Residents fight Disneyfication of Old Bangkok

The Nation, Bangkok, published on Aug 25, 2003  

'A COMMUNITY-KILLER’- RESIDENTS FIGHT DISNEYFICATION OF OLD BANKOK

by Pravit Rojanaphruk

A spirit of defiance is growing among members of the Mahakarn Fort community as they continue|to battle BMA plans to evict them and 'touristify' their part of Old Bangkok

'We will not relocate. Instead we are asking for consent for a land-sharing scheme. We're not opposing a public park, but we would like to have a space to coexist," says 39-year-old Pornthep Buranaburidej, an active member of the Mahakarn Fort community.

For six months now, residents of the community have dug in for a protracted and bitter fight against the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) for what they fear might be the inevitable - forced eviction. In January, the BMA put up large notice boards in the community saying the whole area will be turned into a grass lawn and public park overlooking Golden Mount for tourists and Thais alike.

The community - composed of 77 households and 283 residents - can trace its history back to the reign of Rama III. Pornthep says that for some time now it has been largely ignored by the district office. The notice boards, reminding the community that the 4-rai-plus area will soon be massively transformed, are still there. "We used to be afraid of the demolition. But now it's come-what-may," he adds.

Today, three gates - part of the Old Bangkok city wall - have been barricaded with scrap metal and wood by the community. The fear of eviction is there but the spirit is that of defiance. And the final outcome of their struggle may set the future path for other old communities in the historic part of the capital.

The community has filed a case with the Administrative Court, claiming that the BMA's 1992 expropriation order has expired and so the eviction should not be carried out.

The court is due to hand down a ruling on Friday. In the meantime, the BMA insists the eviction will go ahead.

While the general public in Bangkok has been rather indifferent to the issue, some distinguished professionals have committed themselves to speak for the community so that it can have a louder voice.

These supporters see this as part of a bigger battle, in which the future of two dozen other communities in Old Bangkok and the future of Old Bangkok itself will be determined.

"The media hasn't reported much about the conflict. I also don't see the [Bangkok] middle class reacting. And I don't know how reliable they are," says Pthomrerk Ketudhat, a lecturer in anthropology at Thammasat University.

Pthomrerk sees the problem as part a larger issue - misconceptions among Thai leaders about how to deal with tourism.

"Let me ask if they truly know what tourists want to see? It's not just about shopping but backpackers - and others - want to see other people's way of life. I think the project should be abandoned because it's not beneficial and in fact it will destroy community life," he says, adding that the plan to eventually rid Old Bangkok of fresh markets will in effect drive poorer people away because they cannot survive without such facilities.

"It's a community-killing measure."

In many other areas, says Pthomrerk, rents are being sharply increased. "They are killing the whole old city, which has historical roots. And yet they complain, saying that people in [new] communities don't care for one another."

Pthomrerk also calls the BMA's view of history selective because it is planning to dismantle many building that were built after the Rama V era.

"If whatever took place yesterday has a reason to be regarded as historical, then it is historical. They should instead start preserving historical sites related to the October 14, 1973 or May 1992 uprisings. . . . It's wrong to 'Disneyfy' [Old Bangkok]. We must consider the social and cultural costs."

The anthropologist also raises questions about possible hidden motives. "Those involved in the ['touristification'] plan for Old Bangkok are themselves in the construction industry. But whose money will be spent? It's the taxpayers'," he says.

Pthomrerk recently tried to invite BMA representatives to a discussion at Thammasat, but no one from the authority showed up.

Chaiwat Thirapanthu, coordinator of the Bangkok Forum - a middle-class civic group - is also very concerned. He says the BMA and the government are ignoring the new trend, where locality and identity are very important to tourism.

"Singapore used to tear down old communities, but now they are doing their best to preserve old buildings and communities. One German academic told me that community life in Bangkok was rich and diverse. If we really want to preserve these identities, we must save both the buildings and communities," he says.

Chaiwat fears the worst, whereby under the existing master plan, all the remaining communities will be relocated out of historic Bangkok.

The alliance in support of the Mahakarn Fort community is by no means limited to Thais. Michael Herzfeld, a Harvard professor of anthropology, has become so involved that he can easily be mistaken as speaking for the community.

Herzfeld has written leaflets both in English and French, gives local media interviews, and writes commentaries in support of the community's right to continued existence.

Over the past several months, Herzfeld has been conducting field research at various communities in Old Bangkok - Mahakarn Fort's included.

"The Mahakarn Fort community is a microcosm of Thai society. There are Muslims and newcomers. . .and Bangkok itself is very heterogeneous," he says.

Herzfeld says that while tourism is fine, it should not come at the expense of the people. He says he is not aware of any serious attempt by the government to study the response of tourists on how Old Bangkok should be reshaped.

"It's the variety of Thai life that will attract people. This is something that should be kept alive. I wouldn't feel so comfortable in places so artificial," he says, adding that tourism doesn't need to be humiliating to the people and boring to tourists.

What's more, although the BMA may also talk of preserving history, people should ask whose history it is referring to.

He says the authority should consider what is socially and morally right and not simply rest upon the legality of law, adding that the proposal by the community for a land-sharing scheme would benefit everyone. Moving people to areas where their fabric of life would be torn apart is "horrendous", however.

"Relocation will do tremendous damage to the community and other communities. It will set a bad standard. The first thing to do is find out what people want," says Herzfeld.

Kosin Thaetwong, director of the apparently nonchalant Phra Nakorn district office covering the community, says development funding has been stopped because the community will likely be eventually evicted - so there is no point of spending money on it.

Kosin adds, however, that the issue is now in the hands of the Administrative Court. He also rejects outright the idea of land- sharing, adding that many community members have already accepted eviction compensation fees.

He says he was, by the way, unable to attend the dialogue meeting at Thammasat because he was busy.

"Land-sharing schemes cannot be applied to all communities in Old Bangkok. We must look at it on a case-by-case basis. The BMA wants all the area there [Mahakarn Fort] to be turned into a public park," he says.
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