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Serving as a relevant context for this study, the online 
media coverage of the 2020 youth-led protest movement, 
which featured unprecedented calls for reforms of the 
Thai monarchy, broke new grounds for freedom of expression 
in Thailand. The phenomenon reflected a trend in how 
the online news industry responds to changing attitudes 
among a younger generation that has been questioning 
the country’s status quo.

The trend is also evident in the online coverage of the 
community-based activism by 

in 2020 - 2021. The two groups organised campaigns 
and protests, calling for an end to the government’s 
policies that they argued would negatively impact their 
lives. As a result of the online media’s mostly positive 
reporting, the groups were able to captivate public 
attention and mobilise support for their causes. 

#SaveBangKloi groups
and

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY Thailand’s media has long been known for overempha-
sising the voices of those in power while marginalising 
ordinary people’s perspectives and their lived realities. 
However, in the past decade, a shift in the media landscape 
has seen the emergence of online media outlets that 
promote diversity in voices and stress the importance 
of human rights. 

the Chana Rak Thin
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This research provides an analysis of how six leading 
online news outlets reported on the two community 
-based movements in 2020 - 2021. Based on a content 
analysis of over 350 news items and in-depth interviews 
with journalists and human rights defenders, the report 
offers a snapshot of emerging trends in human rights 
journalism and how civic groups collaborated with 
media outlets to strengthen and diversify the news 
coverage. 

Our analysis finds that “hard news,” a form of reporting offering the most 
up-to-date developments to news events, was the most prevalent news 
category (77.7 %) in the coverage of both movements. The journalists we 
interviewed spoke of a trend that saw interest in social justice movements 
increasing among online audiences in Thailand. They cited three contributing 
factors: Thailand’s political climate after the 2020 protest movement that led 
to increased political mobilisation among some sectors of the public, the rise 
of online news outlets that produced more diverse content than legacy media, 
and journalists’ positive attitudes towards the two movements.

Feature stories and in-depth reporting is the second-most prevalent of the 
overall coverage of both movements. However, this type of news accounts for 
only 13.1 percent of the overall coverage. Most journalists attributed this to 
Thai newsrooms’ limited capacity to produce time-intensive in-depth coverage 
and the pressure to keep online audiences engaged with ‘digestible’ content. 

Some journalists expressed concerns that this trend of short and catchy online 
content risks missing context and nuances when reporting complex human 
rights issues. They also admitted that newsrooms often lack the journalistic 
expertise to produce investigative reports or in-depth coverage. 

Further, commentaries, a category that used to be a mainstay in Thai print 
journalism, seem to have lost their relevance in online media, accounting for 
only 1.8 percent of the total coverage. However, a few outstanding examples 
illustrate that well-researched opinion pieces can help advance the public’s 
understanding of complex issues.

Our analysis further finds that multimedia and visual journalism feature prominently in the 
coverage of both movements, primarily due to the insight that multimedia content generates 
online engagement. We also find that 84.4 percent of the news items include some background 
and context to human rights issues and community conflicts. For example, there is a prevalence 
of “explainer” pieces, a news type summarising a story with a focus on the ‘why’ and ‘how.’ 
Many journalists attributed this trend to their audiences’ demands for contextualised news 
stories that are not over-reliant on the government’s or authorities’ views and actions.

Based on the sampled new items, most of the coverage (82 %) portrays the movements positively. 
Neutral or negative coverage accounts for 10.4 percent and 7.5 percent of the overall reporting. 
Many of the news pieces focus on protest events. However, other frequently used angles 
included human rights defenders’ public persona, communities’ demands, and a ‘history of 
oppression’. Several journalists argued that the media’s positive coverage stemmed partly 
from prominent activists’ strategic and authentic image-making work. In addition, ‘hashtag 
activism’ and street protests complimented each other as a tool to raise public discussion on 
the movements.  

There is a connection between positive media coverage of the 
movements and the sources used in the reporting. Community 
and activist sources comprise the majority of news sources (54.9 %) 
used in the examined content, followed by state officials (25.2 %), 
media sources (6.7 %), and politicians (4.8 %), respectively. Media 
outreach strategies by activists who actively engaged media 
outlets and provided news releases and media packages helped 
increase media coverage of their cause.

Looking at some outstanding examples of alternative approaches 
to human rights journalism, we found that collaborations between 
online media outlets and civic groups can benefit both sides. This 
is the case for “Revolutionary Food,” a six-part series of articles, 
co-produced by online outlet The Momentum and the NGO Thai 
Lawyers for Human Rights, that tells intimate stories of prominent 
pro-democracy activists through their favourite meals. 

Furthermore, our examination of iLaw, a legal monitoring group 
that produces content about rights violations, finds that solid 
documentation and research work can help news outlets produce 
engaging content to explain complex human rights issues and 
lawsuits.
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8. Community groups/NGOs should strengthen their human 
rights documentation work to create trustworthy resources.

9. Media development organisations should train journalists 
on international human rights law and its application to the 
local context.

10. Media development organisations should build journalists’ 
capacity for investigative journalism.

11. Media development organisations should provide targeted 
funding for Thai-language online news outlets to strengthen 
human rights journalism.

Finally, to improve the quality of news coverage of human 
rights issues and community activism in Thailand, this 
report makes eleven key recommendations to media 
organisations and journalists, community groups and 
NGOs, and media development organisations and donors:

1. Online news outlets should increase coverage of human 
rights issues and community activism to meet their audiences’ 
demands. 

2. Online news outlets should allocate more resources to     
investigative human rights journalism.

3. Online media outlets should use multimedia techniques to 
produce engaging human rights coverage.

4. Online media outlets should engage with civil society 
groups to tap into their in-depth knowledge of human rights 
issues.

5. Community groups/NGOs should strategically create 
representations of human rights defenders focusing on 
authenticity.

6. Community groups/NGOs should combine digital 
campaigns and street activism to prolong public interest in 
their causes.

7. Community groups/NGOs should provide multimedia content 
in their media outreach campaigns. 
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INTRODUCTION

 The Chana movement constituted 
the same phenomenon as the 
“Save Bang Kloi” movement, 
in which all of the anti-government 
groups jumped on the bandwagon 
[in support of the communities].
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Thai columnist Atukkit Sawangsuk, known by his pen name 
“Bai Tong Haeng,” wrote an opinion piece for the online 
news outlet Prachatai on 14 December 2021, analysing the            
community activism of the Chana Rak Thin group that garnered 
much public attention with the trending hashtag #SaveChana. 
Between 2020 and 2021, residents of Chana district in Thai-
land’s southern province of Songkhla took several 1,000-km 
trips to Bangkok to protest against the government’s push 
to transform areas on the Chana coast into a new special 
economic zone (SEZ). According to the authorities, the plan 
was to bring investment and jobs to the poverty-stricken and 
conflict-prone area. 

Months earlier, another community-led protest movement 
known as the #SaveBangkloi Coalition took shape. In March 
2021, protesters, mainly from ethnic Karen communities in 
the Kaeng Krachan National Park in western Thailand, joined 
by prominent pro-democracy activists and politicised youth, 
staged sit-in demonstrations in Bangkok for weeks. They 
opposed the national park authorities’ threats to evict the Karen 
villagers from the protected forests after some had returned 
to live in their ancestral forestry lands amid the countrywide 
COVID-19 lockdown. The villagers said they had been victims 
of a decades -long, brutal eviction policy violating the right to 
practise their indigenous way of life in the forests. 

Both movements condemned the development policies pushed 
through without public participation under the military-backed 
government that came to power in a coup d’état in May 2014. 
As columnist Atukkit asserted, the grievances of these remote 
communities ushered in overwhelming support from civic 
groups and ordinary Thais who felt that they, too, faced the 
similar oppression by the military-aligned government. 
 
Among the actors boosting the two movements’ public visibility 
was a corps of digital-native news outlets that rose to prominence 
during the 2010s. With Thailand’s social media penetration 
reaching an all-time high, these emerging newsrooms used 
social media platforms, especially Facebook, to produce and 

disseminate news content targeting young news consumers and urban 
professionals. 

Described by media scholar Edward Hurcombe as “social news1,” this type 
of news production emerged as a response to social media, emphasising the 
logics of “engagement,” “sociability,” and “personalisation”— prevalent in 
today’s millennial digital cultures like memes, vernacularism, and visual creativity. 
Unlike their predecessors, these social news outlets did not shy away from 
explicitly expressing progressive stances. 

When the youth-led mass protests erupted nationwide in 2020, these outlets 
played a significant role in amplifying the movement’s calls for democratic 
changes, including the once-off-limits debates on reforms of the Thai monarchy2. 
Such discussions were largely silenced in the legacy media, such as television 
and newspapers, for fears of repercussions under the royal defamation law and 
state regulations on the media. For so long, the traditional media in Thailand 
has been infamous for its coverage promoting sensationalism and the views of 
those in power, which, in turn, marginalised the voices of ordinary people. As 
a result, only a handful of alternative news organisations featured dissenting 
opinions questioning the status quo. 

During the two protests led by the Bang Kloi and Chana villagers between 
2020 and 2021, social news outlets extensively covered the movements’ 
activities. Closely following the communities’ activities, the media coverage 
cemented the movements’ agendas, highlighted the abuses they had faced, 
and publicly exposed the abusers. As this type of news work has increasingly 
become a new norm in the Thai online media scene today, several questions 
arise: Why did the Thai mass-oriented online media outlets focus on the 
grassroots activism of two remote communities? What were the trends and 
obstacles in such newsmaking? How did the activists/protesters figure in all 
this? 

1Edward Hurcombe, Social News: How born-digital outlets transformed journalism, (Springer Nature, 2022).

2 Raksha Kumar, How activists and digital publishers are redefining media freedoms in Thailand, Reuters 
Institute for the Study of Journalism (25 January 2021), https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/how-ac-
tivists-and-digital-publishers-are-redefining-media-freedoms-thailand. 
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This research studies the news coverage of the “Save Chana” and 
“Save Bang Kloi” movements between 2020 and 2021, based on a 
content analysis of over 350 news items collected from six promi-
nent social news outlets in Thailand: The Standard, The Reporters, 
WorkpointToday, Voice, BBC Thai, and Prachatai. While The Stan-
dard and The Reporters are born-digital outlets, WorkpointToday 
and Voice have their roots in television news broadcasting before 
shifting to “digital-first” operations. BBC Thai and Prachatai share 
a similar mandate as publicly funded and independent media. 
Moreover, we conducted 13 in-depth interviews with journalists, 
editors, and human rights defenders about their role in the news 
coverage of community activism.

This research analyses how digital news outlets covered com-
munity-led resistance in Thailand. It offers recommendations for 
strengthening human rights journalism and bolstering the work 
of online media outlets. It also provides insights for human rights 
defenders wanting to improve their media and communications 
strategies to raise awareness about their cause and mobilise the 
support.



16 17

BACKGROUND

THE BANG KLOI MOVEMENT
As suggested by numerous studies, ethnic Karen communities have 
resided in what is now western Thailand along the Myanmar 
border for centuries3. The Karen lived in the mountainous lands and 
practised rotational farming, known as shifting cultivation, which 
features short cropping cycles, as a way to co-exist with the forests. 
When Thailand enacted its first National Park Act in 1961, like other 
indigenous groups, the Karen struggled to preserve their way of 
life. Since then, the Thai authorities have been evicting indigenous 
communities from the protected forests, ostensibly in an attempt 
to conserve the environment. However, many of these indigenous 
groups argued that their traditional lifestyles had, in fact, helped 
save the pristine forests. 
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In 1981, Thailand proclaimed the vast forest complex above the Kaeng Krachan 
Dam as the Kaeng Krachan National Park. The area is considered a watershed 
to rivers in Phetchaburi province and a home to several ethnic Karen groups. 
Those living in the highlands of the national park called Ban Jai Pandin and 
Ban Bang Kloi Bon initially refused to leave. However, in 1996, Thai authorities 
persuaded some 56 Karen families to relocate to Ban Bang Kloi Lang and Ban 
Pong Luek in the lower parkland and promised them land and housing. But 
after finding out that the provided land was unsuitable for agriculture and that 
they had to share small houses with several others, the Karen started to move 
back to their ancestral land. 

In 2011, shortly after Thailand applied for the Kaeng Krachan forest complex to 
be recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage site, the park officers conducted 
the “Tanaosri Operation,” burning down homes and rice barns of the Karen 
to evict them from the forest. The brutal eviction was supposed to be kept 
under the radar of the public. But a helicopter crash involving officers who 
took part in the raze led to a journalist’s investigation that eventually exposed 
the eviction of the Karen community. In 2012, the Karen villagers, led by their 
spiritual leader Ko-i Mimi, filed a lawsuit against the Department of National 
Parks, Wildlife, and Plant Conservation over using force to demolish buildings 
and assets under the 1961 National Park Act. 

Local politician Taskamon Oborm, who was a source for that investigative news 
report and a vocal supporter of the villagers, was assassinated in October 
2011, the first of the deadly targeting of activists implicated in the conflict. 
Former Kaeng Krachan park chief Chaiwat Limlikhitaksorn and three others 
were charged for the murder but an appeal court in 2018 upheld the lower 
court’s earlier verdict acquitting the suspects of all charges due to “unsufficient 
evidence.” 

On 17 April 2014, Karen activist Porlajee “Billy” Rakchongcharoen, who was 
assisting with the Karen villagers’ eviction case, became a victim of enforced 
disappearance. He was last seen with Chaiwat and three other officers who 
arrested him for possessing wild honey. Billy was reportedly carrying the legal 
case files and related documents. 

Following the military coup d’état in May 2014, the junta government led by 
former army chief Prayut Chan-ocha imposed strict measures against forest 
encroachers. Arrests and evictions intensified against the villagers and 
indigenous groups whose livelihoods depended on the forest areas. Six years 
after the razing of the Karen villages in Ban Jai Pandin, in 2018, the Supreme 
Administrative Court ruled that former park director Chaiwat and other officers 
were guilty of illegally burning and destroying Karen homes and property. But 
the verdict did not allow the Karen people to live in the forest land as they did 
not have any official land claims.

In 2019, Thailand’s Department of Special Investigation (DSI) announced 
a breakthrough investigation into the enforced disappearance case of Billy. 
The DSI officers found burned remains whose DNA linked to Billy’s fami-
ly in a reservoir in the Kaeng Krachan National Park. In early 2020, public 
prosecutors with the Special Litigation Department said they had dropped 
the most serious charges against the four park officials, including illegal 
confinement, premeditated murder, and concealing the victim’s body, citing 
‘insufficient evidence.’ However, in August, DSI officers challenged the pros-
ecutors’ decision and sought to reopen the cases.
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THE CHANA MOVEMENT
Community activism against development projects 
in the Muslim-majority Chana district in the southern 
province of Songkhla can be traced back to the 19904. It 
started with the Trans Thai-Malaysia (TTM), an interna-
tionally-financed project to build a 255-km pipeline to 
transport gas from offshore fields in the Gulf of Thailand 
to Chana and a gas separation plant, as well as spin-off 
industries. When talks about the TTM project were held 
in 1997, residents of Chana began to mobilise to resist 
the plans. They feared the industrialisation of the area 
would cause havoc to the sea, one of the main sources 
for Chana livelihoods, and cause other environmental 
and health problems.

After the 2014 coup, the Thai junta, formally known as the National Council for Peace and 
Order (NCPO), led by Gen. Prayut Chan-ocha, revamped the plans to build deep sea ports and 
a freight rail land bridge in Songkhla and Satun. Following strident protests by local villagers 
and conservation groups, Prayut in 2018 announced that the plans were put on hold until a 
new environmental assessment had been conducted. Around the same time, between 2014 
and 2018, residents in the nearby Thepha district opposed the junta’s plan to build coal-fired 
plants there. In 2018, Prayut announced that the project would be put on hold “to address 
grievances.”  

Chana activism was reinvigorated following the junta’s 2015 plan to establish special economic 
zones (SEZ) in the area to attract investors with industry deregulation and tax cuts. In 2016, 
the junta initiated a plan to boost economic activities in the three southernmost provinces 
that have been plagued by an insurgency for years. The “Triangle of Stability, Prosperity, and 
Sustainability” plan looked to transform areas of Yala, Pattani, and Narathiwat into SEZs. 

In 2019, the Cabinet issued a resolution to include Chana district of Songkhla in the plan. 
Chana was poised to become an advanced industrial city of the future. On 21 January 2020, 
the Cabinet approved the 18.68 billion baht urgent plan for the SEZ in Chana that includes the 
redevelopment of Nathap, Talingchan, and Sakom sub-districts, a water transport network, a 
deep-sea port, new roads, and a power plant using natural gas, biomass, or other renewable 
resources. In April 2020, the Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC), the political arm 
of the Thai military tasked with implementing the plan, invited the Chana villagers for a public 
hearing on the plan on 14 - 20 May 2020. Some villagers said the timing was unsuitable as 
the area was under COVID-19 lockdowns, and it was the fasting month of Ramadan.

In 1999, the TTM contract was co-signed by the state-owned 
Petroleum Authority of Thailand (PTT) and Petronas of Malay-
sia under the administration of Chuan Leekpai. The US$2.42 
billion project led to a polarisation of the Chana residents who 
expressed both support and opposition. In 2000, two public 
hearings on the project were organised. In December 2002, a 
violent clash broke out between police officers and 1,500 an-
ti-gas protesters in Hat Yai district of Songkhla where a Cabinet 
meeting led by then-Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra was 
about to be held. Over 100 people were injured, and 12 NGO 
staff were arrested. In 2003, construction for the TTM project 
began. Thaksin gave the green light to build deep seaports 
and land bridge projects in Satun and Songkhla provinces. 
However, the plan was later shelved after the 2004 Tsunami 
disaster. 



22 23

THAILAND’S SOCIAL NEWS 
JOURNALISM
During the 2010s, Thailand’s internet penetration significantly increased. 
The country had been ranked among the top ten worldwide with the most 
Facebook users. Easier access to mobile phones and new technologies were 
some of the primary contributing factors. The Thai news industry was forced 
to adapt to the “disruption age” as sales of newspapers, television viewership, 
and conventional advertising revenues drastically plummeted. In 2021, Thai-
land ranked first among the countries using social media as a source of news5. 

This condition led to a proliferation of new digital outlets run by small news-
rooms that used social media affordances to produce and publish content 
directly to social media channels, mainly on Facebook. Journalists who worked 
for traditional media organisations were let go or formed and/or joined the 
mushrooming online news operations. In doing so, they had to change their 
newsmaking routines. Know-how of multimedia skills and an ability to source 
news information in the online space proved useful in producing news content 
that caters to digital audiences.

Besides adhering to conventional Thai news values, these news outlets looked 
to trending topics in the digital space to determine the “newsworthiness” of 
a story, making platform metrics, such as likes, shares, and engagements, 
the new key performance indicators. This correlates to the findings in the 
2022 book by media scholar Edward Hurbombe who coined the term “social 
news,” which emerged as a response to social media cultures. The social news 
embodies the logics of “engagement,” “sociability,” and “personalisation” in 
the memes, emojis, videos, listicles, hashtags, and other vernacular in digital 
cultures.

In his research on social news outlets in Australia, Hurbombe suggests that 
such outlets challenged conventional journalistic ideologies, such as neutrality 
and balance, as they tend to take up explicit stances to promote progressive 
values like marriage equality. In the Thai case, the social news outlets broke 
a longstanding social taboo in 2020 by reporting young protesters’ unfiltered 
demands for monarchy reforms, albeit with some initial reluctance as they 
feared repercussions from Thailand’s royal defamation and other laws 

barring perceived criticism of the monarchy with up to 15-year imprisonment 
per criminal charge.  

Furthermore, the Thai news industry was traditionally seen as promoting sen-
sationalism and views of the political groups or power holders. Thai scholar 
Ubonrat Siriyuvasak argued that this led to a certain irony of the Thai legacy 
media, which was deemed “depoliticized” and “politicised” at the same time. 
Academic Duncan McCargo criticised the Thai newspapers’ organisational 
system that promotes pro-elite views in the news and suggested that the Thai 
press constitutes a political actor influencing the country’s politics6. However, 
Sippachai Kunnuwong’s 2021 master’s thesis argues that in the social media 
era, a shift in news production, coupled with participatory digital cultures, 
helped reconfigure the news outlets’ relationship with the political big-shots, 
strengthening the news media’s agency in supporting the civil society.
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3Sironee Tohsan and Watcharaphong Thanachaitemwong, Kaeng Krachan National Park, Thailand: Existing 
controversies in the spatial context (Journal of Arts & Humanities(JAH), Vol. 11 No. 02 (2022): February)

4Larry Lohmann, The struggle of villagers in chana district, Southern Thailand in defence of community land 
and religion against the Trans Thai-Malaysian Pipeline and Industrial Project (TTM) 2002-2008 (The Corner 
House, 2008).

5Simon Kemp, Digital 2021 Global view report, Kepios (Jan. 21, 2021), https://datareportal.com/reports/digi-
tal-2021-global-overview-report. 

6Duncan McCargo, Politics and the press in Thailand: Media machinations, (Routledge, 2000).

Apart from defying these longstanding norms in Thai 
journalism, social news outlets increased their relevance 
among Thai news consumers. A survey by Reuters Insti-
tute published in 2022  indicates that while traditional 
media outlets hold continued influence on the mass 
Thai population, some social news outlets are ranked 
among the top online news sites. 
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METHODOLOGY We used content analysis and in-depth 
interviews to investigate how the 
media reported on the resistance of 
the Chana Rak Thin and Save Bang 
Kloi community movements. We s
ampled news articles from six selected 
social news outlets that have gained 
increased influence over the past five 
years and also contributed to the 
coverage of other social justice 
movements in the past. Four are 
born-digital news outlets, and two 
have their roots in television 
broadcasting. 
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7SCB, How to fight like an underdog in digital era, 30 September 2020, https://www.scb.co.th/th/person-
al-banking/stories/business-maker/underdog-digital-era.html. 

8WorkpointToday, Unveiling WorkpointToday - A news outlet presenting trustworthy information Reaching 
35 Million People, 6 June 2020, https://workpointtoday.com/press-release-workpointtoday/

9Tyrell Haberkorn, Voices of a free media: The first ten years of Prachatai (Bangkok: Foundation for Community 
Educational Media, 2014).

10AFP, BBC to launch online Thai news service after coup, 10 July 2014, https://sports.yahoo.com/news/bbc-
launch-online-thai-news-coup-211310004.html. 

The Standard is a born-digital news outlet launched in 2017 targeting urban 
young adults with journalism that combines on-the-ground reporting and 
creative storytelling. It has more than 2.8 million followers on Facebook.

WorkpointToday is a former online operation of Workpoint News but underwent 
a major face-lift to become an online-first publication targeting first and 
mid-level professionals8. The outlet has garnered more than five million Facebook 
followers.

The Reporters, a born-digital news outlet launched in 2019, 
focuses on reporting via online live broadcasting. It has over 
two million Facebook followers.

Voice Online started originally as the online newsroom of Voice TV but 
expanded to have its own newsroom and is known for its anti-military and 
pro-democracy stance. Founded by Panthongtae Shinawatra, the son of 
ex-premier Thaksin Shinawatra, who was ousted in a 2006 military coup, the 
outlet has more than five million followers on Facebook.

Prachatai is  a non-profit news media launched in 2004 that 
views itself as an alternative media for the “small people9” and 
has over one million Facebook followers

BBC Thai is is a digital-only Thai department of the BBC 
World Service. It was launched shortly after the military coup 
in 201410. The outlet has more than 3.3 million Facebook 
followers.

We collected 373 news items from six social news outlets from January 2021 
to December 2021, the period when both the Save Bang Kloi and Chana Rak 
Thin groups were most active. Articles related to the two movements were col-
lected by entering a series of specific search terms relevant to both movements 
into Google Search. Unfortunately, we found that the news items collected 
through Google did not correspond with those published on Facebook, which 
serves as the outlets’ main news distribution platform. We then conducted 
another round of news sampling by entering the titles of news articles and their 
content into the Facebook search function. However, another problem arose 
when we sampled news on Facebook. As Facebook removed some features 
to conduct detailed search of old posts, some of the collected articles on the 
news sites do not have the corresponding Facebook links.
  
In conducting content analysis, we used a standardised coding scheme de-
veloped by our research team, which analyses news articles according to 12 
parameters in four categories, including article type, media framing, context, 
and sources used. We designed the scheme to shed light on the trends in social 
news production and selection processes and to highlight the primary media 
frames used in the coverage of both movements. Moreover, the scheme also 
reveals how often sources from the communities were featured in the news.  

We also conducted in-depth interviews with journalists, editors, and human 
rights defenders. In total, eight journalists and three human rights defenders 
were interviewed for this research. Each interview explored the cultures with-
in newsrooms, journalistic approaches to community activism reporting, and 
sought clarity as to the key influences shaping such reporting.  
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FINDINGS
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I. TIMELINE OF 
COMMUNITY ACTIVISM

Despite the differences in their locations, origins of 
injustices, and stakeholders in the conflicts, the Save 
Bang Kloi Coalition and Chana Rak Thin groups shared 
some commonalities and a similar trajectory of events. 
The Chana villagers protested against the government’s 
push to transform their homeland into an industrial 
complex. The Karen villagers of Bang Kloi fought for 
the right to live in their indigenous homeland that was 
declared a national park after their ancestors settled in 
the forested mountains. 

Voicing their concerns, communities and their allies, 
mostly NGOs working on marginalised community 
issues, issued statements demanding the authorities 
delay or scrap the plans and let local residents have a 
say in government policies.  

The Chana group’s first petition to the authorities in 
May 2020 questioned the prospect of the scheduled 
public hearing on the industrial estate plan, which they 
deemed “inappropriate” due to the pandemic lockdown 
and the Muslim holy month of Ramadan. Starting in 
January 2021, the Karen villagers asked the government 
to let them stay in their ancestral lands and urged the 
public to closely monitor the authorities’ actions. 

Throughout the protests, both communities used strategic communications and claims-making 
tools such as petitions, protests, counter-narratives, and online hashtags, among others, to 
increase their political legitimacy and mobilise support. 

Seventeen-year-old student Khariyah Rahmanyah became the face of the Chana movement 
with her (self-)portrayal as a teenage activist and “daughter of the sea”, who came to chal-
lenge Bangkok’s top-down bureaucracy to protect her hometown and the environment. She 
penned heartfelt letters to the Thai Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha, calling him “grandpa”–a 
polite address to show reverence. Another letter to Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg 
connected Khairiyah’s plight to the youth-led global climate justice movement. 

The Karen villagers of Kaeng Krachan National Park received support from pro-democracy 
and community rights groups who helped organise protests and campaigns. The activists first 
used the online hashtag #SaveBangkloi to raise awareness of the eviction threats in public. 
The hashtag was later adopted as the name for the movement coalition. They also used 
counter-narratives such as the catchphrase “indigenous groups are human too” and other 
symbolic actions to imply that the Thai authorities mistreated the Karen communities. In March 
2021, the Save Bang Kloi Coalition and prominent anti-government Talufah group organised 
a weeks-long demonstration in Bangkok, which was attended by hundreds.  
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Both community groups worked with members of the govern-
ment, such as then-Deputy Agriculture Minister Thammanat 
Prompao, Minister of Natural Resources and Environment of 
Varawut Silpa-archa, and the opposition Move Forward Par-
ty in influencing the Cabinet’s resolutions on the industrial 
plan and eviction policy. Opposition lawyers, many of whom 
were former anti-coup activists and human rights defenders 
themselves, became staunch supporters of both groups, set-
ting up parliamentary committees to investigate the villagers’ 
grievances. 

After a series of protests and negotiations, the two movements 
successfully pressured the Cabinet to issue a memorandum 
of understanding to review their cases. However, both groups 
saw a u-turn in the authorities’ decisions. The eviction and 
arrest of the Karen villagers in March 2021 and the continu-
ing efforts to implement the Chana industrial city plan led to 
their return to street activism in Bangkok. The second wave 
of protests generated even more buzz online as the villagers 
condemned the Cabinet for breaking its promises, and the 
villagers gave an ultimatum that they would prolong their 
protests until their demands were met.

II. EMERGING TRENDS IN 
COVERAGE OF 
COMMUNITY ACTIVISM

HARD NEWS ABOUT PROTESTS 
ARE MOST PREVALENT

Our analysis shows a majority (77.7 %) of examined news, or 290 out of 489 items, fall into 
the category of “hard news”, a form of journalism offering the most up-to-date developments 
to events with national and international significance. According to the journalists interviewed, 
protest events, especially the dynamics between the authorities and the demonstrators, 
speeches by politicians, human rights defenders, and other well-known activists, were some 
of the elements featuring prominently in the coverage of both movements. Accordingly, news 
coverage surged during the periods of the protests. 

We collected 22 news items published by six outlets concerning the Karen villagers of Kaeng 
Krachan National Park in 2020. Most of them focused on the persecutors’ decision to dismiss 
charges against suspects in the enforced disappearance of Karen activist Porlajee “Billy” Rak-
chongcharoen. Prachatai was the only outlet that produced an in-depth report on land rights 
disputes in the national park. It emphasised the need for the Thai government to resolve the 
conflict before it applied for the park to become a UNESCO World Heritage site. In 2021, fol-
lowing the uptick in activism, news items about the Karen communities rose to 212.  

For the coverage of Chana activism, news items are most clustered in December 2021 (82) 
and July 2021 (33), when key protests were held. Moreover, we collected 16 news pieces 
concerning the Chana protests from the six outlets on 14 December 2021, making it a single 
day with the highest number of news items. The movement’s momentum peaked on that day 
as the villagers waited for the Cabinet’s resolution on the Chana project and following a week-
long demonstration in Bangkok that included arduous negotiations processes and an arrest 
of peaceful protesters, including women and children, that had captivated public attention.
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Our analysis identified three primary factors contributing 
to a growing interest in human rights journalism among 
the Thai public and online media: the political climate 
after the 2020 youth-led democracy movement, social 
news outlets’ positionality, and journalists’ attitudes 
towards the movements.

A GROWING INTEREST IN 
HUMAN RIGHTS REPORTING

 [Both community activism] occurred in an environment 
where political mobilisation in Thailand was high. Though they 
emerged towards the end of the youth-led protest movement…
They used the same protesting site, the Government House. 
They worked with the same networks of activists as the youth 
protesters did. This made [young activists] want to join their 
protests and support them. 

Wasinee Pabuprapap, a broadcast and digital journalist at WorkpointToday, concurred:

 The only reason we managed to 
produce so much coverage [about the 
two movements] was the demand from 
our audiences…The movements set many 
agendas, and they were well-received 
by the public. It would be impossible for 
me to ask my [bosses]...for news 
assignments in Bang Kloi twice and 
Chana thrice. However, how the 
movements managed to prolong 
[the conversations] about their causes 
and kept such attention going, allowed 
us to press our editors and say: 
“You know people are really invested in 
these issues. If we cover their stories, 
it would work.”

First, most journalists interviewed for this research said anti-government sen-
timents have become a “newsworthy” element for online news. This climate 
preceded the protest movement in 2020, which saw young Thais leading the 
calls for democratic reforms, igniting nationwide protests. While the Chana 
and Bang Kloi movements were not directly targeting the government but 
rather criticising its policies, Thailand’s political climate seem to have played 
a role in mobilising mass support for both groups. 

Mutita Chuachang, an editor at Voice, explained:
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 As a person from a border province in southern Thailand, 
I’ve seen how tired the villagers feel when they have to resist 
[policies] from the people in power. When I saw the conflicts 
between the Bang Kloi villagers and the park officials, and the 
Chana villagers and ISOC, I thought I had to present the news 
from both sides and let the audience decide [whose side they 
are on].

 1) close reporting on emerging news events; 
2) acting as a social enabler to move the news event to the cen-
tre of public debate by organising live webinars with relevant 
stakeholders; and 
3) using Thapanee’s ‘celebrity’ journalist status to draw attention 
to ‘people’s issues’.

Second, positive human rights discourses have increased with the emergence 
of online news outlets. These new outlets set their positionality to draw on 
the more liberal online news audiences. The online space also served as a 
space for many journalists or media professionals to improve the quantity and 
quality of news reporting, which was previously determined by the traditional 
media’s allotted time and space, and work routines. This included how the 
outlets perform the role beyond mere reporting work.

For example, Thapanee Eadsrichai, a veteran broadcast journalist who founded 
The Reporters in 2019, said one of her goals in setting up the outlet was to 
address the lack of attention traditional media placed on human rights and 
local communities’ issues. Thapanee explained the three approaches to The 
Reporters’ reporting: 

She further explained:

Thapanee also believes that the ubiquitous online media help increase the 
coverage of people-centric stories: 

 When we look at these issues, we think of how to move 
along with the villagers. If they submit their petitions, we need 
to help them find out the answers, not just report what they 
said. We have to try to get access to news sources, or anyone 
who can give answers. If the media view themselves as agen-
da-setters, I think the role is too limited. We need to act as a 
“social movement” to “empower” the people to move the issues 
forward.

 Before, news about villagers had a slight chance to be 
featured in the newspapers’ front pages unless the [protesters] 
clashed with the officials…However, with the increased digital 
media, when a news story can be linked to national politics or 
activists escalate their campaigns, their media coverage increas-
es…Online news outlets also have more influence. When they 
raised the issues concerning the Chana and Save Bang Kloi 
movements, which usually didn’t get much public attention, it 
resulted in the quantity and quality of the coverage.

Third, online journalists’ attitudes towards the movement helped increase 
coverage of human rights reporting. Two journalists interviewed said they 
personally had connections to Chana’s activism as they originally came from 
the nearby area. However, despite their personal connections, outlets also 
stressed the importance of keeping journalistic ethics intact and providing 
well-balanced coverage.

Paisan Hawae, a journalist for The Standard, who personally knows Khairiyah 
and the Bang Kloi supporters from university, said:
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The news stories examined for this research were mainly published on the 
outlets’ Facebook pages. However, some also disseminate content on other 
platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and others. Therefore news 
outputs were presented in many forms, including written articles, live video 
broadcasting, photo galleries, videos, and other multimedia products. 

Our analysis found that visual products, such as photos and videos, featured 
prominently in the news coverage of both movements, helping the outlets gain 
considerable online engagements. All of the journalists interviewed said that 
social media platforms, especially Facebook, provide more visibility or “reach” 
for the content directly uploaded to their platforms than for external content 
shared via a website link. 

However, they said there are no fixed criteria in determining in what form to 
report a story. Instead, decisions are made based on various factors, includ-
ing the type of information received, the political climate at the time, and the 
audience’s interests. The Standard’s Paisan explained:

Furthermore, Yingcheep Atchanon, 
a program manager at iLaw, 
a Thai human rights NGO, also stressed 
the significance of journalists’ interest 
in human rights issues. A new 
generation of journalists with a 
passion for human rights has begun to 
wield more influence in Thailand’s 
online media, helping to amplify 
discussions on previously neglected 
issues. 

VISUAL REPORTING 
DRAWS ENGAGEMENT

 For a news event that is fast developing, I might choose to 
broadcast live. I would create a photo gallery [with a summary 
caption] to help the audience understand the full picture of the 
event. To present all details about a [development] project, an 
infographic may work well. Or, if the audience wanted to hear 
what a minister or a villager said during the protests, I would 
produce a short news story.

The six outlets take different approaches when it comes to producing multimedia 
work. Two outlets that have their origin in television news, like Voice and 
WorkpointToday, emphasised producing hard news stories and “short-form” 
video journalism; a short video report combining news content with emotive 
elements, often told through first-person’s accounts. 
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 Social media users don’t want to read a lot of information, 
which fits [with the visual reporting culture]. You can present a 
story’s key issues through a photo gallery [and captions]. Our 
audiences on Facebook, our main platform, like to watch videos. 
Written stories or a photo gallery don’t get as much attention 
as easy-to-understand, exciting, and fast-paced videos. Stories 
about human rights issues garner much engagement when 
being reported in a video form.

Voice’s approach to ‘short-form’ journalism led to many viral videos, including 
a four-minute video interview with Khairiyah that garnered more than 20,000 
likes and over 1.2 million views. One of the contributing factors behind the 
success of this type of video journalism is the online audience’s behaviour, 
according to Voice’s editor Mutita Chuachang:

Figure 1: 
A screenshot of 
Voice’s video 
interview with 
Chana young 
activist Khairiyah 
Ramanyah 
published on 
10 July 2020

The Standard used photojournalism to drive engagement. A photo gallery of 
young activist Khairiyah Rahmanyah brimming with tears as she condemned 
the arrest of the Chana protesters received more than 4,500 likes and 500 
shares. The outlet’s photo gallery of a dramatic performance in which the 
Bang Kloi protesters had their heads shaved to signify the ongoing oppression 
against the ethnic community garnered over 19,000 likes on Facebook.

Figure 2: 
A screenshot of 
The Standard’s 
photo gallery 
published on 
12 March 2021
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BBC Thai differs from other outlets in that it does not produce daily coverage 
of events unless it is breaking news. The outlet usually produces in-depth written 
articles complemented with a visual package. In covering both community 
movements, the outlet reposted its previous multimedia reporting about the 
movements when they regained public spotlight. This approach reflects the 
outlet’s small news team in which six reporters, including four writers and two 
videographers, cover all domestic news.  

A BBC Thai reporter who spoke under the condition of anonymity said:

Another news type used by all outlets studied, except BBC Thai, was online 
live broadcasting. The Reporters, founded by veteran broadcast journalist 
Thapanee Eadsrichai, emphasised producing live streams of news events. 
Their journalists used mobile phones to broadcast live protests, press 
conferences, and interviews to engage its audiences. To prevent misinformation, 
the journalists provided real-time narration to give context. They would later 
take the information and quotes captured on the live recordings to produce a 
written or video report. 

Finally, the non-profit media Prachatai uses all forms of multimedia reporting 
mentioned above, but gives salience to issues of civic activism and political 
participation. Prachatai’s editor Tawarit Maneechai said such prioritisation 
originates from their organisational mandate. The outlet also publishes all news 
releases from human rights NGOs and activist groups, mostly without edits. 

Figure 3: 
A screenshot of 
The Reporters’ live 
video interview 
published on 11 
December 2021

 Having a small team affects our human rights reporting. 
Each day, our energy is divided into handling different tasks and 
covering and monitoring many news topics. Of course, we have 
to be on top of daily news stories but we don’t want to disregard 
human rights news. So when there were key developments 
[concerning the movements], we would post a [infographic] 
card made from a photo taken for previous reports to update 
the audience about the latest development. 

Figure 4: 
A screenshot of 
Prachatai’s special 
live programme 
published on 
26 July 2021 
following the 
Kaeng Krachan’s 
UNESCO 
recognition
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IN-DEPTH REPORTING IS LACKING DUE 
TO MEDIA’S ‘MARKET MECHANISM’

Feature stories are the second-most prevalent type of 
news in our analysis of the coverage of the two move-
ments. However, they only account for 49 news items 
(13.1 %) of the overall news items. A majority of the 
journalists interviewed cited the lack of resources and 
interests from the media organisations as the key con-
tributing factors to this trend. 

As the newsrooms running social news outlets are 
small in numbers, reporters operate in a stressful envi-
ronment that requires multitasking and dealing with la-
bour-intensive multimedia productions. Journalists must 
convince their editors that their reports could generate 
online engagement when pitching stories on human 
rights abuses outside Bangkok that require travelling.  

WorkpointToday’s Wasinee explained:

A journalist who wished not to disclose their name and media affiliation 
said they once bought a flight ticket to cover a conflict between a goldmine        
company and villagers in northern Thailand at their own expense, saying:

However, the protests by the Bang Kloi and Chana communities in Bangkok 
offered an opportunity for the Bangkok-based journalists to meet with the 
villagers, which led to more in-depth pieces and feature stories. 

Khairiyah’s ten-day visit to Bangkok in July 2020 to raise awareness of the 
upcoming public hearing on the Chana industrial plan led to several media 
interviews. WorkpointToday’s Wasinee recalled interviewing Khariyah for the 
first time during her Bangkok trip. Her video report about Khairiyah garnered 
over 10,000 likes and 700,000 views on Facebook. 

Wasinee said:

 The nature of the online media market mechanism results 
in journalists being outnumbered by the public’s news demands. 
This requires us to cover many different kinds of news beats. It 
also prioritises the audiences’ demands before anything else.

 I bought a ticket to go there on the weekend. I was busy 
working covering other stories on the weekdays. I filmed every-
thing myself. Unfortunately, the piece didn’t get much attention 
as our audiences were unfamiliar with the issue. Actually, I think 
it is not fair to have Bangkok [audiences] be at the centre of what 
determines our work.

 When I met [Khairiyah] in person, she communicated the 
issues so well. I interviewed her for a five-minute video report 
and a lot of people watched the clip…She also successfully 
convinced me [to report the public hearing]. She said: ‘I know 
your organisation doesn’t have a lot of money, and you can’t 
take out-of-town reporting assignments frequently, but for this 
event, you really should go.’

The protests in Bangkok also drew diverse crowds, including celebrities and 
online influencers, leading to several media interviews. For example, former 
beauty pageant candidate Chayathanus ‘Cheraim’ Saradatta addressed the 
crowd at a Bang Kloi protest in March 2021 and Wannasingh Prasertkul, a 
popular host of an online travel programme, joined one of the Chana protests. 
Their engagement contributed to explaining the issue to the broader Thai 
public.
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In interviews with journalists, some expressed the opinion that, even though 
they welcomed the media attention given to human rights defenders, little in-
depth reporting meant a lack of nuance in the coverage of the two movements. 
Our analysis shows that quality, in-depth reports provided well-rounded 
information about human rights violations and raised questions about the 
movements’ sensationalised framing of their resistance. 

The Standard’s interview with broadcast journalist Sataporn Pongpipatwat-
tana added a new perspective from an outsider who provided an overview 
of the development of the conflict. In the report, Sataporn talks about his 
coverage of the violent eviction of the Bang Kloi villagers in 2011. He dis-
covered the Karen communities’ plight by accident as he initially went to the 
Kaeng Krachan National Park to report on the crash of a helicopter carrying 
park officers who took part in the raze. The interview touches on how Sat-
aporn persuaded local politician Taskamon Oborm to be the source for the 
story and a contact person to meet the villagers. Taskamon was assassi-
nated the same year after speaking out about corruption issues. The murder 
left a mark on Sataporn, who refused to continue reporting on the Karen 
villagers after that. The Standard’s piece was also published as a 24-minute 
video.

WorkpointToday’s reporting on the Chana district explains the Chana villag-
ers’ dilemma: the desire to reduce poverty versus potential environmental 
damage. The article also focused on issues less discussed by other outlets, 
like food security in the area and the views of residents who welcomed the 
development plan, which resulted in a well-balanced and nuanced cover-
age.

Voice’s Mutita noted that without in-depth journalism, the media risks just 
scratching “the surface” of complex problems. However, she admitted that 
the difficulty in producing such pieces was also due to the lack of journalis-
tic expertise in tackling investigative reports. 

LIMITED IN-DEPTH STORIES HINDER 
UNDERSTANDING OF COMPLEX ISSUES
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 We produced some special reports discussing the origins 
of the development projects, the conflicts, and the connection 
between a businessman [who has a stake in the Chana proj-
ect] and the ruling coalition’s fundraising scheme. But there 
were only very few of these stories…Reporters who can handle 
these issues need to have passion and commitment, and have 
to interview different stakeholders and gather all fundamental 
information which is really complicated. We don’t have enough 
people to do all these tasks and there’s also an issue concerning 
journalists’ capacity to do such work as well.

Opinion pieces and commentary by experts and experienced journalists used 
to be one of the key news output for traditional media like newspapers and 
television, and they often ignited important debates. However, our analysis 
finds that the Thai social news outlets did not  emphasise producing such news 
items. There were only seven opinion pieces, or 1.8 percent, in our sample of 
373 news items. The Standard, whose editors have a background in magazine 
publishing, is the only outlet that commissions op-eds by guest writers. 

In a commentary for The Standard, history lecturer Pipad Krajaejun made the 
case that the history of the Karen ethnic communities indicates that the group 
is part of Thai people’s ancestry. The article was viewed almost 7,000 times 
and created heated debates when posted on Facebook. In another article, 
Pipad calls out the Thai authorities for rejecting the term “indigenous people” 
to refer to the Bang Kloi villagers. He argued it was a political issue because 
recognising them as “indigenous people” means Thailand would be obligated 
to follow provisions in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples. 

This example shows that balanced and well-argued commentary or opinion 
pieces can add value to news outlets’ general reporting on specific human 
rights issues, especially when there is a complex history to explain and un-
pack. In addition, viral opinion pieces can generate valuable public debate in 
the online sphere about topics that are usually not openly discussed in the 
mainstream media. 

HAVE OPINION PIECES LOST 
THEIR RELEVANCE?
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NEWS COVERAGE CENTRES ON 
CONTEXTUAL JOURNALISM 

Previous studies on Thai political journalism suggest that news media has 
traditionally failed to provide sufficient context to make it easier for readers 
to understand the story. Hard news pieces mainly featured quotations from 
officials or politicians, making the news one-sided and often supportive of the 
political key players. In contrast, the voices of local communities or people 
directly affected by the issue were often missing from the reports. The result 
is news coverage that tends to advance the interests of political elites and 
business groups while suppressing ordinary people’s concerns. 

However, there is a departure from this established media practice and on-
line news media have tried out different approaches in their reporting of the 
Save Bang Kloi and Chana Rak Thin groups. Our analysis indicates that 84.4 
percent contain just enough background or context about the communities’ 
struggles that can help a reader understand the multi-layered issues more 
easily. These news items contained at least one paragraph explaining how 
the current conflicts came to be or mentioning at least one previous human 
rights violation against the villagers. 

The Standard’s Paisan said that a two-way communication between journal-
ists and news consumers prevails in the digital age. Therefore, journalists and 
news outlets are pressured to report many sides of a story to show balance 
and fairness, or they risk facing the so-called ‘cancel culture.’ He added: 

Our analysis also found five news items that can be categorised as “explainers,” 
news content produced as a listicle or briefing with the purpose to explain 
complicated and long-running issues. The news outlets use this type of news 
to “add value” and gain online engagement for the stories with considerable 
public exposure. It also reflects the online news consumption culture that 
tends to favour short and easily digestible content.

The Standard produced a news segment called “KEY MESSAGES,” published 
to complement a much-talked-about news event. On 28 July 2021, two days 
after the Kaeng Krachan National Park was proclaimed a World Heritage site 
by UNESCO, the outlet published an explainer discussing what the latest 
recognition means for the ethnic Karen community. 

Voice’s similar listicle, published on 27 July 2021, includes ten points that 
summarise the Bang Kloi activism and the recent UNESCO recognition of the 
Kaeng Krachan National Park.

 It’s not really possible any longer for us to report on a 
story one-sidedly. There’s now a trend among the youth called 
“haak,” or ‘stretched apart’ in Thai. If the story you produce is 
not well-rounded, you will be stretched apart. It is a good thing 
that now society is keeping an eye on how journalists work and 
contribute to a check and balance system.

Figure 5: 
A screenshot of 
The Standard’s 
explainer article 
published on 
28 July 2021

Figure 6: 
A screenshot of 
Voice’s explainer 
article published 
on 27 July 2021
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III. MEDIA PORTRAYALS AND 
MOVEMENTS’ TACTICS

Our analysis found that 82 percent of the coverage portrays both 
movements positively. While much of the examined news coverage 
is related to protest events, other angles include communities’ 
demands, human rights defenders’ personal stories, and a history 
of oppression. We also find a connection between media portrayals 
of the movements and the sources used in the reporting. Community 
and activist sources comprise most of the news sources (54.9 %) 
used in the examined content, followed by state officials (21.8 %), 
media (5.1 %), and politicians (3.6 %). Figure 7 and Figure 8 break 
down the sources used in the overall examined coverage of both 
movements. 

However, there is a difference in the numbers of sources used 
between the movements. Coverage of the Chana activism, which 
was led by local residents, featured more community sources (40.9 %) 
than that of the Bang Kloi activism (19.5 %)  that was heavily 
supported by NGOs and activist groups. The NGO and activist 
sources accounted for 12.1 percent of the total Chana coverage, 
compared to that (36.5 %) of the Bang Kloi coverage. Journalists 
we interviewed said that protest tactics by community activists 
have influenced the frames used in their coverage, making each 
movement’s agenda-setting and media outreach strategies a critical 
point to study.

Figure 7: Types of sources used in the coverage of the Chana Rak Thin movement by six outlets.

Figure 8: Types of sources used in the coverage of the #SaveBangkloi movement by six outlets.
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ACTIVIST IMAGE-MAKING AND 
STRONG CALLS 

The examined coverage of the Chana Rak Thin group overwhelm-
ingly portrayed the 17-year-old activist Khairiyah Rahmanyah as 
the face of the movement, promoting her as the “daughter of the 
sea.” This portrayal was based on the work of the young activist 
herself. 

On 12 May 2020, as the villagers went to submit a petition to the 
Songkhla provincial governor, asking to delay the public hearing on 
the industrial estate plan, Khairiyah penned her heartfelt letter to 
Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha, titled “A small letter to grandpa 
Prayut.” Khairiyah addressed Prayut as “grandpa”–an address to show 

reverence to Thai elders–and pleading him to review the de-
velopment plan:

 I am a daughter of the fisherfolk from the  
community along the Chana coast. Since I was 
young, I have always seen my parents fishing. 
When dad caught some fish, mom would bring 
them to sell at the market in Songkhla. I always 
went to help her sell the fish during my school 
break and conducted activities to preserve and 
rejuvenate the natural resources along the coast. 
One hundred percent of our income comes from 
fishing.

 I’m asking Grandpa Prayut to review wheth-
er the plan should be dismissed or the process is 
unjust. I’m calling to scrap any consultations that 
are unjust and violate local villagers’ rights. What’s 
worth a development that yields profits but de-
stroys the future of your grandchildren. Can you 
bear it, grandpa? 

In the letter, Khairiyah describes the pristine nature of the 
Chana coast, using her own experiences growing up in the 
area as evidence to support the movement’s claims, noting:
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On that day, Khairiyah also camped in front of the city hall in Songkhla with 
her mother. Photos of the young women sleeping on the sidewalk of the 
bureaucratic compound were circulated online by the Chana activists and their 
grassroots networks, which captivated the media’s attention. On 13 May, the 
Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC) tasked with implementing the 
plan announced the postponement of the public hearing.

On 13 May 2020, The Standard published an article titled “Khairiyah, daughter 
of the fisherfolk, another voice opposing the Chana project” with a photo of 
Khairiyah sleeping on the floor. Much of the report offers a background of the 
development project and highlights the villagers’ concerns that the public 
hearing was to be held at an inappropriate time. The BBC Thai also used the 
same picture in its report published on 15 May 2020. The piece’s focal point 
was Khairiyah’s “50-hour protest” in front of the city hall and her view of the 
Chana development plan. Both articles received more than 1,000 likes and 
were shared over 100 times.

In early July 2020, Khairiyah was able to cement her media portrayal during 
a ten-day trip to Bangkok. It was a good move for the young activists to meet 
with Bangkok-based media outlets that did not have the resources to travel 
to Chana. The objective of Khairiyah’s trip was to influence public opinion on 
the public hearing on the Chana plan, which was eventually postponed to 
13 July. In Bangkok, she addressed public seminars and joined events while 
visiting state agencies. Letters were her main tools of communication. She 
submitted a letter to the prime minister and relevant officials and appeared 
on many news programmes. 

In another move that captivated media attention, Khairiyah wrote a letter to 
Greta Thunberg, the prominent Swedish climate activist known for challenging 
governments to take climate change seriously. Khairiyah submitted the letter 
via the Swedish Embassy. This strategy led to numerous reports comparing 
Khairiyah’s activism to that of Thunberg, who was of similar age and gave the 
media an opportunity to portray Khairiyah as part of the global climate justice 
movement. 

In late 2021, the Chana villagers renewed their street protests in Bangkok 
after they found that the efforts for the development plan were ongoing. The 
movement, led by Khairiyah, had taken to the streets again to ask for Prayuth 
to keep the promises to end the plans. This message helped attract media 
coverage about the movement once again. In The Reporters’ article published 
on 25 November, Khairiyah was quoted saying:

 Grandpa made a promise to take care of this issue and to 
send the authorities to review the plans. Now, almost one year 
later, your words are light as the wind. Many companies are 
moving forward with their plans…I come here again to ask for 
what you have promised and assure you again that: ‘Industrial 
estate is not our future!’
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WorkpointToday’s Wasinee Pabuprapap said: However, Khairiyah said that her media appearances were unplanned and 
that she was only sharing her experiences and feelings.

A few journalists expressed concerns over the overreliance of a single story 
promoted by the activists, which they believed obscured other pressing issues 
in the community. 

Prachatai’s editor Tewarit Maneechai said:

The Standard’s Paisan added:

 When I first heard the news about Khairiyah, I was intrigued. 
My friend posted on social media, saying ‘Do you know that 
while you’re stuck with the COVID-19 curfew, a teenager is sitting 
in front Songkhla City Hall opposing the city’s replanning…NGOs 
from the South did a good job in creating drama with this story 
of a teenage girl.  [The fact] that the [community] tried to link itself to the 

middle class is something we were debating in our newsroom. 
These portrayals are considered catchy as they are resonant 
with the middle class’ perceptions that the state is trying to 
swallow and invade natural resources and traditional life-
styles…This kind of public relations campaign is problematic 
in a way as it risks reducing the facts. For example, not all of 
the people in Chana agreed with the traditional conservationist  
views of Chana. Even in the ethnic Karen community of Bang 
Kloi, many people there don’t only follow traditional lifestyles 
anymore but engage with the [outside] world.

 I think using storytelling like this to present the issues in 
an engaging way is a standard gimmick that easily draws 
attention. If you only have [a photo of] the villagers standing 
with their documents, and that’s it, it’s not interesting–no one 
cares; the media won’t cover it.
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HASHTAGS, COUNTER-NARRATIVES 
AND HISTORY FRAME

The activism of the Karen villagers was reinforced by 
strategic communications of a group of pro-democracy 
activists and individuals working on indigenous peoples’ 
issues. They used a combination of online and offline 
tactics to get the public to talk about the community’s 
plight.

At first, the Karen community and their partners failed 
to get the attention of the authorities and the main-
stream press. But on 22 January 2021, the group scored 
a publicity stunt with a protest at Bangkok’s Victory 
Monument, where they put up signs that read 

#SaveBangkloi

Indigenous people are human too
and 

Thai netizens have previously used the “save” online 
hashtag on different occasions when they wanted to 
ignite online debates about a specific injustice. Because 
of the hashtag’s popularity, #SaveBangkloi was later 
adopted as the movement’s name.

Pachara Khamchamnan, a communication officer at the North-
ern Development Foundation–an NGO working on indigenous 
peoples’ issues–posted a news release on his Facebook page 
explaining the reasons for the police’s arrest of well-known 
activist Thatchapong Kaedam for allegedly breaching Thai-
land’s public hygiene law. The post also featured a quote by 
Thatchapong explaining the situation of 80 Karen villagers 
who were facing eviction by the authorities and detailed a 
history of oppression that Karen communities had been ob-
jected to. 

Most of the examined news outlets reported on the protest 
event. They used Pachara’s post as the main source of the 
information and featured Thatchapong’s quote. A day later, 
The Reporters released a written interview with Thatchapong 
highlighting the group’s two key advocacy messages: #Save-
Bangkloi and “Indigenous people are human too.” Pachara 
explained:

 I want all Thai people to know and question 
[what happened to the Bang Kloi villagers]…The 
law divides people into ethnicities and divides us 
humans. In fact, we are the same: humans who 
are equal. I want people from the city to know that 
whenever our indigenous brothers and sisters were 
forced to change their lifestyle to resettle to the 
lower land, they couldn’t live like that. They are 
humans like us. But in the eyes of the state and 
city people, they are ‘the others’.
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Other strategic messages that portrayed the villagers as “the oppressed” also determined the 
direction of the movement’s activities. On 12 March 2021, the Bang Kloi protesters staged a 
dramatic performance in which they dressed as prisoners and were ‘forced’ to have their hair 
shaved, illustrating villagers’ alleged mistreatment at the hands of the authorities during their 
detention. Protesters held up banners that read: “How long did it take you to go home? For 
the Bang Kloi villagers, it took 25 years.” and “Do you want to go home? Bang Kloi villagers 
don’t have homes to go back to.” Several media reports highlighted these slogans.  

Media outlets frequently referred to the longstanding nature of the conflict, using a history 
frame to portray the plight of the Karen as a saga of human rights violations spanning more 
than 25 years. Many examined news items also portrayed the Bang Kloi villagers as “victims” 
and “human rights defenders” who risked their lives fighting for justice. Journalists interviewed 
said the plight of the Karen community of Bang Kloi  had been on their radar for quite some 
time. Three reporters said they had visited the Kaeng Krachan National Park before the 2021 
Bang Kloi movement emerged, which helped prepare them to report on the case and connect 
the latest development to the previous abuses.

Furthermore, in their speeches to protest participants and in interviews with the media, the 
Bang Kloi activists debunked myths about the Karen’s rotational farming or shifting cultivation,       
an agricultural practice that the Thai state has long deemed destructive to the forest ecosystem. 
By portraying themselves as ‘guardians of the forest’, the Karen group created a counter-narrative 
to the state’s long-established discourse of indigenous peoples as ‘forest destroyers’.  
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The Bang Kloi movement’s success in generating news coverage was partly 
due to the reporting of Pachara Khamchamnan, a communication officer at 
the Northern Development Foundation. Passionate about indigenous rights, 
he volunteered as a coordinator for the Save Bang Kloi coalition. As a former 
journalism student, Pachara stressed the importance of preparing press 
materials that include an easy-to-understand headline and a decent photo. At 
least eleven news stories in The Standard and Prachatai featured Patchara’s 
verbatim statements. Prachatai even cited his name as a citizen journalist. 

Pachara later set up and managed the #SaveBangkloi coalition’s Facebook 
page where he distributes the group’s news releases and statements. It laid 
the groundwork for the coverage of the movement, with many journalists 
using the page’s stories as sources. News releases by villagers and activists 
also offered a convenient resource that saved journalists time to do their own 
reporting. 

On 18 January 2021, when the concerns about the eviction threats against 
the Bang Kloi villagers circulated online, five of the examined outlets produced 
a report based on a press release by the Karen Network for Culture and         
Environment (KNCE). The outlets used a similar headline borrowed from the 
news release that urged the public to monitor the situation for possible violent 
reprisals against the community. Prachatai published the full news release 
without any edits.

Mutita Chuachang, an editor at Voice, said media packages by local communities 
can be helpful for online journalists who, due to the nature of their work, need 
to cover a variety of topics and tend to neglect events outside of Bangkok.  

Voice’s Mutita explained: 

‘ACTIVE’ MEDIA OUTREACH

 Local communities can send still images or video clips and 
a short write-up to highlight the story. Often with reports about 
local issues, it is tough for us to report if the communities do 
not provide any information.
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INCREASED NUMBER OF STAKEHOLDERS 
DIVERSIFIES MEDIA FRAMES

Another angle several outlets used in their reporting focused on how gov-
ernment officials and politicians interacted with the movements. For both 
movements, Thammanat Prompao, the then-Deputy Minister of Agriculture 
and Cooperatives, was portrayed as the Cabinet’s negotiator for his compro-
mising handling of the protesters. Thammanat won the trust of members of 
both movements. His name was still mentioned as a preferred contact person 
from the government, even after he had left office. In contrast, Minister of 
Environment and Natural Resources Varawut Silpa-archa was portrayed as 
an “enemy” of the indigenous people. This was mainly due to his push for the 
Kaeng Krachan National Park to become a UNESCO World Heritage site (his 
campaign was successful in July 2021). 

The authorities’ move against the Chana protest on 6 December 2021 and 
the arrest of dozens of protesters mainly received negative media coverage. 
Reports portrayed the crackdown as an unnecessary attempt to silence the 
protests, exposing the government’s unwillingness to grant communities a 
say in implementing development projects that would affect them. The inci-
dent ignited a public outcry which led the Thai Cabinet to order a halt on the 
Chana industrial city project until an environmental impact assessment was 
conducted. 

The Standard’s Paisan said:
Another factor leading to a more diversified media coverage of the movements was outspoken 
opposition politicians. Since the 2019 election, the Thai parliament has a higher number of 
progressive politicians. MPs from the opposition Move Forward Party, MFP (formerly Future 
Forward Party), are former pro-democracy activists who pushed for accountability mecha-
nisms for both cases in the parliament. On 21 March 2021, the parliament’s sub-committee on 
environment and land, led by MFP’s Apichart Sirisunthorn, established a fact-finding mission 
to the Kaeng Krachan National Park. Apichart invited the media to join the trip, which led to 
coverage by all examined news outlets.  

MFP lawmakers were also supportive of the Chana movement. Their MPs who were part of 
the House sub-committee on freedom of expression and assembly, went to observe a public 
hearing on the industrial city plan in Songkhla province on 11 July 2020. During a non-con-
fidence debate, the party also accused the Deputy Minister of Interior Niphon Boonyamanee 
of being involved in the Chana land deals linking him to potential industrial city investors. 

 The Thai authorities’ arrest of the Chana protesters was 
an overreaction that not only fueled public interest in the issue 
but also encouraged the media to take sides with the villagers…
[Usually the audience] doesn’t really judge who’s right or wrong. 
They only judge by examining whether which side uses more 
violence and acts more reasonable.
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MEDIA AND NGO COLLABORATION: 
HUMANISING RIGHTS DEFENDERS

The Momentum’s “Revolutionary Food” is a six-part series of profile stories of 
six prominent pro-democracy protest leaders: Arnon Nampa, Parit Chiwarak, 
Panusaya Sithijirawattanakul, Panupong Jadnok, Patiwat Saraiyaem, and 
Chaiamorn Kaewwiboonpan. They were charged multiple times with royal 
defamation and other severe crimes for their role in leading street protests 
between 2020 and 2021. Taking an innovative approach to humanising hu-
man rights defenders that move beyond their “heroic” representations in the 
media, the series focuses on “the meals of Thai revolutionaries, shedding light 
on the food that nurtured them, they craved while in detention, and inspired 
their revolutionary acts.” 

IV. ALTERNATIVE PORTRAYALS 
OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS: 
TWO CASE STUDIES

This section discusses two additional case studies that illustrate 
how online media outlets and NGOs amplify human rights defenders’ 
work through alternative storytelling approaches. First, we analyse 
a six-part series of articles that tells the intimate stories of six 
pro-democracy activists through a mundane theme: food. It offers 
an example of how online media and NGOs collaborate to produce 
impactful stories. Second, we look at media work by Thai NGO 
iLaw turning complicated lawsuits and human rights violations 
into easy-to-digest content–an approach based on the group’s 
documentation work. 

The series is a collaboration between The Momentum–a born-digital media 
launched in 2016–and Thai Lawyers for Human Rights (TLHR), a human rights 
group that has been documenting human rights abuses following the coun-
try’s 2014 coup and offering pro-bono legal assistance to political activists. 
TLHR approached The Momentum’s editor with a concept to tell the stories 
of human rights defenders through their favourite food. 

Supachat Lebnak, a managing editor at The Momentum, said about the earlier 
conversations with the human rights groups on the project:

 They thought that The Momentum was their right plat-
form…First, we have a high ceiling [when it comes to reports 
concerning sensitive issues]. Second, we provide space in our 
coverage for [pro-democracy activists]. Third, we also had the 
same target audience, the supporters of the activists. [...] We 
tried to portray the activists as human beings, not protest lead-
ers or heroes–showing how they live and eat, and what their 
favourite food tells about their lives.

Figure 9: 
A cover image of 
The Momentum 
and Thai Lawyers 
for Human Rights’ 
“Revolutionary 
Food,” six written 
stories about 
pro-democracy 
leaders and their 
favourite food
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It was agreed that TLHR would lead the production of the articles with their 
team of writers, including well-known Thai food writer and culinary historian 
Anusorn Tipayanon, and The Momentum would cover the expenses for the 
project’s coordinator and writers. The outlet also assigned photographers to 
produce documentary-style portrait photography to accompany the articles. 
According to Supachat, The Momentum spent roughly 50,000 baht for the 
series. 

The first article of the series tells the story of Anon Nampa and his love for 
raw, thinly sliced unseasoned beef or Soi Ju in Thai, a popular dish among 
northeastern Thai. In one part, Anon talks about his first experience with        
activism when he was little as he followed his grandfather to collect signatures 
from people in his village to save a muddy pond, which was home to many 
fish. The experience showed him “how a collective of small people can resist 
the state’s power and can win.” The piece received over 6,000 likes on The 
Momentum’s Facebook page and was widely shared on social media. 

Figure 10: 
A screenshot of 
a profile story of 
Anon Nampha, 
part of The 
Momentum and 
Thai Lawyers for 
Human Rights’ 
“Revolutionary 
Food” series

 When I was on a hunger strike, I missed northern [Thai] 
food so much, especially the grilled pig dug from Sai Ao Mae 
Chan Dee restaurant. When my family goes back to Lampang 
province, we always buy kilos of seasoned pig dug from this 
restaurant to grill at home. When I was in prison, I always 
thought that if I was released, I would bring my friends and 
parents to eat there again. 

 I feel like now that I strictly followed his recipes, I’m listening 
to him speaking, like when he was standing up and telling us 
what he feels and thinks. Next time, I want to cook this dish for 
him using my own recipes, so I can converse with him. 

Another piece discusses the importance of food in the spiritual rites of the 
Chiwarak family. In the article, Parit “Penguin” Chiwarak and his mother Sureerat 
talk about fond and unforgettable memories involving home-cooked meals, 
especially the family’s ‘rite of passage’ that made Parit taste Lu, or raw pig’s 
blood soup. The piece received more than 3,000 likes on the outlet’s Facebook 
page. An excerpt from the article also discusses Parit’s five-week hunger strike 
while in detention:

One of the more innovative pieces tells the story of Panupong “Mike” Jadnok 
and his love for spicy food. The story starts at the house of Krit Luelamai, a 
culinary historian and chef, who was cooking a dish according to Panupong’s 
written recipes. At the time of Krit’s cooking, Panupong was detained for his 
involvement in anti-government protests. The article weaves together interviews 
of Panupong, his mother Yupin, and Krit to illustrate Panupong’s different 
stages in life and the distinct features of ingredients from eastern Thailand, 
where he was raised. It also gives intimate details of the court proceedings 
on Panupong’s bail requests. At the end of the story, Krit is quoted saying:
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The Momentum’s Supachat noted that it was their first series with the same theme and it was 
considered a huge success: “There were so many people talking about the series and many 
protest leaders asked us if we could feature them too.” 

The series showed that humanising stories about rights defenders could yield considerable 
online engagement as it provided a window for the audience into the personal lives of the 
activists beyond their “hero” image. 

Supachat said:

Since its establishment in 2009, iLaw has been at the forefront of Thailand’s 
digital activism, collecting online signatures for political campaigns, conducting 
research on online activism and censorship, and organising activities to advance 
freedom of expression. The group set up the Freedom of Expression Documentation 
Centre in 2011 to document violations of freedom of expression, especially 
the use of the Computer Crime Act and Section 112 of the Criminal Code, a 
draconian law often used against dissidents’ criticism of the monarchy.

Following the 2014 coup, iLaw expanded its scope of work to closely monitor 
the junta’s human rights violations and lawsuits against human rights defenders 
and anti-coup activists. In 2020, when the youth-led democracy movement 
staged the nationwide protests, iLaw teamed up with Amnesty International 
Thailand to create “Mob Data Thailand,” an online database of political protests, 
collecting verified information and evidence concerning the protests and the 
enforcement of the laws.

For years, iLaw has turned the data they collected into engaging multimedia 
content using many forms of storytelling seen on other professional online 
news outlets. The group’s detailed reports and multimedia stories offer deep 
insights into human rights violations or legal cases, detailing how a case 
unfolded from start to finish. Just like a media outlet, iLaw often strategically 
times the release of its content. For example, one day before the verdict of 
25-year-old Jatuporn “New” Saeoueng’s royal defamation case, iLaw released 
an article based on its own documentation of the case. 

Supachat noted that collaboration between the media and different partners through 
cross-platform content-making is becoming common and offers opportunities to experiment. 
He added:

This idea behind the “Revolutionary Food” documentary series was simple but it proved very 
successful, as its concept note suggests: “This documentary starts with food and, as everybody 
knows, a conversation about food usually leads to many different stories afterwards.”

 Humanising stories don’t have to be about food [...]. Previously iLaw 
and The Matter also produced stories about how activists live with their 
electronic monitoring devices [and] we just did an interview with Penguin 
[Parit] about LGBTQ rights, in which he shared his views about other topics…
He is a human and has desires and interests beyond his role at the protests.  

 We’re happy to be a medium for them. We photographed them and 
took care of the release and editing process. Our partners coordinated with 
the activists, interviewed them and sent the finished product to us. I think 
this is a model for the new media. We don’t engage with external partners 
for sponsorship only but for the collaboration of ideas. 

STORYTELLING BASED ON HUMAN RIGHTS 
DOCUMENTATION 

In recent years, the Thai legal monitoring group iLaw 
has emerged as an alternative content creator, providing 
verified and engaging information about freedom of 
expression and the situation of human rights defenders 
in Thailand. The group’s storytelling approach is 
grounded in its human rights documentation work.
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According to the group’s program manager Yingcheep Atchanon, iLaw seeks 
to solve problems in human rights communications. In an interview in 2019, 
Yingcheep said, online journalists were more focused on the newsy elements, 
such as the development of the story, than explaining its context. On the other 
hand, local NGOs often did not have the capacity to produce or communicate 
complex issues in an easily understandable format to journalists. 

Yingcheep said:

To present a complex story in a way that attracts the audience’s attention, 
Yingcheep stressed a need for content creators to thoroughly understand the 
issues themselves first:

Since the start of 2022, the group has shifted its attention 
to producing profile stories of lesser-known human rights 
defenders who were charged or detained for their role in the 
pro-democracy protests. Yingcheep said:

Recently, iLaw has also started producing “explainer videos” 
on TikTok to experiment with a new form of storytelling. A 
1.30 minute TikTok video about two monarchy-reform activists 
charged with royal defamation, Natchanit “Baipor” Duangmusit 
and Netiporn “Bung” Sanesangkom, who went on a hunger 
strike for over a month in prison, is told through paper anima-
tion and narration. The video received 1.9 million views and 
nearly 250,000 likes. 

 Today, many media outlets are competing to report if 
there’s a new arrest under Section 112 [royal defamation]. 
I think this is a good development. However, some context remains 
underreported. For example, the problems concerning the legal 
process of these cases. I think the media knows about the issues, 
but they just focus more on covering daily news…For NGOs, 
when they work on issues, some still struggle to communicate 
structural problems to the media, so journalists may find it hard 
to use their information. 

 To simplify a complex story, you have to go deep. You have 
to stay with the issue for a long time because you have to read 
everything about it and talk to everyone who is involved so 
that you can select the key information to present…I’m also very 
confident that the longer the content the better. But you have 
to be smart [about producing it]. I found that longer and more 
in-depth stories on social media actually lead to more shares 
and likes. 

 There are many people who sacrificed their 
life [for the movement ] and then their life gets 
ruined but they weren’t famous and didn’t get 
much media coverage. In the past year, we agreed 
to highlight the stories of those lesser-known 
to the public but there are more problems. First, 
some people don’t want to disclose their names 
and faces–others are willing to disclose certain 
information but not all. Second, some people are 
not good at speaking in front of the camera. We 
have to think of different ways to tell their stories. 
Third, lesser-known activists attract less attention 
from the audience.

Figure 11: A screenshot of a Tik Tok video 
by iLaw detailing the royal defamation 
case against the two activists Natchanit 
“Baipor” Duangmusit and Netiporn 
“Bung” Sanesangkom

Figure 12: A screenshot of a Tik Tok video 
by iLaw explaining how Thailand’s royal 
defamation law has been used against 
political activists 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Increase human rights reporting 
to meet demands

TO MEDIA COMPANIES
AND JOURNALISTS

Many journalists interviewed said the lack of resources and interest from their 
organisations are some of the primary obstacles preventing them from producing 
more news about human rights issues and community activism. They said 
online media companies prioritise stories that attract public attention and 
engagement, usually selected from viral online debates. Another constraint 
mentioned was newsrooms’ limited budgets to pay for out-of-town reporting 
trips. 

However, our analysis finds a growing interest from young and urban online 
audiences in human rights issues in general. Many stories mentioned in this 
report show that this type of content can garner thousands of likes and views. 
We recommend that media organisations prioritise human rights journalism 
and community-related stories to expand their audiences and engagements.  At 
the same time, focusing on human rights stories can be an attractive branding 
for news outlets, especially given the widespread pro-democracy sentiments 
among young Thai news consumers.
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Set up human rights sections
and invest in investigative
journalism

It must be noted human rights journalism and coverage of community activism 
require a specific set of investments and resources. We recommend that media 
organisations allocate budgets to set up specific units focusing on human rights 
reporting and investigative journalism. The Standard’s Paisan said having a 
human rights news section would help prolong Thai society’s attention on 
different human rights violations:

Furthermore, news outlets should adequately invest in hiring human rights or 
investigative journalists who have the experience and the skills in conducting 
in-depth investigations and research. A designated section for human rights 
news and expert journalists who can amplify the voices of human rights defenders 
and civic movements would help diversify media coverage of human rights 
issues in Thailand.   

Voice’s Mutita agreed, saying:

 If we have a dedicated space, a human rights news section, 
it would be beneficial so that human rights issues are discussed 
continuously in the media. For example, recently, the stories 
about Rohingya refugees grabbed people’s attention. But because 
we don’t have a dedicated space for human rights news, the 
issue slowly disappeared from the public debate. If big media 
organisations would have this kind of space, it could become 
a place where people can consume these types of news and 
human rights issues will constantly be discussed and monitored 
by the public.

 I’m blaming the structure [of today’s newsrooms] and 
competitive nature of the media industry. [For example,] nobody 
is investing in the environmental news desk anymore. There 
are no environmental journalists or anyone with a specific beat 
who would investigate an issue and spend some time producing 
great news scoops. 

Be creative, dive deep and
make use of multimedia

Our analysis finds that in-depth stories can generate online engagement and 
contribute to the audience’s understanding of systematic problems. We recommend 
that media outlets and journalists experiment with digital techniques and 
storytelling tools to present complex human rights issues in an engaging and 
easy-to-understand way. 
 
While Voice and Workpoint Today focus on video reporting, The Standard 
and The Reporters try to offer background and context to a human rights case 
through a hard news format. NGO iLaw produces well-researched and engaging 
content based on its human rights documentation work. In summary, the examined 
media outlets used different storytelling techniques and multimedia formats 
to explain the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of a story. For example, a timeline of events, 
explainer pieces, short videos, and op-eds can help advance news consumers’ 
understanding of human rights issues. 
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Strategically create human rights 
defenders’ representation

Engage civil society groups for in-depth 
knowledge and untold stories

As the work of Khairiyah and the Chana villagers shows, human rights defend-
ers’ representation matters. We recommend that NGOs and social movement 
actors carefully think of the way they present their cause and demands in a 
way the wider public can relate to. However, such images should be based on 
authenticity. Khairiyah’s charming public persona worked for various reasons, 
but primarily because the teenage activist is well-versed in the problems her 
community faces. 

Many journalists interviewed said that, in some cases, they would miss important 
stories about human rights violations that took place outside of Bangkok or in 
remote areas. For this reason, we urge news outlets who want to increase their 
human rights coverage to collaborate with community groups or NGOs who 
often have deep knowledge about the issues. Engaging civil society groups 
can also help journalists to identify and report on neglected issues and cases 
that have not become public yet. Of course, reporters must still follow established 
journalism standards by verifying and double-checking the information community, 
or NGO sources provide. 

TO HUMAN RIGHTS 
DEFENDERS
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Design a hybrid advocacy strategy Improve human rights 
documentation

Improve media packages and outreach

Our analysis of how the Save Bang Kloi and Chana Rak Thin groups managed 
to generate much media attention shows that they used a combination of 
online and offline tactics to draw public attention. We recommend that NGOs 
and social movement groups in Thailand make use of different communication 
platforms to rally support online while also focusing on collection action 
on the streets too. For example, the Save Bang Kloi movement managed to 
draw people’s attention to its online hashtag activism by holding banners in 
downtown Bangkok.  

According to iLaw’s manager Yingcheep, many NGOs struggle to document 
human rights violations and systematically arrange the data. This makes it 
difficult to draw media attention, and for journalists to effectively report on the 
stories. We recommend that the NGOs and civic groups focus on documentation 
strategies and investigation work and create a database of resources relevant 
to the issues they are working on. 

The Save Bang Kloi movement was able to generate much news coverage 
because of its media outreach strategy. The group focused on distributing news 
releases to the media and engaging with online news outlets’ key contact 
persons. We recommend that NGOs and social movement groups improve 
their media outreach materials to include text, still images, and videos while 
highlighting advocacy calls and explaining the background of the human rights 
issue. Because written publications are key in providing news materials for 
the media to report on, civic groups should hone their skills in news release 
and report writing.

Voice’s Mutita said that NGOs should learn from political parties when com-
municating with media

 Many parties “feed” their materials to our front door, mean-
ing they sent us the text–summarised news release–stil images, 
and a series of short video clips which show politicians’ key 
quotes and other action shots. Voice’s TV programmes or online 
newsroom would edit these clips into a short video with the 
key message based on the submitted text because sometimes 
we didn’t have the personnel to cover their events.
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Train journalists in international
human rights standards 

Train journalists in investigative
journalism Provide funding for Thai-language

outlets and human rights reporting

A majority of the interviewed reporters said that coverage of community ac-
tivism–without the street protests–is a complicated news beat and “difficult” 
to monitor as there are many human rights violations happening across the 
country. We believe media development organisations and NGOs should 
conduct training programmes or provide education modules to help journalists 
understand international human rights law and mechanisms, and their ap-
plication to the local context. This would equip journalists with an important 
framework they can use when covering human rights issues.

Apart from the lack of resources and budgets for covering human rights stories, 
many journalists and editors interviewed said they would like to improve their 
expertise and skills in conducting investigative journalism. We recommend that 
media development organisations and donors help organise capacity-building 
activities to strengthen journalists’ skills in these areas. 

While grants and initiatives to strengthen reporting on human rights exist 
for English-language media, there seem to be few grants from international 
donors for publications in Thai. In order to close this gap, we encourage media 
development organisations and donors to provide more funding to support 
media outlets dedicated to the coverage of human rights in Thailand. 

TO MEDIA DEVELOPMENT 
ORGANISATIONS AND DONORS
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