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“The Role and Relevance of the Monarchy
in Thailand”

By H.E. General Prem Tinsulanonda

President of the Privy Council and Statesman

At The University of Western Australia

Perth, 25 November 2002
Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I feel privileged to be here in Perth, on this magnificent campus
of the University of Western Australia. Having seen and actually
getting the feel of it for the first time, I think you can be rightly
proud of your much admired reputation as a foremost seat of
learning - an institution of expertise and resourceful research on
Asia and on ASEAN, your immediate neighbors to the North.

My mission here, an important part of it, is to bring with me a
message of solidarity and heartfelt sympathy from our people - your



friends in Thailand, to the people of Australia. No words could
adequately condemn, nor express the sense of outrage we all feel at
the vile, contemptible act of terror in Bali. In the aftermath of the
cowardly bombing, Thailand sees the great fortitude of a great
nation. Though suddenly plunged to such depths of pain and grief,
Australia remains unbowed and determined as ever to reach out and

engage.

Thailand stands with you in the fight against the evil of
terrorism. We pledge to do all we can to support you and our friends
in Indonesia, themselves victims of this brutality, to bring the
perpetrators to justice. The Bali trauma shows that no place and no
one in the now borderless world is safe. It is only through close
international cooperation, such as one that you are now having with
Indonesia, that we can hope to tackle this evil head-on and take

preventive measures to safeguard against any possible repetition.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Take it from me that Australia ranks high amongst those at the
top of Thailand's foreign policy agenda. We value your cooperation
with ASEAN and your constructive role in Southeast Asia. There is

a long history of Thai-Australian joint contributions to peace and
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stability of the region, the most visible of which.is perhaps
peacekeeping in Cambodia in the early nineties and more recently in
East Timor where Thailand joined up at the request of Indonesia.
Ouwr bilateral ties, underpinned by shared values, have always been
close and cordial, with our economic cooperation flourishing and
soon to culminated in a free trade area. Reflecting the level of our
interest to strengthen cultural ties and to learn more about one
another is the leap in numbers of Thai students in Australia and in
the amount of academic exchange as well as research work on Asia

and Thailand by Australian scholars.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This evening, I'll speak, from my own perspective, on my
country’'s path of progress : democracy and development in
Thailand, under the wise guidance of our beloved Monarch, His
Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej. I'll offer some thoughts on what
we, a5 a nation and as a constitutional monarchy, have achieved,
how we fared in recent past and where are we heading for in the face
of unprecedented challenges of the new global environment.

The vear 1997 marked a significant turning-point for both

democracy and development in Thailand. That was when our economy



and our social fabric were being ravaged by the devastation financial
crisis. Our democracy, as consolidated in the then new “people-based”
Constitution-also adopted in 1997, had to withstand the kind of
forces and disruptions well capable of tearing it apart. It has since
been amply proven that our hard won democratic values and
institutions, long and carefully nurtured, not only survived but
became more firmly embedded and strengthened.

This resilience, tested and proven time and again, bodes well for
the future development of our widely acclaimed open society and

open economy.

Ask any Thai you may come across, each will be emphatic in his
or her conviction that our society and its resilience draw their strength
and sustenance from the unifying role of our Monarchy.

True to the thirteenth century ideals of Thai Kingship, His
Majesty has always been a leader of compassion who is alert to the
needs of his people and conscious of his duty to guide them. His
Majesty carries out this royal responsibility through a remarkable
degree of personal contact, personal research and direct involvement
in activities carefully devised to promote the livelihood of His

subjects, particularly the rural poor.
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During over fifty years of His reign, the modern Monarchy has
proven to the Thai people both its relevance and its vitality. The
Monarchy became the focal point that brings together people from
all backgrounds and shades of political leaning and gives them an
intense awareness of their common heritage of being Thai.

It is this potent moral force of His Majesty which has on many
an occasion pulled Thailand out from the brink of disasters. During
the political confrontation in 1973 and 1992, both sides turned to
the King for advice that eased tensions and prevented bloodshed.
He provided wise counsel during Thailand's decades-long struggle
against the communist insurgency, suggesting “root-cause” solutions
aimed at relieving rural poverty and inspiring confidence in the
efforts at reconciliation. Each of these personal contributions of His
Majesty stands as true milestones in the evolution of Thai democracy.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

For the three decades before the financial crisis, Thailand was
one of the few economies growing at the fastest rates in the world.
Income per head stood at almost 3,000 dollars in 1996, a big leap
from less than 700 dollars in 1980. Then, in 1997, the crisis hit us

a



with such a severity that we, as a nation, became impoverished
overnight. Hardest hit were those lacking the resources and social
protection to fall back on - the unemployed, the poor, small
businesses, and marginal larmers.

Since the crisis, globalization has often been seized upon by
some as the ready scapegoat for the havoc created in its wake.
Globalization, in my mind, can be a force for good and is a stark
reality that cannot be wished away, nor can it be stopped. We have
no choice but to integrate ourselves into the new global environment.
In this task it is imperative for us to find a way to make the most of
the opportunities while shielding ourselves from the negative aspects

of globalization.

Looking back to the pre-crisis years, in our headlong rush for
incessant growth, we downgraded the one key essential in economic
and social development, namely, alleviation of poverty. I have long
held the view that poverty is the root of all problems facing our
nation, and most of my life in public service has been dedicated to
the task of alleviation poverty, in the firm belief that it would help
solving each and every one of those problems. But this crisis made
the yawning gap between the haves and have-nots widen even



further, against a background of searing costs and disappearing
social warmth. Unrelenting quest for material wealth seemed to have
undermined compassion and caring, which in turn weakened the
social fabric, community bond, and traditional values.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

On the brighter side, I must note that over the past few years
Thailand has, by all accounts, succeeded in staging a complete
turnaround from the 1997 crisis. The economy has once more
resumed the high-growth path and is expected to achieve four to five
per cent growth this year. But, clearly, having been scarred by the
social costs and the personal sacrifices we all had to endure, we
should draw some lessons from our unhappy experience. We simply
cannot lapse into our old ways and old habits as if nothing has
happened.

Much soul-searching followed the crisis, and, with it, also a
search for a new way. We found inspiration in the philosophy of
“Sufficiency Economy” which His Majesty synthesized from his
lifelong work and experience in development. For the nation,
Sufficiency Economy represents an enlightened way forward, as a
feasible approach to achieving the common objective of a stable,

o



equitable, and durable development for all the people and commu-

nities in our land.

Over the years, His Majesty the King has graciously reminded
us constantly not to lose our bearings, not to be lured by the glitter of
empty labels : being hailed as a “tiger economy"” or a “newly-indus-
trialized country”, as it turned out, had little meaning or substance.
As the whole nation was laboring under hardships brought on by the
crisis, his subjects derived encouragement from His Majesty's
observations on how the conduct oneself in the face of such
adversity. Our Monarch gave us a number of principles contained in

His philosophy on “Sufficiency Economy”.

Sufficiency Economy has as its thrust “the middle path as
the overriding principle for appropriate conduct by the populace
at all levels”. The middle path, when practiced at the level of the
individuals, families and communities, as well as collectively in the
choice of a balanced national development strategy, will provide
a firm foundation for all in standing up to the trials and challenges
of today's world. It means moderation in all human endeavors,
reining in expectations to within the bounds of self-support and

self-reliance, having enough to live on. It lessens human proneness



to the extremes and excesses, both in our insatiable appetite for wealth
and wasteful consumption, which marked the period leading up to

the crisis.

Sufficiency Economy does not advocated isolationism but
presupposes the inevitable process of increasing global interdepen-
dence. What it does envisage and promote is the way towards a
smoother, and more successful, integration of the Thai economy into
the sweeping and stormy process of globalization. Moderation could
be the means by which the sail of interdependence can be trimmed
and adjusted so as to prevent the boat from being capsized by
over-dependence. We all have seen how over-dependence made us
extremely vulnerable to the whims of international capital which,

on its part, was not immune to the influence of herd behavior.

Knowledge is an integral component of Sufficiency Economy.
Our successive Chakri Kings have over the centuries placed great
importance on learning from the outside world in ensuring the
survival and the modernization of our country. Today the acquisi-
tion of knowledge, not just in the sciences and the technologies but
also of other nation s experiences in development and reforms,
continues to play a central role in capacity building and in charting



the course of our own national development. Here, His Majesty urges
prudence in the application of knowledge, “in particular, great care
is needed in the utilization of untested theories and methodologies
for planning and implementation”. The question which I have often
asked myself in this connection, albeit with the benefit of hindsight,
is whether we have been a little too unquestioning and a little too fast
in embracing forces of the market from outside 7 Could we have
been more discriminated and selective in our approach ?

Sufficiency Economy seeks to strengthen the symbiosis and
harmony between man and his natural environment. The crisis has
brought into sharp focus His Majesty’s lifelong work in agriculture
and conservation, built up over the years with a great number of the
Royally-initiated projects. Agriculture, the mainstay of the majority
of the Thai population who are still toiling in poverty, can serve as a
buffer against external shocks, testifying to the value of “getting back
to basics”. For too long, the growth-oriented strategy has led to the
rapid depletion of environmental assets priced cheaply at below their
replacement cost. Conservation is but an integral part of sustainable
development. His Majesty has truly been teaching us by example, be
they His projects to restore watershed areas through reforestation,

or to reverse desertification or to harness the sometimes destructive
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forces of nature such as flooding, benefiting at the same time from

power generation and irrigation,

Towering above all else as a constance in any overall equation is
the need “to strengthen the moral fiber of the nation, so that every-
one, particularly public officials, theorists and businessmen, adheres
first and foremost to the principles of honesty and integrity”. It is
true that at times people were badly demoralized on being turned
into paupers overnight. Each, out of necessity, went his own way,
caring little, if at all, for his fellow men. Moral fiber, gradually rein-
forced, contributed to the collective national resilience, and seemed
to be the single most important factor that kept us afloat and pulled
us through the crisis.

His Majesty's “Sufficiency Economy"” was timely in pointing the
way forward. It gave heart to His people when they were in dire
need, and was so well received that it now provides the foundation
for the formulation, now in progress, of the Ninth National
Economic and Social Development Plan (2002-2006). And, beyond
the national context, “Sufficiency Economy” has been acclaimed by
the international community at the Tenth United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in February 2ooo
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which expressly recognized His Majesty as “the Developer King”

Permit me, here, to draw on the tribute paid to His Majesty in
the Statement of the UNCTAD X Conference, and I guote

“This remarkable resilience reflects the strength of the Thai
nation. And that strength has been nurtured and developed by
His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej, the King of Thailand, who is
the soul of his nation. Through his caring leadership, His Majesty
has earned the abiding love and profound respect of his people,
and through his thinking he has laid the foundation for and inspired
his country's development strategy. His Majesty's philosophy of
a “sufficiency economy™ now lies at the heart of Thailand's develop-
ment thinking...The experience of Thailand offers fundamental
lessons to all of us and the Thai nation is living testimony to the
efficacy of the King s actions and boundless compassion.”

Following in the footsteps of His Majesty the King in forging
close contact with the people, Her Majesty the Queen took up the
tasks to alleviate hardship endured by villagers in areas hit by
natural disasters. From early small projects in late 1976, Her
Majesty has dedicated the best of her energy, her personal efforts

aln



and funds to promote local handicrafts, reviving folk art traditions
and giving a new lease of life to significant Thai heritage and
commercial production of handicraft items, under the Foundation
for the Promotion of Supplementary Occupations and Related
Techniques (SUPPORT).

A training center was set up in the compound of the royal
residence to provide theoretical and practical training on lacquerware,
gold and silver nielloware, metal edging, vine or bamboo basketry,
brocade of silk weaving and artificial flower
making. Over the years, the training has been expanded to various
parts of the country, tailored to local demand. Poor rural villagers
are provided with supplementary occupations which can be
operated at home, using local raw materials easily obtainable, thereby
lessening the problem of migration to urban areas in search

for employment.

Her Majesty’s bond of love with her subjects has now yielded
real tangible results, benefiting people in remote communities

throughout the entire Kingdom.
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Ladies and Gentlemen,

It has always been - and, in my view, always will be, the case
that Thailand’s destiny is firmly tied to the wise leadership and
unifying force of our Monarchy. Over the past fifty-seven years of
the present reign, Their Majesties have more than demonstrated the
relevance and vitality of our supreme institution, guiding us through
the difficult but steady transformation of Thailand into the modern
nation that it is today.

Thank you.

aE
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