THa1 OpPosiTION PARTY WINS INITIAL ELECTORAL SKIRMISH

The government has lost the
opening round 1n _1ts CISCTOTAL
test of strenqth with opposition
&leme » but the setback may
cause complacent Thai leaders to
step up preparations for next
"year's legislative elections.

The opposition Democratic
Party took 22 of 24 seats in the
voting on I September for the
Bangkok municipal assembly. Three
recognized government slates man-
aged to elect only one progovern-
ment candidate. The election,
the first meaningful one in Thai-
land 1n ten years, was orderily
and.relatrivelv clean, althougl
some cases of government chican-
ery were reported.

Widely interpreted as an im-
‘portant political baromcler, 1hin

r ve a significant
tions scheduled ftor early nexf
Yyear. The Democrats, the only
nationwide opposition party cur-
rently active, came out of the
election substantially strength-
ened. Out of the limelight for
ten years and weakened by the
recent death of their leading
public figure, the Democrats
needed the psychological boost
that the Bangkok victory gave
themn. -

Although the Democrats' show-
ing may also attract some other
antigovernment elements to rally
behind thEIT PaNmcr, ey Ve
16ngWay to go before they can B
eXpect tO THallenge the govern-
ment with any chapce of siccess
next vear. The party does not
appear to have much foll)owlng—in

the gountryside, and it is clear

that the Bangkok vote reflects the
iOdecTsivoness and comp lacency of
progovernment forces as much as

it does Democratic strength.

The election is a major dis-
appointment to those elements
within the government who had hoped
that a Democratic Party defeat in
Bangkok, its traditional area of
strength, would clear the way for
an easy government victory in the
legislative elections. Moreover,
the setback in Bangkok represents
a_repudiation of the municipal
leadership that has been asso-
ciated with Deputy PTITE Minister
Praphat "and hence 1s a particu-
larEy bitter pill for the govern-
ment faction centered around
Praphat. )

One consequence of the elec-
tion will be to strengthen the
hand of Prime Minister Thanom in
the factional wrangling with Praphat.
The deputy prime minister is the
only Thai leader actively organ-
izing a political apparatus in the
countryside, however, and he will
have to play a key role in estab-
lishing a unified government party.

'Although the turnout in the
Bangkok election was low and local
issues were important, the voting '
does suggest that there may be
more antigovernment sentiment
in the country than has been recog-
nized heretofore. The election |
results indicate that the govern-
ment will have to put aside its
squabbling and marshal its con-
siderable resources to guarantee

a clearcut' victory in next year's
leiislative elections.
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