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Sweeping vendors off Bangkok streets

City officials say pavements are for public use but move may cost capital its vibrancy
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Tan Hui Yee Thailand Correspondent In Bangkok



The food carts are disappearing. So are the street-corner cobblers, sidewalk tailors and other vendors that make treading Bangkok's pavements both an adventure

and a chore.

City officials, buttressed by a military government vowing to restore order in Thai society, have cleared out some of Bangkok's most famous nodes of street life.

They plan to expand these efforts in the coming months, raising fears that the vibrancy would be sucked out of the capital of some 10 million people.

At the heart of Bangkok's shopping district, the vendors' carts that reduced foot traffic to a crawl under Siam skytrain station have disappeared. Heavy, yellow

barriers now line the wide, empty pavements in front of glitzy shopfronts, while enforcement officers keep a nightly vigil to deter hawkers from returning.

 

Behind the walls of the historic Mahakan Fort in Bangkok (above) is a community conservationists are trying to preserve. Mr Teerachai Prachuapsuk, 52, who lives in a
shack there, says his ancestors were servants of officials who were granted the right to live there. He says he has lived in the area since his birth. ST PHOTO: TAN HUI YEE
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Near Chao Phraya River, where chrysanthemums and jasmine flowers piled on pavements used to perfume the streets at Pak Khlong market, shoppers now walk

alongside deliverymen with little obstruction.

Meanwhile, long-time residents living behind the walls

of the historic Mahakan Fort are locked in a battle of

wills with the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration

(BMA), which tore down 12 houses in the community

last year.

To the city officials, their owners are squatters in the

way of plans to erect a park around the monument. But

conservationists are calling for the community and

valuable traditional homes within the walls to be

preserved.

"The pavement is for pedestrians, for the public," Dr Vallop Suwandee, the BMA's head adviser, tells The Straits Times. "The pavement is not for private use."

He concedes that the BMA's slow-moving efforts to clear public spaces of illegal occupants gathered pace only recently under the military administration, which

was installed after a May 2014 coup and is expected to remain in power for at least a year more - pending the reintroduction of elections.

SOME AFFECTED AREAS

Siam Square

The stretch of sidewalk near Chualongkorn University used to be crammed with stalls selling food, clothing and knick-knacks.

Sukhumvit Road near Nana skytrain station

Fake branded clothing, pirated DVDs and knick-knacks used to be sold here at night.

Silom night market

Another night market near the infamous Patpong red-light district

Pak Khlong flower market

Pavement vendors by this flower and garland hub have been moved indoors.

Khlong Thom market

The erstwhile sprawling flea market has now been scaled down to improve traffic flow.

Saphan Lek

Many vendors have moved from a warren of gaming and toy shops there into a nearby shopping centre.

In the meantime, the BMA - whose governor is, under normal circumstances, elected - need not worry about upsetting potential voters.

Elsewhere, the military government has demolished resorts that have encroached on public forests, and also removed illegally built bars and restaurants from

public beaches.

But Dr Vallop stresses that the Bangkok clean-up is not the junta's initiative. "It did not order the City Hall to clear the pavements."

Asked if it would cause Bangkok to lose its allure as a destination for tourists, he says: "We have to weigh the income from tourism against public inconvenience…

Not all tourists like jammed pavements."

Observers accuse the BMA of looking after the interests of middle-class residents at the expense of the poor. It is on the streets, after all, where small-time

hawkers make a living, and where quick meals can be had for 20 baht (80 Singapore cents) or 30 baht.

In the case of Khlong Thom market, a sprawling flea market near Bangkok's Chinatown which was reined in as well, it was also where some of the cheapest

products could be found.

"Many Bangkok residents don't buy food or do other activities on the pavements any more," points out Dr Nattapong Punnoi, an urban planner at Chulalongkorn

University. "Many of them use cars, and connect from their home to their office, or to the mall," he adds.

It is this group of people who are most supportive of the removal of vendors from the pavements.

PUBLIC PAVEMENT

The pavement is for pedestrians, for the public... The pavement is not for private use.

DR VALLOP SUWANDEE, the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration's head adviser.



 



 

Over at Mahakan Fort, where the land-use tussle spans several decades and involves compensation payments already paid out, residents are both wary and

resentful.

"Poor people live here. Those who have money have moved away," says 70-year-old Somjai Kanjana, who has been living there all her life.

The effort to clear public spaces, she adds, is "good for people who have a choice, like those in the middle class".

The BMA says that it has tried to find alternative business venues for low-income vendors.

Property owners tell The Straits Times they are waiting for larger-scale redevelopment plans before sprucing up their own premises. But longer-term plans have

not been forthcoming.

At Saphan Lek, a warren of gaming and toy shops has been cleared since late 2015 but the area has yet to be redeveloped. Only newly paved paths and planter

boxes line the area's canal.

In the meantime, Dr Vallop says the BMA is now eyeing Yaowarat - Bangkok's Chinatown - as well as the backpackers' district of Khao San Road next for a clean-

up.

It may not involve the wholesale removal of street stalls, he stresses. It could instead involve a commitment by vendors to meet a certain hygiene standard, or a

relocation of street carts from the main road to side streets.

Dr Nattapong thinks city officials should spend just as much effort redesigning public spaces to meet the future needs of the increasingly crowded city.

"It's time to make new rules for Bangkok about using public space," he says. "I don't think just clearing it is the best answer." The critical thing is figuring out how to

"return it to the Bangkok people".

BEFORE AND AFTER: SIAM SQUARE

BEFORE: The night market at Siam Square just below Siam skytrain station on July 26, 2013. The sidewalks were cleared last year of vendors plying their trade. ST FILE PHOTO

 



 

AFTER: The sidewalk at Siam Square last Thursday. Barricades have been set up below Siam skytrain station where a bustling night market used to be to prevent street vendors from
returning. ST PHOTO: TAN HUI YEE

BEFORE AND AFTER: SAPHAN LEK MARKET

BEFORE: The cramped conditions of Saphan Lek market in an undated photo before the area was cleared by the Bangkok authorities. PHOTO: THE NATION/ASIA NEWS NETWORK
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AFTER: An area by a canal in Bangkok that used to be filled with shops making up Saphan Lek market. The shops have since been removed or demolished, and street art livens the
space. ST PHOTO: TAN HUI YEE
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