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Alienated Life: Socio-Economic Characteristics
of the Ultra Poor in Thailand

Medhi Krongkaew

Introduction

One of the success stories about economic development of Thailand in the past 20
years is its record of continuous reduction in the incidence of poverty defined as the
proportion of Thai population having income lower than a designated ‘poverty line’.
During the ‘economic boom’ periods in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the poverty
incidence throughout the country fell so rapidly that, statistically, the incidence of some
region (i.e. Bangkok) had approached zero, prompting some researchers to revise the
poverty line upward to reflect the changes in population structure, nutritional
requirements, consumption patterns, and prices.' Then the crisis hit in 1997. As a result
of a combination of various factors including mismanagement in the financial sectors,
incorrect exchange rate and international finance policies, and fall in export eamings,
Thailand lost most of its foreign reserves and was forced to float its currency, which
brought about massive capital outflows with ensuing negative effects on domestic
financial, employment and general economic conditions. Companies went bankrupt, jobs
lost, unemployment increased, and the average income of the Thai people declined.
Between 1996 and 2000, the incidence of poverty has increased from 11.5 per cent in
1996 to 13.0 in 1998 to 15.9 in 1999, and finally to 15.0 in 2000.2 This level of poverty is
roughly equivalent to the situation in 1995. In a word, Thailand has already lost 5 years
of its economic development. If economic difficulties continue, the development and
welfare losses can even be greater.

Yet, there is at least one group of the Thai population who are strangely relatively
unaffected by this crisis. But the main reason for this is none other than the fact that they
were not so much affected by the rapid economic growth that we have alluded to earlier
in the first place either. Their lives have been practically alienated from the rest of the
population for as long as they could remember. These are the ‘Ultra Poor’ of Thailand
who live in the bottom rung of the Thai society, and seem to have always remained there.
That is why a new word in Thai is coined to describe these people. We call them, in Thai,

! See, for example, Medhi Krongkaew (1994, and 1996); Kakwani and Medhi (1996).
? Information provided by the Development Evaluation Division, NESDB.



auenauanaiy (kon yak jon dak darn) of which ‘Ultra Poor” or ‘Hard Core Poor’ is a close
description.’

Mainly as a result of the crisis which has impoverished many ‘miracle’ economies
in East Asia, several international organisations such as the World Bank, the Asian
Development Bank (ADB), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), which
already had their active programs on poverty, stepped up their activities concerning
poverty. The World Bank had chosen as the subject of its new biennial World
Development Report (WDR) for 2000/2001 a new outlook and policy direction on
poverty whereby the report was written after a series of discussions and consultations
with various interested and ‘stakeholder’ groups throughout the world. The ADB even
went one step further and redesigned its development lending policy to specifically target
poverty reduction as its main emphasis. In its words, poverty reduction has become ‘an
overarching’ objective of the ADB. For UNDP where its ‘human-centred’ development
policy as reflected in its annual Human Development Report (HDR) has already been
accepted as a major alternative to the traditional ‘growth-centred’ development policy
also maintains a separate program on poverty, with its annual Poverty Report and a
special website geared toward the elimination of poverty.4 But these programs still
address poverty problems in general. They did not recognize the problems of the ‘Ultra
Poor’ as separate problems that may require separate understanding, and a separate set of
policies. Looking around the existing literature on poverty today, one is hard pressed to
find any study that looks specifically at the extreme poverty group and analyse them.
This ‘Ultra Poor” group is normally subsumed under the analysis of the general poor, with
an irrelevant or ineffective set of policies to solve their problems. This state of affairs is
obviously unsatisfactory and should be redressed quickly.

Through the generous financial assistance of the Thailand Research Fund (TRF), 1
was able to form a team of researchers to study socio-economic characteristics of the
‘Ultra Poor’ in rural Thailand. > While the main objective of this research is clear, that
we wanted to find out the socio-economic makeup of the poorest households in rural

* To some Thai, this Thai word may sound pejorative, but there is not what it meant for. On the contrary,
there is no better word that conveys a sense of deep-down or chronic poverty that remains immobile or
unmoved with the change in the society around #t. The chosen word succeeds in startling listeners to pay
attention to the plight of these people.

See, http://www.undp.org/poverty. Both the World Bank and the ADB also maintain websites
specifically on poverty issues. For the World Bank, see its PovertyNet Website at

hitp://www, worldbank.org/poverty/; and for the ADB, see it Poverty Reduction Website at
http://'www.adb.org/Poverty/. The ADB also maintains a website which collect numerous conference
and other academic and policy papers on poverty. See, http://aric.adb.org/social/poverty/default.asp.
Even the International Monetary Fund whose main objective is international financial transaction is also
interested in poverty issues, as evidenced in its recent Pane! Discussion on Macroeconomic Policies and
Poverty Reduction. See http://www.imf.org/external/np/tr/2001/tr010413.htm.

This assistance is part of the award I received in 1996 from the TRF. This award is the TRF Senior
Research Fellow Award whereby upto 3 million baht a year may be provided annually for up to 3 years
from the TRF for the this Senior Research Fellow to conduct a research of his or her choice. My
research team consisted of researchers from four regional universities namely Chiang Mai University in
the North, Khon Kaen University in the Northeast, Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University in the
Centre, and Prince Songkhla University in the South. For details, see Annex 1.

Vi



Thailand, we also wanted to go a bit further by looking at two other aspects concerning
this group of people: how they adjusted to the market or the environment around them,
and how they were affected by various government policies. There may be more that we
could learn from the outcome of this research, but since this was really a pioneering effort
to learn about a special group of population who had hitherto escaped attention from any
researchers, we could not be too ambitious. Our study must be looked upon as a pilot
study that shows only the first glimpse of these alienated lives. The results of the study
may be useful for designing policies that complement general poverty policies, as well as
pointing the way to a more serious study on this group of people.

What is of immediate importance is how to identify our ‘Ultra Poor’ group, to find
them and interview them. It is true that we could look for statistics concerning these
people from the Socio-Economic Survey (SES) which is the country-wide survey of
household income and expenditure and other socio-economic characteristics of the Thai
households conducted regularly by the National Statistical Office (NSO), but it is quite
likely that this SES will fail to adequately capture the true socio-economic pictures of the
very poor, just as it was well known that it fails to capture the same of the very rich. A
special survey that targets only the poorest samples is called for.

But how to do this quickly and cost-effectively? One method is to set a poverty
level that defines extreme poverty and select anyone whose income fall under this poverty
level as our sample. But this technique is obviously very costly as going around scouting
for those who are qualified would be very time consuming and resources-draining. The
other method is to use the knowledge of local leaders who know well the income or
economic positions of houscholds or people in their localities. On the assumption that
these local or village leaders know all the people in their villages, the identification of
those who are the poorest in the village, or those who are poorer than the others in the
village, could be easily undertaken. What we need to be careful is that these leaders must
not be allowed to prepare for their identification in advance because they might bias in
their selections. We decided to adopt this latter method as we can get our samples
quickly and conveniently. All research teams in the four regions adopted this technique
of sample selection. © After the experimental survey and study in 1998 for the
Northeastern region only, we launched our nation-wide surveys in 1999. The core
findings that 1 will analyse in this paper come from these 1999 surveys, plus the earlier
survey in 1998 for the Northeastern region only.

S A question is generally raised about the nature of the samples that we have selected. Are these samples
represent the poorest of all households in the region? If our sample size is large enough, and the
selection is random enough, they certainly can represent the poorest households in the region. But while
our selection is as random as we possibly can be, our sample size is not large enough in each region.
Therefore, while those households whom we interviewed are certainly the poorest in our selected
villages, those villages may not be the poorest villages where our poorest households would reside.
Indeed, our poorest samples in each region could be different across regions, with samples in some
regions much better off in term of economic positions than the same in other regions. This is to be
expected, but we learn and analyse these differences through the data that we have collected in each
region.

vii
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fudainly 38.5 38.3 36.1 50.0 36.1
gnd1e¥guaa 0.0 0.2 0.1 05 0.7
i 34 14 3.0 14 18
9% 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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M7l 7: waRdRTdImIDgaratnINsasasaandninaiaGanmandsaunsdnmn
mAamla  mArzdueen  AMARZINREN MMANANY mnala
Wemiia 1 Weaauile 2
liflaiwgna 74.3 62.0 67.6 69.3 81.2
\NRINg 47 8.3 43 73 7.4
Arme 0.4 1.2 0.6 0.3 0.5
gInadEn 0.7 0.5 0.3 1.1 0.9
FuRaial (rangninesy) 18.3 26.8 26.8 20.7 8.6
B 15 13 0.4 12 1.4
1 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
@15791 8: SadindosazassmalisuadwnndnzasandnluainFon
mawmila marzduaan  Marsiuaan  mMAnang mala
Wasanila 1 vilsamila 2
TiAtuenin 86.0 89.2 91.5 90.4 90.3
WRtuaiw 14.0 10.8 8.6 9.6 907
5734 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
@131 9: SaEImIEazIas IR IRATILATILENANIWIAN ARk 89
MAAZIUAEN  MARZIUEEN
mawla @ganiia 1 Waawiiaz  mMAnaNe maAte
"Wifinu 19.1 58.0 64.0 70.9 58.0
fifau 151 55.4 15.1 18.6 9.0 30.1
AR 6-10 13 8.3 15.4 10.3 5.1 7.1
fi#Au 11201 10.3 9.1 57 7.9 4.0
finAu 2130 1§ 3.9 1.1 1.1 2.8 0.0
A 214014 00 0.9 0.3 14 0.6
fifAwnnnin 40 1 0.0 0.3 0.0 2.8 0.3
U 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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15191 10: msulamouaamsmaumaaﬂﬂuuazmqﬂa

MAATIUNARN  MARZIUEaN

maAmia [ Reautia 1 vieawmiia 2 MANAN meld

TifimmwAsunla 82.1 71.1 67.7 80.2 77.3
ATELATEIAAG 10.8 22.0 289 175 16.9
AILATESHINAY 7.1 6.9 34 2.3 58
7 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Yuiin : winNaRn19ATALATEEAAY

e 349 60.5 74.6 42.7 54.5
Forid 15.2 8.2 1.0 22.1 5.5
gnina 20 10.0 0.0 2.9 386
‘a‘uq 46.9 21.3 24.4 32.3 36.4
Y 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

i L) Ot Q nl [-¥] a
ANT9N 11: I amIniusag intearioasaniBnluaiaGaunraudsaunis@nen

maArziuaan  marziuaan

manila  @gauie 1 Weanila 2 nANARN At
AVEWUET 167.5 136.8 105.3 167.0 147.8
27TNTD9 99,6 26.5 15.9 26.2 20.9
PUNIURNIUTIN 267.1 163.3 121.3 193.2 168.7
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mAAzINaan  MARTIUBENn

nawila  euutia 1 Wweanila 2 mAnana mals
Wuurseruiudng 49.4 65.1 62.9 717 480
Tuussuiudie 50.6 34.9 37.1 28.3 52.0
70 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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mastiuaan  niAesiuLan

mawmfla  (dsavila 1 Waanila 2 mAnaa Al
RINTUNAINEAT 81.3 50.7 70.0 74 50.4
ALURaaF4 a7 20.7 13.7 9.6 8.6
Fumnnaaiy 0.8 0.3 0.5 0.4 1.8
Nty 0.5 25 1.8 0.4 0.8
Byuawng 0.9 1.0 12 0.1 1.8
T7991u 13 8.0 5.4 3.2 8.0
uUuInng 0.1 2.1 1.2 0.2
PrEreaminiu 0.4 2.8 0.4 1.3 58
gninaiim 0.6 1.2 1.4 12
ARG 1.4 33 1.1 0.8 0.6
gnindy 0.3 0.4 02 0.7 0.0
TN 27 7.0 3.2 57 21.0
1 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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A1 14: DATIEINS DALY BINITINIMRULNAINTIILIRINTTINI N

marzduaan MARsiuean

mawmila  Qeunila 1 Weuniia 2 manana mMAlR
g 23.6 23.0 7.9 189 5.0
Aaant] 26.4 22.2 13.3 24.3 55.0
Ty 50.0 54.8 78.8 56.8 40.0
Y 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

P '[94 A | Qv r oA V[v
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MmArRzIUeaN  MARzIUBEN

mawmila  @eauis 1 Waanila 2z manas AR
1.l annaanisineng 5,608 3,567 2,641 12,439 14,002
- 2914 1,640 468 2,596 185
- HNWIAT 0 0 0 0 1,055
-fls 1572 112 804 867 247
-ius 203 63 72 981 453
- fiwgn 44 213 365 290 352
- Uadnd 875 1,487 885 3,104 11,800
- fvbuu 0 53 48 0 0
2. wlduanniaineng 22,273 23,647 12,413 36,285 40,770
- Fude 15,114 8,529 6,280 32,072 30,474
-imnnTy 979 397 257 357 176
- A 504 1,058 400 415 2455
- Buflans@ngaan i 1511 10,274 3,527 2.136 2,301
- AL 29 37 90 159 102
- @ nang 207 765 142 239 210
- ge1aal 857 179 264 342 293
- A 3,072 2,406 1,451 563 4,759
29 27,881 27,213 15,054 48,614 54,862
waneld Auteu 628 506 332 1013 896
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A15911 16: SILATTIESULAZTIEINPUDIATIST ON

AMARziuaan  nARziuaan

mawidea 1 Faanila 1 W@aaulla 2z manane meald
selfvesniFau 27,881 27,213 15,054 48,614 54,862
MeAnnTeIATIden 24917 27,959 16,422 38,880 47,475
- Tulfwnn 3,376 3,508 2,096 16,654 9,274
- TunfaGau 21,541 24,452 14,326 31,586 38,202
uldand 2,964 -745 -1,367 9,724 7.387
ufin -
- wiiAu (Fauas) 53.0 78.3 70.0 64.1 66.6
-wiAueds W) 10,971 17,767 9,508 15,648 17,156
Tiuiin :
melfraeriaiiau() 27 881 27213 15,054 48,614 54,862
AMIUTUAN2) 267.1 163.3 121.3 193.2 168.7
meldaRuAe ) 104.4 166.6 124 1 2516 325.2

= L { V-] [ = A a Y- | oL
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MARzIURAN  ATAAZIUDAN

mmuia  1feuuila 1 Weanlla 2 manane mela
eldvasniitou (i)
- ﬂf’)ﬁﬁuf;"ﬂﬂ 123,036 102,552 97 656 153,432 131,436
- AFGBeuannAusnaTY 27,881 27,213 15,054 48,614 54,862
- dndouneldinaeairFauennaudnany 22.7 26.5 15.4 317 M7
Gouiueiaouiild
FudTeeAiaau (5An)
—ﬂi‘l’ll."?“ﬂuﬁl'ﬂﬂl 100,656 86,844 83,856 123,192 107,964
- afFeusnaudnau 24 917 27,959 16,422 38,890 47475
- dndrumaingresniidausnnsudnaiu 24.8 32.2 19.6 31.6 44.0
Weufuaiafouivld
ﬁi’luf)umm%ﬂmﬂuﬁhﬁﬂwéﬂi"@ (m‘f’v"ﬂ) 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5

A15197 18: HATIAINT DY AT DIRA WA FNSAVAININMIASAUTauN2 L

marsiuaan  neazduaan

mAwide  @eunile 1 Waanila 2 MANAY mels
Tan 5.9 2.3 3.1 3.1 0.9
AT 75.7 64.9 61.1 75.7 69.3
tRt] 15.3 26.9 28.9 17.8 23.6
e 3.1 6.0 6.9 34 6.1
T 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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A3 19: SamdIudesaznasdnemzasioaTasn
MARzIuaan  mARziuean
meawde  (@eauile 1 Weawiia 2 pnanans mals

PEIAULES 90.6 91.1 88.6 89.3 75.8
1 0.2 0.3 0.0 17 09
T hiRusgn 8.5 5.9 10.6 8.5 15.0
ayluiiansismus 0.2 17 0.9 0.5 19
Aun 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.4
bty 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
7EnTiuAn -

yaR TesiiesaAe (um) 37,419 45,686 31,740 56,506 47,313

P [ 1 94 [ | o = v
A13191 20: E)Gl?'lﬁ’)%?'ﬂElﬁ%ﬂlﬂ\'lﬂi'lLia%uﬂﬂﬁ'lSJ%’TH’JHﬂN']%ﬂﬂI‘Sﬁ’]’INﬂ"l&l'l?ﬂ

MAAziuean  MARZIUean

Mmawila  Baauiia 1 Waaulaz  mana nAlA
T A wamnso 87.5 84.0 80.9 92.1 89.3
RlFaomsnani 1 A 11.6 13.1 17.4 7.6 9.5
fglfauamntn 2 au 0.9 23 1.7 0.3 1.2
A mdnnsm 3 puAul 0.0 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.0
TN 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
* fnnui¥romanniaiiuienrount 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1

P a ' Y [ o o A4 & A o
A9 WN 21: Elmi'lﬁ‘)%‘iaElaziladﬂ‘i’n‘m%uﬂnﬂ’lN%ﬂ%‘)%ﬁ&ﬂ’?ﬂi%ﬂ‘iﬂﬂﬂ‘i’]ﬂﬁn.lﬂ';lm‘sa‘ia

mARziuRan  MARZIUDEN

mAawila  Weaniia 1 \@guwiin 2 mana Al
1ﬁﬁc§ﬂquﬁa¥a 69.6 57.1 58.9 59.9 57.1
fifuanidede 1 pu 25.7 38.3 36.9 345 36.5
{2 pu 4.2 3.4 43 5.1 5.8
fidUnsieie 3 Au 0.4 0.9 0.0 05 06
fhledeies miuly 0.1 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0
192 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
ﬁﬁuougﬂfnafﬁv"ﬂé’qmﬁ'ﬂﬁiﬂﬂmqu 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5
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mAnziuaan  NIARTIUEEN

mawtda  daauida 1 Waaua 2 nMAnaTe mealg
nsEinandw 87.5 94.9 97.1 91.0 87.1
ANTHENEIARENANTTIRY 96.5 89.1 81.7 96.9 89.8
Wiuanaiinliun 86.1 87.4 96.9 98.0 89.5
Be o - 4
IFfuA B TeenuLRsau] 98.1 94.9 96.9 83.9 86.7

AN 23: ANHUEAIAYVAIATITORYIININAN AN

mMansiuaan  AARTIUAan

mawmila  Beuniia 1 Waamila 2 nwenane nALe

1. Smiiiwhafdeuldni 19.7 19.5 20.0 15.8 14.6
2. AMUATDIANUAU (A INWILT T
AFaTaw)

- iflein 12.1 15.4 12.0 5.6 26.3
- liRAue 16.8 23.7 35.1 28.5 6.4
- auninluafBaunan 12.0 6.C 20.6 8.8 6.1
-hilvitafuramias 25.7 20.9 17.7 9.6 19.0
- dilwiAseuni 2.8 16.0 177 45 6.1
- ndindiag il 12.3 21,1 5.7 3.4 6.4
- @eAnlEaeTuntsinweunage 1.4 14.9 0.0 4.5 7.6
- quawlsiudouss 11.0 9.7 10.0 6.5 85
- nsfnesi 2.1 37 0.3 3.1 5.2
- vutharaupfeaufuiantew 0.2 2.3 13.7 0.0 10.7
- vifAn 121 3.7 25 2.3 2.1
- 1ayuanlIznaugIa 1.8 14 0.9 5.4 18
- Fun 0.0 46 0.0 1.8 141
3. YarnzrasiuthaiGeunand 2-3 1 59.2 80.9 83.7 52.3 65.9

1

Framihaenauagaslinyu
¥ o w ol | '
4. YounzasimihaiFaun fandauhiil 43.9 60.0 64.3 42.2 45.8
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