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Executive Summary

Thailand has decentralized its administration since the promulgation of Royal
Constitutions in 1997 and 2007. Major foundations for local administration have been
institutionalized in the 2007 Constitution and the Decentralization Plan and Process Act
of 1999. For instance, (i) local autonomy of local government in managing its affairs
(Articles 281, 282, and 283 of the 2007 Constitution), (i) efficiency and effectiveness in
local public management and service delivery (Article 283 of the 2007 Constitution),
(iii) proper intergovernmental relationship (Article 282 of the 2007 Constitution) and (iv)
civic participation in local affairs (Articles 284, 285, 286 and 287 of the 2007 Constitution)

To date, the devolution of service responsibilities, fiscal and human resources and legal
authority to local governments has been carried out for more than a decade. Therefore,
it is about time to review the success and/or failure of Thai decentralization in several
respects. How much progress is Thai devolution in accordance with the Constitutions and
the Decentralization Act? Has the principle of local-self government been promoted and
actually materialized? What are the enabling factors “for” the decentralization and, on
the other hand, “against” it? How has the decentralization policy been mobilized by the
government and related central government agencies? More importantly, can the past
decentralization efforts bring about the improvement in service delivery at the
communal level and/or the improvement in the quality of life of local constituents and
by how? This research is, hence, aimed at providing concrete evidence to the

abovementioned questions.

What and How to Review?

A group of researchers from the Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkom University has
been contracted from the Office of Prime Minister’s Office of Thailand, by the Office of
National Decentralization Committee (ONDC), to review the progress of Thai
decentralization for the past two decades (1997 to 2013) in order to unveil the
successes/failures and the outcomes of Thai decentralization. Reviews of policy changes
and implementation were massively conducted. Field data were also compiled and
analyzed from (i) a sample of 110 local governments scattering around the country,
comprising local governments of all sizes and varying local contexts, and from (i) a
systematic household survey of 11,430 local residents in the sampled local jurisdictions.
The research team also conducted several focus group meetings in order to acquire

in-depth information regarding the decentralization policy implementation.
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Is 15-Year Decentralization in Thailand Success or Failure?

It can be said Thai-style decentralization has moderately been successful. Several
successes evidently emerge. First, local governments are now providing more varieties of
public services to local constituents, especially in compulsory education, infrastructure
improvement and health and human services. They provide their constituency easily
accessible basic services which have hardly been realized in the past by regional

government agencies.

Additionally, there is evidence showing that the services provided by local government
authority are more directed toward indigent people and the disadvantaged. Those from
relatively poor income families can now have a wider access to the needed services and,
hence, are more satisfied with their local governments. In addition, they can easily get
involved in local planning and budget decision making and prefer having local authorities
as part of their daily lives. These have proved Thai local authorities are now trustworthy

political and administrative institutions for people at the grassroots.

Moreover, a household survey and focus-group meetings with local residents indicated
that local public services have several advantages to local constituency. For example,
local authorities now provide more opportunity for quality education, more accessible
primary health-care services, wider social services, improved qualify of local

infrastructures and more programs to promote jobs, occupations and family income.

More importantly, Thai decentralization and local administration have been firmly
legalized and promoted as one of the national priorities. Fiscal and human resources are
massively devolved into the hands of local authority. The principle of local self
government now becomes part of the Constitution. Several laws and regulations have
been enacted and/or amended in order to facilitate the working of local administration.
Presently local administrators become active partners in providing public services and

have a better status to public acceptance.

What is not progressive and should be amended in the future is about the continued
devolution of service responsibilities, decision-making authority as well as human and
fiscal resources to the hands of local authority. The devolution process was relative slow
in the past 6 — 7 years in accordance with the Constitution and the Decentralization law.
In effect, local authorities have very restricted roles and authority in taking care of their
local issues and communal problems despite the fact that many Thai cites are more
urbanized nowadays and city problems become more complex. Local administrators are
supposed to be equipped with more autonomy and more effective management tools
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which are capable of solving the increasingly complex issues. However, this has not yet

been the case in Thailand owing to several obstacles to the past decentralization efforts.

What are the Obstacles against the Decentralization?

There are two major barriers to decentralization: one is from the policy mobilization and

another is about the fundamental designs of Thai decentralization.

1. It is evident for the past 15 years that the decentralization policy has not been
continuously implemented. Instead there are several movements and administrative
regulations that hinder the decentralization policy implementation. Besides, there are
disruptive changes in government’s administrative direction as well as political instability
for the past ten years, all of which have drawbacks in making a slow progress on the
decentralization. In effect, decentralization policy discontinuity at the national level
allows the implementation of the policy into the hands of national-level bureaucrats,
who more or less have conflicting interests to the devolution. As a result, no major
strategic measure has ever been put in place after the first few years of the

decentralization movement.

2. There are also some flaws in the design of decentralization plan that gears toward the
Subsidiarity principle. It has been realized that there is an imbalance between the
transfers of service responsibilities and the transfers of personnel to local authority for
the past ten years. Quite often have small localities received several hundreds of service
devoLutfon, while the transfers of personnel to localities are too few, about one to two
personnel on average per locale. This has left small localities with limited capacity to
carrying out all of the transferred functions in an efficacious manner. Things get worse
when central government agencies have no strong will to help local governments carry
out their basic and devolved functions. No legal and administrative measures have ever
been advanced by central government personnel and put into effective use in escalating
local government capabilities.

3. Another major flaw in Thai decentralization policy design is about the enforcement of
decentralization laws. Decentralization is neither compulsory nor mandate from the
State. Indeed it gives a big room for central government administrators to decide on a
voluntary basis whether or not to decentralize authority and resources to local
governments. Without any strong policy determination from the top administration and
legal enforcement or necessary punishment, Thai decentralization has got a big pause.
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Future Directions for the Decentralization

There are several policy guidelines and recommendations for future decentralization.

1. Decentralization policy is a must for Thailand. The past effort has proved some
successes in the improved quality of life of communal residents. If the policy is not
continued, those at the grassroots will be severely affected from the abandoned local
services. As Thailand is getting more urbanized in several jurisdictional areas, it is
desirable that the country needs more autonomous and capable local governments to
handling with emerging local issues and, hence, Thailand needs more decentralization

as a strategic way to promote a country’s sustainable growth and development.

2. Thailand has to reconsider the design of service devolution to local authority which
needs to be done with great care in the future. It is not just the fullest devolution to the
lowest level of governments by the Subsidiarity principle. This is because the past 15-
year decentralization has shown that the small localities whose capabilities are restricted
are not able to fulfill all of their devolved tasks. Here, there should be a balanced
transfer between the capacity and size of a local government and the size of service
devolution. In this respect, a larger local government such as a provincial administrative
organization (PAO) as well as a large municipal government should obtain more

devolved functions in the future.

3. There should be an overhaul about the thinking of decentralization policy
implementation. It should be compulsory and no central ministry should ever have a
sole authority to make its own decision NOT to further decentralize. The reform of the
policy implementation mechanism is also necessary. To date, there is fragmentation
among several central agencies in working and coordinating the promotion of
decentralization policy. No coherent policy has been issued among the fragmented
agencies in facilitating decentralization and strengthening capacity of local personnel in a
timely and effective manner. In the near future, there should be a single authority to put
forward the decentralized administration and it should work independently under the
direct command of Thai Prime Minister.

4. Additionally, it is about time to unleash the capacity of local government from
unnecessary rules and tight controls over local activities. For instance, control over local
personnel expenses, local planning and budget making from the Ministry of Interior, etc.
can be altered to constituency control over the locality. Otherwise, the tight control
over local bureaucracies will have detrimental effects in making local government less
enthusiastic in providing the fullest quality services to local constituents.
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5. Last but not least, the path to future decentralization is to create a “Province” as a
full-scale local authority without any redundancy to provincial administration in
providing provincial services. Here, there should be only an elected governor and council
members who are responsible for all local affairs in a province, and a people council can
be erected if necessary in order to monitor the working of local authority. Besides, some
“special forms of local district” can also be institutionalized in order to have extra
authority to solving particular local issues. All of these require legal and administrative
measures that help to facilitate the provincial and special district transformation in the
near future.

To be certain, the administrative transformation for the next decade comes with high
costs and people’s lives at the local level hinges on these massive changes. This calls
for systematic design and strategies that smoothly facilitate the working of a province
self governing body and other forms of local governments as well as the close

monitoring of its outcomes.
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