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Executive Summary
The Economic Cabinet

Chai-Anan Samudavanija

1. Research Methodology
The Economic Cabinet is a recent phenomenon in Thailand. It was

created amidst the rapid social and economic changes of the 1970s which
resulted in the extensive expansion of the bureaucracy at all levels. At
the same time central policy agencies also increased their role in the
national economic and fiscal planning; however what was lacking were the
mechanisms to manage national economic policy. Within this context the
Economic Cabinet was created in 1980.

This study was made with the following objectives.

1. To study the environment which produced a new decision-making
structure for economic policy and measures (the Economic Cabinet).

2. To analyze the role of the Economic Cabinet and the outcome of its
role.

3. To analyze the institutionalization of the Economic Cabinet and
make recommendations regarding its acceptance.

4. To compare findings of this study of the Economic Cabinet with
findings involving other central policy bodies.

As there is a dearth of literature/information on the Economic
Cabinet, the researcher mainly relied on accessible documents and in
particular on information collected through interviews with individuails
involved. It goes without saying that the issue of confidentiality which
shadowed the activities of the Economic Cabinet was a major constraint in
obtaining information for this study.

2. Major findings

The Economic Cabinet was created out of the pressing need to cope with
rapid world and national economic change. Initially (in 1980), it was
designed to serve as an inner cabinet administering national economic
policy and as a monitoring mechanism for policy ‘implementation. Therefore
the early Economic Cabinet was a small informal body offering economic
advice to the government. It was chaired by a Deputy Prime Minister.
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Two years later, a new Economic Cabinet was formed. This time the
Prime Minister himself served as chairman and the Economic Cabinet grew in
size. Also, as its role somewhat overlapped with other central policy
agencies (such as the National Economic and Social Development Board, and
the Budget Bureau,) it had to steer its course very carefully in order to
avoid conflicts with these agencies. This was successfully achieved
because of two factors: (1) the Prime Minister made a personal effort to
push operations; and (2) the secretariat staff (the NESDB) was skillful
and sensitive in supporting the Economic Cabinet. Obviously, technocrats
played major roles in the Economic Cabinet while participating political
bodies were diverse; thus, there was a lack of dominance by or power
concentration in any particular party.

The Economic Cabinet functioned through compromise among participating
agencies. The Secretariat helped to screen the agenda and set priorities
on issues to be reviewed. During Economic Cabinet discussions, the Prime
Minister made compromises, reduced conflicts, and avoided political deals.
Open and extensive debate 1in the Economic Cabinet gave way to adjusted
ideas and conclusions. The adopted resolutions were submitted for
acknowledgment by the Cabinet. In this sense, the Economic Cabinet could
make its own economic policies. It was evident that leadership on the part
of the Prime Minister played a significant role in the Economic Cabinet
decision. Thus due to his role, critical information needed to support
Economic Cabinet decisions was aimed mainly at the Prime Minister rather
than at the Economic Cabinet as a whole.

Economic technocrats and academics prepared and fed information;
therefore, the performance of the Economic Cabinet depended on the
cooperation among technocrats and between technocrats and other civil
servants or ministers.

The NESDB, which served as the secretary of the Economic Cabinet had
an additional role added tg its planning function. It could now supervise
and administer economic policies without 1intervention or pressure from
political bodies and without competition from other central policy agencies
which did not participate in the Economic Cabinet. Members of the
secretarial staff, however, did not regard this role as their major
function. Also, due to personnel limitations, the NESDB could not devote
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enough time to do this job as efficiently as it should have been done. The
staff lacked clear direction as to the expectation of high officials on the
role and authority of the Economic Cabinet. They could not expand their
role to monitor the Economic Cabinet resolutions. And, other bureaucratic
agencies felt that the NESDB took too dominant a role in economic policy.

3. Recommendations

Based on the above findings, it was recommended that the resolutions
made by the Economic Cabinet needed approval (not mere acknowledgment) by
the Cabinet. 1In fact, the Cabinet should appoint its own committee, small
in size, consisting of economic ministers. The Secretary of the Cabinet
should serve as the secretary of the committee. This committee might set
up working groups or sub-committees drawing members from experts or
representatives from various agencies. At the present time, as the
Secretariat of the Cabinet lacks sufficiently skilled staff, the
secretarial staff of the Economic Cabinet might function on a joint
secretarial basis. On the one hand, the Secretariat of the Cabinet could
take care of meetings and follow-up on Economic Committee resolutions. On
the other hand, the NESDB could assist in preparing information and
analyzing decision alternatives. Adopting this recommendation would reduce
the Tlevel of political and bureaucratic hostility toward the NESDB. It
would also help the Economic Committee receive information, opinions, and
alternatives from various other sources.

In general, it is found that the most appropriate alternatives are
those which allow politicians and technocrats—academics to work in a
conducive environment. Both parties could work within their respective
domains. The politicians would make decisions while the technocrats-
academics proposed data, opinions, and alternatives as the bases for
decision. In this context the Economic Cabinet would continue to function
as a principal mechanism in the management and coordination of economic

policy.
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