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Executive Summary

Thailand has concluded several free trade agreements (FTAs) with a number of its
trading partners, including China, India, Australia and New Zealand. It is also in the process
of negotiating or concluding FTAs with Japan and the US. As suggested by economic
models, such FTAs are likely to contribute to economic growth and job creation, at least in
the aggregate level. However, there has been strong resistance by NGOs and the general
public against these FTAs. The resistance can be attributed to a number of reasons, ranging
from pure misunderstandings resuited from insufficient information dissemination or
explanation by the government, the belief that the net benefit of FTAs is negative, the
differences in ideologies or worldviews, the preferences for different naticnal development

strategies, just to name a few.

The opposition against FTAs has occasionally escalated to political and social
conflicts. The conflicts are then aggravated by the lack of broad public participation in the
negotiation process, the insufficiency of information disseminated and the lack of effective

mechanisms to reduce the negative impacts of those adversely affected.

The goal of this project is to promote public participation in FTAs. During the past
two-year term of the project, our research team has been actively involved in information
dissemination aiming at promoting public participation in FTAs. In particular, we have
created a specialized website (www.ftadigest.com), organized and participated in about 50
seminars, public lectures and training courses in Bangkok and three provinces. We have
also held a number of press conferences, and published a series of articles in the Bangkok

Biz News, a leading local newspaper.

Overall the audiences have been very receptive. For example, our FTA Digest
website has been accessed about 27,000 times with over 280,000 pages viewed during its
one year operation. The three provincial seminars were well attended by local businesses,
academicians, students and those who were interested in FTAs. The seminars were
broadcasted by local radios and cable television stations. Our Bangkok seminars were
usually fully packed and their contents were covered in considerable detail in national

newspapers, radios and televisions.



As indicated by our activities, there has been a great demand for information related
to the substances and the impacts of FTAs among the general public. However, detailed
information related to the ongoing negotiations is usually withheld by governmental agencies
on the ground of confidentiality. Similar problems have also been experienced in other
countries, including developed countries such as Canada and Australia. In many cases, it is
found that the lack of public participation is closely related to the minor role played by the
parliaments in the scrutinizing the agreements. In other words, where the parliament is given
limited roles in supervising trade negotiations, information related to FTAs tends to be

disseminated in a limited manner and the public is deprived of its rights to be consulted.

Thus a key solution for enhancing public participation in FTA negotiations is to
provide greater roles to the parliament. In the case of Thailand, this will involve amending
the Constitution and enacting a new law similar to the US Trade Act of 2002, Equipped with
an authority to scrutinize and approve the draft agreements, the parliament can then
become an effective channel to disseminate information related to the agreements and a

forum for public consultation.
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