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Background

A big question mark lays ahead for the future of farmers in Thailand. Will Thailand be losing its next generation of young farmers to higher paying industrial jobs in cities? In the age of computers and the internet, rural communities which make up most of the farmers in Thailand, are losing their competitive advantage in the agricultural sector.  The logistical factors that isolate them from rest of the country can be bridged through Information Communications Technology (ICT). Thai Rural Net’s Social Incubator Service (TRN) has played a huge role in trying to find efficient ways of empowering rural communities with knowledge through cost-effective means of ICT.


TRN has become Thailand’s most eminent youth social project in recent years. More importantly, it was founded by Thailand’s youth (university students from Thammasat University) and has become a significant rural development organisation ever since.  It made its mark in the world stage by being the only youth winner of the World Bank’s development marketplace innovation award. 

Mission


“Look at what surrounds you, pure greenery. How can there be poverty in Thailand?” exclaimed Sunit Shrestha, Thailand’s most prominent youth citizen and founder of Thai Rural Net during a field trip to a rural farming community in Buriram in the North-eastern part of Thailand. Having to write this case study, I could not agree more. From a physical observation, I see more poverty on the streets of Bangkok than in most rural communities of Thailand. From an economic perspective an individual from a lower income bracket most often leads a higher quality of life in a farming community as opposed to dwelling in the slums of a city.
A major proportion of urban poverty lies among those that have left their homes particularly the children of farming communities. This group migrates to the cities in search of something ‘better’ but have instead found themselves returning home and back to more sustainable forms of income generation. Why are the young from most farming communities rushing to the cities when their best income options are available right at home? TRN and many local scholars blame a major part of Thailand’s urban-oriented education system for the occurrence of this phenomenon. The most important ingredient that these communities lack greatly is the empowerment of the ‘right kind of education’. 
What is the ‘right kind of education’? Most scholars agree that the right kind of education is certainly not the urban-oriented kind forced fed by local authorities but instead something tailored to attract the youth of rural communities with the use of modern ICTs. Who determines the ‘right kind of education’? Most certainly it is up to the people of the rural communities to provide a major part of the input on what kind of education they expect to receive. Finally, why the right kind of education? The right type of education can influence any individual greatly, the education for rural communities here should not orient itself plainly towards the benefits of living and urban lifestyle but also highlight that it is equally beneficial to pursue careers in rural areas. Thailand risks losing its future generations of farmers and increasing food insecurity if this problem is not corrected.
The founders TRN envisioned reducing poverty by bridging the digital divide gap that most rural communities face. At the same time TRN also planned to incubate both generic, specific and measurable solutions for ICT-driven sustainable rural community development, create a new generation of rural ICT consultants from youth volunteers through strategic skills training and to also generate social awareness regarding the current state of affairs of rural communities and the importance of sustainable rural development especially among youth group. 


TRN’s bold mission statement, “The Transformation of rural entrepreneurial capabilities through bottom-up innovative ICT empowerment and youth mobilisation” was finally born when the idea was taken to the drawing board. The vision of TRN was drawn from the observation and belief that rural development can be view as a value-chain cluster and it is in need of improvement through the method of social entrepreneurship. As the stakeholders in the rural development value-chain seek to deliver value to the rural society, there is a lack of coordination between different organizations in the value-chain as well as the social entrepreneurs themselves are lacking strategic entrepreneurial skills. As in real business, the supporting infrastructure must be established in order to empower these social entrepreneurs. Therefore, TRN acts as an incubator assisting the rural social entrepreneurs to derive their strategy and to mobilise knowledge and resources necessary.

Mechanics


What separates TRN from the rest of the non-governmental agencies out there? TRN is unique because of it harnesses the ‘pool of youth’. Young volunteers from mainly local universities are trained in to becoming young Information Communications Technology (ICT) consultants to serve rural communities in areas ranging from business to technical ICT issues.  As well as improving the living conditions of rural communities, TRN aims to provide a valuable opportunity for youth to apply their skills to fields of interest and make a difference amongst rural communities in Thailand.


Some of you might raise some questions, “Why involve the youth?”, “What is so special about this group of people as compared to the others? “. The Youth have a unique position in every layer of society. The youth represents the future because they would be replacing current generations. A more participative group of young people especially in the field of developmental economics can foster a more sustainable culture towards rural development. 
In addition these young members of society seek a preoccupation other than attending basic schools. They are eager, highly innovative and dynamic souls that a ‘greedy’ for the acquisition of knowledge and skills. They have the advantage of operating independently from big organisations and thus have no-hidden agenda. They can act as natural intermediaries between communities and organisations; this allows them to bypass red tape, protocol and bureaucracy. There is no limit to the list of advantages of harnessing youth capital.
Activities

Rural Web-portal
TRN is in the midst of its 5 year phase, and it certainly has come a long way. For an organisation that started out with very little in both experience and funds it has made sound achievements in the rural development field. TRN first started working in the Ratburi province, TRN has successfully developed and tested a graphics-based web portal specifically designed to enable rural citizens to find relevant rural oriented information. As the portal is all-graphics based, the users find it really easy to be using a mouse to peruse through the material without difficulties. The information provided ranges from basic agricultural goods market price fluctuations, weather reports, basic law information, access to online newspapers and health and medical information. Purely by knowing the changes that take place in prices, farmers here have been able to gain a real increase in prices of between 3 to 5 baht for a particular type of ginger they produce.

Some minor problems surfaced after the implementation process took place. The portal offered too many solutions that the community did not really need when the project begun. Most of the locals were still at the early stages of learning to use ICTs. However, after mastering the basics, their needs began become more and more complex. In less than a year, a computer centre originally equipped with only one computer, quickly expanded to having four computers available for use. The centre is now frequented by more members of the rural community. Not only are more farmers demanding additional information on agriculture but the children in the area have picked up basic computer skills to help them with schoolwork. At the same time, work is underway to update information in the software (graphics-based portal) provided.
Community-based tourism
TRN has also been able to implement community-based agro- and eco-tourism (CBT) programs successfully in 3 separate provinces, namely Tah-Nat in Ratchaburi, Ban-Mai-Pattana a hill tribe village in Lumpang and finally in Kloungour in Chumporn. The Tah-Nat province was visited by a group of young Japanese students recently. They were very impressed with the agricultural pursuits they saw, particularly with the fruit farms that offered a wide variety of fruits for them to sample. In addition, these young visitors were impressed by the community’s hospitality and generosity.


After training the people in the selected communities to receive tourists, TRN realised that nobody frequented their programs. They immediately realised it was because of a lack of marketing. Only after approaching a few youth groups, TRN could attract small groups youth tourists that want to be a part of the development of the areas they visit. Developmental tourism does not generate much revenue but much more implicit revenue is generated in the sense that a lot of social awareness is generated for rural communities. 

Rural Scholars Network

The North Eastern rural scholar’s network was set up 5 years ago with the aim of revitalizing rural communities in the North Eastern part of Thailand. The philosophy behind the network is the constant process of the collection of local wisdom, proper knowledge sets and to combine it with academic know-how so as to enable people from rural communities in this region to apply what they have learnt to practical use. The network covers 5 provinces in the Northeast with thousands of families becoming members of the network. The pilot site for implementing the project in partnership with TRN is based in Buriram which comprises of approximately 300 families. This pilot site also won an award from Innovation Day which was organized by the World Bank in year 2001.
The scholars of the network, particularly Kru Ba Suthinan, believe that the centralised development policy of rural communities employed by the government of Thailand deprives rural communities of the development they need suitably through a more direct approach. Rural areas are forced to consume urban-oriented centralized information sets without being given the ability to judge which is beneficial or not for them to put to practical use. Take for example the single crop farming system that was propagated by an older policy towards rural development. The condition of a big share of rural area soils have deteriorated into a long-term tragedy for most of the communities. 
As a result of this urban-oriented information coming from the authorities, many of the scholars believe that this has led to the increasing trend of young farmers that want to move to the city as opposed to remaining in rural areas. Providing extra education did almost nothing to alleviate poverty and the decrease the mass-migration from the northeast to urban areas. 
Therefore, the network has approached TRN to help build strategic information systems that would allow the network to document all local wisdoms and rural-oriented knowledge sets in a digital format so that they can update and make it possible to transform the information into different formats varying from Websites, CD-ROMs, VCDs and even to hard-copy books. 
Hence, the system created would effectively serve the network as its knowledge management system (KMS). Additionally, the internet can be used as more of a public relations and communications tool to essentially market the progress of Buriram and to also set an example in the development sphere for other rural communities in Thailand and the rest of the world.  
Computer training workshop
In the Suttiwatwararam temple in Samut Sakhon, TRN’s youth volunteers were involved with the monks of the temple to provide training courses in basic computer skills  in for the denizens of rural communities close by. The organization organized a 5 day training course with 20 participants from 3 different provinces. The feedback and responses that TRN received from the participants was very encouraging and there have been plans to conduct more courses in the future. The key take away from this particular project is that the participants that have no previous knowledge in using computers, have shown interest in learning these new skills so as to apply it to practical use.
International Conference

Finally, the network also organized a nationwide conference in partnership with the United Nations Economics and Social Commission of Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) under theme of “Youth, ICT and Rural Development”. The conference was graced by several distinguished guests such as Dr. Abisit Vejjajiva the deputy leader of the Democratic party of Thailand, Mr. Kim Hak-Su, Executive Secretary of ESCAP and Mr. Sonthaya Khunpluem, the Minister of Science, Technology and Environment of Thailand. The conference also consisted of a very diverse group of participants which numbered up to 300. These participants had already registered independently through the TRN website. At present, more than 150 people have registered to be TRN volunteers, and the number still keeps growing.

Prologue


Has TRN achieved what it originally set out to do? Yes, in the short-run and no in the long-run. In the short run, TRN has laid the proper framework for the Social Incubator Service to provide assistance to a select few communities. TRN deserves no less than the credit it deserves for all its efforts, especially because this is a youth initiative that is already making tangible progress for the people that it was initially built to serve: the people of the rural communities. The communities that are being served are still small and the demand for ICTs has not caught on as it was first predicted. True, the project is only 2 years old and there is so much more to be done but in the long run TRN has to focus on its longevity. It will have to satisfy not only the people it set out to serve but also the providers of funds.

