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The Office of the National Economic and Social
Development Board (NESDB), on February 27, 2012,
reported Thailand’s social conditions in the 4 quarter
of 2011.

Mr. Arkhom Termpittayapaisith, Secretary General and Mrs.
Suwannee Khamman, Deputy Secretary General, reported
on the Office of NESDB’s monitoring of significant social
situations in the last quarter of 2011 and important trends
to watch for the next period. The summary is as follows:

Social Development Report in Q4 of the Year 2011

Employment and Income: Overall, unemployment
rate was considerably low, however, reductions in hours
of work and drastic increases in seasonal
unemployment were also noticed, reflecting the
disguised unemployment characteristic. Moreover, real
income was sluggish while economy contracted. Major
changes observed in labour market are as following:

e The1" quarter of 2011 demonstrated increases
of 09 percent in employment, with low rate of
unemployment at 0.6 percent, equivalence to 245,890
unemployed persons, which was inconsistent with
significant economic contraction at 9 percent. The low
unemployment rate was a result of (1) rises in employment
in construction and retail and wholesale sectors (2) some
employers lacked sufficient labour database to be used in
job termination negotiation while some employers
sustained employment despite of production disruption
due to tighten labour market, persistent skilled labour
shortage and government’s delay of employment
termination initiative project (3) notable proportions of
employment reduction was in the form of reduction in
hours of work with the record of 780,584 people working
less than an hour a week, an increase of 19.6 percent while
the number of people in industrial and service sectors who
were working less than 35 hours a week and wanting to
work more hours increased by 63 and 27.3 respectively,
reflecting economically inactive disguised unemployment
and (4) increases in seasonal unemployment in agricultural
sector that were uncounted as unemployment.
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® Total employment rate for 2011 increased by 1.1
percent and average unemployment rate was 0.7 percent.
Real labour income in the 4 quarter increased by 3.2
percent with the average annual increase of 2.8 percent,
slowing down from 2010. Labour market in general was
tight. However, when classifying by number of hours worked
by sectors, there was a large number of economically
inactive labour, especially among underemployed people
due to their failure to meet the market’s qualification
requirements and unskilled labour in the agricultural sector.
This suggested the education system’s inability to produce
labour in the fields demanded by the labour market. Low
labour quality resulted from both incompetent education
and training and inequality in education distribution in the
past. By and large, these explained the low average labour
productivity in Thailand, especially in agricultural sector and
informal workers with low monthly average income. As a
result, approximately 10 million people, a considerably
large amount of populations in Thailand, are still living in
poverty and at risks.

® |n 2012 there are a number of issues need to be
paid attention to and monitored for their impacts on
workers’ quality of life including (1) risk of employment
termination during the first half of the year as the 3 month
old government’s delay of employment termination project
is already finished and increases in minimum wage by 39.5
on average in April (2) the follow up on rehabilitation and
remedy provision to flood-affected workers, ensuring
restoration of their quality of life to be at least as good as
that of priory to the floods, especially daily paid and
contractual laborers who are at risk of not regaining
employment (3) acceleration of the development of labour
skills in accordance to labour market’s demand and
prepare for the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015
in the aspects of labour skill standards, foreign languages
and understanding of different cultures of each country in
the region and (4) revision of the uses of employment,
unemployment and seasonal unemployment definition and
classification for effective labour policy planning and
implementation by setting up detailed benchmark of
employed people and unemployment to truly reflect the
connection between employment and economic value
creation and levels of income needed in order to sustain
basic minimum standard of living and the acceptable
quality of life.

® Health: illness caused by chronic non-
communicable diseases showed tendency to continue
rising with reductions in aggregate happiness and
increasing number of people admitted for mental
disorder treatment. In 2010 Patients diagnosed with chronic
non-communicable diseases increased to 1,790,275 people, an
increase of 9.2 percent, with hypertension being the most
frequent diagnosis. Department of Disease Control estimates
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that Thailand’s loss of income as a result of chronic non-
communicable disease will be as high as 52,150 million baht in
2015. The number of patients diagnosed with diseases under
national surveillance dropped by 18.8 percent from 2010,
particularly dengue fever and influenza. However, pneumonia
still prevailed as serious issue, with more than 40,000
diagnosed patients, an increase of 12.7 percent year-on-year.
The number of patients admitted in for mental disorder
treatment increased, thus mental health problem preventative
measures need to be more in place. The aggregate happiness
also dropped as of January 2012.

In aspects of behavior and well-being in Thai Society,
the following are issues need to be paid attention to:

® Populations aged 15 years and over were
reported to have alcohol consumption 9 times higher than
the world average level and youth groups aged 15-24 years
need to be closely watched. National Statistics Office’s
survey on cigarette and alcohol consumption behaviours
among populations aged 15 years and over during 2006-2011
reported that youth groups aged 15-24 years still had higher
rate of alcohol consumption at 23.7 percent, compared to
other age groups in 2011, a slight drop from 24.3 percent in
2009. Many causes were pointed out including alcohol
distribution near school premises, advertising and easy access
to the substance. Also, WHO revealed that Thailand was
ranked at number 40 in the world for alcohol consumption
and 3 in Asia, with 16.2 million people were aged 15 years
and over. This gave the average level of alcohol
consumption at 58 liters a year, an astonishing 9 times higher
than the world average. Alcohol was the leading cause of
death from road traffic accidents in Thailand, contributed to
90 percent of the total death, with approximately 26,000 life
losses annually and the majority was among youths. This
caused economic losses to the nation at least 150,000
million baht a year.

® Increasing of inappropriate material uploads on
social online especially among children and youths. This
partially reflects the spreading rate of technology information
misuse without consideration or awareness of possible
consequences. In 2010, the Mirror Foundation received 90
complaints and notifications of inappropriate use of social
networks, with the majority being release of stolen private
video clips, pornography or sex video clips from hidden
cameras or inappropriate websites for children and youths. In
2011, the hotline website set up for complaint submission
found more than 324 cases of video clips with materials
containing inappropriate footages of children and youths
such as primary school students posed photos without
appropriate clothing, lower secondary school students
engaged in sexual activities in uniform in front of their friends
or female college students fought over a guy. In order to
effectively tackle the problem of inappropriate material
broadcasting, both preventative and suppressive measures
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need to be in place with cooperation from all parties
involved. Also, the public need to be provided the
opportunity and encouraged to take part in reporting any
inappropriate uses of technology information and social
networks through the Thai Hotline, while more media space
need to be created for children and youths to bring out their
positive creativity.

® Young mothers are consistently on the rise with
the highest record in Asia. Birth rate from mothers below 20
years of age increased from 13.55 percent in 2009 to 13.76
percent in 2010, highest in Asia and higher than WHO’s
benchmark of 10 percent. In 2010. There are between 90 to
100 pregnant women aged below 20 years per 1,000 women
in the age group 15-19 years compared to 70 women in 2009,
which was higher than the Asian and world average of 56 and
65 women respectively. As a result, this has subsequently
impacted both the health of mothers and development of
their children, as well as some other social problems

including abortion and inappropriate upbringing of the

children.

Social Security: the number of criminal cases in
general increased especially serious drug and narcotic
problem that has increasingly intensified in both quantity
and apprehension difficulty aspects, while
methamphetamine enters teenager group. Also, problem
of drug distribution channels in prisons continues to rise. In
2011, drug arrest rose by 30 percent from 2010, reflecting
both intensifying seriousness of the problem and proactive
suppression. Methamphetamine has become a new popular
drug among teens, replacing amphetamine and spreading
into  local communities, education institutions and
enterprises. Teens in the age group 15-19 years are still at
highest risk of becoming methamphetamine users.
Apprehension of methamphetamine distributers was runner
up from that of amphetamine. Road traffic accidents in 2011
reduced by 17.59 percent. However, number of death tolls
from serious accidents increased, with more frequent serious
clashes of public transport vehicles. Thus, a regulative
measure need to be in place to ensure road safety, quality
services, effective related law enforcement, loss
compensation mechanism and road safety norm promotion
in society.

Environment: Currently Thailand has about 500
certified green label products from 25 product categories
and 68 companies/producers, however, only a small
proportion of the public is aware of such products and
the green label. Hence, more importance needs to be
dedicated to information publication and advertising to the
public in order that consumers are aware of correct
information needed for decision making when buying
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environmental friendly products. Also, this will create
incentives for producers to improve their products and
services in aspects of technological support. Moreover,
mechanism responsible for product quality guarantee and
environmental service provision needs to be pushed forward
to establishment.

This
Protection: Time for Urgent Action”

issue’s highlight is “Health-related Consumer

® Thai still
violation of their rights. Patterns of sales promotion and

consumers face exploitation and
advertisement have become more diverse, without a clear
regulatory framework that is comprehensible to the public.
It is also more difficult to regulate under the increasingly
sophisticated sales and promotion techniques that have
made use of various types of ICT and media to reach all
consumer groups. Social institutions and mechanisms are
weak. Responsible regulatory bodies face constraints in
enforcing consumer protection laws. The people’s sector is
not strong in protecting consumers’ rights. Consumers are
not aware of their rights and relevant laws and regulations.
Hence, the 11" Plan outlines a strategy to empower the
consumers and to enhance the effectiveness of consumer
protection mechanisms to ensure that merchandise and
services delivered to the consumers are safe, meet quality
standards, and that the consumers receive fair treatment.
The most urgent task is to enhance the effectiveness of
health-related consumer protection that could have wide-
ranging impact on a large number of the people.
Advertisement of health products has managed to exploit
legal loopholes to reap exorbitant profits which, in some

cases, could lead to life-threatening incidents.

® Consumers encounter problems of health-
related merchandises and services topping the list of
consumers’ problems as following: (1) Consumers of health-
related goods and services face a high risk. Most common
problems are low quality and contamination, e.g. cosmetic
products contaminated with banned chemicals, excessive
advertisement, chemical coloring and anti-biotic residue in
meat products, unhysgienic ready-made and semi ready-
made food products, false or excessive advertisement of
medical equipments, health foods, beauty clinics and
weight-loss centers. (2) Health-related merchandises and
services top the list of consumers’ problems. Results from
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the NESDB’s opinion survey of 2,017 consumers nationwide
on impacts on consumers and consumer protection rights
during October 25-November 15, 2011 show that among
most problematic merchandise are weight-loss products
(72.9% of those who bought or used the products), health
supplement food/drink (71.5%), cosmetics (68.8%), food
and beverages (45.8%). In most of these cases, the
quality/effectiveness of the products does not measure up
to the advertisement/label. Another prevalent problem
concerns healthcare facilities (31.6% of those who used the
services) that provide substandard services. Consumers also
have difficulties with health-related products that come in
various types and formula.

(3) Only 4% of the consumers who encounter
problems file complaints (NESDB, 2011). This is because
most problems incur only minor damages deemed not
worthy of the time and trouble of going through
complicated complaint procedures. In some cases,
consumers doubt whether agencies handling complaints
can help resolve the problems. 25.2% of non-complaints
are due to lack of awareness of complaint channels. (4)
Misinformation and distortion constitute another peril. 62%
of the information disseminated through the media about
HPV vaccine (for the prevention of cervical cancer) is
inaccurate. 92% contain incomplete information. As a
result, the public are misled about the disease and
prevention methods, and are more inclined to use the
vaccine, which may induce health problems, and constitute
another case of inappropriate and wasteful use of
technology. (5) Remedy and rehabilitation often take time,
and are too late to alleviate plausible severe impacts on
mental health and family security. For those under the
Universal Healthcare, this problem is addressed by the
establishment of a fund to provide assistance to victims of
healthcare services without having to wait for proof of guilt.
The fund provides preliminary relief to the patients and, to
some extent, contributes to better communications
between the physicians and the patients and therefore
helps reducing the conflicts. During the past 7 years, 2,265
patients have received assistance worth about 200 million
Baht.

® Mechanisms and procedures designed to regulate
and oversee health-related consumer protection are
inefficient and by no means comprehensive. (1) The laws
cannot catch up with changes in merchandises, services and
advertisements. For example, laws related to GMO products
are not adequately informed of impacts on the consumers.
The laws fail to regulate advertisement and sales through
cable TV and and internet. Penalty are lame compared with
the offense (a 5,000 Baht fine for excessive advertisement
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on food products). (2) The regulatory system, namely the
agencies and organizations responsible for regulating,
overseeing, monitoring and inspecting products and
services, are fragmented. Access to consumers’ rights
protection is limited, especially in upcountry areas. Most
complaints are therefore routed to central agencies which
are overloaded, causing inevitable delays. (3) Monitoring
and inspection is lenient and less than thorough.
Rehabilitation and remedial measures are often bogged
down in lengthy negotiations that are deemed too costly to
be worthwhile for most consumers contemplating
complaints. Experts’ opinions and evidences of treatment
are needed for complaints about medical services. This
constitutes  another limitation for the patients. (4)
Consumers have little knowledge on their rights and duties;
less than half (44.8%) are knowledgeable about consumer
protection information, consumers’ rights, and complaint
channels. This includes those who are aware of complaint
channels but not other details. In general, consumers still
perceive complaint filing as an individual’s issue, not a
social matter. Consequently, they feel alienated and
powerless. (5) Social institutions are not strong in this regard.
Some enterprises lack corporate social responsibility; they
neglect to ensure that their products are of good quality
and do not provide appropriate remedies. For example,
there is no law or regulation that requires a refund when
consumers are allergic to cosmetic products that meet the
quality standard. It is up to company’s policy. A consumer
has to ¢o through time-consuming and complicated
complaint procedures to seek refund or compensation.
Hence, a number of consumers have to pay for products
that they cannot use. Consumer networks are weak.
Academic institutes are not dependable as sources of
knowledge for consumers and the society. The media has
not lived up to their role with regard to public information
and responsible advertisement.

® Health-related consumer protection can be
enhanced by the followings. (1) Empower consumers to be
knowledgeable about their rights, duties and compliant
channels. Provide useful information about products and
services to help consumers protect themselves. Support and
strengthen people sector networks to share experiences
and to collaborate in alleviating impacts on individuals as
well as in addressing the problem at the society level. All
societal groups should be encouraged to participate. (2)
Enhance the effectiveness of legal enforcement and
improve regulations concerning quality and safety standards
of products and services to be in step with changes that
take place in the merchandise and service sectors. Products
and services provided by public agencies are no exemption.
Upgrade monitoring and inspection mechanisms and
enhance the IT capacity and access to information and
knowledge about rights and protection of rights. (3) Increase
the efficiency, transparency and accountability of complaint
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and remedial mechanisms. Provide immediate relief in
cases of severe impact by establishing a relief fund and
promote communications between service providers and
the customers for better understanding especially in
medical services. (4) Promote corporate social responsibility
by encouraging the production of quality products and
services and the provision of preliminary remedies when
customers make complaints, which could prove to be the
most effective way to address the problem and result in
good understanding between producers and consumers and
brand loyalty, a pay-off for the producers in the long run.
(5) Support the establishment of an independent consumer
organization to mobilize various groups in the people’s
sector to participate in policy advocacy, policy formulation,
and monitoring the implementation of these measures by
public agencies. Another important area that needs
monitoring is the remedial process and outcomes. The
organization should also represent consumers in filing
complaints and court cases for remedial relief and
rehabilitation. (6) Regulate advertisements especially for
unlicensed products. Support academic institutes to create
knowledge and disseminate accurate, complete information
to empower the consumers to make informed decisions.
Enhance the efficacy of laws pertaining to pharmaceutical
and health products as well as introduce more stringent
penalties. Monitor, apprehend, and prosecute cases of
illegal or excessive or false advertisement of pharmaceutical
products. (7) Develop health-related consumer protection
indicators for the monitoring and evaluation of the progress.
Such indicators should cover various dimensions of
consumer protection, i.e. consumers’ rights and capacity,
organizational capacity, impacts on consumers, consumers’
behaviors, quality of products and services, corporate social
responsibility, consumer protection laws, etc.

NESDB: National Economic and Social Development Board



