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Cash handout ‘no help
to low-income people’

SOCIAL ACTIVISTS SAY MONEY BETTER SPENT
ON IMPROVING NATIONAL WELFARE SYSTEM

ANAPAT DEECHUAY
THENATION _,

THE government’s cash-handout
scheme does not help low-income

. people but weakens them instead,

social activists claimed yesterday,
suggesting the authoritiesshould use
the money strengthen the national
welfare system.

“Rather than just a one-off giving
of money, the government should
allocate the budget to shore up the
national welfare system,” said

' Tuanjai Samanmit, a key member of
: the People’s Health Systems

Movement.

Three state banks have started
distributing the one-time subsidy to
the unemployed and other low-

income people after the government

delayed the paymentuntil December
9, Government Spokesman Sansern
Kaewkamnerd said. Ofthe 8.27 mil-

lion people registered as low income
before August, 6.98 million were
qualified to receive the subsidy via
Krungthai Bank, the Government
Savings Bank and the Bank for
Agriculture and  Agricultural
Cooperatives. The Cabinet allocated
Bt12.75billion forthe purposeinlate
November.

People who earn Bt30,000 per
year or less will get a one-time cash
handout of Bt3,000 per person,
while those: who earn between

" Bt30,000 to Bt100C,000 -annually

will get Bt1,500 per person.

. Sansern said the subsidy distri-
bution would be finished by the end
of the year as a “New Year gift” from
the government to the people.

The banks were transferring the
subsidy via people’s bank accounts,
while people without bank accounts
could collect the funds at the banks’
offices, the spokesman said, adding




thatthelatter group was encouraged
to open bank accounts that do not
require deposits to expedite the
transfers. “The government is con-
cerned about all groups of people,
cspecially those who have low
incomes,” he said.

The subsidy had to be carried out
systematically, he added, saying the
government supported people reg-
istering in order to establish a data-
base to be used when planning pub-
lic-welfare outlays.

“The one-time subsidy for low-
income peopleisashort-term meas-
ure that [the government] runs in
paralle] with long-term econamic
stimulus that will stimulate domes-
ticconsumption and prevent further
debts for people,” Sansern said.

The scheme was welcomed by
some people, as they received free
money from the government, but
social workers said they saw the issue
differently since the cash handout
would not help solve problems of
low-income people. “In the mean-
time, the government asks the poor
to register. Why did [the govern-

ment Jnotasktherich to dosoaswell
to declare how much their inheri-
tance and their land is worth?”
Tuanjai asked. '

“They could pay tax reasonably

based on their assets. But the state
fails to manage [ the wealthy paying
reasonable taxes . The state instead
focuses only on handing out subsi-
dies tothepoor. Give away cash today,
and they will be weak forever,” she
said.

Peopleshould be involved in con-
trolling the state’s budget by sug-
gesting how much should be spent
on welfare to ensure equality and
efficiency, said Nimit Tienudom,
director of the Aids Access founda-
tion. The cash-handout scheme
failed to provide health guarantees
equally to all people, said Surecrat
Treemanka, acoordinator of People’s
Network for State Welfare.

“The registration of the poor dis-
criminates against people. The poor
might get a subsidy, but how about
those considered by the government
as ‘almost poor'? Will they be treat-
ed fairly?” she asked.
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NGV buses pawns in deepening customs row

i

wonder whether Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-o-cha and some of his
cabinet ministers will have the privi-
lege of being the first passengers o

: ride the new air-conditioned NGV
buses on Dec 21.

The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority
{BMTA), the aperator of the city’s bus ser-
vices, has marked this day for a trial run
of one of the buses for VIPs from Govern-
ment House, travelling (o Hua Lampong
ratlway station, before launching the full

" service the tollowing day between Victory
" Monument and Sanam Luang.

‘The prime minister reportedly wants
some of the new buses to serve mourners
who are travelling to the Grand Palace
to pay tribute to the late King Bhumibol
Adulyadej.

The new huses are meant to be a New
Year's gift for Bangkok’s commuters so
they can ride in comnfort in modern vehi-
cles equipped with free Wi-I', allowing
them to tap away on their laptops while
travelling to and from work.

Goternment spokestnan L-Gen
Sansern Kaewkamnerd said the expecta-
tion was that more people — especially
middle class or white-collar workers
— would ditch their privace cars for the
gleaming chatiols as more of them come
into service on wider routes.

But the plans for e uial run for VIPS
on Dec 21, the service for mourncets,
and, more importantly, the launch of the
entive 489-unit bus fleet as a New Year’s
gift from the government to Bangkok's
bus commuters may fall ftac.

‘The buses at the moment cannot leave
Laem Chabang deep-sca port.

There is a high possibility the entire
bus fleet will be held up at the port well
past New Year despire the fact that all
buses must be delivered 10 the BMTA by
supplier, Besilin Group, by Dec 249.

The warst case scenario is the bus deal
may collapse altogether.

Why has the Customs Department
refused to let the buses leave the port,
spoiling the mood of so many people,
among them the prime minister and bus
communery?

Here is what Bestlin Group chair-
man Kanist Srivatchiraprapa has said
about the problem with the Customs
Department.

Mr Kanist said the first two lots 01 100
buses arrived at Laem Chaban port from
Malaysiz on Dec 1, and that his company

a9




had paid a 7% VAT for the buses.

But the buses could notleave the
port as custems formalities were not yet
complete.

Mr Kanist, 4 Chinese businessman
whose Chinese name is Ker New-lin,
warned the BMTA's Dec 21 trial run of
a bus from Government House to Tua
Lampong railway station for VIPs might
not come about if a bus is not released
from the port before that date.

He claims the buses were assembled
in Malaysia with 40% local content.
Hence, the buses were to be exempt from
import taxes uteder AVTA. That sounds
reasonable enough.

But the questions being asked are:
Were the buses really assembled in
Malaysia with 40% local conttent, with
the rest from China as elaimed by Bestlin
Group?

Or did they originate from China in
fully-assembled form, only to be diverted
to Maluysia before arriving in Thailand as

Was the car plant in Malaysia
able to assemble 99 buses with
40% local content in four days?

suggested by the Customs Department?

The department has produced one
picce of evidence which shows a con-
tainer holding a bus was shipped from
China and bears the same number as o
container which came from Malaysia and
docked at Lacm Chabang port.

I'he Form 1} documents show the
second lot of 99 NGV buses left China on
Nov 13, arrived in Malaysia on Nov 19,
left Malaysia on Nov 23 and arrived at

Laem Chabangon Dec 1.

Was the car plant in Malaysia able to
assemble 99 buses with 40% local content
in four days?

To find the ruth of the origins of the
buses and whether they were actually
assembled in Malaysia, customs officials
were sent 1o Malaysia to talk to their
Makaysian counterparts.

However, the department has indi-
cated Bestlin Group can have the buses

and deliver them to the BMTA if they put
up a guarantec amaounting o a 4()”6.1;1,\'
plus a fine four times the amourt of the
tax for cach bus.
H is unlikely that Bestlin can cemeup
with the guarantee money as required.
And this explains why Mr Kanist sug-
gested the Finance winistry put up the
guarantec for the company by using the
money it bas to pay for the bus procure-
ment, anlounting to 3.3 billion baht.
But this wus’rcjected outright by the
ministry as ridiculous as the ministry
is not a parly in the bus deal which is
between Bestlin Group and the BMTA.
How this messy affair will be sorted
out remains to he seen.
But the Customs Department appears
1o be duing a good job cven i that means
bus commuters will be deprived of their
New Year's gift from the guvernment.

Veera Prateepchaikul is a former editor,
Bangkok Post.
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