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GETTING BUSINESSES TO HELP FARMERS AND CHIANG MAI 

 

Introduction  

Thailand is a widely cited development success story. It had moved from a low-income 

to an upper-income country in less than a generation. According to the World Bank (2018), 

poverty in Thailand had declined substantially from 67% in 1986 to 7.2% in 2015. However, 

there are still 7.1 million people in poverty in Thailand and over 80% of them are concentrated 

in rural areas in the Northeast, North, and Deep South. It is clear that certain regions and 

population segments in Thailand have not benefited equally from Thailand’s economic success.  

2 Chiang Mai, situated in the northern Thailand, is one such province where the poor are 

concentrated. It is the second largest province in the country with a land area of 20,107 km2 

(Knoema, 2018). Population wise, Chiang Mai is also the 5th most populous province in 

Thailand, with 1.71 million residents. However, in terms of prosperity, Chiang Mai’s Gross 

Provincial Product (GPP) per capita of 126,976 Baht (Gross Regional and Provincial Product 

Chain Volume Measures, 2015) is only a quarter of Bangkok’s 513,397 Baht. Juxtaposing 

Chiang Mai onto the world stage, Chiang Mai’s GPP per capital will actually rank around 180, 

alongside countries like Zambia and Tuvalu. As a comparison, Thailand’s overall GPP per 

capital ranking was 97 (US’s Central Intelligence Agency, 2017).   

3 Many of the poor population in Thailand are composed of farmers. World Bank’s data 

shows that the poor and the bottom 40% in Thailand are more likely to be working in 

agriculture. Out of the 12-15 million workers who worked in agriculture in 2013 (about 40% 

of total employment), approximately 8.8 million were from the bottom 40 percent. In 2016, the 

average annual income of farmers was only 56,450 baht (Agriculture in Thailand, 2018). 

Farmers are not only suffering from poverty, the intensive use of pesticides and chemicals 

during the farming process also caused health issues for the farmers and pollution to the land 

and water. In addition, visible inequality and growing discontent from poor rural farmers also 

threatens Thailand’s political and societal stability.  

4 The private sector in Thailand, including those in Chiang Mai, have benefitted from 

Thailand’s rapid economic growth. Among them are large-scale commercial agro-companies, 

that produce mainly for agro-industries and export markets. They operate alongside small-scale 

subsistence farmers, who struggle to produce for household consumption and domestic 

markets. It is definitely in the interest of the private sector to help poor rural farmers so as to 

ensure that the macro-economic environment in Thailand remains stable and conducive for 

business.  

5 The objective of this paper is to explore how the Chiang Mai government can facilitate 

a win-win platform for businesses and farmers to work together to increase farmers’ income 

and improve the environment at the same time. The proposed solution will contribute towards 

the accomplishment of several of United Nation’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – 

namely:-  

 

i. SDG 1 - End poverty in all its forms everywhere; 



ii. SDG 6 - Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation 

for all; and 

iii. SDG15 - Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 

degradation and halt biodiversity loss. 

 

Agriculture in Chiang Mai – Factors Impacting Farmers’ Income  

 

6 Data from the Chiang Mai Provincial Government (2018) shows that 22% of its GPP 

comes from the agriculture sector and about 35% of the province’s labour force works in this 

sector. Rice is the main agricultural crop and most farmers are smallholders, with the average 

farm size being 4.3 ha (Barnaud, 2006).  

 

7 Agricultural income in northeast and northern Thailand has never been high or stable. 

This is mostly due to unfavourable natural conditions for agricultural production. The major 

constraints are poor soils conditions (i.e. coarse-textured soil) and an erratic distribution of 

rainfall (Barnaud, 2006). As a result, most Thai farmers relies heavily on fertilizer and pesticide 

in order to increase yield and improve product quality and appearance (HSRI, 2005). This 

approach has resulted in the overuse of fertilizer and pesticides, and consequently, increased 

human exposure and water contamination (Panuwet, 2012). In addition, external factors such 

as the effects of climate change also added to the farmers’ woes.  

 

Overuse of Fertilizer 

 

8 The overuse of fertilizer is one of the most important issue plaguing agriculture in 

Chiang Mai. A study by Riwthong et al (2014) in the upland areas of northern Thailand 

(including Chiang Mai) revealed that land use intensification was accompanied by a reduction 

in the use of traditional methods of pest management and an increase in the use of synthetic 

pesticides. Between 1961 and 2003, the use of fertilizer in Thailand increased 94 times. 

However, within the same period, the yield of rice and maize increased by barely 1 time (Green 

Peace, 2008). Farmers take on huge debts due to the high costs of fertilizers and pesticides and 

the cost of produce does not offset the cost of production. In the long run, the overuse of 

fertilizer affects the land and water and will lead to even lower yield for future generations of 

farmers. 

 

Health Hazard 

 

9 Riwthong et al (2014) also reported the side effect of pesticides usage: many farmers 

experienced health problems because the pesticides were not correctly handled. Farmers 

practised mixing of different pesticide products. This practice is not recommended because 

chemical reactions between different products can increase health risks to farmers and reduce 

the effectiveness of their application. Riwthong et al (2014) found that 47% of farmers 

interviewed reported feeling dizzy regularly and 25% reported that they regularly experienced 

nausea or vomited after applying the chemicals.  

 

Deforestation and Water Contamination 

 

10 Agriculture has converted many forest lands to agricultural land. This has resulted in 

encroachment and deforestation. In fact, the forest area in Northern Thailand has been 

decreasing from 116,275 km2 or 68.54% of provincial area in 1961, to 73,057 km2 or 43.1% 



of provincial area in 1998 (Forest Land Management Bureau, 2014). Such condition damages 

watersheds and affects the quantity and quality of water. Mae Raem and Mae Sa watersheds in 

Chiang Mai province are especially affected. These again compelled farmers to increase their 

reliance on fertilizer to increase output and further damages the environment (Awanasakul, 

2001). 

 

Effects of Climate Change 

 

11 In late 2014, Thailand's rice industry was hit with a drought that has extended to 2016. 

The drought was also accompanied by a decreasing worldwide demand for rice. The current 

rice production system and its popular varieties rely on generous water supply and are 

extremely vulnerable to drought stress. Drought is the most important limiting factor for rice 

production and is becoming an increasingly grave concern. Being a low lying country, Thailand 

becomes extremely vulnerable to the changing weather. Studies indicate that Chiang Mai is 

among the top 10 provinces in Thailand that were and will be further affected by climate change 

(Attavanich, 2013). 

 

Impact of Government Policies  

 

12 Incomes of Chiang Mai farmers are also adversely impacted by some government 

policies. In 2011, the government of Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra introduced the 

controversial Government Rice Pledging Policy in which rice farmers are promised a higher 

than market-price for their rice crop to increase their income. This programe, however, resulted 

in a giant stockpile of rice and led to a decrease in confidence in Thailand’s rice quality globally 

after farmers compromise the quality of their produce to increase yield. 

 

A Sustainable Solution is Needed  

 

13 With farming practices that continue to harm and degrade the environment, and a 

compromised reputation in terms of quality due to the rice subsidy programme, it is clear that 

a more sustainable approach to farming is needed in Thailand, most especially in Chiang Mai.  

 

14 There is actually no shortage of options and programs to promote sustainable 

agriculture in Thailand. For sixty years, the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej have been a lifelong 

supporter of village development. He has personally launched more than 4,000 development 

and social welfare projects, in areas such as irrigation, agronomy, forestry, fishing and health. 

The approach to sustainable agriculture is being made mainly through The Royal Project, 

which promotes five farming systems: integrated farming, organic farming, natural farming, 

agroforestry and New Theory farming (Thanwa, 2011).  All these are being promoted as 

alternatives to Thai farmers, especially small-scale farmers.  

 

Integrated Farming  

 

15 Integrated farming involves the use of limited farmland to increase the range and 

number of farm produces. By definition, at least two kinds of agricultural produce will farmed 

at the same time and the two produces will complementing each other in one way or another 

to reduce production costs. By doing so, risks are reduced and waste from one type of 

production can also be used to fuel another production. Some types of successful integrated 

farming system include fish-rice production and pig-fish-vegetable production.   

 



Organic Farming 

 

16 Organic farming uses organic matter as the only fertilizer. Inorganic pesticides  are also 

not used. Pests and weeds are controlled by cultural practices, including “organic chemicals” 

made from other plants. This has the effect of restoring soil fertility and water quality, leading 

to improved quality of soil, underground water and the conservation of biodiversity.  

 

Natural Farming 

 

17 Natural farming involves the avoidance of inputs from outside the farm. It also seek to 

reduce all physical methods which disturb the ecological balance on farmland.  This means that 

there will be no ploughing, no weeding, no chemical use and no application of fertilizer in a 

farm practicing natural farming. Practice of pure natural farming is still relatively rare in 

Thailand (Thanwa, 2011), but there are some farms practising this method in northeast 

Thailand. These farms need to be far from commercial plantations to ensure that chemical use 

from commecial farms do not affect them.  

 

Agroforestry 

 

18 In an agroforestry system, crops and livestock are raised within forested areas.  Such a 

system conserves forests, as well as biodiversity and the natural ecology. Agroforestry sustains 

the economic benefits of forest, such as soil fertility and nutrients from trees, topsoil protection, 

windbreaks, watersheds and recreational value.  The aim of agroforestery is not only to produce 

food and earn income for farmers, but to enhance forest resources. It is a solution to 

deforestation but at the same time provide land for agricultural purposes. The practice of 

agroforestry is more common in the marginal areas such as the mountainous Northern region. 

 

New Theory Farming 

 

19 The new theory farming was initiated for small-scale farmers in Thailand. Under this 

programme, the government allocates deserted land to landless farmers. The farmers may 

cultivate on this land but are not allowed to own the land. Its main aim is to bring food security 

and self-sufficiency to poor farmers who live in areas where water is scarce. The most 

important concept of New Theory farming is effective allocation of land to serve the different 

needs of farm households, including paddy fields for rice, a farm pond for water and fish, and 

cash crops and trees for farm income, plus a residential area.  The area allocated to each kind 

of land use is flexible, but is usually 30:30:30:10.   

 

Limitations of Current Programmes 

 

20 The Royal Project has positively impacting 39,277 families from 288 villages, 

including 168,445 citizens from the highlands. 38 development centres have been established 

in the 5 Northern provinces: Chiang Mai, Lampung, Chiang Rai, Phayao, and Mae Hong Son 

(Royal Project Foundation).  Tangible impacts of the project include a tenfold increase in 

farmer income. However, the current scenario in Thailand presents a different story. Thailand’s 

organic farming as a proportion of total cultivated land, ranks it one of the lowest in the world 

(Ellis et.al, 2006). The Government of Thailand stated that cultivated land for organic farming 

has only increased 0.1% since 2006 and was only 0.2% of total cultivated area. 

 



21 On the supply side, there are also considerable obstacles for farmers to adopt organic 

and integrated farming. Even if farmers invest in organic farming, insufficient training, 

certification and access to market pose as major obstacles. Pilot Organic Projects, funded by 

Asian Development Bank, have shown that training techniques are required for specific skills 

such as certified composting, biochar, bio-pesticide, crop rotation, low-methane rice farming, 

sustainable soil management, rainfall harvesting, and water-saving techniques. Farmers in 

Thailand do not have easy access to these trainings. In Thailand, only two organisations certify 

the organic products in Thailand – Northern Organic Standards Organization (NOSO) and 

Organic Agriculture Certification Thailand (ACT). As of 2009, over 50% of total organic 

produce was exported, with a total value of only $62 million (Pattapant et. al, 2009). 

 

22 According to a study carried out in 16 farms (8 Integrated Farms, 8 Traditional Farms) 

of North-Eastern Thailand, it was found that integrated farming provides a more secure supply 

of food, creates higher economic returns and provides a higher social status to the farmer. 

(Tipraqsa, 2007). The study also highlighted that integrated farming requires more labour. For 

farmers to switch from commercial to integrated farming, larger initial capital is required, 

which constraints farmers in making the required switch.  

 

A Proposed Enhancement to the Royal Project 

 

23 The Royal Project and its numerous initiatives are comprehensive in the sense that it 

has intimate knowledge and took into account ground situation, topology and needs of 

Thailand’s rural farmers. It is also evident that farmers do benefit after they switch to a more 

sustainable way of farming. However, the limitations of the current agricultural programmes 

need to be addressed before more smallholder farmers can benefit.  

 

24 The project group proposes that the current Royal Project can be enhanced by involving 

the private sector. The private sector has the power of innovation and ability to create solutions. 

The private sector in Thailand and Chiang Mai had also benefited from Thailand’s economic 

growth and it is fitting for them to play a part in uplifting segments of the society that had not 

gained as much. As earlier discussed, it is in the interest of the private sector to ensure social 

and political stability in Thailand.  

 

25 While not much information is published regarding the participation of the private 

sector in Thailand’s environmental sustainability, more specifically, in the province of Chiang 

Mai, there had been some successful partnerships in the past. The “Lemon Farms” project, for 

example, saw Bang Chak petrol stations help distribute, promote and sell healthy farm products 

from rural farming communities (Hasegawa et. al. 2014).  

 

26 As rice crop is the most common cash crop being planted in Chiang Mai, the group 

decided to focus on rice farmers. Aligned with the objectives of increasing the income of poor 

farmers to pull them out of poverty and to improve the environment at the same time, the issue 

of over-using fertilizer was looked into. Over-using fertilizer not only drains the resources of 

farmers without increasing their yield significantly, it also damages the environment by 

degrading soil quality and polluting groundwater. Research was conducted to seek possible 

solutions and integrated farming seems to be a fit. It is also ideal that integrated farming is 

already being promoted as part of the Royal Project.  

 

27 The idea of integrating chicken/egg farming with rice crop was explored. It is thought 

that chicken manure can be an organic substitute for chemical fertiliser. The eggs and chicken 



produce will supplement the income of farmers while reducing the reliant on chemical fertilizer 

will help farmers save cost and help the environment. Private sector, in the form of 

agrobusinesses can come in by investing and supporting smallholder integrated farmers. The 

role of the local government is also something that the group had kept in view as any 

partnerships between farmers and the private sector would usually not happen spontaneously. 

This proposition was then tested and examined during a field visit to rice farms in Chiang Mai.  

 

Findings from Chiang Mai 

 

28 The group went to Chiang Mai in December 2017 and met up with representatives from 

the key stakeholder groups: the farmers and the private sector.  

 

29 A visit was paid to a rice community centre on the outskirts of Chiang Mai city where 

representatives from the rice farming community were interviewed. Key findings were: - 

 

Integrated Farming 

 

i. The farmers interviewed were aware of the benefits of integrated farming and were 

not averse to the idea of integrated farming, including raising chickens. In fact, the 

practice was not a novel one as the rice farmers had previously farmed chicken 

alongside their rice crops.  

 

ii. Each rice farm has on average two to three persons working the farm. Between 

them, the farmers could spare a bit of time to do small scale chicken farming. 

However, we detected a sense of inertia among the farmers to deviate from their 

daily routine and operations. The farmers interviewed also indicated that large scale 

poultry operation would be out of the question as their core crop is still rice and 

they do not have sufficient manpower and technical know-how to run such an 

operation. 

 

iii. The farmers’ previous experience with farming chicken was not positive. Their 

chickens were infected with diseases and were all killed off. The farmers did not 

have the technical know-how to prevent diseases and contain outbreaks. None of 

the rice farmers in the region took up chicken farming again. 

 

iv. The farmers interviewed indicated that there were still open to the idea of rearing 

chicken again. However, farmers were open to the idea of farming chickens if there 

are greater certainty from agro-companies buying their chickens. This include 

having greater certainty on the quality of the chicken required and not backing out 

of the deal with farmers. There was a sense of distrust that prevented farmers from 

going into partnership with the private sector. The farmers felt that the government 

could provide the bridge between the two sectors through a mutually beneficial 

policy.   

 

v. The farmers also felt that government intervention is needed for a better pricing 

system and to introduce technology to smallholder farms. It was felt that there was 

an absence of a coherent government policy with regards to sustainable agriculture 

and a lack of interest from the private sector. With regard to the government, the 

general feelings among the farming community was that agriculture was not very 

high on the government’s list of priorities.  



Use of Pesticides 

 

vi. The harmful effects of chemicals were known to the farmers. In fact, many farmers 

were already using chicken manure as fertilizer for their rice crops as they 

recognised that it would improve the crop and soil quality. The community rice 

centre also provides the required equipment/machineries to process raw chicken 

manure into a useable form. However, the farmers cited the high cost of chicken 

manure and higher yield from chemical fertilizer as key reasons why they were not 

using more chicken manure.  

 

vii. There was a clear divide between farmers who owned their own land and those who 

rented it. The former preferred using chicken manure as they have a greater desire 

to preserve the land for future cultivation whereas those who had rented the land 

tended to favour using chemical fertilizer only.  

 

30 The group also visited a local poultry company in Chiang Mai to assess its willingness 

to partner with small scale farmers. The company sells eggs and poultry livestock to the local 

market. Key findings were: - 

 

i. While the poultry company has their own farms, they were already sourcing eggs 

and livestock from small scale farmers as part of their effort to expand operations.  

  

ii. The company were generally receptive to partnering with small scale rice farmers 

to increase their production if the farmers can meet their required standards. 

 

The Proposal – Policy Recommendation  

31 The findings from Chiang Mai revealed that the group’s proposition is feasible. To 

encourage more integrated farming among small scale farmers in Chiang Mai, the 

apprehensions and knowledge gaps of the farmers need to be addressed. Government can step 

in to bridge the gap between the farmers and companies and the adoption process can be made 

easier.  

 

32 We therefore recommend the Chiang Mai agricultural department or officials in charge 

of the Royal Project takes a more active role to tie up agro-companies and farmers. Specifically, 

the following could be done: - 

 

i. Identify agri-companies who are willing to work with farmers to increase their 

production; 

 

ii. Work out product requirements and terms of contract with the agri-

companies on behalf of individual farmers; 

 

iii. Link up agro-companies with farmers and ensure that the necessary trainings 

are provided;  

 

iv. Pilot the initiative. 

 



33 By identifying suitable agro-companies and touching base with them first to work 

through the terms of contract and product requirement, we are addressing the inertia of the 

farmers. This will also serve to lower the barriers of entry as many farmers may not be 

sufficiently savvy to approach these companies and negotiate favourable terms.  

34 Many farmers are also reluctant to deal with big companies as they have the perception 

that they will be taken advantage of. Having the government as a facilitator will help to address 

farmers’ apprehensions about dealing with the private sectors.  

35 Linking up agro-companies and farmers can be done in several ways, for example: - 

i. Sub-District level meetings  

ii. Promotional materials and information at rice centres 

 

36 Meetings should be conducted for every sub-district and there should be at least 5 

separate meetings. The first meeting should aim to reach out to the farmers and to provide them 

with the necessary information on product requirement, what they must do if they come on 

board the initiative and what they will get (i.e. terms of the contract). The second meeting 

should be conducted 2-4 weeks after the first meeting to finalize details before farmers formally 

come on board. After the second meeting, agro-companies can start working directly with the 

farmers on implementation details, i.e. infrastructure requirements, provide training. There 

should be a third meeting within the next 1-2 months for the Chiang Mai government to 

understand whether there are any implementation issues. The last 2 meetings can be held about 

3 months apart to surface operational issues.  

37 We would recommend that food and beverages be provided at these sub-district level 

meetings to increase participation rates. These meetings also need not be single purposed. They 

can be held in conjunction with local festivals and be positions as a gathering for the local 

farmer community. Other information on forecasted weather patterns etc can be disseminated 

to the farmers at the same meetings. This will make the meetings more relevant to the farmers 

and make it worth their trouble to take time off from their daily farm operations. It is also 

recommended that these meetings be attended by the local Mayors as they will to lend some 

weight to the initiative and help convince farmers to take step the next step.  

38 Lastly, we recommend that the initiative be piloted at about 10 subdistricts with a single 

type of agri-companies, i.e. chicken/egg farming to be integrated with existing rice farms. It 

may be worthwhile to start on a smaller scale to work out all the possible implementation issues 

before rolling out full scale.  

39 The breakdown in costing for the proposed initiative is indicated in the table below.  

 Items Quantity Unit Cost Cost 

1 Quarterly subdistrict level 

meetings 

50  

(5 meetings x  

10 Districts) 

US$300 US$15,000 

2 Promotional materials 

(Standees and posters) 

10 US$200 US$2000 

 TOTAL US$17,000 

 

 



Conclusion 

 

40 The recommended approach was deliberately kept simple and worked within 

sustainable agricultural programmes that are already in place to encourage implementation by 

local government. While the target of the proposed programme was for Chiang Mai, it can also 

be applicable to other areas in Thailand. The project team hopes that this proposal can 

contribute towards supplementing the income of farmers, improve their health and also 

improve the environment in Chiang Mai.  
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