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Need for more
transparency
0N reserves

A

the country being broke, the intention being to discred-

Criﬁcs of the government routinety exploit the notion of

it the government whenever treasury reserves fall.

Thais have been arguing over the decline in the reserves,
even those in the non-finance sector, which led to confusion
over just what the drop signified.

A sense of panic was easily created after treasury
reserves fell to Bt75 billion at the end of December, down
from Bt441.3 billion at the end of last September. The big
question was where had that Bt366 bitlion gone.

What concems citizens is whether the government is
“going broke" and what consequences that eventuality
might have on the economy.

Since the budgetary process and public-finance admin-
istration represent complicated matters for the average
layperson, the basic question is whether the government is
indeed going broke,

Totry and explain, experts and academnics have likened
treasury reserves to cash kept in the drawer at home, ready
to be spent on necessities. Sometimes the outflow is greater
than the inflow, leading to a fall inreserves. But when there
is still & need to spend, we are reassured, money can always
be barrowed to fill the shortfall in reserves.

The past 10 years have seen treasury reserves grow

The dramatic decline since then tends to be overstated,
with critics calling current levels the lowest recordin 10

years. Infact, levels were lower
under earlier governments, espe-

. cially in the first guarter of each

fiscal budget year.

In 2004, under Thaksin
Shinawatra, treasury reserves feli
to about Bt40 billion. His adrmin-
istration came under fierce
attack onits fiscal discipline and
lack of transparency. Some sug-
gested his government had mis-

vsed public taxes to proffer pop- -

ulist programmes in order to gar-

. ner support for the coming elec-
. tion.

5
i

Five years later the Abhisit
Vejiajiva government was under
fire when treasury reserves
dipped to Bt52 billion. That

. plunge, however, came at the
. end of the fiscal first quarter, when cash flow is normally
~ tight due rapid disbursements ahead of the annual tax

steadily, with the exception of the initial post-coup periodin

2014, The year previous, Thaitand had enjoyed its highest-
ever ievel of reserves, at 8t605 billion.

influx.

Even though
many econormists
have pointed out
that the failing
reserves do not
represent a
decline in the
country’s
“wealth”, few
Thais are
listening.

Governments typically try and maintain treasury
reserves as high as possible to make sure that upcoming
expenditures are covered, and that outlay usually increases
after the fiscal year-end. Moreover, if the government ear-
marks extra cash, treasury reserves are rapidly depleted.

The National Legislative Assembly recently approved an
additional budget of Bt190 hillion for fiscal 2017, Thisisin -
addition to a swell of “economic stimulus” packages, along
with disbursements that can be implemented faster

through infrastructure projects.

This is possibly why current treasury reserves have been
depleted so quickly. The average citizen doesn't care about
the details of budgetary control, however.

Even though many economists have pointed out that
the falling reserves do not represent a decline in the coun-
try's “wealth”, few Thais are listening.

Even though our international reserves stand at a strong
US$200 biltion and Thailand had the secand-best export
growth in Southeast Asia in 2016 {and eight-best in the
world, most Thais are still worried that the economy doesn't

appear to be recovering.

Discussions in the past focused on what level of treasury
reserves would be appropriate and whether, if the level is
high, they money should be put to use rather than being

held in abeyance.

Toquell concerns, the government should elaborate
more and better as to what expenditures are coming out of
. treasury reserves. The discussion henceforth shouldn't be
about whether reserves are high or low, but whether the
government's budgetary controls are efficient and transpar-

ent enough.
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FREE RIDES - *

The Ministry of Finance racently proposed
anidea to offer free BTS and MRT rides for
low-income earners who have registered
with the government. This is another ges-
ture of help the government will offer an
top of free public buses, trains and utifity
subsidies. Sure, the BTS and MRT fares
aren't that cheap. it also makes sense o
help reduce transportation costs for pec-
ole with low wages, but | highly doubt the
practicality of this idea.

Firstly, how will the BTS and MRT dis-
cern which passengers get free rides and
which ones have to pay? Will the low-in-
come earners have to show an ID card
first to get in? Or will they have to hold
special tickets? Will these special tick-
ets cost the taxpayers money? Will this
vetting progess slow down the BTS and
MRT experiences for us ali? Because, you

know, | don't want to get a third strike for
being late to work. .

Most impartantly. nave you seen what
the BTS and MRT trains look tike inside
during rush hours? We're already jam-
packed enough in here that we can see
gach ather's nose hairs for crying out
loud.
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