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Social media sales 
soar in Facebook
friendly Thailand

The son of a Thai fisherman, Anurak Saruethai
never really took to life at sea. But seafood has
been good to him. Hawking dried shrimp, squid

and fish in nightly Facebook livestreams, Anurak, who
is quick with a joke and adept at interacting with cus-
tomers, can draw up to 300,000 viewers at a time. He’s
backed by a team who help respond to orders, answer
questions on Facebook Messenger, monitor payments
to his bank account and shout out tag lines off camera
for comedic effect.

The formula works so well, Anurak says he made 26
million baht ($829,000) in sales in March alone.
“Facebook and Instagram give people an opportunity.
If you do it right with good content, in just seven
months you can make millions,” he told Reuters from
the seaside village of Satun. His success is emblematic
of booming social media commerce in Thailand where
entrepreneurs sell products directly to customers via
Facebook, Instagram and messaging apps like Japan’s
Line Corp.

Propelled by upgrades to mobile banking apps,
sales via social media in Thailand more than doubled to
334.2 billion baht ($10.9 billion) in 2017, according to
the latest report from the country’s Electronic
Transaction Development Agency. Moreover, those
sales accounted for 44 percent of e-commerce in
Southeast Asia’s second-biggest economy, jumping
from 21 percent a year earlier. Since then, banks have
dropped transfer fees, likely driving the market further.

The popularity of so-called social commerce in
Thailand owes much to the relatively late arrival of big
e-commerce firms, cultural shopping preferences and
the wide use of Facebook and Instagram. Some 38 mil-
lion people or 57 percent of the population access
Facebook every day, according to the US firm. Its
growth also highlights the global business opportuni-
ties for Facebook and its Instagram unit. “Social com-
merce is a market to monitor because Facebook has
moved more sharply in a commerce direction recently
with the launch of many commerce friendly features,”
said Alessandro Psicini, co-founder of Crea which
advises brands that want to boost their social media
sales in Thailand.

Facebook said this month it wanted to expand into
payments and launch its own coin. Instagram in March
introduced a checkout button which allows users to
shop without leaving the app, though that function is
currently limited to a small number of brands and US
consumers. Facebook and Instagram declined to com-
ment on how they plan to make the most of social
commerce opportunities.

Customers first
Within Asia, only Indonesia rivals Thailand in social

commerce. There it accounts for about 40 percent of
e-commerce but is worth a smaller $3 billion, says
consulting firm McKinsey & Company. The market is
less developed as many Indonesians do not have bank
accounts and due to the challenges of delivering goods
across the country’s archipelago. In other parts of Asia,
shopping on big e-commerce platforms like China’s
Alibaba, Amazon.com’s Japan unit or Walmart’s Indian
unit Flipkart is the norm, although selling via social
media is on the rise in some countries.

Livestreaming by merchants has gained in populari-
ty in China while in India, social commerce companies
have emerged over the past year. Satish Meena, senior
analyst at Forrester Research, says the firm’s prelimi-
nary estimates put India’s annual social selling revenue
at $100-$150 million. Completing a sale via social
media can be cumbersome.

In Thailand, customers find products on Facebook
or Instagram, while chats and payments usually take
place on different apps. But for many Thais, the appeal
of social media shopping is the direct communication
with merchants. Chonticha Srisawang, 35, who has her
own brand of fake eyelashes and over 76,000 followers
on her Instagram, prang_bohktoh, says customers
became comfortable placing orders after she took the
time to answer queries on chat app Line. “The Thai mar-
ket is very customer-centric,” said Vilaiporn
Taweelappontong, partner at PwC Thailand, adding that
Thai shoppers love to browse and share, which favours
social media over big online shopping malls. “Merchants
do everything to ensure customers have a good experi-
ence. In the US and Europe there is more standardiza-
tion and there are fewer choices because the emphasis
is on the back-end and things moving faster.”

The two biggest online malls in Thailand are now
seeking to win over social media merchants - who
industry experts estimate number more than a hundred
thousand. Both added livestreaming services last year.
Alibaba’s Lazada, which launched in Thailand in 2012,
also started an invitation-only program in August to
bring social media sellers with a broad customer base
onto its site. — Reuters

The market around Colobane Square in central Dakar
has been a hive of activity since dawn as hundreds
of buyers and sellers haggle over the latest imports

from Europe. Piles of designer stone-washed jeans and
jackets and shirts vie with skirts and T-shirts - all of them
pre-worn. Second-hand clothing, “feugue-diaye” in the
Wolof language, is a vibrant business in Senegal. Each
year, thousands of tons of garments tossed out by wealthi-
er Europeans find a new home in West Africa, helping
people to look good and businesses to make money.

“If you want cheap brand-name clothes, this is the
place to come to,” says Mamadou Sarr, a 23-year-old
wholesaler, pointing to the bales of jeans on his stall. “All
these have come from England.” Binta, a 29-year-old
habituee, says the bargains can be extraordinary. “You can
buy dresses, jeans, T-shirts for a low price, designer gear,”
she says. She contends that second-hand clothes sent from
Europe are “harder-wearing” than new garments exported
to Senegal from China.

Retailers rummaging through the garments always
have an eye out for a particular jewel: A football jersey,
which is much prized by young Senegalese. Sarr and his
older brother buy the clothing consignments for between
35,000 and 70,000 CFA francs ($60-121), which they
then sell off in 45-kg batches to retailers. After paying
intermediaries, customs duties and transport costs, the
brothers can clear as much as 450,000 CFA francs

($780) in a good month - roughly eight times the mini-
mum salary in Senegal.

Golden threads 
Senegal is just part of a global industry in recycled

clothes, whose biggest exporter is the United States, with
756,000 tons. Many wholesalers in Senegal get their
clothes from Le Relais, a French cooperative that collects
used clothing in France, the former colonial power. Le Relais
sends Dakar around 500 tons of pre-sorted clothing per
year and has a warehouse in Diamniadio, about 30 km from
Dakar, where its 51 employees sort another 200-250 tons.

The garments are sifted according to category - dress-
es, shirts, etc - then sorted again, graded according to
their quality and state of wear. “There are some goods
which aren’t worth anything, but the main thing which we
have been trying to do is create jobs,” says Virginie
Vyvermans, Le Relais’ deputy chief in Senegal. Profits
from sale of the clothes go into local development projects
and into paying the salaries of the employees, most of
whom are women. All are on permanent contracts - not
temporary or daily work. One of them, Marie-Helene
Marome, spoke highly of her job: “I’ve been able to enroll
my children in a private school and buy some land for a
home,” she says.  One of Le Relais’ customers, Aliou Diallo,
34, explained how he decided to quit his job as a grocer
after the warehouse opened up. “I saw a chance,” says

Diallo. He has seven shops and warehouses around
Senegal that employ 30 people. According to Sarr, retail-
ers often double the markup on clothing they buy from
wholesalers. “A trader who buys a T-shirt from me for 300
CFA francs can sell it in his shop up the road for 500, 700,
800,” he says.

A downside, too 
If wholesalers, retailers and customers are delighted

with the second-hand business, specialists say there is also
a disadvantage. As developing countries elsewhere have
come to experience, the dumping of cheap or free clothing
can cripple the local textile industry. In the 1980s, “cus-
toms duties (in Senegal) were slashed and import quotas
were abolished, and this opened the door to massive
imports of second-hand clothes,” says Ahmadou Aly
Mbaye, a professor of economics at Cheikh Anta Diop
University in Dakar.

Textile companies “disappeared from Senegal and the
neighboring region,” he notes. Any attempt to revive the
country’s garment industry would encounter “the huge
obstacle” posed by cheap imports, he says. And if the
workers at Le Relais enjoy job security and other condi-
tions, such rights are rare in the clothing recycling busi-
ness, adds Mbaye. Many people have job insecurity, suffer
more accidents and are lower paid than counterparts in
other areas of the economy, he says. — AFP 

Workers of a recycling centre of second-hand textiles of the French social enterprise “Le Relais” sort through bales of clothes in Diamniadio, Senegal on June 25, 2019. — AFP 

In Senegal, old clothes get new life for profit 

Double-decker 
buses housing 
the homeless

An inviting massage table, a snug
chair, a sunlit field of grass - this
is not a holiday resort but one of

London’s famous double-decker buses,
which this summer will house up to 40
homeless people. A fleet of four
decommissioned buses has been con-
verted by British-based social enter-
prise Buses4Homeless into a shelter for
homeless people, with spaces for
sleeping, dining, cooking, job training
and relaxing. “The most crucial thing
for anyone is shelter, having a place to
stay,” said Buses4Homeless founder
Dan Atkins, from the buses’ temporary
site in Croydon, south London. “And
that’s what’s sorely missing in London
as the number of beds in night shelters
gets slashed and housing remains unaf-
fordable for too many,” he added.

Homelessness has been rising in
England for nearly a decade amid rising
private rents, a freeze on welfare bene-
fits and a shortage of social housing.
Rough sleeping in London rose by 18
percent over the last year, hitting a
decade high of 8,855 people, a data-
base funded by the mayor of London
showed in June, the majority of whom
were new to bedding down in parks or
doorways. Atkins, who devised the ini-
tiative after seeing a friend sleeping in a
coach luggage compartment, said he
wanted to “understand how and why
people become homeless, and help
reintegrate them into society”. The
buses - which were donated by trans-
port company Stagecoach - will pro-
vide a three-month program during
which passengers can learn to cook,
receive basic business training or enjoy
a yoga class.

Alternative shelter
Slouched on a wooden bench on the

grass-covered top of the fleet’s “well-
being bus”, a man in his fifties animat-
edly types on his mobile phone. James,
homeless since threats from a drug-
dealing neighbor forced him to leave
his Brixton flat last October, has been
sleeping on one of the buses after
meeting Atkins - although the shelter
has not officially opened yet. “It was
either leave (my home) or end up dead
... but the housing association never

found me another flat,” said James,
whose name has been changed to pro-
tect his identity.

He finds the bus safer and more
comfortable than regular night shelters,
“where not every bed has its own pow-
er socket, so when you go looking for a
spot to charge your phone your stuff
can get stolen”. Each “sleeping bus”
can house up to 20 people in pods,
which are equipped with storage
space, a power socket and blinds for
privacy. Atkins said he expected the
buses would mostly accommodate
men, who made up the majority of the
homeless population, but that would
like to create more spaces where
women could feel safe.

‘Real stories’
James, who has always worked as a

community volunteer, said he hoped the
revamped buses would show the “real
stories of homeless people”. “If you
watch the news today, every homeless
person is either on spice (a drug) or a
beggar,” said James, a former rough
sleeping coordinator for Westminster
City Council, flicking his dreadlock
ponytail over his shoulder. “But my sit-
uation proves that you can be working
with homeless people one minute and
be on the streets the next.”

On the fleet’s “learning bus”, passen-
gers can sign up to anything from
Microsoft Office skills courses to pres-
entation workshops. Jonathan Pfahl,
head of training and mentoring firm
Rockstar Group, which will be running
the courses, said they aim to make
homeless people more employable and
link them to job opportunities. “And the
genius thing with a bus is that we can
take it wherever it’s needed ... so park it
in front of a job centre, for example.”

A spokesman for London Mayor
Sadiq Khan would not comment on the
bus initiative, but said that “record
numbers of people continue to be
forced onto the streets”. “It will not be
possible to truly end homelessness
without welfare cuts being reversed,
sustained investment in health services,
and a step change of investment in new
social housing,” he said in emailed
comments.

If the bus shelter project proves suc-
cessful, Atkins would like to convert
some of the vehicles into two to three-
bedroom flats for homeless people.
“There’s a plethora of buses that will end
up in the scrapyard as they don’t meet
the requirements of London’s ultra-low
emission zone ... so why not upcycle as
many as we can?” — Reuters 

Celebrating with
sake, Japan
whalers bring
ashore catch

It was a catch three decades in the making,
and when the Japanese whalers brought
ashore one of their first minke after the

resumption of commercial hunting, the
moment was marked with ceremony. The
whale arrived yesterday in the northern
Japanese town of Kushiro, where hours earlier
five ships had set out on the hunt. “Today is
the best day,” Yoshifumi Kai, head of the Japan
Small-Type Whaling Association, said as he
watched the whalers quietly bring the 8.3-m
long giant ashore. “We were able to catch a
good whale. It’s going to be delicious.” 

The minke was among the first caught in a
commercial hunt since Japan resumed the
practice after withdrawing from the
International Whaling Commission. “It was
worth waiting for 31 years,” Kai said with a
smile. A strong smell emanated from the gap-
ing mouth of the creature, which was hoisted
inside a net from the boat to a truck. Its stom-
ach had been cut open at sea, mostly draining
the blood from the whale, a technique to keep
the meat fresh. 

Still once on land, a pool of the blood
oozed from the carcass and was swiftly
washed away by the attentive workers. The

creature was hosed down, then whalers in
blue outfits, white boots and helmets, lined
up to pour ceremonial cups of the Japanese
liquor sake over the animal. The ritual is a
tradition among Japanese fisherman, both
celebrating and purifying the catch. The
resumption of whaling has been controver-
sial outside Japan, drawing criticism from
activists and anti-whaling countries, and
whaling communities are sensitive to the
optics of the hunt.

While reporters were allowed to see the
animal brought ashore, they were ushered
away before work began to break it down. The
whale, caught 42 km southwest off Kushiro,
was driven to a warehouse where a chain was
attached to its tail so it could be dragged
inside. Workers shouted at photographers to
step back as they pulled. “Move back! It
would be bad if there’s an accident,” said one.

Meat from the whale, one of two minkes
caught by boats from Kushiro yesterday, will
be sold mostly at auctions in local markets lat-
er in the week, officials said. “I myself want to
eat (whale meat) as soon as possible,” said
Kai. Conservationists have slammed Japan for
withdrawing from the IWC and resuming the
commercial hunts, which they view as inhu-
mane and outdated.

But Japan contends the practice is a long-
standing tradition that should not be subject
to outside interference. Asked about the criti-
cism, Kai said whalers were “not doing any-
thing wrong”. Japan’s fisheries agencies has
set a quota for commercial whale hunting
through December of 227 whales - 52 minke,
150 Bryde’s and 25 sei whales. “We have noth-
ing to be ashamed of,” said Kai. — AFP 

Workers pour sake on a captured minke whale after it was unloaded in Kushiro in
Hokkaido prefecture yesterday. — AFP 


