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ABSTRACT

This study aims to examine the transition from conventional to organic
agriculture in northeastern Thailand within the context of agricultural restructuring on
a global scale and trade liberalization. The objectives of this study are: (1) to examine
the process of market integration for northeastern Thai farmers in the context of
flexible accumulation and agricultural restructuring, (2) to study the processes and
impacts of the enforcement of international regulations on farmers and environmental
consequences of the incorporation of northeastern Thai farmers into new global
markets, (3) to explore the emerging contestations in the process of quality
certification for organic and fair trade rice.

The concept of governmentality is primarily adopted to examine the ways in
which new food governance has been enforced on northeastern Thai farmers to
conduct and control the organic jasmine rice production system to comply with
international regulations and market demands. In addition, the concept of practices of
politics is adapted to examine the ways in which northeastern Thai farmers negotiate

with the capitalist production system and the new food government.
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The integration of northeastern Thai farmers into organic and fair trade rice
networks occurs within the context of agricultural restructuring toward the production
of high-value foods to serve alternative markets in developed countries. The Thai
government encourages the shift from conventional to organic agriculture to enhance
the competitiveness of the Thai agricultural sector in international markets. The Thai
government and private enterprises thus focus on the improvement of production and
management systems to assure the certification of Thai rice to international standards.
Hence, market force and the demands of consumers have become new factors
determining the re-arrangement of organic jasmine rice production system in
northeastern Thailand.

The socio-economic and environmental conditions of northeastern Thailand
are suitable for growing high quality organic jasmine rice. The northeastern Thai
farmers of Ubon Ratchatani province practice annual rain-fed rice farming. They use
chemical fertilizers but rarely use pesticides, so it is easy to change to organic
agriculture. In addition, a large amount of northeastern Thai farmers earn income
from rice farming and have the skills and knowledge for transplanted rice farming;
this condition contributes to the growth of export-led organic rice farming in these
areas. Moreover, since northeastern Thai farmers are poor and have few livelihood
options, they are likely to accept subordinated relations in the contract farming of
organic rice production, in which intensive labor is required, and the farmers are more
tightly controlled by contractors in exchange for a guaranteed rice price.

Once the farmers are incorporated into the fair trade scheme, northeastern Thai
farmers are required to organize as an organic jasmine rice producer’s group. To be
certified to organic standards, moreover, northeastern Thai farmers are required to re-
arrange rice production systems to comply with organic standards. The market is the
force behind the organization of the organic producer’s group; however, the
producer’s group has no role and authority to supervise and control the farmers. The
producer’s group is not responsible for the export of rice because the local NGO takes
on these roles.

The local NGO signs a contract with individual farmers on a yearly basis. Yet
it is the local NGO that is certified by the fair trade schem. The organic jasmine rice

scheme combines the characteristics of conventional and alternative trade together.
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On the one hand, there is an attempt to follow the ideals of fair trade and of organic
agriculture which intend to challenge and resist the industrialization of food. On the
other hand, there is an emphasis on commercialization and internationalization of
food. Since the organic and fair trade jasmine rice scheme combines two
contradictory objectives, this leads to a concern the whether or not the capacity of
organic agriculture to forestall industrialization and conventionalization has been
reduced. Moreover, once the organic jasmine rice scheme integrates
commercialization with social development, the organization must cope with
problems of transparency, accountability, and conflicts within the export-oriented
organic jasmine rice production system.

Various forms of governmentality have been employed in the export-oriented
organic jasmine rice scheme. These mechanisms of government include the creation
of the rationale of government, authorizing knowledge, control of the techniques of
organic rice farming, operations of rendering the technical, the making of natural
space, use of contract farming, managing failures and contradictions, the making of
self-regulated farmers, and the creation of accountability through auditing. To assure
standardization of export-oriented organic jasmine rice production, contract farming is
used to rearrange land and natural environment in organic plots, to transfer knowledge
and techniques of organic jasmine rice production, to impose regulations on farmers,
and to control labor used in organic jasmine rice production system.

However, the attempt to standardize organic rice production system and to
control labor does not totalize. Northeastern Thai farmers use various tactics and
strategies as practices of politics to create negotiating space within the organic rice
scheme, such as questioning standardization in the organic rice scheme, distrusting
the expert knowledge and judgment about risks of contamination, distrusting the
calculation methods adopted by the experts, manipulating scheme rules, selectively
using newly introduced knowledge based on production, and not solely focusing on
organic rice production but other production systems as well. These practices of
politics by the farmers are not collective, but individual practices in their daily lives.
Moreover, these practices of politics by the farmers do not aim to refuse the capitalist
production system but seek to gain benefits from it and minimize handicaps resulting

from the production conditions in which their labor is tightly regulated.



This study concludes that capitalists create better flexible accumulation
through the creation of standardization, changing natural resources from communal
property to private property, changing the family farm into a unit of production, and
changing farmers to be semi-proletariats under the control of capital. However, the
attempt to create better flexible accumulation has led to greater rigid and tighter
control of labors in the rice production system, so this attempt is challenged by the
farmers. The use of contract farming in the organic jasmine rice scheme cannot lead
to agro-industrialization. Moreover, the attempt to change the lives of northeastern
Thai farmers and the environment in the Northeast to conform to the abstract ideals of
international regulations and the demands of consumers has not proved successful.
Northeastern Thai farmers do not consider the abstract ideals of fair trade and organic
standards as fitting with the reality of peasant communities in their locality.
Importantly, the farmers consider the process of adapting these abstract ideals to the
reality on the ground as unjust because it does not consider the investment and losses

that farmers must undertake and incur to adapt their production systems.
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