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Environment and the Settlement in Bangkok

Nattawut Preyawanit, PhD.
Lecturer in Department of Urban Design and Planning,
Faculty of Architecture, Silpakorn University

Abstract

After the recent great flood in Thailand during the late 2011, there has been a strong belief among
the general public, supported by academics and experts in environmental management fields, that what
caused the disaster in the central plain was largely the modern development pattern which is against the
area’s topography. The modern development projects have typically involved filling up of waterways and
building roads, dams and water gates that totally transforms the area’s natural landscape and the natural
flow of water. As a result, the degradation of the once-balanced ecosystem is inevitable. The conflict
between the modern lifestyle and the environment is evident and this leads to many detrimental effects.

At the same time, another equally strong belief in line with the former has also occurred. It has been
widely seen that the old settlement pattern, which is characterised by the extensive waterway networks,
floating and lifting houses, flooded rice cultivation and ditch-dyke landform of orchards, is the one that is
most suitable to the central plain wetland. Considering the urban area, the old Bangkok during the early
twentieth century and before is a good example of how human settlement could lie properly on the
water-rich landscape. The sophisticated canal system, the aquatic dwellings of city residents and the
water-resilient lifestyle all assure that the old Bangkok was deliberately built to fit its environment.

Although the belief has been prevalent and become mainstreamed, a question remains—whether
the old settlement pattern is really built in congruence, environmentally and socially, with the area it is
situated. The paper tries to answer this question. It is an enquiry into the geographical and historical
background of the settlement in the lower Chao Phraya river basin during the time before the nineteenth
century with the specific interest in the old Bangkok. The paper concludes that the rural settlements by
farmers, gardeners and people in mangrove forests were by and large ecologically harmonious with the
environment where they were located. But the old Bangkok was not. Since established in the sixteenth
century, it was apparently alienated from its surrounding in all physical, demographic, economic, social and
political terms. The city was not deliberately built to appropriate its environment. In contrast, it had grown
with the ever-increasing degree of alienation against its environs. The state had acknowledged this and
acted to reinforce the alienation.

Keywords : Lower Chao Phraya basin, environment, settlement pattern, Bangkok, urban area, ecology,
flooded rice, orchard, ditch-dyke landform, canals



