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People's Strategies for Reducing Poverty:
From View of Communities

Executive Summary

"People’s Strategies for Reducing Poverty: From View of Communities” is the
title of a report which was prepared for a special seminar on poverty, organized by
CODI and TDRI, in September 2001. The seminar's theme was "What is poverty? Why
are we poor, and how can we solve the problems of poverty?” and brought together
community leaders from poor communities (both urban and rural) in several areas of
Thailand. During the seminar, it was decided that the leaders would return to their
communities and with their local community networks gather some data on the poverty
problems particular to their areas, and discuss alternative ideas about how to solve those
problems. Their survey would look at issues of housing, land tenure, income, basic
services, nutrition, health, welfare, debt and access to public entitlements.

To carry out this work, 11 working teams were set up to gather sample data on 22
rural villages (in six provinces) and six urban communities (in four cities). The whole
process involved lots of community meetings in cach of the survey areas, and was
completed within a month. In November, 2001, the 11 groups returned to Bangkok to
report their survey results, to compare notes on their findings and to pool wisdom on their
various working processes. The data they had collected on conditions of poverty, and the
many ideas for resolving those problems, culled from meetings with local community
members, were then recorded by CODI staff and written up in the special report
mentioned above, and are summarized below:

1. The important characteristics of poverty, as identified by community members,
are summarized below:

¢ Difficulties fulfilling meeting four basic requirements for physical well-being:
food, clothing, adequate housing and work space, and health care.

¢ Difficulties with employment: problems with irregular employment, lack of
capital for starting small businesses, lack of land or space for work, lack of
tools or equipment for earning through various trades.

¢ Difficulties making ends meet: When low or irregular incomes are lower than
family living expenses.

o Difficulties with increasing debt and inability to save



» Difficulties getting access to basic services, welfare and education: many in
informal settlements must pay higher than regular charges for informal
electricity and water connections.

e Difficulties getting access to capital and available resources: without
opportunities, skills or confidence to approach sources of capital and various
resources.

2. Some other important, but less quantifiable characteristics of poverty identified
in the survey are summarized below:

e lack of learning and self-understanding, lack of techniques for self analysis
(personal) and self analysis (as a communal activity)

e lack of confidence, feeling of weakness, powerlessness, hopelessness, lack of
self-respect

e lack of understanding about how to use available information or to manage
knowledge

e sense of being oppressed by rampant culture of consumerism

* sense of being trapped in the poverty cycle

debilitating desire to “get rich quick,” and falling into destructive habits as a
result

lack of community co-learning to resolve problems locally

3. Some of the alternative solutions proposed to solve these problems of poverty:

o At the individual and family level: Change the attitude to live in simpler ways
to be more self-sufficient. Reduce expenses by cutting out unnecessary
expenditure, and set targets for reducing household expenses. For those with
small businesses or production units, change the production methods in order to
reduce the production expenses. Look for additional sources of income or take
on second jobs.

o At the level of the savings group, community or network: Present survey data
In community meetings to activate a discussion of the problems. Set village-
level targets to reduce expenses, and follow up these targets. Learn to reduce
costs in group production processes. Set up and strengthen savings groups and
community enterprises. In community production units, use locally-available
or locally-made materials to reduce costs and maximize profits. Set up
communal purchasing to buy common consumer products at bulk discounts.
Look into making space available in the community for growing rice and
vegetables. Set up systems for providing welfare assistance to the poorest.
Join in the network of problem solving at policy level.

Vi



s At the government and policy level: Manage resources more fairly and
distribute unused state land to the poor for housing, farming and working. Find
solutions to relieving household and farmers debt burden. Listen to the ideas of
the poor. Make more room for the poor participate in planning the aspects of
development which affect them. Support the learning processes, information
gathering and management of community organizations throughout the
country. Support community-driven planning, and link this local planning with
national plans. Support community enterprise. Revise the laws governing
development of poor communities. Revise laws which contradict the rights of
communities, as guaranteed in the Community Forest Act, the Local
Knowledge Act, and acts governing restrictions on occupation of land. Support
alternative community-level education.

4. Some lessons learned from the poverty survey process:

Local residents in the survey areas have benefited from the survey — both the data
and the discussion of the data and problem-solving alternatives. Reports tell that people
have become more alert to the issues which come with poverty, particularly such issues as
debt and reducing expenses. The process has also given communities fresh enthusiasm to
find their own ways of solving these serious problems of poverty. Survey processes such
as this one are a tried-and-tested tool which is much used throughout the Thai community
networks and CODI. Through such surveys, communities undertake a process of self-
evaluation and communal problem solving, which leads to a common understanding and
the setting of common goals.

vii
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