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Exposing an encroacher’s paradise

Phuket’s Freedom
Beach latest target

ACHADTHAYA CHUENNIRAN

A secluded strip of sand cradled by for-
ested hills, Freedom Beach in Phuket
has long been prized for its natural
beauty — clear waters, dense greenery
and a tranquillity cherished by local
communities who lived and worked
in harmony with the land.

Over theyears, however, the areahas
also been afocal point of disputes over
illegal land use, environmental degra-
dationand the rights of residents, with
encroachment by influential groups
disrupting the balance between nature
and community life.

Late last month, more than 100
officials launched an operation to
investigate encroachments in the pro-
tected forest area surrounding Free-
dom Beach, within the Khao Nak Koet
National Reserve Forest in Phuket’s
Muang district.

The move followed complaints from

{$ 02-253-5000, 02-651-4700

residents that outsiders had occupied
and restricted access to land tradition-
ally used for both living and livelihood
purposes. Villagers reported being
threatened, and intimidated with
weapons, leaving them unable to carry
out normal activities on land they had
long called their own.

The inspection team was led by
Phuket deputy governor Rungrueng
Thimabutand included police, forestry
officers, local administrative officials,
and affected communities. Chalerm-
pong Saengdee, a People’s Party MP
for Phuket, along with officials from
the Patong and Karon municipalities,
also joined the inspection.

During the operation, authorities
discovered widespread violations: resi-
dential buildings, shops, and tourist
facilities had been constructed illegally
within the forest reserve.

Five individuals were arrested on
charges of forest encroachment and

land clearing under the Forest Act,
while one suspect faced an additional
charge for illegal firearm possession.
The team also found four elephants
tethered within the forest, prompting
coordination with livestock authorities
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to ensure the animals were removed
and their welfare addressed.
Preliminary investigations indicated
the elephants may have been used for
logging or construction purposes, com-
pounding environmental concerns.

DISPUTED LAND

The encroachments have not only
affected the environment but also the
rights of local residents.

Community members described
how the once-quiet beach gradually
became dominated by outsiders who
established commercial operations,
introduced heavy machinery, and
claimed ownership over land that
should remain public property.

Freedom Beach, a
secluded stretch
near Patong Beach,
boasts 300 metres
of fine white sand
and clear turquoise
water.KARON
PHUNAKA RESORT &
SPA INSTAGRAM
ACCOUNT
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Villagers say access to the beach
and surrounding forest was frequently
blocked, preventing them from tend-
ing their livelihoods or enjoying
their homes.

Mr Chalermpong, speaking after the
inspection, described the situation as
symptomatic of a broader problem of
weak enforcement in forested areas.
Officials found evidence of forest clear-
ing, road construction, and electricity
lines extended into restricted zones.
In some cases, land was being divided
and sold under the pretext of private
ownership, even though the area
legally remains part of the national
forest reserve.

One individual detained by authori-
ties had claimed he was misled by
influential figures into occupying a
residential structure on the land.

Forestry officials have begun seiz-
ing illegally constructed buildings,
and court proceedings are expected

to determine the demolition and res-
toration of affected areas.

The overlapping municipal bound-
aries of Patong and Karon, however,
have complicated enforcement efforts,
as local authorities have limited juris-
diction to issue demolition orders for
unauthorised buildings spanning mul-
tiple zones.

Investigators also discovered prepa-
rations for commercial tourism within
the forest, including zipline installa-
tions. Alongside the elephants, other
animals such as peacocks and domes-
tic poultry were being kept on-site.

Livestock authorities said the ele-
phants were being used for logging
activities, highlighting the environ-
mental impact of illegal occupation.

TOUGHER LAW

Mr Chalermpong urged the Ministry
of Natural Resources and Environment
and the Royal Forest Department to
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enforce the law more rigorously, warn-
ing that unchecked encroachment
could lead to the irreversible loss of
Phuket’s remaining forest areas.

“I will gather complaints and con-
tact the authorities — including the
Royal Forest Department, local admin-
istrative offices, and land management
agencies — to ensure a transparent
investigation and strict enforcement
of the law.”

Removing illegal structures and
confronting influential individuals
occupying the land were essential, as
forest areas across Phuket are under
severe encroachment. Without deci-
sive action, these natural resources
may disappear entirely.

“Areas such as Freedom Beach are
vital watershed forests and invaluable
national resources. Their use must
comply with the law and principles
of fairness, so these resources remain
protected,” he said.
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