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Summary
Deliberating Health Agenda:
Civil Society and Health Systems Reform in Thailand

This report provides an account of civil society movement and health systems
reform in Thailand. As an attempt to depict and explain lessons learned from the
effort to promote the roles of civil society in shaping the future of Thai national health
system, the report offers a background review of how the health systems reform
movement in Thailand was initiated, what were the guiding principles, and how its
working strategies played out in the three years reform process, extending from the
year 2000-2003. To better understand the roles and contributions of civil society in
social changes, the report provides a summarizing review on concepts and theory on
civil society. It defines civil society as “an autonomous sphere of social interactions in
which active individuals and groups form voluntary associations and informal
networks and engage in activities with public consequence.”

The three years of health systems reform movement aimed at creating a
broad-based reform movement to achieve two strategic objectives: (1) The
restructuring of institutional arrangement through legislative action, and (2) The
forging of a new collective health consciousness. To achieve these two objective, a
triangular approach was employed as the reform working strategies. There are (1)
Creating knowledge base for reform, (2) Social mobilization and civil society
movement, and (3) Political engagement and the creation of legal framework. These
working strategies were translated into stages of action in the three years reform
movement facilitated by the Health Systems Reform Office (HSRO) and the National
Health Systems Reform Committee.

The first year of implementation aims at building up knowledge base and
creating an infrastructure for the mobilization of civil society in reform movement. By
the end of the first year, various forums were organized to inaugurate the dialogue
on health problems among stakeholders. In the second year implementation, the
initial framework for health reform was proposed in order to kick off the deliberation.
Extensive debates on the proposed framework were encouraged. Hundreds of
forums and workshops at various levels were organized to scrutinize the framework.
By the end of the second year, a draft of the national health bill was introduced
taking into consideration the ideas and suggestions gathered from the debates.

Following hundreds of local, provincial, and regional forums, a national health



assembly was organized to revise the final draft of the bill. The third year was the
year of promoting health initiatives in accordance with the bill, which was waiting to
be approved by the Cabinet and the House of Representative.

The analysis of the reform process suggests that the most important aspect of
mobilizing civil society in health systems reform was the creation of civic deliberation
process. Various forums, meetings, conventions, and conferences at various levels
created much needed spaces for the public to deliberate on how health and medical
predicament should be understood and what should be the most important changes
to achieve the desirable health systems. In order to engage the broadest range of
social actors and civil society organizations to participate in the reform process, it
was realized that the way health was conceptualized needed to be expanded from a
biomedically oriented definition to health towards a more holistic, inclusive, and
multidimentional definition. In the process of reform, health was consequently
redefined to emphasize not only biological and psychological aspects but, more
importantly, social and spiritual aspects of wellbeing and wellness. Various activities
aimed at expanding and redefining health concept were provided as working
examples in this report.

The report also gives detailed accounts of how concepts of health systems
reform and civil society mobilization were translated into practices. Particular
emphasis was on civic engagement and the creation of deliberative function of
health system governance. It was in the deliberative processes that active citizen
were empowered and the status quo was challanged. Health, as it was percieved
and deliberated in civic forums, was not so much an individualized, depoliticized
state of being achievable solely by individuals adopting personal healthy lifestyle, nor
by passively following official authority or bureaucratic policy. Rather, health was
viewed as socially determined and public policies that often greatly affected health
were too important to be left alone to bureaucrats, politicians, and experts. It was this
shift on the view of health and politics away from conventional model to one that
embraced the active roles of citizen that could be said to be the true object of reform
in Thailand’s health systems reform movement.

The report ends with a set of recommendations on strategies to enhance the
roles of civil society in health reform. It suggests that in order to involve greater
spectrum of civil society organizations in health reform, the concept of health as well

as the framework for reform need to be expanded and more inclusive. Policy
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