradation and impacts on the coastal ecosystems. Section 4 attempts a
stakeholder analysis, focusing on major interest groups, viz., small-scale fishers, fish and
shrimp farmers, commercial fishers, seafood processors and other agribusiness companies,
govermnment agencies, academic institutions, non-government organisations and other local
initiatives, and consumers. The institutional framework for coastal and marine resource
management in Thailand, including policies, plans, legislation and organisations, is described
in Section 5. Section 6 describes the key issues in coastal resource management, highlighting

major themes (eg., conflicts, institutional constraints), and describing in detail specific 1ssues
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related to marine capture, coastal aquaculture, fisheries trade and quality control. Finally,
Section 7 looks at the future of Thailand’s coastal and marine resources. It describes the
viewpoint of the private sector and analyses its capability to assume more responsibilities for
a sustainable use of coastal and marine resources. The section also reviews some recent
government initiatives, in particular, the Sea Rehabilitation Plan of the Department of
Fisheries and the Thai Marine Policy and Restoration Board, critically analysing their
relevance, mandates and capabilities. The section concludes with a summary of priority

issues and recommendations.



2. A General Overview of Thai Coastal Areas

2.1 Thailand’s Marine and Coastal Resources

Thailand has a relatively long coastline of 2 815 km, of which 1 878 km lines the Gulf of
Thailand and another 937 km runs along the Andaman Sea (Fig. 1). The Gulf of Thailand
has been one of the highly productive fishing areas owing to its shallow depth — 45 m on
average and no more than 85 m deep; a generally level sea-floor, well suited for trawling;
semi-enclosed topography; relatively calm waters; and a high influx of nutrients and
freshwater from rivers. In contrast, the open Andaman Sea with its deep oceanic waters and
a narrow, rocky, coral-reef-filled continental shelf, is generally unsuitable for trawling,
although a few isolated locations such as the area off the northern tip of Krabi, are known to

be excellent trawling grounds with high catch rates (TDRI 1986).

Of Thailand’s 76 provinces, 24 are coastal, giving the country a good maritime
access. This natural access has been further improved by the construction of ports and piers,
as well as road and rail links reaching out from Bangkok to most of the coastal provinces,

enabling the rapid development of tourism, industry, commerce, agriculture and aquaculture.

The Thai maritime area covers over 378 000 km? (TDRI 1996), including the
territorial waters extending 12 nautical miles from the coast, and the Thai exclusive
economic zone (EEZ) beyond, stretching up to 200 nautical miles from the coast. Two-
thirds of the area (252 000 km®) lies in the Gulf of Thailand and the rest (126 000 km®) in
the Andaman Sea (TDRI in prep., Anant 1997). Landward, the coastal area in the 24
provinces covers an estimated 22 322.93 km?, with a combined population of 4.82 million
(Siri et al. 1998, citing OEPP 1995 and DOF 1977).
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Figure 1. Thailand’s Coastal Provinces
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Five of Thailand’s major rivers drain directly into the Gulf of Thailand, including the
Chao Phraya, the Tha Chin, the Bangpakong, the Mae Klong in the upper Gulf, and the
Songkhla in the south. The total freshwater input into the Gulf of Thailand from Thai rivers
can be estimated to be 129 370 million cubic metres (mcm) annually, while in the Andaman
Sea the relatively minor streams and rivers contribute about 25 540 mcm (NESDB 1994).

The Thai coast-lands and the biologically rich, shallow tropical waters of the Thai
seas are well endowed with ecologically as well as economically significant living and non-
living resources. These include a wide array of fishes, invertebrates, other marine fauna, sea-
weeds and algae, and coastal ecosystems such as mangroves, coral reefs and sea-grass beds,

as well as features such as beaches, estuanes and coastal lands.

The impacts of human and economic activities on the coastal zone are all too visible
in the form of resource degradation or depletion either by direct exploitation or indirectly
through pollution. The marine fisheries, known for a wide range of economically important
species, have been heavily depleted. Mangroves, which serve as nurseries to marine juveniles
and protect shorelines, have been reduced to less than half their size in 1961, for a number of
reasons — charcoal making, road and port construction, human settlements, agriculture, and
most recently, aquaculture. Coral reefs and sea-grass beds have also suffered extensive
damages in many parts, though inadequate past data make it difficult to estimate the exact
amount of loss. Beaches have come under pressure from development activities, notably
tourism. The expansion of industrial, urban and tourism activities, agriculture and
aquaculture in coastal areas, and increased navigation and commerce in the Thai waters have

all led to intensified resource use and pollution.

The agents of coastal resource degradation are not, however, confined to coastal
areas themselves. Rapid industrial, urban and agricultural growth in other parts of the
country, especially during the last decade of economic boom, has resulted in increased
poliution loads entering in the sea via river runoff. Deforestation in upper watersheds have
increased sediment loads in the river discharge, causing siltation and the clogging of
harbours and estuaries, requiring frequent dredging. Some 70 percent of the pollution of the

Gulf of Thailand is attributed to land-based activities (OEPP 1995, cited in TDRI 1996).
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Pollution was implicated as one of the main factors responsible for the shrimp production
crash along the upper Gulf of Thailand during 1989-90 (Briggs 1994). The nutrient-rich
agricoltural and domestic waste 1s also believed to play a major role in the frequent
recurrence of algal blooms (*red tides’) and fish mortalities along the Eastern and Southern

coasts.

Thus, the management of the coastal zene and its living resources is a task that goes
beyond the domain of any single existing government agency. The fact that the
wransformation of the coastal zone has occurred in the absence of any long-term governing
principle for landuse further stresses the need for inter-agency cooperation. Land laws in
Thailand are among the most complicated, with the authority to grant user rights or title
deeds vested in different agencies. Clearing the present mess would require a willing
cooperation of all agencies concerned, at all levels. An inter-disciplinary, integrated, and

cooperative approach is nowhere more relevant than in coastal zone management.

2.2 Thailand’s Economic and Sectoral Development

Thailand embarked on a national economic development programme in the early 1960s with
the adoption of a five-year national planning strategy. During the 37 years between the
launch of the first National Economic and Social Development Plan (1961-66) and the most
recent economic downturn, the Thai economy grew at an average 7 percent a year.
Agriculture was the main engine of this growth until the 1970s, after which it was replaced
by labour-intensive, export-oriented manufacturing, promoted intensively since the 1980s

(Mingsarn 1993).

During the shift from agriculture to export-oriented industrialisation, natural
resources remained the major basis of the Thai economy. Agri-based industries not only
provided the initial impetus for industrialisation, but continue to play a major role in the
country’s economy and total exports, making Thailand one of the several newly agro-
industrialising countries (NAICs or NACs) of Southeast Asia and Latin America (e.g., Goss

1997, Gronski 1996). Fisheries, particularly processed seafood (shrimp, tuna, bivalves),
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contribute significantly to value-added exports, thanks to the country’s relatively

sophisticated processing industry.

Panayotou and Songpol (1987, cited in Johnson 1997) identify three factors
influencing the rapid rise of the Thai fisheries since the early 1960s. These are, the
introduction of new technology, notably the trawl, the purse seine and the motorized boat; a
‘laissez-faire attitude’ of the Thai government towards fisheries development which allowed
private investors virtually a free-hand in indiscriminate resource exploitation; and finally, the
demand for fisheries products in the world and domestic markets (Johnson 1997, citing
Panayotou and Songpol 1987). Improved communication infrastructure and a network of
traders and middlemen should also be considered important factors, since they form the

crucial links between the place of production and the processing industry.

Thus, with the government promotion policies, the fisheries sector was transformed
from what was *“‘a poor man’s occupation” (Panayotou and Songpol 1987, cited in Johnson
1997) into a modern multi-billion dollar industry. However, this transformation was achieved
not by upgrading existing small-scale fishing and supporting small-scale fishing communities
through technical and financial inputs, but instead by allowing investors with access to credit
and capital a free entry into the fishing sector (Johnson 1997). The two sub-sectors,
commercial fishers who account for 22 percent of the marine fishing establishments but 95-
96 percent of the marine capture production, and the artisanal or small-scale fishers who
make up 78 percent of the marine fishing establishments' but only about 5-6 percent of the
marine capture production (Ruangrai 1997, citing NSO/DOF 1997), now compete for the
same dwindling resource, leading to frequent conflicts. Further, pushed to a narrower edge
by commercial fisheries, many artisanal fishers have adopted destructive fishing practices,

often leading to conflicts among small-scale fishing communities themselves.

The export-led economic growth of the 1980s, with emphasis on agro-industry,
further accentuated coastal resource utilisation, as it helped bring in more investment and

technology in fishing, aquaculture and processing.

' In 1995, there were 53,112 marine fishing establishments. Marine capture production was 2 804 400

tonnes in 1994. For the definitions of fishery establishments, see footnote 4.
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2.3 Historical Patterns of Coastal Resource Use and Change

The intensification of Thailand’s coastal and marine resource exploitation can be said to have
begun in the early 1960s with the introduction of the modem twrawling technology, although

its foundations were laid in the previous decade.

Prior to World War II, Thai marine fishery were mainly artisanal, using stationary
gear. Although a significant number of Chinese fishermen with traditional Chinese purse
seine nets dominated the scene early on, anti-Chinese policies of the late 1930s during the
first Phibunsongkhram government (Wyatt 1984:254) reduced the Chinese dominance in the
fisheries considerably, The ethnic Chinese groups, however, did retain, and continue to

retain, their influence on trading activities in the fisheries sector.

The post-World War II period witnessed modernisation of the Thai fisheries, with
the introduction of the motorised boat and development of supporting industry, notably cold
storage facility and ice factory. The construction of roads, railways and ports during the
1950s with the military and economic aid from the United States, helped improve market
accessibility. The average GNP growth of an estimated 4.7 percent a year during 1951-58
(Wyatt 1984:271) probably also fuelled fisheries growth by increasing domestic demand.
Another important factor was the series of technical cooperation agreements in fisheries with
the developed countries, notably with Holland in the 1950s and with West Germany in the
early 1960s (see below). Production hovered around 150 000 tonnes a year during the 1950s
(Boonlert 1992; Table 1). In 1959, marine capture stood at 147 770 tonnes, or 72 percent of
the total production. Virtually all came from the Gulf of Thailand.
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Table 1. Fisheries Production in Thailand (1963-1993)

1947 161.0 120.2 40.8 n.a. n.a. I.a.
1957 234.6 170.9 03.7 n.a, n.a. n.a.
1960 219.0 146.5 72.5 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1961 305.6 233.3 72.3 IL3, n.a. n.a.
1962 330.8 269.7 70.1 4. n.a. n.a.
1963 393.9 3234 70.5 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1964 577.0 494.2 §2.8 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1965 615.1 529.5 85.6 n.a. n.a, n.a.
1966 720.3 635.2 83.1 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1967 847.4 762.2 85.2 n.a. n.a. n.a.
1968 1089.3 1004.1 85.2 n.a. n.a, n.a.
1969 1270.0 1179.6 o0.4 n.a. n.a, n.a.
1970 I 448.4 13357 112.7 n.a, 1.2, 1.a.
1971 1587.1 1470.3 116.8 5528.1 4 554.3 G973.8
1972 1679.5 1 5481 1314 6 307.3 4936.3 1371.0
1973 1678.9 1 538.0 140.9 8 209.2 6 562.3 1 646.9
1974 1510.5 1351.6 158.9 5 983.6 4 093.5 1 890.1
1975 1555.3 1394.6 160.7 7 194.4 5102.0 20924
1976 1699.1 1551.8 147.3 81214 5 968.8 2 152.6
1977 2 189.9 2 067.5 122.4 10 660.5 86222 2038.3
1978 2 099.3 1957.8 141.5 13 828.1 11458.7 23694
1979 1 946.3 i813.1 133.2 14 004.1 11 318.5 2 865.6
1980 17929 1 648.0 144.9 14.067.5 10 507.5 3 560.0
1981 1989.0 18244 164.6 17 133.9 13 213.4 3920.5
1982 2 121.1 1986.6 133.5 18 194.0 14 246.0 3 948.0
1983 22554 2 100.0 155.4 19 238.3 15 236.2 4 002.1
1984 2134.8 1973.0 161.8 18 337.1 14 541.3 3795.8
1985 2225.2 2057.8 167.4 19 785.5 15 650.6 41349
1986 2 536.3 2 348.6 187.7 22 882.3 18 877.4 4 004.9
1987 2779.1 26019 177.2 27 641.6 23 083.2 45584
1988 2 629.7 2446.1 183.6 324225 28 039.9 4 382.6
1989 2 740.0 2539.2 200.8 35 870.0 31428.8 4 441.2
1950 2 786.4 2 555.4 231.0 41 395.7 35 492.0 5 903.7
1991 2967.7 2 709.0 258.7 53 025.8 46 765.8 6 260.0
1992 3239.8 2965.7 274.1 65 544.5 59 067.5 6477.0
1993 3385.1 30481 337.0 78 406.7 69 827.5 8 579.1
1994 3523.2 3150.2 373.0 87 001.2 77 299.0 9 702.2
1995 3631.1° 3185.0 446,17 (91 676.4N 86 387.9 N. A,
1996 3 647.9° 3247.9° 400.0° n.a.. n.a. n.a.
1997 3760.1° 3 345.1° 415.0° n.a.. n.a. n.a.

Source: 1947-1962 = Vicharn (1996); 1963-1993 = DOF (19962; 1982); 1995-1997 = DOF, unpublished data

Notes: ? = preliminary; n.a. = data not available; ' = does not include freshwater capture
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The next dozen or so years, between 1961-72, can be called the ‘Golden Era’ of the
That fisheries. Notable in this period was the rapid exploitation of demersal resources that
began with the introduction of the German otterboard trawler in the early 1960s under
technical cooperation with what was then West Germany. The new trawlers were far
superior than the local pair trawlers, which were slow and incurred more fuel and labour
costs (pers. comm., Boonlert Phasuk, December 1997). In just three years, from 1960-63,
the number of registered trawlers surged dramatically from 90 to 2 026 (Boonlert 1992),
while marine production more than doubled, reaching 323 400 tonnes in 1963 (Table 1). As
the boats with greatly improved catch efﬁcienéy and speed increased in number, Thai fishing
activities expanded into a wider area covering most of the Gulf of Thailand, parts of the
South China Sea bordering Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia and Brunei, much of the Andaman
Sea and parts of the Bay of Bengal (Vicharn 1996). By 1972, marine landings were more
than ten times the levels in the 1950s, and Thailand moved up among the top ten fishing
nations of the world (Boonlert 1992).

The “Golden Era” came to an end with the ever-increasing fisheries production
registering a small decrease for the first time in 12 years in 1973, followed by a sharper
decline for the next two years, as a result of sky-rocketing fuel prices in the wake of the
1973 oil shock and a heavily exploited demersal fish resource. From mere 0.90 baht a litre in
1969, the diesel price increased gradually to about 1.6 baht a litre in 1974-75, and then more
than quadrupled, to reach 7.39 baht in 1981 (Vicharn 1996, Boonlert 1994). Maximum
sustainable yields for demersal fisheries had probably been reached in the Gulf of Thatland by
mid-1970s (TDRI 1986), or perhaps even earlier (ibid., citing ADB 1985). The number of
trawlers had reached 5,837 by 1973 (Pongpat and Amporn 1988, cited in Johnson 1997).

A full recovery in 1976 was followed by several periods of surge and decline until
1987 and increase thereafter. Just as demersal fish stocks were declining, the introduction of
the luring purse seine in 1973 brought the focus of the Thai fisheries back on pelagic
resources (TDRI 1986). Pelagic catches in the Gulf of Thailand nearly doubled within one
year, rising from 80,000 tonnes in 1972 to 141,000 tonnes in 1973. By 1977 they crossed

the maximum sustainable yield levels, variously estimated at around 365,000 tonnes to



A General Overview of Thai Coastal Areas 13

400,000 tonnes, and declined thereafter (TDRI 1986). In the open Andaman Sea, pelagic
catches have fluctunated widely after peaking during 1971-73 (TDRI 1986).

A further — and perhaps the most significant — setback to the Thai fisheries came
with the declaration of exclusive economic zones (EEZs) by Thailand’s neighbours during
the late 1970s and early 1980s. It resulted in the loss of access to about 770 000 km® of
fishing grounds and of about 200 000 tonnes/year in marine. landings (Boonlert 1994).% In
addition, the EEZs cut Thailand’s access to the high seas, making it a ‘zone-locked country’
(Vicharn 1996).> This lack of accessibility proved an added disincentive in developing
oceanic fishing, in addition to the lack of knowledge and investments for deep sea fishing
(ibid.).

Forced back on to much reduced fishing grounds that now formed Thailand’s own
EEZ, the Thai fishing fleet compensated for the loss by intensifying production within the
That waters, and by fishing in other countries’ EEZs, legally as well a