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THE AGEING OF THAI AGRICULTURE:
PAST AND PROSPECTS OF THE RURAL SCENE

Ammar Siamwalla

Executive Summary

Quantitative analysis of changes in the Thai rural labour force indicates the following:

1. The movement of the Thai labour force from both the agricultural sector and the rural
areas accelerated between 1989 and 1998. Most of the movement was among men and women in
the 15-24 years old age group. The agricultural sector lost about half of its workers in this age
group within these ten years.

2. Mote than half of these lost workers went to school, with a smaller part going to urban

areas.

3. Regardless of the reasons for their departure, most of these young workers did not go
back to the agriculture or the rural areas when they are somewhat older.

Consequently, farmers find labour to be increasingly short in supply, leading them to hire
more foreign workers, and mote importantly, to adopt many labour-saving techniques of
production, including mechanization. The mechanization should in itself raise the limits on the
optimal size of farms, which fact when combined with the departute of so many wotkers should
lead to much larger-scaled farming. This has not taken place yet, because while the number of
farm-workers have declined, those capable of being farm-operators have not. As a result, the
average farm sizes have remained roughly the same. But as the wave of emigration of the 15-24
age group work itself through in the following fifteen years the number of people in the 35+ age
group would begin to decline, leading to a fall in the numbet of recruits to the farm-operator

occupation. Then, we can expect farm sizes to increase.

However, with the future rural population declining as a result of the depatture of
younger people, changes in farming can be expected and indeed some aspects could already be
discetned. First among farm-operators, there is a bifurcation among those who take a somewhat
more “professional” attitude to their wotk, on the lookout for better techniques of production;
and those older farmers who continue with the traditional methods, and in many cases,
dependent on remittances from their childten. Over the years, we can expect this second group

to pass from the scene and become less important. Farming would then be dominated by the



younget, more aggtessive group farming larger plots of land, having a more pronounced

commercial attitude.

Developments within the Thai agticultural sector, including mechanization, the use of
more purchased inputs and the general increase in incomes, mean that the rural labour force
could find more employment in non-agricultural sectors that service the farmers. In other words
thete is currently more division of labour within the rural areas, with more individuals
specializing in non-farm activities such as house construction, beautician, barbers, ot traders.
However, with the emergence of the newer, more commercial group of farmers, richer but fewer
in number, it is not certain that the non-farmers in the rural areas will prosper, as these newer
richer farmers will have better access to urban areas, and therefore will be able to bypass the

village suppliers of goods and services.

vi
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