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Abstract

The objective of this research project was to examine the problems of the poor elderly
Thais of rural South, and the factors that prevent them from accessing government
services and resources, with the goal of proposing policies to improve their quality of life.
Two southern provinces of Satun and Phatthalung were selected so as to compare the
difference between Thai Muslim and Buddhist groups. The selected provinces were from
the original four southern provinces on which the study Ultra Poor in Southern Thailand
(2001) was conducted, thus the researcher has extensive experience of both areas. The
- research methodology used was qualitative approach namely focus group discussions, in-
depth interviews and participatory observation. In-depth interviews were randomly
selected from five age ranges: 60-64, 65-69, 70-74, 75-79, and 80+. The sample size was
5 persons from each village, with a total of 10 villages being chosen for each province or
50 persons per province, hence in total 100 persons were chosen. The village headman
was asked to choose 5 poor elderly people according to the specified age groups, and in
some villages, a government listing of the poor was also used in the selection.

In-depth interviews of Community leaders, local Tambon government officials,
government officials working on poverty alleviation policies were conducted, as were the
focus group discussions with the poor elderly people, community leader groups such as
community leaders, village heads, Tambon leaders, and government officials from the
agencies involved in poverty alleviation which included governors and chief of provincial
health. For analysis, a qualitative approach, the Content analysis was applied considering
the contents of the in-depth interviews of the poor elderly people, and the focus group
discussions. The content was categorized into classes according to whether it was a
structural or individual factor taking into accounts the various attributes of the poor
elderly people including disability, health, and age. The researcher found that the amount
of money given by the government was the key problem faced by both the poor elderly
people and the village heads. Taking three factors into consideration: the poor people, the
social environment and policy, the factors that hindered their access to government
assistance included: non eligibility, biased treatment by village head, no one to help. The
role of village health volunteers is important for access to social services. The available
infrastructure that facilitated the access e.g. road, ambulance, health care, and the family
medicine project were examined. The ministry that had done their best to communicate
and provide services to the people was the Ministry of Public Health but it received
inadequate budget to carry out a good job. Considering the fact that millions of million
Baht were earmarked for roads and high speed rails projects, compared to only 800,000
million which had been estimated to take care of all citizens from cradle to grave, a
rethink was in order. In addition, the subsistence allowance of 600-1000 Baht for the
elderly was way inadequate for the people to have any kind of quality of life, given the
present cost of living. The 300 Baht per month card for the poor was far too low given the
minimum cost of living. Given the inadequate universal availability of the basic needs, it
would be hard for other services to reach the poor. In order for the poor elderly people to
have a fair quality of life, they need to have family, supporting relatives to help take them



to hospital, giving them moral support and providing friendship. The researcher also
found that there were little differences between the Thai Buddhist and Thai Muslim
villages, as the southern rural community life had strong empathy among members, was
strong by nature, and enjoyed strong bonding among themselves (Ultra Poor Study,
2001). Apart from an increase in the amount of money they received, the poor elderly
people needed toilets; self —mobility; area where they could get together to talk, for better
quality of life, also opportunities to have activities and make extra incomes, and be part
of Thailand 4.0 with increasing digitalization. The current policy of the Ministry of
Public Health is to reduce number of visits to hospital, reduce sickness, reduce reliance
on doctors, train close relatives to help take care of the elderly. However, in practice, too
much government budget was allocated to administration; there was a great need to
increase the role of the local Tambon government. This means increasing decentralization
of power to local government. The poor still feel powerless as before, still need assistance
from government, and are still waiting for government handouts. The assistance provided
by the present government has started to target the right locations, the right group of
people but still needed to improve its efficiency as it was still inadequate, even though it
was not a ‘one size fits all’ approach, it was still a * Top down’ not ‘Bottom up’
approach.
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Interview a 90 year-old lady in Satun




Interview a senior villager who had no welfare card
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Abstract
Successive Thai governments have put great efforts in poverty reduction with good results, but

despite these efforts, Thailand’s poverty has persisted at a significant 10.9 % in 2013. The problems
faced by the poor are multidimensional, although income poverty is crucial; it is other dimensions
stated in the Multidimensional Poverty Index that have great impacts. For Thailand, a long and
healthy life, and a decent standard of living are in great need of improvement. As access to social
services plays a fundamental role in improving the health and other quality of life indices of the
poor, this paper describes a study of barriers to access government services, especially health care,
by the elderly poor in two southern provinces of Satun and Phatthalung. With Satun represents the
Thai Muslims and Phatthalung represents the Thai Buddhists. These include the elderly own
disability, social exclusion, and lack of public transport services. The comparative study of the two
ethnic groups are meant to assess if the cultural differences especially religious factor have
significant effects on the access to health and social services as well as other social activities. Policy
recommendations will be put forward to help improve the living standard of the poor as well as to
reduce the inequality between Bangkok and the regions of Thailand. The research methodology used
is qualitative approach namely focus groups discussions, in-depth interviews and participatory
observation. The samples are divided in two groups: first is the elderly poor classified by sex, age
range, religion and residence, second group are the responsible government officials and policy
makers. Content analysis is used to identify the barriers and ways to improve the accessibility to
social services that will improve the elderly poor lives.

Keywords: Elderly Poor, Social Services, Southern Thailand

1. Introduction

Successive Thai governments have put efforts in poverty reduction with good results, but despite
these, Thailand’s poverty has persisted at a significant 10.9 % or some 7.3 million people in 2013
(National Economic and Social Development Board, 2015). The current government’s poverty
initiative to help the poor saw over 12.5 million people registered for supports as of 15 May 2017.
Study of the ultra- poor in southern Thailand over the past decade found that the number of the
elderly poor in the ultra- poor group had increased. This group has little chance of getting out of the
rut of poverty. The study concluded that there was a need to focus on the target group in order for
the government to provide assistance to them so that they could get themselves out of poverty as
the study showed that many government projects that went into the area considered poor could not
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help them get out of poverty. This was because this ultra- poor group did not possess any resources
or qualifications that could enable them to access government social services. Government projects
that were implemented in the area had contributed to improving the quality of life of the poor and
non-poor rather than eradication of poverty. From the author’s recent study of the ultra-poor, it was
recommended that in order to be effective it was necessary to focus on target group in specific areas
(Sirirat Taneerananon, 2014).

_ The United Nation human development réport 2014 stressed the -imp_ortance of focusing on the two
most vulnerable groups: children and the elderly who are not in a position to overcome poverty
challenge easily and are at risk when crisis strikes and are most likely to remain poor( UNDP, 2014).

As access to social services plays a fundamental role in improving the health and other quality of life
indices of the poor, this paper describes a study of barriers to accessibility to government services,
especially health cafe, by the elderly poor in two southern provinces of Satun and Phatthalung. With
Satun represents the Thai Muslims, and Phatthalung, Thai Buddhists. These include the elderly own
disability, social exclusion, and lack of public transport services. Policy recommendations as outcome
of the study will be put forward to help improve the living standard of the elderly poor as well as to
reduce the inequality between Bangkok and the regions.

2. Objectives
- To study problems faced by the elderly poor in rural areas
- To identify factors preventing the elderly poor from access to government services and
resources
- To make policy recommendations that lead to the improvement of the quality of life of the

rural elderly poor -

3. Research Methodology

The area chosen for this research are Satun and Phatthalung provinces in the south of Thailand.
Phatthalung represents Thai Buddhists and Satun Thai Muslims. This is to compare any differences
existing between the two provinces as far as access to social services go.

In the revisited study of the ultra- poor, same villages were chosen to study to see the changes in the
poor situation. Thus, the same villages of Satun and Phatthalung were chosen for the present elderly
poor study. The numbers chosen were 10 villages from each province; and five elderly poor were
chosen from each village. For the two provinces, a total of 100 elderly poor were selected.

The methodology used was qualitative research using in- depth interviews and focus groups of the
stakeholders namely the policy makers, policy practitioner, the health volunteers and the elderly

poor.

However, for this paper only the preliminary results using the Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)
techniques from the fieldwork will be presented. The researcher went to the fieldwork using
participatory observation techniques and group interviews conducted in the markets and village fairs
where there were health volunteers, relatives and friends of the sick elderly poor presented. Also,
information were reviewed from the existing literature available on line in reference to the social
services available especially health services. Figures 1 and 2 show the interview conducted in Satun
and Phatthalung respectively.
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Figure2. Interview with villagers in Phatthalung

4. Results

Preliminary results from RRA techniques show that there were less severe problems than before for
the poor who are chronically ill and disabled and have difficulty getting to the hospital or other kinds
of health services. More so are the improvements of transport throughout the region, good roads,
and better public transport services which lessen the hassles of getting to health services. The
Ministry of Public Health also provides services directly to the needy such as ambulance, van and
people who help to carry the patients to hospital or health centers.
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One important factor was the help from friends and neighbors within the community, which makes
the situation bearable. The Thai Muslims who live closely knitted next to each other in a village or a
community are a great help to the elderly poor as they have someone to help all the times. The roles
of the volunteer health personnel help bring attention to the matter and the delivery of services
could be executed straightaway right to where the poor live.

The situation is not so much difference among the poor elderly Thai Buddhists in Phatthalung. But
'the_condition of living furth_er apart and not in a close knit community like the Thai Muslims, méke,it
harder for the chronically ill elderly to gain access to services or to reach out for help. In normal
cases like having an appointment with doctor at hospital, the elderly sick or disabled have to find
their own transport to get to the hospital, if they could not find it or could not afford it, they could
ask the local village government to help them on a case by case basis. This is an area that needs to
be looked at more closely with the view that a special provision for government provided transport
could be put in place for the elderly and disabled poor. For minor illness, sub-district health
personnel would visit them in the village. In emergency cases, the hospital 1669 number provides
ambulance or coordinate with provincial government’ s ambulance service to pick up the sick and
bring them to district hospital or bigger hospital like the ones in Hat Yai, Songkhla province which is
nearest to both Satun and Phatthalung.

Interviews show that people are generally happy with the health situation which has been much
improved over the past ten years, especially this year when some of the budget of the Ministry of
Health has been earmarked for the delivery of services to those needy in the rural areas.

Another key factor is the established network of health volunteers in the rural areas which helps
facilitate the identification of the problems and the delivery of services and the fast and efficient

access to the health services.

5. Conclusions

Even though the poverty situation in Thailand has improved over the years, but with over 10 percent
or 7 million living under the national poverty line, the situation remains a challenge for the
government whose latest poverty assistance project saw over 12.5 Thais registered for supports.
Preliminary findings on the access to social services in Satun and Phatthalung show that access to
health services has improved for the elderly in general. However, for Thai Buddhists who do not live
in a closely knitted community like Thai Muslims, particularly those without relatives to look after
them, access to hospital remains a challenge.
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