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ACRONYMS, ABBREVIATIONS AND
NOTES
ADB		

Asian Development Bank

BKT		

Bang Khun Thian

BMA		

Bangkok Metropolitan Administration

BMR		

Bangkok Metropolitan Region

DIW		

Department of Industrial Works

EBMR		

Extended Bangkok Metropolitan Region

EIA		

Environmental Impact Assessment

FOI		

Freedom of Information

JV		

Joint Venture

LAO		

Local Administrative Organisations

MONRE

Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment

NACC		

National Anti-Corruption Commission

NCCC		

National Counter Corruption Committee

NGO		

Non-Governmental Organization

NLA		

National Legislative Assembly

ONEP		

Office of the Natural Resources and Environmental Policy and Planning

PCD		

Pollution Control Department

PWC		

PricewaterhouseCoopers

SAO		

Sub-district Administrative Organisations

SME		

Small and Medium Sized Enterprises

THB		

Thai Baht

UNDP		

United Nations Development Program

WIN		

Water Integrity Network

Notes:
$1 US = 31.6 Thai Baht (THB)
€1 Euro = 35 THB
1 rai = 1,600 m2 of land
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1 INTRODUCTION
Wastewater is still a major environmental and social problem in Thailand, particularly
in the Extended Bangkok Metropolitan Region (EBMR1). The EBMR generates around
half of Thailand’s GDP and rapidly urbanised and industrialised over the last decades.
Uncontrolled wastewater discharge significantly contributes to poor water quality in
the Lower Chao Phraya River and Lower Thai Chin River, which flow through the EBMR.
Bangkok has the lowest water quality index (35 out of 100) in the country. Four other
provinces in the Bangkok metropolitan area: Samut Prakarn, Samut Sakhon, Nonthaburi
and Nakhon Pathom also rank low on the water quality index (Wangcharoenrung 2017).
Corruption is rife in Thailand. The country’s score in Transparency International’s 2020
Corruption Perceptions Index was 36 out of 100 and it ranked at 99 (Transparency
International 2020). One third of companies who responded to a PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PWC) survey declared that they had been affected by fraud and corruption
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 2020).
This research examines the connection between poor water quality and corruption. In
particular, it seeks to understand how corruption and integrity risks have and are currently
adversely affecting the governance of wastewater in the EMBR. It also shows the negative
impacts that poor governance of wastewater has on marginalised groups.
After discussing the overall
corruption situation in the
wastewater sector in the EMBR,
the report focuses on three
important types of corruption:
1) corruption in public financial
management, 2) corruption at the
interface between institutions and
individuals and 3) wider integrity
failures. It then discusses current
approaches to tackle integrity
failures in the EBMR and makes
recommendations on how to
better address these failures.
.

Figure 1: Map of Thailand (A), Extended Bangkok
Metropolitan Region (B) and Bangkok Metropolitan
Region (C). Compiled by Water Integrity Network

The Bankgok Metropolitan Region (BMR) consists of Bangkok and the surrounding five provinces: Nonthaburi, Pathum
Thani, Samut Songkran, Samut Prakarn, and Nakhon Pathom. The Extended Bangkok Metropolitan Region (EBMR)
includes the BMR and the provinces of Ayutthaya, Sara Buri, Chachaengsao, Chon Buri (where Pattaya is located), Rayong,
Ratchaburi and Phetchaburi
1
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2 METHODOLOGY
2.1 Scope and approach
The methodology was comprised of two components: (1) a literature review, and (2)
key informant interviews. The literature review included NGO and donor reports, policy
documents, academic articles, newspaper articles, and online media. From the literature
review, a stakeholder list was created and refined as the research evolved (Table 1).
Key informant interviews were conducted with these stakeholders in the EBMR from June
to August 2020. In total, 31 stakeholder interviews were held with NGO representatives,
government officials, academics, thinktank officials, co mmunity le aders and fa rmers.
Using the snowball sampling method, we identified additional stakeholders during our
interviews, allowing us to connect with a wider community of actors involved in wastewater
governance in the EBMR.
Table 1: List of Interviewees

Location

Bangkok
Bangkok
Bangkok
Bangkok
Bangkok
Bangkok BKT/BMR
BMR
BMR – Nakhon Pathom
BMR – Nakhon Pathom
BMR – Pathum Thani
BMR – Pathum Thani
BMR – Samut Prakarn
EBMR – Chon Buri Pattaya
EBMR – Chon Buri Pattaya
EBMR – Chon Buri Pattaya
EBMR – Chon Buri Pattaya
EBMR – Chon Buri Pattaya
Rayong

Interviewees

Anti-Corruption Organisation of Thailand (ACT)
BMA Environmental Officer
Center for Economic & Business Forecasting, University of Thai
Chamber of Commerce
Department of Environmental Quality Promotion officer
Leader of We Love Tha Chin River Club
Mahidol University Professor
Wastewater Management Authority (WMA)
Bang Khun Thian District Officer
Chulalongkorn University Professor
Head of major construction company
Local environmental NGO
Local NGO focused on water issues
Farmers and Community Leaders
Senior Pollution Control Department (PCD) officers (x3)
Municipal Officer of Om Yai
Provincial Environmental Officer
Provincial Administrative Organisation (PAO) Officer
Provincial Environmental Officer
Provincial Environmental Officer
Former Head of Provincial Offices for Natural Resources and
Environment
Head of Provincial Offices for Natural Resources and Environment
Provincial Officer of the Ministry Natural Resources and
Environment
Municipal Officer
Wastewater plant operator
Local NGO working on water issues
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2.2 Limitations
The study faced some limitations as a few interviewees were reluctant to discuss
corruption. They either refused to be interviewed or, when interviewed, did not respond
to questions about corruption. To overcome this problem, softer language was used.
For example, ‘integrity violations’ were refereed to instead of ‘corruption’, or general
wastewater issues were discussed first, followed by governance issues related to them.
Positionality of interviewees was another challenge and some government officials were
hesitant to answer certain questions.
Another key limitation was the inability to interview some key actors involved in the
wastewater sector, including the Department of Industrial Works (DIW) and the Federation
of Thai Industries (FTI), a private sector organisation which promotes the interests of
industries to the Thai government. Neither organisation responded to multiple requests
for interviews.
Any qualitative study with single interviewees per organisation or stakeholder group
risks drawing biased inferences or making incomplete generalisations about a topic. To
overcome this limitation, when possible, several representatives from each organisation
or stakeholder group were interviewed to compare and contrast responses. Further,
secondary sources and documents provided an initial understanding of these organisations
and the interviews were used to corroborate these findings.
Finally, hard evidence, such as documents and receipts, that indisputably proves corruption
was difficult to find.
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3 BANGKOK’S WASTEWATER
SCALE, DRIVERS
3 ISSUES:
AND IMPACT
3.1 Overview
Wastewater is a major problem in the EMBR, evidenced by the pollution of the major rivers
flowing through this area and the classification of Bangkok and surrounding provinces
as having ‘poor water quality’ (Wangcharoenrung 2017). Interviewed government officers
confirmed the issue. For example, a Pathum Thani officer stated that the wastewater
situation in his province is ‘very bad’, and a Samut Prakarn officer declared: ‘wastewater is
getting worse’. An officer of the Pollution Control Department (PCD) agreed: ‘The situation
[in the EBMR] is getting worse and does not show any signs of changing’. The district assistant
director in Bang Khun Thian (BKT) (Figure 1), a sub-district in southern Bangkok, stated
that wastewater in their district was a national environmental problem because it comes
not only from Bangkok but also from many other upstream provinces. Five rivers, including
the Chao Phraya River and Tha Chin River, release their water into the Gulf of Thailand.
There are three major sources of wastewater in the EMBR’s waterways and coasts:
1) households, 2) factories and 3) agriculture/aquaculture. As of 2018, agriculture is the
biggest polluter in Thailand, discharging up to 39 million cubic metres of wastewater per
day, followed by the industrial sector (18 million) and the municipal sector (10 million)
(OECD 2018).
Wastewater treatment is available in large cities but lacking in many villages. According to
a senior official at the Department of Marine and Coastal Resource Bangkok’s sewerage
does not cover all households and a number of some small houses, for example in
informal settlements, do not have septic tanks. These households release their waste
into waterways, such as canals and rivers. A number of new housing estates within the
BMR also lack septic tanks and discharge wastewater freely. Statistics confirm that
only 45-53% of wastewater is treated in the Bangkok conurbation (Mrozik et al. 2019).
A senior official from the Department of Environmental Quality Promotion added that,
while their department uses promotional campaigns to encourage households to
treat their wastewater before it enters the drainage system, they cannot enforce this.
A PCD senior official stated that many households in Bangkok and Samut Prakarn, a
neighbouring province, operate small, household-size factories on their premises and
illegally discharge significant amounts of wastewater. They believe that inspections are
needed to stop households from dumping wastewater, but local governments tasked to
do so lack capacity and budget.
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Other sources of wastewater are factories, particularly those in Bangkok, Pathum Thani
and Samut Prakarn. While industrial estates have sufficient wastewater treatment
facilities, some small factories do not, although by law they are required to. According to
the PCD, as of 2018, over half of wastewater sources from factories near Bangkok’s San
Saab canal -much of which eventually flows into BKT- did not treat their wastewater (OECD
2018). A 2020 study by a local Thai NGO found that land and water samples taken from an
industrial area in Muang district in the province of Samut Sakhon were ‘contaminated with
high levels of arsenic, lead, cadmium, chromium, zinc, copper and nickel’ (Kongrut 2020a,
n.p.). While the PCD sets wastewater standards, the Ministry of Industry rarely enforces
them. The PCD tries to, but has limited manpower since the national government reduced
the number of inspection officers to lower costs about a decade ago. Consequently, there
are three inspection officers in each province. This is a particularly big problem in Samut
Prakarn, where there are 50,000 factories. For factories to be inspected annually, each
officer would have to inspect 46 factories per day, every day of the year.
Agriculture and aquaculture farming also exacerbate the water quality problem. For example,
pig farms generate significant amounts of waste and some of it runs off into waterways.
Additionally, some upstream aquaculture farmers, such as fish and shrimp farmers, do not
treat their water adequately and cause downstream pollution in waterways. A PCD official
claimed that feeding fish in rivers is illegal and pollutes rivers, but many farmers continue
doing so. In 2017, hundreds of freshwater fish and shrimp farmers from Samut Songkhram
and Phetchaburi protested outside the Ratchaburi provincial hall, complaining that the
public waterways in their provinces were contaminated with untreated wastewater from a
large pig farm in Ratchaburi’s Pak Tho district (Srinualchan 2017).
According to a local NGO official, wastewater issues have worsened in the past five years
or so. They think this is because many areas in and around Bangkok have been adversely
affected by wastewater discharged from waste recycling, which has boomed in recent years.
In January 2018, China stopped importing plastic waste and other materials as part of its
‘National Sword’ policy. As the country had processed nearly half of the world’s recyclable
waste for the last decades (Katz 2019), this stop had major repercussions. In response,
Thailand and other countries expanded their capacity to keep pace with the surging waste
imports that China had previously absorbed (Marks, Miller, and Vassanadumrongdee 2020).
In 2018 alone, Thailand received 481,000 tons of plastic waste imports, compared with
70,000 tons in 2016
(Macan-Markar 2019).
According to the same
NGO official, many
of these recycling
firms that process the
waste are discharging
untreated wastewater.
For example, in 2018,
police raided Dexin
Industries, a recycling
company in Samut
Prakarn, after the
government found that
8
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the company had been illegally dumping wastewater (Figure 2). The Chinese operators had
already fled (Nanuam 2018). Overall the number of court cases for wastewater dumping
has also increased in the past three years, although it remains relatively low.

3.2 Regulatory structure and political economy of Bangkok’s
wastewater
Besides increasing population and urbanisation in the areas upstream of the EBMR, there
are a number of underlying political-economic drivers to the wastewater issues in the
region. First, there is the problem of upstream-downstream linkages (L. Lebel, Garden,
and Imamura 2005). Upstream actors, such as local governments, industries, and fish
farmers, do not have strong incentives to reduce their wastewater, because, flowing
downstream, it does not affect them or their area. As a PCD officer declared, ‘When we talk
about percent of wastewater, it varies from downstream to upstream. For downstream areas,
they always have a problem with a higher pollution load.’ A local farmer in BKT concurred:
‘It is not fair. All the wastewater comes here from Bangkok before going in the ocean because
we are south of Bangkok. The Bangkok government should control the water and improve the
sewage before [it] flows into the sea.’
Second, like many regulatory structures in Thailand, wastewater governance is
fragmented, both horizontally and vertically. It is also generally weak and unclear. The
major agencies involved in governing wastewater are:
1. The Pollution Control Department (PCD) within the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment (MONRE): identifies wastewater sources, sets standards, and monitors
quality
2. The Department of Industrial Works (DIW) within the Ministry of Industry: oversees
wastewater from factories; can fine violators
3. Local government organisations, such as provincial bodies and municipalities: treat
municipal wastewater from buildings, such as hotels and residencies, and construct
wastewater treatment plants
4. The Office of the Natural Resources and Environmental Policy and Planning (ONEP)
within the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment (MONRE): administers
the EIA (Environmental Impact Assessment) process, including wastewater.
5. Ministry of Agriculture: responsible for governing wastewater generated by
aquaculture farmers
Each of the numerous agencies at the central and local levels has its own interests and
rarely coordinates with others. Each ministry and department operate as an individual
authority, trying to control the issues and projects under its jurisdiction (Reynolds et al.
2012). This fragmentation is particularly stark in water management, where at least 31
departments in 10 ministries have overlapping and unintegrated responsibilities. To make
matters worse, 36 primary and 2,000 secondary laws, some of which contradict each
other, regulate water (OECD 2018). This high degree of fragmentation has caused conflicts
9
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of interest and inter-agency clashes over wastewater responsibilities. For example, the
PCD sets policies for wastewater of factories, but the DIW is the one supposed to enforce
them. However, their mandate is to expand industrial growth rather than curb it through
environmental regulations. Similarly, the Ministry of Agriculture has the regulatory power
to enforce wastewater standards upon fish farmers, but, according to a PCD official, this
ministry ‘does not care about the environment’ and instead ‘supports the farmers’. They
estimate that only 10% of farmers meet those standards as a result.
Another problem is that at the household level, local governments do not set any standards
for wastewater. Moreover, the national government focuses its policy on improving solid
waste management while neglecting wastewater. A BKT community leader stated: ‘This
problem is too big for the community to address. But the national government is not doing
anything.’ As a result of poor cooperation and differing incentive structures, ‘it is a finger
pointing game: everybody is blaming each other [for the wastewater]’, a senior PCD official
declared.
Furthermore, the country’s incomplete decentralisation process has weakened
governance of the sector. While Thailand began decentralising and devolving power
to local administrative organisations (LAOs) in the 1990s, the process has stalled
due to retention of power and resources by central bureaucrats. This has
contributed to weak capacity of LAOs (see Marks and Lebel 2016). As a result, local
governments in the Lower Chao Phraya Basin, particularly municipalities, have limited
capacity to manage wastewater. As a PCD senior official explained: ‘Working on
wastewater is too technical for local governments to do on their own.’ The Bangkok
Metropolitan Administration (BMA2) has a limited mandate to address industrial
wastewater. For example, if BMA officers find that factories within the BMA’s
jurisdiction are releasing wastewater, they cannot directly order the factory to stop.
Instead, they have to go through the Industrial Factory Department within the Ministry
of Industry which often does not heed their requests. A BMA officer stated, ‘So far the
BMA has no authority to order everything directly. So many agencies obstruct the BMA’.
Within the BMA, some district offices, such as that of BKT, seek to help but have
limited power. As a BKT community leader stated: ‘the district office helps the most but
it has little power and not much budget.’ The BKT district assistant director added:
‘We are at the bottom of the hierarchy. The district has to send issues to the BMA and then
to the national government (…) The country is only partially decentralised. This means there
are no clear solution to address problems.’
Electoral pressure and lack of representation contribute to the wastewater problem.
BKT farmers have voiced complaints about wastewater and requested assistance
from the BMA. However, as one local community representative lamented: ‘[The]
BMA has done nothing. People here are not happy with them’. According to a Mahidol
University Professor and consultant to the BMA, their inaction is because they do ‘not
care about voters in the coastal zone; [they] only care about voters in the inner city’,
which is much more densely populated and wealthier than BKT. The BMA therefor
appears to devote its policy attention and budget to other problems facing its residents.
Wastewater management also appears to be a low priority for national leaders.
Consequently, the national government has yet to introduce wastewater tariffs.
2
A single metro-wide Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) was created in 1972, replacing the former Bangkok
municipality that administratively unified Bangkok and Thonburi.
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3.3 Deleterious effects of wastewater on smallholder farmers
Smallholder farmers in BKT and Samut Prakarn told us that their incomes generated from
aquaculture production have dropped precipitously in recent years. Some had stopped
farming and sold their plots of land, retired, switched to becoming handymen or migrated
to Bangkok to find a new source of income. They pointed to wastewater intrusion, which
has caused disease outbreaks and is a major source of vulnerability. Farmers stated that
wastewater became a serious problem about a decade ago, around 2009. Wastewater
entered aquaculture farms and aquatic life died. Many interviewees stated that wastewater
is worst between October and December, the end of the wet season. They claimed drops
in productivity and income losses ranging from 30-90%.

‘There is a 50% decrease in resources. Before, shrimp were natural – don’t
have to buy any. Now I have to invest.’

‘I lose about 90% due to wastewater. I have to buy small shrimp and crabs to
grow instead of obtaining them from nature and sea. In the past, I didn’t have to
buy; it grew in nature.’

Wastewater causes my income to go down. 80% reduction in income due to
wastewater. Before [I could] get 30,000 Baht per day. Now [I] can only [get]
300-500 Baht. I’m scared that my children’s generation will need to move.’

‘I was a shrimp farmer before, but now am retired. I sold my land because in the
past shrimp grew naturally, but now they don’t and the quantity has decreased.
Wastewater is a big problem.’

‘Previously locals were quite rich and prosperous. Now we have lost more
than three-quarter (75%) of our production due to wastewater. Nothing is left,
only debt.’
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The problems caused by wastewater intrusion affect smallholder farmers throughout the
EBMR, not only in Bangkok and Samut Prakarn. As an example, in June 2020, smallholders
in Ban Khai district in the province of Rayong complained to the media that wastewater
had leaked into a local rubber plantation and ruined 10 rai (1.6 hectare) of crops (Kongrut
2020b).
Female aquaculture farmers in Thailand are more vulnerable to the risks posed by
wastewater than their male counterparts. A 2015 study found that women fish farmers
were more likely than men to state that the 2012-2013 severe drought and 2011 floods
significantly affected their fish farms (L. Lebel, Lebel, and Lebel 2017). The fact that
women are usually paid less for the same amount of work, have lower levels of mobility
(P. Lebel, Chaibu, and Lebel 2009) and thus cannot shift livelihoods as easily as men in
case wastewater damages their agricultural production, underscores a traditional Thai
proverb that “women are the back legs of the elephant” (quoted from P. Lebel, Chaibu,
and Lebel 2009).
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3 CORRUPTION AND
INTEGRITY FAILURES IN 		
4 BANGKOK’S WASTEWATER
SECTOR

4.1 Corruption in Thailand
Corruption remains rampant and widespread in Thailand. In September 2019, a United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) representative asserted that the Thai government
had lost up to lost 100 billion Baht due to corruption related public procurement (Bangkok
Post 2019). A 2020 PricewaterhouseCoopers study noted asset misappropriation was the
most common problem (47% of companies experienced at least one incident) followed
by procurement fraud (33%) and bribery and corruption (31%) (PricewaterhouseCoopers
2020). A 2017 poll by the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce found that on
average extra payments ranging from 5-15% were given to state officials and politicians
when bidding on official government projects (Khaosod 2018). And, in 2017, Thailand
scored only 2.5 out of 7 and ranked 108 out of 140 in a World Bank index on Wastefulness
of Government Spending (Watcharothai 2018).
The number of corruption-related complaints against local government agencies is much
higher than against any other agencies. Half of all Thais believe that local governments
are corrupt (GAN Integrity 2017) and many scandals have been reported in the media. One
explanation for the high number of cases may be the sheer number of local agencies.
Another potential explanation is that decentralisation3, which began in the 1990s, placed
more power and financial resources in the hands of these local bodies and that ‘prevailing
cultural practices do not promote truly transparent and open discussions as ascribed to
participatory governance tools’ (Buchenrieder et al. 2017). Other possible explanations
include the possibility that corruption at higher levels is better concealed or less
transparent, or local officials’ low wages.
Scholars have identified a number of reasons for Thailand’s persistently high levels
of corruption. Vichit-Vadakan (2011) points to Thai social norms and a highly stratified
and hierarchical social structure, which revolves around ‘personal criteria rather
than universalistic principles’. Persons (2016) suggests patron-client relations
form the backbone of Thai society and are a driver of widespread corruption. Patrons
provide their client with protection and connections, while the client is expected to
return the favour by providing money or a payment-in-kind. Such relationships are
particularly prevalent
3

Appendix A provides an overview of Thailand’s decentralisation process).
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among three groups in Thailand: politicians, public officials and business persons
(Tangsupvattana 2011). Also, individuals tend to stay silent to protect their own interests
rather than expose corrupt practices. Further, Thais tend to avoid conflict and rarely
interfere in other people’s affairs. Whistle-blowing can be deemed a betrayal and Thais
worry it would lead to social exclusion and impact job prospects (Sirisophonphong 2019).
People’s high tolerance to corruption is another significant barrier to reducing it (Quah
2011).
Thailand’s National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) has only had limited success
in curbing corruption. One reason is its high workload. Although the number of staff
members increased from 300 to 2,200 from 2000-2017, the agency still has a high number
of unprocessed cases (Pathmanand and Connors 2019). In its 2017 annual report, the
NACC reported an outstanding 15,363 cases out of a total of nearly 50,000 cases since
its inception in 1999 (NACC 2017). This heavy workload also results in a lengthy period of
time before a case can be concluded. The agency has not been very successful in securing
convictions. Of the 1,285 cases sent to judicial authorities, only 105 cases have led to
convictions (Pathmanand and Connors 2019).
Generally, corruption and integrity failures contribute significantly to the growing problem
of Bangkok’s wastewater and the inability of the Thai government to tackle the problem.
Government officials, NGO officials and community leaders all agreed. For example, a
provincial officer in Samut Prakarn stated: ‘The corruption issue is stopping solutions from
being implemented.’
The Water Integrity Network (WIN) categorises integrity failures into three types:
(1) corruption in public financial management; (2) corruption at the interface between
individuals and institutions; and (3) wider integrity failures (Appendix B). All three types of
failures are widespread in Bangkok’s wastewater sector.

4.2 Corruption in public financial management
In July 2012, the PCD secretary-general Wichien Jungrungruang stated that 83 billion
Baht (USD 2.64 billion) had been spent on 101 treatment plants in Thailand, 91 of which
were completed. He then admitted that almost half of the country’s wastewater-treatment
facilities had serious operational problems and that the country had only 43 ‘good’
wastewater treatment plants (Bangkok Post 2013). Unfortunately, this problem not only
seems to continue to date but may have worsened. A Thai NGO official reported that, as
of 2020, approximately 80% of wastewater treatment facilities were not usable or partially
inoperable after construction. Another interviewed Thai NGO official declared:
‘Many municipalities borrowed money from the [central government’s]
environmental fund to build wastewater treatment plants but did not operate
these plants very well because they could not afford the electricity costs. This
is because they did not include this cost in their budgets. When they set their
budget, they always request funding for hard equipment for construction, but
not for the plants’ operations.’4
4
While there is no official data to back up this claim, a senior official of the Wastewater Management Authority stated that
at least 35% of plants were not working well.
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He also added that they did this because these plants presented an easy opportunity
for government officials to make money from bribes. He said that for local construction
projects, including wastewater plants, ‘it is well-known that the central government takes
12%, the provincial government takes 7%, the middle level takes 5% and the lowest level
takes a 3% commission. So, in total already 25% of the costs’ are spent on fraud. Another
Thai NGO official interviewed for this study concurred: ‘There is a lot [of] corruption in
the procurement process. For example, construction companies might charge 40 million
Baht for the plant, but really they spend 30 million Baht on its construction.’ The head of a
construction company agreed:

‘Normally we have to budget in at least an additional 30% [for corruption costs]
… It starts from the time the government lists which companies can bid for the
project. If you want to be on the list you have to pay… In the city, there are many
committees, so we also need to pay those committees.’

As a result, the contractors often overcharge for the plants’ construction materials and
technology and often use those of poor quality.
A Pattaya municipal officer shared concerns that corruption could have played a role in
the poor performance of one of the city’s two wastewater plants, called Soi Wat Boon.
Supposedly a contractor had been hired to build the plant for 125 million Baht (USD 3.97
million):

‘The plant was already finished but it did not operate properly during the test
run period. The project was already finished too late and so the contractor’s
contract had finished. Some said that the Pattaya mayor supported the
contract and let the contract end so the municipality could not test what went
wrong. There was likely under the table money given by the contractor to the
Pattaya city staff. That is why the plant did not function well and there was no
monitoring. Now, the plant is not operating.’

In May 2018, Pattaya netizens complained to the national government and shared pictures
online of visibly polluted wastewater being released on Pattaya beach (Figure 4). They also
reported a foul smell. This was not the first time that such an incident was reported in
Pattaya (Pupattanapong 2018). Wastewater from houses and businesses are funnelled
to the city’s wastewater plants. However, the city’s first plant lacks capacity to treat the
increasing amount of wastewater, according to a municipal official. Corruption related to
Soi Wat Boon, the plant supposed to enable the city to fully treat all of its wastewater, is
therefore likely contributing to the problem. The head of a construction company believes
that things are worsening: ‘Ten years ago, the government officials hesitated to ask for
money, but now they ask for money like it is normal’.
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Figure 3: Photos posted on Facebook which shows wastewater
discharge on Pattaya Beach (Source: Pupattanapong 2018)

A Thai NGO official asserted that land plays an important role in the corruption process of wastewater
plants, such as in the site
selection of the plants. The
example of Khlong Dan vividly illustrates this linkage. It is the only clearly
and publicly-documented
case of corruption regarding wastewater treatment
plants in Bangkok.

‘We only have reliable evidence for one case: Khlong Dan. There are so many
cases regarding wastewater plants not only in Bangkok but throughout
Thailand but we don’t have enough reliable evidence on those cases. Most
facilities are not usable or do not function well.’

Because of corruption, the Khlong Dan plant, supposed to treat the wastewater of
1.2 million residents and about 4,000 factories, was not fully constructed. This failure
contributes to the lack of sufficient wastewater treatment capacity in the EBMR and
directly affects the people whose health and livelihoods depend on clean water.

4.2.1 Case Study: Khlong Dan wastewater plant
Khlong Dan has been widely dubbed the “mother of all corruption cases” in Thailand.
This mega-fraud project wasted around 23 billion Baht (USD 730.8 million) of public funds
and was halted in 2003 due to corruption charges. The Supreme Administrative Court
found widespread fraud in the land acquisitions for the project. The project was initiated
in 1995 when the Thai cabinet first approved two wastewater plants in Samut Prakarn.
The project’s contract was signed by
Minister Yingphan Manasikarn in 1997 with
the NVPSKG consortium, led by Vattana
Asavahame, a former Deputy Minister of
Interior. By this time, the project site had
been moved 20 kilometres to Khlong Dan,
located on the eastern edge of Samut
Prakarn and about 20 kilometres from
Bangkok (Prateepchaikul 2014) (Figure 5).
The new joint venture (JV) plan proposed by
PCD was to build a centralised plant, one
of the region’s largest wastewater plants,
to process 525,000m3 a day of wastewater Figure 4: Map of Khlong Dan Wastewater
(Mekong Watch 2010).
Project (Source: Sohn 2007)
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However, this change caused the construction costs to balloon from 13.6 billion Baht to
22.9 billion Baht, mainly due to the inflated cost of 1,900-rai of land in Khlong Dan. Thai
law enforcement authorities later found that PCD officials, executives of the joint venture,
and the owners of the Khlong Dan property had conspired to inflate the purchase price of
land parcels by as much as 1,000% (Sohn 2007). The authorities also concluded that the
land purchased by the PCD included publicly-owned land, including canals, which had
been illegally titled through corrupt dealings with the Land Ministry. Corrupt land officials
had issued duplicate land rights documents for the same land plots owned by villagers,
who had refused to sell, causing legal disputes, which never favoured the real owners
(Sohn 2007). Further, the Muang Rai Lan Thong Company, which was owned by Vattana,
bought land from villagers at about 20,000 Baht per rai. Palm Beach Development, whose
directors included Vattana’s family members, bought the land at 100,000 Baht a rai.
Khlong Dan Marine and Fishery then bought the land for 260,000 Baht per rai. However,
no money was actually spent because the companies were all affiliated with each other.
The PCD then bought 1,900 rai of land at about one million Baht per rai. PCD officials had
also unfairly changed the terms of reference, which disqualified the other contender for
the project, Marubeni Co, and enabled the land offered by Khlong Dan Marine & Fishery
Co as the only available site. NVPSKG controlled this land (Prateepchaikul 2014).
Community members in Khlong Dan were very upset about the project. They were never
consulted, concerned that an EIA was never assessed, and felt that the land deals were
unfair and crooked. They raised their concerns with the Asian Development Bank (ADB)5,
which had provided a loan for this project, and with the new Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra in 2001. Thaksin visited Khlong Dan in May 2002 and said in front of the Dan
villagers that “This project is not transparent” (Mekong Watch 2010). In January 2004,
the PCD filed charges against 19 private firms and individuals in the Thai criminal court,
including against Vattana. In March 2004, the Land Department revoked the deeds of
Khlong Dan Marine & Fishery Co’s 1,358 rai of land. This invalidated the government’s
contract with the JV. In June 2007, Thailand’s National Counter Corruption Committee
(NCCC), NACC’s predecessor, concluded that nine government officials, including Mr.
Vattana, were involved in illegal land deed acquisition and forwarded the case to the
Supreme Court’s Criminal Division for Holders of Political Positions. The Supreme Court
later ruled that Mr. Vattana was guilty of bribing officials to obtain illegal land titles. He
was sentenced to 10 years in jail. However, he had fled the country before he was convicted
(Mekong Watch 2010; Prateepchaikul 2014). The lengthy investigation also led to 20-year
jail sentences for three former PCD officials in December 2015 (Bangkok Post 2018).
As a result of the fraud, the plant was never built and much of the wastewater of the
thousands of factories and residences the plant was meant to treat is currently discharged
untreated. The Thai state lost 23 Billion Baht (USD 730.8 million). One positive aspect of
the case is that it is the only publicly proven case of corruption related to wastewater
plants in Thailand and it led to criminal convictions of state officials, including a former
Deputy Minister. Further, which suggests that Thai communities can successfully expose
corrupt project and stop them from proceeding (Sohn 2007).

5

ADB project documents can be found here: https://www.adb.org/projects/ln1410/main
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4.3 Corruption at the interface between institutions and individuals
It was observed that corruption at the interface between institutions and individuals
occurs primarily to obtain factory licenses or avoid fines or fees related to wastewater.
Some NGOs link this kind of corruption to the rise of imported waste in Thailand.
A Thai NGO official interviewed a recycling factory owner in June 2020, who indicated
that the official licensing fee to operate this type of factory is legally around 10,000 Baht.
However, a total payment of 1 million Baht had to be made to provincial DIW officers to
actually obtain the license. One benefit received in exchange for the bribe is that there are
no fines for discharging wastewater from the factory.
Allegations have also been made about a case in Rayong, where farmers complained
that wastewater was destroying their crops. Problems started being reported when Win
Process took over the local factory. The company obtained three factory licenses to carry
out different industrial activities: 1) type 40 – sorting unusable materials, compressing
paper, metal and plastic scraps; 2) type 60 – smelting and casting metals; and 3) type
106 – recycling used fuel oil and container-cleaning with solvents (Pawa 2020). However,
it appears the owner should not have received the type 60 and 106 licenses because the
factory is located in the middle of the community, where such industrial processing is
illegal. An interviewed NGO officer pointed out: “How could the company obtain the type 60
and 106 licenses if not for corruption? The [Win Process] owner is a politician in this province
so he has very good connections. [Is] that why he can operate the company here? […] Provincial
[DIW] officers just ignored the [wastewater] problem” The official added that complaints
from the NGO and local farmers were also ignored.
About 35 kilometres from central Bangkok, the Om Yai municipality in Nakhon Patham
is also dealing with a major wastewater problem. While the municipality tries to force
households to install septic tanks to contain and treat wastewater, many households
release it directly into public waterways and the municipality does not have enough staff
for monitoring. Factories also pose a challenge. While some have built pipes, which
connect their wastewater to the nearby treatment plants, others have built pipes that
illegally drain into waterways. A municipal officer declared that most of these factories
“have connections with politicians and decision-makers so the municipality cannot do
anything.” The officer added that these factories often financially support activities of the
municipality. As a result, “the municipality just tries to solve the problem [of wastewater] as
[best]as we can.”
A former provincial officer of Chon Buri Province, where the famous tourist city of Pattaya
is located, stated that according to EIA regulations, construction of a hotel of 80 rooms
or more in Pattaya requires the investor to submit an EIA report and receive approval
from the provincial MONRE office before starting construction. Included within the EIA
report is a plan to treat wastewater, such as installing septic tanks and pipes that connect
the building to a sewerage system. However, the costs of buying the needed equipment,
skilled workforce and technology as well as inspection fees to successfully obtain an EIA
can add up to 10 million Baht and require a lot of time. Therefore, according to the officer,
“many owners build only 79 rooms or pay the local offices a bribe to receive approval. About
70-80% of owners can build [hotels] without an EIA.” Once officials receive the bribe, they do
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not monitor the wastewater from these hotels,
even though some of the hotels directly drain
their wastewater to public pipes. The officer
added this was the case not only in Pattaya but
also other tourist destinations, such as Phuket
and Koh Samui. Confirming such cases, another
NGO officer added that, when there are EIA
hearings, officials sometimes receive bribes
from company owners who hope to receive an
EIA. In exchange, “they let the EIA pass.”
Overall, for many companies in Bangkok
violating environmental laws regarding waste
disposal is not a concern. This is because, as
a Thai NGO official opined, “provincial officers
do not fulfil their duties in monitoring, regulating,
and enforcing the laws. [As a result] the factories‘
[owners] are not afraid anymore. They can
just pay some money to the officers.” Bribery
therefore appears to be one key reason for
the high concentration of factories that do not
comply with effluent standards in Bangkok.
Other reasons, as already discussed, are the
lack of inspectors and Thailand’s fragmented
wastewater governance.

4.4 Wider integrity failures
There are a number of wider integrity failures that also significantly contribute to the
wastewater problem. These might include cases where insufficient prioritisation or
resource allocation may be linked to poor integrity or unfair practices, or possible cases
of skewed legislation and poor enforcement of regulation.
For example, according to a Pattaya municipal officer, local politicians, particularly mayors
within the EMBR, prefer to allocate funds to more lucrative and politically-advantageous
projects than to wastewater treatment systems and EIA licenses. The official explained that,
in 2010, the central government identified Pattaya as an important area for environmental
protection. This makes it mandatory to conduct an EIA, which requires a lengthy approval
process, prior to building a treatment plant with a capacity of more than 3,000 m3 per
day, which is the volume Pattaya would need. The Pattaya municipal government has not
allocated any budget for its wastewater project. The officer reckons that spending money
on roads, floodwalls and buildings presents more lucrative opportunities for procurement
corruption and can also boost politicians’ re-election prospects. Voters can more easily
see these projects and gauge their potential benefits, unlike underground sewerage.
In another example, concerns have been raised about fairness, sustainability, and possible
conflicts of interest following the adoption of new legislation, in particular 1) the 2019
revision of the 1992 Factory Act, which exempts industrial companies with less than 50
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employees and with low intensity machinery from waste discharge monitoring and antipollution measures, and 2) Order Number 4/2559 passed in 2016 without consultations,
which suspended planning laws in towns and cities which had previously prevented the
opening of toxic and polluting waste processing projects in areas upstream of or near
where people live and farm. NGOs claim such laws open doors to corruption, increase
pollution, and facilitate more waste imports as companies invest in more uncontrolled
small factories and recycling plants. With regard to Order Number4/2559, academics have
warned of “corruption between the local government officials and the companies” related to
an increase in the number of recycling plants across the country because a new plant or
factory “only needs permission from local authorities” and some bribes, as discussed above
(Somnuck, as quoted in Macan-Markar 2019).
A final example is of lax enforcement of wastewater regulation. A PCD official admitted
that “the factories always prefer to pay less, so when the DIW officials want to visit, DIW
already informs them [in advance] so they are already prepared” and will not have to pay a
fine. Similarly, another PCD officer stated that PCD, which cannot bring the law to bear
in instances of non-compliance, will inform DIW that factories are illegally dumping
wastewater and send the test results to DIW. However, when this occurs, DIW does not
fine these factories; instead, it informs them in advance of a visit. Consequently, “when
[DIW] staff visits, the factory will have already temporarily improved its water quality, so DIW
will not find anything”. The factory will subsequently revert to its old practice of dumping
wastewater. Despite the delineation of responsibilities of both PCD and DIW, the agencies
rarely conduct joint inspections or systematically corroborate findings (Roberts-Davis and
Saetang 2019). Interviewees suggested that government officials from other agencies,
including PCD and the police, knew that factories were illegally dumping wastewater but
turned a blind eye. A PCF officer stated: “us officers know that something is wrong, but we
just ignore that it is a big problem” and continued, calling this practice “not my business
corruption”. In a related example, there have also been concerns raised that officials also
ignore the illegal and polluting practice of farmers feeding fish in rivers.

20

CORRUPTION AND INTEGRITY FAILURES IN BANGKOK’S WASTEWATER SECTOR

5

TACKLING INTEGRITY
FAILURES: SUCCESSES,
BARRIERS AND POTENTIAL
SOLUTIONS

5.1 Bringing to light integrity failures – few successes
There have been only a few successes so far which have curbed illegal wastewater
dumping. One successful case occurred in 2009 in Bangkok. In this case, a restaurant and
fish farm owner successfully sued a vehicle spare parts company for releasing untreated
wastewater into a public waterway and damaging his property and assets (L. Lebel, Lebel,
and Chuah 2019). Another successful legal case was Khlong Dan, which led to a number
of perpetrators being sentenced to jail and the scrapping of the project.
The aforementioned case in Rayong is another interesting example that led to a successful
outcome. A group of local farmers with support from a local environmental watchdog NGO
raised this case to the media and sent complaints to government agencies at multiple
levels. They then filed a complaint in Thailand’s administration court (Kongrut 2020b). In
May 2020, the Rayong Provincial Industry Office issued three orders concerning the Win
Process Company, ordering the type 60 and 106 factories to shut down because their
operations broke the law, and directing the type 40 factory to more accurately redefine
its territory. Additionally, the PCD collected samples of soil and surface and underground
water for further investigations and potential actions against Win Process. The DIW also
threatened to shut the company down, if it were to not comply with the law (Pawa 2020).
Other community groups have also taken action to limit wastewater dumping and bring to
light cases. The We Love Tha Chin River Club (ชมรมเรารักแม่น้ำ�ท่าจีน) community group was
formed in Nakhon Pathom in 1998. This group raises awareness about the problem of
wastewater dumping and actes as a communal watchdog, reporting those who dumped
wastewater and also asking them to stop. The group reports to officials those who do not
stop. A Bangkok-based NGO official cautioned, however, that successful cases are rare
and “depend on whether local people and communities can organise themselves to file a
lawsuit or conduct [a] campaign to exert pressure on the local government. The problem will
just grow if there is no pressure”.
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5.2 Systemic Barriers
Victims of pollution can sue polluters in court, but such cases are rare. Under Thai civil
law, the burden of proof lies with the party making the complaint, which can be difficult
given the multiple potential sources of wastewater discharge. This in part explains why
there have only been a handful of visible cases in the courts.
Another reason is that the implementation of “right to know” laws is weak. On paper,
Thailand has enacted one of the world’s most advanced legal frameworks for environmental
disclosure. Its constitution guarantees citizens’ right to access information from the
government before the approval or implementation of activities that might have adverse
environmental or health impacts on their communities. About a decade ago, the Thai
government also created rules under its Freedom of Information (FOI) law that require
officials to proactively disclose environmental and health information to the public. This
means that state officials must release companies’ permitting documents, information
on the amount of pollutants they release, and explanations of public health impacts
(Excell and Moses 2017). In theory, such legislation should enable victims to access
water pollution information, including that related to wastewater. However, the feeble
implementation of these laws and limited investment in information disclosure systems
have undermined this legislation (Excell and Moses 2017).
Under Thai law, there is no legally-specified time to acknowledge information requests
about industrial facilities or for officials to respond to them. Consequently, community
members may only receive information after several calls or receive responses months
after the request has been submitted (Roberts-Davis and Saetang 2019). A World Resources
Institute (WRI) study found that, although the Thai government officials responded to about
75% of information requests, they took over 60 days to respond. Moreover, they seem to
often release data that was only tangentially related to the citizens’ queries (Excell and
Moses 2017).
Overall, pervasive corruption and lack of transparency are major barriers. As one local
NGO official said: “Corruption is still very bad. We cannot access information – there is no
transparency. Since the coup until now, we cannot prove corruption. We do not have reliable
evidence to provide details of corruption”.

5.3 Potential solutions
To reduce integrity failure in the Thai wastewater sector, the following recommendations
are made:
•
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The Thai government should revise the Factory Act based on public input. New
facilities should be permitted subject to public hearings. Environmental Impact
Assessments, emission inventories, discharge permits, and pollutant data, including
that of wastewater, should be publicly released, easy to access and understand. Strict
monitoring mechanisms should be adopted. No exemptions should be given (Excell
and Moses 2017, Roberts-Davis and Saetang 2019).
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•

Local government officers should encourage and support motorcycle taxi drivers to
become community reporters. They should develop ICT systems so that these drivers
can report community violators, including residences which illegally dump wastewater
into waterways (Punnoi 2018).

•

The PCD should raise the capacity of local watchdogs such as the We Love Tha Chin
River Club by providing them additional funding and helping them network with
government officials and other watchdogs.

•

Thailand’s monitoring and control institutions, including for example the National
Anti-Corruption Commission and the PCD, require sufficient staffing and resources
to carry out their mandates

•

The Thai government should mandate a specified timeframe in which officials must
release information about polluting industries to those who request this information.
They could also develop a mobile phone app such as the one created by the NGO
Institute of Public and Environmental Affairs which enables users to see whether a
factory in their community is violating pollution standards. Three million people in
China have downloaded this app (Excell and Moses 2017).

•

The Thai government should revise laws regarding authority to fine and charge those
who illegally discharge wastewater. The PCD’s authority could be expanded to cover
more sources or wastewater, including industrial, agricultural, and residential. This
would also reduce intergovernmental fragmentation and reduce enforcement and
monitoring costs related to wastewater governance.

•

To combat petty corruption, Thailand could follow India’s lead and create a
crowdsourcing platform called “I paid a bribe.” This platform enables citizens to
report instances of corruption when public officials asked for bribes. The platform
seeks to collect evidence and highlights departments particularly prone to corruption.
It has recorded over 180,000 cases since 2010 and has been replicated in more than
25 other countries (Kukutschka 2016).

•

The findings suggest that the broken social contract between government,
businesses, and citizens needs to be fixed, in order to maintain public trust in
government and businesses, and to encourage customers to do their part to protect
water resources.

•

In addition, given that a key root cause of corruption in Thailand is social norms,
there should be a focus on strengthening these norms both in formal and informal
institutions, for example through awareness raising campaigns and targeted
educational programs.
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CONCLUSION
Because of the high impact of poor wastewater management for the health and lives of Thai
people and the livelihoods of small-scale farmers, it is crucial that civil society and other
actors continue to explore opportunities to identify, improve and monitor integrity failures
in Bangkok’s wastewater sector. This report provides illustrates the regulatory landscape
and its shortcomings, identifies the key actors in the sector, and delivers an overview of
different types of integrity failures now occurring. The sector’s path is challenging and the
frequently-changing political leadership, the fragmented governance and new laws often
create unclear situations. However, there are paths for action to improve Transparency,
Accountability, and Participation step by step, to reinforce integrity.
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APPENDIX A:
DECENTRALISATION IN
THAILAND
Ever since King Chulalongkorn created a modern administration in the late 19th century,
the Thai state has been highly centralised. Until the 1970s, Thailand’s political system could
be described as a bureaucratic polity: bureaucrats and the military dominated the political
process and monopolised power at the local level through powerful central government
ministries, particularly the Ministry of Interior (MOI). Local administrative organisations
(LAOs) have historically also been highly centralised since provincial governors, who are
appointed by the MOI, control most of the appointments of local officials.
In the 1970s, three changes occurred that led to the decline of the power of the bureaucratic
polity and the rise of local politicians-cum-businessmen who gained enormous wealth
and power (Shatkin 2004). First, after the middle-class agitated for change and launched
largeprotests, the national government slightly devolved power to the local level,including
with a significant increase in the budgets of the elected Provincial Administration
Organisations (PAO) and the establishment of the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration
(BMA). PAOs soon began to be dominated by local businessmen since they were given the
responsibility to allocate state funding for local infrastructure projects (Mansrisuk 2012).
Second, democratisation occurred from this period onwards as the power of parliament
grew. This change enabled provincial elites to run for national office or exert informal
power by financially backing parliamentary candidates. Third, industrial transformation
in the provinces provided new opportunities for provincial elites to accumulate wealth,
particularly in the construction, transportation, and real estate sectors, and translate
this wealth into political power (Shatkin 2004). It also created a growing demand for local
participation and empowerment.
The increased influence of local politicians combined with democratisation paved the way
for Thailand’s administrative decentralisation in the mid-1990s. The public, including civil
society organisations and a group of prominent academics advocated for decentralisation
as a way to improve transparency and make the state more accountable to the public
(Wasan 2013, Dufhues, Theesfeld, and Buchenrieder 2014). Local politicians joined
these groups because they stood to gain from more local autonomy and access to local
resources. These forces for reform were successful in enshrining decentralisation in the
1997 Constitution and in pushing the passage of the Decentralisation Act in 1999, which
provided a structure for decentralisation measures and a significant rise in the share
of local government expenditures. But strong forces against political decentralisation
impeded the implementation of this new act. In particular, bureaucrats from the MOI, who
had previously controlled all sub-national government officials and budgets, resisted the
implementation of these reforms (Mansrisuk 2012). Decentralisation has not progressed
linearly and remains incomplete in terms of transferring administrative, political, and
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fiscal responsibility (c.f. Litvack, Seddon, and Ahmad 1999) from the central government
to subordinate governments.

Administrative decentralisation
Provincial governments in Thailand are currently organised under two different, parallel
structures:
•

The centralised, provincial administration, headed by the governor, who is appointed
by the Ministry of Interior. Under him are district, sub-district, and village heads.
Central government agencies, such as those from the Ministry of Public Health and of
Education, dispatch their officials to the provincial and sometimes even district levels.

•

The autonomous PAO, including the also autonomous local administrations, whose
members are all elected.

Under the 75 provincial administrations lie 877 districts, over 7,000 sub-districts, and nearly
74,000 villages. Under the 75 PAOs are 23 city municipalities, 142 town municipalities,
over 1,800 sub-district municipalities, and over 6,000 rural sub-district administrative
organisations (SAO). Figure 6 depicts the jurisdictions of SAOs and municipalities in a
typical province.

Figure 6: LAO configuration in a Thai province (source:
Department of Local Administration 2010)

However, while the number of LAOs have proliferated, the central government has granted
them very little independence and administrative responsibilities. Provincial governors
and district chief officers must grant permission to LAOs before they can pass local
laws, budgets, and development plans. Central government agencies have kept many
responsibilities and LAOs are unable to provide public services unless they are mandated
(Nagai and Kagoya 2008).
Governors and district officers who are part of the central government apparatus still
oversee the provincial and lower-level field offices. Further, although progress was made
in transferring responsibilities for services to local governments, less attention was given
to transferring the corresponding human resources to local authorities. During 2005
and 2006, there were no intergovernmental transfers despite the Decentralisation Act
outlining a large increase in LAOs’ human resources (Nagai and Kagoya 2008).
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Fiscal decentralisation
Fiscal decentralisation has also been incomplete. Although the Decentralisation Act
decreed that in 2006, LAO revenue should be 35 percent of total government expenditure,
the actual percentage in 2011 remained at around 26 percent (Kokpol 2011). Moreover,
local governments have been granted very little authority to raise their own revenue. They
are only able to collect three types of smaller taxes, that in 2006 made up about 9 percent
of their total revenue in 2006. While another 50 percent is from local and shared taxes
collected by the central government, the remaining 40 percent comprises grants from
the central government, namely the Department of Local Administration (DOLA) in the
MOI (Nagai, Funatsu, and Kagoya 2008).The process of financing local governments has
become politicised and attracts a lot of lobbying. If local government leaders have close
relations with DOLA or MOI leaders, they are often able to receive more grant funding.
Many local authorities in Thailand have expressed dismay at this financial situation,
lambasting the national government for giving them responsibilities for additional
services without sufficient finances. A survey in 2008 found that 94 percent of LAOs felt
that funding from the central government was insufficient (Nagai, Funatsu, and Kagoya
2008). They were also exasperated over the need for approval from central government
bureaucrats to spend their budget. Further, provincial governors often ask LAOs to
reserve their limited budget for specific purposes, such as cultural activities convened by
the governor (Nagai, Funatsu, and Kagoya 2008).
Another problem is that the majority of LAOs are too small to become financially viable
and have insufficient capacity to provide services. For example, in 2009, the SAO of Ban
Chiang spent less than a dollar per person on health care and environmental protection
(Lindelow, Hawkins, and Osornprasop 2012). Top-down and bottom-up accountability
are hampered because information on service delivery and fiscal performance is not
made publicly available. In 2010, the MOI’s financial reporting system only had fiscal
information available for about 1,200 of 7,854 LAOs (Lindelow, Hawkins, and Osornprasop
2012). Overall, this financial system has further weakened the autonomy and capacity of
LAOs. Not only has their limited authority to collect money created a high level of local
dependency on patronage ties with national government bureaucrats and politicians, it
also means they lack budget to fulfil their responsibilities.

Political decentralisation
The heads of all local administrations were elected from 2003 (with a brief hiatus
during the 2006-2007 coup) until the 2014 coup, when elections were suspended
indefinitely. Political decentralisation has been limited, flawed, and often captured by
the elite. While the dual administrative structure was created with the aim that LAOs
would represent the interests of its constituents and centrally-appointed officials would
manage LAOs effectively, this aim is not being met. Rather, while the heads of LAOs are
still held accountable by their constituents, most of the decision-making power lies
with unelected officials. This has blurred accountability and stirred tensions between
central and local governments. When disagreements arise, the decisions of central
officials usually trump those of LAOs (Lindelow, Hawkins, and Osornprasop 2012). The
2006 coup government revised the Provincial Administration Act so that the role of
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bureaucrats, especially those in MOI, were strengthened at the local level (Dufhues,
Theesfeld, and Buchenrieder 2014).
Another trend is that local elites have taken advantage of the opportunities created by
political decentralisation to increase their power and wealth. Local elites, often with strong
connections to national politicians, have been elected as LAO heads or council members,
with clear nepotistic intentions. For example, in Buriram province, the Chidchod family
further consolidated their power in the area. Previously, members of their family had been
MPs and Senators in the province for decades and after the country decentralised, they
remained MPs and, with support from the family, took head of the PAO and provided 36 out
of 42 PAO council members (Wongpreedee 2007). This monopolisation of power allowed
them to access LAO budgets and DOLA grants, for example, for a water reservoir system.
Many of the members are contractors eager to win PAO projects. In 2005, the public in
Buriram filed over 60 complaints about conflicts of interest in LAO construction projects
(Wongpreedee 2007).
Local politics plays a large role in determining the power of the governor, coordination
among the different local bodies, and funding directed towards the municipalities and
SAOs. If local politicians, such as the mayors and heads of the PAO and TAO, are unified,
then LAOs have more power and can receive funding to implement larger projects, as
happened in Suphanburi. But if local politicians are from different parties and do not
cooperate, then the governor will have more power and coordination between local bodies
will suffer (Chardchawarn 2010).
A number of scholars (Haque 2010, Sato 2011, and Mansrisuk 2012) agree that
decentralisation in Thailand has so far not resulted in any major devolution of power
to local communities or fundamental changes in central-local power relations. After a
strong pull towards decentralisation in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the elite-led central
government has pushed the country back towards centralisation. Central bureaucrats,
particularly provincial governors, through different forms of pressure, influence, and
financial tools have retained a high degree of control at the local level. Concurrently, local
elites have consolidated their power in certain areas. Decentralisation reform in Thailand
therefore should be seen a scalar struggle between actors seeking to promote their own
interests. So far, especially after the 2014 coup and the subsequent dismantling of some
local committees and the suspension of local elections by the military government, the
central government has continued to concentrate power at the central level.
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APPENDIX B: TYPES OF
INTEGRITY FAILURES
The Water Integrity Network categorizes types of integrity failures as follows:
1) Corruption in public financial management:
This category covers inappropriate capture of public resources by public or private actors.
Examples might include: a) accounting fraud and diversion of major public funds; b)
smaller-scale accounting fraud e.g. fraudulent expenses claims, abusive demands for
per diems; c) procurement corruption; d) nepotism in contract award or employment; e)
false or inflated invoicing.
2) Corruption at the interface between institutions and individuals:
This category centrally covers bribery of public officials by private individuals, to obtain
a benefit or avoid a penalty. Examples might include a) bribery to obtain a subsidy, or
to obtain a non-subsidized but desirable benefit (e.g. a sewer connection); b) bribery to
avoid a penalty (e.g. landlord pays bribe to public official to avoid fine for non-provision of
adequate toilets for tenants). These situations may range from collusion (the individual is
essentially happy to pay the bribe) to extreme extortion (the public official denies a clear
basic right, or fabricates a reason to impose a penalty). Extortion may include sexual
extortion (public official demands sexual favours).
3) Wider integrity failures:
The previous categories have focused on corruption, essentially unethical decisionmaking for personal financial gain. This category considers wider types of integrity
failure. Examples here may include a) allocation of financial or other resources that is not
fair and equitable, but is instead designed to win votes and/or to satisfy favoured groups
(e.g. very wealthy elites, middle-class citizens, the military, public employees, favoured
ethnicities); b) allocation of financial or other resources that is not fair, equitable and costeffective, but is instead designed to achieve a “public relations” goal (e.g. government
or NGO investment designed to demonstrate large “numbers of beneficiaries” cheaply
rather than achieve real benefit); c) whitewashing corporate social responsibility (CSR)
investments (e.g. a brewery which loudly invests a small amount of money in improving
slum water supply, but is meanwhile over-extracting local water resource).
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