Message of Peace

Translation of communiquứfrom the Assembly of the Poor, Bangkok, July 2000

We weren’t poor before. We had home and livelihood. We had a sufficient life made possible by nature, by the earth and the waters. Even though we were not rich, we did not go hungry. We were not poor.

Then the government put a dam down in front of our house, right where we had made a living for many generations. When we objected, the government used the law to drive us away. It compensated our total loss of livelihood with some cash and some waste land that couldn’t grow anything.

So we became poor. Or more exactly, we were made poor by the government and by the kind of development that takes resources away from the countryside.

The government lectured us not to be selfish, to sacrifice for the development of the country

That would be fine, if development meant equality between countryside and city, meant communities having the right to manage their own local resources, meant every Thai could have a sufficient way of life on the foundation of a sustainable community economy

But if development means communities of many thousand households are wrecked, and good natural resources are destroyed, in exchange for a dam which produces a handful of megawatts, then we are not willing to sacrifice our sustainable resources, and the future of our children, in exchange for development which is not worth the cost.

The Assembly of the Poor has come to Government House time after time. We don’t come about matters that don’t concern us. We come to negotiate for the government to mediate and give us back what we deserve.

Is the Assembly wrong to ask for the return of what was stolen from us?

Is the Assembly wrong to appeal to the government’s conscience (if it still has one) to follow the resolutions of the neutral committee which the government itself appointed.

But the Assembly gets no understanding. Instead it is accused by the government of always asking for more, of demanding things the law will not allow, of being a paid mob, of being migrant Laos creating chaos in the city, of receiving foreign money to bash the dam. Country people like us have always had a culture and way-of-life of sufficiency. Believe us, if a dam had not been dumped on us and our river, there wouldn’t be even a shadow of us in front of Government House.

Don’t bring law into it. Wasn’t it this government which tore up many old laws and made new ones to support the financial sector, to support the small group which caused the economic crisis, to support those who flooded the country with the debts which every Thai now has to bear?

The Assembly of the Poor is just a group of poor people from the margins of Thai society. We often get blamed that we’re poor because we’re lazy, we’re always asking for more. Whatever we raise our voice about, marginal poor like us are condemned. We are always society’s culprits.

But those who really create social crisis, economic crisis, political crisis, are still at large.

Many days ago, the Assembly reviewed the events of recent days. We asked ourselves, what is the most important thing in our lives. Our homes? Our livelihood? We have already lost these valuable things completely. The answer we found was, the most important thing for us now is our dignity. Our homes, land, resources may have been taken by others, but we won’t let anyone look down on our dignity. We’re ready to be poor in money, poor in property, but we’re not ready to be poor in dignity. Only people with dignity can hold on to thamma, can hold on to truth and right.

The Buddha taught that “poverty is suffering”. In truth nobody knows this better than the Assembly, and “poverty of dignity is suffering beyond suffering”. In the Vessantara story, Buddha taught, “sacrifice property to save bodily organs, sacrifice bodily organs to save life, sacrifice even life to save thamma and righteousness”.

We think that preserving the dignity of the poor means fighting for justice and right, not fighting for personal benefit. We have to fight to preserve the fine local culture, and to preserve river, hill, forest, wild animals, shrimp, shellfish, crab, fish of all kinds, and the future of our children and grandchildren.

So today we are ready to observe eight precepts, 1. Do wrong to nobody; 2. neither steal nor damage anyone’s property; 3. remain chaste; 4. speak only truth and no falsehood; 5. drink no alcohol; 6. from noontime, take no food. This point we will observe strictly. We will refuse food and drink only water, so that the government and the police can be certain we won’t have the strength to climb over the wall again to ask for justice from those in “Everlasting Thailand House”.

7. Give up anything playful and any dressing up; 8. don’t sleep on a big, raised, soft bed. This is the usual practice of those in the Assembly already. We sit and sleep on the concrete surface by the roadside every day.

We don’t undertake this fast to torture ourselves, but to control our emotions. We don’t do it to protest against government or society, but to preserve thamma and to communicate the truth about the problem of poverty. Poverty does not result from laziness, but from development plans and economic policies which create structural poverty throughout Thai society.

Now there are huge numbers of poor who face hunger. We are just a reflection of the problem of structural poverty for millions in this country.

While we are fasting, we will have compassion and good intention towards the government and all the police officers who have to go without sleep. We don’t think of you as enemies. Our real enemies are the economic structure and social injustice which we and the government and everyone in Thai society must cooperate to overcome.

If you still think you are a government of the people, you should be fair about tackling the poverty problem, in the same way you tackled the financial crisis, by being ready to reform laws, principles and practices at all levels. The problem of poverty is a structural problem, which has to be solved at the level of policy. This means the government has to dare to confront the bureaucratic system.

However, just the government and the Assembly cannot solve the poverty problem alone. The  wisdom of everyone in Thai society must help to find solutions which are fair to all parties. Solving the problem of poverty which arose from competition over resources, which the dam symbolises, is not just solving the problem of three or four thousand members of the Assembly outside Government House. This can be an example for solving other aspects of structural poverty throughout Thai society.

Don’t forget that Thai society is still like a pyramid. The government may dress up the peak of the pyramid to be lofty, magnificent and dazzling. But if the pyramid’s base of huge numbers of the poor does not undergo structural repairs, then before long the magnificent peak will come tumbling down. That crisis should never happen, if the government and all in Thai society are guided by conscience and wisdom.

