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Introduction

The Thai media is now considered one of the best and freest
in the region. Thai media has expanded considerably in recent years
in terms of quantity, quality, variety, influence and impacts. Interestingly,
the rise to eminence of Thai media coincided with the booming economy
and the democratization of Thai politics. An analysis of these phenomena
undoubtedly provides an insight into modern Thai society.

“Policy Advocacy and the Media in Thailand” is a modest attempt
towards this direction. It aims to provide an analytical survey of the role of
Thai media in policy advocacy. This small book explains the structure and
function of Thai media, its institutional, economic and social constraints and
its performance in the past few years, focusing on three cases, namely the
election of 1995, the election of 1996, and political reform.

As the media is also the channel through which non-Thai language
readers can learn about Thai society, the Institute of Public Policy Studies
(IPPS) decided to publish this book in two languages-Thai and English-so
that non-Thai language readers will benefit from the comparison and
analyses of Thai and English-language newspapers, and have a broader
perspective of the subject with an awareness of the color and quality of
their “lens”.

IPPS owes many thanks and apoligies to the three contributors who
patiently awaited the fruit of their labor. We hope that this book constitutes
another step towards a better informed Thai society.

Parichart Siwaraksa

Director

Institute of Public Policy Studies
December 1996
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Policy advocacy and the media in Thailand

Duncan McCargo

Introduction*

This paper will seek to define and analyse the nature of policy
advocacy in the contemporary Thai media, addressing the following three
key questions :

1) To what extent does the media seek to perform an agenda-setting
function in terms of public policy?

2) How do different sectors of the media (the popular vernacular
press, the self-proclaimed ‘quality’ vernacular press, the English-language
press, radio, and television) vary in their approach to policy advocacy?

3) How far is the media proving successful in performing its policy
advocacy function?

The above questions are addressed with primary reference to two
case studies of contemporary relevance :

a) The role of the media in emphasising and promoting discussion
of party policy platforms during the 1995 general election campaign.

b) The role of the media in the ongoing debate over reform of the
political system.

Role of media in Thailand : how does policy advocacy fit in?

The role of the media in policy advocacy is by no means fully
accepted in the Thai context. For many Thais, the media is seen as a source
of rumour and entertainment, its commentaries on political matters likely
to be highly partisan and directed primarily at raising circulation. The idea
that the media has function of contributing to policy debate is a relatively
new one, which has gained currency only recently. Ubonrat Siriyuvasak
argues that the period since the events of May 1992 has seen a flowering

* This paper arises out of my research project ‘Media and politics in Thailand and
Pacific Asia’, for which currently hold an ESRC Research Fellowship. I gratefully acknowledge
the financial support of the Economic and Social Research Council (UK), and additional
funding from the British Academy (Committee for South-East Asian Studies). Iam very grateful
to Dr. Ubonrat Siriyuvasak for her ideas and suggestions concerning this paper.
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of press freedom comparable with that in the three years after October
1976." However, whereas the political changes ushered in after October
1973 freed the press from decades of control, leading to an explosion of
commentary and criticism, the press after May 1992 had much more
experience in performing a wider social function, and thus has been more
effective in its performance. Even before the May crisis, the media had been
engaging in policy discussion. Examples included the constitution rewriting
debate of 1991, and the controversies surrounding the Kaeng Krung dam
project in 1989 and 1990.° The demise of the National Peace-Keeping
Council after May 1992 contributed to a further liberalisation of the media
environment.

Standard western descriptions of the medias‘ political functions
(such as watchdog’, social ‘mirror’, and ‘agenda-setter’) are not always
appropriate in the Thai context, where the media is often a political actor
in its own right, linked to or owned by prominent political figures, and
dedicated to the promotion of particular vantage points.” Yet given the
bureaucratised nature of Thai society, the media has a prominent role to
play in voicing ideas which run counter to state-fostered orthodoxies. In
a society where academics are government officials, where most television
is overseen by the government or the military, and where even religious
leaders are intimately tied to the prevailing power structure, the privately-
owned print media is well-placed to offer alternative voices and perspectives.

Structure of news presentation in the Thai press

To understand why policy advocacy is not a natural role for the Thai
press, it is necessary to look briefly at the traditional pattern of news
presentation which characterises Thai newspapers. Thai newspapers differ

‘Interview with Dr.Ubonrat Siriyuvasak, Associate Professor, Department of Mass
Communication, Faculty of Communication Arts, Chulalongkorn University, 20 October 1995.
*On coverage of the Kaeng Krung dam project, see Ubonrat Siriyuvasak, “Environmental
discourses in the Thai media™, TEI Quarterly Environmental Journal Vol.2, No.2, Apriljune
1994.
For a relevant discussion, see Thitinan Pongsudhirak, “The mass media in Thai
politics : watchdogs and servants in a democratizing society”, in Kevin Hewison (ed.) Politics
in Thailand:Democracy and Panticipation, London:Routledge (forthcoming).
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from western newspapers principally in their attempts to preserve a highly
artificial distinction between news and comment. ‘News’, as narrowly
defined by Thai journalists and editors, is purely factual in nature, almost
invariably requiring no background information, no explanation, and very
definitely no interpretation. In practice, news consists mainly of the
verbatim utterances of news sources such as politicians and senior officials,
linked together with phrases such as “The minister insisted that’, and “The
permanent secretary revealed that’, ‘News’ is presented completely without
context, and so is generally unintelligible to a reader who is unfamiliar with
the issues mentioned by news sources being quoted,” ‘News’ is the province
of junior reporters, usually assigned to ministries or other government
offices, and phoning or faxing the utterances of news sources into news
desks.

‘Comment’ is the province of columnists, traditionally senior
members of the political desk or editorial staff. Comment is often made
without close reference to factual information : its primary function is to
use current events as a foil for the views of the columnist, who presents
himself (almost all columnists are men) as a particular person with distinct
pre-occupations and biases. What is lacking in most Thai newspapers is any
attempt to analyse issues and developments, linking empirical information
with interpretation and reasoned discussion. Exceptions to this principle
often appear in Sunday editions (such as Thai Raths'Page 3 political analysis),
almost as though analysis is a secondary actively to be confined to days when
there is little ‘real’ news to be presented. In practice, much of the analysis
which does appear in the Thai press is little more than an expanded form
of the typical column, a form of extended pontification. Proper analysis
demands that reporters be authorised to do more than tape-record
minister’s speculative remarks, and that columnists lower themselves to do
actual research, rather than riding endless hobby-horses. It challenges the
notions that junior staff must be in awe of their sources (krengjai laeng Khao),
and that with seniority comes the license to waffle. Incorporation policy
debate into the traditional Thai newspaper order typically involved
‘upgrading’ the output of columnists, eithér by recruiting outsiders,
particularly university lecturers, to write columns on either an ad hoc or a
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regular basis, or permitting existing columnists to shift their focus (or some
of it) away from immediate day-to-day political concerns. Both approaches
risk alienating regular readers who see newspapers primarily as a source
of news and comment.

In studying the Thai media as a source of policy advocacy, it is
necessary to recognise the structure, tradition and limitations of these
media. ‘Policy advocacy’ needs to be broadly defined to take account of
these factors : for the media to broach policy issues at all is to engage in
a form of ‘policy advocacy’, acknowledging the existence and potential
importance of questions which do not conform to the conventional rubric
of the Thai newspaper.

Different sectors, different approaches

The Thai media may be divided into several categories : electronic
media, like the five national television stations, and private radio networks
such as INN (most of which remain under the direct or indirect control of
the state), mass-market print media (including popular newspapers such as
Thai Rath, Daily News, and Khao Sod), niche-market print media targeting
particular specialised readership (such as The Nation, Siam Post, Krungthep
Thurakit, and Phujatkarn), and ‘vanity’ media publications aimed at promoting
the interests or views of particular individuals and organisations (such as Ban
Muang). Policy advocacy is primarily the domain of the niche-market print
media. In addition to the daily press, policy issues are also dealt with in a
number of niche-market weekly and monthly publication, such as Siam Rath
Weekly, and the old-style political weekly Arthit.

Forms of policy advocacy in the media

Policy advocacy in the Thai media assumes a variety of different
forms, among them :
1) News reports of policy statements by politicians, government
officials, non-governmental organisations and think-tanks
ii) News reports of policy-related seminars and conferences
iii) Comments by regular political and economic columnists
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iv) Editorial comments
v) Special commentary and analysis articles submitted by, or
commissioned from, individuals with specific policy expertise
vi) Policy-related features or series, comprising two or more articles
on a common theme
vii) Sponsoring of policy-related seminars and conferences by
media organisations in order to generate news and debate
viii) Documentary-style radio and television programmes exploring
particular policy-related issues
ix) Panel discussion, interview, and phone-in style radio and
television programming on policy questions

In some cases, a combination of these activities by a particular media
organisation (or more than one organisation) may constitute active media-
led campaigning on a given policy issue. The range of issues taken up by
the media, however, tends to be limited. In particular, the weakness of local
newspapers and media given the overwhelming dominance of the national
press leads to a strong Bangkok focus. Policy issues relating to national
politics or economic questions (such as the electoral platforms of political
parties, and reform of the political system) generally take priority over
regional or local issues. As argued in the report of a 1994 seminar on
decentralisation : ‘Bangkok people have a “loud voice” because radio,
television and newspapers report mostly problems faced by them... The
first important step for immediate development of people’s force in the
balance of power is likely to be co-operation between NGOs, people’s
organisations and local education institutes to push for quality local radio
and newspaper which would in turn strengthen the public sphere’.* In other
words, policy advocacy in the Thai media remains primarily the terrain of
interest groups based in the capital. A clear example of this may be seen
in the media’s treatment of the Sor Por Khor land reform issue, which was
overwhelmingly portrayed as a national political question rather than an

* Power Decentralisation in Thai Society : demands from the people, report from seminar
organised by the Local Information Center for Development, Nakhon Ratchasima, December
1994, published May 1995 pp.36-37.
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issue directly affecting the livelihoods of millions of farmers and rural
dwellers.

Covering politics versus covering policy

For much of the Thai press, politics is the central news focus. Political
reporters are concentrated at such locations as the parliament, Government
House, and the Interior Ministry. Given the partisan and assertive nature
of the print media, newspapers are often eager to embroil themselves in
political controversies. Coverage of policy issues (the first step towards a
policy advocacy role by the media) comes about most readily when those
issues are intimately related to questions of national politics. Political
editors and reporters like stories which illustrate conflicts between different
competing individuals and groups in the political world : splits between rival
faction leaders in the same party, disputes between ministers and senior civil
servants, and falling-out among coalition partners. Thus general election
times, when all parties unevil policy platforms and compete for press
attention, are good opportunities for the airing of policy questions ; so are
parliamentary debates with a policy component which is of clear political
significance, such as no-confidence debates on which the future of a ruling
coalition depends. The May 1995 debate on the land reform issue, which
led to the downfall of the Chuan Leekpai government, is a case in point.
Similarly, questions relating to political reform appeal to political journalises,
who are able to understand the issues involved, and can relate them to the
wider ‘game’ of political maneuvering among rival parties and oppositional
groups. By contrast, ‘pure’ policy issues concerning matters such as health
and education are often impossible to reduce to the popular level of inter-
personal conflict. Similarly, even business newspapers rarely provide
analytical explanations of alternative fiscal or trade policy options relating
to issues such as inflation or GATT. In other words, certain policy issues
are much more accessible and intelligible to the political desks of Thai
newspapers than others.

Ubonrat Siriyuvasak argues that in the case of the Kaeng Krung dam
project, media attention was sustained for several months because protest
groups of local people and students ‘provided the necessary conflict
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conditions for journalists to work in’, newspaper headlines using headlines
laden with ‘anticipated violence in order to draw the attention of readers,
and hence to make the stories sell”.” Wherea policy issue could be construed
as a conflict, it became a major focus of sustained media discussion and
debate. But Ubonrat also noted the way in which the environmental agenda
at the heart of the issue was progressively displaced in the print media by
a focus upon political rivalry. Although some newspapers (she singles out
the Bangkok Post, The Nation and Phujatkarn) provided detailed chronologies
and analyses of the issues involved in the later Pak Mool dam controversy
(1990 to 1994), 'their environmental discourse came far too late in the
struggle, and the papers failed to get any serious support from environ-
mental groups'.6 By contrast, the state-controlled electronic media saw
both of these politically-related environmental protests as ‘illegitimate’ news
items which did not conform to their structure of news-gathering and
presentation. This media climate gives little scope for what Ubonrat terms
‘environmentalist’ policy discourse (which criticises the industrial economy
and associated social system), as opposed to mainstream ‘conservationist’
and ‘reformist’ policy discourses, to be articulated either in the mass-
circulation Thai-language press, or on television. The nuances of the debate
are not conveyed to the general public, since they do not conform to the
news values of those who control the mass media. Protest and conflict can
sometimes be deemed newsworthy, but environmental policy in itself
cannot.

Examples of policy advocacy in the media

Weekly magazines

Arthit is unusual in carrying a lengthy cover story of approximately
8-10 pages each week, a format which allows for detailed discussion and
analysis of current policy issues. Topics covered in 1995 have included
defence procurement, the Eighth National Development Plan, and political

*Ubonrat 1994, p. 33 : for this topic. see pp. 33-37.
®Ubonrat 1994, p- 36.
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reform. Chatcharin Chaiwatsu, the founder-publisher of Arthit, tries to
run his magazine like an NGO, rather than as a conventional commercial
enterprise. Whilst the readership of the magazine is quite small, regular
readers include many politicians and political journalists. Nevertheless, the
primary character of Arthit is that of a political magazine producing
commentaries on current affairs, and its articles do not consistently conform
to the model of policy analyses. The magazine has run a long-standing
campaign on the issue of decentralisation. Siam Rath Weekly, which
continues to enjoy substantial sales and prestige despite the presently
much-reduced standing of its daily counterpart, has a well-established
track record of policyrelated features on NGOs, people’s struggles, and
issues relating to women, farmers, health and the environment.

English-language dailies

Although edited by Thais and using a news-gathering structure quite
similar to that of their Thai-language counterparts, the two main English-
language dailies, the Bangkok Post and The Nation, have introduced many
innovations in the media world. Blessed with many talented staff, and
possessing a far more international perspective than any of the Thai-
language newspapers, these two newspapers have been at the forefront of
promoting a policy advocacy role for the media. Despite being politically
more conservative than its arch-rival The Nation, the Bangkok Post has
been highly innovative in its coverage of policy issues which go beyond
the regular political beats, especially in the ‘Outlook’ section (as in the
articles of Sanitsuda Fkachai) and the much-praised ‘Sunday Perspective’
section. This typically contains three or four broadsheet pages devoted to
a single policy-related issue, and is particularly strong on social policy,
education, and environmental questions. A similar style of coverage can be
found in the ‘Focus’ and Sunday ‘Viewpoint’ sections of The Nation. Whilst
‘Outlook’ is arguably generally superior in quality to ‘Focus’, The Nation’s
strongly pro-liberal, anti-military editorial line gives the newspaper a
combative quality which stands it in good stead for campaigns on issues
which challenge vested interests. Whilst the readerships of both news-
papers are largely confined to well-educated Bangkokians (and expatriates),
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many regard the English press as less sensational and more trustworthy
that its vernacular counterpart, giving both papers substantial influence in
elite circles. Thai language papers which cover policy questions, such as
Stam Post and Phujatkarn, are often responding to innovations first made
by the English language press.

Thai language newspapers

For Thai-language newspapers such as Thai Rath and Matichon,
policy is principally interesting when it can be related directly to questions
of political conflict. Matichon, in particular, sees itself as a campaigning
newspaper dedicated to uncovering abuses of power and corruption in
high places. Whilst the newspaper does deal with policy matters and seeks
to raise the quality of public debate, especially in some of the columns
contributed by outside writers and academics, these concerns are generally
subordinated to more pressing news issues. Similarly, Tha: Rath has shown
that it is willing to wage a sustained campaign against a controversial
government policy (as with the Democrat land reform programme, 1994-
1995), but the campaign will be pitched at the level of politics rather than
policy. Siam Post, has sought to place greater emphasis on policy questions,
and sometimes gives over page 3 to the in-depth scrutiny of a particular
issue ; for the most part, however, the tone remains one of commentary
rather than of real policy analysis or advocacy.

Electronic media

Given the continuing state control (direct and indirect) of the
electronic media, opportunities for analytical discussion of politically
sensitive policy areas remain limited. At the same time, since May 1992
there has been a burgeoning of new radio stations and television
programmes, many of them run by independent production companies.
Radio phone-in programmes and variations on the ‘panel discussion’
format have become widespread, although the quality of this programming
is often very low. Among the most successful are those hosted by
Thammasat University economics professor Chermsak Pinthong, such as
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Mong tang moom, Tob prachachon, and Trong praden. For the most part,
these programmes have a ‘current affairs’ rather than a “policy’ focus; this
arises partly out of the limitations of media which are intended for a mass
audience, which is not so receptive to narrowly focused policy questions as
the readership of a niche-market newspaper.

1995 election campaign

The general election campaign of July 1995 offers numerous
illustrations of the attempts by the mass media to create discussion around
policy-related issues. These efforts need to be viewed in the context of the
primary factors which precipitated the election and governed its outcome.
On the one hand, the Democrat-led coalition government was toppled by
the defection of a coalition partner immediately prior to a no-confidence
vote over allegedly corrupt handling of a land reform programme. The
opposition, led by the Chart Thai Party, succeeded in briefly seizing the
moral high ground in their crusade against abuse of government power.
Yet given the fact that Chart Thai itself was a party with dubious record as
regards matters of corruption, the election presented voters with an ‘empty
choice’ of two loose alliances : one led by what many regarded as a
discredited Democrat Party, and another led by Chart Thai, an unprincipled
provincial juggernaut. Whilst Chart Thai based its formal campaign around
Banharn’s potential as a premier (and its informal one upon heavy vote-
buying), the Democrats waged a largely negative campaign. urging voters
not to give Chart Thai a chance to form the government (whilst at the same
time using their control of state agencies such as the Interior Minister to
undermine their opponents). For the most part, the media refrained from
investigative reporting and exposing the underlying political economy
of the election. Instead, the popular press focused on personality issues
and back-biting, whilst the quality press sought to make the election a ‘real’
contest between parties with different policy platforms. The media was
concerned less with what the election was actually about, than with what it
believed the election ought to be about. Policy advocacy was part of an
attempt by the media to define a political role for itself, a political role which
legitimated its function, yet did not challenge the existing power-holders.
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Speaking at a seminar on the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary
of Chulalongkorn University's Faculty of Mass Communication on 5 July
1995, Dr.Chermsak Pinthong argued that in retrospect, the attempts by
the media to advocate policy and generate policy debate during the election
period had proved a failure. By summoning politicians to outline their
policy platforms on particular topics, television stations had given them a
considerable free publicity. Politicians had discussed the intricacies of issues
ranging from the traffic problem to educational and constitutional reform,
seeking to persuade the public that only they and their parties were
proposing appropriate solutions to particular problems. Yet when it came
to the formation of the coalition, seven parties were able to sink their
supposed policy differences with unseemly haste on the very night of the
election, and throw themselves into the more serious business of haggling
for cabinet seats. In seeking to legitimise its own role through the quest
to find policies, the media had simply helped lend a spurious credibility to
political parties which were often little more than ad hoc groups of bounty-
hunters.

Thammasat University political scientist Anek Laothamatas argued:
‘The elections did not have anything to do with national issues. People vote
on the basis of local issues and local patronage. Only in Bangkok do people
consider national issues’ (Manager, August 1995, p. 36). In part, the focus
of the national media upon national issues reflected attempts by Bangkok
people to press their own political agenda upon provincial voters, in the
belief that capital-dwellers knew best. Many Bangkokians undoubtedly
considered the local traffic problem in their city to be a national-level issue
of the highest importance. Similarly, the interest of Bangkok voters in
political reform reflected their reluctance to be ruled by politicians whom
they regarded as provincial (Banharn) or regionalist (Chuan) in outlook. At
the core of Bangkokians’ demands for political reform is a desire for
elected representatives sympathetic to the needs of an urban-dominated
society.  Attempts by the media to promote policy-based electoral
competition and party-based voting were part of a broader project to
challenge the patrimonial basis of rural society and politics. For any
minority, popular elections offer the threat of unwelcome political
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outcomes. This is acutely so for Bangkok Thais, with only 10% of
parliamentary seats under their control. Media is one of the resource
which ‘central’ Bangkok Thais have sought to mobilise in order to minimise
the threat of domination by what they regard as the periphery.

A more charitable view of the media’s emphasis upon policy
advocacy during the election period sees the intent of media practitioners
as genuine and progressive. According to this reading, the media was
responding to demand from the public (especially here the Bangkok
electorate) for answers to genuine concerns about growing economic and
social problems. Although media practitioners did not cherist any
unrealistic expectations that raising the level of policy debate among
representatives of the political parties would have any substantial impact
upon the subsequent shaping of government policy, the focus on policy was
part of a systematic attempt to gather material about policy issues, material
which could be taken down and used (if necessary) as evidence against a
new government which sought to avoid pledges made to the electorate. The
media were seeking to make politicians feel more accountable for the
policies they claimed to advocate. Whilst politicians saw media discussions
of policy platforms as an opportunity for self-promotion, the media saw
them as opportunities to pin down politicians, by scrutinising their fitness
for executive office. Another motivation for the media to pursue the policy
agenda was the simple need to fill airtime : inviting politicians and interested
parties to discuss policy issues in a studio is one of the cheapest and easiest
ways of producing live broadcasting.

Among the print media, Siam Post arguably played the most
prominent role in promoting the importance of party policy platforms.
Day after day, the newspaper carried graphics and charts on its front page
which set out the policies of the various parties on particular issue, ranging
from traffic and education to political reform. An excellent example is the
table published on the front page of Siam Post on 15 June 1995, which
summarised the stances of seven parties (Chart Thai, New Aspiration, Nam
Thai, Phalang Tham, Chart Pattana, Democrat, Prachakorn Thai and
Muanchon) on the political reform question. An important feature of the
Siam Post coverage was that it did not confine itself to the written policy
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documents produced by political parties, but provided information on the
discrepancies between the formal manifestos and the day-to-day utterances
of party leaders and prominent candidates : policy was divided into two
categories : ‘party policy’, and ‘electioneering’. Starkly tabulated in this
form, the discrepancies between formal party positions and verbal pledges
were highly evident. A good example was the Chart Thai Party’s position
on political reform : no official policy, but a verbal pledge from Banharn
to amend Article 211 of the constitution. Phalang Tham’s official policy
called for general political reforms, such as decentralising power by electing
provincial governors, whilst party leader Thaksin Shinawatra had announced
his support for the Prawes committee’s proposals and called for the
amendment of Article 211.

The Democrat manifesto called for the setting up of an election
commission and mechanisms for monitoring abuse of power by politicians;
whereas Chuan Leekpai had argued that more time was needed to study
the political reform question, party spokesman Abhisit Vejjajiva had
declared his view that political reform did not necessarily involve
amending Article 211. The Siam Post chart described the policies of Nam
Thai, Chart Pattana, the Democrats, and Muanchon as ‘not clearly stated’,
highlighting the vagueness of policy positions. The chart was published
above a story detailing calls by academics at a Thammasat University
seminar on 14 June for all parties to promise that they would act to amend
article 211 within thirty days of the formation of the new government.
Siam Post devoted much of its front page to the chart and seminar report,
which was the lead story. Leading with an academic seminar at the height
of a general election campaign reflected the paper’s determination to push
the reform agenda and to pin down the competing parties’ position more
precisely. A typical politician’s view was expressed by one successful Chart
Thai candidate (and several time MP) in the Northeast, who explained that
he could not campaign on the basis of his party manifesto, since if Chart
Thai joined the new government it would have to modify its policies to
conform with those of its coalition partners.” Nevertheless, the 1995 election

"Interview with Chart Thai candidate. 22 June 1995.
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did see the publication of more detailed policy statements by political parties
than had previously been the case.

Partly in an attempt to follow up on policy pledges made during the
1995 election campaigning, Matichon invited a panel of experts to
contribute commentaries on relevant sections of the subsequent coalition
government’s policy statement, devoting considerable space to the issue on
26 July 1995. Matichon was keen to monitor the performance of the new
government in line with its pledges during the election period; the policy
statement marked the first occasion on which the new administration
could be held to account. The choice of outside commentators, many of
them university lecturers (Dr.Khien Theeravit on foreign policy, for
example) reflected the prevailing view that non-journalists were better
qualified to scrutinise policy matters than were newspaper writers.

Political reform

Closely associated with the pressure for political reform, especially
in the period following the July general election, was the Phujatkarn Daily
newspaper, and especially the regular columns of Chai-Anan Samudavanija,
Kasian Techaphira, and Khamnoon Sitthisaman, who writes partly under
the pen-name ‘Rambutri 516". Using the academic standing of its
columnists, Phujatkarn has sought to establish itself as a major forum for
debate about the political future of the country. Columnist have relentlessly
pursued the discourse of political reform and ‘constitutionalism’. Khamnoon
explains that Phujatkarn Daily has a policy of promoting new ideas which
challenge existing political thinking,” This approach to political commentary
in the newspaper ‘arose naturally’ out of the interests and views of the
newspaper’s columnists, and has now become the policy of the paper. This
policy reflects a sense of dissatisfaction among the newspaper’s staff with
the current state of Thai politics, and with traditional forms of political
journalism. In August 1995, for example, ‘Rambutri 516’ frequently gave
over his entire column to contributions to the political reform debate. He

*Interview with Khamnoon Sitthisaman, Managing Editor, Phujatkarn Daily, 20
October 1995.
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serialised excerpts from a pamphlet on constitutionalism by Chai-Anan (e.g.
21, 22 August issues) and on 28 August published an extract from a
seminar paper on legal aspects of the constitution by Professor Amorn
Chantornsomboon originally presented at Sukhothai Thammatirat
University in July 1991 ; from 26 September to 10 October, ‘Rambutri’
serialised ten extracts from research on political reform in South Korea
by Thammasat University political scientist Prasert Jittiwatanaphong.
Apart from this use of ‘Rambutri 516" as a regular discussion forum, other
commentaries on the constitutional question also found their way into
the newspaper. For example, in a special article on 6 October 1995, Chai-
Anan set out a blueprint for a reformed political system which would
choose Cabinet ministers through national elections, and elect MPs in
single-seat constituencies. Similarly, Kasian used his regular column to
comment on response to the Prawes report on 21 August 1995. The
systematic coverage of political reform in Phujatkarn amounts to an
interesting example of a sustained public policy campaign by a single
newspaper.

Critics of what might be termed the ‘Phujatkarn school’ of political
policy advocacy argue that the columns concerned sometimes have a
repetitive, self-important quality. One interesting dissenting voice criticised
the way in which political reform had been treated as a sacred cow, both
in Phujatkarn and elsewhere. Phichit writing under the title ‘Political
reform? Why reform?’ satirised the way in which columnists who styled
themselves as ‘fighters for democracy’ had taken to the discourse of political
reform for several months past (Phujatkarn Daily, 10 October 1995). Phichit
argued that political reform had originally been popularised by Chalard
Vorachat’s abortive hunger strike of April-May 1994. Chalard’s hunger
strike had precipitated the formation of the Prawes-led Democracy
Development Committee (DDC), which in turn had provided food for
thought for numerous academics, columnists and newspaper journalists.
The Prawes committee was set up to defuse the political tensions created
by Chalard, bring in some senior people to remove the threat Chalard
posed. Phichit argues that Prawes and other prominent figures on the
committee were manipulated by the Democrat leadership. But the report
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they produced has now brought into the public domain a discourse of
political reform which has become the tool of numerous different sides, a
fashionable topic in the same category as AIDS. Phichit views the policy
debate over political reform with some scepticism, regarding it less as a
genuine debate, than as an opportunity for political posturing by politicians,
academics and journalists alike. It could be argued that the media are both
protagonists and beneficiaries in the debate over political reform, the
debate providing them with an apparently bottomless seam of fresh
material.  As self-proclaimed ‘quality’ newspapers such as Phujatkarn
retreat from the traditional focus of the Thai press on personal conflicts
among the political elite, the political reform debate provides them with a
higher ground on which to languish whilst they strive to redefine their
roles in relation to a rapidly-changing socio-economic order.

Policy advocacy by the media : how successful?

In dealing with this question, it is necessary to differentiate between
the various elements of the media, and also to distinguish between different
areas of policy. Pre-eminent are the English language newspapers Bangkok
Postand The Nation, which devote regular sections to the detailed discussion
of policy questions. Some Thai language weekly magazines have good
track records on policy advocacy, as do some of the serious dailies at
particular junctures : obvious examples include Siam Post’s 1995 election
coverage, and Phujatkarn’s political reform campaign. The electronic media
still lags far behind the print media, though the work of broadcasters such
as Chermsak Pinthong is noteworthy. For the most part, however, policy
exists for the media simply as an extension of politics : without a political
dimension, policy is rarely news (and almost never front-page news).

This situation closely reflects the fact that some newspaper owners,
editors and senior writers are themselves political actors, with their own
stakes in the outcome of particular developments. Given that the traditional
modus operandi of the political columnist (forming intimate, mutually



open political conditions of the 1990s, newspaper people are seeking new
and more respectable routes to power and influence. The new discourse
of policy advocacy may offer just such an avenue. As Ubonrat Siriyuvasak
put it : ‘Talking about policy is a form of political bargaining between the
in groups. They ply politics at a higher level’’

Despite this gloomy prognosis, there are also optimistic signs that
some elements of the media are seeking to move the policy debate beyond
‘high politics’ and out into crucial areas of social policy, as seen in the
extensive media coverage of the Conference on Women in Beijing, and the
international AIDS Conference in Chiang Mai, both held in September
1995. Over the past two years, interest in policy questions has been
perceptibly increasing in virtually all sections of the mass media. In
evaluating the success of the media in advocacy over any given policy issue,
the central question must always be : advocacy on behalf of whom?
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Uszum Tufidszveinanmsiiensilassaduasiunnisvesdefiinae
anufudasclunsatuayundnduulouts Tavazduunnsdiamziosniiy
2 dwszwindeomguazingdind wazdedefns
Aomeguasinmimd

Wamsvesdefeaesufaiifinawlnddaduiusiuansael iduiados
amvasdunaisednousnlioeon BmswavesdeInguacinsiimiluniainge

Ussrsusaunnliednenadiuasiobe vilissrivandeivassriinedie
Ind8adeliifudemslunisieunidoyauazulouioieaussingussasd

2 PYI 4 & ¢ = - ) v, ¢

guatanl Alyafnd, sl Iagedve), Jwey 23y, yumbu nduying. unumoesiy
Tumodmdemasu : fauein wav. Ingnszedsouaringinnimiatulml. nqemm
dinANAsTI. beme
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duin dietiedelunifionsesnssmdnsdednguasnadiand Folutodong
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snasgdrulngludssmamdonaundinlifu egolafa wisgasBauuan
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-

aszuuInguasinaiieivedng  wdlumeujiRszuuinguasInavisdfilizy

e
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ﬂvauﬁaﬁﬂuazﬁﬁaﬁﬁﬁmsa:Li‘Jumuuu’;ﬁau%msmmsmzﬁuﬁ'-ﬁ\‘l wANdu

v v

€

’_as

uraisuazIuAnveurasInnnT (quadmi  A3gadnd, 2539)

2,

rox]
VY Y

Tasvadosunsauansisniuiwecdomguasinafimdlnsdavodu
f]'i':l'tlﬁ']ﬁm”ﬁﬁ'f[ﬁmiﬂﬁgﬂtﬂﬁUuLL‘lJa\‘liz‘lJ‘lﬁ‘VlquazIﬂiﬁﬂﬁLLazﬁ'muﬂmi
vosunumiintuluveuiwafiiiiauasdmadodefuiiifiontudiuiwesagun
Tudnesingnazaedeamizesnunis 3 mireBouyeiuduitveani Liud
mizpsmsludoianszasanailuy nsuvssndius uas sedmsfieans
wavuuisUszinalne (odam.) Iﬂﬂnaﬁﬁwunﬁamﬁ’iﬂqni:mmammnﬁqﬂ
Ao 30% veedwauamilionun 500 daniiluilagtiy (Far Eastern Economic
Review, p.20, July 4, 1996)

wiiussmdndumaiassgiaduiiafeddydinlfiaansdsunlas
Tuuriazgaludinvasiinevaussnaensunngy  wififlunswdsuasly
vouwadiia nanAsanszuuiiFsynualuszezuanan Alinadalennali
wayunUszyavaazaniluaniunisareld@ndnionguunsvevdiu
sumsiidudwes lasludaofisnnawdsnsuiindadunsfiingshsentu

Ve o

azlaFuinunuanriifesfinrmdniusingdaiuiiisrunaisdaduuus
dnwaANENRTUSWUUgUTHA (patron-client) Mevdawan1saingen TN
2535 SnwazarmduiudiBeguindsevninefsuasngugiiatentsudinisuiu
P . a o (" a ’
wWasuthauedi Ingnszaedsediunliniunsdascuui@uwuunisud
Fudnindu laofinaUauszyanduinguvuudediulae eaun. waznaw

Uszodudiug Tudl 2535-2536



IngInsimifilaseairofunssnaniuazimuinsfininendeiving
nsznedes naafedussnaluiveaniiszdvend 5 devhe dou 3 uas
9 fluagiiu pawm. dev 5 uaz 7 fusgfunesiinun wavdes 11 fuegiunsy
Uszoduius  Teelaliduunuunvisnensudinnduiiums fousndng
senindes 11 fvaanfivesdgdesdus Aemsft dee 11 Limenmlavan 3n
\uannfifflivin181 (non-commercial) M3iadsaai Ingvimives 11 vey
nsdszndniusTul 2530 aziounudovasislunisinssuulngiimid
Pdudelidelumamsundiniansuazgannisaivesigludestorou uife
SramaraindunisenaunmoesienisuaslfifudeadentsAnsdundn
usfiBermqindencany 1y guaimi A3waAnd weviwifage “usaw
wenenvees§iisesn1snszuenidenazindeviialavuntiudovesdaies”
(Far Eastern Economic Review, p.20, February 29, 1996)

aaneeslumaujguununesdalnaviminerfiulslunsdinasli
duumulumsininuestes 9 adum. uiudmuudin Suned aenfafliadud
vosaniiesd dovdua Boduiialmivesnmininilnaimd lamhguuvums
eawtieaniseusnanly fifdvesmsinssiinsaiuasimislase
a¥wmaaueinilifudussaniionujialasiaustiniiusnnisaintn
avvesiguia Juuuulwivesnanesuiiahliisensssaniesdliiu
asaulvnysssusdeniieng edwlafiinsugudendiilieravan
Runnnsunsauseesdsld axduldannsifidgualusasiuie waien
Wen Agatuu 1§salanfesfedndamensdnisausiniiniey
Wigummumdena weeiFinessiuarssgulnaludomaisiusieiona
unalfauissavelunnnemsingissesats widen aufiesd suniv
wwhrwaanaiaisaud liuluimsnisaaifivasaiifnsdesuny’

3Phongpaichit. P., Baker, C., Thailand: Economy and Politics. (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford
University Press, 1995), p.372-373
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M jjunemsinvesaniysiiiunmihiesnsujzunensin
tevduy henuuuunaiauet1ivesewinudunll uaziignsware
nszuam A udogetnasfidenildilugninGeniesdninisiv]
fioyatmansuesyszimuuazdentavuuaznaienieeliifinnsUfzudeing
uazInsiimivdoinansaingaindn 2535 Sulunaunsanisfinusing
ANATUEDNIA (38.) L¥AauANATsTIuialnsTird lfiaueinain
Fyunafisvanudealudnnsguynlazinafounsiou - wawaie 2535
winaiGaniesiirerlioofinavinliisguaaeniiug Uuersgu 2 mevaussie
FondeounlssmsfiddyAsguidnAnsasmmsuiningnasedeuas
nglnsiient (Mu2) uazFaRenniznsmnaudmsiamsmguasInsimiuiona
(nnv.) Wudiniuguassuvinguaznavied safofonniznssuntafiaisan
madnaaiinsiimidediniluszuugenion wasldenian Us. 15 uas vs. 17
firuandsimguazinsiimisinoinean (guadmi A3gng, 2539)

ANMsiGuesisueeuilinlugninfntuvesamillmife 1TV
faTefeluaniinsiimidaszaniusnlaeGueensinialuszuugiovien
\BuedousmiioTudi 1 nangian 2539 melfimssnfumssiniubesngund
(consortium) MAWATY 12 nguiisusUszya Vssneudeuiemuiu Hudyds
waldfAungY wassumslnewidiudidudy (Far Eastern Economic
Review, p.20-21, July 4, 1996) egnlsfia ITV AdaldawsaBeniniu
Inaviemidassldedrouiivduiesnnionvetmelinisguatemizenuveeiy
Tunsdiifie driimuneniguues fadufruguludszneunts

melilaseasrofunssuanddanariasdainguazinsiimbiliing
Fvuesdsgnunsnugenndiunanisifievegasaaas  wasliaransanii
wthiilun1smevaussrafissnsvesUssnusuiniastioyaldednaudass
n1sfinaln3garvauniaineuluguvesrasassnnsuivsian1ainguas
Tnsiimidefianddanidnmenmaviefinaeulueyanald  vinlisgannsauin
unsnugem s vesdedielafimudiiiuindeanduy  nsbifinnstadui
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tauieafuigeiideialivialaildil¥naavednarsdeyanuniades
vavdoInguazinsimiidudesfiaziBonseunasfiovindisainuseinss i

L]
o

inszFaviuagiivulouisvesudaziguiadumdn dnvusdendrilidedes
fimdunIuAnFIey (self-cencorship) 1teilaviunisgnifinasuluyszneuns
wielavenidnsems luussmdsziduBessifilufifiueshibiorninaue
I#szneuds myinneinsaianiungndd aaun nevim n1sre3uiuly
MM13A1597 ua ingnsalussiasvesiindnyAeunainu 2519 (Far Eastern
Economic Review, p.20, July 4, 1996)

msdseniananemamesnls “weodon” Tufl asiindnd Tunes
91 1IRMEIATYIAART a1 InedesTinmand  Juddniduseniilae
F§UauTIns Aavensn eldeununWus 2539 vumaNafiiANdng
aufunenisedliiunatouaciiond  Wudediofidvesnisliisunais
wnsnueaiaimmlunmihauvesdelnafied 519015 “uevdoyu” 1y
semsauneiUTRnfuUTzduligmnendesfiiiuesnenietes 11
aowsildaunsng AN 2534 uasfumensiildfuarudengs Uuuumens
WumaBaanensinaunienaunuiuanernudaiuiieiuidessnd ld
Furrmaulaluvasiy Taadalomalifinmadnarmuasuansnruniiunndos
Tusiesdouazfosanamtu (nalnsdind) dndwmsidulngunesir ns
snidnen1siidunisneulinngy  fuliunamasunannisiiveussmns
Ao nanminAudnadndusenisedalidusssusenuluasling
(debate) 5EHINAULAZUIVYIU WENAD riﬂum‘nﬁenﬁ’aﬁ’ﬂﬂ‘[mﬁaunsngmu
2538 (Far Eastern Economic Review, p.20, February 29, 1997) uanwiile
MIBNT “HawReN” Wi TemsngBnnarenensiiniunenislae
Audnargremdnluigluszeznatlndiresiu

panfind gla ednednisuddrintufinimuuinismeans uaziin
swnslasenisulsvisansisuzneinguesaatuuleviedne  Tiiaus

anulafilassairefunssudndvecdolnsimivas ngdaliialonnalinie
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ionyuuazmavszsuinlU@uiwecdeld  dolnavirduazingfiacioalay
unsnuslassnunsmafievegidudsiely waznisfiunumadiuayunindumse
wauemadenmouleuisiilionwilfsgnadusas: aninldfsodensame
unsulovwluduiisgiesnstimeunsuinidu meldlaseasrofi duegtagiu
naUalemaliinguiasegiaisndisnalumsanfiugsiainguazlngiiam
Livigowofiazndngulidefiasnmlusudasteyauaslunisuanshiy
Anitustnouiagole’
FodoRan

iew3eufisuiivdenguazingiimi AedeRudiuindudaszanms
Augunansifiesdeutineann  Ysdewiladuwsznsananduaznsdniu
gansaglufiovevienyy shldanansaiausysmesuazauAniifmenssua
anwAsTalufiiavagludeauls msaaeiavasdnawitanisuasieminis
wnsdlestumedifiarudulsznsulaeunntiu Gunailidedfiuvinge
wuannsraugumenisdfieslussiunie wasfinnududaszlunsinid
Wudsanensdieansanuszymulugisunnt

n1sdegunaiueuniiedenifudnwusifinisudeuutasiunnly

i e -

11955822007 na IR lutnannBUlAsfifingusuanenaiia eittintau

wgnuirwoswiiodefuiandudovaswarsdniusuuvguiindiviagmna
Fgifennaegsen iliwiledafinvianiuielesfianisredudedesunanig
nafiaeszvdnonguannanieniaifies  wunsliviiededndiBugulunis
lawdfiuuazfuszwinguessuagifl wasmsan w Aderuuiidufi

o (-1

fungudtanimifivilae 1euna aqud susiud Fauinisvesuszmdulag

milugnnizvesnislitadnsdsfidudmuduiinuazarasludaqiu  vidli

wijsdefiniilidnusosvearmguiudandgindely  madesfiviuszuy
nysamslasunntudoudtoel 2513 Wusiumn MlFinssanadeviintiu

4q - e
dunwal aandng gla, 7 unTiaN 2540
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wnwe  Faduunngnaifiiatunaugluiunsiintuve snifsfaRuy
AnnduiusuuuguinAiusngluddunamdanismmssiingafinisuds
wWasuluDudnwsiiiwesdentsdeRaiadvaedniusiunasaniades
vnssa vefuiinmadiendufypaa segidy wsrAngns Yilug §
imssnfsdornluvaiuliniofeiuiasussuansranudaiifuniansdies
nslanivBofinriiadfisosvey adhs qunaiay Fawimssauszyinsing
nafifuvesiintimasarialne visms Aadesn luwl@edniduidies
anufiniusinddnseviradwemileBoianiumavy fu aUs.9u 5 1 Dudu (Pasuk
Phongpaichit & Chris Baker, p.371, 2539) waramdaiusanwaust lild
nvauzuvuianiinisdefinidondudetnluvearmguindsniguaslily
\Dudnwausiigedu  msizitefiinisdiesuaswisanisidieudsbifidelad
amutueulunisnuenansidies  n1siiulvdefindazatuayunssnle

PR

wisanfiotuegiunisussifiunayszlovivesniiodefiniunnin’ Tuvnsfigs
swnsdieseendududefidesiontiodeuiuazlfauaulsiuniede
fuiluguzdudeanensdearsanvizymuwnntuy iwszansneuausaiie
\Fen3avvesUssyvuiuniiidefud fduddylunisadionszuaninudion

vowssrmudeiinademaingsunamemadiesitiunalnnadendadudafy

TuwdvevnainmvavdedoinsilunsInindinsaidguia  Gouddn
wilsdoRuaziidassluninieminnirdeinguaslnavimdogunuaiilade
fllginmesnauiiade wWwdsaiudentatuurusdun 3sfinnseennguane
amzifiaruannsAniunsuesdefafiud unanuves nqual nevldn (2539)
Idnandenadidedenviiunalansraunumongvuovesy laedrefionss
sdaAn ANl ynodinTw 2484 Feflarszddeylunislidunadgin

@

muaun1sdniivisnsasiuilasaselunsuesnisvesyyiaangfignaiy

“funmval Foard suzwiiud ervdeuziaTvimand smvinendosTananand,
6 4NIIAN 2539
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waz§hana¥enindmiviondadug  wazldlidnaudindneunis
Auridananlumsaninsfuiuasdelalsefuilamnfiuiinsfiduiens
azfiaranuaiuieuieeviefassandufivesuszay  aglsfsunaves
AmilngumaissidnaniindeunyaiAssssmuywionuenaninlnen.a.
2534 uilusiniAn W 2538 WA 39 AtiyafAdinsdwiinfuivie
ndelalseRulaalaifisininewdemdmasznasyindld  nquwalliiiu
PfouiFsssauyatuiagiuasiianursudiidesnsliaamunniode
fuvifinsnnty winsdensliengraneatviilaelifinsuslvasiiounuada
vou¥slunisneremaIvAnaNENIen1sdearsuesdediniuuiiofeves

anulailinassuresssAuadesTinnazasuTsuasdede i

unumyesdelunsativayundnduuleuns
Aodeitsn
wsanasuiATesAinkasdaiannisdienilugnnuinioniila
N uaziiasnmanntuvesdedeind Taeianzedudenoustaondoms
nsaingea i 2535 1Wudusn TaewifadeRuidulngy lalkarmaulsiv
wlpvwanntuiislundvesniasfafuuloviefiliifussam uaznisatvayy
ulgveiifulssloniansiane  uuuvlunininausuazaivayundngy
ulbuwlapdoniivRednd uenvinaglinissesuinuasmieniadunval
unaodnn wutinadles 1518mMs evdnsaegsivtenty vav ui Al
MIsuTARINUNUTSANnTs unisnsalvestindeuneduil vieunaamuuey
Wermeluulovietiun nnaeuen marilibusu

Foa59A suswsiug e1a1sdussiamsiATESMAans unInendusssu
mans uaznedndad Ialifausivaiuunumlumsativayundnduuloue
vounilodeRuiir  naseinduulovrsuraulovielagianizeddiouloune
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isesna Sndunsndnduiifidnwaciefungunalsslovinorsvaisdou
finge Foornfululilu 2 dnwoucfe mstnnidedeRurigndelaunguna
Uszlomimarsssiaunangs uazniafingumunisiduliasnsueusalunsli
floyatnasfiuntiodenud lagwilefeRunliimnneunisslaefilis: Yo
ngunaUszlomlmaniifoonisunedoyaeslstne dnwazusznrmieiiinuiy
1#31nn1sfisindedeRnsigsnsduaunininining 519 unan1sd e ves
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swinswded wieamiumsdunnniidesnnduisideuszazan Tng
fldnszniindmuldandunalnvesngurayslovifdesnisninduulouie
vulave  Enwazn1sdengamunisiiuveedewiisdeAunsidinazwuly
wilvdoRufigsAannnimifadefRuifitiunaauary  fedoradumsziin
imwisdeRuvigiAvdwauinadinas b wasduiusiuyanaluaonisgsia
nadu shliuearmdiuninngugunisduinlegliid  wasvseadef

v A a & o & a1

wilodefiunganavawatuiinuzunmudiy (comment) iUty (news)
wil#fioyathin (leading information) egludnwiimile Wefimuadugn
doaudnmaaueinazfendunminenuisyauiemufiuvesypnaiiuaag
imFelidunsal laslifinrmiiivuesindindevuluasinsaueaiis
itumasasievegluredud nrsuenuesiliddaiaussniteniniaueduas
ariudalenaliingunayszlomimaasvsisdedatindmensulsurslé

InessanyrvesnifedefiuiinazlaiudAyiuussiiulgnii
foanmiefidoudideuiuiiamsalealodiiuaruiaudionenisidion
lssnnUszidusandnansnsaduinldedodeidiesuaziinlafuaimaula
nUszuvuge Feinliidusnmneveomivdednd sndedrdunsdiuloune
Uzufiduuazn1seenena13dng aun. 4-01 Milugnisduasuesiguratou
wanfis  wilsdeRaifounnadulfaustiniGesilededeiiiouazfonoiaue
aoiluszezifimaiumnuAuniesadinieainiinnsguaniuaziinisinne
Fyunalmiviansidends 2 nsngian 2538 ud nadl aun. 401 ldFuaam
aulseghannndnaSonadlesonisgegaiindliflovignnamiiiounads
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uaziingsinaswigiin 15 au luderounisidends 17 wawimeu 2539 i
Wiarun - wiivdeiuiunuynatiuliinauesidesiediniunazdeiies
wanmfionnmanenuiinlunii 1 wiy wilidefininaatio Wy wivy §
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\usuazeaziBeaveslssiauiywilnegnasuydanideg  Heaiv
nsisndndedederiiavdngioe
Hymulevisnisujzunmiadenduussiduiynimininiesdn
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ulsvenisufgumsidiesgnyanszuatunieg lunrmaulsvesas sy
ASIUIAINATERTMITUTEINeY A28 23R Tudaadeu wa. - Ao,
2537 endnsulifamijunusegsne “AuzAsRNEMAERyenI0TTeTIIYY”
Usznauoe 4. wasinsequdmniinedsessuyatulu wsenadiuainnis

¢ '

sausefiuuloviemsufuniadiesvesuiivdeAuiodioneionasa3eds
vwniu Tsvilgihmsdlesdeskumnliaruddyivulovieding ua
iliulsusyfsunsfisldnarsnnduansesinnadiesiivioudedn
wwnFguuns s Asvermldyulsviedonanlumsmideaidendaion
nIngIAN 2538

o v a -

wilAeRungian1sneu fiunumlaawiunluniawengswdnduld
finsufgunsfiestiufeusindomsifents 2538 Wudumn Taglamzediet
aadul “swye 516" Faliliruddivulevieduasliinaustofnui
uazmadeniigafiunasuguniadesediedaides Uszdunsuflofinga
Fsoa9nyeyaa 211 Foduafiouvszquaniiilugnsuzuniades 1isu
armaulanazininsaliansaifustnenfemneiuasuifinsudenonne
nsndmaiadgfiansandnedsssmyusng 211 dilee Adeeud
aymadly Tunanl 2539 wilvRedunigianisuaznifefondatiudun 1
iueANAURTweINTRTNNeIANENTTINEMTed sy Tauiiol#d
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finfiunanauansauAnfivsesfiisrnyitisafudgm3ssssuyy
#egouy  wifefefinifiansuazas ulnad ffiRuiunaaa Constitu-
tionalism 11 \Geulay . ens Junsanynl ludeunsngnan 2539 Budiy
wésnnsAvsauilunes 211 widuriuiuluedy mainavadean
iieeviruziisafunsuggunisdlesiidoasiisvegifusze:r  aauglufuns
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Imsussdievfzunmdies Sudunautainnsendieissssuyyunn 211
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madiedliasunanafivaslag A ans Junsanysal Bee “vutuinlne” Ay
nsufgunadies (sessuyy w. 211) Fadunmitlassedrouazudnms
vevineFgeTanycy 211 udazatuves 4 svdnTuUFeulfisuiu Ae (1) S1evee
Aun. (AENIINN1IUATUN190Y) #olag UTIMT ReudumAn 2538 (2)
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27 - 30 WgAINIBY

iaRsannissuseAfiadeiouasioiiesveanifvdefinriiinaiv
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fo610idu Bangkok Post l#aaziifefiAnaseutives 1Bndu Sunday
Perspective atiuTuafindf 26 unsiau 2540 lumsinaueannauiiunn fied
wazfioidevesnisadiodon  ivaniauzvesiiedguianaziieidesu
wWisuiisuiiaauentsairaidoundndaiduivmadennisairnteufiiaus
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funansznufoudivazidevesilouieiissiideuszyrmulugusiiaisnyana
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The role in Policy Advocacy
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Ramaimas Bowra

In a democratic society the media is considered a dominant social
force as it serves to facilitate a reciprocal interaction between the state and
the people. Constituting one of the principal mechanisms for political
communication, the media provides a channel for two-way communication
between the power holders and the people, leading ultimately towards
creating a mutual understanding between both parties which is an ideal form
of communication in a democratic society.'

Realizing the power of information and the potential influence of the
media, most governments in less developed countries with fledgling
democracies have invariably resorted to various means of control. The
government often uses the media mainly as a vehicle to disseminate
information from the government side to further its political ends, namely
to justify its acquisition of power and to maintain the status quo. This is the
case in Thailand where the media has constantly been subjected to various
forms and degrees of governmental restrictions and control, depending on
the socio-political context of each period. The importance of the control
over the main means of communications to achieve governmental objectives
is most evident during the peak time of political power struggle. Almost all
militafy groups staging a coup made it their first priority to seize control
of radio and television broadcasting to inform the public of the rationale
of the take over.

The crisis of May 1992 uprising to oust General Suchinda Krapra-
yoon is the most recent case in point of the government attempting to
seize control of the flow of communication, especially through radio and
television, and to disseminate a one-sided message to the people. The
incident which led to the demise of the National Peace Keeping Council




contributed to a call for radio and television reform.” On the other hand,
the print media which had been engaging in policy discussions even before
the May event had earned a greater degree of people’s acceptance from its
defiant role during the crisis to function as a more reliable social ‘mirror’
and has become a more independent channel for two-way communication.

In analysing the role of the media in policy advocacy and its
function as a platform for communication within civil society. it is necessary
to understand the structural relationships between the state and the media,
as well as operational structures and limitations of various fields of media.
To these ends, the paper will divide the object of analysis into print media
on one hand and broadcast media on another, while using the 1996 general
election campaign as a case study.

Structure of the media and governmental control

Different sectors of the media vary in their approaches to policy
advocacy owing to their ownership structure, operating traditions and
customs, and inherent and imposed limitations. In this respect, it is,
therefore, necessary to begin with an analysis of the structure and evolution
of each sector of the media and the implications of these on its freedom
and efficiency in promoting policy issues.

Broadcast media

The evolution of radio and television has been closely intertwined
with attempts by the state to maintain the status quo and its hold on power.
Realizing the potential of radio and television in reaching wide and diverse
sectors of the populace in a short span of time, the state has always kept
close control over radio and television mainly by using them as mechanisms
to further its political ends. Like most governments in less developed
countries, the Thai state has justified the need for state control of broadcast

*Ubonrat Siriyuwasak, Worapoj Wisarutpij, Wisanu Waranyu, Mukmethin Klannurak
(1996). Bod Bad Khong Rat Nai Thang Dan Sew Mounchon: Khor Saner Rang Phra Raich Banyat
Por-Ror-Bor Wittayu Krajai Seang Lae Wittaya Thorathat Chabab Mai (The Role of the State in
the Mass Media: A Draft Proposal of a new Radio and Television Act ), Bangkok: Nititham
Publishing.
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media on the ground that broadcast frequencies are limited public
resources, therefore their utilization must be controlled by the state to
ensure their most effective use and hence public benefit. Although the state
has claimed to adopt a ‘public service approach’ to radio and television
administration, in reality, state-owned radio and television are not responsible
to the public audience as they should be in the real sense of public service
system but are more directly responsible to the state.

The structure of ownership in which the state is the sole legal owner
of broadcast media has been an important obstacle to progressive changes
and has only allowed restricted reforms which lag far behind those of their
privately-owned print counterpart. The three main bureaucratic agencies
which own radio stations are the Department of Public Relations, the Mass
Communication Organizations of Thailand, and agencies within the
Ministry of Defense. Among these, the Armed Forces have the biggest
share, that is 30 per cent of the country’s 500 radio stations (FarEastern
Economic Review, p. 20, July 4, 1996). Economic factors are the main driving
force behind changes towards greater liberalization that have occurred in
the past decade or so. However these changes have occurred only to a
limited extent, that is from state monopoly in' the early years to private
franchise under legal ownership of the state. During the period of military
rule, private operators needed to form a patron-client relationship with the
power holders in order to acquire privileged franchise to run radio stations.
After the May 1992 uprising, there has been a greater tendency towards
liberalization which has been demonstrated by an opening for private
franchise of some audio frequencies by the Department of Public Relations
and the Mass Communication Organizations of Thailand.

Television is similar to radio in both its evolution and ownership
structure. Of the five national television networks, two (Channel $ and 9)
are owned by the Mass Communications Organizations of Thailand, two
(Channel 5 and 7) by the Military, and one (Channel 11) by the Public
Relations Department. All the stations have been privatized to the extent
that all are operated on a concession basis. Channel 11 differs from other
state-owned stations in that it is operated on a non-commercial basis. The
decision of the government to establish Channel 11 in 1987 all the more
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illustrated the authories’ belief in the necessity of state control of
broadcast media as a mechanism to further its political ends. Although
the government claimed that it wanted to offer the public a quality
channel intended for education, media critics saw it differently. Ubonrat
Siriyuvasak, a communication professor at Chulalongkorn University, said
“the government thinks it needs a mouthpiece, a propaganda organ of its
own” (cited in FarEastern Economic Review, p.20, February 29, 1996).

The case of the government subcontracting its Channel 9 television
news programmes to a private company, the Pacific Intercommunications
Co., headed by Dr. Somkiat Onwimon in 1987 was one example of a series
of limited reforms in the role of television that have occurred in the past
years. By modeling the programme on US news broadcasts, broadening
coverage beyond the state hierarchy, and introducing element of criticism
and commentary, Somkiat succeeded in introducing progressive elements
into news broadcasting as well as boosting viewership. The innovations
quickly attracted government intervention. General Prem, Prime Minister
during that time, publicly criticized Somkiat for news coverage which had
contrasted infrastructure spending in the city and the countryside, resulting
in Somkiat’s disappearance from the programme shortly afterwards.
Although Somkiat later returned to television, it was to specialize on
uncontroversial documentaries instead.’

Somkiat’s innovations laid the ground for reform of news broadcasts
by other channels, all of which adopted his US-derived presentation format
and expanded coverage beyond news of the government. The reform of
news programmes had played a large part in enhancing people’s awareness
and interest in news and analysis which influenced the development after
the May 1992 event towards greater liberalization of media environment.
The one-sided television news broadcast of the government version of the
popular uprising during April - May 1992 had led to louder calls for radio
and television reforms after the demise of the National Peace Keeping
Council. Certain aspects of the calls were addressed by Anand Panyarachun’s

SPhong‘paichit. P. and Baker., C. (1995), Thailand: Economy and Politics, Kuala
Lumper: Oxford University Press.
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government. Anand oversaw the abolition of the more outdated regulations
governing the broadcast media, namely Decrees 15 and 17, established the
new body of Radio and Television Administrative Board to supervise the
operation of radio and television, and initiated moves to set up new
television stations on UFH frequencies (Ubonrat Siriyuvasak, 1996).

The initiative of Anand’s government led to the launch of a new
television station, ITV, which claimed to be Thailand’s first independent
television channel. ITV began transmissions on July 1, 1996 under the
operation of the 12-member consortium which won the bidding to run the
station, which included the Nation Publishing Co., the Daily News media
group and Siam Commercial Bank (FarEastern Economic Review, p. 20-21,
July 4, 1996). Since ITV's license is still owned by a governmental
department, in this case the Prime Minister's Office, this structural
arrangement renders ITV's status as a truly independent television
channel somewhat dubious.

Under the existing ownership structure, the operations of broadcast
media have invariably been subject to constant governmental interference.
They have been restrained from performing an independent function of
informing the public. Having an organ such as the Radio and Television
Administrative Board, which is empowered to cancel programmes and
withdraw permission, the state has a mechanism to exercise its control in
case it sees that the media has crossed an ‘acceptable’ line. Since the
boundaries of political coverage on television and radio are often
unspecified and depend largely on the discretion of the authority, the
producers have to temper their broadcasts to avoid angering the authority.
The boundaries are, therefore, self-imposed by the producers themselves.
Among the topics thought to be proscribed include criticism of the
monarchy and the army, religious scandals, corruption in the police force,
and the 1976 student uprising (FarEastern Economic Review, p.20, July 4,
1996).

The cancellation of a popular talk-show, Mong Tang Moom. hosted
by an economic lecturer at Thammasat University, Dr. Chermsak Pinthong,
by Banharn Silapa-archa’s government in February 1996 is a perfect
illustration of governmental interference with television operations. Mong
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Tang Moom began broadcasting on the state-owned Channel 11 in July
1991 and had quickly gained popularity. It screened a round-table
discussions with audience participation on current social and political
issues. Critics saw the cancellation as part of a counter-attack by the
Banharn government which followed Banharn’s accusation of Chermsak of
treating him unfairly in a debate with his electoral opponent, Chuan
Leekpai, ahead of the July 1995 general election (FarEastern Economic
Review, p. 20, February 29, 1996). Besides Mong Tang Moom, a series of
radio shows hosted by Chermsak were also canceled shortly afterwards.

Prof. Somsakdi Xuto, former Rector of the National Institute of
Development and Administration (NIDA) and Director for Radio Pro-
gramme, Institute of Public Policy Studies (IPPS), argued that as long as the
pattern of ownership of broadcast media remained intact with the private
and people’s sectors barred from legal ownership, its operations are
bound to be plagued by governmental interference. Its role will continue
to be limited to reinforcing and extending the state ideologies to the people.
As of now, the private concession-holders have done little to enhance its
freedom. Allowing for private operations without changing the structure of
ownership does not give the private operators enough power to challenge
the state authority.’

Print media

Compared with its broadcast counterpart, the print media has
enjoyed a considerable freedom of expression. The fact that the print media
is owned and run by private businesses accounts for its ability to offer
alternative voices and perspectives that challenge the dominant political
thinking. A transition from authoritarian rule to a democratic one has, to
a certain extent, freed the print media from political control and hence
enabled it to act more independently as a platform for communication
within the civil society.

The relationship between the print media and the state has altered
considerably within the last 20 years. During the time of military rule

*Interview with Prof. Somsakdi Xuto, Director for Radio Programme, Institute of
Public Policy Studies, 7 January 1997.
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represented by factional politics, the owners of the press had to seek
patronage from the power factions in order to survive. The press became
important political resources in the power struggles between rival factions.
For example the So: Rajakru clique headed by Pol.Gen. Pao Sriyanon and
the i Sao Theves clique headed by Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat both
employed newspapers to attack one another as part of a contest for power.
The transition to democratic rule has prompted a new political environment
with no definite and stable power cores, thus rendering it unnecessary for
the press to seek protection from the power holders. The proliferation of
political parties from the 1970s onwards saw a concurrent multiplication of
newspapers. During these times we also witnessed the press forming
connections with specific political figures and parties, for example Kukrit
Pramoj, leader of the Social Action Party, using his Siam Rath as a political
mouthpiece; Samak Sundaravej, leader of Prachakorn Thai Party, running
Daily Mirror to air his views; Banharn Silapa-archa, leader of Chart Thai
Party, buying an interest in Ban Muang, a powerful Class Five military clique
becoming closely associated with the owner of Matichon (Pasuk Phongpaichit
& Chris Baker, p. 371, 1995) However, the nature of such relationships
differed considerably from those that existed previously. Whereas political
survival or patronage were traditionally the basis for such associations, the
newspapers now tend to give greater considerations to benefits to be
derived in a given context. Since power changes hands fairly frequently,
there is less permanence and commitment to such relationships.5
Meanwhile, the politicians themselves are the ones who have had to seek
assistance from the press to promote their popularity, particularly when
the path to power relies on the electoral system of which popular votes are
most crucial. It is, therefore, necessary for the politicians to pay more
attention to the press as a channel of communication through which
popular demands and grievances are aired.

In terms of its freedom, although the press is freer in comparison
to radio and television in airing political issues and criticizing the

5
Interview with Rangsan Thanapornpan, Economic Lecturer, Thammasat University,
6 January 1997.
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performance of the government, this does not mean that it is completely
exonerated from governmental control and interference. As with other
sectors of the media, the government issued specific regulations to keep the
performance of the press in tight check. In an article by Kris Thonglerd
(1996), he referred to the Printing Act 1941 issued to authorize direct
control of the state over printing operation as holder of licenses. The Act
empowered the relevant authorities, namely the Director of the Police
Department in Bangkok area and the provincial governors in the provinces,
to suspend publications and close down newspapers in cases where it
appears that the publications may jeopardize law and order and threaten
public morality. However the provision of the printing authority power
contradicts Article 39 of the current 1991 Constitution (amended in 1996)
which stipulates that the suspension and closure publications may not be
done without proper judicial authority. Kris argued that although the
current Constitution intended to give the press more freedom, the very
existence of this Act without any alteration reflected the state belief in the
necessity to keep the press within its grip, justifying it on grounds of the
lack of moral and ethical standard of the press.

The role of media in policy advocacy
Print media

The new economic and political environment has led to a blossom-
ing of a more liberalized media especially since the May 1992 event. The
press has become more concerned about policy issues than ever before in
terms of both promoting and opposing particular policies. Policy advocacy
by the press commonly involves various forms including news reports of
statements made by news sources such as politicians, government officials,
NGOs, etc: editorial comments; comments by regular columnists and special
comments by contributors with knowledge and expertise on specific policies
and issues.

Rangsan Thanapornpan, economic lecturer at Thammasat University
and columnist, argued that policy advocacy by the press, especially economic
policies, tends to incline heavily towards promoting particular interests of
business groups. Two factors might be accountable for this tendency:
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firstly, the possibility of reporters being bought by these special interest
groups, and, secondly, a lack of awareness among reporters of well-
concealed purposes behind information intentionally released to the
press by special interest groups. The latter case was often found in the
business newspapers, a number of whose reporters carelessly resorted
to a more convenient and time-saving method of publishing research
findings distributed by various commercial banking and financial institu-
tions, more or less oblivious to the fact that they have been used by these
institutions to promote particular policies in a manner that serve their
corporate interests. This type of behavior was found more often in the
niche-market business press than in the vernacular press due largely to the
fact that business reporters tend to seek connections with business or
financial figures, thereby obtaining the points of view that reflect the
particular interests of these groups. More often than not such ‘news’ has
been muddled with ‘comment’, resulting in inappropriate leading
information on the front page of the paper. By definition, ‘news’ is a
factual report of statement or comment made strictly by news sources
devoid of any subjective interpretation by the reporters; ‘comment’, on
the other hand, is usually a subjective analysis of issues made by
columnists with reference to factual information. This lack of strict
observation of the distinction between ‘news’ and ‘comment’ practiced by
some business newspapers opens up an opportunity for interest groups to
sell their policies to the reporters.

The print media, by its competitive nature, tends to attribute high
importance to controversial or conflict-ridden issues, particularly when they
can be associated with political power rivalry since these types of stories not
only appeal to general readers but also provide reporters with sustained
news materials. The case of the Phuket land reform scandal, widely known
as Sor-Por-Kor 4-01, is a case in point. The land reform issue had received
frenzied media attention ever since the downfall of the Democrat
government led by Chuan Leekpai in 1995 caused by the scandal. The press
continued to consistently publish reports on the development of the case
even after the new government was formed following the July 1995 election.
The land reform issue became the most talked about topic in the press
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once again when the Supreme Attorney General’s office decided to drop
charges against former Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai and 48 of his cabinet
officials, 15 well-to-do Phuket business persons, and three land reform
officials ahead of the November 1996 general election. Apart from usual
news reporting, several other newspapers, including Matichonand Phujadkarn,
consistently ran special commentary and analysis articles contributed by
legal experts and individuals of other related expertise about the scandal.

Political reform is another policy-related issue that has been
articulated by the media and has generated vigorous debate and discussion
among members of the public over the past two years. Political reform
efforts were first widely popularized by Chalard Vorachart’s abortive hunger
strike of May-June 1994 in an attempt to push for a formation of the Extra-
ordinary Committee on Constitutional Drafting to be composed of
Members of Parliament and experts to draft a new Constitution. A forceful
and consistent campaign for political reform led by the press has forced the
government to pay serious attention to the issue. At the same time the issue
has become a fashionable tool for politicians wishing to promote their
popularity spearheaded by former prime minister Banharn Silapa-archa
who based his formal electoral campaign on the political reform issue during
the July 1995 election.

Phujadkarn Daily has played a prominent role through its unwaver-
ing effort to campaign for political reform ever since the July 1995 election.
One of its columns written under the pen-name of ‘Rambutri 516" has
devoted substantial space to regular debate and discussion on political
reform and its alternatives. The government decision to appoint the
scrutinizing committee for the amendment of Article 211 of the Con-
stitution Draft which called for the formation of the Constitutional
Drafting Assembly, was considered to be the first step towards political
reform and has received significant media and public attention following
the election of Prof. Chai-anan Samudavanija as chairman of the scrutiny
committee in June 1996. Phujadkarn Daily, as well as a number of other
newspapers, followed the work of the scrutinizing committee closely as well
as publishing commentaries and analyses contributed by constitutional



“Constitutionalism II” by Prof. Amorn Chantarasomboon during July
1996. The political reform issue remained the focus of media debate and
discussion even after the draft amendment proposed by the scrutinizing
committee had passed its hearing in Parliament. Phujadkarn remained
engaged in systematic coverage of the development of the election of
members of the Constitutional Drafting Assembly concurrently with related
trends of political reform as instigated by the amendment of Article 211
during November-December 1996. For example, on 11 November 1996,
Phujadkarn published an interview with Meechai Reuchupan, President of
the Senate House, on the future of political reform and the drafting of the
new constitution; from 27 to 30 November, it serialized a special
commentary, “the ‘Thai elite’ and political reform (Article 211)”, by Prof.
Amorn Chandarasomboon which drew a comparative analysis of the
structures and principles of the amendment drafts proposed by four
different bodies: (1) the draft proposed by Political Reform Committee,
appointed by Banharn in August 1995, (2) the government-sponsored draft
presented to the Parliament in April 1996, (3) the first draft proposed by
the scrutinizing committee presented to the Parliament in August 1996,
and (4) the Parliament draft.

Sustained efforts by the print media in campaigning for political
reform and in opposing the Sor-Por-Kor 4-01 land reform issue can be
explained by the fact that the two policy-related issues were keenly followed
by readers, partly because they can be related to the game of political rivalry
among opposition groups. These types of issues tend to appeal to a wider
strata of the populace than other policy issues that contain no political
dimension, e.g. educational, health, and agricultural policies.

Regarding the environmental issues, Banharn’s government decision
to pass a resolution on 19 November 1996 authorising the Irrigation
Department to start planning and constructing the Kaeng Sua Ten Dam in
Prae Province provoked outcry from environmentalists and has become
another focal point of media attention. Apart from focusing on verbal
exchanges between the government on one side and the NGO-led
environmentalists and residents of the area on the other, some newspapers



Interestingly, an increasing number of environment journalists have taken
sides with the NGOs when it comes to environmental policy, notably those
of the English-language newspapers-- Bangkok Postand The Nation--, and some
Thai-language business newspapers. A good example is the Sunday
Perspective section of the Bangkok Post on 26 January 1997 issue which
devoted two full-pages to analysing advantages and disadvantages of the
Dam construction from the perspectives both of the government and of
the opposing environmentalists and residents, as well as to making a
comparative analysis of benefit and impact of the Dam construction
between the Royal Irrigation Department proposal and an alternative
proposal offered by the Social Research Institute of Chiang Mai University
and the Wildlife Fund of Thailand. The article also highlighted inter-
national cases opposing dam-building.

In the past four or five years, the print media has improved its
role in the manner in which it extends coverage beyond political rivalry and
pays more attention to policy debate and discussion. However, policy issues
that readily command media attention tend to be related to matters of
national politics, namely policy issues construed to be conflict-ridden or
associated with political maneuvering between opposition groups, since
these stories sell. Very often journalists focus their attention more on the
politics of the policy or the people involved than the substance of the policy
itself, although there are a number of newspapers attempting to raise the
quality of policy debate by providing genuine analyses of policy-related
issues. In this respect, Rangsan Thanapornpan argued that the press has not
done enough to articulate policy issues and provide analysis of their impacts
on the public as individuals. A number of significant policy-related issues
have not received the attention they deserve. Newspapers rarely articulate
or provide analytical explanations of impacts and policy options of certain
fiscal and trade issues which, by any measure, are of critical national
importance but are the kind of problems that rarely concern the public at
the individual level, e.g. current-account deficits. These types of policy-
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Broadcast media

Given the strong state control, direct and indirect, the role of
broadcast media in providing analytical discussion of politically sensitive
policies remains relatively limited. Although there have been promising
tendencies towards,a more liberalized environment for broadcast media
illustrated by the Mass Communication Organization of Thailand and the
Department of Public Relations’ policy to allow private operators to bid
for time slots of some of their radio stations and the establishment of
several 24hour- radio news networks, the freedom of radio, and television
alike, in promoting public policy remains largely circumscribed as a
result of its structural limitations. In terms of news broadcasts, small-
scale radio stations without their own news production units rely heavily
upon news materials distributed by the Public Relations Department, the
Information Bureau of the Armed Forces, and other governmental
agencies as well as daily newspapers. Furthermore, it is mandatory to
have Radio Thailand news programmes broadcast on all stations
throughout the country at particular times. In terms of the pattern of
news presentation, broadcast news is typically presented in a hierar
chical order: activities of the King and the Royal family, promulgation of
acts and bills, cabinet meetings, parliamentary news, activities of the prime
minister and high ranking government officials, and others. Reporting of
legislative proceedings, activities of members of the Parliament and NGOs
is conspicuously lacking. Audiences, therefore, are principally exposed to
and gain a one-sided view of political events, that is of the government, and
are thus denied the opportunity to explore alternative interpretations.6

The last four to five years have seen a multiplication of independent
radio programmes run by private operators which deal with policy-related
issues. Notable among there are documentary-style programmes, and panel
discussions, interviews, and phone-in style programmes exploring policy
questions. Suthichai Yoon's news and talk show on FM 97.0 Mhz radio is
a good example of a radio programme that generates public debate and




discussion of current-affair issues and presents thoughts and ideas that
challenge, to a certain extent, the state-dominated orthodoxies. During the
May 1992 popular uprising, Suthichai's radio show played a significant role
in reporting the opposition’s version of the situation. This role, however,
got him into trouble with the authorities as he himself said they “got a lot
of phone calls” (interviewed in the FarEastern Economic Review, p.20,
July 4, 1996).

Apart from strict state control, another factor that accounts for the
limited role the broadcast media assumes in policy advocacy has to do with
profit-making considerations. ‘Heavy' programmes aimed at informing and
educating tend to have low ratings and hence have difficulties in
attracting sponsors. Advertisers, by nature, tend to avoid association with
politically sensitive issues for obvious considerations. Advertisers opt to use
business criteria in ascertaining the merits of the programmes. Ratings, not
programme quality and virtues, determine sponsorship. Under the highly
competitive free-market system, quality programmes oriented towards in-
depth policy discussion have limited chances of survival. Such programmes
usually have had to compromise their quality with greater entertainment in
order to survive economically.

The opportunity for television to provide policy discussion is even
more limited than that of radio. Placed under tighter state control, television
has assumed a more cautious role in providing politically sensitive policy
analysis. Policy advocacy assumes similar forms to those of radio, most
successfully including panel discussions, interviews, and phone-in
programmes. However, these programmes tend to involve general
discussions of current-affair issues, rather than an in-depth-analysis of a
particular policy issue. This is due mainly to the limitations of the media
which are intended for a wide and diverse audience, thus a narrowly-
focused policy issue may have only limited appeal. Even the newcomer,
ITV. which espouses the intention to produce informative programmes
remains circumscribed in its role on airing politically sensitive issues due
to its legal ownership structure which is still not completely independent
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Media and 1996 election campaign

The dissolution of the scandal-plagued Banharn government
following the 18 - 20 September 1996 censure debate, which took place
amid rigorous media coverage of political drama in a manner that reflected
mounting popular dissatisfaction with the performance of the government
and deteriorating confidence in Prime Minister’s capacity to deal with the
chronic state of the economy, led eventually to the very short general
election campaign of November 1996. Faced with immediate economic
problems, most of the major political parties based their formal campaigns
principally on economic policies, touting the potential of their so-called
‘economic dream-teams’ to remedy critical economic problems. The
election, thus, became a battleground for the three leading parties, namely
Democrat, New Aspiration, and Chat Pattana. A few other medium and
small parties resorted to focusing on political reform and other social
issues instead of economic policies.

Different sectors of the media all played an active part in the
election campaign, mostly by exposing the political economy of the election,
analising electoral strategies of political parties and candidates, as well as
pushing for all parties to unveil their party policies and generating
discussion on policy questions.

Broadcast media

Television and radio actively adjusted their programming coverage
in response to the 1996 general election in order to compete for audiences.
The election period also saw joint activities of various organisations and
different media sectors in keeping the audience updated on the develop-
ment of the election. Major television networks carried special electoral
programmings as follows:

- Channel 3, in cooperation with Matichon daily newspaper, INN
news network, the Bangkok Bank, and the official election watchdog
PollWatch, ran a special programme on election’ 96 ‘Rouam Sang Than
Karn Mueng Ma7 (building a new political base) which was divided into
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with candidates of each constituency on policy questions, and panel
discussions of politicians and academics on political issues: phase 2, 21-25
October, fielding of candidates, involved reporting on the electoral
development; phase 3, 26 October-16 November, active campaigning
period, focused on interviewing party leaders and opinion surveys
through polling: phrase 4, 17 October, reporting election results.

- Channel 5 cooperated with 11 private agencies and organizations
including Pacific Communications news network, Wattajak and Thai Sky
news agencies, Media of Media Co., TT&T, Telephone Organization,
Telecom Asia Co., Jasmine Group, Digitron Co., Thai Military Bank, Digital
Co., and Siamrat daily newspaper. Apart from supplementary election news
in every regular news time-slot, two special election programmes were added
to regular programming. These included ‘Cho Luk Suk Leuk Tang' (In-
depth analysis of election battle) and ‘Rouam Kit Rouam Pattana
Prachathippatar  (Joint thinking and developing of democracy).

- Channel 7 in cooperation with Sri Ayutthaya Bank offered a
special programme ‘Sen Thang Su Sapha’ (the path to Parliament) which
began broadcast from the dissolution of Banharn's government onwards.
The programme was devoted wholly to reporting on election-related issues.

- Channel 9 joined with ITV and the Nation group. Krung Thai
Bank, Dusit Poll, and Telephone Organization, presenting ‘Column Luek
Tang’ 39" (Election’96 Column) and ‘Nub Toi Lung Leuk Tang'89’
(Election'96 Countdown), as well as organizing special activities ‘Luek
Tang Sanjorn’ (election tour) which involved special broadcasts on
election from the regions. ITV aired political discussions through
its regular talk show ‘ITV Talk’. (Source: Nation Weekly, 25-31 October
1996, vol. 229, p. 24-26).

Radio played an active part in encouraging eligible voters to use
their voting rights. Most radio stations had their programming adjusted to
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questions, e.g. realignment and political and economic policies of political
parties, as well as interviewing the economic team of each political party on
its solution to the economic downturn which the country was facing.

The election period saw an attempt by broadcast media to make the
election a contest over policy issues. By airing publicly-made verbal pledges
on policy issues by party leaders and candidates, the media played an
influential part in setting the electoral agenda, in other words it told the
public what ought to be the election issues. While the media sought to
generate policy debate during the election period, politicians saw it as an
opportunity for self-promotion. Image-building through association of
candidates or political parties with specific electoral issues is a common
strategy of political advertising.” By inviting politicians to outline their
party policies on specific issues or asking key party leaders to join in
United States-style live debates on television, the broadcast media gave
them ample opportunity to promote themselves and convince the public
that they were knowledgeable in particular policy issues, hence only they
and their parties were capable of offering solutions to the particular
problems related to these issues. In this respect, the media’s sincere
attempts to encourage all parties to take a stance on the issues on their
platforms so as to generate policy debate and discussion had, in practice,
turned into a political means for politicians to advertise themselves.

Realizing the considerable influence the media has on electoral
behaviour and attitudes of the public, almost all political parties invested
in political advertising through radio and television at an unprecedented
scale in the latest election. Television and radio campaign advertising is a
relatively new phenomenon which had been introduced into the election
scene only after authorization by the Radio and Television Administrative
Board ahead of the July 1995 election. In the general election of
November 1996, the spending of all political parties on television
campaign advertising in September alone amounted to 84.39 million baht
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(Bangkok Post, Thursday, 24 October 1996). Almost all parties hired
leading advertising agencies to handle their advertising campaigns; for
instance, Chart Pattana used Thai Image Advertising; New Aspiration used
Spa Advertising; Democrat used Batey Ads and Bates (Thailand), Palang
Dharma used Shinawatra subsidiary SC Matchbox; Moun Chon used
Daiji Kikaku (Thailand); and Chart Thai used media veteran Dr. Seri
Wongmontha. For the most part, television spots revolved mainly around
images of party leaders as appropriate persons to solve various national
problems.

Print media

In comparison with the broadcast media, the print media is better-
placed to offer in-depth analysis and discussion of policy issues, making it
a dominant source of information during the election period. Most of the
newspapers ran special columns focusing on the election contest. Apart
from reporting the politics of the background developments of election
campaign which involved a good deal of mudslinging, vote-buying, and
even murder, a number of newspapers genuinely tried to focus also on
election issues. Matichon, for instance, sent out to all parties a set of
questions concerning party policies and seeking solutions to particular
problems, especially political and economic, and published subsequent
answers, e.g. the answer from Palang Dharma on 6 November. In its 2
November issue, Matichon devoted a full page to a comparative analysis
of Democrat and New Aspiration policies, pointing out their strengths
and weaknesses as well as the discrepancies between written policy
positions and verbal pledges made by party members. In the 3 November
issue, it summarized the stances of six political parties (New Aspiration,
Chart Thai, Chart Pattana, Palang Dharma, Prachakorn Thai, and
Democrat) on educational reform and criticism of various experts and
academics on their weaknesses and strength and tangibility.

Phujadkarn played a unique role in their reporting of the election
campaign in the way it dealt with regional and local politics. Two special
columns, ‘Kao Tid Sanam Leuk Tang’ (Clinging to the Election Battleground)
and ‘Khum Sap Nak Karn Mueng’ (Politicians’ Treasures) exposed the
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underlying political economy of the election by providing an insightful
analysis of regional businesses and interest groups and their increasing
involvement in politics. These local notables sought to exert their
influences on governmental policy-making through direct participation
of themselves or their relatives in politics by standing for elections and
through their support to local as well as Bangkok-based politicians.
Phujadkarn coverage of the evolution of local business groups and their
activities, and the underlying relationship between some of these local
entrepreneur and certain election candidates not only shed light on the
‘real’ identity of election candidates but also contributed a great deal to
our understanding of local politics in a way that has rarely been achieved
by any other newspaper.

In terms of its overall performance during the election period, Prof.
Somsakdi Xuto argued that, for the most part, the press failed to generate
policy discussion that went beyond goal-stated proclamation of party
policies. It played too limited a role in pushing for politicians and their
parties to articulate concrete measures through which policy objectives
might be achieved. The press assumed the commonly held perception that
all parties’ ideologies and policies were the same; while, in fact, they may
have been similar in terms of the desired objectives, the measures and
implementation were bound to differ from party to party. The press
should widen the public discussion to take more heed of the means to
achieve the policy objectives and not satisfy itself merely with politicians’
weightless promises. At present the press focuses its questions too
excessively on ‘what’ but not sufficiently on ‘when’ and, especially, ‘how’.

Given the chronic instability of the economy, economic policies
and related issues received overwhelming attention from the media
during the election period. These matters were portrayed as national
issues and took priority over other regional or local issues. In this respect,
the press coverage of issues relating to economic problems reflected its
attempt to respond mainly to the demands of the Bangkokians, especially
the business and finance groups, who would like to see the government
take urgent measures to alleviate the problems. Policy advocacy by the
national print media, therefore, is heavily inclined towards promoting
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urban-dominated interests.

In summary, the media in the past four to five years has become
more responsible in its function as a platform for policy discussion
among civil society and a channel for communication from the people to
the state. Policy advocacy by the media of different sectors varies in their
approaches, limitations and efficiency, according to the structure and
operating tradition of each media sector. The print media has more leeway
for expression than its broadcast counterpart which falls under strict state
control. The press, therefore, is better-placed to provide in-depth analysis
of policy-related issues than the broadcast media. While the vernacular press
tends to personalize issues and focus more on the politics of the policy than
on the real issues involved, the niche-market newspapers seek to raise the
quality of public debate by providing detailed discussion of policy questions.
However in the prevailing free-market system, business considerations are
increasingly taking priority over quality considerations. Fiercely competing
among themselves for readership, quality newspapers are obliged to
accommodate certain changes to expand their readership base in order to
survive. Profit consideration, therefore, compels a compromise on quality.
Matichon daily newspaper is a good example of a quality organ that had
adapted itself to accommodate a wider and more diverse readership in
response to market forces. This tendency is even more evident in the
broadcast media area where the intense competition for profits saw a
proliferation of entertainment programmes such as music-video or MTV-
style programmes in almost every television channels.

Overall, the press still plays an inadequate role in providing detailed
analysis of policy-related issues. It should assume a more assertive role in
broadening the policy issues in order to widen public debate and discussion.
In the present age when an issue virtually does not exist unless it appears
in the media, the media has an influential power to set the public agenda.
Given the power that it has, the media, especially the press, should
endeavour to raise issues and direct public discussion in order to generate
a wider and more diverse policy debate and discussion.
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INSTITUTE OF
PUBLIC POLICY STUDIES

he Institute of Public Policy Studies (IPPS) is a non-profit, non-
governmental organization active in policy research and policy
advocacy. The primary goal is to promote participatory democracy,

parliamentary development. decentralization and good governance in
Thailand.

Established with the support of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation
in 1985, IPPS has implemented programs in legislative support and political
education. At present, IPPS works closely with many leading domestic and
international institutions.

OBJECTIVESJ

O To identify issues of basic socio-economic significance and to encourage
and support research on these matters with a view to generating alternative
information and policy options.

O To promote the development of representative institutions and to
enhance their prarticipation in the policy-making process at all levels.

O To facilitate policy discourse and collaboration among cross sectoral
groups at all levels such as academies, Members of the Parliament, provincial
councilors, provincial chanmbers of commerce, public officials, the media,
as well as other concerned organizations and individuals.

O To disseminate information on public policy and to promote political
education on legislative and administrative affairs as well as other aspects
of a democratic society.

O To encourage the sharing of experience and expertise in legislative and
administrative affairs between public and private institutions in Thailand
and other countries.
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PROGRAMS |

SEMINARS & TRAINING

O IPPS seminars provide a forum that brings together Members of the
Parliament, public officials, scholars, and representatives from public
interest groups to discuss and collaborate on policy issues.

O IPPS training projects target teachers and students, e.g. political camp,
political media by the youth.

> > > > >

RESEARCH

O IPPS undertakes research concerning participatory democracy,
parliamentary development, decentralization and good governance, IPPS
research findings are presented at the seminars and constiute an important
altemative source of information for Members of the Parliament and the
public.

PUBLICATION

O IPPS monthly newsletter has changed the focus and style every few
years. Once titled “Parliamentary Newsletter,” it is now the “Political
Reform Newsletter,” carrying the theme of political reform, while featuring
other interesting public issues.

O IPPS also publishes occasional data papers, policy papers, research
papers, seminar papers and books.

IPPS newsletter and other publications are distributed free of charge to
Members of the parliament, political parties, government offices, public
libraries, college and school libraries, public interest groups and IPPS

members.
> > > > >
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OTHER-MEDIA

0O The Public Policy Study Through Radio Program is an one hour
discussion on public policy issues broadcast twice each week all over the
country. Resource persons in various fields are invited to discuss and
dehate policy issues and important events. The collection of broadcast
program has grown to over 300 tape cassettes. They are available at cost to
the public.

O TV program During the years 1992-1993, IPPS cooperated with
Ramkhamhaeng University to produce a half-an-hour weekly television
program “Toward A Democratic Society” broadcast on channel 11. The
program Presented various aspects of a democratic society, such as
parliamentary process, interest representation, collective bargaining, and
other public issues. In 1993-1994, IPPS broadened the scope of the
program to cover economic, cultural and environmental issues and
presented it under the title “Four Dimensional Society”. Video tapes of
these programs are available for educational purposes.

O The IPPS video program produces a series of video tape cassettes
concerning parliamentary system and activities, Thai political history, etc.
They are available for educational purposes.

(O Calendars of historical and political events, Road of Democracy
Map, Political Playing Cards, and Political Games represent the IPPS’s
effort to create new dimensions in political education. These materials are
distributed free of charge to district schools all over the country, They are
also available at cost to the public.

> > > > >
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