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Scrap the unconstltutlonal media bill

LET IT BE

Suranand
Vejjajiva

he name of the National Reform
Steering Assembly’s (NRSA)
media bill runs against its

real purposes. Branded as the
“protection and promotion of
media rights, freedom, ethics and profes-
sional standard law’, the contents of the
bill have nothing to do with the title in
their intrusive and abusive nature against
freedom of speech.

The bill offers systemised control of all
types of the media — print, broadcast and
social media.

It implies an ongoing attempt by the
regime to silence dissent since the coup
d’etat in 2014 following the National
Council for Peace and Order (NCPO)
order N0.97/2014 which prohibits criti-
cism of the regime. It has been enforced
vigorously through the use of state mili-

e i

_—— ]

tary and police forces. Many dissenting
figures have been charged.

“Visits” by authorities to homes of
dissenters or “invitations” to a “talk” in
military barracks have been common-
place. The authorities, however, acted
politely especially with public figures of
well-known politicians such as former
Pheu Thai Party MP Watana Muangsook
or activists such as Srisuwan Janya. But
the message is clear — do not criticise the
regime. For common people who voiced
their dissatisfaction with the regime or
appeared to resist its orders in any way,
the meetings bordered on intimidation.

The print media have been “asked” to
cooperate and contain reporting on con-
troversies concerning the government’s
performance. TV and radio outlets under
either direct government ownership or
concessions are ordered to report only
positive news. Political opposition and
protests at various government policies
are thus broadcast with extreme care if
they get any mention at all.

The regime has also lobbied hard in
the workings of the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
which is supposed to be an independent
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Reporters at a
press room of the
Parliament wear
T-shirts and hold a
place card that
read: ‘Stop
licensing the
media, Stop
manipulating the
people’ in their
protest against
the media bill.
. THANARAK
. KHUNTON
regulatory body. The NBTC also had to
comply with NPCO order No.103/2014
banning any dissemination of informa-
tion “intentionally distorted to cause
public misunderstanding that affects
national security or public order”.

Many NBTC rulings are questionable.
Recently, Voice TV was shut down for
seven days while many of their talk shows
or some of the show hosts were ordered

not to go on air for various lengths of
time. Internally, Voice TV has decided
to “tone down” news and commentary
shows with personalities who regularly
comment on political and public policy
issues. This is to avoid the revocation of
its licence.

Even the more conservative and sup-
posedly well connected media groups
supporting the regime, such as Spring
News, are under scrutiny. Spring News
was ordered to stop broadcasting its
radio programme shows for five days
due to “inappropriate content”. Rumour
has it that someone in the regime was
not “happy” about how Spring Radio
reported on dissenters who fled abroad.

While it is a political reality that all
governments, democratically elected
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or authoritarian ones, do “lobby” for
news preference and employ arm twist-
ing techniques on the press, the NCPO
government takes it to a new level of
coercion. The current military govern-
ment blatantly interfered with foreign
correspondents. Functions organised
by the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of
Thailand (FCCT) have been and continue
to be closely monitored and some have
even been prohibited from taking place.
In press conferences, Prime Minister

Prayut Chan-o-cha has been deroga-
tory about the workings of the press

and Government House reporters. They
had been mostly treated with contempt
except for a few favourites who favour-
ably report his agenda. He also uses the
TV pool to air his weekly ramblings every
Friday evening and requires all news
outlets to report them.

The government's public relations
apparatus is geared towards one-sided
information distribution and contain-
ment, through banning if necessary,
of those proclaimed otherwise. The
government spokesman, Lt Gen Sansern
Kaewkamnerd, is a shrewd propagandist
and an expert in psychological opera-
tions. He also holds the position of acting
director-general of the Public Relations
Department which is usually a post held
by a civilian.

The government’s attempts to deflect
attention from some potentially damag-
ing issues are designed to buy time and
attack the “messenger” — the media —
rather than address the messages.
Together with heavy handed tactics to
contain or prohibit reporting, the govern-
ment effectively controls the news cycles.
American journalist William Dobson
is certainly spot on with his book, The

Dictator’s Learning Curve, where he
explored the “ever-morphing” tactics
of authoritarian regimes to suppress
democracy and freedom. He could have
easily added Thailand as a case study.
The thorn in the side of the NCPO
is social media platforms which have
spread news like wildfire and discred-
ited government claims. The new digital
law, the revised Computer Crime Act,
is designed to impose more control on
net users and the Ministry of Digital
Economy and Society has already started
to flex its muscle by, for instance, issuing
an order to prohibit social media contacts
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with three well-known self-exiled aca-
demics last month.

Then the regime wanted more.
Recently, it crossed the line by inventing
controversial regulations in its media bill,
aiming to give governments power to
regulate all media outlets and platforms.
Anational media profession council,
whose members will include two perma-
nent secretaries from the PM’s Office and
Culture Ministry, has been proposed to
supervise and license journalists. Faced
with a backlash from media profession-
als, the NRSA yesterday revised the bill
and dropped the clauses on media licens-
ing and associated penalties.

But the revised bill maintain the parts
on the council and the ethics committee
which will be set up with broad discre-
tionary powers to control the media.

In conjunction with other laws and
regulations, independent news report-
ing and freedom of speech will be at risk
of increased suppression.

Even though concerns over irrespon-
sible press, the use of hate speech by the
media and fake news are all legitimate,
the excuse to use strict media controls to
address these problems is just a pretense
to suppress opposition and criticism for
the sake of remaining in power.

The media bill is more like putting a
collar on the “watch dog”. It goes against
the Constitution’s Section 34 which guar-
antees the basic freedom of expression. It
is not in the spirit of reform and reconcili-
ation and will only set the stage for a new
round of protests and conflicts.

The regime’s attitude of control and
suppression of the media must not be
condoned. The bill in its entirety should
be scrapped.

Suranand Vejjajiva was secretary-general to
the prime minister during the Yingluck
Shinawatra government and is now a
political analyst.
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