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Social Protection in Health for the Poor in Thailand:

From Welfare to Universal Coverage

Viroj NaRanong and
Anchana NaRanong

Executive Summary

Thailand began her health welfare program for the poor in 1975 by providing free
health care for the poor who come for service at the Ministry of Public Health’s facilities.
Since then, coverage had been expanded to include more and more disadvantaged
groups. In 2000, almost one half of the entire population was eligible for the program.
The actual number of the cardholders was approximately 20 millions (33% of the
population). The annual budget of the program had increased substantially from 300
million baht in 1979 to 8,833 million baht in the year 2000. In 2001, however, the
program is being transformed to the universal coverage of health care scheme under the
slogan “30 Baht to cure every disease,” which would cover every Thai citizen who is not
currently under any other public insurance schemes such as the Civil Servant
Maintenance Benefit Scheme (CSMBS) and the Social Security Program (SS).

During its lifetime of a quarter-century, the health welfare program for the poor
had undergone many changes. A major financial reform took place in 1998, marked by
the issuance of the Ministry of Finance's (MOF) Regulation on the program, which sets
out the new budget-aliocation rules for the program based on capitation. The MOF
Regulation also stipulates that the national and provincial committees are to be
appointed to govern the budget allocation process. In essence, the reform replaces the
MOPH's former budget allocation procedures--which were often discretionary, with a set
of rules. The major rule stipulated in the regulation is that, from the fiscal year 1998 up,
at least 50% of the budget allocated to each province must be determined by number of
the eligible population in the province (i.e., via capitation), with full capitation be
introduced in the fiscal year 2000. Intra-provincial allocation would be done via
decentralization by the provincial committee in accord to the rules set by the national
committee. In 1899, the MOPH also proposed three models of intra-provincial budget
allocation, i.e., (i) global budgeting (i) inclusive capitation for each district, and (jii)
capitation for outpatients in each district and provincial-pooled global budget for
inpatients where per admission reimbursement would be determined by relative weight
given to different Diagnostic-Related Groups (DRG). Most of these mechanisms are
being adopted—with minor modifications, by the current universal coverage scheme.

The welfare program had a few major problems, including providers’ complaints
on insufficiency of fund and many users’ concerns on quality of cares. However, the
major blow has been the targeting problem. Two recent studies found that while the low-
income cards were over-issued in half of the praovinces of Thailand, less than one-fifth of
the poor received the card and only one-thirds of the cardholders actually belong to the
low-income group. This is one of the major reasons that many health reformers have
rallied and successfully persuaded the politicians to replace the welfare program for the
poor and the disadvantaged by employing the new universal health coverage program.
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