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ABSTRACT

Over the last ten years, an industry has developed around the rearing of hybrid red
and Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus L) in mesh cages suspended in the upper Ping River in
northern Thailand. This thesis reports on the results of a mixed method study of rearing and
business management practices based on the following: a quantitative survey of 275 farms; a
comparative study of 200 farming and 200 non-farming households in river-side villages; and
qualitative in-depth interviews with more than 90 stakeholders involved in different parts of the
industry.

Fish farms vary in rearing practices with many adopting intensive stocking
densities of 99 + 33 fishm" (; + SD) and feeding intensities of 76 + 26 kg m’”. Juvenile fish were
reared in cages for 4.5 months. Feed (72%) and fish stock (16%) dominated input costs.
Profitability varied with intensification of operations in non-linear fashion peaking at stocking
densities of around 180 fish m”. Most farms borrowed money. Many farms also participated in
contract farming arrangements in which a brokering firm — in return for a down-payment per fish ~
supplied fish stock, feed on credit and then purchased the final crop for resale to retailers or fresh
markets. State credit schemes and extension services together with private-sector contracts have

turned a supplementary livelihood into a valuable industry.

Farming of tilapia in cages in the Upper Ping River can be profitable; but this
requires good management of costly feed inputs, environmental risks like floods and business
relationships that affect access to produce markets. Fish farming is an important, even major,

component of the rural livelihood portfolio of households with river access. Tilapia farms have left
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the pond and entered the mainstream with few questions being asked about social, ecological and

economic sustainability.

Women are frequently engaged in day-to-day management of fish farms, most
often working as part of a household teamn, but sometimes in the senior management position. 1
investigated gender issues in the aquaculture industry focusing on the process of empowerment —
or how women expand their influence on decision-making, their agency in other social
circumstances, and their access to natural and social resources. Women attended trainings and their
experience and skills are largely recognized by male counterparts. Fish farms managed by men,
women, or jointly yield similar profits. Women who farm fish for commercial profit are often
empowered by such engagement within households. But empowerment in one arena does not
easily translate into decision-making authority in others; few women hold real authority in
community affairs and those that do, primarily rise to prominence within women’s groups or with
respect to women’s issues. Successful engagement in aquaculture, arguably, contributed to such

success, but also benefited from social position relative to both other men and women.

Most households register their fish farms with the Department of Fisheries.
Registered farms come from administrative villages with at least some river frontage, but there is
little other information available about why some households enter into fish farming and others do
not. The case-control study comparing households who have farmed, with those who have not,
sought to answer the simple question: who gets to farm fish? I found that households with good
access to farming sites, credit, and decision-making get to farm fish. Their ability to access key
resources, in particular, river banks and water surface area, was not explainable by property rights.
Nor was the distribution of farms and farmers only a side-effect of having land on the river-front as
is sometimes claimed, although this was certainly important. Fish farming also has the
characteristics of a club — as a member there are certain privileges and responsibilities, but also a

set of constraints on what you can do if you wish to stay.

The Thai government has promoted and subsidized aquaculture as both a way of
alleviating rural poverty and as a viable commercially-oriented export industry. The two threads of
policy have not been well coordinated or adjusted to changing social, economic or environmental

contexts. River-based aquaculture has nevertheless grown, largely as a result of entrepreneurship of
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Charoen Pokphand Group and other firms which provide integrated or complete cycle services,
often as contract farming. Future river management and aquaculture policies must take into
account an expectation of substantial increases in demand for food fish while the availability of
suitable cage farming sites and capacity of the river to absorb a larger or more intense industry is
seriously questioned. Stakeholders need to be involved in the policy development process from the
beginning. Zoning and licensing to help reduce conflict over sites and over-crowding should be
considered. Many of the best growing areas from the point of view of transport costs and access to
markets are close to industrial and urban centres. This greatly increases both the needs for good
water and river management. This raises a somewhat counter-intuitive but attractive opportunity
for policy: could the presence of a valuable industry around inland river-based aquaculture be an

instrument in maintaining river ecosystem health?
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