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Executive Summary

The local election for the Provincial Administrative Organization (PAO) Chief Executives
and Councilors on December 20, 2020, was considerably significant for the studies of political
changes and behaviors of the people at the local level, especially when we think of this election
as a sequel of the general election on March 24, 2019. During the Chiang Mai PAO election, there
were 6 candidates for the PAO Chief Executive position—a direct election for the local
administrative organization (LAO) leader—and 42 candidates for the PAO Councilor positions
representing 42 voting districts in Chiang Mai’s 25 administrative districts. For the provincial area
of Chiang Mai, when considering the aspect of socioeconomic growth, we will see the growth of
population, including the locals, the immigrants, and the unregistered population who have
increasingly moved into Chiang Mai. Consequently, there has been the expansion of the economic
and education sectors, as well as the diversity of political, economic, and social interest groups.
Importantly, Chiang Mai is the province where political movements have continuously persisted.
As a political space involving such movements, political parties, and leaders, Chiang Mai could
serve as a representative unit for those wishing to understand the politics of the upper north of
Thailand. The Chiang Mai PAO election on December 20, 2020 was a local election after the long
8 years without an election since the last PAO voting on June 23, 2012. Therefore, it is obvious
that this 2020 Chiang Mai PAO election is significant not only for research studies but also for the
political parties and groups in order for them to be prepared and develop guidelines for the other
levels of the LAO election, either the municipality level or the Subdistrict Administrative
Organization (SAO) level.

Therefore, the research study entitled “The Election for the Chiang Mai Provincial
Administrative Organization Chief Executive and Councilors B.E. 2563 (2020)” has the objectives
as follows:

1. To study and understand the data and statistics on the Chiang Mai PAO election, as
well as the political atmosphere of the election for the Chiang Mai PAO Chief Executive
and Councilors

2. To examine the forms and methods of electoral campaign and the political behaviors
of the candidates for the Chiang Mai PAO Chief Executive and Councilor positions

3. To study the political opinions and behaviors of the qualified voters in Chiang Mai, as
well as the factors affecting their voting decisions

4. To examine the crucial problems and issues affecting the administration of the election
for the Chiang Mai PAO Chief Executive and Councilors.
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During this study, the researcher relies on the qualitative approach and the methods of
survey research, documentary research, as well as field research using the in-depth and focus
group interview methods. The research informants include the candidates for the PAO Chief
Executive and Councilor positions (both in the areas of Mueang District and the other districts),
the political parties’ supporters, the independent political groups’ supporters, relevant
government agencies (e.g., the Election Commission officials and the local officials involved with
the election administration), the Political Science academicians, the local leaders who are the
support network of the political leaders in Chiang Mai, and the qualified voters in Chiang Mai.
Regarding the survey research method, the researcher uses the questionnaires to ask the Chiang
Mai people who are two different groups of qualified voters: the university students (the new
generation) and the general public. The study also utilizes the quantitative method of simple
random sampling. The samples comprise the qualified voters living in 15 districts of Chiang Mai
(236 samples) and the young adults aged 18-24 who are Chiang Mai University students (400
samples). This research collected the data during November 2020 - January 2021.

The Chiang Mai PAQO election reflects the role of the PAO Chief Executive contestants as
the leader of the provincewide electoral competition in which the PAO Councilor candidates
support and promote the role of the PAO Chief Executive candidate and endorse the leadership
of the PAO Chief Executive candidate from their own group—despite the two-ballot system. In
this election, there were 6 candidates for the PAO Chief Executive position: Mr. Pichai
Lertpongadisorn (Number 1) from the Pheu Thai Party; Mr. Boonlert Buranupakorn (Number 2)
from the Chiang Mai Khunnatham Group; Mr. Vinit Jinjai (Number 3) from the Chiang Mai Kao Mai
Group; Mr. Bodin Kinawong (Number 4) from the Pracharat Chiang Mai Group; and the 2
independent candidates—Mr. Wasan Watchawong (Number 5) and Mr. Chaloemsak Suranan
(Number 6).

The study finds that the evolution of the Chiang Mai PAO election began with the political
space dominance of the political groups linked to political families and the persons with social
and economic influence in the province. After the enactment of the Constitution of the Kingdom
of Thailand B.E. 2540 (1997), Thailand promoted the decentralization to the LAOs and the
strengthening of the electoral system via political parties, thus resulting in the increasing role of
political parties in supporting and promoting the local politicians and local political groups in
order to maintain the electoral base and link local politics to national politics more intensely.
During the PAQO election on December 20, 2020, political parties had an obvious role in nominating
electoral candidates as political party representative. In Chiang Mai, there were candidates from
the Pheu Thai Party and independent candidates presenting their groups as having ties with the

national level political parties. This was a sequel of the general election in 2019, as the names of
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the political groups in the Chiang Mai PAO election implies: “Chiang Mai Khunnatham Group”,
“Pracharat Chiang Mai Group”, and “Chiang Mai Kao Mai Group”. They presented their groups as
having links to the political parties, both symbolically and explicitly during the electoral campaign,
even though such parties did not officially announce their support or nominate the candidates
as political party representative. This phenomenon reflects the voting behaviors of the people in
Chiang Mai which emphasized the increasing role of political parties and their policies in shaping

their voting decisions.

However, one of the remarkable differences between the 2019 general election and this
2020 local election is the fact that the platforms of the candidates from political parties and
independent groups concerned local issues, for example, the PM 2.5 haze, public utilities, and
tourism promotion for economic growth in Chiang Mai. There were more attempts of local
politicians to build political support networks with private businesses and civil society
organizations in Chiang Mai. Moreover, During the electoral campaign, they focused on making
campaign speeches and community outreach via joining community religious or cultural events.
The use of campaign trucks, campaign banners, and campaign brochure dissemination in fresh
markets were still the electoral campaign methods which are more relevant to the local identity
in Chiang Mai than using online or social media as electoral campaign tool like during the 2019

general election.

The context of the competition during the Chiang Mai PAO election was that of the
political competition between a political party and an independent political group, that is,
between the Pheu Thai Party and the Chiang Mai Khunnatham Group—both of which have had
a close relationship with the dissolved Thai Rak Thai Party, the defunct People’s Power Party, and
their third incarnation Pheu Thai Party. Therefore, during this PAO election, there appeared an
interesting political phenomenon of “trying to prove who’s more Red”. The presence of the core
leaders of the Pheu Thai Party and the Red Shirts during the campaign speeches of both the Pheu
Thai and the Chiang Mai Khunnatham candidates caused hesitation and confusion among the
qualified voters and underscored the conflicts among the political supporters and networks of
election canvassers, as well as their struggles for political resources in Chiang Mai. Meanwhile, the
struggles and competition in the Chiang Mai PAO electoral arena highlighted the importance of
political families in local election: the Shinawatra family (Pheu Thai) and the Buranupakorn family
which has long played a crucial role in Chiang Mai, both politically and economically. The Chiang
Mai PAO election was thus significant for the Pheu Thai Party not just to win the ballot but to
prove the status of the Pheu Thai Party in Chiang Mai, which could be seen from the fact that the
former prime ministers—both Thaksin Shinawatra and Yingluck Shinawatra—sent supportive

messages and video clips to help the electoral campaign of the Chiang Mai PAO Chief Executive
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candidate from the Pheu Thai Party. This made the local political atmosphere in Chiang Mai not
just about the battles among political groups in the locality but also the involvement of national

politics.

This study also finds that the network of election canvassers is essential and determines
the competitive edge for electoral victory. The Pheu Thai candidates for the Chiang Mai PAO seats
could rely on their electoral base and the canvasser networks of the Party’s Members of the
House of Representatives who had won the 2019 general election in all the 9 voting districts,
despite the re-election for District 8 afterward. The Chiang Mai PAO election provided the Pheu
Thai Party with the advantage that was a by-product of the election just one year earlier, despite
some areas with ambiguous support for Pheu Thai, for instance, the Mueang District area that the
Pheu Thai House Member was a niece of Mr. Boonlert Buranupakorn from the Chiang Mai
Khunnatham Group. In spite of the presence of canvassing and vote buying during the Chiang Mai
PAO election, the effects of the money factor on voting decisions have changed from the past.
This can be seen from the altered meaning of money from cash for votes to “gratuity” which
began to exist during the 2019 general election as well. The interview data posits that those who
used to receive the money do not associate the act of taking the cash with a legal offense since
they believe that accepting the money without voting for the giver is one of the solutions to give
the latter a lesson of electoral defeat despite vote buying. Such political behavior that occurred
among the qualified voters could be linked to the rapidly changing political context during the
past several years. Therefore, the research studies for understanding the political and voting

behaviors are so necessary that they must be continuously conducted.

The survey data on public opinion and the factors affecting the ballot casting during the
Chiang Mai PAO election suggest that the majority of the people gave precedence to political
parties and their platforms which focused on solving local issues in Chiang Mai. The findings also
show a crucial difference between this election and the national election. As the voters
considered whom to vote for, they looked for these main qualifications of the candidates for the
Chiang Mai PAO Chief Executive and Councilor positions: prior work experiences in politics and
that the candidates must be locals or have domicile in the voting district. With such qualifications,
they would understand the local problems, and their prior acquaintance with the local people
would be conducive to being the representatives working in the LAO. Meanwhile, the university
student group believes that the education level of the candidates matters because, in order to
solve the local issues which are diverse according to different local context, the people need the
persons with knowledge and expertise on local development because the LAO is a governmental

unit which is instrumental to enhancing people’s quality of life and economic well-being.
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Following the research findings, the researcher still believes that educating the people on
local election is important and must be done persistently and inclusively so that the people
realize the significance of laying the foundation for democracy at the local level, as well as playing
a political role as legally qualified voter. This is particularly crucial for the young generation who
needs to know and understand the forms of electoral system so that they can become the
mainspring in promoting and supporting the network working among the public sector and the
organizations involved in holding election to ensure electoral fairness. In this sense, the holding
of election requires building the networks of collaboration among all the sectors, including the
government agencies, the Office of Chiang Mai Election Commission, and educational institutions.
Consequently, for the election to be held since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, there
should be standardized measures for organizing an election and training the personnel involved
with election administration at each polling station, especially the budget increase for the training
courses catered for the polling station staff, as well as the tools and equipment for managing the
voting place properly in response to the COVID-19 pandemic situation and the local

conditions/context.

Another key recommendation from this study is that the government should consider
amending the regulations to allow advance voting or outside-the-district election for the local
election like the national election in order to facilitate the voting rights exercise of the people
who have to migrate. Moreover, the consequences of the political conflicts brought about another
proposal from the people who think that local election reflects the struggles among political
groups and classes. Yet, if the qualified voters are enabled to play a role in choosing the
candidates of a political party or group during the local election, it will reduce hostility and foster
people’s awareness of their political role. They thus proposed that political parties and groups
use a candidate selection method which would give people an opportunity to nominate their
own party or group representative, like the primary voting system which would result in political
representatives coming from the people’s preference, so as to build a shared sense of ownership
and cherishing the value of local communal identity. This would enhance local problem solving

and help address electoral fraud in a sustainable manner.
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Abstract

A research report on “ The Election for the Chiang Mai Provincial Administrative
Oreanization Chief Executive and Councilors B.E. 2563 (2020)” includes qualitative data from in-
depth interviews, group interviews, and participatory observation, as well as data from
questionnaire surveys (Survey Research) of 236 eligible voters from 15 districts in Chiang Mai
province, and 400 samples of Chiang Mai University students (youths). The objectives of this
research were to: 1) examine, and understand data and statistics relating to Chiang Mai Provincial
Administrative Organization elections, including the political climate surrounding the election of
the chief executive and council members. 3) study on voters' attitudes and political behaviors,
and also the factors influencing their voting decisions in Chiang Mai Province. 4) study problems
and crucial issues affecting the election of the chief executive and the council members of Chiang

Mai Provincial Administrative Organization.

The results showed that the election of the chief executive and the council members of
the PAO in Chiang Mai was an election that competed between two parties, the Pheu Thai Party
and the Chiang Mai Kunnatum group. It was the first election to demonstrate the role and
influence of political parties in local election, despite the fact that no candidate is required to be
affiliated with a political party. In the election of the PAO in Chiang Mai province, the majority of
the candidates were veterans or used to be former politicians and political leaders. Even though
independent candidates did not run as members of political parties, their election campaigns
were associated with national political parties. The election campaigning strategy employed a
method of establishing a connection with the area. There were policies that emphasized
developing and solving specific problems in Chiang Mai Province through the use of campaign
posters, political campaign speeches, and meetings with local people and communities rather
than through the use of online media. While vote-buying is still visible through vote canvassers,
voting behavior reflects how the definition of money-buying votes has shifted to wages or
compensation that make money, and there is no guarantee that the payees will vote for the
transfers. According to the survey results, the majority of people understand and are interested
in local election. They believe that factors such as political party affiliation and being a former
leader in the area influence election voting. While the survey of Chiang Mai University students
revealed that many students lack knowledge and understanding about the PAO election in Chiang
Mai province. Students place an emphasis on policy and political party. Students have a tendency
to abstain from exercising their right to vote in accordance with their domicile and submit requests
to preserve their rights due to travel restrictions that limit voting to one day. There were no pre-
election or out-of-field elections, as there have been in general elections. This link to an electoral

management issue that has suggested local elections should be held in advance or outside of
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provincial boundaries. Apart from this, the polling station personnel and the general public still
do not understand clearly regarding laws, announcements, and orders. There were disparate
standards for arranging space and equipment of polling stations in many areas, and there was a

lack of cooperation from the public in investigating electoral fraud, particularly vote-buying.

The study suggests establishing network partners to bolster campaigns aimed at
educating the public, supervising election management, and exercising voting rights in according
to laws and truly in the spirit of participatory democracy. Additionally, developing public relations
media and communication technology in campaigning information and knowledge, as well as the

election campaigns of candidates in response to the COVID-19 epidemic situation
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