Abstract

The objective of this research report is to study the progress from
recognition of human rights toward recognition of community rights in
Thai society. What are the conditions and processes involved? How have
people’s movements protected community rights which have been
violated or whose exercise has been blocked by state development plans?
The report covers changes in policy, bureaucratic structures, and
community rights movements alike.

The report calls particular attention to the role of popular movements
which attempt to prevent violation of human rights and which have
adapted themselves to the political, economic and social contexts of each
period. During periods of dictatorship, the concern has been with
violations of political and legal rights, whereas under the capitalistic
economic development regime, the call for economic and social rights
has come to the fore, leading to questions about state development
policies as well as demands for the right to peace. The concept of
community rights has been developed from these roots as attempts have
been made to change power relations among communities, the state and
society in a way which promotes greater equality and recognition of
social diversity.

From the time of the First National Economic Development Plan in 1961
to that of the Eighth National Social and Economic Development Plan of
2001, the state’s development policies reveal a process of economic
policymaking which has altered the structure of the Thai state under the
pressure of international markets, international organizations and
transnational firms. Under both dictatorship and democracy, power elites,
including top academics as well as provincial politicians/businesspeople
and later on national and international capitalists/politicians, have
changed the state’s structure in a way which benefits capitalist
development, all the while dividing the spoils among themselves. In the
21% century, the influence of globalization has reduced the
authoritarianism of the Thai state only to result in state policies
promoting neoliberal economic development without borders. The
destructive effect on local communities has been severe.

Studies of three local areas — Rasisalai, Songkhla Lake and Thung Yai
Naresuan — suggest how movements for community rights have grown up
in this context. Such movements are not founded on a notion of fixed
traditional customs, but take account of the changes constantly occurring
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in both outward and inward circumstances. For example, small fisherfolk
have joined with city communities who also make use of the Songkhla
Lake basin in building together a definition of rights in developing basin
resources. The Rasisalai community tackled the issue of rights to
livelihoods connected with the local ecosystem, especially the seasonally
flooded forests and its associated resources. This led to growing
recognition that the state should compensate not merely for legally-
owned land lost to its projects, but also for a whole range of commons
defined through community customs and culture. Karen communities in
Thung Yai, meanwhile, organized their defense of community rights
around their distinctive culture and its resource base and domestic
production system.

None of these three movements for community rights is willing to
surrender to state development policy or to laws destructive of
community life. All of them constantly make adaptations in their
encounter with globalization and connect themselves to other community
movements, as well as to groups who use the same resources and groups
who have access to information from the state, such as NGOs, academics,
and the mass media, in order to lay a public basis for challenges to state
development policy and to the rhetoric and beliefs the state and capital
use in their attempt to dominate society.

To solve the problem of violations of community rights, it is necessary to
make power relationships at the community level more equal and just,
ensure that community use of local ecosystems can be sustained through
community networks and their culture, and coordinate with other groups
in society in a common push for liberation in values, beliefs and culture.
The point is to change policy and legal and bureaucratic mechanisms
which are now an obstacle to communities’ ability to decide their own
future. Developing the community rights concept is one way of
attempting to protect political, economic, social and culrural rights
violated by the state and by capital.

Future studies should provide materials about community rights and their
development from popular movements which can build broader support
for local struggles to change power relations and build a stronger
institutional system of community rights.
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