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Summary Report on the Development of Social Welfare System
for the Poor and Vulnerable Group:

Non-workforce groups

This research study on non-workforce groups was one of the five main
projects composed as a research set on “A Study of the Development on Welfare
System for the poor and the vulnerable people in Thai Society” under the
leadership of Assoc. Prof. Dr. Narong Pethprasert, Political Economic Center,
Economic Faculty, Chulalongkorn University. Financial sponsorship was through
the Office of the Thai Research Fund.

The target groups of this research included people younger and older than
the workforce age (15-60 years old), categorized into four sub-groups: children
under fifteen years of age, the elderly over 60 years old, the disabled and the
monastics. Individuals in the religious life were less expected to work for
economic accumulation.

The objectives of this project were to study the living conditions of the
subject groups and causes of their poverty problems, patterns of problem
solutions and the subjects' limitation of access to the social services provided by
the government. We intend to suggest policies and measures for more efficient
and effective social assistance as well as to enhance and deepen the body of
knowledge in this field. We would also like to develop information systems
concerning the poor, especially the non-workforce groups.

The scope of this study was the same as other four main projects. The
study covered the whole country which was divided into four areas with twelve
sampling provinces: Cheingmai and Cheingrai for the northern area; Khonkean,

Surin and Burirum for the north eastern region; Sonkla, Nakornsrithamraj and



Pataloong for the southern provinces; while Cholburi, Ayudhya, Samutprakarn
and Bangkok represent the middle area. Research methods were carried out
through twenty-two case studies with eight cases for children and youths, three
for the elderly, six for the disabled, and five for monastics. The findings of each
case within the four categorized groups were tested through focus group methods.
These had been conducted 17 times and included 248 participants: six in the
north with 70 participants, three in the northeastern with 51 participants, five in
the south with 76 participants, three in the middle region with 51 participants.
The findings of all case studies and focus group were then synthesized and
combined with a literature review. All of this information was combined into this
research report.

The findings of this study revealed that all categorized non-workforce
groups had similar backgrounds of poor economic status with unstable
occupations and unreliable incomes. Most of these four sub-groups were in rural
areas working as farmers, general workers and petty traders, while the urban poor
were pushed into slums or were street dwellers earning their livelihood with
temporary or independent work entangled with dangers and deteriorative health
risks.

Poor children and youth mostly earned their incomes from begging,
selling petty goods, or prostituting their own bodies. Their attitudes towards their
lives were comprised of floating along with the social current: i.e., working hard
by all means to earn their living even by being agents for drug distribution or
sexual intercourse. They frequently spent their risky earnings luxuriously to
fulfill their fantastic dreams in order to compensate for something lacking in their
real lives and to heal past emotional or physical trauma. In this way, they were
quite different from the disabled who tried hard to prove that they were capable
of working to acquire their material needs. Furthermore, there were also some

disabled who were incapable of depending on themselves such as the mentally



disabled who mostly were hidden from society in order to protect them from
harm or to save their families from embarassment.

The poor elderly not only struggled to survive themselves, but they
generally also had to fight hard for their dependents in order to lead lives that
realized even moderate goals. The monastics were socially respected. However,
the poor novices have a lower status in the monastic hierarchy. Because they
lack rank, they must struggle for recognition. The nuns, in contrast lack status
altogether and furthermore must provide for their own support themselves. The
poor Moslem religious teachers, who have strong faith in Allah and life after
death, also had to maintain their social status inspite of their insufficient income.
Their income is inadequate due to the fact that they are not permitted to charge
for their teaching services.

The non workforce group had limited access to production and natural
resources, Therefore, they had to engaged in activities requiring no or less capital
and more intensive labor involving extensive risks to their own lives and
dignities. These occupations included construction or manual labor, petty trades,
and self-employment. They face a common problem of insecure jobs and
unsteady income. This especially affects the children who were not yet prepared
for employment and the elderly who should be retired from work, as well as the
disabled and the monastics who should not be expected to fully participate in
economical employment. Garbage collecting and distribution seemed to be the
most popular activity among the non-workforce group. It is available to all
according to their physical capabilities and requires no or minimal time capital
investment.

In relationship to the social-economic structure, the three poverty groups
namely the children and youth, the elderly and the disabled were seen furthest
marginalized in the utmost peripheral areas of the liberal capitalist economic
system. They also perceived themselves as the lowest ranked groups dependent

upon the mercy of the upper classes. In spite of working hard, they always had
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insufficient income; not enough to maintain the social standard and quality of
life. Being weak in all aspects, these easily became the foremost victims of
consumerism. Quite different from the three groups above, the monastic group,
including Moslem religious teachers, have a higher social acceptance and less
expectancy to produce. They are dependent for their living and social services
only on private donations and public support which might not be enough,
especially when facing critical problems such as sudden accidents or chronic
diseases.

Referring to the political structure, these poor non-workforce groups were
excluded from the democratic government system both as representatives and
participants. Children and monastics have no right to vote either while the
elderly and disabled had difficulty exercising their rights and to sending their
representatives for election or for the formation of policies concerning their
needs. They mostly had little or no bargaining power due to limited capabilities
in creating and empowering their own interest groups. They then, were often
used in political policy announcements to arouse popular opinion by various
political groups. These political issues dealt with street children, homeless
elderly or non-supported disabled mostly without actual implementation or
positive results.

On the point of their accessibility to government social services, the non-
workforce group had limitations, which obstructed the fulfillment of the present
constitutional mandate to guarantee equal opportunities for the poor and the
underprivileged. Government sectors still had given less attention to the
importance of these groups, Therefore the social services rendered for them were
superficial only for election propaganda rather than for actual result based on real
solutions. Government budget allocation for poverty alleviation was mostly
distributed for political purposes by the parties in power. These funds evaporated
through corruption at all levels, leaving nothing or too little for the poor to

improve their lives. What little portion remained was then scattered out into
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piecemeal efforts only to show up that social services for the poor had been put
into practice. Examples of these efforts include a monthly living allowance of
300 baht only for selected elderly or 500 baht for only some of the disabled.

To conclude, there were many dimensions to the causes of poverty. The
most important ones were the attitudes of the poor towards their way of life,
which resulted in their behavioral patterns, their accessibility to natural or
production resources, their relationship to socio-economic structure and their
capabilities to access social service providers. Their attitudes towards their lives
and their behavioral patterns were only the end results caused by being exploited
by a capitalist economic system in which the poor were already unable to
compete in the free market due to their incapability to access to production
resources and to protect their own rights. They, then, were excluded from
economic, social and political participation and the voice demanding policies
suited to their needs. They also had various causes which obstructed them from
being full social policy beneficiaries: for example, being far away from service
centers, information illiteracy, having no document of identification, insufficient
support systems and unequal status among monastic groups of different religions,
sex, and classes. These obstructions led to unequal rights and access to social
services.

Being exploited and treated unequally, poor and the disadvantaged, then,
become valueless and powerless with minimal opportunities and minimal dignity.
The results run further to their own damaged perceptions of being labelled as
worthless residuals in society which in turn made them more submissive and self-
defeating; unable to master their own lives and to advocate and to bargain for
their own betterness in all aspects.

The findings of this study led to the crucial problems whose solutions are
necessary.

1. Social exploitation and exclusion put the poor and the disadvantaged,

already the “at-risk group” in a more serious situation especially when they were
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pushed out of their own families. These individuals include the street children,
the homeless elderly, the non-supported disabled and the non-status monastics.

2. Economically oriented development and social materialism currently
being induced and reconfirmed the role and function deviance of these
individuals from the main social institutions, namely, the families, the schools,
the monastries and the communities, thus increased the degree of seriousness of
the problem.

3. Their capabilities to maintain social status and social dignity does not
correspond to such social acceptance. This becomes more critical especially in
the elderly and the monastic groups.

Suggested guidelines for social policy formation and implementation of
these groups could be concluded into five dimensions:-

1. The basic rights dimension: basic rights for the three groups namely the
children and youths, the elderly and the disabled were already written down
universally and nationally. However, there were still problems of implementation
common to all, namely, the lack of coordination of the working agencies at the
target areas, lack of adequate and continuous services, also insufficient
implementators who really understood and were fully devoted to these
populations. These basic rights are needed to solve the more serious problems of
those families dispossessed of their homes. For the last group, the vague
monastic status implied a different interpretation which gave them unequal rights
and opportunities.

2. The social security dimension: Social policies and measures for
children and youth, the elderly, the disabled, and the monastics were not
sufficient to create security and protection for them. The unenforced basic rights
of children and youths, the elderly and the disabled in actual practice and the
vaguely of defined status of the monastics affected the lack of opportunities and
accessibility to social services rendered by government. Moreover, the negative

social beliefs and attitudes towards them together with political unwillingness,
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caused failures in policy formation and implementation which had to be
corrected. These solutions need to be more practical aiming towards effective
problem solving both in short and long range planning.

3. The social dignity dimension: Poverty and social unacceptability
inherited from ancestors, little or no opportunities for learning and potential
development together with the decline of social care as well as respect for the
elderly causes dignity assessment to be based on material belongings. With such
measurement, the poor children, the retired elderly and the nonproductive
disabled were then cast out of such social esteem. Members of the monastic
group were somehow perceived with dignity, however, they faced difficulties in
maintaining their dignified status.

4. The social potential dimension: due to the same reasons as described in
three above, it was so important to create opportunities to rehabilitate and to
develop all four groups, and also to increase the understanding, cooperation and
devotion of the families, communities, and social sectors as well as the
politicians. Social potential development should focus on these four groups. The
social potential of these four groups should be harnessed in order to develop
beneficial social forces.

5. The social partnership dimension: state policies and measures on social
partnership were not yet clear, therefore, the directions and implementation
guidelines were still vague. The only distinctive clue was the original concept of
utilizing all religious institutes as social safety nets in order to protect the at-risk
individuals and to prevent them from being marginalized and excluded from the
society to which they belonged. Increasing the advocation, security, dignity and
potentiality of these four groups to fully integrate all members of society into a

pluralistic social partnership.
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LHNUNINW 1.2

Interactive dimensions of well-being and poverty

PROTECTIVE
Security

Vulnerability

ECONOMIC

POLITICAL

Consumption

Income Assets

Gender

Environment

HUMAN
Health, Education,

Nutrition

Rights Influence

Freedom

SOCIO-CULTURAL
Status, Dignity

Source: DAG Informal Network on Poverty Reduction. Volume |, p.11
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