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ABSTRACT

The main objective of this research is to contribute to understanding of
contemporary agrarian transition in Northern Thailand as a consequence of the trade
liberalization in the beginning of 21% century as a driving force. With a focus on
persistence of small-scale garlic farmers in Northern Thailand, this research aims to
provide a case study to understand why and how small-scale farmers persist in garlic
production despite adverse circumstances in the domestic market and a huge inflow of
cheaper Chinese garlic and unprecedented narrow market as a result of it.

Since the Thai government’s announcement of trade liberalization in the
agricultural sector through the Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with China in 2003,
pros and cons have been hotly debated, and as China has been a top exporter of garlic
for more than 10 years in the world, the trade liberalization of garlic commodity has
proved controversial. Yet, the debate tended to be monolithic, exclusively with an
economic utility based on the theories of neoliberalism and comparative advantage of
the state: pros insisted that farmers should change their production from garlic to

more economically efficient crops and then enjoy flourishing wealth, while cons
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counter-argued that inflows of cheaper products would destroy domestic small-scale
garlic production. According to the government statistics, the field area of Thai garlic
production in 2005 decreased to about 80 percent of the one before trade liberalization,
and to 65 percent in 2008. In other words, two-thirds of farmers have persisted in
garlic production as of 2008, and this work focuses on this point of persistence
contrary to the prediction of many experts mentioned above.

The thesis is based upon anthological field research in Dong Pa Sak Village, Si
Dong Yen Sub-district, Chai Pra Kan District in Chiang Mai, which is a province in
Northern Thailand. It is the largest garlic producing region in Thailand. The research
was conducted during August 2007 and May 2008. Besides the field research,
documents were collected and studied to facilitate understanding of Thailand’s macro
trade policies and practices.

The main findings of this work are as follows. First, at a macro level, it argues
that trade liberalization is a re-regulating process by the state or state mechanism
rather than a deregulating process as neoliberalism claims. Neoliberal theories say that
trade liberalization is a process that decreases the state role in market processes.
Ironically, its practice in fact was found to increase state intervention both in the
market and local agricultural structures through the promotion of several new forms
of regulations: reduction of garlic production; prohibition to return garlic production;
prohibition of production of five other kinds of crops; registration of garlic field size;
and introduction of contract farming such as potatoes. Through the introduction of
these new regulations, the labor process in garlic production has been also forced to
shift from a form of free farm operator to unfree hired labor.

Secondly, shifting the research focus to the local level, the work found
multiple strategies that small-scale garlic farmers used to cope with a period of
recession of the industry after trade liberalization. Those strategies are: diversification
of crops, diversification of work into off-farm labor, cost reduction, rotation of capital,
and enlargement of farm size. By employing some or all of these strategies, the
small-scale and even some landless farmers have persisted in garlic production,

showing the sign of activeness of and diversity among small-scale farmers in rural
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Northern Thailand. At the same time, increasing farm size does increase the
concentration of farm land ownership or control by a small number of farmers that is
a consequence of the strategy to deal with trade liberalization.

Thirdly, a complex form of feminization in the agricultural labor system of
garlic production is discussed as the result of trade liberalization. Other important
factors of the persistence of small-scale garlic production at the local level are the
increasing number of female and feminine-type labor in agriculture, and the
deteriorating conditions of wage labor. These are linked to a concept of feminization
of agricultural labor. As is shown under a concept of active female agency, wage
laborers are not passive but, on the contrary, active and positive in their work. Yet,
their positive attitude toward work was exploited during the economically depressed
period of the Thai garlic industry. Furthermore, riding a wave of increasing migrant
labor in northern Thailand, the use of migrant labor is also increased in the garlic
villages, oppressing local labor markets, and marginalizing local women.

Lastly, with a focus on the reaction of local actors to the oppressive macro
structure, the negotiation and contestation of the local farmers against the change in
larger market structure, as well as in state policies, were found to be important factors
in the persistence of garlic production. To be more precise, contrary to popular belief,
many of the small-scale garlic farmers turned the slump in the garlic industry brought
by trade liberalization to an opportunity to improve their livelihoods. They also turned
the newly formed policies and regulations to their advantage, participating in projects
useful to them while avoiding others, although these reactions of local farmers are not
single but diverse, showing multiple trajectories. The local agrarian landscape
changes as a result of the interaction of the coercive markets and political structures at
the macro level, were embedded in and modified through the leadership and practices

of local small-scale farmers.
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