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ABOUT Politics

War on poverty a huge cross to bear for Agriculture Minister Grisada < PM’s ‘I'm a politician’ admission has key political

figures scrambling to back him < Prayut denies cracks are appearing in regime after reshuffle

Hearts and
minds quest

he military-led government has declared

war against poverty this year and prom-
ised the public that all efforts will be made
to increase the amount of money in people’s
pockets, especially for the poor so they can
enjoy a higher quality oflife with the benefits
it provides.

The Ministry of Agriculture and Coopera-
tives is the government’s key tool driving the
poverty-reducing policy for farmers who are
also the main vote base forall political parties.

Recently appointed Agriculture Minis-
ter Grisada Boonrach and his two aides —
Luck Wajananawat, the former chief of the
Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Coop-
eratives, and green farming expert Wiwat
Salyakamthorn — have made it clear the
government needs to win the hearts of the
people from the grassroots level up.

But this is no mean feat due to various
intangible factors many agriculture ministers
have experienced before. Even in the upper
echelons of the military regime it has been
getting harder to translate sound policies into
actionable plans.

Mr Grisada knows he’s been tasked with
the burden of creating more revenue for
the 3.96 million farmers registered as poor.
They have incomes ranging between 30,000
baht, considered below the nation’s poverty
line, and 100,000 baht per year, according to
the registration conditions.

His vast experience of dealing with people
in the countryside may help him converse
more easily with the poverty stricken but
he may lack the chops to handle state offi-
cials, who are the key drivers for the policy.
Traditionally, the Agriculture Ministry has
been known as a no-arguing community.
They agree to receive orders and then fail to
act on them. As such, it’s little surprise why
many policies never see the light of day or
concrete results.

Mr Grisada started his job by making a
commitment to represent farmers. He told a
gathering of them in front of the ministry that
he will deal with their debt problems usinga
special order issued under Section 44 of the
interim charter. This instructs the agriculture
minister to handle the debt problems within
aspecified time frame, A special committee,
including farmer representatives, has been
set up to deal with the issue.

The ministry also plans to improve the
skills of poor farmers, reduce their depend-

iQNewsAjert

ency on harmful chemicals such as pesticides
and help them find markets in which they can
sell their products. A mobile clinic will also
roam their communities, collecting feedback
and advice to send to target groups. Accord-
ing to the plan, all these moves will dovetail
to improve their quality of life significantly
within the next three to five years.

Unfortunately, the plans to achieve these
goals lack details.

Last year, the ministry was facing a tough
situation due to pressure from declining
rubber milk prices. The tumbling price was
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Grisada: Looking to cultivate voters

a reflection of policies that had been imple-
mented — including reducing the number of
plantations and delaying the harvest period
— but did not work well.

Rubber farmers threatened to protest in
front of Government House if the ministry
failed to boost sagging prices. They have
started to climb back up but the threat has
not completely dissipated.

The Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural
Cooperatives has given a positive forecast for
the prices of staple crops like rice and rubber
for 2018 due to higher demand from overseas
markets. This is also in line with expected
economic growth this year of more than 3.4%.
Such positive factors are likely to help ease the
pressure on the Agriculture Ministry.

Moreover, Somkid Jatusripitak, the deputy
prime minister who is in charge of the
economy, is now a key player in governing
the ministry.

Both ministers and state officials will be
closely watched and their work followed
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up on by the government's economic team
in order to check on how much progress is
being made.

Mr Grisada must show he can improve
efficiency before the general election takes
place in November, according to a source.
He will try hard to create a strong voter base
for the military regime and if he manages to
pull this off, he can expect to be very gener-
ously rewarded.

Jostling for
position

P rime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha'’s view
of himself as a “politician” is heating
up moves by key political figures to seek fresh
allies to support the military at the upcoming
general election.

Gen Prayut’s remark comes as suspicion
continues to build that the government may
be attempting to form a military-backed party.

Last month the premier exercised the all-
powerful Section 44 at his disposal to address
parties’ fears about notbeing able to meet the

Anutin: Eﬁeing Pheﬁ Thai defectnrs

Jan 5 deadline to update their memberships
and registrations.

The order, despite its aim to relax the time
frame set by the organic law on political par-
ties, has faced criticism for also requiring
all party members to register again, an act
seen as a ‘reset” enabling some to defect to
new camps.
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The prime minister drew attention again
on Wednesday when he described himself
for the first time as a “politician who used
to be a soldier” A number of politicians also
revealed they had decided to side with Gen
Prayut’s National Council for Peace and Order
(NCPO).

Among them are two former members of
the now-defunct Thai Rak Thai Party who
are asking former MPs from the party to join
their teams.

Former Sukhothai MP Somsak Thep-
suthin, who once helped ex-prime minister
Thaksin Shinawatra, is now clearly backing
the NCPO despite this being to the distaste
of many Pheu Thai members and their ally,
the pro-Thaksin United Front for Democracy
against Dictatorship.

Earlier, Mr Somsak played a role in for-
warding new development projects in the
lower North, covering his home province and
Phitsanulok, to Gen Prayut’s cabinet for con-
sideration. He asked the cabinet to allocate a
5-billion-baht budget during its meeting in
Sukhothai on Christmas Day.

The leader of the Matchima group is now
keeping himself busy asking Pheu Thai MPs
in the Northeast to join what is expected to
be his new political party.

With his years of experience in Thai Rak
Thai, the precursor of the Pheu Thai Party, Mr
Somsak knows who he should invite to join
him. He is targeting those in the Northeast,
known to be a Pheu Thai stronghold, believ-
ing they will strengthen his group’s politi-
cal competitiveness.

All this is being done while Mr Somsak
awaits a signal from the NCPO on when
political activities will be allowed to restart
in earnest.

Bhumjaithai Party leader Anutin Charnvi-
rakul is the other politician actively forming

Chatchai: Getting used to criticism

ateam to run in the election.

Like Mr Somsak, Mr Anutin has con-
nections with many former MPs who were
once in the same Thai Rak Thai camp with
him. He too has directed his focus on former
Pheu Thai MPs in the Northeast, hoping their
popularity among rural people in Isan will
help him win seats in the election.

But the two political heavyweights are still
waiting for clear answers to their calls.

Former MPs may need more time to
ponder their new offers, especially if they are
from political groups that sing from the same
hymn sheet as the NCPO.

It will not be easy for them to defect to
Pheu Thai as long as the view still prevails
within the party that villagers find sol-
diers unpalatable.

This opinion reflects the common belief
among many politicians that a military-
backed political party will struggle to gain
the trust of the people.

Italso implies that siding with the military
could prove a mistake.

As it is still the beginning of the year, it is
too early to tellwhether the persuasive tactics
of Mr Somsak and Mr Anutin will bear fruit, or
whether the military will have a further role
in Thai politics after the election.

The answers will gradually become clear
as the country counts down to the poll
in November.

We’re one big
happy family

rime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha has

brushed aside talk that cracks are devel-
oping in the National Council for Peace and
Order (NCPO) following the latest cabinet
reshuffle in which three NCPO members got
the chop.

Gen Prayut, as head of the NCPO, insisted
the camaraderie among members of the
regime must remain rock-solid.

Several key ministers who are military gen-
erals survived the axe in the latest cabinet
shake up.

A number of figures considered Gen
Prayut’s “brothers” from a common military
clique retained their ministerial posts.

They include Deputy Prime Minister
Prawit Wongsuwon, who concurrently serves
as the defence minister, and Interior Minister
Anupong Paojinda.

Only three ministers in uniform got the
axe. They were deputy defence minister Gen
Udomde;j Sitabutrand two deputy prime min-
isters, Gen Tanasak Patimapragorn and Adm
Narong Pipatanasai.

But eachretains his seat on the NCPO. Gen
Tanasak and Adm Narong are still serving as

NCPO deputy chiefs.

The 15-member NCPO is made up of mili-
taryleaders who are the “original” coup-mak-
ers, having engineered the 2014 putsch, and
armed forces leaders who take turns being
appointed to the NCPO annually after they
retire from the armed forces.

The only civilian member in the NCPO is
Meechai Ruchupan, chairman of the Con-
stitution Drafting Committee (CDC). He was
appointed to help the NCPO handle legal
affairs from the beginning,

“We work as a team, like brothers. There
are no conflicts or cracks whatsoever in
the NCPO. Though Gen Tanasak and Adm
Narong have left the cabinet, there are no
problems because we understand each
other,” Gen Prayut said.

He went on to say he has also cleared the
air with Gen Udomdej, who is willing to con-
tinue to work as a member of the NCPO.

Gen Chatchai Sarikulya, who was shifted
from the post of agriculture and cooperatives
minister to the post of deputy prime minister
in the latest shake-up, said he is enjoying a
lighter workload in his new role and is quite
satisfied with it.

However, Gen Chatchai has complained
of being a favourite target for criticism over
the past three years since joining the cabinet
regardless of which posthe assumed. None-
theless, he said he is coming to terms with
this as a fact of life.

“At first, I found it hard to stomach all the
criticism. But as time passed, I've gotused to
itand nowI can accept it,” Gen Chatchai said.

No sooner did he assume the post of
deputy prime minister than he again found
himself in the firing line over the expensive
puppies which Gen Prayut bought recently
as planned to hand outas gifts, thus exposing
him to claims of graft.

“When you are in politics, you must be
ready to take the flak,” Gen Chatchai said.

However, Gen Chatchai said he is
still happy that he is no longer among
lesser known cabinet ministers who are
easily forgotten.

“Wherever I go, people recognise and greet
me. They recognise me either for the things
I've been criticised for or the work I've done.
Either way, I always do my job to the best of
my ability,” he said.

He rejected rumours that he may be
named secretary-general of a new military-
backed political party that is established to
be set up to support Gen Prayut’s political
ambitions after the general election expected
late this year.
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