
My 2-cents Worth….A Reflection of Charity Mission to Chiang Rai 
 
The recent charity mission to Wiang Kaen district in Chiang Rai has deepened my insight into the hardships 
of the hill-tribe villagers and struggles of everyone around them to make it through life. I would like to share 
what I learnt through conversations with various parties who came to receive our entourage at Baan Huay 
Cook. 
 
No matter how much poverty I saw through the pictures from Pansy’s previous trips, it wasn’t enough to help 
me deal with the real situation. It was one thing to build structures for these villages, then arrive, be treated 
like VIPs and another to see/ hear how these people manage to scrape through each day. 
 
Starting with the handouts of goodies to the children. Children of all ages ran into the canteen, took their seats 
and waited eagerly while we were busy sorting out what & how much to give out. The eyes and wai that met 
mine every time I handed out the goodies were a similar mix of gratitude and sadness. 
 
Gratitude for the goodies (just a packet of Milo, 2 Sugus sweet, 1 biscuit wafer 
and Famous Amos cookies) while sadness because they had no idea of when 
they would have these again. Being over zealous to ensure that all the children 
had their share and enjoy them in my sight, I offered to help a young girl 
unwrap her Sugus sweet and put it to her mouth. She did not look at all happy 
at my actions and only later did I realize that she had actually planned to keep 
it to be enjoyed sometime in the distant future in order to prolong this joy. It 
was a really lousy feeling for being so insensitive… 

 
There were 4 teachers assigned to the 
village’s primary school. Between them, they had 85 children and taught 8 
subjects (including some English) but none of their students could afford 
any writing materials or notebooks or textbooks. Instead, teaching 
materials consist of various charts hung around the simple classroom. The 
teachers were not locals but assigned to work and live in the village. Given 
the limitations of facilities, they could only make do with as much as 
possible. 
 
Let me divert to the visit to the secondary school later in the trip while still 

on the topic of the children’s education. For the children who sought higher education, due to the extreme 
distance of their homes from the school, they had to stay in the dormitories provided by secondary schools. 
As you could see from the photos below, the dormitories were not much different from the squatters that the 
forefathers of Singapore stayed in during the 19th century. The picture on the right depicted the rubbish dump 
outside the dormitories. 
 

     
 
With so much stacked against them, I couldn’t help wonder when the hill-tribe villagers would ever break out 
of their poverty trap… 
 



Next came the village headman who was late because he had to help settle a dispute among neighbors. I 
enquired about what the villagers did for a living and he mentioned that everyone grew crops such as corn 
and sticky rice for consumption, with some surplus sold. Each household had between 5-10rai of land. 
Usually, they had to move their farms every 1-2 years because hill-side planting lent their farmlands become 
infertile because of topsoil erosion due to rain waters washing the nutrients down slope. It explained why the 
hills around us were only populated by low-lying shrubs… 
 
Next, a gentleman named Anand at the provincial level explained about his plans to copy the Doi Tung project 
(remember Doi Tung Coffee?) to encourage villagers to enter into coffee or tea cultivation that would 
encourage them to stay on the same plot of land rather than the wasteful current practices and improve their 
finances as coffee/ tea trees would produce more harvest as their mature. However, no financial assistance 
or directive was in sight from the authorities as yet. He felt strongly about this project and the longer term 
positive implications for these villagers. I was interested and below was a summary of our discussion: 
 

 Based on the land conditions of Baan Huay Cook, coffee cultivation was considered more ideal 
mainly because coffee trees required less water than tea and the rise in popularity of coffee drinking. 

 However, tea could be harvested as early as the first year but coffee had to wait 3 years 
 The first harvest was estimated to be able to fetch up to Bht8000 for the average household and as 

the trees mature, the future earnings for the villagers would only increase. 
 During the startup phase, the villagers would need to enter into alternative crop farming such as 

peanuts etc to ensure a continued livelihood. 
 Each coffee tree sapling costs Bht5. About 200 saplings were needed per rai translating to a cost of 

Bht1000 per rai or about Bht5,000-10,000 per household since the average household farmland 
was between 5-10 rai.  

 
The proposal sounded workable and my own thoughts immediately focused on these: 

 SCOT could find out which strain of coffee to cultivate (eg. Arabica) 
 SCOT could get sponsors for coffee tree saplings for dedicated households as little as Bht5k. This 

should help contain any siphoning of our fund and this should be the easiest part. 
 Next, cultivation techniques and education would need to be provided for the villagers to ensure that 

they could care for coffee tress and nurture their farmland. 
 Lastly, we would need to arrange for buyers to ensure that the villagers would not be ‘short-changed’ 

through middlemen in the future. This should be the toughest challenge given the local culture of 
middleman and questionable buying techniques. 

 
With these, I would like to end my recount and thoughts for this trip and will be moving forward to get answers 
to the questions posed above. If after reading this and you would like to help out or know someone else who 
could help, please do not hesitate to connect me to them as I always believe that if we pool resources 
together, nothing would ever be unreachable! 
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