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Report
Development Cooperation Seminar

“Social Protection: Towards Universal Coverage in Thailand”

5 November 2010 Grand Millennium Hotel, Bangkok
1. Overview

The Development Cooperation Seminar (DCS) “Social Protection: Towards Universal Coverage in Thailand” was co-organised by the National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) and the United Nations Country Team (UNCT) in Thailand.  (See Annex I: Agenda and Annex II: Concept Note). Eighty-five participants from the government, civil society organizations, academia, international community and UN agencies attended the meeting.  (See Annex III: List of participants).  

2. Opening Remarks
Ms. Suwanee Khamman, Deputy Secretary-General, NESDB, stated that the objective of the seminar was to provide a forum to exchange international experiences and views on how to achieve universal coverage in Thailand.  Social protection became a key development policy of Thailand as a result of the US financial crisis in 2008. Thailand has initiated several short-term measures to alleviate the problems, such as public cash transfer programme for low income group, the 6-month 5-measure program that aims at reducing the cost of living, an income allowance programme for elderly and a 15-year free education programme for students in the primary and secondary school. The government has announced the goal of universal social protection by 2017.  She highlighted that a sustainable social protection system requires the combined efforts to establish an appropriate management system for Thailand. 
Ms. Gwi-Yeop Son, UN Resident Coordinator, explained the concept of a Social Protection Floor (SPF) which emerged as a major United Nations crisis response initiative defined as a set of social security transfers and access to essential services.  The SPF is being adapted and used to fit nationally-specific institutional structures. Thailand has made significant progress towards a welfare society, but still faces a number of key challenges, such as insufficient coverage of all vulnerable groups, financial sustainability, and inadequate income security.  
Several factors that need to be considered in the design of a social protection system include coordinating actions and inter-sectoral policies, ensuring financial sustainability, empowering and unlocking the productive capacity of all; shaping the system within the framework of nationally-specific institutional structures. Social protection is a priority area in the new UN Partnership Framework 2012-2016.  The UN is ready to support by making available simulation tools to assess the schemes already in place and their performance, evidence-based policy-making tools to extend the scope of coverage and technical assistance to review existing schemes to provide adequate coverage.  (See Annex IV: Resident Coordinator’s remarks)
3. Roundtable Discussion
Roundtable discussion reflected on the international perspective on universal social protection and current status of social protection system in Thailand and possible way forward, its challenges and opportunities. Dr. Somchai Jitsuchon, Research Director, Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI) moderated the discussion.  He posed several questions to be addressed, including universal coverage and its financial sustainability towards a welfare society and noted that the seminar is an opportune moment to bring in international experiences.  
Ms. Valerie Schmitt, Social security specialist, ILO structured her remarks on three topics                      (1) importance of expanding social protection coverage (2) definition of social protection floor       (3) how SPF can be adapted to Thailand.  Social security is a human right with only 20% of world’s population has access to adequate social security.  She highlighted multiple reasons for social protection expansion, including its impact as a social and economic stabilizer that enhances domestic productivity, redistribution of income, prevention of conflict and creation of politically stable societies. 
Social Protection Floor (SPF) concept is defined as a set of basic social rights that each member deserves comprising of essential services and social transfers. SPF is not a safety net, but a fundamental step towards the development of a comprehensive system of social protection.  Many countries in Asia have developed elements of the SPF. The approach adapted to Thailand can be useful to develop a consistent national social protection strategy, to bring coherency, to enhance coordination and ensure efficient delivery. Thailand faces challenges to extend coverage to the informal economy, fragmentation of social security schemes, and inadequate income security. Additional information on SPF can be found on www.socialsecurityextension.org. (See Annex V: Ms. Valerie Schmitt’s powerpoint)
Ms. Napa Setthakorn, Deputy Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Social Development and Human Security (MSDHS) gave an overview of Thailand’s efforts towards development of an universal coherent social protection system.  The Prime Minister is chairing the National Committee on a welfare society.  There is in place a social protection law since 2003 which was later revised in 2007.  Social protection was originally designed to target the poor, but coverage has not yet reached out to all targeted groups.  The government has set a roadmap for 2017 comprising of four aspects: (1) social services, such as free education for 15 years and healthcare; (2) social assistance, such as support for HIV/AIDs victims and training for women to find jobs; (3) social insurance, such as pension and social security; and (4) private provision such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).  She stressed the need to invest in a welfare society with all actors involved.  Awareness-building for the community and individuals on the benefits of savings for social protection will strengthen the system. 
Dr. Michael Samson, Director of Research, Economic Policy Research Institute, South Africa cited examples of developed countries that invest 20% of national income in social protection, which accounts for substantial poverty reduction in higher income countries, while developing countries on average spend 1-2 % of GDP.  Rich countries can afford to invest and recognize the role of human resource development and protection of intellectual property to create wealth and economic growth.   
The difference in how much countries spend is a political choice. Developing countries can spend more, like Mauritius that spends 7% of its national income on social protection and is one of the fastest growing countries as a result of social protection investment contributing to their success.   However, many countries in Asia are concerned with the dependency of the poor on social protection.  In fact, this problem can be addressed in the design of the system to prevent incentives to undermine development potential and create complacency.  Social transfers should be designed within the broader development planning framework.  Social protection promotes human capital development, strengthens pro-poor growth, promotes better risk management and reinforces social cohesion. Social protection builds on human capital and yields economic returns.  For example, South Africa invests in welfare for young children generating additional returns in terms of their higher wages and productivity. Social protection has an impact on changing the way poor works and leverages more on productive livelihoods.  In times of harsh economic period, the poor faces great downturn unless they can rely on social protection allowing households to be able to make a decent living and to increase spending on domestically-produced goods which in turn benefits the economy.  (See Annex VI: Dr. Michael Samson’s powerpoint)
During the question and answer session, the following issues were raised:  

How to extend social security coverage to the informal sector under Article 40? In order to effectively extend coverage to informal workers and their families it is important not only to increase awareness of the target population but also to design and establish registration and payment mechanisms that are suitable for informal economy workers. Living from hand to mouth, it may be difficult for them to set aside the amount of annual or even monthly premiums. Payment mechanisms need to be adapted to their income patterns. 

In Senegal for instance taxi drivers pay only a small contribution to social security each time they leave the “garage” which means each time there are going to have clients and therefore earn an income.  This could be easily applied to taxi drivers in Thailand by deducting the amount of the premium from the amount of rent of the car. This example shows in addition that there is need for local, areas based, community based organizations (in the example of Senegal, the association of taxi drivers) to facilitate registration of the workers, collection of the premiums, information on the benefit package, representation of the insured, etc. 

Working with organized groups in the informal economy will be in addition less costly for the social security institution as they now their target groups and are close to them. This is what was experienced in the Philippines through the Phil Health-KaSAPI program where group insurance is encouraged by providing a reduction on the premium amount when a larger number of members of the group join the scheme and pay their contributions. 

There is also the need to create additional incentives so that workers join these schemes. One incentive is of course to design an attractive benefit package that needs to respond to the coverage needs of the target population while being affordable. By increasing the number of benefits as it is considered in Thailand, this is not a guarantee that the benefit package will be more attractive. There is a risk also to make the premium amount unaffordable such as in Indonesia where, as a consequence, workers are allowed to choose between benefits entailing high adverse selection problems. One of the most powerful incentives is the subsidization of the premiums such as in Colombia with the subsidized health insurance regime which covers 50 per cent of the total population, or the partial subsidization providing an incentive to contribute at least a small amount such as in the National Savings Fund that Thailand plans to introduce in the coming years. In addition, it is important to bear in mind that the workers will not be willing to enroll in a system if the delivery of benefits is not timely through transparent and reliable claims settlement mechanisms, and if the social services to which they can access through the insurance (health care and others) are not of appropriate quality. In order to increase coverage under Article 40 in Thailand, there is therefore a need to adapt existing enrolment, payment, claims settlement mechanisms; the examples provided can be an interesting source of inspiration.

How to improve coordination across line ministries and stakeholders? In moving towards universal welfare society, this will require participation of all players. The private sector is already involved in the provision of welfare for children and elderly.  It is important to involve the Tambon Administration Offices, community and individual persons in the design process towards a welfare society.  Social protection needs to be alleviated as a national agenda.  There has to be universal coverage whereby efforts have already been made on education and health.  There is duplication of efforts across line ministries which requires policy coherency.  MSDHS is the acting secretariat of the National Committee on welfare society to address these issues.     

How to bring about taxation reform in Thailand to make the system more affordable? – Thailand has a problem with tax income collection which requires political commitment.   It is necessary to set universal approaches to motivate the necessary tax reform.  Tax reform at the horizontal equity (people in the same income bracket should be taxed at the same rate) and vertical equity (people with more resources should pay more) will have to be done gradually. 
How about engagement with private sector? The private sector has a complementary role to play in the welfare society.  As majority of consumers prefer to buy from companies that have a good track record on CSR, the private sector is able to increase their income.  The private sector can play a role in delivery assistance of services, such as health care, or social transfers. 

How to enhance social capital?  It was recommended to go for universal approaches and design schemes to do away with bad targeting mechanisms that targets only certain groups and undermines community cohesion.  
4. Working group sessions
The participants were divided into four groups to propose further recommendations and discuss responses to two questions:

1. What are the challenges and gaps of ensuring adequate coverage of social protection to targeted groups? 
2. How to ensure sustainability of social protection systems, in terms of financing and institutional arrangements? 

The gist of the group discussions as follows: 

Overview and design of social protection system in Thailand The existing universal social protection system in Thailand has four pillars: (1) basic social services, includes education and health (2) social assistance (3) social security (4) network with local community and Tambon Administrative Offices and private provision on the development of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSRs).  The system should be designed to reduce welfare dependency and take into consideration of changing social demographics, such as aging society, low reproduction rates and increased teenage pregnancy. Suggestions were made to review the existing schemes offered are in line with needs of targeted groups and analyze gaps in order to achieve a welfare society. 
Coordination among all relevant actors remains an issue due to the fragmentation of social protection schemes without any integration or policy coherency. There should be a single body that oversees the overall picture and helps to integrate social protection schemes. 
No universal coverage of targeted groups and lack accessibility to social services for many groups, including non-Thais, unregistered persons, displaced people without state and nationality; informal sector and elderly without support. The informal sector, defined as independent labour outside of the formal sector, has only 55 persons are covered under social security under Article 40 and benefits provided are not interesting.  It was suggested to amend laws to extend coverage of existing social services to all.  Further studies are also needed to design the appropriate system for migrants in order for them not to be a burden for society.  
Capacity-building for Tambon Administration Organizations (TAOs) is needed to strengthen their ability to effectively deliver social protection at the local level and to empower the community on implementation of social protection schemes.  There are still weak institutional arrangements to distribute benefits from the central level to the community level. The 11th NESD Plan does not specify clear division of responsibility between the central government, community and TAOs making it essential to develop a national mechanism for efficient delivery of social services, such as education and health.  In addition, social protection workers will need capacity to provide appropriate services to the right group of people.
Development of a single database: The development of central database system requires relevant line ministries, local authorities and service provider agencies to collect data and link it to a single registry managed by the central authorities.  This may require law amendments to allow sharing of information across line ministries.  It was recommended to improve access to information through establishment of a single registry as a tool to provide universal coverage to all. 
Awareness-building about social protection Majority of individuals are not fully aware of the various social protection schemes and its benefit, therefore, many individuals do not take advantage or contribute to the social protection system.  Individuals and community are not yet involved in the development of social protection schemes. This will require a change of attitude on social protection to include migrant workers.  It was suggested to use the role of media to reach out to vulnerable groups and disseminate information. 
Quality of social protection schemes, including quality of education needs to be addressed.  Education is free for 15 years, but the question whether it is adequate for students to be able to find jobs after graduation.  
Inadequate income security to make a decent living Income security provided does not yet cover living expenses for children and 500 baht per month for elderly is insufficient. 
Tax reform is needed to structure tax collection.  Financial sustainability can only be achieved with tax reform and also strengthened capacity of tax administrators on tax collection at the central and provincial level. Further discussion is needed to address the problem that there are groups of people who are unable to pay taxes. The design of social protection has to take into consideration of financing burden. 

5. Conclusions

Ms. Suwannee Khamman, Deputy Secretary-General of NESDB, concluded that the discussion produced many useful recommendations for social protection system in Thailand towards a system with better coverage that is resilient and in line with the fiscal status of the country.  She noted that the seminar will be an important milestone of the cooperation between the NESDB and UNCT towards the further development of the social protection system in Thailand.  She reiterated the importance of social protection as a human right and noted the challenges facing Thailand, including universal coverage and need for integration of social protection schemes.  She expressed her appreciation to all panelists and participants for their invaluable contribution to the seminar. 
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