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Capital in the Thai Countryside: 
The Sugar Industry 
~evin Hewison* 

/~cent articles in this journal have clearly indicated the important changes taking 
place in rural Thailand. 1 The emphasis in these articles has been on the structural 
changes taking place within the peasantry and on changes in the relations and forces 
of production. Witayakorn also indicates the important role of foreign capital in 
agro-industry, particularly in the sphere of circulation, but also in the production 
of certain rural products such as pineapples. 2 While the role of foreign capital is 

leed significant, it should also be recognised that some of the largest companies 
¢q~rating in agro-industry are predominantly Thai-owned. Indeed, some of these 
ompanies, such as the giant Charoen Phokphand group, have become transnational 

corporations in their own right. 3 In other words, while the significance of foreign 
capital cannot be denied, neither can the predominant role of domestic capital. 
m this article I intend to examine the sugar industry as an example of the opera- 
tions of domestic capital in the rural areas of Thailand. 

Capital operating in the 'countryside should be considered as just one specialised 
fraction of the capitalist class in Thailand, with its own fractional interests and 
relationship to the production process. However, agrarian capital also shares a rela- 
tion to the ownership of property which is similar to that of other fractions, which 
together form the capitalist class. This class of capital has its own, more generalised 
interests. Thus, agrarian capital cannot exist except as a part of a total social capital. 

Agrarian capital exists side by side with other capital, and may be considered as 
being composed of two elements. First, landowners who extract a surplus through 
rent. Especially in the Third World such rentier activities remain an important arena 
of initial capital accumulation. Landowning in Thailand has tended to be an activity 
of the remaining elements of the sakdina class, reflecting theil economic and poli- 
tical dominance prior to the overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932. Of more 
significance for this article, however, is the second form, which involves the develop- 
ment of productive capital in agriculture through the application of capitalist 
methods of production, and realising surplus-value. Agrarian capital is, in this guise, 
barely distinguished from industrial capital except in location. This form of produc- 
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tion is increasing the subordination ot fhai agriculturalists to capital, and irrevers- 
ibly altering the relations of production in the countryside through the application 
of new technologies and the capitalist organisation of labour.'* 

Prior to turning to an examination of the sugar industry, as an example of agro- 
industry, some general observations concerning change and development in the 
countryside will be made so as to place tile sugar industry in its wider context. 
ltere, the emphasis will be on land ownership and state policy towards ruraldevel- 
opment. 

Trends in Thai Agriculture 

it was not until the late sixties and early seventies that "real" capitalist enterprise 
emerged in the Thai countryside. Prior to this most accumulation in the rural sector 
had been through rentier activities and, to a limited extent, through plantation agri- 
culture, and especially sugar. 

These forms of surplus extraction do not seem to have expanded greatly bet- 
ween the late thirties and early sixties, and peasant production remained the norm. 
Surveys carried out between 1937 and 1963 indicate that tenancy seems to have 
been on tile decline, s due, in small part, to state regulations which nominally con- 
trolled the size of  landholdings, but more so to the fact that the land frontier con- 
tinued to expand. This trend was reversed in the early sixties as unoccupied land 
became increasingly scarce. In addition, in 1959, the Sarit government abolished 
regulations restricting tile ownership of land, arguing that they were an obstacle to  
economic development. 6 While there does not seem to have been an immediate 
rush to acquire large landholdings, the lifting of restrictions tended to legitimise 
those holdings which already existed, mainly in the hands of representatives of the 
remnants of the sakdina class, the royal family and the Crown Property Bureau. 
Additionally though, it should be noted that some of those who were beginning to 
accumulate wealth, often through corrupt practices, began to invest in land. For 
example, General Sarit is reported to have owned some 20,000 rat (one rat = 0.16 
hectares) of land in the countryside, and many plots in Bangkok. 7 

Reliable. contemporary, data on landholdings and rural conditions is often dif- 
ficult to find, due to the politically sensitive nature of such questions, and much of 
that which is available can be contradictory, s Nevertheless, it is possible to draw 
some general conclusions regarding trends in the Thai countryside.First, landless- 
hess is now a major problem, especially in the northern and central regions, and a 
class of rural wage-labourers has emerged. Second, although the expansion of 
cropped land (73 percent) has exceeded rural population growth (65 percent) be- 
tween 1954 and 1974, much of the new land was consolidated into relatively large 
landholdings. 9 And, as there are only limited opportunities for the further expan- 
sion of cropped land, landlessness can only increase if non-agricultural employment 
opportunities are not expanded. Third, rural indebtedness has grown to quite stag- 
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gering levels. As early as 1962-3, one report estimated that Thai farmers were in 
debt to the tune of 9,000 million baht. By 1974 this figure had mushroomed to 
80,000 million bath, 1° prompting one observer to comment, "Never in the field of 
human economics has so much been owed by so many to so few". 11 As debts 
increase, tenants and small landholders, occupying dwindling plots will often be 
forced to leave their land, further exacerbating the problem of landlessness.Fourth, 
commercialisation, the expansion of non-subsistence crops, the availability of cheap 
farm labour, access to credit facilities, and improved technologies, like tractors and 
fertilizers, have led to the development of a class of  relatively rich peasants. Small, 
indebted farmers have generally not been able to take advantage of such improved 
facilities and changes. 12 Rather, it has been the wealthier farmers who have been 
able to take advantage of the situation. In the process, however, they have amassed 
large debts, indicating the trend towards increasing capitalisation of farming as it 
becomes even more dependent upon capitalist methods. 13 Finally, rentier activities 
seem to be on the increase. This aspect warrants further examination. 

While data on landlordism is not abundant, that which is available provides 
something of  a profile of the landlords. A 1969 survey of Nakorn Nayok, Ayudhya, 
Prathumthani and Chacheongsao provinces, in the Central region, indicated a total 
of 127 absentee holdings in excess of 1,000 rai. 14 The total area of these holdings 
amounted to more than 363,000 rai. Of these the largest were held by owners who 
were identifiably of noble families, while state ministers and the Crown Property 
Bureau and the royal family were the next largest. Additionally, in each province, 
between 59 and 83 percent of absentee landlords were listed as residing in Bang- 
kok. Is It is thus worth noting that the pre-1932 ruling class, the aristocrats and 
royal family, continue to hold more than a third of all absentee landholdings in 
these provinces, suggesting that they retain considerable economic power in some 
areas of the countryside. Indeed, in the seventies one source stated that the Crown 
Property Bureau and the royal family together had the largest landholdings in 

Thailand. 16 At the same time, though, it is clear that developments since 1932 have 
also given wealthy commoners, and especially urban.dwellers, much control over 
rural land. 

Obviously this data is exceptional if country-wide tenancy rates are considered. 
Nevertheless, one estimate has put the total absentee ownership of paddy land at 
21 percent, together with a further 10 million rai of upland. Particularly in the 
Central region, landlordism has clearly been on the increase. 17 Recent official fig- 
ures suggest that, by the mid-seventies, almost 12 percent of all land holdings were 
rented. There are significant regional disparities, but rented land now comprises 
more than a quarter of all landholdings in three of the six regions, with the highest 
figure being 38.3 percent in the Central region. Is In the North, a similar situation 
seems to be developing. Bruneau notes that even though the small, landholding, 
peasant still predominates, the distribution of land is becoming increasingly unequal, 
land fragmentation is increasing, and landlessness is becoming more widespread. 19 



6 JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY ASIA 

It may well be that capitalist development in the Central region is showing other 
regions the image of their own future. 

Perhaps as significant as increasing land fragmentation and landlordism, is the ex- 
pansion of the production of primary commodities by capitalist methods. Between 
1958 and 1970 the proportion of cropped land given over to crops other than rice 
increased from 17.6 percent to 31.8 percent. If it is considered that rice is also a 
major cash crop, as well as a subsistence crop, then cash-cropping had, by 1970, 
probably taken over half of  the total crop area planted. And, this process has cer- 
tainly expanded as the area of land given over to rice has increased at a rate of  just 
2.3 percent a year, while rates for other crops have increased far more rapidly. 2° 
This has been the case especially since the Board of Investment began to actively 
promote agro-industry as part of state agricultural development policies, and through 
the Investment Promotion Act of 1972 (revised in 1977). 21 

State Policy 

in general, state policy during the sixties tended to be largely neglectful of  the 
needs of the majority of people in the countryside, and rural development was a 
rather haphazard affair, with the emphasis being on crop diversification and in- 
creased exports. These aspects have remained important parts of policy, but have 
been supplemented, since the seventies, by increased emphasis on commercialisa- 
tion and agro-industry.22 

An examination of recent government policy and of trends within the economy 
indicates that the position of  agrarian capital, especially that involved in agro-indus- 
try, is assured. Since the late sixties there have been repe~ted calls for increased 
agro-industrial development, 23 but it was only after the oil-price rises of the early 
seventies that the Board of Investment began actively promoting this type of devel- 
opment. More recently, and especially after the 1978 World Bank report, which em- 
phasised agricultural development, the expansion of agrarian-based industry has be- 
come one of the central features of state development policy. 24 The most recent 
development plan (1982-86) accorded this sector its highest priority on the assump- 
tion that it contributed significantly to export earnings and employment, and was 
not overly dependent on huge inputs of  energy or foreign capital. 2s For the state, 
there are essentially two reasons for the promotion of agro-industry; first, the per- 
ceived need to increase the incomes of people living in the countryside; and second, 
the need to further increase exports. 

Despite the fact that almost all governments since 1932 have paid lip-service to 
the notion of improving the lot of rural people, there remains considerable inequal- 
ity of income between rural and urban dwellers. 26 As Prime Minister Prem Tinsu- 
lanonda expressed it, the "weakness that threatens the whole future of the nation is 
rural poverty. ''27 The awareness of this, amongst politicians and bureaucrats, had 
been hammered home during the 1973-76 period when groups of peasants banded 
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together to demand better conditions from local and national govemements. Per- 
haps even more ominous for state managers and capitalists was the developing col- 
laboration between urban activist and worker groups and the increasingly organised 
peasantry.28 However, the 1976 coup brought an abrupt end to any hopes of mean- 
ingful land reform. The approach of recent governments, headed by Generals 
Kriangsak and Prem, has been perceived as less threatening to entrenched class 
power, for they have argued for an increase in rural incomes by giving peasants an 
opportunity to"share"in economic growth. No longer was the direction of develop- 
ment to be questioned, but lip-service, at least, was to be paid to meeting basic 
human needs in the countryside. 29 

While notions of agricultural expansion and social development in the rural areas 
had been a part of policy documents since the late sixties, 3° it was only in the late 
seventies that it seems to have become clear to state managers that gains could be 
made with "a more positive (approach) than naked exploitation . . .", for, in the 
words of a leading business magazine, the "government is discovering that it would 
pay to give farmers incentives. ''31 This was roughly in line with the thinking of in- 
ternational agencies. For example, World Bank policies on rural development 
emphasised the further modernisation and monetarisation of rural society, and its 
integration within the national and international economies. 32 

The reorientation of Thailand's industrialisation strategy towards a more export- 
oriented approach has brought with it a new awareness of  the importance of 
agriculture. While much emphasis was placed upon the promotion of manufactured 
exports, it was soon realised that export oriented industrialisation (EOI) was not 
merely a'strategy for industrial manufacturing and that the export of luxury foods 
is a logical extension of the strategy. 33 In addition, the increased export of primary 
commodities was essential if capital was to be available to fund the expansion of 
manufacturing. 

For the state, the advantages of agro-industry are clear. The processing of pri- 
mary produce for export increases value-added, provides employment, diversifies the 
agricultural base, and, above all, earns valuable foreign exchange, thus easing severe 
balance of payments problems. At the same time, the policy of promoting agro- 
industry dovetails neatly with the desires of transnational corporations involved in 
the primary commodity field who want to develop production areas in countries 
with low land and labour costs, at least for the more labour-intensive aspects of 
their operations. 34 "lhe potential of agro-industries is enormous, as can be seen in 
the fact that, for example, Thai canned seafood exports rose 11.5 times between 
1975 and 1979, to more than one thousand million baht, and that Thai penetra- 
tion of the Japanese frozen chicken market has increased from five percent to 20 
percent in the same period. 3s Given such growth, the promotion of agriculture, and 
particularly the expansion of agro-industry, would appear certain to remain an 
important element of state policy for some time to come. 
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With these general points in mind it is now appropriate to turn to an examina- 
tion of the sugar industry. In what follows, the emphasis will be on ownership with- 
in the industry and the role of the state. 

771e Sugar Industry 

When Sir John Bowring arrived in Thailand in1855, to negotiate his trade treaty, 
plantations were important employers of labour. Bowring considered that sugar 
would "probably become the most important of all the exports of Siam," and he 
mentioned "extensive sugar plantations" noting that an earlier observer had coun- 
ted "more than thirty manufactories, each employing from two to three hundred 
workmen, almost all Chinese. ''36 Plantation-based, commercial production of 
sugar and pepper had begun in earnest during the first years of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, with most plantations being on the east coast and in areas to the south and 
south.west of Bangkok. As well as being worked by thousands of Chinese coolies, 
the plantations were usually owned by Chinese who were often tax-farmers and 
officials, and thus members of the sakdina ruling class. 37 

After a decline in the late nineteeth and early twentieth centuries, sugar produc- 
tion began to expand in the late 1920s, a trend which continued with the introduc- 
tion of tariff protection in the thirties and shortages during the war years. By 1948 
some 217,000 rai of cane was being cultivated, a figure which was to quadruple by 
1957.3s Profits in this area were large, especially as labour was easily exploited in 
conditions described as "slavery" in some press reports of.the time. 39 

Despite its many fluctuations, the sugar industry remains one of  Thailand's most 
important rural industries. Between 1975 and 1980 about 2.5 to 3.5 million rai of 
sugarcane has been planted each season, and in the 1"979/80 season, about 53,000 
labourers were employed in the industry. 's° 

Table 1 indicates the largest business groups which operate in the industry, and 
shows that the links between capitalists in the sugar industry are tight. Such a pat- 
tern is perhaps expected when it is considered that sugar is one of the longest estab- 
lished of the agro-industries and operates as a highly concentrated and centralised 
industry. It is also evident that, in addition to their investments in sugar, five of  
these large and powerful groups also have interests in finance. If Figure 1, where 
the strong links (defined by coterminous shareholdings) with banking capital are 
indicated, is also considered, it becomes clear that not only do these capitalists have 
a strong financial base, but they are linked with the most economically powerful 
fraction of the Thai capitalist class, a fraction which links finance and industry. 
Clearly, the connections between agrarian capital and banking capital are important. 
Such connections will almost certainly increase as agro-industry expands, requiring 
ever larger amounts of capital. 41 The so-called "sugar barons" are therefore in a 
powerful economic position, controlling as they do a large employment-generating 
and revenue-producing rural industry. Such a powerful economic position allows 
the sugar barons to bring tremendous pressure upon policy makers. 
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Table 1, Business Groups within the Sugar Industry 

MITR PHOL 

sugar (all aspects) 
agricultural chemicals 
hotels 
finance finance 

WA TANA VEKIN THAI RUNG R UANG 

sugar (all aspects) sugar (all aspects) 
distillery finance 

MONGKONGCHAROEN VORAWONGVASU 

sugar (all aspects) sugar (all aspects) 

Source: Hewison0 op.cit., Appendix B. 

CHINTHAMMITR 

sugar (all aspects) 
food manufacture 
housing development 

WA NPRA SE R T 

sugar (all aspects) 
finance 

SINTtlA WA TANARONG 

sugar (all aspects) 

Figure I. Linkages between business ~OUl~ within ~tafian capital and with other capitals 

WATANAVEKIN MITR PHOL 

VORAWONGVASU ~ CHINTHAMMITR PSA (Banking) 

MONGKOLCHAROEN Sophonpanich 

Tejapaibul (Banking) 

THAI RUN RUANG ~ Ratanarak (Banking) 

\ 
Cholvicham/Penchart 

(Banking) 

Source: Drawn from Hewison, op. cit. Appendix B, part 1. 

Over the past two decades the production and export of sugar has been on the 
increase, as can be seen in Tables 2 and 3. But, as well as being a major export and 
foreign exchange earner, the sugar industry has been a major political concern, 
mainly due to the seemingly never-ending series of  booms and crises which have 
characterised the industry, and hence, state intervention. 



10 JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY ASIA 

Table 2. Number of 

Season 

sugar mills and sugar-cane crushed, 1961-62 - 1980-81 

No. o f  mills Cane crushed 
(mill tons) 

1961/2 40 2.20 
1962/3 39 1.69 
1963/4 41 2.39 
196415 42 3 91 
1965/6 39 3.04 
1966/7 32 2.53 
196718 32 2.38 
1968/9 31 4.40 
1969/70 29 4.06 
1970/1 27 5.32 
197 I/2 30 5.02 
1972/3 30 6 48 
1973/4 34 9-23 
197415 41 10.60 
1975/6 42 16.04 
1976]7 42 22,12 
1977/8 42 15.84 
1978/9 44 17.95 
1979/80 42 10.46 
1980/1 43 n.a. 

Sourcei: Chumchai Arthachinda, "Wiwatthankan khong utsahakam namtan nai prathet thai," 
Warasan senhakit kan phanit, No. 74 {1977), p. 46; Business in Thailand, September 1979, pp. 
48-49; and Bangkok Bank Monthly Review, 23, 1 (1982), p. 23. 

Table 3. Sugar exports, 1962-80 

Year Export/tons) Revenue (mill. baht} 

1962 38 954 46.0 
1963 52,328 121.8 
1964 48,750 211.1 
1965 83,834 100.5 
! 966 54,858 81.6 
1967 15,126 37.0 
1968 52 n.a. 
! 969 15,795 46.9 
1970 52,294 107.3 
1971 145010 330.7 
1972 426 808 !,252 0 
1973 258.294 i,086.2 
1974 420,241 3,533.5 
1975 584 988 5,234.0 
1976 1,081,627 6 414.8 
1977 1,654,6 I0 n.a. 
1978 1,040,050 n.a. 
1979 1,123 279 n.a. 
1980 380,273 n a. 

Note: I. Drought years. 

Source: Chumchai, op. cir., p. 54; and Chapman, "Observations," p. 2 
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As noted previously, sugar had been a major export prior to the 1850s, but had 
gradually declined in importance. Following the 1932 coup, however, the state 
intervened and established two white sugar refineries in Lampang and Uttaradit. 
Nevertheless, the growth of the industry remained slow, and it was not until World 
War II and after, that, in the face of  shortages, significant expansion took place. In 
line with the Phibun regime's policies on state-led industrialisation and primary 
commodity export expansion, the 1950s saw increased state intervention and assist- 
ante, with a state-administered import-export monopoly being established, consider- 
able assistance to growers and millers, and price controls on the domestic market so 
that wholesale prices were supported. Between 1948 and 1959 the number of mills 
increased from 21 to 48, and the viability of the local industry was maintained in 
the face of  stiff overseas competition. 42 

Since 1960 the sugar industry has stumbled from one crisis to another, and state 
policy has reflected and, at the same time, been a part of  this. As world prices rose 
growers and millers would attempt to increase production as quickly as possible, 
but by the next season this invariably led to a world glut, as other producer coun- 
tries also increased their output. Prices fell, and the cycle began again. The state, 
generally a further season behind market trends, tended to initiate promotional 
measures to take account of  high wodd prices, or protection when prices were low. 
It seems though that the implementation of these policies rarely matched the fluc- 
tuations of  world prices, and so Thai production was seldom subjected to all of the 
vagaries of  the world market. Thus, even when there were huge surpluses there 
seemed to be no brake on production or expansion. 4a However, perhaps the single 
most important change in state policy in this area was the decision, in 1961, to ban 
the import of refined sugar. 44 With this policy in place, millers could be sure that a 
market would exist, and despite fluctuations of the world sugar price, the ban 
would ensure that there would be no dumping on the local market. In addition, in 
1969, after almost 17 years, the government, under " . . .  mounting pressure from 
local sugar m i l l e r s . . . " ,  ended the Thailand Sugar Corporation's monopoly on the 
export of  sugar. 4s 

But even these moves were not sufficient to break the cycle of boom and bust 
which plagued the industry. Discontent within the industry reached a head in 
November 1975 when millers refused to begin their operations until a minimum 
price had been negotiated with the government. 46 When agreement was reached a 
month later, with a guaranteed price of 300 baht per ton, domestic prices were in- 
creased by one baht to 5.5 baht a kilogramme. 1976 saw world prices rise, and 
large-scale smuggling of sugar, to avoid the lower-priced domestic market, took 
place. In an effort to secure domestic supplies, the government raised prices to six 
baht a kilo. By 1977, however, world prices had declined, and while the guaranteed 
price was maintained, millers and exporters received a five percent tax rebate. 
World prices did not begin to rise again until 1979, but following a dispute between 
the exporting corporations in 1978, production had been reduced, resulting in 
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domestic shortages in 1979. Local prices were again raised, this time to 7.8 baht per 
kilo. This was followed by yet another rise in 1980, to 12 baht, as the government 
sought to keep the domestic market supplied, as exports again rose to meet in- 
creased world demand. In addition, the government raised the guaranteed price to 
650 baht, but this fell to 540 baht the following year, when the cycle again turned 
to over-supply. 

A number of political leaders and officials appeared to grow weary of the con- 
tinual disputes between the government, millers, and planters, and in October 1982 
introduced its 70/30 policy. 47 This was to be a five-year programme designed to 
stabilise the industry and to guarantee domestic supplies. The basic point of  the 
policy was that seventy percent of the net proceeds of sugar sales would go to 
planters, and the remainder to millers. As a Bangkok Bank staff writer expressed it, 
this policy was the "first of its kind ever to call upon sugar mills to accept the 
planters as equal partners i n . . .  production and marketing . . . .  ,,4s Despite this, it 
must be stressed that those who would benefit would not be the poorer planters, 
but rather the wealthier "quota supervisors" who hold the power of purchase, al- 
located by the millers who themselves have near monopsony powers over the 
planters. 49 Even so, some millers have openly defied the government's policy, and 
in December 1984 a planters' leader, who had helped to negotiate the 70/30 prog- 
ramme, was assassinated. 

It is significant that the state sought to intervene in this field, clearly indicating 
• its role in softening the impact of the crises of  capitalism. Evidently state managers 

viewed the slumps in the sugar industry as a threat to social and economic stability 
and sought to even them out. Despite the continuing cycles of boom and (state- 
softened) crisis, the total area planted between 1961 and 1976 increased by more 
than 500 percent and the total tonnage of cane crushed increased by almost 1,200 
percent, with the largest increases being in the traditional growing areas of the 
Central region, s 0 

Structurally, the sugar industry is effectively an oligopoly, controlled by a few 
wealthy mill owners, controlling the labour and production of the thousands of 
small producers who stand at the base of the productive process. This latter group 
grow cane in anticipation of sales to mills, through the quota supervisors, who are 
generally wealthy painters. In this manner the mill owners control production with- 
in the industry. As indicated in Table 2, there were 43 sugar mills operating in the 
1980/81 season, with the government having sought to prevent more mills from 
being established, s] But 26 of these, associated with four major sugar groups, ac- 
count for more than two-thirds of total production. The four groups, which are 
bound together in a network of interconnecting shareholdings, are the Chintham- 
mitr and Wanprasert families and the Mitr Phol and Thai Rung Ruang groups, s2 On 
top of this, the entire export production of sugar is channeled through two com- 
panies, the Thai Sugar Corporation and the Thailand Sugar Trading Corporation, 
which are owned by the millers, the state and the commercial banks (see Table 4). 
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The importance of banking capital is clearly indicated at this level of the industry, 
where large capital outlays are required. 

Table 4, Ownership of sugax exportin8 companies, 1979 

1. Thai Sugar Corporation 
% 

Shareholder of shares 

a. Ministry of Industry 23 
b. Ministry of Commerce 10 
c. Bank of Ayudhya 12 
d. Bangkok Bank 7 
e. Union Bank of Bangkok 1 
f. Thai Rung Ruang group and 

Associated Companies 8 
g. Kusin family 2 
h. Others 37 

2. Thai Sugar Trading Corporation 

a. Ban Pong Agricultural Collective 33 
b. Chinthammitr family and 

Associated Companies 19 
c. Mitt Phol group 12 
d. Ang Vian Industry Co. 3 
e. Rajburi Industry Co. 3 
f. Nong Yai Industry Co. 4 
g. Eastern Sugar Co. 2 
h. Others 24 

Source: Business in Thailand, Sept. 1979, pp. 48-49. 

In addition to controlling the exporting corporations, each of the groups as- 
sociated with the two corporations have their own producers association. Of the 
two, the Thai Sugar Trading Corporation and its associated Thai Sugar Producers 
Association control 51 percent of  exports, while tile remainder goes to the Thai 
Sugar Corporation and its Thai Sugar Manufacturers Association. s 3 

There can be little doubt that the milling groups control the sugar industry and 
that despite a series of crises, these "sugar barons" have expanded their wealth, 
accumulation and control of  the industry greatly since tile early 1960s. Tile oligo- 
polistic structure of  the sugar industry is symptomatic of  Thai agro-industry gener- 
ally, where it has been shown that the export trades in rice, rubber, lnaize, tapioca, 
tobacco and pineapples are all highly concentrated. Indeed, the export-oriented 
pineapple industry which has substantial foreign investment, operates in a similar 
manner to the sugar business, relying on small growers rather than plantations. 
Of the 14 companies granted Board of Investment promotional privileges to 1978, 
four produced 97 percent of all tinned pineapple exports, s4 

State policy towards the sugar industry has never seriously challenged the highly 
centralised nature of the industry. For the period from the late fifties to the mid- 
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sixties, the state adopted various measures to promote primary commodity exports, 
and sugar was central to this strategy, with, for example, the Japanese government 
urging the Thais to expand sugar production as a means to reduce the huge trade 
deficit between the two countries. Efforts were made to promote, regularise and 
stabilise the industry, and in this the state received considerable support from 
millers and traders who acted through the Board of  Trade. ss Levies were intro- 
duced to promote the export of sugar, with 80 percent of the levy being earmarked 
for this purpose, s6 Central to state policy has been the attempt to maintain prices, 
and this has meant, at various times, export subsidies for millers (150 million baht 
in 1965), the purchase by the state, at inflated prices, of sugar on the domestic 
market, and the active participation of  the state in export marketing. This latter 
point explains the on-again/off-again relationship between Thailand and the Inter- 
national Sugar Organisation, with Thailand withdrawing each time the allocated 
export quota was deemed by capitalists and state managers to be too low. s 7 

Even though the state has generally acted in the interests of the millers and 
exporters, there have been disputes between them. For example, in 1979 and 1980 
there was a stand-off between millers and the government as the former attempted 
to raise the controlled price of domestic sugar by withholding sugar from the 
market, and at the same time, remove Commerce Minister Tamchai Kambhato, who 
they saw as acting against their commercial interests. The eventual victory of  the 
mill owners showed the benefits of having sympathetic and powerful supporters 
within the state apparatus. At about this time, banker, businessman, and deputy 
leader of Social Action Party, Boonchu Rojanastien, became Deputy Prime Minis- 
ter and took a strong interest in those ministries which were dealing with the sugar 
dispute. Boocbu's own interests in the sugar industry were well-known, but he was 
able to control the course of  the dispute and the public controversy which saw the 
demise of Tamchai and a rise in domestic sugar prices, s 8 

Even without powerful friends, it must be admitted that it would have been 
extremely difficult for any government to take action against the very people 
state policy has supported and maintained for so many years. Even more so when 
it is considered that the sugar industry is dispersed throughout the country, provid- 
ing substantial rural employment, and playing a central role in state poli:ies de- 
signed to promote agro-industry. Thus, it seems unlikely that the highly concen- 
trated and centralised nature of the industry will be seriously challenged, s 9 The 
exploitation of labour will, of course, continue, hut so too will the oppression of  
the small and poorer growers, who will continue to be at the mercy of the quota 
supervisors and the mill owners. They will remain the base from which profits in 
the sugar industry will be extracted. 

However, such a situation might not be without its problems, for the disruption 
of rural life by capitalism brings with it rapidly developing class antagonisms which 
can easily lead to confrontation. Development and change in the countryside has 
created a situation where the small farmer and rural labourer, lacking both facilities 
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and knowledge o f  new circumstances, controlled by rich and powerful farmers and 
landlords, is placed in an extremely vulnerable position. 6o The events o f  1973-76, 
when farmers demonstrated in the streets of  Bangkok against capitalists and state 
policies, clearly indicated the impact of  the subordination o f  peasant agriculture to 
capitalism. 61 Since then, many proposals for land reform and income redistribu- 
t ion have been put  forward, not  the least being from the representatives of  capital.  62 
It is here that  the state must play its crucial role, providing assistance to investors 
and maintaining their accumulative base by developing the social and economic 
infrastructure and by keeping labour and peasant activism under control.  63 Clearly, 
the state has played a crucial role in the development o f  agro-industry, and it will 
be called upon to preserve and expand the new relations o f  product ion and domina- 
tion. But this has not  been ignored by those subject to oppression and exploitat ion.  
Perhaps, then, the final word belongs to  murdered peasant leader ln tha  Sriboonruang 
who stated: 

(A)s long as the capitalist government is in power, we will never see an improvement in our 
living oonditions. As long as the state's power is not in our hands, we will contnued to live 
this way (in relative poverty). ~ 

Class antagonisms develop rapidly,  and with them, the need for social transforma- 
tion. This will certainly be the case in the Thai countryside.  
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