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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha and his coalition government face two tests in 
October that they cannot afford to fail. 
 

• The first reading of the 2020 budget bill takes place on 17-18 October. If the Prayut 
government, with just 252 votes in the 500-member House of Representatives, fails 
to secure passage of the country’s most important fiscal bill, the prime minister will 
have to accept political responsibility by resigning, or by dissolving the House and 
calling for a new general election. 
 

• If the government passes the budget test, a by-election is set for 23 October in 
Nakhon Pathom Province, which the Future Forward Party won in March with 
strong support from other opposition parties. 
 

• One convenient way for the Prayut government to shore up its shaky position in the 
House of Representatives and to save Prayut’s premiership is to co-opt opposition 
parliamentarians. However, this would further tarnish the coalition’s already rather 
negative image and erode Prayut’s legitimacy. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
*Termsak Chalermpalanupap is Visiting Fellow in the Thailand Studies Programme of 
ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha and his fragile coalition government of 16 parties face 
two crucial tests in October approach: the first reading of the 2020 budget bill, and a by-
election in Nakhon Pathom Province. 
 
Failing to pass the budget bill will require either that Prayut resign or dissolve the House of 
Representatives and call a new general election within 60 days. In either scenario, the 
country will sink into political turmoil.  By Prayut’s own reckoning, “all in the country … 
will be in trouble, not just me alone.”1 
 
If the Prayut government manages to pass the budget bill, it will face yet another tough test 
— the by-election for a House seat in Nathon Pathom on 23 October.  
 
The opposition bloc is supporting the Future Forward Party’s candidate, running to retain 
the seat of a Future Forward parliamentarian who had to resign for health reasons. Future 
Forward party leader Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit considers it likely that his candidate 
will win and is portraying the by-election as an opportunity for every voter in the 
constituency unhappy with the Prayut premiership to cast a “no confidence” vote against 
Prayut.  
 
 
SHORING UP MAJORITY CONTROL 
 
The coalition’s slim majority in the 500-member House has shrunk to 252 votes, or just 50.4 
per cent of the House membership, after the Thai Civilised and Pracha Tham Parties, each 
with one parliamentarian, left the coalition on 13 August and 10 September, respectively. 
  
The two mini-parties have formed what Thai Civilised Party leader Mongolkit 
Suksintharanont calls the “Independent Opposition”.2 He has claimed that his group of two 
parliamentarians will soon become seven, insinuating that the Thai Forest Conservation and 
Thai Local Power Parties — with two and three parliamentarians, respectively — are on the 
verge of joining his group.3 These mini-parties did not receive any posts in the 36-member 
Prayut Cabinet. 
 
Should the coalition shed five more seats, it will lose its majority in the House. In the vote 
on the budget bill at the end of the debate on 17-18 October, the Prayut government needs 
at least a plurality to secure the House’s in-principle acceptance of the budget bill for further 
scrutiny. It will be difficult for Prayut — who does not head any political party and did not 
run in the 24 March general election — to recover politically from a failure to secure that 
acceptance.  
 
One way for the coalition to shore up its position and protect Prayut’s premiership is to woo 
opposition parliamentarians to defect. Among the seven parties in the opposition, New 
Economics, with six parliamentarians, appears to be the most vulnerable to co-optation. 
Another much more tempting target from which to poach is the largest opposition party, 
Phuea Thai with its 136 parliamentarians. 
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Some of these potential defectors – known as “ngu hao” or cobras – may have already 
secretly crossed party lines and joined the coalition in scuttling a proposal to probe alleged 
abuses of power on the part of the previous Prayut-led military regime in rushing the launch 
of the Eastern Economic Corridor scheme. At least 23 opposition parliamentarians, 16 of 
them from the Phuea Thai Party, are suspected of voting with the coalition to defeat that 
proposal.4 
 
There is little that party leaders can do to rein in unruly parliamentarians.5 Parliamentarians 
who are expelled from one party can join another party within 30 days without losing their 
parliamentary seats. If their party is dissolved, parliamentarians have more time, up to 60 
days, to join a new party.  
 
The previous military junta put these rules in place to deter moneyed interests from setting 
up political parties and manipulating parliamentarians. The junta wanted to increase the 
freedom of parliamentarians, who are under the new constitution and the new election law 
elected to serve the public first and foremost without being subservient to party bosses.  
 
BUDGET BILL THE FIRST FIGHT 
 

Preliminary details of the budget bill are shown in Figure A and Figure B below. 
 

Figure A 
 

       Key Proposed Allocations  
 
       Central Fund   
       Education     
       Interior    
       Defence     
       Finance      
       Transport     
       27 SOEs    
       Higher Education  
       Health      
       Agriculture    
   
	

	
	
	
	
518.77 billion baht = +10.02% 
368.66                    = - 0.001% 
353.00                    = + 7.700% 
233.35                    = + 2.746% 
249.68                    = + 2.777% 
178.84                    = - 0.004% 
156.29                    = +10.84% 
140.45                    = + 0.021% 
138.74                    = + 0.025% 
109.83                    = + 0.011% 
	
Figures from the Budget Bureau	
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Figure B 
 
Structure of the Proposed 2020 Budget 
 
Recurring expenditures: 73.7% = 2,358.4 billion baht 
New investments: 21.6% = 691.2 
Public debt payments: 2.7% = 86.4 
Repayment to treasury: 2.0%. = 64.0 
 
100.0% = 3,200.0 billion baht  

 
At first, the total of preliminary budget requests from all government agencies amounted 
to 5,099 billion baht. It was cut down by 37 per cent to 3,200 billion baht. The proposed 
total expenditure of 3,200 billion baht for the 2020 financial year represents an increase 
of 200 billion baht or 6.7 per cent over the 2019 budget. It includes a deficit of 450 
billion baht, which is the same amount as in the 2019 budget.  
  
Figures from the Budget Bureau (www.bb.go.th )	

	
At the end of the debate on the first reading of the budget bill, parliamentarians will vote by 
show of hands on whether to accept the bill for further scrutiny, or to reject it outright.  
 
If the budget bill is passed on its first reading, its second and third or final readings in the 
House will take place on 8-9 January 2020. And on 20 January, the Senate is scheduled to 
consider the budget bill passed by the House.  
 
The above timeline means that, by the time the final approved budget bill is submitted to 
the king, it will already be nearly four months behind schedule. The financial year of the 
Thai government starts on 1 October.  
 
For now the Prayut coalition’s main concern is minimising the political damage from the 
imminent attacks of opposition parliamentarians during the budget bill debate. House 
Speaker Chuan Leekpai has allocated only two days instead of the five days requested by 
the opposition. 
 
Vulnerable targets in the debate include the secretive Central Fund, which will see the 
highest year-on-year increase in funding, fully 10 per cent; the Interior Ministry, with a 7.7 
percent increase; and the Defence and Finance Ministries, each with a nearly 2.8 per cent 
increase in funding. All these proposed major increases in expenditure will be in areas under 
the control of Prayut and ministers from the Phalang Pracharat Party. 
 
The opposition is expected to hit hard on the alleged lack of transparency in the Thai 
military’s procurement of big-ticket items.6 One such item is a second S-26T Chinese 
“Yuan” Class conventional submarine priced at 13,500 million baht, which the Thai Navy 
wants, so that it can get a third one free of charge under a 2016 “buy two, get one free” 
deal.7  
 
Opposition parliamentarians will ask Prayut, who is concurrently the Minister of Defence, 
why his administration plans to spend so much money buying arms in peacetime, especially 
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when it has had no readily available money to help flood victims in the Northeast. Prayut 
and his cabinet ministers had to appear on a special TV programme on 17 September to 
receive donations on the phone. The event, to which popular actor Bin Bunluerit was invited 
to join, raised about 263 million baht. Bin alone managed to raise 422 million baht by the 
end of September. And critics consider Prayut’s own less successful fund-raising a 
reflection of growing public dissatisfaction with his government.8 
 
According to a recent nation-wide opinion survey undertaken by the Suan Dusit Poll, public 
satisfaction with the prime minister declined in August from 4.63 on a scale of 10.00 point 
to 3.92, and public satisfaction with the Prayut coalition also decreased from 4.56 to 3.90 
during the same period. At the same time, the performance of the opposition was better 
rated, at 5.92 in August and 5.75 in September.9  
 
In order to help the rural poor, and perhaps to improve its popularity, the Prayut 
administration is injecting 10 billion baht in cash rebates into provincial economies in a 
much-publicised “Chim Shop Chai” (taste, shop, use) campaign to promote local spending 
by 10 million Thai tourists. Its popularity is clear, but its ability to stimulate economic 
growth through increased consumption remains to be seen.  
 
 
BY-ELECTION AS A NO-CONFIDENCE VOTE 
 
Even if the Prayut government’s budget bill can pass its first reading in the House of 
Representatives, the government will still face another crucial test in the by-election in 
Nakhon Pathom’s Constituency 5 on 23 October. The by-election will be held on a 
Wednesday, and on a public holiday commemorating the death of King Rama V.  
 
Jumpita Chandarakachorn of the Future Forward Party won the House seat in the 24 March 
general election, with 34,164 votes. She could not serve because of poor health. Her 
resignation on 10 September prompted the Election Commission to call the by-election. The 
Future Forward Party is fielding Jumpita’s husband, Pairattachote, to retain the House seat.  
The Prayut coalition was beaten by the Future Forward Party in the first by-election held 
during this parliament, in Chiang Mai’s Constituency on 8 May.10 Thanathorn proclaimed 
the Future Forward Party’s victory in those polls as the people’s way of teaching the premier 
“a lesson” in democracy.11 Thanathorn has now raised the ante by portraying the imminent 
victory of his party’s candidate in the Nakhon Pathom by-election as a “no-confidence” vote 
against Prayut.12  
 
The Future Forward Party’s chance of retaining the seat is good, especially since the largest 
opposition party, Phuea Thai has agreed to stay out of the race.13 Future Forward is cashing 
in on public dissatisfaction with the dire state of the Thai economy, and on the negative 
public perception that the Prayut coalition is incompetent and has failed to revive the 
sagging economy.  
 
In the second quarter of 2019, Thailand’s GDP growth rate dropped to 2.3 per cent — the 
lowest in nearly five years and down from 2.8 per cent in the first quarter. The National 
Economic and Social Development Board has revised its forecast for economic growth in 
2019 to between 2.7 and 3.2 per cent, down from 3.3 to 3.8 per cent announced earlier in 
the year. The economy’s growth rate for 2018 was 4.1 per cent.14  
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Unfortunately, the by-election could be the last hoorah for Thanathorn, whose parliamentary 
membership has been suspended since 23 May, one day before the opening of Parliament. 
He is facing scrutiny in the Constitutional Court for allegedly failing to dispose of all his 
shares in a firm involved in the media sector before the general election. If found guilty, 
Thanathorn faces a jail term, a fine, and a suspension of his political rights for twenty 
years.15  
 
Thanathorn is also facing an accusation of having violated the political party law by lending 
191.2 million baht to his own party to fund its campaign in the general election. And the 
party itself is in hot water because it accepted the loan and used party funds to repay part of 
the loan to Thanathorn.16 Under the new political party law, borrowing money to fund a 
party’s operations is not allowed. This is intended to prevent unscrupulous wealthy people 
from dominating political parties and using them for their own interests. 
 
In addition to these difficulties, Thanathorn was one of the twelve speakers at a public 
seminar in the southern province of Pattani whom security authorities have accused in a 
police complaint of instigating disaffection among the people to cause disturbance.17 The 
charge falls under Section 116 of the Criminal Code, and can lead to a jail term of up to 
seven years. 
  
The seminar was held as part of the opposition’s campaign to drum up public support for a 
comprehensive overhaul of the 2017 Constitution, which was essentially written by the 
Prayut junta. Unfortunately, one of the speakers mentioned that the overhaul may include 
rethinking Section 1, which prescribes, in official translation, that “Thailand is one and 
indivisible Kingdom.” One question raised at the seminar was whether Thailand had to be 
a unitary centralised state. 
 
The security authorities consider seditious the idea of revising Section 1 — tantamount to 
questioning the indivisibility of the Thai kingdom, and thus encouraging separatism in 
Pattani and two other Muslim-dominated provinces in the restive Deep South. 
  
Apart from Thanathorn, the eleven others facing police probe following the seminar include 
four leaders of opposition parties: Pheua Thai, Prachachat, Pheua Chart, and Phalang 
Puangchon Thai). 
 
 
RIVALRY FOR POLITICAL MOMENTUM 
 
The coalition government is taking the approaching Nakhon Pathom by-election quite 
seriously. Its lead party, Phalang Pracharat, will not field a candidate, even though its 
previous candidate, Rawang Netpokaew, came third in the March general election. Rawang 
polled 18,741 votes, trailing second-placed Surachai Anutthatoh of Democrat Party by only 
229 votes. The party is now urging its supporters in the constituency to vote for Surachai, 
whom Democrat Party has fielded again. 
 
For Democrat Party, Thailand’s oldest existing party, the by-election will be the first major 
chance to spark a political come-back. The party suffered a debacle in the general election, 
winning only 53 of the 500 House seats, and none of the 30 seats in Bangkok. It was 
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overtaken by Phuea Thai (136 seats), Phalang Pracharat (116 seats), and Future Forward 
(81 seats).  
 
However, Surachai is not the only candidate from the Prayut coalition contesting the by-
election. Another coalition party, Chat Thai Phatthana with ten seats in the House, is again 
fielding Padermchai Sasomsap, who came in fourth place in March with 12,279 votes.  
 
A total of seven candidates have applied to contest the Nakhon Pathom by-election. But the 
race in this province forty kilometres west of Bangkok will essentially be a fight among the 
three candidates mentioned above. It is still too close to call.  
 
Even though only one House seat is at stake in the by-election, winning it is crucial to 
gaining useful momentum for contesting at least three other by-elections later this year.  
 
Additional by-elections in the first quarter of 2020 are also expected. As of 23 September, 
the Election Commission still had 137 cases of alleged electoral wrong-doing under 
consideration.18 It has until one year after the general election on 24 March to decide on all 
pending cases and when necessary call by-elections to fill the seats in question. 
 
Winning every by-election is crucial to both sides in the House, since gaining control of 
only three more House seats can flip control of the majority in favour of the opposition.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
If, in seeking to safeguard the coalition’s majority, the Phalang Pracharat Party conveniently 
tries to co-opt opposition parliamentarians, it may be able to lure over a few defectors. 
Success in such co-optation would mean that the government need not worry too much 
about losing upcoming by-elections. 
 
However, resorting to such realpolitik tactic will reinforce the prevailing negative public 
perception of the coalition in general and of the Phalang Pracharat Party in particular. Worse 
still, it will further erode Prayut’s legitimacy.  
 
In the upcoming voting on the budget bill, a margin of just a few votes can save Prayut’s 
premiership or break his shaky coalition government.  
 
When the political stakes are high and Prayut’s political future is on the line, Thai politics 
becomes quite impossible to predict. 

1 The prime minister made this off-the-cuff remark during his speech at a meeting of the National 
Farmers Council on 3 October 2019 at Miracle Grand Hotel in Bangkok; “นายก ขอร่วมมอื 

พรบ.งบฯ ไมผ่่าน เดอืดรอ้นทั 7ง ปท.” (PM seeks cooperation on the draft budget bill. If it cannot be 
passed, whole country will be in trouble), Thai Post, 4 October 2019. 
(www.thaipost.net/main/detail/47276, accessed 7 October 2019. 
2 That is, ฝ่ายค้านอิสระ (phai karn issara) , which is not part of the seven-party opposition bloc led by 
the Phuea Thai Party. 
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3 “เขย่าขวัญรัฐบาล ‘มงคลกิตต์‘ เผย อาจจะมีฝ่ายค้านอิสระเพิ?มเป็น 7 เสียง” (Shaking government morale: 
“Mongkolkit” discloses that the independent opposition may increase to 7 votes). Thai Rath, 27 
September 2019 (www.thairath.co.th/news/politic/1670006, accessed 30 September 2019). 
4 “เพื?อไทย ระอุ 16 สส. โหวตหนุนรัฐบาลตีตกตัHง กมธ. สอบ อีอีซี” (Heating up in Phuea Thai, 16 MPs vote in 
support of government to stop establishment of an extraordinary House committee to probe the 
EEC), Manager Online, 16 September 2019 (www.mgronline.com/politics/detail/9620000088886 
accessed 1 October 2019). 
5	Parliamentarians lose their seats if they resign from their parties. Hence, some shrewd 
party bosses require their parliamentarians to sign undated resignation letters soon after 
they have been sworn in. If necessary, the bosses just fill in the date of the resignation 
letters and in effect have their unruly parliamentarians thrown out of the House. 
6	“ทบ.เปิดตัวรถถัง VT4	จากจีน ซึ4งไทยเป็นลูกค้าเดียวในโลก“ (Army introduces the VT4 tank from China, 
for which Thailand is the first customer in the world), BBC Thai, 26 January 2019 
(www.bbc.com/thai/thailand-42828518,	accessed 2 October 2019). The first Chinese 
submarine in the “buy two, get one free” deal made in 2016 is being built by China 
Shipbuilding and Offshore International Corporation. The total cost of these three Chinese 
submarines, including arms and spare-parts, will come to 36,000 million baht, to be paid 
in instalments until 2027.  
7 “Navy presses for 2nd Chinese sub”, Bangkok Post, 30 July 2019. 
(www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/1721031, accessed 2 October 2019).  
8 “จากดรามา ‘#SaveUbon’ ถึง #ประยุทธ์อยู่ไหน …“ (From drama of “#SaveUbon” to “#WhereIsPrayut” 
…), Manager Online, 18 September 2019 (www.mgronline.com/politics/detail/9620000089801, 
accessed 2 October 2019). 
9 “ดชันกีารเมอืงไทย เดอืนกนัยายน 2562" (Thailand Political Index, September 2019), Suan Dusit 
Poll, 29 September 2019 (www.suandusitpoll.dusit.ac.th/UPLOAD_FILES/POLL/2562/PS-
2562/PS-2562-1569723109, accessed 4 October 2019). 
10 Phuea Thai’s seven-time MP Surapol Kiatchaiyakorn was stripped of his parliamentary 
membership after he was found guilty of donating 2,000 baht to a monk in his constituency during 
the election campaign. The Election Commission gave him an “orange card”, which disqualified 
him and his party from contesting the subsequent by-election. Phuea Thai supporters apparently 
turned to vote for Future Forward’s candidate, Srinuan Bounlue, who won with 75,891 votes and 
beat Phalang Pracharat candidate Nares Dhamrongpittiyakoun, who received only 27,861 votes. 
Another consequence of the by-election was the reapportionment of the party-list MPs in which 
Phalang Pracharat and its coalition partner Democrat Party each received one additional House 
seat, while Thairaktham, the party in the government coalition that had won the lowest number of 
votes in March, lost its only seat. Thairaktham Party leader Peeravit Ruengluedolpak now holds 
the dubious distinction of having served only three days, the shortest time on record, in the Thai 
parliament. 
11 “‘ธนาธร’ ชี HเลือกตัHงซ่อมเชียงใหม่ เป็นการสั?งสอนของประชาชน” (Thanathorn says Chiang Mai by-election is 
people’s way of teaching the government a lesson), Voice Online, 27 May 2019 
(www.voice.co.th/read/VG-Y12Nh1, accessed 30 September 2019). 
12 “ศึก ‘นครปฐม’ ธนาธร โว โดมิโนล้มรัฐบาล” (Nakhon Pathom battle: Thanathorn boasts it will [be the first 
domino to] knock down government), Thai Rath, 30 September 2019. 
(www.thairath.co.th/news/politic/1671606, accessed 3 October 2019).  
13 The constituency in question is actually a battle ground between the Phuea Thai and Democrat 
Parties. But the former party sat out the 24 March general election there, leaving the contest to its 
offspring party Thai Raksa Chat. However, Thai Raksa Chat was dissolved, and its supporters 
instead turned out to vote for Future Forward candidate Jumpita, a businesswoman and political 
novice. 
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14 “GDP ไตรมาสที<สอง ปี 2562 และแนวโนม้ปี 2562” (Second Quarter 2019 GDP and Trends for 
the Year 2019), National Economic and Social Development Board, 19 August 2019 
(www.nesdb.go.th/ewt_dl_link.php?nid=9216, accessed 4 October 2019). 
15 Section 42 (3) in the House of Representatives Election Law of 2017 prohibits candidates from 
owning shares in any media firm. Punishment for violation of this law ranges from one to ten 
years in jail, a fine ranging from 20,000 baht to 200,000 baht, and suspension of political rights for 
twenty years.  
16 Thanathorn’s formal disclosure of wealth, filed with the House on 20 September 2019, included 
two loans to his party, totalling 161.2 million baht on 2 January 2019 and 30 million baht on 11 
April 2019. Accepting the loans can be deemed as violations of Section 66 of the Political Party 
law of 2017. If found guilty, the party can be fined up to 1 million baht. The political rights of 
executive committee members of the party (including Thanathorn) will be suspended for five 
years, and the loan money in excess of 10 million baht shall be remitted to the Fund for the 
Development of Political Parties.  
17 “โดนหมด 12 คน กอรมน. แจง้จับ ‘ธนาธร’ พรอ้มแกนนํา 7 พรรคฝ่ายคา้น 

จัดเสวนาบดิเบอืนขอ้เท็จจรงิยยุงปลุกปั<น” (All 12 get it. ISOC asks for arrest of “Thanathorn” and 
core leaders of 7 opposition parties for twisting facts and instigating unrest in a seminar), Manager 
Online, 4 October 2019 (www.mgronline.com/politics/detail/9620000095604, accessed 4 October 
2019).   
18 “กกต. แจกใบเหลอืง ‘กรุงศรวีไิล’ ใหเ้ลอืกตั7งใหม่สมุทรปราการเขต 5” (The Election Commission 
hands “Krung Srivilai” a yellow card, calls a by-election in Samut Prakan’s Constituency 5), 
Manager Online, 24 September 2019 (https://mgronline.com/politics/detail/9620000092175 , 
accessed 1 October 2019).  
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