CHAPTER IV

THE TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT UNIONISM
TO ECONOMIC UNIONISM, 1977-1990

A notable feature ofthe Thai trade union movement in 1977-1990 was
that the trade unions played a very prominent role in the mobilisation of
workers who organised strong autonomous economic action but failed to
produce class - oriented ideology and collective action for broad social
objectives. During this period, the social movement unionism of the mid-
1970s was replaced by the “economic unionism” in which the trade unions
strongly defended the specific interests of their members, but failed to
organise class collective action and distanced themselves from the
movements for broad social objectives.

~ The decline of the social movement unionism was associated with the
decline of the national labour centres as the most important interest
representatives of the working class, and the declining role of the state
enterprise unions in the movements for broad social objectives. The chan%es
in the political situation after the coup d’ e tat on October 6, 1976 was the
most crucial condition for the shift in the character of the trade unionism in
the post- 1976 period. The rapid economic growth under the export-led
industrialisation was another condition that facilitated the development of
the economic unionism in the 1980s. Of the other social movements, the
non- government organisations (NGOs) played important role in shaping the
trade union movement, while the influences of the students on the workers’
movement declined.

4.1  Political Opportunities under the Authoritarian Rule and
Democratic Regime

The nature of political systems from 1977-1990 was characterised by
three different features: authoritarian rule in the one year after the 1976 coup
d’ e tat; “semi- democracy” in 1979-1987: and more liberal democracy in
1988-1990. These political natures created different political opportunities
for the growth of the trade union movement and other social movements.

Although the authoritarian Thanin Krivixine %overnment that came to
power after the coup d” e tat on October 6, 1976,could last only one year, the
Impact of the government’s extreme anti- communist policy on the social
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movements of the mid- 1970s was very great. The violent suppression of the
social activists who participated in the political demonstrations and protests
during 1973-1976 resulted in the transformation of the peaceful movements
into the querrilla forces under the leadership of the Communist Party of
Thailand ?CPT). A large numbers of the student activists, labour and peasant
leaders left thelr organisations togom the CPT in thejungle after the October
1976 coup. Subsequently, the NSCT, the LCCT, and the PFT, which were
the important national centres of the student activists, organlsed workers and

peasants respectively, collapsed.

The political conditions changed after General Kriengsak Chama-nan
staged another coup d’ e tat to overthrow the Thanin government in
November, 1977. After a shift away from the conservative political policies
to a more liberal reglme, only student and labour organisations could revive
again in the late 1970s, hut peasant or([]anlsatlo_ns collapsed until the early
1990s. Trade unions once again began to organise their activities under the
new political circumstances of the 1980s.

The 1980s saw the continuing development of the parliamentary
s%_stem in Thailand, despite two failed military coups in 1981 and 1985. The
shift of economic strategy from import substitution to export oriented-
industrialisation occurred” simultaneously with political changes from
military domination towards democracy with increased husiness influence.
Political reglmes during 1983-1990 were under the leadership of two Prime
Ministers, General Prem Tinsulanonda and General Chatichai Choonhavan.
General Prem headed the Fovernment for eight years from 1980 till mid-
1988. Durm%hls regime, a thouPh the parliamentary system was established
military and bureaucrats still held a dominant role in politics. Prem himself
was an un-elected incumbent, while the leaders of the political parties who
were elected members of parliament (MP) were never nominated hy the
House of_ReFresentatlves.to be a Prime Minister. The characteristic of the
Thai political system during this period was therefore termed as a “semi-
demaocratic regime”.

The Prem era was the first time since 1976 that parliamentary politics
were relatively stable and democracy in Thailand was also institutionalized.
However, the period was characterised as “semi-democratic” because the
military continued to play a strong political role and economic %rowth Was
glven higher priority than the development of political rights and the

eepening of democracy. This development was a consequence of two
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imBortant political factors: the collagse of the Communist Party of Thailand
(1C53)T) and the emergence of the 1978 Constitution (Surin Maisrikrod 1999;

“The end of the communist threat at the beginning of Prem’s
premiereship in the early 1980s had loosened up the state’ “control over
society. This development gave the people more political space to assert
themselves. The amnesty programme initiated for defectors of the CPT
under the policy directive No. 66/23 also added to the development of the
parliamentary democratic system. The CPT defectors had returned to the city
and later became leaders in various sectors of society. The new forms of
political movement were no longer armed or radical social or_(%amsatlons but
were organized by relatively less radical, pro-democratic institutions such as
?olltlcal parties, non- Povernmental organisations, and other civil groups
ormed by the middle class and popular class.

In economic dimension, Prem resolved the economic crisis in the
early 1980s by teaming Uj)_a rou‘o_ of technocrats with a group of
businessmen, _nameIK_ the Joint Public- Private Committee (JPPC) for
economic policy-making. The JPPC was the first cooperation in which
capitalists, and technocrats converged on development programmes under
strong  political Ieadershlf). A number of macro economic reform
programmes initiated mainly by the technocrats, did not only enhance the
power of the technocrats in politics, but also promoted and expansion of
economic opportunities for the capitalists. This process of economic- policy
determination, however, did not allow political parties to Rlay more
important role in policy-making. While the state continued to be hegemonic
along with the rise in power of the capitalists, political parties could not
advance beyond being partners in the state-led redemocratisation process
and were not able to bring about their own institutional development (Surin
Maisrikrod 1999: 157).

~The other important “semi-democratic” characteristic of the Prem
regg7|me was the military intervention in _Polltlcal development through the
1978 Constitution, which provided a privi e_?.e role to the military in politics.
According to the 1978 Constitution, the military officials and civil servants
were allowed to occupy the premiership and cabinet posts as well as to be
appointed senators. Consequently, General Prem and other m|||tarK leaders
took advantage of the provisions in the Constitution to become the Prime
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?/Iinister and members of cabinet and retained their powers over the armed
OICES.

However, the unpopularity of Prem in the late 1980s caused him to
refuse another term as premier after the July 1988 general election. The end
of the Prem regime gave rise to the emergence of “full democracy during the
prem_lersh|B of General Chatichai Choonhavan. In August' 1988, the
Chatichal became the first Prime Minister since 1976 who was an elected
MP. From AuHust 1988 to February 1991, Chatchai civilian government
rigorously challenged the country’s conservative state by moving decision
making away from the bureaucrats and military into the hands of elected
politicians. Non-bureaucratic forces such as: businessmen, politicians,
organised workers and social activists grew rapidly in the late 1980s.
However, they were not strong enough to dominate the political arena.
Although the bureaucrats and military still played a significant role in
politics, they were forced to negotlated with" other powerful forces. The
major political actors during 1988-1990, therefore, comprised hoth the
military bureaucratic alliance and the emergmg forces of political parties,
business groups, labour organisations, and NGOs.

~The halance of power between the bureaucrats and military, as one
side, and the other non-bureaucrat forces, as the other side’ was short- lived,
because a group of military leaders staged a coup d’ e tat to seize power
from the Chatichai government on February 23, 1991 and led the country
back to the authoritarian regime again.

4.2 Export-Oriented Industrialisation and Structure of Employment

The Thai economy under export-promotion strategy during 1983-1990
could be categorized into three phases: the recession of 1983-1984, the
economic take- off of the mid- 1980s, and the bubble economy of 1988-1991
(Phasuk and Baker 1997: 27). The shift from import-substitution industry to
export-oriented one in the late 1970s was caused by several reasons. The
limits of the domestic market, as well as inefficiencies fostered by protection
of import-substitution industries, resulted in the slowdown of economic
growth_ rate. The slowdown turned into crisis in 1983-1984 when the
omestic economy was exacerbated by the conjunction of the effects of the
OPEC oil price rise in 1979.  In addition, increasing import of capital
goods for import-substitution industry led to the mcreasmg deficits in the
alance of trade (Somsak Tamboonlértchai 1980: 93-94). Business leaders
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became interested in exporting and began to PUt pressure on the government
to change economic development strate?y. N response to these problems,
the government turned to a strategy of export- oriented industrialisation
around the mid- 19803SPhasuk and Baker 1995: 149). The shift was also
influenced by the World Bank’s policy which, by the mid- 1970s, had
shifted from promoting import substitution to supporting export- oriented
industrialisation(Bello 1998: 12).

The rapid growth of the industrial sector in the export-led economy
had brought about important chan%es_ln the structure of employment. There
was a proportional expansion of the industrial labour forces in which large
numbers of female workers were incorporated into the export-industrial
sector. The widespread use of various forms of employment in order to
minimize the labour costs in export manufactures significantly effected the
development of trade unions. The export-orientation Strategy was
dramatically successful in raising the growth rates of the non-agriculture
sector and of the economy as a whole (see table 11).

Table 11: Real GDP at 1972 Price (% Change), 1983-1990

Sector 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990

Total 73 711 35 49 95 132 120 100
Agriculture 44 56 62 03 -02 102 6.6 -3.7
Non- Agriculture 860 75 29 61 118 139 131 127

Sources: Bank of Thailand, Annual Economic Report 1988, and 1990

The trade structure had also experienced drastic change with
manufactured goods rising to 74.7 loercent of total export value n 1990
against a decline share for agricultural product to 16.9 percent (see table 12).
In the first half of the 1980s, the top five Frlnm al export commodities, In
terms of value, comprised four agricultural products and textiles, in which
the value of rice was the largest. This situation had changed since 1985 as
the value of textile products became the largest, while other manufactured
products, i.e. integrated circuits, precious stones and jewelry, canned
seafood, comP_uters and components, replaced agricultural goods for the
country’s top five export products (see table!3).



100

Table 12: Value of Merchandise Exports in 1990
(unit : million baht)

Exports Value Percentage
Manufactured products 440,395 74.1
Agriculture 100,003 16.9
Fishery 32,507 5.5
Other exports 16,908 2.9
Total 589,813 100

Sources: Bank of Thailand, Annual Economic Report 1991

Table 13: Change of Five Principal Export Commodities, 1984-1990
(unit : million baht)

Commodity Value and Rank
1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990
Rice 25932 22,524 20315 22,719 34,676 45462 27,770
1 2 2 2 2 2 4
Tapioca product 16,600 14,969 19,086 20,679 23,136
3 3 3 3 5
13567 15116 20,485 27,189 26,423
4 4 4 3 5
Maize 10,147
5
Textile Product 19,155 23578 31,268 48,588 58,627 74,027 84472
2 1 1 1 1 1 !
Integrated circuits 8,249
5
Precious stones and 13,164 19,799 23683 28,393 34,858
jewelry 5 5 4 3 3
Canned seafood 20,839
5
Computers and 26,827 38,671
Components 5

Total value of export 159,728 193367 233383 301,437 403570 516315 589,81

Sources: Calculated from Bank of Thailand, Annual Economic Report 1983,
1985, 1987, 1988, 1990, 1991 and 1992

The government policy of achieving industrialisation through export
Promotlon was based on certain conditions. The industrialisation had been
largely propelled by severe incentives for investors, i.e. low wage, small
investment cost in occupational health and safety, and the_FowerIessness of
organised labour. Labour- intensive industries such as textiles and garments
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from Japan, Hong Kong and Taiwan had relocated production to Thailand
not onlr to reduce production costs, but also to find a Wag around the US
General System of Preference (Pasuk and Baker 1995 159). Low-
technology industries based on cheap labour, such as textile, shoes, toys, and
jewelry, grew most rapidly in the second half of the 1980s, but from 1989
the fastest export growth came in medium- _technolo%y products such as
comi)uters and components, The growth in manufacture export was
aralleled by a proportional expansion of the industrial labour forces.
owever, the change in employment structure was much slower than
structural change in production. Up to 1991, more than half of the employed
persons were still engaged in agriculture (see table 14).

Table 14: Employment Structure, 1983-1990 _
(unit: .housand)

Employed Person by Sector 1983 1985 1987 1989 1990
Population 49,090.2 51,450.7 53,679.8 555145 56.405.0
Labour Force 242479 27,1149 29,552.2  31,205.7  31,749.6
Total Employed Person 20,6402 22,8937 26,173.9  2,806.6 30,8437
Agriculture, Forestry, 11,528.6 14,9725 156594 17,0200 19,725.7
Hunting and Fishing
Mining and Quarrying 69.0 91.6 57.9 46.7 53.9
Manufacturing 2,536.7  2,152.0  2,738.7 13,1043 3,132.6

Construction, Repair and 745.4 595.2 817.4 947.4 1,026.4
Demolition

Electricity, Gas, Water 106.7 1145 120.0 116.6 108.7
and Sanitary Services

Commerce 24136  2.083.3 3,086.3 3,063.2 2,976.2
Transport. Storage, and 619.4 572.3 674.7 698.9 732.9
Communication

Service 2,617.3 2,312.3 3,043.4  3,065.0
Others 2.8 : 19.7 21.6

Sources: Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior, Year Book ofLabour Statistics,
1983, 1985,1987,1989,1993
Notes: 1Due to the change of definition of labour force in 1989,
- labour force in 1983,1985, and 1987 are persons at 11 years of age
and over,
- labour force in 1989 and 1990 are persons at 13 years of age
and over.
2 All absolute figures in the statistical table are independently rounded to the
nearest thousand, hence group total may not always be equal to the sum of the
individual figures.
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The Thai economic structure in the 1980s up to the beginning of the
1990s was, therefore, characterised by a high contribution of the
manufacturing sector but with a small share of industrial labour. In addition,
own account workers and unpaid famllg workers dominated the emplored
persons. Over a decade from 1981 to 1990, 'ne number of wage and sa arr
earners, in both private and public sectors, increased S|gn_|f|cant(l)y, but still
altéiorbed only 31.1 per-cent of the total employed persons in 1990 (see table

Table 15: Employed Persons by Work Status, 1981 and 1990
(unit; thousand)

Work Status 1981 1990

Employed Persons Percent Employed Persons Percent
Employer 398.0 1.6 399.0 14
Government 1,390.4 5.7 1,942.0 6.8
Employee
Private 3,903.7 16.0 6,892.0 24.3
Employee
Own Account 6,772.1 21.8 8,981.0 31.7
Worker
Linpaid Family 11,901.9 48.8 10,109.0 35.7
Worker
Total 24,366.1 100.0 28,323.0  100.0

Sources: Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior, Year Book of
Labour Statistics, 1984, 1990

In terms of establishment size, small and medium firms with 1-499
employees were h|%hly dominant in the private- sector employment. These
firms absorbed 70.3 percent and 67.8 percent of all employed persons in
1986 and 1990 respectively (see table 16). Compared to state enterprises, it
was found that most of the employees worked in large- scale firms. In 1990,
fifteen state enterprises were the ar%e- scale establishments, with more than
five thousand employees (see table 17).
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Table 16: Numbers of Establishments in the Private Sector with
Employees by Size, 1986-1990

Size Number of Establishments ~ Number of Employees and Percentage
1986 1990 1986 1990
101916 158,939  312,831(17.6%)  495,052(15.4%
10-99 22,003 36,900  559,104(31.5%)  925,339(28.8%
100-499 1,886 3,167  375,345(21.2%)  757,936(23.6%
500-999 222 480 150,829(8.5%) 332,936(10.3%
>1,000 127 281 374,658521.1% 106,472(22.0%
Total 126,154 200,376 1,772,767(100%) 3,217,735(100%

Sources Calculated from Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior, Year
Book ofLabour Statistics, 1986, 1990

Table 17: Number of Employees in Large State Enterprises in 1990

tate Enterprise _ Number of employees
Port AuthorltY_ of Thailand _ 6,000
The Metropolitan Waterworks Authority 5,154
Provincial Waterworks Authority 5,250
The Metropolitan Electricity Authority 12,100
Provincial Electricity Authority _ 26,000
The Electrlth Generating Authority of Thailand 31,537
The State Railways of Thailand _ 24,000
The Communication Authority of Thailand 22,000
Krung Thai Bank Public CompanY Limited 11,200
Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives 7,333
The Government Savings Bank 1,679
Thai Airways International Public Company 15,000
Thailand Tobacco Monopoly 8,000
The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority 22,000
Telephone Or?amsatlon of Thailand | 18,000
Source: Calculated from Bundit Thammatrirat, Directory of Thai Labour

Organisations, 1990

~ The size of establishment affected the bargaining power of trade
unions. The employees in a number of large state enterprises could form
large unions, which were resourceful organisations in terms of money from
unions” subscription and members as their sources of power. On the
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contrary, most unions in the Private sector were small and medium
organisations, and hence needed to depend on resources from outside trade
unions.

Another notable feature of the employment structure in the export-led
economy was the rapid incorporation of women into the industrial labour
force. In 1990, the loroportlon of females joining the labour force was 46.9
percent, while female workers constituted 46.6 percent of the total employed
Dersons }see. table 18). In particular, women workers were concentrated in
Industrial lines that produced the country's key exports: garments and
footwear, textiles, leather goods, precious stones, and processed food.
Consequently, trade unions in these industries had women as their important
DOWer Dase.

Table 18: Employed Persons by Sex in 1990
1 (unit: thousand)

Total Male Female
_ Number  Percent Number  Percent
PoBuIatmn 56,405.0 28,229.0 50.1 28,176.0 49.9
Labour Force 31,749.6 16,863.1 h3.1 14886.5 46.9

Employed Persons 30,843.7 16,456.5 534 14,387.2 46.6
-Employed Persons 7100 3475 490 3625 51.0

Source: Calculated from Department of Labour Protection and Welfare,
Ministry of labour and Social Welfare, Year Book O fLabour
Statistics 1993

In terms of empIO}/men_t, structure of employment was also
characterised by the use of various patterns of employment in order to
minimize the labour costs in export manufactures. Short-term contract was
one of the employment patterns widely used in small and medium local
firms while large-scale multinational firms preferred to subcontract parts of
their production to small firms,

A survey on the situation of casual workers in 1988 indicated that
casual workers with renewable contracts were widely employed in the major
industrial zones around Bangkok where a number of manufacturing firms
were located &Somsak Samukkethum 1988: 27). These workers were kept
perpetu_allr_ " emporarY" by terminating them before the mandatory
reqularization period of three or six months and then re-hiring them as new
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casual workers. Another pattern of employment was subcontracting, which
could be found in export manufacturing, such as the food and beverage
industry, oil production, garment and handicraft industries (Sungsidh and
Kanchada 1994 233).

The wide practices of short-term employment contract and sub-
contracting in the late 1980s reflected a general feature of labour supply in
Thailand, where unskilled labour was abundant and the excess labour supply
was absorbed by the informal sector. As a result, short- term employment
contract hecame an important campaigning issue of the trade union
movement in the late 1980s.

43  The Decline of the Student Movement and the Rise of the NGO
Movement

As discussed in chapter three, the trade union movement in the mid-
1970s was strongly influenced by the student movement. However, in the
post- 1976 period, the student had been in a state of decline and their role in
the trade union movement was replaced by the new elements, the NGOs that
elg8e()rged as the organisations of the new social movements in Thailand in the

S,

4.3.1 Alliance of Workers and Students in the Post-1976 Period

After a shift away from the extreme conservative Folitical policies in
the aftermath of the October 1976 coup d’etat to a more liberal regime since
late 1977, the student activists began to form their organisations and
reestablished a coordinating centre of university student unions, the
Nineteen Student Unions. In the late 1979, students once again began to
articulate their movement on political issues when the Nineteen Student
Unions sent a memorandum to Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Van Dong
rotesting the exodus of refugees from Vietnam to Thailand. In addition, in
ovember 1980, students could began their first demonstration after 1976,
when they protested against the military officers and FO|ItICIanS who
attempted” to extend the term of General Prem Tinsulanon as army
commander-in-chief (Prizzia 1985: 80-81).

For the workers, trade unions also organised activities and began to
create relations with the students again. However, alliance between trade
unions and students was loosely tormed. The student activists did not
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directly participate in the labour strikes or involve themselves in the
workers' movement, but occasionally coordinated with the trade unions in
the campaigns for the overlapping demands of the two parties.

After the 1976 coup, the LCT, which transformed from the TTUG in
May 1976, became the only one national labour centre that could mobilise a
large number of organised workers to participate in the demonstrations and
protests. However, after the coup leaders promulgated the Order No. 46 to
amend the 1975 Labour Relations Act, the LCT had to register with the
Department of labour as a formal national labour congress, strictl
controlled by the new labour relations law.* In the early 1980s, the LC
and the student unions tried to restore their roles as the representatives of the
Pheople’ Imterests by organising public campaigns to protect the benefits of

e people.

~ During 1979-1981, the LCT had twice launched protests against the
nsmg oil price issues. On July 13, 1979, as a result of rising oil prices in the
world market, the Krlen_?sak government announced an Increasing in the
prices of all types of oil. The LCT organised a rally at the Royal Field
(18anam Luan_g{ In Bangkok to protest against the government policy on July
9, 1979. This rally could mobilise around 10,000 workers and other Prougs
of people to join the protest (Bundit and Piroj 1988: 157). It was also the
first demonstration led by the LCT since October 1976. However, the protest
failed because the government refused to reduce the oil prices and the LTC
could not gain public support to continue its movement.

The second protest on the oil price issue appeared again when the
government announced another oil price increase on February 9, 1980. This
time the LCT allied with the other two labour councils, and also other
or?_anlsatlons_, such as the nineteen student unions and some opposition
political parties, The demands submitted to the government did not concern
only the oll erce 1ssues but also covered the other issues of government
?O|ICIES on the prices of consumer goods and public utility services as
ollows: i) the government should reduce the oil prices; ii) the government
should suspend-any further increase of public utility service prices and; iii)

In fact, the LCT planned to form a formal national labour congress in May 1976.
The Constitution of the LCT was drafted and approved by 102 trade unions On May30,
1976(Arom Pongpangan 1979: 111). However, this Constitution had heen suspended
because there was the coup d'etat in October, 1976.
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the qovernmen_t should control prices of all consumer goods. Otherwise it
should trg to find a measure to Increase people’ income (Bundit and Piroj
1988: 159-160).

On February 21, 1980, the LOT and its allies could lead about 50,000
people to participate in the rally at the Royal Field. The oil price movement
also led to a political crisis situation that caused Prime Minister Kriengsak
Chamanan to dissolve the House of Representatives on February 29, 1980.
After the election, the LCT continued to pressure the new Prime Minister,
Prem Tinsulanont, to reduce the oil prices. Finally, the government agreed to
reduce oil prices on March 19,1980,

The success of the oil price movement in March, 1980, could not
prevent inflation and the rising of commodity prices caused by economic
crisis. Students and workers again attempted to focus their movement on the
cost of living issues. In December 1980, the nineteen student unions joined
the LCT to plan a campaign on commodity price issues. They formally
recommended that the government must reconsider the Prlce of sugar,
introduce clear and effective measures to stop hoarding, control the price of
commodities, and announce guaranteed prices for agricultural products.

However, neither the workers nor the students were strong enough to
pressure the government to respond to their recommendations. The plan for
antigovernment campaign was changed when the student leaders decided to
Set up a studg committee to collect facts and data on the general economic
situation and presented them to the govern_ment’s economic team for
consideration. The government responded to this attempt at compromise by
inviting labour and student reFresentatlve_s to the House Economic
Commission meeting at the Parliament Building to discuss the LCT’s
recommendations to the government on economic issues (Prizzia 1985: 81).

While the trade unions and the students could not get much success in
the campaigns against the rising oil prices, they could achieve more success
in another campaign on the bus-fare issues. The bus fare campaign was the
most important event of the 1980 in which the trade unions and the student
organisations could mobilise a large number of workers and students to
participate in their demonstrations.

In 1982, a number of state enterprises faced financial difficulties with
large net loss and debt in their operations. Among these the Bangkok Mass
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Transit Authority (BMTA) was the state enter}?rise with the largest net loss
(Chesada Louhawenchit 1984: 2/22). The BMTA was established as a state
enterprise in 1976 by merging more than 20 Morlvate bus companies within
and surrounding the vicinity of the Bangkok Metropolis. From its beginning
to 1982, the BMTA had consistently incurred losses every year. In order to
stem losses in the BMTA, the government attempted to increase bus fares
twice in 1981-1982. However, the new bus fare rates could not be
implemented since they faced strong resistance from students and trade
unions. In the first announcement of increased public bus fare on March 1
1981, the government allowed the BMTA to Increase bus fare from 1,50
Baht for the first 10 kilometers of bus service (Bundit and Piroj 1988: 161).

The LCT started to protest against the increased bus fare by proposing
some recommendations to resolve the problems of the BMTA Instead of
raising the bus fares. In this proposal, the LCT demanded that the BMTA
manage ItS O_Fe_ratlon with more efficiency and asked the %ove_rnment t0
provide a building to use for a permanent office of the BMTA in order to
save the 10 million baht per month for the office” rent costs. In addition, it
was also recommended that if all the administrative measures were
implemented and the BMTA was still not able to solve the problems of loss,
the government should privatize the BMTA (Siam Archive March 27-April
2, 1981). In order to pressure the government, the LCT cooperated with
student unions and organised a rally on March 6, 1981. The government
finally a%reed to reduce the bus fares to the original levels and promised to
improve the administrative system of the BMTA.

~ However, on November 2, 1982, the government allowed the BMTA
to increase bus fares again. The students and trade unions thus launched the
second campaign from November 2-24, 1982. Their demands were
submitted to the government as follows (Chusak Chananiphon 1983: 8).

L The government should suspend and reconsider the policy on
increasing bus fares. N

2. The director of the BMTA should be removed from the position
because of her inefficiency in management of the enterprise™,

3. The government should appoint a committee to investigate and
evaluate the proceeding of the BMTA.

At that time the director of the BMTA was Mrs. Wimol Siriphaiboon, a popular
novelistwho openly opposed the student movement in 1973-1976.
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An alliance between trade unions and the students in the bus fare-
campaign was formed amidst the conflicts between the LCT and the BMTA
unions.” While the LCT allied with the student unions to oppose the
government policy on raising bus fares, the BMTA trade unions on the
contrary, moved to support the government. From the beginning of the
movement in 1982, trade unions of the BMTA’ employees had !sagreed
with the protesters since they believed that the workers would be paid better
salary and working benefits if the BMTA could increase the bus fares. On
November 8, 1982 eight unions in BMTA distributed a declaration to
illustrate the reasons for the necessity of the BMTA to increase bus fares.
After the government suspended the increase in bus fares, the BMTA
unions, which were the members of the LCT, announced that they would
withdraw from the LCT’ affiliation. In addition, they submitted their
proposal, for resolving the BMTA™  problems, which opposed to the
demands of the students and labour councils, to the government as follows
(Chusak Chananiphon 1982 9).

1 The government should provide office- building, land for bus
Ba[jkmtg, and buy buses for the BMTA Dby using government
udget.

2. The BMTA should be allowed to increase bus- fare rates to the
appropriate rates of, at least, 2.50-3.00 baht in order to cover
the real service costs. N

3. The government should collect some other additional taxes and
use this income to subsidize the BMTA operation

4, ERAeTngvernment should not often change the Director of the

While there were conflicts among the trade unions in leading the bus-
fare campaigns, the students could play the key role in organising collective
action to protest against the government. In order to pressure the government
to negotiate with them, the student leaders began using new tactics such as
prolonged sit-ins, hunFer strikes, and other non-violent means. A huge rally
of thousands of people was also organised at Thammasat University. The
protest ended when the government promised to temporarily suspend the
new bus fares and consider the demand regarding the removal of the
Director of the BMTA.

However, the success of the bus- fare campaigins could not revive the
student movement from stagnation as the result of the “ideological
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confusion” in the early 1970s. Since the late 1970s, a number of student
activists who joined the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in the jungle,
after the 1976 coup, had some serious conflicts with the leaders of the CPT
and began to leave the CPT and returned to Bangkok. In addition, the
information about the suffering of the geogple in the Indo-China countries,
which became socialist countries in 1975-1976, had spread to Thai society in
the early 1980s. These two events were important factors for the decline of
socialism, which used to be the dominant ideology of many student leaders
in the second half of the 1970s, and also resulted in the situation of
“Ideological confusion”.

Under these circumstances, student movement that used to be a
catalyst of social transformation in the early 1970s became stagnant. It was
reported that since 1981 student unions in major universities had temporarily
stopped their activities on political and social issues in order to reconsider
the strategies and direction of the student movement (Jang Daowrung 1981 .
24). The role of the students in social dev_elo,om_ent was replaced other social
forces, the NGOs, which became increasingly important in the mobilisation
of the peaple collective action.

4.3.2 The Rise of the NGO Movement as a New Social Movement
in Thailand

In this study, the NGOs mean the non-governmental development
organisations, non-profit making organisations that have altruistic
objectives. There is also a distinction between NGOs and People
Organisations(PQs) in which NGOs are set up br middle- class or popular-
class activists to assist the disadvantaged, while POs are formed by the
disadvantages themselves for self- help purposes (Prudhisan and Manerat
1997: 196-197).

While the student movement is seen as a catalyst of the social
transformation in Thailand in the 1970s, the NGO movement is also viewed
as an important factor for political and social dev_el_oPment since the early
1980s. In the trade union movement, the NGO activists replaced the role of
the students in supporting the workers’ movement.

The early history of the NGO movement in Thailand began in the late
1960s where the authoritarian military government emphasized economic
growth policy involving the provision of infrastructure and promotion of
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private investment. While economic growth had boomed, rural people had
suffered a dislocation of their lives, as differences between urban and rural
life became obvious. As a result, Puey Ungphakorn, a technocrat and
economist who contributed to such economic strategy was disillusioned that
development was not having the expected trickle-down effect. In 1969, he
set up several rural development programmes: the Rural Reconstruction
Movement Workmgi on integrated rural development in Chainat Province and
the Graduate Volunteer Project at Thammasat University, providin
%raduates with the opportunity to train for rural development work’ In 1974,
uey established another NGO, namely the Meklong Integrated Rural
Development Project. The Project involved three universities to offer
education outside the formal system: Mahidol University in health care,
Kasetsart University in agriculture, and Thammasat University in politics
(Suthy Prasartset 1995: 100).

During the democratic period from October 1973- October 1976, the

NGO movement had not yet been a significant social movement in Thailand.

The powerful social forces in this period were students, workers and

geasants were just established. However, after the coup d’ e tat on October
, 1976, activists of all social movements came to a standstill.

It was only after 1980 that the NGOs began to play a significant role
in social development. The expansion of NGOs influences related to some
political and economic chan?es In the early 1980s. First, ideological
conflicts between the leaders of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) and
student activists who joined the Part%_ln the jungle after the October 1976
coup, as well as ideological splits which developed in the new communist
reglmes In Indochina countries resulted in the decline and collapse of the
CPT. A number of student activists who used to believe in socialism and
revolution retained their commitment to social change and pursued their
hopes through peaceful means, Workln? with the NGOs in the rural and
urban areas. Consequently, a number of NGOs were established to be the
new forums for those social activists to carry out projects on many social
aspects, mcludm? rural development, urban poor, human rights, women,
children, and ecological conservation.

The other important factor that facilitated the growth of the NGOs
was economic conditions. The second ol crisis in the early 1980s brought
about economic downturn. Agricultural commodity prices had also dropped
and farmers’ debt burdens increased, prompting the government to initiate a
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povertF reduction plan in rural areas. In the cities, with the economic
stagnation, the business sector did not expand enoufqh to absorb university
graduates. These graduates, including a number of former student activists
who had recently joined the political activities after the 1973 people’s
uprising were, therefore, willing to work on social development issues with
the NGOs in the rural and urban areas. In addition, the availability of funds
and ideas from international NGOs stimulated the expansion of NGO staffs
and their influences on social development.

In the early 1980s, the main stream of NGOs was represented by a
number of small NGOs, which were concentrated in some rural Provmc_es
and in Bangkok. In the rural areas, most NGOs were much involved with
solving basic livelihood problems of the Peasants. In Bangkok, NGOs were
concentrated in the fields of urban poor (slum (Feople), women, and children,
However, the economic situation had changed from depression in the early
1980s to rapid boom in the second half of the 1980s, as a result of successful
export- oriented strategy. This development accompanied by great resource
extraction, tourism and agro-industry, affected rural communities in
unprecedented ways. Such development caused damage to the environment
and new conflicts emerged between rural groups and between rural people
and outsiders (Prudhisan and Manerat 1997: 201). Consequently, new NGOs
were formed In order to handle these new social problems, such as NGOs
wo_rkln? on the issues of AIDS, consumer- rights protection, conservation of
national resources and ecology.

4.4 Organisations of Workers’ Collective Action

~ From 1977- 1990, the numbers of trade unions increased more than 9
times while the unions’ members increased around 3.5 times (Isee table 19).
During this loenod the trade union movement was no longer led by one or
two national organisations as it had been in the 1970s. The workers’
collective action was mobilised by certain organisations, which could be
categorized into three types: the national labour congress, the trade union
group, and the labour-NGO. The _mefﬁmencr of the national labour
congresses in defendlng the common interests of the workers gave rise to the
development of the trade unlon_groqu as the new or?amsatlons of workers’
collective action. At the same time, the organisational weakness of the trade
unions in the private sector provided the conditions for the increasing role of
the labour NGOs in the trade union movement.
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Table 19: Number of Trade Unions and Unions’ Members, 1977-1990

Year Number Of Unions Union’s

State Private New Dissolved  Total  Members

Enterprise  Enterprise  Registered  Unions

Unions

1977 47 117 2 22 164 na
1978 o 120 23 13 174 95,951
1979 62 144 52 20 206 114,349
1980 10 185 55 0 255 150,193
1931 19 255 90 1 334 153960
1982 84 292 h8 15 377 214,636
1983 91 414 47 10 505 221,739
1984 93 430 45 29 523 212,343
1985 97 436 Ho 50 h33 234,359
1986 107 469 59 26 083 241,709
1987 116 514 69 24 630 272,608
1988 118 562 11 29 680 295,901
1989 123 h93 1 40 716 309,041
1990 130 713 142 22 843 336,061

Sources: Labour Relation Division, Department of Labour Protection and
Welfare, Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare

441 The National Labour Congresses: The Decline of the
National Centre of Trade Unions

The labour congress has been a formal form of national trade union
council in Thailand since 1976. According to the 1975 Labour Relations
Act, at least 15 unions could register with the Department of Labour as a
labour congress. At the end of 1990, there were five national labour
congresses %see table 20), but only four congresses, LCT, NFLUC, NCTL,
and TTUC, played some significant roles In the trade union movement.
Conflicts and competitions ar_non? the leaders of the labour congresses were
caused by the changes in the ideological orientation of the union leaders.
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Table 20: List of National Labour Congresses in 1990

Name _ Date of Register
L Labour Congress of Thailand (LCT) FebruarK 14,1978
2. National Free Labour Union Congress(NFLUC) March 29, 1978
3. National Congress ofThallandT(N TL) January 27, 1979
451. Thai Trade Union Congress(TTUC) September 16, 1983

Thailand Council of Industrial Labour(TCIL) April 28, 1989
Source: Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior |

~As discussed in chapter three, during 1974-1976, the two most
important national labour organisations, the LCCT and the TTUG, were
dominated by leaders who had similar objectives in leading the organisations
towards the defense of the workers’ interests. But since the mid-1980s, the
national labour congresses were controlled br leaders who used the
organisations to serve their own interests. The self-serving objectives of the
union leaders were facilitated and encouraged by the state Intervention in the
trade union movement and by the establishment of the tripartite system as
the institution for solving industrial conflicts.

~ The decline of the Labour Congress of Thailand (LCT) was a starting
point for the decline of the trade union movement under the leadership of the
national labour organisations. Its’ decline was a direct effect of the patron-
client relations hetween the high-level leaders ofthe LCT and some military
elite. It was pointed out that in the early 1980s, a group of military leaders
had already mcorﬁorated two leaders of the Union of State Railway of Thai
Land, Ahamad Khamthedthong and Sawas Lookdod, into their power base.
In addition, this military group was successful in supportmg Ahamad and
Sawas 10 occupz the leadership of the LCT during 1980-1952. Apart from
being the new President and General Sec_retarK/l_o. the LCT, Ahamad and
Sawas were appointed senators by the Prime Minister. (Narong Petprasert
1992: 163-1645).

After Ahamad and his faction could dominate the LCT, Paisarn
Thavatchainan, a former President of the LCT, formed a new national labour
congress, TTUC, in 1983, Subsequently, many big and strong unions, whose
|eaders dlsa%reed with the close relations bétween the new leaders of the
LCT and the military, withdrew the LCT and affiliated to the new
established TTUC. Losing a large number of union affiliates, the LCT
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became weaker and its ima?e In the eyes of the media was also negative as
being controlled by the military.

However, relations between the LCT and the military _?roup declined
when the LCT” leaders distanced themselves from this military group and
turned to support another group of military. In_1985, Ahamad crificized the
government policy on the”devaluation of the Thai baht and expressed his
opinion to support General Arthit Kamlangek, the Commander-in-Chief,
who demanded that Prime Minister Prem to restore the baht value. As the
military 8roup supported the Prime Minster, they thus dissatisfied Ahmad
and ended relations with him.

. In-July, 1985, there was a labour dispute between the rail workers,
since the administration did not comply with the order of an arbitration
committee’s decision to increase the wages cf the daily workers and to Pay
overdue money to the workers. Subsequently, the Labour Union of the State
Railways of Thailand, under the leadership” of Ahmad Khamthesthong, the
then President of the LCT, staged a strike. However, only the minority 0f the
rail workers Partlupated_m the strike. In addition, ‘the strike vias not
supﬁorted by the other unions and the media since it was viewed as being
backed up by General Arthit, who wanted to topple the %overnmen_t. Finally
Ahmad and the other three union leaders were dismissed from their work at
the State Railways of Thailand for leading the workers on an illegal strike.

Following_this strike, Ahmad, who retained the presidency of the
LCT, and six LCT leaders, involved themselves in the September' 9, 1985
abortive coup led by a military group. Consequently, Ahmad and the other
siX LCT leaders were arrested and fost their power in the LCT*

The relations between the LCT and the military group were seen s
those between patron and client, because the military leacers acted as a
patron, while the LCT leaders were the clients who were Joyal to them. The
military leaders rewarded Ahamad and Sawas by supporting them to be the
leaders of the LCT and members of the Senate, However, when the clients’
loyalty declined, they were destroyed (Narong Petprasert 1992: 164).

*The other six persons were Sawat Lookdote and Sompong Sra-kavee, the LCT
advisors; Somchai Srisuthornvoharn, Noon Suthinphuk and Issara Khaosa-ard, LCT
committee members; and Prathin Thamrongchoi. an LCT official ( Thongbai Thongpao
1986:13)
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After the LCT had declined, the TTUC hbecame the Iar%est
organisation of trade unions. However, the TTUC also dls,apP,omted their
mémbers for its” inability to be_a powerful national organisation of trade
unions, When_the trade unions in the private sector were pushed into the
defensive position by the employers’ a?qresswe reaction against unigns’
actions, the TTUC aS the largest national labour congress did not mobilise
supports from other unions to assist individual unions’ strug?Ie durm? the
strikes and lockouts. Consequently, the class collective actions of Trade
unions under a strong leadership of national trade_unions, which  had
appeared during the wave of labour strikes in 1974-1976, no longer existed
In the 1980s. “The role of the TTUC In supporting Strikes, staged b
Individual unions, was reduced from mobilising class collective actions and
public support to, offering. some material and moral supports, which did not
contribute to the increase in bargaining powers of the strikers*.

. The TTUC further lost its credibility after Phaisarn Thawatchainunt,
the first President of the TTUC, died of cancer on March 18, 1988, Wattana
lambamrong, a state enterprise union leader from the Labour Union of the
Communication Authority of Thailand, was elected the. new President.
However, most of the new executive committee were dominated by Panich
Chareongaw, the General- Secretag of th :
1988-1939, the leaders of the TTUC split into factions simila
situation ofthe LCT in 1982,

Apart from the ,comﬁetnmn to seize power within the labour
congresses, the self-serving character of the or?amsatlons was also indicated
by fhe high competition among the national fabour congresses to increase
their union affiliates and compgte for prestigious seats on various tripartite
bodies. The competition had been facilitated by, the election methods of
employee representatives for the tripartite committee, which %ranted each
union “one Vote regaraless of size of its membershlp. The fostering
competition hetween national labour congresses reflected the changes in the

e TTUC. ,SubsequentIY, during
rly to the

*Interviewed with Vichai Narapaiboon, the Secreatary-General of the Thai Melon
Polyester Labour Union in 1984, on August 6, 2001. Vichai gave an example that in
1984, his union was one of the strongest unions in Rangsit. However, the union collapsed
when the Thai Melon Polyester Company was closed down after the workers went on
strike and the employer locked out the factory for 4 months from April to July, 1984,
During the dispute period, Vichai and other union leaders in Rangsit were disappointed
by the TTUC, which did not play an active role in supporting the workers to resume for
work.
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characteristics of these organisations from the national leading centres of the
social, movement unions in the mid- 1970s towards self-serving interest
organisations of some union leaders in the late 1980s.

. The increasing comﬁetmon among trade union leaders for the seats on
tripartite bodies was much related to a"union leader, Panus Thailuan, who
Introduced a tactic of block vote in the eIectmg% of employee representatives
of tripartite_bodies. In 1984, Panus, a leader ot the LCT."had been expelled
from the LCT and affiliated with another small national fabour congress, the
National Labour Congress of Thai Labour(_NCTL%. Panus began to enhance
the_ powers of the NCTL, not by an expansion of the size of its membership
or Ifs role. in the trade union movement, but by increasing its influence in the
various tripartite bodies. As discussed Prevmusl . since 1985, the number of
the NCTL’s affiliates increased sharply (see table 21?. These unions were
organised for the purpose of block votes In the elections of employee
regresentatlves on tripartite bodies. As a result, in 1986, the members of the
NCTL could almost m,onogl)ollse the seats of associate judges in the Central
Iislégurs L%)?ourt by winning 16 from the total 20 seats (Prakaipueg Chayapong

Table 21: Comparison of Four Labour Congresses’ Affiliates and
Members, 1984-1990

Year LCT NFLUC NCTL TTUC
Affiliate  Member Affiliate Member Affiliate  Member Affiliate Member

1984 142 185,783 15 na 21 Na 46 35,744
1985 61 68,394 20 6,607 69 16,864 67 77,244
1986 57  38.486 25 6,229 87 21,353 79 90,019
1987 55 54,699 27 7,038 93 19,798 86 91,488
1988 63 63,313 29 7,527 118 24,822 94 104,959
1989 98 67,029 33 8,739 116 27,693 107 111,582
1990 118 na 39 na 237 na 135 na

Source; Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior N

Note: There are overlaps of the numbers of each lahour congress’ affiliates
and members because some trade unions and their meémbers affiliated
to more than one labour congress.

. This event encouraged the other national congresses to seek some
tactics to defeat the NCTL in the next elections. Subsequentlx, a temporary
coalition was formed among the four national congresses in the competition



118

for positions in tripartite_bodies. For instance, in 1987- 1988, the NCLT
blocked votes with the NFLUT and won 19 from the total 20 seats, while the
LCT coordinated with the TTUC and won only one seat in an election of
associate judges of employees.

However, in 1988, the four national labour congresses made a
temporary coalition to lead the labour campaigns together with the trade
union groups. This cooperation created a.new image of the national trade
union movement with_some degree of unity among the labour congresses.
As a result, Thanong Po-an, the President of the LCT, decided to keep this
Posmve Image by énding the comBetmon among the four congresses on
ripartite committee election in 1989, A meeting 0f the leaders of the four
congresses had been held to discuss an allocation”of the seats of the associate
Jud%es. Thanong proposed to distribute equally the number of the seats to
each labour congress. But the NCLT, which had the most union affiliates,
regected Thanong’ suggestion and proposed to allocate the seats on the basis
of the number of affiliates of each congress. However, the other three
congresses accepted Thanong’s proposition, Subsequently, the three labour
congresses. made a coalition t0 isolate the NCLT in the eléctions of assqciate
1ud%es durm? 1989-1990 and could won all seats of the employee gosmons
In the Central Labour Court (Labour Review June 1989: 13, May, 1990: 16?1.
These conflicts disillusioned the unlta/ of the four labour congresses, whic
{ust appeared in 1988, since the NCLT had no longer participated in the
rade union movement led by the other three labour congresses.

Competition among. the four national congresses in the election of
employee representative tripartite bodies had indicated the fighting for self-
interests rather than for the interests of the viorking class, First, the labour
congresses’ block votes were not aimed to elect appropriate ?er,sons, Wwho
had sufficient kno,wled?e and_ experience, to serve as representatives of the
workers in the tripartite hodies, but were aimed to expand their powers
through the occupation of positions In the tripartite bodies*. Second, the
union leaders involved in the competition for positions of associate judges

*Compared to the situation in the early 1980s, when competition for the positions
on tripartite bodies had not yet been a major issue for the national labour congresses, the
associated judges of employees in the Labour Court were carefully selected by trade
unions. Most of them were the unionists who were experts on the labour laws and had
experience in industrial relations conflicts. As a result, these associated judges made great
contributions to assist the workers in the Labour Court.
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and others were encouraged by their own interests, especially higher social
status than their positions as workers. As all the tripartite bodiies Were set up
by the government, a number of union leaders viewed that being employee
répresentatives in these organisations was honorable for them*

In summary, during the 1980s, the role of the national labour
congresses as representatives of the working class had declingd, as they
developed towards the more mcreasmg character of self-serving interest
organisations. According to Olson’ “By-Product™ and “Special” Interest”
théories, some large and powerful economic lobbies are the by-products of
organisations that obtained their stren%th and support by theirperformance
of some  function_ in addition fo lobbying forcollective goods. . Some
orgi,amsatmns provide selective incentivés fo retain their membership and
political power. When their leaders use some of the political or economic
power of the organisations for objectives other than those desired by the
members, the mémbers will have an incentive to continue belonging fo the
%q]ani%aztlcl)gg)even If they disagree with the organisations’ policy™(Olson

_In_the 1980s, most national labour con%re,sses turned to produced
special interests or selective incentives. for their members in stead of
roducing the common interests or collective goods for the workers at Iar(T;e.
he union leaders seized the Rower In the national |abour congresses Tor
their own Interests and used the power to produce the private goods that
were not the objectives of the organisations. The employee seats on the
varlous tripartite”bodies were sPeuaI Interests that had been given to some
members of the organisations to co-opt them as the leaders™ power base.
Consequently, the "national labour congresses lost their position as the
representatives of the working class and became self-serving interest
organisations.

442 Trade Union Groups as the Effective Organisations of
Waorkers’ Collective Action

According to Tarrow, the orﬂani,sation of collective action ranﬁes
from temporary formations of the coflective actors to formal cells, branches

"For the Labour Court, after serving as an associate judge for four years, the
person can apply for a Royal decoration.
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and militias. It is either controlled by formal movement organisations in
loose contract with such formations “or completeh{ autonomous of them
(Tarrow 1995: 135-136). The decline of the national Tabour congresses in the
early 1980s gave rise to a formation of another type of labour centre, the
trade union group, which was not a legal form of fabour organisation, but, a
loose coordination centre of trade unions.

Realizing the lack of unity among the leaders of the LCT, which
weakened the “organisational potential, & number of the LCT’s affiliates
began to form andther tYpe of caordination organisation of collective action.
In"the private sector, trade unions in the Same iIndustrial area or same
Industry formed a number of trace union groups while in the public sector, a
number of the state enterprise unions also formed a union group.

These trade union grou s were a type of “social network” as Scott and
Tarrow called theméScot 1990: 30, and Tarrow 1995; 136). The trade union
roups. were formed on the basis of mutual frust and independence amo_ngi
e Union leaders who worked in the same industry or the same industrig
area. The objectives of these union groqu were Set prl_marlly{ to help their
member organisations to solve the problems of industrial relations, which
were similar issues in the same Industrial area or the same industry. Up to
1980, there were six important union groups, as follows:

- The Group of Labour Unigns in Rangsit and Nearby Areas
- The Labour Union Group in Hotel Industry ,
- The Labour Union Group in Samuthprakarn and Thonburi
- The Labour Union Group. in Food and Beverage Industries
- The labour Union_Group in Textile Industry

The State Enterprise Labour Relations Group

In 1980, the member unions of the above Six union, groups were
m_ostl>( the affiliates of the LCT. Since these_ union groups did not register
with the Department of Labour, their activities were not limited by the
labour laws as the labour councils and the labour federations were. In "1980,
the six unions groups coordinated with the Labour Union of the Bangkok
Bank and formed a new coordinating centre of trade unions, called “Seven
Groups of Trade Unions (SGTU)". The formation of these new trade union
?roups, Including the SGTU reflected the fact that the, LCT had some
Imitations n Ieadln% Its members to cope with the new industrial relation
situation in the post-1976 period.
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It was during_1980-1982, when Ahmad K,hamtedthon? became a new
President of the LCT, that the SGTU played a significant role in persuading
the LCT to participate in broader social issueS and acted as a workin

committee for policy implementation of the LCT. In addition, the SGT

sometimes coordinaed with students to organise demonstrations on labour
and political Issues. A number of the SGTU leaders were the union activists
of the mid- 1970s, who still had political consciousness.and broad social
objectives, In Ieadmg the trade union movement. In addition, as the SGTU
was a social network, or  friendship grouP so that the leaders’ mutual trust
could easily be tumed into solidarity, the SGTU became an effective

organisation of the trade union movement in the early 1980s.

. However, after the TTUC was formally established, the SGTU
dissolved itself in 1983, But some of the members of the SGTU, articularly
the area-based trade union gzroups In the private sector and the SERC in the
state enterprises, continued their roles in their own industrial areas or within
their groups. It was in the late 1980s that these trade union groups began to

form Coordination across groups again.

In_the private sector, these union groups had been developed on the
area basis in three main industrial zoneS around Bangkok: ? angsit and
Nawanakorn, In Prathumthani Province, next to the north of Bangkok: i)
Phrapradang, in Samut Prakarn Province, next to the south-east of anqkok;
i) Omnoi- Omyai, in Samut Sakorn Province, and Nakorn Prathom
Province, next to'the south of Bangkok.* In the e_ar1¥ 1990s there were five
umon_g(r)oups_ in these three industrial zones: 1) Trade Union Group in
Omnoi-Omyai; 1i) Trade Union Group in Phra%radang, Samuth Prakarn ang
Nearby Aréas, iil) Trade Union Group in Phrapra ang- Suksawasdi: Iv)
Trade”Union Group in Rangsit and Nearby Areas and: v) Trade Union
Group in Nawanakorn Industrial Estate

. Among the three industrial zones, the numbers of employees and trace
unions in Orinoi- Omyai were the smallest, but the trade uniori group played

Apart from these three industrial zones, trade union groups were also formed in
the south- eastern part of the country. For example, in Chonburi Province, where a
number of industrial factories were located, some trade unions also formed a union
group, namely the Trade Union Group of the East. However, due to the long distance
from Bangkok, these unions rarely participated in the unions’ campaigns, which mostly
took place in Bangkok and nearby Provinces.
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an active role in the trade union movement. Omnoi is a sub-district in Samut
Sakorn and Qmyai is a sub-district in Nakom Pathom. The two sub-districts
are an adjoining industrial zone, with _the Iarqe number of factories
concentratéd In"“the areas in 1990 being small- and medium- scale
establishments owned by local Chinese capitalists. The ,?eneral features of
employment were low Wa(h;e and poor Workln? condifions. Mostly, the
workers received wage at the Ie%al minimum rafe or below, without other
welfare. The small number of Trade unions in both Samut Sakorn and
Nakom Pathom was caused mainly by the emPIo ers’ strong opposition to
unions’ activities. However, due "to ‘the militant characteristic of labour
organisations, the organised workers in Omnai-Omyai were the main force
of“the Labour Coordinating Centre of Thailand,”the labour-student led
organisation, in the mid- 1970,

In Samut Prakarn Province, where two trade union groups were
formed, the number of employees and trade unions was the largest in 1990.
Industrial workers and trade unions were concentrated in the Phrapradang
District. Generally, wages and working conditions of workers were a little
bit petter than those of the workers in”Omnoi- Omyai. During 1988-1990,
trade unions in Phapradang played the key role in the trade union movement,
In cooperation with' the Unions’in Omnoi-Omyai and in Rangsit.

In Pathum Thani Province, two trade union groups were formed in
Rangsit and Nawanakom. Most of the trade unions in Rangsit were formed
In the multinational and local textile firms. In the earIY 980s, the rapid
expansion of the export sector led to an establishment of a new export
Industrial zone in Prathumthani Province, the Nawanakom Industrial Estate.
In 1988, trade unions In this new Industrial Estate began to form another
union group in Prathumthani.
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Table 22: Number of Establishments, Emplo¥e_es and Trade Unions in
the Four Provinces of Three Industrial Zones, 1990

Industrial Zone/Provinces ~ Establishments  Employees  Trade unions

Omnol-Omyal
- Samut Sakom 4,209 90,947 26
- Nakorn Pathom 8,336 75,064 3
Phrapradan
- Samut Prakam 545 267,814 196
Rangsit and Nawanakorn

athum Thani 2,340 150,097 18
Source: Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior, Year Book ofLabour

Statistics 1990

. Apart from the above frade union %roups In the private sector, trade
unions in state enterprises also formed their own coordinating centres, In
1930 the State Enterprises Relations Confederation (SERC) was formed by
eight state enterprise unions.* Due to a change in the method_ of collective
bargaining and the introduction of government policy on privatisation of
sonie staté enterprises in 1982, state enterprise unions needed to collaborate
together for neﬂotlatlon with the_government on wage and money henefit
InCreases as well as to protest against privatisation policy. This development
gave rise.to the increasing importance of the SERC a5 the most powerful
Organisation of state entefprise unions. Apart from the SERC, there were
folr other (Iqroups of state enterprise trade unions, which concentrated only
on the profests against the government privatisation policy and did not
participate in the trade union campaigns on'the other labour issues™:

These unions are: 1) Labour Union of Metropolitan Electricity Authority; 2)
Labour Union of Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand; 3) Labour Union of
Provincial Electricity Authority; 4) Labour Union of Metropolitan Water Works
Authority; 5) Labour Union of Bangkok Mass Transit Authority Workers; 6) Labour
Union of Telephone Organisation of Thailand; 7) Labour Union of Port Authority of
Thailand; 8) Labour Union of National Housing.

* Among the four union groups, the State Enterprise Labour Unions Group of
Thailand was the large one, consisting of 28 unions in 1988(Bundit Thammatrirat and
Napaporn Ativanichayapong 1988:243). However, after 1991 the Group has been no
longer exist.
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In 1990, the SERC had around 102400 members, who were the
power base of state entergrlse unions. The SERC, also supported the labour
cam?algns In 1988-1990 on the issues of minimum wage, short-term
employment contract and social secu,nt)( system. However, & these Ssues
affectéd only the workers in the private enterprise, most of the SERC’
members did not participate in the campaigns. The real power base of the
trade union movement during this period tame_from the members of the
union groups in the lorlvate sector, especially the Trade Unions Groups in the
three main industrial zones around Bangkok.

There were five Union Groups in those three industrial zones, but only
three %oups played an important role in the trade union movement, namely,
Trade Union Group in Phrapradang, Samuth Prakarn and Nearby Areas, The
Omnoi-Omyai Trade Union Group, and Trade Union Group in”Rangsit and
Nearby Areas. Therefore, the real power bases of the trade union movement
during this period were around 35,000 organised workers, who were the
estimated members of the three union groups (see table 23).

Table 23: Membership of Main Trade Union Groups 1990

Trade Union Group Affiliates  Estimate Members
%tEtReCEnterprlse Relations Confederation 25 102,400
rade Union Group in Phrapradang, 10 9,800
Samuth Prakarn and Nearby Areas
Trade Union Group in Phrapradang- 13 6,900
Suksawasd , ,

Arrade Union Group in Rangsit and Nearby 24 2,250
[eas

Trade Union Group in Nawanakorn 29 5,000

Industrial Estate . , ,

Trade Union Group in Omnoi-Omyai 9 2,500

Source; Calculated from Bundit Thammatrirat 1990(a)

4.4.3 The Labour NGOs as a Supportive Element of the Trade
Union Movement

Apart from the national labour congresses and the trade union %lrou(gs,
the trade union movement in the 1980s was also driven by the labour NGOs.
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Although, the number of NGOs increased rapidly in the 1980s, it should be
remarked that only a small number of NGOs Was interested In the labour
field, especially on the industrial- labour issues and trade unions*. In 1991,
there were 12 private organisations that were solely involved in, or had some
projects related to, the labour issues (see fable 24), _Amon? these
organisations, there were only a few NGOs that plailed significant role in the
deVelopment of the trade union movement in the 1980s. These NGOs were
the Union of Civil Liberty, the Arom Pongpangan Foundation and the
Friends of Women Group.” The following study émphasizes the works of
these three organisations in order to examine how the labour NGOs
supported the trade unions to mobilise the workers’ collective action.

*This was evidenced by the absence of the labour NGOs from the networks of
NGOs working on the urban social- problem issues, established by a number of Bangkok
based NGOs in 1990. These networks consisted of NGO-Networking on the issues of
urban poor, human rights, primary health, children, women, and AIDS (Jaturong
Boonyarattanasoonthorn 1992: 97-108)
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Table 24: List of Private Organisations Working on Labour Issues in

1991

Name

Union for Civil Liberty

Foundation for Thai
Employees and Workers

Friends of Women Group

Arom Pongpangan Foundation

Khunakorn Foundation

Paisal Thawatchainan
Foundation

Center for Labour Information
Service and Training

Thai Labour Museum

Year of
Establishment

1973

1977

1980

1983

1983

1989

1991

1991

Activities

Main activities are human rights
related issues. The Section of
Workers’ Rights Promotion was
directly related to the industrial
workers and trade unions.

The Foundation was formed under the
auspices of Kriengsak Chamanunt., a
former Prime Minister ini977-1978.
No obvious activities were carried out
after Kriengsak’s premiership.

The Group focused on womens’ rights
issues, with some programmes
emphasizing the problems of industrial
women workers.

The Foundation engaged solely in the
labour issues with the emphasis on
research works and educational
programmes.

The Foundation was founded by the
employer representatives and
government officials in the
Workmen’s Compensation Committee
under the auspices of the Department
of Labour. The main activities were
aimed at providing assistance for those
disable workers suffered from
industrial injuries.

The Foundation was formed in
remembrance of Paisan
Thawatchainan. No obvious activities
were carried out in the pre-1991 period.
The Centre was formed by the labour
activists, with the initial objectives to
provide information on AIDS to
factory workers. However, in the late
1990s the Center expanded its
activities to cover broader issues on
labour and trade unions.

It is the only one private museum of
Thai workers, which aimed to inform
the public ofthe history of the Thai
labour Movement.
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Table 24: Continued

Name Yearof Activities

Establishment
Child Labour Project, 1989 The Foundation isan NGO on
Foundation for Children children’s issues. The project is aimed
Development to provide assistance to abused child

labour.

Young Workers' Group(Young 1981 The Group is a local hranch of the
Christian Workers) YCW. Main activities are training

activities for small groups of workers
in certain industrial areas. Due to the
culture of Buddhist dominated society
in Thailand, the Young Workers’
Group did not have religious objective
of Christianity in its activities.

Justice and Peace Commission 1977 This is another Christian NGO

of Thailand working on human rights issues. The
activities relating to labour focused on
labour in the informal sector, including
migrant workers.

Labour Development 1977 The main activities of the programme
Programme, Catholic Council focused on vocational training and
of Thailand for Development skills.

Sources: Wipaphan Korkeatkachorn and Suntareg Kjatipra&ak(eds) ,
Directory ofNon-Governmental Organisation 1997, and’Chockchai
Suttawet’ 1996, “Research on Non-Governmental Qrgamsatlons on
Labour in Thailand: An Overview and Alternatives”.

The Union for Civil Liberty (UCL)

. The UCL is the first NGO working on orfganising Industrial workers.
It is @ human- rights NGO, formed by a gzroup of human- rights activists and
university scholars in the aftermath” of the_October 14, 1973 incident. The
original name of the UCL before 1982 in Thai was

Eumo_n for people’ rights and freedom) or the Union for Civil Liberty in

n(_lllsh. During 1973-1976, UCL’s activities on labour Issues concentrated
on the campaigns at national level in order to demand that the government
promote labour rights and welfare for workers. However, during these years,
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Student activists, played, more significant roles in working closely with the
workers and their organisations than the NGOs’ activists.

.. In the early 1980s, there were also some small ﬁroups of student
activists who_believed that organised workers could be the agent of social
revolution. Several “Study TGroups on Labour” were formed in the
universities, such as in Chulalongkorn, Thammasat and Ramkhamhang, to
discuss on the problems of workers and the fabour movement. However, as
the student movement In the early 1980s was in the stage of decline, the
development of these student grotips was short lived. Some of the student
activists turmned to work with the NGOs that were actively engaged in the
activities on the labour issues.

It was after 1980 when student activists had no longer played
significant roles in the labour movement that the UCL be(IJan t0 carry ‘out
some activities to work on labour. On August 23, 1982, the ‘UCL
transformed  1ts’ Posmon from an unregistered NGO to a registered
association, namely the (association for people’

rights and freedom). This development came simultaneously with an
e@pansmn of its activities on labour. The economic depression in the early
1980s led to large numbers of layoffs in the textile industry. In addition, the
employers’ practices .of aggressive labour relations strate?y aS a reaction
against unigns’ activities were widespread in many industries. Under this
|labour relations situation, the UCL viewed that indlustrial workers were
under-privileged groups in the souetg, whose basic rights, according to the
labour Taws, Were seriously violated, Subsequently, the UCL set up a Section
of P_romotmq Labour Rights in 1984. The activities were earned out to
provide Iega services and consultant, programmes on the methods of
collective bargaining. and union organising “for the workers and unions’
members in the three industrial zones.

In 1986, the UCL decided to concentrate its activities on labour in the
Omnol-Omyai area. As a result, the UCL established a labour centre in
Omnoi, namely the Center for Education and Culture of Omnoi Workers (

N ) t0 organise meetings with the union leaders and
arrange training programmes for the workers. There were fwo important
[easons for,choosmP he Omnoi-Omyal workers to be the main target group

for promoting the fabour rights, First, most industrial factories in. Omnol-
Omyal were Small- scale enterprises, and only a few trace unions existed. As
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a result, violtions of labour laws on minimum wages, workm? conditions,
and union rights frequently appeared. Second, Compared f0 the. other
Industrial zongs, there was more unity among the leaders of trade unjons in
Omnoi-Omyai because most of theni were not interested in competing for
the positions of committee in the national labour congresses or in the
tripartite bodies*,

,Apart from working with the workers and trade unions in the Omnoi-
Omyai, the UCL also operated some ,cam(loalgns on the current labour ISSues.
For“instance, in 1987 the UCL initiated the campaign, for social securit
laws, which became one of the main labour campaign issues during 1988-

1990, |
Arom Pongpangan Foundation (APF)

APF s another. NGO Ia¥|ng a significant role in the trade union
movement from the mid- 1980s, The' APF Wwas named after a most important
labour leader in the 1970s**, Following the coup d’ ¢ tat on Octobei'6, 1976,
Arom and the other 18 student activists had to suffer an almost two-year
Imprisonment on charges of committing rebellions and Communist actions.
Durln[g the two years In jail, Arom made some contributions to extending
knowJedge of Thiai labour movement study by writing a number of warks o
the history and problems of the Thai trade union movement. In addition, he
also wrote some literatures relating the lives of the popular class. Arom is
the only one labour activist who hds been admired as an outstanding- labour
leader, "as well as a social critic and an intellectual of the Thai working class.
Shortly after his release, Arom died of liver cancer on June 21, 1930.

In 1980, the trade union movement had just revived from being
stagnant after the Octoper. 1976 coup. In addition, data and information o
workers, labour organisations, and [abour relations problems in Thailand
were very scarce. The main available sources were only those documents
published by the Department of Labour, which emphasized the official
statistic and general “situation of industrial relations. These documents,
however, benefited only the researchers who did academic, work. But they
were insufficient and not much useful to the labour activists and tracle

*Interview with Somyos Puegsakasamesuk, a former Chiefofthe UCL Section of
Promoting Labour Rights in 1984-1987, on August 8. 2001

*n 1975-1976, Arom Pongpangan was a leader of the Labour Union of
Metropolitan Waterworks Authority and also the Vice President ofthe TTUC.
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unionists who needed more intensive information to support their campaigns
ang detr_nanollsI forllmprovmg the life-quality of the workers at both enterprise
and national levels.

. As aresult, after the death of Arom in 1980, a group of unionists and
university academics decided to set up a labour resodrce centre to Prowde
Intensive information_for the workers and trade unions. Subseguently, the
APF was formed on January 13, 1983, as the first NGO that solely worked
on labour issues. The establishment of the APF contributed to a link between
the trade union movement and academic circles. The APF’ activities during
1983-1991 could be categorized into research works; newsletter; seminar
and training programs.

_The research works focused on comparative study of working
conditions in various industries and contemporary. labour problems, At the
workplaces, these studies aimed to provide interisive information for trade
unions to determine their demands on improving working conditions and
welfare. At national level, the APF’s research workers also Contributed to an
encouragement of trade union movement on employment contract issues in
1939 and the surveyed data on the expenditure Costs of the dally-wa%e
workers were used By the Trade Union Groups in 1990 as primary data to
demand the new national minimum wage rates.

~ The committee members of the APF consisted of trade unionists and
university academics, while the staffs of the APF were graduate students and
former unionists, The links between organised workers and intellectuals
were built up again.

Friend of Women Group (FOW)

The growth of the international feminist movement resulted in the
formation ot a number of NGOs working on gender and women” issues in
Thailand. In 1980, the FOW was formed aS the first NGOs working to
promofe the rights of women in Thailand. In the early 19805, the FOW’
activities had not focused on any particular issue of women rights but were
aimed to broaden the public’s awareness of the unfair treatment of women
and promote equal rights between women and men. The main target groups

In 1991 the FOW transformed its’ status from an unregistered NGO to a
foundation, namely, the Friends of Women Foundation.
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were the urban middle class..However, in 1985, the FOW began to expand
Its target groups to cover the industrial women workers.

Activities on women workers started with the survey projects on
roblems of industrial workers in two industrial zones, Phrapradang and
mnoi-Omyai, where a large number of women workers worked in fextile

factories*. Close connections were formed between the FOW and some
unions In the two areas, ﬁartmularly with the Apom Thai_ Industrial Union in
Phrapradang™*, and the Nakornloung Textile Union in Om-yal. After three
seminars were held in May, 1986 , for women leaders of 8 Unions to discuss
on the women workers’ r[\)roblem_s Inworking with trade unions, the FOW
deciced to concentrate their activities on women workers in the Omnoi-
Omyai_areas. The Project for Women Workers in Production Industrigs, was
Set UR In co-gperation with the Union for Civi| Liberty, aimed at providing a
health fund for women workers who suffered sickness, but could not claim
medical_expenses from the _employers (Chusak Chaleon-hongthong and
Bandit Thammatrirat 199: 174).

In 1989-1990, the FOW’s programmes for women workers in Omnol-
Omyai had developed into four lings; workers’ health and safety fund:
development of women workers’ potential; exchange experiences of women
workers in across industrial zones and; cooperation between the Omnoi-
Omyai Union Group and the Union Groups in other industrial zones (FOW
Newsletter, Vol. I,No. 1, August 1990:115).

. The programmes that initiated the cooperation between trade unions
in Omnoi-Omyai with the unions in gther industrial zones had encouraqed
the, orqanlsed workers In Omnoi- Omyai to actively participate in The
national campaigns launched by the Trade Union Groups during 1989-1990.
The other programmes on women’s issues and workers’ health and_ safety
were not yet directly related to the labour campaigns du_rm% this Benod ut
later became the crucial issues of trade union movement in the 1990s.

Interviewed with Jadet Chaowilai, the FOW Coordinator and a former chief of
the Project for Women Workers in Production Industries, on August 10, 2001,

Most trade unions in Thailand are company-based or house unions. In 1987,
only two industrial-based unions were established, one was The Steel and Metal Labour
Union of Thailand and the other was a union of textile workers, The Apornthai Industrial
Union.
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. The activities of these three labour NGOs were organised by close
working with the trade unions at the base. Consequently téy 1990, a humber
of trade unions had already accepted the role of the’NGOs In'the_social
development and saw the necessity to build up a close relation with the
NGQs. On June 10, 1990, a group ‘of labour union federations conducted a
seminar on “ Labour Movement and Social Movements in Social
Development”. This seminar was aimed at providing the unions’ members
the Information on the structure and activities of the various social
orgaisations, particularly of the non-government organisations (NGOs). In
thé seminar, the unions alsg expressed their commitment to build Up a
relationship with and contributed some supports to the NGOs (Labour
Review August, 1990: 16-18).

. This seminar reflected the,mcreasmgI importance of the NGOs in the
views of the union leaders which was also a consequence of the close
relations hetween trade unions and the labour NGOs in the second half of the
1980s. This relationship appeared in association with the rise of various
NGOs, as organisations of the new social movements in Thailand, and
simultaneously with the decline of student activists’ influences on trade
union movement.

4.4.4 The National Labour Congresses, the Trade Union Groups,
and the Labour NGOs: Separation and Interdependence

Although the trade union mqvement in 1983-1990 was fragmented, it
had achieved “some degree of unity in leading the labour_campaigns at
national level. During 1989- 1990, athoulgh the drea-based union groups and
the SERC were disappainted by the [abour. congresses and the labour
congresses were dissatisfied with the increasing influences of the Union
Grotps, the¥ occasionally joined together in Ieadlntq the trade union
movement. The main reasons for the Torming of this femporary coalition
were that the Union Groups did not have an"official status, in negotiating
with the government while the national labour congresses did not have the
Mass as their power hase.

All_the trade union groups did not_reglster with the Department of
Labour. They are not_legal labour orgaisations in accordance with the
Labour Relations Act. The"national labolr congresses, on the contrary’, were
accepted by the state as formal leading organisations of trade unions but did
not have the potential of mass mobilisation as the trade union groups had.
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The trade union groups and the national labour congresses thus had to
depend on each other in order to strengthen their powers;

On the relations between trade unions and the NGOs, the coordination
was characterised by two important features. First, only some groups of
trade unions in the private sectors, particularly the unions’in Omnoi- Omyal,
had close relations with the labour-NGQOs, but such relations did not appear
between the labour-NGOs and the national labour congresses or state
enterprise  workers.  Secondly, the NGOs played important roles, in
supporting the unions' campaigns on the labour isSues, but did not mobilise
the or?amsed workers to su%)ort the NGO movements. Compared to the
student movement in the 1970s, the relations between trade unions and the
NGOs, and the alliance of students and or%anlsed workers were both similar
and different. The student activists also had been a supportive element to
enhanced workers bargaining powers, but meanwhile they mobilised
or?_anlsed workers, through thé connections with trade unions, to support the
political activities led by Students.

The above characteristic of trade unions- labour NGOs collaborations
could be explained in relating with the determining objectives of the labour
NGOs in working with the workers and trade unions. If was obvious that the
UCL and the FOW choge to operate their activities on labour in an industrial
area where workers suffered trom bad working conditions and unions were
weak. These conditions were very confined to the industrial areas in.Omnoi-
Omyai. National labour congresses and the strong state enterprise unions had
never been the targets of the labour NGOs.

The NGO activists saw the national labour congresses as moving
towards the seIf-serv,lngl,organlsatlons of some union leaders, but not the true
representative organisations of the wo_rkmgbclass. In addition, they saw the
state enterprise workers had already gained better wages and welfarg, as well
a5 strong organisations, that the NGOs had had nothing to do, with*. This
attitude Teflected the primary_goal of the labour NGOs in workln? with the
workers and trade unions”in that the NGOs viewed themselves as a
supportive element to strengthen the trade union movement, but did not have

Interviewed with Somyos Puegsakasamesuk, a former Chiefof the UCL Section
of Promoting Labour Rights in 1984-1987, on August 8, 2001 and Chadet Chaowilai, a
former Chief of the Project for Women Workers in Production Industries in 1986-2000
on August 10, 2001.
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a political aim to mobilise workers' support to their movements as the
students had in the mid- 1970s.

45  The Decline of Class Collective Action

. While the social movement unionism of the 1970s is characterised by
the integration of three companents: defense of the common interests of the
workers, class collective action, and participation in the movements for
broad social objectives, the economic_unionism of the 1980s was indicated
b?/: the active defense of the common interests of the workers but, decline of
class collective action, and absence of trade unions in the other movements
for political and social issues.

The decline of class collective action hecame obvious when the state
enterprise, Unions and private enterprise unions began to concentrate on their
own special C!oroblems,and separately organised collective action to achieve
their demands. In addition, solidarity among the trade unions in the private
sector had also declined after they were plshed into a defensive position,
and by the emPoners’ strategies.of labour control and the institutionalisation
of latiour conflicts through the tripartite system.

45.1 The Different Collective Demands of Trade Unions in the
State Enterprises and Private Enterprises

The differences in the industrial relations Problems of the state
enterprise workers and their counterparts in the private sector resulted in the
differences in the demands raised by trade unions in the two sectors. From
the mid-1980s to 1990, the workers™collective demands in the private sector
were concentrated on three main issues: increase of minimum- wage;
apolition of short- term employment contract: and enforcement, of Social
Security Laws. For the state ‘enterprise warkers, their campaigns were
launchéd around two |mFortant Issues: salary increase and anti-privatisation.
It Is obvious that, except for the wage demand, the priority demands of the
workers in the two sectors. were different. This difference reclulred frade
%Jhm_ong to codncentrate on their own demands and use a special tactic to obtain
eir demands.

Although the wage increase. is a common issue of the workers in the
two_sectors, there Is a Qifference in, the system of wage determination that
made the unions in the state enterprises organise collective action, for wage
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Increase, separately from their counterparts in the ervate_ sector. In the
private Sector, wages of the workers depended on the national minimum
Wwage rates, determined by the tripartite Wage Committee. The unions thus
had'to put pressure on the Wage Committee Tor increasing the wage rates as
the workers required.

For state enterprise employees, by the mid-1980s, the government as
the employer of ‘the state ~enterprise employees, . transferred the
management’s authority on the negotiation with the ‘individual trade unions
for wage issues at the enterprise level to the government decision. According
to the” Cabinet’s resolution on September15, 1981, salaries and money
benefits of state enterprise employees could not be changed by collective
bargaining hetween unions and. management of individual state “enterprises.
The" unions had to submit their demands to the Ministry of Finance for
approval. In_res?onse 1o this Poll_cy, state enterprise “unions had not
negotiated with the Ministry of Finance individually, but set up their
demands together on how much their salary would be increased and made a
negotiation With the Ministry as a group.

The differences of the labour problems, and hence the separation of
workers collective action In the private enterprises and state enterprises
differently affected the bargaining powers of the trade unions in the_ two
sectors, The state enterprise unions were rich in resources for or%amsmg
collective action in terms of money, time and or?anlsatlonal skills. They thus
had no, problems to stage the .actions without supports from the private
enterprise unions or other organisations. The.unions in the private sector, on
the contrary, were less resourceful organisations, and needed supports from
other organisations. As there was n0 effective national organisation that
linked the workers’ movements in state enterprises and private enterprises or
mobilised class collective action, the private trade union movement was
weakened by the decline of class collective action and needed to form
coordination’with other organisations, such as the NGOs.

452 Labour Control Strategies and Institutionalisation of
Labour Conflicts

Inthe 1980s, solidarity amonﬂ trade unions in the private, sector at the
workplace level declined as a result of the emplo?{ers’ strategies of [abour
control and the institutionalisation_ of labour conflict through the tripartite
system. Trade unions were pushed into a more defensive position by the two

T MWWK
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different strategies of labour control;_the offensive industrial relations
strategy and the co-optation strategy. The use of the former strategy was
widespread in all industrial areas while the later was found in the Japanese-
owned firms in the Rangsit industrial zone.

. From the mid- 1980s, a number of employers had reacted against
unions' demands for improved wages and working ‘conditions by submitting
counter-demands to the unions to reduce wages or welfare. In addition, when
neqotiating failed, the employers staged & lockout of only the workers
Involved in the unions' demands before the unions declared a strike. This
was evident by the number of lockouts in some years during 1985-1991,
which were edual to, or more than, the number of strikes in the same year
(see table 10). The defensive position of individual trade unions in the
private sector also added to by the lack of support from other unions,
partlcularl¥, the national or?anlsatlons of trade unions, resulted in an
absence of class collective actions of trade unions to support the individual
unions” struggles in the labour disputes.

- In Rangsit industrial zone, after some strong trade unjons, such as the
Thai Melon Textile Union and the ,Thal,Bndges tone Union, collapsed in
1984 and 1986 respectively, other big unions began to accePt the corporatist
Industrial relations strategy Initiated Dy the management of Japanese firms.
The strategy was called ™ Joint, Consuiltation Committee”, By this strategy,
the unions ‘and management tried to avoid using a confroritation stratégy
such as; strike or lockout and make compromise during the process of
ne?ot|at|on. However, this pattemn of industrial relation Strateqy appeare_d
onY_ In, the Rangsit areas where most workers worked ‘in the bi
multinational companies and ?amed better wages and working condition
than the workers in other industrial zones.

The two strategies of labour cantrol at enterprise level significantly
affected the decline of labour strikes in this period. The number”of strikes
decreased sharply from 1977, and reduced to less than ten a year from the
mid- 1980s(see table 25).
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Table 25: Number of Disputes, Strikes and Lock-Outs, 1977-1990

Year Disputes Strikes Lock-Outs
1977 ol I na
1978 156 21 na
1979 205 04 na
1980 174 18 na
1981 206 5 na
1982 376 22 na
1983 229 28 na
1984 80 17 na
1985 228 4 2
1936 168 6 4
1987 145 4 b
1988 120 5 2
1939 85 0 5
1990 127 T 2

Sources: DeF_ar_tment of Labour, Ministry of Interior, Year Book ofLabour-
Statistics 1984, 1989, and 199

The decrease in the number of strikes from the mid-1980s was partlx a
result of the employers’_strateg_les of labour controlled and was, for the other
reason, also a result of increaing roles of tripartite bodies in the arbitration
of labour disputes. The tripartisni was recognized as the development of new
modes of labour control, which emphasized consultation and mediation
within an institutionalized tripartite arrangement.

Prior to 1993, Thailand was one of the few countries in Asia without a
|abour ministry. The most prominent government player was the Ministry of
Interior, which traditionally had aufnority on labour matters through its
Labour Department. Since the early 19805, the government had expanded
the role of tripartite system to cover many aspects, of industrial relations by
mc_reasm? the number of tripartite bodies. According to their functions, the
vatrlous_ ripartite committees in Thailand could e classified into six
categories.

1 The committees to arbitrate labour disputes, 1. the Labour
Relations Committee and the Central Lahour Court
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2 The committee to set up the national minimum wage rates and

ropose wage policies, namely, the Wage Committeg. _

3 he committees to advise “labour management and social-
welfare policies to the government, 1.e. The National Advisory
Council* for Labour Development, the Labour Promotion
Committee, and the State Enterprise Relations Commttee.

4 The commitfees to promote and develog occupational health
and safety, i.e. the occupational SafetY tandards Committee,
and the National Skill Standard Committee. ,

5 The committee to administer the social security system, i.e. the
\é\/orkmt%n’ Compensation Committee, and the Social Security

ommittee,

6 The committees to promote occupational skills and job- seekers

rotection, 1e. the National Occupational Skill Standard
ommittee, the National of Labour Development and
Coordinate Vocational Training Committee, the Job Seekers
Protection and Employment Sefvices Development Committeg,
and the Vocational Training Promotion Committee.

However, up to 1990, only some tripartite bodies played significant
roles in the settlement of labour confficts and directly affected the
development of trade unions. The most important ones were the committees
to. arbitrate labour disputes and the committee to Set UE the national
minimum wage rates; the Labour Relations Committee, the Central Labour
Court, and thé Wage Committee.

. The Labour Relations Committee (LRC) was set up in accordance
with Article 24 of the Interjor Minister’s Announcement on the Labour
Relations Committee on April 1972. The first LRC was appointed in March
1975, consisting of nine government officials, three representatives of each
employer and employee side. However, in 1979, the. government was forced
by the”LCT to change the proportion of the Commiftee’s members to have
equal number of representatives from the government, employer and
employee sices at five each.

The role of the LRC in arbitrating labour disputes is stated in the_1975
Labour Relations Act that the Minister of Interior would order the LRC to
pass an arbitrative decision on labour disputes in state and private enterprises
Where strikes and lock outs are prohibited and in other cases where the
Minister is of the opinion that the unsettled labour disputes, strikes, and
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lock-outs may cause hardship for the public or affect national security. In

addition, the LRC shall have the function to pass an arbitrative decisidn on

anal_r Ialbour practice complaints, such as employee’s complaints of unfair
ismissal.

The other tripartite committee set up to arbitrate labour disputes, the
Lahour Courts, s directed b¥ the Act Establishing Labour Court and Lahour
Procedure on April 30, 1979, to mediate hetween the employee and the
emPoner In an attempt to compromise and reach an agreement. The cases
that, cdme before the Labour Court included labour dli{)utes, appeals from
decisions of officers under the Labour Protection Act or the Labour
Relations Committee, or the Minister of Interior (Nikom Chandravithun and
Vause 1994: 58). Labour procedure in the Labour Court is different from
other courts, since judges in the Labour Court are composed of professional
Juddges from the Ministry of Justice and associate judges of the employers
an

of the employees.

From 1981 when the number of strikes had reduced sharply to below
ten a year, the number of orders of the LRC on labour disputes ‘and unfair
labour- practice complaints reach more than two hundred in 1981-1983.
After the Labour Court was established. the number of labour cases referred
to the Central Labour Court from the mid- 1980s increased to more than six
thousand in each year(see table 26).
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Table 26: Number of Orders of the Labour Relations Committee and

Cases Referred to the Central Labour Court, 1981-1990

Orders of the Labour Relations Committee  Cases Referred to the
Yea Labour Unfair Labour Total Central Labour Court

Disputes Practice Complaints
1981 219 295 4131
1982 2 23] 299 3,098
1983 9 202 231 3,161
1984 3] 136 141 0,241
1985 8 121 13 1,083
1986 0 132 132 {,/44
1987 [ 49 50 6,293
1o ; T 6774
1989 J 19 53 7421
1990 4 45 50 1,768

Sources: Department of Labour, Ministry of Interior, Year Book of

Labour Statistics1989, 1991 and 1992, Somsak Samukkethum,
etal. Tripartite System and the Thai labour Movement

.. Studies on the important cases of labour disputes in the 1980s
Indicated that both the unions and the employers preferred the LRC. to
arbitrate the disputes, rather than to settle the disputes by negotiation
between the two parties. When trade unions went on strike, employees
had demanded that the Minister of Interior order the workers to return to
work and sent the dispute to the LRC for arbitrative decision. This
situation appeared in 1984-1985 when trade unions were relatively stron

and had high bargaining powers. Similarly, when the employerlocked-
out the unions’ members with an intention to layoff the workers, the
union demanded that the Minister of Interior intervene in the lockout and
ordered the LRC to arbitrate the dispute. This had been the situation in
the second half of the 1980s, when trade unions were weak and lockout
was an effective tactic of the employer to react against the unions’
ggrgeir;ds for improved wage and welfare (Somsak Samukkethum 1988;

As trade unions passively accepted the role of the tripartite
committee in the arbitration of the [abour disputes, the use of strike as the
most effective instrument of workers’ collective bar%ammg declined, and
hence there was no need for the trace unions to moDilise Class collective
action to support the strikes at individual workplaces. In addition, the
competitions among the national labour congresses for winning the seats
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In the tripartite bodies was aimed at self-serving interests. rather than to
serve the workm?_clas_s Interests. The institutionalisation of labour
conflicts into_the Tripartite system thus resulted in the decline of class
collective action.

46 Development of the Economic Unionism in the Private
Enterprise Union Movement

The %rowth of economic_unionism was obvious In the second half
of the 1980s. During this period, the state of the country’s economy
be?a_n to change from recession to economic boom. In addition, the
political climate had also developed from the “semi-democratic_system”
In the Prem regime, towards more liberal democracy under the Chticahi
?ove_rnment since 1987. These economic and " political . conditions
acilitated the success of trade unions’ demands on their common
Interests, particularly, on wage increases and enactment of the legislation
to Improve the workers’ welfare.

For the private trade unions, the economic unionism could develop
although the trade unions were weak and. there was no unity among the
national  labour con?resses. The crucial factor that énabled " this
development was that the area-based trade union ?roups could form
themselves into a new labour centre of the naflonal trade union
movement. With the support of the SERC from the state enterprise unions
and the labour NGOs, the private trade unions thus could mobilise
workers’ collective action to strongly defend their interests on either the
wage and non-wage issues.

46.1 Xhe Formation of Union Coordination across Industrial
reas

The formation of a coordination among the trade union ?rouRs
across the industrial areas was one of the most important factors for the
success of the trade union movement in the late 1980s. As discussed In
chapter three, the formation of a trade union group drew on the social
networks among the trade union leaders who worked in the same
Industrial area 0f the same mdustgy, their organisation_hased on the
mutual trust and independence, In 1988-1990, the trade union groups had
no longer limited their activities, within their own Industrial zones, but
had fofmed the unions’ cooperation across Industrial zones and set up a
new labour coordinating center to replace the national labour congress in

leading the national trade union movement.
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Contrary to the national labour congresses, which had huge
memberships in terms of numbers, but no real power base, the trade union
groups had the rank and file members of trade unions as their prime
Source of bargaining power. In particular, the unions’ members in
Phrapradang and Omnoi-Omyal were mostly the grassroots workers
whose incomes depended much on the daily waPes with little welfare
and small working _benefits. As a result, the_frade union groups in
Phrapradang, and Omnm-Omgal could mobilise a large number of
workers to participate In the labour campaigns on wages and benefits of
the wo_rkm% class and thus enhanced thie power “of the unions in
pressuring the government and the capitalists.

The _mcreasmg role of the two_trade union groups in_the labour
movement in1988-1990 was also facilitated by the Tabour- NGOs, which
actively supported the labour campalg\ns led Dy the frade union groups.
However, the trade union groups could play & crucial role in the trace
union movement when they were able to form coordination across, the
Industrial areas. This coordination, was started by the close relations
between the trade union groups In Phrapradang, and Omnoi-Omyal,
which worked together in [eading the campaign t0 support the Samukke
and Sri-kao textile workers.

In the second half of the 1980, the Thal economic Situation had
developed from recession in the early 1980s, to economic boom as a
result of export-led growth. In addition, textile and garment products
became the most Important export commodities of the co,untrg. Under
these economic circumstances, workers in textile factories Degan to
demand wage and welfare increases. However, in_Omnoi-Omyai and
Phrapradang’ areas, the management, of many textile firms still used
offensive measures to react against unions’ demands.

In 1986-1987, the UCT prO{ects In Omnoi-Omyai had achieved
some degree_of success in supporting the factory workers to or%anlse
unions in their workplaces. The UCL, staff also served as a legal advisor
of new unions or employee. committees when the, workers submitted
demands to and negotiated with their employers for improved wages and
workmgr conditions. In April 1986, the employee representatives of
Srikao Textile Company in'Omnol, Samut Sakorn Provinge, advised b}/ a
UCL staff, submitted 16 demands to the ,emploi/er. In reaction, the
employer locked out the factory and dismissed 117 workers (Labour
Review August 1987: 13).
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During the same period, a. labour dispute also took. place in
Phrapradang; Samut Prakam Province, between the Samukki Karntho
workers and their employer. The workers were the members of the
Apornthal Industrial Union. After the union had submitted 7 demands to
the management, the company responded by submitting the counter-
demands fo the union and locked out only the tnion” memibers on March
24, \9%I(Labour Review August 1987: 14)

. Faced with the employers’ agi%resswe measures to react a?amst the
unions’ demands, the Srikao and te Samukki workers were Torced to
change their tactic of collective bargamm? from ne?otlatln with the
emB_o_yers at the workplaces to the new forms of struggle ‘that could
monilise wide support from the public in order to enhance their
bargaining powers.

For this, the labour NGOs, particularly, the UCL and the FOW
made some contributions to publicize the [abour disputes and mobilised
_suplgort from non-labour grqugs. Firstly, the UCL encouraged the unions
In hrapr_adan? and Omnoi-Omyai_ that supported the workers to join
together in he plnghthe workers™ of the two_companies to resume their
work. The unigns had cooperated together in qrganising several rallies
and demonstrations to pressure the government for taking action to settle
the disputes. This cooperation was & starting point for the close relatigns
between Trade Union Groups in Phrapradang and Omnoi-Omyai, which
continued after the labour disputes enced.

In.addition, the UCL and the FOW mobilised public support from
sympathizers of various groups, including politicians, students, media,
and _ international labour ~federations ?Sapaﬁo_m . Ativanichayapong
1987:16-17). As a result, the Srikao and Samakki disputes became the
most popular labour issue in the 1980s in which the workers gained wide
supports from the. media and other non-labour groups. Consequently,
after the. Sammakki workers could reach an agreenient with the employer,
the Minister of Interior ordered, the employer of the Srikao Company to
allow the workers to resume their work.

Cooperation between trade . unions in Omnoi-Omyai  and
Phrapadang in supporting the Samakki and Srikao workers had résulted in
the_ significant development of the role of trade union groups In the
national trade union movement. The trade, union groups of the two
Industrial areas be?an to expand their activities to_defend the labour’s
Interests at national level, in cooperation with the Rangsit Trade. Union
Group, the SERC, the labour NGOs and the studént organisation.
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Consequently, a new social network was formed across the industrial
areas by the“three trade union groups in the private enterprises with the
support of the SERC and the labour NGOs.

46.2 The Role of Trade Unions in the Defense of Wage
Interests

The wages of the workers in the private enterprise, particularly in
the companies where trade unions exist, mostly depended on the national
minimum wage rates annually set UP by the, Wage Committee. As a
result, the minimum wage was; one of the most incertive issues that could
mobilise the workers to participate in the collective action to demand for
an increase in the minimum wage rates.

. The Wage Committee was established in accordance with the
Interior Mlnlstr%/ Announcement on the National Minimum Wage In
April 1972, In the early years of its establishment during 1972-1975, the

age Committee consisted of nine membe, including seven government
representativess,_ one employee representative, ang ong ,emPIoYer
representative. The government therefore could easily dominate the
Committee’s decisionon settm% up the minimum, wage rates. However
from May 1976, the structure of the Wage Committee had been changed
to equalize the number of the three parties at five each.

. In the 1980s, when the unions passively accepted the role. of
tripartite committees in arbitration of labour dispiites, the labour conflicts
on wage issues were not solved exclusively by the tripartite committee.
Although the establishment of the Wage Committee had transformed the
collective bargaining powers of the “workers and their employers at
individual workplaces to the nelgotlatlon within the tripartite systém, this
tripartite body could not totally exclude the trade unions’ influences.
Principally, the Wage Committée’s decision of minimum Waq,e rates was
based upon the staté of the economy, such as the rate of inflation and the
Industrial growth rate as a whole, However, it is obvious that trade unions
could pressure the Wage Committee through the expression of its powers
outside the tripartite system. Consequently, the trace union campaign on
the wage Increase was one of the Tactors affecting the decision of the
Wage Committee on how much the new minimum Wage rates should be.

In 1974, when the government representatives were the majority of
the Wage Committee’s ‘members, the workers’ demands, duringthe
?eneral Strike of the textile workers in June, to ingrease minimum Wwage
rom 16 Baht per day to 25 Baht was the first time that labour
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organisations. put pressure on the Wage. Committee. S,ubsequentEI;y the
age Committee agreed to increase minimum wage twice to 20 Baht in
Jung and to 25 Baht in January 1975. Since 1980, national  labour
congresses have played an active role in proposing the new minimum
\évage éates and ‘organising workers’ demonstrations to support their
emands.

The trade union campaign on wa%e Increase in 1988 was another
event to indicate the influences of trade unions on the setting up of
minimum wage rates. In 1988, minimum_wage rates were fixéd at 73
Bant per day in Bangkok and nearby provinces, 67 Baht and 61 Baht in
other provirices. The four national congresses and the SERC, for the first
time, united together to demand setting up the same national wage rate
effectlng for angkok and all provinces, at 80 Baht per ddy. On
September 29, 1983 the Wage Committee, however, decided the new
minimum wage rates at 76 Baht in Bangkok and nearby provinces, 69
Baht, and 63 Baht in other provinces.

.. The four national labour congresses dlsa(%reed with the new
minimum wage rates and began to protest against the Wage Committee
E?/ organising a rally of thousands of workers, in front of the Government
House. They also”submitted the demands to the Prime Minister for
Increased minimum wage to 80 Baht and asked the Wage Committee to
reconsider its decision. Apart from the national labour congresses, Trace
Union Groups i Omnoi- Omyal, and Phrapradang also took part in the
rotest by organising a large worker demonstration at the Royal Field, on
ovember 17, 1988, Facd” with strong pressure from trade’ unions, the
Wage Committee immediately reconsidered the new minimum wa%e
rateS. A compromise was made by a new announcement that the
minimum wage rates determined on” September 29 would be effective
only from Jariary 1to March 31, 1989 but from April 1, 1989, the new
ratés would be set at 78 Bant in Bangkok and nearby provinces, 75 Baht,
70 Baht, and 65 Baht in other provinces (Napapoim Ativanichayapong,
Somsak Samukkethum, and Bundit Thammatrirat 1989; 10-11).

.. Although the trade unions were active in the campaigns on
minimum wage increases, their bargaining Powers were weakene bY the
fragmentation of the trade. union movemént. In the early 1990, the three
labour congresses, including the TTUC, FCT and NFTUC, demanded
that the Wage Committee ifcrease the minimum wa?e rate In Bangkok
and nearly "Provinces from 78 Baht to 95 Bahl. Meanwhile, the
Phra adanEaRTrade Union Group, the Omnm-OmYal Trade Union Group
and the SERC proposed their own demands that the minimum wage rate
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should increase twice_in 1990, to 95 Baht in April for the first increase,
and to 110 Baht in October for the second Increase®, In addition, th,e%/
demanded the redefining of the legal minimum wage, in accordance wit

the ILO standard, to cover expenditures of a worker and two dependents
{Labour Review March 1990: 15)

. However, the three national labour congresses were dissatisfied
with the actions of the Trade Union. Groups and began to_propose their
own demands to increase the minimum wage to "112 Baht per day.
Subsequently, the Trade Union Groups and the national labour congresses
organised the campaigns separately to insist on their demands. Finally,
the Wage Committee set up the new minimum wage at 100 Baht in
Bangkok and nearby Provinces, 93, 88, and 83 Bant inother provinces.

The trade. union campaigns on the minimum wage Increases,
alth,ou?h reflecting the fra?mentatlon of the trade union movement,
Indicated the active role of the trade unions in the defense of wage
Interests. It was the_onIY one issue in the 1980s on which the trade unions
at all levels, including, the national fabour congresses and the trade union
8roups, could or%an,lse workers” collective” action to support their
emands without the involvement of other non-union forces.

The Union Groups’ demand for increasing the minimum wage to 110 Baht
was hased on the data survey by the APF in 1990, which indicated that the average
expenses per month of a single worker was 2,903 Baht (Somsak Samukkethum 1990:
57). According to this survey, the minimum wage of a worker who worked 6 days a
week, which covered the worker’s daily expense, thus should be set up at around 110
Baht per day.
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Table ... Proposed and Proclaimed Minimum Wage Rates in
Bangkok 1978-1990

Proposed Rate* Proclaimed Rate Effective Date
45 35 October 1, 1978
60 45 October 1, 1979
60 b4 October 1, 1980
10 61 October 1, 1981
83 64 October 1, 1982
68 66 October 1, 1983
12 10 Janu.arY 1, 1985
16 13 April 1, 1987
80 16 January 1, 1989
80 18 April 1, 1989
95 90 April 1, 1990

Sources: Labour Review, Vol.5, No.l, January 1991,p.21, and Somsak
Samukkethum, et al. Tripartite System and the Thai labour
Movement, p.130 _

Note: * Proposed rates were suggested by the employees representatives
in the Wage Committee in order to negotiate with the other two
parties. They might be the same or different rates proposed by the
trade unions during the campaigns for wage increases.

4.6.3 The Success of the Union Campaigns on the Labour
Legislation

From the late 1980s, the role of trade unions in defending the
common interests of the workers was not limited onlg to the wage
increases hut the trade unions also concentrated on the labour legislation
that affected the workers. During 1988-1990, trade unions were
successful in the campaigns to compel the government to pass two
important labour laws that improved the working conditions and welfare
of the workers in the private sector.

~In 1988-1989, the trade unions in the private sector collaborated
with the labour NGOs to campaigns against the proliferation of short-
term employment contracts and subcontracting. The increasing in the
number of casual workers employed on short-term contracts and the
mushroqmln% of subcontract-firms became the most important issue for
trade unions Tor two main reasons.
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First, it was considered unfair labour practice, as the casual and
subcontract- workers lacked joh-security and were not protected by the
labour laws on wage and working conditions. Second, in the firms where
short-term employed workers constituted the largest proportion of
employees, or subcontracting was widely practiced, the bar ammP
powers of re?ular employed workers and trade unions were weaken. It
Wwas evident that manx irms shifted the work to short-term hiring or
subcontracting after the unions had demanded improved wages and
welfare. In addition, the casual workers were pressured not to join
unions’ activities because of the temporary character of their
employment. Consequently, short-term employment and subcontractlnﬁ
undermined the increase ofwa%e_s of regular employed workers, as we
as the growth of union membership.

~ The exact number of short-term employed workers and the impact
of widespread short-term employment practices were not s(fst.ematlcall
collected until 1988 when the Arom _Pongtpangan Foundation (AP
conducted several surveys on the situation of causal workers in various
industries. It was found that in all industrial zones, mcludlng
Phrapradang, Omnoi-Omyai and Rangsit, short-term employment ha
already been practiced in a number of manufacturing firms (Somsak
Samukkethum  1988: 27). The results of these surveys provided trade
unions the concrete information to support their campaigns .a?alnst the
practices of short-term employment and subcontracting. The information
was widely disseminated to the workers in seminars and meetlngs
or%_anlsed y the labour federations, the trade union groups and the
national labour congresses.

~ The campaign started on September 17, 1989 when the four
national labour congresses, LCT, TTUC, NCTL, and NFLUC, organised
a national conference of more than 200 trade unions, with around 1200
workers, to discuss the topic of “ Problems of Short-term Employment”.
Information on the number of short-term employed workers in the three
industrial zones, Phrapradan?, Omnm-omzal, and Rangsit, had been
presented by a researcher from the APF, and a resolution of the
conference was to hold a demonstration on October 13, 1989 in order to
put pressure on the government for an amendment of the legislation
concerning temporary employment.

~ Faced with strong pressure from trade unions, the Eovernm_ent
issued the Interior Decree No. 11 to calm down the workers’ rising
discontent. Under the Decree, short-term employed workers were better
protected, but the protection did not cover subcontract workers and piece-
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rate workers. After the Decree No. 11 had heen issued, all national labour
congresses, except the TTUC, stopped their actions. However, the Trade
Union Groups in the three industrial zones considered that the new law
still had a number of shortcomings. As a result, the three Trade Union
Groups, which had confidence in their own power base and alliances with
other non- labour groups, decided to continue the campalﬁn separately
from the labour congresses leadership. Subsequently, a large
demonstration of around ten thousands workers was held at the Royal
Field on October 13, as had been planned before. This demonstration was
organised by the TTUC, three Trade Union Groups in the Frlvate sector,
the SERC, the Student Federation of Thailand, and the labour NGOs,
with the absence of the other three national labour congresses.

Alliances of trade unions, particularly the Trade Union Groups, the
labour NGOs and the Student Federation of Thailand, which first
appeared during this campaign, had become an important element in
strengthen the workers’ bargaining Ippwer In the other campaign on the
enactment on the Social Security Bill in 1989-1990.

The ideas of having the Social Security Act were first promoted in
the early 1950s. In 1954, the House of Representatives approved the
Draft Social Security Act, but the law’s enforcement was never issued
because of the fears on perceived burdens it would have on the
government and the employers (Nikom and Vause 1994: 49). Numerous
attempts were made during the next three decades to enforce a Social
Security Law, but success was not achieved until the country enjoyed
economic gains during the 1980s and trade unions played active roles to
pressure the Parliament for passage of the law.

Labour campaigns on the social security law appeared in the
second half of the 1980s with wide support from academics, student
activists and NGOs. In the mid- 1980s, the various drafts of Social
SecurltY Acts were proposed for enactment by the National Advisor

Council for Labour Develolpment and by some political parties. The UC

started to encourage public attention on the social securlt% law by
organising a seminar to discuss the differences of these Draffs on
Marchl5, 1986. In a few years following this seminar, trade unions began
to play a more active role in pushing forward the enactment of the Social
Security Act.

In 1989, the Thai trade union movement could achieve some
degree of unity as all trade union groups in the private sector, the SERC
and the four National labour congresses jointed together in pressuring the
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House of RePresentatives to pass the third reading of the Social Security
Bill. The Bill was passed on July 27, 1989 but it had to he apProved by
the Senate in the next year before bemg promulgated. As a result, another
campaign was launched, by the trade union groups in order to put
pressure on the Senators to pass the Bill.

However, the cooperation between the Trade Union Groups and
the four labour congresses had no longer existed late 1989. The
temporary alliance of the four national labour congresses had broken
down as a result of the competition among them for the seats of employee
representatives in the tripartite bodies. In addition, the relations between
Trade Union Groups and the national labour congresses also worsened
because of conflicts arising durln? the grotest against the short- term
employment contract in October 1989. Subsequently, on November 5,
1989, the three trade union groups in the private sector and the SERC had
build up a new coordinating centre of trade unions,“ Coordinating Centre
of Trade Unions”(fa - cctu). The first activity of the

CCTU was to support a campaign, led by the SERC, on the issues of
cl%%ngmol%l)ty- price reduction in early 1990{Labour Review December

After the formation of the CCTU, the Phrapadang Trade Union
Group, the Omnoi-Omyai Trade Union Group and the SERC openly
distanced themselves from the national labour congresses, but the Rangsit
Trade Union Group retained its relation with some labour congresses*.
1990 saw mcreasm% conflicts between the trade union groups and the
labour congresses. The camﬁalgn on minimum- wage increase and the
May Day celebration, which had been traditionally conducted by the
labour congresses, were held separately by the Trade Union Groups.

In the same year, the May Day celebration on May 1 was also
organised separately by the labour con?resses and the trade union groups.
From 1976, the government had offered some grants to the labour
congresses for organising the May Day celebrations, joined by the
Department of Labour. In 1990, all five national labour congresses joined
to%ether to hold the May Day celebration at the Royal Field. As conflicts
between the union groups and the labour congresses increased, the
PhrapadanEq Trade Union Group, the Omnoi-Omyai Trade Union Group
and the SERC, in cooperation with some labour union federations, held

In 1989-1990, some leaders of the Rangsit Trade Union Group had benefited
from joining the TTUC, LCT, and NFLUC faction in the competition with the NLCT
for the seats of the tripartite committee.
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their own May Day celebration by organising a labour demonstration in
front of the Parliament Building {Labour Review June, 1990: 17-18).

On May Day, the Trade Union Groups started the second campaign
on the Social Secdrity Bill b demandln_(]; that the Senators pass the BIll
without delay. However, when the Bill was sent to the Senate for
approval on May 4, 1990, the Senators did not pass the Bill, but set up a
special committee to amend the Bill. Subsequently, the workers, under
the leadership of the trade union groups, .beg?n to protest against the
Senators for delaying the Social Security Bill. The Trade Union Groups,
however, ignored the labour congresses and turned to seek support from
the labour union federations, the Ilabour-NGOs and the student
organisation. In June, 1990, the Committee to Promote the Social
Security Bill was set up with a coalition of thirteen organisations
including trade union groups, labour union federations’ student
organisation, and NGOs {Lahour Review August 1990: 10):

- Trade Union Group in Omnoi-Omyai

- Trade Union Group in Phrapradang, Samuth Prakarn and

NearbE Areas _ _

- State Enterprise Relations Confederation

- Thailand Metal Workers’ Federation

- Paper and Printing Federation of Thailand .

- The Federation of Bank and Financial Workers Unions of
Thailand _ _

- Tabour Confederation of Food, Beverage, Flotel and Allied
Industries _

- The Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation of
Thailand _ _

- Student Federation of Thailand

- Union for Civil Liberty

- Arom Pongpangan Foundation

- Yqung Workers” Group

- Friends of Women Group

~ The Committee played the key role in the campaigns and gained
wide support from the media and the public. The most crucial activity
was to conduct ahun?er strike during May 17-18, 1990, to protest against
the Senators’ delay of Social Security Bill enforcement. Fourteen workers
and four student activists participated in the hunger strike. Subsequently,
the labour campaign to promote Social Security Bill became Popular s
news on the hunger strike was reported sympathencallr by the media.

Nevertheless, on July 6, 1990, the Senators ousted the Bill with a
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majority vote. However, the campaign was successful when the Bill was
returned to the House of Representatives and passed a second time with
an unanimous vote, 0f 330 to 0, on July 11, 1990.

The trade union movement had been able to achieve their demands
on the Social Security Act despite the opposition of the Senate because of
two main reasons. First, trade unions did not solely organise the
campalg_n, but cooperated with the NGOs and student organisation, and
the media also supported the campal%n. In addition, the relatively united
stand of the trade union movement led by the area-based union groups
facilitated the cooperation with other supporter including political parties,
academics and government advisors*.

_Second, the Social Security Act was introduced in a period of
liberal democratisation and the situation of lgo_wer struggle between the
government and the military. Under Prime Minister  Chatichal
hoonhavan, the House of Representatives and the Cabinet were
dominated by the economic elite ﬁbusmes_smen), while the Senate was
dominated by the bureaucratic elite (military and civilian). As the
Chatichai government lacked support from the bureaucratic elite, it
depended much on support from other groups. In early 1990, while trade
unions and the labour NGOs continued their camﬁalgns in the demand foi-
social security system, with wide support from the public and the media,
conflicts between the government and the military increased. The
government had to rely on the supFort of other groups, including the
workers and all supporters of the Bill. The conflict among the elite was
tAhuts the other crucial factor for the introduction of the Social Security
ct

~In summary, the growth of economic unionism in the private trade
union movement was facilitated by the favorable conditions of economic
and political development and the role of the labour NGOs. The
economic boom, as a result of the rapid growth of the export- led
economy in the late 1980s had provided positive conditions that
legitimized the workers” demands for wage increases, fair employment
contracts, and a social security system. Because the workers’ demands
were considered reasonable underthe favorable economic conditions, the
state and capitalists, thus, had no reason to oppose them.

Among the Prime Minister’s advisors, some important supporters of the
Social Security Act were Nikhom Chandravithun and Krisak Choonhavan.
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~In political aspect, the political conditions had changed from the
“semi- democratic” characteristics of the Prem .reglme_towards the more
democratic and liberal ones of the Chatichai Premiership. The new
political climate in which the state was forced to negotiate with labour
and other civil forces, apart from the military and bureaucratic forces, had
facilitated the (irowt_h of social movements and the trade union
movement, as well as increasing unions’ bargaining powers.

~In addition, although the unions limited their role as economic
unions to defend the labour’s particular interests, they were not isolated
by the other social forces, partlcularlg the NGOs. The emergence of the
labour-NGOs since the mid- 1980s had contributed partly to an
enhancement of unions’ bargaining powers in the private sector. The
labour-NGOs in the 1980s had replaced the role of students, as a
su(gportlve element, in the development of trade unions. The labour-
NGOs had provided supports to the unions in terms of academic, legal
and welfare services an encouraged the cooperation between trade union
groups across industrial zones, The role of the NGO activists in the trade
union movement was also evidenced by the collaboration between trade
unions and the labour - NGOs in the campaigns on non-wage issues. This
collahoration also contributed to the success of the private enterprise
union movement.

4.7  Development of Economic Unionism in the State Enterprise
Union Movement

The problems in the development of the state enterprise unions
were very different from those of the private enterprise unions. In the
Frlvate enterprises, the conflicts among the leaders of trade unions caused
he organisational weakness of the trade union movement. However, this
weakness was compensated by the cooperation of the trade unions and
other non-union groups. The state enterprise union movement was, on the
contrary, characterised by the unity and strength of trade unions but
lacked support from other organisations. The isolation of the state
enterprise union movement was evident by the unpopularity of the unions
In their collective action on two main issues: the anti privatisation and the
demand for salary increase. This isolation led the unions to be easily
destroyed after the coup d’ e tat in February, 1991,
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4.7.1 Demands and Collective Actions of the State Enterprise
Workers

During 1983-1990, the collective actions of the state enterprise
em_Eonees_were organised often by the trade unions in the forms of
strikes, rallies and demonstrations to put pressure on the %overnment. The
abolition of the government’s policy on privatisation and the increase of
the employees’ salary were the two main objectives of the trade unions.

The policy on privatisation of state enterprises had been first
emphasized in the Fifth National Economic and Social Plan during 1982-
1986 and was implemented by the Cabinet Solution on October 18, 1983
(Somsak ~ Samukkethum 2000:). The principal motivation behind
privatisation was the increasing need for investment in Thailand’s
Inadequate infrastructure, including roads, rails, Ports, power, phones,
water, and air transBo_rtatlo_n. The government’s selt-imposed annual limit
of § 1.2 hillion for boiTowing imposed an increasingly urgent incentive to
attract private equity capital (Foreign Labour Trends 1990 cited in
Nikom and Vause 1993 62). This policy, however, stimulated the fear of
loss of job security and working benefits among the state enterprise
employees. As a result, in 1988, unions in state enterprises had gathered
Into five groups in order to prepare the plans for protesting against
privatisation together. These unions groups were:

- The State Enterprise Relations Confederation (consisting of 18
large and active unions, including unions in all public utility

entergrlses, mostly affiliated with the TTUC) o

- The State Enterprise Union Group of Thailand, (consisting of 28
Encl%ls mostly medium and small unions, mostly affiliated with the

- The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority Union Group (consisting of
12 unions of the Bangkok Mass Transit Authority employees. The
Bangkok Mass Transit Authority was one of the state enterprises
that suffered great loss and was regarded as needing privatisation.)

- The Agricultural Industry Union Group of Thailand &consmt_mg of
6 unions in the state enterprises under authorization of the Ministry
of Agriculture and Cooperatives, which were small-scale
manutfacétjrmg firms under thread of being closed down or
rivatised).
he Trade Union Group of State EnterPrise under Authorization of
the Ministry of Defence, (consisting of 5 unions in the small-scale
manufacturing firms that were established during the WWII period
and under thread of being closed down).
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The unity and strength of state enterprise unions resulted in the
strong bargaining powers of the unions in negotiating with the
government, but did not contribute to unions’ popularity. Since 1988, the
media and public opinion began to turn aPalnst strikes in state enterprises.
Strikes led by trade unions to demand sa arr increases and protest against
privatisation” did not gain support from the public but were strongly
condemned by the media.

In fact, strikes in all public utility entergrises were illegal according to
the labour law.* However, durlnﬂ 1988-1990, state enterprise unions used
a special tactic to avoid illegal strike by holdln_? a S0-called
“extraordinary meetlnﬂ; of all the unions’ members while their leaders

were negotiating with the government.

When Chatichai Choonhavan assumed the office of Prime Minister in
August, 1988, he continued to pressure the goal of privatisation.
However, this poll% stimulated increasing opposition from state
enterprise  unions.  During  1988-1990, unions’ protests  against
privatisation occurred frequently in those enterprises, where the
%ov_ernment Elaned_ to transfer some parts of productions to private
usinesses. The major turning point against privatisation was the success
of port unions’ frotests against the privatisation of the Laem Chabang
Port in August, 1989, and January, 1990(see table 28).

~ Unable to reach an accommodation with the unions’ o&position of
privatisation, Prime Minister Chatchai announced in Mar, 1990, that the
privatisation efforts would be postponed pending the creation of a
tripartite State Enterprise Labour Relations Promotion Committee. The
major task of the committee was to achieve consensus and search for a
broader range of policy options on privatisation. The unions’ successes
on the protests against privatisation accumulated people’s dissatisfaction
of state enterprise unions. Although individual strikes of state enterprise
employees did not directly affect the people, public opinion had already
turned” against the strikes. State enterprise employees and their unions
\/v?re vtlewed as privilege groups that were concerned only with their own
Interests.

After the coup d’ e tat in October, 1976, the government amended the 1975
Labour Relations Act in order to prohibit strikes in state enterprises. According to
Section 23 of the Act, labour strike was not allowed in some operations, i.e. railways,
harbor, telephone or telecommunications, generating and distributing of energy or
electricity to the public, water works, producing or refining fuel oil, hospitals or
medical treatment centres, and other business activities as prescribed by the
Ministerial Regulations.
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Table 28: Chronological Protests in State Enterprises to Protest
against Privatisation, 1988-1990

Date Name of State Enterprise _

17-26 May, 1988 The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority

20-26 May, 21 June, 1983 The State Railways of Thailand

27 June, 1988 Thailand Tobacco Monopol _

11-12 July, 1988 The Metropolitan Waterworks Authority

26-27 September, 1988 The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority

4 May, 1989 Thailand Tobacco Monopoly

1-9 August, 1989 Port of Authority of Thailand

10-16, 29-31 January, 1990 Port of Authority of Thailand _

b, 27-28 February, 1990 me_lEI%ctrlmty Generating Authority of
ailan

Source: Summary from Somsak Samukkethum, The Institutionalization
of Labour Conflic in Thailand: the Role of the Statein Capital
Accumulation, Political Legitimation and Strategies of Labour
Control, 1973-1992, pp. 330-332

~ The negative image of the state enterprise unions was further added
to in the other two campaigns for salary increases. As discussed in
Chapter Three, in the early 1980s, the state enterprise unions were
successful in their demands” for wage and welfare improvement, while
wages of industrial workers in the private enterprises increased slowly,
according to the rises of minimum wage rates determined by the Wage
Committee. High salary and good welfare were recognized as ageneral
feature of working conditions in state enterprise, which distinguished the
primary problems of state enterprise employees from the private
Industrial workers, While the primary problems of workers in the private
sector remained the economic hardship from their low wage and poor
welfare, the state enterprise employees no longer suffered from such
employment conditions.

~ As the defenders of their members’ interests, the state enterprise
unions played active roles in keeplng the high standard of the employees’
wa?es_an welfare, relative to the civil servants. Since the method of
collective bargaining had been changed by the Cabinet resolution in
1982, state enterprise unions had to negotiate directly with the
ﬂovernment on wage and money benefit increases. As a result, the unions
ad united under the leadership of the SERC and used the work stoppage
as their instrument to put pressure on the government. However, the two
campaigns on wage increases in 1989 and 1990 became the crucial events
that led state enterprise unions to be on a legitimate crisis.
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The first camgmgn was started after the Cabinet had approved, on
September 13, 1983, to increase the salary of civil servants, but kept
silent on the increase of state entergrlse employee salaries which had
been stagnated since 1982. The SERC, therefore, submitted the demands
to the Prime Minister for restructuring the salaries of state enterprise
employees at 12.35-21.5 percent higher than the initial rates. Unlike the
increase in salaries of civil servants, the SERC’s demands to increase
salaries were opposed by the media and other groups of people. Some of
the reasons for the resistance were: i) most Feople felt that wages and
welfare of state enterprise employees were already higher than those of
the civil servants an Prlvate employees; ||g the Unions’ demands were
extremely unreasonable due to the problems of inefficiency and
continued losses in a number of state enterprises (Labour Review
October, 1988: 21).

The SERC, however, ignored gublic opinions and declared to stage
a general strike on October 25, 1988, by using the tactic of holding the
“extraordinar meetln%” of the unions’ members in all state enterprises
where SERC™  members existed. Faced with strong pressure by the
unions, the government accepted the SERC’  demands for Salary
increase. Although the SERC was successfully achieved their demands,
this event resulted in the increasing unpopularity of state enterprise
unions. In addition, some union leaders in the private sector were also
dissatisfied with the state enterprise unions’ campaign on salary increase,
which was launched in the same period as the workers in the private
sector were demanding increased minimum wage rates (Napaporn,

Somsak, and Bundit 1989: 5).

The second campaign for salary increase came in 1990. In March
1990, the Cabinet approved an increase in the salaries of civil servants
while the National Wage Committee also set up the new minimum wage
rates which increased around fifteen percent from the old rates. Similar to
the situation in 1987, the Cabinet did not state a clear policy on salaries of
state enterprise employees.

The SERC therefore immediately submitted the demands to the
government to increase salaries of state enterprise employees to 13.25
percent higher than the existing rates. The government responded by
offering an increase of 6.85 percent but was rejected by the SERC. In
addition, the leaders of the SERC began to put pressure on the
government by using the same tactic as they did in 1987. A general strike
of state enterprise employees, through a holding of “extraordinary
meeting” at the workplaces, was staged on May 28-30, 1990. The unions
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that participated in this general strike included 25 affiliates of the SERC
and the other 13 unions outside the SERC. To put more pressure on the
government, the SERC also organised a large rally in front of the building
of the Government House. With the unity and strong bargaining powers
81‘ stat<(ej enterprise unions, the government, again, accepted the SERC’s
emands.

4.7.2 Causes of the Unions’ Strength

The promotion of the industrialisation since 1960 required the
government to provide the infrastructure to facilitate the operations of the
private businesses. This development resulted in the growth of the
number of employees in the public utility sector. A number of public
utility enterprises owned by the qovernment are Iarge-scale
establishments, with more than five thousand to thirty thousand
employees. These state enterprises also the sources of the large unions,
}/l\qh!crahaveglgh bargaining power in negotiating with the government for

eir demands.

In_addition, the government policy to centralise the power of
determlnln% the wages of the state enterprise employees unwillingly
promoted the collective action of the workers under the leadership of the
SERC. From the late 1980s up to 1990, the SERC became the most
?owerful |eading organlsatlon of trade unions, its members increased
rom 8 unions in 1980 to 25 strong and active unions in 1990(see table
29). The growth of the SERC was encouraged by the need of the state
enterprise unions to unite under a strong organisation in order to negotiate
directly with the government. The SERC thus became an organisation
workers® collective action, rich in resources: money, time and
organisational skills.



Table 29: SERC Membership in 1990

Name of Labour Union

1 Labour Union of Metropolitan Electricity Authority

2 Labour Union of Provincial Electricity Authority

3 Labour Union of Electricity Generating Authority of
Thailand

4 Labour Union of The Metropolitan Waterworks Authority

5 Labour Union of Telephone Organisation of Thailand

6 Labour Union of Port Authority of Thailand

7 Labour Union of National Housing Authority

8 Labour Union of Petroleum Authority of Thailand

9 Labour Union of Petroleum Authority of Thailand W orkers
10 Labour Union of The Bangkok Mass Transit Authority
Workers

11 Labour Union of Thailand Institute of Scientific and
Technological Research

12 Labour Union  of The Government Pharmaceutical
Organisation

13 Labour Union of Kurusapa Business Organisation

14 Labour Union of Dairy Farming Promotion Orgaisation of
Thailand

15 Labour Union of The Government Lottery Office

16 Labour Union of Thai Airways International Public
Company Ltd. Workers

17 Labour Union of The Forest Industry Organisation Workers
18 Labour Union of Public Warehouse Organisation

19 Labour Union of The Government Savings Bank Workers
20 Labour Union of The Express Transportation Orgaisation
of Thailand Workers

21  State Railway Locomotive Operation Trade Union of
Thailand

22 Labour Union of Office ofthe Rubber Replanting Aid Fund
23 Labour Union of Sports Authority of Thailand

24 Labour Union of Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural
Cooperatives

25 Labour Union of Telecommunication and Communication
Authority of Thailand

Members

Source: Calculated from Bandit Thammatrirat 1990, Directory of Thai

Labour Organisations

4.7.3 Causes of the Union Unpopularity
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10,733
11,740
17,722

4,505
13,000
2,486
1,340
1,446
1,275
9,800

180
1,780

1,501
730

580
2,036

120
na
1,018
150

6,500
1,987

324
6,241

4,850

The stront{; bargaining power of trade unions without wide public

support was no

a sufficient factor to protect the unions from being

destroyed. After a military group calling themselves the National Peace
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Keeping Council (NPKC) staged a coup d’ e tat to seize political power
from General Chatchai Chunhavan’ government on February 23, 1991,
the junta that came to power foIIowmg the coup wasted no time in
|mP03|ng severe restrictions on labour rights. However, only the unions in
state enterprises were banned, while workers in the private sector could
continue their functions under the new restricted conditions. The
unpopularity of state enterprise unions had legitimized the ban of these
qrqamsatlons. Consequently, the state enterprise employees could gain
little s%mpathy from the media and the public when their union rights
were abolished. The unpopularity of the state enterprise unions was the
result of several factors; the isolation of trade unions, the influence of the
media, and the middle class attitude towards the state enterprise
employees.

~lronically, the causes of the unions’ strength were also, at the same
time, the sources of their isolation. The isolation was caused by the
unions’ confidence in their own unity and strong bargaining power. In
the 1980s, all the national labour congresses’ influences of declined and
all the trade union groups in the private sector were weaker than the
SERC. State enterprise unions, therefore, were confident in their own
Eowers and saw it was useless to seek support from either the national
abour con?resses or the trade union groups in the private sector. During
the years of protesting against privatisation, the SERC never had a plan to
raise support from trade unions in the private sector or other pressure
groups, apart from labour. Contrary to the state enterprise unions, the
trade union groups in the private sector had weak bar%amlng_powers, they
therefore needed not onli to cooperate with the national labour
congresses, but also to seek support from other sympathizers such as:
NGOs and the mass media.

~In 1990, after the state enterprise unions had staged a number of
strikes to demand salary increases and to protest against the privatisation
[f)ollcy, the SERC realized that the state enterprise unions had hegun to
ace serious problems caused by its increasing unpopularity. But it
decided to choose to camFalgn for its members’ immediate interests on
the salary increase, regardless of the negative impact on the legitimacy of
the campaign, which would affect the unions in the long term. This
decision was determined by the SERC’ strong confidence in the unity
and strength of state enterprise unions and the Ideological orientation of
the union actors, which were based on the sense of self-serving interest.

~After the first campaign on salary increase, the state enterprise
unions found themselves Increasingly isolated from other social
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movements and alienating the public. The SERC therefore tried to create
a new |ma%e of state enterprise unions by organising some activities that
benefited the community’s members at large.

In the late 1988, people in the Southern provinces were suffering
from a flood disaster, so the SERC then arranged a Program to collect
clothes, food, medicine and money from the state enterprise employees
and donate them to those people in the flooded areas. For another, a
Coordinating Centre of Consumer- Rights Protection and Corruption
Resistance In State Enterprise was formed in early 1989 to seek
Information on problems  of Fu_bllc utility service and corruption. In
addition, when there was a political movement on constitutional reform,
led by six opposition parties, the SERC also presented itself to support
the movement (Napaporn Ativanichayapong 1990: 7).

The other important effort to change public attitude on state
enterprise unions was a campaign on redu_cm% commodity prices in late
1989. Rising prices of consumer goods in 1989 was a result of rapid
economic growth in the late 1980s. The SERC saw this problem as an
opportunity to create a new image of state enterprise unions. The SERC,
therefore, “launched a campmgn, by carrying out a public survey,
organlsed press conference, and met with some government leaders in
order to demand price reductions on foods such as rice, pork, milk, and
vegetable oil. The campaign was not successful, but more important for
the SERC was public response to the new role of state enterprise unions.
The media and other social organisations had given a welcome to this
campaign, but the unions’ concern towards the public interests had
proved to be a tactic rather than a strategic change inthe aim of the union
movement. State enterprise unions threw out all successes of social
activities they had performed to reduce their negative image, when the
went on a general strike to demand for salary increase again in 1990.
Regardless of the extremeli/) negative image of the unions’ collective
action in the eyes of the public, the state enterprise unions aggressively
acted for their demands. As a result, the unions pushed themselves into
the more isolated position.

However, the unpopularity of the state enterprise unions was not
only caused hy the effects of their collective actions on the Fubllc
Interests, but was also related to another element, the increasing influence
of the mass media on the determination of the public attitude towards the
social movements.
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~ Since 1980, pictures of trade unions were presented by the mass
media through both the electronic media and the print media. Before
1992, television and radio broadcasts were operated or controlled by the
state, but newspapers were more independent from the state control. The
role of the media in Thailand was seen as to have oscillated hetween
servant and watchdog. The state-controlled electronic media were viewed
as the servants of the state as they were required to present information in
favor of the state. The print media, throughout the 1980s, had an
opBo_rtunlty to bolster their independence and %rowth into their role as the
public’s watchdog, especially during the 1988-1990 full democracy and
economic hoom (Thitinan Pongsudhirak 1997: 218-222).

As labour conflicts in state enterprises were the problems hetween
the unions and the government, the unions campaigns to pressure or to
protest against the government had undermined the state stability. The
state- controlled television and radio media, therefore, did not present the
whole information on the union campaigns, but were biased in reporting
only the information from the government view.

~ The print media did not report news in favor of the government and
neither did it promote the unions™ activities. The newspaper business,
although growing enormously in the late 1980s, was one of the industries
I which the employers strongly opposed unions™ activities in their
companies. The employees who had tried to form unions in several
newsr_aﬁer companies were dismissed before the unions would be
established. Consequently, the Bangkok Post Company of an En(lyllsh-
Language newspaper was the only one in which the employees could set
up a trade union. Generally, the unions’ activities that contributed a
positive impact on the society were rarely reported on the pages of the
newspapers, while the media’s attention tended to ﬁlace emphasis on the
unions”actions that resulted in negative effects on the public interest,

~ The public attitude towards the trade union movement was strongly
Influenced bg the image of trade unions presented through the
newspapers. During 1988-1990, strikes of state enterprise employees
were strongly condemned by the reporters and the columnists of the
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newspapers*, This resulted in an extremely negative image of state
enterprise unions.

Apart from the media influence, unpopularity of trade unions was
also a result of public attitude towards_ state enterprise emﬁloyees. The
rapid growth of industrial economy in the 1980s brought about the
Increasing number and influence of the middle class on Thar politics. This
social class significantly benefitted from the liberal politics and the surge
In economic growth in the late 1980s, which was contributed to partly by
the stagnation of labour unrest. The middle class, which constitutes the
largest proportion of the urban population’ tended to oPpose the militant
forms of labour resistance, such as strike and protest that might disturh
the political stability and economic growth.

However, the public had more sympathy with the private unions’
demands for wage increase than on the state enterprise unions’ demands
on the same issue. This difference was a consequence of public attitude
towards the state enterprise employees. The state enterprise employees
were considered privileged wage eamers. Among the wage earners, State
enterprise employees in the late 1980s were viewed as having the best

working conditions in terms of payment, welfare, JOb security and social
status, In comparison with civil Servants and industrial workers in the
private sector. As a result, the state enterprise unions’ demands for salary
Increases were not reasonable orjustified in the eyes of the public.

Similarly, the unions’ protests against privatisation were not
supported by the public .as a result of the efficiency of the public utility
services. In fact, the government policy on privatisation also affected
public interest because there was no guarantee that prices or quality of

The only exception was the strike of the Electricity Generating Authority of
Thailand (EGAT) employees in protest against the Cabinet’s decision on the
termination of all members of the Board of the EGAT. As the EGAT union believed
that the government planed to privatise the EGAT by terminating the old Board
members and appointing the pro-privatisation technocrats to be the new Board
Committee, the union led about 6,000 EGAT employees to go on strike on June 29-
July 3, 1989. This strike was aimed at pressuring the government to remove Chalerm
Yoohamrong, a Cabinet member, who authorized the EGAT administration, and to re-
appoint the terminated Board members. Unlike the other strikes of state enterprise
employees, the newspapers reported the news in favor of the workers and the EGAT
union. The main reasons were that Chalerm Yoobamrong was a very unpopular
Minister in the Chatichai government and he also had some conflicts with the
newspapers, particularly with the owner of Thairat, the most popular newspaper of the
country. The union’s demand to remove this Minister from the EGAT regulation was
therefore appreciated by the media and the public.



164

Pubic utilities would be maintained. However, the unions only presented
heir demands in relation to their own interests, namely, fear of loss of
good welfare and job security. The other issue usually mentioned by the
unions durln? thelr protests was national security concerns, which® was
not reasonable enough to legitimize the unions’ campaigns. As a result,
the unions” anti-privatisation campaigns were viewed by the media and
the public as a consequence of conflict of interest bétween the state
enterprise unions and the public in which the unions had tried to protect
their members’ benefits, regardless of the public interests.

48 Conclusion

From 1977 up to 1990 there was a continuing development of the
trade union movement in Thailand. However, during this period, trade
unions limited their role to collective bargaining for the common interests
of the workers and did not participate in the movement for broad social
objectives. The dominant character of the trade union movement during
this period was identified bﬁ the economic unionism in which the trade
unions strongly defended the specific interests of their members, but
failed to organise class collective action and distanced themselves from
the movement for broad social objectives.

A transformation of the social movement unionism in the mid-
1970s to the economic unionism in the 1980s was a result of the
Interaction between the trade unions and the changes in the political
system, the industrial policies and the development of the other social
movements in the post-1976 period.

The separation of the, 1976, was the direct consequence of the
sudden change in the political climate. The violent suppression of the
social activists during the one year under the authoritarian rule, had
prevented the trade unions from continuing their political actions.

However, the internal conditions of the union organisations also
caused the change in the characteristics of the trade union movement. The
components of the union leadership in the 1980s changed significantly
from those in the mid- 1970s. In 1975-1976, the most important national
labour centres were the Labour Coordination Centre of Thailand(LCCT)
and the Trade Union Group of Thailand g UG). These two organisations
were controlled by the union leaders who had the same objectives in
protecting the benefits of the working class. They thus could create the
cooperation between their organisations and led the trade union
movement without serious conflicting interests among themselves. Under
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the unity of the leadership, the trade unigns could mobilise the workers’
class collective action for the henefits of the workers as well as for the
broad social objectives.

However, since the early 1980s, conflicts and competition among
the leaders of the national labour congresses to serve their own interests
led to the fragmentation of the trade union movement and isolation of
national union organisations from their rank and file members, as well as
from other movements on social issues. Initially, this fragmentation was
encouraged by some of the political elite in order to control the trade
union movement.

- The first half of the decade after the 1976 coup d’ e tat was the
period of the ideological strug le between the Thai state and the
Communist Party of Thailand (CPT). During those years, conflicts and
competition among the union leaders were encouraged by the state
intervention through the patron- client relations between some military
leaders and some leaders of the Labour.C.on%ress of Thailand (LCT).
However, after the CPT collapsed and politics became more stable under
the parliamentary system, there was no need for the state to intervene the
trade union movement. Since the second half of the 1980s, the conflicts
and among the trade union leaders were caused by the competitions for
self- interests, not by the state intervention.

When the conflicts and competition became a general feature of the
all the national labour congresses In the 1980s, there was no organisation
to be a genuine representative of the workers, and hence no organisation
to organise class collective action and lead the unions to participate in the
movements for broad social oty_ectlves. Under these circumstances, only
the collective action for demanding the particular interests of the workers,
organised separately by the private enterprise trade unions and the state
enterprise trade unions, were successful.

_ Although the national labour congresses were ineffective in
mobilising collective action, the or?anlsatlonal weakness of the
leadership structure was compensated for by the new structure of the
movement pr%anlsatlons. The trade union groups were formed by both
the unions in the private sector and the state enterprise unions to replace
th% national labour congresses in mobilising the workers’ collective
action.

For state enterprise unions, the SERC was strong enough to
organise the collective action mdependently from the control of the
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national labour congresses. However, the development of the state
enterprise union movement indicated both the success and failure of the
economic unionism in the 1980s. The unions could or(};a_nlse strong
autonomous action to defend their members’ interest but Tailed to gain
support from the public and the other social movements. The unions’
unity and strength thus could not prevent them from the legitimacy crisis
and unpopularity.

~ Unlike the trade unions in the private sector, the state enterprise
unions were rich in terms of resources for mobilising collective action.
Their organisational strength provided two different impacts on the
development of the trade unions, On one side, there was no condition for
the social activists outside the trade unions to intervene in the
determination of unions’ objectives. The state enterprise unions were thus
less influenced by the other social movements when they determined the
movement’ aims and strategy. On the other side, the trade unions had no
need to make alliances with other organisations because they could
organise strong collective action by themselves to achieve their demands.
These conditions, however, led to the isolation of the state enterprise
unions from the other social movements. The causes of the unions’
strength were thus also the sources of their isolation.

As for unions in the ﬁrivate sector, the area-based trade union

roups were not as strong as the SER. They thus needed to cooperate with
the national labour congresses in organising large demonstrations and
protests. However, the trade union groups were supported by the other
non-union forces, particularly, the labour NGOs. In the post-1976 period,
the students had no longer influenced the trade union movement. It was
the labour NGO activists that worked closely with the trade unions and
offered themselves as the advisors or organisers of the workers.

Since the early 1980s, the student movement had declined, while
the NGO movements had emerged as the new social movements to
replace the student, labour, and peasant movements in catalyzing the
social transition. However, the NGO movements in the 1980s were the
ISSue movements in response to certain social problems, none of which
became a nationwide campaign that could mobilise the workers to
participate in.

Collaboration between trade unions and labour NGOs did not lead
to the involvement oforgamsed workers in the broad social issues beyond
the workers' interests. Since moblllsm? workers to support the NGOs
movements was not the primary goal of the labour NGOs In working with
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trade unions, the NGO activists made no effort to build up a connection
with strong unions that had potential to support the NGO movements.
Instead, the NGO activists viewed themselves as a supportive element of
the trade union movement. Their main target groups were therefore those
grassroots workers who suffered low wages and Poor working conditions,
and the unions of these workers. Cons_e.quentlr, he labour NGO activists
that worked with the trade unions facilitated the growth of the economic
unionism hbut could not radicalize the trade union movement as the
students did in the mid- 1970s,
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