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Thai Farmers and the Disappearance of

Traditional Rice Varieties

Rice is food from the heaven, deep-rooted in
the Thai life since more than 5,000 years ago. It has
greatly influenced the history and economy of the
country, and the lives of its people; from the people
who fraveled around to search for a homeland until
it seftled down in a natural rice-growing area to be
now known as Thailand, and from growing rice purely
for consumption to growing rice for trade, both do-

mestic and intfernational.

Thailand is rich in natural resources for pro-
ducing food that could feed the world. There are
numerous indigenous varieties of rice (more than 3,000)
found in various regions of the country. Rice growing
used to be based on harmony between the variety,
the environmental condition, and the crop season—
part of the local wisdom of the farmers who can
determine the particular variety that is suitable to a

given environment and the appropriate time of
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planting. Traditional farmers did not use insecticides or
chemical fertilizers, and had no debts. They usually
planted their rice in small plofs stfaggered over time,
to avoid having to harvest all at the same time, thus
allowing for maximizing the use of family labors and

their water buffaloes.

With the country’s attempt to industrialize and
compete in the global economy, however, the target
of rice farming has changed to ‘trading’ rather than
for home consumption. This change in focus has dras-
tically altered the way of life of the Thai farmers: new
improved varieties, new technologies and mechani-
zation have been adopted, more rural people have
moved fo non-farm work in the cities, more ‘selling
out’ of the rice farms, and the emergence as ‘half
rural - half urban’ type community. Government'’s

policies have contributed much to these changes.

This paper summarizes farmers’ views of their
respective personal experience and their plights to

cope with these changes.
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