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Managi ng tough times as best as they can

Leong Shen- Li
THE venue itself, inits own strange way, provided the perfect backdrop to
the fl ea market where you can find Sutipong Kanitanon

The bustling market, which was nore |i ke a warehouse sal e of about 120
stalls, was being held at a Mercedes Benz outl et on Soi Thongl or, off busy
Sukhunvit Road.

VWhat made this place so interesting was that the owner had once operated
a restaurant for custoners who were waiting for their Benzes to be
servi ced

The | og-cabin style building was still there, but on that Saturday,
together with the adj acent workshop, it was transforned to a war ehouse
sal e where retrenched journalists and ot her enpl oyees of the nedi a
i ndustry opened stalls to earn sone noney.

One cannot hel p but notice all those running the stalls had their Press
tags di spl ayed very proninently. They had no qual ns tal ki ng about the
sudden turn of fate which had brought themtogether at this buil di ng which
sold Thailand's ultimate icon of the good tines.

The market had an air of a carnival, w th peopl e wal ki ng around | ooki ng
at cheap wat ches, col ourful scarves and eating ice-cream Qutside, a disc-
jockey was spinning popular Thai hits.

A nore sorrowful story, however, energed beneath this veneer of fun and
enjoynent. After a few questions, Sutipong's al nost pernmanent snile
gradual | y di sappeared as he began his story of why he, and nost ot hers,
had to be at Benz Thongl or that day.

"I was a technical nanager at Thai SkyTV for two years until it faced
financi al problens. Like many ot her conpanies, it had borrowed heavily and
when t he bubbl e burst, it went down," he recall ed.

Suti pong, 49, was retrenched together with 800 others 18 nonths
ago, when the conpany was forced to downsi ze

It had seven channel s during the good ol d days, but now has only one
channel which it runs with 30 people so that the conpany can hold on to
its licence

Hi s wi fe Pracharaporn, 37, a secretary at Bangkok Bank, al so | ost her
job at about the sane tinme despite her |Iong service of 15 years.

"Wth two young children, that is absolutely devastating. Howare we to
manage?" he asked. He had no choice but to resort to setting up stalls at
flea and night markets all over Bangkok, six days a week, selling clothes,
shoes and other trinkets in order to get by.

"The clothes | sell are basically old ones. | go around aski ng ny
friends for old clothes which they usually give willingly. | al so buy new
clothes very cheaply to resell," he expl ai ned.

The i dea of opening a stall cane fromthe concept of the garage sale
whi ch he encount ered whil e he was studying and living in the United States
for 29 years

Besi des the few of fi ce dresses hangi ng at the back of his stall, he al so
had a heap of shoes and ties, and all sorts of knick-knacks which he had
brought out fromhis store room

He dug into a stack of cards and photos, and fi shed out a picture of two
footbal | ers whi ch were nounted onto a pi ece of manila cardboard. The whol e
t hi ng was wrapped in plastic which had grown alittle translucent from
age.

"This was a souvenir fromthe Wirld Cup in Los Angel es in 1994. But



can't renenber who the two players in the picture are," he added.

There were al so many ot her stickers, badges and ot her souvenir-I ooking
things. Goviously, it would have been quite painful for a person who
hoards these objects to have to put themon sale.

Suti pong and his wife set up stall six days a week.

"I have to. If | slow down even a bit, | will not have any noney," he
expl ai ned.

Life is now extrenely precarious.

"There is just enough noney for food and basic things for nmy famly.
There i s none for any ot her things. None for novies. None for holidays.
None for a nice neal in a restaurant. None even for newtoys for ny
children.

"Sonetines | can't even use ny car because | have no spare cash for
gasoline."

He was very thankful for the fact that he owns the house he currently
lives in or else he and his fam |y would be out on the streets if he had
had | oan repaynents to settle.

He nakes about 5, 000 baht (RWVb40) on average a nonth.

“I'f I amlucky, | may get up to 11, 000 baht
but then, if | amout of luck, | may only get 2,000 baht,"
he said.

However, the hard times have affected busi ness and peopl e woul d t hi nk
twi ce before buying things.

"There are nmany peopl e | ooki ng, but not many woul d buy," he said.

Despite all these difficulties, Sutipong still finds tine
to hel p others.

He is president of the Bangkok Bicycles Friendship Association and its
mai n project at the nonent is to get people with old and unwant ed but
still usable bicycles to donate to the associ ati on, which he sai d was
about 100 strong.

These bicycles will then be given to people who do not have any nmeans of
transport and hopefully will save themtransportati on expenses.

"So far, | have handed over 15 bi kes," he said, addi ng that the project
i s about two nonths ol d.

"Most of themhave gone to students, but a few have gone to very poor
famlies who really need a bi ke to get around,” he said.

Wil e creating the i npression that he is handling the situation rather
wel |, Sutipong neverthel ess said the transformation frombeing an
executive to a flea market vendor has affected his self-esteem

"Not only was it difficult. It nmade ne feel very down," he said.

When asked how he felt about Thailand going to the Internationa
Monetary Fund for help, he said that he felt sad that his country had to
resort to the body.

"I think it is a bad idea to be obligated to it. And | ook, nore and nore
peopl e are unenpl oyed because of it," he said in despair.

"I think Malaysia is very brave, and Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad is extrenely strong and smart. | think many people in
Thai | and woul d agree wi th what Mal aysia i s doi ng and wi shed we coul d do
the sane," he added.

Thi s whol e experi ence, Sutipong said, has allowed himto be nore astute
i n busi ness. He sai d he woul d probably venture i nt o busi ness when the
situation
gets better.

"I don't think | will give ny decisionto | eave journalisma second
t hought, " he added.

Meanwhi | e, Sutipong is continuingto find ways to survive the crisis.

"There is no time, or even the nood, to think about anything el se



nowadays. Every nonent is spent thinking about ways which | can earn sone
noney, " he added.

Everyone in Thailand, is in the sane boat, finding nmeans to nmake ends
neet .

"W have to do all sorts of things in order to get nmoney. Many
hol d more than one job now," he said.

On the one free day a week, he and his wife goto the tenple to pray,
asking God to not nmake things nore difficult for them

"I pray hard that we will manage through this difficult tinme," he said,
and added, "What el se can | possibly do?"

* Part 3 in the main paper on Thursday.

( END)
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