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Abstract

This article seeks to explain the relationship between local politicians and business
actors as both “power networks” and “arenas for negotiating interests,” which play a pivotal
role in shaping development trajectories, allocating budgets, and making policy decisions at
Thailand’s local level. Drawing on the conceptual lenses of social networks, social capital,
local political economy, and social space, the article argues that the power of local
politicians is not grounded solely in formal positions or political rules; rather, it is produced
through their capacity to connect people, influential groups, and resources via long-
accumulated relational networks. At the same time, local business sectors are not merely
providers of material support but active participants in setting development agendas and
extracting benefits from public projects through these network mechanisms. In this sense,
“social space” constitutes the field of interaction through which politician business networks
are sustained and expanded. Such spaces include formal arenas local councils, development
committees, and public consultation forums as well as informal arenas temples, merit-
making ceremonies and festivals, business associations, sports fields, and social gatherings
alongside digital spaces such as social media pages and closed online groups. These spaces
function to build trust, mobilize support, and enable continuous bargaining and exchange of
interests. The article further contends that these networks exhibit a dual character. On the
one hand, they may enhance local development capacity by facilitating resource
mobilization, cooperation, and flexible project implementation. On the other hand, they
pose risks of resource monopolization, conflicts of interest, and local state capture, thereby
undermining good governance and equity. Accordingly, the article proposes governance
measures to ensure that such networks operate under the primacy of public interest and
accountability, including transparent disclosure of project and budget information,
enforceable rules against conflicts of interest, participatory arenas that grant citizens
substantive decision-making power, and robust checks and balances by the media and civil
society. These measures aim to transform networks of power into networks for development

that are publicly responsible.

Keywords: 1. networks of power; 2. social space; 3. local politicians; 4. good governance
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