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ENVIRONMENTAL MEDIA IN THAILAND FOR SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT IN THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION. ADVISER:
PITCH PONGSAWAT Ph.D., 123 pp.

The emergence of Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) in Thailand
has provided a new communication tools for people and helped to empower CBOs and
NGOs to voice their concerns and t [tf ustainable development in Thailand and
the Greater Mekong Subregion LG ludes Myanmar/Burma, Cambodia,
Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and tw of China - Yunnan and Guangxi.
Since 1992, the GMS pro Development Bank (ADB) has
] icies. such as the construction of

h}rdmp(}“rer ﬁams and rap] asiiy i Wﬂ'ﬂﬂm M’Ekﬂﬂg River, These
development schemes have hd 4 negative im local communities and the
environment in Mekong Widest er hme { ian financial crisis occurred
in 1997, Thailand has tindesgon€ many economic and soctal changes and a noticeable

environmental conflicts between people and
government over the dSe - ources. / ﬁck of recognition of social
problems and people’s har ' evid :‘?ﬁ mﬁlent policies and mainstream
media reports, CBOs and § have become the media prowder themselves through
the use of Alternative Online Envi m!qe tal Media (AQEM) to voice out their concerns

This study employs buthqﬂﬁmau | , ualltatwe methods of documentary
research, in-depth mteﬁlaws and website cor sis by using Gibson and Ward’s

Model (2001). The examination of ACOENM } “Tilai CBO - Mekong-Lanna
Natural Resources. an¢ € - \ fekang Lover; (2) Thai NGO -
Living River Siam; anﬂ_]] [nternatio aternational River (Southeast Asia
campaigning page), is 10 understand ﬂ'.le ﬁmchnns of AOEM to promote sustainable
development in the GMSs, The three ogganizations’ websites are analyzed as
communication m&?mﬁmmlﬁ%ﬁl?y them to achieve: (1)
dissemination o orkin NGDs themselves, and
other working in w::luals and groups; and (3) the urgamzatm puhl:c campaigns.
The thr cerns regarding
o e BT U Ty o s
the cost oficampaigning, to streamline updating and reporting processes, and to increase
the effectiveness of online petitions. The findings also reveal that the impact of new
information communication technologies have contributed positive changes to

environmental organizations and GMS citizens” access to more information and social
justice in terms of achieving truly sustainable development.
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OPERATIONAL TERMS

Alternative Online
EnvironmentalMedia(AOEM)

Sustainable Development

An online communication tool which provides
community-based organizations (CBOs) and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) with an interactive
and real-time networking platforms, which allow for an
increased ability to promote sustainable development in
the . Greaterr Mekong Sub-region (GMS) in the
following waysi(1) to disseminate information to the
public; (2) to network among other issue-based
environmental organizations; and (3) to organize

campaigns.

A pattern (if.resource use that: (1) aims to meet human
needs while p?eserving the environment so that human
needs<can b;;,.-m.et not only in the present, but also for
generations to come; (2) the decision-making power of

s il o .
resgurce usage must come from meaningful and non-

“Coercive participation.and decisions of all parties and

concerned-—peoples,—specifically peoples who have a

voice in decisions affecting their safety and livelihoods.



CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

1.1) Background

The Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) consists of Myanmar/Burma, Cambodia
Laos, Thailand,Vietnam,and two Southern provinces of China - Yunnan and Guangxi.
These countries have been facing critical problems due to development projects along
the Mekong River, specifically the construction” ofshydropower dams. Moreover, rapids
blasting and bridge construction by Asian Development Bank (ADB) in China have also
had a negative impact onw~downsiream GMS communities for over a decade.
Historically, decisions congerning such development projects have suffered from: (1)
lack of people participation #rom residents in‘local communities; and, (2) the inability of
the local voices in GMS communities to impact the decision making process. Such
development projects have led to deforestation, ecological and biodiversity decline,
impoverishment, socio-cultural: changes, Ioss_f of self-dependency and food insecurity
(Cornford and Matthews, 2007: Ransiey et aif,_i 2008).

Since the 1980s; the accelerated dére'gﬁlétion of scommerce worldwide has
increased the ease with"which corporate investment and trace flows circumnavigate the
planet. Regional and global free trade agreements (FTAs), General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) [later became World Trade Organization - WTO], mega-
hydropower damaprojects and investment treaties are furtheringithis trend. Admittedly,
the projects funded by powerful economic institutions such as transnational
corporationsy(FNEs);»Asian-Deyvelopment Bank+(ADB)and; theWarld Bank (WB) are
having an ever-greater impact on people and the'environment around the world (Greer
and Giannini, 1999). This paper will focus on the environmental impact these projects
have had on the GMS countries.

In 1992, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) initiated the GMS program in an
attempt toencourage a ‘regional approach’ to achieve rapid economic growth among six
GMS countries: Cambodia, Myanmar/Burma, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and China

(especially in Yunnan and Guangxi provinces) (Ransley et al., 2008). The GMS



program has resulted in the construction of roads, bridges, airports, ports, hotels,
casinos and dams across the region. Such projects have increased inequality and poverty
among the affected populations and led to deforestation, agricultural hardship and loss
of biodiversity in the GMS.

Figure 1.1 Map of Hydropower Damin GMS

Source: International Rivers (http://www.internationalrivers.org/en/node/2275)

Subsequently, an FTA between China and Thailand commenced in 2003, which
negatively, impacted-many. Fhai-citizens. [The, Chinese; government, cenducted massive
rapids blasting operations to ‘control water levels for easier‘trade navigation along the
Mekong River, which jeopardized the lives of villagers in northern Thailand. The
villagers,whose agricultural subsistence was once fully dependent on the Mekong River,
have faced radical changes in their lives. Many farmers and fishermen gave up their
traditional agricultural livelihoods and traded them for unskilled labor in nearby

provinces or in big cities (International Rivers, 2008).



Furthermore, the Chinese dam industry has become a global leader in dam
construction over the last decade. Chinese companies have planned construction for
eleven dams along upstream Mekong in China, dozens of dams downstream in other
GMS countries, and many more in other countries around the world. In the past several
years, Chinese financial institutions have stepped into filling gap left by traditional dam
funders such as the World Bank, and ADB. The Chinese government sees the new role
of Chinese enterprises, e.g. Sinohydro and Chian Exim Bank, and financiers are playing
as ‘win-win’ for China and the host countries involved. The Chinese government’s
policies are to encourage domestic companies and banks to conduct business and fund

building dams overseas (International Rivers, 2008):

The first mainstream Mekong dam in China, called ‘Manwan’ was started in 1993
and began generating electeCity by 1996, which was the first year that Chinese dam
began negatively impacting' ripagian.villagers in downstream Mekong. ‘Dashaoshan
Dam’ began generating.electricity in 2003, and “Jinghong Dam’ started to store water in
2008, with 5 electricity generators operating by May 2009. The largest dam called
‘Xiaowan,” which started to/Store Water and run the generator in September, 2009. As a
result, the downstream Mekaong peopie hav'é; be}en experiencing rapid flooding in the
rainy season and drastically low waier levels in the dry season, according to Mekong

Community Media Projectand International Rivers Report (Nopparat, 2010).

In Thailand, for instance, Chiang Khong and Chiang Saen districts of Chiang Rai
province in Northern Thailand, bordered by Bokeo province of Laos, have been
illustrated as examples of critically affected areas. An emboldened people’s movement
subsequently emérged against Mekong hydropower dams in upstream China. In late
2008, nearly,@ney hundredsvillages, aleng:Mekong, River: in~Chinap Thailand, Laos,
Cambodia-and" Vietnam ‘were flooded." The event ‘was noted as the Mekong River’s
worst floods in 100 years. Thousands of people were affected. Environmentalists and
scientists contend that this catastrophe was the result of mega- hydropower dams
upstream in China (Chua, 2008). The flood water was released from Jinghong Dam,
which is located about 345 kilometers from Chiang Saen District, Thailand, had
deleterious effects.. The impact of this disaster was cost at more than 85 million baht
(2.65 million USD) in 39 villages in three districts in Chiang Rai: Chiang Saen, Chiang
Khong and WiangKaen (Nopparat, 2010).



The Mekong River Commission (MRC) however claimed that the flooding had
not been caused by water released from big dams in China. As the result, the Thai
People’s Network on Mekong, the Foundation for Ecological Recovery, the Living
River Siam, and the Chiang Khong Conservation Group together released a joint
statement responding to the MRC’s claim. In the joint statement noted the severe
flooding were caused by the dam, and the flood had caused serious hardship to people
living along the Mekong River in Chiang Khong and Chiang Saen districts of Chiang
Rai and in Nong Kai provinces in Thailand. These organizations also used their
websites to distribute information and news (o raise awareness regarding the critical

situation.

Additionally, in March.2010;the dry weather has reduced Mekong water levels to
their lowest in three decadgs; affecting mare than 60 million people in the lower basin.
Consequently, saline water intruded /inland in the Mekong delta region of Vietnam and
caused crucial damage to freshwater fishery and agricultural farming (Daniel, 2010). As
of March 2011, one of the worst droughtsiin Southeast Asia in decades has lowered
water levels in the Mekong River, jeopardizing the lives of residents and hampering the
regional economy. Also, the severe drought'haé,h_ad an impact on food security, access

to clean water, river transport and fourism.

As a result, the negative efrects of the hydropower dam development projects in
the GMS have driven local people in Thailand to organize in an effort to mitigate the
ongoing threats to safety, security and the environment. The community-based
organizations (CBOs), which ‘are distinguishable from" both state-run and commercial
media organizations, have recently risen up. CBOs are using less centralized, affordable
cost chammels:wvia, online; media- toy communicate ~theirsown sustainable development
agendas. These CBOs are using online media to disseminate information, network and
organize (both internally and with other CBOs) which has resulted in an increased
awareness of human rights issues and an enhancement of CBOs’ ability to impact the

decision making process regarding development projects in the GMS.



1.2) Rationale

The development projects of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) program
have had an impact on local communities along Mekong River for two decades. Thai
people have been facing environmental problems from such demonstrably unsustainable
development schemes. Meanwhile, the mainstream media outlets, which are mostly
monopolized by state and corporate interests, rarely report or cover news which affects
local communities or addresses such communities’ social and environmental concerns.
It is hard to imagine how sustainable development is possible if local community voices

are not adequately represented in the dialogue regarding such issues.

As a result, community-based organizations (CBOs) and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) havesbegun 0 use online media as an alternative platform to
empower their organizations and ‘voice their concerns. Thus, Alternative Online
Environmental Media (AOEM) provides CBOs and NGOs with an interactive, real-time
networking platform which allows for.an increased ability to disseminate information to
the public. However, there are relatively few_fsﬁjdies concerning the role online media
plays in promoting sustainable development-‘i_h"tb_e GMS. The main focus of this thesis
is to study how effective CBOs and NGOs Io'cate;d and operated in Thailand use online

media to promote sustainable development in GMS.
1.3) Objectives

1.3.1) To identify roles and functions of, Alternative Online Environmental Media
(AOEM) injThailand in promoting sustainable development in GMS countries,
and-itsiestablishingroriginzin.Thailand

1.3.2) To examine relations between AOEM and mainstream media;

1.3.3) To examine the impact and challenges of organizations using AOEM



1.4) Major arguments/Hypotheses

Thailand and other Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) countries are
facingenvironmental problems due to GMS development projects, such as hydropower
dams, rapids blasting, and road and bridge construction. Such projects are considered
unsustainable, as they have resulted in an increase of inequality and poverty among the
affected populations, deforestation, agricultural hardship and loss of biodiversity in the
GMS.

In 1997, traditional or mainstream media iaced economic difficulties as a result
of the Asian financial crisis."Media agencies cut their news budgets and were likely to
report soft news, such as entertainment and sports news, rather than hard news, such as
social and environmental issues: As a result, many local people’s problems were not
recognized by these media agenc€ies. Thus, community-based organizations (CBOs) and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) began to use online media to raise awareness

regarding environmental issues and the-hardships borne by local communities.

While CBOs tend to use AOEM-‘t_id"promote sustainable development by
disseminating information and based on graSSrdbts communities’ experiences, NGOs
tend to use AOEM to disseminate informatioh about regional and international policies
and legal matters. AOEM has since become an important communication channel in

promoting sustainable development in Thailand and in other GMS countries.

The first. role of AOEM"is ta: disseminate information “about the environmental
impact of development projects and to propose development which is sustainable. The
second roley@f ~AGEM, s, to- allowy for cnetworking @ameng-~related issue-based
organizations ‘within " Thailand” and® GMS "countries "to~ strengthen™ alliances and
campaigning abilities. Lastly, the third role of AOEM is to organize among CBOs and
NGOs to pressure governments and private companies to halt or reconsider any
development project which poses a negative impact on Mekong communities. Also,
CBOs and NGOs use AOEM to continuously build up good relationship and work with

mainstream media to promote sustainable development in Thailand and GMS.



Therefore, the major hypothesis of this thesis is that AOEM plays a crucial role
as a communication medium for CBOs and NGOs to promote sustainable development
in Thailand and in other GMS countries.Moreover, Thai and GMS governments should
strengthen the AOEM in order to engage more voices from CBOs, NGOs and the

people forthe country development.
1.5) Methodology

The study of roles of Alternative Online Environmental Media (AOEM) in
Thailand for sustainable development applied both-gualitative and quantitative methods.
This study focused on examining information that was available in three intended
websites during December 2010 = March 2011, which attempted to answer the
functions of websites and thelr roles in promoting sustainable development in Thailand
and in GMS countries. Morgover, to complete the findings,the in-depth interviews with

CBOs and NGOs web ceordinators were very erucial in this research.

1.5.1) Documentary research
1.5.2) Website - content analysis of CBOs,and NGOs
1.5.3) In-depth interviews with CBOs’ and NGOs’ webmasters and

organizational staff of media teams

The websites are each an example of one of the following: a community-based
organization (CBO), a Thai-based governmental organization, and an international non-
governmental ofganization, all of which operate in"Thailand, This study examined the
use of online media of the following three organizations:

a. Mekong-Lanna Natural” Resources' and Culture~Conservation Networkis a

community-based organization, based in one of the development project affected-areas
in Chiang Khong district of Chiang Rai province, Northern Thailand. The Network’s

website address is www.mekonglover.com.

b. Living River Siamis a non-governmental organization, and well-known

among local, Mekong sub-regional and international communities as an organization

which researches the impact of hydropower dam construction and other development



projectsin GMS. Moreover, Living River Siam is the first organization to develop an
alternative methodology for ecological and cultural research for local people. As a
result, the research helped to empower local communities to retrieve their rights over
natural resources. The  organization has  developed its  website
‘www.livingriversiam.org’ to be recognized as a bay of informationabout dams in

Thailand and in Mekong neighbor countries.

c. International Riversis an international non-profit organization, based in the

United States. This study will focus on International River’s campaign on development
projects that affecting Rivers in Southeast Asia“(khailand, Burma, Cambodia, Laos and
Vietnam). The organization'is a global network and has a wide range of campaigning
areas in Latin America, Africaand“/Asia. Their work covers over 60 countries, including
Thailand. The website of dnternational Rivers — Southeast Asia campaign page is

www.internationalrivers.org/en/southeastasia.

The organizations* websites studied in this research have campaigns related to
development projects in Mekong River, an_d ‘the organizations express interests in
protecting the river and the rights.of the peoﬁi_é"s‘yyho earn their living from the Mekong
River. Moreover, the reasons of selection inte’n’de’d to study at various level and diverse
working nature of non=profit environmental 7or'g§r-|izations’ websites. Mekong Lover is
Thai community-based organization which also works with L.aos communities. Living
River Siam is Thai organization but their work covers the impact of development
projects in all of the Mekong countries. International Rivers is international
organization, butsthey are partially based in Thailand and focus on the Southeast Asia
region. These organizations also have been co-organizing and co-working toward
Mekongreampaigns-in affected-areas fon more-than @ decadey They: are well-known
organizations among environmental activists and civil society groupsin Mekong Sub-
region and international community. However, each organization has a different

approach in presenting information through its website.



1.5.1) Documentary research

This study containsinformation related to the origin and history of development
of online media in Thailand. The causes of the need of online media in Thai social and
environmental organizations are examined in this research. Furthermore, the study
specifically focuses on the background and development history of community-based
and non-governmental organizations in Thailand using Alternative Online

Environmental Media (AOEM). The documentation came from two sources:
1.5.1.1) Print documents and publicaticas such as information from books,
newspapers, articles, and related research thesis;

1.5.1.2) Websites of CBOsand NGOs

1.5.2) Website - content analysis of CBOs and NGOs

The websites wei€ apalyzed as communication channels to understand how
organizations employ them t@ achieve: (1) the dissemination of information; (2)
networking among CBOs and NGOs themselves and other working individuals and

groups; and, (3) organizing the campaigns to reach thegeneral public.

The content anatysis aims to examine: (1) how actively an organization uses its
website; and, (2) how efficient the website Is In reaching the intended audience. This
study applied a research methodology of Gibson and Ward (2001) in a systematic and
quantitative appreach to-web content analysis. The: Gibson and Ward Model is web
content analysis < quantitative method by focusing on the following detailed topics.

Gibson"and Ward Model (2001) proposed methodology for studying political
websites for categorizing and measuring the function of political party websites. The
Model is key to development a broader understanding of the role of the Internet not just
as a data retrieval tool, but also as a new type of communication tool with functions that
are distinct from other forms of mass media. Moreover, the model will show how the
website helps to shift Internet content consumers to be Internet content producers in the
interactive, online sphere. There are six categories in this Model to analyze the website.
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1.5.2.1) Six Major questions for Website Content Analysis

Website’s objectives
Website’s intended audience
Number of Web visitors (per month)

M w0 Do

Type of information presenting on the Website (news, general information

campaign messages, statements, etc.)

o

Frequency of Web content upl ?ding

wication

¢ X People in organization

A UE AR NS

xii. Annual report

ARSI A Y

b. Resource generation
i. Membership
ii. Online selling
iii. Publication for sell
iv. Networking organizations

v. Fundraising



vi. Information about financial support

c. Networking
i. Number of Hyperlinks (linking to)
1. Local CBOs/ NGOs
Regional CBOs/NGOs
International CBOs/NGOs

7) vernmental links

2.
3.
4.

d. Participati

paper
ine leaflets

Y
f, Webﬁ deliv
- Homep@e design

ﬂﬁﬂ?ﬁﬁ%@%%ﬂﬂ‘i

ii. Movmg textllmages

amaﬂnmﬁmﬁwmaa

Video
vi. Live streaming
vii. Search engine
viii. Text only option-entire site
ix. Text only document to download and print
X. Foreign language translation
xi. Homepage icon on upper level page
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xii. Fixed menu bar on upper and lower level page
xiii. Site map/index
- Freshness/update

- Visibility/ Link Popularity — number of links to the site

1.5.3) In-depth interview

Email exchanges, live-video and in-person interviews of web editors and web
coordinatorsand key personnel were used in_this research. Information from the

interviews is used to attempt to-answer these following research questions:

Reason to use online'media (i.e. website, blog, Facebook)
Roles of online media(disseminating, networking, and organizing)
Usefulness of online media

Successful cases due 0 usage of online media

o ~ Wb E

Challenges or limitation of online"'r_nedia

#

1.6) Significance and usefulness.ot researcﬁ.__'f;l.__
1.6.1) The findings will be used as-a_ri—'éXample for other community-based
organizations and non=governmental organizations in GMS countries to elaborate on

the efficacy of online mediaused to promote sustainable development.

1.6.2) The “findings will' be “proposed| as recommendations to the Thai
government and governments of other GMS countries to: (1) develop internet coverage
and access toclocal communities and, (2) and-promoteymediaspeticies; which support
local and regional ‘Alternative Online"Environmental Media (AOEM) so that CBOs and
NGOs can effectively engage in the decision-making process of Mekong River

development schemes.



CHAPTER Il
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

For the past decade, it has been argued in academic and professional circles whether
new media — specifically the Internet and burgeoning online media — has had a positive or
negative impact on society in terms of development and democratization. Accordingly, the
issue is interrelated with several factors, such as the government regime type, degree of

Internet diffusion’, level of literacy, economy and-related policies.

Since the second haliof.the  20th ‘century — which has been marked by rapid
globalization and an explasion of technolegy — there has been an increasing interest in the
uses of Information Communication Technbl'bgies or ICTs?, specifically “Internet.” The
‘online media’ ®that exists ih eyberspace xhas- actually emerged to be the alternative
communication medium for people among traditional media.*The Internet has been found
to be one of the most effective channeis used;_,. by governments, mainstream media, civil
society groups, non-governmental organizatio_ris-,g@nd community based organizations in
communication within their networks and to pqﬁl—_i_c;_ :

In the context of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) countries, there are many
reports and studies illustrating that development projects such as hydropower dams have
had a negative impact on local communities economically, socially and environmentally.
Also, in this regard there ‘are studies which shiow how affected communities and NGOs are
using the Internetjand online media to raise awareness and voice their concerns. Even
though aeeesscto~enline mediacis .under, state; contrel ;andsface, repressive policies, the
Internet is & crucial tool used by people to facilitate social change, specifically with regard

to the environmental movement. However, there are few studies demonstrating the

! A geographical levels (regions) that use the Internet.
2Examples of ICTs include satellites, computers, telephones, faxes, and the Internet.

30nline media that is used in this study is defined as websites, blogs, and newspaper, radio and
television (or other multi media) appearing on websites.
4Such as print, radio, television, etc.
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significance the Internet and online media have had in promoting sustainable development
in GMS countries. Therefore, it is important to study whether the Internet and online media
have been effectively used by CBOs and NGOs in Thailand who attempt to promote
sustainable development in order to minimize the negative effects of development projects

to local communities.

Additionally, to have a better understanding about the functions and implications that
the Internet and online media have in terms of helpiag organizations achieve their goals for
advocating sustainable development, & review of résearch will be conducted concerning the
nature of the online media_playing.roles in: (1) the developmentand implementation of
governmental policy and_ihe decision-making process which theoretically requires the
genuine participation of the'people; and, (2) the effect the Internet and online media have
had in the democratizationsprocess ;and ité— 'éignificance for GMS people especially in
Thailand. \

Furthermore, the review will stucy ihe fg.nétion of the Internet and online media as
used by international NGOs. The review will ir;éfuq_e significant case-studies in Thailand of
how the Internet and online media have beeﬁ—__used by local communities, NGOs, and
activists in the pursuit of sustainable developménf at the logal, regional and international
levels. Lastly, limitations of the Internet and online media will be noted in order to provide
a comprehensive review of the research. The review will be organized into the following

sections:

2.1) The Internet as a tool for development and democratization in global
community:
2.2) Situation of access to online'media in ‘Southeast Asia, Mekong Sub-region,
and Thailand
2.3) The Internet and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Thailand
2.4) The Internet and global environmental movement

2.5) Internet’s strengths and limitations, and digital divide
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2.1) The Internet: Tool for Development and Democratization in Global Community

Tadros (2004) mentions in his paper ‘Promises and Challenges: The role of the
Internet in development and human rights campaigns and movements in the Middle East’
that Internet has been used in human rights and development movements and campaign
around the world. Tadros further explains the Internet is the quintessence of ICTs, due to

its speed, lack of centralization, and citizen-to-gitizea connectivity.

According to Tadros, the~Internet has shifted the power to access and present
information from government to-people, which legitimize the claim that it is a powerful
force for democratization. Whilg‘there is truth in that claim, one must not lose sight of the

problems and challenges which impede that pchess.

Tadros also points eut that there is enogg_h evidence to suggest that unlike other
media, it has exceptional potential due to:iis interébtive nature. The explosive growth of the
Internet over the last decade is‘attributed to th -ba,’gic reasons according to Tadros: (1) the
non-centralized management of its developmerrit',_an_d (2) the non-proprietary nature of its
main functional units. These characteristics of thérlnternet détermine its balanced organic

growth and prevent it from suffering the consequences of monopoly.

In particular, the Internet allows for a_new way of public participation,which is
absolutely compatible with la" completely privatized way ‘of life.”For example, individuals
use e-mail to parti€ipate in any collective campaigns without leaving their actual physical
environment and witheut disturbing.their routine activities and rales. Mternet also helps and
confirms the ‘viability ‘of theorieswhich ‘maintain ‘a strong ‘relationship-between Internet
prevalence and democracy. Accordingly, an article “The Internet and Democracy: Global
Catalyst or Democratic Dud?’ by Best and Wade (2005) concludes that the Internet affects
levels of democratization.Their findings suggest thata country increases in Internet
penetration also leads to an increase in democracy index provided by Freedom House.
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Lessig(1999) has proposed a theoretical framework of regulability which states that
Internet might act as agent for or against political and civil liberties in different contexts
(cited in Best and Wade, 2005). Lessig proposes that a regulator — in this case, the Internet
is democratic if it increases civil rights or political liberties. According to Lessig, civil
rights include the freedom of expression and belief; freedom to associate and organize; rule
of law; personal autonomy and individual rights. Political rights include the ability to
enable people to participate freely in the political process, and are based on fair electoral

processes, political pluralism and participation, andfunction of government.

Furthermore, the inexpensiveness of Internet communications better allows local and
international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to organize and communicate, both
within and outside of autharitarian/nations. 'B"ést and Wade (2005) claim that NGOs have
been able to cut costs and improve the efféctiveness and scale of their communication,
planning and logistics, and information gathering, storage, processing, exchange, and
protection. A result of this is'that CBQs and NGOs can better expose and pressure abusive
governments. ==

A study done by Froehling (1997), the caéé—study of ‘Chiapas uprising in 1994’ in
Mexico is one of the suceessful cases using Internet in political mobilization®. Froehling’s
study notes the uprising rallied an international community of supporters, largely organized
through activities on the Internet. Froehling also provided examples in Southern Mexico of
the advantages ofsthe Internet as an ‘Intermediate tool for 'socidl“movements. The results
indicate that the “Internet facilitates connections between events, people and places.
Froehling~firmly eaneludes that:the-success ofslnternet @rganizing in, Seuthern Mexico is
due to the constant and reciprocal connections between cyberspace and other social spaces,

which avoided the restriction of events to a contained space and scale.

® Mobilization is defined as a broad scale movement to engage people's participation in

achieving a specific development goal through self-reliant efforts.
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Lastly, in “The Co-Evolution of the Internet and Civil Society in China,” (Yang
2003) findings suggest that the Internet facilitates civil society activities by offering new
possibilities for citizen participation and that civil society facilitates the development of the
Internet by providing the necessary social basis-citizens and citizens group for

communication and interaction

Ru Guanrong (1998), and Friedland and Rogerson (2009) have similar findings which
show that the Internet genuinely provides a great teal-of alternative space for digital media
in emerging democracies. The-Internet is also enabling groups previously incapable of
political action to find theigwoices. Ru Guangrong (1998) also concludes in his study that
the reasons why the Integnet seems 'so- powerful because it has at least two crucial
characteristics: first, the Internet contains the""biggest resource of information; second, it

enables people to obtain an interactive.communication with each other.

Best and Wade (2005) propose the questi.o}i whether the Internet affects democracy
from a quantitative standpoint. They.also fOL‘:h-d,,gvidence that this ‘Internet democracy
relationship’ is not absolute; it depends on soicrial,_economic and political factors. Their
findings show that Inteémnet penetration explain-srrmore variation in level of democratic

development within a country than do high literacy rates

In the study “Internet, Scale and The Global Grassroots: Geographies of the
Indymedia Network of Indepéendent Media'Centres” Mamadough (2004) addresses the role
of the Internet in global collective action through an analysis of the collective practices of
the Indymediasnetwork. Mamadouh, explainssthe, term; AIndymedia’, as jis a worldwide
network of_interlinked ‘websites run’ by volunteers organized-in local Independent Media
Centres (IMCs). This case study focuses on the role of the Internet in four facets of
collective action: grievances and alternatives, organization, mobilization and identities. The
study also examines scales and levels of interaction between the communities and specific
government agencies. The Indymedia website has links to over one hundred local sites and

IS meant to empower activists groups by providing them with a media platform.
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However, the decentralization and non-intervention by professional journalists that
gave birth to Indymedia has also caused the Network a crucial problem. Although the site is
real-time, uncensored public expression, byhosting hundreds of distinct bits of user-
contributed media, many contributorsreported false news. Hence, the Indymedia was

widely criticized for its accountability of publishing false news.

The Internet has been used in development and democracy movements around the
world. The Internet’s speed, deeentralized struciure.and people-to-people connectivity help
to shift power away from government to people and allowsfor massive communication of
an event. Moreover, the inexpensiveness of Internet allows for NGOs to communicate.
NGOs can cut costs and improve effectiveness of communication and thereby better expose
abusive governments.The Ingernet also creatés hew possibilities for citizen participation and
for society to engage in a country’sdeveloEment (Froehling, 1997; Lessig, 1999;Yang,
2003; Tadros, 2004; Best and \Wade, 2005).

Nonetheless, due to regulations and Iaw_s_;'-m_any websites have been blocked or are
under censorship in many countries. Although Bnli_ne media as interactive communication
tool helps empowering people toexpress their ;:oncerns, the significant questions of
information accuracy and author accountability still remains. Moreover, the degree of
accessto online media is varies in different countries upon different social, economic, and
political contexts of the country (Mamadough, 2004; Best and Wade, 2005).In Southeast
Asia wheretherelare: many countries: are’ rémain under military and civil government
control, freedom of lexpression and access to information arelimited. The next section will
elaborate morezin-depth of the ICTs-situation, in Southeast Asia;Mekong Sub-region, and
Thailand.

2.2) Situation in Southeast Asia, Mekong Sub-region and Thailand

Although there is substantial research showing the usefulness of the Internet in

contributing to the development of society, that might not be able to apply that to the rest of
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the world when other factors can mitigate the positive effects of ICT, namely political,
economic, and cultural conditions. A closer look at the Southeast Asian countries,
especially Thailand, will provide a better understanding of the current state of ICT and how
it can or cannot be used by the people.

Thailand’s ranking as a place where the public and press can freely express
information and opinion has been downward in recent years due to political conflict.
Reporters Without Borders reports a press freedom index of Thailand has dropped from
107 in 2005 — the year before the country’s last-mihtary coup in 2006 — down to 153 in
2010. Moreover, since the Computer Crime Act came into effect in 2007, there have been
thousands websites banned.because of the'lese majeste law abuse (Roughneen, 2011). In
contrast, the number of lInternet .sers in Thailand rose considerably since then, and
significantly increased after the goup in'2606 -('i"nternet World Stats, 2011).

Moreover, according'to a Freedom House 2010 Report on Thailand’s freedom of the
press, Thailand experienced,@ decline in: press ‘f.réedom especially after the year 2009 as a
result of the country’s ongoing political contes‘ti Betyveen the allies and enemies of Thaksin
Shinawatra, a populist prime minisier who wa_s ’Qusted in the 2006 military coup. In
addition, the restrictions imposed during a stéfé of emergency in April 2009 and a
significant increase in. the use of long-standing lese majesie laws created even more

difficulties faced by the press during the year and afterward.

Furthermorey (the | Internet 1S accessed by approximately 26 percent of the Thai
population. Goverfiment censorship of the Internet has been in place since 2003, largely to
prevent the,cireulation-of pornography and illegal-produets; However:since the 2006 coup,
Internet censorship has increasingly ‘been used against ‘potentially” disruptive political
messages and sites that are considered a threat to national securityaccording to Freedom

House Thailand 2010 Report. In Thailand, the sensitivity by which lese majeste® and online

®Thailand's Criminal Code has carried a prohibition against lése majesté since 1908. In
1932, when Thailand's monarchy ceased to be absolute and a constitution was adopted, it too
included language prohibiting lese majesté. The 2007 Constitution of Thailand, and all seventeen
versions since 1932, contain the clause, "The King shall be enthroned in a position of revered
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speech is being handled signals that the larger considerations that impact on press freedom
and free expression in the country have gone away, and they remain vulnerable to the
political considerations. Also, since the coup in 2006 -the Ministry of Information
Communications Technology (MICT) has blocked 8,300 website pages on lese majeste
grounds and more than 120,000 websites were blocked for various offences according to
the Computer Crime Act 2007. In 2007, Youtube ' was also blocked for several
months(Roughneen, 2011).

In the case of SoutheastAsian countries, although there are constitutional and legal
guarantees for freedom of expression and press freedom including freedom of expression
principle, the press remainswvtlngrable to legal attacks and repressive policies. According to
Southeast Asian Press Alliance’s (SEAPA) survey in 2009 of eleven countries of Southeast
Asian, shows that there are"many levels of freedom. of ‘the press which are practically

excising their freedom under different political, economic, social and cultural climate.

For instance, in Laos,all Interngt provi_d_eré are controlled by the state, e-mails are
monitored and any media-related offenses or aﬁii;gf)vernment sentiments, in Lao law, have
corresponding jail terms. In Vietnam, governmént interviewers are empowered to review
articles before they can be published and the gdvérnment maintains active monitoring of
Internet users. Singapore. also has many websites blocked by its government. In Cambodia,
although online media offers an adequate venue for public discussion (e.g. health, social
and environmental related issues), the Internet penetration rate is very low and media is
under state controk: The/Internet penetration in‘Burmais a mere 0.001% or 40,000 users out
of a total population of 4.7 million people and Internet remains strictly controlled inside the
country. Fhiscconeerning atransparency and governance are erucial challenges that must be
complemented by free, independent ‘and stable media (SEAPA;2009).

worship and shall not be violated. No person shall expose the King to any sort of accusation or
action.” Thai Criminal Code elaborates in Article 112: "Whoever defames, insults or threatens the
King, Queen, the Heir-apparent or the Regent, shall be punished with imprisonment of three to
fifteen years." Missing from the Code, however, is a definition of what actions constitute
"defamation" or "insult". Neither the King nor any member of the Royal Family has ever personally
filed any charges under this law

"YouTube is a video-sharing website on which users can upload, share, and view videos.
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Since 2000, the Internet has also emerged in China as an important communications
medium.In spite of heavy government monitoring, however, Chinese media has become
increasingly commercialized, with growing competition, diversified content, and an
increase in investigative reporting. According to Freedom House®, its 2005 survey of press
freedom rated China as having a "Not Free" environment for the media, ranking it in 177th
place out of a total of 194 countries. The Freedom Heuse 2010 Report also ranked China as
"Not Free" in its most recent-annual survey of pohtieal and civil rights. Moreover, the
Report reveals that China’s.media _environment still-remained one of the world’s most
restrictive. This is likely @ue io ihe fact that the Chinese authorities are constantly

increasing censorship and pro-government propaganda in both traditional and online media.

However, online media'is the new underground, according to a survey of media in
ten Southeast Asian couniries, \Wagstaff (2010)_ proposes several observations concerning
the growth and changes of media and the emerge-hce of Internet in this region. First of all,
Wagstaff notes that ‘online is the new undér.dfqynd,’ in that online media journalists,
practitioners, and bloggers® have found ways Vtror_overcome restrictions on news reporting,
intimidation and censorship in all the countries tFmrough exghanging views and dissident
voices online. Examples of this include, Burma’s Mizzima'®and The Irrawaddy, two
exiled media organizations operating in Thailand, and Prachatai'?, an online newspaper
based in Thailand.

8Freedom House, an independent non-governmental organization that supports the expansion
of freedomin gthe'world:hasy monitored-political srightsyand, civil liberties inyChina since 1972 and
press freedoms'in‘China‘since 1980.

% Blog or weblog is a type of website or part of a website. Blogs are usually maintained by
an individual with regular entries of commentary, descriptions of events, or other material such as
graphics or video. Blogger refers to a person who writes a blog or weblog.

19 A Burmese multimedia news organization, was established in 1998 by a group of
Burmese journalist in exile, hosts a website www.mizzima.com

1 A bilingual newsmagazine was founded in 1992 by Burmese exiles living in Thailand
and hosts a website www.irrawaddy.org

12 An online newspaper was founded in 2004. It has a leading role as a Thai independent
online press. It hosts a website www.prachatai3.info
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Social is the new news. Secondly, ‘social is the new news’, Wagstaff shows that
Internet has given the rise of the social network. “In Indonesia, for example, there are more
than 12 million registered users of Facebook.™*”According to the survey the information
shared on these networks challenges not only the traditional notion of newsmakers, but also

the definition of news itself.

Moreover, an article “Facebook’s Growing-Roleqn Social Journalism” notes that one
of the key advantages of Facebook over other social platforms is the sheer number of
potential sources it presents«#for jeurnalists. Facebook provides reports from people in their
communities and event infermation.  Thus, users are able to track activity (for example,
what protests are being planned,time and Idcé‘tion) and participate in that event (Lavrusik,
2011). Furthermore, the  mgbilg computingi technology and cellphone technology are
merging quickly and newsgenerations, of ‘smaﬁp_hones’ and ‘tablets’ device are enabling

users to quickly access news@nd onling media. ,

Wagstaff (2010) also presents that blogs. fh_t{qth English and Thai have increasingly
become a forum for debate, challenging traditibh:all media for analysis and commentary.
Also, Twitter has emerged as a potent tool for politicians in Thailand. Moreover, Thais and
foreigners have increasingly turned to the Internet both as a source for information and as a

way to project their points of view.

However, thel section of Wagstaff’s study (2010) which focused on the usage of
‘popular news websites, and .search-engine channels’only foeused,op-mainstream websites
in  Thailand " such” " as,www:pantip.com,” "www:.manager.com,” " www.thairath.com,
www.matichon.com, www.google.com, www.youtube.com, etc. Yet, there is not much
covering in Wagstaff’s study about other websites, for example, www.prachatai.com,
www.prachatham.com, www.esaanvoice.com and other alternative news-online media

hosted by non-governmental organizations and community-based organization in Thailand.

3 A social network service, hosts a website www.facebook.com
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2.3) Internet and Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) in Thailand

It is difficult to find any in-depth analysis of ICTs roles in environmental movement
and in promoting sustainable development in Thailand. However, there is literature related

to similar conceptual fields.

In the latest report of media situation in Thailand““Asian Media Barometer — Thailand
20107, notes that the mainstream-in Thailand did not fairly reflect the voices of society in
its ethnic, linguistic, religious; political and social diversity. The media would most of then
reflect the voices of the powerful and of the state authorities. Also, the media were biased
against the disadvantaged groups in society éu'éh as groups with different ethnic, linguistic,
religious, political and sacCial e¢haracteristics (Eriedrich Ebert Stiftung - FES, 2010).

While the mainstream media covers the_fﬁlalr spectrum of events, issues and cultures,
including business/economics, mugh of the ser_ibhs,'__local news and investigative stories are
missing from the mainstream media. A majp?__ré_ason for the limitation of local news
reporting in the mainstream press is that the majdrify of the ngws media are concentrated in
Bangkok and more spates are devoted to what happens in the capital city. As a result, much
of the news agenda and reporting reflected the perspectives of Bangkokians (Friedrich
Ebert Stiftung - FES, 2010),

Accordinglyjithe thesis ‘Development of Thai civic journalism on the internet’ by
Montakan-Tapaneeyangkul (2002) examined five-civic media, websites such as the website
of the Prachatham'news ‘agency" (www.newspnn.net),the ‘Stipakam’ Krachok-ngao group
(www.bannok.com), the Thaitopic dot com (www.thaitopic.com), and the Thai NGO
network (www.thaingo.org). These civic media are defined as a group of NGOs and
unprofessional personnel working as journalists or information producers. These civic
media publish their reports and news on their websites. The findings show that civic media

plays a key role in public provision of civic information, public education about civic
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matters, mobilization of resources for rural development, and centers of civic networking.
The study also finds that although the Internet has many positive attributes for civic
networking such as low cost, two-way communication, speed, borderlessness, and user
anonymity, its rate of diffusion in Thailand is limited to only the middle-class population.

Moreover, Pornpen Payadyakul (1998) and Rachaneekorn Thongthip (2005) studied
of the usage of Internet and information dissemination of Thai NGOs website
(www.thaingo.org). Payadyakul’s findings Show: the website’s contents contained
information which created awareness, motivated changes of attitude, and lead to behavioral
changes, although this actign.level change was minimal. Likewise, Thongthip’s findings
show that NGOs attempt to«eonsirtict social discourses by ereating a forum for discussion
and presenting different issues to be discussed but the discourses tend not to be situated as
the dominant discourse begfusé of /the-lack of knowledge and enthusiasms of NGOs
workers, management prohlems (e.g. technical problems, inadequate working staff,
budgeting, etc.) and users’attention. However, the civic media’s websites provide in-depth
information and discussion space for peeple to ekfiress their opinions on social issues.

2.4) Internet and Global Environmental Movement

In a working paper.“Movement as Network, Connecting People and Organizations in
the Environmental Movement” (2004), Rosenblatt points out that the international activism
tends to be focused on environmental issues. Mareover, in order to deal with the critically
environmental problems that people are facing in this new century; Rosenblatt suggests the

movement requiresinew organizational structures and strategies to succeed in its efforts.

For this reason, "Rosenblatt’s” paper “offers the" increased uses of technologies to
connect and engage people and organizations to help strengthen the environmental
movement. Thus, they can gain more ability in organizing, fundraising, campaigning and

communicating to meet their organizational goals..

In addition, the positive impact of the employment of ICTs in environmental and
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social movements as revealed in “Global Activism, Global Media, (2005)” shows that new
forms of media emerge and are used to tackle social problems. The study recognizes that
non-governmental organizations and activists apply the Internet to their work through
‘virtual campaigning,” which refers to at least three activities: receiving emails, performing
online petitions, and hosting news websites for up-to-the minute reports of events with the

goal of helping to solve a social problem.

The study by Coyer (Willa de Jong and ether, 2005) examined several prominent
international civic organizations, such as: ActiohAid, World Development Movement,
Indymedia, International Rivers; Amnesty International, Greenpeace, and Oxfam. Their
research used a combinatien oi“qualitative and quantitative methods for the in-depth

examination of the sampled«€ases.

First, the content analysis of the organiiations’ websites analyzed the functions of the
website and gave an indication ofthow well they performed according to Web analysis of
the Gibson and Ward Model(2001). Seeond, i_n‘_,.cc;'mpleting the findings the interviews with
the tech staff about the thinking; strategy aﬁd-‘p_roblems concerning the website were
revealed in this study (Willa de Jong, 2005). Act;o}ding to the findings, ICTs have played
crucial roles in providing channels and acting ééranintermediate platform for increasing
interaction among the activists and other involved parties such as journalists, mainstream
media, governmental groups, and the public. Moreover, the Internet actually helps to
extend the availability of offline media and is serving to increase the informational and
educational spheres, as the information can bépresented in a lively, interactive multimedia

format.

The Internet acts as a ‘powerful networking tool because its connectivity allows for
participatory channels such as email lists, newsgroups or chat rooms, which can be used to
strengthen solidarity within the organization and engage more public involvement with its
cause (cited in Willa de Jong, 2005).

Furthermore, civic organizations can use the Internet to mobilize support and
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generate resources more cheaply and efficiently by receiving membership fees and online
donations. More importantly, the Internet has created opportunities for innovative
campaigning, activism, strategies, tactics and forms of protest to achieve their goals (Willa
de Jong, 2005). Although, the civic organizations’ websites are well resourced, this Internet
medium is limited by its pull nature. Thus, the civic organizations need to advertise and

promote their website to the public audience to gain more visitors.
2.5) Internet Limitations and Digital Divide

In Maratea’s (2008) study-shows. that the “‘e-Rise-and Fall of Social Problems” which
related to the emergence of.the blogsphere as a cultural phenomenon in Internet space that
provides claims-makers with a‘pewerful new public arena to advance social problem
claims. Maraten’s findings+suggest that blégs make the claim-making process more
efficient and universally accgssible compared to traditional arenas, and provide outsiders
with greater opportunitieso have a voice in th_e §haping of particular social programs. At
last the study notes that that there are only @, sﬁ1al| number of blogs that have become
recognized and that bloggers still face the corﬁbét{_tion for mainstream media attention as
traditional claims-makers. =

There are many résearchers and media practitioners who have asked whether the
Internet acts as a positive force in the development, specificallyas a catalyst for civil
participation in the democratic process.. One of the main arguments is about society
worldwide facing:the“digital’ divide.” The digital divide refers| to"the gap between people
with effective accéss to digital and information technology and those with very limited or
no access-at allv Ityineludes.thesmbalanee jboth in physical ;access t9 technology and the

resources and skills'needed to effectively participate (Katz, et'al., 2003).

Apart from digital divide, there are many new divisions of access to information
happening between countries in the GMS region, and within them: for example, developing
vs developed, urban vs rural, middle vs lower class, young vs old, and high quality
broadband vs low quality broadband(Wagstaff, 2010: 10).
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Moreover, a society might perceive that Internet continues to be an elitist tool whose
access, cost, and skills make it prohibitive to many in the Global South (i.e. undeveloped
and developing countries). It is specifically controversial in the area of development of
should we use development in a much narrower sense where the rate of illiteracy is high in
some poor countries, not to mention the rate of computer literacy and technical skills. Also,
most information that is contained contained:ta" the Internet ispublished in the English
language. Since the mid-1990s, a number of governments and international institutional
have sought to control Internet-through laws and regulations therefore became a crucial
challenge of Internet world«(Seg«Table 2.1 the summary of strengths and limitations of

Internet).

Table 2.1 Internet’s Strengths and Limitations

Strengths v Limitations
- Natu‘r:e__?

¢ High responsive speed Digital divide - variability of limit access
e Live and up-to-minute du:e!o resources and skills need to
e People-to-people connectivity participate
o Non-centralized management e Developing - developed country
o Non-proprietary e Urban - rural
e Inexpensiveness/low cost e Middle - lower class
e Borderless e YOung - old
e Democratized platform ¢ High - low quality broadband

= Enhancement -
e Public participation Not absolute but it considers that variability
e Civil rights among social, economic and political
e Political liberties context

e Freedom of expression
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Summary

Generally, the Internet is used in a waythat positively affects people and society. For
example, Internet helps to accelerate more interactive participation among citizens and acts
as an intermediate tool for social movements. Also, it is able to helpin avoiding restrictions
and limitations of broadcasting awareness of gvents'to wider spaces and audiences. More
importantly, the Internet and-online media aréoffering new possibilities for civic
participation in gaining their.veices and engaging in-democratic movements. Because the
Internet is non-centralized and relatively inexpensive, the Internet has helped to shift power
to access and present information toindividual users and smaller organizations such as
NGOs and CBOs, which lgnds credibility to""the claim that the Internet is an extremely

valuable tool for democratization:

As a matter of fact, for:the past few decad:g.as-.Thailand and other Greater Mekong Sub-
region (GMS) countries have been facing s_o-éia,!__. and environmental problems due to
development projects.The lack of people fp—_@rti_cipation and people’s power over
governmental decision-making of the developméh—t projects has led to local communities
experiencing environmental degradation and hardships in their daily lives. Since the
Internet emerged as a communication tool for people, the affected communities, CBOs and
NGOs have been more able to voice out their problems and concerns and to raise awareness

towards environmental issues.

Furthermores participation-of-the people; isyessential forsustainable development.
Thai and : other 'GMS “governments “need " more” engagement™ in*=order to make
decisionsregarding any development projects, and to balance the needs of people and the
health of environment. Thus, CBOs and NGOs in Thailand have been using online media to
promote sustainable development - termed in this thesis Alternative Online Environmental

Media (AOEM) - which will be further elaborated on in the following chapters.



CHAPTER Il
THE RISE OF ONLINE MEDIA IN THAILAND (1997-2010)

This chapter will examine the development and roles of the Thai media and online
media from 1997 to 2010. For the past decade, the emergence of Information
Communication Technologies (ICT) has contributed to the rise of the Internet in
Thailand. As the result, the community-based organization (CBOs) and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) in Thailand.have been able to use online media to

raise awareness and to voice concerns regarding seeial and environmental problems.

In order to provide a better-understanding of the circumstances that lead to the
establishment of the Internet in/Thailand, this chapter will provide three major causes
that led to the rise of the'intepnet; which are: (1) the inception of the People’s
Constitution in 1997; «(2) the' Asian, financial crisis; ‘and, (3) the emergence of

information and communigations technology: (ICT) in Thailand.

The People’s Constitution, which was put into effect in 1997, allowed Thai people
more access and ownership to communication fréquencies such as radio and television,
which had previously been under state contrdl for over fiftyyyears. Since the mid- 1950s
all electronic media in Thailand had been developed under state control, though the
mass circulation papers remained relatively independent. Still, even printed media had
been frequently suppressed.by both military and civilian governments until the rights to
freedom of media were“inserted /in ‘The People’s Constitution in 1997 along with the
creation of an®lindependent broadcasting commission to manage frequencies
(Siriyuvasak; 2008).

Moreover, the legacies of this constitution include the more visible emergence of
civil society, an increase in the number of NGOs being founded in Thailand, and the
media reform movement in Thailand. The media reform movement aimed to insert key
principles into the constitution to preserve the rights to information, freedom of
expression, and freedom of the press, which are essential for the democratization of a

country.
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Secondly, the Asian financial crisis led to greater social problems for Thais (e.g.
unemployment, rising food prices, increased personal debt) and forced more people and
NGOs to voice out their concerns about their hardships. Furthermore, the financial crisis
also caused difficulties for the mainstream media in maintaining profit margins and thus
had to find ways to minimize their costs in news reporting. The lack of recognition of
social problems and people’s hardships in government policies and mainstream media
reports had caused CBOs and NGOs to become the media providers themselves. They

did this by voicing out their concerns through available online media.

Thirdly, the emergence of Information” Cemmunication Technologies (ICTs)
provided new communication tools for people and helped to empower the CBOs and
NGOs. Since the Asian finaaeial-€risis, Thailand has undergone many economic and
social changes and a noiiceable ‘increase in the number of and frequency of
environmental conflicts between, people” and government over the use of natural
resources. Many development projects and policies such as hydropower dam
constructions and Free Tgade Agreement have a negative impact to local communities
(Bangkok Post, 2009). As a result online media has been used by CBOs and NGOs in
order to voice their concerns to the govéfhfhgnt and to promote more sustainable
development in Thailand. The use 6f ICT in this‘way has been termed in this study as

Alternative Online Environmental Media or AOEM.
3.1) Historical Development of Online Media in Thailand (mid 1970s -2010)

The paper £People’s media and refarm, efforts in Thailand,” written by Brooten
and Klangnarong (2009) reflects the most important points of why media reform
movement, hassbeen.acritical issue-for Thai peopleand-Thai democratization. Brooten
and Klangnarong ‘contend” that"among themajor limitations in the development and
protection of people’s media in Thailand is the constant changing of the regimes in
power. Thus, the constitutions and law are interrupted and unstable.

Freedom of the press is universally regarded as one of the core principles of
democracy and is necessary for the democratization process in Thailand to continue.
Therefore, media, particularly online media, have become tools used by the people in

political struggles. The people’s media, which is distinguished from both state and
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commercial media — is owned and operated by individuals and/or non-profit
organizations such as community radio stations and Internet-based media (e.g. blogs,
discussion boards and social networking sites). The people’s media has recently risen
up and has been playing significant roles in contemporary Thai politics, development,

and democratization (Brooten and Klangnarong, 2009).

Media and the struggle for democracy in Thailand have had a long and
interconnected relationship. Media has played an important role in opposing
dictatorship and fighting for democracy since heth the economic development policy
and foreign investment promotion policy began'in-4961.Democracy groups had become
strong enough tobe able to overthrow the military dictatorship in 1973. Since that time,
although democracy in Thailand_has risen and fallen - interrupted by military coups -
the struggle for free media «and for \democracy have continued (Brooten and

Klangnarong, 2009).

3.1.1) The Development ofiPeople Constitution 1997 and The Emergence of Thai
Civil Society -

Many have seen Thailand as a perfect iliustration of the democratization and
modernization theory=in action by succeeding'é political reform and passing 1997
Constitution. Although~before the Asian financial crisis which took place in the same
year of 1997, a process of reforming the constitution had already started, and was halted
when the crisis hit. What had happened was the Chuan Leekpai’s government during

that time had used continued process of Constitution'to retain support.

The+1997 Canstitution-was-the first canstitution to/be:drafted-hypopularly-elected
Constitutional Drafting Assembly, hence was popularly called ‘People”s Constitution.’
At the time there were many parties participated in drafting and holding position in
Democratic Development Committee (DDC), they mostly were numerous well-known
figures, former politicians, bureaucrats, public lawyers and academics, who were

concerned as professional constitution drafters (Kittayarak, n.d.).

However, there were many academics claiming and arguing that the driving force

behind the new constitution was the Asian financial crisis, the need to remain in power
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of the military rulers and conservatives, and not a progressive middle class. Since the
end of the absolute monarchy in 1932, Thai politics has undergone numerous political
‘reforms’, often accompanied by constitutional revisions, and shifts in the location of
power. The student-led popular uprising against military authoritarianism in October
1973 was a major breakthrough in Thai politics, clearly demonstrating the potential for

political change to arise from grassroots agitation (McCargo, 2002).

Compared to previous Thai constitutions, the 1997 Constitution had contained
several innovations in key areas, for instance: election reform, legislation reform,
decentralization and human rights, etc. (Uwanng,.ad.). Furthermore, the constitution is
the result of an attempt to solve critical problems in Thai politics and in the
parliamentary system.For example; the lack of transparency in government, the problem
of corruption, vote-buying.and.electoral fraud, the lack of legal measures to prevent
corruption, inefficiency ofsthe political and legal processes in punishing corrupt
politicians, instability #0f eivilian government and the inefficiency of political
institutions, etc. For purposes of this thesis, the key area of focus of the 1997
Constitution is the inclusion of “provisions that enhanced the rights of citizens to

challenge the power of politicians and the state. -,

Among these pravisions were the abilify forindividuals to sue the state for
pursuing projects harmful to the environment (Article 56); the right to gain access to
public information from state agencies (Article 59); a requirement that if proposed
legislation is deemed to.concern children, women, the elderly or the disabled,
representatives ofi those ‘groups should take ‘partin ad ho¢ committee discussions at the
House of Representatives (Article 190); the right of 50,000 voters to petition the
National-€ounter-Cerruptian, Commission toshave-a politician-orshigh-ranking official
accused of corruption ‘remaoved from office (Article304). In the arena of media rights,
Article 40 provides for an independent regulating body to distribute broadcast
frequencies and supervise radio and television broadcasting, with regards to the utmost
public benefit.

Thus, having given major concessions to individuals, the 1997 Constitution has
been heralded as a ‘people’s constitution,” but there are other reasons for this unofficial

title as well. In the Constitution Drafting Assembly 73 of the total 99 members were
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provincial representatives who had been chosen by a complicated nomination process.
While the drafting assembly was composed mostly of local representatives, in reality,
however, politicians had the final say concerning the selection of these people’s

representatives.

The constitution also weakened the legislative influence of civil servants and local
power brokers and businessmen, while strengthening political parties and professional
politicians. Most criticism was based on the perspective that the Constitution was too
effective in some of its reforms (McCargo, 2002). Firstly, the drafting committees were
not representative of every demaographic the docal*people, only the middle class, and
some claimed the middle ¢lass did not genuinely tnderstand or support the poor.
Secondly, the endeavor of coliecting 50,000 voters to petition had been found to be very
difficult because the process'was limited to only who had voting rights and, frequently,
the marginalized populationwhe had been largely affected by the governmental policy
or policies did not have such woting rights. Lastly, though Article 40 of the 1997
Constitution provides rights to frequencies, the military interfered by extending the
distribution process and pagking the broadca_s'ti"hg commission with military nominees
(McCargo, 2002). <

Therefore, the obstacles endured in exéri:-igihg the 1997 Constitution have led to
even more imbalances 1 Thai society. Local communitiesand grassroots organizations
have been unrecognized in the policy decision-makingprocess and their problems
remain unsolved. There also exists a lack of public space and media coverage to voice
out their struggles, especially when theirfreedoms of expression-both as individuals and
in the press, which are fundamental rights of people in democratic countries, have been
interfered with:and threatened.di+is:tojbe expected thatiwhen peapleylack the freedom of
expression.to voice out their opinions and problems, those struggles will still remain or

even get worse.
The Emergence of Thai NGOs, Civil Society, and Social movements
For the last four decades, the survival of the subsistence farmers’ livelihood and

culture in Thailand was being threatened by commercialization, agribusiness

exploitation, and increased government regulation. Moreover, the threats are including
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the penetration of urban culture, the growing tug of out-migration, and the diminishing
frontier of natural resources. With their voices not being heard and their problems not
being addressed by the government, the marginalized residents turned activists in both
rural and urban areas began forming issue-based groups. First grew scattered
movements to defend the village as a culture and livelihood, and later a much more
widespread movement emerged to defend access to resources of land, water, and forests

in the face of urban competition (Phongpaichit and Baker, 2002).

Consequently, after 1976 the public media figured more prominently as a platform
for communication within civil society, and as-@ fecus of conflict between the state and
the people. The spread of education converted the press into a mass medium. The
extension of channel networks brought television into almost every home. After the
1973-6 media explosion, the‘pressiwas only lightly controlled and was able to develop
into a platform for debate on social ‘and political issues. The government’s attempts to
monitor electronic media, especially  television, prompted the foundation of new

organizations to challenge‘government controls (Phongpaichit and Baker,2002).

In the mid-1980s, the @alaxy of nohigévgrnmental organizations (NGOs) was
visible as a distinct ‘NGO movement’, whieh was founded jointly by the affected
people themselves and by the October studehtsl- who were aiming to empower and help
the poor. Later, by the early 1990s, the former students from October incident were self-

consciously discussing the emergence of “civil society’.

Phongpaichit "‘and" Baker " (2002)" explain that' the ventures by students into
countryside in 1973-4 had produced some of the most powerful chemistry of the
decade. In, thesmid-1980s, .movements of village, defense reunited-thesseparate streams
of peasant resistance and movement to national prominence. Then, in the 1990s, a wide
range of rural movements exploited the space created by the retreat of dictatorship to
defend their access to resources and their ‘way of life.” Hill peoples, slum communities,
small fishermen communities and gender groups found a voice. Debates on ‘civil

society’ were supplanted by a vocabulary of social movements and ‘people politics’.

YFormer university students who rallied in the streets in Bangkok and other big cities in
Thailand, along with Thai workers and people in June 1973 - to demand a more democratic
constitution and genuine parliamentary elections. The demonstrations grew in size and scope, as
students demanded an end to the military dictatorship.
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In 1992, the contrast between the open press criticism of the generals and the
controlled coverage on television had stimulated demands for liberalization, but military
opposition and other factors delayed the process.Activists inserted rights to freedom of
media in the 1997 Constitution, along with an independent broadcasting commission to
manage frequencies. The military resisted by extending the lease period on the main TV
channel and by packing the broadcasting commission with nominees. Additionally, an
independent commercial channel (ITV) opened in 1996 but was hobbled by the
financial crisis; not only had ITV been halted but so was the mainstream press
(Phongpaichit and Baker, 2002).

For NGOs and other entities engaged in social and environmental movements, the
access to media for campaigning and disseminating information simply was not
available. As a consequence, /NGOs started establishing their own online media
contentto reach their targeiraudience’ and a new, more independent media began to

emerge that was distincéfroni'state and commercial sectors..

3.1.2) Asian Financial Crisis and Decline of the Mainstream Media

Apart from domestic changes in Thailand during 1980s — 1990s, the Asian
financial crisis was one of the factors that rlea-d' to the.rise of Internet penetration in
Thailand and the Southeast Asian region. The Asian financial crisis, which began in
July 1997, raised fears of a worldwide economic meltdown due to financial contagion.
The crisis started in Thailand with the financial collapse of the Thai baht caused by the
decision of the <Thai government to float the 'baht, ‘cut its"peg to the USD, after
exhaustive effortsito support it in the face of severe financial overextension that was in
part real—estate ~driven. pAt-the-time, both governmentsaChavalit and Chuan, were

welcomedby the International Monetary Fund (IMF)to bail out the crisis.

According to Phongpaichit and Baker (2002), the absence of opposition enabled
the IMF to act very aggressively. Over late 1997, IMF officials blamed the crisis on the
Thai government’s failure to follow past IMF advice to unpeg the currency and regulate
the financial sector and castigated the Chavalit government for failing to comply with
the conditions in the first Letter of Intent. By the time the new Chuan Cabinet was

installed, the framework of the IMF program was already in place. Under IMF pressure,
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the government had guaranteed all bank debts and foresworn any capital controls,
allowing Thai financial institutions’ foreign creditors to with draw funds without

suffering any consequence.

Moreover, after the crisis, Thailand implemented significant reforms to achieve
fiscal and monetary stability, strengthen economic governance, and boost incentives for
increased competition according to IMF precondition and plan. Thailand had been
negotiating a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the United States that could have
locked in ongoing reform efforts to enhanee . its economic freedom (Kim, 2007).
However, it is still unclear when talks on a free lrade agreement with the United States
will resume (Bangkok Post, 2009).

Accordingly, the finan€ial-hardshipin society fueled the expansion of media by
the people. Hewison notes in his article in the “Reforming Thai Politics” that “‘modern
agriculture’ is regularly“blamed for having destroyed the assumed abundance of the
past. Production for the market and export, the introduction of cash crops, land clearing,
the use of chemicals and fertilizers and the impacts of Western concepts in farming
systems are held responsible for “food shd’ritégge_, low production, financial loss and
indebtedness(cited in McCargo, 2082). in fact, rural malaise and the economic crisis
itself are seen to have derived from rural pebplé;é false.and created need for consumer
goods. Activists accused the government of bailing out the rich at the expense of the
poor, and this criticism grew louder and fiercer through mid-1998 (Phongpaichit and
Baker, 2002).

Phongpaichit and Baker (2002) described how the crisis caused social impact
that. in the early-stagescof:the=crisis; the fasmers-fared, relativelywell in the 1998/9
harvests because ‘international “prices were good ‘and ‘the” baht™depreciation further
increased their baht returns. As a result of capital flight, the IMF’s policies forced the
Thai government to follow. These polices were addressed; the reform of its investment
climate, meeting skilled labour shortages, liberalizing the trade in services, investing in
infrastructure, deepening and diversifying capital markets, and accelerating exportation.
By February 1998, almost a million workers had lost their jobs in construction alone,
and small firms with 6-10 workers had shed a quarter of their work force. Agriculture

was also caught up in the economics of the crisis. International prices slumped.
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Currency depreciation raised the prices of imported inputs. Real earnings from
agriculture dropped over 15 per cent between 1997/8 and 1998/9. Migrants visited their
villages for temporary relief, but then returned to seek work in the city. Furthermore,
the economic stress on the  countryside interacted with political pressures. People
started to march out: Assembly of the Poor’s 99-day protest in early 1997 (Phongpaichi
and Banker, 2002).

Laborers, farmers and the poor were severely adversely affected by the financial
crisis, which had an impact on the media industry as well. Lee’s (2002) study shows
that the crisis brought the world’s 11th largesi*economy, Korea, to the brink of
bankruptcy and led to the defaults by Russia and Brazil. Over 4000 media workers in
South Korea had lost their jobS since the advent of the Asian financial crisis in late
1997. In general, there were a mumber of newspapers and television stations had
experienced unprecedented downsizing and: restructuring over many Southeast Asian
countries (Lee, 2002).

Under the Chuan’s administration, the pObr had been more isolated and left out
from governmental support and policy-makihg, decision process. The financial crisis
brought the people crises in the agricultural éector, fierce competition of natural
resources, and, consequently, the advent of furéllbased megia in the region. According
to the decline of mainstream media that cut their budget'and reporting coverage, the
people’s concerns and problems were inadequately covered. Thus, the online media
sites were founded by NGOs and CBOs, were used as an alternative news platform to
report the hardships: endured by 'residents of the GMS, espeCially those in Thailand.
Examples of AOEM include: Prachadhrama News Net, Thai NGO, Esaan Voice, and

Prachatai-Newspaper-Online:

3.1.3) Emergence of Global ICTs Trend in Thailand

The development of the Internet in Thailand originally began in mid-1987, first in
Asian Institute of Technology’s (AIT) computer science department, later in Prince of
Songkhla University in the south of Thailand, and in Chulalongkorn University in 1992.
By 1995, usage had grown extensively and the Internet commercialized and expanded

outside the academic realm to the general population. The state of academic networking
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in Thailand has grown significantly reaching almost every university and research
institution in the country. Many Thai schools and universities are using the Internet and

its applications in their curricula.

The government is planning to invest more in Information Communication
Technologies (ICTs) and human resources by improving the telecommunications
infrastructure and providing more education. Currently, the Internet is available in
almost every big city in Thailand, especially where universities are located. Anyone
who can afford it can utilize the commercial‘Internet Services that are available and

growing throughout the country (Boonsak and.ether; 1999).

Furthermore, Boonsak«(1999) describes the phenomenon occurring due to
commercialization as the laternet.became more socially significant in Thailand. This
was coupled with the national promotion of computer usage. Since the beginning of the
1990s, the government prometed computer usage by slashing import taxes from 30-40%
to 5% for finished products and from 20%to 4% for hardware. Newspapers jumped on
the bandwagon of World\Wide Web (WWW)"puincations. The Bangkok Post, and
English-language newspaper, published the iQQSJ_eIection news live on the web. In July
1995, Thailand’s total solar eclipse was also pu‘blished on a special homepage. Thai

expatriates depended on these newspapers to keep up with current events in Thailand.

After the Thai economy began its downward spiral in early 1996, the business of
providing Internet service in Thailand had become less viable. Thai commercial Internet
services were hitbythe fower local demand and the baht devaluation. Coupled with the
recent policy to expand Internet usage in the country of the Ministry of Transport and
Communicatiens;+the, ceampanies<had dowered-their servicecharges: jUntil recently,
Thailand had enjoyed strong economic growth, especially-during thefirst half of the
1990s. The country’s growth per GDP was at an average of 7-8 percent annually.
Consequently, when the national network was initiated, the country could afford the
new technology. Coupled with the reduced computer import taxes, it was also easy to
promote computer usage among Thais who had been excited about adopting computers
to facilitate their growing businesses. The economic growth also benefited the
telecommunications infrastructure, one of the most critical networking ingredients of a

country.
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The book ‘Rethinking Southeast Asia’ (2006) by Lewis shows that in a 1997
survey of ‘cyber-bootsterism’ by small states - referring to how smaller countries
promote themselves through their Internet sites - Singapore was ranked as number one.
While the world became an information-based society, these regional trading rivalries
took on a new techno-nationalist dimension. Traditional competition in trade, business
and finance was now expanded into a race to become regional IT, communications and
media hubs, especially Thailand, Singapore and Malaysia. This economic nationalism
would now be extended to new IT and telecom project - satellites, computers and
media. Singapore was the first Southeast/Asian state to become a center for
multinational electronics companies. As early.as.2980, Singapore held the third largest
share of global exports of microelectronics. 101992 this resulted in “IT 2000’, the plan

to be an ‘Intelligent Island’ - atechnelogy center as well as a financial hub.

Lewis (2006) also points out that altheugh Thailand was slower to commit to an
IT vision of the future, the econemy grew astronomically after the mid-1980s with most
development centered in Bangkok and.its industrial corridors and the eastern seaboard.
In 1997 the main IT think#tank, the National Electronics and Computer Technology
Centre (Nectec), called Thailand.te become"ailr'i ASEAN electronics assembly hub, but
its call was rejected by the Federaticn of Thai Industries because they considered that
the nation still lacked the skills and technology to -produce high-end goods. In 2000 and
International IT survey placed Singapore second in the world and Malaysia twenty-fifth,
but Thailand was thirty-third, marginally ahead of the Philippines. By the late 1990s the
Singaporean, Malaysia and Thai economies had made remarkable advances. Singapore
led the way in planning to became’part of the new: global information economy, and
Malaysia followed closely with its Multimedia Super Corridor. Thailand lagged well
behind in+I T;dutyits~ecanomy-had-boomed; enormously: Howeyer; thejcurrency crisis
that began.in Thailand in 1997 ended the lTong boom, but it would begin again after

readjustment.

Nevertheless, the main obstacles in Thailand with regard to new media were that
the Internet was controlled by imposed order through state control and censorship. This
was not as rigid as in Malaysia or Singapore, but strict control was still in effect. This is
reasonably showing the role of communications and the media in democratization and

cultural change in mainland Southeast Asia, meaning primarily Thailand, Malaysia and
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Singapore. Also, the new media-circulated culture is transforming Southeast Asian life.

It is well known thatfreedom of the press is essential for a healthy functioning
democracy. In case of Thailand, it may be difficult to discern whether the press is
actually free.Even though media such as an online newspapers, websites, and weblogs
have opened up more space for alternative and marginalized voices, journalists in
Thailand tend to exercise self-censorship when reporting on events if those events

involve the military, monarchy, judiciary and other sensitive issues (Siriyuvasak, 2008).

Though the Internet in Thailand is ameng_the freest media in the country, it still
comes under government serutiny. The Ministry of Information and Communications
Technology actively blocks.#hailSPs from accessing websites it deems offensive,
mainly pornography sites, but political sites, particularly those having to do with the
South Thailand insurgency.aresalso blocked. According 10 The Nation Daily, surfers
face “some of the world”s teughest measures on Internet filtering”Pornographic sites,
anti-monarchy sites and anti-government sites are targeted, the paper said
(Chongkittavorn, 2009). -

However, the emergence of Internet contributed significantly to Thai economic
growth in the years prier to the 1997 financial crisis!The Fhai government and private
companies realized that'the usage of Internet was the way out to bail out business and
tourism of the country. Thus, the government did their best to maintain the growth of
the Internet business and the network system. Eventually, it also helped the growth of
Alternative Online Environmental Media/(AOEM) by providing;low cost resources and
space for community-based and non-governmental organizations to voice out their

environmental:concerns dueto.governmental/large-scaledevelopment projects.

In the next part an example of people’s media, which was founded after the
economic crisis will be examined. Prachadhrama News Net (PNN) was originally
writing news and articles sending by post mail, fax-machine and telephone. After
Internet bloomed in Thailand, PNN started to develop and use ICTs to run their

journalism work in 2000.
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3.2) Example of The First People’s News Media - Prachadhrama News Net (PNN)

Prachadhrama News Net (PNN) [‘www.prachatam.com’, formerly used
‘www.newspnn.com’] is a Thai alternative news agency that was founded in 1999
leading by academics and activists in Northern Thailand, founded by well-known and
well-respected Nidhi Eoseewong and social entrepreneur Suchada Chakpisute. The
name of the organization translates to the Moral News Net, a name that reflects PNN’s
mission to encourage mainstream media to provide greater news coverage of the poor
(Litvin, 2009). The founding group believed that Thailand’s mainstream media outlets
were not adequately reporting on issues affeeting local communities and their
movements. As mentioned that Thai media was monopolized by commercial media that
was primarily interested In earning profits with entertainment coverage, not responsive
to meaningful news coverage about marginalized or rural people. From its website and

published documents, the following isa description of the organization’s motivations:

To this day, theimedia in Thailand s’;ill suffers from a democratic deficit. That is to
say that general public lack adequate space in‘the public media to express their opinions.
The media broadly remains under-the centtél'i;ed control of the State and is increasingly
being monopolized by private capital throui;h Efoncessions and licenses. (...) It results in
people, particularly the poor-ahd-the marginalised, (women), lacking the freedom and the
means to express. opinions, particularly those which relate’ to public politics. Lack of
access to the media cuts off people from an important means of participating in and
shaping public opinion and influencing government.policy in its various spheres,

education, health, naturaleresource management, agriculture, housing etc.

Furthermore, serious and long-standing problems experienced by large sectors of
marginalized-groupsiin-societyfiave never been,fully realized by the public. The powerful
influence of elite groups on policy-making has'an‘impact on the implementation of state
projects whose plans are later shown to be inconsistent with actual needs of broader
society. Instead, these projects become a source of conflict between the state and the
people etc. (...) Also, there is a very few channels in the media to fully expresses these
people’s views and contest state assumptions concerning this complex issue. As result
forest dwellers faced serious hardship and the issue became a major problem to extend a

month long protest rally was held in 1998, which narrowly avoided military repression.
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As a result, PNN aims to make the Thai population aware of the issues affecting
local communities, and other important issues in Thailand. It is a people media
organization that sends its small staff of reporters to report on issues affecting civil
society, such as human rights, gender rights, and HIVV/AIDs infection.

Through it is reporting on these issues, PNN still seeks to incorporate alternative
media into mainstream media. The PNN’s news and article are written and sent to
established media outlets to reach the larger intended audience through print, radio, and
Internet outlets. As we can see by the numbers.of articles about the local community
published in mainstream media:from February te=July of 2001, PNN sent 112 news
stories to subscribers, of which 30 were published; 112 headline articles, of which 9
were published; and 16 In=depth articles, of which 2 were published (Asoka).
Additionally, PNN’s news_and_ articles which are published on the PNN website, are

used in reporting over a hundred communityradio (F.M.) stations (PNN).

PNN does not only€ause an impact By the number of stories it publishes. It also
affects gradual social change by increasihg' communication about impoverished
communities in Thailand. PNN’s. coverage of fhge_ Thai government’s environmentally-
unsustainable and uneconomical préjecis, such as newly constructed dams and rapids
blasting, is important+to highlight the social -éf-fects, thedisplaced people and the
migrant worker’s confticts with local inhabitants, despite the increased tourism and
employments opportunities. The negative effects are the stories that the Thai

government would not wish to make public (cited in Litvin, 2009).

From its website also shows that PNN tries to work at improving the media
coverage~ingFhailand fromy, the ottom; ups PNN, runsptrainingy, programs in Thai
communities to identify and ‘prepare ‘youth ‘and adult volunteers to'become journalists
themselves as well. Furthermore, PNN works with many partner organizations and
groups, such as; Northern NGO Coordinating Committee (NGO-COD North), Child
and Youth Network, Natural Resources Management Network, Alternative Agricultural
Network, People Living with HIV/AIDS Network, Women’s Network, Ethnic and
Tribal Peoples Network, Local Community Organization Recovery Project (CODI),
People Coordination Center for Poverty Alleviation, other universities and schools.
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Moreover, in the early 2000s, other alternative online media have developed in the
country.For example, Prachatai [www.prachatai.com], a new non-profit web newspaper,
established in 2004, seeks to provide ‘reliable and relevant’ news and information to the
Thai public during an era of serious curbs on the freedom and independence of Thai
news media groups. It started with one editor and five reporters and has grown to a staff
of 14 people today (Litvin, 2008). Nevertheless, PNN and Prachatai also work and
support each other’s work on many levels; for instance, re-publish news and articles in
one another’s websites, partner in field work or interviews and exchange information

among their editorial team staff.

Although nowadays, Prachatai has become a bilingual website already, PNN
website is available only in Thai language. In spite of that, PNN is not as independent as
Prachatai.com because PNN‘relieson income from readers or subscribers. PNN relies
mainly from grants, according to its ‘website, such as receiving funding from the
Environmental Fund frem the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, the
Open Society Institute and the Thai Health'Promotion Foundation. Thus, however PNN
can operate its media house by using low-cost medium such aswebsites, otherwise the
organization might hardly sustain their wofk 'b,e](_:ause they only receive grants in the

very long term (Litvin, 2009).
3.3) Internet Usage Sittiation in Thailand after Coup 2006

During the coup in 2006, all national channels were blocked and used for military
announcements anly.Peaple’needed ‘to knowmare information of what was happening
so they began usifg the inexpensive media channels made possible through the Internet.
There were many+emails;of-information, phetosyand videos;fram-thase who stayed in
Bangkok of the military tanks andsoldiers marching outto the street. The news quickly
spread all over the country. According to the Internet World State, the number of
Internet users in Thailand rose significantly after the coup. In 2000, there were about
2.3 million people using Internet, in 2006 and 2007 the number significantly increased
to 11.4 and 13.4 million people, respectively. In 2010 the number of Internet users is at
17.5 million people (Internet World Stats, 2010).
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Early in 2004, two scholarly alternative websites were launched:
www.sameskybooks.org and www.midnightuniv.org. Both present mostly academic
content and provide a forum for academics, students and other to discuss issues that are
forbidden in mainstream media; that is, issues of the monarchy and the military which
are two main institutions that have dominated Thai politics for the past 75 years, since
the end of monarchy system in 1932. The Midnight University website was set up by
scholars and intellectuals based in Chiang Mai and its website was shut down by the
military government after they held a high-profile protest against the draft interim
constitution. The shutdown of the website (www.midnightuniv.org) in September 29,
2006 led to the loss of 1,500 seholarly articies‘previded for free public education (The
Nation, 2006).

As a result of the 2006*Coup; there are many websites running activelyagainst and
rising up among the censorship and of the mainstream media and breaking the
boundaries of self-censership. This digital social climate resulted in more alternative
websites; such as, wwwi19sep.org, www.nocoup.org, www.thaienews.blogspot.com,
www.thaifreenews.com, www.newskythailand.(:bm. There is also a group founded by
cyber activists called Freedom. Against Cehsgrship Thailand (FACT),which is a
network of people who disagree with state censofship. They are a member organization
in the Global Internet, Liberty Campaign (GILC) and. the- Global Internet Freedom
Consortium (GIFC) and cooperate with more than 200 organizations and groups around

the world.

The underlying itheme is that ICT alows' for the’creation of positive social
networks among people. People are more able to communicate to each other in a very
informative,cactive and_reciprocalway.cPeeple connect through, seciak networks online
to discuss a particular'subject, and do some activities as well. The people who actively
use the communication and networking potential of ICT can raise a local issue to
become national or worldwide issue and apply pressure on the government to address
the problem. Although the Internet is often discussed mainly as a medium for social
interaction for support purposes and to connect with others on a personal level, it can
also be used as a way to facilitate social movements and activism among users (New
Media and Community, 2009).
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In addition, the printed media, although known for having the greatest freedom,
has experienced problems, especially in the period from 2001 to the present day, when
printed media has come under the control of advertisers. Under Press Act of 1941,
editors are made responsible for the articles published, with the result that editors censor
themselves cautiously. This lies in contrast to other countries where each journalist
must be responsible for his or her own writing, but not the editor, which allows greater
space for the press. Thus, the creation of a space for both vertical and horizontal
communication by the people at the grassroots has increasing importance in present
times. Access to information and independent news are fundamental in a democracy.
With it, people and civil society have a chanee.io learn and express themselves as a

means to influence policy-making and project decisions (Siriyuvasak, 2008).

At the time this thesis"was written the coup in 2006 had passed for about four
years now, though Thai pegople have found the alternative ways of communicating,
sharing and discussing among@ themselves in cyberspace, some laws have been trying to
eliminate those channels. Agence French-Press (AFP) news lately reports the requesting
that Thailand must halt a “backward slide’ on freedom of expression after a sharp rise in
cases of people accused of insulting the ré’vie"r,eld monarchy. Not only has the tough
enforcement of lese majeste law Been imposéd on the people, but also the new
Computer Crime Act 2007 has been very acti-v'e- against the Internet users. Amnesty
International encourages the Royal Thal government to amend the lese majeste law so

that it will comply with international laws and standards.

Amnesty International’ further' expresses their concerns ‘that the government has
characterized theSe laws as a matter of national security, allowing cases to be held
behind elesedxdoors:, The«group <highlighted, cases, sinces April 2009 jin which Thai
nationals received heavy jail ‘sentences for allegedly defaming the royals and said that
hundreds of other cases of alleged lese majeste remained active. Many people have been
charged under the lese majeste law had also been charged under the Computer Crimes
Act, leading to a big increase in monitoring of the Internet for any material that
allegedly defames the royal family (AFP, January 13, 2010). The Reporters Without
Borders worldwide press freedom index of Thailand has dropped from 59th in 2004,
107th in 2005, in the year before the country’s last military coup in 2006, then down to
153rd.
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Thailand is not the only a country where media is under government and military
control; it is happening elsewhere in the Southeast Asian countries. The Press Freedom
House contends that there is no free media, but only partly free and not free. Thailand
and Philippines press are considered to be partly free. Indonesia, Cambodia, Malaysia
and Singapore, Laos, Vietnam, Burma and Brunei are considered to be not free.
Furthermore, the media and Internet censorship in this region are mostly about these
topics: guarding national security, preserving cultural norms, maintaining religion
values, shielding children from pornography and exploitation, protecting the monarchy
(especially in Thailand and Cambodia), preventing online hate speech, and security of

intellectual property rights.

In recent years, the lniernethas become popular as it emerged among global
society. It has been raisedsas ene of the alternative communication tools for many
marginalized or voiceless people and: different kinds of interest groups those want to
make their voices louder in the public. (New Media, 2009). Accordingly, since 1990s
Internet in Thailand has/been used by mainstream media in seeking revenue from
broader and more diverse markets. The Thai gbVérnment also perceived this opportunity
to enhance the country’s image. in promotri’rjg,tpurism and trade after the economic
downturn since the Asian financial €fisis in 1997.‘Meanwhile, CBOs and NGOs such as
ThaiNGO, PNN, Esaan \oice, and Prachétai- launched iheir websites as being an
information hub for Thai people regarding social and enviranmental issues.

Summary

This chapter revealed that the origin and the establishment of Alternative Online
EnvironmentatMedia<(AQEM )«in Thailand was-due-toithe meeds ofithe people during a
critical time"in Thai 'history; a time in ‘which Thai ‘people have' been experiencing
economic and social changes due to development policies and projects that caused
conflicts over natural resources use between governmental and people, and a

concomitant lack of meaningful democratic participation from people in rural areas.

In spite of the fact that the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) countries has been
prompt in setting up various mechanisms to address environment and sustainable

development concerns — especially after the 1992 Rio Earth Summit - the environmental
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problems due to large-scale development projects are ongoing across the region (Habito
and Antonio, 2007). The acceleration of economic growth, free trade, and foreign
investment in Thailand and in other GMS countries may help increasing the country’s
gross domestic product (GDP), but many local communities have been suffering.
Moreover, the lack of people participation and power over a decision-making, and the
lack coherence in laws and policies governing environment and natural resources —

these have fueled the conflicts between governments and affected local communities.

However, the rapid growth of ICTs 4n. Thailand has been instrumental in
generating more political participation on behalf.ef the people. The voices of affected
communities that need to be recognized and their problems need to be addressed and
discussed. Where traditionalmedia is no longer sufficient in providing information and

a venue for public discussiom; online media has been filling the gaps.

According to Asian Media Barometer indicates The Second Master Plan on
Information and Communication: Technology 2009-2013; drawn up by the Ministry of
Information and Communication Technology_f(IVIICT) has set its goal on education and
social development in line with the directidht bfl_the National Development Plan. It is
supposed to build ICTs infrastructure that WOuid meet the information needs of all
citizens, including marginalized communitiés,'fﬁé disadvantaged, the elderly, and the
disabled. However, the planning process still seems rather incoherent (FES, 2010).

Even though there were several master plans including the National Broadband
Master Plan thataimed at providing broadband ‘access to atleast 50% of the population
within the next five years, the main problem laid with the implementation of these plans
by various, state ageneies; Henee; there is stilbashuge digital gap between the urban and
rural population (FES, 2010).

The next chapter will further examine the establishment and the roles of
Alternative Online Environmental Media (AOEM) in Thailand which has been used by
CBOs and NGOs to help voiceless and local people who have affected by the
government development projects, and for promoting sustainable development in GMS

countries.



CHAPTER IV
ESTABLISHMENT OF ALTERNATIVE ONLINE
ENVIRONMENTAL MEDIA (AOCEM) IN THAILAND

This chapter will discuss the origin and establishment of “Alternative Online
Environmental Media (AOEM)” which promote sustainable development in Thailand.
The study will be divided into three parts. The<first part will provide the various
definitions of “sustainable development” in eomparison-between the meaning created by
governmental and international organizations, and by non-governmental groups that have
participated in environmental discussions. The second part will examine causes which
lead to the need of an eavironmental movement in Thailand, including the need for
increased online media to betised by envitonmental organizations. Last of all, in order to
understand the motivations behind setting up AOEM by NGOs and CBOs, the study will
focus at the historical background of three organizations: (1) Mekong-Lanna Natural
Resources and Culture Conservation Network fCommunity-based Media for Mekong
River’; (2) Living River Siam, ‘Rivers for Lives%;,éh‘d, (3) International Rivers ‘People,

Water, Life’ — Southeast Asia Campaigning Page.
4.1) Economic Growth and Sustainable Development

The concept of development as understood-for the past decades refers heavily to
economic growth (e.g..expanding Grass Domestic Product GDP) and led by global
economic integration (Daly, 1990). However, this economic globalization, specifically
the growingyinternationalization of trade, foreign direct investment, and finance also has

important implications for the quality of the environment (Clapp and Dauvergne, 2003).

Thus, the development is now more widely seen to involve improving not only a
state’s economy, but also the health and prosperity of human beings, which is often
referred to as ‘human development’. This view of human development includes

improvements in the provision of basic human needs, such as access to nutritious food,
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clean water, shelter, gender equality, environmental cleanliness and sustainable

livelihoods(Clapp and Dauvergne, 2003).

The report “Our Common Future” (also known as the Brundthland Report, 1987)
from the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED)
also emphasizes that development and environment have a close relationship. There has
been a well-recognized link between sustainable development and the environment,
namely that development which is not sustainable ean‘lead to environmental degradation
and competition over scarce natural resources. Thus;the development of one country
must not only concern the seeurity of.its nation, but also security of the individual,
community (human security)gpolitical security, food security, and environmental security
(Bruntland, 1987). However, degpending on the source, there are several different

conceptions of what the term ‘“‘Sustainable develdbment” means:

e “Development that meets the fieeds of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to-meet the_lr own needs, and takes the impact on
the environment into"account and tries to minimize environmental damage”
(Brundtland Commission, 1987). 7

e “The reduction of hunger and poverty In environmentally sound ways. It
includes the meeting of basic needs, expanding economic opportunities,
protecting and improving the enviromment and promoting pluralism and

democratic participation” (www.developmenteduction.ie):

o It ‘must be. improving. the: quality: of human flife' while“living within the

carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems” (www.interenvironment.org).

e “Environmentally friendly forms of economic growth activities (agriculture,
logging, manufacturing, etc.) that allow the condoned production of a
commodity without damage to the ecosystem (soil, water, supplies,

biodiversity or other surrounding resources)”, (www.ecokids.ca).
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Nevertheless, the rapid economic growths of past decades have been intensively
promoted by global financial institutes and have left Southeast Asia, specifically the
GMS, a polluted and ecologically degraded region. Certain development projects cause
the environmental problems and unavoidably have an impact on human security in the
region. Therefore, an urgent need has arisen to attain and promote truly “sustainable
development” that needs to be recognized by government policies and regulations. NGOs
and CBOs, through their environmental advogacy, have increased support for truly

sustainable development (Clapp and Dauvergne, 2003).

For purposes of this thesis;ststatnable development means: a pattern of resource
use that aims to meet human.needswhile preserving the environment so that these needs
can be met not only in the present, but also for generations te come; more importantly,
the decision-making power n development'rrﬁust come from meaningful and non-
coercive participation and degision ‘from aIIV parties in the society, specifically the

potentially affected local communities.

According to AmartyaSen (1999), rational‘iitg/‘ and freedom (social choice) are the
most critical instruments necessary .for -a ,s',o'c_ie_ty to achieve truly sustainable
development. It stands toireason that any aspect- 0} development under undemocratic
governments which suffer from a lack of people-participation and where there is no free
flow of information and no right to information would have a deleterious impact on the
people and local communities: Thus, Sen’s work. also shows that desirable development
requires necessary ‘elements, such as such political freedom, ecanomic facilities, social
opportunities, transparency, and security. Additionally, democracy in economic and
social development.is crucial as-it.allows people to have-their,voicessheard@and thus plays
a constructive role in 'shaping values and social norms, ‘political rights, and personal

freedoms.

Furthermore, Greer and Giannini (1999) reveal in “Earth Rights — Linking the
Quests for Human Rights and Environmental Protection” that in order for affected

communities to challenge social and ecological abuses of governments and corporations,
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freedom of speech and freedom of association are very important. Around the world
individuals and communities have come together in demonstrations and marches,
boycotts and shareholder resolutions, and different forms of civil disobedience in

campaigns for social or ecological justice.

4.1.1)Asian Development Bank

Asian Development Bank (ADB), for example, is an international development
finance institution whose mission-is to help, developing countries reduce poverty and
improve the quality of life_of.people through loans and.investments for development
projects. Although ADB’s stated mission is to improve people’s lives, it has resulted in a
lower quality of living for people in Asia and the Pacific. Furthermore, development
projects have had and continue to have an ever'-‘c'j'reater negative impact on environmental

stability in developing countries through Southeast Asia (Greer and Giannin:28).

In 1992, ADB initiated the Greater Mekoﬁg Sub-region (GMS) Program has
contributed to rapid economic growth. in six co&r{trj__es in Mekong Region (e.g. Burma,
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and China — VYrunnan and Guangxi provinces). The
GMS program aims to encourage a regional éprproach, with ambitious vision of
transforming the six counties of Mekong Region into a single, borderless economy. The
program has facilitated almost US$ 10 billion worth of investment to conduct
development projects througheut GMS countries (Ransley, et al., 2008).

The GMS program has resulted in the building of roads, bridges, dams, airports,
ports, hotel;-andgasinos-across-the:-region.cAlsopthe program thas-pushedsforward more
international - agreements ‘on " trade, “energy, " tourism, "agriculture, “infrastructure
development and hydropower dams in the six Mekong countries. ADB states this
development strategy is best way to alleviate poverty — by creating the macro-economic
growth and measuring each country’s GDP. Contrarily, the data suggests that the GMS
program has resulted in increases of: (1) inequality; (2) deforestation, (3) decline in the
health of rivers; and, (4) a loss of biodiversity. Furthermore, the rapid growth of GDP



52

actually increases hardship and signals that the development projects are not sustainable,

in both the economic and environmental senses. (Ransley, et al., 2008).

Though the incidence of poverty in the GMS countries declined significantly
between 1990 and 2003, reliance on economic indicators (such as GDP) for this
‘improvement’ may be misleading. In fact, it is quite possible for people to experience
rising income and a declining standard of living at the same time. For instance, the forest
resources are a significantly higher contributor of feod security and health than monetary
income, especially in subsistence-living .communities; if people in such local
communities lose access to _forests, then they experienee.a decline in their standard of
living despite the increase instheicdncome. This is because the people likely endure less
access to clean water, lossg0f patural resources, loss of agricultural land, increased

migration to city to labored waerk, and other hardéhips(Cornford and Matthews, 2007).

Oxfam Australia has eriticized the ADB as being insensitive to local communities
and that ADB is operating at a regional: and _i;r,lte'rnational level whichcan undermine
people’s human rights through ‘projects: that ha_l\-/;z:Qetrimental outcomes for poor and
marginalized communities (Oxfam Australia, ,Jfé_nruary 31, 2011). Also, the United
Nations Environmental Pregram states in its repdrt jthat the giowth realized from ADB
projects bypassed more than 70 percent of the rural population across Asia-Pacific, many
of whom are directly dependent on natural resources for livelihoods and incomes
(Macan-Markar, 2007).

“Economic growth, coupled with growing population pressures, has also led to
widespread-~pollution, Jandcdegradation and jdepletion-of; natural~resources,” adds the
report, a groundbreaking study that examines the"vital links that ecosystems and natural
resources have in supporting livelihoods and poverty reduction. “Unless addressed, these
changes may cause irreversible ecosystem damage with far-reaching implications for

economic activities that depend on natural resources” (Macan-Markar, 2007).
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There exists ample criticism that ADB's large-scale projects cause social and
environmental damage due to lack of oversight. One of the most controversial ADB-
related projects is the Mae Moh coal-fired power station, located in Thailand.
Environmental and human rights activists say ADB's environmental safeguards policy as
well as policies for indigenous peoples and involuntary resettlement, while usually up to
international standards on paper, are often ignored in practice, are too vague or weak to
be affective, or are simply not enforced by bank officials (Johnston, 2007; RFI, 2009).

The Mae Moh Coal Power Plant has 13 generating units with a total capacity of
2,625 megawatt (MW). It_iswlocated in |the mountains of Lampang province in
northern Thailand. According o .the Asian. Development Bank (ADB), it has been
involved in financing the Mae Moh mine. It approved a series of loans amounting to
more than US$352 millionsover the past Vt\‘/r\"/enty years.The Electricity Generating
Authority of Thailand (EGAT) constructed thex‘pl-ants in four phases from 1978 to 1996.
It owns and operates the Mae Moh Power Plant_ _V\_(_hich IS Tueled by an open pit lignite
mine which produces 40,000 tons per day. With;,,ah area of 135 square kilometers, it is
considered the largest coal-fired power plant ln- Southeast Asia.The project aims to
answer the growing electricity demand . in Méi_(qp_olitan Bangkok and rural areas.
According to the ADB and EGAT, the project i-s —highly sugcessful since the project
objectives involving least-cost nature, system loss reduction, and system stability and
reliability have been met (Greenpeace Southeast Asia, 2006).

According to«Greenpeace, the' Mae Moh power plant contributes approximately
four million tons oficarbon dioxide emission in the atmosphere annually. In addition,
around 1.6-millian~tons, of; sulfur-gas is ireleased~fromethe cpower /plant jinto the air
everyday. Such‘emissions have caused severe health problems for the people near the site
and have led to the deterioration of the environment. More than 200 people have died due
to respiratory diseases and lung cancer ever since Mae Moh power plant began operation.
(Jessica Rosien, 2004)
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4.1.2)The World Bank

The World Bank (WB) is another international financial institution which provides
loans to developing countries for capital programs. It is well known that the World
Bank’s stated goal is to reduce poverty. According to the World Bank Sustainable
Development Network (SDN), the work of the SDN aims to enhance the quality of
growth to help developing countries move to, and remain on, a development path that
reduces poverty and meets the needs of people..The scope of the World Bank SDN
covers a wide range of economie sectors, such as-agriculture and rural development,
energy, transport, water, environment,-urban development, social development, oil, gas,
mining, chemicals, informaiion and  communication technologies, and sub-national

activities.

The World Bank has beea widely criticizéd by NGOs that the projects it undertakes
do not achieve positive outcomes. For exampl_e,___the effect of structural adjustment
policies on developing countriés has been one of the most significant criticisms of the
World Bank. Though many of these structural a;iijdst__ment policies included encouraging
production, investment and labor-intensive manuféc_tu_ring and altering the distribution of
government resources,  the alleviation of pove-rt;/ was not realized. In fact, the
circumstances of the poar often worsened, due to a reduction in'social spending and an

increase in food prices (de Vries, 1996).

A report of Pak Muh 'dam released: by World Commission on ' Dams (WCD) is one
of eight case studiesiundertaken world-wide to assess the performance and development
impact of largesdams, lt~concerns«the:Rak Mum Hydropowen project, arun-of-river dam

located in the Northeastregion of Thailand.

The Pak Mun dam is a gravity dam located 5.5 kilometers west of the confluence of
the Mun and Mekong rivers in UbonRatchathani province, Thailand. It was constructed
by the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) with support from the World
Bank at a total cost of US$240 million, and completed in 1994 (WCD, 2000). The World
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Commission on Dams report also raised doubts about the amount of power the dam can
produce. It argued that the dam could not reliably produce the anticipated amount of

electricity, making it economically nonviable (WCD, 2000).

Moreover, the project has been criticized for adverse effects on the fisheries of Mun
River, insufficient compensation payments to affected villages, and failure to produce the
projected power output. According to WCD (2000)’s report reflects the impact of Pak

Mun Dam are:

“The immediate impacirof the dam was to flood 117 square kilometers of land and
displace around 3,000 families..in all-around 25,000 villagers claim to have been affected
by the dam. Furthermore__in thespost-dam.period fishing communities located upstream and
downstream of the dam reported 50-100% decline in fish catch and the disappearance of
many fish species. The number of households dependent on fisheries in the upstream
region declined from 95.6% to 66.7%. Villagers who were dependent on fisheries for cash
income have found no viable means of livelihood since the dam was built. As their food
security and incomes destabilized they: sought various ways to cope including outward

migration toward urban areas in search of Wagerflabér.”

Although, EGAT has paid out US$44.24 million in relocation compensation, plus
US$ 15.8 million for “tess of fisheries, the affected villagers continue to stage
demonstrations at the dam.site and outside Government Haouse in Bangkok frequently
since the dam was built. The firstsprotesting action/occurred in 1997, where nearly20,000
people protested in front of the .Government House in Bangkok. Fhen, 5,000 villagers

occupied around the Pak Mun dam site in, 1999 (Living River Siam, January 31, 2011).

The Pak Mun project became a protracted conflict between the adversely affected
villagers, the project developers, and the government. The exclusion of affected people
from the decision-making process gave rise to protracted protests, demonstrations and
confrontations. These actions were taken by the affected people to seek recognition and
settlement of compensation and rehabilitation entitlements. These events resulted in a

strong negative perception of the project within the community (WCD, 2000).
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For the past decade, there have been many NGOs and CBOs whose campaigns
employ various methods to stop unsustainable projects and to promote sustainable ways
of development. For example, conducting pre- and post-dam research, media work (e.g.
publicizing information about the dam projects and the resulting impact, press releases,
and posting reports and pictures on other websites), legal approach, corporate campaigns,

legislative tools and peaceful protests (International Rivers, 2008).

Althoughthere are many organizations — both® CBOs and NGOs —which use online
media in their activism regarding development projeets in the in GMS countries (see
table 4.1), this study will focus-on ithiee organizations:. (1) Mekong-Lanna Natural
Resources and Culture Conservation: Network; (2) Living River Siam, and; (3)

International Rivers — Southgast Asia:Campaigning Page.

Table 4.1 List of Mekong Non-governmental Organizations
.- Year of

Name of Organization Eatablehmek Web Address
International Rivers 1985 www.internationalrivers.org
Foundation for Ecological 1986 WWWw.terraper.org
Recovery and Regional Alliance ;
The NGO Forum on Cambodia 1993 .www.ngoforum.org.kh
EarthRights International 1995 wwiv-earthrights.org
Culture and Environment 1995 WWW.cepa-cambodia.org
Preservation Association
Living River Siam 1999 www.livingriversiam.org
Salween Watch 1999 www.salweenwatch.org
Fisheries Action Cealition Team 2000 wwwi:faet.org.kh
3S Rivers Protection Network 2001 WWW.3sph.cfsites.org
Mekong-Lanna Natural Resources 2002 www.mekonglover.com
and Culture Conservation Network
Burma Rivers‘Natwork 2007 WWW.burmaiiversnetwork.org
Center for Water Resources 2006 www:warecod.org

Conservation and Development
Save the Mekong 2008 www.savethemekong.org
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4.2) Historical Background and Motivations in Using AOEM of Examined

Environmental Organizations

4.2.1)Mekong-Lanna  Natural  Resources and  Culture  Conservation

Network(www.mekonglover.com)

Mekong-Lanna Natural Resources:and Culture Conservation Network(hereafter,
“Network™), is a community-based organization; based in ChaingKhong district, Chiang
Rai province, which is one of the development project affected-areas in Northern
Thailand.Network represents a«local level of organizatien while actively using online
media to address the impaci*of development projects along the Mekong River. The
Network, founded in 2002, isg/@ Thal gommunity-based organization (CBO) which formed
after a multi-community discussion over how fd'bope with the social, environmental and
economic impact of development projects inx‘the GMS. This CBO resulted from the
cooperation and support from many:local environmental groups, such as: Chiang Khong
Conservation Group (founded/in 1995), Nam—ln_g, Natural Resource Conservation Group
(founded in 2000), River and Community Projéi:i (founded in 1999), according to the
Organization’s website - Www.mekonglover.com.j_ 3

Since the early 1990s, large-scale development projects, such as hydropower dams
and rapids blasting, have resulted in many effects to Mekong local communities,
economically, socially and culturally. In 2002, members of local communities from

Chiang Khong" an@ Chiang: Saen? districts together \with other communities along the

lChiang Khong is-a distriet in-the, Northeastern=part, of, Ehiang-Rai-Rrovince, Northern
Thailand. Neighboring districtslare WiangKaen, Khun|Tan, PhayaMengRai, Wiang Chiang Rung,
DoiLuang, ChiangSaen of Chiang Rai Province. To the east is Bokeo province of Laos.
(http://wikitravel.org/en/Chiang_Khong).

2Chiang Saenis a district in Chiang Rai Province. Chiang Saen was a capital in the
ancient Lanna kingdom and had been the Burmese base of operation in the preceding years. The
city was deserted. While its inhabitants resettled in other Bangkok-allied Lanna cities. Several
ancient ruins are found in the old cities. Neighboring districts are Chiang Khong, DoiL.uang, Mae
Chan, MaeSai of Chiang Rai Province. To the north are Shan State of Myanmar and Bokeo
provinces of Laos. The area around the confluence of the Mekong with the Ruak River is called
the Golden Triangle. This boundary region with Laos and Myanmar is now a popular tourist area,
with several casinos on the Burmese side (http://en.wikipedia.org/wikiAmphoe_Chiang_Saen).
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Mekong River in Thailand protested at the Chinese Embassy in Bangkok. The protests
were in response to the blasting of rapids in the river which threatened the fish population
and, thus, people’s livelihoods. Moreover, the dams in the upper Mekong have already
cased negative impacts to the river’s ecosystem. Current fluctuations have been causing
riverbank erosion and agricultural land loss. The dam is also claimed to be the main cause

of droughts and floods in downstream Mekong countries (International Rivers, 2008).

Accordingly, the Network’s Mekong = Lover .website (www.mekonglover.com)
publicizes the organization’s objectives in promoting sustainable development: (1) to
promote eco-cultural ideology.andto inform the public about the status of development
projects in Mekong basins; (2)t0_study.and publicize local knowledge about nature and
culture in Mekong countrigs; (3) o /Support and strengthen other community-based
organizations in conserving of natural resources and Mekong cultures; and, (4) to

promote and provide eco-tourism in local communities to fundraise for the Network.

Moreover, the Network has Several strategic 'approaches to encourage sustainable
practices in the region: (1) to create an environm(‘eﬁ{al__.and cultural awareness among local
people by promoting cultural and environmenta,ll é_(;ti_\/ities in local communities; (2) to
work towards a creation of stability and sustain-abrility for. people and nature; (3) to
respect the diversity of ethnicities and cultures and to stress that everyone must be treated
equally; and, (4) cooperating and coordinating with many parties (e.g. officials, private
sectors, academics, educational and religious institutes, artists and mass media) in order

to achieve Network’s objectives.

According cto-an Anterview awithsthewirasakintayody a Network-researcher?, this
Network was. formed by a group of native-born‘residents in ‘Chiang Khong district of
Chiang Rai province, Thailand. They had been concerned about the changes of Mekong

River and people’s livelihoods and decided to set up an organization to voice their

3InterviewedJirasakIntayod, a local field researcher of Mekong-Lanna Natural Resources
and Culture Conservation Network. (September 17, 2009). Sripraist, Siriluk. Working in progress
paper: Downstream Development Threats and Campaign Strategies of People’s Movement.
Chiang Mai, Thailand: EarthRights International Mekong School.




59

concerns to cope with their problems. They have been working closely with local
communities and ethnic groups, mainly in the rural areas in Chiang Khong and in nearby
districts and provinces. Also, the Network has been monitoring natural changes, and
working with villagers and farmers to create and adapt their ways of farming and living
thorough the difficulties. For the past decade, the Network has been raising their concern
to be recognized by the government and to address the man-made causes ofchanges in the
environment, which they believe are largely of human origin, specifically, the

construction of hydropower dams.

The Network also works.elesely with Chiang Saen-Conservation Group (hereafter,
“CSCG”). CSCG was founded bylocal teachers, businessmen, farmers and students in
2003, and is mainly concermed about the impact development projects have on local
cultures. The group was actively formed when the Thai government proposed to operate
the Special Economic and Industrial Zone in Chiang Saen district. CSCG members were
concerned that local people‘would dose jobs, the area would become polluted, and the
traditions of local cultures would e disappearing. Thus, CSCG was strongly opposed to
the special zone proposal and elaimed.that the‘:ig-o\_/__ernment did not have the right to
operate the special zone in Chiang. Saen. The pfbjec_t was eventually halted.Since that
time, CSCG’s mission is to encourage people to brE)tect their /culture and environment,

and to promote sustainable.development.*

From August 2003 to June 2004, a Thai Baan Research>had been undertaken by
146 villages research from 13 Mekong- riverside communities'in two locations: Chiang
Saen, Chiang Khongiand WiangKaen district of Chiang Rai province, with assistance by
the Network, and .the~envireanmentaly NGOspnin +Thatlandy Fhe~methodologies were
developed from the first Thai Baan research undertaken‘at Pak Mun Dam, by applying to
each involved parties, focus group discussion, in-depth interview, and validation of data
by local experts, data classification and analysis. Currently, Network activists in the two

communities are working on a variety of campaigning tools; for instance: preparing

*Interviewed MitiYaprasit, a founder of Chiang Saen Conservation Group, (September 9,
2009)
>See more information in 4.3.2) Living River Siam organization
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educational materials, talking in community radio shows, distributing print-newsletters

and maintaining a website at www.mekonglover.com.

Figure 4.1 Mekong Lover Website

Source:Screen shot of www.mekonglover.com(February 16, 2011)

The Mekong Lover website is hosted by a CBO, which has been working closely
with local communities-and ethnic.groups, mainly,in-the-rural areas-in €hiang Khong and
nearby districts, and’ provinces,' including“local ‘communities-in Laos. Mest staff that
working for the organization are local who have been directly affected from Mekong
development projects. They are local farmers, fishermen, teachers, businessmen, artists —
who joined together to work to protect their rights and natural resources. Seemingly, their
life backgrounds define the information presented on their websites. Mekong Lover

website has a culture/ livelihood story-telling orientation.
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Mekong Lover website was founded a few years after the founding of ‘Mekong —
Lanna Natural Resources and Culture Conservation Network’ in 2002. According to
JirasaklIntayod, a researcher for the Network, their work is not only partially focused on
operating a website. Instead, the Network designated a Media Team to present
information and to provide another communication channel via the website. The Network
is primarily engaged in face-to-face education and campaigns. The Network researchers
gather information through field studies, meeting with local farmers and fishermen to
collect data, and organize meetings and conferences.at both local and provincial levels.
Additionally, the Network co-hosts conferences with-national and regional governmental

and non-governmental organizations.

The Network was maotivated to become an information provider itself when they
realized that the negative environmentel impaé’i due to development projects had far-
reaching implications. . The Mekeng River isr an international river that flows passing
many countries; therefore,environmental damage is not limited to the local areas in which
it occurs. Using this rationale, campaign effortsﬂ,aré almed at raising awareness among
urban people and encouraging €veryone to pu‘ti -bﬂ;ssure on Thai and other Mekong
governments to adjust environmental policies. Th'e'\_/\rlebsite’s intended audience spans the

urban population, environmental activists, academics and researchers.

One notable issue the Network and other partner organizations campaigned for was
the *‘Mekong giant catfish and. ecological conservation issue.” This issue had been
initially targeted bysmass /media and/NGO campaigns in-terms of protecting the Mekong
River and establishing alternative online environmental media (AOEM) of Mekong —
Lanna Natural Resources,and CulturesConseryation-Netwark:’ (The-Mekong giant catfish
is native to the Mekong basin in Southeast Asia‘and holds rich cultural'significance in the
Mekong region.It is in danger of extinction due to overfishing as well as a decrease in

water quality because of development and upstream damming.

Also, fishing for the Mekong giant catfish is illegal in Thailand, Laos and

Cambodia but the bans appear ineffective. In June 2006 nearly sixty Thai fishermen
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agreed to stop catching the endangered catfish to mark the anniversary of King
BhumibolAdulyadej’s ascension to throne of Thailand. The Thailand Fishery Department
still can catch the giant catfish for breeding purposes. However, conservation strategies
for the critically endangered Mekong giant catfish were not a success. The population of
the Mekong catfish has fallen by 80 percent in the last 14 years according to The World
Conservation Union (IUCN). This is unfortunate because the giant catfish serves as an

indicator of the ecosystem health and fisheries of the Mekong River.

The Mekong giant catfish issue was successfuln-attracting media attention butthe
mainstream media tended to_foeeus 0n-overfishing as the.main cause of extinction. The
Network, including Thai and“International NGOs and CBOs attempted to give more
detailed information that the.gtanicatfish was not harmed by everfishing solely, but was
possibly affected by the damConstruction andr"rapids blasting in upstream Mekong in
China. The extinction trend of Mekong. giant Catf—ish became a hot issue and widespread
concern spread throughout”thg" Mekong. region ___and International community. The
Network also engaged in campaigning about M_ekohg glant catfish potentially extinction
by disseminating information on its website éﬁd,.__publications, giving interviews to
mainstream media, and conducting a eco-cult,Ur'a_Ir tourism project — aimed to raise

awareness and better understanding about Mekong -people fishery and livelihood.

4.2.2)Living River Siam (www.livingriversiam.orq)

Living River.Siam (LRS) is a campaignh-based organization that is a well-known
among local, Mek@ng sub-regional and international communities.LRS distributes
hydropower~danty developmentimpact, researchin~GMS.Living; Rivery Stam (formerly
known as South East'Asia River Network or SEARIN) was founded on March 14, 1999,
the International Day of Action Against Dams and for River, Water and Life. According
to its website, LRS was established by academics and NGO activists who had been
working on social and environmental issues in Thailand particularly on the environmental
and social problems caused by large-scale dam projects, and state policies on resource

management.
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LRSwas the first organization to develop an alternative research methodology used
by local people to study ecological and cultural impact of development activities. As a
result, the research helped by empowering local communities to retrieve their rights over
natural resources. The organization’s website is recognized as a bay of information and
research about dams in GMS countries.

Figure 4.2 Thai villagers protest at Chinese ?yb ssy in Bangkok to demand a halt to
blasting rapids on the Mekong '

Source:(http://www.ihternat'ionalfrivers.org/en/the-movement, April28, 2011)

According to an interview with.LRS’s website c"oordina,tor‘TeegapongPomun, the
LRS website'was actualiy initiated ine 1997 when the 99:days Occupétion' took place.
There nearly 20,000 protesters in Bangkok in the name of “Assembly of the Poor,” (See
more detail in 4.1.2). Although the 99-days event became the focus of national
controversy, the mainstream media was lacked in-depth and on-the-ground news and
information. LRS staff acted as reporters and uploaded information to their website about

the impact of Pak Mun dam, people’s demands, and followed up on the event closely.
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According to its website, LRS has been working towards several tasks: (1) to
support local communities’ rights to their water resources; (2) to promote local
knowledge-based sustainable water resource management; and, (3) to oppose threats to
rivers and riverine ecosystems in Thailand and neighbor countries in Mekong and

Salween River basins, such as large-scale dam projects and water diversion projects.

Moreover, LRS analyzes the impact of  Thailand’s various dam projects and
coordinates the research of local villagers to give ihem power to document the influence
of local rivers and dams. LRS gained prominence dusing the Pak Mun Dam study period
in 2001, when it developed a.method-for instructing villagers on how to document the
effects of the dammed river.on their lives. When the Thai government proposed other
dam sites, LRS took its research’ (pre- and post-dam studies) to inform and educate
communities surrounding those sites as well: Nowadays, the organization works with
other CBOs and NGOs in Southeast Asia to cdunter government-sponsored research that

encourages dam construction.

“Thai Baan Research” is research developéd -by___LRS and studied by Thai villagers.
This sort of research is meant to circumvent the',t'rardi_tional approach to anthropological
study by allowing villagers to investigate and docdm’ént, with their own language and on
their own terms, every aspect of their life with regards to the river and environment. The
function of overseeing organizations and NGOs was to compile the villagers’ data and
publish it for others to read both.in print-publication and in digital files according to LRS

website.

LRS ralsocassisted  a Jnited<Nations=funded NGO, they, Mekeng Wetlands
Biodiversity Programme (MWBP), with running Thai Baan research in 2004. Beginning
in 2006, Living River Siam began training other CBOs to conduct Thai Baan Research
such as for the Vietnam Rivers Network in 2006. Later, in 2008, they worked with the
Burma Rivers Network to conduct research on the Salween River. Consequently, Living
River Siam is a well-known organization among CBOs in Thailand and in neighboring

Mekong countries.
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Figure 4.3 Living River Siam Website

Source:Screen shot of

4.2.3)International RI rs — Southeast A5|aCampa|qn|njﬂaqe

e R SN N T

International Rlvers is an international non-profit organization,abased in United

SRNAL GER L EAKTE Bty i

Africa and Asia. The International Rivers (formerly known as International Rivers

Network or IRN, and hereafter, “IRs”) is an international non-profit organization and
based in the United States. It was founded in 1985 and the focus of their work is in Latin
America, Asia and Africa on environmental and human rights issues.
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IRs works with a global network of policy and financial analysts, scientists,
journalists, development specialists, local citizens and volunteers to address destructive
dams and their legacies in over 60 countries, including Thailand. This thesis will focus on
International River’s campaign page, which focuses on development projects that have

affected rivers in Southeast Asia (Thailand, Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam).

According to the organization’s website, IRs is working toward a world where
everyone has access to clean water and energy and where development projects neither
degrade nature nor destroy communities. Their mission-is to protect rivers and defend the
rights of communities that depend.on rivers. IRS epposes destructive dams and
encourages better ways of meetingspeople’s needs for water, energy and flood protection

— by building up the environmental movement and empowering civil society.

More importantly, TRs /Strives .to chaxrllge the terms of debates surrounding
environmental issues: “Wework to reform theltqp:down and opaque-making processes
that have traditionally accompanied large infr_a§trUcture projects. We make sure that
important social and environmental issues do _ric;t_,_get swept under the rug, and that
affected communities meaningfully. participate ,iﬁ—__de_cisions that affect their lives. We
provide critical analysis for dam opponents and bring—:; the concerns of local communities
to the attention of dam. funders as part of our efforts to reform their policies and

practices” (www.internationalrivers.org/en/node/1568, February 7, 2011).

Furthermore, IRs has 'been working with academics, prafessionals, local CBOs and
NGOs, and other community movements in the Mekong region, such as organizations
from Burma; Cambodiey Thailand-and Vietnam: They, have builtydetermined national
coalitions committed 'to  defending the region’s'rivers. As widespread dam-development
threatens many rivers shared between countries, these groups have worked together in

regional coalitions, joined by network of supporters worldwide.
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Last of all, International Rivers also provides information on a wide range of water
and energy issues, as well as access to journalism which details how people are directly
affected by destructive river projects. International Rivers also focuses in generating
awareness for efficient, small-scale, decentralized, renewable solutions to meet water and
energy needs, and to alleviate poverty(www.internationalrivers.org/node/3275, February
7,2011).

Figure 4.4 International Riv
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Source: Screén shot of www.internationalrivers.org(February 5, 2011)
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Figure 4.5 International Rivers - Southeast Asia Page

Source:Screen shot of www.internationa N southeast-asia(February 5, 2011)

Summary

In conclusion, the Ia@e-scale development projects fuﬂed and conducted by the
ADB, World Bank ‘rﬁ i %ﬁ ies, have had a.negative impact on
local communitiesﬂlﬂjlﬁ t sﬂﬁﬁd namoﬂ:ifjﬁits are inadequately
recognized by GMS‘g|overnments and mainstream media. Therefore, AQEM has become
a crucial coﬂmﬁcﬂ@oﬁ ﬂcﬁcﬁh&«ﬁ}j@qﬁ ﬂpﬁmﬂnﬂ@iﬂ)ﬂevelopment
in Thailand dnd GMS countries as being evidenced in the creation of websites like

Mekong-Lanna Natural Resources and Cultural Network (Mekong Lover) and Living

River Siam and International Rivers.
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The three studied organizations have common goals in: (1) opposing the
construction of hydropower dams; (2) protecting community rightsto access and to
conserve natural resources; and, (3) raising awareness and concerns to demand the
governments and development projects’ funders to reform their policies and practices.
Although they share commons goals, their origins, motivations and approaches are

different with regard to the nature of each organization.

The next chapter will provide an examination of the functions of AOEM by
presenting findings which were compiled from the examination of website content and
information gained from in-depih-interviews with web editors, webmasters and members
of media teams of the three" aferementioned organizations: Mekong-Lanna Natural
Resources and Culture Copnservation Network, Living River Siam, and International

Rivers — Southeast Asia Campaigning Page:



CHAPTER V
AOEM FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT:
The Case of Mekong Lover, Living River Siam and

International Rivers

RESEARCH FINDINGS

The community-based and non-governmenial organizations examined in this
study are Mekong - Lanna. Natural.*Resources..and Culture Conservation
Network/Mekong Lover, Living. River Siam (LRS) and International Rivers (IRs)-
Southeast Asia Campaigning Rage: The research used a combination of qualitative
and quantitative methods«for the in-cepth examination of the sampled cases. First,
content analysis of the organizations’ websites analyzed the functions of the website
and gave an indication of mow well they performed, which resulted in either the
success or failure of their campaigns. The content analysis categories were based on
the model developed by Gibson and Ward (20'0}1). To complement the findings of the
content analysis, interviews with the web coordir‘lgtors of the selected organizations
revealed the thinking, strategy-and-concerns regarding the websites and the functions
of Alternative Online Environmentat-—Media—(ASEM)- 10 promote sustainable
development in GMS countries.

5.1) Information Proyisien

Content analysis showed that all the studied organizations use their websites to
provide in-depth information abaut theircmission, ‘history, structure and.goals. LRS
and IRs show the clearer message of their successes in supporting local communities’
rights to their water resources and to oppose threats to rivers and ecosystems in GMS.
However, Mekong Lover website has no information regarding the organization’s

SUCCESSES.

All three websites provide updated news, articles and campaign information
concerning proposed and post-development projects (e.g. hydropower dam projects
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on Pak Mun, Xayaburi, Don Sahong, and Sambor construction sites) within the
Mekong Region. Also, the websites provide related documents and video clips
available for downloading and provide windows and links to other websites such as
Save the Mekong, YouTube, Scribd? and other media sharing websites, especially

the International Rivers website.

Figure 5.1 News, articles and photos

provision

Source: Screen shot of www.livingriversiam.org/mk/ ;sub-eng-upperdam.htmi
(Febuary 15, 2011)

However, because their websites are multilingual, LRS and IRs can provide
information to a much wider audience than community-based organizations such as
Mekong Lover. For that reason, LRS and IRs are able to provide English news and

articles from domestic and international English news organizations such as: the

YYouTube is a video-sharing website on which users can upload, share, and view
videos, its web address is www.youtube.com.

2Scribd is a document-sharing website which allows users to post documents of
various formats, and embed them into a webpage for other people to read and download, its
web address is www.scribd.com.
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Nation, Bangkok Post, BBC, USA Today, Deutche Press, etc. According to Carl
Middleton, a Mekong Program Director of IRs, the International Rivers website
provides many languages as English, Chinese, Spanish and Portuguese; however, the
website is currently not yet compatible for Southeast Asian language as like Thai,
Cambodian and Vietnamese, which is problematic because the development projects
affect people in those countries and the people are unable to access the information in

their native language.

Figure 5.2 Project information provision

Source: Screen shot of www.internatianalrivers.org/en/nade/1006 (March 13, 2011)

The two campaign-based organizations’ (LRS and IRs) websites present
scientific and statistic-oriented information while Mekong Lover focuses on
presenting local knowledge and information about cultural livelihoods. To illustrate,
LRS and IRs provide key documents and reports of project information, such as maps
and locations of dam construction sites, lists of stakeholders and budget costs, and
information regarding the potential impact of dam projects. On the other hand,

Mekong Lover presents articles in a storytelling format about the lives and cultural
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heritage of local people, fisherman, and ethnic elders whose lives depend on the
Mekong River. All three websites hold the same vision of sustainable development
which preserves healthy environments and promotes healthy societies. Also, the
organizations each aim to oppose any large-scale development project that neglect

local communities’ voices, safety and needs.

Figure 5.3 Mekong Lover’s website: feature on culture and livelihood
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Furthermore, the online media allows these organizations to promote their own
point of view to the public and to the media, as NGOs, activists, and journalists are a
primary audience of online communication. According to the interviews with web

coordinators, the websites of Mekong Lover and LRS are also serving academic



74

researchers and college students who are interested about Mekong issues; users may
search through Google Web Search® and find their websites, then visit them and read

information regarding topics of interest.

Table 5.1 Information provision
Mekong Lover Living River Siam I?:.!'ernm‘i'mmi
Rivers - §SEA

Language Thai v W X

Enpglish X v v

Other X X v
Organization history " ¥ v
Org. objectives - v v
Values/ideology W v v
Download document X - v
Subscription v j X v
News v , v v
Articles v _ v v
Article archive or library - : g v
People in organization X b4 v
Event calendar v X v
Annual report X X v
Campaign information » - v
Information about X x v

SlLCCEesses

5.2) Resource Generation

Content analysis of the websites revealed that not all of the studied
organizations have the option of online transactions for donations and membership,
which are crucial factors for sustaining and maintaining the operational work of
websites. Although Mekong Lover and IRs provide newsletters or email alert
subscriptions, only IRs has a membership system that requires some fee to access

exclusive information. Moreover, IRs has a donation page while Mekong Lover and

¥ Google Web Search is a web search engine.
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LRS do not mention fundraising nor do they have an interface for donations.
Furthermore, online selling of merchandise or publications is also developed as
part of their campaign and fundraising strategies, especially on the IRs website. For
the Mekong Lover and LRS audiences, users have to request by email or phone call,
pay through bank and receive delivery by post. However, on all three websites, most

publications, documents and pictures are free for users to download.

Figure 5.4 Publication for downloadi
\
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Source: Screen shot of www.internationalrivers.org/en/node/3343 (March 13, 2011)
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Table 5.2 Resource generation
Mekong Lover  Living River Siam Inltemarz'cinaf
Rivers - 8E4
Membership X X v
Online selling X X v
Publication for sell v v v
Networking organizations v v v
Fundraising X X v
Information about financial X X X

support

5.3) Networking

All three websites have syperlinks to local groups and international non-
governmental organizations. Moreover, in the case of links to government websites,
only LRS provides links tosdlozens of websites of Thal government departments, such
as Ministry of Energy, Ministry of Natural <_,.R:ésources and Environment, Royal
Irrigation Department, Royal Forest Departmer;f,--etg;. Those government departments’
websites are main sources for  public and smainstream media seeking for
information.The existence of AOEM used by CéOs and NGOs actually helps to
create a greater decentralization of the information provision.network, which means
the website visitors can explore more information from other sources besides
governmental sectors. Also,sthe governments’ avebsites links in AOEM can provide
audience the involved| and-responsible: parties_of development projects in Thailand.
Furthermore, while'Mekong Lover, a community-based website lack links connected
to international NGQs\uebsites, RS and‘IRs provide guite a numbéiof links to non-
governmental organizations. However, LRS presents the hyperlinks as ‘interesting
websites” such as: environmental organizations and news media in Thailand, water
and rivers issue-based organizations in Thailand and abroad, and other independent
organizations in Thailand. The IRs specifically presents the hyperlinks of their ally

groups or partner organizations’ websites.
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Table 5.3 Networking

Mekong Lover  Living River Siam gif;fffiggf
Internal links =50 =120 =60
Local CBO/NGO links =28 =40
Regional NGOs links 2 =15 =10
International NGOs links 0 =60 =15
Government links >4 =15 0

Figure 5.5 Sample of a pariner organization’s Website of three studied websites

Source: Screen shetiofy\wwwisavethemekong.org (Margeh 16, 2011)

5.4) Participation

The three websites are open to the public, in terms of the number of email
contacts and distinct pages within the organization’s website. Especially IRs website,
where most distinct pages of information provide a specific contact person’s email
address who is responsible for that issue. Mekong Lover and LRS websites generally
provide the organization’s main emails, but not specific addresses of individuals or
contributors. However, none of the studied organizations’ websites fare well in terms

of interactivity on their main page. Only IRs’ website has an FAQ section which



78

merely functions as a response to their audience’s inquiry. For instance, IRs responds
to the question of ‘whether or not critics of large dams oppose all dams’ on their FAQ
page. Accordingly, IRs notes that: In general, opponents of large dams do not believe
that no dam should ever be constructed. IRs believes that dams (and other
development projects) should only be built after all relevant project information has
been made public; the claims of project promoters of the economic, environmental
and social benefits and costs of projects are verified by independent experts; and
when  affected people agree that = the project should be built

(www.internationalrivers.org/en/node/480).

Nevertheless, these organizations also use other forms of “social networking’
online media such as FacebookyTwitter and weblogs to both reach their audience and
allow the audience to spread sinformation throughout the online community.
Therefore, in term of sharing.0pinions,-receiving feedback, and providing interactive
spaces for discussion, thesmaip website is not responsible for these actions; the social
networking websites are Jused for those purposes. Besides the advantages of
inexpensive and free use of social networking,_fa&cording to the interviews LRS and
Mekong Lover coordinators refer that it helpé‘i_ilc")vy_ing cost and bringing attention to
the main websites. Also, the re-posting on Faz;ebook assists spreading around

environmental information.

Table 5.4 Participation

Mekong Lover O.[fiving River Siam f';:;f;figgf
Openness 8 2 3
Feedback/comments - = i
Opinion pells J 5 -
Interaction - - N

Openness: Count of email contacts and address of organization

Feedback: Count of email address on the site that explicitly focused on
soliciting comments

Opinion polls: v present, — absent.

Interaction: Bulletin board or guest book to post views, and chat room for real-
time discussion.
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Figure 5.6 Opinion posting on Facebook page of Mekong Lover
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Figure 5.7 Facebook page of Living River Siam
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Source: Screenshot of www.facebook.com/InternationalRivers (March 11, 2011)

Figure 5.9 Twitter page International Rivers

Source:www.twitter.com/intIRivers (March 11, 2011)
5.5) Campaigning

In terms of campaigning, all of the surveyed organizations offer offline leaflets,
campaign documents and posters available for download. This is part of an overall
campaign strategy which involves materials already developed for offline campaign
actions. Also, online petitions are available on the I RS and-IRs websites, but not on
the Mekong Lover website. The online petitions are used to demand that GMS
governments reconsider environmental policies and to halt*development projects due
to massive public.epposition.-However,.according to, Carl.Middleton, a Mekong
Program Director'of International’ Rivers, online petitionsare not aseffective if it is
only posted on the website. IRs also facilitates offlinespetition and uses other tools to
publicize the petition letter, For example, emailing petitions t0 mainstream newspaper
journalists and people who work in allied-organizations to post petition information

on the websites, and to forward emails to their contact groups.

Furthermore, Mekong Lover and IRs provide users with the option to join an
email update list, while LRS website has none. In this respect, from interviews
withTeerapongPomun,a LRS Web coordinator notes that the organization has no
person for this duty due to limited number of team staff. LRS only aims to send
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updated information and urgent news to the organization’s email contact lists that
they have already known and contacted in the past.

According to the interviews, the three organizations realize that having their
website appear in Google search results is very important with regards to increasing
exposure about their campaigns. All three organizations realize the importance of
search engine optimization (SEO)*and different environmental organizations all try to
come up at the top of the searching-result list, Consequently, there are many sites that
do not appear on the first page of results; which greatly limits the studied
organizations’ website exposure. For this reasonga problem arises with Internet
campaigning: the difficulty of disseminating the campaign message to people who are
not familiar with the organization.<In that respect, the offline campaigning can be
more effective in generating support; as: offline it is easier to contact people
personally and spread the mesSage by word of mouth. Thus, online and offline media
are both key tools for €ampaigning; In order to reach the maximum potential
audience, campaigning requires the use of- offline media (e.g. print publications,

newspapers, television and radio shows).to disseminate the campaign message.

To generate support from the public, the‘surveyed organizations have put
news and articles from other environmental organ-iia-ltions’ websites and links to other
sites of interest. Moreover, according to the interviews, Faceébook pages have gained
more supporters who are new to Mekong issues, especially in the case of Mekong
Lover and Living River Siam Facebook Fan Pages. YouTube video clips have also
helped to gain more interest from' public. One reasan for this could be that video
provides sounds and motion pictures which can lively deliver messages to people

quicker than, havingito reading text. Additionally, International; Rivers hosts a weblog

*SEO is the process of improving the visibility of a website or a web page in search
engines via the ‘natural’ or ‘un-paid’ search results, which in general, the earlier or more
frequently a site appears in the search result list, the more visitors it will receive from the
search engine’s users. As an Internet marketing strategy, SEO considers how search engines
work, what people search for, the actual search terms typed into search engines and which
search engines are preferred by their intended audience. Optimizing a website may involve
editing its content and HTML and associated coding to both increase its relevance to specific
keywords and to remove barriers to the indexing activities of search engines, to promote the
site and it is resulted in more number of web visitors/clicks.
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— an additional site in the main website — which it uses for staff to report stories from

the ground (e.g. meetings, conferences, field trips).

Table 5.5 Campaigning

Mekong Lover  Living River Siam I;::f:f‘;’éf
Sign online petition X v
Download logo/wallpaper v v
Download offline leaflets w
v’

Other

Other: Download publication and posters
Showing video clips
Links to Facebook, Tw

Figure 5.10 Print docup
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Source: www.livingriversiam.org/work/tb_research_en.htm (March 15, 2011)
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Figure 5.11 DVD and VCD about rivers and dams
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5.6) Delivery

As for website delivery, the examined organizations attempt to use most
capabilities of online media to provide information in new ways. The use of
multimedia and interactive features tends to be developed for all three organizations’
websites. In addition, most of the organizations fare well in terms of website design
by providing access to information as both text and photos. Also, most of the
organizations’ websites fare well in terms of navigability, as all of them have internal
search engines and a fixed menu bar on all pages: As for freshness, Mekong Lover
and Living River Siam tend to update their websites'weekly, apart from International

Rivers — IRs who updates daily.

In terms of visibility, the"number of links visible on the organization’s website,
LRS has the most links appearing on its website, while Mekong Lover and IRs both
have lower visibility. Fer that reason, the three studied websites have different
designs; the LRS website isiStructured as if itids a database website, full of photos and
hyperlinks. Mekong Lover and IRs tend. to show' more photos on their websites but
IRs has the cleanest design with a hold headliﬁe for each page, a few photos, related-

story links and a contact person’s email address for.each article published online.

Furthermore, as forlink popularity, the number of links from other websites to
the site of the organization, as counted by Submit Express (See Table 5.6), shows IRs
has the most popularity, followed by Mekong, Lover, while LRS has the lowest

popularity of all. This order seems to simufate their exposure inthe online media.

As IRs ig awell-known:global-orgamizatian«n the environmental community, its
website provides many languages for the audience and it has high link popularity.
Interestingly, Mekong Lover, a community-based website where very limited
information in the English language is provided, has higher link popularity than LRS,
a bilingual, regional NGOs website. It seems the word ‘Mekong’ may be searched and
viewed by the public more than other keywords such as, ‘River’ or ‘Siam,’
specifically for those who are interested in issues related to the Mekong River and the

surrounding region.
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According to the interviews with RamunBomrung, Mekong Lover web
coordinator, the website has approximately 5,000 visitors per month; however, they
are not distinct users. Moreover, the visiting number is not stable through year; it
depends on situation involving the Mekong River: whenever the Mekong current is
increased and tending to flood or decreased toward becoming dry, there will be many
visitors to Mekong Lover website to follow up the news regarding the river. For
example, during the Mekong flooding in August 2008, approximately 10,000 visitors

viewed the site within a few weeks.

Living River Siam has approximately 300400 unique visitors per month, and
there are about 500 page-loads. The number of visitors who view the entire
International Rivers website is-at 60,000 per month, and about 1,200 unique visitors
per month specifically for the Seutheast Asia Campalghing Page, according to the
interviews with IRs” Mekong Program Director.

5.7) Analysis of AOEM’s Roles

The content analysis shows that Alternative Online Environmental Media
(AOEM) has been significantly used by community-based organizations (CBOs) and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to promdfe sustainable development. First,
AOEM is used as an extension of offline media (e.g. publications, print reports and
hard copy CDs, campaign leaflets, etc.). Second, it is used as a livelier, more
accessible and interactive communication tool, as evidenced by the examination of
the three organizations’ campaign strategies. Moreover, the study shows that all three
of the examined “websites aim to assist and strengthen their campaigns by

disseminating/networking@andorganizing:throughthe use of AOEM:

According to the research, online media functions as a key tool for
environmental organizations to distribute information to the public. Thus, the first role
of AOEM is to disseminate information, which is shown in terms of information
provision, resource generation, and participatory provision. AOEM provides news,
articles, maps, photos, reports and research (such as analysis of governmental EIA-
Environmental Impact Assessments and SIA-Social Impact Assessments) in both hard

copy and electronic formats, which the audience can download from the
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organizations’ websites. AOEM also serves the needs of journalists, academics,
researchers and college students who are interested in reporting and learning about

Mekong issues.

Table 5.6 Website Delivery

Homepage design
Graphic/images/photos v v v
Moving text/images v v v
Multimedia index
Sound
Video 3 s v
Live streaming
Search engine v X v v
Text only option-entire site - L 4 - =
Text only document to - - -
download and print ;
Foreign language — & W v
translation — l
Homepage icon on upper otz e v
level page
Fixed menu bar on upper v v v
and lower level page
Site map/index . o v
Freshness/update Updated Updated Updated daily
weekly weekly
Visibility/Link Popularity 4,035 2,083 35,880

number of links to the site

Note: Link popularity is evaluated by a tool which show how many other sites are
linking to the “website’. Most search engines use this data to calculate how popular a
website is. The more links to that website, the better the website search engine
rankings will be. (Source: www.submitexpress.com/link-popularity-check.html)



88

However, in terms of raising awareness and concern, the intended audience of
AOEM campaigns is outsiders. Admittedly, their governments do not recognize the
affected local communities, and they therefore lack power to demand their
governments to act differently. The ‘outsider community,” which includes
shareholders of private investment companies, civil society groups, and urban people,
tend to have a louder voice in society. Therefore, to communicate with people in local
communities, online media, specifically AOEM, is becoming a competitive tool
against the economic majority. Regarding.the. Sambor dam in Cambodia, for example,
people received information about the project and its potential impact by listening to a
radio frequency-broadcasting shew, Voice of America (VOA)®, according to

International Rivers.

Secondly, AOEM functions.as.a networking medium among CBOs and NGOs
specifically by providing a participatory  platform for conversations regarding
environmental issues. In this gespect, the, organizations use AOEM to provide many
organized hyperlinks leading® t© local ‘environmental groups, regional and
international NGOs. Also, all examined orgah-izations introduce each other by
mentioning the names of other Organizations” websites on their website as well. This
shows that AOEM helps CBOs and NGOs whe work in similar fields can introduce
each other’s organizations to visitors. Also, AOEM- IS used to provide hyperlinks to
definitions of terms and vocabulary in their articles. The additional explanations of
the article help the audience to gain more awareness about environmental campaigns
and to expand their interests to related subjects, Specifically, articles found on the
International Rivers website ‘were' organized “in this way, but Mekong Lover and

Living River Siam Website are lacking of this sort of provision.

Moreover, AOEM generates and strengthens interactive platforms already in
use by the public through adopting the functionality of websites like Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, weblogs, and others. When it comes to the impact of the new

medium on the public sphere, AOEM constitutes a new space, which is open to all

*Voice of America (VOA) is the official external radio and television broadcasting
service of the United States federal government. Its oversight entity is the Broadcasting Board
of Governors. VOA provides a wide range of programming for broadcast on radio, TV and
the Internet around the world in forty-four languages, promoting a positive view of the United
States. Its day-to-day operations are supported by the International Broadcasting Bureau.
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organizations who wish to publish their opinions and interact with other who held
common interests. Thus, AOEM helps intensifying information and support network.

AEOM helps the examined organizations to disseminate information through
various channels (i.e. websites, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and e-mails) that are
perceived as active tools, these can also be seen as passive in some respect as well. In
regard to information receivers may not check emails or open links on these examined

organizations’ websites.

The last function of AOEM Is to empower«€BOs and NGOs in organizing
campaigns. AOEM is used with offline media to organize environmental campaigns.
According to interviews, the use' 0L AOEM helps to: (1) lower the cost of a campaign;
(2) streamline updating and.reporting processes; and (3) increase effectiveness of

online petitions.

To lower the cost of gampaigning,.an organization’s staff increasingly tends to
use emails to distribute information and.to contact members of other organizations,
journalists and other parties instead of using"mﬁo.r]e costly methods such as postage
mailing and faxing. Moreover, the use of free Vsociél networking sites like Facebook,
Twitter, and YouTube which are already establiéhed and peady for environmental
CBOs and NGOs to ' deploy in publishing reports and promoting sustainable
development.The above strategies resulted in reducing cost for the three
organizations. To streamline-updating and reporting, AOEM is used to speed up the
process of updating news-(e.g. situations from ‘the field and/or protests), by both
emailing contact groups and by uploading media on their websites which can be

accessed almostimmediately-after:upload:

The next section will reveal that the three studied organizations have used
AOEM in many ways as evaluated according to the six categories of previous Web-
content analysis model. Also, the three organizations’ campaigns are examined along
with offline media and mainstream media works for educating and campaigning for
sustainable development. The selection of these cases is due to the high level of

coordination among the CBOs and NGOs and impact degree of the issues.
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5.7.1) Mekong Flood and Drought Phenomena

China started operating its first dam — the Manwan dam — on the Lancang
(upper Mekong) mainstream in 1992. The second and third dams,Dachaoshan and
Jinghong, were completed in 2003 and 2008, respectively. In October 2009, China
also announced that its fourth dam, the massive Xiaowan dam, had started filling its
reservoirs. Thishas resulted in downstream Mekong fluctuations, causedan epic flood
in August 2008 and a severe drought in March 2010 (Bangkok Post, March 31, 2010).
The unnatural flowing of the Mekong Riverisalso adversely impacting local
communities (e.g. declining fish eatches; scarcity oiwater for drinking, irrigation and
livestock; how river transportation has been grounded, affecting tourism and trade
(International Rivers, 2010)).

This flood crisis in 2008'was recorded as the most severe flood casesince 1966,
though back in the past«the water slowly rose up, this latest flood came quickly
overnight. The total loss was estimated at over 85 million baht in 39 villages in
Chiang Saen, Chiang Khong, and WiangKae'n'-districts of Chiang Rai province,
Northern Thailand. Nearly 90/ percent of ag'jr;iéull_tural lands were destroyed. The
damages happened in Baan Huey Sai, BoerKaev‘v district of Lao PDR as well.
Substantial soil and riverbank erosion occurred élbhg the . Mekong River; the record
states that riverbanks were eroded at one place about 200 meters long, and only 10
meters deep. Both sides of the river faced a huge loss, socially, economically and
environmentally (Nopparat, 2010).

As a result,“the people organizations, environmentalists and NGOs have
aggressively, criticized:the Mekong RiveriCommission, (MRC) for,allegedly failing to
alert peoplesin member countries about flooding. The Thai People’s Network on
Mekong, which consists of the Foundation for Ecological Recovery, the Living River
Siam and the Chiang Khong Conservation Group, in their statement also rejected the
commission’s claim that the flooding has not been caused by water released from big
dams in China.

Chiang Mai-based Living River Siam reported the severe flooding had caused

serious hardship to people living along the Mekong River in Chiang Khong and
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Chiang Saen districts of Chiang Rai and in Nong Kai provinces. The MRC claimed
that they had posted flood warnings on their website. In spite of MRC’s claim,
however, villagers had very limited access to the Internet and even if they could, they
would not have been able to read an English warning. The Thai People’s Network on
Mekong’s statement expresses the social, economic and environmental concerns due
to the flood and upper stream dams. They demanded that the Chinese government and
the MRC to be more reliable regarding the upstream dam flood warning system, to
free up information on Chinese dams, and. demanded that Mekong governments re-

consider the dam development.

The CBOs and NGOs attempted to spread information that this incident was not
a seasonal flood, but it was due to'the Chinese dam releasing water. The Mekong
Lover website was treated as«@ hub for update information about the flood situation,
according to RamunBomrungy'a web coordinator, as the website hits reached 10,000
during the crisis. There were many reports whichinvestigated the actual cause of the
flood and the cost of its damage. The Mekong-Lanna Natural Resources and Culture
Conservation Network, Liviag River Siam and  International Rivers were closely

monitoring and reporting about the events.

The flood waters™in 2008 inundated part-s‘ bf LuangPrabang and Vientiane
provinces in Laos and at least seven northern and northeastern provinces in Thailand.
The river levels reached a high of 13.7 meters on August 14, as the previously
recorded highest floods occurred in 1966 when,river levels reached 12.4 meters. This
2008 flood was widely reportedly the worst inia century for some areas (McCartan,
2011). The national'and international mainstream media paid more attention to this
flood event;and-theyinformation fromMekong Loeverand Living River Siam websites
were used ip reports by the mainstream media, which also brought attention from
national and international journalists to the affected areas for covering the issue, and

to interview local people.

In March 2010, the press headlines were full of a *Mekong drought’
contributinga hard time for Mekong people. The dry weather had reduced Mekong
water levels to their lowest in three decades, affecting more than 60 million people in

the lower basin. Moreover, in the Mekong delta in Vietnam, saline water intruded
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inland caused a crucial damage to freshwater fishery and agricultural farming. The
drought had lowered water levels in the Mekong River, cutting people off from their
source of livelihood and hampering the regional economies. Also, the severe drought
had an impact on food security, access to clean water and river transport and tourism.
As a result, in April 3, 2010, some 250 Thai activists protested outside the Chinese
Embassy in Bangkok against China's dams on the Mekong (Deutsche Presse-Agentur,
2011). These two severe events had been reported and disseminated constantly by
using AOEM, which resulted in more attention from the mainstream media and an

increase in exposure to the intended audiences:

Figure 5.13Covering Mekong Drought Issue by Thal Mass Media ‘Matichon’

Source: www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1290340094&
grpid=01&catid=no (April 30, 2011)
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Figure 5.14Covering Mekong Drought Issue by Thai Mass Media ‘The Nation’
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Figure 5.15Covering Mekong Drought Issue by VOA on YouTube
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Source: www.youtube.cofﬁ?watch?v:erwTRldSXE (Apri‘l"30, 2011)

5.7.2) Save The Mekong Petition'and Campaign

The cambinatior of AOEM: and-offline ' media such as-print newspapers, radio
and televisionis the most effective strategy for raising environmental awareness. The
case of a consultative meeting forthe proposed Xayaburi Hydropower Project, in
January 22, 2011 - Chiang Khong District, Chiang Rai Province, Northern Thailand
serves to illustrate this point. The meeting was conducted under the Procedures for
Notification, ‘Prior Consultation and Agreement’ (PNPCA) as required by the 1995
Mekong Agreement. The meeting aimed for countries to jointly review any

development project proposed for the mainstream to reach a consensus on whether it
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should proceed, and if so, under what conditions. Although there were a few
mainstream journalists who attended the meeting, it was mostly representatives from
CBOs and NGOs present at the meeting who reported the event on their websites,

Facebook pages and email alerts, as well as uploading video clips on to YouTube.

To increase the effectiveness of online petitions, the use of AOEM makes the
process online petitioning much faster and more accessible to the public. For instance,
‘Save the Mekong: Our River Feeds Millions’, was a campaign in 2008 by Save the
Mekong coalition® urging the Mekong governments to keep the Mekong flowing
freely to save the critical source of food, inceme~and life for present and future
generations. The petition called on the Prime Ministers of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand
and Vietnam to keep the Mekeng.flowing freely as the governments are currently
considering plans to buildseleven fmassive hydropower dams on the river’s

mainstream.

According to the petition; if these dams were to be built, they would block
major fish migration and dramatically change the'Mekong forever, placing at risk the
food security and income of milliops of peop'ie." The petition was conducted in two
stages; first, by collecting signed posteards erm péople in the countries who would
be affected by the projects and around the world; éééond, people showed their support

by adding their names t@ the corresponding online petition.

A few months later, the Coalition sent the 23,110 signature “Save the Mekong”
petition to the Prime" Ministers of Cambodia;; Laoes, -Thailand and Vietnam on 19
October, 2009. In Bangkok, the representatives from the Save the Mekong coalition
handed the“petition, teThailand’s Prime) Minister, /H.E: fAbhisitVejjajiva, and also
delivered a ;statement asking him to work with the region’s leaders to protect the
Mekong River and its fisheries, which feed millions of people. Afterwards, a lively

press conference was held. The resulting media coverage successfully broke the news

®Save the Mekong coalition is founded by bringing together non-government
organizations, local people, academics, journalists, artists and ordinary people from within the
Mekong countries and internationally (www.savethemekong.org). The Coalition was created
to protect the river, its resources and people’s livelihoods, and to encourage policymakers to
adopt more sustainable ways of meeting people’s energy and water needs.
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to the wider public (Care2.com’, March 24, 2011).

Figure 5.16 Save the Mekong Online Petition Page

Source: Screenshot of http:/salsa.democracyinaction.org/o/2486/t/8905/p/dia/
action/public/?action_KEY=638 (March 15, 2011) .

Though there is no.official letter or response from the Thai government or other
GMS governments due to this particular petition, the Save the Mekong Petition
website still runs the onlinepetition page for people around the world to sign on, up

until the time of writing.this thesis.

"Care2.com is a social network website that was founded by Randy Paynter in 1998 to
help connect activists from around the world. It has approximately 15.4 million members.
Care2’s stated mission is to help people make the world a better place by connecting them
with the individuals, organizations and responsible business making an impact, its web
address is www.care2.com (www.care2.com/c2c/groups/disc.html?gpp=219&pst=1141285,
March 24, 2011).
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Figure 5.17 Save the Mekong Online Petition Page — Showing Signatures

1-25 of 9349 signatures

Capa Town,
ol , ZA

dia/action/public/?action_KE ¥=6388/(March 24,2011)

Figure 5.18 Save the Mekong flyer:-online petition information

Source: Screenshot of
http://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&q=cache:61J0McSYRAMJ:www.fivas.org/sider/
fil.asp?id%3D181+save+the+mekong+online+petition (March 13, 2011)



98

5.7.3) Opposing Xayaburi Dam Petition and Campaign

In March 2011 thousands of villagers from the South, the North and the
Northeast of Thailand gathered in Bangkok in the name of Assembly of the Poor
(AOP)® to voice their problems and demands. They demanded that the Thai
government permanently open the sluice gates at UbonRatchathani’s Pak Mun dam®
and compensate the people affected by the dam’s construction. The Pak Mum
people’s struggles seemed never to end. The cabinet’s decision was to reject the
proposal by local communities to open the gates of the Pak Mun dam year - round
(Bangkok Post, 2011).

In early March 2011, thesGovernment of Lao PDR, the Thai dam consortium,
and Ch.Karnchang (Thai-based enterprise) declared that the Xayaburi hydropower
dam project’s Concession Agreement had been signed. Though the Mekong River
Commission (MRC)’s regional decision-making process on the Xayaburi Dam -
called the Procedures for Netification and Prior Consultation (PNPCA) process — has
already been completed, it has been widely criticized for its lack of information
disclosure and quality of publicimeetings. Desﬁiﬁté.t}he fact that the Xayaburi project is
currently in the advanced stages of decisionfmaking, the project’s Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) report was released fd -the public after the project was

signed, according to Interfiational River and LaoFAB™.

8 AOP was established in 1995 and has since held many demonstrations to promote
policies that favor the downtrodden and to demand compensation for villagers'who have been
affected by‘state projects-such as dams and power plants,

° Completed lin? 1994, the Cdam<was: constructéd by the Electricity Generating
Authority of Thailand with support from the World Bank at a total cost of US$240 million
(7.24 billion baht). The project has been criticized as harming fisheries in the Moon River,
failing to produce the projected power output, and for inadequately compensating affected
residents.The immediate impact of the dam was to flood 117 square kilometres of land and
displace around 3,000 families.

9 aoFAB is a forum for sharing information about agriculture, rural development
and natural resource management in Laos. The group’s interest is focused on the livelihoods
and welfare of rural people. Members of the forum include Government officials, staff of
donor agencies and NGOs, project experts, academics and  business
people.LaoFAB is managed by the Coalition for Lao Information, Communication and
Knowledge (CLICK). Other information services managed by CLICK include the LaoLink
discussion group and an online library (in Lao) at www.lL ao44.org.
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The Xayaburi Dam has been seen as a threat to the Mekong River. The planned
hydropower dam will be located in a mountainous valley in Northern Laos and is the
most advanced of eleven large dams planned for the Lower Mekong River’s
mainstream. If built, the dam will cause irreversible and permanent ecological change
to the Mekong river which feeds millions of people, forcibly resettle over 2,100
people and directly affect over 202,000 people, and could push iconic and endangered
fish species, such as the Mekong Giant Catfish, to extinction. There has been clear
public opposition to the Xayaburi Dam for the past two years, including by local
community, governmental officials and NGO representatives in a series of MRC-
sponsored meetings on the project held in Thailands"Cambodia and Vietnam in early
2011 (International River Fact-sheet, 2011).

The AOEMhas been used to'follow up and update information on the Xayaburi
Dam constantly. Mekong Lover, Living River Siam (LRS), and International Rivers
(IRs) have been disseminating the project information, networking among their
partner groups, and organizingsan online campaign against the dam’s construction.
They mark the International ‘Days of Action for River on March 14 every year to
voice out opposition to the planned Iarge-séalé,lhydropower dams and to send a
message to governments and the public regarding fhe impact of completed dams. In
order to publicize information, the CBOs and NG-O‘s- use AOEM through many online

channels, e.g. email-groups, website, weblog, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.

As a result of the opposition movement, on April 19, 2011, government
representatives from Laos; Thailand, Vietnam; and Cambodia met to conclude the
regional decision-making process on the Xayaburi Dam, the first dam proposed for
the Lower~Mekong, Mainstream: At this imeetingthe; four [lowerMekong Basin
countries agreed that the decision on the Xayaburi Dam be deferred and elevated to
the Ministerial level. This decision brings temporary reprieve to Mekong River
(International River, 2011). However, Ch. Karnchang, Thailand’s second-largest
contractor, insists that banks and the government of Laos remain committed to the
Xayaburi dam the company plans to build on the Mekong River. This is evidenced
that construction work around this dam in Laos is undergoing, and there are villagers
preparing to be relocated - despite the project not yet receiving official approval
(Bangkok Post, 2011).
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Figure 5.19 Sample of Email-group informed about Pak Mun Dam

’ ; " . .
Source:Screenshot of an email.re 2d by Meke H'“ , Japan, informing about

news updates from the Pak | Ds fectedvillagers’ rally in Bangkok. (See

http://www.mekongwatch.orglPD /P M- ?ﬂ' 171.pc arch 16, 2011)

Figure 5.20 Mekong Lover ws on March 14

Event
™
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Source: Screenshot of www.mekonglover.com (March 16, 2011)
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Figure 5.21 Living River Siam website reports news on March 14
Event

Source: Screenshot of www.livin arch 14, 2011)

Figure 5.22 Internatio
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Source: Screenshot of http://www.internationalrivers.org/en/southeast-asia/mekong-

mainstream-dams/xayaburi/xayaburi-dam (March 16, 2011)
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Figure 5.23 Mainstream Online Newspaper report on Xayaburi Dam

Source: Screenshot of http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/local/226414/mekong-

residents-reach-out=to4river-s-ailing=spirit{March14; 2011)

In conclusion,, the overall study. shows that. AOEM can be.used effectively for
the dissemination of information;“hewever; interactive and participatory-functions of
AOEM are largely in the process of being developed as they gain increasingly more
interest from public. In terms of networking and organizing, the study shows that
AOEM has been used as one of the key elements for campaigning. That said, the
combined use of online media and offline media is the best strategy for successful
environmental campaigning. However, regarding the structural nature of AOEM,
though it can be used to provide information and an interactive platform, it also

requires active effort on behalf of the intended audience to receive important
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information and to meaningfully participate (i.e. to read, to watch and to act forward
such information), thus contributing to campaigning efforts as well.

Table 5.7 AOEM’s strengthening and challenging factors in campaigning

Strengthening Factors Challenging Factors
e In-depth and key information e Passive act (no opening
e Updated, active and interactive platform e-mail, no reading key info.)
e Online plus offline campaign e Limited scope* and scale**
e Initiate issues for mainstream/mass media of intended audience
* Reproducibility: web-to-web posting e Limited access and attention

of local audience

*Scope — Numbers of aetive audience

**Scale — Quality of activity and participation

A closer look at the'goals and strategiesx “ofa-the studied organizations reveals that
well-resourced organizations also have well desigped websites and higher numbers of
web visitors. Specifically, IRS has the Iargest_:wéb team and is indeed driven more
towards innovation, but this innovaiion concerh-s- mainly the functions of information
provision and campaigning. Therefore, not T—a_I[ .voices are equally strong, as
organizations with betteriresources have more éophisticated websites and possess a
greater degree of visibility and link popularity on the Internet. The last chapter will
reveal the challenges and future trends in using AOEM to promote sustainable
development and will also provide critical remarks regarding the future of studying

online media.



CHAPTER VI
CHALLEGES AND FUTURE TRENDS OF AOEM

Challenges and Remarks of AOEM

According to the interviews, the examined organizations express the common
challenges of AOEM,; first, the news and information are perceived as less credible
and less reliable than other mainstream environmental offline sources (i.e. books,
newspapers, print publication). This is because the“information is often biased and
sensationalized, presenting one-sided stories from residents in affected communities.
Moreover, according to Mekong Lover, whose writers’ writing stylesare more like
telling a story, seem less journalistic due to a lack of back-up statistics or academic
sources (Ramun, 2011;Teerapong, ,2011). On the other hand, International Rivers
(IRs) website experienced that their distributed information is too academic and too

difficult to understand due {0 the use of many specific terms (Middleton, 2011).

In order to overcome these chaltenges, thé_is"tqdied organizations strengthen their
staff through extended journalism skikis trairni'ng;. Moreover, Mekong Lover and
Living River Siam (LRS) attempt to add mor'é'récademic research and scientific
sources to back up thelr information, while IRs attempts t0 bring more stories and
information from the local communities. Also, IRs tries to use less jargon and adopt a
more journalistic writing style by re-designing, both writing and visual format of

information beforegublishing it on their websites.

Secondly:thestudied aerganizationsiinformed thatithe demographic of website
viewers is still Timited to people in cities and to very specific groups suchas academic
researchers, activists and NGO representatives. This is probably because the level of
Internet penetration in GMS countries is relatively low and only people in the cities
can access online media. Also, the lack of exposure to the intended audience is
affected by censorship regulations and governmental policies that scale down the

Internet access in Mekong countries.
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However, the numbers of Internet users are significantly growing across the
region, specifically in Vietnam, Burma/Myanmar, and Laos (See Table 6.1).
Furthermore, GMS governments have been improving institutions for cooperation,
infrastructure for ICTs operation and management and piloting ICTs applications
services across the region,all of which aim to serve increased demand of the people
and to close the digital divide (Mekong Development Forum, 2010).

Table 6.1 Growth of Internet users.in Mekong countries
Country Populations  Latest number User growth Penetration
(2011) of users (2000-2010) (% Population)
Burma/Myanmar 53,4144374 110,000 10,900.0% 0.2%
Cambodia 14,488,320 78,000 1,200.0% 0.5%
Laos 6,993, 167 527,400 8,690.0% 7.5%
Thailand 66,404,638 17,486,400 660.3% 26.3%
Vietnam 89,571,130 24,269,083 ' 12,034.5% 27.1%
China 1,330,141,295 420,000,000 1,766.7% 31.6%

Source:www.internetworldstats.com/stats3.htm#asia

The last common challenge-ef AOEM, according to the interviews, is public
perception of environmental issues as a sophisticated and complicated subject, which
leads to the view that the environmental news is not of high interest to them. Also,
people think that environmental issues are preserved for an‘exclusive club. Moreover,
despite the fact that.umost environmental issues.involve. governments, business sectors,
and public goods, the*€BOs and'NGOs ‘hardly get imainstream®media attention to

report about environmental issues.

From the interviews, the reasons environmental issues get less attention from
the mass media are: (1) News value.The editorial board and journalists have a
tendency to report on mega-development projects because they seem to encourage
‘positive development” of the country (often using the term ‘sustainable
development’) and economic growth. In contrast, CBOs and NGOs claim that the
development projects cause hardship to people and environmental degradation, and

that the projects are not examples of sustainable development; (2) Power.The
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environmental issues often involve national interests, politicians, and business
agencies that are influential in controlling the press outlet and have a vested interest in
keeping development projects alive through promoting a positive image of such
projects; (3) Editorial censorship. Though mainstream journalists write about the
impact of development, their reports are often not published; and (4) Self-censorship.

Journalists themselves often avoid reporting such news to stay secure in their career.

Ultimately the main challenge to environmental news reporting is the structure
of mass media, namely the fact that it is state/controlled and determined by financial
incentives. It is no secret that the mainstream mediaworks for the interests of the state
and corporations, not for the interests of the people. Consequently, AOEM is quickly
becoming the primary communication tool for CBOs and NGOs to raise
environmental and social congerns: However, AOEM has to rely on offline media and
mainstream media as well ag/it is likely that'all these communication tools help to

facilitate environmental campaigns t@ have more potential for success.
CONCLUSIONS

The Greater Mekong Sub-region or GMS, comprises Cambodia, Laos,
Burma/Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam and Chinese brovinces, Yunnan and Guangxi.
For the last decade, about US$ 11 billion has been injécted into infrastructure
investments in the GMS region, with one-third of funds coming from the Asian
Development Bank (ADB)., This aid has been channeled into so-called “economic
corridors” — multi-country transport. arteries now -being: uilt across mainland
Southeast Asia (Wade, 2011).

Moreover, the Chinese government has been playing a more critical role in
development in GMS countries and openly declares that GMS is the most effective
economic mechanism in the region (Wade, 2011). The Mekong River, one of the
world’s great rivers, already has four dams on the upper part of the river built by
Chinese companies. Currently, the Chinese government is investing in three
hydropower dam projects in Laos and another in Cambodia, and plans eleven more on
the lower part of Mekong River. Under its new Five-Year Plan, the Chinese

government proposes to build 130-140 gigawatts of new hydropower plants. China
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already has about half the world’s large dams within its borders. It has also paid a
huge price for this development. Chinese dams have already displaced an estimated
23 million people, and dam accidents have killed approximately 300,000 people,

according to International Rivers.

Furthermore, the China-Asean Free Trade Agreement, initiated on 1 January
2010, has greatly increased Chinese trade and investment in the mainland Southeast
Asian countries. The funding for economic development of the GMS region is derived
from both ADB coffers and Chinese loans and investments; specifically, China is
establishing a US$10 billion China-Asean Fund.en.nvestment Cooperation to support
regional infrastructural development. Integration measures include communications
and transport infrastructure. An" iategrated railway system will connect all GMS
countries by 2020, with China key in providing skills and funding. China-funded
high-speed railways and roads will .connect Kunming with Yangon, Bangkok,
Vientiane and Phnom Penh, while a network of hydro-dams, power-transmission

grids and energy pipelines also tie the mainland states to China (Wade, 2011).

As a result from the development and eéohomic growth in GMS, the economy
of Thailand experienced gross domestic product ‘(GDP) growth by 8.0% in 2010
making in one of the fastest growing economiéé -in Asia and the fastest growing
economy in Southeast Asia. However, Thailand's public debtat end-April 2010, stood
at 4.108 trillion baht (126.945 billion U.S. dollars), or 42.23 percent of GDP
according to Thai Finance Ministry’s Pubic Debt Management Office (People’s Daily
Online, 2010n.d). While the GDP of the country was rising, Thai“people experienced

a different scenario‘in their daily lives.

The media is necessary for the presentationof socio-Cultural, economic, and
political concerns in a society. Though the traditional media is under state control and
monopolized by corporations, online media has become an alternative communication
tool for CBOs, NGOs and the general public. Specifically, the environment and local
communities affected by large-scale development projects are not recognized by the
government and mainstream media. Thus, Alternative Online Environmental Media
(AOEM) is being used by community-based organizations (CBOs) and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) as a crucial medium to voice out environmental
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concerns and local communities' problems.

The Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) governments are planning to improve
the ICT infrastructure across the region. Accordingly, Thailand's Second Master Plan
on Information and Communication Technology (2009-2013) has set its goal on
education and social development in line with the direction of the National
Development Plan. This means GMS governments have prioritized ICTs as an
important matter for citizens and that it is a tool to engage more voices in public

discussions, which increases the rate and guality.0f.a country’s development.

However, for GMS governmenis to promote ICT and to promote development,
they must promote peoples’ rights.in terms of communication as well. The rights to
information and freedom qivexpression for all people are required as being as
fundamental rights in democgatic/.countries. As a result, there should be theprovision
of information access for-€ltizens that they can be informed and be able to participate
in the governmental development decision-making process meaningfully. AOEM can

be a part of that process.

The Mekong River is an international river‘flowing through many countries,
though the Mekong nations” sovereignties aré di\)ided and independent from one
another, the Mekong River Is borderless and it cannot be managed by one nation. The
River must be taken care of by every community in every country through which it
runs. Therefore, Mekong people need to unite to discuss the priorities of the Mekong

River as it pertainsto their lives. .

In the“case of the contraversial:)Xayaburi hydropowen dam; the gonstruction site
is proposed ;along the ‘mainstream Mekong in Northern Laos, but Thailand will buy
most of the electricity from the hydropower plant. This is evidence of an unequal

distribution of resources among the people affected by the construction of the dam.

Furthermore, this 1,260 MW dam will trigger an ecological crisis of tremendous
proportions to Mekong River and people. Due to social and environmental concerns,
on March 22, 2011, a group of 263 non-governmental organizations from 51 countries

has called on Laos to cancel its proposed Xayaburi dam project (Asia-Pacific News,
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2011). Upon the realization that the dam would affect millions of people, the Thai and
International NGOs had been campaigning about this dam project since 2007 when

construction companies first prepared plans to build the massive dam.

In the current ICTs environment, the Alternative Online Environmental Media
(AOEM) has become one of the communication tools that contributesthe very real
possibility for local communities in GMS (i.e. Burma/Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos,
Thailand, Vietnam, and two Southern China provinces) to come together to make
better decisions about development in the Mekaong region. Also, with the help of
AOEM, the GMS governments should be able-to-engage more local communities’

voices to make better decisions for sustainable development of the region.

The findings of this thesis have showed that AOEM, as a communication tool,
has helped to strengthen CBQs” and'NGOs” campaigns in.many ways: (1) to increase
the use of offline media“for spreading information and campaigning; (2) to allow
CBOs and NGOs to conneet directly with their intended audience, independently of
conventional, mainstream media channels; ('3)'- to lower costs associated with
communicating and campaigning -and to ddftho}s_e things much faster and more
effectively; (4) to provide an interactive and Iiyely barticipation platform for intended
audiences; and, (5) to “increase reproducibility,-‘-as the examined organizations’
information has been ' copied from website to website; thus, the information can
spread more quickly, which makes inter-organizational credibility worldwide more

possible.

Moreover, the'major findings of the thesis will contribute to Southeast Asian
Studies at~theprassroets ,levelincthe environmental mevement:Thearea studies in
Southeast Asia have ‘been much highly highlighted on governments,” economies,
histories; local communities or grassroots, however, currently become new actors in
this new political and socio-cultural landscape of ‘the Greater Mekong Sub-region.’ It
is hoped that these findings will encourage people and communities in the Mekong
Sub-region, specifically in Thailand, to empower themselves through online media.
Although, the rise of difficulties and hardship borne by the people in the GMS due to
development projects is ongoing, the CBOs and NGOs continually employmany tools

and strategies to deal with the impact. One of those tools is AOEM,which has been
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used to empower local people; to disseminate information, to network among
different organizations and to do campaigns, in order to oppose development projects
that tend to harm the people and environment. However, in terms of sustainable
development, the governments must balance both the well-being of the public and the
well-being of the environment. The government must also respect indigenous
communities’ rights and to engage more peoples' participation in the development

decision-making processes. Only then will development be truly sustainable.

This research was conducted in Thai sogial and political contexts and some
aspects might be familiar toresidents of neighberiang Mekong countries;the adoption
of research methodologiesand analysis for further studies would be significantly
useful. The future study of practical uses of ICTs in environmental movements in
otherGMS countries where diversity.exists among political systems, economic growth
rates, natural resources and¢ ICTs development stages would also be crucially
beneficial. In fact, inter<governmental and. inter-organizational communication is
necessary for academic researchers and govér_nment staff to have a more complete
understanding about the relationship betweeh" ICTs and the socio-environmental
movement.The roles of online media can be égﬁegged to contribute positive changes
to increase peoples’ voices and engagement in GMS countries’ development, in order
to assist governments to'shape a stronger goal tb_\)\;érds ‘sustainable development’ as

being necessary for the well-being of both people and the environment.
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