The 2021 Thai Tambon Administrative
Organization (TAO) Elections:

A Long Awaited Return
to Local Democracy
ANFREL Election Observation Mission Report

The 2021 Thai Tambon Administrative Organization (TAO) Elections:

A Long Awaited Return
to Local Democracy
ANFREL Election Observation Mission Report

Written by:

Joel Mark Barredo
Amaël Vier

Publication date: 8 March 2022
Produced and
published by:

The Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL)
105 Sutthisan Winitchai Road, Samsennok, Huai
Khwang, Bangkok 10310, Thailand
Tel: (+66 2) 26931867
Email: anfrel@anfrel.org
Website: www.anfrel.org
© 2022 by ANFREL Foundation
This report reflects the holistic findings of the ANFREL
International Election Observation Mission in Thailand
and does not necessarily reflect the opinion of ANFREL’s
individual observers, staff, donors, or CSO partners.
Neither institutions, nor any person acting on any of
their behalf, may be held responsible for the information
contained herein.
Photos without credits are courtesy of ANFREL
observers.
Reproduction is authorized, provided that ANFREL is
acknowledged as the source.

2

Table of Contents
Acknowledgments

4

Executive Summary

6

Chapter 1: Introduction and Legal Framework

9

Chapter 2: Election Campaign

23

Chapter 3: Election Day and Announcement of Results

49

Annexes

65

3

Acknowledgments
Long awaited local elections have finally taken place in Thailand
years after the 2014 coup, culminating on 28 November 2021 with the
elections for tambons, the lowest elected level of government. ANFREL
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advance voting soon.
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Executive Summary
After nearly a decade, Thailand held its first tambon elections since the
2014 coup on 28 November 2021, marking the near-complete return
of Thailand’s local institutions to democratic governance. The exercise
invited 27.6 million voters to choose from over 125,000 candidates vying
for the positions of chief executives and councilors of 5,300 tambon/
sub-district administrative organizations (TAO) across the country.
With the generous support of the British Embassy in Thailand, ANFREL
was able to deploy a team of six international election observers to the
provinces of Chanthaburi, Chonburi, Nakhon Ratchasima, Phayao,
Samut Prakan, and Tak. Our observers conducted interviews with a
diversity of stakeholders while witnessing a vibrant campaign period
and a peaceful Election Day.
We believe that the 2021 tambon elections were more genuine and
democratic in nature than the 2019 general election that ANFREL also
observed, as Thai voters enjoy more freedom in local than national
politics. Most people interviewed were eager to vote and knowledgeable
about their choices. Regrettably, some were disenfranchised because
advanced or out-of-constituency is not offered in local elections; we
encourage authorities to correct this so that all citizens can fully exercise
their compulsory right of suffrage.
Polling staff were seen to be well-trained, reliable, and committed to
their service to safe voting during a pandemic; ANFREL is grateful
for their dedication. Polling stations in Thailand continue to serve as
models in simplicity as the voting and counting set-up was transparent
and cost-effective. However, accessibility for persons with disabilities
and the elderly should be further improved.
The 2021 tambon elections saw more and more young people clamoring
for change in the electoral process. Many are becoming more aware of
the effects of their vote on the future of their respective communities.
6
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Women were visible and active as either candidates or polling staff.
However, there is still more work to be done to increase their political
participation and representation.
ANFREL notes that voters are keen to scrutinize candidates based on
their track record and policies rather than their age or gender. Issuebased campaigning is on the rise, with more candidates raising issues
and roadmaps on the campaign trail instead of networks and name
recognition. However, it is evident that vote-buying remains prevalent
in Thailand; more enforcement of existing campaign finance laws would
be welcome to prevent it.
While our assessment is mostly positive, Thailand still falls short of
Asian standards and best practices for election management, most
notably in guidelines for the printing and counting of ballots which
do not take fully into account the will of the voters. We also believe
that the Election Commision of Thailand can engage more efficiently in
information dissemination for the benefit of its electorate.
Although media coverage for these local elections was low and they have
little influence on national politics, we believe that the re-establishment
of local polls was important to rekindle the fondness of Thai citizens for
democracy and let them exercise their political rights at the lowest level.
ANFREL looks forward to the upcoming local elections in Bangkok and
Pattaya, as well as the next Thai general election in the hopes that Thai
voters enjoy the democratic governance they clearly aspire to.
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Chapter 1:

Introduction and Legal Framework
•

ANFREL’s election observation mission

Formed in November 1997, the Asian Network for Free Elections
(ANFREL) has established itself as the leading NGO in Asia working
for the promotion of democratic elections. ANFREL’s primary work is
focused on election observation, developing and training civil society
groups that are actively working on democratization in their home
countries, and undertaking campaign and advocacy activities to address
electoral challenges and foster democratic development in the region.
ANFREL has conducted over 70 election observation missions across
Asia since its creation, including to the 2001, 2005, 2007, 2011,
and 20191 Thai general elections. We have also been monitoring byelections and local elections in Thailand under the 2017 Constitution
drafted by the military junta, including the December 2020 Provincial
Administrative Organization (PAO) elections2. In March 2021, shortand long-term recommendations to the Election Commission of
Thailand were drafted jointly with Thai youth civic network WeWatch
to support local democracy in the country3.
For the Tambon Administrative Organization (TAO) elections of 28
November 2021, ANFREL was able to deploy six observers for a duration
of eight days, each accompanied by a driver and an interpreter. The
six teams were deployed in the provinces of Chanthaburi, Chonburi,
Nakhon Ratchasima, Phayao, Samut Prakan, and Tak, locations chosen
for their diverse profiles and dynamic local politics. All staff members
of the election observation mission were vaccinated against COVID-19,

1   https://anfrel.org/anfrel-2019-thai-general-election-mission-report/
2   https://anfrel.org/anfrel-observes-thai-pao-elections-20-december-2020/
3   https://anfrel.org/thai-local-elections-policy-recommendations-for-the-election-commission-of-thailand/
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wore face masks and practiced social distancing at all times, and tested
negative for the illness three times throughout the deployment period.

•

Local governance in Thailand

Thailand has been a very centralized state since the reign of King Rama
V (1868-1910), who remains famous for his reforms to modernize the
Thai nation and install a permanent central government in Bangkok’s
Royal Palace. Paradoxically, it was also during his reign that the first
embryos of decentralization were introduced in the form of local
administrators appointed as representatives of the throne across the
country. It was a departure from the previous arrangement, where
regional and local authorities enjoyed a great deal of autonomy without
direct oversight by the central seat of power4.
After his reign, local administration went through successive phases
of development and shrinkage, subject to an ever-changing political
environment. With the overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932 and
subsequent coup d’états (no less than twelve of them), orders issued
by the successive juntas and legal amendments have made Thai local
administration an incoherent and disjointed machine.
In 1997, with the advent of the “people’s constitution”, a layout for local
administration was finally institutionalized, along with a plan for major
decentralization. However, efforts to rearrange and unify the power
structure have since been met with opposition from influential interest
groups and most often failed to come to fruition. The result is that the
Thai local administration remains today complex and confusing, with
several agencies overlapping under different laws. Nevertheless, there
is a growing number of local administrations, and their revenue has also
been increasing: the ratio of local government to central government
income indeed grew from less than 8% in 1994 to over 25% by 20075.

4   James Ansil Ramsay, “Modernization and Centralization in Northern Thailand, 1875-1910” in Journal of
Southeast Asian Studies Vol. 7, No. 1 (March 1976), pp. 16-32
5   https://prachatai.com/journal/2010/10/31342
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The 2017 Constitution, drafted by a junta-appointed committee
following the latest coup in 2014, ostensibly recognizes the principle of
decentralization of power in its Chapter XIV on local administration. It
also stipulates that local administration organizations are responsible
for public services and activities, as well as promoting and supporting
education for local people, but unlike the two previous charters it does
not grant them the freedom to formulate policy and does not have any
provisions to further increase decentralization.
In the 2018 book “The Judiciary, Courts and Coups6”, Professor
Natthakorn Withitanon explains that the 2017 Constitution discards
the phrase “autonomy for the local authorities in accordance with the
principle of self-government”. Although members of local councils and
executives are supposed to be elected, the Constitution also provides
that local administrators shall be elected “or installed by the approval
of a local assembly”, and in the case of special local administrative
organizations (Bangkok and Pattaya) could be chosen “by any other
means”, thus weakening the democratic nature of local governance that
was previously formalized7.
Today, decentralization exists in the form of thousands of local
administrations that coexist along with organs of the central government
at the local level, as “deconcentration”8 has led the capital to delegate
responsibilities to lower-level organs. This means that for instance
provinces are ruled by governors and chief district officers appointed
by the Ministry of Interior, who have more authority and powers than
the elected chief executives of Provincial Administrative Organizations
(PAOs).

6   “ตุลาการธิปไตย ศาล และการรัฐประหาร”, edited by Thai Lawyers for Human Rights
7   Section 252 paragraph 2 of the 2017 Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand
8   “The transfer of administrative responsibility for specified functions to lower levels within the central government
bureaucracy, generally on some spatial basis”, as defined in Ian Ferguson and Cherukat Chandrasekharan, “Paths
and Pitfalls of Decentralisation for Sustainable Forest Management: Experiences of the Asia-Pacific Region”, 2005
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The infographic below explains the basic structure of governance
in Thailand. The first tier is the central government in Bangkok and
related agencies, while the second tier represents the deconcentrated
organs of the central government in the provinces, and the third tier is
made of autonomous organizations at the local level.

Prime Minister’s Office
Central Government

Ministry
Department

DECONCENTRATION

Province
District
Provincial Administration
Tambon

Locality
Administration

Village
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Local Administration

General Format
Provincial Administrative
Organization

Bangkok

Municipality

Pattaya

Tambon Administrative
Organization
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Thai schoolchildren are therefore taught that their state consists of
three different levels: central, provincial, and local. However, in a
confusing twist, the “provincial administration” is represented all
the way down to the sub-district and village levels, in the form of
appointed sub-district headmen (kamnan or กํานัน) and village chiefs
(poo yai baan or ผู้ใหญ่บ้าน), while “local administration” has different
formats, including one assembly and executive for each province (the
PAO) and lower levels, municipalities (thesaban or เทศบาล) and subdistricts (tambon or ตำ�บล).
While the official nomenclature of the Election Commission of Thailand
for the elections is “Sub-district Administrative Organization” or SAO,
ANFREL as well as most English-language media in Thailand prefer
to use the Thai word tambon for clarity (Bangkok also has “subdistricts” known as khwaeng or แขวง) and consistency. Therefore, we
will refer throughout this report instead to the Tambon Administrative
Organization or TAO elections.
All elections for local government positions were suspended after the
2014 coup, with the office holders at the time remaining in position
until new elections were held. In many cases, the positions were held
by the same persons for over a decade until new elections were held in
2020 or 2021. In the event that one of them passes away or resigned,
the central government would appoint an interim replacement.
In 2019, the new Election of Members of Local Assemblies and Local
Administrations Act was passed by the junta’s National Legislative
Assembly, paving the way for new local elections to be held across
Thailand. The first were those for Provincial Administrative
Organizations (PAOs), held on 20 December 2020, followed by
municipality elections in March 2021 and the tambon or sub-district
administrative organization elections on 28 November 2021. At the time
of writing, elections for the special régime governments in Bangkok and
Pattaya have yet to be announced, although it is rumored that they will
be held in 2022.
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•

The 2021 TAO elections

Below are the different elected local government agencies in Thailand,
each covering different areas and missions. The special régimes in
Bangkok and Pattaya are not included here.
Name in
English

Name in Thai

Abbreviation

Number of
entities

Election
Date

Provincial
Adminstrative
Organization

องค์การบริหารส่วน
จังหวัด

PAO or “or- bor-jor”
(อบจ.)

76

20
December
2020

City
Municipality

เทศบาลนคร

“tho-no” (ทน.)

30

28 March
2021

Town
Municipality

เทศบาลเมือง

“tho-mo” (ทม.)

195

28 March
2021

Tambon
Municipality

เทศบาลตำ�บล

“tho-to” (ทต.)

2,247

28 March
2021

Tambon
Administrative
Organization

องค์การบริหารส่วน
ตำ�าบล

TAO or “or-bor-tor”
(อบต.)

5,300

28
November
2021

All Thai citizens registered outside of Bangkok can vote for their
local Provincial Administrative Organization (PAO), as well as either
a city/town/tambon municipality or a TAO, depending on where
they live. Municipalities are more densely populated, with city
(nakhon) municipalities reserved for areas with 50,000 people or
more and sufficient funds for the duties assigned, and town (mueang)
municipalities for locations with more than 10,000 people and sufficient
funds, while tambon municipalities cover remaining urban areas. In
theory, TAOs are therefore only for rural locations, although there
are today a number of them in urban areas that may be reclassified as
municipalities in the future.
In each of the organizations mentioned above, two distinct elections
actually take place: one for the chief executive, elected from the whole
area, and another for assembly members or councilors, elected from
14
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smaller constituencies within the province, town, or tambon. Hence
voters are provided with two ballot papers on Election Day, one for
chief and one for councilor. Both elections use first-past-the-post to
designate a winner. TAOs are composed of a chief and no less than six
councilors, with no upper limit on the number of council members.
Each village with more than 25 voters gets to elect their own councilor.

The political system of local government bodies in Thailand.

TAOs members and chiefs are elected for a period of four years, so the
hiatus at least eight years since the last elections were held was a long
interruption to local democratic governance. TAOs were not elected
concurrently before the 2014 coup, therefore some locations waited up
to ten years to elect their new local government officials. TAO chiefs
are, in theory, limited to a maximum of two terms in office, but the coup
extended the term of the incumbents well beyond that period. In fact,
only 53% of all incumbent TAO chiefs stood for re-election in 2021, a
rather low number for local elections in general.
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The 2021 TAO elections were long overdue and a welcome breath of
fresh air to revitalize local institutions. Democracy is best cultivated
from the ground up and we believe that the return to elected local
officials is an essential step for Thai citizens to assert themselves after
the missed opportunity that was the 2019 general election.

TAO Kaeng Hang Maeo in Chanthaburi comprises 22 council members and one chief
(result boards displayed above).

While the TAO elections may seem minor compared to general or even
PAO elections in which nearly all Thai citizens are invited to vote, in
some respects they are in fact the largest elections to take place in
Thailand, with the 2021 TAO elections being the most massive ever.
Indeed, the number of positions to be filled was great, with 5,300 TAO
chiefs and no less than 56,641 TAO councilor seats up for grabs.
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On 28 November 2021 the Election Commission of Thailand stated there
were 12,264 and 123,326 candidates standing for election9, respectively
for chief and councilor positions. The largest province in Thailand,
Nakhon Ratchasima, alone counts 243 TAOs and saw 7,333 candidates
standing for elections in 202110, while Phuket, a densely populated and
affluent island, saw just 121 candidates for only 6 TAOs11. There were a
total of 62,972 polling stations set up across the country for 27,617,988
registered voters (13,431,528 male and 14,186,460 female), or about
54% of the total number of voters in the country.
However, data provided by the ECT to ANFREL on 28 February
2022 instead mentions 11,436 and 114,228 candidates for cheifs and
councilors respectively12. The discrepancy with the previous figures was
explained upon further inquiries by the fact that on 28 November the
eligibility check of all candidates was not yet finalized. As important as
this process is, it really should have been concluded prior to Election
Day to better inform voters and prevent any disputes from arising.
TAOs are ruled by the 1994 Tambon Council and Tambon Administrative
Authority Act. They can provide basic services to their constituents,
primarily in areas such as road construction, running water, electricity,
and other relevant infrastructure needs. The comprehensive list of their
duties is as follows13:

9  

•

provide and maintain waterways and land routes;

•

keep the roads, waterways, paths and public places clean, and
also provide garbage and night soil services;

•

prevent and mitigate communicable diseases;

•

provide public disaster relief;

https://www.facebook.com/EctThailand/photos/a.219800428178037/2095737127251015/

10   6,779 candidates for TAO councilor and 554 candidates for TAO chief.
11   104 candidates for TAO councilor and 17 candidates for TAO chief
12   See Annex I.
13   Section 67 of the 1994 Tambon Council and Tambon Administrative Authority Act
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•

promote education, religion and culture;

•

promote the development of women and children, the youth,
the elderly and the handicapped;

•

protect, look after and maintain natural resources and the
environment;

•

maintain art, customs, local knowledge and local culture; and

•

perform other duties as entrusted by the service with a budget
allocation or personnel when necessary and as appropriate.

Although these powers are quite extensive, they are not exclusive in any
way. This means that the central government’s ministries, departments
or agencies may intervene in any of those areas in accordance with their
own statutes, which obviously weakens the reach and authority of the
TAOs. There are also additional areas where TAOs may act, but are not
required to, such as follows14:
•

provide water for consumption and agriculture;

•

provide and upkeep power or lighting in other ways;

•

provide and maintain drains;

•

provide and upkeep meeting places, sport, recreation and
public park;

•

provide and promote farmer’s groups and cooperative
businesses;

•

promote family industries;

•

upkeep and promote occupations;

•

protect, look after and maintain property that is domaine
public of State;

•

seek benefits from property belonging to the TAO

•

provide markets, berths or docks for vessel and fording places;

•

business concerning commerce;

•

tourism; and

•

town and country planning.

14   Section 68 of the 1994 Tambon Council and Tambon Administrative Authority Act
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•

Legal shortcomings

Some of the flaws in the legal framework highlighted in ANFREL’s
election observation report to the 2019 Thai general election also apply
to local elections in Thailand, such as the disenfranchisement of all
monks and other members of the Buddhist clergy, as well as detainees
and persons with mental disabilities15. Once again, we call on Thailand
to follow international standards and repeal such broad restrictions on
fundamental political rights.
But there are also three major legal shortcomings that specifically affect
local elections in Thailand, as we will now see. The first is that the
organizations tasked with holding the TAO elections are none other than
the TAO themselves, more specifically the permanent secretary or chief
local staff16. It is highly unusual that the management of an election is
entrusted to the staff of the same organization, and even though it is the
permanent (i.e. non-politically appointed) staff that manages the polls,
the fact that their hierarchy is the incumbent TAO chief and a possible
candidate for re-election creates a prime environment for conflicts of
interests. Unlike in most countries, the election commission is indeed
not managing local elections itself but instead provides logistical
support to the local government bodies that do.
Another serious issue with the Local Elections Act is that any voters
who have moved to a different constituency in the past year are unable
to vote at their current place of residence17. It is not uncommon for
countries to have a waiting period for citizens to be able to vote in a new
location to avoid election tinkering, but these are usually much shorter,
and even in Thailand the delay is only 90 days for general elections. Not
so for local elections, where if you move you would have to vote at your
old place of residence for a full year. This restriction is nonsensical and

15   Section 96 of the 2017 Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand
16   Section 25 of the 2019 Elections of Members of Local Assemblies or Local Administrations Act
17   Section 38 (3) of the 2019 Elections of Members of Local Assemblies or Local Administrations Act
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an undue burden on voters, thus we urge Thai lawmakers to urgently
repeal it so that Thai citizens can freely exercise their suffrage in their
place of residence.
Petitioned on this issue after many voters were disenfranchised
in the 2020 PAO elections, the Office of the Ombudsman issued a
disappointing ruling in August 2021, stating that the provisions were
not unconstitutional and were motivated by the fact that people should
“be familiar with and acknowledge the problems of the area first18”.
Finally, the biggest fundamental flaw of Thai local elections is that they
do not allow advance or out-of-constituency voting in any way, which
is a disappointing downgrade from the electoral system for national
elections. Indeed, Thailand has a solid advance voting system for general
elections where voters who do not actually reside in the constituency
they live in (a very common occurrence due to the rigidity of the Thai
house book system) can vote two weeks in advance anywhere in the
country.
Although it may be more logistically complicated, there is no reason that
this would not be the case for local elections. Instead, millions of migrant
workers and students across the country would need either to spend
resources and time traveling back to their place of registration to vote, or
to forego their right to participate. This is especially outdated in light of
the COVID-19 pandemic making travel more difficult and dangerous, and
some TAOs saw in 2021 voter turnout rates of only 50 to 60% because a
large proportion of registered voters live in Bangkok, for example.
Voting is mandatory in Thailand, yet it is not facilitated in any way
for local elections. We regret that local elections are made by design
less accessible and inclusive than the national elections by design
for no viable reason, and the lack of advance voting mechanism
which particularly benefits students, migrant workers, persons with
disabilities and other vulnerable populations.

18   https://ilaw.or.th/node/5995
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•

Recommendations

In light of the findings above, ANFREL urges Thai lawmakers, the
Election Commission and other stakeholders to implement the
following reforms for more genuine local democracy:
•

Revise the legal framework for elections so that members of the
clergy, detainees, and persons with mental disabilities are no
longer excluded from voting;

•

Entrust the management of local elections to a different
government body than the one whose leader and council
members are to be elected in order to prevent conflicts of
interest;

•

Align the waiting period for citizens to be able to vote in their
new place of residence with that for national elections at 90
days instead of a full year;

•

Offer advance voting and/or out-of-constituency voting for
local elections in the same way that it is for national elections to
allow more people to vote from their actual place of residence.

•

Strengthen information management and dissemination so
that more election-related information is easily accessible to
the public and in a more reliable manner.

21
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Election Campaign
For six days, from 22 to 27 November 2021, ANFREL observed TAO
election campaign activities in six Thai provinces, namely Chanthaburi,
Chonburi, Nakhon Ratchasima, Phayao, Samut Prakan, and Tak. In
the process, ANFREL’s international observers collectively met with
and interviewed 159 stakeholders, of which 29 were candidates, 28
election officials or polling staff, 30 community leaders, academics or
journalists, and 72 voters.

•

Election Culture, Voter Awareness and Participation

Elections provide an opportunity for the people to directly participate
in their government. It is key that integrity is reflected in the candidates
running for office. While it was shared during several interviews that
voters despise people who are power hungry, the reality on the ground
is not as clear-cut, with the personalities of candidates often mattering
more than their policies. Furthermore, TAOs have limited resources
and officials do not have full freedom to choose their policy agenda.
Therefore, in local elections voters tend to focus primarily on a person
who has been tried and tested, and who is well connected. Voters
often expressed to our observers that their main criteria to choose a
candidate was their work experience, which in many cases translated
into referendums for or against the incumbent TAO chiefs.
Despite such reality, people were generally interested in participating
in the TAO elections; all those interviewed by ANFREL were aware of
the elections, and many were eager to cast their ballot. This was in large
part due to the fact that the last tambon elections occurred between
eight and ten years ago (depending on the location) due to the 2014
coup and subsequent hiatus of democracy. Moreover, over 77% of
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candidates running for TAO chief were not incumbents19, thus providing
voters with a healthy range of options to choose from. Some saw this as
an opportunity to elevate their concerns and needs to the people who
would be next in line to manage their community.
Young people in particular expressed a need for change, influenced
by recent movements that have been happening in many parts of the
country. More youth were engaged as candidates in these elections
than in the past, despite the minimum age of 25 required to stand
for election. In terms of campaigns, social media was used widely to
attract youth and other voters. Furthermore, young voters or the “new
generation” are no longer under the influence of traditional political
personalities or groups to the same extent as their elders are. While this
is the case, many voters still value the experience and wisdom of older
people when it comes to tambon leadership. In fact, some parties were
keen to approach older people to run for office for political clout and
wider networking.
Elections at the tambon level are still heavily dominated by men,
just like politics in Thailand in general. ANFREL observed that,
while some women were visible as candidates and especially
as polling staff, women were still very underrepresented in
the TAO elections. It was found that there is a lack of interest
amongst women to run for office, primarily because men are still
conventionally viewed as leaders. Unfortunately, disaggregated
data on candidates, by age or gender for instance, is not available
either at the national or the provincial or tambon level. When asked
by ANFREL, the Election Commission of Thailand kindly provided
data showing that only 9.0% of candidates for TAO chief positions
and 22.4% for TAO councilor were women20, numbers well below
their fair share of representation. We regret that this data is not
made publicly available and call for urgent measures to increase

19   https://www.prachachat.net/politics/news-809177
20   See Annex I.
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women’s participation in politics in Thailand, which remains vastly
insufficient because of systemic barriers21.

This campaign poster found in Phayao was one of few seen by ANFREL supporting
young women running for TAO chief positions.

It has to be noted, though, that most voters seem to be gender neutral
about their choice of candidates. It was often heard that women and
men have the same rights and opportunities, and that the ability to
lead and deliver on promises were more important considerations
than gender per se. This is evidenced by the fact that a considerable
number of women have been elected, or are seeking office, to manage
their respective tambons. In some areas, ANFREL found elections
21   See for instance workpointTODAY, “Thailand: Why do we have so few women in Parliament?”, 17 February
2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vw8_q4csupQ (this video was produced under the ANFREL Southeast Asia
Media Fellowship on Election Reporting)

25

ANFREL 2021 Thai TAO Elections Observation Mission Report

where all the candidates running were women, although none of these
races were for TAO chief positions. Several of the female candidates
interviewed had previously worked for their communities as health
volunteers so they were already known around their community for
their commitment and competence.
Such progress is still pitted against more traditional views on women
leadership, particularly in rural areas. One candidate interviewed
shared that voters seem to have doubts about her capacity to accomplish
tasks and responsibilities as a young candidate. Community members
still question her ability to handle the physical demands of the job,
but this does not hinder her from taking the challenge22. According to
some candidates, women leaders like to work closely with the people,
are softer with their approach to challenges, and “use their pureness to
fight dark power23”.
ANFREL found that voter awareness of the TAO’s responsibilities
was generally uneven during the campaign period. Some voters
were convinced that officials can help solve present local problems,
such as infrastructure and the needs of poor or elderly people, while
others had a more tenuous grasp on the official responsibilities of the
TAO, in comparison with that of their village chief for instance. Still,
many voters tended to look at a candidate’s track record, personality,
education, and platform. Interestingly, one voter shared that he would
choose someone who is committed to the work and has the capability
and experience to deliver what he or she promises during the election
campaign, even if they are “a little bit” corrupt24.
Election officials approached by ANFREL predicted a voter turnout of
around 70%. Based on interviews days before the elections, some voters
had yet to learn more about the candidates and their policies, while a

22   Candidate, female, 25, Tak.
23   Candidate, female, 52, Chanthaburi.
24   Voter, male, 39, Nakhon Ratchasima.
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Election commission staff march for voter awareness in Samut Prakan
on 23 November 2021.

few had already decided not to turn in their vote. One voter expressed
that the TAO did not make any progress and going to vote was not going
make a difference25. Others, particularly migrant workers, were unable
to travel back to their village due to personal or work commitments
on the day of the elections and the absence of an advance voting
mechanism.

•

Campaign Issues, Regulations and Strategies

Many of the candidates met by ANFREL preferred to run as
independent, without being affiliated to a political party. For them, such
an arrangement would allow them to better respond to the needs and
concerns of their communities. What came out of several interviews

25   Voter, female, 36, Chonburi.
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is that local elections have local issues, while political parties matter
at the national level. Moreover, an independent candidate could more
freely design goals and policies with their community outside of the
agenda of a political party. Many candidates however recognized that
connections with existing political groups or personalities were helpful
for running election campaigns at the tambon level.
Political parties have also been reluctant to endorse candidates in local
elections in part because of Section 34 of the Local Elections Act, which
establishes sanctions for elected officials or any other state officials
who “defame any candidate or pursue any act in favor or harm of any
candidate”. Because this disposition is overly broad and subject to
interpretation, political parties prefer not to associate with hundreds of
individuals at the local level who could unknowingly break the law and
affect the existence of the party as a whole. Indeed, political parties in
Thailand have routinely been dissolved because of the wrongdoing of
individual members, which goes against international standards.
A number of candidates nonetheless affiliated themselves with national
parties. With such support, it was argued that one could better access
resources, improve strategies, as well as increase public visibility and
support. One candidate shared that he was not well known to elderly
voters, however, his affiliation with a group of candidates and being the
son of a former TAO vice-chair made it easier for him to get recognized26.
An election official shared that people tend to vote for candidates they
already know; at the local level, elections are much more decided by
personal relations or a certain level of connection of voters to those
running for office.
Political parties also adapted their own strategies, which were
sometimes different depending on the location. For instance, while the
Move Forward party fielded candidates in its name in the provinces
of Nakhon Ratchasima or Phayao, it decided against doing so in Tak

26   Candidate, male, 32, Chonburi.
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or Chanthaburi, where self-claimed “new generation” candidates that
might otherwise have contested under the orange banner were instead
running as independents. Most voters were nonetheless aware of the
political leanings and connections of candidates, but this dynamic
makes the overall political landscape much harder to decipher for
outsiders.
Campaigning is vital for those running for office in order to promote
themselves, raise awareness about their capacity and proposals, and
connect with their constituents. While personality-based campaigning
is still a strong feature in local politics, some TAO candidates gravitated
towards issue-based approaches to win the hearts of voters. In fact, some
were active in consulting community members about their concerns,
while others previously rendered services, which allowed them to know
and understand the issues present in the community.

A campaign brochure highlighting proposed policies for a community in Phayao.
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The photo featured above, for instance, represents an effort made by
a TAO candidate to push forward an agenda based on the needs and
concerns of people in the area. ANFREL noted some very detailed
policies and platforms in the areas visited, although voters were not
always able to mention their preferred candidates’ policies. Ultimately,
issue-based campaigning, while on the rise compared to previous
local elections, was often trumped by candidates’ personalities and
connections.
A dominant policy observed related to the improvement of their quality
of life, which was metaphorically referred to as “water is running,
the light is shining” by a candidate27. This covers basic infrastructure
development, access to clean water, waste management, electricity,
irrigation, flood management, and support for farmers. Basic services
such as education and health, particularly for the poor and elderly,
were also brought up, particularly in rural tambons, although those
fall primarily under the purview of the central government rather
than TAOs. In urban areas, road management, and peace and security
measures were major campaign points.
Infrastructure was a talking point for most candidates and therefore
usually not a very differentiating factor. However, in some areas with
special needs candidates would emphasize more original infrastructure
projects: in TAO Khlong Khut, Chanthaburi province, a candidate
proposed building a cable car to the local mangrove in a bid to boost
the local tourism economy28. In the same province’s TAO Kaeng Hang
Maeo, where cohabitation between humans and herds of wild elephants
has caused prolonged tensions, each candidate had different ideas for
better protecting people and crops from the animals, such as antielephant barriers or public lighting on the streets.

27   Candidate, Male, 32, Phayao.
28   Candidate, male, 39, Chanthaburi
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Rebuilding local economies and industries was included in the agenda
of some candidates. This has been an urgent concern for many that have
been severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some candidates
referred to improving trade and cultural exchange, particularly at
border towns such as Mae Sot in Tak province. Investment in skills and
facilities for tourism was a priority for others.

The campaign brochure of a TAO chief candidate in Nakhon Ratchasima province.

Interestingly, some candidates stressed the need for good governance
to bring about community development. Hence, according to “new
generation” candidates, it is key to reform the TAOs themselves and the
way they operate. Furthermore, it was suggested that the youth have
to be empowered and be more involved in governance. Moreover, they
should enjoy more access to public resources. Transparency should also
be institutionalized, as people are expected to know what is happening at
the TAO. Furthermore, one interviewed candidate was keen to advance
the promotion of democratic processes and values at the community
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level, whereby efforts should be made to encourage people to vote, offer
advantages for those who do, and sanctions for those who don’t. This,
according to the candidate, could help eliminate corruption (such as
vote-buying) in the electoral process29.
In upholding fair and competitive campaigning, candidates have to
strictly abide by rules and guidelines, which have been improved over
time, set by the ECT. For instance, campaign volunteers and cars used
need to be registered with the provincial election sub-commission,
while campaign expenses must not go over a predetermined ceiling
which varies depending on the population of the constituency.
While the laws and regulations were found by many to be fair and
clear, some still argued that their implementation is questionable.
According to an academic, monitoring campaign activities are still
not done properly on the ground30. Some interviewees felt that the
number of election commission inspectors deployed were insufficient
to really tackle vote-buying for instance. Said another, at the end of
the day “election officers are only human, they can still be tempted to
promote or neglect election irregularities31.” However, at the tambon
level wherein candidates are more likely to be familiar or associated
with each other, the community could potentially serve as an effective
watchdog during the campaign period.
When it comes to campaign activities per se, most candidates resorted
to conventional means or approaches. In general, tambons are relatively
small, making it easier for candidates to move around. Hence, door-todoor visits were viewed as an effective method to reach the people and
convey campaign messages across. Through this, candidates could sit
down with voters and physically explain their policies to them.

29   Candidate, male, 58, Chanthaburi.
30   Academic, female, 38, Phayao.
31   Community leader, 50, Phayao.
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A candidate for TAO chief during a house visit in Phayao.

Some voters interviewed said that they were not informed about the
platforms of candidates who visited them. One voter shared that
candidates mostly just mentioned their candidate numbers, and hoped
they had discussed their platforms in greater detail. Another voter
insisted that candidates should actively listen to the people’s concerns
during visits.
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Campaign posters installed outside a Chinese shrine in Chanthaburi.

Either by the roadside or at a frequently visited site such as the
temple featured above, campaign posters were also a popular means
for candidates to further increase their visibility and voter awareness.
These materials usually contain the candidate’s names, political
affiliation, campaign slogan, and their assigned number. Candidates
could be creative and strategic as per ways to articulate the information
on their posters. The photo below features a candidate’s detailed road
map to achieving his campaign policies or platform.
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A campaign poster displaying an issue-focused roadmap (bottom half) in Chanthaburi.

Apart from house visits and posters, the other major way to campaign
in Thailand is motorcades. Campaign vehicles, usually either cars or
motorcycles with or without sidecars, were seen roaming around
tambons with loudspeakers and posters. Some even produced campaign
songs to attract attention. One candidate shared that “in the past,
when the candidate campaigned, they only kept talking about their
platform. Locals do not enjoy the process, and are usually lost during
speeches. Nowadays, locals are invited to dance and sing along to have
fun and engage during the campaign32.” Others took their campaigns
to a different level despite COVID-19 restrictions, such as a campaign

32   Candidate, male, 32, Phayao.
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march held at TAO Nong Ngu Lueam, Nakhon Ratchasima province, as
seen in the photo below.

Campaign march of a TAO Chief candidate in Nakhon Ratchasima

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted ways candidates reach out
to their constituents. One shared that there was a period when there
was a lockdown, which made campaigning difficult. There is also the
risk of getting infected on the campaign trail. He also found it hard to
communicate deeply with the people because one has to be socially
distanced and wear a face mask.33
This is when technology came in handy. Social media platforms were
used by some candidates, particularly “new gen” ones, to instantly
connect with their voters. However, they still had to abide by ECT
guidelines, according to which candidates should account for and
report every post that they publish online. Despite restrictions and
33   Candidate, male, Tak.
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limitations, some candidates, particularly those with no access to
political machinery, took advantage of social media to attain wider
reach of voters, through text, photos, and videos. Facebook is by far
the most widely used social media platform in Thailand, with LINE
chat groups also popular for sharing election-related material. Not all
voters or candidates used these platforms to campaign or learn about
the elections, but the consensus is that the use of social media has been
on the rise and will only continue to increase.

A campaign post on Facebook by a TAO chief candidate in Phayao.

•

Vote Buying

While the trend of issue-based campaigning in local elections is gaining
ground, it seems that many candidates are still adamant about achieving
the bottomline of an election that is winning. It was indeed brought to
the attention of our observers that vote buying was still prevalent in an
attempt by candidates to amass votes.
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To a certain degree, the mindsets of some politicians are still misaligned
with the concerns and aspirations of the people. One interviewed
community leader shared that “politicians at the local level are not
really focused on empowering people, rather they make the people
depend on them. This is also one of the major reasons for vote-buying.
When people are not able to rely on themselves the system of election
and democracy does not really work”34.
While ANFREL did not witness first-hand any incidents, interviewees
provided interesting accounts of their knowledge and/or experience
of alleged vote buying practices in their respective communities. It is
important to note that investigating vote buying is extremely difficult
because of the contradictory claims and lack of evidence associated with
it. Therefore, the accounts below are primarily for context and are in no
way accusations of wrongdoing of specific candidates or individuals.
Vote buying has long been practiced throughout Thailand, and
is especially prevalent in rural areas, particularly in low-income
communities. A culture of reciprocation and kinship, whereby high
respect for leaders is actively observed, has been long embedded in
close-knit communities. Moreover, the economic status of the voting
population greatly affects the attractiveness of vote-buying candidates
at the local level. An academic pointed out that a few hundred Baht given
to each voter may easily determine the results at the tambon level.35 It
turned into a mode of demand and supply in poorer communities. As
one young voter interviewed put it, “people would want to receive the
money, and are willing to give up their rights. People are poor, they
need it36.”
Conversely, it was shared that a strong economic standing of the
community kept vote buying at bay. In Chanthaburi for instance, most

34   Community Leaders, male, 65, Nakhon Ratchasima.
35   Academic, male, 36, Phayao.
36   Voter, male, 19, Phayao.
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community leaders and voters interviewed stated that vote buying
was either rare or non-existent to their knowledge for the past several
elections. There, people can make almost 1,000 Thai baht per durian
fruit, a common source of income, so 500 baht extra for selling their
vote doesn’t appeal much to most villagers according to an academic
analyzing local politics37.
In other areas, vote buying is however largely normalized, and to
some extent perceived to be beneficial for less-privileged voters.
Transportation money is, for instance, provided to help people go to
the polling stations, and voters did not always feel that their votes were
being bought38. Nowadays, according to another academic, vote buying
is so entrenched that people actually ask why some candidates do not
buy their votes39. In fact, one voter perceived vote buying in a positive
light. She said that “money (500 baht) can go a long way, vote buying is
correct and that it helps people. They also get to monitor the candidate
who bought their votes. It is a way to build trust40”.
It was revealed in interviews that massive vote buying also resulted
from new party dynamics. There is more pressure to win coming from
Bangkok, and much invested in local candidates41. Moreover, it was
shared that “national parties are allegedly trying to build local support
networks, but they are struggling because of stringent ECT regulations.
Vote buying is present because the elections are very competitive
between the old and new guards”42.
Vote buying remains primarily done with money. Alleged cash amounts
collected by ANFREL observers ranged from 300 to 1,000 Thai baht.

37   Academic, male, Chanthaburi.
38   Community Leader, male, 38, Phayao.
39   Academic, female, 38, Phayao.
40   Voter, 27, Phayao.
41   Community Leader, male, 36, Phayao.
42   Community Leader, female, 65, Chanthaburi.
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Observers also found out that vote buying was often done in phases,
with canvassers reaching an arrangement with voters before visiting
them to distribute money in cash on the night preceding Election Day,
known in Thailand as the “night of the howling dogs” because dogs
would be barking at the strangers going from house to house in the dark.
Below are a handful of excerpts from interview conducted by ANFREL
observers, whose claims we were however unable to independently
verify:
•

“Nowadays, everyone gunning for a post buys votes. Amounts
given to voters range from 300 baht for council members to
1000 baht for chief. Vote buying is rampant on the eve of the
elections. Candidates just give money outrightly—yet covertly.
They have devised techniques so that they cannot be caught.
Votes were bought on the day of the elections43”.

•

“A family was asked by canvassers for their ID card numbers.
After which, 500 baht [per person] was handed out. Canvassers
were given 50 baht per vote if the candidate wins44”.

•

“Both old and young candidates buy votes. Some village heads
are involved too. They usually do their calculation (where and
how many votes are needed) and look for potential voters to be
bought. Amounts range from 500 to 1,000 baht per voter. The
old groups have the capital to do this”45.

•

“There are people who go to households and count the number
of voting members of each household. For five members, they
give 2,500 Baht or 500 Baht each”46.

•

“Local community leaders, businessmen, MPs, etc. give money
to candidates for campaigning and expecting favors in return
when they’re elected. For voters, the going rate that was handed

43   Community Leader, male, 36, Phayao.
44   Community Leader, trans woman, 36, Phayao.
45   Candidate, male, Chonburi.
46   Candidate, Male, Tak.
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out was rumored to be at 500 or 1,000 Thai baht. Seniors,
medical volunteers, CSOs, PWDs were especially targeted
because they are influential”47.
•

“Vote buying ranged from 300 to 3,000 Thai baht. In some
areas, the local candidates are promising the local authority
volunteers who get allowance from the local government to
increase their allowances that they can convince people to vote
for particular candidate”48.

It was also noted that methods of vote buying had evolved throughout
the years. As mentioned earlier, voters were also bought in kind. Food
and clothing were commonly handed out to voters. It was also reported
that candidates and community leaders distributed alcohol to villagers.
One interviewed voter shared a popular rumor about “no beer, no
vote”, meaning that politicians will give beer for voters to vote49. It was
also shared that jobs in the private sector and the TAOs, and also in
development projects, were also allegedly promised by candidates.
It was also brought to ANFREL’s attention by an interviewed candidate
that an incumbent chief seeking re-election allegedly used his personal
funds to reconstruct the roads in the tambon ahead of the election. He
also gave money to the locals (200 baht/person), with the middleman
getting 150 baht for himself.
Ultimately, the best sign that vote buying remains prevalent in Thailand
is that all six of our observers, when they asked voters if they had been
approached by canvassers trying to buy their votes, were spontaneously
told “not yet” on several occasions. This shows how normal, and even
expected, vote buying is for voters.

47   Community Leader, Female, 65, Chanthaburi.
48   Community Leader, Male, 64, Nakhon Ratchasima.
49   Voter, Male, 56, Samut Prakan.
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On the flip side, many of the voters interviewed by ANFREL said that
they would refuse money or benefits if approached to sell their vote.
Many also told us that vote buying, despite remaining commonplace, is
on the decline compared with previous elections, with fewer candidates
engaging in it and smaller sums of money being offered.
In its election observation report50, youth network WeWatch said that
“voters received money from canvassers of other candidates, but voted
for the candidates they truly prefered, which is as the local saying says
“receive the dog’s money and vote for the one one loves”.” In fact, as
shared by a community leader, “people are smarter now. Even though
they receive money, they will still vote for the people who they think are
fit for the job. Moreover, when it comes to young people, voter buying
is not their concern anymore, and they demand candidates to focus
on promoting their policies and prove their capacity to deliver.” This
is consistent with ANFREL’s own analysis of vote buying in the 2019
general election and 2021 TAO elections.
With regard to enforcement of the law and sanctions on vote buying,
election officials interviewed said there was not much they could do
in the absence of evidence. However, most election sub-commissions
were not actively searching for violations either, instead mostly just
following up when complaints were brought forward. There are
election investigators deployed in each province and coming from the
outside, which supposedly makes them more resistant to bribes or bias.
However, these investigators are too few and their lack of knowledge
of local context make it difficult for them to track down perpetrators.
This creates a bit of a catch-22 situation where most vote buying
complaints arise not from the election management body but instead
from candidates trying to catch their opponents in the act and get them
disqualified. In this regard, the availability of smartphones today makes
it more difficult to buy votes. When it comes to preventive measures,
some election officials conducted community education and awareness

50   https://www.facebook.com/1468582340030739/posts/3098326317056325/
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raising, as well as, and partnered with police in investigation and law
enforcement.
The Election Commission declared on 30 November 2021 that a total
of 268 violations were filed with the agency, although it is unknown
how many were related to vote buying51. In TAO Mab Pong, Chonburi
province, a man was arrested with 112,000 baht in 56 envelopes and is
suspected of trying to buy votes.

•

Election Violence and Campaign Disruptions

The destroyed campaign poster of a female candidate in TAO Ta Chan, Chanthaburi.

51   https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/politics/2223847/tao-polls-went-well-police-say
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While it was observed that the campaign period was generally peaceful
and orderly, ANFREL was able to document some incidents of
campaign violence, such as the torn campaign poster displayed above
and found in Chanthaburi. When interviewed, the targeted candidate
mentioned that apart from hers, the posters of other candidates were
also destroyed. She addressed this by saying that “some people don’t
like her because she’s outspoken and does her work”. Police officers
from the Mueang Chanthaburi station arrested three persons for the
acts, and one of them who confessed was fined 6,000 baht, reduced to
3,000 for having admitted his fault, along with a one-year probation52.
There were also more serious incidents in areas where ANFREL was
not present. On 25 November, a few days before the elections, Chaiyuth
Kaewbunthong, a former chairman and chief candidate at TAO Khun
Chum in Nakhon Si Thammarat province, was wounded by gunshot
while riding his motorcycle on the way to a campaign activity. It was
eventually learned that two unidentified men fired at him. It was
unclear whether the attack was politically motivated or not.53 On the
eve of the elections (27 November), a 50,000 baht reward was offered
by a Democrat Party MP to anyone who could report the whereabouts
of the perpetrators. It was also reported that the police had suspicions
about who the attackers were54.
It is worthy to note that there were efforts made by the police to prevent
any forms of violence in the days leading up to the elections. On 23
November, it was reported that the police had increased surveillance in
Southern Thailand, where the TAO elections were expected to be hotly
contested. In Yala province, a convoy carrying ballot boxes was attacked
on election night with a motorcycle bomb, with one election official
slightly injured55. Moreover, 724 people were arrested for violating
52   Candidate, Female, 52, Chanthaburi.
53   https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2221567/candidate-for-tao-chairman-wounded-by-gunman
54   https://www.thaipbsworld.com/reward-offered-for-information-on-shooting-of-sao-election-candidate-in-nakhonsi-thammarat/
55   https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2223371/ballot-box-convoy-bombed-in-yala

44

Chapter 2: Election Campaign

firearm-related laws ahead of the elections in Central Thailand by the
provincial police, while 718 firearms were seized56.
Still, as a whole, the 2021 TAO elections were peaceful and vibrant, with
few instances of election violence reported across the country.

•

Election Coverage

Interviewed journalists told ANFREL observers that they still enjoy
a good level of freedom to cover the elections, particularly on issues
related to irregularities. According to one journalist, some candidates
even send photos of supposed damages done to campaign posters so
they can report on them during a previous election. However, some
journalists experienced intimidation when investigating and reporting
sensitive election related irregularities in-depth. One journalist echoed
this concern. He shared that they were restricted to take pictures at
liberty. This is, according to him, because of some who falsely present
themselves members of the press57.
It was shared by a community leader “that the media is often reduced to
serving as public relations tools for certain influential politicians. They
are intimidated by these people. Therefore, they mostly practice selfcensorship when covering the TAO elections”58.
When it comes to accessing information, government officials are very
careful about the information they send out. One academic who was
observing the TAO elections shared that, “even with permission from
the ECT, it had been difficult to access and to talk to the people”59.

56   https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2220275/firearms-seized-ahead-of-tao-elections
57   Journalist, Male, 65, Samut Prakan.
58   Community leader, Male, 44, Chonburi.
59   Academic, Female, 38, Phayao.
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•

TAO Election Management

Sentiments shared by interviewees about the management of elections
by the local election officials have been broadly positive. There is a sense
of duty and responsibility to conduct the elections successfully. They
were also active and efficient in terms of organizing and monitoring
election proceedings. Moreover, some even collaborated with key
community stakeholders such as the police, teachers and incumbent
tambon chiefs ensuring that guidelines and processes are observed and
monitored well. Active training of polling staff and awareness raising
of community members were proof of their dedication to conduct fair
and peaceful elections. It was also noted that local election officials
generally remained neutral throughout proceedings.
One interviewed candidate shared that the Election Commission was
“good, fair, and that he enjoyed the same chances in administration of
the campaign as everyone else.60” Interestingly, it was observed by a
community leader that the “quality of election management depends on
the capacity and resources in each area. In the past, tambon elections
were ridden with corruption amongst election officials. Invalid votes
were counted, and brownouts occurred during vote counting. These
days, corruption is a lot less. Observers are present, and votes are
counted in the polling precinct61.”

•

Recommendations

In order to improve future local campaigning in Thailand, ANFREL is
making the following recommendations for the Election Commission
and other stakeholders to consider:
•

Systematically provide disaggregated data on candidates
to measure women, youth, and other vulnerable groups’
representation in elections;

60   Candidate, Male, Chanthaburi.
61   Community Leader, Male, 27, Phayao.
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•

Actively encourage more women, youth, and members of
vulnerable groups to run for office in future local elections;

•

Provide more voter and civic education on the roles and
responsibilities of local administrations;

•

Provide a publicly accessible docket of election-related
complaints and the actions taken to resolve them;

•

Investigate and address vote buying allegations more actively
and comprehensively.
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Election Day and Announcement of Results
On Election Day, Sunday 28 November 2021, ANFREL observers
visited a total of 71 polling stations, including six during the opening, 59
during voting hours, and six during closing and counting proceedings.

•

Polling station setup and voting process

Overall, ANFREL found the voting process to be well-managed, peaceful,
and orderly. Polling staff seemed mostly well-trained and helpful, while
all essential voting and COVID-19 prevention material were there for
voters to use. In accordance with ECT guidelines, all polling stations
were also equipped with a separate booth for voters who were found at
the entrance to have a fever (above 37.5 degrees Celsius measured at
the temple).
A few breaches of the COVID-19 risk mitigation protocols were observed,
with most of them related to poor enforcement of physical distancing
in waiting queues or among polling staff, as well as a few cases of either
polling staff or voters not wearing a face mask. Nevertheless, compliance
was very high overall, and the outdoor setting of most polling stations
in Thailand was an additional advantage to prevent transmission of the
airborne virus.
With regard to the polling process itself, a few oversights were identified
but all of them were minor in nature. For instance, in a handful of
locations, campaign posters were displayed in the vicinity of polling
stations, and one polling station failed to display the voter list on the
information board. These did not prevent ANFREL observers from
considering the polling process to be satisfactory throughout the day.
However, ANFREL regrets that accessibility of polling stations for
persons with disabilities and elderly people still has a long way to go.
For instance, out of 59 locations visited by ANFREL during voting
49

ANFREL 2021 Thai TAO Elections Observation Mission Report

Polling staff in Chonburi are checking voters’ identification and registration.

hours only 29, or just under half, were found to be easily accessible
for wheelchair users. The rest were plagued by steps, tall grass, or
gravel, meaning that wheelchair-bound or elderly voters would often
necessitate the assistance of polling staff to enter or exit. One polling
station was even located on the second floor of a building, which
best practices say should be avoided as much as possible for better
inclusiveness and accessibility.
The process for persons with disabilities and elderly voters in need of
assistance was also found to be inconsistent. Despite their eagerness
and best efforts to accommodate these voters with special needs,
polling staff were not always clear about the procedures they should
follow and implement. In one case, a police officer was seen casting a
ballot on behalf of a blind voter, which should not have been the case
even if it stemmed from good intentions. While we commend the
Election Commission of Thailand’s procurement of Braille ballots for
50
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High steps remain commonplace in polling stations and are an undue burden on voters
with disabilities or elderly voters.

every polling station, a valuable tool for the empowerment of voters
with visual impairment, there is, however, a need for further training
of polling staff on how to use such resources and deal with voters with
special needs in a way that empowers them instead of excluding or
patronizing them.

•

Poor ballot paper design and vote counting guidelines

Once polling stations closed at 5 PM, the counting of the votes cast
went smoothly. However, a few mistakes in reading ballot papers were
reported by our observers. More concerning is that in two of the six
locations where ANFREL was present to observe the counting process,
a serious breach of procedures occurred when polling station chiefs
decided to go ahead with the counting before unused ballots were put
away. Election Commission guidelines dictate that before breaking the
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seals of the ballot boxes, a hole should be punched through remaining
ballot papers, which should then safely be put away in a sealed bag.
We regret that this important procedural safeguard was disregarded
by polling staff, although these occurrences may not have been
representative of the situation across the country.

In these polling stations, unused ballot papers (orange circles) were not discarded
as they should have been before the start of vote counting. Top picture: Chanthaburi,
bottom: Tak.
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An area where ANFREL continues to have reservations is the
interpretation of ballots cast as invalid. While polling staff were seen to
follow the guidelines from the Election Commission of Thailand, these
guidelines remain too rigid as they fail to properly take into account the
intent of voters as international standards dictate.

This polling station in Tak province clearly displayed instructions for marking a ballot
correctly (left), but most visited by ANFREL did not.
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This ballot paper in Chanthaburi was considered invalid by polling staff, in accordance
with guidelines from the Election Commission of Thailand which disregard the intent of
the voter.

For instance, the ballot paper featured above was ruled as invalid
despite being clearly marked for candidate number 2. The polling staff
are not at fault here, since they followed the instructions given to them
and, according to these, any ballot cast with a check mark instead of
a cross should be considered invalid. This is a situation that repeats
in every polling station, resulting in thousands of Thai voters being
unknowingly disenfranchised, especially since most polling stations
do not display the guidelines on how to mark a ballot properly during
voting hours.
ANFREL previously highlighted this flaw in vote counting guidelines
after the 2019 general election62 and once again urges the Election

62   ANFREL Mission Report “The 2019 Thai General Election: A Missed Opportunity for Democracy”, pp. 88-89,
accessible at https://anfrel.org/anfrel-2019-thai-general-election-mission-report/
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Commission of Thailand to revise them as soon as possible in order
to prevent the further disenfranchisement of voters clearly expressing
their intent on their ballot.
Another issue driving up rates of invalid ballots is the layout of the
ballot paper itself. As seen above, ballot papers for local elections in
Thailand do not display the name of the candidates but instead only
their designated numbers, an unusual arrangement which stems from
a cost-cutting rationale. Voters who could not recall their preferred
candidate’s number are at a loss in this situation, especially since they
are unable to exit the polling station and consult the information board
at the entrance once they are in possession of their ballots.
It is ANFREL’s position that all ballot papers should contain the names
of the candidates running for office in order to be a genuine democratic
process respectful of the will of voters. It should be noted that this
recommendation was already made to the Election Commission
of Thailand after observing the 2020 provincial administration
organization (PAO) elections63.
The problem is further compounded by the fact that ballot papers are
printed according to templates for either five or ten candidates, meaning
that voters would be issued ballot papers with five different boxes even
though there may only be one, two, three or four options for them to
choose from. The fact that voters receive both ballots (for TAO chief and
TAO councilor) at the same time also makes it very easy to be confused
and cast ballots that are unintentionally invalid or even for the wrong
candidate. In Japan or Myanmar for instance, voters cast one ballot at a
time before being issued the next one. This arrangement could easily be
adopted by Thailand in order to reduce confusion among voters.

63   Joint ANFREL-WeWatch Policy Recommendations to the Election Commission of Thailand, accessible at
https://anfrel.org/thai-local-elections-policy-recommendations-for-the-election-commission-of-thailand/
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The predictable result of all these questionable decisions regarding
ballot paper design and counting is that the rate of invalid votes in
some constituencies was much higher than what is usually considered
normal (around 3-5%). Indeed, ANFREL observed invalid rates that
were especially high in some constituencies, sometimes as much as 15
to 20% of all ballots cast, particularly when the number of candidates
for TAO chief and TAO councilor was different. This suggests that some
voters ended up confusing the two ballot papers given to them, for
instance by casting a vote for candidate #3 when there were only two
running candidates.

A voter information board in Phayao province. The blue and red posters are ballot paper
templates.
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Vote counting is taking place at a polling station in Nakhon Ratchasima.

Below are some of the constituencies recorded by ANFREL where rates
of invalid ballots were much higher than acceptable. Having been put
together by browsing the social media pages of different election subcommissions and TAOs, this list is by no means exhaustive, but instead
is meant to provide examples of the phenomena described above.
Elections with only one candidate competing, which may also have
influenced invalid ballot rates, are marked with an asterisk (*), while
constituencies where both elections only saw one candidate running are
not included here since confusion between the two ballot papers would
not have been a factor.
Examples of high rates of invalid ballots in the 2021 TAO elections:
•

TAO Tapon, Chanthaburi province, 18.72% invalids for
councilor in constituency 4*64.

64   https://www.facebook.com/abt.tapon/photos/a.855266834533308/4698701713523115/
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•

TAO Yang Piang, Chiang Mai province, 22.27% invalids for
councilor in constituency 4*65, 19.66% in constituency 666, and
11.70% in constituency 367.

•

TAO Sanam Chaeng, Lopburi province, 20.88% invalids for
councilor in constituency 3*68.

•

TAO Salok Bat, Kamphaeng Phet province, 12.94% invalids for
chief*69.

•

TAO Nong Bua Sala, Nakhon Ratchasima province, 12.79%
invalid for councilor in constituency 870.

It is unlikely that such large proportions of voters in these areas
intentionally cast invalid ballots, especially since there is a “none of the
above” option on the ballot paper, which is counted separately from
invalid ones. Instead, it is ANFREL’s belief that these constituencies
would probably not have seen such high rates of invalid votes if the
ballot papers contained the names of the candidates and more boxes
than were necessary. Therefore, we urge once again the Election
Commission of Thailand to revise their ballot paper design to align with
international standards for elections.
Nationwide, the rate of invalid ballots was consistent with international
standards at 4.02% for TAO chief elections and 4.13% for council
members. Nonetheless, the statistics and experiences listed above
highlight severe shortcomings in ballot paper design and vote counting,
which can drive up disenfranchisement to dangerously high levels in
some constituencies.

65   https://www.facebook.com/yangpiangLC/photos/pcb.2994949704055997/2994948594056108
66   https://www.facebook.com/yangpiangLC/photos/pcb.2994949704055997/2994948417389459
67   https://www.facebook.com/yangpiangLC/photos/pcb.2994949704055997/2994948247389476
68   https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1534015843627555&set=pcb.1534005100295296
69   https://www.facebook.com/salokbat.kp/photos/a.417369626101290/554612609043657/
70   Confirmed directly with election staff in the TAO.
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•

Voter turnout and announcement of results

On the night of 28 November, once ballots were counted and tallied,
results were displayed on large billboards at each TAO office. In
addition, a number of TAOs, provincial election sub-commissions
and other government agencies posted or shared election results on
Facebook, the most widely used social media platform in Thailand.
The day after the elections, on 29 November, the Election Commission
of Thailand, on its Facebook page, started disseminating the “unofficial”
winners of polls in some provinces, primarily for TAO chief positions,
sometimes but not always along with voter turnout rates. However,
finer details such as vote breakdowns between the candidates or the
results of TAO council elections were at the time usually available only
in person at one’s local TAO office.
On 29 November, the Deputy Secretary-General of the Election
Commission announced a nationwide voter turnout of “about 70%71”, a
number later revised to 74.5%72. On 2 December, the ECT issued a press
release listing the ten provinces with the highest voter turnout rates,
from 84.97% in Phatthalung to 80.88% in Lamphun73. While such
information is interesting, we regret that such data, as well as other
essential statistics, were not made available for all 76 Thai provinces by
the election management body.
On 3 December, an ECT Facebook post disclosed that 20,424,603 out
of 27,386,272 registered voters nationwide, or 74.58%, participated in
the TAO elections. This high turnout rate is in line with what ANFREL
observed in the field, albeit with sometimes large discrepancies
between TAOs. This highlights the voters’ attachment to their local
governments and to democracy but could have been even higher with
the implementation of advance voting. The final numbers shared by

71   https://www.thaipbsworld.com/70-voter-turnout-in-thailands-first-sub-district-elections-in-eight-years/
72   https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2226567/tao-polls-offer-hope-for-underdogs
73   https://www.ect.go.th/ect_th/news_page.php?nid=13012&filename=
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A result board in TAO Ratcha Thewa, Samut Prakan province.

Voters consulting election results in TAO Ta Chan, Chanthaburi province.
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the Commission with ANFREL state nationwide voter turnout rates of
74.82% and 74.82% for TAO chief and councilor elections respectively74.
The next step was for the central Election Commission to certify the
still unofficial results. If there were complaints or indications that an
election was not conducted honestly and fairly, the commission would
conduct an investigation or inquiry and publish the final results no later
than 27 January 2022, or 60 days after Election Day. If there were no
reasons to suspect any foul play or mismanagement, results then had to
be published within 30 days of the polls, by 28 December 2021.
On 14 December, the ECT confirmed election results in 20 provinces75,
followed by 24 provinces on 20 December76 and 32 provinces on 21
December77. Finally, on 27 December, the Commission confirmed
additional results in 30 provinces for TAOs that were not included in
previous announcements78.
An admirable initiative for transparency in local elections is the
online database set up by the Department of Local Administration to
consult election results online (https://ele.dla.go.th/). Unfortunately,
the platform does not meet the principles of open election data.79
For instance, the data provided is neither analyzable nor granular

74   https://www.ect.go.th/ect_th/news_page.php?nid=13012&filename=
75   Chainat, Trat, Ranong, Samut Sakhon, Rayong, Chiang Mai, Yasothon, Amnat Charoen, Mukdahan, Phuket,
Samut Prakan, Samut Songkhram, Phichit, Bueng Kan, Nakhon Sawan, Satun, Phatthalung, Prachuap Khiri Khan,
Krabi, and Phang Nga. https://www.facebook.com/EctThailand/photos/a.341457529345659/2116952371796157
76   Pattani, Ang Thong, Singburi, Yala, Trang, Mae Hong Son, Lamphun, Phetchaburi, Pathum Thani, Sa
Kaeo, Chonburi, Songkhla, Saraburi, Chachoengsao, Phayao, Nan, Nong Bua Lamphu, Loei, Phetchabun,
Nong Khai, Nakhon Nayok, Chanthaburi, Buriram, and Uttaradit. https://www.facebook.com/EctThailand/photos
/a.219800428178037/2121544891336905/
77   Sakon Nakhon, Surin, Ratchaburi, Uthai Thani, Suphanburi, Nakhon Pathom, Nonthaburi, Chumphon,
Narathiwat, Lampang, Phra Nakhon Si Ayutthaya, Kanchanaburi, Ubon Ratchathani, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Nakhon
Phanom, Khon Kaen, Kalasin, Chaiyaphum, Udon Thani, Prachinburi, Tak, Chiang Rai, Phrae, Kamphaeng Phet,
Phitsanulok, Sukhothai, Surat Thani, Sisaket, Lopburi, Roi Et, Maha Sarakham, and Nakhon Ratchasima. https://
www.facebook.com/EctThailand/photos/a.341457529345659/2122351407922920/
78   Loei, Nong Khai, Ubon Ratchathani, Roi Et, Sukhothai, Kalasin, Sakon Nakhon, Mukdahan, Maha Sarakham,
Sisaket, Phitsanulok, Nakhon Ratchasima, Nakhon Sawan, Prachinburi, Phetchaburi, Suphanburi, Kanchanaburi,
Nakhon Pathom, Uthai Thani, Prachuap Khiri Khan, Phra Nakhon Si Ayutthaya, Nonthaburi, Surat Thani, and Trang.
https://www.facebook.com/EctThailand/photos/pcb.2127151007442960/2127150907442970/
79   https://openelectiondata.net/en/guide/principles/
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(disaggregated down to the polling station level), however this is a much
welcome development since up until now election results were not
available online in Thailand. We are grateful to the DLA and the ECT
for this database and encourage them to keep offering such resources
in the future.

•

Election dispute resolution and election reruns

On 6 January 2022, the Election Commission of Thailand announced
that voting would have to take place again in 120 polling stations across
38 provinces, under Section 105 paragraph 1 of the 2019 Elections of
Members of Local Assemblies or Local Administrations Act80. This
means that the number of ballot papers in the ballot box did not match
the number of voters who showed up on Election Day. The re-vote took
place on 9 January.
On 12 January 2022, the ECT announced that election reruns would
be held in 18 TAOs in 14 provinces because the elections held on 28
November were found “dishonest” and not fair81. Unfortunately, no
further details have been given on the violations recorded and there is
no public docket of election complaints in Thailand. The 18 TAO chiefs
or councilors accused of wrongdoing were also sanctioned by “orange
cards”, meaning that they would not be able to stand for election for a
year. The election reruns were held on 23 January.
On 26 January, the ECT announced 11 more election reruns in 9
provinces because the winners of the November polls were found to
have purchased votes82. The 11 individuals accused were also issued
orange cards, and the Election Commission has stated that they will
seek criminal prosecution against them. It is not yet known when new
elections will be held.

80   https://www.bangkokbiznews.com/politics/981168
81   https://mgronline.com/politics/detail/9650000003534
82   https://www.matichon.co.th/politics/news_3153297
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On 28 February, ANFREL was informed by the ECT in response to a
request for information that out of the 29 constituencies where new
elections were held, 26 were motivated by Section 50 of the Local
Elections Act related to eligibility, further illustrating the fact that a
review of the candidates’ eligibility was not completed prior to the polls
as should have been the case.
The other three infractions found were related to Section 65 of the same
law addressing vote-buying. One candidate was disqualified under
Section 65(1)83, one under Section 65(2)84, and the third under both.
Details of these cases were not shared with ANFREL.
While we commend the Election Commission for promptly dealing
with the irregularities found, ANFREL wishes that there was more
publicly available information and evidence as to the nature of these
irregularities.

•

Recommendations

In light of the findings above, ANFREL puts forward the following
recommendations to the Election Commission of Thailand to further
enhance the Election Day process:
•

Improve polling station accessibility by choosing more
appropriate locations that would accommodate voters with
disabilities or elderly voters;

•

Reinforce training or guidelines for polling staff so that unused
ballot papers are always discarded prior to the opening of ballot
boxes and counting of votes;

•

Revise vote counting procedures on invalid ballots so that
they take into account the will of voters in accordance with
international standards;

83   Candidates may not “make, give, offer, promise to give or prepare to give property or any other benefit which
may be converted to money to any person”.
84   Candidates may not “give, offer, or promise to give money, property or any other benefit either directly or
indirectly to any community, association, foundation, temple or other religious place, educational institution, foster
home, or other institution”.
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•

Display guidance on how to properly cast a ballot in every
polling station so that voters can exercise their suffrage without
unknowingly casting invalid ballots;

•

Change the ballot paper format so that the names of all
candidates appear instead of numbers alone and there are no
extra boxes that could confuse voters;

•

Consider issuing ballot papers to voters one at a time instead of
simultaneously to prevent confusion;

•

Continue publishing election results online, and if possible
comply with open data standards;

•

Create a publicly accessible depository of information on
election complaints and their resolution.

Annex I: Unofficial Information on the Subdistrict Administrative Organization (SAO) Elections of 28 November 2021 (As of 17 February
2022) by the Election Commission of Thailand

65

ANFREL 2021 Thai TAO Elections Observation Mission Report

66

Annex I

67

ANFREL 2021 Thai TAO Elections Observation Mission Report

68

Annex I

69

Annex II: “Thai local elections successful, but procedural changes
would be welcome”, ANFREL Interim Statement
Bangkok, 30 November 2021
Thailand held on Sunday 28 November 2021 its first tambon/subdistrict administration organization (TAO) elections since the 2014
coup. This followed on provincial elections and municipal elections
held in December 2020 and March 2021, respectively.
ANFREL welcomes this long-overdue return to local democracy,
congratulates the voters, the Election Commission of Thailand, TAOs
and other contributors for successful and largely peaceful elections,
and hopes that the last remaining local elections to be held under the
current Thai legal framework, in Bangkok and Pattaya, will follow soon.
ANFREL deployed six observers in the provinces of Chanthaburi,
Chonburi, Nakhon Ratchasima, Phayao, Samut Prakan, and Tak
to observe the tambon administration organization elections. Our
observers visited 70 polling stations on Election Day and conducted over
130 interviews with electoral stakeholders, including voters, candidates,
election management officials, and civil society representatives, in the
week leading up to the polls.
According to the preliminary findings of our small-scale election
observation mission, voting and counting processes went smoothly
on Election Day, the elections were largely seen positively by the
interviewees, and the provisional voter turnout rate of 70% reflects
the attachment to local democracy expressed by Thai voters. However,
ANFREL regrets the persistence of vote-buying, which continues to
affect Thai politics despite some indications that it is declining in favor
of issue-based campaigning.
We also express concern about the continued high rates of invalid
ballots seen in some areas, a phenomenon driven by poor ballot paper
design and guidelines on the interpretation of marked ballot papers not
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in line with the international standard of considering first and foremost
the intent of voters. Once again, some constituencies have seen 15 to
20% of all ballots cast considered invalid, which should prompt the
Election Commission to reconsider its procedures in order to ensure
that all Thai voters can express their will in a reliable and sure proof
manner.
ANFREL will publish its final mission report containing findings and
more recommendations for furthering democratic governance in
Thailand in January 2022.
The elections were held in 5,300 TAOs across the country, with
27,617,988 eligible voters (14,186,460 female and 13,431,528 male)
called to the polls. There were a total of 135,500 candidates running for
office, including 12,264 for the positions of TAO chief and 123,326 to be
a TAO member.
Erratum: an earlier version of this statement incorrectly said there
were 5,332 TAOs when there are in fact 5,300.
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