
INTRODUCTION 
 

It could be ironical or congruous or both, depending on one’s outlook, that with the 
advancement of knowledge and technology, more and more problems have come in view. In 
many developing countries increasing numbers of people have come to live in cities, as a 
better alternative to rural hardship.  The rapid growth of cities has led to massive demand for 
transportation and other urban services.  However, the pace of development in those sectors 
could hardly match the increasing demand for such services.  Consequently, transportation 
and other urban-related problems have  been increasingly aggravated. Infrastructure for 
motorized transport has been constructed for speedy travelling. However, with the apparently 
unlimited increase in the number of motor vehicles, the benefits of additional road capacities 
start to disappear very quickly.  Elevated expressways often become parking lots in the sky. 
The examples are numerous. Yesterday’s solutions turn out to be today’s problems. Transport 
related and general urban problems seem to be not only omnipresent, but also never ending.  
 

Knowledge about the urban crisis has become a subject of common awareness in the 
public domain. “…the vast spread of squatter settlements and shanty towns, ill supplied, if at 
all, with basic amenities…rapid environmental deterioration, giant traffic jams, violence and 
crime, urban sprawl eating into the countryside, these are some of the most striking visible 
features of the growth of large cities in developing countries…”.1 A statement depicting the 
urban crisis of this kind, so common nowadays hardly needs further elaboration.  
 

Transportation in Bangkok is a good case in point. Within the span of half of a 
century Bangkok has completely lost its image as “Venice of the East”. It is now notorious 
for its traffic and transport problems, and is being associated with one of the top, if not the 
top of the list, of the world’s most traffic-congested cities.  The level of road congestion is 
brimming full to the point that any extra unfavourable event could grind traffic to a standstill 
for a considerable part of a day. The canals, which were once the arteries of communication, 
have been bridged or decked over to make way for motorized road transport, miserably 
polluted and in many cases become unnavigable. With problems on top of those arising from 
transport, lives in Bangkok are ravaged with inconveniences and discomforts of various 
kinds. They impose incalculable costs to all aspects of life. This is true for most social and 
income groups.  
 

Correspondingly, attempts to address the problems have accumulated. Solutions from 
both the demand and supply sides have been proposed. Some have been implemented, some 
are in the process of implementation and others are under consideration. In addition to the 
proposed solutions, there have been numerous studies on the problems of urban development 
in general and of traffic in particular. These studies and proposed plans are extensive2, both in 
quantitative and qualitative terms, so much so that the search for solutions has virtually left 
no stones unturned. It is often claimed that any seemingly new solution will likely bear 
certain similarities with those in the stock.3  However these ideas are largely, if not purely, 
derived from the professional and bureaucratic points of views.  
 

Many of those proposed solutions have had difficulties in implementation. One of the 
prominent reasons for these difficulties has been the fact that the approaches used in 
developing them have been principally of top-down in nature. The approaches have tended to 
overlook the “popular perception of project practicalities”; hence they seriously lacked a 
necessary broad-based consensus, let alone support.  People are, as a matter of virtue and of 
fact, “idea benefactors” and “direct beneficiaries”, and they need to be recognised as such. 
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When people have been marginalized or even ignored, ideas and plans, irrespective of their 
values, have frequently been incapacitated.  Therefore the issue of people’s involvement is 
being increasingly appreciated as a very critical element for the success or failure of 
development projects. 
 

Ample experiences in developmental efforts in the recent decades both in the rural 
and urban contexts have pointed, on the one hand, to the limitations of top-down approaches, 
and on the other hand, to a higher degree of success of participatory approaches. 
Theoretically, as well as evidently, policies and projects are likely to be more successful, if 
they are receptive to collective efforts from the public and the community, and not just left to 
the market mechanism or bureaucratic management. The merits of this outlook have been 
underscored in many parts of the world. That is why a statement like “People’s participation 
is becoming the central issue of our time” has often been quoted4. Terms like participatory 
approaches, people’s participation, community participation, stakeholders’ participation, 
though having different connotations, have gained general acceptance by the civil society. 
And more and more they have been put into practices in various spheres and in different 
contexts. 
 

The concept of people’s participation is also very keenly adhered to in the context of 
Thailand.  With the trend towards democratic ideas at the global level in general and at the 
national level in Thailand in particular, the principle of participation has been well integrated 
into Thai public life for a considerable period of time. As enshrined in the supreme law, the 
Constitution of 1997, Section 76 stipulates: “The State shall promote and encourage public 
participation in laying down policies, making decision on political issues, preparing 
economic, social and political development plans, and inspecting the exercise of State power 
at all levels.”  Before the constitutional recognition, the concept of people’s participation has 
long been propounded and given a special status in the development process in the official 
arena of both planning organizations as well as of functional agencies. The National 
Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) Plans since the Fifth Plan (1982–1986) 
and the Fifth Bangkok Metropolitan Development Plan (1997-2001) are but two direct cases 
in point, not to mention civic bodies and international organizations namely the United 
Nations that have advocated and promoted people’s participation all along.   
 

The rationale as well as the practice of election from the village to the provincial level 
and the general election has been well understood and upheld as a working principle. The 
election at different levels, however, is a specific kind of participation. The principle has long 
been extended to arena other than the political. Rural development is a good case in point. A 
large proportion of villagers all over the country has been familiar with and is taking part 
directly in the participatory process.5  
 

The process has not been alien in the urban areas either. Great successes have been 
achieved both at the community and the city level. Owing to the traditional spirit and long 
establishment of communities, urban dwellers in many parts of Bangkok and other major 
provincial cities have made significant strides in addressing urban ecological issues. Waste 
management, for example, has been a common concern and receives contributions without 
which it could have been in a much worse situation.  
 

At the city level, an example directly concerned with the traffic and urban problems 
can be cited from two popular radio programmes, namely, Jor Sor 100 (now a household 
name on FM radio) and Ruam Duay Chuay Kan (literally “Together we can help each 
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other”). They are increasingly popular ‘phone-in’ type of radio programmes whereby people 
make phone calls to report the traffic situation they are witnessing from the spot. They also 
report accidents on the roads and other events that could affect traffic movements.  Regularly 
the announcers phone the traffic police on duty to obtain updates of the overall state of 
affairs.  Occasionally there are “chitchats” about politics and current events. The latter 
programme has also covered services such as legal advice, reports on missing cars, requests 
for car repairs, and other issues from voicing grievances to concerned authorities, and to 
putting people on alert about all kinds of urban perils. The programme is also an interesting 
case of people’s participation in cooperation with the private sector (a commercial bank) and 
the authority (Department of Mental Health, Ministry of Public Health).  
 

In short, both programmes act as informative companions to road users. Given the 
snare of the traffic, they help alleviate the common plight of Bangkokians and commuters. 
They are made use of perhaps more widely than many other forms of participation. Taxi 
drivers could well verify this point. In view of a vast scale of operation and tremendous 
constraints, these radio programmes are extremely practical and economical. Most 
importantly, they are carried out by means of participation. 
 

With this perspective in view and being encouraged by favourable outcomes of 
participatory urban development processes elsewhere, a pilot project was conceived for 
Bangkok to implement a people’s planning approach to traffic and transport management. In 
practice it is an application of a participatory approach aiming at the formulation of 
comprehensive policies on urban development with transport problems as their focus. Two 
major considerations which have been kept in mind during the implementation of the process 
from its inception in 1998 till its completion in 2001 were (i) through people’s participation, 
good governance of the city administration could be better realized, and (ii) sustainability 
criteria were to be central in policy formulation on urban and transport development. The 
former is about the organizational dimension and that of people’s contribution: it is 
concerned with the question of how best to muster organizational and people’s efforts in 
completing designated tasks. The latter is the technical dimension: it is concerned with the 
tasks to be addressed and the means by which they are to be accomplished.  
 

With these considerations in mind, this document aims to present two corresponding 
action plans, namely, “Proposals for development of institutions and of people’s functional 
groups” in Part I and “Proposals for actions to alleviate traffic/transport problems” in Part II.  
In pursuance of the aim, the document is accordingly divided into two parts. Part I has two 
main categories of action plans: Institutional development and Support to People’s 
Initiatives in Development. Part II has twelve action plans.  Under each category and each 
title, the format of presentation is conceptually arranged with the present conditions, 
problems and issues at the beginning, followed by the ways and means to achieve the desired 
outcome. Additionally, there are items on suggested readings and stakeholders’ references.    
 

Prior to their presentation, however, a background to the project area and a brief 
description of the elements of the planning process pursued by the pilot project are given.  
 
 
The Rattanakosin Pilot Project 
 

In line with its rationale, this pilot project adopted a participatory approach as its flag. 
For practical reasons a city area of a viable size was chosen. The area is known as the 
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Rattanakosin Area. Correspondingly the project was formally called “Sustainable Traffic and 
Transportation Development-Rattanakosin Pilot Project”, or ‘Rattanakosin Project’ for the 
sake of brevity. 

 
The area was chosen for its spatial significance in many ways.  Though each 

particular place is unique in its own way, the uniqueness of the Rattanakosin Area is perhaps 
much more pronounced than many others. For some it is regarded as the symbolic heart of 
the city and even of the country. It is the Alstadt of Bangkok, retaining the character of the 
dynastic capital. Physically it houses prominent buildings associated with the royalty such as 
old palaces, the compound of the old royal court, the royal temple, etc. Government offices 
since the time of their conception are concentrated in the area. The business centre of the city 
once originated from here. Socially there are communities of long standing (Sam Phreangs, 
Klong Kuu Maung Derm and Banglamphu, to name only a few), and a large number of 
educational establishments and places of worship from various religions. Culturally vibrant 
activities of a diverse nature take place both on a regular and an occasional basis. 
Performances and shows are staged in the National Theatre or in Thammasat University’s 
Auditorium as well as outdoors. Religious functions, celebrations of important days are held 
here on a grand scale. It also has the image of being the major site of political expression. It 
contains the vast field Sanam Luang, which has assumed a role as a multi-function space, 
ranging from mundane activities such as folk kite festivals to sacred ones including royal 
funerals. The ground also functions as an informal major bus terminal, and of late, as a 
sleeping site for homeless people. In short, the Rattanakosin Area as the spatial expressions 
of administrative, cultural, religious, political and utilitarian functions has long been 
appreciated. 

 
In terms of urban transport, the Area has become a thoroughfare between the eastern 

and western parts of Bangkok since the construction of Pinklao Bridge in 1973. This function 
leads to heavy congestion in the Area during rush hours. Congestion is further compounded 
by traffic with trip ends generated by government and commercial offices as well as schools 
that attract students whose parents have sufficient means to transport them by car. In addition 
to commuters’ vehicles, there are public bus terminals and the growth of tourism has required 
the Area to accommodate a large number of tourist buses visiting the historic and religious 
sites. Parking space is also under intense pressure from increasing demand. Being an old part 
of the city, it is densely populated; many roads are narrow and cannot be expanded. High-rise 
buildings are also not allowed due to the special cultural/historical status of the Area.   
 

The special status of the Area was initially assumed under a special ordinance in 
1978. The bicentennial celebration of Bangkok in 1982, the events of which were 
concentrated in the Area, established its monumental significance in the realm of public 
awareness. With some modifications from previous working groups, the first and current 
Rattanakosin Committee was formed in 1996. Considering the special status of the Area and 
based on the needs for conservation and for better urban and land use planning the 
Committee has developed a master plan. Notwithstanding its relatively small area of 5.84 sq 
km within Bangkok Metropolis, the Area has acquired prominent administrative and 
symbolic urban significance. 

 
 An area with all these special characteristics makes it a place of great interest and was 
therefore chosen for the pilot project. A brief description on the participatory planning 
process followed by the project is presented next. 
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The Planning and Policy Development Process 
 

A direct and interactive involvement of the three main “actors” in policy development 
and plan preparation forms the essence of the process pursued. These three actors are 
politicians, civil servants/professionals and the public at large, and are collectively termed as 
stakeholders. The open involvement of the stakeholders in the process was achieved through: 
 

• Identification of representative key stakeholders who are likely to have a view 
on transportation problems and issues in the pilot project area; 

 
• A personal letter to key stakeholders from the Governor stating the importance 

which he places on the stakeholder’s views; 
 

• Personal interviews by core project team members of the key stakeholders; 
 

• Documentation, in a structured manner, of all statements made by key 
stakeholders.  This documentation known as “Anthology” was publicly 
available and while the identity of stakeholders was not revealed, individuals 
could read the statements which they made, the views they expressed and the 
solutions they proposed; 

 
• Further analysing the “Anthology” of stakeholders’ views with a “Problem 

and Cause Analysis”.  In this phase, the problems, symptoms and root causes 
were identified and their interrelationships mapped out in a series of large 
diagrams; 

 
• Convening Expert Group Meetings, which included key stakeholders and 

technical experts, during both the “Anthology” and “Problem and Cause 
Analysis”; 

 
• Consultation with stakeholders at workshops for refinements of the initial 

outcomes; 
 

• Developing action plans based on the outcomes of the previous stages. 
 
 

The process followed in preparing the action plans is depicted in figure 1. The direct 
involvement of stakeholders (especially the public at large) commenced during the interview 
stage, when six questions were asked concerning identification of problems and their root 
causes, their vision of the future and the ways in which he or she could directly contribute to 
that vision.  This was followed through in a synthesis phase where stakeholders’ views were 
directly incorporated in the formulation of the vision and strategy for sustainable transport as 
well as the development of draft action plans designed to move towards the goals specified in 
the vision and strategy.  Stakeholders were further involved in these activities through Expert 
Group  Meetings  and  a  series of  workshops  in  which   they  directly  participated  through 
organized groups to view, fill in the missing parts and deliberate on the formulation of  action 
plans.  
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 The approach in the pilot project essentially inverts the traditional approach, going 
first to the principal stakeholders and asking their views on the problems, the causes of the 
problems, the strategic goals and the means by which that can be achieved. The outcomes 
from the project are extremely rich in information and suggestions. They have been through 
the process of analysis and synthesis, and eventually ordered into the framework of action 
plans. As stated above the plans are broadly classified into two major categories of 
recommendations/proposed actions. Hereafter, the action plans under Part I and II are to 
follow accordingly.  
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