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Abstract
A study on Socio-Economic Impact Assessment and Adaptation of

Rural Communities Against the COVID 19 epidemic

When the Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic occurred (according to the announcement
of the World Health Organization, 11 March 2020), the Thai government announced the
Emergency Decree on Public Administration in Emergency Situations, B.E. 2548 (No. 1),
applicable throughout the Kingdom. On March 24, 2019, the Cabinet passed a resolution to
approve and mitigate the effects of the coronavirus (COVID-19) on the Thai economy, both
directly and indirectly, Phase 2. The Decree prohibited people from entering areas at risk of
contracting COVID-19. It came into effect on March 26, 2020 and affected areas were
temporarily closed. This affected both social and economic dimensions people’s lives.
Government aid and remedial measures to support the affected people originally supported

3 million workers.

Some workers who were affected by the 22-day closure from 22nd March to 12th April, 2020,
returned to their rural homes. The impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak were not be limited to
urban areas, but also to rural communities that are home to urban workers. Therefore, local
community impact assessments and adaptative measures to address Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-
19) cannot be limited to urban areas only. Accordingly, the Local Development
Institute/Foundation has worked with BIOTHAI Foundation, Sustainable Agriculture Foundation
(Thailand), Chulalongkorn University Social Research Institute and Associate Prof. Dr. Prapart
Pintotang, Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University in conducting this Study on,
Socio-Economic Impact and Adaptation of Rural Communities Facing the COVID 19 Epidemic.
The objectives of the Study include: (i) Understanding the impact and adaptation modes of
rural communities, (i) Learning about the effectiveness of a variety of current government
measures, and (i) Outlining a sustainable local community adaptation approach that
addresses the fundamental problems of the local communities facing COVID 19.

The Study researchers conducted a quantitative survey numbering 1,002 from 17-26 May 2020,
during which period the Government mandated the lock down measure covering agricultural
communities in 15 provinces and 5 regions. Based on the survey, smallholder households are
highly resilient, because of the diversity of household economies which are characterized by
a wide variety of production and income sources to sustain economic life in times of crisis.
Production of primary, commercial crops, and fruit trees has been affected but its impact is
varied by crop type. A small number of non-farm workers returned home (4.1 percent of

interviewees), but most stayed in the urban areas reflecting the fact that economic



opportunities were greater in the urban areas than rural, although greatly diminished

compared with pre COVID conditions.

In addition, the diet of smallholder households is rarely affected by COVID-19 because they
still rely on food sources from the household production plot. Their source food depends on
farming and natural resources, food exchange in the community, and a variety of community
market sources.

Regarding remedies and assistance from the government program, We don't Leave Each Other,
members of the small-scale farmer households earning non-agricultural incomes were not
able to access many program remedies, despite both the upward revision of budget limit and
the refinement of the eligibility review process. This is because the Government does not
understand the life picture of multi-dimensional farmer households. Aiming to assist farmer
households based on the perception of one-dimensional agricultural households without
remedies for the farmer's household as a whole (which is typically based on a variety of
agricultural and non-agricultural sources) have left household members with non-agricultural
income sources from receiving assistance.

Subsequently, between July and September 2020, the researchers conducted a preliminary
review of the current local community situation through discussion with non-governmental
staff working closely with rural communities in a variety of sectors. Urban workers were the
first

to be severely affected, similar to the Asian economic crisis in 1997-98. However, due to
structural changes in the Thai economy, less urban workers are returning to rural communities
than during the Asian economic crisis. However, most local communities remain at economic
risk as pre-COVID. Monocultural agriculture that relies on foreign export markets, especially
vegetables and fruits, has been impacted by shrinking markets pre-COVID. We anticipate that
community economies will continue to falter. The production cycle will be affected by an
ongoing drought. Severe water shortages cause agriculture to encounter problems. So even
though some agricultural products, such as rice, cassava, will command higher prices,
production will be lowered by the drought.

While the large-scale market is stagnating, the online food product market is growing. But small
farmers find it difficult to access online markets, unlike large-scale food businesses. In addition,
the online marketing system demands mass production with consistent produce, large scale
farmers must have sufficient reserve funds which small scale farmers do not, to meet these
demands.

Subsequently, six agricultural communities based on six types of resource bases were studied
in depth, including utilizing a forum to discuss and process the data obtained from the
quantitative survey results; and verify the accuracy of the data simultaneously, including

through exchanging experiences. Each community presented planning oriented reports to the



Study Team. Our analysis indicates that local communities have encountered a structural crisis
including access to the resource base, ecological fluctuations, and a market economy stlump
that started before the COVID pandemic. Overall, although the COVID impacts on the
agricultural sector are not as severe as other sectors (the industrial and service sectors);
however, the COVID-19 epidemic is accelerating and deepening previous on-going negative

trends affecting agricultural / rural households.

Adaptation options of villagers are limited, but importantly include household expenditure
reduction, and turning to household production and community sources for food security.
Some households do not borrow (avoiding additional debt) because they do not have realistic
options to invest. The search for additional or alternative career paths is limited because the
communities have tried many things, often without success, exacerbated by the fact that there
is no clear capital market and community knowledge and skills are limited.

Adaptation potential is largely dependent on the local assets and endowments of
communities. Resource-based communities, e.g., good farmland, community forests, have
stability and economic potential to diversify and access markets. Communities with strong
savings groups (in the case of many communities in Songkhla, and Phuket Provinces) are better
placed to consider alternative community economic strategies, primarily because community
savings group members have financial discipline. Communities with diverse economic bases
(such as production for own consumption, sales to formal agricultural markets, and revenue

from the non-agricultural economic activities) can also diversify risk.

Therefore, this Study recommends that the Government broaden the state policy to help
people in urgent need using the civil registration database system. The Government should
directly support the flow of funds to local communities to enable communities to manage
their own economic initiatives. And the Government should accelerate policy reform and laws
related to natural resources management. Immediate action should focus on: (i) Developing
a comprehensive community database system based on the current socio-economically
complex situation, categorized by different types of communities, based on their resource
bases, to accelerate appropriate adaptation measures according to the individual community
situation. (i) Encourage skill development for workers to return home as a new generation of
farmers and rural residents, building a diverse local economy. And (iii) Support and protect

the rights of communities to access and manage natural resources on a sustainable basis.

In summary, the Covid-19 Crisis is accelerating change in rural communities, bringing both
opportunities and challenges. The upcoming "new normal" should importantly include

building the resilience of Thai society from the foundations of the rural community. Essential

Xi



to achieving this strategy, food security must be established, community financial systems
developed, diverse production systems and markets, both directly in agriculture and for non-
agricultural rural household products, should be pursued; while local people should have
greater access to alternative education and careers to reduce inequality, and support

sustainable local development.
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