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## : MAJOR JOURNALISM
KEY WORD:

PATCHARAWALAI SANYANUSIN : THAILAND FROM THE PERSPECTIVES OF ASIAWEEK
AND FAR EASTERN ECONOMIC REVIEW BEFORE AND DURING ECONOMIC CRISIS (1995-
1999). THESIS ADVISOR : PROF. SUKANYA SUDBANTHAD, 164 pp. ISBN 974-346-505-7.

The main objectives of the research were to study the image of Thailand portrayed by two international
newsmagazines - Asiaweek and the Far Eastern Economic Review - and to compare the direction of the stories
appearing before the economic crisis with those written while the crisis was in progress. The study focused on the
way the stories were presented, the selection of news sources, and the guidelines used by the two magazines'
correspondents in covering stories about Thailand. Content analysis was used on the stories covered from July 1995
to June 1999, and five correspondents, including one photographer, were interviewed. The results revealed the

following:

1. Stories on the economy, politics and social problems received the highest coverage, and the most popular way
these stories were presented, in terms of both frequency and column inches, was in the form of news and articles.

2. Most of the people quoted in the stories were analysts, academics and experts, followed by

businessmen, bankers, and financial executives, with government sources and Cabinet members coming third. The
ratio was 28, 22.2, and 10.2 per cent respectively.

3. Most of the articles on Thailand appearing before the economic crisis were negative in tone, especially those on
the economy, politics, international affairs and social problems, while coverage of military affairs, tourism and culture
and other topics was generally neutral direction. The only stories that presented Thailand in a positive light were
those covering the royal family. During the economic crisis, however, the tone of the stories on the economy, politics,
and international affairs became neutral, and articles on social problems retained their negative flavor.

4. Most of the correspondents and the photographer-had lived in Thailand for longer than 6 years, so they were
assumed to have a good understanding of Thailand. Most of them stated that objectivity and accuracy were the two

main factors determining the standpoint of their articles.
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"The monarch said trying to fix congestion through political means would never work.
What was needed was coordination:"

(Asiaweek, September 1, 1995)

N1ATIN: "A Watchful Monarch: Advice for Government on Traffic, Floods and Bikers" Lﬁ@
AIN: "The king's remarks serve as a reminder to the Thai elite that the public expects
quality leadership."

(Asiaweek, December 8 ,1995)
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"There was no more powerful display of the king's authority than his intervention to end
bloody clashes between pro-democracy demonstrators and the military in May 1992."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, June 13, 1996)
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ANLITUANIBTNR 1138 "Pillar of Stability" (Asiaweek, July 5, 1996) AT B e
WsuaAauetAT lANIARa1991 "Sovereign Guide: king serves as bedrock of national
stability" (June 13, 1996)
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"A series of abrupt policy shifts, inaccurate economic forecasts and other perceived
missteps have started to erode confidence in the Bank of Thailand, with some financial-
industry executives grumbling about favouritism and political interference."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, March 21, 1996)
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""There is utter confusion, and the BOT has been deliberately misleading," says Graham
Catterwell, Deutsche Morgan Grenfell's managing director in Thailand."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, July 2, 1997)

WIAYA: "Thailand's central bank is blamed for financial crisis" L‘Ld:@mw: "What went
wrong at the Bank of Thailand? The government blames previous bank governors and
finance ministers. But more objective analysts say the bank suffers serious structural
problems that must be addressed if Thailand is to get its economy back on track."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, September 4, 1997)
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"Please Buy My Houses: Thai property developers run for cover"

(Asiaweek, December 6, 1996)
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"Still on Shaky Ground: The government's and IMF's-message looks too bright"

(Far Eastern Economic Review, March 4, 1999)
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"The baht may be afloat but the Thai economy keeps on sinking. Faced with high dollar-
denominated debts, Thai companies will have to cut costs and push margins to stay
above water."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, July 17, 1997)
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W1At: "Crisis of Confidence! LHapALa: "Confidence in the Thai economy and in the
government's ability to manage it is slipping. Foreign investors have been dumping
shares in the stock-market and devaluation rumours forced the central bank to spend
more than $1 billion to shore up the baht in late July."
(Far Eastern Economic Review, August 22, 1996)
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(Far Eastern Economic Review, September 26, 1996)

"Going Global, Thai Style: Dusit Thani Hotel group makes big overseas push"

(Far Eastern Economic Review, April 18, 1996)
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"Thailand has become Southeast Asia's largest car market, with sales reaching about
half a million vehicles last year. And Japanese and American auto makers are
increasingly looking to make the country a regional manufacturing base."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, October 12, 1995)

o o a i’/ dl | d’ A o o [~ s a

AmFuniansiuiy  awdduuoniiaaranisnandulinedugudnatenisdu
293iNA Aswaaviadnn luhfaansuanauaiaAzaadi "Thailand renews push to become
Asian Finance Centre" (September 28, 1995) La¥AIN12an13UszmAN RN AudIng

a dl a) v% I a v :J/ 4 d%/
NITNLDN LﬂmiﬂmzﬂuﬁmmimammLﬂnmmmmﬂuﬂi:mﬁ%ﬂimmmu

a1ana19 lean mwﬁm:miﬁmﬁ@miumqLﬂmgﬁwmimLﬂuiﬂluﬁﬂmﬂqaumﬂ
ndrensauiisiuiwniendngaiAsEgAauastHRIngAAsEgia B niviudangaliun
AINAINNANLUA2 T UNITF N HILA DL TAINN A LATEHFNAURITUIATTUYLTEN Alnauay

o a g a o o c

nsznsnnsAds  deingnianiidnunsianata lli3kevieg TdanunsawAleyings
(AT gTA L6 @uﬁﬂﬁﬁﬂmnuﬁmmﬁﬁmmmmﬁ@ﬁﬂu?ﬁm@ima fedanansznusie
nMANMTRUNNIsUIATAa ] ImlLfawﬁ:slul?'i'mﬂm;muﬁ@ﬂ%qﬁﬁlﬁmmﬂumiﬁuumﬂLm'q
RaslafanIag

duunwuanfidiudaiigalutasneningmassgialiud - nwnnadinlnzesgsia
anelvnjaesaulng  Iasewizissnluerasgylnadine uazganalssusnluesen@s
3111 Fefinnsvenenisamulumans | Yoz Husiu 9N ImnIaALInTe9gRAUNgTH
TOEUR %'qumfﬁi’]\‘lmﬁlﬁﬂmmnumnﬁu Lmzfqmmuﬂﬁu%Lﬁﬂm@ﬁﬂzﬁ’ﬁﬁmi%ﬂﬁwm

nam i Tastnaua o fauwinsreng usiu

3. panAnEIsIuNIsEesn e lulseina




96

dl o Y v A
R399 22 waRINInanNEnifuLnuazauaunndasn e lulsemna

Usziin TRNaUANY ALATFNA 1IN ALATEFNA

widenn | 399 991 | wid@ieda | 9 994

uan

FFunaiunsLImssene - 3 3 3 2 5

A wdnwaiinnisiiesdeded sWafauth 2 2 4 9 4 13

nN2s19igaTNyny:Aviaeljgnindesls 2 - 2 3 - 3

au

FFunaiunsLIvNILITInAadn gnlasd 5 4 9 6 5 11

NNANHARINNN9IEB9:En FuRuuu e 20 19 39 7 9 16

ANNIHINENINNIFLHBI:N 3 - - - 1 1 2

AMNANINA 22 ATWUGFAUABLANTANUNINNARBNINANHAIIEINNTIH B
dl [ dldl dl a rdg/ 3 dg’ ! a o
vwauniunTuraedlszangy - G9annniasaaanziilanitssiAutinudiuneay wansie
~ v a il v o N o
fnmaesinnisiledigedneminuingesnldiduneniguuss UULTNINTDIUE
Wang Saanagiangamnaduliluiisnwuenduivaasn waesinnisdesidaay
ANN1T0 NN9UBENASIRY uazdRnsouitigrangamnerliunnany wananiidesinaw
o = Ayl @ e \ Ao = 2 = a 9 D
we9tinnalesans AL ifTeduiutnnislesulud - ANsANENR  HAonuAniiauii
wazilunnnumdsresaulnadnasdeaimuinisiedilgnisdfsldluewern  a%i wan.

o 1%

N0 Tudhs WIHAAANS WITITIT WIBANRAIUE BIEUAT WIENT TNNEIIR Lazune

v

ganel AonmF Wumy Faesing

"A New Generation's Time: They're young, well-educated and reform-minded. And one
will be prime minister before he is 50"

(Asiaweek, May 7, 1999)

Tummmﬁmﬁuﬁmmﬂmﬁmﬂizmﬁié"lﬁmw%gmmmummimi Aatlandnqn
= o o dl a 1 v a
2TAgan19WmUNL T AN LL@‘ZLﬂuﬁ‘ﬁs‘]_l’12\1‘1/1&1’1@’171?3U@Uﬂ?$‘ﬁ’]ﬁﬂ1[§lﬂ@ﬂ’1ﬂLL‘VI‘-]N
mmﬁqmﬁgmmmwmL@ﬂmam ﬂﬂ@ﬂwﬁﬁﬁmm@?ﬂﬂumm@nﬂgwmf;m I INUNA

tlymeesfldurasinnindesdny wazlduiusnwnanudianing




97

dmiulssiiwnesiiunisseigessuyin neanstiasiedssmalinimgnsy

sesuynyatiuniazdaeneliiinnisdfsnisideddd Suduigassuyaidssmausenes

dszpuniflusuninigalduinmassinnisidesndidsedfidemies  gndansmn
dl v a a o ul/ k%3 v dl a S ¥ o '
Gaeiuduuu nasn  pedldu uarlduinlunielizey  TlAmamnIn uazldRiumie

4 9 X o = vn o o a ! =) =~ = =
naNTesftanIsTedes Nt diiaiueandn gnnanamdimenuymnIsAnE 49
nwauTudszifuiinunnngaludwnadngawsegna  uazdspsgnilnaueatinesieiiies
TugaingaAssgRausdiTunfianas TnefuGEesnisFanfesantszaauliiinis
Ufjgtnnileaienidnnisiflesssungldudaidesnanundiuuuaziassienislssng ad

FAUUBIUNNITHDIAE PN

"In Thailand's culture of patronage and money politics, few politicians may be above
paying for academic titles. With growing pressure to have completed degree courses for
a top position in politics or business, some are returning to college to earn their
scholastic spurs. But many have little time for studies -- and are tempted to take
shortcuts."

(Asiaweek, July 19, 1996)

"Can anyone make Thai democracy work? After one of the dirtiest elections in history, it's
clear that the problems fuelling corruption are too deep for simple solutions."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, November 28, 1996)
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WIAYA "Toothless Watchdog: Poll scrutineers struggle to combat sleaze" HaAanu
"Poorly funded and understaffed, Thailand's election watchdog fights an unequal war

against money politics. Volunteer scrutineers run into brick walls when seeking evidence
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of vote-buying; they receive scant support from the police. The most they can do is force
the vote-buyers to be more discreet."
(Far Eastern Economic Review, November 28, 1996)
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" "They only talk, talk, talk, and argue, argue, argue," he (the king) said, referring to
government ministers charged with solving the traffic problem.

(Far Eastern Economic Review, October 5, 1995)

o

wananideniilgmanndnudalunssasaniguialaeanisFaan1sdnassnums

| 1
o

TUAMESTUUAT LATZNINNIIANAINADIANSTUNALFINNT NN lstinsansTngsiFn
a9 9 a9

a o

70 "wavsinayn Ineliunpadn senisfindnensseiguna Belunsiltudusiung

a1l uensgue AR ENiTNWAEEIAIMNNIIN I8 T LA LTI AaedN1943Tle

a L% Y o ¥ a o/ I o dl 1 o 1
@'mmiwmﬂ@mﬂuﬂug@ﬂ%mqmmmﬂmmﬂum@m:mmimmm AIREIN

" "This kind of programme teaches people to think," said former Prime Minister Anand
Panyarachun. "l can't believe the government would be so unwise as to shut it down."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, February 29, 1996)
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"The Feuding Ministers: Differences between Thailand's two economic czars have again

erupted. The country is the lose" "Fiscal conservative Tarrin addheres strictly to the
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IMF's rigid regimen" "Fiscal liberal Supachai wants to boost exports by weakening the
Thai baht"
(Asiaweek, April 2, 1999)
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WIAY: "The Army Is Watching: Fresh Criticism Puts the Government on Its Guard" e
AIN: "Army Commander-in-Chief Wimol Wongwanich has promised his men will stay in
their barracks. But Premier Banharn knows his government is now under scrutiny"

(Asiaweek, September 8,1995)
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"By contrast, the military has been openly supportive of political reform. Military leaders,
including Gen. Chetta, pushed the government to approve the new constitution in their
capacity as senators. But military observers note that the top brass has avoided taking
sides. "The military was never going to interfere either to remove Chavalit or keep him in
power," says a Western defence attach, "Their business is to stay neutral.”

(Far Eastern Economic Review, Novermber 6, 1997)
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"After the thaw, the freeze. In the last two months, Burma's military junta has abandoned

“constructive engagement” with Thailand, closed their common border to trade and
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halted work on a "friendship" bridge linking Myawadi with Mae Sot on the Thai side of the
Moei river."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, July 13, 1995)
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"Thai military officials are frustrated over the lack of Malaysian cooperation in extraditing
a suspected Muslim terrorist."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, January 16, 1998)
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"The government signed an "action plan” with China, taking the countries' close relations
to new heights. The plan outlines cooperation in 15 areas, including security, trade,
shipping, technology transfer and agriculture.”

(Far Eastern Economic Review, February 18, 1999)
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"City of Appetite" (March 19, 1998) Lﬁmmﬂﬁ%‘mmmi@é@m NINNILAINTIAN
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"Pointed into a Corner: Thai artists have the skill. One of the things they now need is an
international canvas."

(Asiaweek, October 2 ,1998)
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"First the good news: Cars on a handful of Bangkok's main roads are moving nearly 30%

faster. The bad news is that their average speed is still only 18 kilometers an hour."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, February 15, 1999)
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" A growing shortage of qualified staff now threatens Thailand's regional ambitions in
finance, engineering, IT and other high-value services. With the bulk of its 34 million
workforce without even high school diplomas, college-trained job hunters command
hefty premiums."

(Asiaweek, July 7, 1995)

WIAYN: "Feeling Squeezed: Thailand's economic woes fuel worker unrest” Wamnu: "In
fact, the number of strikes in Thailand has been rising steadily in recent years and has
become a serious source of concern for foreign investors and local businessmen."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, January 9,1997)
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“In Thailand and across Asia corrupt officials profit enormously from the huge flows of
workers crossing national borders. Not only do they-help illicit job-seekers gain entry,
but also they prey on them during their stay. This abuse of authority is made easier by
governments that officially outlaw immigration while tacitly approving it."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, May 30, 1996)
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"The police excuse that low pay makes corruption necessary is becoming less
palatable. At Bangkok's Chulalongkorn University three researchers took the trouble to
put a figure on what they call the "illegal economy" -- prostitution, gambling, arms -- and
its contributions to police pockets. The academics placed its value at up to $80 billion a
year, equivalent to half of Thailand's GDP"

(Asiaweek, September 27, 1996)
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WIAYA: "Tough Justice: Police war on drugs raises human-rights worries" Lﬁ'ﬂmm: "
The killings in Suphanburi aren't the only evidence fuelling the concern. Thongbai
Thongbao, a prominent human-rights lawyer in Bangkok, says 15 drug suspects have
been killed by police since November. And the State Department's human-rights report
cites as many as 111 cases of extrajudicial killings by civil officials in 1995 and the first
half of 1996 -- a number that-has increased, it notes."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, February 20 ,1997)
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"Tiller's Troubles: Farmers want a better deal from government.”

(Far Eastern Economic Review, October 19, 1995)
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"Rallying For Change: Thailand's poor take to the streets."
(Asiaweek, November 28,1997)
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"Banks and finance companies are being bailed out. But farmers, many of whom owe
the equivalent of 10 years' income to load sharks, are largely on their own."

(Asiaweek, December 18, 1998)
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"But decades of rapid economic growth have left officials unprepared to deal with the
swelling numbers of unemployed created by Thailand's recession. Averse to expensive
Western-style welfare systems, the government faces growing anger over its perceived
indifference to unemployment."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, July 9, 1998)
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"Southern Discomfort: Muslim rebels are being blamed for acts of terror in the Thai
south. But local officials are just as culpable."

(Asiaweek, March 20, 1998)
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"As Thai industries try to scale the value-added ladder, the lack of a skilled workforce is
the country's most often-cited obstacle. This is hardly surprising, since educating
people has never been a major focus of Thailand's government: The system was geared
to provide a good solid primary education to a largely agrarian society; more was
necessary only for the country's elite."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, December 4, 1997)
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"Bang For The Baht: Thailand's hitmen are busy these day, killing business people. Their
orders come from very powerful figures."

(Asiaweek, March 28, 1997)

"End of Innocence: Foreign expert's murder spotlights Thailand's dark side"

(Far Eastern Economic Review, April 1, 1999)
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"Cheap and easy to buy, yaba has become the drug of choice in Thailand in recent
years... Perhaps most chilling is the rapidly increasing sale of yaba -- once confined to
manual labourers and truck drivers -- to Thailand's children."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, Arpil 15, 1999)

Tunngananaaglenn ananealfiasfeuaningarsnasdsamaludes
tymnedeanandlng  Aadsznalnadszauilammesdsauninungldanduiloyinig
q9193ARdn  TToUrIuaeen Lé’ﬁuﬁﬁﬁﬂi:wqaﬁm@u TU1ANNENNAUIBINHATNS
tymAndneu  ymnisdnen 8 %\iﬂ‘j"m{]ﬂﬂ’]\‘]mj’]L@N’aluﬁﬁﬂﬁmﬂ@’]ﬂ’]')ﬁiw
szna %'\1m:ﬁ@ulﬁﬁwjﬁgm@%ﬂﬂ@mumm&’ummﬁluma‘l,t,ﬁﬂzymmmﬁ@mq@%

]9

o - & =
8. AMNANTULAN Lu'ﬂﬁ’]ﬂitmﬂﬂuj



111

i

dl o v dl dg/ dl a a a
ANTNN 27 LaasnIwansinNuLAninadllanilizinnay 12 NN LUAAANNTDLALNLAL
v a = dw dl ! 1 o a |
uﬂﬂ@lu’)x‘mqiuumﬂ (LummﬂLu@mﬂ?ummujmuslm&lgﬂmmmiummwLﬂu

= By o o X Saa o by =
NANWHINNEA el N wanendle ] sznauiuilamniyAnautawndaauin  lun

Hom o = PR & A o A A \ o
14 ‘i'ilf‘Nﬂ@f]']ﬂ\'iL'ﬂquﬂ?gﬁ@u‘ﬂLﬂuUQﬂVIWUNWﬂW@‘@LW’]uu)

a

Uszifau 1NRUANY ALATFNA 1IN ALATEHFNA
GIEHeT Eick 93 \BLTEIR El 293
uan
yAnATLAedE 10 4 10 8 - 8
n1snvA 1 - 1 2 - 2
‘].IVH.I"W]%@N"JZ\WH = - S 1 1 2
ATl 27 Aswudniinesnsting ﬁiwﬂ?:mﬁlﬁmwmmqﬂﬂ@ﬁ'ﬁ%@mmm
ﬂa‘zmﬂiwﬂuﬁﬂm\imﬂmn‘ﬁlqm ImﬂL‘ﬁ@mmﬂm}jLﬁmﬁumﬂﬁﬁ*mﬁﬁmmﬁm

Uszina yieldFunistndesaanuiungi e &, AvsnistaduiniarsnifeesldFuneda
Alternative Nobel Prize Wl 1995 wnzianiiiid ﬁumﬁ;u@ﬁmmm?ﬁuumﬂﬁ?ﬂum;ﬁLﬂu
yagtinszandszmalng  uazldsusedaunnlalalul 1997 dnnisiewmaaauanii
WaeNTIARN  edlagMseRRUIENITIUAT WATHLAYN. Ind  Fuing e siung

a

= rdl | o dlddl = 1 < Yo o o a A Y G| dl
mmc}uuwmLﬂuuﬂﬁ;?ﬂwmmzﬁm [Fﬁ\‘iﬂvl,ﬂﬁ“]_lﬂ’]ﬁ‘q@‘ﬂuﬂ‘].l@’]ﬂL@L‘ﬁﬂ’]ﬂlﬂLﬂuﬁuﬁIﬂuﬂﬂ@

o

A1ATY 50 AUUINTENELEE. wislannd gnawsdlasusasdauunlals ananFnisanssny

¥
o a v v

o o il : o
wananifadnnaesinfeslneg nmn s dadungumalusialssmansziszes
AnlignisfuinFesssduuunans - weaasaut nasium analnapumaaaniiluug

wuuszaulan (supermodel)  LiluAw

° o @ dl [ a | o o e ° a a‘d‘
Auiudszinunaaiunasaralaguaniduninaasinueg ausnet ARIWEIa1NI9D
a 1

WamwRanasannisuavduladutininudludl 1997 16 wazinmudalng ununiruded

gnisudsdumutiassiuunungig  usiu

AusulszifuguLaNREAULNUINIaEaNIaTUInaNUIY AN ldRalssng

1‘1/]?]3\1’&@3\]’3@ﬂ]u‘ﬂll‘ﬂ’&?zﬂqﬂW@ﬁﬂ?ZLV]ﬁﬁuﬂiu@]Nﬂ’]ﬂ LAZADNINTUNNITLAURUNNEINU




112

nsLAvnslszinATeigLIaeEuanzan  iesaninszsatiyiRdeyatnnansuen At

doglidenaatuinntiinsaseuiguialfetusinn - Asinet

"But now the Thai press seems to have become more like Khao Sod's Alsatian, keeping
a watchful eye on the economy and the government. That task has been made easier by
the approval of a new, liberal constitution in October 1997, as well as by the passage
the previous month of the National Information Act, which promotes transparency within
the government."

(Far Eastern Economic Review, December 24, 1998)
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Tips on Thailand

The Market Is Not as Bad as It Looks

been this year’s laggard. So is it ready to rip? Pernille

Svensson, who manages several Thai and Sri Lankan funds
for Thornton Management (Asia), should know. Svensson, who
holds a master’s degree in economics from the University of
Copenhagen, followed Asia’s emerging markets from Denmark
before relocating to Hong Kong 21 months ago. Last week, she
spoke with Asiaweek’s Senior Correspondent Assif Shameen

about Thailand’s prospects.

: Of all the stock markets in East Asia, Bangkok’s bourse has

Why are people turning bearish on Thailand’s economic

fundamentals? :

Three negatives are
causing worries. Inflation is
picking up quite dramatical-
ly — it’s now 6.2%, up
from 3% last year. You have
credit growth of 30% just
since the first half of this
year and you have a deterio-
rating current account def-
icit. Due to the floods, food
prices have risen faster than
anyone had anticipated and
that has pushed up the infla-
tion numbers. The credit
growth comes from Bang-
kok’s tremendous offshore
lending. As for the current
account deficit, foreign di-
rect investments started to
grow quite briskly when the
yen was strong, but now
they are likely to slow.

Are political concerns
holding back the market?

Politics was a concern
for foreign investors in thie past, but that is no longer the case. In
fact, local investors seem to be more worried about politics than

international ones. Foreigners have tended not to pull out of the -

market but to wait on the sidelines for some good news to
emerge. Politics is a temporary feature and always a good trading
opportunity. That’s how most fund managers look at it.

Why aren’t stocks cheap in Thailand?

The valuations in Bangkok are distorted by the high multiples
that some telecommunications stocks have enjoyed. Telecom
stocks now account for 18% of the index. When you have compa-
nies selling on multiples of one-hundred-times current year's earn-
ings you are going to distort the average market valuations. But if
you take away the telecom sector, Thai stocks are selling at 16 or
17 times current year’s earnings. That compares very well with the
rest of the region. Earnings growth forecasts are being revised
downward because they were unrealistically high. Some sectors
have been disappointing in their first-half earnings, particularly
property and finance. Banking came out pretty flat in the first half,
but that was on the back of tremendous growth the previous year.

Critics say Thailand doesn’t have a variety of stocks?

That’s true. Banks account for 23% of the total market cap
talization and finance companies 11%, so the finance sector alor
makes up 34%. Telecommunications comparies come to anoth
18%-10-20%. If you just look at the most liquid stocks — the tc

| 25 — these figures are further magnified. If you are a big invest
1 in the Thai market it is very difficult to avoid these two sector

And you have to be very sure when you decide to overweight

underweight them. There are some new areas like energy, whic
will grow in future. And there is the building-material sect
mostly cement companies. But even here you can get confuse
Siam Cement is really a conglomerate and TPI Polene is in
both chemicals and cement.

What sectors do you like best?

You can’t avoid banking. It’s not very hot, but it’s a che
sector compared to the rest of the market. Not only do banks p:
vide exposure to the entire economy, they also have steady car
ings growth, interest margins of 4% and average returns of j
under 2%. Even as the fina
cial markets are deregulat
and foreign banks come °
there are still areas whe
local banks will have a co:
petitive edge. Mortga
lending is increasing 30%
year and is likely to contir
growing. The local de
market is another promisi
area.

PERMILLE SYENSSON
The turmoil of Thai
politics may put off
local investors, but it
has the opposite effect
on international fund
managers. Says
Svensson: “Politics is
a temporary feature
and always a good

tradil}g opportunity” What sectors wot

you rather avoid rig

CATCH THE WAVE nowi{ 1 definitel

1600 will definitely ave

BE‘IEL‘;’" the two fixed-line telec

1,500 S releaas %
Exchange operators eleco

and Thai Telephone
Telecommunications.
¢ telecommunications sec
2 has been disappointi:
£ Revenue per line is lo
JASONDJFMAMIJASO 3 than expected and nea
195% 1895 3 20%-10-25% of the lines :
are connected arc not re:
producing much revenue. Fixed-line operators are trading
incredibly high muitiples and aren’t likely to show great results
another year or more. I am also avoiding property. There are s¢
speculative opportunities in the sector, where you can get in
get out quickly. But overall, I.am not optimistic, given comnst
tion delays caused by the floods and lower-than-expected pre-s
of new units. T would definitely stay away from PTT Explora:
because it won’t be getting much from exploration until 1998.

1,400 Index

What stocks do,you like 7

In the finance sector I like National Finance and Fins
One. 1 also like Siam Commercial Bank, which has much h
er fee-income exposure than its counterparts and has under
formed the sector in the past year. Industrial Finance Cory
Thailand or IFCT, which serves industrial enterprises, is an¢
“of my favorites, though it is not covered by many analysts
not a bank, but, like banks, it provides long-term loans. I alsc
United Communication Industry, the mobile phone operat:
is the only cheap stock in the telecommunications sector

could be involved in the next fixed-line license.
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More Inflation Fears

8 xpect slower, but stable growth:

- Government priorities for 1996 are to
Ll tame inflation and ~rune a current-
account deficit hovering at a high 7.5% of
GDP. Thailand’s problems have changed. In
1994, inflation was fueled by rising food
prices. The new worry is the soaring price of
construction materials to meet demand after
last year’s disastrous floods. Livestock prices
may also go up. Still, the economic funda-
mentals remain good and inflationary pres-
sures could weaken fater in 1996. That may
lure a new round of foreigninvestment.
Doubts over the government’s financial com-
petence might marginally hainper the econo-
my. End-1936 dollar rate: B25.5 {1995: B25).
SET index, end-1996: 7,400711895: 1,281}, ~ ~

GROWTH & INFLATIDR

Asiaweek; January 12, 1998

BANKING ERROR
== }Many central banks
== are crilicized for pre-
$nting overly-optimistic offi-
4 figures, but the Bank of

fland almost went too far
shen it failed to include about

million in imports for last

ember’s trade balance,
081% enor. It caught the
lake before releasing the
Wres, but it stifl caused revi-
%ns to the country’s eco- -'
“mic growth estimates.

Asiaweek, February 8, 1996
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B ESCAPED INJURY Uiy
Luang Phor Khoon, 73, possibly Thailand’s
most revered monk; when the Mercedes he
was traveling in overturned three times while
he was on the way to hospital for his regular
check-up; in Nakhon Ratchasima Jan. 7. The
car accident left Luang Phor Khoon, who en-
joys being driven fast, with only a sniall
scratch above his lefteye. . oo v s

[

Asiaweek, January 19, 1996

...THE SAME COIN - -
=== Thailand’s legislators
E== have adopted a differ-
ent tack 1o battle the flesh
frade. A new bill imposes hea-
vier penalties — fines of up t¢
$16,000 and jail terms be-
tween 10 and 20 years —on
procurers, brothel-keepers and
parents who sell children into
vice, But prostitutes will face
lighter sentences. Critics say
that tougher law enforcement |
is till the.only real remedy. .

Asiaweek, May 3, 1896



Bird Mcﬁntyre in Refreat

Thai pop idol Thongchai “Bird”
Mclintyre has become an early-to-
bed creature. At lzast for the next
couple of months while he gives
up singing and acting to do a tem-
porary stint as a Buddhist monk —
a rite of passage most Thai men go
through at some time. His new
Lifestyle involves getting up before
dawn, meditation
and intense prayer.
Oh, and like his
monastery mates, he
will have to walk 1.5
kam barefoot through
the hills for his one
meal of the day.
(Mind you, he did
arrange for the
paving of the moun- * -
tain road leading up
to the retreat.) The
40-year-old chose a
forest monastery in

Chiang Mai for his time-out — but
it obviously wasn’t enough to keep

“his fans at bay. So many have

made their way there that food and
souvenir vendors have set up stalls
outside the temple. Bird (right)
found regional fame in 1991 with

. his bouncy song about chilis, Prik

Kee Noo. His delighted mother
attended the recent ordination cer-
emony in Bangkok.

AslAf\tVE;x JANUARY 9, 1998
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2003 BANGKOK

Thai scientists’ efforts to clane the legendary White Elephant proved
rather too successful. There was only one solution: Cloning the
long-extinct Great White Hunter to take on the pests.

ASIAWEEK JANUARY 29, 1999
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Where Old Ways Die Hard

In the provinces, patronage politics still rules

L20UB AND PROUD Ex-PM Banharn (Joft) says Bill Clinton has done a lot for his home state too

By SANcWON SUH AND
Jutian Gearing SupHAN Buri

22, anham Silapa-archa scuffs the ground
. with his shoe and frowns. “Not

' lenough cement has been used here,”

@ he tells the accompanying officials as
he points to a ragged portion of the road.
“This is why [ have to come personally
and check all the details. I suggest you get
this repaired.”

Attention to detail is Banhara’s forte.
Ordering the changing of a lightbulb or
chastising contractors over the quality of
the varnished floor in a sparkling new bas-
ketball stadium is all in a weekend’s work
for the former premier. A self-confessed
workaholic, 65-year-old Banham is a key
mover and shaker in his home province of
Suphan Buri in central Thailand. His sup-
porters claim no one has done more for the
development of the area than Banharn. His
many achievements — which include
schools, six-lane highways and even an
annual trash-clearing campaign — helped
him get the Chart Thai Party’s leadership
and eventually the premiership in 1995 for
a year-long, though troubled, tenure.

To his critics, Banharn is the epitome
of old-style politics, a rural powerbroker
who thrives in the smoky world of palm
grease and backroom deals. They say his
hold on what is essentially his personal
fiefdom represents patronage politics at its
worst, with all the pork, vote-buying and
influence-peddling that it entails. And

Banharn is not alone; he seems to be sim-
ply a small part of a vast network of local
MPs across the country who have estab-
lished a cozy relationship with their con-
stituencies. It is a reinvigorated version of
the old system that has held local commu-
nities together for centuries. The phu yai
— people with power and money — give
material aid to those less well-off. In

return, those in the lower rungs offer their -

help and support when they are needed.

Banharn reckons there is nothing
wrong with the arrangement. *I think it is
the same practice everywhere in the
world,” he says. “The MPs have to do
something good for their constituencies or
they will not-be elected. Look at the
United States. President Bill Clinton has
done a lot for his home state of Arkansas.”
He then points to Japan and South Korea:
“What I have heard is they also spend a lot
of money and give out gifts to people in
their constituency. Would this be consid-
ered vote-buying?”

Banharn denies he has ever bought
votes. But it remains an open secret that all
parties — even the reputedly clean De-
mocrats — have engaged in the practice.
“At the last election, {soon-to-be-premier
Chavalit Yongchaiyudh’s] New Aspira-
tion Party sent out people to give money to
the people,” says Surin resident Veeraporn
Pakdi (not his real name). “The first time
we received 200 baht, then about a week
later 150 baht, and then just before the
poll, 50 Baht. Obviously you are under

156

pressure to vote for their candidate, Thjg s
the sort of thing other parties do as wejy »
Many observers believe money tipped the -
result in Chavalit’s favor in 1996, whep
his party pipped the Democrats by just two
seats. In all, some 20 billion baht (3790
million at the 1996 exchange rate) is eg;.
mated to have been spent by politicians i
that election. :

An obvious result of such Tampang
spending is that power often goes to the
most generous candidate rather than the
most qualified one. Another consequence
is more corruption. Upon coming to office
the victor seeks to recoup his campajgl;
expenditures by raking off money from
government projects. Meanwhile, his
home region is rewarded with public
works, his supporters with plum positions
and lucrative contracts. - s

And if money does not go far enough,
it can always be backed up by a little mus. _
cle. The role of guns and goons is far less
obvious in Thailand than in some more
violence-prone countries. Still. all-political
parties at one time or another have looked
for support from the underworld’s jao pho
(godfathers), whose influence is especially
pronounced in the major vote banks of the
northeast. Says Chamnong Wairottana, a
former village leader: “}In the northeast],
they have influential people. If villagers do
not follow what they say. they will get
angry.” And then? “They have the power
to make people disappear.”

The new Constitution promises to
change this old face of Thai politics. But
few expect the system of patronage poli-
tics to change dramatically anytime soon.
Kraisak Choonhavan, son of the late ex-
premier Chatichai Choonhavan and an
adviser to Bangkok governor Bhichit Rat-
takul, thinks the next election will see
even more money being splurged, not-
withstanding the economic downturn.
“You will be surprised [at how much
money the politicians have].” he suys.
“They will spend it, and the prediction is
that they will spend even more than in the
last election.” ]

At least p.r.-wise, the old players are
learning to adjust themiselves to the new
ball game. Banharn, for one, understands
the need to improve the image of his Chart
Thai Party, and an ongoing party revamp
indicates that the systems are being
changed and potential candidates more
closely vetted. Banharn also talks of a pol-
icy platform, something Thailand’s re.la—
tionship-driven parties are not known for.
I wish to focus on the development of the
rural areas and the upgrading of living
conditions for people upcountry.” That
would be a good start. Of course, his sup-
porters would say he has accomplished all
that already. a

28

ASIAWEEK JUNE 19, 1998 -




157

A GHEER FOR THAILAND

It is coping better with the Crisis than some neighbors

hey may share a border, but in recent years Thailand and
Malaysia often seemed an ocean apart. Along with
Indonesia, Malaysia epitomized ASEAN’s ideal of politi-
cal stability. The tranquil domestic scene gave the coun-
try a purposeful sense of direction and a confident air on the

world stage. Kuala Lumpur became a spokesman for the

developing world. Thailand, by contrast, seemed a shuffling,
confused mess. A series of ineffectual governments wilted in
the face of political infighting, army

senior leaders. It would also boost Thailand’s influence
among member states to a level more commensurate with its
size. Bangkok’s advocacy of *“flexible engagement” in the
region is likely to stay. Chuan stands to benefit as well from a
relatively settled economy. There are encouraging signs that
the country first into the Crisis will also be first out. Interest
rates and inflation are expected to fall significantly in the first
quarter of next year, while some experts are tipping growth to

' : resume in the year to September 1999.

- interference and public protest. In the
space of a year, however, the old

Chuan’s quiet diplomacy has
earned international respect and

helped turn Thailand’s potentially

assumptions have been turned on their

heads. Now it is the Malaysians who
are struggling to keep a foothold as
economic certainties are felled, bring-
ing down with them the social and
political order. The Thais, for their
part, are experiencing. the first flower-
ing of a an improvement in fortunes.
Despite the devastating impact of
the economic slump, Thailand has
seen little unrest and no military inter-
vention. A new Constitution has be-
gun the task of cutting down graft and

LS
L

testy relationship with the Internation-
al Monetary Fund into a working part-
nership to rebuild prosperity. Where
the IMF’s policies were impractical,
the Thais bargained concessions and
helped soften its stance across the re-
gion. Deputy premier Supachai Pan-
itchpakdi is bidding to become the
next head of the World Trade Organi-
zation. If he wins appointment as the
first Asian to lead the global body, he
intends to “bridge the gap” between

03UBR30Y ‘A SRS AR VORERSAY

limiting money politics. A sense that
national unity is vital in such troubled times has produced, if
not political consensus, at ieast a lessening of the factional
strife that crippled governments. In short, Thailand’s democ-
racy is maturing. Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai recently
feceived the nation’s third-largest party, Chart Pattana, into
his coalition, further shoring up the government’s stability.
" Re-election now seems a less daunting task.

Victory would bring Chuan his second consecutive term

{and third overall) as PM, making him one of ASEAN's more

the developed and developing worlds.

~ None of this means Thailand is home free. Behind its
new charter, the old evils of money potitics still lurk. They
mayv vet ambush Chuan at the next election. His Democrats
may head a healthy coalition, but Thai politicians are notori-
ously fickle with their allegiances in the face of power shifts.
And if the world does stumble into recession, Thailand’s —
and the region’s — recovery would be stalled. Still, the Thais
have been doing quite a few things right. Compared with what
is happening among its neighbors, that is no mean feat. =

ASIAawWEEK OCTOBER 16. 1998
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'Royal Reproach

King gives politAic_i‘ans another scolding

By Michaei Vatikiotis in Bangkok

‘revered monarch, King Bhumibol
Adulyadej, hard at work, poring

: T hais are accustomed to seeing their

- “over maps and conferring with officials

.- om the numerous development projects he
_-oversees. But for almost three hours on

., the evening of September 12, they were

" * treated to an even more engaging side of
- the monarch, who celebrates half a cen-

smap of Bangkok’s eastern

* officials, sitting around the

tury on the throne hiext year. :
As television cameras fixed on the 67-

year-old king, seated at a table wearing a

plain, dark suit, he repeat-
edly stabbed his finger ata

suburbs. Bluntly he asked
senior city and irrigation £

same table, why nothing
had been done to defend
outlying areas of the city
from flooding. ;

The king said it was noth-
ing short of “silly” that resi-
dents of these areas could
face costly damage to their
homes and livelihood be-
cause of inadequate provi-
sion for drainage to the sea.
Flood barriers and pumps
protect the inner city from
severe flooding, but the king
speculated that “there could
be disputes between those
inside and outside the flood barriers which
could grow into riots.” .

It was the third time in as many

“ months that King Bhumibol has conveyed

his views frankly and directly to the peo-
ple, a display of royal opinion that

€rs say is unprecedented in his long
reign. For one experienced foreign ob-
server of Thailand, it amounts to an “en-
gagement that reflects public dissatisfac-

- tion with the performance of politicians.””

- In July, the king addressed the incom-

- ing cabinet of Prime Minister Banharn

Silpa-archa and sharply reminded them
to carry out. their duty diligently. “The
people are intelligent,” the king warned.
“From now on, you should do a good job
and bring prosperity to the country.”
Then, in mid-August, the king chose a
gathering of senior Thai diplomats to
scold the government for failing to ad-
equately address Bangkok’s ever-worsen-
ing traffic chaos. “They only talk, talk, talk,
and argue, argue, argue,” he said, refer-
Hng to government ministers charged
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with solving the traffic problem. The gov-
ernment has failed to centralize responsi-

bility for Bangkok transport, assuring that

bureaucratic snarls will persist.
On September 12, Bangkokians who

" managed to crawl home by 9 p.m. through

sodden streets and rush-hour traffic saw
their monarch display further impatience
with his ministers. “Ministers say: ‘Never
mind, never mind, if the floods come,
we’ll pay compensation. But there will
definitely be flooding. Who won't suffer
losses?™ the king asked, stressing that it
was more important to prevent flooding.

The king’s remarks prompted imme-
diate action. That night, sandbags ap-
peared in low-lying neighbourhoods as
water from the swollen Chao Phraya River
approached Bangkok. Banham-—who has
spent much of the past two weeks with
trousers rolled up to his knees, passing
out food packages to flood victims up-
country—cancelled a visit to Singapore
and Indonesia to deal with the flooding,
the worst since 1983. ,

The 'monarch’s intervention high-
lighted his concern for the capital—and
his implicit doubts about the govern-
ment's ability to protect it, observers say.
“He is concerned, and perhaps believes
that by going on the air in this way, that
officials will cooperate more,” comments
a senior Thai academic. “There’s a sense
of urgency. He wants to get the message
out beyond the officials.”

The current government wasn’t the
only target—the king said better flood-
prevention measures were called for a
decade ago, but not implemented. Yet the
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king’s latest statements seem to reflect
concern in the upper levels of the estab-
lishment about the performance of the
three-month-old government of Prime
Minister Banharn. The bureaucracy,
together with the military, traditionally
regards itself as aloof from the politicians
and close to the king.

The opposition has been quick to make
capital of this. “The feeling is the govern-
ment has no sense at all of what they must
do, and the king must show them the
way,” says an opposition politician.

Certainly on the subject of flooding,
the king displayed a full grasp of the facts,
astonishing viewers with his detailed
knowledge of the problems faced by
Bangkokians in outlying suburbs. But his
criticism was not confined to the govemn-
ment, and showed a shrewd sense of the
broader problems facing Thailand.

Aiming criticism at developers and

King Bhumibol Adulyadej had something to say about Thailand’s floods.

land-owners, the king cited their inability
to set aside land for the construction of
floodways, and the failure of individual
factories to provide proper drainage.
“Where is people’s sense-of duty to the
nation?” he asked. “There must be peo-
ple who are willing to make sacrifices to
help the country.”

he king’s high public profile comes

I despite two periods of hospitaliza-
tion, in March and September, for
treatment of a minor heart ailment."On
both occasions, the king's doctors said
balloon angio-plasty had successfully
cleared up the problem. The king's illness
has curtailed a normally frenetic schedule

‘of visits to royal-sponsored development

projects around the country, but it didn’t
stop him from spending long hours por-
ing over flood-prevention plans while in
hospital. “The king’s illness keeps him in
Bangkok. But he still wants to be so en-
gaged,” says a source close to the royal
household. - B
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NEWS ITEM: ANGERED BY ITS CRITICAL COVERAGE, THE THA! GOVERNMENT PULLS
THE PLUG ON A POPULAR CURRENT-AFFAIRS SHOW.

Far Eastem Economic Review

March 7, 19086

WS ITEM: A PRIVATE POLLING AGENCY IN BANGKOK, THE RAJAPAK INSTITUTE,
LABELS THE RECENT THAI ELECTIONS THE DIRTIEST AND MOST VIOLENT SINCE THE
MID-1970S, PARTICULARLY DENOUNCING CANDIDATES' BLATANT VOTE-BUYING.

Far Eastermn Economic Review

November 28, 1896
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NEWS ITEM: Thailand agrees to float its beleaguered baht—reassuring
investors and nudging its stockmarket upwards.

Far Eastem Economic Review

Juiy 17, 1997
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Confidence Game

The unbearable lightness of Thai democracy

n most places where elected leaders become embroiled
in scandal, the solution is cbvious: Throw the bums
out. In Thailand, however, the situation is more

| complicated. For Thailand’s problem is not the bums. It's
‘the system that propels them to the top.

For the past few months, Prime Minister Banharn Silpa-

" archa has been accused of everything from avoiding tax

on a questionable land deal to plagiarism and changing
his birth date. Now his six-party coalition hangs in the
balance. The business community is fed up. Stocks have
hit a three-year low. And early this month, Moody’s down-
graded the country’s short-term debt rating. Though
Thailand’s long-term indicators are healthy, in the here

and now Thai aspirations are increasingly crashing down

on the hump of patronage politics.

In many ways, the predicament Thailand now finds
itself in‘is one common to democracies worldwide: Politi-
cal mechanisms have simply not kept pace with progress
in other sectors. In an era where economies put a pre-
mium on flexibility and quick turnaround, most parlia-
ments have proved incapable of dealing with issues in an
efficient way. And the same social and econemic forces
pushing the political machinery to their limits are also
having an effect on the kind of people who become poli-
tidans. At a recent dinner in Bangkok our table
companions—business people, officials, academics—were
all agreed on one thing: Whereas only a decade ago the

i most sophisticated Thais would be found in the govern-

ment or the army, today they are to be found in the private
sector. And the gap is growing.

" Thailand’s answer is to convene a convention of con-
stitutional and legal experts, foreign as well as domestic,
to find ways to limit corruption. We wish them well but

. are sceptical that countries can regulate their way to
+ reform. For so long as governments have favours to sell,
© there will always be buyers. Surely it is no coincidence

that every scandal—from the near-failure of the Bangkok
Bank of Commerce, ‘the purchase of submarines from'a
Swedish arms manufacturer to the Justice Minister’s charge
that the price of a banking licence is a $30 million bribe—
revolve around some government contract or licence. As
we have said before, liberalization has an ethical as well
s an economic imperative.

On the political side, too, the degree of centralization

; Buarantees a system dominated by special interests. For a

People unused to handling the day-to-day issues in their
91 neighbourhood will find themselves ill-equipped
when called upon to decide the larger ones affecting the
"2bon. The same goes for local assemblies whose sole
esponsibility is to divvy up goodies channelled from

ngkok; this is hardly the breeding ground for future
Statesmen. To the contrary, such assemblies will come to

ip

~"TEMBER 26, 1996

be dominated, as is Thailand’s, by interests (primarily
construction groups) angling for a slice of the pie. In short
what Thailand needs most is for Bangkok to start devolv-
ing power: More political power—and responsibility—to
the provinces; more economic power to the private sector.

As we go to press the parliament debates a no confi-
dence motion accusing Mr. Banharn of governing “with-
out sufficient knowledge, ability, effidency . . . morality
or leadership.” Whether he will win or lose that fight, we
do not know. What we do know is that Mr. Banharn is
not the problem in Thai politics. He is its product.

THAILAND
Security Threats Identified
A white paper issued by the
Ministry of Defence said the

- country will face probiems in -
the future over unclear
borders. Internal changes in
neighbouring countries may
also affect security, including
the rise to power of “certain
political leaders.” It reiterated
that the main role of the
country’s armed forces is to
defend the monarchy. It also
recommended that the navy
should acquire fighter
aircraft.
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.efloating Théil;hd’
economy is proving:harder than

about recovery by mid-year. So far there
are no signs of that. In fact, thmgmaybe
getting worse.

In the first week of AprLl, ‘the baht
" plunged to am eight-year low, touching

26.1 to the doflar. According to Morgan

Stanley Capital International Indices, Thai

stock prices fell 15% in U.S. doﬂarterms
during the first quarter.

Moody’s, as expected, downgraded the
. country’s A2 Jong-term sovereign-debt
rating to A3. Addressing both the imme-
. diate challenges of rising foreign debt and
difficulties in the financial sector “may
prove far more painful and difficalt than
presently anticipated by many observers,”
Moody’s concluded.

The only goed news has been the gov-
emment’s announcement of plans to deal
with the situation. In a bid to restore calm
to the troubled finance sector, the gov-
ernment announced in early April that it
would encourage finance companies to
merge. It also offered the prospect of win-
ning commercial licences to merged com-
panies able to muster a minimum 7.5 bil-
lion baht ($290 million) in capital.
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R many. anticipated. For much of the.
first quarter, government - officials and :
some local bankers talked confidently -

- mates, the level of bad debt carried by all’

exceeds 200 billion baht.

Thailand’s investment bubble. “This is the
end of finance companies as we know .
them,” says a local bank executive. :
The trouble is, the plan did not specnfy .
~who will supply the money needed by the
merged firms. According to some esti;:

of the country’s 91 finance compani

One option is to draw on the central?
bank’s rehabilitation fund, made up of lim- -

. ited private-sector contributions. But the

failed Bangkok Bank of Commerce, with "
a bad-debt burden as high as 70 bﬂhon
baht, is already at the fromt of the queue;?
There's always the taxpayer, but that -
could send the wrong signals internation-
ally. To foreign investors, Thailand’s low
government debt and high public savings
constitute its last shred of financial cred-
ibility. Any hint of a taxpayer-funded bail- |
out could trigger further downgrades in -
the country’s long-term debt.
Perhaps aware of these fears, Finance
Minister Amnuay Virawan has denied that
a single baht of taxpayers’ money will be
used to bail out the troubled finance sec
tor. That leaves the government with pre- !
cious few options. Current limits on for- !

-eign ownership of financial institutions |

could be relaxed to encourage more for- |
eign investment. But even then, who Will
want to take on the bad debt without,
guarantees of support? -
Meanwhile, falling corporate earni
and lower revenues from value-added _
caused by sluggish imports are expec
to eat into government revenues this y
The current revenue projection for the fis;.
cal year ending on September 3C is 9h;
billion baht. That’s 19 billion short of the]
944 billion baht in planned expendituig
although the government claimS it ma]
not spend all of that amount. e
For the five months to February 1997;
the government recorded a deficit of 584
billion baht, compared with a surplusd
13.7 billion a year earlier. According to#
report issued by BZW Asia in Bangkok:
the budget surplus for fiscal 1997 could:
shrink to 0.5% of GDP, against a year| i
earlier surplus equal to 1.6%. That doesa®;
give Thailand’s financial sector much of3
lifeline. # Michael Vatlk|oiﬁ
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v Rodney Tasker In Bangkok

he Western-educated Thai business-

i,;-" - man shakes his head gloomily: “I'm
141l - off to buy Milton’s Paradise Lost,”
' 1‘;gays purposefully. Why? “What else
¢ &1 do with all this [expletive deleted]
k &nnd he huffs. :

| BHe is not alone in his misery, but others
{ wtexpressing their dismay in more mean-
| itg?\ﬂ ways. With the economy and finan-
| Gisystem in their murkiest state in a
. giade, the baht sinking to an unprec-

sdented low against the United States’

follar, and the government seemingly
- jwapable of stopping the rot, Bangkok
busmessmen and other concerned groups
| e looking elsewhere for salvation.
‘#Some are pinning their hopes indirectly

ibol Adulyade] "At least one group

ﬁépsmessmen is seeking to open back-
‘girinels to the royal palace, effectively
gnnsmg the government.

sdhe dismal economic situation is com-
ided by widespread fears that parlia-
it may go against a general desire for
‘hitical reform by voting against a draft
sustitution drawn up after months . of
ﬂiberahons In mid-July, the Constitu-
g‘Draftmg Assembly agreed on two
Fﬁﬁﬂarly radical clauses in a bid to
f_ democratic ideals and curb Thai-
¥ ;endermc ‘vote-buying at election
Une clause requires MPs to give up
eats if they are chosen for the cabi-

Spport of the rulmg coahhon when it

s
L
;Nﬂp for a vote in mid-August. Indeed,

‘0. the coalition to sabotage the
0 provoke parliament into reject-
R That would lead to a national refer-
.‘mion the issue, effectively buying
W Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh

hme in office. Chavalit had said
came to power last December
Would step down when a new con-

, 1997

a@ithe country’s highest authority: King

- :"polxtxcal analysts suspect the two

Finance Minister Thanong Bidaya: Waltlng too |ong to
ask for help?

stitution was promulgated.

If it comes to a referendum “there are
going to be some powerful political forces
at play,” says Abhisit Vejjajiva, spokes-
man for the main opposition group, the
Democrat Party. That could play into the
hands of the ruling coalition, which could
defeat the legislation by employing the
very old-style money and strong-arm
tactics it aims to end.

Other analysts say the coalition
wouldn’t dare risk the people’s wrath by

voting against the reform charter. One- -

leading CDA member, who did not want
to be named, believes parliament will
endorse the new charter. “I think that
Chavalit is clever enough not to create
more difficulties for himself because of the
economic problem,” he says. “If Chavalit
and his New Aspiration Party refuse to
accept it, it might make the public angry,
and businessmen in particular might come
out with. others to oust Chavalit. There
might be a crisis.”

The Democrats are the only party SO
far to say they will vote for the draft,
despite some reservations. “As bad as the
situation is, the public would like to see
change in the rules of the game—the pub-
lic mood is very frustrated,” says Surin
Pitsuwan, a senior Democrat and former
deputy foreign minister.

For business, it’s hard to see how things
could get any worse. The government
intended the July 2 “managed flotation”
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of the baht to allow the cur-
‘rency to sink 15%, to around

30 baht to the dollar. But it is
"now breaching the 32-baht

mark and many in the busi-

‘ness community are calculat-

ing their costing at 35. Infla-

tion, below 5% at flotation
time, is rising; analysts say it
may climb to an annualized
rate of 10% or higher.
Worse, the. government
and the Bank of Thailand, the
central bank, have done little
. to clear the air of confusion.

BOT Governor Rerngchai

Marakanond resigned July 28,

citing fatigue from dealing

with the economic crisis. Ana-
lysts complain Bangkok seems
to have no concerted plan to
stop further devaluation, cush-
on its effects and assure
" foreign investors that their
money is safe. They accuse

Finance Minister Thanong

Bidaya of delaying tactics; he

waited weeks before turning

to the International Monetary

Fund on July 28 for an

unspecified amount of emer-
gency credit.

- Many businessmen are not convinced
the government can clean up the economic
malaise. On July 25, a delegation of senior
Thai industrialists” visited Prem Tin-
sulanond, senior privy councillor and
former prime minister, to ask for his help.
Prem is viewed as a channel to the king.
The businessmen “want Prem to do some-
thing, but he doesn’t know what to do,”
says one well-connected source.

The following day, Chavalit also vis-
ited Prem “to seek advice” but also, in
observers’ eyes, to try to show he is sﬁll
acceptable to the senior statesman.

B iven the economic mess—and the
G public desire for political change—
some political analysts are closely
monitoring attitudes among powerful mili-
tary -leaders.: Both supreme commmander
Gen. Mongkol Ampompisit and army chief
Gen. Chettha Tanajaro have felt compelled
to assuage fears of another military coup.
“As far as I'm still the army commander,

I can guarantee to you that there will be
no coup d’etat, no more use of force to
settle political and economic problems,”
Chettha told reporters. Military sources say
the generals mean what they say. But as
economic hardship bites deeper, and poli-
ticians are seen to be keener on their own
survival than that of the country, faith in
the current civilian administration is evap-
orating by the day. B
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