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In recent weeks, prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s tussles with the local and international media have been aired worldwide. But these tussle are not new and not confined to the media. Thaksin’s government is sliding away from its original promise “think new, act new, for every Thai.” It will only be stopped by a revolt of the party members who believed that promise.

Even before he rose to power in February 2001, Thaksin Shinawatra had begun to restrict media freedom. He bought a controlling stake in Thailand’s only independent TV station and sacked 23 journalists who objected to the bias of its pre-election coverage. Since then, serious and critical political commentary and debate has almost disappeared from Thailand’s radio and TV. The two major suppliers of such programming, the Nation and Watchdog groups, were thrown off the air. Others have discreetly withdrawn. Newspaper owners have been warned that a critical stance will lose them large advertising revenues from government agencies and from companies owned by Thaksin and his allies. Recently opinion pollsters have been intimidated for publishing results which displeased ministers. And the Anti Money Laundering Office (AMLO) has been found investigating the bank accounts of critical journalists and activists without adequate justification.

The significance of the recent ban on the Review and Economist is that it has focussed the international media’s attention on a trend which they largely ignored until it ensnared them too.

The tendency now is to blame this lapse into authoritarianism on Thaksin alone, his police training, and his top-down CEO style. He is the knight on a white horse now revealed as a troll mounted on a toad.  He has latched onto the trend, wafted north from Singapore through Mahathir’s Malaysia, of transforming democracy into authoritarianism.

The truth is both simpler and more complex. Thaksin’s aggression against the media starts from the simple matter of conflict of interest. It is then welcomed and strengthened by some of the most conservative elements in Thai society and politics.

A decade ago, Thaksin became Thailand’s richest entrepreneur solely from the profits of oligopoly telecom concessions granted by government. He was drawn into politics over the 1990s by the need for more political influence to protect and extend his business empire. Thaksin undoubtedly has political ideals. But his political career also has a strong commercial logic.

His political party attracted other big corporations which have a similar awareness of the ways that state power can help generate big profit. These included Charoen Pokphand, which also has telecom concessions; BEC World, which runs a TV stations licensed from the army; Summit auto parts which flourished under local content regulations; and the semi-state Thai Military Bank.

The drafters of Thailand’s 1997 constitution were focused on the task of limiting the excess official power which was the legacy of a dictatorial past. They were much less sensitive about the power of money. The constitution’s provisions to limit conflict of interest are very weak. On becoming prime minister, Thaksin was simply able to transfer his corporate ownership to his son and wife. His family business is totally dependent on concessions from a government which he now heads.

Thailand has a vigilant civil society. Over the last year, whistle-blowing NGOs, campaigning academics, and maverick journalists have highlighted instances where government appears to promote the private interests of its big business members. They questioned why government proposed to cancel US$ 5 billion of payments imposed on the telecom concessionaires in place of fees due after market liberalization. They wondered why the prime minister visited India twice just at the time the Indian government’s rental of Shinawatra satellite services came due for renewal. They wondered whether industrial zoning laws were changed to favor Toyota because the industry minister is a major subcontract supplier. These dissident voices have popularized the phrase “policy corruption.” 

Each revelation has provoked the government to tighten its grip on the media. But luckily this grip is not complete. A controlled press is a boring press. The Nation Group recognized that the government’s intimidation of the media created a market opportunity for a new Thai-language daily which is stridently critical of the government. In three months, Sharp-Clear-Deep (a translation of the new paper’s Thai name) captured 16 percent of the dailies market. The AMLO investigation, whose main target is the Nation Group, began just after this market share was revealed.

But there is more to this clampdown than the guarding of business interests. Thaksin is being encouraged and abetted by his coalition partners.

In February 2001, Thaksin took the New Aspiration Party (NAP) as his main coalition partner and is now absorbing NAP into his own Thai Rak Thai (TRT) Party. The NAP has two main leaders. General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh is the last active survivor of Thailand’s age of military politics. Since the anti-communist campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s, he has been dedicated to expanding the role of military in society as a conservative force. Under Thaksin, he has gained the military a bigger role in many activities from drug suppression to anti-poverty campaigns. Many surplus generals have been employed as government advisers. Chavalit believes the military has a special task to bring about an idealized “harmonious” society. This, of course, means suppressing dissent. On becoming prime minister in 1996, Chavalit revived the internal security apparatus and centralized it under his own command. The recent intimidation of pollsters began from his office. AMLO fell under his ministerial portfolio. He consistently claimed AMLO had done nothing wrong, and then resigned his supervision when AMLO was found at fault.

The NAP’s second leader is Snoh Thienthong, the most prominent active survivor of the provincial godfathers who dominated Thai politics from the 1980s. These godfathers initially rose under the umbrella of military dictators. They have since flourished in electoral politics, but without much sympathy for democracy. Snoh mobilized the Village Scouts—rural vigilantes from the cold war era—to oppose the new constitution of 1997. He described the charter as a communist plot “using the strategy to use towns to surround the jungle.”

The godfather-dominated governments of the 1990s were as keen as Thaksin to suppress the media. Not a surprise. The press reveled in exposing the godfathers’ scandals over land deals, illegal logging, highway contracts, and provincial pork-barrel. Snoh has said that the worst threat to Thailand is “too much freedom.”

Thaksin’s TRT party began as a party of reform. It still has a significant reform wing including old student activists from the 1970s and various young idealists. Over half the parliamentary party are first-time MPs, with many in their 30s  These reformers helped put together the popular policies and smart election strategies which engineered the party’s landslide election victory. But as the party has become consolidated in power, the influence of these reformers has diminished. The combination of big business, old military hands, and provincial godfathers has become dominant. This old guard have the money, seniority and experience which count in day-to-day political bargaining. Over recent weeks, some of the reformers have privately voiced their uneasiness over the party’s slide to the right.

To protect their use of state power for promoting profit, Thaksin and his business colleagues in the Cabinet have become hostage to the dictatorial vestiges which still survive in Thai politics and Thai society. Thaksin may still have the opportunity to call on the reform wing to escape this stricture. But he may not have the will to take the risk. That alone is testament that business interests mean more to him than reform. The question then is whether the reformers will allow themselves to become fellow-travelers on this lapse towards authoritarianism. Or whether they will rebel.

