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Abstract

This study examines the status of communication rights in Thailand through four main
indicators — related laws and regulation, freedom of the press, freedom of information, diversity of
content, and the public sphere in mass media. The scope of study covers the mentioned four areas.
The research uses mainly qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews and documentary
research alongside quantitative method like content analysis to uncover findings.

The research has these findings. First, with respect to law and policies that relate to
communicating in the public sphere, the study finds a number of laws and provisions that support
freedom of the press particularly after the promulgation of the 1997 Constitution, the People Charter.
Nevertheless, subsequent incidents like the failed selection of members of the National Broadcast
Council has created a regulatory vacuum which allows the incumbent Department of Public Relations
to intervene in important movements like community radio broadcasting.

As for freedom of the press, the study finds many problems and constraints. The study
looks into two periods — the period under former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra administration
(only the second term and the period prior to the coup d'etat in September 2006) and the period
subsequent to the coup. During the Thaksin regime, freedom of the press was found to be in retreat
with  many subtly-devised schemes for control including libel/defamation lawsuits, editorial
interference through business takeover, business connection and political influence, censorship in
state-owned media, and press harassment and coercion through grassroots political allies. In the
post-coup period, however, there are important changes that affect freedom of the press. These
changes manifest in the nature of control, object of control and the role of professional organizations.
Based on in-depth interviews with news editors and chiefs, freedom of the press is perceived to be
relatively higher in the post-coup period. The new regime tends to resort to requests for co-operation
and patron-client favors. The Internet also emerges as relatively more important target of control.
Meanwhile, representatives from professional media organizations have been opportunistic, from
their existence in the legislature, to push for new media laws to replace old authoritarian laws.

Furthermore, after ten years of enforcement of the first freedom of information law, the study
finds that many obstacles still remain in fostering transparency through open disclosure of public
information including the general lack of knowledge about freedom of information in government
officials, as well as their negative attitudes and values towards information disclosure.

As for diversity in media content and the public sphere in mass media, the research finds
that content diversity is low in Thai television with high concentration in entertainment programs while
lacking in news analysis programs. Meanwhile, a comparative textual study is carried out in two
news talk programs — krong stha nakarn and theung look theung khon which finds that the former

has elements that resemble a public sphere more than the latter.
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° http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_interest fiuatiun1sgana el

The public interest refers to the "common well-being" or "general welfare." The public interest is central to

policy debates, politics, democracy and the nature of government itself. While nearly everyone claims that aiding the

common well-being or general welfare is positive, there is little, if any, consensus on what exactly constitutes the

public interest.

There are different views on how many members of the public must benefit from an action before it can be
declared to be in the public interest:

at one extreme, an action has to benefit every single member of society in order to be truly in the public
interest;_at the other extreme, any action can be in the public interest as long as it benefits some of the population
and harms none.

The public interest is often contrasted with the private or individual interest, under the assumption that what
is good for society may not be good for a given individual and vice versa. This definition allows us to "hold constant"
private interests in order to determine those interests that are unique to the public. Stephen Krasner, a political
scientist used a similar methodology in his book Defending the National Interest. Krasner identifies cases in which no
corporate interest is found in US foreign policy in order to identify and analyze a national interest.

However, society is composed of individuals, and the public interest must be calculated with regard to the
interests of its members. There is wide-ranging debate about whether the public interest requires or destroys the idea
of human rights, about the degree to which the ends of society are the ends of its individual members, and the degree
to which people should be able to fulfill their own ambitions even against the public interest. The public interest is a
crucial, if ill-defined, concept in much political philosophy.

It is also possible that in some cases advancing the public interest will hurt certain private interests. This
risks the "tyranny of the majority" in any democracy, since minorities' interests may be overridden. On the other hand,

we are all a minority in some capacity - thus, protection of minority rights arguably becomes part of the public interest.
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