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TheDilemmaofLocalGovernanceinThailand

Introduction

Oneofthebasicprinciplesofdemocracyistheabilityofthepeopletodetermine

theirownlivesthroughparticipationinthegoverningoftheirsociety.Suchpartici-

pationisparticularlyimportantinthemanagementoflocalaffairs.

Thailandusedtobegovernedasanabsolutemonarchywithakingasheadof

stateholdingwhatwerebelievedtobedivinepowers.TheThaipeopleonlystarted

tobeinvolvedinthegovernanceoftheircountryaftertheSiameserevolutionof

1932,whichtransformedThailandfrom anabsolutemonarchytoaconstitutional

monarchy.However,inover80yearsthathavepassedsincethen,fullempower-

mentofthepeoplestillhasnotmaterializedanditremainstobeseenwhetherthe

currentreformsaftertheThaicoupon22May2014willleadtoimprovementsinthe

abilityofpeopletoparticipateinlocalgovernance.

TheauthorwishestodiscusstheproblemsoflocalgovernanceinThailandin

thepastandthedilemmaitcurrentlyfaces.Thailandhasreachedacrossroads

whereitmustdecidewhethertomaintainstrongcentralinfluenceoverlocalaffairs

orwhethertopromotedecentralizationandparticipationofthepeopleagainstresis-

tancefromdifferentanglesdespitethefactthatlocalcommunitiesmightstilllack

thenecessaryknowledge,understanding,andskillstoeffectivelygovernthem-

selves.

Thisarticleisdividedinto4sections.Section1addressesthetheoreticalconsid-

erationsregardingdecentralizationandgoodgovernance.Section2distinguishes2

periodsintheevolutionofThailocalgovernance.Section3analyzestheresultsof

decentralizationeffortsandoffersexplanations.Finally,section4providesadiscus-

sionoffindingsandaconclusion.
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Abstract

ThisarticlereviewstheevolutionoflocaladministrationinThailandanddis-

cussesdifferenttrendsinlocalgovernancethatexistedinthedecadesbefore1994and

inthelast20yearspriortothe2014coup.Formalstructureandmechanismsinlocal

governancearediscussedanditisfoundthatdecentralizationofpowertolocalad-

ministrationshasfacedanumberofproblems.Despiteincreasedeffortsofdecentrali-

zation during theperiod after1994,politicaldevelopmentshavenegated the

intentionsofempoweringlocaladministrations.Afterthe2014coup,Thailandhas

reachedacrossroadswhereithastodecidewhethertohaveasecondattemptat

decentralizationacceptingtherisksandlimitationslocaladministrationsface,or

whethertoreturntoacentralizedapproachuntiltheobstaclesofdecentralizationon

thelocallevelhavebeenovercome.

Keywords:LocalGovernance;Decentralization;AdministrativeReform;Thailand



Ⅰ.DecentralizationandGoodGovernance

A.TheoreticalConsiderationsandAcademicDiscourse

Thereare3importantapproachesplayingaroleinpublicadministration

aroundtheworld:centralization,decentralization,andempowerment.Eachofthese

approacheshasitsstrengthsandweaknessesandtheappropriatenessofeachap-

proachdependsonacountry・spoliticalandadministrativecontexts.

1.Centralization

Centralizationreferstoaconcentrationofpoweronthecentrallevelwithpublic

officialsatthecentrallevelbeingatthetopofthechainofcommand（Besley&

Coate,2003）.Thepowertoapproveordismissofficialactionsonalllevelsisheldby

thesecentralofficials.Typically,publicagenciesthatareimportantfornational

securityarecentrallycontrolledandcoordinated,suchasthearmedforces,police,or

theministryofforeignaffairs.

Themainideaofcentralizationisthestandardizationofadministrativepractice

andequitableservicedelivery.Suchstandardizationismadepossiblebyunityof

commandandisoftenassociatedwithcostsavingsinthepublicsector.Centraliza-

tion・smainbenefitistheconsolidationofpowerandastrongandstablecentral

government.Itsdisadvantages,however,lieinthecentralgovernment・sinabilityto

graspandaddressthedifferentandoftencontradictinglocalneedsofpeople,espe-

ciallyiftheseneedschangeswithdynamicandcomplexenvironments.Thelong

chainsofcommandresultinastiffandslowdecisionmakingprocessesthatstruggle

tomeetthediverseneedsoflocalcommunitiesintimeandtherebyhinderthedeliv-

eryofeffectiveservices.

2.Decentralization

DecentralizationhasbeendefinedbyCheemaandRondinelli（1983）toinclude

thetransferofresponsibilitiestomanagelocalaffairs,togetherwithdecisionmak-

ingpower,andthepowertosecureresourcesfromthecentralgovernmenttosubor-

dinateadministrativelevels.Thisincludesnon-governmentalorganizationsthat

playavitalroleinservicedelivery.Localgovernmentsaremaderesponsiblein

respondingtotheneedsoflocalcitizensandaregiventhefreedomtoplan,imple-

ment,andadaptpolicyprocesses,aswellastherighttoobtaintheresourcesneces-

saryforservicedelivery.

Animportantcharacteristicofdecentralizationisthatthelocaladministrative

bodyisajuristicentitywithelectedleadersandcouncils.Ithasitsownbudgetand

incomeanditsownpersonnel.Thebenefitsofdecentralizationlieinthelocalgov-

ernment・spowertomakeitsowndecisionstodirectlyandimmediatelyaddressthe

concernsandneedsoflocalcommunities.Furthermore,itisaplatform allowing

peopletoparticipateinlocalpoliticsanddeveloptheirabilitiesandskillsinthe

managementoflocalaffairs（Richardson,1983）.Atthesametime,thiseasesthe

administrativeburdenonthecentrallevelandincreasesresponsivenessatthelocal

Thailand46



level.Togetheritisbelievedtobeanimportantpartofgoodgovernance（Denter&

Rose,2005）.Ifunbalanced,however,decentralizationmayleadlocaladministrations

tofocustoomuchonlocalconcerns,neglectingtheneedsofsocietyasawhole.If

nationalconcernsareignoredatthelocallevel,conflictamongdifferentlocalcom-

munitiesandpoliticalinstabilitymightarise.Inaddition,decentralizationoften

resultsinhigheroverallcostsfollowingahighernumberofservicedeliveryunitsat

thelocallevel（Garber,1997）.

3.Empowerment

Inadditiontocentralizationanddecentralization,manycountries,including

Thailand,havefollowedanempowermentapproach.Inthisapproach,centralgov-

ernmentassignsfunctionstothelocallevelswhicharetobefulfilledbycentrally-

appointed representativesdispatched to theregionallevel. Thesecentrally-

appointedpersonnelhavethepowertoactinbehalfofcentralgovernmentinthe

managementoftheregion.Empowermentmaybeseenasafirststeponthewayto

decentralization.Itallowscentralgovernmenttobemoreresponsivetolocalneeds

throughregionalcoordinatingunitswhomediatebetweencentralandlocallevels.

Itallowstheseskilledandloyalrepresentativestomanagelocalaffairsinlinewith

centralgovernment・sguidelineswhilenotoverwhelminglocalcommunitieswith

toomanynewdutiesandresponsibilitiesofself-governance.Thisapproach,how-

ever,doesmeananadditionaladministrativelayerthat,withitsfunctionsandre-

sponsibilities,addscomplexitytotheadministrativeprocess.

DiscussionsofdecentralizationhavebeenrecurringinThailandsincethebegin-

ningoflastcentury.Animportantmilestoneinthedebateondecentralizationin

Thailandhasbeentheintensecallsforlocalelectionsofprovincialgovernorsbe-

tween1992and1996.ThesecallsresultedintheformulationoftheChangwatProvin-

cialAdministrationOrganization1Actin1997.Sincelastyear,ithasagaingained

prominenceamongreformersaftertheYingluckShinawatragovernmentwasover-

thrownon22May2014bytheNationalCouncilforPeaceandOrder（NCPO）.Decen-

tralization isperceived notonly asabasicphilosophy within ademocratic

governancesystembutalsoasameanstoovercometheproblemsofacentralized

administration.Theincreasedflexibilityandspeedindecentralizeddecisionmaking

allowsconsistencyofmanagementwithinalocalcontextaswellasparticipationof

thelocalpeopleinpoliticsandadministration（Berg,KingandMeer,1991）.InThai-

land,decentralizationisbelievedtocontributetopoliticalstabilityasaresultof

moretimelyandeffectiveresponsesoftheadministrativesystemtolocalneeds.An

additionalbenefitanticipatedintheThaidiscourseondecentralizationistheen-

couragementanddevelopmentoflocalcommunities・capacityforself-governance.

Furthermore,italsoenablesthem torepresentlocalinterestswithinapluralistic

politicalsystem onthenationallevel.Inorderforthesebenefitstomaterialize,

decentralizationoftheThaipublicadministrationrequirescarefulattentionto

Thailand・scontextsaswellasthepotentialrisksandshortcomingsofsuchap-

proach.Ofparticularinterestfortheongoingreform effortsarethereadinessof

Thailand・scommunitiestogovernthemselves,theoveralladministrativesystem,
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andotherinfluencingfactors,suchascultural,political,economic,andsocialcon-

texts.Itisgenerallybelievedthatdecentralizationleadstogoodgovernance（Meier

&O・Toole,2006）and reinforcesdemocracy（Heinrich&Lyn,2000;Kettl,2000;

Kooiman,2003;Pierre&Peters,2000,Rhodes,1997）.

B.GoodGovernance

GoodGovernanceconsistsof3dimensions:inclusionofdiverseneedsandinter-

estgroups,policymaking,andpolicyimplementation.Governancecanbeconsid-

eredasaprocessthatlinksgovernmentwithpeople・sneeds,includinginterest

groups.Inhis1972statement,HarlanClevelandnotedthat・whatthepeoplewantis

lessgovernmentandmoregovernance・,pointingtothepeople・sdesirefortheir

needsandconcernstobetakenintoconsideration.Thefocusofgoodgovernanceis

toreinforce5aspects:politicalinstitutionsthatensuremarketeffectiveness;transfer

ofpowerfromthepublictotheprivatesector;transferofpowerfromthestateto

civilsociety;effectivepublicsectorreform;andpromotionofdemocraticliberties

andrights（HewittdeAlc�antara,1998）.Goodgovernancemeanscoordinatingthe

cooperationamongpublicsector,privatesector,andcivilsocietyforeffectivepublic

servicedeliveryandreducingthestate・sdirectiverole.Itfurtherclosesservice

deliverygapsbyovercomingpublicsectorlimitationsandextendingservicedeliv-

erythroughlocalagentsandpartners.Byparticipatinginlocalgovernance,citizens

playanactiveroleinmakingdecisionsandimplementingthem.Thisactivepartici-

pationleadstochecksandbalances,transparency,andeventuallyreducingprob-

lemsofcorruption（Putnam,1993）.

C.DemocraticGovernance

Democraticgovernancegoesbacktotheconceptofgoodgovernanceandhas

beendefinedbytheUnitedNations（UNDP,2006）asconsistingof6characteristics:

1）developmentoftheparliamentarysystemtoimproverepresentationinthelegis-

lativeprocess;2）fairandfreeelectionsystem;3）protectionofcivilrights;4）process

toallowthepeopleaccesstoinformationfromandaboutthelegislativeprocess;5）

decentralizationandparticipationofcitizensinlocalgovernance;and6）administra-

tivereformandcontinuousfightagainstcorruption.Decentralizationisthusacore

characteristicofdemocraticgovernance.

Whilegovernanceisgenerallydesirable,itsrealizationoftencomeswithalotof

problemsbothindevelopedanddevelopingcountries.Implementinggoodgovern-

ancerequirescivilservantsandstateemployeestoadapttonewdemandsofintegra-

tiveskillsandorientationtowardspublicinterest.Civilservants,whopreviously

playedamorepassiverole,willneedtobecomemoreactiveandgainanunderstand-

ingofinternalandexternalcontexts.Asdynamicsandcomplexityofadministra-

tive challenges change quickly,civilservants have to have a thorough

understandingofsuchissueslikeinvestmenttrends,economicpolicy,newmodesof

servicedelivery,etc.Thisnotonlyrequirescivilservantstoincreasetheircapacity

forcomplexworkbutalsotoacceptmorescrutinyinfrequentauditsandreviewsof

theirwork.Asaresultofthehighdemandsoncivilservants,goodgovernance
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indicatorsofdevelopingcountriestendtoremainverylow.

Ⅱ.EvolutionofLocalAdministrativeStructureinThailand

TheevolutionoftheThailocalgovernancestructurecanbedividedinto2peri-

ods.Thefirstperioddatesfrom1932until1994andmarksaninconsistentandunco-

ordinatedpictureofdecentralizationefforts.Thesecondperioddatesfrom 1994

until2014andischaracterizedbyaclearlydefinedandcoherentadministrative

system.Asummaryofimportanteventsduringbothperiodscanbeseenintables

1and2.
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Table1 SummaryofEventsbefore1994

Year Event

1897EstablishmentofthefirstSukhapibansanitarydistrictinBangkok.

1905EstablishmentofThaChalomSukhapibansanitarydistrictinSamutSakorn.

1908SukhapibanSanitaryDistrictAct;establishmentoffurtherSukhapibansanitarydistricts

acrossthecountry.

1910Establishmentofanexperimentalnationaldemocraticparliament（Dusitthani）byKing

RamaⅥ resultinginthediscontinuationofthedevelopmentoflocaladministration.

1927EstablishmentofaPrachapibanmunicipalcouncilbyKingRamaⅦ tostudytheestab-

lishmentofThesabanmunicipaldistricts.

1930ThesabanMunicipalityActwasformulatedandendorsedbycounciloftheking・sminis-

ters,butdidnotbecameeffectiveduetotheSiameseRevolution.

1931Inforeigncorrespondence,KingRamaⅦ describedtheneedfortheThaipeopleto

prepareandstudythedemocraticsystembyallowingparticipationinlocaladministra-

tion,beforeintroductionofademocraticsystemonthenationallevel.

1932SiameseRevolution,resultinginthetransformationoftheabsolutemonarchyintoa

constitutionalmonarchy.

1933Thesaban Municipality Actdistinguished 3typesofThesaban municipallevels:

ThesabanNakorn（capitalmunicipality）,ThesabanMuang（citymunicipality）,Thesaban

Tambon（districtmunicipality）;abolishmentofSukhapibansanitarydistricts.

1952SukhapibanSanitaryDistrictActwasreintroduced

1955TheChangwatProvincialAdministrationOrganizationActappointedprovincialgover-

norsaschairsoftheChangwatprovincialadministrationorganizations.

1956TheTambonSubdistrictAdministrationActestablishesTambonsubdistrictadministra-

tionorganizationsasjuristicentities.

1966CancellationofTambonsubdistrictadministrativeorganizationsandestablishmentof

theTambonsubdistrictadministrativecouncil.

1972FusionofKrungthepandThonburiThesabanmunicipalitieswithotherneighboring

municipalitiestoformBangkokMetropolitanArea（BMA）.

1978PattayaCityAct



A.LocalAdministrativeStructurebefore1994

ThehistoryofThailocalgovernancegoesbacktothereignofKingRamaV

whoinitiatedimportantpoliticalandadministrativereformsandlaidtheground-

workforThailand・sadministrationsystem.Belowthenationallevel,thefirstre-

gionaladministrativeorganizationsweretheso-calledmonthoncirclesandhua

muangprovinces. Atthelocallevel,pioneeringexperimentsweremadewith

Sukhapibansanitarydistrictsinthecapitalandlaterthroughoutthehuamuang
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1985FirstelectionofaBangkok（BMA）provincialgovernor

1992ConsiderationofwhethertoallowthepresidentoftheChangwatprovincialadministra-

tioncounciltobeelectedratherthanbeingtheappointedprovincialgovernor.

1994TambonSubdistrictCouncilandTambonSubdistrictAdministrationOrganizationAct

Source:Author・scompilationbasedonRoyalThaiGovernmentGazetteandThaiParliamentInformation

Service

Table2 SummaryofEventsafter1994

Year Event

1995TambonSubdistrictCouncilandTambonSubdistrictAdministrationOrganizationAct

takeseffect

1997Passingofthe1997Constitution.

ChangwatProvincialAdministrationOrganizationActpromotesdecentralizationand

participation.

1999StatusandnamechangefromSukhapibansanitarydistricttoThesabanmunicipaldis-

trict.

AmendmentoftheTambonSubdistrictCouncilandTambonSubdistrictAdministration

OrganizationAct.

ThesabanMunicipalityActisamendedtointroducedirectelectionsforthemayor.

2000Passingof3addendumstothe1997constitution:

HumanResourceManagementAddendum

Formulationofadecentralizationplananditssteps

Petitionprocessfortheintroductionoflegalinitiatives

2002
�
2003

Amendmentof3existinglawstoallowlocaladministratorstobeelected:

PresidentoftheChangwatprovincialadministrationcouncil

ChairmanoftheTambonsubdistrictadministrationcouncil

MayorofThesabanmunicipality.

2003Limitationofthemaximumtenureoflocaladministratorsto2terms.

2007Passingofthe2007Constitution,whichpromotesdecentralizationandparticipationof

thepeopleinthemanagementoflocalaffairs.

Source:Author・scompilationbasedonRoyalThaiGovernmentGazetteandThaiParlia-

mentInformationService

Source:Author・scompilationbasedonRoyalThaiGovernmentGazetteandThaiParliamentInformation

Service



provinces.TheSukhapibansanitarydistrictswerechargedwithprovisionand

managementofwastecollectionanddisposal,maintenanceofbuildingsandinfra-

structure,provisionofpublictoilets,etc.Thedistrictswereledbythemetropolitan

chiefofficer（SenabodiNakhonban）astheirchairandacouncilofseniorvillage

chiefs. Outsidethecapital,thesanitarydistrictswereledbythelocalchief

（Kamnan）.ThedispersionofSukhapibansanitarydistrictsthroughoutthecountry

ledKingRamaVtoofficiallyannouncethe1908SukhapibanSanitaryDistrictAct,

whichfurtherdistinguished2typesofSukhapibansanitarydistricts:theSukhapiban

muangcitydistrictsandtheSukhapibanTambonsub-districts.TheSukhapiban

sanitarydistrictswereintroducedtoconsolidatepoweratthecentrallevelrather

thantogenuinelyintroducelocalself-governance.KingRamaVIIlaterthought

aboutintroducinganewformoflocaladministrativeunit―theThesabanmunici-

pality.InalettertoPrinceYugalaDighambaraofLopburidatedAugust12,1926,he

wrote:・IintendtopreparetheformulationofanewThesabanmunicipalityactwith

nodelay...・Intheking・scorrespondencewithforeignpartnershelaidouthisideas

fortheThesabanmunicipalitiestoprovideanarena・forthepeopletostudyand

experiencedemocraticprocessesthroughparticipationinlocalgovernmentbefore

implementingdemocraticprinciplesonthenationallevel・.Hisplansfortheestab-

lishmentoftheThesabandistricts,however,wereinterruptedbytheSiameseRevo-

lutionin1932whentheabsolutemonarchywasoverthrownandturnedintoa

constitutionalmonarchy.Withsomedelay,theThesabanmunicipalityadministra-

tionorganizationswerethenintroducedbythenew government.TheThesaban

MunicipalityActisconsideredtobeThailand・sfirstlocaladministrationlaw.It

calledforadirectlyelectedmunicipalcouncilusingaparliamentarysystem.The

municipalcouncilwasresponsiblefortheadministrationoftheThesabanmunicipal

districtandwasledbyanexecutivecommitteeelectedfrom amongitsmembers.

Themunicipalcouncilwasajuristicentitywithitsownbudgetandpersonnelto

managelocalaffairswithinitslegalmission.

UnderthePhibunsongkhram government,atotaloffivelocaladministrative

unitswereestablished.InadditiontotheThesabanmunicipaldistricts,thesewere:

Sukhapibansanitarydistrictsin1952,Changwatprovincialadministrationorganiza-

tionsin1955,TambonsubdistrictcouncilsandTambonsubdistrictadministration

organizationsin1956.

However,allformsoflocaladministrationweresufferingfromrestrictionsand

problems.Theirineffectivenesswasattributedtoanumberofreasons:1）thepeople

werestilllackingtheinterest,knowledge,andunderstandingofhowtoeffectively

usetheirnew participatoryrights;2）Localadministrationwasstillundertight

supervisionandcontrolofthecentralgovernment,whichmaintaineditspresence

andinfluence;and3）Thelegalmissionandresponsibilitiesofthedifferentdistricts

werestilllimitedandconstrained（Puangngam,2009;Thumkosit,2010;Patmasiriwat,

2014）.TheKittikhachorngovernmentannouncedonDecember13,1972thatlocal

administrationshallberestructured,retainingonlyonetypeoflocaladministration

organization,theTambonsubdistrictcouncil.

Decentralizationbegantopickuppaceafter1985whenthefirstgovernorofthe
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BangkokMetropolitanAdministrationwaselected.Inparticularbetween1992and

1996,demandsforprovincialgovernorstobeelectedratherthanappointedbycen-

tralgovernmentbecamelouderthroughoutThailand.Thisledtothepassingofthe

TambonCouncilandTambonAdministrationOrganizationActin1994andthe

ChangwatProvincialAdministrationOrganizationActin1997.Withthesetwoacts,

anewperiodoflocaladministrationbegan.

B.LocalAdministrationStructureafter1994

The1994TambonSub-districtCouncilandTambonSub-districtAdministration

OrganizationActbecameeffectiveonJanuary2,1995.Itelevatedthestatusof

Tambonsub-districtcouncilstojuristicentitiesandallowedtheestablishmentof

Tambonsub-districtadministrationorganizations.Inthewakeofthe1997financial

crisis,theimportanceofdecentralizationofadministrativepowerstolocallevels

becameaprominenttopicofdiscussionagain.Article78ofsection5ofthe1997

Constitutionspecificallycallsforthetransferofpowertolocaladministrativebodies

tomanagetheirlocalaffairsandimproveadministrativeprocessesinallpartsofthe

kingdom（ConstitutionoftheKingdom ofThailand,1997）.Inaddition,articles

282�290ofsection9guaranteelocaladministrativebodiestherighttodemocratic

self-governancebasedonthebenefitsandneedsofthelocalpopulation.Theyare

giventherighttomaketheirownlocalpoliciesastopersonnelandfinanceinorder

tofulfilltheirlegalmissionandduties.Theconstitutionfurtherrequiresthena-

tionalgovernmenttocoordinateandsupportthedecentralizationprocess.

The1999DecentralizationActfurtherdefinedthestepsnecessarytoeffectively

transferpowertolocaladministrativeunits.TheCouncilforDecentralizationof

PowertoLocalAdministrationswasgiventhetaskoffacilitatingthedecentraliza-

tionprocesses.Theprimeministerorhisdeputyheadsthecouncilandasteering

committeefurthercomprisesthecouncil.Theministeroftheinterior,ministerof

finance,permanentsecretaryoftheministryoftheinterior,permanentsecretaryof

theministryoffinance,permanentsecretaryoftheministryofeducation,perma-

nentsecretaryoftheministryofhealth,aswellasthesecretaryoftheofficeofthe

councilofstate,secretaryofthecivilservicecommission,secretaryofthenational

economicandsocialdevelopmentboard,andthedirectorofthebureauofthebudget

comprisethesteeringcommittee.Thecouncilfurtherincludes12representatives

from localadministrativeorganizationsand12expertsandacademics.Itisthe

committee・sdutyto1）draftplansofthedecentralizationprocess,whichneedtobe

senttothecabinetforapprovalandreportedtoparliament;2）determinepublic

servicestobeprovidedbythedifferentadministrativelevelsandorganizations;3）

balanceandadjusttherevenueandtaxstructure;4）specifyproceduresfortransfer

ofdutiestolocallevels;5）coordinatethetransferofpersonneltolocallevels;and6）

makerecommendationsregardingthedecentralizationprocessaccordingtoapplica-

bility.

Article284oftheDecentralizationActrequirestheformationofathree-party

boardtodiscussdivisionofrevenuesandtaxes,aswellashumanresourcesbetween

centralandlocallevels.Theboardconsistsofequalnumbersofrepresentatives
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fromlocaladministrationorganizations,centraladministration,andneutralexperts.

TheActfurtherallowsthepeopletopetitionfortheremovalofindividualmem-

bersfromlocalcouncils,ortheentirecouncil.Inaddition,itgrantspublicrightsto

information.Publichearingsarerequiredbeforegovernmentprojectsthatmight

haveanimpactontheenvironmentorlocallivingconditionsmaybeapproved.

The1997Constitutionandthe1999DecentralizationActgrantedlocalgovern-

ments,andtheircommunities,tremendousrightsandfreedomsinlinewithinterna-

tionalstandardsofgoodgovernance.However,theserightsremainedtheoretical

andnevermaterializedinrealpractice.Localgovernmentswerestilldominatedby

heavyinfluenceofcentraladministration,whichwasabletoretainpowerover

budgetsandpersonnel.Itappearsthatnocentralgovernmentsofarhadagenuine

interestindecentralizingpowertothelocallevel（Puangngam,2009;Thumkosit,

2010;Patmasiriwat,2014）.

Anewattemptwasmadewiththe2007Constitutionbystatingtheobjectiveto

increasedemocraticparticipationandrespondtotherealneedsofthepeople.In

ordertoprovidepublicservicesandrespondtolocalneedseffectivelyandimmedi-

ately,anumberofaspectshavebeenfocusedon（ConstitutionoftheKingdom of

Thailand,2007）.Articles282and283stipulatethatthelocaladministrationorgani-

zationbeautonomousandfreetomanageitsownlocalaffairswithitsownbudget

andpersonnelwithoutdirectcontrolorinterferencefrom centraladministration.

Suchautonomy,however,mustnotbeusedtoharm theunityofthecountryand

shallprotectthegeneralrightsandgreaterbenefitsofThaisocietyasawhole.

Moreover,localadministrationorganizations・havethepowertomakepolicieswith

regardstofinanceandpersonneltomaintainconsistencyinlightoflocalandna-

tionalcontexts.Inordertoensurepoliciesandactionsthatbenefitlocalcommuni-

ties,localadministrationorganizationsmusthavealocalrepresentativecounciland

administratorselectedbythelocalcommunityorappointedbythelocalcouncil

itself.Article285furtherdefinesthequalificationsrequiredforcandidatesaswellas

voters.

AccordingtoArticle286,thepeopleretaintherighttoremovelocalrepresenta-

tivesfromoffice.Forsuchremovaltoeffect,a75％ majorityofvotersneedstobe

infavor.Inaddition,aminimum voterturnoutof50％ ofthelocalelectorateis

required.Article287furtherguaranteestherighttopetitionandinitiatelegislative

processesifmorethan50％oftheelectoratesupporttheformulationofanewpolicy

orlaw.AccordingtoArticle288,hiringandfiringdecisionsneedtobeappropriate

andrequiretheconsultationandapprovalofthelocalcivilservicecommittee.Local

administrationorganizationsaremaderesponsibleforthepreservationofculture,

localwisdom,artsandtraditions,aswellasthemanagementofnaturalresources,

includingenvironmentalprotection.

Tosumup,thelocaladministrativestructureafterthe1997and2007constitu-

tionsconsistsofthreelevels―provincial,municipal,andsub-districtlevels.Atthe

provinciallevel,theChangwatprovincialadministrationorganizationishometo

provincialcivilservantswhoreportdirectlytoitspresidentandreceivesalaries

from the organization itself. The president of the Changwat provincial
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administrationorganizationistheheadoftheexecutivedepartmentandthe

Changwatprovincialadministrationcouncilisthelegislativearm consistingofdi-

rectlyelectedmembers.Atthemunicipallevel,theThesabanmunicipaladministra-

tionorganizationisthecenterofadministrativework,housingthemunicipal・scivil

servants.TheThesabanmunicipalexecutivecommission,consistingofthemayor

and2�4commissionersformthemunicipalgovernment,whiletheThesabanmunici-

palcouncilisitslegislativebody.Atthesub-districtlevel,theTambonsub-district

administrativecouncil,consistedof2electedrepresentativespervillage,manages

thesub-districtaffairs.Theelectedsub-districtchiefandtwodeputiesappointedby

thechiefisTambonsub-districtadministration・sexecutive.

Ⅲ.FactorsInfluencingDecentralizationPolicies

Despitecontinuouslegislativeeffortstodecentralizeadministrativepowerto

thelocallevelsofThaiadministration,anumberoffactorscontributedtotheappar-

entfailureofrealdecentralization.Inparticular,fivelargerthemescanbeidentified.

Theseare1）financialimbalance,2）politicalandcentralinterference,3）corruption

andlackoftransparency,and4）humanresourcecapacities.Eachofthesethemes

hasanumberofdimensionsandmanifestations.

A.FinancialImbalance

Onevitalconditionforeffectivedecentralizationisabalancedfinancialmanage-

menttoalignspendingthatisnecessaryforpublicservicedeliveryatthelocallevel

andintherevenuestream.InThailand,suchasystemisstillimbalancedandlocal

administrationscontinuetofinditdifficulttocovertheirexpenditurewiththein-

comethatisavailabletothem.Unbalancedbudgetsquicklybecameanobstacleto

effectiveadministrationandthefinancialimbalancecanbeconsideredoneofthe

maincausesofThailand・sproblemsinlocalgovernance（Patmasiriwat,2014）.

Asaresultofthepoorlydesignedsystemtodistributeincome,localadministra-

tionsdependoncentralgovernmentsubsidiestofillthegap.Thesesubsidies,how-

ever,comewithconditionsandeffectivelyleadtosignificantlossesofadministra-

tiveautonomy.Thissituationisaggravatedevenmoreinlocalcommunitieswhose

capacitiestogenerateincomearelimitedduetodisadvantagesinresourceendow-

mentsandgeographical,aswellassocio-economic,contexts.Lowcapacityinin-

comegeneration almostnecessarily resultsin poorgovernanceperformance.

BangkokMetropolitanAdministration,Phuket,orRayongprovincesareexamples

ofhighcapacityregionswhereastronglocaleconomyresultsinhigherincomeand

bettergovernance.ProvinceslikeSurinorSisaketinthenortheast,however,have

verylittleroomtoincreaserevenueandbothautonomyandtheabilitytogovern

theirownaffairsarebeinglimited（Patmasiriwat,2014）.

Localadministrationsgenerallyhave3sourcesoffunds:1）feesforservices,2）

taxes,and3）centralsubsidies.InThailand,servicefeesoftenbarelycoverthecosts

fortheservicesandareusuallynotsufficient.Increasesoffeesarenotalwayseasy

tojustifywithoutanincreaseinservicequality.Onlythroughhigherservice
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qualitycanlocaladministrationtrytoincreasetherevenuefromfees.

Taxrevenueisdividedbetweenthedifferentlevelsofadministration.This

divisioninThailandisstillconsideredimbalancedsincelocaladministrationsre-

ceiveonlyaverysmallportionofthetaxrevenuecomparedtotheportionretained

bycentraladministration.Localcommunitiesonlymarginallybenefitfromhightax

revenuescollectedwithinitsarea.PTT,alargeoilandgascompany,operatesan

offshoreoilwellinthegulfofThailand.Whenin2013apipelineburst,Rayong

provinceandthelocalcommunitiesalongthecoastlinecouldnotimmediatelyre-

spondtothespillbecausetheylackedthefundsandequipmenttocontainthespill.

Despitegeneratinghightaxincomeforthestate,localcommunitiesdisproportion-

atelybenefitmeagerlywhilehavingtocopewiththeimpactfully.Risksandcosts

remainlocalwhilethebenefitsgotothecentralgovernment.Suchimbalanceren-

derslocaladministrationshelplessandineffective.

Subsidiesfrom thecentrallevelareanimportantsourceofincomeforlocal

administrations.However,thesystem usedforcalculatingsubsidiesstillrequires

adjustment.TheaveragerevenueinPhuketonapercapitabasisis2,781.7Baht.At

thesametime,Phukethasspendingof2,887.2Bahtpercapita―analmostbalanced

budget.Itfurtherreceivessubsidiesof459.9Bahtfromthecentrallevel.Itsneigh-

boringprovincePhangNgageneratesincomeof942.3Bahtandhasspendingof

1,217.0Bahtpercapita.PhangNgareceivessubsidiesofonly254.0Bahtpercapita

（Patmasiriwat,2014:118�119）.Despitealargergapbetweenincomeandexpenses,

PhangNgareceivescorpuscularsubsidiescomparedtoPhuket.Evenworse,the

subsidiesarenotevensufficienttofullyclosetheincomegap.Thisshowsthat

subsidiesinThailandarenotcalculatedaccordingtoneed-basedonthedeficitof

eachlocaladministration・sbudgetbutratherasafunctionofincomeandwithout

considerationonspending.Theuseofsubsidieshastostrictlyfollowcentraladmin-

istration・sdirectives,particularlybudgetarydeadlinesandregulations.Thisoften

leadstohastenedandinefficientspendingbecausefundscomewithanexpirydate.

B.PoliticalandCentralInterference

Asaresultofthe1997constitution,Thailandstrengtheneditsnationalpolitical

system.Afterthe2001and2005elections,therewereonlytwolargepoliticalparties,

resultinginstrongandstablegovernments.Theprimeministersheadingthese

governmentsbecamestrongleaders,whileatthesametime,thechecks-and-balance

systemswereunderpressure.Thesestronggovernmentswereabletoconsolidate

enormouspowerundertheleadershipofThaksinShinawatrauntiltheywereover-

thrownbytheCouncilforNationalSecurityinacoupin2006.

Oneofthemainreasonsforthecoupwasanincreasingnumberofcorruption

casescomingtolightinvolvingthegovernmentanditssupporters.Anotherreason

wastherolethegovernmentplayedindominatingnotonlycentralleveladministra-

tionbutalsolocaladministrationwiththeaim ofsecuringvotes.Politicianstook

advantageofthedependencyoflocaladministrationsoncentralfundsandservices

topursuepersonalagendas,circumventingstrictelectionlaws,andattemptingindi-

rectvotebuying.
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Inaddition,politicalpartiesneededtomaximizetheirelectionresultsinorderto

standachanceofcomingintopower.Itwasthereforecommontopaypromising

politiciansfromsmallpartiestojointheircause.Wheneverpoliticianswerebacked

bytheselargeparties,theyhadsignificantadvantagesinrunningtheircampaigns

inlocalelections.Inreturnfortheparty・sfinancialsupport,suchlocalpoliticians

becomeloyalsupportersandaresusceptibletocentrallevelinfluence.Inorderto

payforthiscapitalintensivesystem,localadministrationswereoftenusedtoen-

gageincorruptactivitiesofpoliticiansatlocalandcentrallevels.Alternatively,

politicalpartiestriedtowinfinanciallystrongsponsorstobacktheircampaigns.

Suchsponsorsaregenerallybusinessmenwhocomewiththeirownpoliticalagen-

das.

Insum,theinterestsofcentrallevelpoliticalpartiesaswellasbusinessmen

displacedtheneedsandinterestsofthelocalpeoplefromthelocalpoliticians・minds.

Developmentoflocalcommunitiesonthebasisoftheneedsofthepeoplehasbe-

comeararesightinThailand.Thestrongleadershipapproachofcentralgovern-

mentshasfurtherledtoincreasedpolicycorruption.Themostprominentexample

ofsuchcorruptionisthericepledgingpolicyoftheYingluckShinawatragovern-

mentbetween2011and2014.Thegovernmentspentatotalofabout501billionBaht

withtheintentiontobuyricefromfarmersatabovemarketprices.However,only

103billionBahtwereactuallypaidouttofarmers.Theremainingamounthasbeen

lostintodifferentchannels（NationalLegislativeAssembly,2014）.Anotheraspect

ofexcessivecentrallevelinfluenceonlocaladministrationisthelackofjudicial

power.Localadministrationshavebenefitedfrom decentralizationoflegislative

andexecutivepowers,butstilllacktheirownjudicialbranch,whichislocatedatthe

centrallevelonly.

Decentralizationunderthesupervisionofcentraladministrationremainsincom-

pleteandunsuccessfulevenafteradecade―inparticularwithregardstopersonnel.

Lackoffinancialresourcesforceslocaladministrationstoforgohiringadditional

civilservantslocallyandinsteadrequestsupportfromcentrallevels.Theministry

oftheinteriorthensendsstafftofulfilldutiesattheunderstaffedlocalunits.This

mixofcentralandlocalcivilservantsoftenresultsinconflictandineffectiveadmin-

istrativework.

C.CorruptionandLackofTransparency

Corruptionisdirectlyrelatedtoethicsandgoodgovernancewithinthepolitical

andadministrativesystemsofThailand.Withregardstocorruptionatthelocal

level,datacollectedbythenationalAnti-CorruptionCommissionbetween2000and

2007showsatotalof5,508casesofcorruptionatthelocallevel,3,235ofthesecases

occurredatTambonsub-districtadministrationlevelandanother1,750casesatthe

Thesabanmunicipaldistrictlevel.44.3percentofthesecasesrelatetoprocurement

activities（NationalAnti-CorruptionCommission,2007）.Thereasonsforthiscanbe

diverse.

Missingreceiptsandincomestatementsofprocurementactivitiesisoneofthe

regularlyobservedproblems.Thiscaneitherbeduetoalackofknowledgeofcivil
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servantsorduetopurposefulembezzlementoffunds.Anotherproblemstemsfrom

thecharacteristicsofThaicultureaspatronagesysteminwhichfamilybondsand

friendshipsplayanimportantrole.Itisthereforenosurprisethatfriendsandfamily

ofgovernmentofficialssecuregovernmentcontractsthroughtheirconnectionsand

influencewithinlocaladministrations.

Onerecurringproblem withlocalgovernanceinThailandisthelackofskills,

knowledge,andunderstandingoflocalmanagement.Thisaspectisparticularly

importantwhenconsideringthequestionwhetherlocalcommunitiesarereadyto

receivepowersfrom upperlevelsthroughdecentralization（Ishikawa,2007）.The

freedomtogoverntheirlocalcommunitiesindependentlyrequireslocalpersonnelto

havethequalificationtomanageincreasinglycomplexanddynamicaffairs;Knowl-

edgeandunderstandingoftaxsystem andaccountingstandards;humanresource

management;andspecificlocalknowledge,etc.Theseareessentialcomponentsof

localadministrators・skillsets（Inatsugu,2001）.Alackofsuchskillsallowsindivid-

ualactorstoexploittheweaknessesoflocaladministrationforpersonalgainor,in

lessseverecases,hindersservicedeliveryandeffectiveadministrationoflocalaf-

fairs.

Whenitcomestotransparency,itisimportantforthepeopletohaveaccessto

informationonactivitiesandplansofthelocaladministration.Ifpeoplehavethe

opportunitytoscrutinizepublicprocurementactivities,corruptioncouldbereduced

significantly.Unfortunately,accesstoinformationinThailandisoftenstilldifficult

andpossibleonlyagainstresistancefromtheinvolvedorganizations.Bypublishing

informationandopeningcommunicationchannelstoallowforparticipationinthe

auditingofprojects,alocalsystem ofchecksandbalancescanbestrengthened

（Blair,1991）thatallowsindependentagencies,suchastheNationalAnti-Corruption

CommissionortheOfficeoftheAuditorGeneral,toappointrepresentativesofthe

peopleastheiragents,providingthemwiththepowertosupervisetheworkoflocal

administrationsandpreventcorruption（Thumkosit,2010）.Corruptioncanfurther

beseenasaresultofcentralinterferenceintheaffairsoflocaladministrations.Such

interferencecancomethroughanumberofdifferentchannels.Asdiscussedearlier,

throughconditionalpaymentsofsubsidiesandtheuseofcentrallycontrolledstaff

inlocaladministrations,theinterestsofcentralactorsbecamemoreimportantthan

theinterestsofthelocalpeople（Puangngam,2009;Patmasiriwat,2014;Thumkosit,

2010）.Thenumerouscasesofcorruptionhaveshownthatlocalcommunities;i.e.the

people,lacktheabilitytoplayaneffectiveroleinprotectingtheirinterestsand

beinganactiveandqualifiedparticipantinasystemofchecksandbalancestokeep

localadministrationsandpoliticiansinline.

D.HumanResourceCapacities

Theabilitytogovernalocaladministrationorganizationdependsnotonlyon

thefactorsmentionedabovebutalsoonhumanresourcemanagementatthelocal

level.Localhumanresourcemanagementiscomplexandinvolvesanumberof

differentorganizations.ResearchconductedbyKingPrajadhipok・sInstituteidenti-

fiedanumberofproblemsregardinglocallevelhumanresourcemanagement.
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Thereareanumberofcentralagenciesresponsiblefordifferentissuesrelating

tohumanresourcemanagement.Thisresultsinacomplexmixofresponsibilities

andregulationsthatlackunityandstandardization.Otherstructuralhumanre-

sourcemanagementproblemsoccurasaresultofconflictsbetweentheconstitu-

tionalregulationsandthetraditionalpatronagesystem.Localadministratorsuse

theirconstitutionalrighttoappointdeputiesorstaffbutdosowithinthetraditional

patronagenetworks.Thisthusoftenresultstoignoringrecruitmentandselection

regulation.Inaddition,humanresourceregulationisapplicabletocivilservantsand

publicemployeesonlywhilepoliticalpostsgainlegitimacyfromelectionsandcan

onlyberemovedbyapoliticalprocessratherthananadministrativeone.

Proceduralhumanresourcemanagementproblemsrelatetotheentirespectrum

ofhumanresourceactivities,startingfrom recruitmentandselectionofqualified

applicants.Incontrasttocentraladministration,civilservantsatthelocallevelare

oftenperceivedassecondclasscivilservantswhosestatusisbelowthatoftheir

centralcounterpart.Thisimageproblempreventsmanygoodandcapablepeopleto

applyforlocaladministrativepositions.Thefewthatdoapplyareoftenlosttothe

slow andcumbersomeapplicationandselectionprocessbecausehiringdecisions

requireapprovalfromseverallevels.

QualificationsrequiredforcivilservantsatTambonsubdistrictadministration

organizationscenteredonsixcorecompetencies:1）servicemindedness,2）cultural

knowledge,3）networkingabilities,4）hands-onmindset,5）knowledgeinhuman

resourcedevelopment,and6）abilitytoworkinteams（Chuito,2010）.TheOfficeof

theAuditorGeneral（2001）hasfoundanumberofproblemsthatrequireimprove-

mentofqualificationssuchascivilservantsatlocaladministrationorganizations

lacktheskillstoproducelocaldevelopmentplansthatmeetproperstandardsand

requirements.Theyfurtherlackskillsandexpertiseinprocurementpracticesin-

cludingdesignandsupervisionofprocurementprojectsandaccountingstandards.

Finally,civilservantsseem tolackskillsandabilitiesinevaluationandproject

management,auditing,andfinancialanalysis.

AnalysisandConclusion

Decentralizationisanimportantconceptinthecontextofachievinggoodgov-

ernance.Itenablesdemocraticparticipationatthelocallevel,providingthepeople

withawaytoaddresslocalconcernsandlocalneedsinaneffectiveandtimely

fashion.

Thailandhasalonghistoryofattemptstodecentralize.Thisarticlehasdivided

thishistoryintotwoperiods.Thefirstperiodwascharacterizedbyuncoordinated,

unstructuredeffortsatdecentralization.Thesecondperiodafter1994wascharacter-

izedbyaclearlydefinedapproachtowardsdecentralizationwithmechanismsand

principleslaidoutinthe1997Constitutionandthe1999DecentralizationAct.Inthe

17yearsthathavepassedsincethen,Thailandhasbeendeterminedtoincrease

self-governanceoflocaladministrativeunitsanddecentralizepowertothelocal

levelbuthassofarfailedtoproduceeffectiveresults.
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Previousdecentralizationeffortshavebeenthwartedbydifferentinfluences

andhavenot,infact,exertedgenuineeffortstoincreaseparticipationandself-

governance.Thecentralgovernmentandadministrativelevelshavesofarsuccess-

fullyresistedgivinguppower.Tothisday,theonlyprovinceinwhichdecentraliza-

tionhasworkedrelativelywellisBangkok,whichisluckyenoughtonotonlyhave

thefinancialcapacitytogenerateenoughrevenuetoprovideitsservicesbutalso

hasenoughqualifiedcivilservantsandalocalpopulationthatisbothinterestedin

andcapableofplayingitsroleinlocalgovernance.Itisalsotheonlyprovincein

Thailandwhosegovernoriselecteddirectlyandnotappointedbythecentralgov-

ernment.

Recentreportsaboutpoliticiansbuyingandsellingprovincialgovernorposts

haveleftabadtasteofthecurrentstateofThaipolitics.Insteadofrepresenting

localandregionalinterests,provinceshavehadtocopewithincreasingpolitical

interference,forcingthemtofocusmoreontheneedsandbenefitsofcentrallevel

politiciansthanontheneedsofthepeople.ThishasledthePeople・sDemocratic

ReformCommittee（PDRC）undertheleadershipofSuthepThaugsubantocallfor

provincialgovernorstobeelectedinordertoeliminatepoliticalinterferenceinad-

ministrationsandtoendcentralleveldominanceoverregionalandlocaladministra-

tiveunits.OnDecember17,2014,WallopPringpong,amemberoftheNational

Reform Commission,announcedthegenuineeffortstoreform therevenuesystem

byprovidinglocaladministrationswiththemeanstoachievebalancedbudgets

（NationalReformCommission,2014）.

However,evenifthefinancialimbalanceandpoliticalinterferencecanbecor-

rected,otherchallengesandconcernsremain.Thepatronagesystemattheheartof

Thaisocietycannotbeerasedbylawsandwillplayaroleinthefuture.Further-

more,Therestillremainsquestionsregardingthereadinessofcivilservantsinterms

oftheirqualificationstodoeffectiveadministrativework,andthereadinessofthe

peopleintermsoftheirinterestandunderstandingoftheirroleinadecentralized

system remain. ReportsofcorruptioncasessubmittedtotheNationalAnti-

CorruptionCommissionhavereached6,260withinfiveyearsandwitnessreports,

suchasthatpublishedbyPanaddaDissakulonhisfacebookpageabouteveryday

corruptioninlocaladministrationorganizations,shouldcautionanyoneproposing

totransfermorepowertotheseorganizations.

AtthecurrentstageinThaipublicadministration,decentralizationremainsan

attractivealternativeforitspotentialbenefitsanduses.Itpromisestoimprove

publicservicedeliverybygivinglocaladministrationorganizationsthepowerto

respondtolocalneedsindependentlyandencouragesthepeopletotaketheirfuture

intotheirownhandsbyparticipatinginthemanagementoflocalaffairs.

KeepinginmindtheThaicontext,however,Thailandhasreachedacrossroads

whereithastodecidewhetheritgivesdecentralizationanotherchance,riskingto

intensifyThailand・ssocialproblemsifitfails,orwhetheritretainspoweratthe

centralandregionallevelsinordertoslowlycoordinatetheprocessandcontinue

withthepreparationofcivilservantsandthepeopletobecomereadyforfuture

decentralization.
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Note

1 Inordertoavoidconfusionregardingthedifferentadministrativeunitsdiscussedinthis

sectionandinordertoensureconsistencythroughoutthepaper,theauthorusesatermi-

nologythatallowsreferencetotheThainamesoftheadministrativeunitsaswellas

Englishapproximations.
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