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‘Smart farmers’ face learning curve

AGRICULTURE MINISTRY'S PLAN TO BOOST ANNUAL
INCOME TO BT390,000 HIT BY INEFFICIENT PRACTICES

CHULARAT SAENGPASSA
THE NATION

SEVERAL CHALLENGES have emerged
during the Agriculture and Cooperatives
Ministry’s ongoingeffortsto produce “smart
farmers” for Thailand.

Agriculture and Cooperatives Minister
General Chatchai Sarikulya recently said
even though upto12.4million had registered
themselves as smart farmers, there was still
along way to go.

For example, farmers in general still use
inappropriate materials for farm produc-
tion. Many have apparently overused fer-
tilisers and chemicals and, as a result, their
costs have soared unnecessarily - meaning
problems when crop prices are low.

According to the Office of Agricultural
Economics, rice farmers, for example, spent
Bt9,713 to produce a tonne of rice in 2015 -
a 6.89 per cent increase from Bt9,087 in
2011. However, the yield per rai increased
only 1.36 per cent during the period.

Some farmers are still unaware of envi-
ronmental impacts their farming activities
have caused. Few really know about weath-
er updates and other

information. » \
“Wewill nged to edu-_ -
el RIEPORT

His ministry aims to
develop 182,077 farmers under the Smart
Farming policy. This group will cover three
categories — developing smartfarmers, smart
farmers, and model smart farmers - in the
comingyear, withabudget of Bt103 million.
Activities, including training and educa-
tional trips within Thailand and beyond,
have been planned to groom these farmers.

Chatchai hashopes thatthe smart-farm-
ing trend will catch on after farmers see the
transformation in other farmers who have
adopted the practice.

“If our smart farming policy achieves its
goal, we should be able to help farmers out
of the middle-income trap within the next
two decades,” he said.

Inotherwords, the goalistoensure farm-
ers earn Bt390,000 a year each by 2036.

Kanaporn Thanuthamacharoen, who has
registered himself as a young smart farmer,
said thatto be “smart”inthe agriculturalsec-
tor, you should fully understand crops, pre-
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pare comprehensive farming systems and
supervise the whole production process.

“Apart fromthis, smartfarmers should be
good at marketing. They should learn to
promote their products and related servic-
es,” he said.

Headdedthatsmartfarming was notjust
about lowering production costs or leverag-
ing technologies for higher productivity.

“There are things that are much, much
more[important]thanthat,” Kanapornsaid.

This 36-year-old farmer has been edu-
cated in the law both during his undergrad-
uateand master-degreeyears. Following his
graduation, he worked as a research assis-
tant at the Health Intervention and
Technology Assessment Programme as well
as at Chiang Mai University.

In early 2016, he left desk jobs behind to
return to his hometown and start farming.

“My family owns about 17 rai [2.7
hectares] of land,” Kanaporn said from his
home in Chiang Mai province.

He said his mother had grown various
types of plants, including lychee, bamboo
and mango. Afterstudying these planttypes,
Kanaporn looked around and found that
there were plenty of
lychees and mangoes in
the market.

“There are so many
competitors in those
fields,” he pointed out.

Heresearched furtherand concluded that
there were just a handful of black-pepper
farmersin Thailand. So, Kanapornacted on
his idea to tap into the less competitive field
offarming. While heobtained a goodspecies
from the Huai Hong Khrai Royal
Development Study Centre, his fresh black
pepper did not fetch a good price.

“So, I started experimenting with how to
process my crop. I searched for tips on the
Internet, checking both Thai and foreign
sources. Now, my dried black pepper has
become afamous OTOP (One Tambon One
Product) product,” Kanaporn said proudly.

OTOPisaninitiative thatencouragesthe
development of local products for wide-
spread distribution. Black pepper from
Kanapornsfarmland issoldin nice packages
under his “Aum-Hum” brand.

Buoyed byhis success, Kanaporn hasnow
taken a step further in experimenting with
coffee, corn and also home-stay services.
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SMART FARMING POLICY

Ultimate Goal: Per capita farmer income
of more than Bt390,000 a year by 2036

As of April 3, 2017:
No of farmers
registering to

develop “smart”

farms: 12.4 million

v @

of Pracharat
big farms

|

2021 Goal

Development of
smart farmers
No of farmers
covered: 52,959
Progress rate:
52.12%
Target: 101,615

Development of young
smart farmers
(aged between

17 and 45 years old)

T} o
S e Progress towards yo

No of farmers
covered: 100,000
Progress rate:
42.57%

Target: 234,893

No of farmland
plots covered:
1,000
Progress rate:
14.29%
Target: 7,000

No of farmers
covered: 2,310 _
Progress rate: _
73.45%

V 4

Target: 3,145

b

Source: Agriculture and Cooperatives Ministry

“I have lately registered my participation
in the Young Smart Farmer project in the
hope of gettingmentorsand advisors. Under
this project, I will receive training in the
coming January,” he said.

Kanapornwelcomed the projectbecause
it opened channels for farmers to exchange
information and share experiences.

Decharut Sukkumnoed, a lecturer at the
Kasetsart University’s Faculty of Economics,
said he agreed with the launch of the smart
farming policy.

“Itis an appropriate solution. As soon as
about 10 per cent of farmers become smart
farmers, there are good hopes that they will
drive the restin the same direction,” he said.

The lecturer urged farmers to actively
embrace learning opportunities, access to
information and marketing/sales support
that the government now offers.

Decharut said he believed that members
oftheyounger generation peoplewhodid not
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like the city lifestyle could easily become
smart farmers, as they were familiar with IT
tools including social media. In his eyes,
older farmers also have a good chance of
transforming themselves into smart farm-
ers, with support from the government.

“Authorities can encourage them via tax
incentives...and with farmingapplications,”
hesaid. He suggested that weather apps, for
example, should be improved to provide
detailed updates at sub-district levels not
just for provinces.

“We need to spend money on the devel-
opment of such apps so that farmers have
solid information to plan with,” he said.

Decharut said smart farming could pro-
vide hope for farmers that they will earn
higher income.

“When the country’s agricultural sector
is strong, domestic consumption will be
rolzlust, sustaining the Thai economy,” he
said.
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Headline: Rubber protesters back down after summons

Rubber protesters back down after summons

THE NATION

THE Trang Internal Security
Operations Command has sum-
moned two leading representatives
ofsouthern rubber growers, resulting
in the pair’s withdrawal from a plan
to rally in Bangkok on Monday to
pressure Agriculture Minister
General Chatchai Sarikulya.

Farmers are upset over what they
see as Chatchai’s failure to adequate-
ly address falling rubber prices.

Both Tanomkiat Yingchuan, an
adviser to a network of rubber
farmer groups, and Prathob
Suksanan, president of the Trang
rubber farmers network, were sum-
moned at 11pm on Saturday to a
meeting at the Phraya Ratsadanu
Pradit Camp.

Prathob said he had heard while
travelling to the Army camp that
national security agencies had sum-
moned leading members of rubber

growers’ groups including those in
Phatthalung to similar meetings,
which he said was inappropriate.

He also urged national security
agencies to understand that rubber
growers were in trouble due to the
minister’s mismanagement, and the
protest was meant to demand
Chatchai take responsibility for the
problem and solve the declining rub-
ber prices.

Trang Governor Siripat
Pattanakul said after a 30-minute
meetingwith Tanomkiatand Prathob
that the Fourth Army Region chief
had not summoned the two men as
had been speculated, adding that he
had done so to learn what farmers
wanted and what the problem was.

Siripatsaid hehad offered to coor-
dinate with relevant authorities,
including Prime Minister Prayut
Chan-o-cha, to address the problem
and would offer the provincial
authority’s opinion so that the issue

News ID: C-171113003009 (13 Nov 17/06:10)

iQNewsA/rert

= 02-253-5001, 02-651-4701

couldbeaddressedatalllevelssimul-
taneously.

After the meeting, Prathob and
Tanomkiat said they were confident
that Siripatcould help so Trang farm-
ers would follow the authorities’
advice rather than join other region-
al rubber growers in the Bangkok
protest on Monday.

Rubber farmer groups are upset
that during Chatchai’s term as min-
ister the Thai Rubber Joint Venture
Co Ltd was formed by the Thai
Rubber Authority in collaboration
with five major rubber firms alleged-
ly to the detriment of small-scale
farmers.

Tanomkiat late last week said the
joint venture was supposed to help
farmers in principle, but in practice
ithadbenefited large-scaleinvestors,
so his group would demand the Thai
Rubber Authority withdraw fromthe
venture and enforce rubber price
management rules.
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