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Overshadowed by the Armed Forces:
The Status of Democratic Civilian Control in Thailand
Since the 2006 putsch, Thailand’s military has come to possess more clout than it has since 1992—marking a twenty year U-turn to the past.  Thus, the armed forces today clearly deserve greater scrutiny as an actor on Thailand’s political landscape. Yet this increased influence gives rise to four questions. 
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First, how might we understand civilian control, civilian strategies to achieve control, and factors which influence these strategies?  (in terms of theory)
Second, exactly how has the balance of power shifted in civil-military relations from 1992 to the present?   (towards greater military clout)
Third, in what areas of civilian control do the armed forces today hold the most sway?  (internal security, military organization, elite recruitment)

Fourth, why have these shifts occurred?  (Re-entrenched power of military-palatial power sharing)

Fifth, what does continuing military involvement say about the contemporary state of Thai politics?  (democratic erosion as elected governments lack the effective power to govern)
To address these questions, this analysis first applies a decision-making framework to shed light on the relations between civilians and militaries as well as an approach to civilian-led change. Second, it provides a brief but broad-spectrum overview about the patterns in Thai civil-military relations since 1932—especially 1992-2010. It concludes by discussing the contemporary state of Thai civilian control. 
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Civil-military relations refer to those interactions between the military and civilian actors that in some way relate to the power to make political decisions (Welch, 1976:2). This study defines civilian control as that distribution of decision- making power where civilians alone have the power to decide on domestic political issues (Croissant et al., 2010: 955). 
To determine the continuum of civil-military decision-making power, we must examine five areas: elite recruitment, public policy, internal security, national defense, and military organization.  

Elite Recruitment refers to the rules, criteria and processes of recruiting, selecting and legitimizing the holders of political office. (Croissant et al., 2010, p.957).  
Meanwhile, Public Policy comprises the rules and procedures of the processes of policy-making and policy- implementation regarding all national policies except for security and defense policy. (Ibid., pp.957-958).
Internal Security involves the use of armed forces in a purely domestic environment, which includes public order in emergency situations, preparation for counterinsurgency warfare and terrorism, etc. (Croissant et al., 2010, p.958).    
National Defense—area four—includes all aspects of defense policy, ranging from the development of security doctrines to the deployment of troops abroad and conduct of war. (Ibid., p.958-959).
Finally, Military Organization comprises decisions on all organizational aspects of the military as an institution, including the military’s institutional, financial and technological resources, and decisions on military doctrine, education, and personnel selection.

Complete civilian control requires that civilian authorities enjoy uncontested decision-making power—both formal and informal—in all five areas while in the ideal-type military regime soldiers rule over all five areas.
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B.
Explaining Institutional Change in Young Democracies    

Using elements of agency theory and historical institutionalism,
 this study proposes that establishing civilian control during processes of democratic change necessitates transforming institutions from initial conditions—an authoritarian setting—to an outcome favorable to civilian supremacy. 
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As such, civilian ‘change agents’ confront the staying power of authoritarian institutions highly resistant to change due to ‘path dependence’.  To initiate and consolidate institutional change in civil-military relations, civilian ‘change agents’ must overcome path dependence, establish new rules of civilian control and make them ‘stick’ 
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When change agents emerge, they must select specific strategies of control vis-à-vis the military. The success of these strategies and, hence, the extent of institutional change depends on the adequacy of the chosen ‘strategies’: civilian strategies are the mechanism through which institutional change is achieved.  The choice of strategy, however, is shaped by the specific contexts in which civil-military interaction takes place and which provide the constraints and resources for civilian actions. Civilian choices and their success in implementing strategies are thus conditioned by the resources to which civilians have access and which allow them to initiate and consolidate change vis-à-vis those actors who are resistant to change in civil-military relations. 

The most robust mechanism is power, followed by legitimation, and finally compensation, with each mechanism containing related strategies. Generally, the more robust a strategy the higher is the chance of ‘breaking’ a path, and the more likely is displacement of existing rules and substantial increases in civilian control. Power strategies necessitate availability of the most intrusive resources. Three power strategies include sanctioning, monitoring, and counterbalancing one security bureaucracy against another.  Legitimation strategies, aiming to shift military norms, are less intrusive since they do not impose costs on subversion.  Two legitimation strategies include ascriptive selection (e.g. appointing politically-loyal officers to top positions) and political socialization (instilling in soldiers a respect for democracy).    Compensation strategies are relatively weak since they only offer material rewards for military compliance.  Such tactics include appeasement, acquiescence, and appreciation (showing adulation).  Where strategies are successfully applied,   civilian change agents can then initiate and  consolidate change vis-à-vis those actors who resist change in civil-military relations within and outside the military (‘status-quo agents’) (Ibid., pp.14-15). 
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In emerging democracies, a variety of exogenous and endogenous factors can help explain why civilians or soldiers over time tend to hold a preponderance of power over the other during a given period of time. Three levels of sources—macro-structural, organizational and ideational/cultural factors—help to strengthen either civilian governments or their militaries, constrain or facilitate the use of specific agency strategies, thus determining whether civilians or soldiers will tend to exert greater control in the five areas of decision-making. First, at the macro-structural level, there are factors such as socio-economic modernization, internal threats, and international political issues. Second, at the organizational level, civilians and the military each possess a temporal degree of unity which can affect the ability of each to offset each other. Finally, at the cultural level, there are societal norms, traditions, or ideologies which either assist or prevent civilians from legitimizing their ability to control the military (Ibid., pp.20-25).
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Turning to Thailand:
In Thailand, civil-military relations have been skewed in favor of the armed forces while democracy has been slow to develop since 1932.  From 1947 until 1992, the palace and military generally dominated the country alongside civilian bureaucrats in an alliance of convenience.  The military’s 1992 massacre of civilian demonstrators tarnished the armed forces’ image, severely diminishing its influence.
1992-2001

During this era, four civilian Prime Ministers
 succeeded each other in office and pushed for civilian supremacy. Each had to deal with a military which, though tarnished after the events of 1992, would have clearly preferred to restore its political power.  Similarly, civilian status-quo agents such as the monarch, Privy Councillors led by (ret. Gen.) Prem Tinsulanond and civilian bureaucrats—attached little importance to Thailand’s democratic opening, being more interested in preserving order in the kingdom (Handley, 2006: 364). 

To establish civilian supremacy, the post-1992 civilian governments attempted to enhance their authority over soldiers in all five areas of civil-military relations.  With democratization, the 1992-2001 period saw the increase of civilian control in Elite Recruitment. (Surachart, 2001:77). However, some armed forces influence remained.  For example, the number of military officers sitting in the Senate diminished from 154 or 55.2% out of 270 senators (1992-96) to 48 or 18.4% out of 260 (1996-2000) (Surachart, 1998:161). Yet the 1997 constitution required that the Prime Minister, other ministers, and Senators be elected civilians (Interview, Panitan, March 28, 2009).  Military influence could only continue in these posts through the influence of retired soldiers. Furthermore, the charter stated that any future coup would be “unenforceable” (Section 6, 1997 constitution).  Meanwhile, military influence on the procedures of political competition appeared to diminish during the mid-1990s period, though there were exceptions.   For example, ret. Gen. Prem allegedly interfered in parliamentary politics in 1997, enabling the Democrat Party to form a coalition government (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005: 133). Moreover, several political parties were influenced by military cliques (e.g. Chart Thai; New Aspiration Parties) (Tamada, 2008: 95-97).  

Meanwhile, from 1992 until 2001, most Public Policy decisions were in the hands of civilians given the growing administrative and political decentralization.    Still, the armed forces succeeded in exerting control over certain television/radio stations and in border relations (Ockey 2001: 203). 
In the area of National Defense, civilians in the period 1992-2001 succeeded in chipping away military dominance. Only in emergency situations, e.g. along the frontier, did soldiers sometimes involve themselves in cross-border conflicts without the Prime Minister’s permission.  Since 1992, constitutional authority over national defense issues has resided in elected civilians.  Civilian Prime Ministers formally possess the authority to decide on external military activities, as exemplified by the second Chuan Leekpai government (1997-2001), which added a new role for the military: participation in United Nations peace-keeping missions (Ockey, 2001:187-200; Interview, anonymous very senior retired Army official, August 14, 2009).  
However, concerning the actual planning of national defense policy, the military remained dominant at the Ministry of Defense.  Despite the fact that the 1997 constitution required defense ministers to be civilians, most of these were retired military personnel closely connected with active duty soldiers. Still, the danger was that a retired soldier might align with active military chiefs against the civilian government and thus resist civilian monitoring.  Thus, the PM had to take care to ensure that the Defense Minister was effective but loyal (Interview, anonymous very senior retired Army official, August 14, 2009).    Moreover, there developed the Defense Ministry’s Defense Council, a newly-established agency tasked to advise the Defense Minister regarding defense budget, troop mobilization, deployments, and training, and which was dominated by the military. (Thailand Ministry of Defense website, http://www.mod.go.th/eng_mod/index.html). In the 1990s, Thailand’s National Security Council, which advised the Prime Minister on national security threats, became a place where civilians exerted influence over national defense.  The PM chairs this body with civilians outnumbering military officials which comprise it, thus dominating “the workings of the council (Thailand Ministry of Defense website, http://www.mod.go.th/eng_mod/index.html).” However, the Defense Council continues to offer the military a degree of influence in national defense issues.
In Internal Security, civilian control began to grow when, in 1992, the government modified the Government Administration in a Crisis Act of 1952, the Martial Law Act of 1954, abolished the Internal Security Act of 1976, all of which “so that the use of armed forces in riot control now [required] authorization by the cabinet.” (Surachart, 1998:193). The armed forces have long controlled internal security through the Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC), the goal of which has been to fight communist insurgency (Pasuk and Baker, 2000:328).  But after 1992, the military’s internal security role shifted increasingly to rural development, following prodding from the palace. (Ministry of Defense, 1994:20).  Meanwhile, the formal primary objective of the military shifted to external defense from internal security, as evidenced by the repealing of laws empowering the military to act in times of domestic crisis and transferring most domestic law and order powers to police (Alagappa 2001: 480).  In 1998, the Anti-Communism Act was scrapped, a move which formally reduced the powers of the military in internal security (Montesano, 2001: 92). Also, following the Asian financial crisis, resources to fund ISOC were depleted.  (Avudh, 2006). 


Turning finally to Military Organization, during the 1990s the armed forces were restructured in order to strengthen professionalism (Ministry of Defense, 1994: 58). Following the 1992 massacre, the military reluctantly agreed to a defense budget reduction for fiscal year 1993-94 and the decline in military appropriations continued following the adoption of the 1997 “people’s constitution”
as parliamentary scrutiny of military budgets was strengthened (Ministry of Defense, 1994; Interview, Panitan, March 28, 2009). Prime Minister Chuan and Army Chief Surayudh Chulanondh worked to professionalize the armed forces and increase transparency. Troop levels were somewhat reduced and early retirements were encouraged (Mathews, 2005: 50-53). Surayudh investigated alleged criminal activity by military officers (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005: 132).  Yet many officers in the military resisted the reforms and thus, these were limited and largely symbolic (Pasuk and Baker, 2009:180). 
Civilian Strategies

      From 1992 until 2001, civilians used various strategies to try to control the military—but with moderate success. This owed to Thailand’s long tradition of military influence.  
COMPENSATION
All four administrations (Prime Ministers Chuan I, Banharn, Chavalit, Chuan II) regularly attended cadet-school ceremonies and military celebrations to demonstrate their support for the armed forces. Especially under Chuan’s second government (1997-2001), the military was encouraged to involve itself in “socially-acceptable” activities such as a greater role in development work, disaster relief, and participation in international peace-keeping missions (Kusuma, 2001:195). Indeed, as Chuan Leekpai explained, “by sending troops to East Timor I hoped this would promote the reputation of the Thai army; this might facilitate greater communication between the Thai army and other armies; and I wanted the Thai army to work with the United Nations to make income for itself” (Interview, Chuan, March 31, 2009).
Simultaneously, Prime Ministers appointed several retired officers to civilian positions (Thailand Ministry of Defense website, http://www.mod.go.th/eng_mod/index.html).  Meanwhile, each of the four governments allowed between two and eight cabinet positions (out of approximately 50 slots) to be held by ex-military officials.
Civilian governments furthermore allowed the armed forces to maintain monopolistic power over radio and television stations, as well as control the Thai Military Bank (TMB), though this institution was severely weakened in the 1990s (Ukrist, 2001:24). Moreover, civilian-led governments generally allowed the military to have its way in military reshuffles, (Suchit, 1996: 65; Tamada, 2008:95-96).  Finally, the military managed to exert informal control over the area of internal security, especially regarding narcotics and border policy (Interview, Mark Tamthai, October 5, 2008).  

LEGITIMATION

Civilians sought to keep close ties with Army Commanders and Defense Ministers. Army Chiefs either had few networks of influence, possessed short terms in office, or were considered close to Privy Council Chair ret. Gen. Prem Tinsulanond (Tamada, 2008: 95-96).  Regarding Defense Ministers, one (serving 1992-1995) was a retired general considered loyal to the ruling party.  Later, Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai, a civilian who had never been a soldier, served simultaneously as Defense Minister (1997-2001). However, he generally allowed soldiers to informally oversee the Defense Ministry (Interview, Mark Tamthai, October 10, 2008).  

Furthermore, civilians sought to reform and politically socialize the post-1992 military.  Indeed, the military found a new role in publicly promoting democracy, a mission which has continued since then (Ockey, 2001:203).  At the same time, all three Army Commanders during the 1990s vowed to pursue a policy of a professionalized military and pledging that the military would not involve itself in politics (Neher, 1997:205-206; Ganesan, 2001:11). 

POWER

To offset the various military factions, civilian governments relied heavily on Privy Council Chair Prem and his vast military influence to ensure control over the Thai armed forces during this period.
 The 1997 constitution formally placed military expenditures under parliamentary scrutiny, enhancing the role of a civilian executive and legislature over the military (Hänggi, 2009:10). The Chuan II government made use of such powers in trying to limit defense spending (Ockey, 2001:203).  In 1998, under the Chuan II government, Army Commander Gen. Surayudh Chulanond vigorously pursued military reforms, including a crackdown on high-ranking military officers alleged to be engaged in criminal activity (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:32). Also, after 1997, civilian governments decreased the Defense budget, despite opposition from the military (Suchit, 1996:65). Also, Chuan made it clear to soldiers that impractical weapons-shopping would not be tolerated.  “I said, in the defense ministry in a given fiscal year, the budgetary outlay which is not used must be returned. Unfortunately there is considerable military corruption and my words were not popular with soldiers” (Interview, Chuan, March 31, 2009).  

Ultimately, the 1990s marked an opportunity for civilians to achieve greater civilian supremacy.  Yet only in 1998 did serious efforts at military reforms begin in earnest.  Yet ultimately, soldiers sought to block or delay the changes until Chuan and Surayudh were out of office.  Such effective resistance meant that the reforms actually achieved “rather little” (Pasuk and Baker, 2009: 180).

Resources

Six factors were crucial in shaping civilians’ use of strategies during the period 1992-2001. These were the spirit of the times; the end of the Communist insurgency; the Asian financial crisis; military factionalism; the decline in military legitimacy, and ideology. 
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2001-2006

This era saw more formal civilian challenges to the military. In terms of Elite Recruitment, in the 2000-06 Senate, for the first time, all members (200) were elected.  Only 2 per cent of these were retired military officers.
 Meanwhile, on January 6, 2001, telecommunications tycoon and ex-police colonel Thaksin Shinawatra became Prime Minister in a landslide election.  Thaksin’s clout in 2001 allowed him to dominate parliament, courts, and compete with Gen. Prem in terms of political influence.  He appointed several soldiers to top positions, including ex-Prime Minister Gen. Chavalit Yongchaiyudh as Defense Minister, and used Chavalit’s supporters to establish a wedge against Prem until the PM could maneuver his own cousin into the post of Army Chief (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:137, 151).  
On September 19, 2006, the military directly intervened into the workings of Thaksin’s government.  Citing disorder, lack of unity, and threats to the palace, the army led a putsch against Thaksin while he was out of the country (Handley, Asian Sentinel, 2006). The military intervened to save the monarch, preserving the palace-military power-sharing arrangement. This coup was endorsed by the king (The Nation, September 21, 2006). Other than royal assent, the coup succeeded because civilian control was only weak and personalized rather than instutionalized. The military voided the 1997 constitution, and established a military government in Thailand—the first in 14 years. The 2006 coup was directed by arch-royalist Prem supporters in the armed forces who appointed a government to administer the country until December 2007 elections (Ukrist, 2008:129). 
Meanwhile, the 2001 rise of Thaksin increased civilian control over Public Policy.  Indeed, the Thaksin government represented the nadir of military influence over Thai public policy. The Prime Minister crafted a foreign policy aimed at building civilian-dominated business ties over regional security concerns.   In 2002, Thaksin modified the bureaucracy, reducing the number of ministries (and weakening the power of the Budget Bureau), thus increasing efficiency while making bureaucrats more answerable to the elected government (Pasuk and Baker, 2009:185). 

As for Internal Security, the power of civilians grew under Thaksin.  In 2003 and 2004 respectively, an anti-narcotics campaign in the North and the beginning of counter-insurgency operations in the South gave the military a revived objective—security.  Yet these endeavors remained under the personalist control of Thaksin. In 2005, the Thaksin administration passed the Decree on Government Administration in a State of Emergency, which allowed the Prime Minister to authorize a state of emergency, and it was applied to cover the provinces where the southern insurgency was raging.  The committee heading states of emergency was composed of mostly soldiers (Section 6, Decree on Government Administration in a State of Emergency, 2005).  However, senior promotions remained under the control of Thaksin.  With regard to ISOC, Thaksin greatly reduced its powers, especially the influence of the Army within the organization in 2001 to 2002 (International Commission of Jurists, 2010:1).  Prior to his 2006 ouster, Thaksin was planning to further restructure ISOC, centralizing control over it in the Office of the Prime Minister (Avudh, 2006).  
Regarding National Defense, it was Thaksin who saw to it that elements of the Thai military were sent in support of US forces in both Afghanistan and Iraq (Chambers, 2004:460-479).  
Finally, with regard to Military Organization, civilian control stood at its height. Regarding senior military appointments, Thaksin informally managed to gain much control over them, especially from 2001 to 2004 (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:134-142).  Meanwhile, he established a new method for gaining control of military spending by ensuring that military allocation requests would have to pass through him alone (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:137). As such, Thaksin was able to ensure a reduction of the military budget.  From 2001 to 2006, it declined by approximately 2% of the national budget (Thailand Bureau of the Budget). 


Ultimately, the 2001-2006 period saw civilian supremacy rise to its highest point since 1947.  However, a 2006 coup ousted the Prime Minister from office.  The coup illustrated the fact that a civilian leader was attempting to do too much where the path dependency of the palace-military power alliance remained strong. 

Civilian Strategies

    COMPENSATION

  Civilian strategies practiced during this period were aimed at establishing Thaksin’s personal control over the military rather than institutionalizing neutral civilian control. Following the frigid days of Chuan’s armed forces budget cuts, new Premier Thaksin publicly displayed his appreciation for the military, announcing that he would ensure that the armed forces would be more efficiently prepared for combat (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:151). He also solicited advice from dozens of army generals (The Nation, October 8, 2001). 

     He appointed at least 83 active-duty senior military officers to advisory positions while a large number of retired officers took top jobs in his party and administration.  He also favored military arms requests that had been rejected by the Chuan Leekpai government, and even went on overseas trips with senior officers to explore potential arms purchases (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:151). Moreover, he encouraged the military to enhance its control over radio and television stations, with military programs increasingly used to advertise his party (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005:155).

LEGITIMATION

     Political Socialization  For example, Thai troops were sent on peace-keeping or security missions abroad, e.g. Afghanistan in 2001, Iraq in 2003.   Soldiers also took an active part in non-traditional security roles such as in anti-narcotics campaigns (e.g. Thaksin’s spring 2003 “War on Drugs” in Thailand’s North).  Moreover, Thaksin increased the role of the military in counter-insurgency efforts in the far south (Chambers, 2004:462).Meanwhile, Thaksin practiced ascriptive selection in promoting soldiers who were deemed to be loyalists to senior positions. In 2003, Thaksin was able to place his cousin in the position of Army Commander and appointed another cousin to a high Defense position.  Moreover, he appointed approximately 35 members of his own pre-cadet academy Class 10 to strategic military positions (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005: 147). 

POWER

Meanwhile, Thaksin established civilian oversight of the military budget through his politicized appointments of allies and relatives in top defense positions.  In this way, the Prime Minister was able to informally assert control over most aspects of the defense budget, with the majority of allocation requests channeled through himself (McCargo and Ukrist, 2005: 141).  Finally, unlike any civilian Prime Minister before him, Thaksin succeeded in purging the armed forces of officers he did not favor.   He promoted powerful Army Gen. (and Prem protégé) Surayudh Chulanond to the largely ceremonial position of Supreme Commander in 2002, thus challenging Prem’s sway in the military. In 2003, upon Surayudh’s retirement, Thaksin appointed Surayudh’s successor as Army Commander to become Army Commander. Meanwhile, in 2004, Thaksin shifted three Thai generals to inactive military posts for perceived policy failures regarding the southern insurgency (Wassana, March 16:2005).

Ultimately, given the ability of Thaksin to utilize a plethora of civilian strategies, from robust to intermediate to weak, the period 2001-2006 perhaps represented the highest point yet of civilian control over the military.  During this time, Thaksin government was generally successful in reigning in the military.  However, Thaksin’s sway over the military was personalized rather than institutional.  Given the personalized nature of such authority, other powerful people could potentially influence the armed forces.  By 2005, Privy Council Chair Prem Tinsulanond was increasingly challenging Thaksin’s choices regarding senior military appointments: Prem saw to it that Prem-loyalist Gen. Sonthi Boonyaratklin became Army Commander in 2005 (Ockey, 2007:136). In September 2006, Sonthi led a coup against Thaksin (Pasuk and Baker, 2009:280-281).

Resources
Five factors during this period contributed to civilians’ choice of strategies.  These included the phenomenon of Thaksin; the post-9/11 environment; the condition of the military; changing military cohesiveness; and fallout from the southern insurgency. 
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2007-2011

With the return of electoral democracy in December 2007, political space for civilians seemed to slightly widen. The 2007 constitution called for a half-appointed (74 members), half-elected (76 members) Upper House.  Following senatorial elections in early 2008, 15.3% of the Senate was composed of retired military officials. Among the 74 appointed Senators, 14 were ex-soldiers for a 9.3% military reserved domain.
  
Meanwhile, the military continued to meddle with the procedures of political competition. On December 2, 2008, following the resignation of a pro-Thaksin Prime Minister, military elements (including the Army Commander) met with a Democrat party bigwig and an ex-loyalist of Thaksin to cobble together a coalition government under Democrat Abhisit Vechachiwa which would exclude the pro-Thaksin Puea Thai party (Wassana, December 11, 2008). This oblique intrusion into civilian political competition indicated that despite the return to ostensible civilian rule in 2008, the military would continue to play a political role. In early 2009 Army Commander Gen. Anupong, the Defense Minister and the Chief of Police directed officers to tell enlisted personnel to support certain parties which were aligned against Thaksin (Interview, Peerapong, February 16, 2009).
The Thai military also sought to informally influence the fall of two pro-Thaksin governments in 2008.  This occurred during the 2008 anti-Thaksin PAD (People’s Alliance for Democracy) yellow-shirt demonstrations. First, during the demonstrations, the Army Commander refused to order his troops to defend government buildings against advancing protestors.  Without troops to defend it, the government was left with only the uncertain support of the police. Second, in late November, as PAD protests in Bangkok continued unabated, Army Chief Anupong went on national television to call for the resignation of Somchai or dissolution of the Lower House although the PM  refused to do so. (Wassana, October 31, 2008). 

Regarding Public Policy, post-2007 Thailand finds the military with a greater voice. In foreign relations, the Thai military has become more autonomous of civilian authorities, as exemplified in August 2008, when Thailand’s Supreme Commander warned Cambodia to “back off” from a border temple claimed by Thailand (Bangkok Post, August 5, 2008). Meanwhile, the armed forces continue to exert control over the media.  Currently the Army controls television channels 5 and 7 (Channel 5 [TV]) and 245 out of 524 radio stations in 2008 (United States State Department 2008). A Broadcasting Act was implemented which continued to grant broadcasting concessions to military vested interests (Chang Noi, February 2, 2009).  

In Internal Security, a new military-endorsed Internal Security Act took effect on February 27, 2008. It shifted the civil-military equilibrium back towards the armed forces, establishing the army as the principal unit safeguarding internal security (The Defense of Thailand, 2008:35).  The ISOC organizational structure was revised to appear under civilian control—given that the Prime Minister serves as Director.  But civilian board members are outnumbered by military/military-leaning bureaucrats.  Moreover, under the national ISOC board, there are four regional branches of ISOC commanded by military officers who are not accountable to civilians (Internal Security Act, Study1, Section 11).
During 2008, ISOC powers were centralized in the hands of Army Chief Anupong for fear of otherwise upsetting the anti-Thaksin senior military leaders.  Yet, the ability of Anupong to dominate ISOC allowed him to deny assistance to the two pro-Thaksin civilian governments whenever he saw fit.  Such behavior demonstrated a military refusal to maintain internal security for elected governments in Thailand.  Yet, following the ascension to power of an anti-Thaksin civilian government at the end of 2008, the armed forces (as dominated by the anti-Thaksin Queen’s Guard military faction) now found a need to ensure its protection and survival    Thereupon, Anupong’s ISOC moved from evading responsibility for internal security to guaranteeing it (The Nation, March 25, 2009).

In April 2009, PM Abhisit declared a state of emergency in Bangkok and surrounding areas, following a flurry of pro-Thaksin anti-government demonstrations in Bangkok and Pattaya. The military ultimately resorted to force to disperse the protestors (Thailand News Net, April 13, 2009). 

The events of March-May 2010 illustrated an intensification of military autonomy in Internal Security.  During this period of the pro-Thaksin Red Shirts’ occupation of parts of Bangkok, the military began applying the “Emergency Decree on Government Administration in States of Emergency” of 2005 (Szep and Martin, April 8, 2010).  The Emergency Decree law is more draconian than the ISA (though less authoritarian than the Martial Law Order of 1914), and thus gives the military enhanced autonomy from civilian control (International Commission of Jurists, 2010:4).  Months after the Red Shirts had been dispersed, the Emergency Degree was still being applied (Human Rights Watch, September 23, 2010).

Regarding National Defense, civilians exercised balanced influence vis-à-vis the military-dominant Defense Council.  In July 2009, civilian power over the NSC increased even more with PM Abhisit Vechachiwa’s appointment of anti-Thaksin civilian Thawil Pliensri as NSC secretary-general despite intense military lobbying.  “The NSC has had 14 secretary-generals over the years, with only three of them civilians (Wassana, July 2, 2009).
Military Organization remains firmly in the hands of the armed forces. For example, the return to elected governance in December 2007 paralleled the continuing growth in military spending. Indeed, an ex-member of the junta stated that it was “the coup [which] helped the military budget expand greatly—though at the expense of democracy” (Interview, anonymous very senior retired Army official, August 14, 2009).  The escalating armed forces budget owed to military pressure on civilian governments.  The 2011 military budget has risen to a projected US$5,558 million (Satien, August 20, 2010). The junta-created National Legislative Assembly passed a decree which vastly reduces the power of elected civilians over senior reshuffles. Where previously, the Prime Minister and Defense Minister had enormous sway in such decisions,  the new law requires that reshuffles of high-ranking officers be vetted by a committee, whose members are dominated by active-duty senior military officials. (Bangkok Post, February 2, 2008).    
     
Ultimately, in 2010, though civilian authority appears to have reemerged following the 2007 elections, the palace-military power pact has persevered.Thailand’s military today wields even greater power in decision-making than during the 1990s, especially in the areas of Internal Security, Elite Recruitment, and Military Organization.  

Civilian Strategies

       Since the return to formal civilian control in late 2007, civilians have more than ever relied upon weak strategies vis-à-vis the armed forces.   Prime Ministers Samak and Abhisit attempted to establish a cordial working relationship with Army Commander Anupong Paochinda.  Samak attended the funeral of Anupong’s mother (The Nation, May 31, 2008). He also made well-publicized trips to border areas, accompanied by Anupong, in which Samak extolled the efforts of the Thai military in keeping order.
As for Abhisit, he transferred responsibilities for his personal protection to the military, rewarding the military with prestige (The Nation, May 2, 2009; Bangkok Post, August 26, 2010).

       Also, post-2007 governments, seeking to boost the longevity of their governments, increasingly gave government postings to retired military personnel.  Under Samak and Somchai, at least five pro-Thaksin officers were appointed to advisory or cabinet positions (Bangkok Post, February 21, 2008). Under Abhisit at least three retired generals were allowed to take civilian positions, including the minister’s portfolio, in the Defense Ministry (The Nation, January 7, 2009).  Also, civilian governments have allowed military budgets to skyrocket, corresponding to the preferences of senior armed forces brass (Walker, September 3, 2010). In April 2009, amidst turmoil in Bangkok, Abhisit announced the establishment of a military-dominated Centre for the Resolution of the Emergency Situation (CRES) (Reuters, April 17, 2010).  By late 2010, Abhisit appeared to be continuing to allow the armed forces unchallenged control over Thailand’s “emergency”—through the CRES.


Post-2007 governments also granted much autonomy to the military, as shown in the restructuring of the ISOC and the Internal Security Act of 2008, which offered a new legal leg for Thailand’s military to act with impunity, helping ISOC to become a sort of parallel state to the civilian regime (Chambers, September 1, 2009:35).  Civilian governments likewise did little to interfere in the armed forces’ counterinsurgency campaign in the far South (International Commission of Jurists, 2010:i). Finally, the April 2010 establishment of the CRES reflected civilian acquiescence to much-enhanced military authority over parts of the country (Bangkok Post, September 3, 2010).

Resources
Following the return to formal civilian rule in December 2007, seven factors in particular contributed to the almost complete absence of attempts to control the military: increasing polarization and mobilization among civilians; a deepening social schism; unity in the armed forces under a single military faction; an intensifying border crisis; a continuing insurgency in the far South; a growing delegitimation of democracy; and a looming succession crisis.    

influence. 
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Thai Civil-Military Relations and the Quality of Democracy

In Thailand today democratic defectiveness derives from weaknesses in four of the five partial regimes.  Such weaknesses owe in many respects to new laws which benefit the armed forces following the 2006 coup; military interference in the electoral regime of 2007; military refusals to take orders from civilians and meddling in the civilian leadership transition in 2008; and military-associated problems with political rights and civil liberties since 2007.

First, armed forces breaches have cut across Thailand’s electoral regime.  The 2007 constitution granted the military enhanced prerogatives.  The Senate’s transformation into a half-elected body gave the armed forces a specific quota of retired military senators. (Chambers 2009:26). Also, through a strengthened ISOC, the military sought to manipulate the 2007 general election, and allegedly pumped money into anti-Thaksin parties and candidates (The Nation, December 21, 2007).   Soldiers conducted unauthorized monitoring of vote-canvassers while prior to the election a leaked army document revealed a plan to tarnish the image of the pro-Thaksin People’s Power Party (Pasuk and Baker, 2009:308-309).   Some senior army officers even ordered their subordinates to vote for the Democrat Party in the 2007 election (Wassana, June 19, 2009; Wassana, December 20, 2007).  Candidates competing during the 2007 election were confronted with a biased election commission, since its commissioners were mainly appointed by the 2006-2007 military government (Interview Peerapong, February 16, 2009).   Finally, since 2008, the military informally exerted influence through two political parties (Chambers, 2010A:225). The ability of the military to influence Elite Recruitment through such methods as reserved domains, financing of candidates, and plans to hamper the success of the People’s Power Party impinged upon the workings of the electoral regime.  This is because the electorate was disenfranchised in terms of voting for Senators; open pluralistic competition was intruded upon;  and military discrimination against certain parties led to unfair competition.

Another consequence of military tutelage is that it severely infringes on the political rights of association and information.  Given that Thailand’s military today possesses heightened control over the internal security apparatus, this has given it the power to obstruct political opposition by, for example, quelling various pro-Thaksin “Red Shirt” demonstrations in 2009-10 (Rand and Vandergrift, January 9, 2010). Prohibitions on freedom of association and information have been applied under the Martial Law Order, the Emergency Decree Act, and the Internal Security Act (International Commission of Jurists, 2010:89).  For permanent military control over the media, such checks have limited political rights because of the use of military propaganda against Thaksin and the application of censorship against voices perceived as critical of the government and the King. In 2007, the military government tightened laws on the state-supported broadcasting sector, enacted “one of the world’s harshest” internet crime laws and sought to manipulate the media to influence the result of the 2007 general election (Freedom House, 2008). Soldiers have spearheaded efforts to enforce laws against defamation of the monarchy—efforts which have stifled freedom of expression (Freedom House, 2010). During the March-May 2010 pro-Thaksin demonstrations in Bangkok, the Emergency Decree banned gatherings of more than five people and authorized the censorship of certain media programs. (Human Rights Watch, September 23, 2010).
Meanwhile, the military represents a growing threat to civil liberties. The Martial Law Order and Emergency Decree Act allowed the armed forces to jeopardize civilians’ civil liberties for purposes of maintaining order.  (International Commission of Jurists, 2010:89-94).  Also, the 2008 ISA permitted ISOC to designate what constitutes an internal security threat; allows warrantless arrests and detentions; and prevents the prosecution of soldiers for human rights violations during the times when the ISA is enforced.
  Human Rights Watch has expressed concern that ISOC will facilitate the rise of arbitrary military rule in Thailand (Human Rights Watch, November 4, 2007; International Commission of Jurists, 2010: iii).  The Internal Security Act and Emergency Decree have been selectively imposed against suspected southern insurgents and pro-Thaksin demonstrators (Amnesty International, September 30, 2010).  During the March-May 2010 demonstrations against Abhisit, the Emergency Decree gave the military almost blanket powers to make arrests, restrict freedom of movement, and use armed force to resolve the “emergency (Asian Legal Resource Center, August 31, 2010).”  Months after the demonstrations, the Emergency Decree was continuing to permit the military to act with near-impunity against civilians (Human Rights Watch, September 23, 2010).

Finally, the growth of military autonomy from civilian control has diminished horizontal accountability in Thailand.  Civilian monitoring of military activities—including corruption—has been difficult (Interview, anonymous army colonel, March 27, 2009).  Also, civilians remain unable to check the power of the armed forces in military reshuffles (Bangkok Post, February 2, 2008; Organization of the Ministry of Defense Act, February 2, 2008).    
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In Thailand, a long-sustained and self-reinforcing path of asymmetrical palace-military authoritarian power-sharing has contributed to ineffectual civilian control.  The military is a major part of what political scientist Dr. Thitinan Pongsudhirak refers to as the “nonelected ‘holy trinity’ of monarchy, military, and bureaucracy (Thitinan, 2008:140).” The armed forces’s clout derives from its historically-entrenched role as the junior partner of a palace which, more often than not, has helped to stall moves toward greater civilian control by assisting soldiers over civilians.  The military’s clout and closeness with the palace has, since 2006, allowed it to strengthen its institutional position by widening and deepening its involvement in crucial decision-making arenas, casting a shadow across civilian attempts to exert supremacy.  Currently, civilian strategies to curb armed forces excesses are weak and generally unsuccessful.   Thailand’s formal appearance of civilian control masks the reality of a military which is continuing to grow in power and cutting across civilian attempts to restrain it.

1992 witnessed what appeared to be the beginning of civilian control.  But change was only formal.  The palace-military partnership continued to dominate, but the power of the latter became more latent.  In 1992-2001 civilian supremacy seemed to be growing.  Then, in 2001-2006, amidst a divided military, Thaksin Shinawatra succeeded in establishing a high level of personalized clout—but not institutionalizing neutral civilian control—across the security sector, using a robust mixture of incentives and penalties.  By 2006 a growing number of civilians and military officers were divided over Thaksin, while both the palace and Privy Council had turned against the Prime Minister.  Amidst escalating political turmoil, the military ousted him from power.  Thereupon, a new constitution and decrees enshrined an augmented level of military influence.  In addition, soldiers increasingly acted with informal autonomy irrespective of civilian leaders’ preferences. Given this heightened military power, in 2011, amidst continuing political instability, soldiers continue to expand their sway behind a reduced level of civilian control.  In Thailand today attempts at achieving civilian control over the armed forces face overwhelming obstacles.  Military incisions—both formal and informal—specifically infringe upon the areas of internal security, elite recruitment, and military organization.
 Such breaches have occurred partly because of support for the military from the palace as well as shifting resources which weaken strategy options available to civilians.   At a macro level, internal and external security problems provided the armed forces with a rationale to intervene across civilian control.  The armed forces’ lingering supremacy over domestic security has been further assisted by the fact that the United States guaranteed the country’s external security and furthermore provided tremendous amounts of military assistance.  Meanwhile, at an institutional level, military cohesion has often been greater than civilian cohesion.  As for culture, the ideology of the military identified primarily with the palace rather than civilian control, weakening the legitimacy of civilian governments relative to preservation of monarchy.  Only when civilian prime ministers could obtain backing from the monarch and his Privy Council could the armed forces be controlled. 
With attempts at institutionalizing civilian control disrupted and the role of soldiers in Thai politics (even under an elected government) the most extensive in two decades, the quality of democracy in Thailand has eroded.  In post-2006 Thailand, as the military continues to breach civilian control, it is plausible that democracy in Thailand will most probably be plagued by continued armed forces autonomy and perhaps even more military incisions across civilian control.  

Ultimately, Thailand today continues to be influenced by a strong, arch-royalist military, the clout of which derives from its historical evolution as the junior partner of a monarch who, more often than not, has helped to stall moves toward greater civilian control by assisting soldiers over civilians. In this way, the military has managed to trump efforts by civilians to exert control over it, a situation that has created manifold problems in the consolidation of Thai democracy, preventing governments from effectively implementing military reforms.  As such, the chance for civilian governments to challenge the military is unlikely for some time to come (view expressed in interview, anonymous Navy mid-ranking officer, June 7, 2010).
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