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Even when the body

is disabled, the spirit

can remain |

untouched. PATIMA

THA HLA spoke to |
a handicapped
‘woman who has
gone against
society’s
expectations to
prove these words
true.
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I’ve never for a moment felt ashamed of being handlcapped It s
not my fault that I’m disabled. Handicapped people have nothing
to be ashamed of, and we shouldn’t be blamed by society for
something we didn’t do. My mission is to act as a role model for
other handicapped people. I want to give them something to look
up to and make them feel that they, too, can live active lives.

RATCHANEE PANMALI

9¢T1



atchanee Pan-
mai is not a
great athlete
when she plays
tennis or goes
swimming.
Neither is she
an excellent singer when she
croons into the karaoke micro-
phone. ,
But whenever she does these
things, people admire her per-
formance — not for its perfection,
but for the courage and determi-
nation behind it.

Ratchanee, whose right leg is '

in a brace due to a childhood bout

of polio, has worked .- hard--to—-{-

achieve what most disabled peo-
ple never dare to do: win accep-
tance from others, and prove that
both she and other handicapped

people are legitimate members of

society.

“I’ve never for a moment felt
ashamed of being handicapped,”
said Ratchanee, 35. “It’s not my
fault that I'm disabled. Handi-
capped people have nothing to be
ashamed of, and we shouldn’t be
blamed by society for something
we didn’t do.”

Ratchanee is among a handful
of haqdicapped people who are
trying to make their presence felt
in society by participating in pub-
lic activities that are generally
considered off-limits to them. At
present, handicapped people
number about one million nation-
wide.

Most of them, Ratchanee said,
hide themselves away at home
due to embarrassment and fear of

society. Also, the lack of facilities | |

. to accommodate the handicapped

is a hurdle preventing them from !

taking an active role in society.
“My mission is to act as a role
model for other handicapped peo-

i

ple,” she asserted. “] want to give

them something to look up to and '
make them feel that they, too,can

live active lives.”

Ratchanee’s efforts not only
benefit others suffering from dis-
abilities,' but also bring her a
great deal of personal fulfillment.

* %1 enjoy the way I spend my life,”
Ratchanee said, s,xpilin_g' broadly.

“It’s a lot of fun.
One of the leading figures who

in 1992 successfully pushed for

legislation granting the handi-
capped legal rights and financial

support Irom the government,-
Ratchanee is still active in de-

manding rights for the handi-

» capped.

“Qur main priority now is to

demand the right to access public

facilities,” she urged.

Proper access to public places
and facilities, she said, is essen-
tial in making the handicapped
feel secure about venturing out-
side their homes. Sidewalk kerbs,
for instance, are too high for peo-
ple with crutches or in wheel-
chairs to access. Pedestrian traf-

also pose a treat to the blind.
“QOur call for equal access may

not be heeded in the near future,’

but we hope it will yield results
for the disabled of the next gener-
ation. We have the right to de-
mand access, because we pay tax-
es like everyone else,” she said.

The holder of a bachelor’s de-
greein Communication Arts from
Bangkok University, Ratchanee

fic lights without voice signals

works as a volunteer with many.

organisations that address the
problems of handicapped pe0{>le
= the Deaf Association, Disab ed

Women’s Association, and Dis- .

abled People International of

" Thailand, among others.

She is also a freelance sign lan-

guage translator, as well as a life

insurance salesperson. :
Afflicted with polio when she
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was two-and-a-half years old,

both of Ratchanee's legs are
weakened. Her right leg cannot
function without a brace, while
her left, though strong enough
for hght walking, is not as strong
" as a normal leg

Despite her physxcal dxsabxh&y,
Ratchanee grew up with a
healthy mind as a result of her
supportive family. “My mother
always treated me with loving
care, and my siblings never’ left
me out when they played games,”
recalled Ratchanee, the youngest
of three children.

Little Ratchanee attended
Bangkok’s Srisungwal School for
handicaped children until  she
was ten. Her first adventure in
the “real” world began when she

moved to an ordinary school near

her house. .

While many other handicapped
students opted to attend special
schools because they could not
stand being teased by normal
children, Ratchanee rose to the
challenge of a regular school. De-
termined to ignore all the teas-
ing, she managed to persevere un-
til she had received her universi-
ty degree.

One of the difficulties she faced
during her school days, she re-
called, was travelling by bus w1th
her books in one iand and a
crutch under the other arm. In
order to catch the bus and get to
school on time, she couldn’t wait
for strangers to offer assistance.
“I would just push my books and
crutch onto whoever was stand-
ing in front of me so that I could
get on the bus,” she recalled.’

Sometimes, she even had to-

crawl up the stairs because the

door handles were too high for -

her to reach. “When that hap-
pened, I completely ignored the

like herself can make

staring eyes of the other commut-
ers on the bus. My only thought

‘was that I had to do it. And I did,”

she said triumphantly.
“We don’t need that much help.
We don’t want people to pick us

‘up and carry us up the stairs. We=

just want them to help out in
little ways, like carrying our be-
longings so that we can step up
conveniently on our own.

Unlike other disabled people,
who remain silent and shy in pub-
lic, Ratchanee speaks out when-
ever she needs help. “I feel that
people in general are willing to
assist us, but sometimes they
don’t know where to begin or
what we need.”

By making her needs known,
she said, she breaks the i
invisible barrier ‘that - .
separates the public '
from the disabled.

“Ever since I was 1
young, I've never wait-
ed for anyone to invite
me to join in an activi-
ty. I always volunteer
first,” she said. “I don’t
want others to make
decisions for me. I
want to judge for my-
self whether or not I
can  handle some-
thing.”

Juggling several
jobs at once, Rat-
chanee gives priority
to her work for the deaf
as an interpreter be-
tween spoken lan-
guage and. sign lan-
guage. She said she
cherishes the job as a
valuable contribution
a handicapped person

to society.
“I'm proud that even
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though I'm handicapped, I'm

‘able to help others,” she said.

As an interpreter, Ratchanee -

sometimes has to work odd hours,
when she is summoned to assist

1in situations where the deaf need

help, often involving the police.
Her regular work, though, entails
interpreting during international
meetings.

Ratchanee communicates with
the blind as well as the deaf.

“T consider myself luckier than
those who can’t hear or see. But
then blind and deaf friends say
they are luckier because they can
move around more convenient-
ly,” said Ratchanee jokingly.

One thing that enables Rat-
chanee to remain so active is be-

ing able to drive. For ten years
now, she has driven-a two-door
Datsun Sunny equipped with
automatic gears and hand con-
trol devices. “I'm the first
handicapped person who
drove in Thailand,” she said.

Ratchanee got the idea to
drive when she attended a con-
ference in Hong Kong as a
Thai representative ten years

ago. She saw handicapped peo-
ple behind the wheel, and decided
to attend a driving course herself.

Following her example, more
and more handicapped drivers
have taken to the Bangkok roads,
in cars bearing stickers of a per-
son in a wheelchair.

A sticker on the back of Rat-
chanee’s car reads: “The disabled
are people too. Don’t treat us as
the rejects of society.” .

Ratchanee’s message might
still be greeted with apathy by
many, but eventually, with her

.unflagging determination, it will
be echoed throughout society —

a society in which the handi-
capped, too, will have the right to
participate.
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Wednesday May 25, 1994

The establishment of the Dramatic Arts’
College has long enhanced the progress and.
preservation of Thai drama and music. Still,
improvements need to be made to
accommodate drastic changes in culture and
society. Kulcharee Tansubhapol reports.

Keeping
Thai arts
alive



HE NOTION of Thai

dramatic ar‘s and mu-

sic as a scholarly sub-

ject is not new to
Thais. It was in May 1934, as
part of Gen Marshal P. Pibul-
songkram’s government’s poli-
cy of cultivating a love of in-
digenous arts among the Thai
people, that the first national
art teaching institute, Nata
Duriyankhasatra School, was

set up in Bangkok.

The school was later promoted
to the status of College of Dramat-
ic Arts of the Fine Arts Depart-

ment, and now has branches in

several provincial areas.

A number of graduates from the

Dramatic Arts College have since

‘played a significant role in pre-

serving Thai works and bringing
them to the public. Aside from art
education, cultural promotion re-
mains one of the college’s top pri-
orities.

But over the past 60 years sever-
al new forms of arts and entertain-
ment have taken hold in Thai-
land. Many institutes have had to
adjust in response to new social
demands in the arts.

In celebrating its 60th anniver-
sary this year, the College of Dra-
matic Arts held a seminar entitled
“Trends of the College of Dramat-
ic Arts in the Next Decade” to
review and generate improve-
ments in the college’s work.

Dr Suwit Rassamibhuthi, depu-

ty Permanent Secretary to the
Education Minister, said that the
Dramatic Arts College has been
in existence for 60 years, but it
has not made much progress. The
college should brace itself for
changes in response to social de-
velopment.

“The college’s site, for instance,
should be expanded to include a
dormitory for students, so that
they can practise in the evenings
or on weekends. Also, the stu-
dents should be provided with a
place to stage performances.

“Dramatic arts students re-
quire attentive training to accu-
mulate experience.

“It’s good to see more college
expansion in rural provinces: But
there is no need to set up colleges
in every province. Ang Thong
Dramatic Arts College, for exam-
ple, has faced a problem of under-
enrolment because another col-
lege for dramatic arts has been
opened in neighbouring Suphan
Buri,” he said.

Dr Suwit also said of the col-
lege’s curriculum that rather
than concentrating solely on the
arts, it should provide a good
foundation in general subjects as
other schools do. “We should bal-
ance the courses to enable stu-
dents to master both. Dramatic
arts graduates should master the
arts, but additional subjects such
as languages are also important.”

Acharn Seri Wangnaitham, of
the Fine Arts Department’s Divi-

sion of Music and Drama, agreed .

that many improvements need to
be made to the Dramatic Arts Col-
lege. “The college’s curriculum is
designed to train students to be-
come either artists or art teach-
ers. But the curriculum hasn’t
been updated since 1974. What
was taught 20 years ago is still
being used now. :
“There should be separate pro-
grammes for teachers and artists
so students can gain the specific
skills and knowledge necessary
for their future work,” he rea-

- soned.

Acharn Seri added that the
Ministry of Education has allo-
cated a big budget for the con-
struction of local museums in ru-
ral areas. “Would it be possible to
allocate some of the budget to
build stages where dramatic arts
students in the provinces could
stage public performances?

“Public performancés would
not only allow the students to
gain valuable experience. They
would also give the arts-interest-
ed public a chance to see cultural
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works,” he said.

According to Arts and Culture
magazine editor Sujit Wongthes,
the top priority of the College of
Dramatic Arts should be to pro-
mote national arts and culture
among the public.

“The college must focus on the
quality rather than the quantity
of its graduates. It should expand
its curriculum to include bache-
lor's and master’s degrees and
PhD’s at all of its branches. If

should be established as centres

of regional culture,” said Sujit.’ =

“There should be a central dra-
matic arts college in each region.
Each of the country’s major areas
should have its own institute rep-
resenting its own arts and cul-
ture.”

Commented Sujit: “Today the

Dramatic Arts College is under
the jurisdiction of the Ministry of
Education, so it can’t function in-
dependently from the Govern-
ment. It should be more autono-
mous, getting assistance from

both the private sector and state
agencies.

“The arts need to be practised
more professionally and without
strict controls,” he said.

The Arts and Culture magazine
editor said that the work of both
the Dramatic Arts College and
the Fine Arts Department are still
limited to a narrow audience.
They need to greatly increase
publicity for their work.

a ) I _Yippan Promyothee of the
possible, colleges of dramatic arfs / \

Tourism Authority of Thailand
addex that the Dramatic Arts Col-
lege should cultivate foreign lan-
guage skills among its students,
as this would make their work
more lucrative, enabling it to be
related to the promotion of Thai
culture.

She also proposed that the col-
lege adjust its curriculum to en-
courage students to stage perfor-
mances that are both interesting
and affordable for the public.
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Taking education in the arts seriously

N ADDITION to the Dramatic
IArts College, several universi-

ties have begun offering bach-
elor’s degrees in dramatic arts.
Such programmes, however, have
had limited success due to inade-
quate personnel and lack of re-
sources.

“We’re short of knowledgeable
staff. Few recognised dramatic
artists have entered the academic
sphere,” said Dr Pol Kampang,
rector of Bangkok’s Suan Sun-
andha Teachers’ College.

“In rural areas folk artists have
been invited to teach at dramatic
arts colleges. But despite their
strong knowledge, they have not
been well received.” Educational
institutes, he said, do not treat
artists as well as they treat aca-
demics in other fields.

He said that Suan Sunandha
Teachers’ College has tried to per-
suade its new graduates to be-
come instructors. However, it
takes time for new teachers to
become as highly qualified as ex-
perienced artists.

“Artists are better qualified
than professors to teach art, be-
cause they have a genuine desire

to transfer knowledge to students.
Professors who are not artists
may take the subject matter for
granted, or even try to cash in on
the arts. So their teaching meth-
ods fail.”

~ Dr Pol noted that lack of finan-
cial support is a critical problem.

“At Suan Sunandha, we have lim-
ited space for rehearsals and our
own performances. The National

Theatre cannot accommodate us,

as it is mostly reserved for Fine
Arts Department performances.

“Singapore, on the other hand,
has made the promotion of cul-
ture an official project. Its gov-
ernment has taken strong action
in bringing the arts to the public.
Thailand should be doing better,
because we have a richer culture,
but we aren’t.”

Acharn Jamnong Saengwi-
chien, dean of Chulalongkorn
University’s Fine and Applied
Arts Faculty, said that it is of
tremendous importance to study
about trends in the dramatic arts
in the next decade.

He commented that his faculty
has found it difficult to develop

programmes in all areas of fine
and applied arts. But the dramatic
arts curriculum has created the
most difficult challenge of all.
“The characteristics of dramat-
ic arts are not in line with govern-
ment systems. Artists, be they
teachers or officials, can feel un-
easy working under strict control.

The system doesn’t allow these

people to work efficiently.”

And the students, although
highly skilled artistically, have
problems in other subjects, espe-
cially languages. Their speaking
and writing abilities are generally

-poor. Most Dramatic Arts College

students cannot pass their En-
glish examinations. The faculty
has to organise a special tutorial
class for them, said the dean.

Acharn Jamnong said that in-
structors are scarce. Most living
masters of Thai dramatic arts are

old, creating a generation gap be-

tween teachers and students. .
“The development of education
should be continuous. The short-
age of teaching staff has culmi-
nated in educational institutes
competing for the qualified in-

structors. Even more critical is
that skilled staff of government

agencies are being attracted to -

work in the private sector,” he
said.

Dr Wichai Wongyai of Srinak-
harinwirot Prasanmitr Universi-
ty suggested that if the Dramatic
Arts College’s curriculum aims to
preserve Thai music and dramatic
arts, it should broaden the variety
of its performances, which are
currently taken mostly from an-

cient Thai literature. More cur-'

rent Rattanakosin-era works
should be performed more, so the
next generation will be able to
study and perform them.

Said Dr Wichai: “The teaching
of dramatic arts should be de-
signed for students of all ages —
children, teenagers, adults, and
aged people. People at each level
have varied interests and abili-
ties.

“The curriculum must be modi-
fied for the next decade. The dra-

_ matic arts discipline needs to be

improved, combining the current
curriculum ~ with modern re-
search,” he said.
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Monday November 27, 1995

Art, art

everywhere

The third Chiang Mai Social Installation project
“has turned the city into a huge outdoor art
gallery. This year, its aim is not only to expose
local residents to art, but also to create harmony
and awaréeness on an international level.
KARNJARIYA SUKRUNG reports.
Pictures by SMITH SUTIBUT.
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In his
performance art
piece titled
Neo-Baba,
Singaporean
artist Lee Wen
portrayed a
dead man and
had his co-
performer draw
a line around his
body before
covering the
spot with
leaves.

Isan artist
Ekachai
Laudsoongnern
and his rock
installation,
Khai Nai H

Wallop
Manyum’s
Buffalo-Buffalo,
a modern
dance-inspired
performing art
piece, was
presented at .
... Tha Phae Gate
... during the
opening
ceremony.




ould there be any relation

between shark fins emerg-.

ing from Chiang Mai’s

city moats, a fiery anti-

nuclear protest, and a

woman - standing  sur-

rounded by candles.at a Buddhist tem-
. ple?

The answer is yes: they are all “art”,
and they are all part of a three-month
festival which began in the northern
capital last week. Through the creativ-
ity of 64 artists, both local and interna-
tional, Chiang Mai has been trans-
formed into an enormous art venue
where anything goes, from traditional
to modern and beyond.

The artists have gathered to present
paintings and sculptures, installations,
and performance art at the third
Chiang Mai Social Installation project
(CMSI) art festival, which was kicked
off last week with a three-day opening
ceremony. :

While the performance art pieces
were performed only once, installa-
tions will remain in Chiang Mai until
the festival ends-in February.

Indeed, the festival has far more to
offer than mere aesthetic beauty. Many
of the featured works carry thought-
provoking messages of Buddhist philos-
ophy, social criticism, and feminism.

As most of the installations-are on
view in open public spaces, city resi-
dents have no choice but to be drawn
into the gigantic open-air art gallery.

“This festival is definitely more ex-

- shaped structures emerging from the

“buildings. i

citing than the two previous ones we've
had,” said Uthis Athimana, a fine arts
lecturer at Chiang Mai University and
the coordinator of the project. “Partici-
pation is much greater, both from local
and foreign artists. This is a positive
sign that contemporary art is becoming
a more widely accepted presence here.”

---Taking place concurrently with this

year's SEA Games and the 700th anni- |
versary celebration of the city of
Chiang Mai, the festival has gone inter-
national this year, with 27 local and 37
foreign participants filling Chiang
Mai’s municipal spaces with their artis-
tic visions. : i

Among the 63 creations scattered.
across the city, one of the most eye-
catching and amusing are shark fin-

city moat. i
Art is everywhere, from temples to |
z00 cages, from a dental clinic to a
camera shop, from electric poles to a !
cemetery. '
Oddly shaped cut-outs painted with
reflecting colours are affixed to the
electric poles on one street, brighten- |
ing up commuters’ way to work; a
mixed-media installation in a dental |

* clinic waiting room puts an interesting |

twist on a visit to the dentist; and col- |
lages decorate empty wall space on |

“Local residents and shopowners

- have been quite understanding about

Continued on page 38

i

Continued from page 31

letting artists instal their works around their

homes and businesses. And by so doing, they

are indirectly exposing themselves to art,”

~ said Uthis.

In addition to the unveiling of art installa-
tions, the opening event also included cultur-
al performances, seminars and discussions,
and other activities.

Temples proved to be among the most pop-
ular venues for both performance art and
installations.

Singaporean artist Lee Wen, who present-
ed the idea of reincarnation and enlighten-
ment in his performance art piece, is among
them. “Buddhism is very strong here, and I
try to incorporate the local cultural environ-
ment into my work.” His work was performed
at Wat U-Mong, where nine other artists also
have installations.

Japanese artist Masato Nakamura has set
up an installation in the viharn (chapel) of
Wat Phra Sing, which is generally off-limits
to the public. The difficulty of viewing his
work serves as a way to draw viewers, he
said. ‘

“It can only be seen from eight to nine in
the morning, and anyone who wants to see it
has-to obtain the abbot’s permission first,”
said the artist. “This is a way of showing that
monks still play an important role in Thai
society.”

Set against the temple’s Lanna backdrop,
his three-foot-high installation — an illumi-
nated keyhole-shaped lamp — creates an air
of sacredness by diffusing a yellow light.

At Wat Pa Pao, young Thai artist Toein-
gam Srisubat displays a controversial work.
In her installation, a number of small unlit
candles are glued onto the wall at the en-
trance to the temple’s pagoda. At the opening
of the installation, a performance element
:\}(las added by a woman standing solemnly

ere.
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A group of foreign women artists interpret-
ed the piece as a protest against the religious
institution’s exclusion of women; its pres-
ence turned the temple grounds into a forum
to discuss the issues of feminism and Bud-
dhism in Thailand. ) B

Young avant-garde artist Mitra Jai-in,
meanwhile, plays on the Buddhist philosophy
that artworks are auspicious objects. In his
quasi-performance art presentation, he dis-
tributed original paintings and handouts of a
Pali sutra for free to passersby at Tha Phae
Gate. His point? “I wanted to show that
artworks are as sacred as religious items.

“An artwork should be seen as an auspi-
cious object, like a lucky charm that people
can keep at home. This 1dea is also a way to
bring contemporary art to ordinary people in
their daily lives,” said Mitra.* ;,

Other themes addressed range from con-
sumerism to capitalism to politics; given the
heavy presence of foreign artists, issues are
approached from a global as well as a local
perspective.

One of the most talked-about of these is-
sues is nuclear weapons. Wasant Sitthiket, a
prominent local artist known for his outspo-
ken and often radical social criticism, pre-
sented an interactive installation addressing
the nuclear issue. He placed 38 sheets of
brown paper on the ground at Tha Phae and
encouraged passersby to draw or write what-
ever came to mind when they thought about
the sea. Interestingly, many of the contribu-
tions expressed anti-nuclear sentiments and
concern about the destruction of the natural
environment. ha

Later, all the papers were put together into
a square piece which, coincidentally, made a
rather coherent image. The artist then

turned on a recording of a siren and burned
the paper in protest. - crey e

i 'Some works ventured far from convention-
al perceptions of what art should be, raising
more than a few eyebrows. Chiang Mai-based
artist Navin Lawalchaikul’s contribution,
for example, was to offer driving lessons to
interested spectators. Throughout the three
months of the festival, his “Navin Driving
School” will offer free “driving lessons to a
limited number of students in an effort to
make a social statement. What exactly is that
statement?

“Artists commonly criticise real subjects
or events in their art, presenting them in a
format that is far from the reality. But this
work is itself a reality that people can
touch,” said the artist.

During the opening ceremony, students
from the Faculty of Theatre and Communica-
tion Arts of Chiang Mai and Payap Universi-
ties staged nighttime open-air performances
around the Tha Pae Gate. In addition to
drawing the attention of passersby, their

shows also carried messages about nature,
community, and life. , ,, . )
~ In the “Mother Earth” performance, the
earth was shown suffering at the hands of her
human children. Five women in beige cos-
tumes represented Mother Earth, dancing to
mournful music with tortured faces and ges-
tures and letting out cries of agony.

“T've never seen anything quite like this
before. It’s so spiritual. I wouldn’t have ex-
pected to see something like this in Thailand.
It seems like something you would see in my
country. I like it very much,” said Nicole
Shaw, an Australian artist travelling in

~ Chiang Mai.

The festival’s opening ceremony has ended,
but. thought-provoking installations remain
all over the city. The third CMSI event has
brought local and foreign participants to-
gether, emphasising the role of art as a uni-
versal language. Even after Chiang Mai re-
turns to its regular, unadorned state three
months from now, the city will still be en.
riched by this explosion of creativity.
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Saturday September 16, 1995

For Thai theatre buffs, the name Ekachai
Uekrongtham may draw a blank. Among
their Singaporean counterparts, though,
the 32-year-old Thai is well-recognised as . |
a producer and director of original plays.
ALONGKORN PARIVUDHIPHONGS reports.

laking
entre
stage

Thailand's Ekachai Uekrongtham has found success
as a leading light in Singapore’s theatre scene.
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kachai Uekrongtham, it
seemed, was all set to
climb to the top rung of
the corporate ladder —
the son of a well-to-do
family, a straight-A stu-
dent, a business degree
from abroad, and an executive job in
Singapore with one of the world’s top
corporations.

But alas, he dropped business for dra-
ma, formed a theatre company, and pro-
duced a play that thumbed its nose at
the corporate world he had left behind.
Stranger yet, everyone, businessmen
included, applauded.

Corporate Animals — the latest pro-
duction of his Singapore-based Action
Theatre, packed the Jubilee Hall at the
Raffles Hotel in Singapore during its
two-week, 20-show run in August.

A re-staging of the two-hour musical
is already scheduled at Raffles for later
this year. There is ‘also discussion O
sending it on a regional tour that may
include a stop in Thailand next year.

Critics praised the show for its
strong cast, snazzy choreography, and
witty, interesting plot — the story of a
man transformed into a corporate ani-
mal as he claws his way to become the
King of the Jungle.

The show’s theme song sums it up
best: “Office politics, back-stabbing,
passing the buck, and sucking up to the
boss,” the lyrics go.

“The story idea has been brewing in
my head for five years. I've worked in
multi-national corporations and seen
this kind of office politics up close.
People are so competitive to get to the
top,” said Ekachai.

So Ekachai, now Action Theatre’s
president and artistic director, commis-
sioned Singaporean playwright Des-
mond Sim to turn the idea into a script.

It clicked. Audiences were tickled by
the play’s allegorical cast of office
characters, which includes Lucas the
Lion, Veronica the Viper, Helen the
Hyena, Max the Monkey, and Olivia
the Ostrich.

“The production also won acclaim as
a well-balanced collaboration of people
from several Asia-Pacific countries —a
Singaporean playwright and choreog-
rapher, Malaysian composer, Austra-
lian voice coach, and Thai director.

“ try not to pat myself on the back
too much for all this positive feedback.
That might make me too proud, and
then T'd stop learning,” said Ekachai,
32, a compact Chinese-Thal who seems

to share several traits with the show’s

main character, David: young, enthusi-
astic, and intelligent, if a little naive.

“Also short, and not so handsome,”
laughed the five-foot-five Ekachai, his
eyes dancing behind gold-rimmed glass-

es.

“My mother flew to Singapore to see
this production — the first show of
mine she has seen here. Afterwards, she
asked why my leading actor wasn't
handsome. It never occurred to me that
good looks were necessary.” His all-
Singaporean, 19-member cast was made
up mainly of experienced amateurs,
with only a few professional actors.

Before Corporate Animals, Action
Theatre staged 20 plays in Singapore,
most of them directed by Ekachai. All
but four featured original scripts by
Singaporeans.

“My shows are relevant to the life-
style here. They’re not high-brow enter-
tainment that no one understands.
We’ve attracted an eclectic audience —
students, young professionals, old peo-
ple. Some aren’t even theatre fans.

“Were the plays a success? Doing
them certainly felt great.” He laughed,
sidestepping the issue with aplomb.

“For me, theatre is a living thing. It
can stir emotions, evoke thoughts. It
can tell a story that affects viewers in
different ways.”
~ So he gave up a well-paid executive
job at American Express to “stir emo-
tions and move thoughts”? Ekachai
laughed boyishly. His switch from busi-
ness to theatre, he insisted, was not out

of character. “I've loved acting since I

was young.”

At Prasert Tham Primary School, he
excelled academically and was also a
sought-after entertainer for school ac-
tivities. ’

“When I was in Prathom One, I did a
Hawaiian dance in a school Christmas
show. It was embarrassing, but it’s a
childhood memory I remember clearly.”

At Assumption College Secondary
School, he got together with a few
classmates who shared his passion for

. performing. They set up a team and
began putting on shows. Altogether

they did three, all staged at the now-

. 2o . BOW-
defunct Silp Bhirasri Institute of Mod-
ern Art.

“We called our troupe ‘Dramatic Am-
ateur Productions’. I laugh looking
back on those days. We were amateurs
all right. In The Black Castle, a thriller
we did to raise funds for charity, we got
a few real actresses to join our cast, and
thg{vended up instructing us.

e never made i
s any money, but it
Despite his love of theatr i

. e, after high
school Ekachai enrolled at AB:E (:Es-
sumption Business Administration Col-
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lege). The potential financial rewards
of a business career, he confessed, moti-
vated his decision.

During his freshman year, Ekachai,
then 17, got a scholarship to continue
his business studies at a university in
Singapore. In the four years he studied
there, his only association with the per-
forming arts was singing in the univer-
sity choir.

“My English wasn’t very good then,
so ] failed at the few auditions I went
to,” he said.

After graduating with a Bachelor’s
degree in business, he worked as a man-
agement trainee with Berli Jucker in
Singapore for two years. He then joined
American Express as a marketing exec-
utive. The job allowed him to exercise
his creative talent as he was also asked
to help organise corporate functions
and presentations.

In 1987, a year after joining Ameri-
can Express, Ekachai and a few of his
Singaporean friends formed Action
Theatre as a side job to help a bank
organise its cultural programmes.

“We were commissioned to stage two
plays and one concert. Our group be-
came recognised, and we were invited
to join a drama festival, which brought
us further work.” .

The group’s first play, an original
comedy titled Confessions of Three Un-
married Women, got good reviews. It
later became part of the syllabus for
drama courses in Singapore and was
redone by other drama groups.

Then came Ekachai’s chance to act
again. He was invited to join the cast of
Touch the Soul of a God, in which he
played a 70-year-old father of a man
facing a personal crisis. ;

In 1990, the surreal comedy Long
Green Socks called an audition, and
Ekachai, then Amex’s executive mar-
keting manager, went for it. He landed
the lead role, playing a man

’

who returned to his. mother
after hiding in the television,
literally, for a long period.

“] was just crazy with act-
ing then. I'd work during the
day, grab a bite, then rush
out to rehearsals at night. It
was exhausting, but great
fun.”

At this point, Ekachai had
never received any formal
training in acting, although
he had taken script-writing
and directing courses, the
latter with Singaporean the-
atre master Kua Pao Kun.*

“It’s good for a director to
have acted before, since act-
ing teaches what is possible
and what works well on
stage.”

With his colleagues at Ac-
tion Theatre, he developed
and presented several new
works by Singapore play-
wrights. “Our focus is on
original, locally produced
plays based on contemporary
situations. It’s a challenge to
create something new. It's
also interesting to see if
these plays can move audi:
ences emotionally as much
as the classics can.”

To encourage original
playwriting, two years ago
BEkachai set up the Action
Theatre Foundation of New

Singapore Plays. The foun-

dation encourages original
playwriting by holding an
annual contest. Winners get
to see their works come alive

on stage with the help of the

Action Theatre team.
Last year, another oppor-

“tunity to combine his mar-
keting and directing skills

came his way. Cameron
Mackintosh, an internation-
al musical producer, offered
him the position of Director
of Marketing and Opera-
tions. He accepted it and left
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American Express after eight years
there.

“It was a tough decision. The Amex
job was stable, but I'd rather follow my
heart than play it safe,” said Ekachai,
sounding like a true-blue romantic.

He ran Cameron’s Singapore office,
and brought the famous Broadway
Show Les Miserables to Singapore in
1994.

His marketing work:for Cameron, he
said, does not stretch his artistic capac-
ities as much as his work at Action
Theatre. :

“Both are exciting. At Cameron, I get
to bring good theatre to the Singapore
market. But I love my work at Action
Theatre more because it allows me to
express my creativity.”

As a Thai living and working away
from home, does he feel proud of having
made a name for himself abroad?

A pause, then a shy smile.

“Actually, I don’t think about it
much. I'm just happy with what I've
done. If my work has brought a good
name to any Thais, it would be my
parents, who are very proud of me.”

Asked whether he has ever consid-
ered returning to work in Thailand, he
said: “I go where the opportunities are.
Right now, it just so happens that I'm
established here in Singapore, so I can
do better here.” ;

Since Corporate Animals closed, his
work at Cameron has kept him busy.
Later this year, he will travel to the US
to direct a short play at the Annual
Showecase of Ten-Minute Plays at the
Actors’ Theatre in Louisville, Ken-
tucky.

Besides repeating the success of Cor-

porate Animals, what else does Ekachai
dream about?

“Moving to Tasmania when I get old.
It’s nice and quiet there.”

A Thai thespian on the
international scene

staged a wide range of both origi-

nal and Western plays, most of
them directed by Ekachai ~Uek-
rclmégtham. His directing highlights in-
clude:

Since 1987, Action Theatre has

e Confessions of Three Unmarried
Women: A satirical piece about three
Singaporean female friends who make
fun of the government’s policy of en-
couraging well-educated women to get
married.

@ Procedure: A ten-minute play about
a veteran nurse who helps a newcomer
prepare a patient’s corpse for its final
journey to the morgue. The final twist
comes when it's revealed that the
corpse is her own father.

® Mental Reservation: A witty piece
about a young couple and the games
they play. It is one of the four Western
plays Ekachai has directed. The others
are Procedure, Prelude to a Kiss, and
Love Letters.

@ Drunken Prawns: Another ten-min-
ute play. Over a dinner table, a family
let their emotions — love, anger, and
pain — flow, with live “drunken
prawns’ as witnesses.

@ Corporate Animals: David joins a
top multi-media company ruled by Lu-
cas, the Lion King of this corporate
jungle. The naive newcomer wants to
play fair as he climbs to the top. But to
survive, he must battle with other col-
leagues clawing for the same post.
The musical was staged with interna-
tional assistance from organisations
such as the Australian High Commis-
sion, Qantas Airlines, and Citibank.
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Bangkok residents are being suffocated by increasing levels of dust, filth, and
toxic gases in the urban environment. Many wonder if travelling the streets
_is even safe anymore. PATIMA THA HLA provides some unsettling answers.



ichuda Pong-
kaew’s eyes be-
gan to itch ev-
ery  morning
when she took
to the -streets
on her way to
work. During
her bus trip, tears flowed as though
she were crying.

They didn’t stop until she got to
her office. The strange symptoms
persisted for several months until
the Sukhothai-born Vichuda, 24,
decided to consult the nurse at her
office, who told her that she was
allergic to air-borne irritants.

After a period of taking antihis-
tamine tablets, the symptoms dis-
appeared. But Vichuda's eyes re-
main highly sensitive to wind, dust,
and any irritants. [

“I think it’s the terrible air pollution:

in Bangkok that has weakened my

eyes,” she says, adding that the teary-
eyed symptoms remain even after
spending days in the provinces with
cleaner air.

Many residents of Bangkok share
similar problems to Vichuda’s, while
others develop different symptoms, in-

cluding coughing, appetite loss, and a -

variety of skin conditions. Most are the
result of respiratory problems related
to air pollution.

Dan Penyindee, 35, lost his appetite
for weeks and lost weight dramatically.
His doctor told him he had no antigens
to fight bacteria in the air. Like Vi-
chuda, Dan blamed his ailments on the
filthy air he was exposed to during his
daily bus trips in Bangkok.

“The air is too dirty to breathe. One
of my friends had to quit her job and
move out of Bangkok because the foul
environment had seriously weakened
her health,” says the office worker.

Dan also decided to find a new work-
place on the outskirts of Bangkok, and
he has started driving his own car to
avoid being bombarded by irritants in
the air.

About a million people of a total of
eight million in the city went to state
hospitals last year for breathing prob-
lems, according to Dr Debhanom
Muangman, dean of the Faculty of En-
vironment and Resource Studies at Ma-
hidol University.

A recent study by the Public Health
Ministry revealed that 185.9 in 1,000

people in Bangkok suffer from breath-
ing problems.

Also, a high proportion of city resi-
dents suffer from asthma, diarrhoea,
and skin problems as a result of expo-
sure to impure air. Obtaining exact fig-
ures is difficult, though, since most pa-
tients do not seek medical help when

- they develop such symptoms.

. The number of patients affected by
air pollution is increasing every year,
says Dr Oraphan Metadilogkul, presi-

dent of the Occupational and Environ- -

mental Association of Thailand.

“The largest group of patients are
children and the elderly, because their
systems are sensitive and highly re-
sponsive to irritants,” she says.

One child developed respiratory
problems because the child’s father
parked his diesel pick-up truck on the
ground floor of their narrow row house,
backing the vehicle into an inside
room. The fumes emitted when he
parked were trapped inside the house,
and the child inhaled them over a long
period of time. ;

“Medication has only eased the
child’s symptoms. The lesson is that
people shouldn’t park their cars in liv-
Ing areas, especially by backing in, as
this traps fumes inside.” :

Children aged from four to ten are
the most vulnerable to Bangkok’s air
pollution, according to Dr Oraphan.
Those who walk to school in traffic-
congested areas face especially high
health risks.

Although children who travel to
school in air conditioned cars are less
exposed to toxic exhaust fumes, many
still develop pollution-related préblems
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because their open-air schools are lo-
cated on busy streets. '

“The severity of symptoms caused by
pollutants depends on an individual’s
existing health conditions,” says Dr
Oraphan. _

Although lead-free petrol has re-
duced the amount of lead in the air, city
residents are far from safe from lung
cancer and other chemical-related dis-
eases. Many other poisonous sub-
stances remain uncontrolled despite
their increasing concentration.

Carbon monoxide emissions are in-
creasing steadily as an average of 500
to 700 new cars hit the streets each
month. Nitrogen dioxide and sulphur
dioxide, although not primarily emit-
ted by automobiles, are steadily in-
creasing due to the increased use of
chemicals in factories.

At present, dust causes the most seri-
ous concern among environmentalists.
The amount of dust in the Bangkok air
is three or four times greater than the
standard safe level set by the Ministry
of Science, Technology, and Environ-
ment. i

A study by the ministry’s Pollution
Control Department shows that 40 per
cent of the dust and particulate matter
in the city’s air comes from cars, anoth-
er 40 per cent from construction and
transport activities, and the remainder
from factories.

Dr Debhanom of Mahidol University
says: “Dust is the most dangerous.pol-
lutant because it is a carrier of dis-
eases. It carries a variety of bacteria,
viruses, fungi, and other micro-organ-
isms. :

“Infection is highly likely if one has

exposed wounds or scratches. Those
who travel by public bus have an’espe-
cially high chance of infection, as toxic
substances become trapped and con-
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centrated in the bus.

“If bacteria enter an open wound, the
chances of developing a skin condition
are high. Eye irritation and respiratory

problems can also result.

“A densely populated city like Bang-
kok generates a high concentration of

dust, which heightens peo-
ple’s risk of contracting air-
borne diseases.”

Dr Debhanom believes
those who travel by air con-

ditioned bus are even more
exposed to irritants than
those who use ordinary bus-
es, because pollutants that
enter the bus when the
doors open are trapped in-
side when they close.

While general street pollu-
tion affects people on a large
scale, some Bangkokians are |
suffering from more severe 5
and immediate health prob- |
lems caused by factories lo-
cated in residential areas.

Factories that pose health
risks are engaged in activi-
ties such as car painting,
wood-sawing, alloy making,
and printing, which require
high doses of chemicals.

A 1989 study by the World
Bank estimated that a 20 per
cent improvement in air
quality in Bangkok — which
would still leave levels far
above most international

standards — would generate prof-
its of over one billion US dollars.

Pollution should not be viewed
only as the problem of those who
are physically affected by it, stress-
es Dr Oraphan. “It is the problem
of society as a whole. Polluters —

i

be they factory owners, drivers, or -

construction developers — should
start paying serious attention to
people’s right to protect their own
health.”

. Before seeking medical atten-
tion, sufferers should look around
their surroundings to determine
what might be causing their symp-
toms, she advises. This way, they
can eliminate the causes or avoid
contact with the offending pollut-
ants on their own.

Physicians, she adds, can only help
to ease the patients’ symptoms. The
only real cure is keeping the environ-
ment healthy. Unfortunately, though,
this goal is becoming less and less real-
istic.

“We have laws, but they aren’t en-
forced. Doctors, meanwhile, can do
nothing about the cause of the problem.
It’s the government’s responsibility to
protect people from such hazards.”

A study of carbon
monoxide levels in
bus drivers’ blood:

r Sawang Saenghirunvat-

tana of Ramathibodi Hospi-
tal’s Faculty of Medicine con-
ducted a study of carbon monox-
ide levels in the blood of 31
Bangkok public bus drivers aged
25 to 58, with five to 13 years
working experience.

Of the total percentage of gas-
es in the bus drivers’ blood, car-
bon monoxide accounted for 2.19
per cent before work, as com-
pared to 5.26 per cent after work.
Also, most of the drivers experi-
enced drowsiness and headaches
during their shifts.

Carbon monoxide levels ex-
ceeding five per cent can cause
headache, dizziness, and faint-
ing due to lack of oxygen. Acute
carbon monoxide poisoning,
with levels exceeding 30 to 50
per cent, results in permanent
damage to the heart and brain.

A study of lead
levels in Bangkok
children’s blood:

Dr Suwanna Ruangkanchana-
setr of Ramathibodi Hospi-
tal’s Department of Paediatrics
studied the lead in the blood of
children aged six to 12. She

found that in 27.4 per cent of the

Bangkok children surveyed,
blood lead levels exceeded the
standard safety level of ten mi-
crogrammes per decilitre, com-
pared to only 5.7 per cent of chil-
dren in Sing Buri Province.

Lead poisoning results in
stunted physical growth, circu-
latory problems, and mild brain
damage that can affects chil-
dren’s learning ability.

Blood lead levels of more than
20 microgrammes per decilitre
result in a drop in IQ. Levels in
excess of 40 microgrammes per
decilitre can result in blindness
and permanent brain damage.
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voice
from the
slum

FATHER JOSEPH MAIER, 55, has
been living and working with slum
dwellers in the Kluai Nam Thai
Slaughterhouse community for more
than 20 years. Here, the dedicated
Catholic priest shares a highly
personal view of the violence,
injustice, and dehumanising poverty
- that make up daily life in the slums.

rime in the Slaughterhouse — we're talking
about street crime here; the violent bloody
stuff you can see and that fits into a newspaper
picture. Not the uptown kind, like fiscal years
and large purchases being timed accordmg to
retirement dates.

Unsolved crime is fashionable in the Slaugh-
terhouse, or rong mu. The rape of a 13-year-old girl a few
months back for example. They haven’t found the bad guys...
the lost-and-found game is usually based on finance: the finan-
cial prowess of the victim’s family, or friends.
| If the victim has a “loud” name, as we say, or has money in

* the bank rather-than a simple one-baht weight gold chain
around his or her neck — then the bad guys get found. Other-
wise, they usually stay lost.

And the unreported crimes. You can’t do anything if it’s not
written down in a day ledger somewhere, and it all depends on
how it’s written down in the ledger. Just reporting an incident,
or filing a complaint.

Then there is the little stuff — little to the uptown folks and
the authorities. The Three K’s (rubber cement glue), the Snake
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In the crime-infested slums, it is the innocent children who suffer most.
Picture by SOMKID CHALITVANIT e




(thinner), and the biggest of them
all — the Horse, or ma (amphet-
amines). Keeps 'you awake, lets
you work more hours — kill more
pigs, drive your truck longer, keep
your drinking going longer. And
the ten-baht bottles of Red Bull
elixir — this time, the Red Bull you
see on the bottles is legal.

More little stuff. Money lenders
slapping around someone late with
their debt payment, plus the loud
verbal abuse. A money lender in
the slums is only mouth, no ears —
no listening to woeful tales of why
they cannot pay.

It’s really that you have no pro-
tection. Nowhere to turn. No one
to help you. Some say that’s how
those folks in Italy began a long
time ago: someone to protect you
— at a cost — but a lower price
than the alternative. “To ride on
the back of the tiger,” as we say in

Thai — to stay on is lethal, and to

jump off 1s suicidal.

The power game all over again
— exactly the garbage that Ameri-
can and Thai movies are pushing.
Some hero comes in and kills the
bad guys...

But you the individual slum
dweller, sit and moan and wring
your hands and take no responsi-
bility, no stand. Or more accurate-
ly, your stand is not to take one.

Give them money, and every-
thing will be all right. “All right”
means that we can go on doing
what we are doing and live in
peace, and no one will bother us.

~ You see, I was taught that to
steal, for example,’ is wrong 1n it-
self, no matter whether someone
sees you or not, no matter whether
you get away with it or not...

But crime -in the Slaughter-
house, and the consequent pay-
back, is based on face.

After any incident in the slums,
when someone gets caught with
their hand in the cookie jar, it's
not that this is'wrong, but WHO
snitched, who told... and the guilty
party will shoot the one who told,
with no remorse or guilt about
committing a theft, but simply
about being caught. The guilt, it
seems, is a Western way of looking
.at things.

You Westerners have your guilt
and we Easterners have our
shame.

We like to think that we need a
benevolent mafia in the Slaughter-

house, a good guys’ gang, because
the strong here are the takers and
the users.

But that’s all wrong also, just a
variation of “might equals right”
— except this time, its MY might.
It’s simply a matter of time before
the good guys become the bad guys
and we have to go and find another
set of good guys.

And the authorities are that way
also. They don’t go out to catch
bad guys because they are bad, but
simply because they make the au-
thorities look bad. Lose face.

So the Slaughterhouse lives day
to day and survives on the un-writ-
ten laws. Laws that no one uptown
really knows about or wants to
know about. If you wrote them
down, they would say, “this is not
true.” Or maybe it’s best to look
the other way.

Like Bu — the 13-year-old rape
victim. Tied up and raped in the
Water Buffalo section of the
Slaughterhouse. Bu is wild and out
of control and her mother’s doing
long years of hard time because
she’s been caught three times. And
Grandma isn’t the lovely-dovey,
sweet and cuddly type — Grandma
simply isn’t a very nice person.
You wouldn’t invite her to tea,
even in your best moments.

She yells a lot and rants con-
stantly at Bu, her granddaughter,
that she’s no damn good just like

‘her mother, and that Bu is even

worse because her mom was stu-
pid... that Bu should know better
because she is in the third grade,
plus she did kindergarten. Any-
way, some neighbours bombed cra-
zy on booze and ya ma used and
abused this little girl. They used
and abused her badly.

Grandmother went to the. Pohce
Station herself four or five times,
and it seems that things became a
bit muddled as the topic of discus-
sion somehow changed from the
rape of her- granddaughter and
why nothing was being done about
apprehending the bad guys, to
something about the policeman’s
parents.... Never did quite get the
complete story, but Grandma is
about as welcome in that Police
Station as a bad case of the mea-
sles.

But this is crime in the Slaugh-
terhouse. Two months later, and
the bad guys are still loose.

We even asked a highly respect-
ed law firm for free advice, and

177



they sent a high-class lawyer who
knows how to win just to show that
Grandma had a bit of clout. But
money makes a louder sound than
clout, and Grandma is poor.

And we are waiting to see if
these bad guys gave Bu the ulti-
mate “jackpot”, which is HIV. All
tests so far show that she is not
HIV positive.

Lots of taxi drivers are still
afraid to drive into the rong mu,
but that’s just pure reputation. I
don’t think there has been a taxi
driver robbed or abused there in 20
years, at least not that anyone
talks about. But we-in the Slaugh-
terhouse feel a bit of mystique is
always good. Keeps the curious
away.

Violence is always real. It’s a
way of life. The way you walk with
your head down, don’t look people
in the eye. If someone talks to you,
you hurry on by without answer-
ing, and if it’s a curt remark or a
curse, you hurry along even more
quickly, without a peep.

Some of the most vulnerable in
the Slaughterhouse are the young
widows, usually with two or three
small children, trying to make it
on their own. I call them widows
because they are. No man around.
Gone. Disappeared. Usually for
debt. And the wife pays, or she

loses the house. And if her children

are older, the money lenders tell
the mother to send her daughters
out to find some men. :

About all they can do is sell food.
There are lots of small food stalls
here and the Slaughterhouse never
sleeps, so there are always custom-
ers.

But profits are not great, and if
it rains, no one comes because our
Slaughterhouse restaurants are
one-table affairs, and the real prof-
it is in the booze, especially the
‘local equivalent of “Red Eye” —
no tax. But they don’t call it Red
Eye, but rather «28”, for its 28 per
cent alcohol content. To sell booze,
you need to be established — a
community leader, ruffian type. Or
have enough capital to give credit.

-Slaughterhouse credit usually
goes to the Northeasterners. The
single men. They buy booze and
Krating Daeng, Red Bull elixir, be-
fore they go to work in the early
evening, and pay back at two in
the morning when they finish kill-
ing the pigs. With no interest.

The anger over insults of days
ago explodes later, over a bottle of

whiskey and talk among peers and
fellow boozers. That’s when the
hurt begins, and the booze and talk
are like salt in the wound. Usually
it takes four or five all-night ses-
sions to bring action. But a North-
easterner would never take‘on a
local man, someone established
here. He would be afraid to do that,
no matter how drunk. He would
only trash his peers.

These are the real rules and
laws, and to break them is costly,
even fatal. . :

But the women, especially the
unprotected, simply bow their
heads, do not look anyone in the
eye, and suffer in silence, usually
in front of their kids. My goodness,
how that hurts — to take all that
abuse and lose all that dignity in
front of your children and neigh-
bours.

I can’t think of a single violent
act in the Slaughterhouse that
hasn’t happened without a booze
or ya ma foundation.

Except for a hired killing now
and then. Or a case of someone
stealing from a heroin drop. That’s
really suicidal.

You never steal another person’s
drug drop.

And the Uniforms. It’s a differ-
ent concept than what I grew up
with in the West. Here they are
usually dealers in the game, and
the rules are strict. Uniforms are
efficient in the slums. Nothing
goes on without their knowledge,
so they simply get in on some of the
action. The rules are simple: not
too much — don’t disturb the big
boys uptown. Keep them happy,
and keep the area quiet.

Any idea of a crime-free Slaugh-
terhouse is a joke and not part of
the equation. “Keep it all quiet
and tidy” is the basic rule. Every-
one wins, no one loses, everyone is
cool. Except for the Uniforms; they
are the wild cards. They control
Al s b

And they keep things quiet. But
sometimes, not often, it gets too
stifling and there is a crackdown,
but crackdowns are also a joke.
Because to crack down, you need
the locals to identify the locals —
and the locals to feed and nourish
the locals.... These Uniforms are
funny. They are hungry, and seem
to simply stay.hungry.

Here in the slums, real crimes
simply do not get solved. But we go
on — we survive. :

178



@ SRl

Wednesday September 13, 1995

The

When secretary KURUVIN BOON-LONG chose a hamburger
as the focus of her first short story, she bit into success in a
big way. Her poignant story ‘The Dream’ earned her the first
prize in this year’s UNESCO/PEN Short Story Competition.
 Here is the story, which tells of a boy’s dream come true.
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e had always won-
dered what 1t would
taste like. It looked
such a joyous thing to
eat. All those lovely
shades of brown, the
sprinkling of seeds on
top, and that juicy-looking chunk of
meat.

The little boy turned his gaze from the
poster glued on the inside of the shop
window. He looked over to his mother
standing behind her makeshift food
stall. He was glad that she was busy.
There were three customers hunched
over their bowls of noodles,-perched on
the rickety stools set by the road. A man
had ordered a take-away and his mother
was ladling the broth into a plastic bag.
She then gathered the bag holding the
noodles and meatballs and deftly tied
the two together, reached out for small-
er bags filled the night before with sug-
ar, chilli powder and vinegar, and put
them all into a big plastic bag.

He thought the pale green plastic bag
did rot look as appetising as the big

brown paper bags that people carried

out of the shop. Those paper bags held
so much promise.

" " He was seven years old. Only the oth-
er day he heard his mother discussing
his age with the woman selling gar-
lands. He wished he had a younger
brother because then being seven would
mean something. )

His mother called. He ran to her.

“Aren’t you hungry yet, son?”

He shook his head. He was hungry,
but not for noodles. His mother pulled
him towards her, ruffled his hair and
looked at him thoughtfully. He loved
her and wished that they could walk

into that shop together to feel what it

was like. He had asked her about it and
she said that they would, one day.

He knew that the wait had to do with -

money. He knew that his mother did not
have very much because they were not
dressed like the people he saw in that
- shop. Their clothes were always colour-
ful and the children had happy eyes. A
lot of them wore very fancy shoes, and

~ when he watched them swinging their ’

legs, waiting for the trays to arrive, he
wondered whether he would like wear-
ing shoes. He liked his rubber slippers,
but preferred to go barefoot. He liked to
feel where he was going.

The shop was getting busy. People
were queuing before the counter, look-
ing up at the list. The illuminated pic-
tures of the food looked even better
than the paper poster.: ‘

Laden trays were carried back to the

tables. Children waited. Paper cups

were lifted off, followed by. little bags
trying to hold in the pale yellow sticks.
He noticed that children’s hands always
reached out for these. Then came the
little bundles, wrapped in paper. -
The boy salivated although he did not
know what it tasted like. His imagina-
tion made his stomach rumble in hope.
He watched as a little girl quickly
unwrapped hers. She spread the paper
out and picked up the food with both
hands.
He swallowed. _
The two hands were raised to her
mouth, which was wide open. He
watched her as she bit into the food. A
bit of the red sauce oozed out and
dropped onto her lap. She put the food
down on the paper and, with her index
finger, flicked the sauce up and licked
it. ‘

He turned to his mother and saw that’

she was looking at him intently. He
smiled and walked to the makeshift
kitchen. He pretended to be a customer

- and ordered a sen mee nam mai sai phak.

His mother lifted the wire net strainer
and made to pick up a fingerful of the
thin white noodles. Her gaze went to the
shop, and then down at her son. His eyes
so bright and brave.

“I'm sorry, but we’ve sold out of sen

ee.’

The boy laughed out loud. He contin-
ued with the game and asked for kao lao
luk chin. ” :

His mother put the huge tin lid over
the steaming broth holder. She walked to
the garland lady who was mechanically
folding rose petals and threading them
on the long needle. His mother squatted
down beside her and said something. The
boy saw the woman nod, her face pulling

' up into a crinkly smile.

His mother straightened up, undid her
pha sin around the waist, pulling out one
end to a tension and bringing that end
back to the waist and tugging it in. She
smoothed down her blouse and pulled
back her shoulders, at the same time
smoothing her hair. She walked back to
her stall and picked up the money tin. It
used to hold powdered milk. His mother
said it was the first tin of baby milk that
she bought-for him. L

She unscrewed the lid, straining
against it till the veins showed on her
hand. Rust had taken over but his moth-
er refused to part with it. Inside there
were four 20-baht notes and three 100-
baht notes, and some coins. s

Out came a 100-baht note. She then
took the tin to the flower lady for safe-
keeping. : ,

His mother called to him.
“Let’s go in and find out, shall we?”
The boy looked at his mother-to make

180



certain that she meant what she said,
although she had never given him any
. cause to think otherwise.

She walked over to him, took his hand
and together they went up the steps,
passed the grinning figure dressed in
yellow and red, pushed open the door
and walked in.

It was very cool inside. His hands were
already cold from anticipation. His
mother tightened her grip as if to reas-
sure him. ‘ ' ‘

They stood behind a college student
with long dark brown hair tied in a pony-
tail and both were impressed by the con-
fidence with which she ordered her.food.
With the exception of iced coffee, her
order meant nothing to them.

The girl paid and stepped to one side of
the counter to wait while her order was

.arranged onto a tray.

His mother felt his hand tremble as
they moved to stand before the till. The
girl behind the counter smiled and said

““Sawatdee Kha.”

His mother looked down at him, ques-
tioning with her eyes what he wanted to
order. He could not read. He did not
know what it was called. He looked at
the girl behind the till and pointed to the
picture. She said the word that milliohs
of people all around the world took for
granted to confirm his order, but to him
that word had a magical ring to it. It was
not a Thai word and he repeated the
sound in his head to memorise it.

The girl asked whether he wanted any-
thing else. He shook his head but asked
his mother with his eyes whether she
would want something. She, in turn,
shook her head almost imperceptibly.

It arrived on a brown plastic tray. A
dream wrapped in not-quite-white paper.

The boy reached up for the tray and
proceeded to find a table, as he had seen
so many people do, his mother following
behind. . :

He clambered onto the swivel seat,
thanked his mother, again with his eyes,
and reverently unwrapped the little
package.

The smell was wonderfully different.
. Admittedly it did not look as plump as it
did in the picture but he did not mind. He
picked it up with both hands and, very
slowly, bit into it.

He grinned at his mother and loved
her even more in his young heart.

Outside, people were looking into the
shop. Looking at him. He felt that he was
like the other children, all sharing the
same liking for this handful of warm,
delicious lump of meat and bread. Except
for his bare feet. -

He curled his toes and uncurled them.
No, not having shoes did not bother him.
He was living a dream and in dreams
shoes did not matter.
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sia’'s commercial sex
workers have long
been without a voice
and without solidari-
ty. But a network is
now in the works that
will link them. with
their counterparts in the Pacific to dis-
cuss ways of improving conditions for
those working in the sex trade.

Sex workers and support groups from
throughout Asia and the Pacific have
been invited to Thailand to discuss the
forming of this network. More than 72
representatives from 16 countries are
meeting in Chiang Mai from September
16 to 21 to discuss “Creating an Asia
Pacific Network for Commercial Sex
Workers”.

“I've been to meetings like this be-
fore, but this is the first time I’ll have
the chance to talk about these issues on
an international level,” says Doe, a
worker in Soi Cowboy, a hub of the
Bangkok sex trade, who hoped to at-
tend the conference.

“It will be interesting to talk with .

other sex workers about their work. I'd
like to ask them -what their customers
are like and why they come to commer-
cial sex workers,” noted Doe, who al-
ways asks her Western clients why they
decide to seek out Asian women.

Chantawipa Apisuk, director of Em-
power, a Thai foundation which pro-
motes sex workers’ rights, sees the
meeting as a milestone. “There are net-
works working against trafficking in
women and sexual exploitation of chil-
dren, but they work on prevention and
rescue — not on helping sex workers
while they are actually in the sex trade.
This ‘will be the first international
meeting of its kind,” she added.

The international nature of prostitu-
tion makes such a network essential.

Thailand’s sex trade employs members -

of many different ethnic minorities and
nationalities, including Burmese, Chi-
nese, Vietnamese, Cambodian, hiil-
tribe, and even Russian women.

Other countries in the region are no

different. India’s sex trade lures Nepa-
lese and Bangladeshi workers; in Hong
Kong and Singapore, Indonesians,
Thais, and Filipinos make up the mi-
grant labour force, which includes sex

As social norms and legal systems
dictate that sex workers keep

their source of income quiet,
only a few in the industry
have come forward to

tell their stories. ETAIN

MCDONNELL reports on an
effort to increase solidarity
among these workers.

workers. Australia and New Zealand,
too, have seen a rise in immigrant wom-
en from Thailand and the Philippines
working in their brothels.

Organised with the collaboration of
non-governmental organisations AP-
CASO (Asia Pacific Council of AIDS

Services and Organisations) and AIDS-

CAP (AIDS Control and Prevention
Project), the meeting is a satellite event
attached to the government-run Third
International Conference on AIDS in
Asia and the Pacific now being held in
Chiang Mai.

The spread of AIDS is clearly one of
the main issues affecting the sex trade.
A primary aim of the conference is to
pool ideas on AIDS prevention among
sex workers, and ensure that these
ideas reach across borders. :

“AIDS should be considered a health
and safety issue.in the workplace.
Much research has been conducted on
ideas and strategies for AIDS preven-
tion. Sex workers’ role in prevention
has been talked about but there has
been no real effort to map out strate-
gies,” said Chantawipa.

The social position of sex workers
has been compromised by the on-
slaught of the HIV virus and the phobia
that surrounds AIDS. “AIDS literature
has led people to view sex workers as
spreaders of disease,” said an AIDS
worker in Chiang Mai who attended'a
pre-conference meeting last month. "

“But it is the customer who transmits -
the virus to the worker, and it is the

I try to use a condom every time I have sex,
and I tell others to do the same. For me, it’s an
easy decision. I’m the head of a family in crisis.

I’m the only'support they have.
DOE, A SOl COWBOY SEXWORKER
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customer who is in the strongest posi-
tion to enforce safe sex practices.”

“When I talk with the girls, I tell
them that every man they sleep with
has also slept with many others, and
that they could catch diseases from
him,” said Marissa, an AIDS educator
working with street children who sup-
port themselves by selling sex in Samut
Prakan Province.

In one case, a volunteer with a
Chiang Mai group accompanied a sex
worker to the doctor to treat a skin
infection. The doctor, immediately as-
suming that she was a sex worker, test-
ed for HIV, and the results were posi-
tive. Not only did the doctor violate her
right to informed testing and pre- and
post-test counselling, he then refused
to tell her in person that she was HIV-
positive, leaving this up te the volun-
teer.

The doctor also refused to diagnose
or treat her skin infection, dismissing
her as HIV-infected and therefore in-
cumble A nurse later identified the
woman’s face rash as scabies, and it
was successfully treated.

“Are sex workers overseas also at

" risk of disease and abuse? When they

‘go with a customer, can they insist that

he use a condom'7 " asked Jeni, a Pat-’

pong sex worker. “I want to know if sex
workers in other countries think their
work is risky, and if they believe con-
doms can really protect them,” said
Doe.

Condom quality is a sensitive topicin

““Patpong and“Soi Cowboy, as the gov-
ernment condoms distributed free “in"

those areas have come under -fire for
being below standard. “It’s embarrass-
ing to hand them out,” said one Em-
power worker, “when we know there is
a good chance they will break.”

“I try to use a condom every time I
have sex, and I tell others to do the
same. For me, it’s an easy decision. I'm
the head of a family in crisis,” said the
single mother, who also supports her
agmg parents.

“I'm the only support they have, so if
I put myself at risk, who will
help my family? It would only
make our problems worse.
But there is a difference be-
tween what should happen
and what really happens.
Who can help with this?,”
asked Doe.

(¢ e must help our-
selves, that's the
only answer,”

said Jeni, restating her life
motto. For many, helping
themselves means working
in the sex industry, which
provides the income needed
to put children through
school, pay rent, medical
bills, or mortgages, or send
money home to parents.

Contrary to popular belief,
sex workers have a difficult
job, and working conditions
in Thailand are often poor.
Pay can be extremely low or
non-existent, and payments
can be brutally dangerous to
extract.

Employers require their
workers to put in long hours
without days off or withhold |
pay, and often levy fines for
minor infringements such as
putting on weight, arriving
late, or failing to service a
minimum number of clients.
Employers force sex workers
to undergo health check-ups,
then fire those who are found
HIV-positive.

Brothel rules are even
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stricter for the worker, oftén ruling out
any negotiation with customers. Asthe
rules of one brothel state, “Workers are
absolutely forbidden to disagree with a
customer.”

“] want to know if sex workers in
other countries have the right to speak
up for themselves,” said Jeni. She men-
tioned the 1994 Interior Ministry pro-
posal the closing time for places of en-
tertainment be pushed to 3 a.m. from 2
a.m. Workers in Patpong, Soi Cowboy,
and Chiang Mai protested the proposed
extension, as they would not be com-

gensated for the extra work they would
ave to put in. ;
Office or factory employers have a’
much different concept of responsibil-
ity toward their employees than bar
operators do, says Jeni. “If you work in
an office, your employer takes responsi-
bility. He makes the rules and the deci-
sions, but he is also the one who gets
into trouble if the company does some-

thing wrong. When a bar is raided by

police, though, it is the sex workers

who are arrested — not the
owner.” #
The police are considered
a major source of problems
for sex workers. When police
conduct raids, underage girls
and those without ID cards
hide, as closure of bars and
brothels means lack of in-
come and more debt. As for
women who are arrested,
they have to bail themselves
out, or the owners loan the
bail money to the women and
deduct it from their salaries.

.

- Sex workers object to the
policy of rescuing child pros-
titutes while arresting adult
sex workers. Participants at
pre-conference meetings in
Bangkok and Hat Yai felt
that the police should be con-
cerned with protecting both
women and children.

The participants agreed
Ithat repressive measures
such as brothel raiding and
random arrests of prostitutes
should be used only in cases
where brothels are abusing
or confining women, and
that sex workers should not
be arrested in any case.

Health workers argue that
police raids push the sex in-
dustry further underground,
making health services even
less accessible and putting
the workers at greater risk.

Operators of underground
brothels often indenture
their workers, requiring
them to repay costs they
claim to have incurred in
providing them work, such
as commission to the agent,
travel expenses, clothing, ac-
commodation, food, and the

‘provision of false identifica-

tion.
Rarely are the provisions
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of these “contracts” consid-
ered within the context of la-
bour laws, although police
often side with the owner de-
spite the questionable legal-
ity of the debt.

The illegal and closed na-
ture of the sex trade leaves
its workers no without the
option of complaining to gov-
ernment agencies about poor
working conditions.

“Open brothels” — bars or
massage parlours, which are
considered legal places of en-
tertainment — register their
employees with the police.
These workers, though, are
rarely recognised as employ-
ees under the labour laws, so
while they still have no ac-
cess to government channels
for protection, they can be
easily monitored by the po-
lice.

Fear of being arrested
makes illegal 1mmigrants
even less likely to lodge com-
plaints against. exploitative
employers. 3

Sex workers at the meeting
disagreed with the idea of le-
galising prostitution
through registration, argu-
ing that such a move would

be motivated by a desire to

protect the customer rather
than by concern for sex
workers.

Instead, they wish to exam-
ine existing laws that would
give sex workers the same
rights as workers in other in-
dustries, and to inform their
peers of which laws are of
benefit to them.

Workers in Patpong also
complained of injustice on
the part of tourist police.
“Tourist police are only
there to help tourists. If a
tourist abuses a woman, they
won't take the complaint.”

They suggested that special

booths be set up to field com- !

plaints from sex workers
against customers, opera-
tors, and police.

, For many women, prostitu-
tion becomes the only viable "'

option for a variety of rea-
sons. Without government
support, single mothers are

unable to support their chil-:

dren on minimum-wage sala-
ries. Unable to find work in
drought-afflicted or deforest-
ed rural areas, women and
men, boys and girls enter
prostitution to help pay off
mortgages and debts or send
younger family members to
school.

Offensives by Slorc (State
Law and Order Council),
Myanmar’s ruling military
junta, are filling brothels
throughout Thailand with
pretty-faced cheap labour.

Fear of military fines, tor-

ture, rape, or forced labour
as road builders or Slorc por-
ters, lead desperate Burmese
families to believe that send-
ing their children to Thai-
land is the way to a better
life.

Migrants and minority
groups carry an extra burden
due to their lack of Thai lan-
guage skills and official sta-
tus, which limits their access
to legitimate jobs, making
work in dangerous and un-
safe conditions the only op-
tion. )

“If there are an estimated
400,000 sex workers in Thai-
land and the police rescue an
average of 800 women a year,
how many years will it take
to ‘save’ all these women?,”
asked Chantawipa. “The
best thing we can do for now

is to help them empower

themselves, even if that
means they stay in the sex
industry. At least they have
the dignity of working and
providing for their families.”
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,Friday September 29, 1995

The impact of the AIDS epidemic
on children was explored in depth
at the Third International
Conference on AIDS in Asia and
the Pacific, recently held in
Chiang Mai. WIPAWEE
OTAGANONTA
talks to a
paediatrician
who believes
that with enough
compassion and
- commitment
from society,
infected children
can lead -
comparatively
long and full lives. In related
stories on the back page, health
experts and educators look for
ways to lessen the impact on the
children of infected parents.

Dr James Oleske: Lengthening the llves of
HIV-positive children. .

September 16 -21




hen it comes to

treating chil-
dren infected
with HIV, Dr
James Oleske
has proven
that loving

care is just as important as medicine.
As medical director of the Children’s
Hospital AIDS Programme in Newark,
New Jersey, Dr Oleske, 50, has spent
more than a decade developing a pro-
gramme to care for infected children.
His model of care is now in use
throughout the state of New Jersey.
Here, he talks about the necessity of
his kind of care programme — one that
combines the best of medicine and hu-
manity. '

Q: By training, you're a
paediatrician?

Yes, with special training .in infec-
tious diseases and immunology. ‘

Q: What led you to starta
programme for infected
children?

Early on in the epidemic, I realised |
that as a doctor, I couldn’t provide all
the care needed for my patients. Chil-
dren with HIV have such a chronic and
complicated illness, and their families |
are so negatively affected by it. AIDS is i
what we call a multi-generational dis-
ease. ;

So the only way to really help a child
was to support his care in the home. To |
do that takes a lot of people, not just a
doctor and a nurse. You need a social
worker, a nutritionist, a case manager,
and other health care specialists.

We developed the concept of a multi-
discipline case management team that |
includes a doctor, a doctor trainee, a
nurse, and a social worker, working
together to supervise a child.

In the beginning our team was my-
self, a nurse, and a social worker. In the
early 80s, as the programme grew and
more infected children were 1dentified
in Newark and the rest of New Jersey,
we had to find the money to fund anoth-
er team. Our AIDS Programme now has.
three teams, each responsible for about
100 patients. a0

|

Q: The children are scattered all
over the state?

As part of our educational pro-

gramme, in the late 80s we were able to
get government funding to use the mod-
el we had developed at the Children’s
Hospital at five other sites throughout
New Jersey. So now the children don’t
have to come to Newark. We work to-

ether to make sure that children

throughout the state get good care.

Q: How does the HIV virus affect
children physically?

‘Infected children usually are not sick

.when they're born. :

There are two types of in-
fected children. Those with a
rapidly progressing form of
the disease become sick
when they’re two to three
months old. .

'They get pneumonia and
infections.  They get diar-
rhoea and thrush, a throat
fand mouth infection, that
'won’t go away.

Early on they begin to lose

weight and not develop nor-
' mally. After that, they devel-
- op encephalitis — inflamma-
| tion of the brain — that
' makes it difficult for them to

walk and talk normally.
Many of these children will
“die by four, five, or six years

of age...
"~ The second type are chil-

dren who don’t show symp-

toms until they're four to six

years old, and they may not

be diagnosed until then if
‘they are not tested. I think

you-will see some of these

cases in Thailand soon.

We're ahead of you by about

'five years. These children de- .
velop a less serious type of pneumonia,

and get more ear and throat inféctions
than normal children. Generally they
‘live past eight years old and are able to
+goto'school. With good supportive care

and medication, they may live to early
‘adolescence. 2



Q: HoW do you deal with this
second type of children? '
Now that we know infected childze

are able to live longer, we've tried to
set up networks of adoptive and foster

care families:- .

We've ‘grained them m how” to care’!
for the children, and we're there to help |

them. The need ‘is.there because the’

children will see their parents die be-

fore them.

tended family, but after a while, there
aren’t enough of them: Some children
‘will need foster or adoptive care.
““Although such a programme 1S diffs-
cult to start, there are probably fam-
ilies who, if they are taught about the
needs of these children, can help. In
Thailand, as the number of cases goes
up, yow'll have to look at the possibility
of setting up such foster care pro-

ammes. ; al

In all the cases we've worked with,
we haven’t seen any children spreading
the disease, so it’s safe. L1 o e

- 'We also train grandparents and ex-’

Q: Why foster care and not
hospital care?

It’s better for a child to be in some
type of family setup, living in a home.
The hard part is to convince people
that it’s a safe and worthwhile experi-
ence — and to support and
help them while they do it. |

Doctors also need help in_’
finding families and training
them so that children who .
are relatively well can move
to a family setting, leaving
room for doctors to care for
other children who have no -
one. '

|

0O: What guidelines do
you use to treat these
children? ,
While we wait for that
great cure, everyday care is
important. We must pay at-
tention to the children’s
quality of life. - :

AIDS is a painful disease.
Physically, 1t ‘hurts. And
medicine, treatment, and
tests are also painful. That
physical pain should be
treated, and it doesn’t cost
much money. Pain manage-
ment with such pain reliev- |
ers as morphine is inexpen- |
sive and widely available.
We need to make sure the
children receive good pain
management.  This also
means Wwe can carefully
choose drugs-and consider .
their side effects.
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There is also the psycho-
logical pain. Children suffer
seeing their parents die of
painful illnesses. Morphine
doesn’t help relieve that kind
of pain, but foster care and
help from other people can.

Q:You also talk about:
infected children having
kids themselves. How is .
that possible?

. There are two types of in-
fected adolescents. The first
type become infected. when
they are adolescents through
sex or drug injections. They

" need to understand thqir re-;

sponsibility not o infect others. Also,

they need to recognise that with good.

care they can live for up to ten years, so
they need to take care of themselves
with good nutrition and medicine.

Type two are the long-term survivors
among those infected at birth. They,
like other adolescents, start becoming
sexually active. We need to provide
them with the same education.

We don’t know if many children in-
fected at birth will survive all the way
into adolescence and be healthy
enough to have children, but it’s a pos-

sibility. In the US, it has happened one’

time that I know of, in a programme i
California. A 17-year-old infected girl
had a baby, but we don’t know yet if the
baby is infected.

In a way, it's a happy problem, be:
cause it shows that children can live
this long with AIDS; But it also poses a
new problem, and we’ have to face it.

Q: Peopl'e_ tend to asSume that
children’infected at birth will die
soon.

Many doctors have the attitude that
if the baby has AIDS, he’s going to die
and there’s nothing you can do. While
it’s true that AIDS is still a uniformly
fatal disease and there’s no cure yet,
these babies are living longer.

And paying attention to things like
nutrition, pain management, educa-
tional support, and foster care.cag_g_dq

Continued on page 34
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Direct impact of
HIV/AIDS on children

@ Risk of infection from
birth, breastfeeding,
contaminated blood
transfusions, and/or
sexual activity

@ Poor health,
malnutrition

e Discrimination and
isolation in classroom and
community

Indirect impact:

e Psychological trauma of
seeing parents ill or dying
@ Abandonment and
orphanhood

e Family poverty and
deterioration of the home
environment

@ Poor health care and
nutrition

@ Ostracism and
discrimination

@ Less financial support
for education from
community and
government

o Dropping out of school
o Pressure to enter labour
force :

Suggested measures
to reduce impact:

~ @ Family networking

e Improvement of
orphanages and foster
care programmes

@ A more “‘caring”’
education system

@ Campaigns to inform
every sector of society of
the above impacts and of
children’s rights

@ Concentrated effortsin
‘heavily affected areas

e Research in concerned
fields such as education
and health care

Pointing out potential

‘limpacts of the AIDS

epidemic on children,
public health experts
urge all sectors of
society to think ahead
and act now, WIPAWEE
OTAGANONTA reports.
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Good eyeS|gh
for

iy Pictures by SOMKID CHAIJITVANIT

For Bangkokians, nothing could be more convenient than getting a new pair of eyeglasses
or contact lenses. A customer can walk into any optical shop with blurred vision and
emerge half an hour later wearing a new pair of glasses. But as clear vision becomes

just another product for sale, safety standards are being overlooked.

S6T



Seeing clearly isn't
as easy as It seems
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oday, unlike a mere genera-

tion ago, wearing eyeglasses is

no longer something to be

ashamed of. On the contrary,

modern eyeglass frames are
trendy-enough to make a fashion state-
ment, and often even elicit envy from
the non-bespectacled.

But this growing trend bears a high
cost for wearers of glasses, not only in
monetary terms, but possibly also
where their optical health is con-
cerned. : ’

The optical business is clearly a lu-
crative one, judging from the burgeon-
ing presence and increasing luxury of
eyeglass outlets. A

As many as 90 per cent of eyeglass
frames sold locally are imported. Due
. largely to import taxes, the price of
cach pair is marked up about 200 to 300
per cent from the original cost, accord-
ing to Dr Kawee Lopansri, president of
the Thai Optometric Association.

These factors have sent the price of
glasses skyrocketing, leaving consum-
ers little choice but to spend more and
more for clear vision.

As for those who wish to buy cheap-
er, locally made glasses, they are usual-
ly met with low quality and limited
choice — if they are able to find them at
all.

Today, lenses alone can cost up to
5,000 baht, and the variety is over-
whelming. '

Worse still, most optical shop techni-
cians, who are responsible for fitting
customers with the proper lenses, are
not ophthalmologists. At most, they
have received basic training in giving
eye examinations, cutting lenses, and
making glasses. Patients’ eyes are ex-
amined and glasses are prescribed right
in the shop, so a prescription from an
ophthalmologist is not necessary.

But since turning a profit, not ensur-
ing good vision, seems to be the prima-
ry aim of most optical shops, concerns
have been raised about potential dan-
gers to buyers.

“Many people believe the recommen-
dations made by optical shop atten-
dants simply because they themselves
know little about glasses. Besides, they
don’t want to risk buying cheaper
lenses. They are willing to pay more for

their own health and safety,” said Dr -

Kawee.

Consumers, he suggested, should
bargain for the lowest price and ac-
quire as much information as they can
about each type of lens before making a

By TANIDA .
SIRORATTANAKUL

decision. “Don’t take advertisements

~at face value. You should know what

type of lens suits you best. In many
cases, expensive lenses are not neces-
sary.”

He also recommended that buyers
visit several optical shops to find the
best prices and most reliable service
before settling on a pair of glasses.

And before they even start to shop
around, they should first visit a Ii-
censed ophti:almologist to make sure
that their vision problems are not
caused by a serious eye condition.

Most people with poor vision assume
that they are either near- or far-sighted,
and that glasses are the obvious solu-
tion. “Few consider the possibility that
they might have a serious eye disease
and need to see an ophthalmologist,”
said Dr Kawee. .

He added that many people seek med-
ical help only after the condition is
aggravated and treatment is almost im-
possible. In severe cases, blindness is
the result. -

In most cases, though, ophthalmolo-
gists will not prescribe glasses for pa-
tients, as they generally' concentrate
solely on the treatment of eye diseases.

After being reassured by an ophthal-
mologist that their eye problems are
not disease-related, patients must help

- themselves by seeking out information

on the lenses or contact lenses best
suited to their needs. i

“At present, finding glasses is very
easy, . but finding an optical shop you
can rely on is very difficult,” said Dr
Kawee, who is also the owner of a long-
established optical shop in Bangkok.

“Consumers should arm themselves
with information before going into a
shop. Otherwise, they can be easily de-

Continued on page 42
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Seeing clearly isn’t
as easy as It seems

Continued from page 35

ceived.” He mentioned several eyeglass
shops that lure consumers by offering
50 per cent price reductions and free
gifts. “Customers should be wary of
such gimmicks, because sometimes
these ‘drastically reduced’ prices are
higher than the regular prices at other
shops. And the quality of the products
is bound to be lower.” Some shops sell
imitations of popular brand name
frames and lenses at high prices.

The Thai Optometric Association is-
sues certificates to optical technicians
who have completed its course in giv-

_ing eye exams and prescribing and fit-

ting glasses. Shops which have such
certificates on display tend to be more
reliable than those which don’t, said Dr
Kawee.

The association runs occasional
training programmes on prescribing
glasses for its members, which com-
prise about 500 shops throughout the
country.

Many shops hire technicians who

“have graduated from Don Muang Tech-

nical College of the Ministry of Educa-
tion’s Department of Vocational Edu-
cation, which offers a programme in
working with eyeglasses and lenses. In-
quiring about the qualifications of a
shop’s technicians is one way for con-
sumers to make wiser choices about
where to buy glasses.

Dr Kawee said that he has been lob-
bying the Ministry of Education to es-
tablish a required training course for
optical technicians. - '

“In the future, technicians might
have to pass a test before working in

order to guarantee that consumers get
a minimum standard of service,” he
said. , ‘

Under such a system, optometric
technicians would be regulated in the
same way as professionals like engi-
neers, doctors, architects, and lawyers,
who must pass a test and receive a
certificate before practising.

Trendy or not, eyeglasses are becom-
ing increasingly common as the num-
ber of people suffering from poor vision
increases.

Said Dr Kawee: “Starting from pri-
mary school age, children these days
are putting great strain on their eyes by
studying too hard or spending too
much time in front of the TV or comput-
er.
“For many patients, though, the
problem goes away when they stop do-
ing activities that strain their eyes.”

For those with permanent vision
problems, there are also ways that they
can improve their eyesight on their
own. Visual exercises such as focusing
on faraway objects — especially green
scenery, which helps to relax the eyes
— can be effective in aiding near-sight-
edness. Gently massaging the eyes with
the fingers before bedtime and after
waking up can also help clear up blurry
vision. L
~ Glasses will always be a necessity for
some, and the fact that they can now be
a chic fashion statement rather than an
embarrassing necessity is a welcome
change. But in today’s over-saturated
market, buying the right glasses is no
easy task. And making the wrong
choice might mean losing not only your
money, but also your vision.
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Light as a feather,

hough eyeglasses are cer-
tainly more chic and attrac-
tive than ever before, if giv-
en the choice, most people
in need of corrective lenses
would opt not to wear them. For
them, contact lenses — an invisible,

convenient solution that fits right

into the eye — are an obvious, and
increasingly popular, choice.

There is an ever-growing variety
of lenses to choose from, even in-
cluding tinted ones that allow wear-
ers to change the colour of their
eyes.

But as harmless as the tiny, feath-
er-light lenses may seem, they can be
hazardous if not chosen and worn
with the supervision of specialists.

“Contact lenses are much more
dangerous than glasses. If wearers
do not take proper care of them,
their eyes can easily become infect-
ed. These infections are difficult to
cure, and in severe cases they can
result in loss of eyesight,” said Asst
Prof Dr Patthanee Samsen of the
Faculty of Medicine at Siriraj Hos-

By KARNJARIYA
SUKRUNG

pital.

Contact lenses are sold in optical
shops in the same way as glasses—a
technician at the shop examines the
patient’s eyes and prescribes the
lenses, which are then sold on the
spot. This easy procedure, which re-
quires no prescription from a doctor,
is even more unsafe with lenses than
with glasses.

“Theoretically, contact lenses and
the products used to clean and care
for them are a kind of medicine. So

they should be prescribed by doc-
tors,” said Dr Patthanee.

“The opticians at these shops,”
she warned, “are not doctor, or even
ophthalmological technicians. Usu-
ally they are simply employees who
have been trained to use optical in-
struments and make glasses.

“They do not have the expertise

.needed to detect abnormalities in

the eyes of customers. They simply
measure their eyesight and pre-
scribe lenses accordingly. If a pa-
tient is suffering from an eye dis-
ease, by the time he or she recog-
nises it, it has usually become far
more serious.” .

Since an ophthalmologist’s pre-
scription is not required in order to
buy contact lenses, the vast majority
of patients spare themselves the in-
convenience and expense of seeing
an eye doctor beforehand.

For most, simply walking into an
optical shop and buying lenses is a
far more appealing option than go-
ing through the complicated proce-
dure of a medical eye exam.

but heavy with risk -

Ophthalmologists ask their pa-
tients why they want to wear lenses
and inquire about their medical his-
tory. They then conduct a detailed
eye examination, checking charac-
teristics such as the curvature of the
eyeball, protein content, and tears
to the optical tissue.

Dr Patthanee said that the oph-
thalmologist also assesses whether
the patient seems able to care for
objects as delicate as contact lenses.

“I don’t usually prescribe lenses
for teenagers, because they are often
not careful or responsible enough to
take care of them, and this could be
very dangerous,” she said.

Most consumers, though, are im-
pressed enough with the sophisticat-
ed equipment used in optical shops,
especially a computerised system for
measuring eyesight.

Many shops have installed this
computerised equipment as a selling
point, rightly believing that it will

Continued on page 42



Light as a feather,
but heavy with risk

Continued from page 35

increase their credibility in consumers’
eyes.

But according to the doctor, these
computers are not always accurate, es-
pecially when used on children.

“In order for the results to be accu-
rate, patients must keep their eyes com-
pletely still. Children are not likely to
cooperate, so the results are often in-
correct. In addition to the computer,
ophthalmologists use special medical
instruments to confirm the computer
results.”

Even getting an ophthalmologist’s
prescription, though, does not guaran-
tee safety if one fails to take proper
care of contact lenses.

Most contact lenses and accompany-
ing products are imported from the US,
and their quality and safety standards
are strictly enforced by the US FDA
(Food and Drug Administration). But
users who ignore the instructions for
wearing, cleaning, and storing lenses
could pay a steep price for their care-
lessness.

“Some lens wearers are allergic to
the liquid component used in the clean-
ing process without knowing it. Lens
allergy, like general eye diseases, does
not have symptoms that can be immedi-
ately detected. Only a visit to an oph-
thalmologist, then, can diagnose such
an allergy. For this reason, ophthal-
mologists generally recommend that
their patients return for a follow-up
visit after wearing the lenses for one
week.

“Generally, the body’s immune sys-
tem will fight off unwelcome germs in

Even getting an
ophthalmologist’s
prescription does not
guarantee safety if one
fails to take proper
care of contact lenses.

R SRR

. the body. If it cannot overcome the

germs, though, symptoms such as red-
ness and irritation show up. At this
point, users should stop wearing their
lenses to keep germs from spreading. In
cases where the spread is serious, the
entire eyeball might have to be re-
moved.”

In cases of a scratch to the cornea
from a fingernail or other sharp object,
wearers should also stop using the lens
temporarily and promptly consult an
ophthalmologist. This will allow the
wound to heal. But if the cut is deep
and the patient continues to wear the
lens, permanent loss of vision can re-
sult. ‘

Even for those who take the best care
possible of their lenses and strictly fol-
low lens usage directions, long-term
wear of 15 years or more causes perma-
nent changes to the eyes of users, such
as a lack of oxygen in eye cells and a
hardening of eye tissue.

“In some changes, contact lenses
change the eye so much that it is hardly
recognisable. And changes are often
seen only when it’s too late to do any-
thing about them.”
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TIPS FOR LENS WEARERS

® Cut your fingernails short to avoid damaging eyes
and lenses.

® Wash and dry your hands before handling the
lenses.

® Strictly follow the directions on lens cleaning
product packages.

® Avoid places with a heavy concentration of
chemical substances in the air, such as car repair
shops or hair salons.

® Wear sunglasses when exposed to dust, wind, and
sunlight to avoid irritation.

@ Use eyedrops when your eyes feel dry.

o Stop wearing your lenses jf your eyes feel irritated
or become infected.

® If you wear Mmascara, put your lenses in after it
dries.

® If you wear other make up, put your lenses in before
applying, and take them out before removing.

© When using hairspray, wait a few moments for the
Spray to dissolve before opening your eyes.

® Visit your ophthalmologist twice a year for a check.- ‘
up.

-

According to Dr Kawee Lopansri, would otherwise have to wear thick
president of the Thai Optometric Asso- glasses.
ciation, research has shown that wear- “The safest way for lens wearers to
ing lenses for 15 years can result in keep their eyes healthy is to follow an
blurred vision. Lifelong wear of 40 eye doctor’s advice strictly and go for
years or more can seriously weaken the regular consultations to check for
eyes or make them permanently red changes to their eyes. If any irritation
and inflamed. develops, or if your lenses simply don’t

Contact lenses, however, are the only feel as comfortably as they used to, you
viable option for Some, especially ex-  ghould stop wearing them to avoid po-
tremely near-sighted people, - who tential danger,” said Dr Patthanee.
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The sight of mist-shrouded pine trees makes

the hard uphill trek to Phu Kradueng's peak worthwhile. .
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his Sunday, after a long
rainy season break, Phu
Kradueng — one of
Thailand’s favourite
mountain paradises — is
set to reopen. Once
again,-even elephant
tracks will vanish under the
heavy tread of visitors, who
stream from all corners of the -
country into this Loei Province
national park.

Last year alone, more than
65,000 people visited the park;
the number of Phu Kradueng’
“conquerors” has reached more
than half a million over the past
decade.

Rising 1,288 metres above sea
level with a steep, sometimes
slippery, forest trail the only
access to the mountain’s scenic
flat top, Phu Kradueng poses a
great physical and mental
challenge for its visitors.

For the extremely fit, the

. uphill trek may take less than a couple

of hours. For most others, it can take
much longer, sometimes even from
dawn to dusk.

A few never make it at all; and they
never come back, either.

Tumbling rocks and trees add an
element of danger to an already arduous
journey. This is why, since 1989, Phu
Kradueng has been the only national
park officially closed during the

LEFT:

A ground orchid in
bloom, a common sight
at this time of year.

~monsoon period from the
beginning of June to the
end of September.

Still, the number of
travellers arriving each
year is steadily increasing.

‘= Lovers come in search of
the perfect setting for
romance, a mountaintop
meadow dotted with_
clusters of mist-shrouded
pine trees. But before they
reach the top, the tough
mountain trail puts their
love to the test. A

 Many urban dwellers
come here to get in touch
with nature and gain peace
of mind. Others,
meanwhile, make the trip
up the mountain just to drink and have
fun — things they could just as easily do
back in the city. : )
Artists travel here for inspiration,
while photographers*find a wealth of
camera-friendly scenes. Creative
directors and production crews choose
the picturesque mountain asa backdrop
for magazine fashion spreads, music
videos, and TV commercials,
Local farmers join in the climb to

earn extra money by selling food and
beverages to visitors along the way and
at the top. The rice they serve is grown
down the mountain with water from the
Phong River, which originates from
Phu Kradueng itself.

Other villagers make a living offering
porter services. They tie visitors’
backpacks to both ends of bamboo
poles and carry them on their shoulders
up the steep mountain path. Along the
way, they often overtake their :
exhausted customers, who have set
out long before them. il

Park rangers patrol the route to
ensure the safety of the forest, its
wildlife, and visitors. Some of them
lug large cans of petrol up the i
mountain to fuel the power generators '

at the peak.

_ Hunters sneak in to prey on the °
wildlife. ) LA
Monks also tread this same trail,

-seeking a quiet corner of the forest —

some to study and follow the Buddha’s
teachings, but some to neglect them.
Monks with long hair can be seen
marching up and down the mountain
to receive alms. ’

Phu Kradueng attracts so many
different types of people for somany
different reasons. Nature seems to have
everything they want. And as long as -
the mountain’s natural splendour
remains intact — though no one can
be sure how long that will be — none
of them will ever be disappointed.
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Thursday November 30, 1995

Sanctuary

Protected for more [
than two decades
by the sacred
saffron robe,
nature has been
allowed to thrive
on a patch of
public land near
downtown Khon
Kaen. But there is

no time to

celebrate, as the |

plot is under The “:;:";I‘:
serious threat from cre_matoi:::m,

I t hidden
land developers. f';"'::“g“ |
PANNACHAI : trees.
KHONGSANIT

© reports.



There have been

- offers to buy the
land at very high
prices, but we’ve
turned them down.
We are just the
caretakers. The land
and the trees belong
to the people of
Khon Kaen.

PHRA ATHIKARN ANEK
TECHAWARO-™

To avoid
-clearing the
area of big
trees, monks
live in small
kuti, or huts.
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he people of Khon
Kaen’s Muang District
regard this place as a
temple. Yet unlike oth-
er Buddhist monaster-
ies in the area, Wat
Mokhawanaram 1is distinguished

not by the roofs of the traditional .

ordination hall and other temple
buildings, but by a lush canopy of
densely growing trees that sets this
piece of land apart from its dry, ur-
ban vicinity.

The 40-rai plot, located only 1.5
kilometres from Khon Kaen airport,
is part of a degraded deciduous for-

est which used to cover the area. In
the past, it served as a village ceme- .

tery and was often visited by Bud-
dhist monks seeking a peaceful
place to meditate. '

The land became an organised re-
ligious ground in 1968, when villag-
ers, fearing they would lose the plot
to growing urbanisation, decided to
hand it over to religion. Wat
Mokhawanaram was then set up
with no traditional temple struc-
tures but a few small wooden kuti, or
huts, to accommodate the monks.

Since people respect the place as a
temple — despite the fact that it is
not registered as such with the Reli-
gious Affairs Department — they no
longer cut down trees there for fire-
wood or other uses. Trees and plants
are allowed to grow undisturbed. In
the empty spaces between the old
trees, villagers and monks have also
planted saplings of native varieties
like pradu and makha tae, and sever-
al-‘’kinds of edible plants.

Today, Wat .Mokhawanaram is

not just the only remaining wood- -

land in the area, but also a rich one.

“The secret of its success is nature
itself,” says Phra Athikarn Anek
Techawaro, the abbot of the temple.

He explains that initially, he and
his fellow monks were unaware of
the role fallen leaves play in main-
taining the natural balance, so they
would clear away the leaves to keep
the place tidy. But the practice left
the bare ground to be parched by
direct sunlight, resulting in very
high temperatures during the hot
season. In the rainy months, much of
the unprotected topsoil was washed
away.

Several years ago, a villager sug-

. gested that the leaves be left alone

to cover the ground, keeping it hu-
mid, and to decompose into humus.
“It worked. Nature heals itself if

we allow it to. The air in the area"

became cooler, even at noon. And
we didn’t lose the topsoil to water
runoff anymore,” says the abbot.
He adds that villagers were of
great help in restoring the soil’s
quality. “We didn’t build any large
structures at this temple, so all reli-
gious ceremonies are held under
shady trees. Villagers have to sit on
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the ground, so they bring some hay
from home to sit on. After each cere-
mony, the hay is left on the ground
to decompose, like fallen leaves.”
Apart from a religious sanctuary,
the wooded compound of Wat
Mokhawanaram also serves as a
park for villagers from nearby com-
.munities and a quiet reading place
for students. It is also a refuge for
several kinds of birds as well as
squirrels and ground lizards.

But because of its location on the

main road, just a few kilometres
from downtown Khon Kaen, the
temple is being targeted by land de-
velopers.

" “There have been offers to buy the
land at very high prices, but we’ve
turned them down,” the monk re-
veals, adding that one developer re-
cently came up with another propos-
al. He wanted to rent the part of the
land facing the road in order to
build shophouses on it; he would
initially pay a million baht per rai,
then let the wat collect 500 baht a
month from each of the 50 sho-
phouses he planned to build.

“But we couldn’t accept this or
any other offer because we are just
the caretakers. The land and the
trees belong to the people of Khon
Kaen,” says Phra Athikarn Anek.

“That land developer was very an-
gry, and he said that even if he
didn’t get the land, someone else
would get it one day.”

As a result of his lack of coopera-
tion with this particular developer,
the abbot was allegedly threatened
with poisoning and framed in a sex
scandal. _ ]

The fact that Wat Mokhawan-
aram has been set up on public land,
albeit with public consent, makes its
status illegal. According to the law,
only government agencies can move
onto such areas. The threats facing
this piece of land, then, come not

only from businessmen but also from
the government.

According to Phra - Athikarn
Anek, the monastery has already
given three rai of the land to the
Institution of Skill Development.
Several other agencies are eyeing
the rest of the land. The latest is the
Department of Vocational Educa-
tion, which has requested 20 rai on
which to construct a vocational

- school.

These takeover efforts have
stirred resentment among villagers
in surrounding communities.

Charoon Pilanon, a resident of the
nearby Supatra housing estate, ex-
presses his view: ‘Villagers gave

* this public land to the wat. Then the
“monks returned it to nature, with

the support of the villagers.

“Now it is.a place where people
from Supatra housing estate, Ban
Hua Thung, Ban Kham Hai, and sev-
eral other villages in the area come
to study dhamma and seek peace of
mind. For many of us, the woodland
is also a source of food and herbal
medicine.”

“Villagers and monks have taken
good care of the land for so long, we
wouldn’t let anyone destroy it,” he
says, adding that in order to pre-
serve the land’s natural condition,
villagers once signed an agreement
that no other uses of it would be
allowed.

But as long as Wat Mokhawanar-
am’s status remains illegal, there is
little hope. The only way to enable
the temple to register with the au-

thorities would be to legally hand

over the land ownership to the wat.

The person authorised to act in
this case is the provincial governor.
The future of this rare piece of urban

«woodland, then, depends on whether

he, like the monks and villagers who
use and care for it, is able to recog-
nise its importance.
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Friday September 22, 1995

Progress

witha
human
face

Though she reached the top of the

government ranks in economic and social
planning, Srisavang Phuavongphatya is better
‘known as an advocate for the rights of women
and children. KULCHAREE TANSUBHAPOL :
talks to her about her life’s work, her views,

and her hopes for the future.
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= Activist Srisavang Phuavongphatya:

o . Gt Tt LR, e AlongIifeoftacklingwomen’sissues

Picture by SOMKID CHAIJITVANIT

= from all angles.
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; ew women are given a

g l chance to fill the top posi-
tions in government ad-
ministration. But just as
such a coveted job was
within arm’s reach, Srisa-

vang Phuavongphatya
decided to leave her high-powered ca-

|

i

reer to become the voice of oppressed

women and children.

The decision came after 30 years of
government service. Srisavang, now
64, was then director of the Technical
Service Division at the Department of
Technical and Economic Coopera-
tion. .

Her work involved her closely in
the nation’s economic planning. “But

I've come to realise that what I knew

about the country’s problems were
only figures and statistics. I never
knew what kind of life villagers were
living and the problems they really
face.

“I finally admitted to myself that I
couldn’t solve the root causes of their
problems — that despite all my plan-
ning work, all I could do was to sit in
my office and wait for unknown re-
sults.”

She also admitted that bureaucrat-
ic red-tape and inertia kept positiv
changes from being made. .

“So I quit,” mused the mild-man-

nered technocrat, who turned into an

activist at the age of 52.
A staunch advocate of women’s and
children’s rights, Srisavang takes a

critical view of cultural norms and

traditions which exploit women and
children. This stance and her system-
atic plans for action have won her
much respect among feminists of the
younger generation. With her soft-
spoken manner, gentle smile, and pa-
tient diplomacy of an “old hand”,
however, she has rarely angered even
the toughest of macho men while lec-
turing him on women'’s rights.

Since 1983, Srisavang has chosen to
work with non-governmental organi-
sations because of their flexibility
and efficiency, first focusing on wom-
en’s and children’s problems and later
on rural development:

Last year, Thai NGOs chose her to
be the chairperson of their nation-
wide network and to act as their

bridge with the antagonistic g(‘wem-'“

ment.

“The underprivileged are gravely -

.mistreated, They need help, and
NGOs can assist them in forwarding
their causes. It is unfair that wheney-
er villagers gather amongst them-
selves to voice their grievances, they
are branded protesters and violators
of social order.

“Small people need understanding
and concern from the government too.
They should have the chance to pre-
sent their problems the way city peo-
fle q’o, through a public hearing sys-

em.

Growing up the only child in a mid-
dle-class Bangkok family, Srisavang
attended prestigious girls’ schools
such as Satri Maha Pruktharam
School and Saipanya School as a
child. The bright voung student fin-

; isixed high school at 16, eager to study

medicine and become a physician.
Back in 1945, however, girls under

17 could not enrol in universities.
“While waiting for my 17th birth-

day, I changed my plan and decided to

~ study accountancy at Thammasat
" University with some of my friends,”

she recalled. “After graduation, T got
a job with the National Economic De-
velopment Council, where I learned
about policy analysis and became in-
volved with projects that gave me a
good foundation in development
work.” :

During that time, she said, she had
the opportunity to work for several
prominent technocrats, namely Dr
Puay Ungpakorn, Dr Khamhaeng Pa-
langkura, and Acharn Supab Yossun-
dara. Known for their integrity and
dedication, they inspired her to work
for the cause of the underprivileged.

“I gradually developed an interest
in education and in women'’s and chil-
dren’s affairs,” she recalled, adding
that she then become more interested
in the work of NGOs, especially in
women’s development.

Initially, due to lack of interest,
there was no central government
body responsible for planning, coordi-
nating and monitoring women’s de-
velopment policies. In 1980, with Sri-
savang’s help, the Long-Term Plan for
Women'’s Development was initiate
and chaired by her. :

The National Commission on Wom-
en’s Affairs was then set up in 1979. It

"has since_been the central govern-

ment body which coordinates policies
that affect women and advises the
government on women'’s issues.

Today, women’s issues are getting
more attention from Thai society than
they used to, she said. “There are now
more women’s groups working to im-
prove the plight of needy women. We
are also seeing an increase in wom-
en’s participation in society as a
whole.”
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“I'm not talking about
competition. The point is
that if men and women were
given the chance to work to-
gether, they would learn how
to share their roles and serve
society more completely.”
Such cooperation would
also automatically ease ex-
isting gender prejudices.
“l want to see women us-
ing their full potential,” says
Srisavang. “They should
stop confining themselves to
the traditional mould pf
women and take up more naw roles.”
At present, Srisavang is falling
back on her old expertise in policy

planning. She has been busy assisting * |

the National Economic and Social
Development Board (NESDB) in the
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drafting of its Eighth Five-Year Na-
tional Plan, which will be implement-
¢4 from 1997 to 2001. :

She commented that the NESDB’s

o

What I knew about the country’s

first seven development plans focused problems were only figures and statistics.

more on aconomic than on social im-
provement.

_“The eighth plan will be the first
time ever that national planning has
focused heavily on social aspects,”
she said. “Under the plan, people in
rural communities — traditionally
the voiceless — will be invited to pre-
sent their problems and share their
1deas on how to solve them.”

At 64, Srisavang still juggles many
obligations, meeting with both NGOs
and government agencies during the
week and sometimes also on week-

ends. Experience has taught herjto °
““realise her own limitations, soshe-has.+ =

ceded her leadership role in many
NGOs to members of the younger gen-
eration and now works as a consul-
tant to these organisations instead.
“Despite her busy work schedule,
Srisavang always sets aside time to

study Buddhist teachings, which she .

sees as essential to maintaining her
inner stability.

“I’m interested in Buddhism, but I
don’t go to the temple regularly,” she
smiled. :

“I think those who work for the less
fortunate have already internalised
basic Buddhist principles such as em-
pathy and compassion. Buddhism also
teaches us not to take advantage of
others — a principle relevant to our
work for human rights protection.”

Asked what she wants to do after
she retires, Srisavang says: “Probably
become a writer. I've lived a long life
and seen so much. Like any old per-

_son, I’d like to share them with young

people.” -

I never knew what kind of life villagers
were living. I finally admitted to myself
that despite all my planning work, all I
could do was to sit in my office and wait
for unknown results. So I quit.

SRISAVANG PHUAVONGPHATYA



Yet women’s problems continue to~
escalate as they become more compli--

cated, she said. And many of the basic

problems that perpetuate the oppres- |

sion of women remain unsolved.
“One major obstacle is persisting

sexist attitudes and a lack of under.

standing of women’s problems and

gender differences,” says Srisayang.

““These problems exist even among
people working in women’s affairs,
not just among the general public.”

Despite the efforts of various wom-
en’s groups, little progress has been
made in improving women’s lot, she
commented.

“This is because we can only tackle
the results of the problems, not their
root causes.” :

She raised prostitution as an exam-

ple.

“Frankly speaking, efforts by both
government agencies and NGOs to
protect young rural girls from being
lured into prostitution have little
chance of competing with flesh trade
operators.

“The flesh trade is big business, a
vast network that involves powerful
figures from the village to the nation-
al level,” she explained, adding that
social workers working against pros-
titution often receive threats from sex
trade operators.

Poverty, said Srisavang, is just a
minor cause of prostitution. It is rath-

er traditional social values which per-

petuate women'’s subjugation to men
that are to blame. ‘

“Women are still seen primarily as
sex objects. Without changes to that
attitude, I don’t think the prostitution
problem will ever be completely
solved,” she noted. “But I'm an opti-
mist at heart. I believe that as long as
we don’t give up, the situation will
improve, although it will take a long
time.” _

She pins her hopes on the strength-
ening of the family institution., The
way parents raise their children is
highly influential in moulding young
people’s characteristics and atti-
tudes, she explained. .

“My parents set a good example for
me. When I was a schoolgirl, my moth-
er always brought poor children in
our neighbourhood to our home to
teach them. My father, who worked as
an accountant for a Swedish compa-
ny, lived a modest life.”

Apart’ from pushing for national
women’s development policies, the
veteran activist has also helped found
the Friends of Women Group, the
Foundation for Children’s Develop-
ment, and the Foundation for Dis-
abled Children.

[“Interest in women’s rights is’still -

Iin.iit'ed to a privileged group of peoptg
.with high education, open attitudes,

and:good living conditions,” she ob-
served.

“Meanwhile, poor rural women are
ignorant of their rights and lack
equal opportunity. Severe economic
hardship resulting from the environ-
mental degradation of rural areas has
m:r}de their plight even more diffi-
cult.”

The Thai women’s movement, she
suggested, should embrace women
from different backgrounds and social
classes so that it can better respond to
their needs.

As a longtime NGO leader, Srisa-
vang is satisfied with the growth and
progress of these grassroots organisa-
tions. She admits, however, that the
NGO movement suffers from a peren-
nial shortage of personnel and a high
turnover rate. Funded by donations,
NGOs offer low pay and little job se-
curity.

“This problem is especially grave in
the area of rights and welfare

-for the elderly and the dis-

abled. The situation is better
in children’s affairs, perhaps
is because giving children
hope and opportunities in
life is a more fulfilling kind
of work.”

Society stands to gain from
increased women’s involve-
ment in decision-making, she
noted. According to research
conducted by the Thailand
Development and Research
Institute and the Population”
Research Institute, women
give more importance than
men to children’s welfare
and quality of life. .

The election of some 900
women as kamnan (sub-dis-
trict chiefs) and phuyai ban
(village heads) in rural com-
munities in the last local
elections, says Srisavang, is
a positive step toward pre-
paring local women for more
active roles in local adminis-
trative and social develop-
ment work.

“By nature and upbring-
ing, women are more consis-
tently responsible, and more
sensitive to people’s needs,
than men. If given the oppor--
tunity, Thai women have the
foundation needed to becom
community leaders. | » .
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Hard labour in
a rural village
may not be
everyone's idea
of a fun
holiday, but for
these civic-
minded
university
students, the
rewards of
giving are well
worth the
sacrifice.

Pictures Courtesy of
Srinakharinwirot
University's Bamphen
Prayot Club '

thusiasm, most

‘from  kinder-
garten .to uni-
versity  have
“begun  their
countdown. The October school vaca-
tion is around the corner, and many
have big plans to pursue.

While some look forward to London,
Singapore, or Sydney as their holiday
destinations, others have their eye on
remote rural villages. Their peers may
be looking forward to relaxation, but
they are looking for a challenge — this
time, building water tanks for villag-
ers’ use. s

In today's increasingly affluent soci-
ety, more and more students are opting
for commercialised “language courses”
abroad — expensive trips geared to-
ward learning a little bit of English,
seeing the sights, and shopping.

But among some, the spirit of giving
is still intact. Volunteer camps are or-
ganised by groups of university stu-
dents who realise that the classroom is
not their single source of knowledge,
and for whom a diploma is not the only
goal they expect to achieve in universi-
ty

“It’s a dream come true for me,” said
Kanokporn Wiwattanakorn of Tham-
masat University. “Doing something to
help the poor is one of my prime objec-
tives while studying! at university,”
added the senior in the Faculty of Com-
merce and Accountancy, who has par-

ith eager en-.

‘Thai students -
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ticipated in volunteer camps every year
since she was a freshman.
Before entering university, she prom-

‘ised herself that if she passed the en-

trance examination, she would not miss
out on a chance to help the poor. “I do
volunteer work because I don’t want to
be useless. And just as importantly, it
gives me a sense of pride and happi-
ness.”

Today, as a camp leader, Kanokporn
still finds her work very challenging.

““Coordinating and dealing with people

who come from such different back-
grounds is even more difficult than the
hard work of the camp,” said the 21-
year-old student. As the camp leader,
Kanokporn is- carrying out an ad-
vanced survey in an impoverished area
of Chumphon Province to prepare for
next month’s project, in which she and
about 30 other students will build wa-
ter tanks for the villagers there.

“We have to choose the activity that
suits our capabilities best. We don’t
have enough manpower to build a
building, so the best we can do this time
is build the tanks,” she said. :

At all universities, both state and
private ones, the volunteer camps are
initiated and run by the students them-
selves, while teachers act as project
advisors.

Classrooms, libraries, latrines, water
tanks, and playgrounds are among the
contributions the students make to the
‘rural poor during their school vaca-
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tions. What gets built where and when

depends on the number of students and

their abilities, Kanokporn explained.
Récently, however, camp activities

have been adapted to cater more effec- .

tively to the needs of villagers, who,
because of their minimal knowledge,
are vulnerable to all forms of exploita-
tion. :

“Originally, we helped them by build-
ing permanent structures — fulfilling
their external needs,” said Punsak
Chanreang, a university official who
oversees Thammasat’s volunteer camp
programme. “Now, we're trying to
equip them with the information they
need in their daily lives, especially in
areas like public health and the law,”
he explained.

At some camps, students teach rural
children basic knowledge and share

* with them interesting experiences that

they would not otherwise be exposed
to. After strong bonds have been forged
between two groups of people from
such different walks of life — urban
university students and rural children
— the camps usually end in tears.

Many students have kept these bonds
intact by revisiting the village during
their next vacation to see the fruits of
their efforts. Some send money to sup-
port the children’s education, while
others decide to take the students un-
der their wing, offering long-term fi-
nancial support or bringing them to
Bangkok to live with them.

The student volunteers may differ in
their approaches to camp activities,
but Punsak believes that they are all
motivated by the common goal of help-
ing the poor.

There is no curriculum that teaches
students how to be good volunteers.
Their successes are the fruits of their
own inspiration and, sometimes, the
help of their predecessors.

“Strong determination is

the most important tool
needed to overcome obsta-
cles,” added Kanokporn.
“It’s a voluntary job, so we
have to put our time, energy,
and sometimes money into
accomplishing our goals.”

For some students, heavy
involvement in volunteer ac-
tivities takes a toll on their
academic performance. - °

Students, . Kanokporn in-
sisted, must learn to plan
well so that they can success-
fully juggle their volunteer
activities and their academic
obligations.

In recent years, university

budget cuts have forced stu-
dent volunteers to work
harder than ever to see their
projects come to fruition.
“We have to have a good
plan in order to bargain for
funds from the university,”
she said.

“This year, we need about two Bm_-
lion baht to run 15 camps, but the uni-
versity has approved only 700,000 baht.
We don’t know yet how we'll get the
rest,” she said, obviously concerned.

Many Bangkokians may be familiar
with the sight of students standing on
the sidewalk, holding a collection box
and asking for donations from passers-
by: to help support their volunteer
camps in the provinces. Some play the
guitar and sing in exchange for money.

“It's a way of getting money other
than asking private companies to spon-
sor us. But it tends to be more difficult,
because we have nothing to give people
in return except a ‘thank you very
much’,” said a Ramkhamhaeng Univer-
sity student volunteer.

Interestingly, while volunteer work
might affect students’ academic “..9.».8..
mance, - their volunteer o.ousmomnm
could also earn them extra points when
they apply for jobs after graduation.
Employers are beginning to recognise

Continued on page 36



Continued from page 29

volunteer activities as a valu-
able experience that makes
students more flexible and
better able to work with oth-
ers in high-pressure situa-
tions. -

This, however, has led some
students without genuine in-
terest to become volunteers.
Although most volunteers are
genuinely devoted to their
work, some participate just so

they can get the university’

certificate guaranteeing that
they did volunteer work —
and make themselves more at-
tractive to prospective em-
ployers.

At the end of each academ-
ic year, Punsak is often ap-
proached by graduating se-
niors who suddenly wish to
participate in volunteer ac-

tivities.

“But that’s better than do-
ing nothing at all for the pub-
lic.” commented Punsak, who
has worked with Thammasat
students for more than 20
years. He noted that after
graduation, students who
have participated in" volun-
teer activities — even if just
once — tend to adapt to their
new situations more quickly
than those who have never
experienced working at a
camp.

“They know how to work as
ateam. They are more flexible
and outgoing,” he said, add-
ing that many parents have
told him that their children
were transformed after par-
ticipating in a camp. “They
are surprised that their kids
can wash dishes and cook.”

Every volunteer has his or

her own designated duty at
the camp, so everyone has to
work. “At the camps, we do
without the comforts of home.
Sometimes, we don’t have a
bath for three days because
there’s no water,” Kanok-
porn said.

Volunteer leaders have ad-
mitted that it is becoming in-
creasingly difficult to recruit
volunteers. Few students
from middle class families feel
enough obligation toward so-
ciety to make them sacrifice
comfort and luxury and spend
a hard time in a rural village.

“But before every camp, we
tell the participants what
kinds of hardships we’ll face
so that they can decide if they
want to go,” said Yokwisai
Kongpan, a third-year stu-
dent at Thammasat’s Faculty

of Law and a camp leader.
Thorough preparation is es-
sential, he said, especially for
big camps. Participants have
to be interviewed by the
camp’s organisers to make
sure that they can handle the
camp conditions. :

“The camp location is also
a significant deciding factor
for students,” he said. If it is
located at the seaside or in a
scenic: mountainous area, it
will attract more volunteers.
But if we're going to Isan, it’s
harder to convince people to
go with us.”

Punsak agreed that the
number of student volunteers
is steadily decreasing. Most
students opt for lighter recre-
ational activities, while oth-
ers steer clear of any extra-
curricular  pursuits  that

might affect their academic
performance.

“I don’t want to say that
they are selfish, because the
environment has changed.
There is now a wide choice of
activities that may be more
attractive to students than
the camps. So today, only
those who are really devoted
take part in volunteer activi-
ties,” said the student advi-
sor. -

4

The spirit of volunteerism
has certainly been shaken in
today’s materialistic society.
Yet as some continue to look
for ways to help others rather
than themselves, the true
merit of their contributions is
there for all to see — as solid
as a water tank, as strongasa
classroom. /
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Today’s health-conscious
consumers are willing to
pay the price for chemical-
free vegetables. But with
minimal safety controls in

place, most produce on the '

market is soaked with
pesticides and other toxic
substances. Consumers,
then, must arm themselves
with the knowledge needed
to make safe and healthy
choices. TASSANEE
VEJPONGSA and TANIDA
SIRORATTANAKUL report.
Pictures by SMITH SUTIBUT
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Two milligrammes
of DDT might seem
like avery low
amount. But if you
consume it over a
period of ten years,
‘its toxicity is bound
to have an effect on
your health.

VITOON PANYAKUL

s health-conscious atti-
tudes sweep through soci-
ety, consumers are doing
their best to ensure a
wholesome diet for them-
selves. Knowing that their
bodies are already being as-
saulted by pollution, many opt for what
they believe are natural and pesticide-free
foods, even if they have to pay more for
them. ' _

The problem, however, is how to prevent
consumers from being cheated. How can
they know for sure that the vegetables or
fruits they buy at higher prices are really
all-natural? Is there a way for consumers
to test these products for themselves? Or
can they count on any government agency
to do the checking for them?-

Several companies sell produce labelled
“pesticide-free” in supermarkets. In addi-
tion, there are over 20 ‘“‘green” product
shops in Bangkok selling a variety of agri-
cultural products. These shops claim that
their goods come directly from farmers
who do not use chemicals.

For the time being, it seems that consum-
ers can depend only on themselves to get
the information they need to buy thiﬁe
products wisely.

It is useful to know that there are three
groups of vegetables available on the mar-
ket. The first group are those most com-
monly sold at fresh open markets or super-
markets, which go through no screening
process of any kind. These pose the most
serious health threat because they have
usually been exposed to an enormous
amount of pesticides and fertilisers.

Second are vegetables that' have re-
ceived safety labels from the Ministry of
Agriculture’s Department of Agriculture
and Department of Agricultural Exten-
sion. Both agencies, using the same stan-
dards, occasionally test vegetable samples
to see whether the amount of chemical
residue exceeds the safety limits set by the
Ministry of Public Health.

Products that pass the test receive an
official label that reads phak anamai, or
“hygienic vegetables”, and are sold pri-
marily in modern supermarkets.

But this guarantee is less reassuring
than it appears.

In fact, the standards used to test the

vegetables allow a certain amount of pesti-

cide residue. The labels, then,'do not mean
the products are pesticide-free.
“Consumers should be aware that even
vegetables that pass the government’s
safety test contain a considerable amount
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of residue_of pesticides like DDT,” says .
Vitoon Panyakul, Director of the Green
Net Group, a non-governmental organisa-
tion which_promotes chemical-free farm-
_ing among small-scale farmers.

Indeed, the standard set by the Ministry
of Public Health is a very loose one. The
highly toxic pesticide DDT, or Dichlorodi-
phenyl Trichlorocthane — which has been
outlawed in many countries and banned by
the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisa-
tion — is permitted at levels of up to two
milligrammes per kilogramme.

In addition to DDT, the

Thai authorities are gener-

switch from chemical to natural farming in

the belief that natural methods will benefit

consumers, farmers, and nature in the long

run. The network also helps these farmers

find a market by buying the products and

ﬁisﬁributing them to their outlets in Bang-
ok.

Green Net’s agricultural products,
which range from fresh vegetables to rice
and herbs, do not undergo government
testing, so they have no official approval.

Continued on page 38

ous in their maximum al-

lowances of more than 20 COOISMIM( '

other toxic substances. |«Cabbage
This leniency arises from |.Carrots
the belief that chemical ‘Tomatoes
pesticides and fertilisers B i
are necessary to farming, rocea
and therefore avoiding resi- |*Kand (Chingse kale)
due altogether is unrealis- «Pumpkin .
tic. ‘Cauliflower

“Two milligrammes of |+*Greenbeans
DDT might seem like a very |«Graen peas
low amount. But if you con- ‘Wing beans
sume it over a period of ten «Onions
years, its toxicity is bound «Bell -
to l'i.ave an ef\f;act on your .TM:‘?” '
health,” says Vitoon.

“These labelled vegeta- |'Puay-leng (Spinach)

bles are certainly safer

than those without the offi- Hot Season (February

cial labels. But consumers
should not be misled into :émbﬁ
thinking that they are f

chemical-free and totally *Phak {Morning glery)
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should provide consumers |sKwang tung (Chinese cabbage)
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the testing process and the y

standards they use. Rainy 8oason;
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are currently working with
small-scale farmers to
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Not as green
as it looks

Coniinued from page 31

The only information provided to
consumers on the package is where
the products were grown, and in
some cases, the names of the farm-
ers’ groups which grew them.

Asked how the group ensures that
the products are really pesticide-
free, Vitoon responds that its mern-
bers, NGOs which work closely with
the farmers, are able to effectively
monitor the farming process.

These natural products, however,
are not available to the general pub-
lic on a large scale.

According to Vitoon, it is difficult
for non-profit organisations such as
his to compete in the mainstream
market, which requires a big capital
investment for fancy packaging and
mass distribution. Also, small or-

ganisations cannot afford ‘the.

months-long wait to get the returns
on their invest from department
stores supermarkets. ;

“Only big suppliers or agricultur-
al companies can do that,” he ex-
plains. ;

Although Vitoon is confident in"

the agricultural products sold by his
group, he admits that the lack of a
central agency with the legal power
to ensure the safety of food products
such as fruits and vegetables creates
- much headache for consumers.
The buying public must decide for
themselves from whom they wish to
buy and whom they can trust.. :

Fortunately, in addition to the of-
ficial safety labels, there are mea-
sures consumers can take to protect
themselves from chemical-soaked
vegetables. ‘o (Ve

First, check the vegetables’ ap-
pearance. Organically grown vege-
’gab}es normally have holes in them,
indicating that they have been eaten
by worms or insects. Beautiful, per-
fect-looking vegetables are the most
dangerous kind.

If buying green products isn’t an
option for you, clean vegetables
thoroughly before eating them to
help reduce the risks posed by toxic
residue.

According to Vitoon, though, safe-
ty-conscious consumers need to do
more than this: they need to change
their eating habits. In the past, cer-
tain types of produce were available
only at certain times of the year. But
since consumers want to be able to
‘buy their favourite fruits and vege-
tables all year round, farmers-have

it

ichemicals to grow them out of sea-
lson — at the cost of their own health
\and that of consumers.

| Vitoon urges consumers to be
aware that eating their favourite
produce when it is not in season is
\actually a dangerous habit, and one
lwhich promotes the use of unsafe
farming methods.

“It is useful to know which fruits
and vegetables can be grown with-
out dangerous chemicals during the
cool.season so that you can buy
them in the market with some confi-
dence.” ' :

It is best, he says, to eat indige-
nous vegetables because they grow
naturally. Unfortunately, most mod-
ern Thais have lost touch with what
these indigenous vegetables are.

In a country with no systematic
screening process for agricultural
products, eating one’s vegetables
seems to be a risky proposition. Con-
sumers, though, can minimise the
risk by exercising their power to buy
and consume wisely.  Rather than
,simply accepting what the market
‘has to offer, they need to educate
themselves about how to select vege-
%ablltes that are as healthy as they

ook. e

‘responded by using heaviétdoses of -
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Wash th&se -
chemicals
away

f you cannot buy chemical-free vege-

tables or plant them on your own,

the right washing and cooking meth-
ods can help reduce the toxicity of pro-
duce bought at fresh markets or super-
markets.

— Wash vegetables in a solution of
one spoonful of sodium bicarbonate per
90 litres of warm water. Soaking for 15
minutes will neutralise 90 to 95 per cent
of toxic substances.

__ Soak the vegetables in a mixture
of water and vinegar for 15 minutes.
This should reduce toxic levels by
about 60 to 85 per cent. 4

— For leafy vegetables, remove the
leaves one by one and rinse them in
clean water for two minutes. This
should wash about 55 to 65 per cent of
pesticides off the vegetables.

— After washing the vegetables,
soak them in clean water for 15 min-
utes. This should get rid of an"addition-
al seven to 35 per cent of toxic sub-
stances. ,

— Parboiling the vegetables in hot
water can reduce toxic substances by
about 50 per cent. )

— To avoid the heaviest pesticide -
contamination, dispose of the outside
leaves of leafy vegetables.

— Mix half a spoon of chlorine pow-
der with 20 litres of water and soak the
vegetables in the mixture for 15 to 30
minutes.

— Wash vegetables in four litres of
water mixed with a few drops of potas-
sium permanganate (dang taptim).

— Wash vegetables in clear lime
juice. - ;

__Wash vegetablesin salt water (two
spoons of salt per four litres of water). -

— Wash vegetables in nam sao khao,
the water left over after washing rice
before cooking.
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As Thai people become
- more affluent, they are

" also becoming fatter.
Feeling weighed down by

_excess kilogrammes,
' many pay large amounts
of money to slim downat _ixie s Lo s e, .
commercial we|ght -loss kllogrammes and is 1.70 metres tall has
centres. But their .

a BMI of 26.
programmes are often

tion (FAQ), adults’ optimal
weight can be assessed by calculating
their body mass index (BMI).

The BMI is a measure of fatness or
leanness, and is determined by dividing
one’s weight in kilogrammes by the
square of their height in metres.

If your BMI is:
@ below 18.5, you are underwelght
ineffective, or worse,
dangerous. JUTARAT

TONGPIAM reports.

s your Welght

where it

should be?

® 18.5 to 25, you are within the nor-

_ mal range;

©25 to 30, you are probably over-

" - weight;

‘@ above 30, you are probably obese.
This is only a rough guideline. Desir-

‘able body weight is related to age and

sex as well as height. Generally, men
are heavier than women of the same
height because they tend to have larger
bone structure and greater muscle
mass. ‘

Extremes of welght loss or weight
gain should be avoided. The real risk to
health comes from being over-fat, not

-just from being overweight. it is much

harder to lose and keep excess welght
off than never to gain it.

: ccording to the United Nations” “
. Food and Agriculture Organisa-

The formula is: BMI equals (weight) v
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Tips for healthy
weight loss

osing weight means consuming
fewer calories and exercising
more. It does not, however, mean

starving oneself; everyone’s body has'

basic nutritional requirements which
must be met every day in order to stay
healthy. Rather than skipping meals
altogether, the best way to lose weight
is to modify the diet and exercise on a
regular basis. :

Those who wish to lose weight
should make the following adjustments
to their diet: -~ *

_® Avoid foods high in calories, espe-
cially calories from fat.

@ Increase intake of fibre-rich foods

including fruit, vegetables, and whole
grain products.

_ @ Substitute starchy foods such as
rice, pasta, bread, and potatoes for fat-

tier foods ’

@ Eat regular meals; starving your-
self will only make you eat more in the
long run.

® Drink water with meals to help in-
crease your feeling of fullness.

@ Reduce alcohol intake.

Perhaps the most important element
of weight loss is consistent exercise,
which burns excess calories. Start by
simply walking more, then gradually
increase the inteusity of the exercise
?.nd incorporate 1t into your daily rou-
ine.

s in any increasingly affluent
society, Thais find themselves
eating an ever greater amount
of high-calorie foods full of fat
and sugar. At the same time,
modern comforts allow them
to live a sedentary life; for a growing num-
ber of people, their most strenuous physical
activity is lifting a steady diet of fast-food
hamburgers to their mouths. -

The results of this abrupt change of life-
style are obvious: expanding waistlines and
climbing levels of body fat, especially
among younger people.

While most of .us are spending more to
gratify our tastebuds, there are also those
who pay to reverse the results of their
unhealthy habits at expensive weight-loss
centres.

Nanthika is one of them. e

For three years, she battled her weight
with diets, but she always put the weight
back on. Eventually, she tried another
technique: visiting a slimming centre.

“I was unable to control my eating habits

on my own, so I went to a well-known
slimming clinic in Bang Phlad,” said
Nanthika, who asked that her surname not
be used. “Doctors there gave me a physical
examination and several kinds of medicine
to take. I was allowed eat whatever I want-
ed, except for dairy products, coconut milk,
and sweets.”

Nanthika was confident that she had:
made the right decision. The clinic looked
modern and clean, and there were profes-
sional-looking personnel in white doctors’
coats taking care of her. There were also
plenty of other overweight clients lining up
for services. B -

But slick appearances soon gave way to
suffering and danger.

The “doctor” had ordered Nanthika to
take two different kinds of pills twice a day,
in the morning and before bedtime. “Ini-
tially, the drugs made me feel extremely
energetic, almost hyperactive. I wanted-to
keep working and working and never took

‘a rest. After a few weeks, I began feeling

sleepy Aduring the day but I couldn’t sleep at



night. My appetite was certainly under
control, but I was always thirsty and I
suffered from diarrhoea. I felt awful,” she
recalled. ; :

The pills did succeed in reducing her
weight. Within several weeks, her weight
- had gone down from 48 to 40 kilogrammes.

While taking the medication, she became
ill and had to seek medical care several
times. After two months, she decided to
stop her weight-loss course there. Soon af-
terward, she returned to her original
weight.

She later returned to the clinic to seek
advice about weight control from her doc-
tor at the clinic. He told her that her failure
to lose weight was her fault, because she
had stopped taking the medication. He sug-
gested that she begin another course of
medication, but she refused.

The two weight-loss drugs commonly pre-
scribed in Thailand are legally defined as
hazardous substances under special con-

trol by the FDA. According to Assoc Prof

Kampol Sriwattanakul of Mahidol Univer-
sity’s Faculty of Science, “Technically, a
doctor’s prescription is required to buy ei-
ther of them. But in practice, they are
easily available at drugstores, and weight-
loss clinics provide unlimited amounts of
them to their clients.”

Weight-loss drugs, which work by sup-

" pressing the appetite, are in fact a kind of
amphetamine. They cause loss of appetite,

insomnia, and abnormal heartbeat, and

_long-term use can lead to addiction. Al

though new, safer weight-loss drugs have
been developed, these have side effects
such as drowsiness, diarrhoea, and consti-
pation.

Assoc Prof Kampol further explained,
“Patients who use these drugs should do so
under close medical supervision. They
should also work on developing healthy,
moderate eating habits. After a few months
of practice while on the medication, they
can improve their habits enough to keep

their weight down permanently 'without

the use of drugs.”

Physicians and ‘patients alike, though,

tend to base weight-loss programmes solely

on the drugs’ effect. Patients continue with
their unhealthy eating habits, and physi-
cians often pay insufficient attention to
them. Quick results as proven by the needle
on the scale seem to be their only concern.

According to a 1994 nationwide health
survey conducted by the Ministry of Public
Health in conjunction with the BMA and
several state universities, 16.7 percent of

. Thais in their 20s are overweight, while

four percent are obese, or extremely over-
weight. :

As people get older, their weight general-
ly increases; the age group with the highest
instance of overweight and obesity was 50
to 54 years. .

A greater proportion of women than men
were found to be overweight or obese, and
these conditions were more common in
Bangkok than in any of the country’s four
provincial regions.

Despite Nanthika’s frightening experi-
ence at the first clinic, she continued in her
quest for a slimmer figure. She became a
member of an upscale fitness and slimming
centre at Central Plaza shopping centre.

“I was determined to lose weight without
jeopardising my health, so I tried every
weight-loss programme they offered: vibra-
tion therapy, hot and cold massage, elec-
tronic stimulation, aerobics classes, and
exercising with modern fitness machines.”

Since the first commercial weight-loss
centre opened in Thailand in 1968, count-
less others have followed, gaining a strong
foothold among Thai consumers. mostly
women. Today, an ever-increasing variety
of techniques are used to achieve results.

As the weight-loss business booms, there
are of course those who take advantage of
the opportunity. Some weight-loss clinics
are operated by non-medical personnel who
prescribe diet medicines to their clients,
which is illegal. '

The FDA has control only over weight-
loss establishments which use medical
techniques such as electronic massage ma-
chines and liposuction.

To protect themselves from substandard

_service, consumers should make an effort

. Continued on page 34

After a few weeks on the pills, | began.
feeling sleepy during the day but I couldn’t.
sleep at night. My appetite was certainly
under control, but | was always thirsty and
| suffered from diarrhoea. | felt awful.

WEIGHT-LOSS CLINIC CUSTOMER NANTHIKA
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"Paying up
to slim
down:

Continued from page 31

to find out if the staff prescribing medi-
cine at clinics are actually doctors.
Many consumers are lured into pay-
ing high prices for programmes that
promise results, but often fail to deliver
them. :
The rates charged by the centres for
their services'vary depending on the
duration of the programme, the part of
body that needs to be slimmed down, or
the client’s body weight compared to
his or her target weight. :
Unfortunately, there is no govern-
ment agency responsible for regulating
these fees, which can range anywhere
from 700 to millions of baht." .
According to the Department of In-
ternal Trade, this type of business is
classified as a “luxury service”, mean-
ing that it is not a necessity and can
therefore be left up to consumers’ own
judgement. Accordingly, it does not fall
under the Department’s jurisdiction.

Nanthika shelled out almost 100,000

baht on organised weight-loss pro-
grammes, but ultimately she found her-
self back where she started.-Her weight
decreased for a short time while she

was on the programmes, but it crept -

‘back up as soon as she went off of them.

After her second fruitless foray into
the world of commercial weight loss,
Nanthika gave up on the centres alto-
gether. She began consulting a dieti-
tian and learning more about nutrition
and health. She eats a well-balanced
diet and swims three times a week for
exercise. She now weights 48 kilo-
grammes. Her figure may not be ideal,
but she is happier than ever.

Having come to terms with her body
type and accepted that good health is
more important than a slim figure at all
costs, Nanthika no longer feels any
stress about her weight. .

But she is worried about one of her
young cousins: “She weighs 100 kilo-
grammes, and it’s taking a negative toll
on her life. She hasn’t been able to find
a job since she graduated from univer-
sity recently. I only hope that she won’t
make the same mistake I .did, looking
for a quick fix.”

0 Consumers who feel they have been
cheated by weight-loss centres can lodge

a complaint with the Consumer Protec--

tion Board in person or mail it to the
following address: Office of the Consum-
er Protection Board, Government House,
Thanon Nakhon Pathom, Dusit, Bang-
kok 10300.

In addition to the complaint, consum-
ers should enclose all relevant evidence
as well as any printed advertisements for
the establishment in question.

a Note: Some information in the above
story was provided by Smart Buyer mag-
azine. :
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_ -‘fWhen it comes to Iove and attention Iawshed
on man'’s best friend, Thai dog owners are
‘unsurpassed by their counterparts anywhere L
in the world. Stlll love at. flrst 3|ght isn’t
enough when'it comes to choosmg your pet
‘ wnsely, reports VARALEE SINLARAT. Ie







e'll always lend you an ear. He
doesn’t outtalk you. He’s eager
for a cuddle whenever you are.
And he never complains about
your cooking.

It’s no wonder that dogs top

i 4 the list of man’s best-loved com-
panions. In Thailand, as in many countries, the
pet dog trade is a lucrative one that brings in
tens of millions of baht each year.

Rut even though the market clearly belongs
to the buyers, not every buyer gets a good deal.
Customers face all kinds of problems, including
false pedigrees, “odd breeds”, and most disturb-
ingly, apparently healthy puppies that die soon
after they get them home. i

Potential dog owners, then, should arm them-
selves with essential information like how to
tell true breeds from impostors, and how to pick
the healthiest of the litter.

As to where to shop, the dog market area in
Chatuchak Weekend Market’s Section 13 is a
clear favourite among Bangkok residents, with
choices ranging from street mutts on sale for
five baht to blue-ribbon champions that fetch
hundreds of thousands. "

Before starting your search for a future Lassie

or Benji, take heed of the following advice from

the experts.

Don’t go on looks alone
Especially if you're looking for a pedigree

companion, do not base your decision solely on-

the dog’s appearance. .

The majority of Chatuchak dog stores, target-
ing consumers who favour bargain prices over
fancy bloodlines, do not carry pure-breds, al-
though they may claim to.

“Half-bred terriers are often passed off as
poodles. At two months, it’s very hard to tell
what the puppy will look like when it grows up,”
said San Suprasert, a well-known champion
breeder from Heroland Kennel, which has a
shop at Chatuchak.

To make sure you get the breed you're looking
for, familiarise yourself with the specific fea-
tures of your dream dog beforehand.

“A terrier pup might have its muzzle shaved
to make it resemble a poodle. A pure-bred poodle
should have a sharp muzzle and a round fore-
head. Terriers, on the other hand, have wider
muzzles and flatter foreheads,” advised San.

Those eager to own pedigree dogs should be
aware that pedigrees are becoming an increas-
ingly rare commodity in Thailand.

A pedigree is an official ‘description of the

dog’s family and ancestry — a.certificate that

guarantees the dog’s breed, legalises its exis-
tence, and helps trace the whereabouts of lost
dogs. All pedigreed dogs have a registration
code tattooed on their ears or undersides.
The sole agency authorised to issue such-cer-
tificates here is the Dog Association of Thai-
land. This gives rise to several obstacles, the

‘biggest one being time.
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According to Thailand’s major canine distrib-
utors — Heroland Kennel, Patama Farm, and

Bualuang Canine Farm — obtaining a pedigree
for a dog can take up to a year.

“This delay means that most kennels don’t

bother to apply for them even when their dogs
are eligible,” said Pornsak Sutheerat, a founder
of the Dog Association of Thailand.

To make matters worse, the association is
now having administrative problems and has
postponed the issuing of such certificates.

“Most farms, then, rely instead on their own

reputation and customers’ trust. For instance, -

Patama Farm, a major kennel with more than
500 dogs, has been issuing its own pedigrees
since it began operating in 1981.

“We mate our dogs, so we’re in the best posi-
tion to confirm the puppies’ bloodlines,” rea-
soned owner Patama Asavanich. “It’s a waste of
time to wait for someone else to license our dogs.
Some breeders don’t agree with our policy, but
it’s between us and our clients.”

However, if you insist on an officially certi-
fied show-quality puppy and can afford its steep
grice, your best option is to buy an imported

og. :
Canines from the United States are pedigreed
by the American Kennel Club (AKC), while

European dogs are vouched for by the Federa-

tion Cynologique International (FCI).
According to the owner of Bualuang Farm, a
two-month-old imported boxer ranges from
30,000 to 50,000 baht in price, while a locally-
bred one costs from 3,000 to 10,000 baht. Despite

" this large discrepancy, the majority of Bua-

luang’s buyers purchase imported dogs.

“Customers who buy imported breeds want
top-quality dogs. They’re usually aware of the
expenses that go into transporting them,” said
Patama. “The airfare, based on the weight of the
dog and the size of the cage, can run high. Most
customers understand this.”

Checking the bloodlines

Even if you don’t care about pedigree, you
should check the family lineage of your poten- ;

tial pet as thoroughly as possible.

“It would be better to wait for a litter of
puppies from parents you know, or adopt a dog
whose owners you are acquainted with. Then
you have an idea of where the dog came from,”
advised Dr Boonchu Poolporn, director of the

. Thong Lor Pet Hospital.

“Buy from friends, if possible, or check the
bulletin boards at veterinary hospitals. They
usually have boards where sellers post pictures
anlcll' information about the pups they want to
sell.” v ,

Your pet’s lineage is a clue to the creature’s
genetic character, so checking it is important.
- “A dog’s disposition can be directly related to
its ancestry,” said San. Ignore the lineage, and
you may end up with a temperamental pooch

Continued on page 36
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Picking the perfect pooch

Continued from page 29

when you expect a tame one.

“When a doberman attacked and killed its owner in a Bang-
kok suburb last year, dobermans were labelled a dangerous
breed. Later, it was discovered that the dog was descended from
warrior-dog grandparents. It probably inherited their killer
instinct.”

Good health is everything

Before making a decision, check the dog thoroughly for signs
of poor health.

While Chatuchak Market offers the best selection for dog
buyers, it is also an illness-prone zone for puppies. Because the
dog market area is cramped and often crowded, most dogs for
sale there — with the exception of those lucky enough to be kept
in qir-conditioned shops — live in a poor, badly ventilated
environment. ;

In a typical shop, five to ten pups are kept in each pen. In an
effort to lure potential buyers, shopkeepers allow, even encour-
age, petting. This means a particularly cute puppy may be
picked up, petted, and put down by dozens of strangers in an
hour — a stressful situation for a dog. :

The area’s poor ventilation also makes dogs tire easily and
lowers their immunity, making them more vulnerable to il{ness,
said Dr Boonchu.

The cramped quarters, added Dr Boonchu, also allow canine
diseases — for example distemper (canine measles), kennel’s
cough, and paro-virus (which causes intestinal inflammation) —
to spread quickly. g

Said Dr Somboon Sutheerat, Pornsak’s wife and a veterinari-
an at Taling Chan Pet Hospital: “Most of the sick dogs that are
brought to the hospital were bought at Chatuchak. We get all
kinds of problems, from distemper to pneumonia.”

. Even if your new pet appears healthy, check for vaccination
papers anyway.

“Don’t trust the salesperson. Many owners come here wonder-
ing why their newly-bought puppies are ill,”” said Dr Somboon.
Ask for proof of vaccination, and if none is provided, start over
with a new set of vaccinations, she added. , o

“Basics for a two-month-old pup include three combination
booster shots against distemper, hepatitis, paro-virus, lepto-
spirosis, and paro-influenza,” said Dr Boonchu. “When the pup
is three months old, two rabies vaccination boosters should be
given.” A course of preventive tablets against heart worms
should also be taken. For puppies that have contracted intesti-
nal worms, medication is also necessary, with costs varying from
vet to vet. : ;

“A comprehensive programme at Thong Lor Pet Hospital,

which covers the puppy’s first year, costs 1,900 to 2,200 baht
\ depending on the size of the dog,” said Dr Boonchu. “But it’s a
| worthwhile investment.”




A CLEAN BILL OF HEALTH

" and healthy. ;

thin nor too fat.

PAYING THE RIGHT PRICE

Since every dog has unique personality -

traits, bloodlines, and anatomical
structure, don’t expect to find a fixed
price for a particular breed. :
The popularity of a breed can also
fluctuate with canine movie characte
disease epidemics, or even'the stock:

market. Here are some broad prlce ranges
for locally bred dog breeds.

o Alsatian: 8000-15,000 baht J
® Rottweiler: 6,000-20,000 baht . *
@ Doberman: 2,000-8,000 baht .
<@ Poodle: 2,000-20,000 baht

o Shitzu: 5,000- 25,000 baht gy
oSt Bernard: *10,000-30,000 baht

@ Miniature pinscher: 2,000-10, 000 baht :

b

o Mixed terrier: 500-5,000 baht - "

® Enghsh cocker spaniel: 2,000- 10 000
baht

@ Boxer: 3, 000 15,000 baht .

r Boonchu of the Thong Lor Pet ,
Hospital offers a few pointers on how
to choose a healthy dog. ‘ :

o Eyes should be clear and mucus- free

. @ Gums and eyelids should be red. | B

® The rump should show no traces of
diarrhoea.

@ Proof of vaccination should be
provided. '

e Family background should be
thoroughly explained. If no pedlgree is
available, bombard the salesperso  with
questions. .

@ The dog should be active and
energetic..Though‘naughty”’ dogs ma
be bothersome, it means they are strong

o The body bunld should be nelther tod

'GOOD BREEDING IS EVERYTHING'

D r Somboon Sutheerat of Taling Chan
Pet Hospital offer the following’
suggestions on how to select the best-
bred dogs.

@ Consider where and for what purpose
you want to keep your pet. if you live in a
condominium, toy breeds are more ;
practical. If you want a mght-watchman,
gofor a larger breed. er

© Take body measurements into
account. The body:should'not be too Iong, ;
- but should rather have a squarish shape. -
. The shoulder height should be" two-thlrds
of the body length from the head to the
rump :

‘e Check for coordmatlon Observe how

- the dog walks —you should be'able to see
lmuscles move. When the dog jumps, see

whether the hi legs can carry its

weight i

"o Test the dog

s responsnveness Call to
. itandwatch’ whether the ears perkup ¢/ 4"
. .and the tail wags. As with a human chnld i
.. curiosity. reflects personallty and 41

mtellngence i -

' DECIPHERING THE PEDIGREE

ornsak offers tlps on how to make
 heads or tails of a’pedigree. !
& A pedigreed dog should have a’ :
registratlon code'tattooed on its.ear or
“underside. Thefirst four letters and digits
of the code contain valuable mformatlon
Here s how to read them:

.~ ‘elfthe dog is registered in Thalland ‘
... the first letter indicates which region: A..
..for Bangkok and the central region, N for
«the north E for the east, and S for the _
s:south, ! bt
i 1 eThe second letter indicates the breed.;
.~ ‘@The third'and fourth spaces mdlcate o
.the year of reglstration ;
. . .@ The remaining digits are the dog s
i ' personal. identification number.

“For example, if the code reads ;

v AB931234,'the dog was reglstered N
Bangkok orthe central region, is a boxer,j iy
Y was reglstered in 1993 and has the ID
“number 1234." i

A final note: consumers should beware
“ of false photocopied pedigrees. Owners .
. have brought cases to court over e

" 'supposedly pure-bred pupples that grew

| ' up to be mutts: '
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. : oonsom Klai-in was shocked to
' l see his youngest child, aged only

. l four, become a crime statistic last
he use of the corpse ofa I Saturday. Worse yet, he was

DR forced to see his son’s accused

murdered bOY ma recent ] murderer, also just a boy, re-en-
police crime re-enactment has RN bods, HSR Snjce sthne, with W
shocked the pubhc, raxsmg It was like someone was twisting a knife in
my heart, seeing my dead child being repeated-

questlons of whether the T ly carried up and down by the accused at the
| ‘crime scene, his brains oozing from his head.’

procedure is still neCessarY { L f“It was thhe mostftormintmfg rix]xoment of my

. life,” says the grief-stricken father

and how far the pOhce can go. On Saturday morning, his four-year-old son,’

PATIMA THA HLA reports'. Thawichai, escaped his parents’ notice as he

left home with his new bicycle to enjoy a ride
in the village. He was later brutally beaten to
death by an 11-year-old, who saw a chance to
get the bicycle of his dreams.

The murderer, whom neighbours described
as strangely quiet and emotionally troubled,
confessed to Boonsom after being promised a
new bicycle by him. Police then took the boy to
the spot where he told them he had buried his
victim and asked him to re-enact the murder
scene by scene, using Thawichai's dead body.

The boy carried his victim’s blood-stained
corpse, arms dangling, brains oozing from his
head wounds, to demonstrate the killing. He
also re-enacted the way he
beat the four-year-old with a
stick to finally silence him.

Like other re-enactments,
it was a public affair. Parents
of the murdered child, rela-
tives, and - neighbours
flocked to witness how it had
all happened, too stunned to
stop the police from using

vthe child’s body. #+=

|
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The public was treated to a
rude .awakening on Monday |
morning, when several news-
papers carried two shocking pictures
on their front pages — one of the boy
carrying the blood-stained corpse, and
another of him pointing a long stick at
the head of the child victim lying on the
ground. ' ‘
The ill-fated four-year-old was cre-
mated last Thursday at the village tem-
ple in Tambon Lad Ya in Kanchana-
buri Province’s Muang District. For
now, the accused is being jailed with
adult prisoners, without the protection
juvenile offenders are legally entitled
to, because Kanchanaburi does not
have -its own Juvenile and Family

Court. After the provincial court pro- !

nounces its verdict, he will be sent to
the Central Observation and Protec-
tion Center in Bangkok, a facility for
juvenile offenders. ;
Although reports of violence are the
daily staple of newspapers, readers
were still shocked by this tragic inci-
dent. It has raised serious questions
about what has become of Thai society,
which can produce a cold-blooded mur-
derer in an 1l-year-old boy. The mur-

derer said he had copied the killing

from a Chinese martial arts film he had
seen on TV. S

The handling of the crime, mé, haé

raised criticism of insensitivity and
lack of ethics on the part of the police.
Although the re-enactment was not
yet finished, Boonsom said he decided
to cut it short: “I couldn’t bear it any
longer.”
When the body was laid down on the

ground, he rushed to his child and held -

him, forbidding the other bystanders
from disturbing him any further. ;

Pol Capt Piyapat Disakul of Kan-
chanaburi’s Muang District police de-
partment, the officer in charge of the
re-enactment, said he decided to use
the child victim’s body because he was
pressed for time. A re-enactment, he

said, must be conducted as soon as pos-.

sible after the confession, and he could

not find anything to use instead of the

actual corpse.

Although this was the first time ever
that the victim's corpse was used, pre-
vi -enactmen lways
created a media sensation — a motorcey-

~¢list-gunman showing the way he shot

a driver point-blank in the heart of
town, a teenager demonstrating the po-
sition in which he raped a girl in a
"bush, or a killer giving a replay of the
way he stabbed his victim to death.

In this case, the graphic photographs
released by the megxa %ave Taised ques-
tions as to why the re-enactiient had to

be so thorough and detailed, and why

such a sensitive procedure was allowed
to be witnessed by the public — partic-
ularly curious reporters. '
Pol Maj Tawee Sodsong, a Crime
Suppression Division inspector, ex-
plained: “According to the Police In-
vestigation Regulations, a_re-enact-
ment_must be conducted immediately
after the accused has submitted his
_confession. It must be done at the exact
crime location and include a detailed
Feplay-of the crime so that the judge

.. can_haye_a _clear picture of how the

accused carried it out.” ™
~Pictures from the re-enactment, he
said, are considered important evi-
dence in support of the confession, es-
pecially if the accused recants his ini-
tial confession in court.

Since the re-enactment is done at the
real location, police said they simply
could not stop curious ‘onlookers and
reporters from watching the replay of
the crime. :

The police normally use volunteers
as victims, and they ask the accused to
re-enact the details of the crime, said
Pol Maj Tawee,

(" But. the methods and procedures of
the re-enactment depend on the police
officer_in_chargeJI admit that some

officers do not understand the concept *
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To protect the rights"of " other evidence such as the murder
= ; 5 weapon is usually enough to give the
the accused, police judge a clear picture of the crime.
should stop holding re- “If it is necessary to explain the

\ . 4 crime in visual form, pictures and maps
enactments in publxc drawn kfronit1 the céonfessié)n are gnough
s to make the judge understand what

places. It is enough to Fiok plaie e said ‘
locate the scene of the To prevent sensationalism and pro-
> £ finl’ “n _tect the rights of the accused, Dr Serin
crime after a verbal - . suggested that in cases where re-enact-
confession. Such a . -ments are required, they be conducted
: . ‘ 0 b in a private place set up to resemble the

detailed re-enactment is crime scene. &

r But Pol Maj Tawee still argues that
not necessary. re-enactment at the crime scene is nec-
CRIMINOLOGIST DR SERIN essary, saying that the detailed police
PUNNAHITANOND report of the event is crucial in deter-

' 'mining the criminal’s punishment. “If
. .the evidence from ‘the police cannot
_convince ‘the judge of the guilt of a
- confessed criminal, then he can go free.
] Vi Do you think that should happen?”
of re-enactments and therefore conduct .~ Charnnaron Praneejit, deputy se-
them incorrectly.” .. . = cretary-genera of the Jus- =~ =
- According to criminologist Dr Serin '~ tice Ministry’s Office of Judi- .
Punnahitanond, the re-enactment yio- - “cial Affairs, says the need for
lates_the rights_of the_accused, as.it ' a thorough re-enactment of
publicly condemns them before they' the crime varies from case to
‘are tried in court. It also serves to ' case. Pt S
satisfy the public hunger for sensation- “The amount of detail re-
alism, he added. : - .quired’ depends on the indi-
“Tg protect the rights of the accused, ~ vidual case, but ‘the judge
police should stop ho ding_;e,égna.c.t- . usually considers pictures of
ments in _public places,” he said. ' . the re-enactment as ' strong
e saflr_.__a_",e_umo ?vxd_enc:e to support the con-
protect the accused from being publicly - fession.” O e
‘humiliated or assaulted by the victims’ Accordlqg to Assoc Prof\
relatives and the angry crowd. Narong Jaiharn of Thamma- |
A number of law experts including | sat University's Faculty of
criminologists, prosecutors, and aca- Law, there'is no law stating '
demics, agree that the Thai police need | that the re-enactment must
to rethink their, re-enactment proce- | be conducted immediately af-
dures. Y] 4 7 t ter the defendant’s. confes-
- “It is enough to locate the scene of \ sion. .. kbt
the crime 'after a verbal confession. :
Such a detailed re-enactment isnot
necessary,” pointed out Dr'Serin.” '
“\A verbal confession combined with

s AV




-~ After conducting a two- . :
year study on the Thai legal |
system and the rights of the .

accused, he and a team of law /

.

scholars from several univer-
sities came up with two pro-
posals to improve re-enact-
ment procedures in Thai-
land. One _is_to_abolish re-

enactment.all_together, and
the_other is to conduct re-
enactments in private loca-

tions, allo no_access
reporters or-public—onlook-

E%I wish the police would

learn from the way Judge,
Pao handles his crime
cases,” said Narong, refer- °

ring to a legendary ancient
Chinese judge now featured
in a popular TV series.
Judge Pao collected all the
evidence and testimony rele-
vant to the case before inter-
rogating the accused and ar:
riving at his judgment.
“If _the eviden S

)¢ to the accu a

.
4

confession or re-enactment
ish't necess: G o1
" Unfortunately, the Thai
police tend to press the ac-
cused for confessions, then

collect evidence that sup-

their policies on publishing sensationa i
..the ig;gl%'clt collaboration between the |
.‘. g ¥ & " .. T ‘_"r?ﬂ:“!
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ports their guilt. ¢In the W
this is why re-enac are neces-

sary,” said Assoc Prof Narong.

The _research team sent gquestiqp-
naires to the police, prosecutors, law-
. an

y é concerned authorities to

~_find out if they agree with the idea of
moving re-enactments to private

aces. . . s i
~“About 70 per cent of the police dis-}
agreed with the idea on the grounds! ;
that it would create public doubt as.tof == v
whether. or not the re-enactment wag: Fr. e A L el
done voluntarily by the accused. =", police and the media makes

Among the other _groups, most re- | re-enactment procedures dif-:
spondents agreed with the proposal, | ficult to change. Sensational
said . Assoc' Prof Narong, althqu‘gh.-',‘ pictures from re-enactments
many.judges declined to answer. - | boost newspaper sales; police
- While the’ police should reconsider. . officers also benefit by get-
their re-enactment procedures, Dr: "\ ting recognition from’ their
rin said the'media should also rethink i i

&g

publicised. \ s et
In addition, if the accused
jends up ‘being. punished. by
~)...the court, the officers in
harge at the crime scene take the cred-
sitit for“catching them, and their work
' could be rewarded with:a’ promotion.
' Likewise, if the prosecutors reject
- the case or the court does not punish
the accused due to insufficient evi-
dence, this damages the work record of
the officers in charge.
:“Like people in other professions, po-
. lice sometimes overlook their profes-
sional ethics, principles, or even simple
gwxjal_ity in order to get ahead,” said Dr
rin., :
Boonsom'’s family, meanwhile, con-:
tinues to nurse the wounds left by a
double tragedy. “There must be some-
~ thing wrong with our society. What are
- therauthorities doing to our children,
to our’ people? And the police. I hope
- they never again use a victim’s corpse
" the.way they did my son’s, that mine is
~the first and last case of this kind. And I
- hope something gets done to improve
our failing society,” said Boonsom..
4
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THE PROS AND CONS OF RE-ENACTMENT

PROS

@ It shows that the accused
confessed to the crime
voluntarily, not under’
pressure from the police or
others.

@ It makes victims or their
survivors feel that the
police are fulfilling their
duty of catching the
criminal.

@ If the re-enactment

supports other evidence, it '

proves that the accused is
the real criminal and not a
scapegoat.

CONS

® Re-enactments in public

places violate the rights of

the accused, humiliating
them and finding them

~ “guilty until proven'
. innocent”’. S

“@ In most cases, the police.
... cannot guarantee

protection’of the accused
from assault by an angry
crowd. :

T ) Crime're-enactments may
- serve as an example to the
- criminally-minded,

|

especially teenagers.

Source: Assoc Prof Narong Jaiharn of Thammas;'st University’s Facuity of Law
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Ina_
name?

The existing law forces Thai married women
to adopt their husband’s surname. Some,
though, are speaking out against the law and
its inconsistent, unfair enforcement. As
more and more women make it on their
own, they are demanding legal changes

which take their independence into account.
SANITSUDA EKACHALI reports.

: upa Rai'anajé'n&‘: “Who?

Say Yupa Petcharit,
and Thais will immedi-
ately recognise’her as
one of the country’s fa-
vourite media personal-
ities. ,
“I was extremely hurt when I was

“forced by law to change my surname

* when I got married,” said the former

TV reporter, now a TV production com-

‘pany executive.

Her own family name had become an
important part of her professional iden-
tity, said the 32-year-old, who has been
married for two years. It also brought
pride to her hard-working parents in
the countryside. : S

“Every time they heard the name Pet-
charit on the air, it made them happy
that I had made a name for our family.
It saddened them to think that it would
have to change.”

Adopting her husband’s = lesser-
known surname would surely affect her
career. 'Refusing to do so, though,
meant being punished by infuriating
red-tape procedures and obstinate offi-
cials’ insistence that she change her

name every time her company entered a
legal transaction. :

“It involved so much headache that I
finally gave up,” she said. Yupa’s way
out is to use her maiden name in her
professional life while using her hus-
band’s surname for legal purposes.

Yupa’s resentment 'echoes the way
many other modern Thai women feel
‘about the outdated law which still de-

mands that married women subjugate

their own identity to their husbands'.

According to the 1962 Name Law,
married women must legally adopt
their' husbands’4surnames; they- can

" only returh’'to their original names if

they are divorced or widowed.

Like their counterparts in other
Asian' countries, many Thai women
wish to maintain their family alle-
giance after rising to prominence in
business or politics with family support

. and connections. Meanwhile, better

education and a more active role in
public life have allowed Thai women to
become successful in their own right.
They often marry late after establish-
ing their public identity, or stay single
altogether. i !
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Winners, losers

in the red tape war

Khunying Kanok Samsen
Vil, social worker: ‘I was a
well-known athlete and
wanted to keep my maiden
name after | married.
District officials refused,
but | got around them by
registering my family name
as a middle name. Since
then, I've advised other
women in my position to
do the same.”

Anchalee Vanich Tepabutr,
politician: ‘Many educated
women these days marry
very late. They have
developed their own ”
identity and have a strong Khunying Kanok
attachment to their
immediate families. They
feel they have made it in
their own right, with their
own family identity. Giving
it up, then, is an emotional
decision.

“A change of last name
can also have an adverse
effect on women's careers,
especially in professions
such as business, politics,
or show business, in which
they are public spotlight.”

Ruengaew Kuiyayanont
Brandt, women’s rights
advocate and
businesswoman: “Women
who marry Westerners face  Anchalee
doubly serious problems. .
Once we marry, we lose
our rights as Thai citizens
to own and buy land. This
often means losing out on
business opportunities too.

“In practice, there are
ways to bypass the rules
and regulations. It would
save a lot of time and
trouble, though, if married
women were given the .
same rights as their male
counterparts.”

Dr Samira Jittaladakorn,
law lecturer: “My parents
supported my education
until | received my ;
doctorate degree. _ Ruengaew




Assoc Prof Malee -
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Naturally, | wantedto ™,
honour them by using my
own family name on my
PhD certificate, but
university officials refused
because | was married.

| made my case by
appealing to the Office of
the Juridical Council. They
ruled that | could use my
maiden name only if |
divorced my husband.”’

Yupa Petcharit, media
personality: “‘l was
extremely hurt when | was
forced by law to change my
surname when | got
- married.
. “My parents were also
‘sad. Every time they heard
- the name Petcharit on the
air, it made them happy
that | had made a name for
“our family. It saddened
- ‘them to think that it would
+have tochange. -

“Fighting officialdom on
_ this, though, is
infuriatingly time-
consuming. It involved so
much headache that |
finally gave up.”

Asst Prof Malee
~ Pruegpongsawalee,
women'’s rights advocate:
‘“We had to register our
marriage in order to travel
as legal husband and wife
~when | got a grant in the
US. If we didn’t, officials
would not issue the
necessary documents.

“I managed to put off
changing my title and last
name until my husband and
| had to carry out a land
- transaction. If we didn’t
~_register our marriage, the
. transaction might not have
- gone through because we
didn‘t have the necessary
‘legal documents.

“| tried to hold on to my A
‘own identity, but | couldn’t
s fight the system, so | gave

AR i Y '



The debate as to whether a married
woman should be obligated to adopt
her husband’s name reached the Office
of the Juridical Council for legal inter-
pretation in 1979. Dr Samira Jittalada-
korn appealed to the office after offi-
cials at her university refused to let her
use her maiden name on her PhD certif-
icate. " ;

“] was married only shortly before
graduation. My parents supported my
education until I received my doctorate
degree. Naturally, I wanted to honour
them by using my own family name on
my certificate.”

The Juridical Council ruled that she
could use her maiden name only if she’
divorced her husband first.

Insisting on keeping her maiden
name after marriage, politician and
women’s rights activist Khunying Su-
patra Masdit tried in 1986 to change
the Name Law on the grounds that it
fails to take social realities into ac-’.
count. Her proposal lost by only two"
votes in Parliament. S

MP Anchalee Vanich Tepabutr is-
now trying again. “The 1994 Constitu-
tion stipulates that all men and women
are equal under the law. Any law that
contradicts the Constitution needs 'to
be amended.” .

In the spirit of equality, her proposed
1aw would-allow both married women
and men to adopt their spouses’ last
names or to retain their own. .

Anchalee, a Democrat MP from Phu-
ket, is the daughter of an influential
family — an important factor in her
election victory. She married into the
Tepabutr family, another wealthy Phu-
ket family that was implicated last year
in the Sor Por Kor 4-01 Land Reform
scandal that toppled the Chuan Leek-
pai government.

Anchalee’s proposal received strong
support at a women’s meeting — com-
prised mostly of educated and well-to-
do women — recently organised by the
National Commission.on Women’s Af--
fairs to push for changes to the Name
Law. : g e R

4 A 5]
Last names are a recent phenomenon .

in Thailand. In 1917, )usjs"YS years ago:“*'

King Rama VI promulgated the'Name
Law to adopt the Western’ usage of
surnames in Thailand. Before this, peo-
ple had only first names, which were
further specified by their parents’
names or their professions. S
" According to legal expert ey
Assoc Prof Wimolsiri Cham- '

narnvej, the King's intention
was “to officially tell which
family people belonged to, |
not to make women the prop-

erty of their husbands.” i
Daughters, she said, have "

long been discriminated
against and denied educa- |
tional opportunities because '
they cannot carry on the fam-
ily name as sons can.
“Allowing married women

. to keep their maiden names

would mean women could
continue their family lin-
eage. This would automati-
cally improve their status
and opportunities.”

Social problems that arise
from the taking of mia not, or
minor wives, would also de-
crease, she predicted. “Many
husbands leave their wives
for * other women: on the
grounds that they cannot
bear them sons.”

" Many find it absurd that
the present Name Law gives
children more right to

‘choose than their mothers.

The vague wording of the

‘law' says that if the father’s

identity, is known, then a
child has the right to use his
father's surname. If not, he
or she can use the mother’s
surname. Officials, however,
usually interpret this to

- mean that .if the .father’s

identity is known, his chil-
dren must use his surname.

After a legal dispute in
which district officials re-
fused to allow the children of
a divorced couple to use
their mother’s surname, the

. Supreme Court ruled against

the officials, saying that the
children have the right to
choose which parent’s’ sur-

_name they will use.’

Mature - married women, |

meanwhile, are legally obli-. \
. gated to use their husband’s
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surname. “This is what the law says. If
you want to change the way things are,
you must change the law first,” said
judge Pradit Ekmanee. '

He cautioned against the erosion of
the family institution that might result
if members of the same family could use
different last names as they wish.

His concern, which reflects opposi-
tion to the change from the all-power-

ful and conservative Interior Ministry, .

seems to contradict social realities.
The divorce rate last year in Bangkok
was 25 per cent, while in the provinces
the figure was ten per cent.

In most divorce cases, the mother
takes custody of the children and raises
them with little or no support from the
father. Despite court orders, fathers are
rarely punished when they fail to pay
child support due to Thailand’s weak
Child Support Law.

A law meant to protect family ties is
in fact hurtful to both women and chil-
dren. Despite the Supreme Court ‘rul-
ing, many officials still refuse to let the
children of divorced parents use the
last name of their mother, with whom
they usually live. b

Forced to use a different surname
from their mother’s, children of divorce
are constantly reminded that they are

the product of a broken home, and their

Continued on page 32

What the 1962 Name
Law says:

e Married women must

~ use their husband’s

surname.

@ Divorced women must
return to usingtheir
maiden name.

® Widows can use either

their late husband’s
surname or their maiden

‘name.’

What the proposed
new Name Law says:
" @ Both married men and

women can use either
their original family name

or that of their spouse.

e Divorced men and
women must return to
their original family name.

@ Widows and widowers
can use their original
family name or retain that
of their late'spouse.
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Continued from page 31

pain becomes public information.

Meanwhile, divorced women are
never allowed to forget their family
failure. Every time they enter a legal
transaction, they must carry with
them a divorce certificate and ex-
plain their past to inquisitive offi-
cials. :
Stories abound about officials’
rude behaviour, inconsistent han-
dling of cases, and infuriating insis-
tence that the law be followed to the
letter.

“Prominent social worker Khuny-

ing Kanok Samsen Vil, now in her’

70s, is among the first generation of
women to question the law that
forces married women to give up
their identity.

A well-known university athlete

from an established family, she
stood up to district officials when
they refused to let her keep her Thai
maiden name after she was married.
They then made it difficult for her to
register it as a middle name because,
as they claimed, “the word Samsen
dues not have any meaning.”
Procedural red tape proved too
much for even an ardent feminist te’
overcome, Women's rights activist
Asst Prof Malee Pruegpongsawalee
did not register her marriage. When

she and her husband had to travel

overseas as spouses, her single sta-
tus complicated maiters and threat-
ened to abort their travel plans.

But Malee stood her ground —
until she and her husband had to
carry out a legal transaction with
the Land Department. “Inconsisten-
cies are rampant in government
agencies. Some said my marriage
certificate would be enough. Others
said it wouldn’t.

“I eventually gave in and changed
my last name. I couldn’t deal with
the bureaucratic headaches.and in-
consistencies anymore. I tried to
hold on to my own identity, but I
cou,}dn't fight the system, so I gave

At present, when a woman mar-
ries, district officials immediately
change her title from nangsao to
nang (Miss to Mrs) and her surname
to her husband’s on her home regis-
tration document. If she fails to
change her last name on her identity
card, she will be fined 200 baht every
time she enters a legal transaction.
Some officials might refuse to carry
out the transaction all together.
Many businesswomen, then,
choose not to register their mar-

. riages at all so that they can retain
their independence in making busi- .

ness decisions.

hort of legal change,
here are some measures
married women can

take to retain their own
family name:

@ Register the maiden
name as a middle name

The current law allows
women to register a middle
name at their District Office.
Many women, including
Khunying Kanok Samsen Vil
and Ruenkaew Kuiyayanont
Brandt, have done this.

3

# Continue to use the
maiden name in social and
business situations

Although this is technically
illegal, the law cannct punish
women for doing so. If you
are legally married, though,’
you must use your husband’s
surname on legal documents.

o Not legally register your
marriage

If you are not legally
married, you can carry out
business and legal activities
independently, without
spousal consent.

Some government
agencies cover educational
and medical expenses for the
children cf female employees
who are not legally married.
The Revenue Department
also allows them to claim
their children as dependents
on their tax returns.

suggested.

ue to their neutral title, men are
able to register several marriages
with different women, as lcng as
they do it in different places.

Only the first registration counts
legally, however. The subsequent
wives, then, lose their right to the
husband’s assets because their mar-
riages are considered illegal. “Many
women have suffered because of
this,” said Assoc Prof Wimolsiri.

With no immediate change in
sight, Assoc Prof Wimolsiri urges
the Interior Ministry to indicate
men’s marital status on their IDs.

“This change would be timely, as
the ID system is about to'be comput-
erised nationwide, making it easy'to

5 °
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Kobsook Iamsuree is one of them.
After seven years of marriage and
two children, she could not escape
state intervention in her family af-
fairs when she wanted to take her
children overseas. The Foreign Min-
istry refused to issue the children
passports. _

In an effort to find a way through
the red tape, Kobsock’s husband
asked the court for reaffirmation of
his status as the children’s father.
Despite the court order, district offi-
cials still refused to issue the neces-
sary legal documents verifying this
status. They told him Kobsook’s last
name and marital status must first
be changed, although they were not
legally empowered to do this.

Kobsook's situation has raised
the question of whether Anchalee’s
proposed new law would be enough
to ease the plight of married women
in practice. ,

According to Assoc Prof Wimol-
siri, many married women lose more
than their personal identity — they

are also robbed of real economic op-

portunities. g

For some, it becomes impossible to
continue their career at all. She
cited the case of a successful busi-
nesswoman who, in order to keep
her professional autonomy, did not
register her marriage. After separat-
ing from her partner, she registered
her children as hers. District offi-
cials immediately changed her title
to “Mrs”, and her problems began.

“Tt is difficult for a woman to do
business with the Mrs title, but
without any legal documents like a
marriage registration or divorce cer-

. tificate to prove her status.

“Her ex-partner also refused to
sign anything for her. As a result,
her business suffered badly,” related
Assoc Prof Wimolsiri.

Assoc Prof Wimolsiri would like
to see a neutral title like “Ms"" for
Thai women. “Instead of nangsao
(Miss) and nang (Mrs), women
should be given a title that does not

‘indicate their marital status,” she

check men’s vmai'ital status,” she

" said.

Likewise, changing the Name
Law to allow married women to
keep their maiden names is urgent
in the face of the computerisation of

IDs, which will begin next year, said”
. woman judge Prapapan Udomjanya..

At present, inconsistencies among
government agencies enable some
women to retain their maiden name

and title after marriage. ‘“This will

be impossible after the computerised
network is in place. The law will be
strictly enforced, leaving women no
room for choice,” said Prapapan.

- The law should be updated to keep
up with times, said Chaiwat Wong-
watanasarn, deputy secretary-gen-
eral of the Office of the Juridical
Council.

“A family should share one last
name, but this should be dictated by

choice rather than legal obliga-

tion,” he said.

But urging for changes to both
married women's surname rights
and their title as demanded by some
feminists, insisted MP Anchalee, is
the wrong strategy for now.

“Male MPs would feel we are
pushing them too far. It’s better to
work for change step by step.”

She admitted, however, that she
does not know when, or if, her pro-
posed new Name Law will be accept-
ed for parliamentary discussion.

“When it is, though, I'll make sure
that there is an open vote count so
that we know which MPs are not
supporting this cause.

“I will also send their names to
their canvassers, who are mostly
women.” :

Like many women, media celebri-"

ty Yupa Petcharit has no choice but
to pin her hopes on Anchalee’s new
Name Law.

“] want to use my maiden name
legally without having to divorce
my husband. If and when the new
law passes, I will immediately return
to my own family name, and my own
identity.” \
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THE METHERLANDS: Married
women are legally required
to retain their maiden name.
" Socially and professionally,
however, most use their
maiden name followed by
~ their husband’s surname.

UNITED KINGDOM: Women
have the right to chogse, but
most adopt their husband’s
surname. -

FRANCE: Married women are
legally required to retain
their maiden name, but most
use their married name
socially and professionally.

GERMANY: A husband and
wife must share the same
legal surname. If not ‘
otherwise specified, the wife
must take the husband’s

namse.

ITALY: Wives must legally
adopt the husband'’s
surname. A woman can
present a case to the -
authorities for retaining her
maiden name, however, if
she can show that a change
of last name will cause her
problems.

Source: Chaiwat Wongwatanasarn, deputy secretary-general of the Office of the Juridical Council.
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The Fourth UN World Conference on
Women in Beijing, to end tomorrow, has
¢ome to a relatively smooth close. But for
many, the more energetic NGO Forum on -

Women, which ended last Friday, embodied
the true spirit of a women’s forum. SUWANNA
ASAVAROENGCHAI and APHALUCK
BHATIASEVI share some of their most
interesting observations of the forum.
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sun, nor chilly breezes-could
' dampen the spirits of the al-

- most 30,000 participants who
came from around the world to
attend the NGO Forum on
Women in Huairou, China/De-
spite differences of race, language, and culture,.
the majority of the participants managed to
bridge these gaps and achieve.mutual under-
standing. o

There were, of course, those who were unwill- -
ing to compromise, and those who were insensi-
tive to others’ beliefs. Yet the positive out-
. weighed the negative at the forum, and most of
the women — and men — who- attended left
enlightened and uplifted. S ;

THAILAND'S ROLE AT THE FORUM'

ith more than 300 delegates at the .|
forum, Thailand took an activerolein |, ! :
; . that awaits them."

the international NGO scene.:It was

one of the few countries which successfully |
managed to bring a large group of grassroots
participants — almost 100 — to the event. :

" " Their voices were heard and their courage

recorded in several workshops on a range of

subjects including health, leadership, and poli- .}

) tics. ' i v LORE 0
" " Sa-Ing Thawaisin, a grassroots representative .
from Roi-Et Province’s Phothichai District, said -

she was very excited to attend such a big'meet-" |

ing. ‘ . :
“I only just realised that even farang. women::
have problems like ours,” she said. ~~ . " "'

Sa-Ing said she had learned several problem-'
solving tactics from her foreign friends, which
she would try to implement in her locality.

At one workshop, Sa-Ing gave a  moving ac-
count of the hardships she faces as a construction
worker and farm hand, which was translated from
Thai into English by an interpreter. bl

Yet even if Thailand’s women 'proved their

. ‘strength and ability in many areas, the country
was defined more by its negative image as'a hub of -
the sex trade. Thailand was mentioned repeatedly

“during workshops on sexual abuse, prostitution,
and trafficking in women. S i e

In one session; the country was blamed for ‘the
plight of Burmese women and children who are .
trafficked into Thailand and abused by pimps,
procurers, and corrupt officials. In other work-

" shops, it was again criticised for failing to.stop

either driving rain, sweltering | the flow of Thai women into Japan's sex trade. !

. sex trade. “We should write letters to the Thai’
. Prime Minister, Police Chief, and other officials

‘the United States. ] .

_horrid ‘conditions of brothels where Burmese
- women are held against their will, accompanied

‘ the Detention Centre in Mae Sot, where six Bur-

- officials.’ '
“miseries endured by Thai prostitutes in Japan,

" prostitutes eager to pour into Japan despite ef-

" worse, judging from the extensive range of Thai-

_country was often mentioned as both the originat-
" ing and receiving point of trafficked women. .

in trafficking in women take more responsibility

- need of protection — not criminals. -
'WOMEN WHO LOVE WOMEN _
Love'hu'ng thick in the air at the Lesbian |
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At one workshop, a suggestion was made that
women from all over the world should protest the
Thai government, for allowing exploitation of
Burmese as well as Thai women in the country’s

R SE—

involved as a gesture of protest against bad treat-
ment in the brothels,” said Mary Jane Sullivan of -

During that session, stories were‘tqld;.of; the

by a videotape of such an establishment. There
was also a report of abuse of Burmese women at

mese women were stripped of their clothes when
they failed to hand their money over to corrupt

Japanese NGO”pa‘rticipants, too, spoke of the
and of the fact that there are many more innocent
forts to warn them of the potential exploitation_

Thailand also had a'prominent place on a map

of the world’s pornography routes. g o
Clearly, then, Thailand’s image has'not im-

proved since the last forum was held ten years ago

in Nairobi. In fact, its:reputation has ‘gotten

related problems discussed at this forum. The

Forum participants demanded that the Thai
government and those of other countries involved

for these victimised women by relaxing their im-
migration laws to accommodate them. Forced
prostitutes, it was emphasised, are victims in

“Tent, where “women who love women”
held hands, embraced one another, and .|
expressed their love to their female partners.
It was the first time that lesbians were given .
their own territory at the forum, where activi-
ties from video presentations to group discus-

"sions and casual talks between lesbians took:
. place from morning till evening. i ;
* . Asian lesbians, including Thais, were warmly -

ey d
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was Akio Kawamura of the Asia-Pacil
ic Human Rights Information Centre i
Tokyo, who said that in order to gair
access to the event, he had to continy
ously explain to the Chinese that it wa
a “conference on women's issues, not ;
women's conference’”.

The male participants included hu
man rights activists, developmen
workers, reporters, members of reli
gious groups, and volunteers. The larg
est number of men came from Japan.

Mitami Tamo of Kyodo University
said he attended the forum because he
was particularly interested in issues
concerning Japanese ‘women, specifi.
cally sexual violence and the phenome
non of “comfort women” forced to pro
vide sexual services to Japanese sol-
diers during World War TL.

Another man spotted at the confer.
ence was Chris Karlton of the No Lim.
its for Women Project in the United
States, who said it was.important to
address women's issues on the global
level in order to solve them on the local
level.

Karlton, also a social worker at a
hospital in New York, added, “T felt
quite awkward while attending some of
the workshops, because when you're
sitting in a workshop surrounded by
women, they tend to make you feel like
you're the target of criticism,” he said.

Karlton said he recently began a pro-
ject to encourage fathers to group to-
gether and work toward the liberation
of women, because the cause can suc-
ceed only if men and women work to-
gether.

Alberto Rubio, a Spanish architec-
ture student, came to China to accom-
pany his girlfriend, who is atlending
the UN Conference on Women. But he
decided to make the trip to Huairou for
a day to listen to the issues being dis-
cussed, for though equality exists in
theory in his country, women's actual
status is still lower than men’s.

Dagva Gankhuyag, a Mongolian
NGO worker, said he had made his way
to several workshops, though he also
felt somewhat uncomfortable being one
of so few men.

Suleman Abro of Pakistan’s Sindh
Agricultural and Forestry Workers Co-
operative Organisation said he was at
the forum to get ideas from other coun-
tries on how to help women in rural
areas in his country. -

INNER PEACE AND HEALING

\ f the variQ{;:s‘ tents at ché forum,
one was+ decidedly different.
Named the Healing Tent, its

goal was help women attending the fo-
rum relax and get in touch with their
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welcomed into the international lesbi-
an community, making the tent well-
balanced in its racial and cultural mix.

The group calling itself the Asian
Lesbian Network drew a large crowd
when it conducted a workshop to share
the problems faced by Asian lesbians
with others.

Asian lesbians, they agreed, arc re-
stricted by the Asian family value sys-
tem, which curbs thair frecdom of self-
expression.

A Malaysian lesbian spoke of repres-
sion in her country, where lesbians are
denied public acceptance.

Thai lesbians described how society
forces adult women into marriage
against their will. Members of the An-
jaree Group, a Thai lesbian network,
related that their primary task is to
provide moral support to suffering les-
bians who have to hide their sexual
orientation from society’s judgmental
eyes.

Lesbians from the Philippines spoke
of their uphill battle against wide-
spread prejudice against lesbians.

“In the Philippines,” said a young
Filipina lesbian, “‘gay men are admired
as the shining stars of the film and
advertisir.g industries. But lesbians do
not receive such treatment.” -

In fact, prejudice against lesbians is
so strong that those who admit their
sexual orientation stand to lose their
jobs.

Stories from India was even more
tragic. A woman who dressed like a
manand lived with another woman
was arrested by the police. Another
was fired from her job and arrested
after having achieved success in a top
position wearing men'’s clothes.

During the discussicn, one Indian
participant changed from her bright
yellow sari and women's slippers into
an Indian men’s long-sleeved shirt and
trousers and black boots in the middle
of the crowd — a challenge to a society
that forbids such an act.

EXFPLOSIVE BELIEFS v

ublic demonstration is an act we

take for granted among women of
Westernized ideas. But a group of
Muslim fundamentalists took the fo-
rum by surprise when they organised a
demonstration and shouted their slo-
gans on the streets of Huairou. )
“Say no to abortion! Say yes to family
life!,” cried about 20 veiled women as
they: marched, carrying banners de-
nouncing adultery, homosexuality,
abortion, and other issues brought up
at the forum which went against their
religious beliefs. ) 4
As they neared the convention cen-

tre, they were confronted by pro-choice
activists, who quickly held up their
banners to counter-attack. “Freedom,
freedom, freedom!,” they shouted back.

“Why let men control you?,” a pro-
choice woman asked, challenging a
veiled woman at the top of her voice.
“We have the right to our own choice,”
one of the veiled women barked back.
Verbal abuse continued as hostility
mounted between the two sides. The
veiled demonstrators were booed and
jeered by the crowd before they finally
marched away, still shouting their slo-
gans.

Rifts between women of the same re-
ligion or country were also created at
the forum.

While some Iranian women joined in
the anti-abortion march, their sisters in
exile in Furope launched a different
demonstration, which addressed Irani-
an women being stoned to death as a
punishment for adultery or premarital
sex.

Speaking of the penalty, Haldeh Dar-
agah told the crowd, “most of the time,
those doing the stoning are womien,
too.” . >

1In 1984, when Ayatollah Khomeini
took power and demanded a return to
fundamentalist Muslim values, many
Westernised women fled the country
after being forced to wear veils. “The

 rule was so strict that women would be

punished on the spot if they let just a
strand of hair out of their veil,” she
*said. Stoning to death, she said, is the
legally accepted punishment for wom-
en who commit adultery or have sex
before marriage. :

During her campaign at the forum,
Daragah was threatened by other Mus-
lim women participants, who said they
would pursue and kill her in Europe,
where sle is in exile.

Not only Daragah, but several other
women have found themselves at risk
because of their “controversial” ideas.
Hnin Hnin Pyne, a Burmese woman in
exile, said she was constantly followed
and photographed by unknown people
when she campaigned for Burmese de-

-mocracy in the States.

Pyne said that during the forum, she
and her group made an effort to discuss
women’s issues with delegates from the
Burmese government. “But they re-
fused to talk to us,” she said, perplexed.

MEN WERE INVITED, TOO

.

4 mid tens of thousands of women,
- some men could also be seen
making their way through the

forum.
Among the 1,550 men in attendance
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inner wisdom. )
_The tent was run by Capacitar, 2
* Spanish-based international women's
empowerment project aimed to help
women rediscover the inner wisdom of
their own bodies, re-integrate the body,
mind, and spirit, and help regenerate
their energy both” individually and in

their communities. L
. .Women. taught natural healing and

" stress reduction techniques and tradi-
tional healing practices from a variety
of cultures. . :

The Capacitar group included union
leaders, feminists, professionals, reli-
gious women, and grassroots leaders
from poor communities.

With a group of weary women chant-
ing their way to well-being with the
words “I am the universe” in the back-
ground, Pat Cane —a psychologist and
former Catholic nun, and the director
and founder of Capacitar — explained
the group’s activities. "' -

Among the 25-strong Capacitar dele-
gation ‘were nine Latin' Americans,
mostly grassroots leaders working to-
ward healing in their communities.

One of them, Sister Magdalena Cas
tro of the Comedor Family Kitche:
Movement in Peru, teaches kitche:
workers how to give each other healin
shoulder massages and relax with Ta
Chi, an ancient Chinese exercise.

At the forum, Tai Chi was taugh’
every day at 7 am. and 6 p.m. in the
Healing Tent. . ‘

“Many women living in underdevel
oped countries suffer from headaches
stomach disorders, and other stress-re
lated maladies. Due to poverty and so
cial instability, many of them have lit
tle access to simple medical and psychi
atric eare,” caid Cane.

Cane learned Tai Chi from a Chines¢
teacher in California 16 years ago anc
simplified it so that women could learr
and use the exercise easily.

During her sessions at Huairouy, she
urged exercisers to visualise their bod-
jes as trees with roots planted deeply in
the ground. She asked them to imagine
the tops of their heads being connected
to the light of heaven, so that they
could feel the energy of the earth and
the heavens flow through their bodies.

“This exercise gives people time to
find their inner energy and inner wis-
dom, and bring unity to their bodies
and minds and spirits,” said Cane.

HARASSMENT OF THE INNOCENT

ho says Chinese security offi-
cers were the only culprits of
harassment? Forum partici-

pants, too, were guilty.

The McDonald's kiosk gained in-
stant popularity at the forum, asa large
number of participants tried to avoid
the ubiquitous Chinese box lunches
made available to them.

In front of the kiosk, a smiling, life-
sized Ronald McDonald sat cross-
legged on a bench, where participants
could sit and relax their aching legs.

But Ronald’s smile seemed out of
place a few days later, when he fell
victim to harassment by forum partici-
pants. It started with a picture of himin
the forum’s daily paper, with a caption
cynically questioning haw he had got-
ten into the forum with neither a visa
nor a pass.

The next day, passersby found poor
Ronald in the area opposite the kiosk,
knocked onto his side on the ground
with ketchup smeared on his face and
neck. Signs condemning the invasion of
transnational corporation had been
hung around his neck and body, one of
them demanding, “Get Back Big Mac.”

.Passersby were both amused and sad-
dened by the sight of the bullied yet
defenceless Ronald. That evening, he
completely disappeared from the scene,
and ?usiness at the kiosk went on as
usual.
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Life in the.

letic limelig

three local heroes _talk to TASSANEE
VEJPONGSA and TANIDA SIRORATTANAKUL
" about what it means to be a sports star.

S -~ The SEA Games are what make or break
: many of Thailand’s top athletes. With the
@ 1995 games soon to begin in Chiang Mai,
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In Thailand, which has no professional
football league, players know that they can-
not count on making a living off the sport
foiever. They will receive a salary only if
they are selected to play on the Thai national
team. Most football players have other jobs
or attend university.

“You have to think about your future, too.
Even though studying in addition to playing
football means doubling my work, I have to
do it,” said the recent graduate of Thurakit
Bandit Business School, where he received a
full scholarship. ‘ i

Saddled with more work and responsibility
than most people his age, Kiattisak has had
to trade his youth for the pursuit of success.
Since he started to play on the national youth

team at the age of 16, his life has revolved
around football. Most of his close friends are
football players, and he spends his free time
at practice while most of his peers are going
out and having fun.

“I know I've missed out on a lot of things
normal people have. But looking at the op-
portunity I have right now, to be a national
football player, I think, how many people

have this opportunity? Only one in a million.

I’m very happy that I'm one of them,” he said.
He admits, though, that the rigour of the
sport has sometimes made him consider quit-
ting.

“Sometimes, when I'm practising hard, I
envy people who don’t have this kind of com-

Continued on page 38

I know I’ve missed out on a lot of things
normal people have. But looking at the
opportunity I have right now, to be a national
football player, I think, how many people have
this opportunity? Only one in a million.

KIATTISAK SENAMUANG

Kiattisak Senamuang

Continued from page 31

mitment. But it’s only a pass-
ing thought. T would never
quit. I love football,” he said
with conviction.

The sport itself is only one
part of the experience — be-

-ing part of a team is also a .

valuable part of being an ath-
lete. At the age of 20, Kiatti-
sak has experienced ex-
tremes of joy and sadness
that many people never expe-
rience in a lifetime.

“I faced bitter disappoint-
ment when 1 lost at the
World Youth Soccer Cup
three years ago, and I had to
learn how to accept it. But
the lows are offset by mo-
ments of sheer triumph, like
when I came back to Bang-
kok after we won the gold
medal at the SEA Games,” he
recalled.

He said he was surprised
by the crowd waiting for him

at the airport. They were
clapping, calling his name,
and shouting congratula-
tions at him.

“People hardly. knew me
before I went to Indonesia.
And I had no idea that the
goal I scored would become
such a big deal,” he said.

His status as a national
star also means greater op-
_portunity. Contracts have
been offered to him by for-
eign professional teams, but
he said he had not yet consid-
ered them. All he knows for
certain is that he will contin-
ue playing for the Thai team
as long as he can.

“Things couldn’t be better

for me. Playing football has’

brought so many great op-
portunities my way. It’s
something I love, and there
are a lot of other people who
appreciate what I do. What
more could I"ask for?”
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Kiattisak Senamuang

s far as he can remember, Kiatti-
sak Senamuang always knew he
wanted to be a football playér.
And he always knew he could do

1t.

“T don’t remember exactly when I started
to play. But I knew from the beginning that I
had a special gift for the sport,” said 20-year-
old Kiattisak with confidence.. »

While Kiattisak had known he was gifted
for years, the Thai public noticed it when he
scored the final goal in the SEA Games foot-

ball finals against Burma in 1991, winning . §&¢

the team a gold medal.

Before that, he had played. on thee'.l‘hai ”

national youth football team for several
years, and his name was known.among only a
few followers of the sport. That single goal,

though, turned a no-name provincial boy into

a national star who became both the centre of

attention and the target of criticism. -~
“While many people saw me as the hero of

the SEA Games, there were others who said

my success was just luck. That’s not true —
I've become what I am now because T love -

what I’'m doing and I'm devoted to it,” Kiatti-
sak said.
He added that anything that happens on

the football field could be seen as luck, be-.

cause nothing is certain in sports. But the
most important thing is to enjoy the game
and play your best.

According to Kiattisak, in addition to pas-
sion for football, responsibility is another
essential trait for a good football player, es-
pecially one playing for the national team.

“Responsibility falls on your shoulders the

minute you become part of the team,” said -

Kiattisak, sometimes called “Sico” after a
Brazilian football player. He will be
playing centre on the Thai team in the
upcoming SEA Game matches in Chiang
Mai. A great deal of time and sacrifice is-
required of him. Kiattisak, like his fellow

team members, is on a tight and demanding . .

schedule. He has to fit in at least four hours
of practice each day, as well as time for his
education and his personal life.
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Rewadee
- Sritao

un and friends are a thing
of the past. Coaches, pres-
sure, and hard work have
replaced them, changing a
young girl’s life.

More than ten years ago, Rewa-
dee Sritao, a teenage student from
Lop Buri, raced past her peers to
become the country’s fastest fe-
male runner. Yet the price she paid
for fame 'and glory was the loss of
her teenage life.

After she won six gold medals at
the 1985 SEA Games in Bangkok,
she became a heroine who was ex-
pected to win.

“The greater the success you
achieve, the more pressure you’re
under. Every time I race, I have to
do my best because I don’t want to
let down Thai fans or myself,” said

Rewadee, one of Thailand’s. top

400-metre runners.
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" In addition to her physical
strength, her strong determination to become a
champion makes her a great runner.

“T compete with myself, not my riyals. When

I'm on the track, I think only of beating my old

" reeard. It helps me release the }zressu.re," gaid the

runner, now 28, who is known

or her dark brown
complexion, long curly hair, and tall, strong
physique. :
Unintentionally, she has arrived in a position
where millions of eyes are watching her.
“[ never dreamed of being a runner. My life
changed so fast. At the beginning, I did it be-

cause I felt I had to, not because I wanted to,” she

“recalled, watching a group of junior national

team runners training on the track at the Na-
tional Stadium in Bangkok. e

She recalled that her irreversible course to

_stardom began when she was chosen to be a

school runner at the age of ten. For years, she
came first in competitions with other schools and
provinces.
" In 1983, she was finally chosen to be a runner
on the national team. ;

“At that point, fun and relaxation disappeared
entirely from my life. I had to eat, sleep, and

practise according to the team schedule and the -

coach’s orders. I didn’t have many friends be-
cause I spent all my time training and compet-
ing,” she related, her face saddening as old mem-
ories surfaced.” ' "

But the rewards were great for this 16-year-old

‘girl: she had a chance to participate in the Olym-

pic Games in Los Angeles in 1984. She returned
home without any medals, but with plenty of
experience and inspiration. :

“After the Olympics, my first international
competition, I was inspired to practise harder
than ever. I did very well at my first SEA Games
a year later,” she remembered with pride.
Though she was the youngest runner on the Thai
team that year, she wor. the most medals.

Her tight training 2nd competition schedule
meant she often had to miss school. But she made
a point of never missing her examinations, and
she earned a bacnelor’s degree from Srinakhar-
inwirot Prasarnmitr University’s Faculty of
Physical Education within four years.

“I realise the importance of education. I never
thought of quitting school or university just for
running. I know I won’t be able to run when I get
old,” she said with a laugh.

Today, in addition to her running, she works
for the Telephone Organisation of Thailand and
is married to Wisut Wattanasin, one of the coun-
try’s top male runners. She is also the mother of a
three-year-old girl named Namkhaeng.

“Having a family has never been an obstacle to
my career. On the contrary, my husband and
daughter have en¢ouraged me to go on,” said the
runner, who hopes to work as a coach after
retirement. » ‘

“You can'’t be a good runner without disci-
pline, patience, and strong determination. No
matter how strong, healthy, and fast you are, if
you aren’t responsible or you don’t respect the
rules, you won’t have a future on the racetrack,”
she said.

Today, Rewadee no longer devotes her entire
life to training and lives by her coach’s rules. But
even so, she rarely misses the routine of practis- .
ing with her fellow team members, especially
with the SEA Games around the corner. =~ °

Despite the sacrifices her running career has
forced her to make, Rewadee said she has never
regretted it.

“If T could go back in time, I don’t think I
would change anything. My running career has
given me so many valuable experiences. But I've
never thought of myself as a heroine,” she chuck-
led good-naturedly, before running off to join the
team practice.

Pictures by
SMITH SUTIBUT




Theeraj Pohpanich

ormer Thai gymnastics star Theeraj
Pohpanich achieved instant recogni-
tion as a national sports hero when
he struck gold at the 1987 SEA
Games in Jakarta, winning six gold
medals. But today, asked if the monetary
rewards for his success were worth the effort
and sacrifice, his answer is a resounding
(lno’). ¢
It was his sincere dedication to gymnastics
that allowed him to overlook financial com-
pensation and focus instead on excelling at
his sport.

“If you compare the time and effort I in-
vested with the meagre support I got, you
would understand why it wasn’t worth it,”
said the ex-athlete. Now 27, he is a sports
commentator for TV Channel 7, and is cover-
ing this year’s SEA Games in Chiang Mai.

During his training with the national
team, Theeraj said he received only a meagre
allowance from the government. There was
no pension plan and no job security for re-
tired athletes. “There is nothing but short-
term fame and personal pride,” he said. “‘And
that’s for the athletes who succeed. For those
who don’t, there is no compensation at all.”

Athletes are entitled to a 50- '
baht per diem allowance during
the three or four months of
training after they are selected
for the national team and before
an international competition.
“Obviously, it wasn’t enough to
survive on,” he said.

At the peak of his gymnastics
career, from 1986 to 1991,
Theeraj was attending Chula-
longkorn University’s Faculty
of Education as part of a special
programme for national athletes. Like most
Thai athletes, he had to juggle his studies
and his sport. He attended classes from the
early morning to the afternoon, then braved
traffic to make it to his intense evening prac-
tice at Hua Mark stadium. ;

“For most students, the stress of studying:,
and travelling to and from school was enough

to wear them out completely. But on top.of:

that, I also had to go to gymnastics practice .
every day. It was hard, but I managed,” said

the athlete, who got involved‘in-‘ g:ymnasticsw "

at the age of ten. .
“T don’t feel like I missed out on my teenage
years, since I made a point of setting aside
time for my personal life. I felt that gymnas- |
tics and my social life were equally impor-
tant,” said Theeraj, returning from Chiang

fame and personal pride. And

- that’s for the athletes who
succeed. For those who don’t,
there is no compensation at all.”

THEERA] POHPANICH

Mai stadium after covering a story on the
Thai national gymnastics team.

He admits that his social life did sometimes
distract him from both his gymnastics and his
st\lxdies._ But he feels that this was only natu-
ral. ;

“People would sometimes comment on how
I didn’t do well in this or that competition. 1
would just tell them the truth — T'd say, ‘1
know, I've been spending time with my girl-
friend’; or ‘I didn’t have enough time to pre-
pare’. There’s nothing wrong with that. After

*'all, ’'m human like everybody else,” he said.
" With such a laid-back attitude, where did

Theeraj find the drive to win six gold medals

at the 1987 SEA Games and four golds at the

" Continued on page 38
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‘Life in the athletic limelight

Theeraj Pohpanich

Continued from page 31

1989 games? “My love of
gymnastics is what drove me.
You can achieve anything
you want as long as you love
what you're doing,” said
Theera].

As a young child, Theeraj
stumbled into gymnastics by
accident: his legs were weak
due to a bone virus, and his
doctors said that he had to be
‘more athletic. His older sis-
ter was a competitive gym-
nast on the national youth
team at the time, so his
choice of a sport was easy.

“I saw her doing gymnas-
tics every day at the stadium
and I was jealous that she
got to go abroad for competi-
tions. My dad told me that if I
wanted to travel like her; |
had to start doing gymnas-
tics. That was what got me
started,” said Theera].

A few years later, as a
young teenager, Theeraj be-
came a member of the Thai
youth. team. He quickly

moved up to the national
team and went on to compete
in four SEA Games competi-
tions, which are held every
two years.

His career, however, came
to an end when he had a seri-
ous accident at the 1991 SEA
Games, falling from the rings
while competing. He broke
his back and legs and dislo-
cated his shoulder, and was
unable to compete in the
next SEA Games in 1993.

“After the accident, my
body wasn’t as strong as be-
fore. I realised it might be
time for me to quit. I felt that
I had done a pretty good job
already, and my teammate,
Amornthep, was getting bet-
ter every day. I was confident
that he could take my place,”
said Theeraj, explaining his
absence from the Thai team
since 1991.

He has been working as a
sports commentator for al-
most a year, and he enjoys
the work very much.

“I  like working with

sports, because it’s some-
thing I'm very familiar with.
I know that the reason why [
got this job and am good at it
1s because of my experience
as an athlete, and more im-
portantly, because of my
name. People know who I
am. Another factor could be
my education,” he said.

Covering * Thai athletes
who are now in the same po-
sition he was once in,
Theeraj has some words of
wisdom to share with them.

“lI hope they love what
they are doing, because
that’s the only way they can
do their best. They shouldn’t
think about what they
should be getting in return.
Once they have been selected
to play for their country,
they have a responsibility to
do their best.

“They have to think about
their own futures, too, but
not too much. I believe that if
you do something with good
intentions, good things will
eventually happen to you.”

People would sometimes
comment on how I
didn’t do well in this or
that competition. 1
would just tell them the

- truth — I’d say, ‘1
know, I’ve been
spending time with my
girlfriend’, or ‘I didn’t
have enough time to
prepare’. There’s
nothing wrong with that.
After all, I’m human
like everybody else.

THEERA] POHPANICH
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