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Making Universal Health Coverage Schemes More Effective to 
Solve the Informal WorkersÕ Health Problems 

 
Thailand has applied the Universal Health Coverage 
Schemes (UHCS) since 2002, on the basis that the 
state accepts the obligation to allocate part of taxes 
collected to the National Health Security Fund and 
thereby ensures that all Thai people have access to 
health services. Though a large number of informal 
workers benefit from this Schemes, their health 
problems and risks from a lack of health safety 
precautions and the consequences of work-related 
diseases are yet to be addressed. As far as the 
service system of the National Health Security Office 
(NHSO) is concerned, there is still room for 
improvement in how to make it effectively solve the 
informal workers’ ongoing health problems.   
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In the past, the majority of population could not enjoy 
health care benefit. The health care schemes which 
existed were the Social Security Schemes (SSS) 
focusing on the welfare of workers or employees in the 
private sector; Civil Servant Medical Benefit Scheme 
for civil servants and their families in terms of medical 
treatment. For the low incomes group, there were 
People’s Welfare Scheme and Health Card Schemes 
in which interested persons have to purchase health 
cards at the cost of 500 Baht per year for own medical 
care and that of their family members.       
 

Problems encountered in the various schemes were: 
Unfair and discriminatory treatments provided for 
medical care recipients, especially those with health 
cards and those belonging to the People’s Welfare 
Scheme. These problems indicated that there was a 
need for reform of Thailand’s health security systems 
especially when following the motivation for the policy 
decisions, intended to cover all Thai citizens fairly and 
equitably and with the understanding that healthcare 
should not fall under relief actions, but as a mandatory 
fundamental right of all people born as citizens of 
Thailand.    

 

Universal Health Coverage Schemes (UHCS): 

The turning point for ThailandÕs health care and welfare services 

Following the above motivation, groups of medical 
health personnel, led by Sa-nguan Nitayarumphong 
initiated and jointly pressed for the establishment of 
the UHCS for all Thai citizens. In 1997 first health 
security act was drafted and campaign launched for 
it through groups of NGOs and 11 networks. From 
mid-2000, with understanding about the UHCS 
amongst members of the networks and the general 
public, People Sector’s Act on the Universal Health 
Coverage Schemes were drafted. Some 60,000 
people signed their support for the initiative to 
pressure for the parliamentary passage of their draft 
act. While the people sector was waiting for the 
validity of their signatures to submit the draft to 
parliament, the Thaksin government’s bill on the 
Universal Health Coverage Schemes managed to go 
through parliament. With his populist policies, 
Thaksin Shinnawatra, head of Thai Rak Thai Party, 
applied the concept of the universal health coverage 
schemes initiated by medical health personnel  and 
the citizen networks as part of his party’s policy: “30 
Baht for All Diseases Scheme” and won the 2001 
general election. Later on, using the citizens sector's 
conceptual framework, the government managed to 
apply pressure for the passage of The National 
Health Security Act B.E. 2545 in November 2002. 
Accordingly, the National Health Security Office 
(NHSO) was authorized to provide health welfare for 
all Thai people.                 

“To make available this system is to make available one 
form of the fundamental social justice which has already 
been put into practice by many countries all over the world. 
In all cases, to achieve this point, lots have been done in 
terms of long and hard campaigns and demands, 
launched and pressed for by the people sector of the 
involved countries.”   

Senator Jon Ungphakorn 
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The schemes have largely benefited the people sector. The policy was carried through and the 30 Baht 
payment was later cancelled by Gen. Surayud Julanont government, and the healthcare has become free of 
charge since November 2006. Owing to all of these policies and initiatives, people now can access the health 
services free of charge.  
 

The UHCS system has been regarded as the key turning point for the concept of providing healthcare welfare 
by the Thai state. Under the UHCS system, the state makes use of collected taxes to provide health security for 
all citizens. The taxes collected depend on each person's or family’s income or economic condition. The higher 
the income, the higher tax rates will be levied. People with less income will pay less tax. 

Eleven networks participating in the campaign for the implementation of the UHCS: 
1. The Thai Network for People Living with HIV/AIDS;  7.    The Labor  Network;  
2. The Network of the Handicapped;     8.    The Informal  Workers Network;  
3.  The Women Network;     9.    The Child and Youth Network;  
4. The Alternative Agricultural Network;   10.  The Old ages People Network; and 
5. The Urban Community Network;    11.  The Ethnic Groups Network 
6. The Consumers Network;  

  

UHCS have worked but with room for improvement 
 

The NHSO has tried seriously to provide the Thai people with effective health care services   by encouraging 
people to access this right. So far, the Schemes’ participants have increased from 46 million people in 2003 to 47 
million in 2009 while the per-head expense went up from 1,202 Baht in 2003 to 2,202 in 2009. (See table1) 
Table1: Budget allocated for UHCS during 2003-2009 

Year Per head 
costs 

in Thai Baht 

Number of 
the people 

covered 
each year  
(million) 

UC Budget 
<x Billion Baht> 

Gov. Budget 
<x Billion Baht> 

GDP 
<x Billion Baht> 

% of the 
budget to 
the annual 

expenditures 

% of the 
budget to 
the GDP  

2003 1,202.4 46.0 56.1 999.9 5,917.4 5.6% 0.9% 
2004 1,308.5 46.8 61.2 1,163.5 6,489.5 5.3% 0.9% 
2005 1,396.3 47.0 67.5 1,250.0 7,092.9 5.4% 1.0% 
2006 1,659.2 47.8 82.0 1,360.0 7,841.3 6.0% 1.0% 
2007 2,089.2 46.1 91.4 1566.2 8,493.3 5.8% 1.1% 
2008 2,100 46.5 102.0 1,660.0  6.1%  
2009 2,202 47.0 105.9 1,835.0  5.8%  

Source: NHSO, Bureau of Budget and the National Economic and Social Development Board, 
these budget are not included administrative cost of the Schemes                                                                                                             
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Initially, the Schemes as Thailand’s health care reform 
system had some administrative obstacles, such as  

1) Health care service units in need of more 
budgetary support for their administration;  

2) Service recipients having problems with 
healthcare quality and standard;  

3) Referral systems from primary healthcare 
units (PCU) to secondary and tertiary health care 
units; 
 

4) Increasing resignations amongst medical 
personnel because of doctors suffering from fatigue 
and a lack of moral support in performing their duties, 
as well as from job insecurity; and  

5) Certain groups of people could not access 
the UHCS rights; in most cases, these people were 
those who lived along the national borders, and those 
who belonged to migrant children groups and the 
elderly. 
 
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To tackle such obstacles, the NHSO launched its 
health and disease prevention campaigns via the 
“Local Health Security Fund” and promoting the 
people’s participation by specifying that the national 
health security board must be composed of five 
organizational representatives, elected from 
amongst the 9-dimension citizen sector network 
(Children and adolescents, Women, Elderly, 
Disabled or mental health patients, HIV or other 
chronic disease patients, Labor, Urban 
communities, Agriculturists and Minorities) for the 
joint administration of the national health security 
fund. Also the People’s Health Security Coordinating 
Centers were set up in 2004. To date, there are 101 
centers covering 76 provinces. 

Overall, the UHCS have entitled the majority of 
Thailand’s population, about 47 million people, 
particularly the low-income earners that include 
those in the informal economy to get access to the 
UHCS services. 
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Informal workers, being involved with production at 
home or in communities as independent 
entrepreneurs acting as own account producers and 
sellers, or as subcontracted homeworkers who use 
their own home and residential units as workplace, are 
often exposed to unfavorable working environments: 
limited working spaces with no ventilation, insufficient 
illumination, out-dated machinery and equipment 
prone to breaking down and the risk of operational 
accidents. With low remuneration, these home-based 
workers have to work long hours with limited rest or 
relaxation, often being overwhelmed with fatigue and 
pain. They are at risk from touching and inhaling toxic 
and hazardous chemicals during the production 
process and work-related diseases. And, most 
importantly, their children and other family members 
may also be harmed and taking risks unintentionally 
while living in these unhealthy conditions.      
 

Even though the informal workers can access their 
rights to health services under the UHCS, not all such 
health services deal adequately with their health 
issues, operational risks, especially the illnesses 
resulting from work-related accidents and diseases. In 
general, there has been no review of the health 
service recipients’ health records to diagnose their 
health risks. This may be because health personnel at 
the PCU lack knowledge, understanding and skills in 
providing occupation-related health advice. Moreover, 
as the patient is not diagnosed as suffering from any 
work-related disease, there is no referral system to 
state    hospitals    attached   to the  UHCS  that  have  
 
 

 

Informal workers and their access to health services 

doctors   specialized   in  occupational  health.  In 
this manner, the illnesses remain protracted and 
untreated.  
 

The health promotion and disease prevention 
systems provided by the PCUs may be regarded as 
basic health check-ups in urging people to take care 
of their own health. But there are no health check-
ups for work-related risks of workers in the informal 
economy. For example textile producing groups risk 
dust-related diseases during the production of 
textiles as well as diseases related to chemical 
colour vaporization and eye conditions due to 
eyestrain from overwork coupled with insufficient 
illumination. Therefore there is a need for health 
check-ups based on work-related risks.  
 

While the NHSO has encouraged the PCUs and the 
sub-district government administrative organizations 
to participate in promoting local people’s health, the 
informal workers were not recognized by the local 
administration organizations. In fact, these 
organizations have no compiled data and 
information about the dramatic health conditions of 
these informal workers.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 5 



 
Moreover, the informal workers living in urban areas 
are those who have moved from upcountry and 
normally leave their registration papers at home. This 
has made the provision of their medical services and 
referral systems more difficult. While the informal labor 
sector’s health coordinating centers are disseminating 
information on the informal sector workers’ rights and 
accepting related complaints, to date there were only 
9 centers for all activities nationwide.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To ensure that the informal workers receives 
healthcare and health support actions most 
appropriate and relevant to their health issues, the 
following recommendations are proposed for the 
NHSO’s operations: 
 

1) Ensure the active participation of the citizen 
sector networks by appointing representatives 
for the 9-dimension citizen sector networks as 
members of the provincial health security 
coordinating centers.  

2) Ensure the active participation of the 9-
dimension citizen sector networks in the sub-
district health fund by appointing and 
authorizing citizen sector representatives to 
participate in the local health fund committee.   

 
3)  Develop the occupational health dimension 

for the health service system, especially in 
the primary health care units. Take into 
consideration the work-related health risks 
through health care services, health support 
and disease prevention, underlining the 
creation of knowledge and understanding in 
safe health. Work with the various 
occupational groups in order to be able to 
evaluate own health, to improve own 
production process and working 
environment, ensuring safety and acting as 
volunteers for health surveillance and work-
related risks and dangers.  
 

4)  The informal workers-related centers have to 
be taken under consideration. 
 

5) Provide annual medical checkups for the 
informal workers, according to occupational 
and operational health risks.  

Recommendations 
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