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The Impacts of Radio and Television Signals Spilling Over
Thai-Laos Borders

Vipha Utamachant

ABSTRACT

Physically, Thailand is surrounded by its neighboring countries. Its 1,750 km
northern and eastern borders are shared by Laos, with radio and television signals spilling
over each other continually. This research investigates audiences’s attitudes towards and
the impacts of cross-culture broadcast media on the receiving country. Quantitative
methods are emphasized in the data collection, supplemented by quantitative survey
research. Findings are obtained by the use of varied interdisciplinary conceptual
frameworks in the anlaysis and synthesis. Three approaches are integrated in the report :

a comprehensive approach, a contending theories approach, and a normative approach.

The study finds that the economic superiority of Thailand over Laos has caused
an imbalance in terns of numbers of broadcasting programs, broadcasting time,
broadcasting technology, and production resources between the two nations with
Thailand ahead on all counts. Moreover, differences in political systems leads to
differences in media functions and program genres. While the Thai media relies on the
market and produces mass-appeal programs to attract a vast audience, the broadcast

media of Laos have a political function to perform.

The survey shows that of the Thai people along the border residing within the
radio transmission from Laos, 80.3% are exposed to Lao broadcast media ¢by accidenté.
Only 4.25% purposely turn on these Lao programs. These people are generally security
officials monitoring news from Laos on unusual circumstances; sometimes media people
listening to detect changes in Lao programs. Occasionlly, people watch unfamiliar
programs found on Lao television or sports telecasts live on Lao television not to be
interrupted by ads etc. However, viewing behavior of the Thais described above cannot

be classified as a regular ¢audienceé in the meaning generally accepted.

On the contrary, today with approximately 30,000 satellite dishes throughout
Laos, broadcast signals from Thailand can reach as far as the Lao-China and Lao-Vietnam
borders, with about 70%-75% of the Lao people having access to these programs. More
noticeable is the fact that 100% of the people in Laos who own receiving sets are part of
the true audience of Thai media.
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This results in the dominance of the Thai broadcast media over Laos. The Lao
government has been rendered helpless and is attempting to cope with the problem by
putting into force various defensive measures, but they are practically in vain. Effects of
the Thai broadcast media on Laos as identified in this research include : economic effects,
political effect, psychological effects, linguistic effects, cultural effects, and effects on the
media system in Laos. Differing attitudes of Lao audience towards Thai broadcast
programs can be observed when personal background and social status of the audience
are given importance.

The research comes up with the findings that social changes are complicated
process - media is only one of the factors in the changes. The effects of Thai media on
Laos, though obviously dominating, are not so serious as might be expected. It is found
that other factors i.e. political structure as a socialist country and national low economic
standards have been the internal forces that played the eminent roles in protecting this
country from being seriously influenced by media from Thailand. But in the future, there
is a tendency that changes in the government policy, especially further expansion of
free-market economy, is likely to help promote the Thai media’s role in the invasion of
culture and the deviation from Laos’ traditional ways of life. The research suggests that

Buddhist doctrines as and ” Asian Way” could solve the Thai-Laos media relationship.
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