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Capital: Bangkok 

Population: 68,977,400 

GDP per capita (PPP): $17,900 

Human Development Index: High (0.765) 

Freedom in the World: Partly Free (32/100) 

OVERALL CSO SUSTAINABILITY: 5.0 

 
After five years of military rule by the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) and six postponements, 

elections finally took place in Thailand on March 24, 2019. Prior to the elections, the Constitutional Court ordered 

the opposition Thai Raksa Chart party dissolved after it nominated the king's elder sister as its prime ministerial 

candidate, stating that it had done so in order to protect “the neutral status of the monarchy.” In addition, the 

National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission suspended the independent Voice TV for fourteen 

days because of “provocative content.” After the elections, the opposition Future Forward Party (FFP) and its 

leader were charged with violating election laws and seeking to overthrow the monarchy. In May, the Election 

Commission (EC), which was widely criticized for voting irregularities and unfair elections, announced that the 

elections were won by the Palang Pracharath Party (PPP), which consists largely of former NCPO members. The 

NCPO was dissolved in July, and the PPP formed a government under the leadership of Prime Minister Prayuth 

Chan-O-Cha.  

Restrictive laws and policies introduced by the NCPO remained in force under the new government. Moreover, in 

September 2019, the newly elected government granted the Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC), the 

political arm of the Thai military, more power and duties, putting it in charge of internal security operations in the 

post NCPO-era. ISOC also has control over social and political affairs and the power to implement laws, including 

those under Thailand’s Twenty-Year National Strategy, which has primacy over all laws. Several new political 

forces and youth movements emerged to challenge the government in 2019, but they were held in check by 

conservative, anti-democratic, pro-junta, and pro-monarchist forces. To maintain its hold on power, the PPP 

blamed the opposition for disseminating “fake news” aimed at turning the younger generation against the military.  

The armed conflict in Thailand’s Deep South between the insurgent group Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN) and 

the authorities continued unabated in 2019. Human Rights Watch documented at least twenty-one attacks, 

allegedly by the BRN, between May 6 and June 5. In addition, on November 5, 2019, BRN staged its deadliest 

attack since late 2001, when twenty gunmen attacked a security checkpoint in Yala province, killing fifteen people. 

The attack was thought to have been motivated by the death of a Malayu Muslim who died in custody after he was 

detained, for which no officials have been held accountable. Thai security forces continued to commit human rights 

abuses in the form of extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and torture of suspected insurgents. For 

example, in December 2019, three unarmed civilians were shot dead by a security task force in Narathiwat 

province. The personnel responsible for these abuses have yet to be prosecuted. No meaningful progress was 

made during the year in peace talks between the government and Mara Patani, an umbrella organization of 

separatist groups in the Deep South, as the latter suspended its meetings with the government until after the 

elections. 

The growth of Thailand’s gross domestic product (GDP) slowed to 2.5 percent in 2019, according to the World 

Bank. The slowdown was caused by decreases in business confidence, private investment, exports, domestic 

consumption, and public spending. During the year, the government focused mainly on developing the Eastern 
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Economic Corridor (EEC)—a special economic zone along the country’s eastern seaboard that the government 

hopes to turn into a hub for technological manufacturing and services—and implementing policies supportive of 

Thailand 4.0, the national development policy. While it is expected to contribute to economic growth, many 

people view the EEC as a violation of the human rights of affected communities, since they were not consulted 

about the plan and some were forced off their land to make way for EEC infrastructure projects. In addition, the 

registration of migrant workers became harder, as the government introduced online registration systems to 

implement Thailand 4.0 that many migrant workers were unable to access as they lack internet access. 

Overall CSO sustainability in Thailand deteriorated slightly in 2019. The legal environment worsened with 

increased state harassment of organizations with views conflicting with those of the government. CSOs’ financial 

viability deteriorated as CSOs reported that they had less access to funding. The funding declines undermined 

CSOs’ organizational capacity, as CSOs found it increasingly difficult to hire and maintain paid staff. The 

government’s lack of openness to dialogue and harassment of human rights activists impeded CSOs’ advocacy 

efforts. The sector’s public image was damaged by government criticism of CSOs and media offering information 

that was not flattering to the government. The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector, on the other hand, 

improved as local groups and networks and grassroots organizations received increased assistance from larger 

CSOs. Service provision remained largely unchanged despite the decline in funding.  

The CSO sector in Thailand includes both registered and unregistered organizations. Foundations are the most 

common type of registered organization. Other organizational types include associations, clubs, social enterprises, 

community-based organizations (CBOs), and grassroots movements. There was no reliable data on the total 

number of registered and unregistered CSOs in Thailand in 2019. However, according to a report by the Ministry 

of Interior covering the period between October 1, 2016, and March 31, 2017, there were approximately 27,000 

foundations and associations registered in the country. Ninety-one new foundations registered in 2019, compared 

to 102 in 2018.  

LEGAL ENVIRONMENT: 5.6 

The legal environment for CSOs in Thailand deteriorated 

moderately in 2019, as the new government prolonged 

restrictions from the period of military rule and used 

them to silence civil society actors.  

CSOs in Thailand generally operate as foundations. 

Foundations register with the Ministry of Interior. They 

must work for the public benefit, have at least three Thai 

nationals on their boards of directors, provide bank 

statements showing a balance of at least THB 200,000 

(approximately $6,600), and not violate the law, good 

morals, or national security. CSOs often struggle to meet 

the funding requirements to register as foundations. In 

addition, many CSOs, especially those working on 

politically sensitive issues such as land tenure and peace 

and security, choose not to register, in part because 

registered CSOs may be inspected by government authorities at any time, while unregistered organizations are 

more likely to be able to operate under the government’s radar.  

In Thailand’s Deep South, officials continued to reject registration for CSOs whose names included the Malay word 

“Patani,” which refers to the Malayu Muslim minority in Thailand’s Deep South and which the government 

seemingly associates with the separatist movement. Some international CSOs, which are mostly based in Bangkok, 

faced difficulty registering their board members and secretaries. For example, when Amnesty International sought 

to register a prominent student activist as a board member, registration officials said that he could not be 

registered because he was “too young,” although the law does not prescribe a minimum age for board members.   

According to the Civil and Commercial Code Section 131, the government may dissolve a CSO if its operations 

are against public morals or threaten public order or national security. No data is available on how frequently this 

happens. In 2019, ISOC officers paid a surprise visit to a private school owned and run by a foundation in 
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Thailand’s Deep South, which they suspected of supporting a group the government identifies as a separatist group. 

After checking the school’s documents and financial transactions, the authorities confirmed their suspicion and 

ordered the school to shut down immediately. This created fear among teachers, students, and parents and 

discredited private schools run by foundations in the area.  

Before its dissolution in July, the NCPO repealed many of its orders and announced that it would stop enforcing 

Article 44 of the 2014 Interim Constitution, which gave it broad powers to act without oversight. However, the 

content of many NCPO orders was embedded in other laws to ensure their continued implementation. Human 

rights defenders, journalists, and protesters were harassed, charged, and imprisoned under the Public Assembly 

Act of 2015, Computer Crime Act (CCA) of 2017, Penal Code (including Section 116 on sedition, Section 198 on 

contempt of court, and Section 326 on defamation), and Emergency Decree on Public Administration in the State 

of Emergency. For example, in February, two political activists hung dried chili and garlic1 on the fence of the 

Government House in response to a speech by the prime minister in which he stated that he did not need to 

resign from his premiership in order to run in the elections and challenged the public to “Oust me if you dare.” 

Both activists were then charged under the Public Assembly Act for not notifying the government of the assembly. 

In August, the court fined them THB 2,000 (approximately $64) each. In March, the secretary general of the FFP 

posted a video of himself reading a party statement on the Constitutional Court’s decision to dissolve the Thai 

Raksa Chart Party earlier in the month. A legal officer of the NCPO filed a complaint against him for contempt of 

court and violating the CCA for allegedly imparting information that undermines national security through a 

computer system.  

The government also misused environmental laws and policies to silence and harass human rights defenders. For 

example, the Appeals Court found fourteen villagers of Sab Wai village, located in Sai Thong National Park in 

northeastern Thailand, guilty of trespassing on national park land and ordered them to serve prison terms, pay high 

fines, and vacate their land. 

From March to June alone, pro-democracy activists were attacked on at least ten occasions. Throughout 2019, 

more than twenty-five charges were filed against the FFP and its leader. In May, three anti-monarchy activists facing 

lèse majesté charges of defaming the king disappeared in Vietnam after reportedly being arrested. Similarly, at least 

six Thai activists who resided in Lao PDR and disappeared in December 2018 were still missing at the time of 

writing. The government questioned and impeded the work of CSOs in northeastern Thailand working on 

environmental issues with foreign donor funding, claiming that foreign support threatens the country’s national 

security. The media increasingly engaged in self-censorship, especially after the military sued a media channel in the 

Deep South for defamation under Penal Code Section 326 for reporting on the fact that the military continued to 

shoot after CSOs and villagers in the area had requested a ceasefire. Altogether, approximately 230 charges were 

filed against human rights defenders during the year, compared to 400 charges in 2018. 

Companies also sought to silence human rights defenders. For example, Thammakaset Co., Ltd. filed three 

strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) against individuals who had shared information about the 

working conditions of migrant workers or expressed support for fourteen migrant workers who had filed 

complaints against the company. In 2019, the Thai court sentenced one of the defendants to two years in prison.  

The government also took measures to restrict online civic space in 2019. CSOs view both the National 

Cybersecurity Act of 2019, which came into force in May, and the Personal Data Protection Act of 2019, which 

was published in the Royal Gazette in May and will come into force in 2020, as violating netizens’ fundamental 

freedom of expression and right to privacy, as enshrined in international human rights law. Critics of the National 

Cybersecurity Act say that it gives the government virtually unchecked power to monitor online data. The 

Personal Data Protection Act excludes the “operations of public authorities having the duties to maintain state 

security, including financial security of the state or public safety,” from its requirements for data protection, but 

fails to define these terms. As a result, activists fear that it can be used broadly against anyone the state deems a 

‘threat.’ In November, the government opened its Anti-Fake News Center, where government authorities identify 

“fake news”—defined by the Minister of Digital Economy and Society as any viral online content that misleads 

 
1 In Thai culture, the ritual of burning chili and salt is used to curse one’s adversaries, while in Western culture, garlic garlands 

are believed to ward off vampires. After his arrest, one of the activists said that the garlands were not meant to curse anyone, 

but to “ward off evil spirits that are sucking taxpayers’ money.” 
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people or damages the country’s image—and can potentially censor dissidents and propaganda and restrict online 

freedoms.  

CSOs are allowed to accept funds from domestic and foreign donors, engage in fundraising campaigns, and earn 

income. CSOs must be registered to be eligible for most funding. Foundations may receive tax-free donations from 

companies provided they are registered with the Ministry of Finance and produce monthly reports, which is 

challenging for most organizations because of their limited capacity. 

While CSOs are able to apply for tax-exempt status, most are unaware of this possibility and unfamiliar with the 

process. Any profit earned by foundations and associations is taxed at a rate of 1 percent. Under the Revenue 

Code, individuals and corporations that donate to foundations and associations can receive tax deductions, at a 

maximum of 10 percent of income for individuals and 2 percent for corporations.  

In February 2019, the Social Enterprise Promotion Act of 2019 was published in the Royal Gazette and enforced 

one day later. The law provides for the establishment of a fund to promote social enterprises and provides 

individuals with tax deductions on invested amounts according to the Revenue Code. In June 2019, the 

government set up the Office of Social Enterprise Promotion, which is responsible for promoting and assisting 

social enterprises and managing the fund. Social enterprises enjoy full tax exemptions if they invest at least 70 

percent of their profit in activities for the public benefit. Otherwise, they pay income tax just like regular 

companies. 

CSOs found it more difficult to access legal assistance in 2019, as most CSOs lack funds to pay for legal services 

and fewer lawyers were willing to work pro bono because of the declining economy. The lawyers that are available 

to work with CSOs are often young and inexperienced.  

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY: 4.3 

The organizational capacity of CSOs decreased slightly in 

2019, as CSOs faced increasing difficulties hiring and 

maintaining paid staff and identifying volunteers. 

Most grassroots organizations address the needs of their 

beneficiaries, which are often local communities or 

members of marginalized groups. However, CSOs 

struggle to build close relationships with their 

beneficiaries because of the government’s strict 

monitoring of CSOs and portrayal of them as enemies of 

the state. Especially in the Deep South, villagers are 

reluctant to collaborate with CSOs because they assume 

that CSOs work against the government, making it 

difficult for CSOs to build trust. Staff members and 

volunteers of some CSOs working on issues such as 

peace and security, enforced disappearances, and torture 

were subject to threats from the authorities, including being followed and questioned, in an effort to discourage 

CSOs and activists from working on such issues.  

Most CSOs have clear mission statements, but few have the capacity to develop and implement strategic plans. In 

2019, several CSOs that had operated for decades were closed down because of a lack of financial and human 

resources; these organizations prefer to remain unnamed. Donors’ changing priorities caused other CSOs to 

change their focus in order to successfully seek funding, sometimes resulting in inconsistent or ineffectual work 

and a failure to realize core missions.  

Most national and local CSOs, especially CBOs and grassroots movements, lack internal management structures, 

including human resources and accounting systems. Larger organizations, on the other hand, often have such 

systems, as well as written policies and procedures. For example, they provide contracts for their staff and have 

internal policies and codes of conduct for them to follow. Organizations that are registered must have at least 

three board members of Thai nationality who are not staff members. Board members are not involved in daily 

operations but are involved and consulted when key decisions need to be made.  
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CSOs found it increasingly difficult to maintain staff in 2019 because of their limited financial resources. For 

example, the number of personnel working for a foundation in eastern Thailand decreased from twenty in 2018 to 

five in 2019. CSOs find it especially difficult to attract younger people, who expect salaries that CSOs are unable to 

pay. Even international CSOs report that they face this problem, since the salaries they offer, while relatively high, 

are determined locally rather than set to an international scale. In addition, international CSOs found it hard to 

hire for positions such as advocacy managers, as the increasing number of defamation cases and SLAPPs made 

prospective Thai employees hesitant to apply. Many CSO staff suffer from burn-out because of heavy workloads, 

especially at small organizations, where a small number of employees fulfill multiple tasks.  

Across the country, organizations found it difficult to find volunteers in 2019, unless the issues they worked on 

affected volunteers directly. In the Deep South, most volunteers are older people, as younger people are too busy 

working or studying. Anecdotal evidence indicates that a greater number of volunteers quit in 2019 than in 

previous years, usually because they were working longer hours at full-time jobs to make ends meet. 

CSOs’ use of digital technology did not change in 2019. Most CSOs have access to the internet and use it in their 

work. Grassroots organizations and CBOs use smartphones to communicate via apps such as Messenger and LINE. 

Larger and wealthier organizations have offices and computers and use digital systems for internal management, 

including human resources and accounting. 

FINANCIAL VIABILITY: 5.3 

In 2019, CSOs’ financial viability deteriorated slightly as 

CSOs reported that they had less access to funding. As in 

previous years, many unregistered CSOs were unable to 

access funding since registration is often a donor 

requirement.  

A number of foreign donors provide support to Thai 

CSOs. USAID, for example, supports projects in areas 

such as countering trafficking in persons and conflict 

mitigation. In 2019, the Embassy of Canada supported ten 

CSOs all over Thailand under the Canada Fund for Local 

Initiatives (CFLI). The supported projects responded to 

floods in the Northeast, improved the rights of migrant 

workers along the Thai-Myanmar border, and increased 

the role and participation of women in peace and 

security in the Deep South. The European Union also 

provides funding to CSOs. The Japan Grant Assistance for Grassroots Human Security Project Scheme significantly 

reduced its support for Thailand, which goes partly to CSOs, from THB 19.4 million (approximately $625,000) in 

2018 to THB 5.6 million ($180,000) in 2019.   

Donors—both foreign and domestic—usually provide limited funding for CSOs’ administrative costs, including 

salaries. Limited funding has increased competition among CSOs for the available funding, often to the disadvantage 

of grassroots movements and CBOs. In addition, in 2019, donors issued several calls for proposals for larger 

amounts of money, with strict requirements that grassroots and small CSOs cannot meet. Groups of indigenous 

women and CSOs in rural areas, for example, found it especially challenging to compete against CSOs with better 

capacities in areas such as proposal writing and financial reporting. 

Little information is available about government funding of CSOs, although there were some examples of this in 

2019. For example, the Ministry of Culture provided funding to the Thai Youth Orchestra to travel to Spain to 

present and perform Thai music and culture, and the Department of Social Development and Welfare under the 

Ministry of Social Development and Human Security (MSDHS) provided THB 17 million (approximately $546,000) 

to temples in order to support the religious project Dhamma Jarik, which aims to spread Buddhism among 

hilltribes. However, government funding is often subject to strict and sometimes unacceptable conditions. For 

example, a CSO in northern Thailand seeking to advance the rights of migrant workers declined funding from the 

Social Security Office (SSO) to organize a workshop for migrant workers, because speakers had to be from the 

SSO and migrant workers would not be reimbursed for transportation and meals. In northeastern Thailand, 
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ThaiHealth provided grants of THB 120,000 (approximately $3,800) for the development of social community 

groups. In order to access this funding, however, a community needed the approval of its village leader, which not 

all communities, such as those living in sub-villages, can obtain.  

CSOs’ ability to raise funds from local communities worsened in 2019 because of the declining economy, which 

rendered people unable to support CSOs. Several CSOs in Thailand’s Deep South rely on donations of materials, 

such as office supplies. Some CSOs, such as those representing indigenous groups, generate income by selling 

handmade clothes and textiles. However, CSOs often lack the skills to run successful businesses.  

In 2019, companies continued to engage in corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities. Such efforts, however, 

are usually driven by a company’s desire to enhance its reputation rather than to engage meaningfully with CSOs 

to achieve social change. Several awards encourage the development of CSR programs. For example, the American 

Chamber of Commerce in Thailand (AMCHAM) issues the CSR Excellence Awards every year. Although one of 

the criteria for these awards is strong partnerships with Thai organizations, the 2019 winners of the award were 

chosen because they brought American knowledge, best practices, and expertise to Thailand, while supporting 

government objectives. 

Most CSOs do not have financial management systems. In particular, grassroots movements and CBOs lack 

procurement policies and accounting systems. 

ADVOCACY: 5.2 

CSOs’ ability to carry out effective advocacy 

deteriorated in 2019 as the government largely operated 

in a non- transparent manner and was not open to 

dialogue with CSOs. The NCPO passed 220 pieces of 

legislation in 2019 before it was dissolved in July, 160 of 

which were passed in May and June alone. Few public 

hearings took place, and even when consultations were 

held, CSOs’ feedback was rarely reflected in final laws 

and policies. For example, the Thai Business and Human 

Rights (BHR) Network and Manushya Foundation 

submitted suggestions on the final draft of the National 

Action Plan on BHR, which was opened for public 

comments in February and March 2019. The BHR 

Network and Manushya Foundation re-submitted the 

comments and held a press conference on the issue in 

June. Despite these efforts, the final version of the NAP 

launched in December 2019 still failed to reflect any of their comments. Similarly, when members of the grassroots 

movements P-Move and Assembly of the Poor traveled to Bangkok to provide input into draft legislation and 

demand compensation for land appropriated for infrastructure projects, they were sent away without being able to 

meet with members of parliament or ranking government officials, other than low-level officials. 

After the formation of the new government, CSOs’ communication with the government widened somewhat. In 

particular, CSOs were able to engage with opposition members of parliament, particularly those from the FFP, 

who toured the country and listened to local concerns. For example, when residents of Bo Kaew Village in 

northeastern Thailand faced eviction from their land, they submitted a petition to seven opposition parties and a 

letter to the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment requesting cancellation of the eviction order. FFP 

representatives agreed to propose a delay in the enforcement of the eviction order and search for solutions for 

the issue. Manushya Foundation engaged with members of the FFP to amend the newly enacted National 

Cybersecurity Act of 2019, which many CSOs view as a threat to human rights. No concrete steps had come of 

this effort by the end of 2019.  

The government continued to strenuously discourage advocacy by CSOs on politically sensitive issues. Numerous 

human rights defenders, journalists, and activists who engaged in such activities were arrested or harassed during 

the year. In Thailand’s Deep South, for example, human rights defenders who spoke out about refugee issues 

continued to be threatened and discredited on social media. In the northeast, advocacy activities were monitored 
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by the police, who enforced unlawful measures such as instructing directors of universities about the clothing 

participants were allowed to wear during protests.  

On the local level, the government and businesses were often unwilling to listen to CSOs during planning on 

economic growth and national security. For example, no public hearing was held before a special economic zone 

(SEZ) was declared in Chana District in Songkhla Province. The Southern Border Provinces Administrative Center 

(SBPAC) held meetings to inform local residents about the SEZ only after it was established. Similarly, in eastern 

and northeastern Thailand, mining companies and sugarcane factories violated communities’ right to information 

and failed to obtain their consent before implementing business plans. Indigenous women were unable to 

participate in anti-government protests after village heads announced “orders from the district” prohibiting them 

from attending gatherings outside their villages. Some of the women were monitored and grew more reluctant to 

engage in activities, as they were worried about their safety. 

CSOs use social media in their advocacy campaigns but the effectiveness of these efforts continues to be impeded 

by government monitoring of social media and laws such as the CCA that empower the government to deem any 

negative or critical information as “false information.” For example, on October 7, pro-democracy activist Karn 

Pongpraphapan was arrested by the Technology Crime Suppression Division (TCSD) for allegedly violating Article 

14 of the CCA, after he posted a reference on Facebook to the historic downfalls of European monarchies, which 

was interpreted as a threat to the Thai monarchy. Businesses also monitor social media and file charges against 

those who “discredit” their business. For example, on December 6, Thammakaset Co. Ltd. filed charges against 

Puttanee Kangkun, an employee of Fortify Rights, for social media posts expressing her support for human rights 

defenders facing similar lawsuits from Thammakaset. She faces up to twenty-eight years imprisonment and/or a fine 

of THB 2.8 million ($93,300). Because they fear being prosecuted, many activists and human rights defenders 

practice self-censorship on social media. 

In general, CSOs do not lobby for the reform of specific CSO laws. In the current environment, CSOs fear that 

any such efforts could make the situation more difficult. 

SERVICE PROVISION: 4.5 

CSOs’ ability to provide services was stable in 2019. 

Thailand’s CSO sector offers a wide variety of services, 

ranging from emergency relief and community 

empowerment to shelters for victims of domestic 

violence, health facilities for sex workers, and legal 

assistance. Different organizations faced different 

opportunities in terms of their ability to provide services 

in 2019, depending on factors such as their access to 

funds, focus areas, and the support of other actors, 

including other CSOs and the government. For example, 

CSOs offering legal assistance faced difficulties as fewer 

lawyers were available to assist communities and CSOs, 

and people have increasingly lost trust in the judicial 

system. At the same time, organizations working on land 

issues, indigenous issues, and migrant workers issues 

were able to maintain or even increase their service 

provision. For example, indigenous groups were able to improve their service provision by expanding their 

networks, providing training, and implementing projects to address women’s rights.  

CSO services mostly respond to the needs and priorities of communities. CSOs aim to enhance the rights and 

welfare of their beneficiaries, including indigenous peoples, peasants, farmers, migrant workers, lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) populations, sex workers, people living with HIV/AIDS, persons with 

disabilities, children, and the elderly. CSOs also work with communities to address the adverse effects of 

development projects, land tenure issues, and human rights abuses.  

Due to unfair and restrictive laws, numerous human rights defenders, activists, journalists, and members of the 

public faced charges in 2019, increasing the demand for legal assistance. However, many CSOs did not have the 
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required expertise or sufficient financial resources to provide these services to their beneficiaries. In northeastern 

Thailand, villagers facing eviction from their land experienced a shortage of legal assistance as lawyers were less 

willing or able to provide pro bono services due to the declining economic circumstances nationwide. 

Consequently, one lawyer handled the cases of fourteen Sab Wai villagers.  

Some organizations had to cease their services or were forced to close down in 2019. In northeastern Thailand, an 

organization assisting communities on land rights issues had to suspend its work when the community leader was 

imprisoned from May until July. The Muslim Attorney Center in Chana District had to close down entirely because 

of a lack of funding, which was a loss to the community as it was the main agency assisting victims of human rights 

abuses. Decreased government budgets also limited beneficiaries’ access to some required services. In 2019, the 

National Health Security Office only provided funding for HIV testing in twelve provinces, compared to thirty-five 

provinces in 2018; as a result, many people in rural areas in need of such services were unable to access them or 

had to travel far distances. In addition, as CSOs receive tests from government agencies, their ability to provide 

testing was limited. Because of the stigmatization of HIV in the country, many people are more comfortable being 

tested at CSOs that they trust rather than at hospitals. There was also less access to safe abortion medicines and 

services in 2019: medicines were unavailable, and several hospitals required parental consent before performing 

legal abortions, which is unlawful.  

CSOs usually offer their services free of charge as they frequently serve local and marginalized communities with 

low incomes. While the government encourages the establishment of social enterprises through the Social 

Enterprise Promotion Act of 2019, few CSOs have the skills to operate successful businesses. 

The government recognizes CSOs’ contributions. Both the Twelfth National Economic and Social Development 

Plan (2017–21) and Twenty-Year National Strategy (2018-2037) mention the importance of partnering with civil 

society to further national development and security. In practice, however, collaboration remains limited because 

of the two sides’ differing goals, conceptual approaches, and working strategies. 

SECTORAL INFRASTRUCTURE: 4.7 

The infrastructure supporting the CSO sector improved 

slightly in 2019, as more capacity building and training 

opportunities were offered and CSO networks worked 

effectively.  

CSO resource centers and intermediary support 

organizations (ISOs) operating in Thailand include 

NEEDeed and the Community Organizations 

Development Institute (CODI), an independent public 

organization under MSDHS, which provide CSOs with 

technical assistance and training. However, many CSOs, 

especially those located outside of urban areas, are 

unaware of these and do not receive the support they 

require. Instead, they receive support from larger 

organizations that do not identify themselves as resource 

centers or ISOs, such as Manushya Foundation, which 

provides training, capacity building activities, and sub-grants to local CSOs and groups. 

Sub-granting remains a limited but important source of funding for some local CSOs and grassroots movements. 

For example, with funding from the Environmental Defenders Fund, Internews, and the Embassy of Canada, in 

2019 Manushya Foundation provided subgrants to at least ten groups, including environmental defenders in the 

Deep South and the Indigenous Women’s Network of Thailand.  

CSOs collaborated effectively in 2019. In Mae Hong Son Province, the Indigenous Women’s Network of Thailand 

added two groups and provided them with training on the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). In Thailand’s 

Deep South, the Saiburi River Basin Youth Network was formed in 2019. In collaboration with the Working 

Group for Monitoring on International Mechanisms, it conducted community-led research on erosion caused by 
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sand mining in the Saiburi River Basin and developed a report that can be used for future advocacy to stop harmful 

sand mining in the area.  

CSOs have access to training provided by other CSOs, lawyers, and local scholars. In 2019, the Manushya 

Foundation provided training in digital literacy and security to thirty CSOs, CBOs, and grassroots movements. In 

northeastern Thailand, academics and lawyers provided CSOs working on issues related to land rights with training 

on land policies, and in Northern Thailand, the Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP) provided training on SDGs to 

the Indigenous Women’s Network of Thailand. However, the training available does not cover all aspects of CSOs’ 

work. 

CSOs struggle to develop partnerships with the government. For example, an organization in northern Thailand 

working with migrant workers sought to cooperate with local police to ensure that an interpreter for migrant 

workers was present at the police station. The police agreed but were unwilling to pay for the interpreter’s 

services, so the arrangement was suspended. CSOs also rarely form partnerships with businesses due to conflicting 

perceptions. CSOs treat funding from corporations with suspicion as businesses perceive themselves as facilitators 

and decision makers in projects, while CSOs believe that businesses should not interfere in projects. 

PUBLIC IMAGE: 5.1 

The public image of CSOs worsened in 2019 as media 

coverage declined, the public remained skeptical of 

CSOs, and the government continued to discredit CSOs 

that have critical or dissenting views. 

In 2019, the media increasingly engaged in self-censorship 

and hesitated to cover the work of CSOs. The national 

media showed a lack of interest in CSOs’ work. For 

example, broadcast media did not cover the fact that 

several hundred members of the Assembly of the Poor 

camped near the Government House in Bangkok for 

nineteen days in October to demand compensation for 

their displacement and lost land. In a notable exception, 

calls by LGBTI activists for marriage equality were 

broadly covered.  

Public perceptions of CSOs are highly dependent on the 

region and area of focus. In the Deep South, CSOs’ work is not well understood, and many people are afraid to 

collaborate with CSOs because they assume that they work against the government. For example, when the 

Saiburi River Basin Youth Network collected data on the impact of sand pumping in the Saiburi River Basin, 

villagers were hesitant to provide the requested information. In northern and southern Thailand, indigenous 

peoples are hesitant to work with NGOs because the term NGO has negative connotations of “danger” and 

“being monitored.” Instead, some CSOs use the term “villagers’ representative,” which makes it easier for them to 

build trust with communities. In 2019, supporters of the military and monarchy increasingly used the new term 

“chung-chart” (nation-hater) to refer to those they deem a threat to national security or whose actions and views 

clash with those of the government and monarchy, including CSOs, human rights defenders, and political activists. 

In northeastern Thailand, public perceptions of CSOs improved after fourteen villagers from Sab Wai village 

working on land rights were imprisoned, causing the public to question the government’s intentions. 

In general, the government continues to perceive many CSOs as obstacles and enemies of the state. Businesses 

and the government perceive CSOs and human rights defenders—particularly those advocating against business 

activities and government-backed development projects or highlighting businesses’ labor practices—as obstacles. 

Consequently, they aim to discourage CSOs and activists from continuing their work by filing lawsuits against 

them.  

Given the hostile environment, CSOs and human rights defenders, especially those that work on politically 

sensitive issues, often practice self-censorship and do not publicize their work, as this would increase their risk of 

government monitoring and restriction. CSOs abide by internal codes of conduct or core values that are drafted 
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during the establishment of their organizations. CSOs typically do not produce annual reports, as most lack 

sufficient resources and staff. 

 

Disclaimer: The opinions expressed herein are those of the panelists and other project researchers and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of USAID or FHI 360. 
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