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An extensive array of local products, including traditional handicrafts, cotton and silk garments, 
pottery, fashion accessories, household items, and food, are included in OTOP - One Tambon 
(Sub-District), One Product). (Screengrab, RyanKeith TV, OTOP Exhibit Thailand, Zeer Mall, 
One Tambon One Product, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-mo2gwZwxyk). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• The OTOP programme sponsored by Thailand’s Community Development 
Department (CDD) has become synonymous with “community economy” in 
Thailand’s rural areas. 
 

• OTOP stands for “One Tambon, One Product;” producers grouped by tambon or 
sub-district receive support from the CDD to develop a product particular to their 
locality. 
 

• OTOP was initiated by former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra to enhance rural 
livelihoods and has remained popular among producers and consumers since its 
inception. 
 

• OTOP profits are one source of income among many that together compose a “multi-
sited livelihood”, helping Thai people to cope with ongoing economic precarity. 
 

• Even before, and especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, many producers have 
struggled to make money from their OTOP goods.  
 

• Case study interviews indicate that the CDD has responded to challenges posed by 
COVID-19 by making adaptations to the OTOP programme rather than radically 
changing its structure and premise. 
 

• OTOP can be viewed as a programme that facilitates adaptation to conditions of 
precarity rather than as a means to overcome economic instability. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Thai people all over the country, every person is ingenious and persistent 
With intense kindness, just like marvellous holy water 
 
(Men sing) We love our lineage 
(Women sing) We love one another like relatives 
(Men sing) We love the kingdom 
(Women sing) We love sources of livelihood 
 
(Together) The lord of the land, the local places of Thailand, we love forever 
Building a foundation and having work to do 
Implementing activities, we are rich because… we help ourselves.1 
 
Thailand’s Community Development Department (CDD) released this song, “The 
Community Development March”, on its YouTube channel on 9 February 2022. The 
accompanying music video opens with shots of groups of CDD officers striding through the 
forest, and standing with arms resolutely crossed in front of jagged cliffs, azure seas and 
vegetable gardens. The officers then join people in planting rice, fishing, bowing towards 
images of Rama X and his father, weaving silk and making other handicrafts. In some clips, 
people all wear masks, indicating that the video was created during the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, the masks are the only evidence of the ongoing challenges that the 
pandemic has posed for Thailand, especially for communities dependent on revenue from 
tourism and the sale of products like those depicted in the video. 
 
With its buoyant tempo and lyrics, the CDD march is perhaps intended to boost morale 
among beleaguered Thai citizens and to reinforce some of the central tenets of Thai national 
identity, such as devotion to the monarchy. The song also encapsulates the department’s 
official vision, “A stable economy and self-reliant communities”, around which its mission 
and four-point strategy are constructed. If and when the CDD succeeds in realizing this 
vision, its work would be finished – and thus its continued existence hinges on never-ending 
development projects and never-fully-realized stability and self-reliance.  
 
This paper explores the inherent paradoxes in the work of the CDD, and, relatedly, its role 
in promoting the production and consumption of local products. Such products are 
ubiquitous in villages across Thailand and are viewed as an important part of local 
economies, with hopes pinned on their potential to facilitate post-pandemic economic 
recovery. While their production often endows creators with enhanced social capital, 
material benefits do not always follow, especially in the 20 provinces that comprise Isan, 
Thailand’s Northeastern region. This paper argues that, despite the sincerity and good 
intentions of many CDD workers across Thailand, the department lacks fundamental 
understanding of the diverse economic, sociocultural and political circumstances of people 
located geographically beyond Thailand’s urban centres.2 While these populations are often 
perceived as experiencing a “lack” of material resources, knowledge, and the capacity for 
self-reliance, it is in fact policymakers who have a dearth of awareness about the nature of 
regional precarity and the ways their programming increases livelihood instability for rural 
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inhabitants.3 The OTOP programme is one example of a project that seeks to improve 
economic conditions for Thai people in rural areas but in fact may only achieve the opposite. 
As state offices like the CDD design post-pandemic economic recovery plans to support 
these communities, they should also consider minimizing the outsized presence of OTOP. 
 
 
THE CDD AND OTOP 
 
 
The Community Development Department is part of Thailand’s Ministry of Interior (MOI). 
It traces its approach to community development back to 1940, when the MOI initiated a 
plan to improve living conditions in rural areas and to empower rural people to help them 
become “good citizens”.4 Today, the CDD has offices in every province in Thailand, and 
878 offices at the district level.5  It is thus a crucial node of connection between state 
representatives and Thai people in rural areas, as CDD officers appointed to provincial- and 
district-level positions interact regularly with village leaders and village inhabitants to seek 
to enhance livelihoods, expand local economies, and promote self-reliance according to the 
Sufficiency Economy Philosophy.6 7  
 
The CDD’s abstract objectives are concretized in a variety of training and programmes, of 
which one of the latter is perhaps most recognized among Thai people: OTOP, or “One 
Tambon, One Product”. A tambon is a sub-district, and, under the OTOP programme, 
producers grouped by sub-district receive support from the CDD to develop a product 
particular to their locality.8 OTOP products are divided into five broad categories that range 
from food to textiles. Before products can be labelled with the OTOP brand and sold, they 
must undergo evaluation for quality, consistency and uniqueness. Criteria vary depending 
on the type of product, but overall considerations include the product’s materialization of a 
“local story” that reflects the place where it was created, epitomizing one of the 
programme’s unstated objectives of making sanctioned forms of “Thainess” commodifiable 
and consumable.9 At the end of this evaluation process, the CDD assigns stars to products, 
following a 100-point system; any product with three to five stars is saleable, while products 
receiving one or two stars are enrolled in CDD programmes for improvement. OTOP 
promotional materials are designed in ways that implore Thai people to chop chuai chat, or 
“shop to help the nation”, a request that exposes the incompatibility of this consumption-
driven initiative with the CDD’s philosophical underpinnings rooted in ideals of moderation 
and mindful resource use. 
 
OTOP was initiated in 2001, and many OTOP producers and consumers still associate it 
with its creator, former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. Thaksin’s widespread 
popularity, particularly among inhabitants of Thailand’s North and Northeast, is due in part 
to projects such as OTOP which sought to reduce rural poverty and to enfranchise groups 
historically excluded from spaces and positions of power.10  
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OTOP POLICIES AND ECONOMICS 
 
 
OTOP products are mostly sold and consumed outside of their locations of production, 
mainly at large festivals held three times a year at the Mueang Thong Thani convention 
centre in Bangkok. Annual provincial-level fairs are common in provinces with many 
producer groups, and OTOP products can also be purchased at established markets and 
shops in provincial capitals and villages. Being invited by the CDD to sell at the Mueang 
Thong fairs in Bangkok is the goal and dream of many producers, as it both signifies that 
their products are well-regarded by local CDD officers and presents opportunities for them 
to earn increased revenue. For an OTOP producer group to participate in the Mueang Thong 
fairs, its product must earn at least a four-star rating. But not all such groups may participate 
in the fairs, and the selection of OTOP producer groups for the fairs can be competitive and 
contentious. No standardized protocol is in place across provinces,11 and producer groups 
often remark on how the same groups are invited again and again, a non-transparent practice 
belying the CDD’s goal of equitable income expansion for all. 
 
Districts do receive a number of slots calculated on the basis of the number of producers 
active in a given district, divided by product category. CDD officers in a district with many 
OTOP textile-producing groups would thus be permitted to invite a larger number of textile-
producing groups to sell their products at Mueang Thong. This method also causes 
provinces with the most OTOP producer groups to be more represented at national fairs. 
The most recent data gathered by the CDD, covering 2016-2019, indicate that 87,468 
producer groups12 are active across Thailand. The provinces with the most registered groups 
are Buriram with 3,143 groups, followed by Surin with 2,831 groups, and then Khon Kaen 
with 2,682 groups. 186,356 distinct products have been registered from groups across 
Thailand. The highest number of products from a single province come from Chiang Mai 
with 6,501 products, followed by Buriram with 5,700 products, and then Ubon Ratchathani 
with 5,409 products. Except for Chiang Mai, the provinces listed here are all located in Isan, 
illustrating the significance of the OTOP programme to the regional economy and to local 
livelihoods.  
 
But how much profit does OTOP actually generate for producers? The programme is so 
extensive that differentiated data are not publicly available at a single source. In the OTOP 
Data pages on the CDD’s official OTOP website, annual profits for 2015 through 2019 for 
each of the three major Mueang Thong fairs are listed. In 2019, combined profits from the 
three fairs totalled 3,488.7 million baht (US$106.2 million).13 How this figure translates 
into the earnings of separate producer groups is impossible to know without further 
differentiation and research. Many groups take out significant loans to cover costs such as 
transportation of people and products to the fairs, as well as accommodation and food for 
the nine-day stays in Bangkok. The CDD provides booth spaces for groups to set up their 
product displays, but offers no other material support to facilitate participation. Village-
level producers often barely break even or, in bad years, remain in debt after the fairs end, 
and they worry about the time they spend at the fairs away from home, where they could be 
engaging in more productive activities like farming or the actual making of their products.14 
15 Yet they also fear that if they refuse the invitation from CDD officers to attend the 
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Mueang Thong festivals, they will not be invited again in the future, and this could impact 
their local opportunities as well.16 Though some producers derive their primary source of 
income from OTOP, most depend on OTOP profits as a still-crucial component of a 
patchwork or “multi-sited” livelihood that may include smallholder farming, wage labour, 
remittances, and commerce-related activities, among others.17 Such multi-sited livelihoods 
are emblematic of the conditions of precarity that shape the lives of many Thai people, and 
OTOP is but one more trickle of income joining multiple streams which remain insufficient. 
 
The CDD allocates significant budgetary resources to the OTOP programme. The total 
budget for the Ministry of Interior (MOI) in 2021 was 333.40 billion baht, with 6.17 billion 
baht going to the CDD.18 The CDD used 46.7 per cent (2.89 billion baht) of this amount for 
internal operational costs such as salaries of personnel, and the rest for its programming, 
with 13 major projects and programmes in 2021. The Programme to Develop Community 
Products received 291.3 million baht, or 8.9 per cent of this programming budget, making 
it the fourth most-funded project out of the 13 initiatives.19 For comparison, in 2020, the 
MOI’s budget was 412.57 billion baht, and the CDD received 6.59 billion baht in total. 43.3 
per cent (2.85 billion baht) of this amount was again used for internal costs, and the rest was 
distributed across 15 major projects and programmes. 20  The Programme to Develop 
Community Products received 412.6 million baht, or 11.0 per cent of the programming 
budget. Additional programmes in both 2021 and 2020 included OTOP components in their 
objectives, such as the “Programme to Promote the Development of Mechanisms and 
Structures to Absorb Economic Value and Distribute Income”, and the “Programme to 
Enhance the Potential of Young Farmers and Entrepreneurs and Community Enterprises 
that Produce Community Products”, meaning that OTOP received funding outside of its 
main category, and illustrating the infiltration of OTOP across CDD programmes as a major 
signifier “community economy”. 
 
 
PANDEMIC IMPACTS 
 
 
The decrease in the OTOP budget for 2021 may be due in part to the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic, though the CDD’s budget documents do not explicitly establish a causal 
relationship. As COVID-19 spread, plans for upcoming OTOP festivals were quickly 
cancelled. Producers were faced with a surplus of products and few customers, as Thai 
people initially reduced domestic travel and spent less money amidst fears of job loss and 
increased economic precarity. The government has extended multiple stimulus packages to 
support individuals registered with the Social Security scheme and workers in the informal 
sector, and has focused especially on strategies for reviving the tourism sector. Many Thai 
people, however, continue to struggle with the pandemic’s multifarious effects.  
 
Isan is the most populous and historically poorest region of Thailand, and in an Asia 
Foundation study, Thailand’s Inequality: Myths and Reality of Isan, conducted from late 
2017 to April 2019 and consisting of a randomized survey of 1,400 households and 160 
interviews, 55 per cent of respondents noted that the country was moving in a bad direction, 
with 74 per cent citing a bad economy.21 These findings resonate with the 2020 World Bank 
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Report that tracked an increase in Thailand’s official poverty rate from 7.21 per cent to 9.85 
per cent between 2015 and 2018.22 The pandemic has only increased inequality in a country 
whose wealth gap tops world rankings. A 2020 Asia Foundation study, Enduring the 
Pandemic: Surveys of the Impact of COVID-19 on the Livelihoods of Thai People, concludes 
that the incomes of 70 per cent of the Thai workforce have fallen since the pandemic 
started. 23  The report also emphasizes that 55 per cent of workers who are informally 
employed are especially subject to loss of income; most OTOP producers would fall into 
this category. In the meantime, by July 2021, the aggregated assets of the kingdom’s 50 
richest families had risen more than 20 per cent to US$160 billion since such wealth was 
last measured in June 2020.24  
 
The CDD has responded to the pandemic in multiple ways, and with varying degrees of 
success. It has sought to encourage shopping for OTOP goods via digital platforms instead 
of in-person. The homepage of every provincial CDD office website features a menu of 
premium OTOP products that can seemingly be purchased directly from the CDD website. 
Upon clicking to select specific products, however, potential customers are directed to 
webpages that list the physical address and contact information of the producer group in 
question. The customer must then contact producers to inquire about the product, and the 
initial promise of convenience is eclipsed by realities of the difficulty of operationalizing 
large-scale online commerce for thousands of small-scale producers spread across 76 
provinces.25 A CDD officer based in Surin emphasized that most OTOP producers have 
barely made any money from their products since the pandemic started.26 
 
Out of the five categories of OTOP products – food, beverages, household goods and 
souvenirs, textiles and clothing, and non-food herbal products – registered products in the 
categories of food and textiles and clothing are typically most numerous in any given year.27 
Thus, as the pandemic continues, many CDD officers at the provincial and district level 
have focused on expanding access and opportunities within the categories of food and 
textiles.28 In Buriram province, which has the highest numbers of both producer groups and 
OTOP products, they have urged makers of products that are not selling well to switch to 
making OTOP food products, especially foods that can be sent to Thai people suffering 
from COVID-19. Textile producers have participated in CDD trainings where they compete 
to design official “district patterns” that capture the identity of their district. These patterns 
are then distributed among producer groups, and the finished textiles are marketed to local 
officials and teachers who can incorporate them into their uniforms.29 Holding training 
courses is still difficult; the number of participants remain limited, and many are unwilling 
to participate out of fear of COVID-19 transmission. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
Although participation in OTOP might contribute to rural Thai people’s ability to cover 
monthly bills and debt payments, it offers little hope for upward mobility or escape from 
the burden of constant indebtedness. In July 2021, household debt in Thailand reached an 
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18-year high, at 90.5 per cent of the GDP. In Isan in 2017, debt was estimated at 75 per cent 
of annual household income, compared to the national average of 60 per cent.30  
 
Though the CDD’s stated objective across many of its programmes is to support Thai people 
so that they can reduce debt, OTOP does not offer mechanisms for producers to be able to 
do this. It exists within the formal sector but is characterized by informal-like working 
practices,31 and producers are not able to rely on the programme for consistent income or 
other forms of protection usually guaranteed by formal-sector employment. The existence 
and features of OTOP thus represent an adaption to precarity rather than a pathway to reduce 
it. Moreover, the consumerist rationale of OTOP only reinforces social and economic 
hierarchies as wealthy Thai people enact roles as patrons at OTOP festivals, buying goods 
to do good.  
 
Achieving actual good outcomes for participants in OTOP programmes will require 
different strategies from the CDD, and a thorough understanding of how precarity is 
experienced by Thai people in rural areas – not as something they have brought upon 
themselves due to different kinds of “lack”, but as a condition intimately shaped by 
Thailand’s own approach over time to “development” and “modernization”.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has only heightened livelihood instability for millions of Thai 
people who have sought to make do and get by from within the confines of state-sponsored 
programmes such as OTOP. But OTOP does not offer a clear path to economic recovery or 
community flourishing. As post-pandemic plans are considered and implemented, new 
approaches are desperately needed that harness the energy and resources directed towards 
OTOP and use them in initiatives designed from specific bottom-up contexts. 
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