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•• ••• •• • FORiWORI:.. • ••• • ••• •• 
• •• ••• ••• • •• •• •• • ••• • • •• • • ••• ••• •• • •• • • ••• • ••• •• •• • •• ••• •• • ••• •• •• In recent months, the A~cy·f~ I~tet~6t~n~l·~ev~~pm@n~ ha~b!~~ gi~ing more attention and 

emphasis in the administration of U.S. development assistance programs to the goal of attaining 
a larger measure of popular participation in development programs in aid-recipient countries. 
This is in accord with Title IX of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1966 which states: 

In carrying out programs authorized in this chapter, 
emphasis shall be placed on assuring maximum partici
pation in the task of economic development on the part 
of the people of the developing countries, through the 
encouragement of democratic private and local govern
mental institutions. 

Congressman Donald Fraser of Minnesota and other members of the Uouse Committee on Foreign 
Affairs are the sponsors of this Title which is designed to secure a wider popular role in the 
self-help tasks of economic and social development. The new Title is a stronger directive to 
AID than past provisions urging development of local programs of self-help and mutual cooperation. 
The increased emphasis on this goal is based on past observation by the House Committee that 
there is a close relationship between broad popular participation in the process of development 
and the effectiveness of this process. 

My interest in the general subject of political development or modernization in developing 
countries, and the recently-instituted "Developing Democracy Program" in Thailand, combined to 
provide what I considered a perfect subject for a three-week Senior Seminar case-study research 
project. This paper is the result of that effort. My research on this subject was made vivid 
by an eight-day jeep trip throughout much of northeast Thailand. Most of my conclusions are 
based on this admittedly-short field exposure and should not be attributed to officials of the 
Thai or U.S. governments. 

However, I do wish to gratefully acknowledge the assistance provided by Mr. Frederick Simmons, 
Deputy Director of the AID's Office of Southeast Asia Affairs; Mr. Lawrence Pickering, State 
Country Director for Thailand; Mr. Albert Swing, USOM/Thailand's Public Administration Division 
Chief and members of his staff--Messrs. William Berg, William Sommers and Jerry Wood; and to the 
many other U.S. and Thai officials. 

To a former colleague, Kenneth Landon, and two current Seminar colleagues, Charles Mann and 
Daniel Moore, I owe thanks for kindling a latent desire to learn more about Thailand • 
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INTRODUCTION 

Those who know Thailand will surely want to challenge the title of this article. They will state, 
and quite correctly too, that the villages in Thailand have for centuries been democratic. That 
is, the villagers have run their own affairs, with little or no contact with the central government, 
through an elected leader called a "puyaiban" (headman). Because of the increased insurgency in 
northeastern Thailand and in order to spur the development process generally, the Thai Government 
is strengthening institutions of local self-government. 

One of the major problems of the Thai Government in dealing with the communist insurgents in the 
northeast arises mainly from the absence of close links with the remote villages. Fortunately", 
this lack of communication is not the result of a tradition of oppressive government, but as noted, 
a history of village self-sufficiency. To counter the insurgency, the government has in the past 
few years inaugurated more than a dozen programs to establish a more effective government presence 
in the northeast--especially those areas bordering Laos where most communist insurgents operate. 
After a recent three-week trip to Thailand, including a bumpy, dusty Jeep ride through much of the 
northeast area, it is my general conclusion that the Thai government is making good progress in 
closing the gap with the remote villages. 

One of the many programs designed to strengthen the government's communication link with the 
villagers is the "Developing Democracy Program." Through this program, Thailand plans to 
reorganize, and hopefully to revitalize, the township--a level of government which has long 
existed. 

The township council (comprising the township chief, one headmaster, one medical aide and two 
from each village--the headman and an elected member) is the focus of the developing democracy 
program. The government is wisely building on the tradition of the elected village headman, 
utilizing the township level which comprises a group of about a dozen viilages. Although the 
developing democracy program has been in operation for jus~ one year and only a very small 
fraction of the townships in Thailand have been reorganize~, it is not too early to recognize 
that this program has great potential in the political modernization process. Futhermore, the 
Government of Thailand is proceeding in an orderly fashion to put the program into effect. 

THE "DEVELOPING DEMOCRACY PROGRAM" 

The "Developing Democracy Program" officially began when the Thai cabinet (headed by Prime 
Minister, Field Marshall Thanom) on March 8, 1966 approved it plan prepared by the Ministry of 
Interior. The project had been discussed at the cabinet level for at least a year prior to 
this. Also, during 1965, it had been tested in a pilot project involving six townships in the 
Ban Phue District of Udon Province in the north. 

The objectives of the program as stated in the Cabinet-approved document are: 

"(1) to work with. people allover the country so they 
will be interested in, and well understand the 
government's affairs; 

"(2) to train the people and government officials to be 
capable and to have the proper attitude to improve 
themselves to meet the requirements of the community 
in the democratic way; and 

"(3) to train both people and officials to know and 
believe their rights and duties under the 
Constitution." ..... ~ .. .. .... ... . ... .. 

Through this program, the sZ>v&rnmWtt! hop's :to: meet a cL.Jge ~tn1ltlmes .'e:by the communists--that 
the people have no voice in: t~eif ~oterfl4e*. -l'he ~~oOal P#rlmetft! 4s§ hopes to find out what 
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are the aspj.rations and desires of the villagers. Thai government officials want to encourage 
local institutions and leaders that have the will and ability to do something themselves about 
their problems. For it'·~rl~·til.celttral·8Pv4l't-1un,tt~ ~ ~~gartLz:.r,.g ~t¥lf and retraining its 
officials to establish I ~~~r :ela~onsC\~ an~.di'\p~e:fit~ t~~ t~hips and villages--
particularly in the nor~~e-a~.:r~,.· : •• : : •••••• :: : : •• : •• 

By closing the gap which has long existed between it and the remote villages, the national 
government wants to demonstrate to the people of these areas that it is concerned with their wel
fare and, hopefully, to secure their participation in the development process. 

The announcement of this program by the Minister of Interior, General Praphat, in March 1966 was 
received critically by the Thai press. The developing democracy program was int.erpreted by the 
press as a device by Praphat to stall the promulgation of a new constitution for four years--the 
stated time required to carry out the develop:l:ng democracy township program. (In 1958, a military 
group abrogated the constitution and replaced it with an "interim" one. Present estimates are 
that a new constitution will be promulgated in 1967.) 

Responsibility for the administration of the township program is centered in the Department of 
Local Administration of the Ministry of Interior. Mr. Chamnarn, a high-level, successful civil 
servant with a reputation for getting things done, is the head of this Department and reports 
directly to General Praphat. The Deputy Director General of this Department, Mr. Snit, is in 
charge of training for all personnel of the Interior Ministry outside the capital city of Bangkok. 
Responsible for the training aspects of the developing democracy program is Mr. Somsat. 

In Thailand, the national government is the main institution which unites the nation. (The 
only other institution of national scope is the Buddist hierarchy.) For purposes of govern
ment administration, the country is divided into 71 provinces, which are further subdivided 
into 509 districts. The chief executives of these units, the Governors and the District 
Officers, are career civil servants in a highly structured bureaucracy. The Governors are 
appOinted by and report to the Minister Qf Interior, although both the provinces and districts 
have representatives of other ministries who receive technical direction from their respective 
central ministries in Bangkok. 

The ce~tral government career system begins at the district level. Below that level are local 
officials who receive a small honorarium for services performed. Each village has an elected 
headman. A group of about a dozen villages comprises a township. All village headmen in a 
township elect one of their number to be the township chief. As there are about 5000 townships 
in Thailand, a district has an average of about ten townships and one hundred and twenty 
villages within its jurisdiction. 

Historically, a township council (a group consisting of the township chief, the village headmen 
and a large number of teachers and other respected persons) was called into session by the 
District Officer at periodic interval& At these meetings which he would chair, the district 
officer would instruct the local leaders regarding the desires of the central government in their 
area. 

The essential elements of the Developing Democracy Program are: 

1) a reorganization of the township councils, 
2) training of township council participants, and 
3) provision of funds to the reorganized township councils. 

Closely related to the above, and in fact essential to the success of this program, is the train
ing of district, provincial and central government officials in order to instill in them the kinds 
of attitudes and secure the type of behavior required to encourage the township council participants 
to assume a larger role in government. 

Reorganization of the Township Councils 

The first step in the developing democracy program is to change the composition of the township 
council. This is done by the district officer. First, he arranges for an election to be held 
in each of the villages of a township to select one person to serve on the township council for a 
five-year term. This "elect.<1 ~e.," 8,11 ~e " ca,11eti, ~~.1..selive "i..th~.council in addition to 
the village headman who is ~l(cted: f4r an: it-dtfin4e pC~d. : Nt!x¢, thl 4i*rict officer selects 
one headmaster or teacher a~d ~ne"'teticlfl: aI-de: .on tI .. t~hip:w~d< ba!ls; ~ serve a five-year term 

•••••••••• e. •• • •• ••• •• 
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on the council. Lastly, these council members will select one of the village headmen to serve also 
as township chief. T~t'\ t;tUf. -w l<amntd _ s/He/i -Ifl.s%, )S·cltail'ftt!n:d'f" the reorganized township 
council. - • - - " - • - • • ••• ••• •• • •• • • ••• • ••• •• •• • •• •• & •• • ••• •• •• 

Assisting the district·oft\~;r fn t~~·rI!or'gaM.zaUon" thinfng·~~d·o"peration of the revitalized 
townships is a newly assigned officer -- an Assistant District Officer for Rural Development. 

Training the Township Council Participants 

After the township council has been reorganized by the district office, a training team organized 
by the Department of Local Administration of Bangkok will visit the township to conduct a one
week training program for the township council members. 

A training team consists of two professional trainers and a driver who also serves as an audio
visual assistant. The two trainers are civil servants of considerable experience having served 
as Dist~ict Officers or Assistant District Officers. The trainers themselves receive a five-week 
course given at the Ministry of Interior by the Department of Local Administration. 

Participating in the week-long training session in addition to the members of the township council, 
are the following: 

1) the Dis trict Officer, 
2) the Assistant District Officer for Rural Development and 
3) the township community development worker. 

These three participate as observers during the township council training sessions and later at 
regular meetings. 

A community development worker is stationed in many of the townships in the northeast area as a 
result of the Interior Ministry's Community Development training program for local leaders. He 
helps the community organize itself to solve local problems. The township council will find his 
services especially useful to secure government assistance when problems are too large or com
plex to be tackled on the local level. Both he and the new Assistant District Officer serve as 
continuing advisors to the township council. 

The subjects covered during the one-week training session include: 

a) rights and duties of citizens 
b) functions and duties of council members 
c) conduct of a township council meeting 
d) defining problems 
e) setting priorities 
f) establishing a plan 
g) carrying out a plan 

Once each day during this week-long training session, the professional trainers step aside and let 
the township chief act as charman of the council meeting. Immediately after that meeting, the 
trainers critique the session pOinting out such defects as allowing the meeting to digress from 
the subject at hand, allowing one member to dominate the meeting, not securing the participation 
of all members and a too early expression of views on the part of the chairman. Sometimes, it is 
necessary to caution the district officer privately, not to interject his own views too soon in 
the session or too dogmatically as there will be a natural tendency fo. the local officials to 
defer to his judgment. 

At least once during the week's training period, the township council will be taken on a field 
trip to visit a development project. They are shown what can be accomplished with teamwork between 
local officials and the district and provincial governments. During this visit, the steps re
quired to identify, plan and execute such a project are reviewed to reinforce the techniques 
learned during the previous days. 

The purpose of this training exercise and the program in general is to demonstrate to the villagers 
that the national governmeIit i.s.leIious. ijl it~ in.t:n~ Iio _els:ablis~ I~e _\nstitution at the local 
level which would permit .. hem tOe eiect etheilr ow. leaceJlship! a.d -to act -01» problems of their own 
choosing. The session aIJo:se~~s:to~QVi~~ co"uncil-:emb~s wlth a;g8e~ed techniques for 
utilizing their reorganidg :c<tJ.dil •• .Jll )tOi~ ·tw"-il\a ·sess).ol!,: w:n8" ~ouncil identifies the 



problem areas it will attack first and these inevitably include imjrovements in roads, irrigation 
and potable water supplies ~. :.. ...: • •• ••• ••• : :.. : ••• : •• . .. - . . .. . . ... ... .. . .. . . ... . . @. .. .. 
Funds for the Reorganized:I~p·<;I1urtt:jls: : ... ... :: ::..:. • 

In order to make this local government entity effective by giving it the incentive to develop, 
the township council is informed that the following funds will be at its disposal annually upon 
completion of its reorganization and training: 

a) 10,000 baht ($500) is provided by the Department of 
Local Administration 

b) 5,000 baht ($250) is provided from community development 
funds, 

c) 80% of the land tax collected in that township is returned 
to it by the provincial government level (In a visit to Ubon, the 
writer was told that the highly-rated governor of that province 
has decided to return all of this tax to the reorganized 
townships). 

d) If these funds are not sufficient to carry out locally-identified 
projects, a plan can be submitted to the District Offker for 
inclusion in the budget which is annually submitted to the 
provincial level. 

The township councils review projects proposed by village development committees or by members 
of the township council. They are empowered to revise or combine village proposals into a single 
joint program of the township. Supplemental budgets may be prepared to meet necessary expenditures 
during a fiscal year when budgeted funds are not sufficient. 

These are by no means the only monies spent by the government at the local level. Projects too 
large for one township are undertaken by the district or provincial levels. Many of these 
projects are accomplished under the "accelerated rural development" program--a diversified program 
designed to achieve results in the rural areas through decentralization of programs to the extent 
feasible to the provincial level. Some projects are those identified through the developing 
democracy township program or the community development local leadership training program, but 
which are too large to be undertaken by those local units. 

It ~st be recognized that the townships are dependent upon the central government in the short 
nlU because it must be granted funds. In the longer run, these local bodies will have to develop 
sources of financing to grow to become effective representative government units. This factor 
is recognized and provided for. As a township unit develops to the stage that it can demonstrate 
capability of implementing local programs, which it is probably capable of doing in a limited 
number of cases, the township may apply to the Interior Ministry for "juristic" status which would 
allow it more autonomy in the sense that it can ~vy certain taxes (primarily on business and 
transportation) and disburse funds. This opportunity has existed since the councils were first 
permitted in legislation passed in 1956. However, up to 1967, only about 60 townships were so 
certified. The achievement of this level of independence would increase the leverage of township 
leaders in their dealings with the district officer. 

Training of National Government Officials 

The most difficult to achieve and probably the most important element required to support the 
Developing Democracy Program is changing the traditional behavioral patterns between the govern
ment official and the villagers. The district officer, as a salaried and educated person repre
senting the national government, considers himself a very important person. He does not think 
of himself a "servant" of the people. 

The villagers on their part have been content over the years to let the government govern--hop': 
fully with as little involvement on their part as possible. In this regard, one observer has 
called attention to the fact that the Thai word for politics, "gan muang," means "things in and 
about the city" and it is seldom used to refer to life within their community. To them it is a 
term which belongs to a wider '4~1A-l't;e wq,t'l~ i4 .wh411 ieQpl#.llavl& PC\JI"! 1 •• 

•• •• ••• • •• ••• ••• •• •• ••• • ••• • • • •• 
Because of the insurgency, th~r. haB:b~en~ :rg~t ne~e~s~y f,r.t~ l8fe~nt to demonstrate 
to :IJs citizens that it is sympa~~ '0 .~ii' •• ed.... • •••••• • 
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Much progress has been made over the past few years in Thailand to retrain the bureaucracy regard
ing its re lat ions hip wi%:rt. tIJe!' ~~f>1.e; Tht~ ~01.tf~ ~. thtctt "t1Iil C~l"at,.e~ship is mos t important is 
at the district level ~efe:~e ~ure~cr~l:codel ift,o:c~ac! ~Pth fh~ people. The township 
level is pivotal in thi: •• e~~rd e:.i~ s.er:e: !s. t6 !,!"idlF !>etwee~.t.he. ~htrict and the villages. 
(The latter are too numerous for the 3fstrict office to nave frequent direct contact.) 

District, provincial and national officials are gradually being retrained to make government 
programs more receptive to local needs. As important as the types of programs undertaken is 
the way in which they are carried out in the rural areas. An intensive research study in one 
northeastern village revealed that the villagers' general attitude towards the government's 
efforts to effect rural improvements in the Northeast is evenly divided between favorable and 
unfavorable. One of the conclusions of this study was that there is an urgent need for a drastic 
change in the superior and paternalistic attitude characteristic of many government officials, 
of looking down on the village people and their way of life and treating them as immature child
ren. 2 

The Depar~ of Local Administration trains all the field personnel of the Interior Ministry. 
One of its successes in this regard, in my opinion, has been the training of new district 
officers. Three years ago, a District Officer Academy training complex was built thirty miles 
north of Bangkok. Here about forty assistant district officers are trained each year in a nine
month, full-time training course which they must take prior to their first assignment as district 
officers. 

I was fortunate to be at the District Officer Academy on March 3, 1967 when two high officials of 
the Interior Ministry's Department of Local Administration met with the 1966-67 class to brief 
them on the "Developing Democracy Program." The new district officers were instructed to be very 
permissive in approving projects desired by the reorganized township councils--short of allowing 
them to divide up the money between themselves! The objective, of course, is to encourage and 
reward local initiative and to try to change centuries-old behavior of the villagers in defering 
to higher authority. 

The assignment and training of new personnel at the district level in connection with the 
accelerated rural development programs also bodes well for a changed relationship between the 
bureaucrats and the villagers. An assistant district officer for rural development has been 
assigned to every district containing a reorganized township under the developing democracy pro
gram. It will be his responsibility to maintain close contact with the township chiefs. 

One of the aims in strengthening the township level of government was that it might acquire 
sufficient stature and power to be able to secure more effective performance of duties on the 
part of the district officer or other government officials. In this respect, the township 
council is exhorted to report to the provincial governor the misconduct of .any government 
official. The council can also appeal district officer decisions to the governor. In my opinion, 
this "counterweight" goal will only be achieved in a limited number of cases over the near term. 

The district officer must confirm the election of township chiefs and village headmen, which he 
does almost without exception although he has been known to influence who shall be the candidates 
in such elections. The district officer may remove local officials with the permission of the 
Governor who will then appoint a committee of three to investigate the charges. 

In summary, the differences between the old township council and the developing democracy town
ship council are: 

1) In the new council, the township chief is the chairman. He 
may call meetings and conduct such business as he pleases. 
This is not to say that the district officer, who called and 
chaired meetings in the past would not be invited to attend 
and advise the council, or to send his representative. 

2) Membership in the new council is much ... l~ Meetings are more 
conducive to securing consensus on action programs as they are 
less formal. Meetings of the old council, as noted. were for 
th/. Pi\¥r;y pUi~se it "i\ttJ-nJ ~1;l, wOl'd" .~~ wh,~ was expected 
Off t:hem .fl'Olll the edi.triet oftfieer.· •• ••• •• •• ••• • ••• • • • •• •• ••• ••• • • •• • • • ••• •• •• •• • ••• ••• ••• •• ••• • ••• ••• •• • •• ••• •• 
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3) 1~e twteg. IIIf&IIlber trom .~ch. vql¥'.A P.o"1.~s., more 
~p:t~.da~ eh~ice ~f:a~ers~~ t~ ~ti~i~,te ~n:town
:h!p:affa(r~ •• He ~~.ele~ed !o~ ~ fiv!-tear ~etm 
witer.aso th. vt •• ge 'e.dmane (s .leocted. f,..,.-l.U •. 

4) The new council has funds to undertake projects. Tnese 
funds can be withdrawn by the government. However, some 
townships 'can look forward to becoming "juristic" thereby 
obtaining more autonomy. 

5) The central government, and especially the district 
officer, has been trained to attempt to meet the 
expressed desires of the people. 

Follow-Up on the Developing Democracy Program 

The district officer is responsible for ensuring that the new township councils know their rights 
and duties. He must also ensure that the councils are provided the funds needed to plan and 
implement their projects. Because of all the new functions recently added to the already heavy 
workload of the district office, an additional Assistant District Officer (for Rural Development) 
has been assigned to the district officer's staff. His job is to follow up on the developing 
democracy program and other recently added rural development programs. Forty of these officers were 
trained and assigned during 1966 to all districts having reorganized townships. During 1967, 
forty additional officers will be trained for the additional districts having reorganized town
ships. These officers will be responsible for budgeting funds for the use of the new townships, 
disbursing such funds as required and working closely with the township councils. 

While in the vicinity of the Province of Sakhon Nakorn in northeast Thailand, I visited two town
ships which had been reorganized in 1966. In one, the township chief and one of the village head
men took time out from the activity involved with a visit to their area of a provincial "mobile 
information team" to talk with me. Yes, they recalled the one-week training session. At that 
session, they told me they agreed to improve two kilometers of a local road. All of the funds 
provided under the developing democracy program had been expended on the project. The road is not 
yet completely repaired and they expected to receive supplemental funds to finish the job. They 
also have identified two other needs--refacing a crumbling well wall and securing a second-class 
rural health center (nurse and some medicines). This particular township has received much 
attention by the government. There had been a village leader training program in that area in 
March 1965. I also observed a new township police station and village security officers (home 
guard units). 

In another township I visited, also in an area having a record of insurgency, the new township 
program was not doing so well. The township chief had resigned, ostensibly because of old age. 
I learned that he wished to avoid being a target for the insurgents. The acting township chief 
told me he was not present during the training program in 1966 for the new township council, so 
he summoned the "elected member" of the council from his village. This person recalled the 
training session and the fact that the new council agreed to try to work on three projects; 
1) build a wall around their Buddhist temple area, 2) build a small bridge, and 3) construct an 
earth dike with spillway for irrigation use. He had to report, however, that nothing more was 
accomplished because the funds were never provided. 

Mr. Stephen Young in his study of northeastern villages made these observations about the deve
loping democracy program: 

As I observed the initial operations of one such democratic tambol (township), I 
concluded that the significance of this new political structure was to put decisions 
in the hands of the local elite. Now the local elite could make decisions about 
the resolution of community problems as now they have the money to do something 
about them. One village in Mahasarakam has waited two years on its request 
for a better well. But under the Developing Democracy Program such local problems 
can be locally met as government becomes more of a real, continuous presence in the 
world of the village. 

•• •••• •• •• •••• ••• • ••• •• 
:: : C~MMUIlI'lfi LEVEW>PMEb: :.: ::: 
•• ••• ••• • • •• • • • ••• •• •• •• • ••• ••• ••• 

One cannot discuss the township·ae~~~~dt-ptbgtlm ~rthout ackdbwl~dgtHk·itJ·strong relationship 
with the "c~nity development" effort--both of which have the cOlmDOn goal of helping local leaders 
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solve problems through cooperative effort. The Government of Thailand has had a community 
development program for a number of years. In October 1964, it initiated an effort to 
systematically train :"'i.l~gf! ,l¥4"s ii ·ceolliIlM.i~rdeSrel~pm«tnt! Uc~d'i.ques. This program is 
sponsored by the Inttr:cor:~in,str~s CO~ni't: D~l:>pQtL!nt ~~rttertt, which is a sister unit 
to the Department of :~<'C~. ~d$iIfi.~nt!ox: .• IPle .~i!tl1!1g~ Le~«1.Ir~~IPing Program, as it 
officially called, is a logica! forerunner to the Developing Democracy Program. 

The purpose of the Village Leader Training Program is to train the leaders in the villages who 
are members of the Village Development COllBllittee. Based on the "learning by doing" process, the 
training consists of a five-day long session of gaining practical experience in democratic 
principles through group discussions involving village-level matters. A village leader training 
group usually includes about thirty leaders from three to five villages. Most often the meeting 
place is a centrally-located wat (Buddhist temple area). Through these meetings the development 
of initiative is encouraged and practice is provided in decision-making on the local level. 

The training encourages village leaders to freely discuss their problems and possible solutions. 
Through contact with various district-level technicians during the discussion periods, they 
increase their competence in technical subjects. They also observe agricultural, health and 
public works practices while on a one-day field trip. An important additional purpose served 
through the medium of this informal training session is that the village leaders have an 
opportunity to become better acquainted with national, provincial and district government 
officials. Conversely, the government officials can get first-hand information on the problems 
and aspirations of these local leaders and can actually visit some of the problem areas described. 

The techniques practiced in both the Village Leader Training Program and the Developing Democracy 
Program for townships, as can be noted, are somewhat similar. As both these programs are targeted 
to the northeast part of Thailand, there will be a high degree of overlap in the areas covered 
which is not undesirable. Logically, the village-level training should be given first before the 
township council members are trained and this sequence is followed whenever practicable. 

Through the village leader and developing democracy training programs, the government is reaching 
a significant number of leaders on the local level in a direct manner. The village leader program 
trained about 4000 leaders in 1965; about 9000 were trained in 1966 representing leaders from 
1400 villages. 

LOCATION OF THE TOWNSHIP DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM 

The developing democracy progta m is being instituted in the so-called "sensitive" areas of Thailand 
where the insurgency is the greatest. This is primarily the north and northeast areas bordering 
Laos. This area covers the fourteen provinces which are designated by the Thai Government for 
"accelerated rural development." The provincial governor and Interior Ministry officials of the 
Department of Local Administration decide jointly which townships will be reorganized. They will 
also agree on the scheduling of the training sessions. 

This and other programs involving the northeast area are especially important because the people 
of this area have historically felt themselves neglected by the national government. This is a 
somewhat poorer area agriculturally than the fertile central plains area and several other factors 
set the northeast apart from the rest of Thailand including geography as the northeast is a 
plateau area separated from the rest of the country by a chain of mountains. 

The developing democracy program has been in operation just a little over one year .. In the first 
year of operation, 1966, six training teams operated one-week training sessions for township 
council m~bers in sixty-one townships in the northeast provinces. The plans for 1967 are to 
reorganize 197 townships utilizing thirteen training teams. All of these townships are located 
in eleven of the fourteen "accelerated rural development" provinces in the north and northeast 
areas. In total, there will be 646 townships reorganized by March 1969 in the currently-planned 
developing democracy program covering the accelerated rural development provinces. (In March 1967 
an additional four provinces were designated in the accelerated rural development category. It is 
expected that this will add about 100 townships to the developing township program. The initial 
reaction of the Interior Ministry is that these additional townships can be absorbed into the 
program planned for completion by 1969.) 

In several provinces loca'i,d N"n& the. b"rd,~ of. J..a~s .alJ.. pf ~he J:~sIV.Ps in those provinces will 
be reorganized. These a~ :the frtvin~s:o! Na~on ~,xpn, "d, :Sakhtn~tf'hon and Nong Khai. 

•• ••• ••• • • •• • • • ••• •• •• •• • ••• ••• ••• •• ••• • ••• ••• •• • •• ••• •• 
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Officials of the Ministry of Interior are now working on plans to extend the developing town
ship program throughout aU-recHHtts ef ~e c01!lntrv-.- IA1!t~l- ,,\a~s ~lll-decentral1ze this task . . ~--.. . .. ... ' . .. .. .. 
to the nine regional offices-oiitothe-miniMtry.with othe posstiWiit, atfe belil9l1ing this ext,~nsion in 
late 1968. : :: :.: : • : : ::: :: .: 

•• ••• • ••••••• •• •• • ••••• 
IS THE TOWNSHIP THE RIGHT LEVEL? 

The township level of government has been criticized as being the most awkward level of govern
ment and not worthy of revitalization. In terms of the objectives of the Thai Government, however 
I believe the township level was well chosen. This judgment is based on the following factors: 

1) Through the Thai community development program and 
specifically the village leadership training program, 
local self-government on the village-level needed a 
follow-on program. There was a need for a level of 
self-government beyond the village to broaden the 
interests of the villagers. Furthermore, a township 
provides a means of undertaking projects of common 
interest which are too large for one village. 

2) The township council provides village leaders with 
an opportunity to exchange views on how to approach 
and solve village problems. 

3) In terms of area, the township is about the limit 
that can be encompassed at this time given local 
transportation means, i.e., walking. In fact, the 
township limits were originally set on the basis of 
how far a man could walk in one day! 

4) It is much easier for the district officer and others 
on his staff to have contact, and more frequent con
tact, with the township chiefs rather than with each 
and every village chief. For example in the District 
of Yasothon, Province of Ubon, there are only 15 
townships but almost 150 villages. 

5) There is a desire to make the district officers 
more responsive to the wants of the local in
habitants. The township has the potential of 
becoming a more effective counterweight to the 
district officer than just one village. 

NEED TO IMPROVE EDUCATION 

In order to place the developing democracy program in Thailand in its proper perspective, some 
mention must be made of the educational system and its relationship to political modernization. 
From my brief study of the developing township program and the educational system, I could find 
little in the educational system which was supportive of the efforts of the government to secure 
more individual participation in local government. 

First, the education level of the people is not high, especially in the rural areas where 851. 
of the people live. Four out of five students who complete the fourth grade in Thailand do not 
go further. In most rural areas, where schools exist only through the lower primary level, less 
than one in five go beyond the fourth grade. The figure may be even lower in the northeast area. 

Second, for those who only go through the fourth grade, the curriculum is not very relevant to 
the farm work they will be doing thereafter because the offering consists mainly of academic-type 
subjects. 

Lastly, the teaching methods do not contribute to an ability to think independently, to solve 
problems or to use initiative. Rote learning by the students with ~hasis on learning for the 

•• •••• •• •• ..~,.... • eA-.. •• sake of passing examinations d4>es notl serve .t~ iacrease l:ae.cre8ltiire.alh.JoLU.e. of the individual. 
The schools seem to place more:stre~o~ tiC ~t\'s Iqp o~tlgat(Pns Of ~ ln4ividual rather than 
than on his potential for deve1.it-a~C::. : •• : : _. - __ • - _ • :. _. ..: •• : 
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In discussions with several Thai educators, one of them stated, "Teaching students to know and 
speak the truth is oIV!.of.t.¥ I¥joli proh.J.ems .~at.lI'e.hl6~ ". i,.I .,ielterpreted him, he was alluding 
to the fact that most: stuhntS: tU: the: ttae~er,· ,nd:o~ers: iO.au¢otity, what they think the 
listener wants to heSf raSher ~hfn:what:41f re~lly te!i'l"es.:: :: 

•• ••• • ••••••• •• •• • ••••• 
Another Thai educator whom I met, writing in a periodical which is distributed to all elementary 
school teachers in one area in the northeast, had this to say about the subject of democracy: 

Some people speak of democracy without knowing what it is. Some people think 
that they understand the meaning of it. Fewer people admit that they don't know 
and the people who truly do know the meaning of democracy are not eaSily fOund. 
As teachers, it is our duty to cultivate the dream of democracy for the youth of 
our country and we should, therefore, understand democracy thoroughly beforehand. 

The writer then goes on to quote a definition of democracy which he likes which was given by the 
president of a teachers' college: "Democracy is the relationship between individuals which has 
three basic foundation stones--respect, unity and intelligence." 

Commenting on the first qualification, the writer then makes the following observation: 

••• respect, the Thai people possess this in excess. The majority of 
us easily accept the opinions of others. We do not like to express our 
own opinions of others. We do not like to express our own opinions at 
all and we prefer to be followers rather than leaders. This is perhaps 
true because we do not have confidence in ourselves. This characteristic 
can be called a failure to have respect for oneself. This is thought 
provoking for how can one who has no respect for himself have respect for 
others? It seems probable that in building democracy in our country we 
must consider this matter before any other. 

Between these two Thai educators, I believe they have the basis for political development: train
ing people to know the truth and to have the confidence and leadership ability to speak the truth. 

The schools potentially can play the most important role in Thailand to ensure that modernizing 
factors in the society are channeled into an evolutionary, rather than a revolutionary, framework. 
No other agency is in a better position to prepare the coming generation for its full partici
pation in the national economic, social and political development of Thailand. If the government 
seriously desires progress toward political modernization, it must devote more of its resources 
and attention to making changes in its educational system. In this regard, a statement made by 
Walter Vella in 1955 holds true today: 

Ultimately, democratic progress in Thailand depends on the creation of the 
conditions for democracy from below rather than imposition of the democratic forms from 
above. And these conditions--popular education, literacy, and political awareness-
are slowly and silently developing in Thailand.3 

The following changes, would importantly contribute to Thailand's goal of preparing its citizens 
for self-government: 

a) Compulsory education should be raised to Grade 7 in those 
areas where it is still at the Grade 4 level. Four grades 
in Thailand barely makes a child literate. Although seven 
grades will not give a child an understanding of complex 
political theory--at least it is an interim goal which 
will contribute greatly. This means building more 

• • • • 

schools and training more teachers which will be very 
costly. (Furthermore, every child who is expected to 
end his education at Grade 7 should be taught some non
academic subjects in grades 6 and 7 to help prepare him 
for his vocation, i.e., farming in most cases. Ideally, 
two distinct tracks - academic and vocational - could be 
set up for grades 6 and 7.) 
•• ••• • • • •• •• • • ••• • ••• •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ••• • • • • • 
• •• • •• • • • • • • • •• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •• ••• • ••• • •• •• • • • ••• •• 
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b): !'~e :~l"d ~~h.zd of. ~~t'i .1'eaI'ttnC ~l~ IZ~ "t'1>!.aced 
• ill ilf\7ore of imsti4l:ut:in2t an e.na1Pyatlllc .a:8" preblem
:s:l:ing ~ppr:ach ~~~pte~ to lh: ~all:n8es t~ 'e 
·!ouMein 'Ii mMlrn''tz!.ngesocUty~ "rhe ~brlc~i~~ 

should be to train the individual to be a rational, 
truth-seeking being. 

CONCLUSIONS 

1. The developing democracy program is ably contributing towards the Thai government's 
objectives of closing the gap between it and the remote villages. At the same time it 
is facilitating self-government on the township level--admittedly within a very limited 
sphere. However, over an extended period, it will provide experience which will be use
ful in a broader political context. Moreover, the same qualities involved in political 
modernization will also foster economic advancement: individual initiative and a prag
matic approach. 

2. Although the program is a small factor in the government's overall plan to meet 
communist insurgency, it is, in my estimation, one of the most important. It directly 
answers the cOllllllUnist charge that the villagers have no say in their government. It is 
a program the government can cite to illustrate that it is preparing the people for the 
elections which will be held after the constitution is promulgated. 

3. In this and other programs, the government must be careful not to create the im
pression that it is over concerned with the insurgency problem. Too much government 
presence in the rural villages might start the people worrying about the problem more 
than is warranted--especially in view of the previous almost complete absence on the 
part of the government from the local scene. It must be recognized, however, that 
this is a difficult trap to avoid and still get the necessary job done. 

4. There is no quick substitute to the careful, orderly manner in which the govern
ment is proceeding with the township development program. Changes in century-old ways 
on the part of villagers and government officials cannot be made overnight. It would 
be preferable that the program extend beyond the target date of 1969 than to sacrifice 
the quality of the training. 

5. Before the program is extended to other areas of Thailand, the government should 
ensur, that there is adequate follow-up on the townships reorganized in the fourteen 
northeast border provinces. The officials most involved in the follow-up aspects are 
the Assistant District Officers for Rural Development. Frequent follow-up training 
sessions should be held with these officers by the Interior Ministry and provincial
level officials. They should ensure that these district officers are working closely 
with the township chiefs and councils. 

6. The goal of the central government, in addition to securing as wide an area 
coverage as possible, should be to work on the quality development of those few 
townships that can be given more responsibility for home-rule through their 
designation as "juristic" townships. With the power to tax and disburse funds, 
the area for self-initiative and progress by the township leaders would be much 
expanded. 

7. Educational reform must be carried out to support the long-run effort and 
talent required to build local institutions capable of meeting the social, 
economic and political needs of the people. 

8. In developing plans for new programs, the government should ensure that the 
ministries adhere to its policy that the township councils appropriately partici
pate in new activities being introduced at the local level by the various govern
ment bureaus. 

9. The district and pro~ifci:l level: sho~\d i~~o~pola;~.townsh!~-id~ntified 
projects into their develQplllent: 'ulgets.w'ea sucQ prQje,cts ar. \.eyon: fiIli~ 
local unit's capabilities:: e:: e::· e • e : .: : : .::: 

•• •• •• • ••• ••• ••• •• ••• • ••• ••• •• • •• ••• •• 
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10. The government's efforts to decentralize project planning and implementation 
should be encouraged ~ tQ~ w~l Qelp ~e p~~vi~~al-~,l.ag~\p~.ration to be 
flexible enough to mett:l~~all)'-~xtres~d:neljds.·. ::. ::. :: 

• •• • • ••• • ••• •• •• 
11. If additional ;,e~s:"ntel· C'~s:1jac~ .r .. !eq1~Jea ~ iq,1:1II¥lt!.fle township self

government program, or other local programs, a special effort should be made to enlist 
the energies of the younger men of the villages. Many of the more able young men in 
the population are now leaving the village to escape the stagnation of the traditional 
life. For those who remain, a conscious effort should be made to secure these 
youngsters' involvement in worthwhile projects -- especially during the lull period 
between harvest and planting time. This may help them to resist temptations which are 
now being offered them by the communists to escape from the stagnation by joining in 
their adventures. 

12. Opportunities should be created on the local level to permit leadership train
ing opportunities to begin at an earlier age. Scouting organizations, already in 
existence, should be expanded in area coverage and extended through older-age groups. 
Also, student council-type organizations in the schools might be considered to per
mit leadership training experiences. 

13. To date, the United States has had minimal involvement in the Thai developing 
democracy program. Advisory service has been given at the ministerial level by 
several officials of the U.S. Operations Mission in Bangkok. This has included 
technical assistance on training matters, general coordination and program planning. 
The USOM has also provided the vehicles and equipment required by the training teams. 
I believe this amount of involvement has been correct and should continue at about 
the same level. 

The leadership of the Thai Government for a number of very valid reasons has initiated the 
Developing Democracy Program at the township level. They realize that because the people, 
especially in the rural areas, are not clamoring for more participation, it will take much 
more time for the villagers to change their traditional attitudes. The handicap of having 
had a centralized, authoritarian system will act as an anchor in trying to foster local self
government. This is recognized by one key Thai official .• and is expressed in the follOWing 
translation (somewhat garbled) from a 1964 Interior Ministry study of village and township headmen. 

The development of local self government of countries in the East and the 
West are run on different lines. In Eastern countries the trend is guided by 
the central government. .Because the pattern of administration is the type 
favoring centralization of authority from the very beginning, it does not 
favor the thoughts of creative developments in the localities. Whereas in 
Europe and America, the people have initiative in thoughts and the development 
in the locality arise from the initiative of the people. When these small 
local governments combine to form a nation, the establishment of democracy has a 
firm foundation. 4 

It must be admitted that Thailand has neither a history of federalism nor are there 
masses of politically-aware individuals throughout the country demanding a larger role. However, 
it is to the credit of the present Thai government that its leaders are, acting in their tradi
tional way. handing down to their people an opportunity to use a form of local government they 
believe their country needs in a modernizing world. It is to be expected that the ideology which 
will eventually be built around these forms of government will be uniquely Tbai--and probably 
effective and successful! 

•• ••• • • • •• •• • • ••• • ••• •• • • .. .. • • • • .. .. • • • • • • .. • • • • • • • ••• .. • • • • • • •• • •• .. • • • • .. • •• • • 
if • • • • • • • • • • • • • .. • •• ••• • ••• • •• •• • • • • •• • • 
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FOOTNOTES 

IFrom an excellent tract entitled, "The Northeastern Village: A Non-Participatory 
Democracy" by Stephen B. Young, Bangkok, September 1966. 

2These findings are from "A Study in Village Organization and Leadership in Thailand," 
by Toshio Yatsushiro, USOM Research Division, Bangkok, June 1966. 

3walter F. Vella, The Impact of the West on Government in Thailand, University of 
California Press, Berkeley, California, 1955. 398 pp. 

4Kamnan and Puyaiban: (Township Chief and Village Headman) Their Origin, History and 
Importance to Village Development in Thailand, by Mr. Snit Vilaichitt, LLb, M.A., (Thammasat); 
Deputy Director General, Department of Local Administration, Ministry of Interior, Government 
of Thailand, July 1964. Translated through USOM/Thailand, January 1967. 
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Based on direct, first-hand field obse~tons, de Young's 
book presents a descriptive account of the lives of the 
Thai peasants who live in the north, the northeast and 
those parts of the central area not in the delta region. 
Here a synoptic account of the daily activities in a 
Thai village is presented, designed to give the lay 
reader a picture of how a Thai peasant and his family 
live and work in present-day Thailand, to show how the 
life of the peasant has changed in the last half century 
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