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Since the 1990s Thai society has been involved in a debate on civil society, partly initiated by
academics who expected democratization of the nation state to be carried out by new urban
middle class that emerged after economic boom in Thailand. Actually they demanded social
justice, economic and political activities free from administrative and military intervention.
However, they seem to have little interest in social equity. In the mid 1990s only victims of de-
velopment administration, corporate manipulation and environmental abuse, as well as NGO
advocates, directly opposed them. Some researchers found the formation of civil society in
their protests, which has contributed to the democratization of the conservative bureaucracy.

We must admit the significance of macro analysis of common social change for the democ-
ratization of development oriented dictatorial states in Asia. Yet we must simultaneously
adopt mezzo-level analysis focusing on individual and associations’ activities, as well as
micro level analysis interpreting the meaning of social action. Specifically this paper studies
the activities, ideals and means of development NG0s in northeastern Thailand, which implic-
itly stands in the protest to the dominant discourse of Thai establishment.

This study will examine first the history of social development stimulated by state’s ad-
ministration and,“or NGOs’ activities, and second the characteristics of the organization,
strategy, and activities of two NGOs in northeastern Thailand. The data were collected in 1996
and 1997 through interviews with the directors of NGOs, their workers, and members in vil-
lages and by participant ocbservation, and document research.

The problem that faces these NGOs is 1) financial independence from foreign donors that
spoil and influence Thai NGOs and 2) politiesl contribution to help citizen participate in civil
society. Four focus points are helpful to consider the role of NGOs in rural developmenti: 1)
formation of residential organization, 2) marketing activities, 3) utilizing the resource of com-
mons and traditional craft, and 4) financial independence of organization.

Panmai, a local weaving development organization was set up in 1991, and it has empow-
ered village women to start local textile industry. The Northeastern Rural Development Asso-
ciation was built in 1992, and it has supported 1) traditional medical care for chronic diseases,
2) cooperative shops managed by children in village communities for their participant learn-
ing, and other useful enterprise. These activities fit residents’ necessities so that this organiza-
tion can be self-sufficient as well as contributing to sustainable development in rural
communities.

After Tambon administrative organizations were set up in 1994, authority was passed
from the Ministry of Interior to locals. NGOs will have the new task of building the civic realm
to support residents in properly dealing with their rights.
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