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There is no denying that new media are playing a vital role in getting the information across to the wide public sectors and in providing an arena for dialogue and exchange of information as well as for networking among different groups of new media users. This is a common phenomenon even in a developing country such as Thailand.

A case in point to prove the significance of new media in the daily lives of its users, particularly those in the middle class and educated segment of the society, is that of the red-shirt demonstration in Bangkok during March to May 2010. No doubt that the cause of the protest can be justified in so far as the calls for bringing more balanced development to the country, to reduce poverty and injustice caused by unbalanced development. But also no doubt that the outcome of the protest was more violent than the protest staged in April 2009 (by ‘Red Shirts’), which led to accusations and charges linking the ‘Red Shirt’ protest to terrorism and organized crime masterminds deployed by leaders of the movement inside Thailand and overseas.

An angle that emerges from this demonstration is the way that new media become an essential tool to connect many people inside Thailand (and even outside) who are concerned with the way the nation is heading toward a social and political disaster.  Especially active are the middle-class and educated segment in Bangkok and urban cities inside Thailand who have formed and joined social networks through Facebook, Twitter, and also share / download files and pictures and video clips from YouTube. 

Twitter has been actively used by the former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and his family, to voice their views about the situation in Thailand, during the red-shirt protest. Thaksin has been using Twitter communication to express his views much more frequently after the Thai criminal court issued an arrest warrant for him on charges dealing with him being linked to terrorism. His comments from Twitter were also relayed through daily newspapers, TV stations, and his spokespersons who are lawyers. Leaders of the government including Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva also used Twitter to air their views to and exchange information and views with their political supporters. 

New media in the form of social media have arrived in Thai society in the past few years’, but this political crisis opened the door for this opportunity for new media to be a fixation among users for at least two reasons. First, the mass media overall, which are either too commercially oriented or state-owned, provided unbalanced and even inaccurate information and pictures about the protest. 

Conversely, many avid fans of new media bypass mainstream media, newspapers, and TV channels, which they find to be slow, ineffective, biased or sometimes too ambivalent. Mainstream media also rely quite heavily on opinions and information and clips and photos feeding through new media to be up to date. 

Secondly, the government under the leadership of Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva came under severe criticism of not effectively handling the protest, not nipping it in the bud and allowing the protest to escalate into violence, and eventually military force was required to bring the protest to an end (on May 19, 2010).

The protest, which initially called for the prime minister to step down right away, shifted its call to an immediate disillusion of the House of Parliament. A social movement called ‘multi-colored shirt’ demonstrators was formed among supporters of Prime Minister Abhisit to encourage and give the mandate for the prime minister to stay in the office and to ignore the protesters’ call for dissolution of the house. This movement is underpinned by the fervent use of social media including Twitter and Facebook. Soon the number of the multi-colored shirt multiplied into hundreds of thousands connected through social media. 

They sent news, shared information and comments interactively. In the weeks to come, mass rallies by the multi-colored shirt appeared on the main street of Bangkok to support the Prime Minister on the one hand, and to counter the pressure put on society by the red-shirt demonstration, on the other hand. Many of these people also text-messaged key leaders in the government including the prime minister. In April when the prime minister sought a solution to bring an end to the red-shirt protest by issuing a 5-point roadmap, with an ultimatum to hold an election on November 14, 2010, at least one year before his term would end, many of the supporters of the prime minister expressed their dismay and disappointment bitterly through social media networks. Several of them actually text-messaged the prime minister, Twittered and Facebooked their disappointments to the prime minister, and the prime minister actually replied quite a few of them and even called some of them on their mobile phones. These sentiments were reflected in the prime minister’s press statements through the mainstream media in weeks that followed. This goes to show the power of new media in today’s social and political development. 

More aspects of social media use became visible in April and May before and after the dissolution of the protest on May 19.  The April 10 incident where the military sent in thousands of soldiers to dismantle the protest, but was met with violent resistance of an army of well-trained personnel in black – the result was a massive casualty done to the soldiers and protesters. The Army claimed that their soldiers only carried batons and shields, and no weapons of mass destruction. Therefore the casualties were caused by the army of red-shirt in black, which disguised themselves behind the innocent protesters. The red-shirt leaders claimed that it was the army who resorted to violence and killed and injured innocent people. The matter is now being investigated and will be dealt with in court. While the matter is being put before the system of justice, social media provide ways for active citizens to share clips and photos which would provide more clues as to what happened on the night of April 10. Many of the clips and photos that circulated the social media networks were actually used by the army spokespersons and the government officials as proof that the protest was not precisely peaceful and without weapons. 

Mass media, especially newspapers and TV stations capitalized on those revelations from the social media outlets, and it becomes an established opinion after April 10. But that only discouraged only a handful of supporters to wean them away from red-shirt protest. The large number of them who are from up country, especially the Northeast of Thailand did not have access to social media, and they only relied on the information provided on the stage of the protest and by word of mouth spread among their fellow protesters. On top of that community radio stations used propaganda to incite violence and sent herds into Bangkok to join the protest. This proves that there is still a wide gap between those who receive and use social media or at least mainstream media who are educated and who have proximity or access to such media, and the large majority who are information-poor and rely on what the protest leaders or deejays of community radio stations told them.

Government officials and the Army quickly adopted the mixed use of new and old media to deal with the protest. Mobile signals were interrupted and even blocked days before May 19 when the army sent in their force to dismantle the demonstration camp  at Ratchaprasong in the center of Bangkok’s commercial district . Text messages were sent in to the demonstrators to go home to be safe. 

TV pool was used quite often and effectively to bring the views and clarifications to the millions of people. This came against the backdrop of the curfew being imposed in the days following the May 19th crackdown. A few reruns were broadcast on TV the 6 free TV channels and cable News as well as some satellite TV channels. Clips shown on TV pool by the Center for Resolution of Emergency Situations (CRES) or Sor Or Chor in the Thai language were gathered from YouTube and Facebook sent by other sources. Many clips and photos were posed on the Internet and become downloadable by citizen journalists and private citizens or even officials who did not reveal their real names. Angles about how the protest proceeded and was dealt with were widened to be multiple, instead of just two sides - the government and the army vs the demonstrators. This calls for the public attention from April 10 incident all the way to May 19.

What happened on Ratchadumri Road and Ratchaprasong Road (in central Bangkok) minutes into the dissolution of the protest on May 19 could be hotly contested by the foreign media and the local citizens, who also aired their own voices and interpretations on the Internet. How the demonstrators were treated in Pathumwanaram Temple closeby (where they went for refuge) the night after the dismantling of the protest was variedly portrayed. Certain headline on international news was challenged by angry locals, who claimed that it was not the military cracking down on the defenseless (children, women, and elderly). 

Details of the burning and looting of places following the dissolution of the protest were greatly varied. Much of local press relied on information provided by Sor Or Chor. At least, the government and the army are positively portrayed in this incident, but quite a few international press provided a grim tone on such a coverage. The government and Sor Or Chor spokespersons came out very slowly in responding to these incidents. Instead, it is the local citizens who took the matter to their own hand to respond to foreign media coverage. It was particularly the work of active citizens on the internet that calls attention to the two Western ‘Red-Shirt’ protestors who were seen commonly on the Internet speaking in English using brash language about the looting and burning of places. One of the two is believed to have been arrested by the Sor Or Chor later.

While this new development about new media can be observed, it needs to be understood that new media are not often accessible to the grassroots, who came in tens of thousands to support the protest from March until May. To them, SMS (telephone text messages) may be one resort, as they do not watch TV or listen to radio messages other than those provided by PTV (Red Shirt media outlet). After PTV was blocked in April, most of them relied on words of mouth and speeches made on the stage. Speeches of hate and orders to destroy issued by the core leaders of ‘Red-Shirts’ were circulated in the new media, and were used by the government and Sor Or Chor as evidence of claims that these people were not peaceful protesters, they are violent and have organized crime syndicates behind them. 

This aside, after April 10, western media, including international news agencies and TV stations, based in Thailand began to take active and deep interest in the issue, as it has escalated. While western media tend to present views and voices that are not the official views and voices, and often are sympathetic to the ‘Red-Shirt’ demonstrators, yet, they seem to revolve around the theme of organized crime and terrorism. But at the height of May 19 and the moments that followed, international media, pointed to the weaknesses and flaws of the government and the army in handling the protest and in using violent measures to end the protest. Mot of them focused on the deaths and casualties caused to the civilians on May 19, mainly based on the accounts provided by ‘Red-Shirt’ demonstrators and sources. These reports must have formed a common opinion among international agencies and governments, that had issued statements warning the Thai Government not to seek violent means to end the protest before May 19, and not to mistreat the leaders of the protest movement who turned themselves in or who were arrested after the May 19 incident.

This has created a ripple in quite a few ways. First a distortion of what happened in Thailand in the eye of foreigners living overseas. Secondly that Thailand is a now a failed state due to incompetent handlings of the problem by the government and the army.

A strange incident also followed after the human rights commission in Bangkok issued a warning regarding the treatment of the core leaders of the protest (who turned themselves in and are now held captive in a police camp in the west). Soon, still photos captured the living conditions of those leaders who were seen on the Internet as being too cozy and well-treated, considering what they did to the country. On the one hand, it proved to the international community that the concern was unfound, however, it upset a huge number of middle class educated users of net who express their dismay to the government and Sor Or Chor. The Prime Minister had to order an investigation into the case and seek explanation why they are treated like VIPs. 

On Sunday May 23 or the Bangkok big cleaning up day hosted by the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) demonstrated that many westerners who live and work in Bangkok came to join the activity, expressing hope that things will go back to normal soon, and that they had a lot of faith in this country (not a failed state). Many westerners also join the social media and shared their views and comments with local Thai residents. Though they are disappointed and worried, they have not perceived Thailand as a failed state. 

An event that followed the big cleaning up day is the merit-making day on May 26 attended by thousands of Bangkok residents and well-wishers who are Thais as well as foreigners from across religions, such as Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, and Hinduism. They performed religious ceremonies as well as coming to give moral support to others working in those areas that suffered from the looting, burning, riots, and violence caused by the protest throughout these few months. Many of these attendants communicated the messages through social media networks and invited their friends to join this event. 

That alone is not sufficient. As the government has been slow and ineffective to deal with western views and opinions on the western media about the May 19 incident and the days that followed, active users of social media in Thailand, ranging from authors, songwriters, socialites, and all who can communicate well in English wrote to editors of magazines, press, TV stations overseas to protest the views provided by their writers, commentators, and correspondents about the way the protest was dissolved and the treatment of the leaders of the ‘Red Shirt’ protest. This is an eye-opener to many middle-classed, educated Thai users of social media in Bangkok and urban cities or even Thais living overseas who have such access to learn about the way western media or any media work. Though they are by and large accurate, fair, and balanced, there can be questions raised about the way they cover certain issues, especially sensitive issues about other countries, One could question their knowledge, bias, stereotyping or even ulterior motives in covering an event in a certain questionable manner. 

Recently, the controversy over the western coverage of Thai political crisis has been elevated to the higher level involving the Foreign Correspondents Club and the diplomats of various types. The issue received such public attention and was lifted to become a social issue, no doubt due to the power of social media, i..e. Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, bloggers, forward e-mails, text messages and whatnot shared among users of new media who now take active roles in helping Thailand out of this political crisis. They are not enlightened to the fact that citizens need to be active and heed the social, political matters, and that they should not and cannot wait for the government and authorities concerned to take actions to remedy problems. This is in deed an eye-opener to many Thais as well as media and social critics.

The educated lot used Facebook, emails, forward mails, web board exchange, and other forms of Internet functions to respond to coverage by the international press, which they saw as distorted or mistaken. They wrote to the editors to clarify the issues concerning the demonstration and the military use of force to put this to an end. Many of these fellows use new media to help the country after they saw the government being slow and ineffective in dealing with these issues, which is bad for the country.

Facebook and YouTube now becomes a plenary for both pro and anti-Red Shirt people to spread rumors, news, clips, photos for their own campaigns and to discredit the other side. 

Foreign correspondents’ views were also contested by local citizens who disagree with the way they handle their reports and circulate pictures and clips to counter these reports. It certainly reflects a form of citizen participation forced by the situation and their frustration with the way the problem has been handled.   

The work ethics and knowledge, even the intentions of foreign correspondents covering the crisis, were questioned by critics. They responded back to the editors of the respective media. 

Nevertheless, it needs to be addressed that before the Red-Shirt protest was held from March to May, people received information from community radio and PTV in the main, and these two mechanisms have proven effective throughout the protest, and are believed to be effective in future events to incite violence. Word of mouth and rumors are also proven effective, as protesters believe them more than official statements. So there seems to be two types of media running in parallel with each other for the grassroots and the middleclass, educated ones. The mainstream, official views can be found in the third stream, but the other voices can be found in the former ones. So this proves to be a model running in this country at the moment. Media critics warn that foreign press does not fall pray to anyone of those voices in particular to keep their coverage fair and balanced. In fact these three streams should be taken into account for their analysis to be complete. 

Overall, quite a few lessons can be learned from this political crisis. First, a new aura of citizen participation in social and political development reflected in time of crisis ha emerged with the dawning of new media, especially new media. Avid users of new media from Bangkok and urban cities are taking the front seat in so far as making demands and making sure that their demands are met and in taking essential actions to help the country out of crisis in ways that are possible for them. Many of them no longer wait for the government officials concerned to do that job for them. 

Second, while new media are those who have access to and can afford it, traditional media and forms f communication (community radio and words of mouth) still play a crucial role in keeping grassroots people informed, even those in the case of red-shirt supporters and demonstrators. One can claim it to be for spreading propaganda messages and inciting violence (cult of violence) backed by organized crime and even terrorism. This second element will remain the point of suspicion for government authorities and Army in the months to come. 

Third is the role of international media to report the event of crisis in another country. In time, foreign media also need to reflect on their way of work, as now local citizens and observers (active citizens in the social media milieu) are raising a lot of questions about their work. 

While this may be the case, I would like to end this analysis with the word of precaution by new media critics who say that new media, especially social media, are something new in Thai society. Users and network members need to treat information circulating in those channels with care and sometimes skepticism until more verification can be made. Indeed social media communication can become a new form of cult and a propaganda tool for the so-called middle class and better educated ones who are joining these social media networks in their millions, if these people are not careful and aware of it. 
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