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Govt urged to
help farmers
shift practices

EXPERTS DEMAND BETTER POLICIES TO END
MONOCULTURE MAIZE FARMING IN NORTH

PRATCH RUJIVANAROM
THE NATION

ENVIRONMENTAL experts are
calling on the food industry to shift
from monoculture maize farming
both within and outside Thailand in
order to sustainably solve the prob-
lem of air pollution from the burn-
ingoffields. Theyhave also called on
policymakers to come up with poli-
cies that help farmers opt for more
ecologically friendly farming meth-
ods.

With provinces in the North
again this year choking in dense
smog from wildfires and outdoor
burning, BioThai Foundation direc-
tor Withoon Lienchamroonsaid the
major cause of the chronicpollution
problem is the widespread mono-
culture farming in the region and
areas across the border.

Laying the blame on large
transnational firms and theauthor-
ities, Withoon said farmers are
beingallowed to cut down forests to

expand  their
farms and slash
; . Soldiers tackle a
and burn their forest fire In Phayao

fields every year
to grow corn. He
said big compa-
nies sign con-
tracts with farm-
ers, providing
them with seeds
and buying their
crops, while the
authorities also

province.
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encourage farm-
ers to grow more monoculture cash
crops such as maize and sugarcane.

“Even though some large food
companies have promised not to
buy maize from farms that are
encroaching on forests and other
inappropriate areas, many are still
purchasing maize from neighbour-
ing countries,” Withoon said.

He said monoculture maize
farming in neighbouring countries
was also contributing toseverehaze
in Thailand, because smog from
burning fields and forests drifts
across the border.

Hence, he said, the only way of
sustainably solving this chronic
problem will be for the authorities
and the business sectorto be strong-
ly committed to encouraging farm-
ers to shift from monoculture to an
integrated farming system. He said
just banning farmers from burning
their fields will not solve the prob-
lem.

Independent researcher Olarn
Onglafurther noted thatthe biggest
problem with the smog is structur-
al, as the authorities fail to see the
true reason why farmers are opting

for monoculture farmingand burn-
ing their fields to prepare the land
every year.

“Many farmers go for monocul-
ture farming due to financial rea-
sons. Without the right polices and
support from the authorities, they
have no choicewhenitcomestosus-
tainable farming,” Olarn said.

“They[theauthorities Jalso don’t
have an action plan to stop the
expansion of contract monoculture
farming in Thailand and neigh-
bouring countries, which chains
farmers to the cycle of slash-and-
burn every year without improving
their livelihoods.”

Hence, he said, instead of seeing
poor farmers as the villains, the
authorities should find the real rea-
sons why farmersstill relyon mono-
culture farming.

He also said that the smog in big
cities like Chiang Mai cannot be
solely blamed on forest fires and
outdoor burning, as there are sev-
eral other sources that contribute

to the pollution.
So, he said, the
authorities
should also finda
way to control the
emission of pol-
luting substances
from each source.

Foundation
for Agricultural
and  Environ-
mental Conser-
vation noted that
maize is one of
the key cash crops in Thailand and
that demand for it is rising every
year.

Up to 95 per cent of corn grown
in Thailand is used for animal feed
in the husbandry industry.

Also, the foundation said, as of
2017-2018 data, up to 52 per centor
3.67 million rai (587,000 hectares)
of the country’s overall maize plan-
tation area was inside protected
forested area.

Accordingto2017-2018 statistics
released by the Office of Agricultural
Economics, 64.16 per cent of the
country’s total plantation area is
devoted to this crop in the North.

The northern provinces of Nan,
Takand Chiang Raihave 732,914 rai,
527,859 rai and 405,848 rai respec-
tively devoted to this crop, the high-
est in the country.

The office also found that the
overall area growing maize in the
country hasbeen continuouslyrising,
with statistics showing that area
devoted to maize plantations in the
2017-2018 farmingyearhad expand-
ed by 16,454 rai or around 0.26 per
cent.
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