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Introduction 

Public participation has been included widely in the development policies of many governments in order to foster 

democracy and good governance. In recent times, urban design procedure has also required participation as an 

important part of the process, including the case of Thailand. The role of community or the inhabitants is crucial in 

the process of participation. The dwellers are not only engaged in the whole process, but in the effective bottom-

up approach they also must be decision-makers, as control of decision-making powers is the most crucial factor in 

creating genuine participation (Arnstein 1969, Pateman 1970, Turner 1976). However, the inhabitants alone may 

not succeed in dealing with the top-down authorities. Based on some case studies conducted in Thailand as a 

part of my ongoing PhD research project, informal community networks have been formulated at levels of different 

scales (i.e. community level, city level, regional level and national level, etc.) and have played significant roles in 

various aspects within the processes of public participation. This paper, therefore, aims to elaborate on this issue 

for further consideration of public participation implemented in urban design projects, either in Thailand or in other 

contexts if appropriated. The paper also suggests that design professionals or those involved in the process 

should recognise and plan how to work or deal with these informal community networks in order to benefit the 

overall results of projects. The structure of this paper is divided into three main parts. The first part introduces two 

case studies in terms of their contexts and the participatory processes implemented, including all actors involved 

and particularly the informal networks formulated in those places. The second part discusses the roles played by 

informal community networks. The third part concludes with some implications for design professionals to further 

advance the practice of public participation. 

 

Two case studies in Bangkok, Thailand 

This section introduces two case studies of urban development projects based in Bangkok, Thailand  

(see figure 1). They are communities which share the same problem of facing eviction or regeneration due to the 

top-down policies of local authorities and land owners. However, they have resisted the new development plans 

and tried to negotiate continued living in the domiciles and spaces they have occupied for generations, though in 

some cases illegally. Each of them gained support from some development agencies, such as NGOs or 

government sectors, in order to propose alternative plans for the areas, by promoting participatory process as a 
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means of developing the projects. The first case study is Pom Mahakan community located on Rattanakosin 

Island, the historical center of Bangkok. This community is well-known for its resistance for over two decades. The 

second one is Bang-bua community in Bangkok, a pilot project of the nationwide slum upgrading program,  

Baan- ManKong, initiated by Community Organizations Development Institute (CODI) to provide infrastructure 

subsides and housing loans to informal settlements for in-situ upgrading (Boonyabancha 2005) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Bangkok map showing the location of two case studies  
 

The Pom Mahakan community: a community of resistance 

This case study involves a project, which has yet to reach fruition due to the top down, exclusive process. The 

Pom Mahakan community (see figure 2) has resisted the threat of eviction using various techniques. Its resistance 

started when the Bangkok Metropolitan Authority (BMA) proposed to remove existing residents, following the 

government-sponsored Rattanakosin Island Plan designed by the National Economic and Social Development 

Board (NESBD). The plan proposed to replace this community and some other communities with green areas and 

recreational spaces for the beautification of Bangkok’s old city (see figure 3). The issue of public participation had 

never been addressed in those processes. The residents have never had space to participate or had decision-

making power in the process of making their own living spaces. Not until late 2005 did the residents have a first 

opportunity to engage in an official process of participation.  The Bangkok Mayor, Apirak Kosayothin, appointed a 

team of researchers from Silapakorn University to develop another proposal for the area of Pom Mahakan 

suggesting participatory processes with the locals. After eight months of working closely with the locals, the 

research team proposed a project called ‘A model scheme for the preservation and development of ancient, 

wooden homes of the Pom Mahakan community’ and promoted the area as a learning centre for local history and 

culture as well as a public recreational area for city. The study suggested that this place and all its activities would 

be under the supervision of the BMA and the residents of the Pom Mahakan community (Prakitnontrakan 2007). 

Pam Mahakan 
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Pom Mahakan community 
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Unfortuantely, this project has not been implemented yet according to another notice from the BMA in April 2008 

to relocate the community. One main obstacle of this community is that it failed to negotiate with the landowner 

(the BMA). The BMA invoked its responsibilities as the agency charged with implementing the Rattanakosin 

Island Plan, a state project.  It argued that to disobey the state’s order and also the Royal Decree of 2535 could 

cause troubles to the BMA (Chaiyasetr 2004).  Furthermore, any change to the Rattanakosin Island Plan would 

have to be approved by the Rattanakosin committee and the central government. A decision made for the Pom 

mahakan community would become a reference to other communities in Rattanakosin Island. Such precedents 

are a serious concern for the BMA (Wattanakul 2007).   Some criticise that the BMA has probably calculated that 

what happens at Pom Mahakan will affect the progression of events in the rest of the area covered by the 

Rattanakosin Island Plan (Herzfeld 2003)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: The map showing Pom 

Mahakan community (source: 

Google Earth 2008) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Perspective showing the 

Rattanakosin Island Pland designed 

by NESBD  

(source: in Wattanakul 2007, p.191) 

 

Although the eviction plan has remained, there are other factors that have allowed this community to survive for 

sixteen years resisting the plan for this land, that differ from some other communities affected by the same policy 

of Rattankosin Development Plan, which had already been evicted and demolished.  One factor to be discussed 

in this paper is the community and its ability to cooperate in alliances as informal networks. For almost two 

decades, the local residents have engaged in many activities in alliance with NGOs, other communities, 
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academics, activists, individual researchers, some private organisations and the media. Those actions range from 

organising rallies and protests, writing letters and petitions, using media, using violence, and developing 

alternative proposals to negotiate with the BMA. The community started establishing its relationships with other 

actors through personal contacts and then incrementally formulated an alliance to support its resistance. Since 

the Royal Decree of 2535 to expropriate the land was issued in 1991, the community members had to leave the 

area so all houses could be removed. However, the locals decided to resist and continue living in their existing 

area. They started searching for information. At that time, the Siriammart community located on Rattanakosin 

Island was also affected by the eviction plan of the BMA. Two communities exchanged their problems and 

experiences, including information and contacts. That event led the locals to establish its connection with the 

Community Organizations Development Institute (CODI) and NGOs who worked on the issue of slum eviction 

around Bangkok. Following a suggestion from CODI and NGOs, community savings groups were established as a 

tool for building a budget and receiving support from CODI. They also made a proposal for development- land 

sharing as an alternative solution for the BMA. However, this proposal was denied by the BMA and was criticised 

for overlooking the historical significance of the place by demolishing all the ancient houses (Prakitnontrakan 

2007). When the BMA under the administration of Mr. Pijit Rattakul initiated one policy concerning communities 

and public parks in 2000, the Pom Mahakan community took this opportunity to network with other communities in 

the Bangkok metropolitan area and formed a network of canal communities. Pom Mahakan community merged 

itself to the city level and tried to renegotiate with the BMA for the right to continue living in the area following the 

land sharing scheme.  

 

Academics in various disciplines have played an important role in supporting the community. In late 2002, Prof. 

Michael Herzfeld, an anthropologist from Harvard University, visited Thailand for his research trip and met the 

community by chance when he surveyed the Rattanakosin Island. Together with his network, including Graeme 

Bristol, an architect working for the Center for Architecture and Human Rights (COHRE) and lecturing at King 

Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi (KMUTT) in Bangkok, and some Thai scholars, they formed a 

network to support this community at the national and international level.  They also created a website called 

‘Friends of Pom Mahakan’ to publish the story of this community of resistance. In late 2002, KMUTT, the Asian 

Coalition for Housing Rights (ACHR) and CODI worked with community members to design another alternative 

plan for the redevelopment of the area. This scheme proposed to regroup the existing housing to create a series 

of mini parks and small courtyards between blocks of housing. Houses would be rebuilt in the traditional Thai 

style. Unfortunately, before the plan was submitted to the BMA, there was a notice sent to the people that they 

had 30 days to leave before their premises would be demolished. To resist the forced eviction from the BMA on 

29 April 2003, the locals barricaded themselves and blockaded all the entrances to the community (Herzfeld 
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2003). The residents from other communities that Pom mahakan community had networked also join this 

resistance1  

  

Figure 4 : Community’s meeting with the networks        Figure 5: The protest at the Bangkok City Hall 
(Photo credit: the Pom Mahakan community)        (Photo credit: the Pom Mahakan community) 
  
 

Through the news broadcasted by the media, TV channels, newspapers, academic papers and the website, the 

community has gained substantial support from the public and various institutions. Activists and NGOs with whom 

the community had formed alliances and became a part of this informal community network have supported the 

community in many different ways, especially by lobbying at the national and international levels. They asked the 

Thailand National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) to mediate an agreement between the community and the 

BMA. COHRE also assisted in international law and caused  the community to be recognised by the United 

Nations (UN), by helping the community to draft a letter to the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights in Geneva to put pressure on the Thai government (Bristol 2005).  

 

Over the course of this ongoing process of negotiation between the community and the BMA for the right to the 

city, the Pom Mahakan community has become a reference for many communities. Other community leaders 

attended meetings about Pom Mahakan and shared their experiences and information. They also help each 

other’s community when they face forced eviction, forming an informal network of communities at the city level 

and to some extent at a regional and national scale. For seventeen years the locals have been trying to remain in 

the place they called ‘home’ through struggle, litigation, and protests. In April 2008, they again faced an eviction 

order from the BMA, marking the tensest moment they have encountered for almost two decades. After a meeting 

with the Mayor, the BMA announced that a public forum would be held in May. However, this forum was 

postponed. The community appealed to Ministry of Social Development and Human Security (MHDSC) to 

                                                 
1 Interview a member of community committee 2008 
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negotiate with the BMA. Recently, it is awaiting a result and may prepare additional documents and arguments if 

necessary2

As Routledge (1997) notes, resistance can create unexpected networks, connections and possibilities, since the 

practices of resistance need coordination and communication, frequently involving collective action. This case 

study shows that the locals have established diverse social networks at different levels. They have formed social 

spaces and socio-spatial networks for many years. Their social networks have also played an important role 

affecting their resistance in different dimensions and also in the public participation. To some extent, they also 

played a role as a decision-maker or commenter as regards to the designs of the program. As seen in the recent 

process of participation, the community worked with the research team from Silapakorn University. It is worth 

noting that the BMA’s officials only attended the first public meeting and they did not join any other events during 

the formal design process. Interestingly, another actor who joined the whole process was the community network 

comprising of some members of NGOs, academics, lawyers, and activists who have had contact with this 

community for a long time. This network frequently participated within the processes and in small discussions 

between the research team and local residents. As the architect mentioned,  

 

“During our discussions with local residents in the community, one group who always 

participated was the community’s network. They gave many comments on our work and were 

quite concerned whether or not our proposal would affect other communities facing the forced 

evictions in the same position as Pom Mahakan community, or whether it would be possible to 

apply this plan to other communities in their networks as well...I found one difficulty in this project 

was to deal with those ‘mediators’ (members of community’s network). I believe they, together 

with the locals, always have confidential discussions on the proposal. The group of leaders 

sometimes seem like they can’t make decisions on their own. They would have to wait for the 

comments from their ‘allied network’ first”3

For the locals, especially the group of leaders, they consider the network as their allies, their brotherhood.  

. 

“With our ‘fraternal network’, we have worked and were linked by the same objective, to 

resist the evictions. We also have exchanged our experiences, problems and knowledge. Then, 

what we learned from meetings with those communities we applied to our community if 

possible”4

Other inhabitants may not have direct contact with the networks, but they joined some activities with other 

communities, such as rallies or meetings, if requested from the community networks.  

 

                                                 
2 During the fieldwork in May 2008 
3 Interview the architect 2008 
4 Interview the leader of Pom Mahakan community 2008 
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It can be seen from this case study that the informal networks of the community included not only the 

communities‘ members, but also connections with other professionals, such as academia, activists, 

anthropologists, socialists, lawyer and journalists. They formed a multi-disciplinary network as a non-government 

sector, but the community also contacted some staff from the government, which gave the locals valuable 

information on the strategy and regulation of the government’s formal structure5

 

. Within this multi-disciplinary 

collaboration, the community gained more information and resources from various standpoints and built up their 

knowledge as well as capacity to resist domination.  

Bang-bua community: slum-upgrading program 

Bang-bua community in Bangkok is one of many low-income communities who have joined the Baan-Mankong 

program, the nationwide community-upgrading program initiated by CODI.  According to CODI, this community 

together with its community network, Klong Bang-Bua network comprised of 12 communities (see figure 6), was 

the first network of canal communities in Bangkok that successfully negotiated a long-term lease on the public 

land owned by Treasury Department (CODI 2008). 

 

Figure 6: Map of Klong Bang-bua (Bang-bua canal) and the communities along the canal 
(Photo credit: the Bang-bua community) 
 

 

 

                                                 
5 Interview the leader of Pom Mahakan community 2008 
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Before participating in the Baan-Mankong program, Bang-bua community (see figure 7) and its neighbours 

totalling 12 communities located along Bang-Bua canal formed an informal network called ‘Klong Bang-bua 

Environmental Improvement Network’ in 1999. This network has organised activities in supporting the 

improvement of the canal and environment, by encouraging the residents to take care of water quality and stop 

throwing garbage into public canal, improving the sanitary system, etc. They also earned some money from 

selling recycled wastes collected from 12 communities and then pooled the money towards some collective 

activities, such as fire training for the locals. This communities’ network was strengthened when 12 communities 

participated in the Baan-Mankong program in 2004 (see figure 8-9). As a group they performed collective actions 

to cooperate with the local municipality in mediating and negotiating with the land owner (Treasury Department) 

and related agencies to support their community upgrading and securing land tenures program. With their 

collective actions, the locals gain more power to negotiate with the government sectors in various aspects such as 

tackling the problems of legal issues, land tenures, infrastructure, tax, etc. As the leader of the network 

mentioned, 

 “The role of the network is very powerful in negotiation. At first when I solely try to meet 

the landowner agency, the director denied the meeting. But when we gather people from many 

communities and tried to negotiate, by presenting how the Bang-Bua canal would change in the 

future for the whole system. The landowner listened and accepted our request. It agreed to 

support us by even changing some regulations or tax exemption that may obstruct the program. 

It also reduced the land rental price from 18 baht ($0.5) to 1.5 baht ($0.04) per square maters for 

the whole network”6  

 

Figure 7: Map showing Bang-bua community (source: Google Earth 2008) 

                                                 
6 Interview the leader of Klong Bang-bua Communities  Network 2008 
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Figure 8-9: The community before and after the Baan-Mankong reconstruction program 
(Photo credits: the Bang-bua community, author) 
 

Furthermore, the network joined with other 9 canal communities at the city level to form a network called ‘Bangkok 

Canal Communities Network’ with support from CODI. These communities participated in various activities, such 

as visiting other communities in the network to observe the processes of Baan-Mankong program and learning 

from other case studies around the nation, sharing experience and information, and more importantly participating 

in political activity. For example, after successfully networking with the local municipality and some agencies, the 

Bang-bua community network collaborated with them to establish a committee responsible for community 

improvement at the city level. This committee comprises of many stakeholders including representatives from the 

local communities and collaborates with other government agencies related to the Baan-Mankong program and 

the urban poor development. The Treasury department also coordinates with the community networks to form a 

committee dealing with land tenure issues of informal settlements around Bangkok. This committee organises 

monthly meetings, by inviting local communities to participate and discuss their problems with the committee to 

see how the problems could be solved, what the landowner could support or how the communities could act7

 

.  

It may be at this stage that the informal community network became recognised as a formal agency genuinely 

representing and working on behalf of the poor. They have participated in the meetings with bureaucrats as well 

as getting involved in the decision-making process of any policies that may affect their communities. Through the 

collective activities of these networks overlapping in varying degrees, the community networks also succeeded in 

convincing the local government to change its policies concerning the low-income communities. This success 

shows that the grass-roots level can reach the top authorities and possibly make changes to their lives and their 

built environment when they cooperate, decide and act together.  

 

 

                                                 
7 Interview the leader of Klong Bang-bua Communities Network 2008 
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Not only at the high levels have the networks played crucial roles, the networks of kinship and friendship at the 

community level have also influenced the project, especially informing practical ways to participation. According to 

the architect and the locals, the main tool they employed in public participation was organising many small group 

discussions rather than opening a whole community forum. The community was divided into 35 small groups 

comprising 5-10 households in each group. These groups were formed by the socio-spatial relationships existing 

amongst the residents. They are families, friends, neighbours and relatives who have known each other for a long 

time and preferred to live together in the same area once the new houses would be reorganised. The ties in these 

relationships, as informal networks within the community, may have been a major factor that influenced the 

process of participation and the result of the project. Reciprocal actions these groups had performed assisted the 

progress of the program. As the architect noted,  

“Meeting and discussing with people in smaller groups created more personal contacts. 

I often listened to people gossips but that gave me a clear understanding on the situation. 

People I met and talked to were families, relatives and neighbours who helped each other, such 

as to describe the program, to do collective saving, etc which at the end quite influenced the 

project positively”8

Working in small groups allowed the voices of those who may have been ignored in the big forum become heard 

during participatory process.  Some problems would be then vocally expressed from the locals, for example, the 

lack of education funds for children and orphans, inadequate support for the elders’ healthcare, and the lack of 

social welfare for poor people. In these cases, the community later distributed some collective funds to support 

those marginalised people as well as initiating the working teams to organise some activities that the whole 

community at all ages can participate, especially for the elders to meet with younger generation (see figure 10). 

Those actions could then strengthen the social cohesion amongst residents.  

  

  

Figure 10: The activity day arranged by the Klong Bang-bua communities network with a local university 

Figure 11:  The meeting of Klong Bang-bua communities network committee on the land tenure issue  

(photo credits: author) 

                                                 
8 Interview the architect 2008 
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The leader of Bang-bua community also notes that the system run by these small groups formulated from the 

networks of local residents initiated many ideas, activities and lessons for the development of the community. As 

he expresses,  

“What we have achieved so far was from the bottom. People shares responsibilities, 

played their own roles, worked in teams and they also made decisions. The leader cannot 

control everything. I only worked as a mediator and networked with other authorities. The power 

is from the bottom not the top. Only the leader can’t manage and succeed in anything”9

 

.  

It can be said that the establishment of networks at the grass-root level increases transparency and accountability 

of the community’s governance. More importantly, when the locals witnessed the progress of the program, they 

trust in the possibility of changes that may occur to their lives and then more participate in the program. 

‘Upgrading’ starts when the whole group of people believe in their own power, energy and ability and then they 

make change (Boonyabancha 2005). 

 

The network of families also helped in the construction process. For example, if some family’s members were 

skilled builders, the families did not need to hire private constructors as they could self-build their houses. The 

families then could afford new houses since the cost was reduced.  Further, these skilled builders both men and 

women developed their building skills and then formed a team calling themselves Chang Chumchon (community 

builders) to work for other poor families within the community or with other communities outside. This became not 

only the technical support mechanism for the upgrading process, but also generated job opportunities and 

collective businesses to the poor (CODI 2008)  

 

Discussion: the roles of informal community networks in public participation 

Throughout the review of the two communities, it has been shown that informal community networks can play 

diverse roles and exert influences over the urban design projects. Collective actions empowered the locals to 

engage in many processes of public participation, such as negotiation, management and making decisions. 

Beyond the roles they played, it is worth noting how they performed and what emerged from their actions because 

it may reveal as to what implications are required to foster both the public participation and the urban 

development programs. Therefore, this part discusses the issue of informal techniques, the boundary or scale of 

the networks and the space that emerges from the networks’ cooperation. 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Interview the community leader 2008 
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Informal techniques 

These informal community networks employed informal processes, involving a wider range of actors and actions, 

such as lobbying, letter-writing, protest, use of media, etc as a means of resistance. These informal activities are 

what Hillier (2000, 2002) argues as more important and efficient processes because they are regarded as ‘a 

means of giving voice to the traditional voiceless’, to those who are marginalised and excluded from the decision-

making process, by giving access to information and building power. Those techniques were employed in order to 

negotiate with the government sectors. At the community level, there were also some techniques, including 

building personal contacts, small group discussions, and team-working. These styles are more informal, relax, 

compromised, and flexible. They created horizontal structure for space of dialogue to emerge more than the 

vertical structure existing in bureaucratic style of the governmental sectors. As Knoke (1990) emphasises the 

informal structure and formal structures inevitably intertwine.  The effectiveness of the style and techniques with 

which the informal community networks operate should be considered as to how they can be applied by the 

formal bodies such as government sectors. Such techniques and style which the informal networks exercise may 

expose limitations in formal structures and may give an insight lesson as to how they could adapt and/or improve 

their operational systems.   

 

Beyond the boundary 

As seen from the case studies, there are various scales of networks created, ranging from the community level 

city, and national to the international scale.  Informal networks formed at the community level through the contacts 

of kinships, neighbourhoods and friendships played crucial roles in not only fostering the progress of the projects, 

but also strengthening the social cohesion within communities through their kan-pueng-pa-ar-sai 

(interdependence) and kan-mee-suan-ruam (mutual engagement). These informal networks also extend the 

boundary beyond the community level. They integrated to the scale of city, national and to some extent to 

international level, as represented in the diagrams (see figure 12-13). With no boundary-maintaining system, they 

can perform more flexibly, without hierarchical or bureaucratic system that sometimes delayed the processes. The 

networks also enhance the capacity of people and the communities to organise themselves since they have 

learned from each other’s experiences, failures, successes, risks, limitations, methods and skills. It can be seen 

from both case studies that they have enhanced their organisational skills, by redistributing roles and power to 

community members, being more engaged in activities and taking part in the decision-making process. The power 

at community level then becomes decentralised and more transparent to the governance of the communities. 

Moreover, the networks also expanded beyond the boundary of discipline. They are multi-disciplinary networks of 

professionals, which at the same time fulfill knowledge and competence to the community and those other actors 

within the networks themselves. 
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Figure 12: A diagram showing actors and networks of Pom Mahakan community 

 

Figure 13: A diagram showing actors and networks of Bang-bua community 
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Opening the political space 

As Knoke (1990) notes that the more the organisations can access to other resourceful organizations via multiple 

networks, the more the ability of organisations to gain the resources crucial for its political purposes is increased. 

These case studies show that through these diverse informal community networks, the communities can reach 

the upper level authorities, such as government or international development agencies, to negotiate and alter 

some policies concerning their lives. At the grass-root level, many opportunities are open to the residents to 

improve their lives and their built environment through the networking of the locals within their communities or with 

others. Additionally, when the informal networks transformed into formal structures, their capacity and power are 

acknowledged, as seen in the case of Bang-bua community. The political space then becomes more open to 

people at the bottom. Unfortunately, the Pom Mahakan community on the contrary has been struggling in being 

recognised in its capacity by the local government. Therefore, the locals have had no space to engage in the 

political sphere that may tremendously change their living condition.  

 

Conclusion: Implications for design professionals   

The informal community networks formulated in these Thai case studies show that how such networks can 

become a vital tool to the marginalised group in building a power to negotiate and to access information and 

resources that can support their resistance against domination from the state, or the top-down policies as well as 

improving their quality of lives. Those informal networks and their actions assisted the local residents to be able to 

survive evictions, to build unexpected networks and alliances for the residents to formulate their own social capital 

and also to enhance their organisational skills and understandings of self-reliance strategy. The roles these 

informal networks played may be what the design professionals involved in public participation need to consider 

as they are what those marginalised people can tactically practise in their own ways for their own desires. As 

designers or planners, we may need to consider in which point in those networks we can stand, with which actors 

in the networks we should engage,  as well as to rethink which roles we can perform and by which techniques to 

communicate with other actors in order  to practise our professional skills effectively and to generate genuine 

participation. The practices of public participation may be needed to create a space for these informal community 

networks to share and engage within the formal structure, and vice verca. This would allow opportunities for the 

ground to articulate with the top to increase as well as the gap between two parts to be bridged.  
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