Aj. Giles Ji Ungpakorn starts his talk-

Giles started his talk with an explanation about why he left Thailand. “ I left because it is not longer a democracy, doesn’t have free speech and no academic freedom. In the UK it’s a democracy, people can debate issues freely, it is not perfect, but no one is in prison for disagreeing freely with those in power for debating. We cant have this in Thailand, we had an elected government, one which was elected on political policies- a universal healthcare system, of helping the poor to be stakeholders, that was the kind of democracy we had, we used to have a press that could criticise the government and we had a flourishing civil society, it wasn’t perfect, 5 years ago there were some worrying things which I denounced such as extra judicial killings on the war on drugs and the southern violence. The PAD didn’t care about this, they didn’t care about human rights abuses at the time. The government (TRT) did use the power of money to control the press, and the media was dominated by big business, army own radio and TV stations. Thaksin’s regime used the power of money and advertising to make sure most newspapers didn’t criticise the government, but at least some did. 

But today Thailand has no democracy at all, it has a government that was put in power by the military. How did the Military do this? It staged a coup in 2006, it claimed it was a coup for the king. The soldiers wore yellow arm bands, every time the military junta and newsreaders on TV had to use the full name of ‘The committee to reform Thai democracy under the constitutional monarchy’ in Thai, but in English they had to remove the words ‘constitutional monarchy’ just in case any foreigners thought the monarchy was behind the coup.

When the military staged the coup they ripped up the 1997 constitution, it is regarded as one of the most progressive constitutions Thailand ever had. It wasn’t perfect, as Giles pointed out some problems, for example MPs had to have a university degree, amongst other problems.

The Military tore up the 1997 constitution and put a temporary constitution in its place in a ‘whatever we say goes’ fashion, then appointed a committee to draw up another constitution, the Chulalongkorn University rector joined this military appointed constitution. This new constitution was a step backwards. Before hand Thailand had a 100% elected senate, now we only have a 50% elected senate. We have a crony system for appointing public figures for supposedly independent bodies…, so A appoints B, B appoint C and C appoint A. They all elected each other to the senate, election committee, constitutional court etc…they all appoint each other. 

Under the military constitution, they have economic policy determined in the constitution. If you have a constitution that says you have to have a certain economic policy it means the electorate have no power to elect another party that may have another policy. These economic policies were neo-liberalism and the kings sufficiency economy. So if you are someone who wants a welfare state then you or someone who wants state spending to stimulate economy like Obama and Brown are doing- that would be against the constitution in Thailand. When talking about neo-liberalism and fiscal discipline- governments should not spend too much- and yet the constitution written by the army increased military spending but decreased welfare for the poor. 

This constitution went to a referendum, but during this campaign it was against the law to campaign against the constitution, all the media carried full page advertisements about why people should vote for it. Also many provinces were under marshal law, and couldn’t have meetings about it to discuss it or handout leaflets about it, the constitution was unpopular, it only passed by a tiny majority.

Previously when the anti-Thaksin movement started- critics said his party wasn’t really elected, but actually it got 15 million votes and were repeatedly elected and the parties coming out of TRT were also elected, but what the PAD and yellow shirts and academics that supported the coup said was that majority of people who voted for Thaksin were poor and uneducated, with out the right information- I believe and interpret this as they think they are too stupid to vote. I don’t agree that the poor did not vote for Thaksin because he provided them with universal healthcare but they blindly followed the media.

By the time of the referendum the military controlled the media even more than when Thaksin was in power. Rural people knew dam well what they were voting for.

The PAD, who closed down the international airport, and government house who carried arms on the streets of Bangkok and shot near a radio station in Bangkok holding up pictures of the king- they wanted a ‘new order’ in which only 30% and then 50% of elected MPs, and then they said MPs should be chosen by occupational groups… i.e. poor farmer are 1 group and doctors who are much fewer get the same amount of votes- this undermines the voting power of ordinary Thai people. Although they haven’t changed the voting order yet they still changed the laws we are starting to see new order- they used court to dissolve the governing party twice whether it TRT or Palang Prachachon who were both dissolved by the court because they had been buying votes. If you ask the majority of Thai people who buys votes, it every party not just TRT. They just picked the governing party because they wanted to destroy it.

Then there was talk of another coup, but foreign governments pressured the military and the red shirts, people who supported Thaksin announced if there was a coup then they would demonstrate, so military ‘did a back door coup’. The military chose some of the most corrupt politicians from Thaksin’s old party, offered them money and pressurised them to change to the democrat party. Democrats are a miss-named party, it has never won a majority in parliament, and now Apisit from Eaton and Oxford is now Prime Minister. Democrats believe in ‘fiscal discipline’, and criticise the universal healthcare scheme- and they can because people like that would never have to worry about members of their family affording healthcare, the middle class supports also criticise universal healthcare saying quality was bad- yes it should be improved- but we have a government now committed to fiscal discipline so they have no idea how to deal with the current crisis because thousands of people are losing their jobs in Thailand.

The Democrat party also in power in the 1997 crisis, in that crisis they had answers for the poor, they told the poor to go back to the village. Another answer they used was the ‘sufficiency economy’. The democrat party are not interested in looking after the majority of poor people because you need a massive injection of government funds into the economy, need investment and infrastructure- “this is not the talk of a wild Marxist like me”- Obama is doing this in the USA. When democrats came into power in December their priority was Lèse majesté  so people could inform on each other, this was their priority. 

People have been traced by their IP addresses, and people are in jail for commenting on the internet- are these people really dangerous? More dangerous than people who took over the airport or who wrecked government house? The people who did these things are not in jail. Go to website about Lese majeste cases and see (I would also recommend Giles’s website- http://wdpress.blog.co.uk/tags/lese-majeste/)
The PAD closed down the international airport, some of their supporters are in government, The minister of foreign affairs is a supporter. This same person caused problems with Cambodia. Dispute was caused by PAD, this temple was built by the same people who built Angkor wat, its not Thai style, this issue was settled back in the 1960’s but the PAD decided to dig it up in order to attack the government. A number of border clashes happened, nearly started a war with Cambodia over what??

What we are seeing now is democracy being destroyed in systematic way, much worse than under Thaksin- I’m not Thaksin supporter, I’ve never voted for him in my life, in fact I demonstrated against him. Sondhi Limthongkul used to be a good mate of Thaksin and fell out later on, people changed their attitudes for a number of reasons. 

The PAD is a strange coalition between ultra-right wing monarchists and people from the NGO’s . PAD is not only racist, nationalistic anti democratic but also sexist. The people who joined the movement joined because they fell out with Thaksin, because they didn’t get the benefits the thought they would get or get into the inner circle. Other people were very supportive and then turned. Major issue was corruption- even when it was legal corruption- its morally wrong- can criticise- BUT you cant have double standards- the king doesn’t pay tax on his wealth- if Thaksin has to then the king has to. The military are some of the most corrupt people in Thailand there is corruption everywhere don’t just single out Thaksin.

Other people who disagreed with Thaksin were the people who used to befit from the old system- undemocratic, un-transparent, people like the godfathers and bosses in local areas who used to control the votes- their power was disappearing- because people no longer were voting on old patron-client system because they voted in mass for Thaksin.

What about the king? The present king of Thailand was never prepared to be king, his brother died in a gun accident no one knows the truth, but maybe the king knows how he died. I don’t think the king killed his brother. The king has never built himself up as a leader with vision, his speeches are mundane, one speech was about how the navy shouldn’t buy submarines because they might get stuck in the mud in the gulf of Thailand- if he heard his grandfather say that he would just ignore it- this isn’t a man who can be the centre of power in Thailand.

There is a book banned in Thailand ‘The King Never Smiles’- Paul Handly an ex journalist published by Harvard university press, because its been banned its now been translated into Thai and now everyone who wanted to read it have read it. Handly believes the king is the most powerful person in Thai society.

I don’t agree, the people who have real power is the army and the people who surround the king in the palace, the conservative bureaucrats these people hold onto the coat tails of the palace they claim legitimacy from the palace because they don’t have democratic legitimacy, the king goes along with it and will go along with whatever happens in Thai society. But what is clear is that this king has never defended democracy, has never defended against a military coup, never defended the constitution—if he is constitutional monarch he should defend the constitution. This is what I wrote in his book about the coup.- I face 15 years in jail in Thailand for writing this.

I think the military and conservative bureaucrats are scared because Thaksin was challenging them, not because he was republican. Thaksin was a monarchist he wanted to use monarchy in same way as military do. But Thaksin was undermining their interest network. They were scared also because king is very old. If someone says king will die soon he will be arrested because of insulting the King. But Buddhism says people are born, they get old and they die, no one should be arrested for telling the truth. The King will die. And his son is hated and despised by the population because of his behaviour and because of the way he treats people. Everyone who is interested has seen the pictures of his naked wife, the future queen perhaps, can’t blame the Prince’s wife. One particular picture sums up his attitude to women, he is sitting fully clothed with male servants and his wife is crawling on the ground naked taking a piece of cake like a dog. Would you want to stand up to a person like this? If we don’t stand in the cinema people are also accused of lèse majesté…there is a young man in prison because of this.

The king is not particularly powerful, and he isn’t doing his duty- why take up public funds if you cant defend democracy and the constitution??? . I think the way the monarchy is being used by army and everyone else in Thailand is an obstacle to democracy and that’s why I think we need a republic in Thailand. This has an echo in Thailand, a lot of the 13 million people in Thailand who voted for Thaksin who had their democratic rights taken away from them are now questioning the functioning of the monarchy, they got angry the queen supported the PAD. The support for the monarchy in history had gone up and down. It’s normal for Thai people.

There is big myth that we have a mixture between a feudal Sakdina king, an absolute monarchy from Victorian era and a constitutional monarchy all rolled into one- its impossible. Jakkrapop Penkhae and ex government minister was accused of lèse majesté asked this question at the foreign correspondents club in Bangkok, so you can see how lèse majesté is used to shut up people who disagree with the system and who want to increase democracy in Thailand.

Finally, why did the majority of NGO’s support the coup and the PAD? The majority of academics, those who teach about democracy and liberalisation-, I can understand because in the Thai context academics tend to be privileged middleclass people who don’t like the dirty poor who vote for Thaksin. But why NGOs? They said we should respect the villagers- so why did they do this? Since the collapse of the communist movement and the rise of the NGO, these social movements have been de-politicised, they concentrate on single issues, the are not into theoretical issues so they get pulled along with the climate of opinion, they turned on Thaksin just like the business people this is something you really need to understand. 

With the demise of civil society in Thailand there is also the rebirth of civil society. This comes in the form of the red shirts- I am wearing red shirt from a group in Ubon Ratchathani- the autonomous groups are organising meetings, community radio stations, there are internet circles, they are growing far beyond just supports of Thaksin or people asked to come to demonstrations by politicians. They have grown restless, and have started to criticise Thaksin, and asking why aren’t the old politicians leading the red shirt movements?, why are they just saying go back to days of Thaksin? There are hundreds of thousands of red shirts, it a large and diverse movement. Some can be backwards, against gays and lesbians, some use violence- but this is not a reflection of the whole red shirt movement. But red shirts are the hope of a growing democratic movement, and interestingly a republican movement.

Lets have a debate, it’s a rare occasion, couldn’t have this debate in Thailand…so….

