
acing a Crisis 
WOMEN WORKERS AND THAILAND'S ECONOMIC DECLINE 

When new 
technology is 

introduced, 
wonnen workers 
feel its negative 

impact more 
than men. 

by Pawadee Tonguthai 

1997 s h o u l d have 
been a time of rejoicing for 
T h a i women. The m u c h 
ant ic ipated const i tu t ion 
that promises sweeping 
poh t i ca l re form was f i ­
nal ly passed i n early Oc­
tober. Th is new const i tu­
t ion—the sixteenth in 65 
years—contains a number 
of articles that explicitly 
guarantee women's rights 
and can be the basis for 
preventing and el iminat­
ing sexual discrimination. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , t h i s j o y o u s 
event occurred while the T h a i peo­
ple were i n shock. After decades 
of gross domest ic product (GDP) 
growing at 8 percent annua l l y , the 
h i g h - f l o w n e c o n o m y s u d d e n l y 
c r a s h l a n d e d . E x p o r t s , no rma l l y 
e xpand ing at 20 percent or more 
per year , s tood s t i l l . Unemp loy ­
ment w h i c h rarely rose above 2 
pe rcen t became t h r e a t e n i n g as 

f irm after f irm drast i ca l l y scaled 
d o w n p r o d u c t i o n a n d e m p l o y ­
ment—or went b a n k r u p t . Worse, 
the bad news had only j u s t begun. 
Even optimists do not expect to see 
any s ign of recovery u n t i l 1999. 

B e i n g i n t e g ra t ed i n t o — a n d 
therefore dependent on—the world 
trade a n d investment s i tua t ions 
was the foundat ion for Tha i l and ' s 
success i n the 1980s. To r ema in 
competit ive i n the export market , 
p roducers m u s t constant ly make 
ad justments and be flexible: ac­
cept orders of any size, offer lower 
p r i c e s a n d n u m e r o u s c h o i c e s . 
F i r m s have been r e d u c i n g the 
numbe r of permanent workers, es­
pecial ly the low-ski l led group, and 
subcont rac t ing to smal ler firms or 
to home-based workers . U n d e r 
s u c h a r r a n g e m e n t s , wages are 
low, few benef i ts are p rov ided , 
there is no secur i ty and workers 
have no barga in ing power. Major­
ity of t h em are women, pa r t i cu ­
lar ly mothers w i th y o u n g ch i l d r en 
or older ones whose choice of j obs 
is l imi ted . 
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U p g r a d i n g p r o d u c t q u a l i t y 
a n d product ion facilities is another 
strategy u s e d by firms to o u t r u n 
or s imp ly keep u p w i th the com­
pet i t ion. W h e n new technology is 
introduced, women workers feel its 
negative impac t more t h a n men. 
W i t h lower e d u c a t i o n a n d less 
t e c h n i c a l b a c k g r o u n d , they are 
less l ike ly to be chosen to receive 
add i t i ona l t ra in ing a n d their tasks 
are those easier replaced by ma ­
ch ines . 

W o m e n have been t r y ing to 
cope w i th the impact on the ir lives 
of the intense competit ion and new 
technolog ies men t i oned above— 
a n d are st i l l a l ong way f rom s u c ­
cess . Now they are con f ronted 
w i th the cr i s i s r esu l t ing f rom the 
j u d g m e n t of p o l i c y m a k e r s a n d 
mismanagement that began in the 
financial sector a n d reverberates 
th roughout the economy. A large 
cu r r en t - a c coun t deficit a n d d a n ­
gerously low reserves forced the 
flotation of the baht , wh i ch qu ick ly 
b rought down its va lue by a lmost 
40 percent. 

The T h a i government negoti­
ated a ba i l out w i th the Interna­
t iona l Monetary F u n d (IMF) w h i c h 
is hoped to shore u p the economy. 
B u t a long w i th the more t h a n $20 
b i l l i on i n i t i a l c red i t l ine came a 
reform package guarantee ing that 
fiscal a n d monetary pol ic ies rec­
o m m e n d e d by the IMF are str ict ly 
followed, a l l ow ing the economy to 
be b a c k i n good hea l th a n d the 
loan to be pa id back as qu i ck l y as 
poss ib le . P l ans were d rawn u p for 
extensive sp end ing cu t s a n d for 
ways to raise government revenue. 
T h e l a t t e r i n c l u d e s r a i s i n g the 
va lue -added tax from 7 to 10 per­
cent. 

A l t h o u g h these re forms are 
nece s sa r y for the rev iva l of the 
economy, they have a l ready re­
s u l t e d i n r i s i n g u n e m p l o y m e n t , 
d e c l i n i n g i n c o m e s a n d l i v i n g 
s t anda rds . Rea l G D P growth for 
1997 is expected to drop , f rom a l ­

most 9 percent i n 1995 a n d 6.4 
percent i n 1996, to j u s t 2.5 per­
cent—at best. Inf lat ion in 1997 is 
expected to be twice that i n the 
prev ious year. Cos t of l i v ing has 
sharp l y r i sen , especial ly for low-
income earners i n the city. Staple 
i t ems s u c h a s r ice , vegetables, 
electricity, cook ing gas, tap water 
a n d b u s fare have a l l increased. 

In add i t i on to lay ing off work­
ers, factories are u s i n g a l l forms 
of c o s t - c u t t i n g , f r om r e d u c i n g 
overtime and cance l l ing benefits 
s u c h as free bus services to t u r n ­
ing off a i r cond i t ion ing an d delay­
ing pay checks . There is a signif i ­
can t increase in the pract ice of 
subcont rac t ing to sma l l firms in 
the provinces where workers are 
wi l l ing to accept lower wages an d 
no labor u n i o n s exist. 

In consu l ta t ion w i th the IMF, 
shor t - a n d long- te rm measure s 
have been mapped out by the gov­
ernment to res t ructure a l l three 
major economic sectors. To b r ing 
the cur ren t -account deficit down 
from the h igh level of 8 percent of 
G D P to 3 percent, p roduc ts w h i c h 
are less competit ive i n the wor ld 
marke t wi l l be phased out an d the 
focus w i l l be o n deve lop ing the 
s e r v i c e s e c t o r — t h e c o u n t r y ' s 
s t rong point. 

The process of adjustment en­
tai ls costs that may fall unevenly 
o n workers. The impact on women 
workers wi l l be considerable, some 
of w h i c h wi l l w iden the gap in gen­
der d ispar i t ies . Women are k n o w n 
to suffer more from inflation. How­
ever, it is possible that new oppor­
tun i t i es w i l l be created i n areas 
where they have a n advantage. 

Unemployed workers are en­
couraged to take whatever new 
j o b s th ey c a n f i n d — i n c l u d i n g 
those that are part- t ime or i n the 
in formal sector. The former may 
su i t women , he lp ing them com­
bine pa i d work w i th home duty 
even better t h a n before. B u t pre­
e x i s t i n g i n e q u a l i t i e s m a y keep 

women f rom effectively enter ing 
entrepreneur ia l activit ies. For ex­
ample, the h igher interest rate af­
fects women more t h a n men as 
formal l end ing agencies are l ikely 
to d iscr iminate against them due 
to their lack of col lateral . The large 
drop in the baht value shou ld help 
boost export compet i t iveness i n 
the short to m e d i u m term. That 
wi l l occur i n the product ion sec­
tor that uses low-ski l led workers, 
most of w h o m are women. 

Given the resourcefulness of 
the T h a i people as has been shown 
in the past, after recovering from 
the i n i t i a l shocks , the economy 
shou ld be u p an d r u n n i n g again 
soon. In the meant ime, no matter 
how miserable is the state of the 
economy, it m u s t not be used as 
a n excuse to reverse the progress 
w o m e n h a v e m a d e so far . 
Po l i cymakers mus t instead recog­
nize the bene f i ts of e n h a n c i n g 
w o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n for the 
s u s t a i n a b i l i t y of the economy 's 
long-term competit iveness. 

For the moment , there is a 
price to be pa id an d a huge bur ­
den to be shared . B u t every cr is is 
br ings a n opportuni ty . Let's hope 
that it is a n opportunity for women 
to exercise their potential to the 
fullest. People have started look­
ing to the service sector, sma l l 
f i rms a n d sel f -employment as a 
s a l v a t i o n a n d these are a reas 
where w o m e n c a n demonst ra te 
their n a tu ra l advantage. What a n 
i rony that it takes a n economy in 
decl ine for women to be apprec i ­
ated once aga in for their va luable 
cont r ibut ion . 
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