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Executive Summary

“Thai Water Policy : Knowledge Base For the Future”

During the latter half of 2011, the Lower Northern and Central Regions of Thailand
experienced severe flooding that caused damages and losses as great as 1.4 trillion baht. Only three
years afterwards, from the end of 2013 until 2015, several areas throughout the Northern,
Northeastern, and Central regions in the country faced extreme drought conditions. Due to the lack of
water, wet-season rice crop was not possible in many areas, affecting the country’s overall economy.
Such extreme water crises, both in terms of floods and drought, evoked much interest among the
society about the causes of the crises. Were the crises caused by either climate change or
mismanagement of water policy, or a combination of both factors? On the one hand, climate change
factors resulting in either heavy rainfall that causes flooding or scant rainfall that causes drought are
uncontrollable. On the other hand, policies can be developed to cope with flood and drought
situations appropriately. But previous studies by several organizations and scholars, such as the
Thailand Development Research Institute and the Strategic Committee for Water Resources
Management, find that water policies in the past are not unified and integrated and that such
problems should be rectified. Even the Water Resources Management Strategies (2015-2026), which
was approved by the Cabinet on 7 May 2015, are still questioned by various stakeholders that no
specific details on projects and investment plans are provided. Meanwhile, at the moment, the water
levels at four large dams that release water into the Chao Phraya river basin are as low as when the
four dams were first constructed and the water just started to rise. It will take several years to retain as
much water as planned. It is therefore necessary to review how water policies were developed in the
past so as to develop new ones for the future.

Our initial study finds that the Thai state has developed water policies for a long time since
the Sukhothai period until the present. There are many sources of water policies, including laws and
regulations, ministerial statements to parliament, economic and social development plans, cabinet
resolutions, and government administrative plans. Because these policies have not been compiled into
one source, previous review and studies were time-consuming and too incomplete to create lessons
learned for future decision making. Therefore, in order to develop future water policy, it is necessary to
create a knowledge base on water policy for future reference and research, while documenting the

history of how policymaking has evolved from the past until the present.

Objectives
The research project “Thailand’s Water Policy: A Knowledge Base for the Future” has five
objectives, as follows:
1. To compile Thailand’s water policies from the past until the present;
2. To develop a archival database on Thailand’s water policies arranged in chronolosgical order
for future generations to use for reference and research;

3. To study the problems, causes of problems, and factors that cause water policies in

different periods to align with one another or to change, as well as policy outcomes;



4. To study the current situations of water resources and management; and

5. To propose key issues to be considered in developing future water policies.

Scope of the Study
This research compiles water policies in Thailand until the present and analyzes issues to be
considered for developing future water policies. The scope of the study is as follows.
1.1 Compilation of Thailand’s water policies until the present, dividing the timeline into 14
periods, namely:
Period 1: From B.E. 1762 during the Sukhothai period until the establishment of the
Ministry of Agriculture
Period 2: After the establishment of the Ministry of Agriculture from B.E. 2435 until B.E. 2475
Period 3: After the Siamese Revolution in B.E. 2475
Periods 4-14: After the adoption of the National Economic and Social Development
Plans 1-11 (B.E. 2504-2559);

1.2 Develop a archival database on water policies in Thailand in chronological order;

1.3 Analyze problems, causes of problems, and factors that determine water policies that may
aligned with one another or change, as well as policy consequences in each of the 14 periods;

1.4 Analyze the current situations of water resources and management; and

1.5 Analyze key issues to be considered in developing future water policies.

Conceptual Framework

Even though water policies have existed for a long time since the Sukhothai period until the
present, there are many sources of water policies, including laws and regulations, ministerial
statements to parliament, economic and social development plans, cabinet resolutions, and
government administrative plans. These water policies include those that correspond to, and change
according to, various causes and factors in each period. Because these policies have not been
compiled into one source, previous review and studies were time-consuming and too incomplete to
create lessons learned for future decision making. Therefore, in order to develop future water policy, it
is necessary to create a knowledge based on water policy for future reference and research, while

documenting the history of how policymaking has evolved from the past until the present.

Study Methods

1. Review the literature on Thailand” water policies, including important events in the past
until now;

2. Compile a archival database of water policies in Thailand in chronological order;

3. Analyze problems, causes of problems, and factors that determine water policies in each
period, as well as policy outcomes, using a Matrix-Analysis method;

4. Analyze the current situations of water resources and management; and

5. Analyze key issues to be considered in developing future water policies.



Study Data

The sources of data on water policies in Thailand include archives, laws and regulations,
ministerial statements to parliament, cabinet resolutions, Economic and Social Development Plans 1-
11, government administrative plans, committee resolutions, policies of relevant ministries, key events

related to water management, and data from various research institutes.

Research Reports

There are five research documents in this project. The main research report provides key
findings that are compiled from the other four Supplementary Documents. Supplementary Documents
1 and 2 review water policies from the Sukhothai Period from B.E. 1762 until B.E. 2559, including key
events pertaining to water policies in 14 historical periods. There are a total of 15 chapters in the two
volumes.

Supplementary Document 3 analyzes the dynamics of water policies in Thailand. Chapter 16
analyzes policy changes and compares water policies as stated in the National Economic and Social
Development Plans, ministerial statements to parliament, and cabinet resolutions, as well as the
implementation of the policies. The focus is on policy changes and policy alignment and differences
both in general and specific terms. Supplementary Document 4 describes policy consequences from
the past until the present, comprising three chapters. Chapter 17 outlines water management in
Thailand, focusing on five topics, namely (1) water management organizations, (2) laws relating to water
resources management, (3) database systems on water resources, (4) problems in managing water
resources, and (5) recommendations for water management in Thailand. Chapter 18 reviews and
analyzes four water policies that faced public opposition: (1) opposition to dam construction and water
resources development projects, (2) opposition to water resources management plan proposed by the
60" government, (3) opposition to collection of water charges from farmers, and (4) opposition to
enactment of the Water Resources Act. Chapter 19 focuses on the current situations of water resources
in Thailand, starting from a summary of the problems that were caused by previous water policies and
still remain to this day. The chapter reviews and analyzes four issues, namely, (1) Thailand’s current
water capacity, (2) results of developing water sources, (3) water demand, and (4) Thailand’s current

problems related to water resources and management.

Study results
Historical records show that the Thai state has continuously developed water policies from
the Sukhothai period (B.E. 1762) until today (B.E. 2559), as water is considered an important factor for

livelihoods and has important implications for the nation’s social and economic development.

Dynamics of Thailand’s Water Policies

The review of Thailand’s water policies from the past until now finds that water policies were
originally initiated to serve agricultural and household consumption purposes. Such policies were later
expanded to include other purposes of water usage, corresponding to changes in the country’s socio-
economic conditions. Thailand’s previous water policies that generally aim to resolve water resources
issues have three main specific objectives, namely: (1) water shortage or drought, (2) flood, and (3)
water quality. Water policies in the past until now thus share similar key issues, as the majority of them

focus on solving the three problems mentioned above, particularly the efforts to provide and develop



water sources. The differences among the policies lie in implementation or development of action
plans, which were not able to implement every issue stated in the policies due to various factors. Such
policies also change, subjective to the decisions of subsequent governments. As a result, water policies
are not unified, and various problems accumulate over time. Consequently, the three water problems

persist until today and are likely to worsen in the future.

Outcomes of past policies

Thailand’s past water policies have not resolved key water resources problems in the country.
This is because the policies are not unified and not continuous. It is also because of the water
management structure, which includes organizations that manage water resources, policy committees,
relevant laws, and water database systems. Currently, as many as 29 organizations under 10 ministries
and local governments are in charge of managing water resources and other related activities in
Thailand from the upstream, midstream, and downstream areas. These many agencies all operate
under their specific laws without integrating their efforts together. Without an agency that would
function specifically as the platform for developing a common plan, there are overlapping and
conflicting functions among these organizations. Meanwhile, a number of policy committees have been
established by many, and continuously changing, versions of the Order of the Office of the Prime
Minister and the Regulations of the Office of the Prime Minister. Currently, the National Water
Resources Committee is the policy-level committee, which was established by the Order of the Office
of the Prime Minister. The chairperson of the committee is the Prime Minister, with the Director-
General of the Department of Water Resources serving as the secretariat.

There are currently 32 laws relating to water resources management in Thailand. The
objectives of the laws include controlling and regulating water use in agriculture, consumption,
manufacturing industry, energy industry, transportation, conservation, pollution control, etc. But the
current laws are found to face management problems, as they are not unified, overlapping with one
another, and outdated. There are also legal loopholes. To rectify these problems, a new Water
Resources Act has been proposed to serve as the main law for water resources management in
Thailand since B.E. 2536. But the law has failed to produce the intended outcomes. Currently, two bills
are separately proposed by the Department of Water Resources and the National Reform Council. The
review process by the government is ongoing.

Regarding the water database system, there are currently several agencies that compile water
resources databases, but there are a number of problems, particularly in regard to public acceptance.
Recently, the National Water Resources Committee had a resolution in June B.E. 2559 to revise the Act
on the Establishment of the Hydro and Agro Informatics Institute (Public Organization) to serve as the
national “data bank” for water and climate.

Thailand’s water management systems and tools from the past until now face 10 problems:
(1) lack of unified policies, (2) lack of master plans, (3) lack of main laws, (4) many relevant agencies
without coordination, (5) lack of public participation and decentralization, (6) budget allocation by line
agencies, (7) lack of information linkages among agencies and inadequate body of knowledge, (8) river
basin organizations do not have adequate capabilities and are often rife with conflicts, (9) political
parties are weak and impose conditions for negotiation, and (10) lack of tools to allocate water and

rights to use water.

2



A key problem with water management in Thailand is the lack of public participation from the
initial stage of project initiation. Limited public participation, together with the ecological impacts of
water projects, led to public opposition to the government’s water policies, including the opposition to
construction projects of large water sources, such as Namjone Dam, Kaeng Krung Dam, Kaeng Suea Ten
Dam, Mae Wong Dam, etc. Public opposition also targeted at water charging in irrigated agriculture and
the Water Resources Bill.

Regarding Thailand’s current water capacity, the natural water flow is estimated at an average
of 285,227 million cubic meters, 102,139 of which is used. Under current situations, an additional
amount of 49,610 million cubic meters needs to be provided, which indicates a shortage of water.
Water demand in B.E. 2570 is estimated to increase by 5,079 million cubic meters for household
consumption, tourism, and industrial production. This shows that the water shortage problem will
intensify in the future. In addition, flooding and water quality problems are also expected to become
more severe.

The reasons for the ten problems stated above, as well as the public opposition to the
government’s water policies, are fivefold: (1) unstable political situations and limited power to
advocate for solutions; (2) social conditions with limited public participation leading to public
opposition to the government’s projects to develop water resources; (3) limited budget to develop
water resources; (4) numerous institutes and agencies relating to water resources, but no integration
among them; and (5) inadequate academic information that is acceptable to the society for developing
water resources and disaster warning. All of these five factors are caused by the management structure
of water resources that are not appropriate for solving problems.

The research team hence proposes that the management structure for water resources should
adopt the “citizen-state” approach based on the principle of joint participation by the public sector,
the private sector, and civil society. The key agencies in this management structure include the
National Water Resources Committee, the Secretariat Office of the National Water Resources
Committee, the National Water Information Center, the River Basin Committees, and the Sub-River
Basin Sub-Committees. These principles and management structure should be stated explicitly in the

main National Water Resources Act.
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Abstract

The research project “Thai Water Policy: Knowledge Base for the Future” has five objectives,
as follows: (1) To compile Thailand’s water policies from the past until the present; (2) To develop a
archival database on Thailand’s water policies arranged in chronological order for future generations to
use for reference and research; (3) To study the problems, causes of problems, and factors that cause
water policies in different periods to align with one another or to change, as well as policy
consequences; (4) To study the current situations of water resources and management; and (5) To
propose key issues to be considered in developing future water policies.

The research findings find that, according to historical records, the Thai state has continuously
developed water policies from the Sukhothai period (B.E. 1726) until today (B.E. 2559). Water policies
were originally initiated to serve agricultural and household consumption purposes, and later
expanded to include other purposes of water usage, corresponding to changes in the country’s socio-
economic conditions. Thailand’s previous water policies that generally aim to resolve water resources
issues have three main specific objectives, namely: (1) water shortage or drought, (2) flood, and (3)
water quality. Water policies in the past until now thus share similar key issues, as the majority of them
focus on solving the three problems, particularly the efforts to provide and develop water sources.
The differences among the policies lie in implementation or development of action plans. The three
water problems persist until today and are likely to worsen in the future.

There are five main reasons for the water problems: (1) unstable political situations and
limited power to advocate for solutions; (2) social conditions with limited public participation leading
to public opposition to the government’s projects to develop water resources; (3) limited budget to
develop water resources; (4) numerous institutes and agencies relating to water resources, but no
integration; and (5) inadequate academic information that is acceptable to the society for developing
water resources and disaster warning. All of these five factors are caused by the management structure
of water resources that are not appropriate for solving problems. The research team hence proposes
that the management structure for water resources should adopt the “citizen-state” approach based
on the principle of joint participation by the public sector, the private sector, and civil society. The key
agencies in this management structure include the National Water Resources Committee, the
Secretariat Office of the National Water Resources Committee, the National Water Information Center,
the River Basin Committees, and the Sub-River Basin Sub-Committees. These principles and

management structure should be stated explicitly in the main National Water Resources Act.
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