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-~ MEN BEHIN
-~ NEWS

Editing a newspaper in politically turbulent
Thailand is no job for the faint-hearted. Here five
former Bangkok Post editors recall the challenges
and rewards of their time at the helm

BANDHIT RAJAVATANADHANIN
Editor, May 1989 to September 1989

was appointed editor of the Barngkok Post by the
board of directors in May 1989 after 26 years of

working

for the newspapet.

| started working at the newspaper on Nov 7,
1963, before Lord Thomson, the newspaper mogul,
bought 90% of its shares.

| was the youngest reporter and the whole edi-
torial department, including copy boy, editor, sub-
editors, proofreaders and photographers, totalled
only 18 people.

News ID: C-160801001225 (1 Aug 16/06:10)
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Harry Frederick was the managing editor. The
eight-page afternoon newspaper had a daily print
run of 3,000 copies and the deadline for report-
ers was 1pm. The paper cost 1.50 baht on the
newsstands.

Lord Thomson paid 500 baht a share at 100 baht
par. He posted on the blackboard at our office on
Ratchadamnoen Road that he would sell his shares
to staff at 500 baht with no limit on purchase.

The best thing about the deal was that staff
would not have to pay cash right away because
the company would deduct a maximum of 10% of
their salary each month to pay for their purchase.

But surprisingly no staff bought a single share.
That's because they did not understand stock invest-
ment and their salaries were very low in 1964, | had
a salary of 1,200 baht, which was just enough to
live on in those days, while colleagues at other Thai
and Chinese-language newspapers were paid just
700 baht.

One thing | was proud of in my 34-year career
with the Bangkok Post is the part that | played in
getting the paper to change from an afternoon to
a morning paper.

| can’t remember what year it was but one after-
noon | proposed this to city editor Theh Chong-
khadikij, who was my boss and mentor. | told him
that Thai people don't like to read in the afternoon.
All the afternoon papers - Siam Rath, Chac Thai,
Siam Nikorn - did not sell as well as morning papers
that included Pim Thai, Sarnseri and Sieng Ang
Thong [later to become Thai Rath).

Khun Theh proposed the change to Trevor Latch-
ford, the managing editor, but he did not agree with
it. Khun Theh later told him that he was willing to
gamble with his position if the paper did not sell well
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as a morning newspaper. Latchford vielded and on high point of my journalistic life as well as the best years
the first day that the Bangkok Post became a morn- of the newspaper.
ing newspaper 27 foreigners called in to subscribe. As an authorised director of Post Publishing Plc serv-
When Khun Theh resigned in 1989, | was asked to ing alongside managing director Nigel Oakins, my role
step in as editor, which | had not expected. | asked extended beyond simply editing the newspaper to other
them for a night to think it over. The next morn- areas that helped enhance the newspaper's public stand-
ing Samrit Chirathivat, then chairman of the board, ing and revenue.
called and said to me: “Khun Bandhit, you have to | was responsible for expanding the Post's content by
take the post”” | accepted without conditions. introducing weekly news sections to broaden and deepen
The next day | called a meeting with all the senior the diversity of subject matters covered by the newspaper.
staff at the paper, including Pichai Chuensuksawadi, Aside from reqular sections on politics, sports, business
Veera Prateepchaikul and Sonchai Nokeplub, and and society, the daily newspaper package was augmented
told them to carry out their duties as before. by special sections: Investment & Property, Inside Indo-
| was happy because these people were highly china, Post Database (technology], Horizons [tourism) and
responsible and two of them, Khun Pichai and Khun Motoring.
Veera, were later to become Bangkok Post editors. Worthy of mention is Inside Indochina, published every
Khun Sonchai had health issues and retired from Tuesday. We were the first Thailand-based newspaper that
the paper as deputy editor a couple of years ago. had gone regional by establishing our own full-time news
Being appointed editor was the proudest moment bureau in Hanoi. The move corresponded with the Chati-
in my professional life as a journalist. chai Choonhavan government’s strategic policy to befriend

Thailand's sacialist neighbours. Gen Chatichai's well-known
slogan to “turn Indochina from battlefield to marketplace”
still resonates until this day.

Advertisements in these special sections contributed
significantly to Post Publishing's annual net profits, which
peaked at more than 200 million baht - the highest in the
company’s history and never matched in subsequent years.
The economy was booming under Gen Chatichai's expan-
sionary policy and our special sections such as Investment
& Property found it difficult to cope with clients’ demand
for colour adverts.

The economic bubble finally burst. What ensued was the
infamous tom yum kung financial crisis of 1997 that rendered
a broad section of Thai financial institutions, businesses and
industries bankrupt. The rest was history.

Editorially, the Post continued to scale new heights in
its news coverage and stance on important issues, which
balstered the newspaper’s position as Thailand’s leading
English-language newspaper. On top of normal daily duties,
| had the privilege of doing the regional round of VIP inter-
views. These included, among others, exclusive interviews
with Singapore prime minister Lee Kuan Yew and Chinese
premier Li Peng.

Against the backdrop of a relatively free press compared
PAISAL SRICHARATCHANYA with the situation in other Southeast Asian countries, media
Editor, September 1989 to October 1994 practitioners in Thailand still had to constantly test and

expand the boundaries of coverage on sensitive issues to
was fortunate enough to serve as editor of the Bangkok  enhance our freedom.

Post when the newspaper was at its very peak — and Then came the historic turning point marking the ultimate
it was also during a crucial period when the Thai press  triumph for Thailand's journalistic fraternity when, in 1990,
transitioned into a new era of real freedom. a coalition of big-name Thai journalists under the umbrella

After having worked at this newspaper inthe early stages  of the Press Council of Thailand - notably Manit Suksomchit
of my journalistic career from 1971-77, it was like returning to  of Thai Rath, Pongsak Payakavichien of Matichen, Suthichai
the old home when | was invited back to head its editorial ~ Yoon of The Nation and myself from the Bangkok Post -
department from 1989-94. successfully put the draconian, press-gagging Article 42

Those hectic but hugely rewarding five years becamethe  torest. That effectively ushered in a new era of unfettered
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press freedom.

S0, those were the good old days that I've cherished until
now. Aside from some minor hitches here and there, those
five years represented the most meaningful chapter in my
life and | never regretted any single moment. Things have
changed a great deal since then and | just hope the Post
canreturn to its past glorious days.

VEERA PRATEEPCHAIKUL
Editor, June 2002 to February 2004

ime flies. It has been 12 long years since

| was editor of the Bangkok Post. | was

also appointed deputy editor-in-chief in

February 2004 - one month after a day
of shame for the army on the morning of Jan 4
when about 50 heavily armed southern militants
stormed the arms depot of the Fourth Engineering
Battalion at Narathiwat Rajanakarin Camp and
took away more than 400 weapons, mostly M16
assault rifles. Four troopers were killed.

The daring attack marked the start of a new
round of insurgency war by a new breed of mili-
tants against the Thai state that has dragged
on until today, leaving behind a trail of deaths,
injuries and destruction.

Looking back, 2004 saw two infamous events

News ID: C-160801001225 (1 Aug 16/06:10)

in the deep South that had a far-reaching impact
on the psyche of Malay Muslims in the region -
the Krue Se mosque incident on April 28 in which
security forces stormed the historic mosque in
Pattani and killed 32 suspected militants, and
the Tak Bai tragedy on Oct 25 in which 87 Muslim
protesters died from suffocation after they were
piled up on the back of trucks to be transported
to a military camp from the scene of the protest.

It was also the third year in office of then prime
minister Thaksin Shinawatra as he continued
to consolidate his power and to muzzle critical
media through legal intimidation, political and
financial interference, coercion and co-optation.
Media outlets that refused to toe the govern-
ment’s line came under heavy financial pressure,
for instance, with the pullout of advertisements
from government agencies and pro-government
private companies.

Media advocate Supinya Klangnarong, now a
member of the National Broadcasting and Tel-
ecommunications Commission, became a victim
of Thaksin’s legal intimidation when she was sued
for criminal and civil defamation for her negative
remarks to Thai Post about the Thaksin adminis-
tration’s favourable policies towards his family’s
business, Shin Corp.

During my editorship, there was no direct pres-
sure from the government, although occasionally
there was pressure from our own management,
which, | believed then, might have felt the heat
to toe the government’s line.

Once | was asked by a top executive whether
one of my senior staff had any ill intent against
the government and whether any of my Burmese
staff were against the Burmese military dictator-
ship. | vouched for their professional integrity
anyway but could not help wondering whether
there was any outside political interference that
| was not aware of.

Comparing media pressure during the Thaksin
regime with the situation today under the military
junta, the mainstream media today is less threat-
ened, although Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha
may appear to be more aggressive with his occa-
sional bashing of the media compared to Thaksin's
“carrot and stick” approach.
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KOWIT SANANDANG
Editor, February 2004 to April 2006

joined the Bangkok Post on Aug 1, 1977, as a

business reporter and was appointed editor

on Aug 1, 2004, after which | became digital

director to establish a new department called
Post Digital on Aug 1, 2005.

During my time, aside from maintaining high
ethical and reporting standards of our team, we
also successfully launched a free weekly maga-
zine called Guru, which still lives on until this day.

Another change was to create, with full support
from almost everyone in the department, a new
rule on gifts coming to us, mainly to reporters
and editors.

Before my time as editor, gifts given by public
relations companies, advertising agencies,
news sources and others on auspicious occa-
sions, especially New Year, were mostly taken for
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granted as personal presents. The new rule, put in
place in the editorial department for everyone to
follow, required gifts to be forwarded to the edito-
rial administration’s pool. These gifts would then
be auctioned during the editorial department’s
Christmas Eve party. Proceeds from the auction
would then be kept as a central fund for charity.
This became the new normal and continues to
this day. In my opinion, it has helped improve
and uphold ethical principles and standards as
awhole.

Biggest challenges | faced? Thaksin Shi-
nawatra was a prime minister whose influence
and pressure on the media had risen to their peak.
The biggest challenge was to try my best at all
costs to uphold the integrity of the newspaper,
and that’s why my time as editor was quite short.

Just a week after taking charge of Post Digital,
Thaksin was reportedly furious at the Post for
publishing the Suvarnabhumi airport runway crack
story on the front page. The Post and |, as the
publication’s licence holder, were then sued by
the Airports Authority of Thailand at the criminal
court. Around three years later, when the political
environment had changed, the case was dropped
thanks to my defence lawyer Suwat Abhaiphakdi,
who somehow helped convince some of the
authority's board members to let it go. That was
months after | left the organisation, giving me
peace of mind ever after.

Last but not least, | would like to thank my
first boss Sunissa Hancock and my senior Paisal
Sricharatchanya for grooming me to be a good
journalist. | also met lots of capable and esteemed
sources during my three-decade career who con-
tributed substantially in developing our country,
which has gone through a few deep crises. Just a
few of those whom | will never forget are the late
Pradeep Sondysuwan, the late Bancha Lamsam,
Nukul Prachaubmoh, MR Chatumongol Sonakul,
Chumpol NaLamlieng, Tarrin Nimmanhaeminda,
Ekamol Kiriwat and Dr Maruay Phadungsith.
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PATTNAPONG CHANTRANONTWONG
Editot, April 2006 to December 2013

bout five months after | took the helm, the

Thaksin Shinawatra government was top-

pled by a coup led by Gen Sonthi Boon-

yaratglin, and about five months after my
retirement, the government of Thaksin's youngest
sister, Yingluck Shinawatra, was ousted by a coup
led by Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha.

The last coup before the one staged by Gen
Sonthi on Sept 19, 2006, took place on Feb 23,1991,
when Gen Sunthorn Kongsompong, the supreme
commander, and Gen Suchinda Kraprayoon, the
army’s commander-in-chief, ousted the Chatichai
Choonhavan government.

Since then, many Thais, including me, believed
that the coup in 1991 would be the last in this coun-
try. But we were wrong. Today no one dares to bet
that the coup staged by Gen Prayut will be the last
ane.

And during my seven-year-and-eight-month
period as editor of the Bangkok Post, Thailand
had six prime ministers - Thaksin, Gen Surayud
Chulanont [appointed by the coup leaders], Samak
Sundaravej [the first PM under the 2007 canstitu-
tion), Somchai Wongsawat, Abhisit Vejjajiva and Ms
Yingluck.
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The most peaceful period during my editorship
seemed to be during the regime of Gen Surayud.
After the country returned to democracy, all the
elected governments faced protests from their
opponents. The governments of Thaksin, Samak and
Mr Somchai faced protests from the People’s Alliance
for Democracy [PAD] led by Sondhi Limthongkul,
while Mr Abhisit's government faced protests by
the United Front of Democracy Against Dictator-
ship [UDD] led by Jatuporn Prompan and Nattawut
Saikuar.

The Somchai Wongsawat government became
the first and only government that could not access
Government House and had to run the country at
Don Mueang airport, then abandoned as the coun-
try’s international airport, throughout his 75 days
in powet.

After the 2011 election, Ms Yingluck became the
28th prime minister of Thailand and enjoyed only a
short honeymoon period before facing strong pro-
tests by the People's Democratic Reform Committee
(PDRC] led by Suthep Thaugsuban.

The Post's daily news conferences were flooded
with protest news and violent incidents here and
there. Many newspapers and media organisations
were accused of taking sides with either of the
two camps. Some were dubbed red-shirt papers
while others were accused of being vellow-shirt
supporters.

Although the Post had tried its best to maintain
its neutrality and professionalism with balanced and
unbiased reports, our head office was almost burned
down by angry red-shirt protesters.

OnMay 19, 2010, the Abhisit government decided
to crack down on UDD protesters. The protesters
fought back. Although it was still unclear which side
set the CentralWorld building in Ratchaprasong on
fire, a group of red-shirt protesters marched towards
the Bangkok Post building. Fortunately, a group of
people nearby and security guards of our neighbour-
ing firms joined together to block the protesters.
Even so, we had to work and produce our papers in
a small hotel on Phatthanakan Road as the power
station in Klong Toey was damaged by protesters.

That was probably one of the most exciting inci-
dents for the Bangkok Post during its 70-year his-
tory, and it took place during my editorship. Alas, |
was in Japan on a business trip and when | cut short
my schedule and rushed back to Thailand, the situ-
ation had returned to normal.
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What is behind the mayor, the girl and the law?

COMMENTARY
Ploenpote

Atthakor

R\

s the scandal involving Ban
Phai municipality mayor
Premsak Piayura, who is
accused of harassing local
reporters, slowly unfolded,
it seems we have more questions

than answers.

Last week, Mr Premsak, a former Thai
Rak Thai party member, dominated
local media headlines after reporters
complained they were forcefully locked
inside his office. One reporter, who is 64
years old, had been forcibly stripped to

his underpants. The journalists said there
were no photographs providing evidence.

According to the reports, the mayor
was upset with the journalists’ work,
which he said had intruded into his
private life without his consent. A report,
with accompanying photos, said he was
married to a young girl, which he vehe-
mently denied.

Mr Premsak fought tooth-and-nail
against the charge. He went to the Prime
Minister’s Office to ask that premier
Prayut Chan-o-cha use the draconian
Section 44 of the interim charter to push
for media reform. He even raised the case
with the National Broadcasting and Tel-
ecommunications Commission (NBTC).
Like many politicians in trouble, Mr
Premsak cited a conspiracy theory, that
someone wants to tarnish his reputation.

In his strenuous battle, the mayor
denied he had harassed the Khon

Kaen-based reporters, the same way he
denied the incident was a wedding. His
staunch denial is more than understand-
able. How could the mayor, who already
has a wife, admit that? As a married man,
tying the knot with another woman is
against the law, never mind the fact the
other party involved in this high-profile
case is a 15-year-old girl who under the
Thai child protection law is still a minor.

Instead, the embattled mayor
explained the photos in question

were from a scholarship presentation
ceremony — a very casual one — as he
wanted to help the girl’s family.

There was a stack of notes worth
400,000 baht and, according to news
reports, a car registration document. The
girl, with face blurred due to her young
age, was not in student uniform, while
the mayor looked radiant in a shocking
pink jacket.

Yes, many are curious to know if it was
really his wedding,

Suppose the wedding report is true,
and many are ready to jump to that
conclusion. There are issues that need
answering, even though there is a grey
area that is complicating things.

The law is kind enough to allow a man
to marry a minor with the consent of her
parents. It’s interesting what the law can
do if a man cannot legally marry anyone
because of his current status.

Even if the reports have a grain of
truth, we may never know all of the facts.
It's not realistic to expect the parents of
the girl to come out and say anything,.
Compromise seems the best way out
given the mayor is a veteran politician

with power and money. And it seems this

is the case here.
The point is, even if the parents of the
girl may want to compromise, can they
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do so legally given the man cannot tie the
knot under the law?

With such scandalous photos exposed
to the public, Mr Premsak’s demand that
this case be treated as a private one is not
valid. Like any political office-holder, Mr
Premsak should realise the line between
private and public life is not clear. And it
should and will never be clear.

While those who have accused the
mayor are struggling to verify their
claims, Mr Premsak has a moral obliga-
tion to clear his name as a political
office-holder who is supposed to answer
to public expectation.

The case is a challenge to the child
protection law. We want to know if the law
in particular really has teeth, and if law
enforcers have a will to find out the truth.

Ploenpote Atthakor is editorial pages editor,
Bangkok Post.
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