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New Roles of the Thai Military: Readjusting for the 21st Century 

Introduction 
 With the ending of the Cold War in the early 1990s, profound changes in the 
international system have followed, many of which have important implications for the 
defence and security of states.  Such ending has also had domestic effects on the 
relationship between the state and civil society. It has brought about the need for 
countries to review their national strategies.  Many countries around the world were 
swept by the spread of the wave of democratization, of which has pulled down the 
authoritarian governments often ruled by the military.  This wave of democratization 
led to a redefinition of the military’s role in politics and society, often leading to a role 
reduction with the corresponding erosion of their political influence.   
  While the danger of major military confrontation has greatly lessened the 
possibility of competition, disputes over resources, borderlines and territorial claims, 
and over race, religion and environmental issues have increased.  The role of the 
military inevitably needs to be redefined to suit the era of the Post-Cold War and the 
ongoing new Millennium.  Many armed forces in the region saw a drastic decline of 
their external defence role, in part due to the weakened internal communist insurgency.  
New functions have to be found.  Not only their numbers reduced, but in many cases, 
there may need to relocate to other assignments.  In other words, they need to redirect 
their mission.  Among the new roles adopted for the military in the new millennium are 
peace keeping, disaster control and management, and activities associated with national 
development, often having seen only in militaries of developing countries. 
 As conflicts of all kinds are still there and intensifying day by day; for 
examples, the problems of a racial and religious conflict, demand for independence, 
territorial ownership claims, and international terrorism.  Thailand has to strengthen its 
armed forces to be used as a political bargaining power and to protect national interests.  
For that reason, Thai Armed Forces have been in the process of modernization to 
produce the best possible defence of the country by having the capability of meeting 
today’s and tomorrow’s challenges.  Moreover, drugs, transnational crimes, illegal 
immigrants and the destruction of natural resources are currently acute problems 
affecting national security.  All these have made the Thai Armed Forces inevitably 
readjust its roles and missions accordingly for a full support of tackling these issues. 
My presentation will address the new roles of the Thai military in the 21st century; 
particularly in the peacekeeping operations and anti-drug trafficking missions. 
 Since the establishment of a constitutional monarchy in Thailand in 1932, the 
military and the governmental bureaucracy have exercised control over the political 
arena.   During  the 1970s to 1980s, a struggle for power between civilian and military 
elites dominated the scene in Thai politics. When the new and  present Constitution 
widely known as the constitution of the people, being relatively different from the old 
ones in terms of its contents and structures, was promulgated in 1997 which resulted in 
the election in the year 2000, many observers of Thai politics see it as a sign of a new-
found confidence in political development. The national defence tasks for the Thai 
Armed Forces need to be readjusted to enhance security and survival of the nation in 
the new century. It has reestablished the status of its social relations. As the 
Constitution stipulates the role of the Armed Forces  as follows: “The Armed Forces 
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shall be employed in an armed conflict or a war, for the protection of the Institution of 
the Monarchy and the democratic system with the Monarch as Head of State, for 
suppressing or deterring rebellion and anarchy, for maintaining the security of the state 
and for national development.”  So the Thai Armed Forces have been arranged to 
coordinate and cooperate with international organizations, military and non-military 
types, in the strategy to support peace and stability in the region, and with other 
government agencies in the development of the country for the well-being of the 
people.  
 
 The Role the Thai Military in Peacekeeping Operations 
 First I would like to look at the state of peacekeeping today.  Thailand holds 
that the international use of military forces must have the sanction of the United 
Nations.  The United Nations is the only organization with the legitimacy and Charter 
authority to preserve international peace and security. Though  the elimination of 
superpower confrontation, conflict continues to threaten stability the international 
community and many countries continue to perceive the United Nations as their sole 
guarantor of peace and expect peace operations to relieve the nation sufferings . 
Peacekeeping is a key contribution to international security at a time of instability in 
certain part of the world. 
 The United Nations is currently being asked to perform a range of tasks in a 
variety of situations unlike any it faced during the Cold War.  Modern missions are 
more called peace operations, because they range from preventive deployment to peace 
enforcement to post-conflict peace building.  
 As peace operations have become more multifaceted, so has the traditional role 
of military forces in peacekeeping missions become more complex.  The nature of 
tasks performed by the military has evolved from supervising, patrolling and 
monitoring to include tasks which are shared with civilian personnel.  Some of these 
tasks include: 

- security and protection of local populations: 
- delivery and distribution of humanitarian aid: 
- reconstitution of local justice systems: 
- logistics support and restoration of civilian infrastructure: 
- management of refugees and displaced persons: 
-  public information and media relations: 
- providing armed escort for relief convoys: 
- enforcing sanctions: 
- election monitoring: 
- de-mining and mine clearance: 
- constitution of human rights protection offices. 
The military’s peacekeeping role has been endorsed by many countries,  

including Thailand. The Thai Armed Forces are developing toward international 
standard by following governmental policy of joining as a member of the United 
Nations’ s peacekeeping operations; for instance, by sending military observers to 
Kuwait(UNIKOM) and Sierra Leone(UNAMSIL) and  joining peacekeeping forces in 
East Timor (INTERFET and UNTAET) . 
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 The Thai Armed Forces have participated in UN peacekeeping as far back as 
April 1991 following the Iraq/Kuwait war.  A group of 7 Thai military officers were 
invited to participate in UN Iraq-Kuwait Observation Mission or UNIKOM.  They 
conducted their duties in the demilitarized zone along the borders of those two 
countries. 
 The next peacekeeping participation is the deployment of 50 officers to Iraq on 
September 1991 serving as UN Guard Contingent in Iraq or UNGCI.  After the end of 
Gulf War, UN set up the United Nations Suboffices and Humanitarian Center under the 
operations of humanitarian assistance along the borders of Iran-Iraq and Iraq-Turkey.  
UNGCI was later formed under those operations. 
 Next was Cambodia beginning February 1992.  After the civil-war in 
Cambodia had ceased in 1978, the UN established UN Advance Mission in Cambodia 
or UNAMIC to control the ceasefire among the warring factions.  A contingent of 705 
Thai military engineers were dispatched to join in UNAMIC.  Their responsibilities 
were to de –mine landmines and rebuild bridges, roads and other infrastructures in 
Cambodia. 
 In July 1998, the UN set up UN Observer Mission in Sierra Leone or 
UNOMSIL and invited Thailand to participate with other 12 member countries.  The 
Thai Armed Forces dispatched 5 officers to serve UNOMSIL, later changed to 
UNAMSIL, in Sierra Leone. 
 The next significant UN peacekeeping involvement is the dispatch of a 
contingent to East Timor. As a result of the unrest in East Timor after the people voted 
in a referendum to seek independence from Indonesia, the UN Security Council 
authorized a multinational force to maintain peace in East Timor.  Thailand received 
requests to provide troops to take part in this operation.  On 5th October 1999, the 
Cabinet authorized the Ministry of Defence to send a force of 1,581 personnel, 
complete with weapons and equipment, to join INTERFET in East Timor.  After the 
general elections in East Timor, INTERFET was transformed to be UN Transitional 
Authority in East Timor or UNTAET.  In the current second phase of peace operations 
in East Timor, the Thai Armed Forces, as requested by the UN, dispatched a force of 
925 personnel to participate in the UNTAET. The Thai Armed Forces have clearly 
shown its willingness to support the restoration of peace and order in accordance with 
the mandate of the UN. 
 As stated above, the Thai military has been participating in the United Nations 
peacekeeping operations. To enhance such commitment, the Supreme Command 
Headquarters has established a new division under the supervision of the Directorate of 
Joint Operations called “the Division of Operations for Peace” to perform activities 
pertaining to peacekeeping operations and military operations other than war upon the 
government mandate. 
 The Operations for Peace Division’s scope of responsibility and major duties 
are as follows: 

1. To plan, direct, coordinate, control and supervise training and exercises 
relating to peace operations and military operations other war, such as de-
mining, humanitarian and disaster relief, resources and environment 
preservation, and human rights protection. 
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2.  To prepare and propose plans, projects and budgets on peace operations 
training in accordance with the curriculum imposed by the United Nations. 

3. To plan , direct, coordinate, control, supervise and conduct the force 
deployment in order to support the United Nations peacekeeping operations 
missions. 

4. To collect and analyze data, and formulate the peace operations doctrine for 
the Thai Armed Forces. 

5. To monitor and evaluate on the operations of the Thai military 
peacekeeping forces, both inside and outside the country. 

6. To coordinate and cooperate with the relevant public and private agencies 
on peacekeeping activities. 

7. To serve as the centre of peacekeeping operations studies and training. 
  The Thai military has attempted to perform peace operations and military other 
than war operations with its utmost ability to support and sustain peace and stability of 
the region and the world at large. 
 

The Role of Thai Military in Anti-Drug Trafficking Missions 
It is important to note that domestic problems can spill over beyond  

national borders. Today new and unconventional threats to national security are not 
based on an ability to seize territory or defeat military forces.  Rather they may bypass 
military forces to directly threaten the basic political, economic and social fabric upon 
which the stability and prosperity and therefore security of a nation are based.  That 
these threats may bypass traditional military structures does not mean that defence 
establishments cannot play important roles in meeting these challenges.  
 Today narcotics is an issue with serious impacts on national security. Southeast 
Asia is the world’s leading region for poppy cultivation and heroin production, 
particularly within the Golden Triangle nations of Myanmar, Laos and Thailand.  The 
illicit drug trade has a direct impact on domestic security and social stability in 
Thailand.  So, the Thai authorities now face a great challenge in meeting the immediate 
and serious threat to national security posed by a flood of illicit narcotics from 
neighbouring country. 
 Tension along Thailand’s northern border with Myanmar has been building 
over the past two years.  The main cause has been a flood of narcotics produced in 
Myanmar by the United Wa State Army(UWSA) a 20,000- strong insurgent group that 
since 1989 has held a ceasefire pact with the Myanmar military regime.  Since the mid-
1990s, UWSA has diversified its narcotics interests from heroin into lucrative 
methamphetamine trafficking.  Production of methamphetamine tablets intended 
primarily for the Thai market has risen rapidly from around 200 million tablets in 1999 
to an estimate of some 600 million this year.  Since last year, the cross-border drugs 
flow has been defined by the Thai Armed Forces and government as the nation’s 
foremost security threat. 
 The narcotics problem has spread throughout Thai community, especially into 
schools.  A large number of youths, the main force of the country, have been drawn 
into the vicious circle, as seen by the statistics of methamphetamine arrests. During 
January and February 2001, about 15 million methamphetamine tablets had been 
seized by the Thai authorities. Besides, the problem has implications on the economic 



 

 5

and social structures. Therefore, there is a need for cooperation from all concerned, in 
both the public and private sectors, to address the problem. 
 At the national level, the Narcotics Control Board, chaired by the prime 
minister, has been assigned as the core unit involved in the counter-drug policies 
formulation, and having the Office of the Narcotics Control Board as the secretariat.  
To support the detection, disruption and deterrence of drug trafficking, the Government 
established the Counter-narcotics Operations Committee as the coordinating unit 
having Interior Minister as chairman, and permanent secretaries and directors-general 
of government agencies as well as Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces as 
committee members.   
 In the action plans to encounter the drug-related threat till the end of fiscal year 
2002, the Thai military has cooperated with other government agencies in 6 major 
programs. The military is a major government tool responsible for the program of 
narcotics interdiction both along the borders and coastal areas.  The other 5 programs 
are drug control in local areas; drug prevention; drug suppression; treatment and 
rehabilitation of drug addicts; and prevention and deterrence of drug in educational 
institutions. 

His Majesty the King is so concerned about the drugs problem and has thus 
assigned the Thai Armed Forces the task of drug prevention and suppression.  The 
Supreme Command therefore makes it an urgent policy to every unit the duty of drug 
prevention and suppression and has set up a coordination unit for this purpose. This is 
mainly an operation of prevention, treatment and rehabilitation of drug addicts both 
inside and outside military units.  It is as well a complementary to other directly 
responsible agencies.  The Supreme Command also makes it a policy prohibiting 
military personnel and their families to get involved in narcotics. 
 Due to the aforementioned need and objectives, the Supreme Command 
Headquarters has upgraded Supreme Command Narcotics Control Coordination Center 
to Supreme Command Narcotics Control Coordination Committee, of which has 
Deputy Supreme Commander as the chairman, and set up a Joint Operations Center 
108 (JOC 108) in the Joint Operations Center, Supreme Command Headquarters, to 
coordinate narcotics control activities of all agencies in the Ministry of Defence.  JOC 
108’s main drug control projects are drug control psychological operations and public 
relations project responsible by the Directorate of Joint Civil Affairs, drug control 
rehabilitation project responsible by the Armed Forces Development Command, and  
Supreme Command’s drug control psychological operations and public relations 
project for 2001.  
 At the present, , as far as the narcotics suppression operations are concerned,  
JOC 108 has the  responsibility and duties as follows: 

1. To plan, direct, coordinate, supervise, and propose policies pertaining to 
drug control, addictive plant control, public awareness against drug 
producers, traffickers, and users as well as treatment and rehabilitation of 
drug addicts, in and outside military units. 

2.  To supervise drug control operations in compliance with the policies of the 
Ministry of Defence’s Narcotics Control Coordination Committee. 

3.   To prepare and collect programs and projects on drugs control in the 
Supreme Command and the Services. 
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4.   To seek cooperation and assistance from the public and private sectors, 
including NGOs in and outside the country in support of drug control 
activities. 

5.   To coordinate and cooperate with the public and private agencies on 
intelligence activities pertaining to narcotics prevention and suppression as 
well as the treatment of drug addicts. 

6.   To initiate public relations campaign in and outside military units to create 
public awareness of the danger of drugs, including the launch of offensive 
psychological operations. 

7. To coordinate and implement measures on the treatment and rehabilitation 
of drug addicts in and outside military units. 

8.  To monitor, evaluate and report on narcotics prevention and suppression. 
9.  To serve as the Secretariat of Supreme Command Narcotics Control 

Coordination Committee. 
   In addition to JOC 108, Thai government also assigned the internal security 
operations command or ISOC, a potential organization combining the military, police 
and civilian forces responsible for coping with the internal security problems, taking 
part in prevention and suppression narcotics. 
  As operating units for nationwide drug suppression and prevention efforts, the 
Army has set up Army Narcotics Control Centre and its branches as the coordination 
centre in the north and northeast of the country. And it is the same for the Navy and the 
Air Force. 
  In addition, the Army’s Pha Muang Task Force has been established to assume 
an aggressive lead role in border narcotics interdiction backed by the Border Patrol 
Police and civil police force.  With training assistance from the USA, a joint anti-
narcotics task force composed of three RTA light infantry companies and one Border 
Patrol Police company is being formed.  The task force is due to become operational 
from September 2001 and is likely to liaise closely with US agencies involved in 
narcotics intelligence. 
 Other past activities involving in the drug control conducted by the Armed 
Forces are: for examples,  use military units in the Supreme Command and the Services 
as the treatment and rehabilitation centres for drug addicts; establish the foundation for 
the treatment and rehabilitation of narcotics addicts, of which the Supreme Commander 
is the president; interdict narcotics smuggling along the border areas; cooperate with 
the ISOC and the Interior Ministry in reinforcing the border-area villages’ security; and 
launch  public relations campaign through mass media to inject public awareness of the 
danger of drugs to the social and economic structures, and security of the nation.   
 We may say that the Armed Forces success in drug control support as seen 
today is due to the cooperation among personnel of the Supreme Command  and units 
of the Army, the Navy and the Air  Force in activities of prevention, suppression, 
treatment  and rehabilitation. 
 At present the Thai military has attempted to carry out the anti-drug trafficking 
missions with its utmost ability.  The Thai military, in cooperation with other 
government agencies, has enhanced various capabilities in order to efficiently cope 
with the drugs problem.   
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Conclusions 
Nowadays the world has gradually changed itself into a multi-faceted  

social structure with political democracy and capitalistic market economy. The trends 
in Thai society have made Thai military to endeavor to becoming more and more 
professional, scientific and rational organization in efforts to safeguard the national 
security.  

Besides using military force in national defence to maintain national  
security , the Thai military has made contributions in the modernization process by 
active participation in social, economic, cultural and political areas.  The Thai Armed 
Forces have used troops in national development, in cooperate with civilian agencies, 
especially in implementing Royal projects and national security development projects 
including the establishment of Defence Ministry Public Relief Centre. The military has 
participated in the rescue operation in time of natural disasters and accidents. The Thai 
military, similarly to the military organizations in many developing countries, has the 
manpower, equipment, command system and communications equipment to deal with 
such crisis. 
 We may say that in the 21st century the Thai military is increasingly playing its 
role in multi-national peace support operations.  Peacekeeping is in the national 
interests to the preservation of international peace and security.  In addition the Thai 
Armed Forces have performed its function in national development for security in 
cooperate with civilian agencies to overcome poverty and enhance well-being of the 
people.    
 In other words, the 21st century environment and the wave of globalization have 
brought the relative peace, stability and prosperity to the region, but it also created new 
challenges to the armed forces.  Among them are the redefinition of the role of the 
military, necessarily involving a reduction of the military’s role in politics and an 
increasingly active participation in the national development.  
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