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Summary of the forum

“Krung Rattanakosin:
Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow”

27 May 2011at the Siam Society
A Siamese Heritage Protection Program Event

A Siamese Heritage Protection Program
to Commemorate
the 84th Royal Birthday Anniversary of
His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej
Patron of The Siam Society
Under Royal Patronage
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The Future of Krung Rattanakosin

On 27 May 2011, The Siam Society launched the
Siamese Heritage Protection Program’s series of
forums targeting key issues of cultural heritage
protection policy. This first forum was entitled
“Krung Rattanakosin: Yesterday, Today, and
Tomorrow”. Krung Rattanakosin was selected for
the kick-off event as it has one of the most vibrant
and diverse cultural landscapes of all the ‘historical
cities” of Asia, but at the same time presents many
complex conservation and development issues
involving different stakeholders, some of whom
view the issues in very different ways.

The Siamese Heritage Protection Program is deeply
grateful to the expert panelists and moderator who
expressed their views in the discussion. Based on
detailed recording of the proceedings, the Program
Steering Committee has produced this booklet
summary of the major points that emerged in the
discussions. There were points of disagreement and
differences of emphasis between panelists, but the
summary in the pages that follow narrates the
highlights that emerged from the discussion, without
attribution to individual speakers. Anyone interested
in exploring in greater depth the views of each
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member of the panel may find the detailed
discussion notes on the program web site
www.siamese-heritage.org . In addition, the key-note
speech in Thai of the Society’s Vice-President,

Dr. Wissanu Krea-ngam, providing historical
perspective on Krung Rattanakosin, can be found at
the mentioned website. The Program Steering
Committee would like to express its thanks to
Society member, Khun Visanu Euarchukiati, for his
dedicated work in producing this summary of the
proceedings in both Thai and English languages.

Based on review of the proceedings and on
observations during the study tour of the Kadeejin
Community that was conducted in connection with
the forum, the Steering Committee has come to
certain conclusions and recommendations regarding
Krung Rattanakosin Conservation and
Development:

e The interest and value of Krung
Rattanakosin old city stems from its:
= Historical significance over more
than two centuries;
= Palaces, temples, mosques,
government buildings, boulevards,
and other major public monuments;


http://www.siamese-heritage.org/
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= Mosaic of living communities, each
with its own distinctive ethnic
origins, economic and social niches,
traditions, and vernacular
architectures; and
= Architectural contradictions and
conflicts of Chinese shop houses,
Thai temples, colonial style offices,
and European baroque public spaces,
all within close proximity to each,
revealing a fascinating historic city
that was built in part by royal design,
but which in other parts grew through
a spontaneous process of organic
grassroots evolution.
In the past, official Krung Rattanakosin
conservation work has focused principally on
the public monuments, and has given less
importance to the conservation of vernacular
architecture, to the diversity and integrity of
living communities, and to the preservation
of intangible culture. In fact, the glory of
Krung Rattanakosin and its true value lies in
the combination of grand public monuments
and spaces, both religious and secular, and
the colorful life of local communities that
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combine traditional and modern life styles
within historic neighborhoods.

To fully take into account the community,
vernacular, and intangible aspects of Krung
Rattanakosin, any further conservation and
development of the historic city should
proceed only based on a detailed and
meticulous cultural landscape mapping, done
to the standards of international best practice.
While all stakeholders agree on the
importance of community participation in the
conservation and development process, there
are different views as to how well this
participation has worked in the past and
should work in the future, as evidenced by
the conflict that has simmered in the Pom
Mahakaan community. Clear guidelines for
community participation and for conflict
reso-lution, giving due regard to the
legitimate interests of all stakeholders, need
to be agreed upon.

There have been many plans for the
development of Krung Rattanakosin over
previous decades, not one of which has been
more than partially implemented. A holistic
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vision of what Krung Rattanakosin should
look like in the year 2032, which marks the
250" anniversary of the founding of the city,
should be agreed upon by all stakeholders,
together with a detailed implementation plan
based on the cultural landscape mapping
recommended above. This vision and plan
would define the heritage value of Krung
Rattanakosin that is to be conserved, and
balance that conservation effort against the
needs of each community to evolve in a
natural fashion that accommodates a modern
life style.

Part of the reason for past failure of attempts
to plan for the future of Krung Rattanakosin
stem from the multiple overlapping
government, royal and clerical jurisdictions
over the area, which make coordination
difficult. The establishment of the
Committee for Development and
Conservation of Krung Rattanakosin and Old
Town in 1998 under the Office of the Prime
Minister does not appear to have contributed
to solution of the problem. It isrecommended
that the role and composition of that
Committee should be revamped, or that the
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Committee should be replaced by some other
more effective coordinating mechanism.

The urgency for development of a new
Rattanakosin plan is accentuated by the
movement of large government ministries
out of Rattanako-sin, which will leave the
surrounding communities bereft of a
principal source of their livelihood,
endangering their way of life and also that of
the large monastic communities that depend
on them.

Tourism is an important component of any
heritage conservation plan, but should not be
the driving motivation underlying that plan.
The heritage of Krung Rattanakosin should
be conserved for Thai people, not for
tourists. Proposals made to attract tourists,
such as the “Bangkok Eye” project or
sanitized riverside promenades, risk
undermining the historical authenticity of the
neighborhoods, and will result in both
degraded heritage and an unsatisfactory
tourist experience.
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The above conclusions and recommendations are the
sole responsibility of the Steering Committee of the
Siamese Heritage Protection Program, and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Siam Society, its
patrons, Council, or members, or of the members of
the Krung Rattanakosin forum panel.
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The Siam Society President, Bilaibhan Sampatisiri,
gave a welcome speech. Siam Society Vice
President, Dr. Wissanu Krea-ngam delivered the
key-note speech launching the Siamese Heritage
Protection Program.

Forum participants were:

1.

Dr. Worrasit Tantinipankul — Instructor at
the School of Architecture and Design at
King Mongkut’s Institute of Technology in
Thonburi

Khunpol Prompaet — Deputy Director of
BMA’s Department of City Planning
Kemtat Visavayodhin — Senior Head of
Conservation Management Department,
Crown Property Bureau

Montira Horayangura Unakul — Cultural
Expert, UNESCO

Dr. Yongtanit Pimonsathean — President of
ICOMOS Thailand

Orasri Silpi — President of Bang Lamphu
Community

The discussion was moderated by Suparp
Khleekhajai, an independent mass communicator.
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Welcome speech by
Siam Society President,

Bilaibhan Sampatisiri

Forum speakers, moderator, and everyone in the
audience, it is my honour to give the opening speech
to the “Krung Rattanakosin: Yesterday, Today, and
Tomorrow” forum, the first in a series of activities
by the Siamese Heritage Protection Program on the
auspicious occasion of the 84th Birthday of H.M.
The King, the Royal Patron of the Siam Society.

Have you ever asked yourself about the things that
we admire that are the sources of our national pride,
and how they came to be what they are today? They
were created and preserved by our forebears, for us
in turn to pass on to posterity.

Had we allowed culture to precede politics, Phrea
Vihear would not have become such a distraction.
Thailand would be well known for things other than
food or prostitutes. We would have wished for a
government that takes on cultural issues sincerely, a
government that thinks creatively, leading to the
kind of knowledge which brings friendship, as stated
in our Society’s motto.
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As the nation's oldest cultural institute, it is the duty
of The Siam Society, just as it has always been for
the past 107 years, to take the intellectual lead and
stir up creative discussions, gaining more wisdom in
the process.

The topic of today's discussion is about the
conservation and development of old Rattanakosin.
This area already has many projects in the pipeline.
What are we doing to it? It is tempting to speculate
whether our children and grandchildren will see this
area just as we see it today. Siam Society would like
to call the attention of all Thai people, from all
walks of life, all ages, whatever your social position,
to give thought to it. We can bring change to
society, create awareness for conservation, revive
the people’s bonds to their localities, instilling love
and pride in their strong roots, and in the
universality of the Thai people.

For Siam Society, I thank all speakers and the
moderator, as well as journalists who took the time
to come to help protect our Siamese heritage
together. Thanks to Foto United Gallery who
provided the Rattanakosin pictures exhibition.
Special thanks are due to our main sponsors: Post
Publishing Company Limited and Thanachart Bank.
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Finally, I hope to see the Siamese Heritage
Protection Program becoming the start of a
cooperation that enables us to protect and preserve
our national identity, so that it can be passed on to
future generations.

The meaning of Krung Rattanakosin

The definition of Krung Rattanakosin in this
discussion is the 5.8-square kilometer area bounded
on one side by Ong Ang canal—inner and middle
sections—and on the other side by the western
boundary in Thon Buri. The currently disused term
“Rattanakosin Island” denoted this same area.

Yesterday

Krung Rattanakosin became the capital of Siam
when King Rama | decided to relocate across the
river from Thon Buri to the east bank of the Chao
Phraya River. The new location was considered
more convenient for transportation and future
expansions. City walls, forts and battlements were
built along the newly dug city moats.

One important mission for the new capital was to
revive the people's morale after decades of war with
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Burma. The former capital, Ayutthaya, was
effectively rebuilt in Rattanaskosin. As old familiar
names—Phukhao Thong, Khlong Maha Nak, etc.—
were given to places in the new city, Ayutthaya
reincarnated in Bangkok. With the return of
confidence, the city prospered.

The city was even more populated in the reign of
King Rama Il. Expansion enlarged the city's
boundary to present day Nang Loeng, Ananta-

samakhom Throne Hall and Hua Lamphong. King
Rama IV added New Road. Outside the city wall,
Silom Road was constructed. Then King Rama V
suggested that his family members and members of
the nobility make merit by building bridges and
roads, attracting even more people to the city. The
population increased, but was still manageable
during the reigns of Kings Rama VI and Rama VII.

Fifty years after the inauguration of Krung
Rattanakosin, Bishop Pallegoix wrote of a Bangkok
that thrived on both sides of the river, where
occasional spires of mosques, pagodas and churches
shot above the horizons. Houses and buildings were
no taller than two storeys. European, Chinese and
Indian architectures were to be found everywhere.
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The wide roads saw very few vehicles, but in the
river there were around a thousand boathouses. It
was quite a welcoming city.

When Krung Rattanakosin was 150 years old,
during the reign of King Rama VI, another
westerner wrote of this Venice of the Orient that it
could rival Shanghai, Saigon and many European
cities.

Thai people preferred to live in floating houses or in
orchards, to always be near the water. Houses were
built on stilts which had the advantage of getting
their grounds completely cleansed after each annual
flood. The Thais started living on land, in western-
style buildings, in the shophouses which were first
built in Tha Chang, Na Phra Lan and Tha Tian.

Today
Boundary and conservation

In the 5.8 square kilometres area of Krung
Rattanakosin, there are 30 royal temples, 16
temples, 3 mosques and a church. Most plots belong
to Crown Property Bureau, followed by royal
temples and Bangkok Metropolitan Administration
(BMA) who look after public utilities.
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Conservation effort for such a large area requires
proper planning. The first plan was the result of a
Krung Rattanakosin Development Plan contest in
1982, which evolved into the Krung Rattanakosin
Conservation and Development Plan of 1992. The
plan defined 20 projects and spawned 12 subplans.
Only 2 subplans were successfully completed, and
only with the help of local communities.

The public sector first initiated Krung Rattanakosin
conservation and development activities on 30
September 1976 when the Interior Ministry set up a
Committee for the Conservation of Structures with
Historic, Literary or Artistic Significance in
Bangkok Metropolitan Area. The committee had
three primary duties: to conserve Rattanakosin
Island, improve the Royal Plaza and regulate new
buildings that may deface Rattanakosin Island. The
committee later became Krung Rattanakosin Project
Committee.

According to a Cabinet Resolution, all government
buildings to be constructed within the 5.8 sg. Km.
area must obtain approval from the Krung
Rattanakosin Project Committee, which has the
power to request Bureau of the Budget for
construction budget cancellation.
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The cabinet resolution also required that buildings
which no longer serve the needs of occupying
agencies, or reaching the end of contracts, be
vacated. Such agencies should move out of Krung
Rattanakosin. The vacated areas will be used for
different appropriate purposes, e.g., a riverside park
or a museum. Old BMA office complex will become
a ceremonial city hall and a museum.

Krung Rattanakosin conservation and development
plan comes from the old Krung Rattanakosin Project
Committee, which is now Committee for
Development and Conservation of Krung
Rattanakosin and Old Town headed by a deputy
prime minister. One of the committee’s duties is to
examine government building projects which are not
regulated by BMA’s authority. Non-government
buildings are regulated by BMA to limit their
heights to 10 metres. The Committee Secretariat is
the Office of Natural Resources and Environmental
Policy and Planning, which contracts out to
architecture faculties in universities and private
companies to do the work.

In Bangkok city plan, Krung Rattanakosin is the
inner zone of six zones of Bangkok. BMA has kept
large retailers, factories and tall commercial
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buildings out of this inner zone, with exceptions in
Bang Lamphu and Wang Burapha. There is a plan to
place stations on the MRTA blue line from Hua
Lamphong to Thon Buri at Chaloem Krung and Wat
Ratchabophit school.

Landscape improvements

BMA has implemented many landscape
improvement projects in Krung Rattanakosin, such
as the refurbishment of Santi Chai Prakan Park, with
cooperation from local community. Improvements
made to Ratcha-damnoen Avenue include Maha
Chetsada Bodin Plaza, with cooperation from Crown
Property Bureau, and the area around old Public
Relations Department ground which now belongs to
the Treasury Department, but the controversial issue
of creating a park in the Pom Mahakan fort is still
unresolved. Waste water is now treated before
discharge into the canals, and may be used to water
street plants in some areas.

As for the buildings along Ratchadamnoen Avenue
belonging to Crown Property Bureau, all tenants’
55-year contracts have expired in 2003 and the
Bureau has itself undertaken the refurbishment of
these buildings. There are plans to add more access
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roads to surrounding communities, to build an
underground crossing and to locate an MRTA
station that will run along the Avenue.

Other showpieces of the Bureau are the renovations
of shophouses on Na Phralan Road and, with
cooperation from BMA, the old Department of
Internal Trade across the river from Royal Thai
Navy Convention Hall, giving an unobstructed view
of the Royal Palace and Wat Pho from Thon Buri
side for the first time.

There are many other agencies which own and look
after old buildings in Krung Rattanakosin. Local
communities and land owners in the area are also
helping with the effort.

Local communities

Many communities in Krung Rattanakosin are
currently active in conservation work and landscape
improvements that help improve quality of life in
the communities. On the other hand, the Krung
Rattanakosin conservation and development plan is
highly top-down by nature, as no input from
communities was ever gathered. Since in Thailand
today official plan is not adequately responsive to
social changes, there is no officially recognised
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community participation in the preparation of these
plans.

Hence, Krung Rattanakosin may become somewhat
of a ghost town in the near future due to the
dispersal of government offices to make way for
tourism. The fact that Krung Rattanakosin
communities depended on those government offices
for their livelihoods was not considered. Making
Krung Rattanakosin beautiful does not have to mean
moving people out of the area.

An example of community activism can be found in
Bang Lamphu. The community fought to preserve
Khuru Sapha printing house from demolition by
Treasury Department. The ground was to be turned
into a new park, but the area was already about to
get Santi Chai Prakan park. Negotiations between
Bang Lamphu community, Fine Arts Department
and Treasury Department ended the demolition and
the building was saved.

Bang Lamphu community even tries to improve its
own environment. However, the effort to revive
Bang Lamphu canal with EM solution failed
because the canal was too clogged up. The
community also discovered that the riverside walk
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way behind FAO office had been occupied by
squatters and eviction was not possible.

Many other communities in Krung Rattanakosin
have developed and started their own conservation
activities such as Wat Suwannaram market
community—with help from Crown Property
Bureau—and early Krung Rattanakosin
communities of Ban Mo, Ban Bat and Ban Khamin.

Tomorrow

Krung Rattanakosin conservation is a matter that
requires cooperation from all sectors, from
government down to community level.

An example of a cooperative effort that may bear
fruit in the future is the joint project of the Fine Arts
Department and BMA, proposing that an area
around the banks of the Chao Phraya River—from
Wasukri pier to Memorial Bridge (Saphan Phut)—
be inscribed as a world heritage site.

Flooding remains a challenge for Krung
Rattanakosin. Long term flood prevention must take
conservation into account. The world heritage
proposal for Krung Rattanakosin includes flood
walls that will have gaps because of landscape
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consideration. BMA will fill these gaps with sand
bags when required.

There will be many more development projects with
cooperation from all sectors coming before the 250™
anniversary of Krung Rattanakosin in 2032.

Principles and recommendations

Managing Krung Rattanakosin is more than
renovating buildings. All aspects of the area must be
considered under the management plan, but with
proper environmental regulations, for a better
quality of life for inhabitants and visitors alike.

Krung Rattanakosin should be viewed as more than
a cluster of tourism sites with buildings and
monuments. Major monuments are our advertised
attractions that lure visitors to the area for the first
time, but what the tourists come for on their second
visits are the lives of the people, the activities they
engage in, and the items of everyday life that
provide color and character to the neighborhood.
The beauty of the living culture of a community lies
in diversity and conflict of everyday life and
ordinary buildings.
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Physical structures are containers of living human
activities. Conservation is therefore more than
preserving edifices, because it also means allowing
the neighbour—hoods, upholders of intangible
heritage, to carry on happily and sustainably.
Gaining understanding of these conservation issues
IS an urgent priority today.

Public participation is needed as a balance against
domination by the government, which must itself
have a clear, firm and consistently sustained policy.
There should also be cooperation from private
corporations and academic institutions.

The integration-oriented concept has been used in
the Chao Phraya Banks Cultural Landscape
proposal, a world heritage historic urban landscape
proposal to UNESCO by Fine Arts Department and
BMA. The landscape is seen as an integrated entity
of temples, monuments and people, along with their
ways of life, in the communities that actually are
living in the landscape.

The conservation planner must be clear on the object
being conserved and know its history. If the object is
a building, its archeological data must be collected,
its architectural, economic, cultural and social
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significance assessed. The conservation must be
carried out with a standard that is universally
acceptable. Rules and regulations must be flexible
enough to accommaodate local circumstances. The
planner should take a holistic view of the project.

A cultural landscape management strategy can take
many approaches, and should not depend on
tourism. Tourists are transient by nature, hence a
sustainable solution for Krung Rattanakosin must be
something other than solely tourism, which can
bring its own problems and unanticipated risks. A
better solution may be encouraging the people to
manage their own communities, a practice that has
been successful in other countries.

The world economy is transforming into a
knowledge economy, a subset of which is creative
economy. The revival of local communities in
Krung Rattanakosin should look into creative
economy as a starting point.

The communities themselves must find their own
excellence while striking a balance in their
interactions with the government. A case where a
community decided that one government building is
significant to the community, but the community
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cannot control the fate of that building, would point
to a rigid application of top down regulations;
conservation thus becomes an unwanted burden,
value a forced proposition. Concrete examples are
the culturally significant Khuru Sapha printing
house and the Supreme Court complex, which had
not reached the age of statutory ancient monument
status and were therefore due for demolitions prior
to community protests.
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