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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

By most indicators Thailand has compiled an extraordinary record in curbing domestic 

production of illicit narcotics. Though still a significant conduit for and consumer of Golden 

Trialgle heroin, Thailand is no longer a significant world producer of opiates; net opium
t' . 

culti~a(ion has declined by alleas[ 60 percent since the early 1980s, and possibly (according to 

less Liable data) by 80'to 90 percent since the 1960s and 1970s. 

Thailand's success in narcotics control derives from a fortuitous combination of.polilical, 

economic and geographical circumstances. Politically. ThailAnd had already conceived and 

begul implementing a long-term nation-building strategy by the early 1960s. A growing threat 

froml CO~Unist insurgent groups added urgency to the nation-building effort. Manifestations 

! 
of this effort in the northern highlands -- construction of road networks, and extension of social 

welfLe services to hilltribes -- greatly facilitated the Thai g~vemment's penetration and con~ol 
of thl North. Moreover, by the mid-1960s, Thailand had come to view opium control as a 

prere~uisite to successful 'pOliti~l and economic development in the highlands, Beginning in 

the eLIY 1970, the Thai gove'mmenl, with subscantial foreign support initiated a number of 

develtpmen[ projects aimed at replacing iUicit drug crops and at accelerating the integration of 

I 
hilltribespeople into Thai society. An estimated $12S million was spent on tilese projects, most 

of it lince the early 1980s, The relative ~~ntribU(ion of foreign donors to these Pl"9jects was 

apprJXimatelY 60 to 6S percent. Third, Thailand, unlike most narcotics-producing states, has 

been Lilling to target its principal narco,tics crop for destruction and to conduct eradication ,on 



an armual basis. While eradication statistically is weakly related to cultivation (rends on a year~ 

to~year basis. farmers' risk of losing their opium has aimost certainly influenced cullivation 

decisions over the long term. 

Other factors have contributed to the Thai success story: ooe is a rapidly growing 

economy -- per capita GDP growth has averaged approximately 4 percent since the mid 19508, 


8 percent since the beginning of the 1980s and II percent since 1988. The Northern region, 


where almost all of Thailand's opium is grown, has also regisrered respectable, if slower growth 


rates In recent decades, Economic growth bas opened new markets for alternative agricultural 


. products, aod in general, has widened income opportunities for hilltribes. Overall, the superior 


performance of the Thai ecooomy was crucial to the success of the highlaod development effort; 


Thailand's own contribution to the foreign donor-assisted projects was not inconsiderable -­

amounting to some 35 to 40 percent of the $125 million that was spent on these efforts . . 

Geopolitical circums=s also have contributed to Thailaod's success. Massive 

uncoil!rolled expansion of opiares in Burma has helped to raise opportunity COSts of opium· 

production in Thailaod. Since the early 1980s farmgare prices for opium have fluctuated in the 

3,000 to 4,000 Baht ($130 to $160) per kilogram. Yet only half as much opium is produced in 

Thailaod today as in the 1981-1983 period. Both production aod prices declined somewhat 

.' 
between 1990 aod 1993, At the same time, the UNDCP office in Chiang Mai reported a 

decrease in the rare of beroin to opium prices in the highlaods from 25; I in the lare 1980s to 

10; 1 or less at the beginning of 1994. The apparent "convergence" of opiwn aod heroin prices 

II 



I 
is revolulionizing drug addiction patterns in Northern Thailand and opium markets have sutlered 

as a resull.· , 

Questions arise, however, concerning the sustainability of the Thai model. As noted , 

earlier, the cost-effectiveness of both eradication programs and highland development initiatives 

1 
is diminishing rapidly. Opium farmers' countervailing strategies -- scattering of fields, 

moJemem of cultivation to remme areas and off-season planting -- have contributed to this trend. 

The international community clearly is losing interest in the Thai opium problem -- scarce 

narcotics assistance funds are being directed to higher-value targets elsewhere. Moreover, the 

secJndary effects of opium reduction -- increasing heroin addiction, ecological fallout from some 

colercial fanning ventures, and· the emergence of new class divisions in the hills are 

I 
weakening domestic support in Thailand for the country's anti-opium policies. At the same 

limJ continuing population pressures in the hill in combination with other factors such as 

refo!estation and the growth of tourism are red~cing the supply of land suitable for commercial 

faJing; opium's relatively benign env~onmental characteristics may make it the crop of choice 

for Lme land-buying hillttibe fanners. Economically, politically and ecologically the process 

of }Pium substitution in Thailand may have reached th~ outer limits of its effectiveness. , 
Possibly the 1bai leaders may view further reduction as unprofitable or even as undesirable. 

undlr such circumstu:K:eS, containment of poppy cultivation within the current range of 2,000 

I 
to 3,000 hectares probably is the most that can be expected from a Thai-ftnanced aod led opium 

I . . . 

contiol effort. , 

HI 



Still, Thailand's. past record in curbing narcotics production has been almost unique 

int'emationally. Thailand's past successes deserve scrutiny by narcotics policy~ makers in [he 

Unired States and elsewhere, Yet tile Thai "mndel" contains few specific lessons and 

- ,

prescriptions for "hard..casc" countries such as Peru, Bolivia and Burma. Indeed, Thailand's 

achievements merely serve to highJigh£ [he dismal performances of the others, Thailand's 

superior retord of economic growth since World War II and its successful narion-building 

policies of the 1960's and 1970's provided a foundation for the anti-opium initiatives of the 

1980's and 1990's, Also opium.farming arguably never was a significant activity economically 

in Thailand. Tn contrast. the "hard-case" countries face conditions incomparably worse than 

Thailand's in the early 1980's .• depressed economies, national integration crises, and powerful 

and well;:ntrenciled naicolies industries. Ultimately, the main lesson of Thailand is that drug 

control is not simply about drugs; policies that target natl:otics cultivation and trafficking 

infraslrUctules must be linked closely to policies that promote stability, growth and general 

political development. 

iv 



I 
I OVERVIEW 

ThaUand's ach.ievement in controlling opiate production is an anomaly in the otherwise 

dismal record of international counter~narcotics efforts. Other narcotized areas of the world -:­

thel Andean countries, Southwest Asia and Burma's Shan state -- have registered massive 

increases in drug crop production in the past 10 to 15 years; yet Thailand's net'opium cultivation 

hasldeClined by 60 percent since the early 198Os, according to U.S. government estimates. 

Tluiiland's present (1992-1993) cultivation, some 2,000 to 3,000 hectares, represents one pen:ent 

or t..Of total world cultivation. Similarly, Thai heroin refining has declined to insignificance 

in Lnt years. Only two laboratories were discovered (on the border hetween Chiang Mai and 

Chi~ Rai provinces) since 1992, compared to appro~imatelY 10 per year in the mid-late 1980.. 

Thel bulle of opium produced in the Golden Triangle, including some percentage of Thai

I . . 
production, is refmed imo morphine and heroin in Bunna and subsequently trafficked though 

,I 
Thailand to the international market. 

Yet Thaiiand's "success story" of a real and enduring reduction in opiu~ 

production has little impact on world heroin supplieS. The Thai achievements have heen 

dw.hed by the massive and uncontrolled expansion of Burmese production. Burmese cultivation 

ave!ged approximately 160,000 hectares in 1991-1993. compared to 75.000 ha in 1981-1983, 

acJrding to U,S. State Department figures. Futthermore. even in the early 1980.. Thai poppy 

heJr.ge was relatively small by Golden Triangle stalldi.rds -- a; most. 8 to 9 Percent of 

sula's -- though possibly the proponion was higher in earlier years. Various United Nations 



and Thai government estimate indicate possible extensions of 10,000 to 20,000 bectares of poppy 

in the 1960s and 1970s, However, both U,S and Thai crop survey experts question the 

accuraey and reliability of surveys of Thai opium prior to 1980, For example, opium production 

estimates of nearly 18,000 hectares and 146 tons produced by a United Nations team in 1965­

1966 are widely thought to have served a political purpose -- i.e, to focus Thailand's attenlion 

on the seriousness of its opium problem, Indeed, the principal architect of the survey, the 

Australian anthropologist William Geddes, revised his original eSlimate downward to 100 tOns 

in a seminar on Northern Thailand development problems held in Chiang Mai in September 

1988, With respect to beroin;moSl refineries along the Thai-Burmese border have operated in 

Buma, at I"ast since the early 1970s, Burma's chronic political'weakness has proved bospitable 

to the development of both large-scale refmery enterprises and of associated trafficking "annies' 

that effectively control vast reaches of the national territory, 

Finally, Thailand's performance in naICOtics control is reciprocally related to production 

trends in neighboring BUrtna, The risk and COSI.! (including opportUnity COSI.!) of growing opium 

in Thailand are high compared to !bose in Burma's Shan SUite; hence, some opium-farming 

enterprises have, in effect, relocated across the border, The virtual absence of Burmese 

government controls on poppy cultivation as well as Burma's weak economy (which makes for 

low farm labor COSlS) tends to encourage such a shift, Indeed, this writer was told by Thai 

government narcotics officials that some Thai opium farmers residing in border regions of 

Chiang Mai and l\-fae Hong Son provinces maintain extensive poppy fields on the Burmese side 

of the border, A further possibility is that the almost unlimited supply of cheap Burmese opium 

2 




and (more importantly) of heroin·· a narcotic increasingly in vogue among Thailand's hill tribes 

•• Jas depressed opium prices in Thailand. Since the early 19805, opium prices have fluctuated 

in !he 3,000 to 4,000 Balit ($120 to S150) range: yet opium output has decreased by half 

'ccleding to U.S. and UN estimates. According to Thailand's Office of Narcotics Control 

Holed (ONCB), average opium prices of raw opium in Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong 

soJ provinces actually declined ·nearly 15 percent between 1993 (the current price is 

ap)rOXim.teIY $125 per kilogram). At the same time, opium prnduction also decreased from 

1
40 [0 17 tons, almost 60 percent. Thus, the conclusion seems warranted that Burmese opiate

I 
production has exercised a moderating influence on Thai's opium prices. As a result, poppy 

groL.l'S' profit margins have declined and alternative modes of limning have become 

I 
economically more attractive. 

Aside from the above-described "Burma effect," explanations of Thai crop reduction 

successes center on decades-long processes of economic and political development in Northern . 

r 
Thailand and in the Thai nation as a whole. Take, for example, Thailand's generally enviable 

reco~ of economic growth: Gross Domestic Product (GDp) has increased an average of 7 

percin, per year since the Second World War, Real per capita GOP growth has averaged more 

thenl74 percell1 ammally since 1985, more the 8 percent since 1981 and more than II percent 

.ioel 1988. In Northern Thailand, the site of virtually all the countty', opium cultivation, 

gro1 has been less specw:ular but still respectable •• approximately 6 percen, since 1981 and 

7.slrcenr sinee 1988. Rising prosperity has revolutionized economic activity and lifestyles in 

the lore accessible parts of the opium zone, in general reducing farmers' economic dependence 

I 3 



on poppy cultivarion. Hilltribe populations today can earn cash income from many sources; 

among them legal cash crops; wage employment, trade, tourism and handicrafts. Rising Thai 

affluence ha" created new "middle-class" markets for legal agricultural products that grow well 

in Some highland locations -- for example for cabbages, coffee, strawberries and zucchini. Some 

farmers have responded to changing economic circumstances by selling meir farms and moving 

to the cities. Young people have left the hills to seek employment in factories and service 

industries or -- less fortunately -- in urban sweat shops and brothels. 

Equally importantly, Thai successes in limiting opium cultivation derive from the Thai 

government's overall developmental strategy vis-a-vis the nonhern highlands. The strategy was 

driven initially by national security concerns, especially by a communist-led insurgency lasting 

roughly from the mid-196Os to the early 1980s; the insurgents, who were based mainly in the 

Northeast region, also capitalized 00 the oorthern lIilltrihes economic grievances and their weak 

sense of nationhood. In the late 1960s anned clashes occurred between the Thai military and 

Miao (Hmong) tribespeople in Chiang Mai, Chiang IW, Nan, Tak and Mae Hong Son provinces 

- i.e. in all the principal opium-growing provinces. Also contributing to Thai fears was the. 

specter of Burmese-type ethnic separatist movements emerging in Northern Thailand; possibly 

with the hacking of Sban Slate heroin warlords such Kbun Sa and 1.0 Xingban. Such 

considerations prompted exttaordinary effons in the 1960s and 1970, to establish physical and 

political control over the highland regions, to reduce political terrorism along the Thai-Burma 

border and to integrate non-Thai hillUibe minorities into the Thai socio-economic system. 
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II Thai government effons to achieve national political integration were renected in a 

number of areas, One was an intensive road building campaign that spanned an approximately 

30lear period from the early 19605 to the early 19905. Panly supponed by tbe U.S. Agency 

forI International Development, construction of new road networks opened up the northern 

highland, to development and increased Thai government access to hill tribe villages. By the 

I 
early 199Os, density of road networks in the northern region country including only roads built 

by be Royal Highway Department and by the Office of Accelerated Rural Development (I.e. 

ma1y regional. provincial and district level arteries) - was .122 kilometers per square 

kiloLeter; this compared favorably to the national average of .146 kilometers per square 

kiloLeter. In addition, dmusands of kilometerS of tracks, tracks and feeder roads were built bv 
I ' 


the Royal Forestry Department, the Thai military and other government agencies. Another 

1 
manifestation of the integration policy was the attempt to saturate the northern highlands with 

go.!mment workerS and service, and with "outsiderS" generally. As of 1983, according to one 

Arnlrican observer, 43 Thai govemment agencies and 27 non-government organizations (NOO) 

weJ involved in some type of development actively in Northern Thailand l By the mid·1980s, 

accoLing to the govemment', National Statistical Office, slightly more than SO percent of the 

(thol) estimated 3,~OO villages in Northern Thailand were receiving ongoing service coverage 

froJ at least one Thai government agency or NGO., 

I 'Richard Crooker. "Opium Production in Northern Thailand: A Geographical 
PerS(:!OCtive." Ph.D. Dissenation, UniVerSity of California at RiVerSide, 1986. p, 307. , 

S 




Na[ional integrarion and (on a limited scale) extension of social welfare were the 

dominant themes of Thai hilltribe policy in the 1960s and 19700. Opium reduction per se was 

not a priority objective. Indeed, during the 20·year period of Communist il15urgency. the Thai 

government viewed the destruction of drug crops as running counter (0 lhe objective of gaining 

the loyalty of hilltribe farmers. "We could not afford to provoke the farmers and besides we 

needed them to give us information about the guerrillas' whereabouts" explained an officer of 

the Border Patrol Police in a recent interview with this writer.' Yet the opium problem did 

receive some high-level attention: the Thai government commissioned two United Natio~ 

surveys. in 1961·1962 and in 1965·1966, to determine the extent of national poppy cultivation. 

In 1969 the Thai Royal family launched the so-called "Royal Northern Project" •• an initiative 

designed to provide income alternatives for hilItribe poppy growers and to encourage "a wise 

and proper balance" in conserving the nation's land and forest resources. More significantly, 

the physical iofrastructure and government service networks established in the 1950s and 1960s 

provided a foundation -- and a justification -- for the intensive crop reduction efforTS of the 

19805 and 1990s. 

Ultimately. Thai successes in opium reduction resulted from a conscious Thai-foreign 

strategy that emphasiud both socio«onomic development of high-densiry poppy areas and 

active suppression of poppy growing. The development side of the equation comprised some 

13 "donor·assisted' projects which spent at least $125 million dollars _. of which the foreign 

sbare was an estimated 60 to 65 percent .. over the 20·year perind from 1973 to 1993. At least 

'Interview. Border Patrol Police, Bangkok. January 1994. 
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I

$100 million of these funds have been spent since 1980 (eleven of the thineen projects were 
. I . 

initiated in the early or mid-1980s). As of mid-1992 according to ONCB, the development

I 
projects compared approximately 45 percent of the opium-producing area in Northern Thailand.) 

ThJ projects conveyed many direct benefits and service to hilhribe communities -- including
I 

agricultural extension, roads, marketing activities, irrigation works, schools, and health facilities. 

The other side of the equation -- enforcement of a' 1959 law outlawing poppy cultivation ­

- was initiated formally in the 1984-1985 crop season. (In fact, small amount of poppy were 

deS~Oyed by the Thai military in the early 19805 but" these operations were not PUbli~ized). 
Lik! most countries with s~able extensions of drug crops, the Thai government introduced 

I 
eradication reluctantly, fearing that destroying drug crops would precipitate rural unrest. Several 

coJiderations prompted the move: fIrst, the threat from communist insurgents had tapered off 

I 
by the early 1980s (all the major insurgent bases had been destroyed by the military by early

I 
1983k thus removing an imponanl political constraint on eradication. Second, productiori of 

rePILement crops in some of the highland development areas was sufficient to guarantee 

villa~ers with adequate food and income. Third, national opium cultivation trends did not yet 

reflJct the impact of development programs ~- indeed the cultivated area increased more than 40 

percLt between 1981 and 1985. Apparently, hilltribes receiving development aid were 

SimJltaneouSIY cultivating opium ~d the new cash crops. Finally, considerable armlWisting by 

the lternational community - especially the United States -- and a 130 percent increase in the 

I 

~Sorasit Saengprasert. "Supply Reduction Measures Through Integrated Highland 
Dev~lopment Approach in Thailand." ONCB, Bangkok, 1992. p. 9. 
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State Depanmenr's crop control funding for Thailand between 1983 and 1985 contributed to 

Thailand's enforcement decision, 

Much controversy surrounds the question of whether the Thai success S(ory is attributable 

prindpally to development and crop replacement initjatives or to enforcement measures. This 

issue is discussed at some length in this report. That farmers would reduce cultivation of opium 

in response to ip,creased risk of losing their plots seems a plausible assumption. ,On the other 

hand j as the analysis in the study shows -- eradication does not correlate wen with cultivation 

on a year~to~year basis: that is, the percentage of poppy hectarage reported eradicated in a given 

. year is not significantly related to the change in cultivation in the following year (indeed the 

correlation coefficients are negative). Probably the development versus enforcement debate will 

never satisfactorily be resolved. In any case, the debare is irrelevant in a sense; the Thai 

government would not have embarked on an eradication strategy without significant prior 

commitment of international funds to development of the opium zone. 

, The foregoing discussion suggests that Thailand's success in curbing opiate production 

derives principally from the following factors: 

o 	 Superior macroeconomic perfonnance: decades of sustained and fby international 

standafds) relatively rapid economic growth at national and regional levels 

8 




o 	 A long~rerm Thai government commitment to imegrating northern hillrribe 

. populations into the Thai economic and political mainstream 

o 	 Successful govenunent penetration and control of mos.t of [he nalional territOry t 

. including the opium zone 

o 	 Massive infusion of Thai and foreign (including United Nations) funds into 

highland development and crop replacement projects over nearly a quarter ­

century . 

o 	 'Thai goverrunen( Willingness to supplement long~range development measures 

with annual campaigns to survey and destroy hilltribe poppy holdings 

o 	 Thai responsiveness ro international, especially U.S. concerns regarding 

cultivation of illegal narcotics crops 

o 	 Competitive production in a neighboring country; specifically the mnderating 

effect of Burmese opiate production on opium mar:kets and cultivation decisions 

in Thailand 

1-0,;= ,-- ,,,..- ........... -'''''''' '" ~ ''''''­

. domestic opium production was probably only a $4 to $5 million business employing at most 
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30,000 to 50,000 highland dwellers. Such figures are trivial in the conrext of the Thai national 

economy ($90 billion) and labor force ($30 million). Crop replacement programs have produced 

visible successes. Large fields of cabbages, coffee, red kidney beans, potatoes and specialty 

vegetables now grow on {he same sires fonnerly planted in opium" Some of {be replacement 

crops yield higher rerurns per unit of laod than poppy. The hilltribe development projects have 

raised incomes and living standards in many of the targeted areas, and in general. have helped 

promote the Thai government's national integration Objectives vis a vis th~ hilItribe population. 

Yet questions arise concerrung sustainability of the Thai "model", International support 

for Thai opium reduction efforts is fading; this reflects both increasing budget constraints in the 

industrialized countries and of a growing belief (at least in the United States) that scarce 

development and drug enforcement dollars should be focused on "high value" targets -- such as 

Burma, Laos and tlte Andean countries. Indeed, this report presents clear evidence that hoth 

development projects and crop destruction programs are yielding diminishing returns vis a vis 

opium cultivation; that is, the opportunity costs of such efforts per unit of opium land replaced 

or destroyed have become high relatively to what can be accomplished as otIter narcotics-source 

countries. Most of the donor-assisted highland development projectS of the 1980. are winding 

down'; some have ceased eperations entirely, U ,S funding for crop eradication programs 

dropped by 60 percent between FY 1993 and FY 1994; in two years the program may be phased 

OUt altogetlter, Other troubling signs loom on the homon as welL One problem is the rapid 

growtlt of the population of the northern highlands; (estinuued to be anywbere from 3,5 to 6.0 

percent compared to the national average of 1.4 percent) _. a result hotIt of natural increases aod 

10 




immigration from the lowlands and from neighboring slates. Population inflows preempt the 

SUP~IY of land ecologically or. geographically suitable for replacement crops; thus forcing 

I 
hilltribes people to move further into the hills where the only cash crop that can be successfully

I . . 
cultivated is opium. Population pressures also shorten crop rotation cycles, and reduce yields 

of llgitimare crops, especially rice. As one· U.S. geographer notes. a re~ion-wide land shortage I . 

during the past two to three decades has forced the hilltribes to nincrease opium production to 

Off!t shortfalls in rice production and the threat of increased poveny. ,," Contributing to 

prJsures on land are the Royal Forestry Department's (RFD) efforts to restrict hilltribes' 

I 
settlement i_n forest areas and also a concerted tree-planting campaign encompassing some 

1251000 hectares in the highlaoos since the mid 196Os.' : 

Furthennore, Thailand's domestic consensus regarding opium reduction efforts shows 

signs of fraying. One factor is the astronomical rise in heroin addiction among Th.ailand's 

hilllbes -- a rise attributable both to the reduced availability of opium in the hills (maoy new 

I 
addicts are fonner opium addicts), and -- as the report shows -- to the increasing "conve~gence" 

of o~ium and heroin prices in recent years. As heroin increasingly floods the North, a number 
I . 

of Th.ai opinion leaders have advocated openly retaining sufficient opium cultivation to satisfy 

doJestic demand -- an area which might amount to 7,000 to 8,000 hectares, according to current 

coJumption estimates. A second factor is the obvious environmental degradation caused by 
; 

, 
jRichard Crooker. "Forces of Chaoge in the Thailand Opium Zone." The Geographical 

Review. Volume 78, Number. 3, July 1988, pp. 249-251. 
I 
'Interview. Royal Forestry Department, Bangkok. February 1994. 
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poorly planned and executed ventures with replacement crops. 'While hilhribe opium growers' 

"slash and bum" agricultural practices are held responsible for deforesla[ion, soil erosion and 

the degradation of watersheds; opium is, in fact, a relatively "friendly" crop envirorunenlally 

compared to some legal allern..atives. As noled in the repon, Thailand now faces the troubling 

possibility that commercial legal agriculture (and commercial enterprises such as logging and 

mining) may cause more damage [0 forests and watershed areas than opium fanning. 

The prognosis for further opium reduction in Thailand -- especially in circumslances of 

reduced foreign funding -- depends on a number of factors: the "political will" of the lbai 

government, the government's internal spending priorities, the "perceived negative externalities 

of crop replacement programs, an4 opportunity costs of eradicating small opium plots in remote 

and inaccessible locatioos. A number of ONCS officials suggest that ltilltribe enforcement and 

development initiatives should aim at containing opium cultivation at its current level of 2,<X>O 

to 3,<X>O hectares6 rather than at eliminating opium entirely. Much also depends on future U .S.­

Thai dialogues on narcotics issues --lbailand's long and successful history of cooperation with 

the United States as well as lbailand's asynunetrical dependence. on United States for markets, 

imports and investments guarantee a continuing U.S. role in the fonnula(ion of lbai's 

counternarcotics policy. Perhaps the two countries can agree that 2,<X>O to 3,<X>O hectares 

represent an "acceptable" level of cultivation. Overall -- despite some pessimistic signs "-- the 

possibility for a nlajor resurgence of opium in lbailand seem limited. On the contrary, 

increasingly unfavorable economic prospects for the Thai opium industry (determined panly by 

'Interviews. ONCS, Cltiaog MaL January 1994. 
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the "Burma effect" described above) may prompt farmers to participate in legal commerce and 

to join Thailand's economic mainstream, 

The propositions outlined above will be explored in detail in this report. The report will 

consist offive chapters. Chapter I win describe the international significance of Thailand as a 

narlotics-?Ource country and also win deftne the socio--economi~ and ecological seufugs of opium 

farling in Thailand. Chapter II will examine ~Itivatlon trends in different provinces and 

di,its in the northern region and also analyze the factors affecting these trends. Chapter [II 

wm!discUSS the organization, dynamics and performance of U.S. -Thai opium eradiation efforts. 

Chapter IV will examine the record of the various donor-assisted highland development projects 

of J. past 25 years, A concluding chapter will evaluate the successes and failures of the Thai I ' , 
mndel and also examine the relevance of the Thai experience to "bard case" nan:otics-prnducing 

cou!mes such as BU~" Peru, and Bolivia. . 

CHAPTER I, THE SETIING 

Thailand plays a comparatively minor role internationally as source country for illicit 

drugs. As Table 1 sbows, in 1992-1993, Thailand was the world's seventh largest opium 

prJcer, and accounted for approximately one percent of production worldwide, As noted in 

the Jverview section above, beroin terming also is not a significant industry in Thailand,SinceI, ' 
19GG, the Thai percentage of Golden Triangle cultivation bas declined from 2.4 percent to 1,5 

perclnt -- arguably a casualty of the staggering quantities of opiates produced in neigbboring , I 
, 13 




Table 1 
Development Indicators of Principal 
. Narcotics-Producing Countries 

Country 
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Burma. A similar "Burma effect" partly explains Pakistan's declining share of cultIvafion in lhe
I " ' 

Golden Crescent, from 36.6 percent to IB.7 percent in the past five years; Pakistlln's "Burma," 

is if course, Afghanistlln -- a co~ntry that does not even have a cemral govenunen!, much less 

a jrcot'CS control program. 

I . Econoinically and developmen!lllly Thailand is in a different class from other narcotics· 

producing countries, As Table I indicates. Thailand's economic growth record is far superiQr
I . . 

to that of eight other narcotics producers. Its per capitll income is higher than that of any

I 
producer except Mexico, Its road network is superior to that of the others. Also, Thailand isI ,. 
a relatively small country •• approximately half the size of Colombia, Bolivia and Peru and four­

fiJ the size of Burma .- and is more densely populated than most other producing cou~ie•. 

suJ factors prOba~IY make for bener economic and political control by the central govenunent. 

I " d' d dd .,- .' 1 ' th I' hi beThese m lcatQrs 0 oot a up to a"Ul\OVreUca stareme~l on e re atlons p tween 

I 
development and narcotics controL For example. Colombia, which has more such crops under 

cUltiiation than any country except Burma, ranks second in the group of nine in per capitll GNP 

I ' 
(1992) and per capita GNP growth (1985-1992), and Mexico's per capitll GNP is twice that of 

1 ' 
Thailand's. Still, Thailand's overall success ranking on key economic dimensions appears to 

I ' 
exceed that of the other members of the group. 

Within Thailand, opium is cultivated aimoS! entirely in the northern region, the second 

ponrest region in the councry (see Maps 1 and 2), Insignificant amounts of opium also are 

growl in Loci province in the northeast. Total gross cultivation in the 19908 averaged slightly 
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over 3,000 hectares, comprising only 0.15 percent of the ,otal Thai land area potentially 

adaptable to poppy fanning (an estimated 2,2 million hectares). Five provinces in what is called 

the "Upper North" -- Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Mae Hong Son, Tak and Nan·· account for the 

lion's share of total Thai cultivation: 97 percent in 1991·1993 and 93 percent in 1981·1983, 

In general. these provinces have high proponions of land area above 600 meters -- i.e. land 

particularly suitable for opium cultivation w_ and relatively large hilltribe populations. Some 

three..quarters of the land area of Mae Hong Son prOVince. the only province to register an 

increase 1n opium cullivation between the early 1980s and the early 1990s. is above 600 mt;lers; 

and more than half of the provincial population is composed of lIil1tribes, (See Tables 2 imd 3) 

Opium is a cash crop that fills an important ecological niche in highland agriculrure. 

Two aspects of this function can boi noted here, First, Thai opium poppy grows best at high 
, 

altitudes, at elevation 1,200 meters and above. A 1979·1980 ONCB survey of 158 opium 

producing villages in Chiang Mai province found that about 60 percent of the poppy area of the 

province was situated at elevations of between 1,200 and 1,700 meters. The average cultivated 

areas per village also increased with altitude, with 1,200 ttl 1,400 meters on the optimal range: 

(See Table 4) Temperature, rather than altitude per 50, seems to be the governing factor, 

Opium 'prefers" relatively cool (though not cold) temperatures and historically has thrived in 

low altitude settings with suitable climate oonditions .. for example, in the Yangrze River Valley 

in China and in the Fergana Valley in Uzbekistan. At the same time, other crops do not 

necessarily grow well in the higher reaches of the Thai opium zone. For example, studies have 

shown that in the case of rice •• the most impornmt staple food crop .. high altitude tends to 
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Table 2 
Opium-Source Provinces in Thailand 

-

I Opium Cultivation 
1991-1993 
(in rail 

Opium Cultivation 
1981·1983 

(in ral) 

Percent 
Reduction 

• G:hiang• Mal. 8,212 17,689 54 
, 
I lyiae Hong Son 6,842 6,093 (13) , 

G:hiang Rai 2,252' 8.678 74 
•

Talc 1,058 2,119 50 
• 
r-ran 663 2,208 70 

ilampang 167 1,140 -85 
•i'hayao - 119 1,322 91 
•

Pltsanulok 30 224 87 

r!oei1 - 26 - -
•

Phrae -
, . 

4 - -
•Kampaengphet 245 - -
•

Phetchahun 53 - -
I TOTAL , 19.671 39,473 498 

I 
1 In Northeast Thailand 

I
Sources: ONCB, Autbor's Calculations 
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-. Table 3 - Provincial Oat. for Northern Thailand 

Socia-Economic Indicators 


-~ ............... ­

Province 

IChiang Han' 

lampang 

Tak 

lamphun 

[Chiang Rail' 

IHae Hona SonJ' 

Phayao 

Phrae 

INanl' 

Kampa.ngphet 

N.khon Sawan 

Uthel Thanl 

Uttradit 

PI tsanul ok 

Phichit 

Suthotal 

I Phetchabun 

Average-North 

Total North 

Upper North 
-
Population

Percent Land Density
GPP Per Capita Area Above 600 per sq. kID. 

1991 1000 SQ. km. Meters 0991) 
1 479 20.1 80.4 68.0 . . 
1 131 12.5 2S.4 61.3 

-
929 16.4 51.1 21.4 

855 4.5 36.5 92.4 

794 11.7 19.2 U.8 

718 12.7 75.2 13.6 

669 6.3 NA 78.9 

669 6.5 5.8 74.8 

643 U.S 50.3 17.9 

lower Harth -
1,101 8.6 15.9 71.4 

978 9.6 0.9 112.3 

948 6.1' 56.3 45.0 

943 7.8 24.1 58.5 

870 10.8 10.4 72.4 

774 4.5 0 123.1 

67S 6.6 6.2 - 89.1 

669 12,7 26.5 74.9 

874 -­ -­ 64,2 

-­ 169.5 31.5 -­

Percent 
Hill tri be 
Population 

- - (1985-1987) 

10:89 

1.29 

21.53 

5.30 

9.97 

52.67 

2.26 

1.76 

21.53 

1.57 

Non. 

0.86 

None 

0.69 

None 

0.48-
0,93 

-­
18.1 

-

1 [ J • prinCipal opium province Sources: National Statistical Office (NSO); Office of Narcotics Control 
Soard (ONCS); National Economic and Social Development Soard 



Table 4-----,------"-"--.,----------------­
Altitude and Poppy CUltivation Patterns ot 

158 opium Producing Villages in Chiang Hai Province 
1979-1980 

Altitude Number 
of 

Villages 

Percent 
of 

Villages 

Village 
CUltivation 

(rai), 

Percent of 
Total 

CUltivation 
in Province 

Average 
Village 

cultivation 
(rai) 

1400 to 1700 meters 26 16.4 2,460 22.4 94.6 

1200 to 1399 meters 39 24.6 4,239 36.0 108.7 

1000 to 1199 meters 40 25.3 , 2,557 22.3 63.9 

500 to 599 meters 40 25.3 1,895 10.3 47 .4 

Unknown 13 8.2 333 7.9 25.6 

TOTAL 158 99.8 11,484 98.9 340.2 
II 

Source,' ONCB 1979-1980 Opium Survey 



induce sterility and to lengt~eI1 the growth cycle; yery little rice- is cultivated above 1.100 

meters. Not surprisingly, studies have shown that the percentage of fanners' crop cash income 

derived from opium increases with altitude. 7 As a consequence, many highland development 

schemes encourage hill tribes to resente at lower elevations (where land is avajlable)~ such 

schemes also promote frost regeneration or agroforestry instead of.cash cropping in the high 

opium lone. 

A second significant feature of opiurn~fanning is that it is a relatively undemanding 

activity ecologically *~ opium requires fewer nutrients and exhausts the soil less rapidly than 

other annual crops, According to the geographer Richard Groolrer, peppy fields remain in 

production from four to six years on the average; by contrast, upland rice depletes the soil's 

fertility after two years, According to. sample of 190 opium plots conducted during the 1995· 

1966 United Nations survey, in 64 cases or 34 percent, the same pieces of land had been 

cultivated in poppy for periods of 5 to 20 years' In general; the length of cultivation is 

inversely related to the acidity of soils, Also, peppy activity in the same field with other crops, 

such as maize and potatoes, fanners sow and harvest between April and August, Poppy usually 

is planted a fter the monsoon season in September and October and harvested in Ianuary and 

February. (See Figure I) Opium cultivation also allows considerable intercropping .. as 

'See for e:wople Gerald Hiclrey and Iesse Wright. The Hill People of Northern Thailand: 
Socjal and EcQoomic Development. AlDIASIA·C·131O, Iune 1978, p, 179. 

'Crooker. "Dissertation: op. cit" pp, 238·244, United Nations. Report of United 
l:!!iiljons Survey Team on the Economic and S9cial Needs of !he Opium-Producing Areas in 
Thailand. Bangkok: Government Printing House. 1%7, p, 139. 
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Pigure 1 

Poppy-Based Cropping Systems of the 
Hilltribes in Northern Thailand 
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i 

Crooker notes, "Vegetables consumed by highlanders are usually sown, mixed with poppy seed 

[and] are then produced at virtually no cost in labor and time to the fanners. ,,' 

Sociologically and economically opium farming is closely associated with the livelihoods 

of Thailand'; highland populatioll5. Most opium in the hills is grown by six non-Thai etbnic 

groups -- so called hilltrihes -- that inhabit the higher altitude geographical zones of Northern 

Thailand, hetwcen 800 and 1700 meters (Figure 2 indicates roughly the regional disposition of 

the tribal groups). These groups include the Miao (Hmong), Yao, Lahu, Akha, and Karen 

trihes. The Karen tribe accounrs for approxboately half of the estboated 600,000 hilltribe 

population, the Miao for 15 percent and the others for smaller percentages. Hilltribes differ in 

their commitment to opium. An ONCB survey of hilltrihe villages in 1979-1980 indicated that 

the percentages of Lisu, Miao and Yao villages cUltivatmg opium was higher than that for the 

other three tribes and that the cultivated opium area per capita was also higher. The Lisu had 

the largest percent of opium villages (67,4 percent), and the Karen the lowest (3.0 percent); the 

Yao have the highest per capita cultivation (0.13 rail. The sociology of opium farming may be 

changing somewhat. In USAlD's Maechaem Watershed Development project (Chiang Mai 

province) in the late 19805, for example, lowland Thai farmers relying on Karen laborers were 

responsible for a larger share of the poppy cultivated area than were tribespeople; yet opium 

cultivation still is overwhelmingly practiced by ethnic non-Thai's - i.e. by out-groups within 

Thai society. 

'Crooker. Dissertation, p. 242. 
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Flgure 2 

qpium-Growing Are~s by Ethnic Trlbe 
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The hiIltribes have.posed significant ecological. social and economic challenges to the 

Thai authorities. The principal opium-fanning groups have traditionally practiced an inefticient 

fonn of "slas~·and·bum" agriculture; the tribes clear and bum forest lands, cultivate crops until 

the soil is ex.hausted. relocate their settlements and men proceed to destroy new virgin forest. 

A study by Thailand's National Security Council circa 1985 estimated that hilltribes tanning 

population encroacbed on some 100,000 to 200,000 rai (16,000 to 32,000 hectares) of forest 

annually. Such statistics have generated considerable aiann: removal of forest cover interferes 

with the watersheds of rivers that irrigate the rice plans otCenrral Thailand _. creating dangers 

of silting, flooding (during the r.iny season), reduced stream flow (during dry season). While 

population pressures, government reforestation effons and various development programs are 

increasingly inducing hill population ro settle in pennaneot villages, the 'slash-and-burn" label 

has stuck to the hilltribes; in recent years, however, commercial logging, and (legal) fanning 

operations have contributed as much if not more to the loss of forest in opium cultivation. 

The hilltribes also traditionally have been poorly iniegrated into Thai society and the Thai 

economic system. From tbe TItai government's perspective. low socio--economic statuS presents 

both a potential security thn:at - northern tribal groups are considered a potential source of 

recruits for guerrilla or ethnic separatist groups ~~ and a cause of Thailand's opium cultivation 

problem, Thai-foreign development efforts have improved conditions in the hills; however, a 

survey of hilltribes by Thailand's National Statistical Office in 1985-1987 underscored the tribes' 

backwardnt,.. andisol.tion, For example, only 55 to 60 percent of all tribespeople held Thai 

citizenship; just 40 percent, 26 ·percent and 9 percents of the Lisu, Lahu and Akha groups 

18 
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an, almost· 90 ~rcent were' illiterate. Less [han half of the villages were accessible by 

automobile, even during the dry season. Only 7 [0 8 percent of hilltribe households had 

elJtricity. Up to 70 percent do not grow enough food to meet their needs. As of 1987, 

avJage annual per capita income in the hills ranged from' $71 to $168; by comparison, the per 
I 	 . 

capita income of the then-poorest nonhern province, Nan, was $470.10 . 

I
I 	 .I In sum, the socio-economic setting and the ecological condition of the nonhem highlands 

are generally conducive to cultivation of drug crops. Opium is well-adapted to altirude and soil 

I 
conditions in the region. It grows-easily and mixes well with-other crops. Opium farming is 

boJ a cause and a consequence of hilltribes' "out-group" starns in Thai society. Opium sales 

protde essential income for food and household necessiti~S and for some entrepreneurial
I 	 . 

faJers, a modicum of prosperity. For these reasons, ingredients of Thai anti-opium strategy 

haJ included bom socio-economic integration of the northern highlands and compulsory 

I 
eradication of illicit crops. 

CHAYfER II. 	 THAI OPWM CULTIVATION: NATIONAL AND REGIONAL 

DYNAMICS 

i,Ofor a discussion in Englisb of the Survey see Kanok Rerkasem et.al. Highland 
Development as a Narcotics Prevention Strategy. UNISERV. Chiang Mai University, 1989, 
pp. 1-18 and ibid. Appendix, pp. 39-80. 
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An e • ..,mial assump.ion ofrhe Thai "model" is tha. development is good for drug comrol 

that superior overaU economic peIformance and directed crop replacement efforts 

independen.ly affee. farmers' calcula.ion of whether or not to iIIici. drug crops. Long-.erm 

cultivation trends in Thailand· SeemS Lo support the development hypothesis; a significant 

reduction in cultivation had already occurred by the early 1980s·· i.e. before Thailand formally 

initiated annual eradication campaigns. For example. a 1961-1962 United Na.ions survey for 

Thailand's Department of Public Welfare reported a figure of approximately 12.000 hectares 

(75.700 rail; a secood United Na.ions survey team in 1985·1990 produced a higher figure of 

nearly 18.000 bectares (112.000 rail. Estimate of the UN Projects Coordination office estimated 

. cultivation to be approximately 10,000 hectares in the mid~ and late-1970s. However. estimates 

of total cultiva.ion in Thailand prior '0 the 1980·1981 crop year are viewed with much 

skepticism by U.S. counter·narcotics analysts. "Forget the earlier surveys and the theory of a 

big drop'before the 1980s: notes one Bangkok-based U.S. analyst. "Those numbers were 

politically motivated. "" 

More accurate .. or at least methodologically more sophisticated surveys .. were' 

introduced in 1919'1980 but a number of then-important opium provinces .. e.g. Nan, Tak and 

L>ropang .- were not included in the surveys until the following crop year. The conclusions in 

this report hence are based principally on the survey data for the 198Os. These data also partly 

support the "development hypothesis;" between 1981·1983 aod 1991-1993. tota! cultivation (pre­

eradication) area for poppy dropped by 4S percent or 50 pemon!, according to U.S. government 

"Interview. ·U.S. Embassy Bangkok, February 1994. 
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(INM) and Thai government (ONCB) estimates respectively. However, an incre.se of 

apJrOXimatelY 30 percent in 'poppy area between 1981 and 1985 (the first year of formal 

era~icatiOn) and a two-third; decline from 1985 to 1993 indicates that eradication programs 

eJrcised ,orne delerrent effecl on opium growing. Figures 3.and 4 underscore these trends; 

the former shows U.S. estimales of loral and net poppy heclarage since the early 19OOs; the 

latter indicates Thai estimates of total cultivation (Thai chances of annual poppy eradication are 

colidered highly exaggerated and are not recorded here). In addition, figure 4 idenufles 

t 
regiol1lll dimensions of Thai poppy cultivation -- a subjeCt which will be discussed below. 

While overall poppy cultivation in Thailand hes diminished since the early 19808, 

significant disparities exist in rates of poppy reduction from province to province and from 

dislct to district within provinces. Different reduction rates for the five principal opium~
I

producing provinces are shown in figure 4. An important exception to the general downward 

treJd is Mae Hong Son, Thailand's moS[ rugged and remole province where opium cultivation 

acJallY increased between the three-year average periods of 1981-1983 and 1991-1993. 

I 
Different s""i<>-economic profde. of these provinces provide clues to the difference in cultivation 

dY.iruc,. As figures 5 oed 6 indicare, the provinces vary widely in rales of economic 

devllopment and population growth between 1981 oed 1991. Mae Hong Son has the slowest­

groling economy in per capita Ierms and the fasleS[-growing population. Chiang Mai's per
. I . 

capita product grew almost 75 percent faster than those of Nan oed Talc over the 1981-1991 

periL. ." 

I 
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Figures 7 through 9 provide a more detailed statistical portrait of relarionships among 

opium reduction, pet capita GDP growth, population growth and an additional variable, the 

estimated percent (1985· 1987) of the provincial population comprised of hilltribes. The results 

of the analysis indicate modest but not significant (in a twtrtailed rest of statistical significance) , 

positive correlation between opium reduction and per capita GDP growth. However. a highly 

significant negative correlation was found between cultivation trends and both popUlation growth 

and hiUtribe saturation, As noted in the overview section, population growth exens pressure on 

the available supply of land suitable for cultivating legal cash crops; furthennore, declining soil 

fertility ~~ also a consequence of population pressures - may favor cultivation of opium over 

other crops. Hilltribe percentages also correlate negatively with opium reduction; this is oot 

surprising because the growth rate of the hilltribe pupulation, estimated at 3.5 percent or higher, 

greatly exceeds that of the Thai pupulation as a whole (1.4 percent in 1991). 

Efforts were made to compare and to highlight both provinces and districts within a 

single province (Chiang Mai) that have perfonned relatively well or poorly in reducing .opium 

cultivation since the early 198(Js, Tables.2 and 2 SlI1llIruU'ize these efforts, In Table 2, pails of 

successful and unsuccessful provinces are compared on general economic and demographic 

indices; and also on several other dimensions: The percent of provincial villages receiving social 

services from government or non-government agencies. the average nwnber of development 

projects per village served, the percentages of villages with road access and the percentages of 

hilltribespeople holding Thai Citizenship. Though tile relevan! statistlcs were compiled from an 

NSO survey of hilltribe villages conducted during 1985-1987, the data set prohably is 
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shown in Table 9: the seven projects combined registered a very modest 19 percent decrease 

fro! 199'1 to'1993; in two formerly successful projects -- Thai-Germany and Thai-Norway -­

exJnsions of poppy actually increased over the period.' ' 

A related point is that crop repJacement ~~ me centerpiece and me principal justification 

of most highland development programs -- probably has limited utility as an anti-opium weapon.1 . 
To be sure, the crop substitulion effons of the projects have produced remarkable results: AI 

culm market prices some alterna[ive cash crops are commercially anractive enough to compete 

wiJ opium. In me 1992-1993 crop season, cabbages, POUltoeS. tomatoes and a promising new 

treetcrop. Japanese apricots. also earned higher rerums than opium per unit of land. (See Table 

10). The profit margins of flowers and exolic vegeUlbles produced mainly in Royal project 

are!. are even more impressive, even if based on calculations of very small plOlS, (See Table 
I 


H). 


Yet opium retains imPortant advantages vis-a-vis legal crops. Poppy cultivation does not 

require hlgh inputs -- for example. fertilizer. pesticides and itrigalion (almough some farmers
I , . 

employ those inputs to maximize yields). The opium farmer does nol ..,.,d roads. refrigeraled 

I 
trucks or sophisticated packaging and marketing systems. As a high-value. low-volume and non­

perib.ble commodity. raw opium can be transported over mountainous te~in on the backs of,, 
meJ and animal.. Although opium prices are depressed. farmers can dispose of their entire 

I ' 
product -- whether selling 10 hilltribe addiclS. to the addict population in the lowlands. or toI '. 
Burmese heroin refinerS; by COntraSt, mass markelS have yet to develop for some of the new 
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Table 9 


Cultivation Trends: Highland Development Projects. 1991-1993 


Source: UNDCP, Chiang Hal. 




Table 10 

Comparison of Net Returns to Farmers for Different Crops
1992-1993 Crop Season 

I 


•Red kidney beans 
I 

IMaize (improved)
I 
ICabbage 

Red 

White 

Chinese 
Ilettuce 
I,

Tomatoes 
I 
I

Potatoes 
I' 
I

Coffee Arabic.' 
I 

Japahese ApricotS
(raiilfed)

I 

2 3,000 

70 to 140 10 

220 

400 2.65 

1,544 7 

3,041 1.4 

2,694 1.8 

1,080 4.8 

3,600 4.0 

3,000 8.0 

120 32 

1,500 16 

6,000 

700 to 1400 

660 

1,000 

10,808 

4,257 

4,849 

5,184 

14,400 

24,000 

3,840 

24,000 

4.000 

540 to 640 

615 

930 

8,868 

3,152 

3,672 

3,977 

9,989 

15,000 

2,632 

23,431 

I
Sources: ONeB, Thai-German Highland Development Project

I
I for, crop year 1991-1992 

2 2 y,ears to maturity 

S 5 years to maturity 



, 
Table 11 

Net In(;()me for Different Crops Per 100 Square Mete", 
Crop Year 1986·87 . . 

Source: William Bourne. "Vegetable Cash Crop Data Base for Opium Replacement in the 
Highlands of Northern Thailand," Chiang Mai. 1988, Table 6.1. 

28,815 

1.551 245 

888 106 

391 391 98 



I 

crops. "About 70 percent of all project vegetable crops have restricted' markets and low 

columer demand," noted a consultant for tile Royal Project in 1988." The Royal Project has 

colistently oversu~Hed its small customer base ~~ a praclice which both raises project SUbsidies' 

and cuts into producers' profits. Indeed. the relative novelty and uncertainty of legal agricultural 

maLts may induce farmers to cultivate opium as a faU-back: crop, As Hagen Dirksen. [h~ 
diltor of the Thai-German project noted in a recent paper: 

, "To date, opium fills an insurance function, , . even in areas where 

ahernative crops have been introduced. farmers may reven to opium poppy 

cultivation when they lose their cash crop production due to natural h.al.ards or 

when they are unable {O market their production, ,,20 

Possibly diyemifle.tion of agrieulture to include more high-value crops - cabbages, 

tomatoes. apricots and the like -- can diminlsh the "insurance" function of opium. Yet the near­

tel outlook for commercial fanning is largely conditioned by geographical and ecological 

f.cirs. In the paper cited aboYe, Dirksen acknowledges thet the introduction of legal cash crops 

! 
in the Thai-Gern:tim project areas in remote M.e Hong Son proyince "has proyen yery difficult." 

11'WiIliam Bourne. "A Review and Evaluation of Market and Production Performance of 
Opium Replacement Vegetable Cash Crops Extended in the Highlands of Northern Thailand 
BetWeen 1984 and 1988.' Chiang Mai. 1989, p. 19. 

"'Dirksen. op. cit., p.12 
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Such calculations suggest that opium wiIJ contiI1l.le (0 play a role ~- albeit an increasingly 

marginal role in highland agriculture ~- for some time to come. 

By most indicators Thailand has compiled an extra~rdinary record in curbing domestic 

production of iHicit narcotics. Though still a significant conduit for and consumer of Golden 

Triangle heroin, Thailand is no longer a significant world producer of opiates; net opium 

cultivation has declined by at least 60 percent since the early 1980s, and possibly (according 10 

less reliable data) by 80 to 90 percent since the 1960, and 1970s. 

Thailand's success in narcotics control derives from a fonuilous combination of political. 

economic and geographical circumstances. Politically, Thailand had already conceived and 

begun implementing a long-term nadon-building strategy oy the early 1960.. A growing threat 

from communi't insurgent groups added urgency to the nation-building effon. Manifestations 

of this effon in the northern highlands -- construction of road networks, and extension of social 

welfare services to hiJltribes -- greatly facilitated the Thai government's penetration and control 

of the North. Moreover, by the mid-l960s, Thailand had come to view opium control a. a 

prerequisite to successful political and economic development in the highlands. Beginning in 

the early 1970, the Thai government, with substantial foreign suppon initiated a number of 

development projects aimed at replacing illicit drug crops and at accelerating the integration of 

hilltribe.people into Thai society. An'estimated $125 million was spent on these projects, most 

of it since lhe early 19800. 111e relative contribution of foreign donors to these projects was 
, 

approximately 60 to 65 percent. Third, Thailand, unlike most narcotics-producing states, has 
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b 111. .. . I . f d . d d d··een WI mg to target Its pnnclpa narcotics crop or estructlon an to con uc[ era Icallon on 

an lnnual basis. While eradication statistically is Wea~lY related (0 cultivation trends on a year­

to-tear basis, fanners' risk of losing their opium has almost certainly influenced cultivation 

J~~~~~~~. . 

Other factors have contributed to the Thai success story: one is a rapidly growing 

economy -- per capita GDP growth has averaged approximately 4 percent since the mid 19505, 

8 Jrcent since the beginning of the 19805 and 11 percent since 1988. The Nonhem region, 

whlre almost ail of Thailand's opium is grown, has also registered respectable, if slower growth 

rate1s in recent ,decades. Economic growth has opened new markets for alternative agricultural 
I . 

products. and in general, has widened income opponunities for hilltribes. Overall, the superior 
I ' 


performance of the lbai economy was crucial to the success of the highland developmenc effon;
I . 

Thailand's own contribution to the foreign donor-assisted projects was not inconsiderable -­

amJ~ncing to some 35 to 40 percent of the $125 million tha[ was spent on these effons . 

. Geopolitical circumstances also have contributed to Thailand's success. Massive 

uncontrolled expansion of opiates in Burma has helped to raise opportunity costs of opium 

I 
production in Thailand, Since the early 1980s fanngate prices for opium have fluctuated in the 

I . 
, 3'j to 4,000 Baht ($130 to $HiO) per kilogram range. Yet only half as much opiu~ is 

produced in Thailand today as in the 1981-1983 period. Both production and prices declined 

somlwhat between 1990 ~ 1993. At the same time, the UNDCP office in Chiang Mai 

rep~Ld a decre~e in the rate of heroin to opiwn prices in the highJands from 25: 1 in the late 
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1980, to 10: 1 or less ar 'he beginning of 1994, The apparent "convergence" of opium and 

heroin prices is revolutionizing drug addiction patterns in N.orthem Thailand and opium markets 

have suffered as a result 
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CONCLUSION: REFLECTIONS ON THE THAI MODEL 

Thai~foreign development and crop repJacemem Initiatives have produced dramatic socio­

economic changes in the northern highlands. The programs have brought the benefits of modem 

I 
civilization -- schooJs, health services. sanl13tion, citizenship rights ~~ as well as high-value 

coLerctal fanniog to the hills. Liviog s!liod.rds have iocr.ased; at least in the more accessible 

pal of the higWaods. In me villages of Mae Sa Mai, 4(J kilometers from Chiang Mai city·­

a rLa! point of several development projects ~- fanners' conversion of opium fields to 

1 . 

cultivation of cabbages and Japanese garlic is associated with an increase in annual household 

incJrne from $200 to m~re than $2.~ in the past several years. In villages within the areas 
I 

of the Royal Northern Project, according to a 1989 srudy, household income averaged almost 

3 t~es the income of households in adjacent areas not covered by the project." Also. 

I 
marketing arrangemems for legal crops have become self-sustaining in many villages receiving

I . 
development assistance. (The Royal Project, wltich still uodertakes to purchases, transports and 

sells the fanners' output is a prominent exception), The old Stereotype of highland ogriculrure • 

. !hi opium caravan organized by Yunnan Chinese' ('Haw') traders - has been replaced by 

Mialowned pick-up trucks driving loads of cabhages and other produce to lowland markets. 

conl.reial farming bas dermitely "arrived" in the opium zone. bringing with it a measure of 

pros~rity for many billtrihespeople. ' 

Yet modernization in Nonhem Thailand -- as in all societies ~~ has come at a 

"Rerltssen, et.'1. p. 49. 
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price, One extremeiy undesirable side-e:ffecl of economic change in the llighJands has been the 

growth of heroin addiction, possibly at ,he expense of opium addiction, For example. in 197()' 

1977 the Northern Drug Dependence Treatment Cemer in Chiang Mai treared a toml of 8 heroin 

abusers compared to 1,374 opium abusers. In 1992 the center treated 833 opium and 323 herom 

cases -- a rate of 2.6 ro I. A 1991 survey of 25,655 hilltrihespeople in Royal Project areas 

found an opium to heroin addict ratio of 4 to 1 although the total addiction rates were small ~~ 

respectively 3.8 and 0.9." Rising prosperity. the spread of new consumer lifestyles and -­

significantly .. - reduced supply of opium are cited as the cause of this trend. Scattered evidence 

seems to support the shortage hypothesis, In Man Ya. a cluster of villages in the TIt.ai~ 

Norwegian project, the numher heroin abusers increased from 5 in 1985 to 101 in 1991 (the 

latter figure represented 4 percent of the total population of Man Ya in 1990). Over this period. 

total annual income from opium in Man Ya declined from approximately $52,000 to zero. In 

one village in Mon Ya, two-thirds of the 72 heroin addicts were former opium users. In a 1990 

survey of 38 heroin addicts at the NADTC 45 percent cited' difficulty in obtaining heroin as the 

principal reason for use, l:J Reports from several UN highland development projects suggest that 

traffickers have "primed" the heroin market -- passing out free samples of the drug to 

hilltrihespeople during peak poppy eradication periods. [n any case. a reported decline in heroin 

prices from 100,000 baht ($4,000) in 1988 to 32.000 bah! ($1.280) in early 1994 obviously has 

"Thai-German Project, "Drug Abuse in Pang Ma Pha: Genesis and Current Situation." 
Internal Paper No. 169. August 1993, p. 3. 

Narcotics Affairs Section. "Sentinel Study of Drug Abuse in Hilltrihe Villages, 1992· 
1993. Executive Summary. 

"Wanat Bhruksari el. al. "Heroin Addiction in Mon Ya." Chiang Mai, 1991. pp. 10·1 \, 
22-28. 
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facilitated the shift in addiction patterns. 24 This lrend is viewed with considerable alarm in 

Thliland -- partly because intravenous heroin use is associated with high rates of HIV infection ­

- ald as a result the government's crop-reduction policies are p~ovoking widespread criti~ism. 
A lumber of prominent figures in North Thailand, among them the· head of the Tribal Research 

celter, Chantabun S~tthi. are calling for legalization of poppy cultivation for personal 

coLumption. 25 Yet annual opiate consumplion in Thailand is estimated by ONCB to be 

ap~roXima[eIY 45 tons of opium equivalent, approximately twice what has been produced i~ 
Thliland during the 1990s. Hence, legalizing poppy along the lines proposed would imply a· 

coLiderable increase in the amount of poppy under cuitivation in Thailand, perhaps to a level 
I . 

of '7,000 to 8,000 hectares. 

Opium replacement effons also have produced environmental ills -- a complication 

apparently not anticipated by many Thai and foreign development strategists. Some commercial 

caJh crops -- red kidney beans, improved maize and (at current prices) coffee -- require 

Si~fiC~t1y more land per unit of income than opium; more extensive cultivation contributes 
I 

to {erosion and deforestation. All commercial crops require special inputs and marketing 

se~ices. The massive application of pesticides and ferti~izer poses health risks to users (in one 

Ji-German project area in Chiang Rai in 1989 20 villagers died from mishandling chemical 

pelricideS); also, the runoff of chemicals has aggravated water pollucion in do'wnstream villages. 

J added irrigation needs of hillside agriculture are blamed for recurring droughts in the lower 

I ' 
"Interview. Gary Suwanarat. UNDCP. Chiang MaL January, 1994. 


25Interview. Chiang Mai. January 1994. 
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reaches of walercourses. Truck fanning and commercial logging require road building which 

in tum accelerates soil erosion. As'a result of these problems, development programs have 

faced rising 'opposition from ecologically-minded Thai's and also have provoked significant 

conflict between highlanders and lowlanders over the use of natural resources. Take, for 

example, the celebrated case of Pa Kluai, a Miao fonner opium village that -- after receiving 

extensive agricultural extension aid from the Thai-Norway project -- convened successfully to 

commercial fanning, Since the late 1980s, a coalition of ecology activists, populist, lowland 

politicians, and lowland villagers living directly downsrre~ from Pa Kluai have sought to evict 

the Miao from the village. The effort so far has failed, but the conflict lingers on. "It seems 

you catch blame if you plant poppies and catch blame if you don't," remarked one Pa Kluai 

fanner in a 1990 interview with the Far Eastern Economic Review.26 

Finally, modernization in the highlands has produced new class divisions among different 

hilltribe groups. The principa~ opium-fanning tribes, the Yao and the Miao. also were the 

principal targets of highland development projects -- hence they benefited disp~oponionally from 

these projects. For example, according to a 1985-197 NSO hilltribe survey, Miao and Yao 

villagers were more likely than other tribes to have electricity, own a motor vehicle, and to hold 

Thai cit~nship. Miao and Yao villagers also enjoyed better road access than other tribes 

settlements. (See Table 12). Furthermore, the transition to commercial farming has probably 

been easier, economically and psychologically for the Miao and the Yao than for subsistence rice 

26Lincoln Kaye. "Of Cabbages and Culrures." Far Eastern Economic Review. December 
1990, pp. 35-37. 
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Table 12 

. Development Indicators 
Main Opium·Producing Tribes 

, I 
I 

!Miao 

. Iyno 

IKaren 

IUsu 


ILabu 


Akha 

Ave~ 
Hilltn 

Hilltnbe 

Percent of Households 


Using 
Electricity 

(1985·1987) 

17.2 

1S.7 

6..5 

2.7 

1.6 

1.0 

8.3 

Owning Truck 
or Moton:ycle 
(1985·1987) 

16.8 

17.0 

5.2 

4.2 

2.0 

2.8 

NA 

. 


Thai 
Citizenship 


Granted 


57.6 

68.7 

62.1 

34..5 

16.8· 

8.6 

55.6 

Percent 
Villages with 

Motorcar 
. 

Route 

82.1 . 
80.3 

38.9 

54..5 

40.8 

43.2 

44.tr1 

I 

1 Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Mae Hong Son for Miao, Karen, Usu, Labu lObes. 
~ Average includes hilltnbes other than those listed. 
3 Chiang Mai, Chiang RBi, Mae Hong Son only. 

Source: NSO 



farmers such as the Karen. Such stratification patterns could have unhealthy effects on the 

narcotics control environment in the highlands. Possibly the poorer tribes might wish to emulate 

the richer ones -- to cultivate more opium and thus to receive a larger share of the development 

"pie" .27 

Quesrioru arise, moreover, concerning the sustainability of the Thai model. As noted 

earlier, the cost-effectiveness of both eradication programs and highland development initiatives 

is diminishing rapidly. Opium farmers' countervailing strategies -- scanering of fields, 

movement of cultivation to remote areas and off-season planting -- have contributed to this trend. 

The international community clearly is losing interest in the Thai opium problem -- scarce 

narcotics assistance funds are being directed to higher-value targets elsewhere. Moreover, the 

secondary effects of opium reduction -- increasing heroin addiction, ecological fallout from some 

commercial fanning ventures, and the emergence of new class divisioru in the hills are 

weakening domestic support in Thailand for the country's anti-opium policies. At the same 

time, continuing population pressures in the hill in combination with other factors such as 

reforestation and the growth of tourism are reducing the supply of land suitable for commercial 

farming; opium's relatively benign environmental characteristics may make it the crop of choice 

for some land-buying hilltribe farmers. Economically, politically and ecologically the process 

of opium substitution in Thailand may have reached the outer limits of its effectiveness. 

Possibly the Thai leaders may' view further reduction as unprofitable or even as undesirable. 

270n these points, see Anchalee Renard, "Socio-economic and Political Impact of 
Production, Trade and Use of Narcotics Drugs in Thailand. Chiang Mai. 1993, p. 128. 

46 



i 

,1",,"""=_0, oo••_.,,~,., "',,.....,.,. "" OO~" CO", .",,.,
. I . 

to 3,000 hectares probably is the most that can he expected from a Thai-financed and led opium I . 
control effort. 

Yet sustainability of the Thai model is not the principal point at issue. Thailand's past 

record in curbing narcotics production has been almost unique internationally. The larger 

qu!stion is whether Thailand's successes can he replicated elsewhere -- whether elelllenrs of the 

Tht experience can be distilled and generalized to "hard case" narcotics~producing states such 

as Ithe Andean countries, Pakistan and Burma. Unfortunately, factors that explain Thailand's 

success serve also to explain the dismal performances of otller narcotics producers. In this 

seL, the Thai mOdel has linle prescriptive value. A number of arguments can be advanced to 

'11' thi . . .I ustrate s proposlUon: 

Fitst, Thailand simply is in a different class ecotlOltlically from the "hand case" countries . 
. 

Thailand's relative prosperity, large internal market and well-developed road system provide 

I . 
both a foundation and • justification for the country's anti-opiwn policies. Also. Thailand's 

sU~rior economic performance has enabled the Thais to assume a signifi~t share of the cosrs 

OftroP ~Iacement; in countries where the ourside donor role is relatively larger, such efforlS 

ac!Uire a political stigma' ~~ an odor of foreign .. interventionism. " ' 

Second, Thailand never has ranked as a major world producer of opium. The COUnlry 

. 
accounted for only 6. to 7 percent of the Golden Triangle's opium oUlput in the early 1980 •. 
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More imponant, opium production never was a significant factOr in the Thai economy, In the 

late 1970s and eady 1980s, sales and domestic opium probably did not amounllo more than $20 

million -- less than ooe tenth of one percent of Thailand's GDP in 1980, At that time, opium 

farming employed al most 100,000 to 150,000 farmers, less than one percent of Ihe labor force, 

By contrast, in Bolivia and Peru, coca fanning employed some 8 to 10 percent of the labor force 

in the early 1990s and sales of coca leaf alone (prior to conversion to cocaine) represented l,5 

to 2,0 percent of Gross Domestic Product in those countries. Furthermore, when Thailand 

started its main crop reduction drive (at the beginning of the 1980s), the country's opium 

cultivation base probably did not exceed 10,000 hectares; by contrast, two hard..:ore states, Peru 

and Burma. haye weU over 100.000 hectares of drug crops under cultivation. 

Third, 'Thailand is successful as a nation~state. The Thai government faces no serious 

cballenges to its legitimacy or to its control of territory, By contrast, the governmeO! of 'hard­

case" states are weak, power is diffused, and instability and lawlessness are rife. severely 

limiting opportunities for counter-narcotics oPerations, Indeed, the drug trade itself contributes 

in no small measure to problems of govemability, In Colombia, for example, the government 

in Bogota shares de facto control over broad swathes of its territory with drug kingpins, who 

own an estim'lIed 10 to IS percent of the agriculturally productive land in the country, and with 

Marxist guerrilla groops that earn a majority of their income from taxing the coca or opium 

trade: In Pakistan, the opium and heroin businesses are intertwined with the political ambitions 

of tribal separati.t groups - and, indeed, of elements in the polilical mainstream: According 

to a recent CIA report, reputed drug lords and narcotics traffickers sit in the National Assembly 
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I 
and in the provincial assemblies of the Northwest Frontier Provinces. Punjab. and other regions, 

In Bunna, Khun Sa's Shan United Anny controls signifICant enclaves along the Thai·Bunnese 

boler, financing its activities .• declaredly aimed at preserving an "Independent Shan State' '.: 

alJost entirely from opium and heroin sales, 

Fourth, and related to the above, Thailand had resolved key problems of nation·building 

prior to initiating compulsory eradication of narcotics, The insurgency problem was under 

coJtrOI and Bangkok had extended its authority successfully to the remote hinterlands of the 

I 
north and the northeast. In contrast, in South American countries that face festering insurgencies 

or ~werful grower-trafficker complexes, the political space for eradicating coca. the main drug 

crJ. is relatively limited, Peru's leaders. for example. argue that the anti-coca policies of the 
I 

19805 produced a rich harvest of recruits for the Sendero Luminoso guerrillas .. an argument 

thal Thai counter·insurgency strategists of the 1960s and 1970s would have understood perfectly, 

Ultimately. Thailand's experiences point to the primacy of economic and political factors . . 

in successful narcotics control." Countries with depressed economics and unresolved national 

inte~ratiOn crises are likely to perform poorly on the narcotics front. Surging South Ame~can 
cool and cocaine production in the I98Os, despite extensive U.S. anti-drug assistance to the I . 
Andes, clearly U1lderscore' this reality. This issue is largely one of timing. U.S. anti-drug I . 

t"Differences in drug crops also affect the chances of successful eradication and substitution. 
Coca, a perennial crop. grows well in soil. topographical and climatic conditions that are 
inhospitable to most legal crops, Opium. which is sown and harvested annually, "prefers" good 
lim~stone soils and coexists well with other crops such as corn and vegetables. Coca, a bush 
that'can grow to heights of 10 to 15 f..t. is also much more difficult to destroy than opium. 

I 
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policy in Peru, Colombia, Bunna and elsewhere traditionally has emphasized support for front­

line operations to dismantle laboratories as to eliminate drug crops. As. the Thai example 
, 

suggests U.S. policy cannot separate the narcotics Issue per'se from general requirements of 

nation-building -- strengthening central political insttrutions and promoting stability and growth 

in drug-tom countries. 
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Figure 9
Percent Hill Population 

. vs 
Percent Reduction 

Percent Reduction 


R = -.981 


Significant at .05 IfIV91 or lower 



.. Table 5 

Profiles of Provinces willi Relatively 

High' and Reiatively Low Rates of Opium 


Production Since Early 19805 


,,, ."Winners""Losers" 
(Worst Performances) (Best Performances) 

Mae Hong PbayaoTal< Lampang -
Son 

. 
85.0Percent reduction 12.5 50.0 91.0 


(income) 1981-1983 &; 

'1991·1993 


. 

150.0 120.0 

Growtb 1981·1991 

percent 


Population Growtb 

Per Capita GDP 59.4 106.0 

30.1 16..926.2 8.5 

1981·1991 percent 


Percent Hilltribe (HT) 52.7 21.53 1.3 2.3 


Percent HT villages 
 78.2 100.038.5 38.9
lwilli service coverage


No. development 
 1.13 3.17 6.08 3.29 
projectS per village 

, 
,served , 

57.5Percent HT villages NA 86.9 
willi motor car 


-


Percent IITs willi 'Thai 

33.0 

81.0 10.0 

citizenship 


17.9 54.2 
- , 

I Service coverage by at least one Thai government or nOD·government organization. 

Sources: NSO, NESDB 
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365 49Mae Rim 136 8 

1,042 50 9S 48Sa Muang 

Sa Pa Tong 938 42 98 28 

1,159Cham Thong 27 97 59 , 

4 98Hot 187 88 

Average 11,484 . 7,220 54 ' 75 
Province 
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Profile of 10 Opium Districts In Chiang Mal Province 
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Cultivation Cultivation DistancePercent Percent Predominant Hilitribes 
1980 ral 1993 ral Reduction from Chiang Registered 1985-1987 

Mal with Thai (percent)
1980-1983 Nat I onall ty 

1985-1987 
' 40145 lisu 58 

Karen ' 40 
177 26 Karen 40 .


Lahu 58 
94 37 Lahu 22 

lisu 36 
40 Karen54 44 

lis. 21 
156 84 Karen 83, 

Miao 12 
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82 Mlao 82 
Karen 9 

83 Karen 20 
Mlao 13 

85 Karen 77 
, 

_Hiao 23 
90 Karen 83 

Mlao 17 
, 

69 Karen 79 
Miao 6 

56 Karen 61 
Lahu IS 

Sources: ONCa Surveys 
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obviously, inferences concerning development processes and cause~and·effect relalionships are 

difficult to draw from the status of tribal minorilies at single points in time -- an exercise [hat 

presents obvious problems methodologically aod ,ub,taruively. 

Furthermore. factors other than development benefits and general economic growth affect 

farmers> decisions on whether to cultivate more or less opium" One possible such factor is 

climale: various studies of opium farming suggest that farmers might anticipate higher yields 

in wetter crop seasons and thus plant more opium; II however, a statistical analysis covering the 

period 1979 to 1992 (including crop years 1979·1980.od 1992·1993) in Chiang Mai, Chiang 

Rai and Mae Hong Son provinces disclosed no Significant correlation between rainfall levels and 

poppy cultivated areas. For the period 1980 to 1988. opium yields per unit of land al,o proved 

to be unrelated to rainfall. (After 1988. ONCB survey' calculated the same average crop yield 

for each of tbe three provinces.) Interestingly. of the tltree provinces. the two with highest and 

lowest average rainfall .. Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai -- respectively had the lowest and highest 

opium yield. between 1980 and 1988,0.82 and 1.00 kilograms per rai. However. the hypothesis 

that rainfall .ffeelS planting and yields cannot he discarded. Much depends on when rain occurs 

during the crop season (late rains could aff..t the timing of cultivation or threaten maturation 

of poppy plana already planted). Also. micro climates and henI;:e cultivation patterns vary 

significandy within • given province. Finally. farmers might plant more opium in years of 

, . 
exceSsive rainfall !II drought as insurance against failure of legitimate crops. Unfortunately. 

available data do nO! pennit exploration of these possible relationships. 

12See, for example, Crooker. "Dissertation." p, 220. 


24 


http:1988,0.82
http:1979�1980.od


Furthennore, prices of opium in a given year can greatly influence farmers' cultivarion 

and production decisions. Unforrunately, consistent and reliable data sources for farmgate opium 

prts do not exist for most of the 1981 to 1993 period. Scanered data sources suggest thatI ' , 

opium prices rose only slightly betwcen 1981-1983 and 1991-1993 from $130 to $150 per 

kil!gram, or 15 percent; at the same time, estimated opium production according to U.S. and 

I 
UN estimates declined from 47 to 25 tons or 47 percent over the period. As noted in the 

I., , bo f" ,. rod' bothd f 990oVervIew section ave; anngate opium pnces and p uctJon ecreased rom 1 to 
I 

[993, At the same time, a flood of cheap heroin into Thailand from neighboring Burma aed 

reLtant shifts from opium to heroin addiction among hilltribes (issues to be discussed helow) 

ma~ he undercutting opium prices. Overall, opium farming is becoming less attractive -- prices 

are! under pressure at the same time that highland development projccts and overall economic 

groWth have extended new income oppornmiries to farmers. Furthermore, opium farmers' risks 

haJe increased as a result ofa moderately successful eradication program since 1985 -- ~ subject
I ­

to ,!,hieh we will now rum. 
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CHAI'TER III. THE ERADICATION PROGRAM 


ThaiJand is one of the few narcotics-producing ~oun{ries that conducts sustained annual 

campaigns to destroy narcctics crops. In the period 1985 to 1992. Thailand eradicated an 

average of 38 percent of its opium crop according to U.S, estim.tes and 53 percent according 

to Thai estimates. (Even if exaggerated, the higher Thai figure -- if publicized -- might have 

a salutary deterrent effect against opium growers.) Consider, by comparison, the siruation 

elsewhere in East and Southeast Asia:_ Bunna's government does not even control most of the 

Shan'State. where nearly all of that coontry's opium -- and possibly 60 percent of the world's ­

- are cultivated. Laos still has not introduced laws against poppy cultivation. In China, opium 

farming -- aimost wiped OUt in the Maoist period -- has spread to 17 provinces in the past 

decade. The current leadership dislikes eradication; only 40 hectares were eliminated over the 

two-year period 199'1-1992. Moreover, local Chinese officials, unable to control the 

proliferation of poppy fields, are pressuring the Beijing region to legalize cultivation of poppy 

for household use. Only in Vietnam is the government (which repcrtedly promoted poppy 

cultivation in the 19805 as a means of earning hard currency) now making serious efforts to 

control cultivation; the government reportedly is paying farmers 200,000 dong ($20) and 180 

kilos' of rice for each hectare of opium destroyed. However. these efforts of this program on 

Vietnamese cultivation. estimated at 4.000 hectares in 1991-1992. have yet to be determined." 

·'Interview. Steve Carson. United Nations Drug Control Programs (UNDCP). 1anuary 
1994. 
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Elsewhere in the world, Pakistan has eradicated an average of only 7 percent of ilS poppy 

crop annually since 1989. Cultivation in Afghanistan is out of control -~ there is nO£ even a 

gotemment. much less an eradication program. The economically troubled Central Asian stales 

Of:the fanner USSR have few resources to devote to eradication projects; poppy growing is said 

to fe expanding exponenlialJy in ~e region. In South America, governments have made little 

effort to eradicate the main illicit drug crop -- coca -- although Colombia has shown considerable 

d+rmination in targeting and destroying opium and marijuana fields, Only Mexico seems to 

ha~e a crop control program comparable to .Thailand's: since 1989, the government ha, 

deLoyed annually more than 20 percent of Mexico's marijuana crop and more ilian 50 percent 

I 
of the country's opium poppy cultivation. 

Thailand formally initiated annual eradication of opiwn poppy fields in the 1984-1985 

crop.season; small "demonstration" exercises to destroy opium fields were conducted (principally 

by ~ 'Third Anny) in the prio; crop season but the total area destroynd was insignificant. The 

I 
timing of the decision to introduce eradication is worth noting. By the mid-1980s, Thailand had 

l.rlelY broken the back of the communist insurgency; from 1979 to 1984 the number of 

coLUniS! party rebels had fallen from approximately 12,000 to 1,000 to 2,000. All major 

coiunist insurgent base. had been destroyed by the end of 1983. Since the Communist dsreat 

I 
had'abated, the pen:eived political costs of compulsory destruction of peasantS' crops also had 

dJini:'d. Also, tbe!e were signs that highland development projects initiated at the beginning 

I 
of the deCade had not yet taken hold -- opium cultivation actually increased 40 to 45 percent 

beleen 1981 and 1985. In addition, U.S. pressure on the Thai government and a major 
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expansion of U.S. funding for Thai crop comrol efforrs (which rose 130 percent from 1983 to 

1985) also contributed to Thailand's decision. 

Four differenr Thai government entities: The Third Army, the Border Palrol Police 

(BPP) , the "provincial and district authorities," and the provincial pelice are charged with 

carrying out the physical destruction of peppy crops. AIs<, the BPP, local governments, the 

provincial pelice and a fourth group, the. Army Rangers, share responsibility for combatting a 

small-scale marijuana industry located mainly in northeast Thailand. The organizations' different 

.' .
roles in eradication and their internal (Thai government) budgets in the 1991 and 1993 crop 

seasons are depicted in Table 7. For the 1991-1992 and 1992-1993 crop seasons, Thai 

government spending averaged $287,000. The U.S. contribution, by contrast, averaged 

$1,148,000. As the table suggests, the Thai military spends by far the most crop control funds 

and eradicates the most opium of all Thai enforcement agencies. COSt effectiveness of tbe 

programs appears to vary widely: for example, in the 1991-1992 and 1992-1993 crop years, the 

Thai military had on average foor times the eradication budget of the Border Patrol Police but 

eliminated only 75 percent more opium. Both organizations operate in "remore, security-

sensitive" border regions, The disparity is difficult to explain, Although the Third Army 

suppesedly i, cbarged with destroying larger and higher-4ensity plantations than the pelice, the 

Army's much higher budget should reflect this division of labor. 

The ONeB provides critical planning and guidance for Thailand's annual eradication 

programs. ONCB bas primary respcnsibility for crop estimates. These are derived from several 
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. _. Table.1'_________ 

Thai Opium and Marijuana Eradication: 1991-1992 and 1992·1993 Crop Seasons. 

Border Patrol· 

Provincial Police 

Proyl nc iaI &
District Authorities 

TOTAL 

I--"~"-'!.!'""'~'-_____+-_""": 

1 Figures In parentheses for 1991-1992. . 
2 One 8aht • $0.04 U.S. 

Sources: 



sources: 1) fixed-wing aerial surveys conducted between Ocwber and January -- i.e. during the 

opium season; 2) imerpretation of LANDSAT data; 3) "ground surveys" -- mainly interviews ... ~ 

with villagers -- conducted in the summer. while opium fields are in preparation. and 4) low-

altitude helicopter flights. also designed to estimate the extent of land preparation for opium 

cultivation, No figures have been published on ONCB's crop survey budget, which reportedly 

is supported by the U,S, Consulate in Chiang Mai, rather than by INM's Narcotics Affairs 

Section in Bangkok. 

Thai enforcement agencies seemed detennined to minimize eradication's human and 

environmental costs. The government's stated poliCy has been 10 limit eradication to areas and 

hilltribe groups that have received prior development assistance. This policy is not always 

followed in practice -- in remote, underdeveloped border regions, for example; the military 

distributes emergency relief support -- fond, medicine and the like -- to eradicated farmers and 

attempts to initiate community development projects locally, In the areas affected by "donor­

assisted" prQjccts. the Thai government sometimes warned fanners several years in advance that 

their crops would be destroyed. In the early years of the eradication program, the government 

allowed farmers to. retain small amounts of opium land (perhaps one or rwo rail for housebold 

consumption; Ibis toleration policy, bowever, has largely been discontinued, Finally, the Thai 

government, unlike some other opium-source countries (Mexico. and Colombia, for example). 

has refused to use cbemical herbicides against opium poppy, The plants are not even eradicated 

in the sense of being pulled out of the ground but rather beaten with sticks or severed with 

special cutting tools, 
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How successful is the Thai government's eradication policy? "Clearly, the policy has 

increased the farmer's risk of losing his crop and probably has made opium cultivation less 

aulactive in economic terms. However. distinguishing the impact of eradication from the impact 

of1development projects that target opium farmers is a different exercise. Probably -- as j'n the 

cat of development benefits -- [he effects' are long term rather than imm~diate. Third Army 

I 
offices interviewed by this writer claim that eradicating poppy fields in a given crop year reduces 

I 
cultivation in the following crop year, but this assertion is absolutely not borne ou[ by [he

I . 
evidence. As figure 10 shows, no positive statisdcal relationship exists year-to-year between the 

inJnsity of eradication efforts and changes in poppy cultivated areas; indeed. the correlation is 

inelpLiCablY negative.. Such results suggest the eradication is only one of ~ list of factors that 

I 
affect the opium farmers' production deci~ions. 

Furthennore, Thai opium farmers, like drug crop farmers elsewhere, have 'responded to 

enforcement measures in time-honored ways. As figure 11 shows, ONCB estimates that 

po!ntial opium yields per unit of land have increased since the early 1980s. Between the 1980 

I 
and 1983 and 1990-1993 periods, average yields doubled from 1.06 to 2.11 Idlograms per rai. 

I 
ONeB officials attribute the increase to technologically more advanced fanning -- to fanners' 

use of fertilizer, sophisticated irrigation systems and other modem agricultural techniques to 

increase yields. Furthermore, the period since 1985 has witnessed a "scanering" of opium . 

I ' 
cultivation. While there is less opium grown in Thailand today than in mid.:.1980s, opium is 

groLn in'more provinces -- 12 in 1993 as opposed to 8 in 1985. Farmers are anempting [0 

redice the probability of eradica~ion by cultivating poppy on smaller plots and by'lOcating fields 
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Figure 10 

Eradication and Gross Cultivation in Thailand 1985 to 1992 
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fuither from villages and main roads. (Abou, 'wo-<hirds of 'he pia" found in .1991-1992 

g~lWing seaSon was less than'2 raj ~~ OntHhird of a hecta~ -­ in size,) These peasant strategies 

. oJviOUSIY have raised enforcement cos" per ~~it of poppy area. WI<h limi,ed manpower and 

reiources. the Thai ~uthorities simply cannot chase down and destroy every tiny opIUm field. 

I 
(One such field that "escaped" tlte authorities in tlte 1993-1994 crop season is shown in Exhibit 

I 
I.) Finally, a relatively new metltod of deception practiced by farmers is to plant opium in off 

se!sons ­ for examp~e. in April, just before the rainy season, or in January, several months into 

th! dry season, This practice is designed to coumer the government's relarively fi;t;ed (indeed 

riJid) crop estimation and eradication schedules. In 1991-'1992, 100 raj of off-season cullivation 

wJre detected in Northern ';"'i1and, in Chiang Mai, Mae Hong Son and Tal< provinces. Of 

coLrse. this is a sub~optimal metbod of cUltiyati~n. Growing opium during the monsoon rains 

iJreases the likelihood of crop damage; growing during <he dry season requires Inputs such as 

sP~nk:ler systems and fenilizer to obtain acceptable yields. Yet some fa~ers may accept such 

tra~e-offs to reduce the risk of losing <heir crop. 

. 
Perhaps tlte Thai 'eradication program is reaching its outer limit of effectiveness -- a 

threshold beyond which further anti-poppy measures are no longer cost-effective. The number I . . 
of high-value targets is fast diminishing .. The dispersion of poppy plots to rugged and remote 

aJas far from ruJill road netWorl<s poses dilemmas for eradication teams. If teams Cannol ",acll 

polpyareas by road they must reson to using helicopter transpon or to aerW spraying (a Slep 

,Jiland has hitlteno refused to take). Operating cost for helicopters, ~IUding pilot, fuel and 

Jintenance, are In tIte range of $900 to $1,000 per hour, according to a Third Army source. 

31 




Exhibit 1 

Opium field, approximately one rai, Pa to ViUage, Chiang Dao District, Chiang Mai 
Province. 

Source: Dr. Lee's field trip. 



Exhibit 1 Continued 
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With U.S. support for the eradication declining rapidly. ·available resources for helicopter 

missions against minuscule poppy fields are likely to be extremely limited. The good news, of 

course. is that Thailand's campaign against opium largely has been successful·· poppy growing 

has been relegated to the outer margins of Thai society and is no longer a "visible" problem 

from the perspective of most Thais, The bad news is ,hat the opium disease. could recur unless 

the Truii authorities remain committed to eradication and learn to respond successfuHy to the 

changing tactics of opium growers. 

CHAPfER IV. THE DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 

The preceding analysis suggests that opium fanners respond both to enforcement and 10 

economic incentives in·making cultivation decis~ons. This chapter focuses more closely on the 

issue of "can:ots" versus "sticks," examining the record of TIIai~foreign highland development 

projects in the past quarter century, The general picture is that the development projects have 

produced signiftcant achievements in terms ,of crop replacement and improved welfare for 

hilltribe villages. However, the costs •• estimated conservatively at $125 million .. have been 

substantia1. Furthennore. there is some evidence that development programs, like eradicalion 

programs are faced with the problem of diminisbing returns .. that is, over time fewer hectares 

of opiwn can be replaced per development dollar expended. These propositions and perspectives 

will be explored in detail below. 
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Since the early 1970s, the Thai governmem and various foreign donors have cooperated 

inrmPlementing at least 13 major highland development projects. The projects. titles. foreign 

sponsor, the duration, estimated expenditures, and estimared Thai and foreign contributions are 

id!ntified in Table 8. As the table shows. most of the development proj!'Cts have been launched 

siJce the beginning of the 19805. As of 1992, according to Sorasit Saengprasen. t~e director 
, 

of ONCB's narcotics. crop division. the donor-assisted projects extended to 45 percent of the 

total opium cultivated area in Thailand. The geographical scope of the highland development 

I.· . 
effort is highlighted on the map in Exhibit 2. 

Like coca substitution efforts in South America. Thailand's hilltribe development projects 

have over time produced increasingly complex strategies for inducing drug fanners to switch to 

leglal crops. The UN', Crop Replacement and Community Development Project (CRCD), for 

exLple, focused principally on identifyiog possible replacement crops; CRCD and its successor, 

l
the Highland Agricultural Marketing and Production Project (H~P), tested 836 varieties of
I . 

155 kinds of replacement crops. Of these only 8 still Were being cultivated commercially in the I . 
mid-19Ms. (Of these 8, red kidney beans, potalOes and coffee, comprised most of the new 

I. . 
cultivated area.) CRCD did undertake (0 purchase the new cash crops from fanners, but 

mJlreting arrangements were hardly ideal. In some cases, 'project administrators had (0 ~IY on 
I . 

helicopters to transport the harvest to lowland markets, thus, incurring huge losses not 

cOimPlated in CRCD's budget. The successor project, HAMP, emphasized improvement of 

mJ"eting mechanisms, even while continuing the agriCUI~ral extension initiatives of CRCD. 

H1p negotiated prices and delivery terms with lowland buyers, arranged transport of harvests 
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Table 8 
Summary of Expenditures on Highland Development Project. Through 1993 

Foreign 
Project Time Period Foreign Sponsor Government Thai Government Tot.l 

Contribution Contribution 
(USO) (USD) 

Crop Reduction and 1973-1979 UHFOAC 3,386,960 Z,771,150 3,386,960 
Community
De.elooment (CReD) -

Highland Are. 1980-1984 UHFDAC 3,704,300 3,030,790 3,704,300 
Market Inq (HAMP) 

i 3rd Army INK 640 000 NA 6,400,000 

Thai-Norwegian 1985-199Z· NORWFG 4,250,000 1,863,630 6,113,630 
Church Aid Highland . 
Oevelopment Project
(TNCHOP) 

-­ --­ --­ -

Mae Chaem Watershed 1980-1989 USA 10 8,300,000 800,000 1,630,000 
Development 

Thai-Austral ian Australian 7,ZOO,000 3,000,000 10,200,000 
Agricultural and Government 
Social Development I 

(TA-lfASO) i. 
Thai-German HOP 1981-1994 Germ.n Government 17 583 350 . 3 928 480 21,511 ,830 

i 
Pa. Por HOP 1987-1991 UNDCP 2 091 000 3 418 280 5,509 230 

III eng Ph. HOP 1988-1992 UHDCP 3 104 130 5,565 760 8,669,890 

Sam Hun HOP 1987-1992 UNOCP 3,094 500 9 902,400 12,996,900 
I 

Doi Vao HOP 1990-1994 UNDCP 458 000 687 000 1,145000 I 

Integrated Pocket 1991-1995 UNDCP 3,947,390 4,736,870 8,684,260 
Area Development
Project (lPAO) 

---

Roya 1 Horthern 1969-Dot. USDA 4,000,000 11,500,000 15,500 000 

TOTAL 79 456,810 46,467 490 125,923,610 I 

Sourro,: ONce. UHDCP. Kenneth Kampe 



Exhibit 2 


Map Showing Highland Development Project Areas, Circa 1992. 


Source: ONDCP, Chiang Mai 



and. in cooperation with Thai authorities, and constructed 144 kilometers of roads to link project 

villages to the outside world; i., , 

In 'he early 19805, a new generation of project. was launched, Thes. projects -- both 

UN-Thai, and bilateral Thai-foreign efforts -- emphasized a more comprehensive approach to 

the problem of crop replacemenr, an approach summarized in the tenn "integrated rural 

development." These projects introduced a variety of initiatives not contemplated or emphasized 

in CRCD and HAMP: Agricultural measures included soil conservation techniques (soil erosion 

was a greater problem with some replacement crops than with opium): agroforesrry and 

construction of terraces and dams, Tribal farmers were encouraged to allow high-altitude tields 

of opium and other crops to revert to forest. Per~ps equally significant were the social welfare 

benefits extended to fannerS, Some of these had important demand-reduction implications: for 

e~plel basic sanitation facilities ~~ toilets and water wells, medicine banks (opium of course. 

is a multi-purpose medicine in the hills) and trearment stations, USAlD's Mae Cbaem project 

built an opium detoxification center_ to serve Mae Chaem's addict population. Wisel).'. ~ost 

projects promoted instruction in family planning .. population growth, as noted repeatedly in this 

report, is the base of opium control efforts, Also emphasized were measures designed to 

improve hilllribes' ability to fimction in the legal Thai economy -- for example, village learning 

centers, mechanisms for expanding citizenship rights and (in the Mae Chaem project) granting 

"Ronald Renard and G, Lamar Robert, "Opium Crop Replacement Without Tears or 
Terror. The Case of Northern Thailand 1971-1989," Prepared for the 1989 UNFDAC Regional 
Seminar Replacement of Opium Cultivation, pp. 12-48 and No author, "The Failure of Good 
Intentions. The United Nations in the War Against Drugs," AmsterdamJAntwerp, November 
1993, p, 7, . 

34 




of land use cenificates -- in effect, the right [0 fann land without fear of being upromed and 

expelled. 1j 

How successful were the various projects in eliminating opium production? The record 

appears to be mixed. With respect to CRCD, the results are controversial: One United Nations 

I
Fund for Drug Abuse Control (UNFDAC) documentary review of the CRCD-HAMP experience 

clJimed reductions in poppy areas of 20 to 95 percent in organized CRCD villages from 1973 

to 1984. However, a senior field advisor for UNFDAC noted in 1987 that CRCD had "a 

negligible effon on opium cultivation" in the project villages. With respect to HAMP, a 

de!rease in poppy areas was recorded, but it was insignificanL-- from 2,450 rai to 2,508 rai or 

I 
5.8 percent from 1981 to 1984. Viewed in narrow crop control tenns, the project was a 

disLter: $6.7 million were spent to replace 142 rai or 23 hectares at $291,000 per hectare 
•I 

within the project area, which compared sites in Chiang Mai and Lampang provinces. 

c)mbined cultivation in HAMp's Chi~g Mai sites actually increased 36 percent, compared to 

a J~e percent' increase in the total provincial production over the period. Estimated output of 

i 
opium declined much more significantly from 3.85 to 2.73 metric tons but the drop was largely 

albutable to weather conditions and to declining soil fertility .16 . 

"Renard and Robett. op. cir. 


""Terminal Repon of The Thai-UN Highland Agricultural Marketing Project 1980-1984," 

p. 23 and Annex II. 

Jurgen Gammelgaard. "UNFDAC's Role in Suppon of Crop Replacement Programs 
in j\sia." Paper prepared for regional seminar on replacement of opium poppy cultivation, 
Chiang Mai, December 1987, p. 141. 
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By contrast [he first of {he new generation of development project -- Thai-Gennany, 

Thai.Norway: Thai·Australia and Mae Cnaem .. reporred large •• 50 percent or more .. 

reductions in poPPY cultivation during the 19805, In the case of Mae Chaem, and Thai· 

Australia, the results incorp(lr3te areas eradicated by [he Thai authorities; however. in [he Thai~ 

German and Thai·Norwegian projects, the effects of development per se are clearly viable: pre· 

eradication cultivation declined, 77 percent in Thai..CJerrnany and 89 percent in Thai-Norway in 

the periods 1981·1990 and 1986-1990, respectively, Sucn successes, however, should not 

obscure certain basic problems associated with crop replacement and development programs. 

One is the problem of shifting cultivation. Take, for example. the case of Mae Chaem.17 

According to the project advisor. Kenneth Kampe, the poppy cultivated area in Mae Chaem 

declined by 54 percent from 1987 to 1989, from 3,690 rai to 1,107 rai," Yet ONCB surveys 

of Mae Chaem district (see Figure 12),8010 90 percent of which is included in the project area, 

show 4,025 rai in 1988 and 4,700 in 1989, Either the project was contoured to exclude the 

principal concentrations of poppy or .. more likely .. growers simply moved their plolS oUlSide 

the project boundaries, A related problem concerns the diminishing returns from development 

prog",,"s .. declining efficiencies, associated with the movement of poppy cultivation and of 

project target areas into relatively inaccessible regions, Preliminary cultivation data from the 

1990. seem to support this point. Note, for example. the trends in pre-<:radication poppy areas 

17UNFDAC Thai· Norwegian Highland Development Project, An Evaluation Report. p, 8, 
Hagen Dirksen, "Solving Problems of Opium Production in Thailand, Lessons 

Learned from the TO·HOP, " Chiang Mal. January 1993. p, 8, 

"Kenneth Kampe, "Reduction of Opium Cultivation in the Mae Chaem Watershed Project 
Development Area," during 1986·7 and 1988·9," December 1988. p, 5, 
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Figure 12 

Map of Mae Chacm Disrricr. Chiangmai 
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