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POLICY BRIEF

CLEANING UP THE KINGS RIVER - A
"'WILLINGNESS TO PAY' STUDY FROM THAILAND

Take a boat along Bangkok's famous Chao Phraya River and it
doesn't take an expert to realize that it is seriously polluted with
sewage and practically biologically dead. As part of a general drive
to do something about this problem, a recent study has found that
the residents are willing to pay for water quality improvements. The
study raises the hope that residents' willingness to pay could make
Bangkok's soon-to-be-operational sewage treatment system a
financially viable solution to the pollution problem.

The study was carried out by Churai Tapvong a staff member of
the School of Economics, Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University
and her colleague Jittapatr Kruavan of the Faculty of Economics,
Chulalongkorn University. According to the researchers, the 'King's
River', as it is known, is the most contaminated of all Thailand's
rivers. Recently, the government's Pollution Control Department
reported that levels of dissolved oxygen in the lower reaches of the
river have been close to zero since 1990 and that, by the year
2000, the river may no longer be able to support any life.

The river isn't the city's only water pollution problem. There are
approximately 1,145 canals in Bangkok, most of them in critical
condition. Currently, the water in most canals is dark, foul smelling
and suitable only for transportation. Uncontrolled urban sewage
discharge is the main cause of the problem. However, Tapvong
and Kruavan note that underlying the crisis is a 'market failure':
water has been regarded as a 'free good' and has therefore not
been priced. This means that there has been little economic
incentive to maintain water quality - hence the current problems.
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Tapvong and Kruavan found that the most controversial issue was which organization
should be responsible for collecting the waste water fee. The answer was overwhelmingly
the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (62%) followed by the Metropolitan Waterworks
Authority (33%).

From Tapvong and Kruavan's research it is clear that Bangkok residents are acutely aware
of the city's water pollution problem and are willing to pay for the implementation and
operation of waste water treatment facilities. It is also clear that the central waste water
treatment facilities being developed will have both environmental and economic benefits.
They will lead to improved water quality of canals and the Chao Phraya River. In economic
terms, the benefits may include increased income from improved community health,
improved productivity in fishing and agriculture, improved efficiency in water transportation
and reduced costs of industrial water.

The researchers’ frequent consultations with the BMA during the study have paid off. In
August 1999, the BMA announced that it would collect a household waste water treatment
fee of 100 baht/household/month - precisely the mean willingness-to-pay revealed in
Tapvong and Kruavan's survey. By financing waste water treatment, the fee may help
return to the city its title of 'Venice of the East'.

December, 1999

Note: 39 baht =1 USD .

The full text of this study is available as an EEPSEA Research Report:
Water Quality Improvements: A Contingent Valuation Study of the Chao Phraya
River - Churai Tapvong and Jittapatr Kruavan.

For information contact:

Churai Tapvong ,

School of Economics, Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University
Bang-Pood, Pak-Kred

Nonthaburi 11120, THAILAND

Email: ecastchu@samsorn.stou.ac.th





