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he Great Flood of 2011 has passed, confusingly
and chaotically, leaving in its wake tremendous
damages to lives, living quarters, shops, indus-
tries and public properties. To date, not all dam-
ages have been rehabilitated. Apart from recompensing
a great number of victims for their losses, the govern-
ment has an urgent task to formulate and implement
protective measures against future disasters in order to
mstill confidence in the people and the business sector.

In light of what happened, academics, experts and
scholars of various stripes have analyzed the event and
identified the causes that led to such calamity. It basi-
cally boils down to three major factors: deforestation as
the result of illegal logging or encroachment for land;
inappropriate city planning or non-compliance or lack
of enforcement of city plans; and, inefliciency in the
nation’s water resources management. It can be safely
said that all three factors are caused by humans.

It is true that the experts have insisted that, despite
the volume of rainfall last year being greater than that
in many years past, the floods should not have caused
such devastating damages. Nevertheless, the global cli-
mate change will likely lead to future natural disasters
to become more severe and more difficult to predict.
Consequently, any planning to cope with future disasters
needs to incorporate this issue into the process.

It means that such a plan (or plans) must take into
account all contributing factors and devise measures to
manage disasters in a holistic manner. Priority of con-
sideration must be given to impacts to the natural eco-
system. This is because the ecological system is the most
important line of defense that will ensure sustainable
protection against disasters. ll
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When Germans Accept
Basin Agreement

Dr Saranarat Kanjanavanit

he unusually heavy flooding during the last

4-5 years have made people from all walks

of life talk about how to adapt themselves

to deal with the upcoming floods. The

topics range from how to manage basins

through an integrative approach to how
individuals may adjust themselves, revival of our local
wisdoms such as building houses on high stilts, to grow-
ing water resistant breeds of rice that can grow tall as the
water rises, allowing farmers to harvest the rice while on
the boats. Although the yields of such rice are lower, it is
better than losing everything in the floods.

However, the recent flooding could not be dealt with
through the traditional Thai way. The water in many
flooded areas was over 3-meter high, up to the roof and
second floor. The stilts on which the houses rest were
simply not high enough. And no breeds of rice could
survive the flooding.

We are facing a new phenomenon that calls for our
collaborative efforts to reflect on ourselves and the situa-
tion and to seriously find solutions together.

Thailand is not the only country that is facing this
situation. Germany is one of many countries facing a
similar fate. The weather there fluctuates in an irregu-
lar manner. When it’s dry, it’s very dry. When it rains,
it pours causing floods. Such abnormality is becoming
more and more frequent, particularly in 1997 when
a great flood disaster struck the east of Germany and
Poland, causing a high death toll.

The German people were badly shaken up by that
incident so much so that the German government felt
compelled to find a solution. Both local and international
media played up the story, demanding that the society must
seriously think about adapting to the changing climate.

During the past century, Germany and other Euro-
pean countries on the flood plains tried to solve flooding
problems by applying the early 20th-century approach
in a situation quite different from the current one. At
the time, the Europeans reclaimed the flooded areas
and turned them into cropland and residential areas,
using their engineering prowess to control nature. They
reshaped the meandering rivers to flow in a straight line
to speed up the flow of water to the sea. This approach
often caused flash floods on downstream areas. To solve
the problem, they built walls along both banks of the riv-
ers to prevent the water from inundate the land behind
the walls, making it possible for people to grow crops and
build their houses on the land that was previously a flood
plain.
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A map of the Oder River on the border of Germany and Poland.

Straightening the river and building walls along
its banks forced the water to flow in a narrow channel.
When the weather turned ugly and it pours down rain,
the river overflowed the walls, sending floods into the
residential areas and disaster results.

It was then obvious that the German river basins
needed areas to retain flood water, becoming seasonally
flooded plains, for an obvious reason that the river walls
could not be built ever higher without spending astro-
nomical amounts of money. Yet, it was also impossible to
restore the lowlands back to their original conditions 100
or 200 years ago because they were already populated.
What was more feasible an action that could be done
within a few years was to move the walls further inland
to expand the flood zones with as little impact as possible
on the local inhabitants. This was easier said than done
as the lands next to the rivers were mainly agricultural
and inhabited areas, even small villages. If the residents
chose not to accept compensation from the government
and move out, they would have to reconcile to the fact
that their lands would be flooded seasonally.

The widened flood zones have become grasslands
for livestock instead of croplands during the dry season.

OWvh across the sky



8

unshAd -

IWau 2555 e January - April 2012

roncdirvntouuIUoIces naidov Lebus — panoramio.com
A grass meadow on the bank of the Oder near the town of Lebus in
Germany — panoramio.com
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But one of these areas was turned into a national park,
where the flood walls were dismantled, allowing the land
to be flooded during the rainy season. The vast wetland
soon attracted large flocks of birds and became a sanctu-
ary for endangered wildlife such as bison. Tourism and
recreation became the local economy’s lifeline.

The difficulty in solving the problem was not in try-
ing to find a solution. It was clear that the land use must
be changed to be harmonious with the ecological system.
The difficulty is the negotiation and trade-off between
experts of various disciplines and the local stakeholders
to reach a conclusion in a broad picture and in details.

Dr Matthias Freude, president of the Brandenburg
State Office of Environment, Health and Consumer
Protection of Germany, who visited Thailand in early
September last year said: “A small disaster 1s a good
thing. It wakes people up and effects quick change in the
way they think. Even though there were a lot of conflict-
ing ideas at the beginning, an agreement was reached
within a short time.” When all parties are willing to solve
a problem, there is always a way. That’s why the State of
Brandenburg was able to implement a concrete solution
within a short few years.

The situations in Thailand and in Germany are
quite different in many ways although they are similar
in the way that both countries have ruined the natural
water flow by constructing all kinds of structures in the
wrong places. We both destroyed the buffer and flood
zones along the rivers. What is interesting, and worry-
ing, 1s that the Meteorological Department found that
the volume of rainwater the past year, while larger than
that in normal years, was not excessively so compared to
other years with a large rainfall volume. Why, then, was
the flood more severe than all other years?

Taking all available data into consideration, it should
not come as a surprise that many factors have coalesced
to cause exponential impacts. Some observers pointed
out that flooding became increasingly severe after each
(subdistrict)
started building flood walls to protect its own area with-

Tambon Administration  Organization
out joint planning with its neighbors. But Nature knows
no administrative boundaries. Management to cope with
Nature must be an integrated one that allows localities to
work in harmony.

When dealing with water; we need to look at it at
the regional level. This is one of very few issues that all
members of the European Union have agreed to set up
rules together.

WATER LINKS ALL ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS
IN THE WORLD

When rain falls, part of it is absorbed by the soil and
moves down slowly underground. The other part washes
over the ground surface. The two parts, then, join to
form waterways, from small ones to large ones, becoming
large bodies of water flowing to the sea. On its journey,
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it erodes the land and carries with it minerals and other
substances. Waterways thus act like veins nourishing the
land, keeping it moist and enriching it with nutrients and
minerals along the way towards the sea, the largest body
of water of all. The sea gives off more than half of the
oxygen through photosynthesis by planktons that sustain
living beings, and it absorbs 93% of the carbon dioxide
in the air.

What happens in one area has direct impact on
other areas under the water system without regard to
administrative boundaries. Water management 1s, there-
fore, one of the few issues that the EU treats at a regional
level. It created a major set of top-down rules governing
the entire region. Some of the rules are set for general
use while others provide broad guidelines for individual
localities to set their own targets for achievement as they
see fit.

The first EU-wide rule is about quality of water in
natural sources. This rule, established since the 1970s,
is simple to understand. Everyone needs clean water to
drink and to clean. Water, whether clean or dirty, affects
our senses directly. Its smell and color have a direct
impact on our quality of life, the fact of which Thai
people had had a first-hand experience living in stagnant
water during last year’s great flood.

In general, a source of pollution that can be man-
aged easily is often in the industrial sector because it is
casy to identify the point of discharge of polluted water
and control (if monitoring is done honestly and the law is
seriously enforced). Polluted water from communities is a
little harder to manage but not impossible. But the most
difficult pollution source to manage is the agricultural
sector because there are no specific points of discharge.
The pollutants include chemical fertilizers and insecti-
cides that pollute all over the ground and are washed
down by rain into public water sources before flowing
into the sea, killing large numbers of marine lives. This is
one of the major causes of the ecological destruction of
the Andaman coasts.

However, within the last 2-3 decades, Western
Europe was able to manage the quality of fresh water
sources quite well. Thames River in London, which was
extremely polluted during the 60s, now counts trout as its
residents. Although agricultural pollutants still could not
be controlled fully until a shift to organic farming takes
place, the problem has become much less severe after
farmers have been asked not to remove natural plants
within a 10-meter radius from waterways. The plants
not only protect the banks against erosion and trap silt
washed away from the land surface but also absorb pol-
lutants in flood water.

However, the wellbeing of a watercourse does
not depend on the cleanliness of the water only but it
mvolves three factors: quality, volume, and physical
properties. The three factors form a support system for
plants and aquatic animals. Building of dams, straight-
ening of waterways and building of flood walls that
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had been done so much in Europe contributed to the
destruction of the rivers’ physical properties. Ecologists
and biologists have for decades pushed for the restoration
of natural watercourses. There has been some success.
For example, Denmark had put some bends back to their
waterways. Nevertheless, this proved to be a difficult task
until the flood disasters in early 2000s have prompted
people to pay attention to restoration of natural water
sources.

According to NatCatService 2006 (Natural Catas-
trophe Service in Munich), flooding is a natural phenom-
enon in Europe which has seen increasing severity since
after World War II, first gradually, then exponentially
since 1985. Between the years 2000-2006, the EU faced
123 flood disasters, covering 4.9 million square km or ten
times the size of Thailand, resulting in 429 deaths and
500,000 people evacuated. Losses from 27 of the most
severe floods amounted to 27 billion Euros or more than
1 trillion baht. Each flooding costs 40,000 million baht.

The numbers seem dramatically high. But it pales
when compared with the loss sustained in the 2011 flood
disaster in Thailand. That single disaster cost 500 lives
and over 1 trillion baht according to the World Bank. It
was truly a catastrophe.

The unimaginable loss stemmed from inappropriate
land use. For example, industrial estates are located in
the plains with fertile soil endowed with natural fertilizers
from frequent flooding, making it more suitable for grow-
ing crops. Couple it with the lack of systematic warning
system and confusing flood prevention plans and we have
an abnormal disaster.

Looking back at the EUj, the frequent flooding forced
them to investigate the real cause of it. They found that
the number one culprit was not climate change that
brought about the unusually large volume of rainfalls.
In fact, the real culprit is the walls along the rivers that
had their bends straightened. This resulted in the loss of
natural flood plains and retention areas along the banks.
Some rivers in Europe, for instance the Oder River, have
walls along 90% of their banks. It is a long-standing, cen-
tury-old problem arising from attempts to control nature,
prevent flooding, and force flood water to go out to sea
as fast as possible. And then they turned the reclaimed
plains into croplands, and established human settlements
as cities expanded. They even paved concrete along the
banks, on the beds of water channels, and over vast land
surface, thus depriving the soil the ability to absorb water.

The 2011 flood disaster in Thailand’s Central Plains
should have woken us up to the importance of the power
of the soil to absorb water. We had witnessed more than
10 billion cubic meters of a water mass approaching
Bangkok. But the actual volume that Bangkok had to
face was only 30% of the total. Of the remaining 70%,
half of it seeped into the ground or was trapped in the
fields with their various bodies of water while the rest
flowed into Chao Phraya, Tha Chin and Bang Pakong

rivers.
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BUBLUULSUWOIDICOS 100V Lebus — panoramio.com
A community in Lebus on the bank of the Oder. — panoramio.com

Ihlolcosauus:nAluiaud - dieseldiaries.wordpress.com
The Oder river runs along the border of Poland. — dieseldiaries.wordpress.
com

The attempt to squeeze the water into a narrow gap
prevents it from swelling sideway and being absorbed
into the ground. This is the main reason that caused
flood disasters in Europe.

It is clear that the basin management system has to
change. The Europeans say similarly that managing river
basins needs an integrative approach. But this does not
mean simply the coordination among various state agen-
cies in moving the water masses as the Thai government
has been talking about. Instead, we need to review all
dimensions of the water system, including the functions
of the ecological system and the demands of humans.

We should not focus only on the negative effects of
flooding, that leads us to spend astronomical sums to pre-
vent it. It 1s more interesting to find ways to reduce and
manage the risks of flooding. If we focus on flood pre-
vention only, we will not benefit from the water ecologi-
cal system. More importantly, we should have learned
that we cannot win over nature. Thinking about ways
to reduce and manage flooding risks would give us an
opportunity to take advantage of beneficial services that
water provides to all lives on earth, while we ponder
about means to prevent any losses from flooding. l
Dr Saranarat Kanjanavanit is secretary general of Green World
Foundation, and blogger and columnist on green living

OWvh across the sky

11



1 u-'

- |soo uoa rmi‘ru og)seN... MW aan cnufoiiiou
Ty SeeS——

of Life It’s a Changin’

’th.Wag
ry I\m Kunjara Na Ayuttaya Photos Dilok Tamjaipuan

-

-.'Jathum Thani — A man wi

Unusiti - thigpducieaaioaiusionuaaasvac MirnansnuIStOwWeEWooNINWUT
e ﬂoodvxiater in the area of Rangsit Fresh Market. The flood has forced evacuation of many households.

Ay



Unsasse — ourunan Uoonuuinounobnaaunsaosse nontlououan
INALUCBINALIAUASAOSSH AavnundntivSoaanuun idaameafioljog

Nakhon Sawan — An earthen dyke that the mayor of Nakhon Sawan spent
over 100 million baht to build eventually gives way to the flood.
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Pathum Thani — A boat carrying relief bags accompanied by donors and
members of the press but no oars is being pulled by a local official to
houses of villagers stranded by floods.

The 2011 flood was

the worst in 50 years.

Two-thirds of the country was inundated.

The damages were estimated at 200 billion baht.

The death toll reached 816.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) last year ranked Bangkok
7th on its list of cities most vulnerable to coastal
flooding.

The crisis displaced 10 million people and sub-
merged around 13 million rai of farmland. It was a disas-
ter that resurrected old questions for extensive debate in
Thai society.

Start with the basic question as to whether flood-
ing is an unavoidable natural phenomenon. What are
the percentages of damage attributable to acts of God
and to man-made changes? How much can the crisis be
attributed to the state’s failure in water management and
a political system that the public could not turn to in an
emergency?
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Will Thailand repeatedly suffer other floods on this
scale?

The post-flood problem-solving structure of respon-
sible agencies shows obstacles and difficulties in systemic
water management and is far from being concrete.

Nevertheless, the devastating floods forged a collec-
tive social acceptance that lessons should be reviewed
and drawn from a survey of actual successes and failures.
If society together can learn systematically, the body of
knowledge on floodwater management can be formed
and the severity of or losses from future flooding can be
mitigated.

Lastly, any collective look into the future, lessons
drawn and problems solved today may give Thailand an
answer and a way-out from this cyclical problem. They
may also help avert conflicts in water management, con-
cerning both flood and drought that increase in severity
and recur yearly.
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Pathum Thani — Floods making regular alms-taking rounds impossible, two
monks go by a small boat to a major market to obtain food and necessities
for fellow monks.
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Ayutthaya — Wat Chaiwatthanaram, a UNESCO World Heritage site, is severely flooded but it does not deter some villagers from taking their boats out to
serve tourists.

THE ROOT CAUSES

The widely-quoted statistics put Thailand’s post-
flood recovery budget at over 80-90 billion baht a year.

Look back at the lower Chao Phraya Plain that
experienced several major floods. The records on the
1942 flood (during the reign of King Rama VII) show
the maximum floodwater level observed at the Phra
Phuttha Yodfa (Memorial) Bridge measured 2.3 meters
above mean sea level. There was then no reservoir like
the Bhumibol Dam, which was built in 1964, and the
Sirikit Dam in 1971.

Despite the construction of dams at water sources,
many severe floods ensued in 1978, 1980 and 1983, caus-
ing extensive areas to be inundated. Based on informa-
tion from the Office of Hydrology and Water Manage-
ment in the Royal Irrigation Department, the water lev-
els observed at the Memorial Bridge measured 2.13 and
2.25 meters above mean sea level.

During the two decades from 1989 to 2010, Thai-
land incurred damages from floods amounting to 130
billion baht. The worst damages amounted to 72,000
million baht in 1993, followed by 16,338 million baht in
2010, 13,385 million baht in 2002, 11,739 million baht
in 1989, and 10,320 million baht in 2000. In terms of
flooding frequency, there are 17 in 2003 and 14 in 2001
covering 60 provinces.

From information compiled by the Thailand Infor-
mation Center for Civil Rights and Investigative Journal-
ism (T'CIJ), residents of the lower North and the Central
Plains experienced severe flooding in many provinces.
Sukhothai, Uttaradit, Phitsanulok, Phetchabun, Phichit
and Nakhon Sawan in particular faced 8-10 floods in 10
years. Chainat, Singburi, Ang Thong, Lop Buri, Ayut-
thaya and Suphan Buri experienced a recurrence of no
more than three floods in 10 years.

It is remarkable that these provinces, including other

provinces in the East, West and South, have broken
records in terms of flood recurrence and duration.

State agencies estimated that initial damages from
last year’s flood may be 400-500 billion baht, while the
World Bank estimated the damages, which include future
loss of economic opportunities, at no less than 1.4 trillion
baht.

The disturbing scenes recur almost every year. The
difference is public statistics leave out the annual inunda-
tion of houses along main rivers in various provinces, the
diverse and unpredictable water levels and the increase
in severity and breadth of affected areas.

Unlike previous years, flash floods that hit Bangkok
brought forth extensive information and analyses that
were never before available to the public.

Government officials, academics and conservation-
ists of various fields analyzed the causes of floods from
many perspectives, factors, and components, all of which
are related to the facts of the catastrophic flooding.

RAINFALL, WATER RUNOFF
FROM THE NORTH AND
OCEAN SURGES

Analyses by many think
tanks blamed climate change
for abnormally heavy unsea-
sonal rainfall that continued
from June to October
2011 in the upper §
North and the
upper Chao Phraya
Plain, which was
approximately 39%
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Pathum Thani — Many families
move to a make-shift shelter

on the railway track near

Lak Hok railway station after
prolonged flooding of their homes
exacerbated by the big bags that
officials use to prevent floodwaters
from entering Bangkok.
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Lop Buri — A woman tries to hold back tears as she contemplates her
future outlook after the plant pots she bought with a 300,000-baht bank
loan were damaged in the flood.

above average precipitation in the North and approxi-
mately 22% above average precipitation in the Central
Plains. Heavy rain was brought along by five tropical
storms in 2011: Haima that deluged Thailand from
25-30 June, Nock-Ten from 30 July-3 August, Haitang
from 27-28 September, Nesat from 25 September-1
October, and Nalgae from 30 September-5 October.
Powerful monsoon troughs moved pass the North in
three periods: 10-12 and 15-19 August, and 8-12 Sep-
tember. The continued runoft from August to the mid-
dle of October reached Nakhon Sawan at the speed of
4,686 cubic meters (cu m) per second and the volume of
water flows was 36,961 million cu m, which is 9,890 mil-
lion cu m higher than the 1995 volume.

Although climate change is the last factor men-
tioned, Dr Anond Snidvongs, director of the Geo-Infor-
matics and Space Technology Development Agency
(GISTDA), estimated that the impact of climate change
correlated with this flood crisis to the tune of 10-15%
and corresponded to rising global temperatures. The
other 70-80% stemmed from natural disaster.

The 10-15% correlation is material now that our
livelihoods and developments are on the brink of change.
With disasters becoming more frequent and more severe,
men might not be able to cope with this abrupt change.

With respect to impacts from natural disasters, it
1s important to understand fundamental information.
The Chao Phraya Plain consists of Ping, Wang, Yom,
Nan, Chao Phraya, Sakae Krang, Pasak and Tha Chin
river basins, which cover a total area of 157,925 sq km,
have an average annual precipitation of 1,300 mm and
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Uttaradit — Soldiers use heavy machinery to build a temporary bridge to
replace the old one swept away by the flood at Ban Ton Khanun village in
Nan Pat district. The bridge will allow help to reach many other villages.

an average annual runoff of 33,132 million cu m. The
northern plains have total water storage capacity of
25,773 million cu m and the central plains’ capacity is
2,124 million cu m. The lower Chao Phraya River can
channel 3,500 cu m of water per second, without over-
flowing its banks.

The flood disaster in late 2011 followed heavy rain-
fall of 142% above average precipitation. All dams in the
West and Central Plains, particularly the major Sirikit,
Pasak Jolasid and Bhumibol dams, were full and had to
discharge water. The bulk of water added to floodwaters
that reached the Central Plains.

The masses of water from the North merged
with cumulative runoffs in the lower Central Plains in
November. River banks burst and 17,729 million cu m
of water submerged farmland. High tides from the sea at
that time made it slow to drain floodwaters from Chao
Phraya River to the Gulf of Thailand. Over two-thirds
of the country was under water.

Millions of people had to live with water. They came
to realize the long forgotten fact that their residences sit
on a river basin which must weather seasons of rain and
high tides in accordance with nature’s cycle. This recog-
nition and the impacts from this turbulent shift in nature
are not as important as pinpointing those responsible for
this natural calamity. It is undeniable that responsible
agencies made mistakes in water management.

“MANAGEABLE” “IN CONTROL”
“LIVE WITH WATER”

Water management during the high tide season is
the responsibility of the Subcommittee on Water Status
Analysis and Monitoring, comprising representatives
from relevant agencies: the Royal Irrigation Department,
Thai Meteorological Department, Hydro and Agro
Informatics Institute, Bangkok Metropolitan Adminis-
tration’s Department of Drainage and Sewerage, Navy’s
Hydrographic Department, Department of Water
Resources, Department of Disaster Prevention and Miti-
gation, Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand,
Office of the Royal Development Projects Board and the
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tambon Lak Hok in Pathum Thani to Don Muang Airport for a distance
of 6 km, which sparks conflicts between residents on both sides of this
floodwall. — Chiraphan Khamphaphan
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Committee for Water Management of Greater Bangkok
under Royal Directives. Any person who issues instruc-
tions must receive prior approval from the cabinet which
is in charge of national policy.

Samut Songkhram Senator Surachit Chiravet said
the public was confused and panicked during the crisis.
It is normal that mistakes are made when government
agencies of central and local levels work together. Each
agency had to adapt to the situations at hand because
policymakers could not handle the crisis as seen in the
instructions they gave which were vague and lacked
direction. Each agency had to protect its area.

“Policymakers who are supposed to be in charge
fanned confusion. For example, recall the instruction
given to responsible agencies to adapt the 2T-2R princi-
ple of the Bang Rakam Model in solving problems under
the unprecedented floods. This caused each agency to
defend its own area without any supportive plan,” said
Surachit.

“Poor preparation and supervision exacerbated this
fiasco. Of millions of sand bags, FROC (Flood Relief
Operations Center) dispatched 3 million bags and
another 3,500 big bags, without any instructions as to
what should be done and where. There was no center
to coordinate help on the ground to flood victims. Aid
agencies and volunteers had no access to people who
were stranded in their homes without food and water...”

In view of the flood chaos, 63 senators on 7 Novem-
ber 2011 petitioned for a general debate in Parliament
so that the cabinet would give facts on their mismanage-
ment of floods. The senators pointed out that the gov-
ernment was unable to contain the situations. The capi-
tal was under siege from the water and 3 million people
were affected. The government failed to provide relief to
flood victims, who lacked basic essentials. This reflected
the government’s lapses in water management and vic-
tims’ rehabilitation, and Thailand was expected to incur
tens of billions of baht in economic damages.

At that time, the government tried to shore up public
confidence that it was in control of the crisis. The phrase
that people repeatedly heard or read from the media is
“Aow Yue (manageable).” As a large quantity of water
approached the north of Bangkok, the government main-
tained that the government was “in control.” When the
government lost the battle to protect Bangkok, the public
was asked to adapt themselves to “live with water.”

Seemingly, the variety of measures — such as tempo-
rary flood barriers, control of the opening or closing of
sluice gates, the diversion or pumping of floodwaters, the
placing of big bags or giant sand bags — not only failed to
resist the onslaught of masses of water, but also fanned
conflicts between government agencies and the public,
or among the public to an unprecedented scale. More-
over, the attempts to assist the large number of victims
hit obstacles, from flood warnings in risk areas, to evacu-
ation announcements. This included unpreparedness to
help victims, for example the establishment of evacua-
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Bangkok — Donated clothes are laid out to dry on the roof top of Phahon
Yothin Police Station. They became wet after the police station was
flooded. Once dry, they were distributed to flood victims.

tion centers and shelters, which stemmed from lack of
management experience.

Many responsible persons in government agencies
admitted their failures through the media. They sought
public understanding that they were unable to accurately
predict the weather conditions, resulting in mistakes in
water status analysis and monitoring and mishandling of
the abnormal volume of water. The crisis worsened, as
a result.

The management of the Bhumibol, Sirikit and
Pasak Jolasid dams was seen as a main cause of the
marked escalation in floods. Dam water level manage-
ment is typically based on years of inflow statistics and
database which are compiled to map out proper water
levels for different periods. There is no contingency plan
for an unexpected surge in water volume. The increases
or decreases of natural inflows have changed sharply
from past records due to changes in forest conditions and
sediment flow and accumulation. Mistakes occurred as
such database was used in determining the amount of
water to be held or discharged. Moreover, the manage-
ment of upstream dams does not correspond with the
release of water from the lower Chao Phraya Plains. A
massive amount of discharges got out of control.

The truth of flawed decisions on overall flood-con-
trol measures lay in political interventions and unfair dis-
crimination as to which persons or arcas should carry
the load of the disaster. This is an old issue which has
lingered through several governments and there seems to
be no direction as to how the problem can be solved in a
way acceptable to all concerned parties.

These frustrating problems took a new twist when
1,047 flood victims in January this year brought a case
before the Central Administrative Court, demanding the
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Bangkok — Don Muang Airport, which was designated a relief center, becomes inundated, a clear sign that the government’s attempt to stem the flood
has failed. — Photo courtesy of The Bangkok Post
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Chai Nat — A shopkeeper finds herself idle after the flood hits the main Chai
Nat market in Muang district and halts all trade there.

government be liable for damages for the mismanage-
ment of floodwaters and nondisclosure of accurate and
clear information on the volume of water, thereby caus-
ing distress and damage to many people. This was the
first time in Thai history that the government was taken
to court for monetary damages resulting from flood con-
trol failures.

WATER MANAGEMENT SCHEME
FOR 25 RIVER BASINS

After the crisis receded, a subcommittee on sustain-
able solutions to water resources management unveiled
and proposed a strategic plan for sustainable and holis-
tic flood management in the Chao Phraya river basin
(Ping, Wang, Yom, Nan, Sakae Krang, Pasak, Tha Chin
and Chao Phraya) to the Strategic Committee for Water
Resources Management for consideration.

The scheme identifies three causes of floods.

Firstly, there was a natural cause due to the abnor-
mally high rainfall.

Secondly, there had been prolonged and accumu-
lated environmental and ecosystem degradation, which
resulted from changes in land utilization, decline in for-
est areas, conversion of agricultural areas to industrial
zones and real estate projects, and encroachment of
water sources, rivers, natural canals and brooks, wetlands
and ponds. The natural water retention areas (known
as “Monkey Cheeks”), which are farmlands, were not
enough to store the massive volume of water.

Thirdly, there was ineffective water management,
overall and at local level. The subcommittee cited inap-
propriate management of water in the Bhumibol, Sirikit
and Pasak Jolasid dams, imbalance or inappropriate
management of water diversion and distribution by pub-
lic agencies in terms of areas and time constraints, and
lack of teamwork among provincial offices, sub-district
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administration organizations, urban communities, indus-
trial estates and Greater Bangkok’s economic zones.

There was no holistic management of sub-river
basins of Ping, Wang, Yom, Nan, Sakae Krang and
Pasak basins in order to retain and hold water for use in
the dry season as well as reduce flood risks.

Performances and data of relevant agencies were
not in sync for the purposes of analysis, model creation
and determination of options for flooded areas crucial
for timely decision making, Information on warning area
scenarios was not communicated to and shared with the
public in order to shore up their confidence and aware-
ness, and curb panic. No proper law was implemented
to govern river basins in the central, regional and local
areas. No project was initiated to develop water sources
which would hold water during high tide season and in
case of abnormally high volume of water.

Dikes, irrigation roads, sluices and irrigation canals,
which are parts of the water management structure,
were degraded and had been subject to encroachment
from local communities. The existing flood barriers and
those erected during the crisis neither corresponded nor
were effective. Over the past 50 years, water manage-
ment tools, such as sluices, water control buildings and
pumps, were inadequate and nonoperational during the
high tide period.

In summary, the overall water management lacked
unity, a single command authority and a long-term
master plan, resulting in unclear, aimless and disrupted
operations. The government did not provide continuous
funding. The database was not systematic and up-to-
date. Laws governing water resources are outdated and
inconsistent with overall management operations.

With heightened awareness of possible flood prob-
lems in the future, the public far and wide has called for
a complete overhaul of the water management system.
The public also demands holistic flood management in
order to prevent a repeat of the disaster.

Public, private and academic agencies have floated
anti-flood proposals which differ in lines of thinking and
aims.

350-BILLION-BAHT FLOOD CONTROL PLAN

On 27 December 2011, the cabinet passed a resolu-
tion to approve the establishment of a 350-billion-baht
fund for investing in a fundamental structure for long-
term holistic water management.

Many parties are closely watching the 25 river basins
scheme which will draw on this budget.

The nonphysical measures under the scheme are,
for example, assessment of buildings’ security and safety,
irrigation, increase in capacity and efficiency of water
prediction technology, application of information verifi-
cation and tracking system, and dissemination of knowl-
edge and understanding to all sectors. Several experts
saw that these measures are already included in typical
missions of government agencies.
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Many administrative measures have not been drawn
up in concrete detail. They include the development of
inundated areas management, planning on the use and
retention of floodwaters for agriculture and fishery, mod-
ification of farmers’ behavior in order to reduce risks of
damages during high tide season, maintenance of land
use through implementation of city plans, and integra-
tion of river basin activities. The question is whether or
not such measures can be implemented.

The most controversial are the physical measures.
Some projects raised many parties’ concerns about wide-
spread impacts on the public and ecosystem and escalation
of flood problems in many dimensions. Examples include
the construction of dams, reservoirs, floodwalls along main
rivers, water diversion, floodways and coastal dams.

All eyes are on not only mega projects, but also
on decisions to build flood barriers in economic areas,
dredging and expansion of waterways, expansion of
irrigation canals and acquisition of water retention sites,
such as low-lying inundated areas, Monkey Cheek areas
and large ponds. The question is whether the entire body
of knowledge was accounted for and acceptance was
sought from the public who have the right to take part in
decision making:

Although project development plans were drawn up
and studies were conducted for many physical measures,
academics and NGOs were critical and long-term resi-
dents in the affected areas voiced opposition. Most of the
projects (as listed below) are likely to face local resistance.

Yom Kaeng Suea Ten dam project 1,175

Alternative projects: Yom River dam and Upper

Yom River dam, with a capacity of 660 million cu m
Ping | Mae Chaem dam project 135
Nan Nam Khek dam project 180-500
Sakae | Mae Wong dam project 250
Krang
Chao | Project to develop and allocate low-lying areas into | 2,900
Phraya | water retention sites, by turning 12 low-lying

farming areas into such sites

Project on 2-million-rai water retention areas in 36,000

the Chao Phraya Plain from Nakhon Sawan down
to the lower Chao Phraya Plain. Initially, 20 fields
with a total area of 1.15 million rai in 6 provinces
have been earmarked:

« Nakhon Sawan: 7 fields, 559,289 rai,
2,124 million cu m

« Chainat: 138,711 rai, 416 million cu m

« Sing Buri: 2 fields, 164,374 rai, 394 million cu m
« Lop Buri: 2 fields, 101,971 rai, 176 million cu m

« Ang Thong: 2 fields, 66,900 rai, 107 million cu m
- Ayutthaya: 6 fields, 118,636 rai, 447 million cu m

Source: Strategic Plan for Integrated and Sustainable Management of
Floods in the Choa Phraya River Basin

For the Chao Phraya river basin, a project is under
way to divert water from the east of the Chao Phraya
River in the area of Chai Nat-Pasak Canal. The project
will raise the rate of water diversion from 210 cu m per
second to 1,000 cu m per second. The Royal Irrigation
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Department is considering diverting water from areas
to the west of the Chao Phraya River, before the river
reaches the Chao Phraya Dam, into the sea at no less
than 1,000 cu m per second.

For the Tha Chin River, a project is set to dig canal
shortcuts from the river and build sluices in order to con-
trol discharges from the west of Bangkok.

The Royal Irrigation Department and the Depart-
ment of Highways are also discussing joint development
of a water drainage channel along with the third ring
road. Waterways would be dug from the left (east) of the
Chao Phraya River in Bang Sai district of Ayutthaya
in order to be able to channel approximately 500 mil-
lion cu m of water per second particularly from areas
in Ayutthaya, Lop Buri, Pathum Thani, Chachoengsao
and Bangkok.

Academics and environmentalists with extensive
experience in water management point to major prob-
lems to follow. The main issue is the projects go against
nature because most of the country’s areas are lowlands
and lie in the water’s passage. The past and previous
flood lessons prove that structures are not a true solution
to prevent flooding.

EVERYBODY WANTS A FLOODWAY

The concept of floodway to speed up discharges is widely
accepted. Many proposals were raised, including:

The “Water Motorway” Project was tabled by Team Group,
which is a local business consultancy group specializing in water
sources and energy. A 180m wide and 8m deep canal with a
sluice to be located in the north of Bang Pa-in district of Ayut-
thaya is to have a capacity to drain runoff at the rate of 1,150 cu
m per second or 100 million cu m per day. This Water Motorway
will run along the third Ring Road with a canal in the middle. The
project would cost about 160 billion baht.

The “Super Express Floodway” Project was proposed by
Prof Dr Thanawat Jarupongsakul, head of the Unit for Disaster
and Land Information Studies, Faculty of Science, Chulalongkorn
University. The floodway is to run through Chai Nat-Pasak Canal,
Raphiphat Canal and Phra-ong Chao Chaiyanuchit Canal, for a
total length of over 200 km. The project’s tag price is no less than
100 billion baht.

The “Special Drainage Ways” Project initiated by Taweejit
Chandrasakha, president of the Association of Siamese Architects
Under Royal Patronage. This project comprises two routes of no
more than 80 kilometers long. The first route runs from Rangsit to
the Gulf of Thailand and the second from Rangsit to the Tha Chin
River. The drainage ways are to cut across the Chao Phraya River
from the east to the west to divert runoff to farming areas.

The “Multi-Service Flood Tunnel System” Project is a
brainchild of Dr Suchatvee Suwansawat, chairman of Thailand
Underground and Tunneling Group, Engineering Institute of Thai-
land under HM the King’s Patronage. The 100km long tunnel is
to run along the eastern outer ring road from Ayutthaya to Samut
Prakan, has a drainage network connecting with canals, such
as Rangsit Canal and Raphiphat Canal and then connect with
a large pond which will be used to control the volume of water
diverted into the sea. The surface above the tunnel will be used
as a motorway for vehicles during the dry season. The budget is
estimated at 200 million baht.
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WILL FLOODWAY PREVENT FLOODS
FOR GOOD?

The measures to build structures to manage water
flow and spare certain areas from flood have generated
arguments that they are no different from basic mea-
sures that were implemented in the past. Structures large
and small were put up for over a century but floods and
droughts still come.

Opponents argue that the suitability of dams, dikes,
water barriers or other walls must be reviewed.

Dams and other water retention structures take up
massive amount of construction materials and space and
affect the ecosystem, environment, local communities
and habitats of flora and fauna as well as existing land-
scape. To date, dams have been opposed as unnecessary
and unworthy.

The construction of high levees controls water flow
and subsequently increases the water level, speed, travel
time and volatility of waves. If waterways are squeezed,
water may overflow abruptly, which is even more destruc-
tive, possibly wrecking houses most of which do not have
protection walls.

Restoration may cause waterways to spill over their
banks. Deeper waterways may adversely affect water
flow due to rapid sediment collection. The worthiness of
the time taken to dredge waterways should be gauged.
Dredging is not recommended for large streams or
streams affected by high tides and ebb tides.

The widely-discussed alternative is the floodway.
Have enough studies been conducted on the geographic
conditions, the suitability of the route and the extent
of land adjustment? The floodway which must be cut
around town cannot be built in every area it has to go
across. Attention should be given to limitations and
impacts on communities and the environment, ahead of
investment worthiness. The floodway may divert water
in certain areas, but cannot prevent floods in the upper
plain. Most of all, will the floodway work?

“It is wrong to fight floods with structures. Men
think they can control and win over nature. But floods
still strike,” said Sasin Chalermlarp, secretary general of
Seub Nakhasathien Foundation.

He asked the public to keep an open mind about
holistic water management. Thai people should try to
accept and understand the nature of river basins and
water, and be able to live with flooding.

Sasin said floods showed that Thai people settled in
the wrong places, in naturally inundated areas. But our
ancestors chose flooded sites for farming as water car-
ries sediments or nutrients from high mountains or for-
ests to low-lying areas. This has made Thailand the top
exporter of rice to the world.

Overflows balance the ecosystem, such as brooks
and streams. Floods refill underground aquifers and sup-
port fish life cycle. Sediments deposited by flooding help
increase coastal accretion, prevent coastal erosion and
sustain the coastal ecosystem.
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Nonthaburi — Large trucks like this are the only means of transportation
for residents of Wat Lat Pla Duk neighborhood in Bang Bua Thong
district.

“To dump runoff in tunnels and then into the sea
is to dump priceless objects... The world does not have
only one side (flooding), there is a world of agriculture
and a world of ecosystem running in parallel. It is a sin
to judge and punish nature this way. You will wipe out
fish species and accumulate chemicals for the people to
consume for ages.

“The spotlight is on the economy. But statistically,
floods strike every decade or two. Sound management
can prevent flooding. We have enough data on water for
assessment. What we need is a few tools, such as the use of
a canal system at its full capacity and the linking of canals
into a network in order to carry massive amounts of water
into the sea. If signs of looming runoffs at Nakhon Sawan
had been detected, runoffs would have been channeled
faster, informed households would have prepared some-
what by moving belongings to higher ground and indus-
trial estates would have bolstered their defenses. Eventu-
ally, major floods may strike only every 50 years.

“I think there is no need to be terrified of what hap-
pens every decade or two. It might not sweep again. But
this has turned into something that we think we must
win. Will we stay dry forever? It depends on how men
find inspirations or develop processes. After all, floods
cannot be cured with unnatural projects,” Sasin said.

CAN FLOODS BE
PREVENTED WITH-
OUT ANY CON-
STRUCTION?
Measures to put up
structures have raised eye-
brows, while the nonphysi-
cal measures for damage pre-
vention and disaster relief

E e

AAU 10auan Sasin Chalermlarp
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Bangkok-A policeman can only watch a group of area residentsdismantle a
“big bag” barrier along Phahon Yothin Road in Don Muang district blamed
forworsening the flood in their neighborhood

have often been neglected and overlooked. Theoretically,
both measures must be employed together for greater
efficiency in disaster mitigation.

Frequent flooding results from failures to maintain
in full operational condition canals, irrigation canals,
flood barriers, sluices, water control buildings and water
pumps.

At the same time, flood predictions and warnings
and public education on flood preparedness and compli-
ance with flood response plans, flood defense plan and
evacuation plan, which are forefront in flood mitigation,
received harsh criticism for their failures

The government has unfortunately ignored the
agricultural sector’s call for backing of research into a
photosensitive floating rice variety and a deep-water rice
variety, without transferring the right to utilize the devel-
oped rice varieties to the country’s dominant business
operators. The agricultural sector also requested a policy
or measure to insure agricultural produce which would
diversify or manage risks. This would solve the problem
in the long-term systematically and help spare farmers
from substantial damages.

Most importantly, land utilization management or
control will ensure that land will be developed to suit
flood exposure of the areas. This measure is globally
accepted for mitigating flood damages over the long
term. Furthermore, the measure covers settlements that
encroach on water paths (such as the construction of real
estate projects on flood-prone farmlands), incorrect plan-
ning of canals, rivers and water sources (such as the con-
struction of a large-scale reservoir which can store a mas-
sive amount of water and be inconsistent with the nature
of water that must flow to low land and probably lead to
overflows), change in water conditions and water ways
or encroachment on waterways thereby speeding up the
rate of water flow, inappropriate construction, lifestyles
that are unfit for or inconsistent with water ecosystem,
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and ineffective water diversion, retention and drainage
systems.

The issue is how to execute zoning and control con-
struction and development. For example, there should
be measures to remove structures which are located in
flooded areas, block water flow or impede water drain-
age as well as to relocate communities from flooded
areas, even in areas evaluated as likely to be devastated
by floods and where rehabilitation would not be worth-
while. But it must be accepted that the removal will incur
huge economic and social losses in the short term. In the
long run however, the measure is economically, socially
and environmentally worthwhile and avoids repeated
expenses on post-disaster relief and restoration.

WHAT CAN INTEGRATED WATER MANAGE-
MENT DELIVER

Water management is complicated with many fac-
tors involved. Water management extends to not only
water, but also affected land, attempts to accurately
predict volatile weather, zoning, utilization of land and
resources, construction of public utilities, warning sys-
tems, victim rehabilitation, and maintenance of water
sources, forests, streams, and culture, and the way of life
of all relevant parties.

The integrated reform of water management sys-
tem includes holistic flood management. Floods cannot
be solved with construction, water retention, and alloca-
tion, or by public agencies alone. All relevant issues must
be addressed at the same time in a systematic manner.

Assoc Prof Dr Kampanad Bhaktikul, dean of the
Faculty of Environment and Resource Studies, Mahidol
University, identified political intervention and the lack
of understanding of the need to map out integrated
water management plan and river basin-based water
management as two weaknesses in water management
in Thailand.

Dr Kampanad said the 25 River Basins Strategic
Plan employs almost 100% construction measures. Simi-
lar to the past attempts, different government agencies
have prepared their own parts of water management
plan for the same river basin, but have not communi-
cated with one another. As a result, water resources are
not linked with other resources in the same river basin
under the scheme. Change in land utilization does not
take into account the projects implemented in the past.
Management power is not granted to the locals, who are
the victims and owners of the areas. The scheme leaves
out local participation, failing to strengthen farmer
groups, water user groups and river basin organizations,
and to educate the locals on management of sub-river
basins so that they can connect with the large-scale river
basin network with power to solve water problems on the
river basin scale.

Water management has many dimensions, such as
history, settlements in watershed areas, body of local
knowledge and culture in respect of management of

“ffovth” Safiusiudau ‘Land of Water’ The Way of Life I's a Changin’

27



28 | unsAu - wwau 2555  January - April 2012

avdynlu@aysunnis desn1smaindsanannng aadi
Tunsdnnig
wiluanandussaedanandululdesslsiitnivemans
nanBLYWe Aeng Undneive dndumans dndianinen
tihifaites dmnsuvanit dnssdinen dnngune dhnsidles
Fr51nsdInna1s fudisenisdiuviedu axsiuiefuen
Urunagguwy inuiuedaenndes Tnefivseiulngves
N15919UTIAU
Tupnadiuyes se.as.fulum ﬁ’ﬂﬁ]ﬁ'}é’zysuaqms%’ﬂmsﬁﬂ
WUUBDIATIN u,asmmf’ﬁjaujmﬁwmmaemLﬂuizw wnszyle
m'aLﬁaﬂﬁﬁm%’mmmmumLﬁummwmmﬂ’ﬁ%’mmsﬁw AN
muvastigm deadlianmsssumnivenilunndd fesdila
Insuthemithanaranluguthidws:eninn g T8
Greater Chao Phraya River basin network iuuifSisic
- 1 (1,175 awu au.u.)

Bourionorn I~ Kaeng Sua Ten
Kiew Ko Ma Dam :: Dam (1,175 cu.m.)

1 gounjuhan
) (666 &u aU.L.)

1 Mae Nam Yom

I Dam (666M cu.m.)

Jounvaauysnisa
Mae Ngat Somboon Chol Dam S

2 Sembench A 4
/ [Youdsnad
Sirikit Dam |

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
]
1
1
4

TouIiNILeAUsIST

Bounoau

Kiew Lom Dam'
Pounnotos |
Kwae Noi Dam |

HhE H \J0d WugTan

UONIESY Lg%, " Phitsanulok

| (258 dw N et

favu) 1 { oS Phichit

| Mae Wong | | . %, o

Dam (258M, e SEE

h (NS

hcum) 1 oy & 5
RsdossH | WP

Nakhon Sawan, =

Heouniwa
Bhumibol Dam '

|

Wounuiaan
| Tab Salao Dam |+ %
Eainddutill

Woursws:en
° Chao Phraya Dam
Pouns:ideo | @z

Kra Seo Dam 910neY

douws:swhn |
Unushtl Pathum Thanj @ Phra Ram 6 Dam |

& ogseN Ayutthaya

-

uunus  Nontha Buri

. NSOINWS - Bangkok

dwifuthonalkng 10 Tasoms
AWRANIAY USNR 26,000 - aU.U, LB
10 reservoirs with capacity '
of 26,000M cu.m. (approx.)

daynsusims Samut Prakan

g 0lne y
* Gulf of Thailand

river basin resources, understanding of geography, eco-
system, community, land use and connected resources
ranging from water source forests on mountains, streams
to the sea. It involves a vast array of academic knowl-
edge, not only scientific data, technological data and
engineering technology structures. The multi-disciplin-
ary, integrated operations and problem solving require
inputs and actions from all sectors.

In practice, how can scientists from various fields,
engineers, ecologists, social workers, sociologists, city
planners, water resource engineers, geologists, law practi-
tioners, politicians, and central and local government ofh-
cials work in harmony with villagers and communities?

Dr Kampanad believed holistic water management
and systematic flood prevention can be accomplished
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when all related parties fully grasp the overall picture of
water management and companion problems, the nature
of water in all dimensions and the problems on the
ground. This is because water flow system differs from
area to area. They also need to understand that change
can happen at any time.

“Many Thai people do not know that they are liv-
ing in river basin areas. They are clueless when asked to
name the river basin they are living in. What is the canal
their house is adjacent to? What resources they consume
daily? The knowledge of the nature of water is a key
to understand how men can properly live in the ecosys-
tem of water and how to prevent and solve flooding. The
knowledge will be employed to solve water issues and
formulate policies, plans, approaches and processes for
river basin management. The connection of the body of
knowledge will lead to systematic, holistic problem solv-
ing,” said Dr Kampanad.

In the end, Thai people still wonder whether floods
will strike again and how to handle them.

If the goal is set for an environmental philosophy
from the worst floods in 50 years, will Thai people revive
their ancestors’ respect in the great river basin ecosystem
and thereby live in harmony with the laws of river basin
nature?

Will Thai people choose to fight floods by beating
nature or focusing once again on the ecosystem?

To these questions about their way of life, do Thai
people think they still have the luxury of time to decide? ll
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NOT WRONG
to Forget that We
Are Living in the
“Land of Water”

ost Thai people nowadays do
not live in a house on stilts, own
a boat for using during the high
water season, commute by boat
along canals, harvest shrimps
and fish that wash downstream
with high tides during the rainy season, and tend
paddy field or farmland that relies heavily on seasonal
rainfall.

This 1s because the new generation lives in a com-
pletely different context.

Tor a thousand years, rural society mirrored the
time when Thais settled in the new triangle delta.
Farming depended on fertile sediments that were
delivered seasonally. They coexisted with water and
adjusted to the ecosystem of river basins, flooded
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Lop Buri — Floods may cause hardships to adults but they can’t stop
small children from having fun, even if temporarily.
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Nonthaburi — Floods are no problem for a roasted banana vendor in her boat at Wat Takian Floating Market.
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Nonthaburi — The flood arrives in Bang Bua Thong fast and furious. This
cement mixer pan thus becomes a floating cradle for the man’s baby
during the evacuation of his flooded home.

plains, canals and fields. Thai society became a large-
scale industrial society in the course of 50 years following
the launch of the First National Economic and Develop-
ment Plan in 1961.

“In the water, there is fish, in the fields, there is rice,”
a famous line from an ancient inscription, became one
that most people knew by heart. But the line is hard for
the current generation to understand because most of
them have been torn from their roots, and separated
from nature and the environment.

The shift from farming society to industrial society is
reflected in the Thai consciousness when people born in
the Venice of the Fast are fearful of water.

But there is nothing wrong about “fear of floods.”

“If water could be accurately predicted and calcu-
lated, it would not have a feminine gender,” said Surachit
Chiravet, senator from Samut Songkhram province, with
a grin.

What may be a national smile is that amidst the
flood crisis Thais called the surging masses of water
that fanned from high grounds to lowlands and smashed
through cities in order to make way to the sea as “Nong
Nam (literally meaning little sister water).”

This was probably the first time in 50 years that
most Thais recognized the force of waters in the low-
lying river basin. Regardless of tools employed to store,
dam up, prevent, redirect or divert Nong Nam, “water”
was so powerful that it linked and drove every life under
the cycle of nature.

Prof Srisak Vallibhotama, anthropologist and advi-
sory to the Lek-Prapai Viriyapan Foundation, wrote in
his article titled “Study of Thai Society through ‘Cul-
tural Landscape™ that natural ecological conditions,
which comprise rivers, streams large and small, swamps
and lagoons, move and change from season to season.

“The dynamism of nature and the environment
means an uninterrupted relationship from season to sea-
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son of the ecosystem, which ranges from water sources
to river branches, rivers and other catchment sites, such
as swamps and lagoons. Seasonal flows and linkages of
the ecosystem strike a balance and maintain biodiversity
quality of not only ‘water’ or ‘fish’ but also other living
things, including humans.

“People in the past thought and believed that land,
forests, rivers, swamps, dams and streams in the land-
scape, which also serve as the cultural landscape of the
residents, were the property of the supernatural in the
Universe. Men lived in and on them, but did not own
them. The breaking down of nature into parts for per-
sonal possession or for other businesses is unnatural and
a violation or a breach of society and the general public.
Nothing can do a better job of guardianship than the
holy, supernatural spirit.

“Fundamentally, men in the original system viewed
that public areas were for the public. Only hundreds of
years ago, men came up with new beliefs in a move to
challenge divine control over coexistence. During the
Industrial Revolution, the West thought of controlling
nature and men. This led to the colonial and globaliza-
tion eras. At the same time, local cultures did not share
the same beliefs. The former belief in surrendering to
the holy spirits and adjusting to the earth came into con-
flict with the new belief that men are capable of control-
ling the earth by shunning away from any relationship
with the supernatural.

“The economic, political and cultural developments
that view the past as a standstill and focus only on the
present might not contribute to the fall of local society as
much as the lack of understanding of man’s relationship
with the environment and the holy spirits that have been
the pillars of human society for ages.”

CHILDREN OF RIVERS, FIELDS AND CITIES

Thai people settled in a monsoon zone with abun-
dant water supply. The physical and geographic condi-
tions of river basins range from mountaintops which are
water sources to the sloping areas of Uthai Thani prov-
ince down to the low-lying areas. The farming culture of
the Central Region gave rise to the culture of rice and
country music.

The fundamental knowledge is included in text-
books for all Thai children. But only villagers who call
themselves “field men” in the dry season and “river men”
along river banks make good use of such knowledge, stay
calm and get used to handling floodwaters that occupy
the ground floor of their elevated homes and moving
their belongings above water. All fruit and other types of
trees planted for consumption and sale are well picked
for coexistence with water. For example, bamboo bushes
serve as a barrier to slow down natural water flows. In
the time of floods, bamboo wood is used as poles, beams,
floors, rafts, and strips to support, tie up, plunge down
or prop up belongings above water. If damaged, the
belongings can be restored.

The high tide season is indeed a season of joy and

TuwarsonnaudIs0u “Jovh” Not Wrong to Forget that We Are Living in the “Land of Water”

31



32

unshAd -

IWau 2555 e January - April 2012

WBSUS — UsswrtiidoiSoogrnuidovthoewus:indlinguiiaunu Tunddiwssusiiaau
TunN3wUN Iidana 500 IAsuooMSIoTU iaMedovAamealuliiSosug:wiuning
WL ANUIBOTVITUALILUSUBEUOEDINTDSY

Phetburi — Rowing competition is a long tradition for the “land of water”
like Thailand. The Phet Buri River presents competitors a particularly tough
challenge as they have to steer around the pillars of three bridges along
the 500m course to get to the finish line.
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Bangkok — When the flood forces other food vendors to close shop,

residents in the Tha Phra Chan neighborhood are lucky to find this tough
vendor still carrying on her occupation selling ready-made food.
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— Mmwon au.ibtimes.com

Bangkok — The U-turn bridges become a car park on a main street north
of Bangkok. — Photo from au.ibtimes.com

UNSIAU - IuEaU 2555 e January - April 2012

BeUN — BedaauoEwiiuo.asswen SAnlunndsourutinouRInEILNUIENANEASD
Chainat — This elderly man in Sappaya district appears unperturbed by
flood that he has encountered numerous times in his life.

a time to harvest vegetables, shrimps, shells, crabs and
fish. More food is served on the dinner table. The excess
1s dried and salted for consumption throughout the year.
When water recedes, farmers sow and plough the land
which is rich with sediment left by floodwaters.

The joyful life cycle of rural society is a nightmare
for urban people. Flood runoff stirred panic and the
need to step up a self-defense system.

Surachit Chiravet, thinker, writer and Samut Song-
khram senator, defended urban people, saying they are
not wrong to see floods as a problem and a disaster. They
have not moved into a wrong place. Only their lifestyle
is to be blamed.

The distorted lifestyle dates back to national devel-
opment when canals were filled up in a bid to expand the
communication system. Of over 2,100 canals in Bang-
kok, some 500 were filled up over the past 40-50 years.
Sluice gates have outnumbered the remaining 1,600 plus
canals. Roads were built and cut farmlands into pieces.
Structures were built on farms and catchment areas,
thereby blocking water flows. Moreover, the self-defense
system, such as sandbag barriers, sluice gates, flood pro-
tective dikes and flood walls, which were erected along
riverbanks to maintain and prevent runoffs, prevented
canals and rivers from performing their natural duties.
Water pumped out of homes added to water level of
other areas.

The practice which was widely adopted in urban
communities in almost every province prevented natural
deluges from reaching the sea and caused the waters to
collect for longer period. This is not a sustainable solution.

Surachit advised that to map out a strategy to man-
age water, the first question to be answered is: “Will we

let our homes be under water but not to a disastrous
extent?” He suggested that urban people embrace flood
so as to Increase average catchment areas and allow
floodwaters to pass, protecting only important areas from
being submerged.

“For problem-solving and restoration, instead of
sacrificing land, which is more and more expensive, as
water retention areas or digging up new canals, the exist-
ing over 1,600 canals, which stretch over 2,600 kilome-
ters in total, should be dredged in preparation for chan-
neling floodwaters. With advanced engineering knowl-
edge, construction of industrial estates and residential
buildings need not distort our coexistence with water.

“If we have not learned the lessons from floods or
cannot draw on the lessons from floods in a timely man-
ner, we cannot come up with a clear policy and our solu-
tions will be more and more in conflict with nature,” said
Surachit.

THAI WAYS VS WATERWAYS

In the eyes of conservationists and sociologists, floods
have become a headache for urban society because peo-
ple are no longer conscious of the linkages between Thai
ways and waterways and the legacy of folk wisdom. The
government 1s driving to divert flood runoff across river
basins. Water management or the granting of concession
for water management might affect what is left of the
Thai ways and spirits.

For them, the pressing questions for Thai people at
large are whether Thai society views flooding as a crisis
or a way of life and which set of technology, knowledge
or wisdom should be employed. Do we have enough
experience to manage and adjust to changing nature in
many aspects in the future?

Among these questions, floods remain the foremost
and forefront question as to whether Thai people are
ready to live on amid changes. l

TuwarisonnaudIsIOU “idobth” Not Wrong to Forget that We Are Living in the “Land of Water”
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Assoc Prof Dr Seree Supharatid (right) is surveying flooding situation while
serving as an expert consultant of Thai PBS television station.
— Somjin Klong-ugkara
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To learn about water in greater depth, let’s lis-
ten to what Dr Seri says because several prob-
lems remain with regard to the overall issue of
water management.

Will floods strike again this year? What caused
the ferocity of the floods last year?

I’'ve never said we will be flooded again this year but
I have said that La Nina visited Thailand last year when
five storms also lashed us. This year there might be a
similar number of storms. I cannot predict where the
storms will strike. We learn of such events only a week
in advance.

From my analysis of floods and droughts, I've found
that time and again Thailand has been beset by both
every 10 years. In another two years, there will be floods
and droughts.

These are the factors behind the rise in damages
every year: One, more people have tried to move into risk
areas, for instance by building houses near water sources,
thereby suffering more damage when the floods come.
Two, there has been a population increase, leading to a
rise in energy consumption. Three, the global weather
conditions have changed considerably.

For these three reasons, Thailand has been besieged
by floods in great quantities and droughts to a severe
degree. Because of the rapid change in global weather
conditions, I believe Thailand will face heavier floods
and worse droughts this year. We could not give advance
warnings of the floods last year because we could not
predict how much water would descend on us.

How should the government prepare to release
information about the water situation so that
the public can access it in time to handle the
floods without being confused by various data
diverse groups circulate?

In last year’s floods, the government was deficient in
informing the public. The SREX report (Special Report
on Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters
to Advance Climate Change Adaptation launched by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCQC)),
of which I was involved in its preparation, tells all about
what will happen to countries on this Earth. For exam-
ple, it explains how there will be floods, droughts and
heavy rains. Therefore the report should be translated
into Thai so that Thai people can read it and appreci-
ate how they will live on this Earth. The lesson learned
from past experience is that Thais had no advance warn-
ing because the information did not trickle down. Hence
they could not adjust.

Previously, the government lent too much impor-
tance to conferences on climate change which took place
in South America, in Mexico, and focused on the reduc-
tion of carbon dioxide emissions. The government, how-
ever, forgot to address the question of how the public
should prepare for an early onrush of the flood season,
or how large dams should conserve water should there be

sA.0s.Ias AMsiael Special Interview: Assoc Prof Dr Seree Supharatid
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Dr Seree is knee deep in flood water while reporting the flood situation with
Thai PBS moderator Darin Klong-ugkara — Somjin Klong-ugkara

little rain. At the same time, it’s necessary, in exchange,
to take the risk that Thailand may be confronted with
drought if the rains do not fall as much as several agen-
cies predict.

When disaster strikes harder, what is to be done
to soften the blow or ensure there is minimum
damage?

Solving flood problems requires an integrated
approach on water management by taking into con-
sideration the upstream, mid-stream and downstream
sources of the water. An integrated approach means
studying, assessing and analyzing all forms of disasters,
not just any one form, be it drought, floods or a wind-
borne disaster, because this will prevent identification of
the form that most threatens Thailand. Thereafter, the
government will have to draw up plans and prevention
measures. In so doing, it cannot apply only structural
measures because these demand huge expenditures in
the short and long terms. All the structural measures so
far mentioned — for example the building of embank-
ments, dams, reservoirs, water retention areas, and tun-
nels — require a great deal of funding. Then, of course,
once these have been built, one has to think of the reper-
cussions on the local inhabitants.

These are reasons why a comprehensive water man-
agement has to cover every aspect.

In the government’s ongoing plan for compre-
hensive water management, is there thorough
analysis of the overall repercussions from the
measures to deal with disasters? What are the
considerations?

The lack of clarity in analyzing overall repercus-
sions is a major cause of the difficulty in ensuring com-
prehensive water management. For example, there has
been no explanation to local communities. Almost all
industrial estates in Ayutthaya — for example the indus-
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Pathum Thani — Soldiers are stacking sand bags and reinforcing with
concrete piles a leakage at the Khlong Bang Ngiew Sluice to prevent
flooding at Bang Kadee Industrial Park — Dilok Tamjaipuan

trial estate in Bang Pa-In, and the Rojana estate — plan to
build dikes around them. The Rojana Industrial Estate
has made considerable progress towards the construction
of a 77-kilometer flood-prevention dike due to be com-
pleted in August. Currently, a group of farmers are set
to file a case to the Administrative Court to stop the con-
struction of dikes around industrial estates, saying these
may cause floods in the local farmers’ paddy fields. But I
regard the floods in all industrial estates in Ayutthaya as
amounting to only 3% of all the floods in the province.
The construction of dikes should have no repercussions
on residents. But the government must make it a matter
of urgency to explain water management, and encour-
age the participation of industry, communities and pro-
vincial authorities. Likewise the government must go
on-spot to talk to people living at the headwater area in
the North, the midstream areas in the Central Region,
and at the downstream. The government must explain
so that people understand the plans.

How appropriate or necessary are the attempts
to stave off floods by building large structures
such as dams, embankments and water reten-
tion areas? Can these solve the problem in a sus-
tainable manner?

Good water management comprises structural and
non-structural measures. The non-structural measure
that Thai people may not know yet or know little of 1s
town planning. But town planning can work only with
the enforcement of laws and regulations. For instance,
if the town plan specifies that a certain area earmarked
for a housing estate is located in a flood way endorsed by
the law, that area cannot hold any structures or houses
because they may obstruct the water’s passage, meaning
no housing construction.

A second non-structural measure would be the ini-
tiation of an insurance system whereby people moving

sA.0s.Ias AMsiael Special Interview: Assoc Prof Dr Seree Supharatid
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Ayutthaya —Flood victims in Tambon Phayom of Wang Noi district hold on
to a rope tied to a bridge while evacuating from their homes amid raging
torrents. - Dilok Tamjaipuan
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into an area they know is at risk of heavy floods agree
to pay premiums higher than those living in other areas.
This would save the government from using taxpayers’
money to compensate those who are damaged by floods.
When you live in a risky area, you have to agree to pay
high insurance premiums.

A third measure would be the setting up of a warn-
ing system. Relevant agencies must tell local communi-
ties that there will be a large overflow in the flooding
season so that they can move their belongings to high
ground in good time.

If Thailand applies all three non-structural mea-
sures, the country will be able to solve the problem of
floods without relying on structures as well as save a lot
of expenses.

However, floods cannot be solved by non-structural
measures alone. Sometimes it’s necessary to set up struc-
tures as well but the combination must be well thought
out. For instance, if there is a need to install a reservoir,
specialists must survey which area is appropriate for a
small, medium or large one. The main thing is the com-
bination of measures must work in a unified direction
towards solving the problem.

How did housing estates come to be located in
floodways marked by town planning, and how
can we solve this problem?

Under the town planning act promulgated a long
time ago, the green zones are floodways meant for agri-
culture. The construction of shop houses or residential
houses is entirely prohibited. If water gates are closed in
good time, and water management is good, these zones
would be submerged in no more than 30 centimeters of
water. Because they are floodways, the water will gradu-
ally flow away systematically. Although floodways are
marked for agriculture, only 5% of these zones can be
used for this purpose. Try surveying these areas, and you
will see that all of them have been developed as housing
estates. I don’t know the percentage of housing estates
that are farming rice because people have turned to
building houses instead. Therefore if there are still a lot
of housing estates, water cannot pass through them as it
should. However, the government is trying to solve this
problem. If there are a lot of housing estates, the govern-
ment tries to prevent them from being adversely affected.

In last year’s floods, how did floodways become
flood-all ways?

I believe the matter would become clear if we were
to re-read and study a speech His Majesty the King made
in B.E. 2538 (1995). I don’t think the water crisis would
have been so grave if every sector followed His Majesty’s
advice. The meanings of floodways and flood-all ways
differ totally. Floodways are water passages whereas
flood-all ways means water is coming from all directions.
So far, water management has lacked a system for sup-
porting decision-making. No one knew in advance that
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Workers of the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration are dredging Bang
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Pathum Thani — Workers hurriedly repair a collapsed earthen flood wall
— Jiraporn Khamphaphan
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roads would be severed by floods and people would
become isolated.

In other countries, when such a situation occurs,
plans would have been drawn up to mark communica-
tion paths from the business centre. We have to plan
every communication route. Once that route has been
planned, the road has to be protected. But in the process
of protection, local communities have to be informed
so that they do not misunderstand that dikes are being
erected. Local agencies have preparations and informa-
tion in hand to aid decision-making;

What problems obstructed the implementation
of town planning? Should the government use
lessons learned from the floods to reform town
planning? If so, what is to be done?

At present, problems have grown and multiplied
considerably. The government should use the timing
of the water crisis to reform town planning because the
gravity of the floods is still fresh in everyone’s mind. The
tsunami in 2003 — which caused severe damages as the
enormous waves swept away houses and entire fisher-
men’s villages — led town planners to institute reforms
immediately. Authorities declared the damaged areas as
uninhabitable because they were at risk of another tsu-
nami. But when I went down to survey the areas towards
the end of last year, I found everything had returned to
the risk areas: buildings, hotels, resorts, and villagers liv-
ing in houses there. In some parts, the areas were almost
more built-up than before. This means no town planning
measures had been enforced.

In Thailand, town planning reform cannot be
implemented in practice because leaders dare not make
decisions but this is the right way of solving the problem.
If we are to reform town planning, we have to do it now
even if it might have adverse repercussions on voter base.
The current problem stems from leaders’ not daring to
take the step because they fear it will affect their political
support base. Suppose you were to declare a particular
area a floodway, you would be disabled from doing so if
your voter base includes people who have land, houses or
factories there. This shows that a lot of influential forces
are at work preventing the solution of problems in our
country. If problems remain unsolved, they will accumu-
late. When we think of reforming town planning any-
where, the area is already built-up and we cannot declare
it a floodway. Therefore we have to do so as and when
disaster strikes. If we don’t do so, old situations will recur,
resulting in death, injury or loss of property to local peo-
ple, and when will we dare to reform town planning?

Currently, almost all provinces located in areas
at risk of floods are busy activating flood pre-
vention plans by putting up dikes and raising
road levels by 50-80 centimeters. Are such meth-
ods appropriate or not, and in what ways?

I totally disagree because it means provincial
authorities are only looking to protecting their respec-

AuMmuniwiAl: sn.as.tas Amsiag Special Interview: Assoc Prof Dr Seree Supharatid
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Pathum Thani — Residents of Khlong Luang district are frantically patching
up an earth dike along Raphiphat Canal that sustains breakage at several
spots — Dilok Tamjaipuan
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tive provinces. This is not the way to solve problems.
Every provincial governor should adopt an integrated
approach to water management. That requires consider-
ation of the source of the water flow, the mid-way point,
and the end of the flow. The first step is the designation
of a host for comprehensive water management. If you
build dikes and raise road levels in your province, this will
have adverse repercussions on neighboring provinces as
before. Your province will not be flooded but huge vol-
umes of water will flood into your neighbors’ province.

I'm totally opposed to the individual approach to
problem solving, But I do agree to every province located
in any one area at risk of floods conferring on ways
to solve the problem without adversely affecting local
residents. For example, you might protect all economic
zones in the event of floods but not every area in the
province because water also needs space to inhabit. If
every province continues to take an individual approach,
floods will descend southwards and inundate Bangkok as
well as Nakhon Pathom.

In what ways can the problem be solved of tres-
passing into 1,200 ditches and canals — which
is obstructing the dredging of these waterways
to prevent floods in Bangkok, thereby posing a
major setback for town planning?

Communities living alongside canals have collec-
tively called on the government to visit and talk to resi-
dents as part of the process of solving floods by dredging
canals. People living behind Kasetsart University (who
have encroached on canals) want a secure and subsidized
housing plan so that they can continue to live there.
However, there is a snag on the matter of renting land
alongside canals, most of which belongs to the Treasury
Department. The government should help these people
build houses that are more secure so that there is no
encroachment on canals. With 350,000 people currently
affected, the key to solving this problem is to establish an
understanding. Where will they live after they dismantle
their homes? Bangkok is full of people who have set up
homes into canals. If these homes are to be dismantled,
all encroaching homes have to be dismantled in order to
be fair to everyone. I would like this problem to be solved
and reform of town planning implemented soonest.

Will the first great floods in 100 years become a
revolving cycle?

Last year’s floods were one of the great floods in
100 years but that does not mean there won’t be another
such disaster for another 100 years. Another great flood
could come within the next 100 years, which may mean
this year or later in the century. That means Thailand 1s
still at risk of serious problems of floods or drought. This
stems from the increase in global warming, land subsid-
ence, and the failure of human-beings to ensure efficient
management. That is why the civic and state sectors
must assess the risks and be fully prepared to deal with
eventualities. H
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Samut Songkhram — Communities and orchards Ime the Bang N0| Canal that flows into Mae Klong River,

both of which have provided nourishments to the locals for ages.

Softly, Flexibly,
Gently —

How to Manage
Water Sustainably

Surachit Chiravet

s a person who lives in the Mae Klong
River Basin — where the river runs for
526 kilometers and the basin covers an
area of 30,000 square kilometers —
and is in touch with several other river
basins, I can say that the management
of river basins in this country is replete with problems.
This includes the management of small waterways
which terminate in what people where I come from call
“Lam Pradong”, located just behind my house. These
small waterways are tributaries of small canals which
themselves are tributaries of bigger canals which split
off from rivers, even major transboundary rivers like the
Mekong or the Salween.
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that can still be seen along Amphawa Canal. — Dilok Tamjaipuen
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From the problem of silt, which leaves waterways
shallow, to the construction of buildings or roads on top
of waterways, water gates aimed at blocking various bod-
ies of water, decay caused by pollution from communi-
ties, factories or chemical-based agriculture, to the prob-
lem of drought, of freak or unseasonal floods, to that of
sinking land, and coastal erosion. Let’s say from the top
of the mountain to the sea, no one is satisfied because
outsiders have interfered in the management of water.

It is now more than 100 years that our country has
been served by Irrigation Department units. From the
top of the mountain to the sea, we currently have 22
units attached to nine ministries, with sacred borders that
cannot be crossed by units attached to different depart-
ments or ministries lest they be accused of interference in
their responsibility. In other words, we have a situation
that recalls the traditional Thai saying: “wound up like
a monkey trying to free the knots of a fishing net” — or
the more the monkey tries to unwind a knot the more it
tightens around the animal, disabling it from moving or
freeing itself from the net.

We encourage the building of hard structures, from
small things like watergates to ambitiously large struc-
tures such as dams. We are one of the first countries in
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to
build dams and watergates, large and small, and in profu-
sion. We have committees to oversee river basins, every-
one of them. We have the most progressive constitution
and organic laws concerning natural resources and the
environment. We have learned many lessons and sent
up to the Administrative Court plenty of cases related to
the environment in order to set standards and interpret
laws in the process of forming projects. We have pub-
lic participation process, public hearings, and a process
to assess impacts on the environment as well as on the
way of life, the respective communities, local cultures
and public health of any particular project. We have a
process for preventing repercussions and for rehabilita-
tion in case of adverse effects. We also have a process for
deciding whether a project should be given the go-ahead,
and how this should be done. That means the State has
to bear responsibility for what it does, and this includes
government agencies and their officers.

If the number of problems speak best of the prog-
ress in development and management of river basins, we
in Thailand must be the most progressive. We have hun-
dreds, thousands even, of case studies showing problems
in conflict of management — of water, energy and natu-
ral resources. All result from development by outsiders.

Meanwhile, Nature has shown us how it works in
cycles, how it turns to bring change. That is birth, tran-
sition, termination, then back again to birth, transition
and termination. This applies to the entire ecological
system that encompasses the lives of plants, animals
and human-beings, including the planet that we live on.
Amid this cycle of change, Nature constantly adjusts
the equilibrium, the dynamic equilibrium. These are
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Nature’s manifestations, constantly, in a circular pattern,
with no beginning or end but in a movement, a constant
motion, which Buddhists call Dhamma or Sajjatham, in
other words the Absolute Truth.

Whatever comes of Nature is self-sufficient. It is nei-
ther lacking nor excessive. It has no intention to bring
harm. That is the nature of this Planet Earth.

If we accept this truth, Nature possesses only suffi-
ciency and equilibrium, and we human-beings endowed
with intelligence have to find ways of adjusting ourselves
accordingly. We need to understand the reasons and facts
that this 1s how Nature is, how it is sustainable and enjoys
a longer life than us all. Our wishes may not be fulfilled
completely but we can adjust some variables as long as
these are not too ambitious. By this I mean so ambitious
that one or more variables sever Nature’s chain. This is
the way of insiders, of true inhabitants of river basins.

This is one way of adjusting oneself to fit in with
Nature’s course.

Samut Songkhram, generally known as Muang Mae
Klong; is situated at the mouth of the Mae Klong River.
The town rose from sediment that the river has brought
from the headwater forests through steep plateaus down
to flat plains, and to wetland at the mouth. The town
1s located on a flat plain that has to contend with flash
floods from July to October every year. At the same time,
the town has to co-exist with sea water from the inner-
most bay — an inverted U-shape bay or Aao Gor Gai — of
the Gulf of Thailand. This particular inland bay consists
of mud and 1s shallow. The sea water rises by about 3.90
meters from October to January when flash floods collect
in the sea.

That’s why our wise ancestors built houses and
adjusted the town to enable co-existence with the eco-
logical system of the estuary. They did so by farming the
land in a way that allowed the estuary to live on, and by
growing crops that were suitable to such an agricultural
way. We also lived in houses on stilts that made it possible
for the water to pass through during the flooding seasons.
Hence we lived in cool climes and happiness. We could
set up homes, farm the land or fish in keeping with the
course of Nature, sustaining the biological diversity, and
food security, so much so that our home town came to
have the best quality of life in this country.

There was no shortage or excess of water. That is
what people can ensure.

Wise people do not fight Nature’s great mechanisms
which can waste time in a life that by comparison is so
short. Instead, they search knowledge for co-existence
with it because we are only temporary residents.

Now let’s turn to people who are ambitious, find dif-
ficulties in the way they live, are hard to nurture, and to
please.

Those lacking in wisdom think it wasteful to allow
waterways to flow freely. They put human-beings at the
center of their thinking because they see water as lacking,
Consider what the water brings with it: mud, minerals,
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food or the deliciousness of the earth. If only the earth
could explain what it means to be delicious.

Before the season of floods, the sun burns, cleaning
the land. Forest fires that naturally occur, not those set
by human-beings, help knock off the hard peel of fruits,
prepare the land for grass, and new shoots. They do not
intend to do harm to anyone. But because Planet Earth
turns like a top that cannot find its place, in some motions
leaning towards the north in the direction of the sun, in
other seasons towards the south away from the sun.

But human-beings who are born and live on this
rotating planet are not satisfied, complaining that there
should be more water to serve their demands here and
there all the time — by looking at only one dimension
of water: its volume or quantity — which they have to
intervene to manage, allocate or transfer as they wish.
This follows their understanding that something is miss-
ing here and there, they want bundles of water, stir up
rhetoric to back up their contention that there must be
a gigantic dam, an all-purpose dam to bring electric-
ity, solve problems of flooding, of drought, which leads
to the expansion of land for cultivation and irrigation.
They have done this for more than 100 years with 38
million rai under irrigation zones, and another 100 mil-
lion rai of cropland outside the zones.

Every river in the country equipped with so many
dams and watergates still encounters familiar problems.
There are irregular flash floods and droughts which
moreover gather more intensity in destructive powers.
In the past year, we experienced floods in more than
40 of the country’s 76 provinces. They were all prov-
inces within the irrigation zones, which cannot control
any eventuality. All the talk about control is nothing but
rhetoric that calls for more dams and watergates to be
erected while local inhabitants urge the closing of dams
in order to free the water’s flow and release the cycle of
fish life.

Which way should we go?

So far, our tendency has been to grow mono-crops,
each crop several times a year, heaping pressure that the
land can not bear. This has led to the use of trillions of
baht of chemical fertilizers and insecticides each year; to
the thirst for water and electricity that has no bounds —in
the sacred name of crude and unyielding development.
And we all have become paranoid about water even
though our country is in a monsoon zone. We cannot
co-exist with water by having to live in houses built on
stilts, using ferries or other means of water transporta-
tion. Meanwhile, both land and aquatic animals gradu-
ally disappear.

A giant firm tells us we can do replacement breeding
but those creatures still have to eat food in the same food
chain. The difference is they now eat food in pellet form,
live under total control of the breeder from the seed, to
the specie, to food, medicine and every tool for breeding,
thereby intensifying the degree of torture across the land.

In the sacred name of development and rhetoric, we
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are told that everything from mountains to forests, water-
ways, to the sea needs to be managed as if there had not
been any management before.

We Asians, including us Thais, call everything
to whom we owe our lives “mother.” Hence, the Thai
word for river “mae nam” — “mae” meaning mother and
“nam” meaning water — or “Mae Khongkha” — the pro-
vider of water. “Mae Thoranee” is the mother who has
provided land for us to live on and looked after us; “Mae
Phosop” the goddess of water, fish, and cereals; “Mae
Ya Nang” the goddess who presides over the bow of a
ship. And we call the place where we were born “matu-
phoum” or motherland, the land which gave birth to us
or is the home of mother.

We regard water as female because of the character-
1stics and manners expressed. Water is gentle and expan-
sive. At the same time, she diffuses, bridges gaps and can
transform variously: cold as ice, so gentle that she can fit
into any vessel that awaits her, and she can boil so fiercely
that she emits steam.

These are the symptoms that the female gender
shows, mother’s gender.

That’s why we have to hold water in respect. We can-
not do unto her without deference. This does not only
bar the construction of crude, hard dams to obstruct
water’s path. By nature, dams raise themselves up high in
the air, strongly and harshly, as is the wont of the male.
But they cannot, by the logic of water, overcome the
female gender because it would be self destructive in the
long term. This is because we do not know the reality of
water as the main pillar of the ecological system and of
food security.

When fisherfolk have to fish for large creatures, such
as the Giant Catfish in the Mekong River or the Siamese
Giant Carp 1in other rivers, they have to ask for permis-
sion from these beings’ guardians by making offerings
to them. Such big fish do not lack for guardians, they
belong to spirits. These could be water spirits or heav-
enly spirits or other grand spirits. The fisherfolk have to
proceed with proper rites because they are only human-

UnIgsusuIBry: asoa Bsiong  Guest Writer: Surachit Chiravet

45




46

UNSIAU - IuLau 2555 @ January - April 2012

narfirulnewuiy 519ginmeiuan “a¥ad Aud1inu
Uaudds”
euiudAudal dsdsemenyiinda laladlng

< v 6

\HusnsiBuuns iselaeusni islifudnilvg eunsudon
Annszgn Adeddimmuusdumssnuazdniiuvietiuvas 151
Flidulusesdiinuulfizomns miudanszisegilesou
dewiesansrsmeasiduaued wlisidusesiuemnsiiay
1IN WsEdemnsedseum wazi AUl TuteRy

wintunsusmstanisi Lidlussdugnides sni
Tug) seduguinislutssmanay szyrheysse orvagUasidlu
wdnnsluadudion e “vhetslsliilua egrlihils e
nwenewsansvualvalludiuduvien”

nsawIeglanugaufmBavguynuIa N1sUTunIs
sanvasnsyylaladun dedldlassadnsgeunselasainadn
nszaeeeniy Wililasadwdwualngdaden fowiluuy
mdonAdes Jsazadaunaiidunatn vidoaugauuaim
WasuuUsSusiaidosld M

niauoNBIEvaLNSavAsuToIuInavoFEuovUaNToSosmRacuooUs:NA
The sea off Samut Songkhram is considered the country’s fertile ground
for the most delicious mackerel

gs90 Tsiane eAnUszsIunen 1IN INTYNITFIATIN
Uaguuduauningsilant uasauninanlsnssunsnig
wﬁ’wmn55;5;/%7544353’%447@@"@1/, ABIENTIUIENITANY)
ATIVAOUISOINTSYI5A UASITUAT NOTINITUIA UaY
Uses1URalEaUNTINI6NTTNINEIN T YeI36lan)

niEne - unAaNNdisyusEaeINUYUIgnand luns
SN ENITIANI QU Yavinudeslnal e
Jui 9 dlm. 2554

beings who are transients, not owners of such creatures.
If they make the proper offerings to the spirits, the fish-
erfolk and their family will live in peace and tranquility.
If they do not, and fail to show deference, they and their
families may encounter disaster.

This 1s the “invisible hand” that manages water,
mountains, forests and the sea. They are managers who
already exist in a culture that coexists with the way of life
of riverine peoples.

This is not the “invisible hand” of Adam Smith.

It is a hand that is more difficult to see or under-
stand.

These days, our people, children, and grandchildren
are going through changes. They are becoming people
who live complicated lives, are difficult to bring up,
driven by ambition, let themselves go with their wishes,
following the rapid trends of globalization. This term
does not mean a world without borders, but one of greed
without limits.

I wrote this speech with a fountain pen, not with a
harsh keyboard that knows no heavy or gentle lines. I did
so in order to prevent myself from becoming depraved.

When we Thais meet, we tend to say “Sawasdee,
have you eaten rice and fish yet?”

We like to eat rice and fish. That’s why we are small
and compact. We are not large like giants or demons
because we normally do not eat large animals with red
meat close to the bone and which have to be killed with
violence. Preparation of the meat also requires cutting or
slicing. That’s why we don’t need to place knives on the
table. We eat spicy food because we live in a hot country.
When we sweat, we feel cool and relieved. We don’t have
to eat a lot of food at one time because we have food all
around us, and we can eat all day.

There is only one major principle for managing
water — whether this means small streams, big rivers or
river basins in the country or internationally shared: “Do
whatever is necessary to let the water flow. Don’t let the
water lie still. Do not chop the current into chunks.”

To ensure development that is soft, flexible and gen-
tle, you cannot make too many adjustments. You have
to use an infrastructure that is soft or small and make
sure that it spreads extensively. You should not use an
infrastructure that is hard, large-scale and possessing a
tendency to be individualistic. You have to work on the
basis of harmony, equilibrium or balance that is capable
of continuous change. H
Surachit Chiravet is a_former president of the Samut Songkhram
provincial chamber of commerce. Currently, he ts a member of
the Senate and sits on the Senate Standing Commuttee on Natural
Resources and Environment, and the Senate Standing Commattee
on Corruption Investigation and Good Governance Promotion. He
also chairs the Senate’s sub-committee on water resources.

Footnote: Tlus article is compiled from a speech he delivered at
an international seminar on the management of river basins which
took place in Chiang Mai on March 9, 2011.
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The central plains are the largest rice-growing region in the country. —
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Decha Siripat, director of the Khao Kwan Founda-
tion — who has imparted to farmers knowledge about rice
farming the natural way, based on real work and hands-
on seeing of the sufferings of farmers all along — tends
to say that even without natural disasters, our country’s
farmers are pressured already by the advantages taken
of them. However, he says, the problem is not without
its ways-out. But he adds that though the problem will
continue to persist for some time to come, it is not as if
we will not reach the solution.

LIVE WITH WATER THAT COMES NATURALLY

For more than 100 years, Thai farmers have accu-
mulated a certain wisdom, that is, taking note of the
times when the ground is dry, and choosing the rice
strains according to the natural situation. When the
waters gradually entered the paddy fields, farmers were
able to predict when they could harvest the crop, and
they cultivated the strain known as “Khao Khuen Nam”
that can cope with water as high as five meters.

“Previously, floods came seasonally: In the 11th
month (October), the waters would rise, in the 12th
(November) the waters would stay, in the following two
months, the waters gradually would subside. Farmers
knew there would be floods during these four months.
They looked at where the ground was deepest. They were
not afraid because the water level rose only 1-2 centime-
ters a day. This was because the water came naturally. It
wasn’t held up anywhere, only to be suddenly released.
After the floods, they had to see when this area would be
dry because they needed a place to put the paddy out to
dry. If it’s dry in February, they would look for rice that
ripens in February so that they could harvest it when it
was dry. There was Khao Bao, Khao Glang, Khao Nak*.
If the ground dries up first, they would sow the Khao
Bao. If the land dries slowly, they would plant the Khao
Nak. Khao Khuen Nam (photosensitive floating rice) can
survive even if the water rises two inches a day.”

Today, the floods that used to rise in centimeters
inundate the paddy fields at the rate of a meter a day.
No matter how water-tolerant the strain may be, it will
rot, Decha says emphatically. “They are not floods that
Nature brought but ones that are generated by Man.”

WATER IS LESS OF A PROBLEM THAN MAN

When asked about future floods, Decha opines: “We
have to accept that Thailand will encounter more natu-
ral problems. The rains will be heavier and fall clusters so
that floods will come within hours after the rains. Global
climate change will change drastically the seasons every-
where.

The problems caused by water are not as bad as
those by “management”. Last year’s disaster was proof
that powers-that-be did not manage water according
to academic principles, or what was appropriate. What
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A group of farmers in the northeastern province of Surin harvest the
rice in a field that is submerged by floods. — Office of Agriculture and
Cooperatives of Surin

happened is management depended on interests in
respective areas. Whoever didn’t want water only had to
raise barriers. The more you dig and raise embankments,
the longer the floods will be delayed in its flow into the
sea. And this is a problem ordinary folks must encounter
and the problem will continue to rear its ugly head. The
general public have to face this problem so long as the
government continues to manage water as last year.

“In the old days when Suphan Buri was flooded, the
waters came down from Phichit, Nakhon Sawan, and
Chai Nat, to Suphan before arriving in Nakhon Pathom.
And the areas flooded first would dry first. Today, some
areas were flooded first but dried up later. Some areas
which were never flooded had been submerged, for
example, Bang Bua Thong which was under 2-3 meters
of water because floods from another area was dumped
there. This is inappropriate management, and in the
long run, people will increasingly fight for their own indi-
vidual survival. What would happen if every town built
embankments, or walls, and every river was dammed,
where will the water go? Of course, to areas where there
are no dams. That would be even worse.”

On assistance measures, the Khao Kwan Founda-
tion director recalled that governments in the past had
distributed the rice strain Gor-Khor to affected farm-
ers. It’s a strain they had been cultivating anyway; it’s
mexpensive and the produce can easily be sold. This is
the first year that the State distributed hybrid rice. The
rice comes from the firm CP, and costs 150 baht a kilo-
gram. Farmers have never grown it and it demands large
quantities of fertilizers and insecticides. Worse, there is
no market for it.

“If farmers had rights and a voice, they would say:
No need to compensate us; just don’t let the floods come
to our area. The point is floods naturally generated are
acceptable but the farmers don’t want compensation
after their land has been turned into a Monkey’s Cheek

idumvideoriu On the same path
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(water retention area), to retain all the water dumped.
Tor them, it’s just not worth it. Then the government
tells us: Don’t farm rice during the dry season because
it means using a lot of water, grow beans or other crops
instead. But is our land suitable for such use, how much
do we need to invest, and once we’ve grown these crops,
will there be buyers and will they pay as good a price as
for rice? There just aren’t any answers.” This is what a
farmer representative would like to tell the government.

SOLUTIONS TO ADAPTAION

A point Decha emphasized is that whatever disaster
or problem farmers will face in the future, they would
do well to change their mode of production. Organic
farming is one way farmers would survive. If they are
free from dependency on fertilizers and chemicals, they
would overcome any future difficulties.

In Suphan Buri where he operates, he says, farmers
are divided into three groups. The first group relies on
rainfalls and grows a single crop in a year. The second
group grows two crops a year and sometimes encounters
floods. The third group, whose land is in the irrigation
zone and who faces no floods, grows three crops a year.
However, a study of farmers’ indebtedness found that
those who farm a single crop a year are least indebted
with the amount of individual debt in the tens of thou-
sands of baht while those raising two crops a year owe
hundreds of thousands each. Those in the third group
carry the heaviest debt, in the millions of baht. To
Decha, this clearly shows the more frequently the crop
is grown, the more debts one incurs, and that profits or
losses depend not on quantity but on the method of pro-
duction.

“When we (the Khao Kwan Foundation) changed
the method of rice growing, one that reduces costs of
production and increases productivity, the results were
clear from farmers who apply agriculture that does not
depend on chemicals. No debts, but profit gained. It’s not
up to the area, the product or anything else, but it’s due
to a wrong method applied. When they use chemicals,
their health suffers, the crop yield doesn’t increase, costs
of production are high. So from where can they earn
profit? But the farmers who have succeeded (by turning
to a new way of growing rice) showed results as far back
as 1995. The government has never promoted this way
of agriculture although the farmers can do everything for
themselves: prepare fertilizer, insect repellent, etc. The
costs of production are low, the quality of the produce is
good, and they survive. But other farmers around them
could not follow suit. They said they could not stop using
fertilizers and insecticides. They couldn’t change their
mindset; they had to buy these things no matter what.

“The fault 1s not their own doing. It happened
because of the promotion and propaganda by the chem-
ical companies which enjoy influence over the govern-
ment. It’s a small group of people who benefit. No coun-
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try in the world allows imports of insecticides, fertilizers,
and various toxins without imposing taxes. Our country
1s the only one.

“My proposal is to do away with advertisement.
Secondly, taxes should be imposed on chemical imports.
Thirdly, use income from the taxes to set up farmers’
schools, organic agriculture schools so that farmers
learn the dangers of chemicals. Alternatively, consumers
should be told. We can try as a pilot project: five to ten
months. If it doesn’t work, we can abandon the project.”

Decha advises that a way-out for farmers is to
organize themselves to demand the rights due to them.
“Coming together as a group is better than fighting for
something alone, as we have seen in the civic sector. In
Thailand, if farmers were to unite for production, and
sales, it would be a good move. This would strengthen
production groups. If anyone has problems, they can
exchange views to help develop products and markets.”

Decha added that the important thing was not just
for farmers to adjust themselves in order to solve prob-
lems, but the government must set measures to enable
them to stand on their own feet because food security
will become a very important issue. The country cannot
survive without food, and nothing is more regretful than
if “Thailand, our country so rich in resources, fails to
enable producers of food to live sustainable lives.” l

UNOIUTNIAUASUIL — NSO JS:WUSInw)
A newly-grown rice field in Nakhon Pathom, west of Bangkok.
— Kornwika Weerapantepa

* Khao Bao, Khao Glang, Khao Nak s the categorization of rice
according to the state of the harvest. Khao Bao s rice which takes
a short time to harvest (60-120 days). Khao Nak takes a long
time to grow before it can be harvested (120-180 days). Farmers
tend to apportion their land so that they can grow Khao Bao, Khao
Glang and Ehao Nak in order to wait_for harvests in respective
months.

** Hybrid rice 1s developed from a variely of strains to the extent
that developers claim 1t is resistant to diseases and insects, and
_ytelds more than common rice strains. The drawback s farmers
cannot use the rice as seeds, therefore forcing them to buy a new lot
each year.
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Utaradit — Re3|dents of Ban Huai Khom'in Nam Pat district pass relief bags
fromqfhand to hand across a canal after flash floods swept away a bridge
and a road making delivery by road impossible.
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Dr Royol: Flood
Management
Plan Needs an
Overhaul

Story Oraya Sutabutr
Photos Dilok Tamjaipuan

he recent flood situation has raised a gen-

eral awareness that both the measures

taken to solve its problems and the exist-

ing infrastructure have utterly failed. An

important question is whether or not we

will have enough time to correct our fail-
ures from the previous year should the volume of flood-
water in 2012 exceed that of 2011.

According to Dr Royol Chittradon, director of the
Hydro and Agro Informatics Institute under the National
Science and Technology Development Agency, changes
in the country’s topography and current land use in its
river basins have caused the current planning and man-
agement of water resources, which is heavily reliant on
large structures, to become untenable.

Reflecting on the previous year’s events, Dr Royol
stated that the flood hit Bangkok because a series of rain-
storms lashed the country within a few months’ time,
causing an unusually large volume of water to flow into
the dams (rising from 13,000 to 26,000 cubic meters per
year). Consequently, the usual water management tools
failed to work, whether they involved statistics or conven-
tional management techniques relying on trapping and
draining water in set increments.

Meanwhile, Thailand’s water infrastructure is insuf-
ficiently flexible so that dams had to face unusually large
volume of water and thus needed to drain it down-
stream. Additionally, off-season monsoons and trade
winds raised the sea level in the Gulf of Thailand, ham-
pering the draining of the floodwater.
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Seven industrial estates in Ayutthaya and Pathum Thani provinces
are incapacitated by floods

Furthermore, the country’s Western-style irrigation
system was designed to use large structures for storing
water, without due consideration of varying regional
geographical conditions, without a well-organized water
management system, and without proper administration
of both natural and man-made water sources.

Local administration organizations have allocated a
very small portion of their total budget towards water
management (2.17% for managing water sources and
8% for addressing flood and drought crises). Meanwhile,
the national government has under-invested in irrigation
in some regions while over-investing in others such as the
North and Central regions.

Current flood prediction in the lower part of the
Chao Phraya River basin is inconsistent because of sig-
nificant changes in the physical conditions and land use
in the area. The collection of rain data for predicting
the volumetric flow rate into the Chao Phraya dam is a
lengthy process as the collection and verification of this
data is time-consuming and so cannot be used to predict
flood crises in a timely manner. The upper Chao Phraya
River basin from Nakhon Sawan northwards houses two
large water reservoirs, namely, the Bhumibol and Sirikit
dams, which are important water resources for the Cen-
tral region. To date, few efforts have been made to sys-
tematically study or develop flood prediction models.

Dr Royol added, “The existing system focuses on
draining rainwater and keeping out water run-off. Ini-
tially, damming served two or three cities well. But the
system failed after everyone resorted to damming. When
the initial damming seemed to yield positive results, it
was declared a success. So every province from Nakhon
Sawan to Lop Buri, Ang Thong, Suphan Buri and Ayut-
thaya put up walls not only around the provincial proper
but also around farmland. This ruined it for everyone
because the water was forced to flow in a narrow channel
and so rose to very high levels instead of spreading out
evenly.” (Matichon, 25 November 2011)

The problem of slow water drainage in Bangkok
and surrounding areas was caused
by the system’s ineffectiveness

of draining floodwater into
canals. This was the result
of inefficiency of the canal
system, which prevented
canals from receiving water
to their fullest capacity. There

was also a lack of unity in
water management. There was
poor oversight over the height
of road construction, and
changes in land use affected

as. soaa Dr Royol
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areas of Bangkok
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People cross the makeshift bridge along flooded Phahon Yothin road in front of
Zeer Rangsit department complex. — Photo courtesy of The Bangkok Post

the flow of flood run-off. Clear examples can be found
in the cases of mid-sized and small canals in western
Bangkok, such as Bang Sue, which had been widely
encroached upon and improperly dredged. Further, the
water pumping system lacked a unified direction and did
not correspond with the capacity of each canal and the
different water level of various areas.

“The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration
planned for rainwater but not overflows. Even though
there were enough water pumps, there was no compre-
hensive plan to connect the entire system,” Dr Royol
said. (Matichon, 25 November 2011)

CHAO PHRAYA FLOOD PLANS

Dr Royol stated that long-term plans for addressing
the Chao Phraya river basin floods require that many
actions be taken simultaneously. This includes rehabilita-
tion of forests and improvement of land use starting from
Phitsanulok southwards as well as paying more attention
to buffering water in wetlands such as Bung Boraphet
and Bung Seefai swamps and wetlands around Khirimat,
Talay Luang. Small reservoirs in areas such as that north
of Pa Sak Jolasid dam should be built to increase reten-
tion areas to cope with floods and drought, which would
make water management systems more flexible.

Additionally, Dr Royol proposed that several urgent
measures be implemented. These include: 1) city plan-
ning measures establishing land use zones and control-
ling land filling; 2) an emergency broadcast system and
national water database; 3) an increase in telemetric
stations along important waterways and an automated
information delivery system; 4) a monthly analysis of
water balance sheet; 5) an overhaul of the budget allo-
cation process in order to give higher priority to more
important projects; and 6) incorporation of the water
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management issue into the National Economic and
Social Development Plan, which so far has dealt only
with environmental issues, along with the development
of technology, research, and human resources, and advo-
cacy of water resource laws. (Thanonline.com, 9 Decem-
ber 2011)

Dr Royol emphasized the importance of city plan-
ning measures in addressing flood crises. While previously
the focus was on exploitation of land, the issues of zon-
ing, area elevation, and a clear water plan must now be
developed. Various areas may be earmarked for retain-
ing water run-off. Additionally, local communities should
have their own water management plans to increase their
capacity to deal with floods, which should do away with
compensation for flood-related losses. As for industrial
areas, there should be increased regulations to ensure that
water retained must be drained in equal measure.

In terms of management, the government must
delegate work to relevant organizations in each locality
to improve the efficiency of water management tools
already at hand. This includes dredging of canals that
have become shallow, and echo-sounders should be used
to determine which sections of a canal are insufficiently
deep so that those sections may be specifically targeted
rather than dredging the entire length of the canal. (Khao
Sod, 4 January 2012)

As for Bangkok’s long-term flood prevention, Dr
Royol said the restoration of the original water infra-
structure and the creation of run-off courses that com-
plement city plans are critical and should include the fol-
lowing measures:

1. Reinforcing the King’s dike: It is important
to regulate the height of floodwalls along the roads that
serve as the dike. A recently-discovered problem is that
the level of water drainage differs from place to place.
Inner roads should be lower than outer roads so that
overflows are not trapped. Roads that act as embank-
ments should be high and roads that are not embank-
ments should be lower than houses. As high roads lead
to sewers being placed high, houses have to be built on
higher ground, which benefits no one. There has been a
race to elevate homes following the flood; therefore, an
urgent measure is needed to prevent this so that rain and
flood waters can flow in accordance with water drain-
age systems. Floodgate readiness must be improved, and
the network of roads must be improved so that there are
enough channels for floodwaters to flow through. The
Public Works Department must be responsible for imple-
menting these measures.

2. Increasing the efficiency of canals: For a
long time, the canals had had enormous capacities to
hold water yet have been unable to drain due to blockage
problems and ground subsidence. For instance, the area
north of Bang Na-Trat highway is only half a meter high
while the canal is 0.8 meter high, thus preventing water
from draining into the canal. Water driving equipment
should also be installed.

idumvaneliiu On a new path
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Pathum Thani — Many residents of Muang Ek housing estate refuse to evacuate,
necessitating delivery of food and essentials by volunteers to them
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Trucks laden with rubbish left by the floods on the still-flooded Phahon Yothin Road.
— Photo courtesy of The Bangkok Post

3. Increasing water run-off routes on both
sides of the Chao Phraya River: Water should be
directed towards the east via the Raphiphat Canal, Bang
Pakong River, or the Outer Ring Road. Canals on the
west side of the river oriented along the north-south axis
must be restored. More water pumping stations must be
established in the lower part of the King’s dike, as pres-
ently there is only one such station at Mahachai Canal.
Various canals must be restored and additional canals
dug to connect them in order to reduce the length of
time water takes to reach the sea at Mahachai. (Krungthep
Turakyj, 5 December 2011)

In the case that the existing infrastructure is unable
to contain flooding, three actions must be taken simulta-
neously. First, water must be blocked to a certain degree
as well as drained or rerouted, as damming without
drainage or rerouting will cause damage to the infra-
structure. Second, urban areas such as Bangkok and
commercial districts should urgently create topographi-
cal maps using LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging
remote sensing technology). Third, create water reten-
tion areas, designate overflow areas, and pass a special
measure to pay compensation to landowners who agree
to have their land designated as overflow areas. (Thanon-
line.com, 9 December 2011)

4. Building floodways along the Outer Ring
Road: Floodways linking the Bang Pa-In Industrial
Estate and the Raphiphat Canal should be constructed
to receive large volumes of floodwater. Each shoulder
of the Outer Ring Road is about 80 meters wide. This
can be made into a frontage road that is 5 meters lower
to allow water to flow along the floodways into pump-
ing stations on Samrong Canal, which can pump water
straight into the Gulf of Thailand. This project does not
require land expropriation and can begin right away.
(Krungthep Turaky, 5 December 2011)
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Pathum Thani — A container was dropped from a Chinook helicopter to plug a big
gap in the flood wall protecting Navanakorn Industrial Estate

5. Draining and rerouting water: Water con-
verging into the Chao Phraya River from the Lop Buri
and Chai Nat-Pa Sak Rivers should be drained and
rerouted through the Phra Narai Sluice Gate at Raphi-
phat Canal, through the Phra Ong Chao Chaiyanuchit
Canal, as well as through Chachoengsao and Nakhon
Nayok provinces. (Thanonline.com 9 December 2011)

6. Enlarging the “Monkey’s Cheek” Project:
Implementing the “Monkey’s Cheek” Project to build
water retention areas in its entirety would be able to solve
flooding problems. A clear example of the project’s suc-
cess can be found at the Nong Suea oil palm plantations
in the Rangsit area between Canals 8 and 10. These
areas used to be orange orchards covering 500,000 rai
of land. Were this area to be managed properly, it could
serve as a water retention area requiring no compensa-
tion monies from the state, and could also serve as a buf-
fer zone.

“The reason oil palm plantations were able to
escape flood damages is because oil palms are hydro-
philic plants. Previously, plantation owners built high
dirt embankments around their properties, so we advised
them to allow their land to be flooded up to one meter
high, capable of holding up to 200-300 million cubic
meters of water. The previous flood actually resulted in
greater oil palm productivity. It is possible to implement
this measure that could benefit local people,” Dr. Royol
said. (Thanonline.com, 9 December 2011)

In conclusion, solutions to the flood problems require
proper management from the water source through to
its sink. City planning is very important in receiving,
rerouting, and draining water. It should be supported by
legal mechanisms and compatible management model.
Furthermore, provincial city plans must be conducive
to cooperative water management among provinces so
that water is drained in the same directions, thus lower-
ing the risk of prolonged stagnation. It also helps prevent
the collapse of floodwalls that were constructed haphaz-
ardly with little thought towards water drainage, water
volume, and local topographical conditions. Importantly,
well thought-out city plans will reduce conflicts among
local populations. l
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When Governmen
and Media Fail

the Public

Story Nalin Vanasin
Photos Dilok Tamjaipuan
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Bangkok — A television team from Hong Kong interviews flood victims in
the Tha Prachan area.

uring natural disasters, people natu-
rally look to their governments for
information. Information such as what
nature is doing, what the latest tally
of damages is, to what extent normal
economic and civic activities are dis-
rupted, how to protect one’s assets and livelihood, and
finally, how to live and cope with the crisis.

Governments in countries that have long histories
living with natural disasters tend to be better at gather-
ing, analyzing, and disseminating such information. Take
Japan during what has come to be known as 2011 Tohoku
earthquake and tsunami. Immediately after the initial
earthquake was detected, the government right away pre-
dicted and analyzed where the epicenter was likely to be
and what areas were likely to be affected, and issued pos-
sible tsunami and landslide warnings accordingly.

For days and weeks after that, the government con-
tinuously updated vital information, such as, among
others, aftershocks, evacuation guidelines, and, later,
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The Blue Whale is used to identify the Roo Soo Flood volunteer group

radiation levels surrounding the Fukushima Nuclear
Power Plant. By coordinating with its various agencies,
the government collected data available, analyzed it, and
turned it into relevant information for its citizens. This
consumer-friendly information is then disseminated to
the public through various media channels, including the
NHK, mobile phone networks, radio, and Internet.

As should be in a developed democracy, the govern-
ment acts as the one-stop source of information during
a natural disaster. The government is the most logical
entity to do this because its government agencies are sup-
posed to monitor and collect raw meteorological, geo-
logical, infrastructural, and demographical data, as well
as have access to all experts who could analyze and make
sense of it all.

Possessing information, however, is not enough: the
appropriate presentation and communication of the
information is equally vital. This is where the media
steps in.

In an optimal civil society, the media has the respon-
sibility to communicate the information in a relevant,
timely, and accurate manner. The media is the govern-
ment’s partner that should help to further distil infor-
mation into layman, easily understandable language.
The media could be commercial or public entities. The
important thing is that the media should be an indepen-
dent and unbiased voice whose only objective is to serve
the public in such a disaster.

In such an ideal world, the combination of useful,
accurate, and timely information not only delivers all of
the information people need to know during a crisis, but
it also helps stave off panic, allowing for an orderly man-
agement of the crisis.

During the Thailand Floods of 2011, however, this
ideal model of government-media partnership in dis-
seminating public service information during a crisis
broke down.

Idumvaidgao Green Line



60

UNSIAU - IuLau 2555 @ January - April 2012

UnUonow - AseUASoWIanowawndthoonmnuiu
Bang Bua Thong — A man carries his daughter on his shoulder as they
evacuate from their home.
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The government itself did not seem to be able to
organize the necessary data that were available at hand
from relevant government agencies. The Flood Relief
Operation Center (FROC), which was set up as a cen-
tral authority to handle the crisis, found itself unable to
effectively coordinate among the agencies and therefore
struggled to consolidate and analyze data into actionable
information. In its initial communications to the public,
its message sought to address immediate concerns tar-
geting specific locations or groups of people, such as the
placement of “big bags” to stem the flood in northern
Bangkok or the delivery of survival kits to various neigh-
borhoods, when what most people were looking for was
a comprehensive update of the entire water movement
and its implication on all affected areas.

In a news report on 19 October last year the Wall
Street Journal cited analysts as saying the government’s
problem was the haphazard way that information about
the flood had been released, summed up by the science
minister’s hasty call for evacuating part of the capital.
Bangkok’s flood defenses were, in fact, intact. The min-
ister later apologized for his confusion — but not before
many people abandoned their homes in a late-night rush
and triggered a panic that rippled across much of the city.

A Japanese trade group, according to the news
report, said that Japanese companies — including many
of Thailand’s biggest foreign investors — didn’t know
what was happening and what was accurate. “They
received warnings but not enough information and not
enough time to decide what steps to take,” said a Japa-
nese trade official in Bangkok.

The finger-pointing among FROC, the Bangkok
Metropolitan Administration (BMA), and the Royal Irri-
gation Department only added to the confusion.

As for the media, the public broadcaster Thai PBS
put in earnest efforts to convey whatever relevant infor-
mation it could gather to its viewers. The same could not

Unusd
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be said of most commercial channels, which were seen as
more interested in glorifying themselves by televising its
own relief efforts and in boosting its ratings with sensa-
tionalized coverage.

Writing in Matichon daily newspaper of 3 November
2011, Ruj Komolbutr, a journalism lecturer at Thamma-
sat University and a former journalist himself, criticized
the media for failing in their professional responsibility to
provide relevant information to the public. He was criti-
cal of some media outlets which took on the role of aid
providers to flood victims. While such action was praise-
worthy in the face of a crisis, he said, the media should
ponder whether they had performed their primary duty
adequately and whether information they provided the
public helped the people to assess their risks accurately:.

“Would it be better if the media spend their limited
resources on information dissemination which is their
primary ‘communication’ mission?” he asked.

The informational confusion resulted in a huge
vacuum that the public tried in every which way to fill.
Not surprisingly, many amateurs tried to help close this
gap by putting their own user-generated information on
the internet. Some private blogs, clips, and posts, such as
the early content on Thaiflood.com and conservationist-
cum-blogger Sasin Chalermlarp’s maps, offered perti-
nent and actionable information for people. Over time,
however, inaccurate and irrelevant information started
to flood the web. Many people spent hours gleaning
information that was redundant and often of little use
to them.

In fact, one user-generated content that was a reac-
tion to the government’s lack of information and the
inundation of nonsensical information was the series
called Roo Soo Flood (which may be translated as “knowl-
edge to fight flood”). An informal and fluid group of vol-
unteers, led by about 6-7 twenty-something individuals,
the group felt that the general public’s yearning for infor-
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Ang Thong — Flood evacuees follow the news of floods at the evacuation
center in Wat Sa Kaew School. — Photo courtesy of The Bangkok Post

mation was simple and primal: everybody just wanted to
know if and how they would survive through the floods
with minimal economic, physical and emotional damage.

So they decided to do short and timely informa-
tional videos to help answer the most pertinent questions
normal citizens had on their minds: Where do the floods
come from exactly? How can I take care of myself? How
can I help others? What repercussions are there after the
water is gone? How can I live with flooding, which is sure
to become a recurring part of our future?

The result was a series of infographic clips, each
about 5 minutes long, using clear visuals, few numbers,
simple language, in a calm and neutral tone explaining
the causes of the floods and what to do to evaluate one’s
situation, prepare oneself for the worst, and how to live
with water or evacuate, whatever the case maybe.

The series hit a nerve because it boiled down essen-
tial information into easily understood language, in a
calm yet human authority tone. To take the mind-numb-
ing figure for the volume of water at Bangkok’s door
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Bangkok — Passengers stand in angle-deep flood in front of Central
Lat Phrao Shopping Mall while the board at the bus stop behind them
promises life-long services provided by the Bangkok Metropolitan
Administration.

— 10 billion cubic meters — down to a more humanly
imaginable scale, for instance, the group presented it as
50 million blue whales. Within 7 days of the launch of
the first episode, the clip had 750,000 hits on YouTube.

Useful as it was, sources such as Roo Su Flood or
Sasin Chalermlarp could never replace the government.
Tor one, the fact that they relied mainly on the Internet
as a dissemination channel vastly limited the number of
audience it could reach. Further, being small, amateur
operations, they could only offer narrow slices of specific
information. They could not tell you the latest meteo-
rological predictions, and they could not tell you if and
how you should evacuate, and what aid resources were
available.

As a result, the Great Flood of 2011 has shown that
the government must fulfill its role as a single-source of
credible and actionable information for the public if it
wants to satisfy its obligation to serve and protect its citi-
zens, particularly in times of crises. ll
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Young Mahingsa research?of the Water Souree Group analyze small aquatic animals

that indicate water quality’
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ithe'stream they reside in. — Patcharaporn Wimalai

= \WIATER AND LIVES

at Baw Nai Soi
Commumnily
Patcharaporn Wimalai

Mentor of Class 8, Ban Nai Soi School
2010 Little Mahingsa Researchers Project

tap water system has been introduced for
quite some time at Nai Soi Community in
Pang Mu Sub-district, Muang District of
ae Hong Son province. Little Mahingsa
researchers from the Water Source Group initiated the
“Water Source Discovery” Project and learned that as
many as 17 streams provide water for our tap water
production and feed villagers’ farmland.
Unfortunately, many villagers and farmers have
yet to recognize the importance of these waterways
and have continued to dump waste and agricultural
chemicals into water sources which supply water for
their daily consumption.
The Water Source Discovery Project is an exten-
tion of the community history research conducted by
the young researchers’ team of Ban Nai Soi School.
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Teacher Patcharaporn Wimalai (center), mentor of the Little Mahingsa
group, poses for a picture with group member at the base of a giant, rare
“Saw” tree at Huai Jong forest. — Wichit Wimalai
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The young researchers get ready for their study trip after enquiring old
folks in the village about the waterways. — Patcharaporn Wimalai
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Science teacher Wichit Wimalai (left) talks about mushrooms growing

on felled logs to the students on a nature study trip in Huai Jong of Mae
Hong Son province. — Patcharaporn Wimalai

Their research on “Management of Nai Soi Village’s
Forest” revealed that the village was once a major teak
supplier of Mae Hong Son province. It was found
that in 1882, British-based Bombay Burma Company
hauled teak woods from the village’s forest.

Following the forest closure in 1989, Nai Soi Vil-
lage in 1992 began reforestation according to the Com-
munity Forest Policy and established a joint community
agreement through meetings and social contracts. The
agreement stipulates the following conditions:

1. No deforestation;

2. Any tree felling for village activities, such as

temple fair and merit making ceremonies, must be

approved by village meeting;

3. Compliance with forestry laws;

4. No burning of grass or garbage during high air

pollution period (March-April);

5. No setting fire to forest;

6. No cutting of banana trees in other person’s

orchard. Violator is liable to a fine of 500 baht

per tree;

7. No fishing by electric shock;

8. No littering of waterways.
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Mongkhon Suriya, a former village head who led a team laying water pipes
from a mountain stream to the village, shares his knowledge about the
streams with the young researchers. — Patcharaporn Wimalai
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It is clear that the agreement covers the manage-
ment of water resources. This is because management
of forest and water resources must go hand in hand.
To date, there has been no penalty specified for water-
related violations as there is for forest-related ones. In
any event, the villagers’ reforestation initiative and the
announcement of Pla Cave and Suea CLiff as a national
park have to a certain extent boosted conservation con-
sciousness.

Knowing that the headwater forest is the source of
many waterways, the young Mahingsa reserchers of the
Water Source Group set out to collect data about them
and discovered that 17 streams run through the village.

Currently, some streams run dry after the rainy sea-
son even though during the rainy season many homes
and paddy fields are regularly inundated. However,
some other streams continue to run in trickle and carry
water to Mae Soi River before emptying into Pai River.
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Young Mahinsa researchers of Ban Nai Soi School walk along a stream
in Huai Jong that runs pass villagers’ garlic plantations.

— Patcharaporn Wimalai

These streams have now provided water for tap
water production and remain the bloodline for farm-
ers. Sadly, many villagers and farmers are ignorant and
do not feel the sense of ownership and conservation of
water resources. They continue to dump garbage and
agricultural chemicals in the waterways. This is despite
the fact that they and others in their community con-
sume water from these very sources.

We believe that as young members of the village,
we can play our little part in supporting and joining the
big effort to restore the health of waterways to the best
of our ability.

The time is high for everyone in the community to
turn their attention to taking better care of water and
forest resources and the environment to ensure survival
of animals, plants and humans.ll
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Sing Buri — Much of Tambon Bang Krabue is under water. — Photo courtesy of Community Organizations Development Institute (Public Organization)
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Sing Buri — Volunteers set up a supplies and food distribution unit next to

a canal in Bang Krabue. — Photo courtesy of Community Organizations
Development Institute (Public Organization)

espite the floods of 2011 — which were

the most critical in several decades —

local communities still give the impres-

sion of being calm, collected, and

prepared to deal with crisis mindfully.

Able to co-exist with water contentedly,
without panicking or fear, villagers in Tambon Hat Tha-
nong, Muang District, Uthai Thani Province, and others
in Tambon Bang Krabue, Sing Buri Province, have valu-
able experiences worthy of relating.

Hat Thanong, a tambon (sub-district) located in
Muang District of Uthai Thani, is in the path of two
rivers which affect the ways of life of local people. The
Chao Phraya River flows south through Hat Thanong.
Therefore, if the river — which receives large volumes of
water from the North and various dams located south of
Uthai Thani Province, for example, the Bhumibol Dam
in Tak Province and the Sirtkit Dam in Uttaradit Prov-
ince — in any one year releases great quantities of water,
its banks will be brimming, and the water will overflow to
flood this tambon. The Sakae Krang River, for its part,
embraces the back of Hat Thanong, and if it contains a
large volume of water in a particular year, the overflow

UNSIAU - IuEaU 2555 e January - April 2012

VICTIMS OF
FLOODS
AND
DISASTERS

MUST SOLVE
PROBLEMS FOR
THEMSELVES

will enter the Chao Phraya River in the area of Tam-
bon Tha Sung, adversely impacting on Hat Thanong,
located adjacently.

Moreover, the sub-district takes fall-out from the
Chao Phraya Dam, located in the lower part of Uthai
Thani Province, and situated at a distance of only scores
of kilometers away. If the Chao Phraya happens to hold
a lot of water and authorities have to prevent flooding of
areas south of the dam, especially Bangkok and nearby
provinces, the Chao Phraya Dam has to delay the release
of water. In that case, the large mass of water will return
to flood nearby areas north of the dam, including those
in Tambon Hat Thanong,

Tambon Bang Krabue, located in Muang District,
Sing Buri Province, is a Chao Phraya basin community
located at about 40-50 kilometers south of the dam.
Should any year see masses of water from the north of
the dam enter Nakhon Sawan, Uthai Thani, and flow
down to the Chao Phraya Dam in Sappaya District,
Chai Nat Province, the dam will have to release similarly
large volume of water. This is because it is a diversion
dam built for agricultural purposes, not for holding water
in reserve. This would cause floods south of the dam,
from Chai Nat down to the provinces of Sing Buri, Ang
Thong, Ayutthaya, Pathum Thani, Nonthaburi, Bang-
kok and Nakhon Pathom.

In previous years, floods were not deep because as
yet no sites had been built up to obstruct the water’s pas-
sage. But when residential and built-up areas expanded,
and new roads were laid down, the water through the
area was obstructed. Hence over the past 10 years or so
Tambon Bang Krabue and Tambon Hat Thanong came
to be increasingly affected, adversely, by floods. This
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Sing Buri — Local and central administrations jointly organize occupational
training to help affected people cope with floods. — Photo courtesy of

Community Organizations Development Institute (Public Organization)
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Since the villagers had to encounter floods year in
and year out, they began searching for ways to solve
problems and prepare to greet the water which would
visit them as if it were a relative. In the process, they
engaged in community development activities as the
basis for bringing residents in the respective tambons to
join in collective problem-solving;

Muan Khiewubon, municipal chief of Tambon Hat
Thanong, recalled the traditional ways of life had to
change in many farming areas following the construction
of the Chao Phraya Dam, the Bhumibol Dam, the Sirikit
Dam, and the first national economic development plan
that aimed to turn Thailand into an agricultural export-
ing country. Traditionally people could grow rice only
once a year. From then on, they could harvest rice three
times a year, thanks to the system of irrigation canals.

An agricultural method that doesn’t fall in with
Nature causes drought, competition for water, driving
villagers in the area to conflict, resulting in the problem
of insufficient water. Drought has prevailed for so many
years that the peace that reigned here has almost disap-
peared. That’s why Muan, when he was a village head-
man, encouraged villagers to come together in problem-
solving by setting up a water co-operative. This was
intended to gather funds as expenses for pulling water
from the Chao Phraya River into the irrigation canals.
When the co-operative collected more money, it opened
up the fund for members to loan for use as a rotating
budget in rice farming. The villagers at the time also
agreed to reduce rice farming from thrice to twice a year.
This reduced the risks of floods and drought, which nor-
mally arose as a result of not knowing how much water
was due to descend in the following year.

Currently, the “Cooperative of Water Users of the
Ban Saphan Hin Electricity-powered Station for Draw-
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ing Water Limited” still operates securely. Moreover it
has branched out to cover several aspects of skills devel-
opment. The co-operative is considered the most con-
solidated, strong, and enduring collectivity.

In 1995, severe flooding damaged more than 1,200
rai of farmland. The villagers turned to mutual consul-
tations in order to find ways of truly preventing another
water peril.

“Elders were asked to recall their experiences over
the past 5-6 years so that residents could establish the
roots of the flood season. They found important data
that water from the Chao Phraya River would overflow
and flood Tambon Hat Thanong after September 25
every year,” municipal chief Muan related.

Once the secret code of the Chao Phraya River,
which had been forged to become local wisdom from
generation to generation, was revealed, the villagers
applied anew the traditional knowledge for amending
the schedule of rice farming to fit in with Nature. That is
they would grow rice according to a timeline that would
enable harvesting before September 25. This means the
first rice season begins in May, the paddy to be harvested
in August; the second in December, to be harvested in
March. Henceforth, rice came to be grown twice a year.

Furthermore, the villagers changed the rice variety so
as to suit the growing season. From the photoperiod sensi-
tive variety, which requires more than 120 days to plant
and harvest, they adopted the non-photoperiod sensitive
variety, which needs less than 120 days to plan planting
and harvesting before the water is due to tumble in.

The research into traditional knowledge of river
basin people has enabled the villagers of Tambon Hat
Thanong to avoid natural disasters for several years,
except for those years when storms struck so heavily they
brought flash floods. That was the case in 2006 when
Storm Chang Sarn dumped its forces on the Central
Region’s lower basin causing floods in several prov-
inces. Tambon Hat Thanong was among the victims.
Though that disaster left losses in its wake, the benefit
was that residents of the river basin tightened relations,
so much so that a civic organization named the “Central

£

Region River Basin Network” was born. The network
was entrusted with operating activities to assist those
who were inundated, rehabilitate their areas, and forge
a long-term plan for disaster prevention.

In 2010, when floods visited several Central Region
provinces, the network used areas that had been repeat-
edly submerged as models for managing and solving
the problems. They began work in 2011 in 15 tambons
located in eight provinces. These included Bang Luang
in Nakhon Sawan, Hat Thanong in Uthai Thaini, Chao
Phraya in Chainat, Bang Krabue in Sing Buri, and Pa
Tan in Lop Buri.

And when Thailand was lashed by five storms that
brought historic floods last year, Muan said only 10% of
the paddy fields were affected. This was due to advance
planning for rice growing that would survive floods. The
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Sing Buri — A volunteer craftsman in Bang Krabue helps repair and paint a
boat for local villagers to prepare for flood. — Photo courtesy of Community
Organ/zat/ons Development Institute (Public Organ/zat/on)
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Boonchorb Samakwongse (left) of Tambon Bang Krabue speaks at a
forum on disaster remediation.
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10% of 1,200 rai under cultivation that were affected
included land that had not yet harvested a crop.

“If we cannot change Nature, we have to adjust our-
selves so that we can live with Nature, and with water,”
Muan said.

“Because we knew floods surely would come, we
planned the evacuation of villagers. In addition, because
we were certain we would not be able to resist the cur-
rents of the water, we did not set up a barrier, except in
fields where paddy had not yet been harvested. Here we
adopted prevention measures to ensure that the concerned
farmers would be least affected. We also prepared enough
survival bags for all the families in the tambon, boats, and
land vehicles. Then we activated a public relations plan
to inform villagers in each village cluster where the shel-
ter centers were so that the villagers would be ready, not
panic, and confusion would not overcome them.

When the Chao Phraya River began to overflow,
the villagers evacuated their homes to collect at specified
points, for example temple pavilions, schools, and canal
embankments located on higher ground. Boats were pre-
pared to distribute to families not yet ready to evacuate
and some to be used in emergency. Local health centers
were contacted to look after the villagers’ health and
ensure there were enough medicines. Trucks were pre-
pared to transport from elsewhere things in short supply.
Villagers volunteered to set up communal kitchens and
food distribution centers for those in need. This included
lunch and the evening meal.

“We used speed boats to deliver food, and assigned
village representatives to look after their respective vil-
lages. The whole tambon ate the same food. But if any-
one had not received food, they were told to notify us and
we would deliver on-spot,” Muan said.

In Tambon Bang Krabue, Lt Boonchorb Samak-
wongse, or “Uncle Chorb”, who is at the core of the
community’s development, at age 61, explains the think-
ing that was born of the villagers’ experiences.

“It flooded previously, and authorities brought sand
bags to obstruct the flow of the Chao Phraya River, but
this did not succeed. Therefore we came together to talk
and collectively reached the conclusion that if there is
a large volume of water, we cannot stop its flow how-
ever strong the preventives, that we would have to let the
water flow naturally. Since we could not move homes to
flee the floods, we agreed on this course: how can we live
with the water happily and lead our lives normally.”

Uncle Chorb recalled that the preparation to live
with water largely applied the mechanism of the Tam-
bon Bang Krabue Community Organization Council.
The village leaders prepared a plan for post-flood reha-
bilitation, set up a tambon-level disaster action center
to handle the reception of imminent water peril. They
trained children and youths to deal with the danger, sur-
veyed the number of boats in the tambon — sealing any
leaks or cracks — that would be used as a means of trans-
port during the floods.
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They also set up canvas tents along main roads
adjacent to the villages: for example, the Chai Nat-Sing
Buri road, so that they could receive riverine families
who wanted to evacuate. They prepared rice, dry food,
drinks, basic household medicines, and other necessities:
torches, candles, buckets and rubbish bags, among oth-
ers. Belongings were moved to higher ground. Cars and
motorcycles were parked in safe areas. Each village had
working committees that were tasked with assisting vil-
lagers. There was a division of labor, like distribution of
assistance bags, and the evacuation of sick people.

Towards the end of August, not long after villagers
prepared to take on the floods, the Chao Phraya River
overflowed to flood several districts in Chai Nat Province
which are located south of the dam. This included Tam-
bon Bang Krabue, where the water rose as high as two
meters in some areas. But the tambon residents largely
went up to live on the upper floor of their homes, where
they also cooked. For those who lived in one-story hous-
ing, if they did not flee to take shelter with relatives, they
took mats, mosquito nets, blankets and necessities to can-
vas tents prepared by the main road.

The floods in Bang Krabue and its environs lasted
more than 70 days. Besides damage to some houses and
paddy fields, there was no loss of life to the currents as
in previous years. Moreover, the people joined hands to
turn crisis into opportunity by engaging in a range of
development activities. The “Beautiful Vegetables, Pretty
Banks” activity called for vegetables to be grown on the
river banks; “Fish Condominiums” for cultivation of
krod, ik, plik, takrai nam, and wad gai, all riverside plants, in
order to create space for conserving, breeding and shel-
tering the snakehead and other fish. Others promoted
the production of organic fertilizers, and organic farm-
ing in general. These projects evolved from existing com-
munity development projects for which a budget was set
up in 2010, with each household contributing 100 baht
a year. They were also assisted by the Tambon Bang
Krabue community welfare fund, which had been run-
ning since 2003, with savings set at 365 baht a year from
each household.

These were examples of the community and local pro-
cesses which were important to solving problems stem-
ming from disasters by using local knowledge, and capital
towards which community members contributed before
outside agencies stepped in to help.

The coming together of people in villages evolved
into a community process that raised the level of disaster
management regionally and in the riverine sector. There
came to be disaster management centers in nine prov-
inces, altogether totaling 94 centers, designed to generate
mutual self-help in the stages of preparation, encounter
and post-crisis coping. They operated according to the
central principle of disaster management, that is disas-
ter-stricken people must solve problems for themselves,
with community organizations acting as the core of
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Sing Buri — In normal time, the Chao Phraya River is a source of fish for
vilagers. Here the fishermen unload the catch of the day. — Photo courtesy
of Community Organizations Development Institute (Public Organization)
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Pathum Thani — Volunteers of the People’s Network prepare food and
water for flood victims at the Coordinating Center to Help Flood Victims
during last year’s floods. — Photo courtesy of the Tsunami Victims Network
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management because they know the needs of respective
communities, the changes that have taken place in the
area, rather than wait for help from the centralized sys-
tem of disaster management reporting to different agen-
cies that cannot handle disasters which often strike, cover
extensive ground, and become fiercer than before.

In areas where the water began to recede, provin-
cial-level community organizations started working with
affected communities by inspecting the extent of dam-
age, and the aspects of life that communities urgently
wanted rehabilitated, or where directions had been
planned. The organizations co-ordinated with the civic
sector at local level, agencies and the provincial authori-
ties in order to review data on the hardships together. The
communities planned work in parallel with agencies. For
example, the Sing Buri and Uthai Thani civic organi-
zations entered into an agreement for rehabilitating the
communities and affected people with local administra-
tive organizations and the provincial governors. At the
same time, the civic sector in several areas announced
directions for planning to meet disasters seriously. It was
collective work by networks in risk areas at the levels of
tambons, provinces, regions and geographic affinity.

“Disaster” therefore became an opportunity for
local communities to firm up and manage themselves.

At the same time, disaster brought by floods was an expe-
rience that inhabitants of Bangkok do not often meet.
They therefore lacked experience in self-management
to cope with disaster. But there were civic organizations
armed with such experience who proposed support and
assistance to victims so that the “novices” could manage
themselves without waiting for help from the state alone.

Maitri Jongkraijak, coordinator of the Commu-
nity Network for Social and Political Reform, suffered
from the tsunami five years ago. His was one of the net-
works which applied experience and lessons from disas-
ter management to help those who encountered disaster
in variety of areas, and tried to strengthen the capacity
of communities in self-managing disasters.

According to Maitri, the southern region has been
adversely affected by disasters several times, including
tsunami, mudslides, wind and water emergencies. That’s
why they consolidated to exchange and summarize les-
sons at the levels of tambon, province and region. For
them planning to cope with disasters meant attaching
importance to preventive actions at the levels of tambon,
province and river basin.

Extending help to people in Bangkok led Maitri to
the conclusion that communities in the capital city do
not have strong relations, and lack experience, as vic-
tims of disaster, and in preparing to cope with disaster.
Nevertheless, these urban communities learned from the
process of help and exchanges of experience from those
who had encountered disasters, so much so that they
could raise also the level of urban communities’ work.

Maitri cited the case of victims in the Don Muang
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Hat Yai — Maitri (left) and fellow volunteers from the Tsunami Victims
Network help evacuate a sick woman from her home during a 2010 flood
in southern Thailand. — Photo courtesy of the Tsunami Victims Network

to receive evacuees from communities in the vicinity but
had to close it because floods overwhelmed Don Muang
Airport itself. However, 478 evacuees insisted on staying
even after water and electricity supplies were cut.

At first, these people lived in confusion, with no
order at all. But when volunteers led by Maitri went
in, advised them till they came to manage the center’s
system, with a committee, headman and six groups of
flood victims. This was to lay down a division of labor for
communal living. After that a survey was conducted of
the refugees’ data, for instance their domiciles, villages,
children, elders, the sick. Then a map was drawn up of
the victims and a manual composed for the community.
Talks were held with outside agencies for the use of an
electricity generator, plus the setting up of a savings fund
in the community for the rehabilitation of the inhab-
itants. They also forged a plan for preparing to live in
areas at risk.

“Not knowing one another even though they lived in
the same village, they were reluctant to trust any persons,
especially outsiders, who came in to give advice, holding
their motives as suspect. Here we had to use our instinct
as development workers who are highly experienced in
generating an atmosphere of friendliness and trust. Now
these urban people have developed their thinking on the
establishment of a community in concrete terms. This
is a beginning. Once they come together, they will have
more potential than people in provinces, for instance in
raising funds and accumulating resources. This is the dif-
ference,” Mytri said.

Support from volunteer groups showed results after
the floods. Communities which had received help under
the Bangkok community organizations process and a
council under the same concept, announced intentions
to manage floods and disasters, with every community
and zone in Bangkok to manage water and solve disas-
ters, with the community at the core. The civic sector
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Hat Yai — Volunteers from the Tsunami Victims Network from Ban Nam
Khem of Phang-nga province help flood victims in this southern town
during a heavy flood in 2010. — Photo courtesy of the Tsunami Victims
Network

had to be involved at every level, whether it be the set-
ting up of a committee for managing water and disas-
ters, prevention, problem-solving, recovery and rehabili-
tation. Areas in eastern Bangkok, such as Lat Krabang,
Min Buri, Klong Samwa and Nong Chok, declared their
determination not to accept their being converted into
water retention areas. But they would be willing to be
a floodway under effective administration and manage-
ment.

In Maitri’s view, the experiences of the recent past
became a pool of knowledge that led communities to
appreciate what should be done for every family, com-
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munity, and province, especially those at risk, to be as
self-reliant as possible.

He said it was time for the state to join communities
in managing disasters at every level, rather than let com-
munities alone participate in these tasks.

“The state must provide a supportive budget and a
gamut of resources so that communities can establish a
process for planning how they should cope with disas-
ters. The state also should support the implementation
of such a plan, for instance, enable communities to set
up transit and refugee centers within the community,
self-help, and capacity to stay in areas at risk. The state
should also provide for communities to help other com-
munities.”

Maitri insisted that the community must play a key
role in state plans to manage water and disasters. The
plans should not consist of structures alone.

“When we look into the details of water manage-
ment, we feel that the human factor is missing, one that
is essential to such a task. This is because there was no
consideration of the community playing a role in dealing
with disasters. On the contrary, the state means to pre-
vent disaster by using 350 billion baht in building facili-
ties, a task any government likes, but the community has
no standing in there, no right to receive support. This is
a serious lack of co-operation.” l

Information about Hat Thanong and Bang Krabue is compiled
Jrom the articles “Hat Thanong Model: Uthai Thani People’s
Ways of Dealing with Floods” and “People Living with Water —
The Experience of Residents of Bang Krabue, Sing Buri™, written
by Suwat Kikhuntod (a document from the seminar: The Strength
of Local Communities — Sustainable Management of Disasters).
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Flood victims from the Wat Hong Pathummawas line up to receive
2,000 seedlings as part of an initiative to restore the environment.

"Joining Hands (o
Help Communities’

Petchrada Orchaiyaphum
Public Education and Extension Division,
Department of Environmental Quality Promotion

he floods that hit 24 provinces have caused
hardship to people and affected their
quality of life and created environmental
problems both during and after the floods.
Particularly severe are the problems of
waste and degraded water quality.
Because the problems of garbage and wastewater
are related, each affecting the other, they must be solved
while the public must be educated on how to take care of
the environment, in particular the management of gar-
bage and wastewater and the restoration of local natural
resources and environment.
Success hinges on participation of all sectors in
brainstorming to arrive at a suitable way to solve or
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Members of the volunteer network and officials representing the
Department of Environmental Quality Promotion join hands in painting and
repairing the disaster relief center building.
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Chaluay Kawao-nak, chairwoman of the Pathum Thani’s volunteer network
committee, (second from left) accepts aid kits on behalf of the volunteer
network of Saraburi.

alleviate the problems. Every sector must learn together
by sharing experiences and skills and help promote the
potential of the flood-afflicted people, communities and
private businesses so as to be self-reliant in respect to res-
toration of natural resources and environment in their
localities.

In view of the urgency of these matters, the Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality Promotion (DEQP) has
launched the “Joining Hands to Help Communities”
Project. This is intended to enhance knowledge and
understanding among people in the flooded areas to
enable them to successfully engage in post-flood restora-
tion of natural resources and environment. The project
has also helped established a cooperative partnership
to support the conservation and restoration of natural
resources and environment in the flood-afflicted areas.

Project implementation was guided by the concept
of “friends helping friends” formulated by the Natural
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Resources and Environmental Protection Volunteer Net-
work. The concept envisions affected provinces to help
one another to the best of their ability and capacity. The
volunteer network serves as a core group together with
the cooperative partnership and the local civic sector to
help organize activities to achieve appropriate restoration
and management of natural resources and the environ-
ment of the flooded areas. The project was launched in
Pathum Thani which was one of the provinces suffering
heavy inundation. The goal was to promote cooperation
in the conservation and restoration of natural resources
and the environment in other provinces which also suf-
fered from the floods.

The launch ceremony took place on 18 Decem-
ber 2011 at Hong Pathummawas Temple (Wat Mon)
in Muang district of Pathum Thani. Mr Weerawat
Papussaro, director of the Office of Volunteers and Net-
works, acting for the DEQP director-general, presided
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Weerawat Papussaro makes a speech to welcome participants in the
Joining Hands to Help Communities Project at Wat Hong Pathummawas
in Pathum Thani province.
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Members of the volunteer network of Prachin Buri and DEQP officials
demonstrate the making of soaps for flood victims.
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Ditpichet Suwanpho, executive director of the Natural Resources and
Environmental Protection Volunteer Network, (front left) presents seedlings
to representatives of the volunteer network’s chapters in Pathum Thani.

over the ceremony. Mrs Chaluay Kawao-nak, chair-
woman of the province’s volunteer network committee,
presented a brief report. About 1,150 people attended
the ceremony.

Activities included discussion on “Experiences in
Disaster Management with Public Participation,” aimed
at sharing experiences and mapping out directions and
courses of action to prevent natural disasters, especially
floods. Participants came from the volunteer network,
the Network of Tsunami Victims from Phangnga Prov-
ince, the Green Globe Institute (PTT), Chumchonthai
Foundation and the Environment Office Region 6
(Nonthaburi Province).

Other activities were exhibitions on management of
waste and local environment; post-flood home repairs;
production of multi-purpose cleaning solutions, EM
(effective microorganisms) liquid products, EM balls,
and mosquito-repellent candles. There were also booths
that sold low-cost products and bought recycled wastes.
There was also stage performance by a comedian troupe
whose performance revolved around the theme of envi-
ronmental restoration. Participants played various kinds
of games to win prizes. At the end, participants joined
in a campaign to promote environmental restoration in
the areas.

On 19 January this year, a two-day training session
on the same theme was held at Amari Don Muang Hotel
in Bangkok, attended by 1,222 people. Mr Kasemsan
Chinnavaso, the DEQP director-general, presided over
the opening.

nonssunsy Department Activities
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Pathum Thani — Patches of morning glory (lpomoea aquatic) float in the floodwater as a man rows by in his make-shift boat
made of a large metal tray, normally used for cement mixing, using a pipe as an oar. — Dilok Tamjaipuan
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Nam Thuam Thung,
Phak Bung Long Leng

“Nam thuam thung, phiak bung leng leng” literally means “in flooded
Jrelds, Water Merning Glory grows sparsely”. ‘But figuratively it means “a
lot of talk with little substance”. This saying can be said in short as “pfiecd
pen nam thuam thung” (talking like a flooded. field) which fias the same
meaning as anotfier expression “mee tae nam, mai mee nua’” (all water but
ne meat).

Proverbs, adages or any Thai sayings about water are a charnung
way that people in the old days used to express various thoughits or trutfis
deriving frem the Thai way of life that fias long intertwined with water.

‘Elderly people used the nature of water as food for thoughit for younger
peaple, such as “When walter rises, fish eat ants; when walter recedes, ants
eat fish”, “Draw the water whien the tide rises”, “Den’t turn the boat against
the torrent”, and “Den’t bwild a fiouse where water flows”.

‘But befiind thiese generally accepted sayings, which impart teactiings
about virtuous thoughits and actions, are mere subtle nuance and deeper
meaning. They teach the trutfis about nature that should command respect

Jrem all. These include floeding, rising tide and ebb tide, excessive runoffs,
which are the natural process of basin ecosystem whiile “tAung” or fields are
areas where flood waters roam.

Teday, everybody shiould fiave realized that development thiat pays no
respect to nature fias twrned walter inte an ebstacle to our way of life, which
fias imposed upon us great losses many times over.
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For 31 irrner a ( fonrney with ctorier on natnre and the environment,
whilst a /;’fff(:fﬂf/t strewn with creative \J}m%l af f/w%/tf and imagim'%,
the éwd ir ambitions with dreams of creating a world of Zaw’rg}mw
gmm Line ir but one vehicle to carry the dreams;

there are many JMfAJ yﬁf to reach the éwcl.

Thanks to al[far coming ﬂZ@% on f/wjanm@/.

9f and when an opportunity arises again,

on this l;’éﬂayaf/t called Green Line”,

¢t 18 Aafw/ we will meet %ﬂin.



