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The draft constitution which won a majority votetire referendum on August 19,
2007 has made one thing certain, that is, genkzetiens will be held at the end of
the year or early next year at the latest. Thigcatés that democracy will be brought
back to Thailand. The new constitution is suppdsempen a new chapter on
democratic development in the country. More ciwidl golitical rights are recognized,
the power and authorities of politicians and pubfftcials will be more restricted,
and the system of checks and balances will be efteetive. It is hoped that political

corruption and the abuse of power by political kxadwill be less.

Nevertheless, a pessimistic view is still aroun@skurban middle class voters
believe that the new constitution cannot make jalireforms a reality. Although a
majority of them voted for the draft constitutiongannot prevent those who are loyal
to former Prime Minister Thaksin from coming baokpower. This is indicated by

the outcome of the votes in the referendum.

Results of the referendum

In Thailand’s first ever referendum 57.81 percdntaters voted for the draft
constitution, while 42.19 percent voted againstaiih interesting is that the votes
against the draft were very high and in the Naatid the Northeast a majority of the
voters rejected the draft. In the South, which s¢rang base of the Democrat Party (a
major adversary of Thaksin), a very large majooityhe votes were for the draft. A
majority of voters in Bangkok and in the centraiom were in favour of the new

constitution.

What do these outcomes tell us? Most analystsusalithat the results of the vote
reflected the strong influence and popularity ahfer Prime Minister Thaksin and
his Thai Rak Thai Party in the North and the NaateThere have been quite a

number of former politicians still loyal to him amgbrking at the grass-roots level to



mobilize people not to accept the draft constitutimd the military’s political role. It
worked out very well in the North and the Northeakere the people continue to
support Thaksin’s populist policies. The anti-naitit campaigners also tried to
convince the people that the coup on Septembeastyéar was unjustified and
illegitimate. In sum those who voted against thes constitution in the countryside
still supported Thaksin and perhaps wanted hinotoecback. They were convinced
that the former prime minister was the only leaghko really helped the poor despite
his corruption while others who were also corrupteder made efforts to help them.

As for those who voted in favour of the new comsitiin, it can be said that people in
the South voted for the constitution because te@@cted Thaksin and his political
allies. If the new constitution were rejected, tihejieved, Thaksin’s cliques would
claim a victory and hence increase their chanamofing back to power. A number
of Bangkok voters and other urban areas shareskiine view with the Southerners.
However, it is believed that there were many mohe woted for the new constitution
not because they were anti-Thaksin, but becaugentheted a smooth transition to

parliamentary rule.

Implications for general election

Another question that came out after the referendaswhether the result would be
an indicator for the outcome of the next generattdn. No one can answer this with
certainty, but what we know is that the referendesult has raised the confidence of
the former Thai Rak Thai Party’s leading membdrss how certain that they will run
in the election under a party called the People\wd? Party. Since the Thai Rak Thai
Party was dissolved by the order of the constihaidribunal in late May this year
and is not allowed to be re-established within frears time, its leaders did not have
any choice except to join one of the small partied take control of it. The People’s
Power Party was a small party but now it has becammajor party after a number of
Thai Rak Thai members joined it. It is believedtthaaksin was behind this move

with an intention to make this party the largestafhe next elections.

Another party which stands a very good chance toanarge number of seats in the
elections is the Democrat Party. After the dissotubf the Thai Rak Thai Party, the

Democrat Party has become the largest. Known asiuThaksin Party, the



Democrats have attracted many political aspiramtsssme former members of

parliament. Its leader, Abhisit Vejjajiva, is tippt be the next prime minister.

Given the possible strength of those two partiestigal divisiveness among the Thai
public may continue as the anti-Thaksin and prok§hmsentiments will be
intensified in the coming election campaigns. Diggily, there will be a number of
political parties to project themselves as a tbhhdice or parties of reconciliation. But
they have not yet come out with a policy platforihinow to tackle the political
polarization. More importantly, most of politiciando formed those parties are
former Thai Rak Thai members and therefore, tmeiependence from former Prime

Minister Thaksin is questionable.

In the light of the political developments mentidrabove, political polarization will
continue and it is difficult for the next governmiéa resolve it. It is believed that the
government after the next elections will be a ¢malione with perhaps the Democrat

Party as its core. The government will be a weakamd instability is very likely.

Nevertheless, we cannot underestimate the abilitihaksin and his colleagues to
fight back. It is expected that despite possilgitier control by the election
commission, vote-buying will continue. If the PPPother pro-Thaksin parties get a
majority in the election, the country will possililpve Samak Sundaravej or General
Chavalit Yongchaiyudh as prime minister. Then wencd expect any political

reform at all.

Future role of the military

Now let us look at the military, will they continte be in power, or do they want to
stay out of politics? | would say that the militasyno longer a strong political force.
They might be able to launch a coup, but they aable to rule. They cannot control
the government, the National Assembly and the @Gtoitisihal Drafting Assembly.

Due to the increasing political consciousness eftople both in the urban and rural
areas, the military has to accept the fact that #re not able to get what they want.
There will be some retired army officers workinglwsome politicians to set up a
party but this does not mean that it is a milifaayty or a party that is backed by the



military. Thus | am convinced that the army hastieer choice except to withdraw

from the political scene after the next election.

In this respect, the constitution is of coursearmtanswer for everything. It simply
lays out the rules of the game, and recognizeslegajmhts to liberty and freedom.
But this constitution does place strict limits twe fpolitical role of the military. If you
look at every single clause there is none thattgarsa political role for the military.
This is unlike many constitutions in the past eeddfter coups, where the military
were able to insert clauses that allowed themeg snich as being appointed as

senators or as cabinet members.

Some have questioned whether nonetheless themniiitay be able to exert influence
under this constitution. Well, like any other aofithe bureaucracy they can exert
some sort of influence over the government. Bat ih not necessarily illegitimate.
They can ask for an increase in the budget forrbefepending, or an increase in
personnel, or request that troops be sent ovetsdaght in countries such as Iraqg.
But in the end it will be up to the elected parlearhto decide whether it will endorse

this or not.

Polarisation — not all negative

One area were the situation was extremely dire uhkaksin, and has continued to
be, is in the South. The situation has not improvetlence, bombing attacks,
killings of both Moslem Thais and Buddhist Thaisygrnment officials, military and
police officers as well school teachers remaingale daily event. What the current
government has been doing is to try and contaiwvithlence and build trust with local
people. It has been trying to isolate militantaests and to win the support of the

local people, but it is not easy to achieve.

Nonetheless not all developments during the Thahsiiod were negative. Thaksin’s
populist policies, and his party’s effort to ratlyral mass support for his leadership,
have increased the political consciousness andffivacy of the rural people. They
know how to articulate their interests, althoughoghial in nature, and they will

continue to vote for parties which respond effeainto their demands.



Rural voters do not care much about corruptionatitipal ethics. In saying that | do
not mean that they like corruption and do not fikditical ethics. But when it comes
to casting a vote they make their own calculatioligou talk to taxi drivers in
Bangkok, many of whom are from the North East, thélyoften say they love
Thaksin because of the 30 baht health care sch@meers speak of relatives who go
to hospital for neurosurgery or eye surgery, tla cest of which would be around
10,000 baht, but have had to pay only 30 baht. &ees quickly spread to the whole
village, and people were grateful to Thaksin beeaurghis. Rural people do not
disregard political ethics, or corruption, but haweveigh this against what politicians
do for them — and in the past many promises wer&em. Some taxi drivers even
say openly that although there are many more geoglp, many more honest people
to contest in the election, they still prefer taevéor Thaksin, because he had helped

the rural poor.

In contrast, urban middle class people are moreaxoied with corruption among
politicians and government officials. What they wemnot just a democracy but a
democracy with transparency, efficiency, and qualibey believe that good
governance and political ethics are needed urgastly major part of political reform

and democratic development.

This polarization can be seen as a natural devedaopof democracy but it should not
lead to political instability and violence. A demacy must be able to reconcile
political stifles and in the case of Thailand, tiesv constitution alone cannot resolve
that problem. Political institutionalization of tipelitical system and major political
organizations, especially the party system, is atssessary. Thai political parties are
usually weak and uninstitutionalized. Only the Denab Party may stand a better
chance to become institutionalized than othergsiaghe oldest party and has been
able to survive several crises in the past 60 yeatrs has to work harder to win the
support of the rural masses in the North and NagheThe new constitution does not
have much to say much about political parties. fEhevant articles are more or less
the same as in the previous constitutions, exteptit parties commit wrongdoing
like vote-buying, giving money to the people in lkange for votes, this would result
in severe punishment. There is no positive attdémfiister parties, but if vote-buying

could be reduced this would be positive for devielgmlemocracy.



Thailand will have a period of political instabyliand a weak government for some
time in the future before its political systemnstitutionalized. In fact, the country
has experienced weak and unstable governmentselaforit was able to muddle
through. Thus, if we are going to have anotherameen, it should not be too much of

a problem.

| was one of the members of the drafting committeéehe 1997 constitution, and in
retrospect, that went too far in entrenching exeeupower. Prior to 1997 we had
experienced weak government and political instgbitr so long that we sought to
design a constitution that gave more power to thecative. We made it more
difficult for the national assembly to carry a vodé no confidence against the
government. We made the executive so strong adhtizr so called checking
institutions, like the Constitutional Court, the tNda@al Counter Corruption
Commission and so on were powerless. The cabimratled parliament, to the
point that parliament could not say anything at afld acted as a rubber stamp for
government decisions. The design of the presenstitotion is to make the
government more dependant on parliament. Fornost@reviously you needed to
have the support of forty percent of members tdetabmotion of no confidence
against Prime Minister, and twenty percent to tabfaotion of no confidence against
other ministers. That is why in the past five ydarsne Minister Thaksin never faced
any no confidence debate or vote, only his minsst8he new constitution has
reduced the number of members required to inigate® confidence motion against
the prime minister and cabinet members to twentged. This has wide popular

support because the people want parliament to imave effective over cabinet.

The role of the monarchy is spelt out in similarmte to earlier constitutions. Thailand
is a constitutional monarchy, so the role of thenaroh is like that of the Queen of
England; there is no substantial difference. But g@olitical situation always

fluctuates — sometimes governments are too weaksantetimes too strong. In

practice this sometimes means that the monarcltoHasek into such matters.

Democracy has a cost but no one wants the cost todhigh. We do hope that our
future democracy will not be too costly. Our denaagrwill be fragile again but do

not worry, we will survive and another coup willthr@appen again.






