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1 “Yingluck promises peace in the south” The Nation. June 15, 2011
2 “Southerners press govt for special zone, Bangkok Post. August 28, 2011
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3 “Yingluck promises peace in the south,” The Nation. June 15, 2011
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5 “Yingluck promises peace in the south” The Nation, June 15, 2011
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Mixed Signal From
Yingluck Shinawatra




Abstract

Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra came to office vowing to make the
conflict in the southernmost border provinces one of her top priorities. Her
remarks during her campaign struck a conciliatory note. She stated that,
if elected, her administration would grant this restive region some degree
of autonomy, but she did not go into detail as to what such status might

mean in real terms. She made the statement during a visit to the region.'

But almost immediately after taking office, the Yingluck Government
reneged on this very campaign promise and unabashedly said that
autonomy was just an idea, not a Pheu Thai Party policy. Deputy Prime
Minister and Interior Minister Yongyuth Wichaidit, during a government
policy debate at the Parliament, said the idea had been initiated by
Gen Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, former chairman of the Pheu Thai Party, but
it did not gain much traction. Neither he nor Yinsluck explained why the
promise was made and why it was withdrawn. However, Yongyuth said
the Pheu Thai Party supports the idea of decentralization for the entire
country, and that any structural reform for the southernmost provinces

must be understood and carried out in that context.?

1 “Yingluck promises peace in the south,” The Nation, June 15, 2011.
2 “Southerners press govt for special zone”, Bangkok Post, Aug 28, 2011.
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Nor has

the Yingluck
government
acknowledged that
Malays in the
southernmost provinces
embrace an entirely
different set of

historical and cultural

narratives to those of
the Thai State.
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Like previous governments, the current administration
does not seem to have the political will to address the
root cause of the conflict. Few seem to understand
that the insurgency is ethno-nationalist in nature, and
that the legitimacy of the Thai state is being challenged.
The Yingluck government continues with more of the
same. It has talked about creating civilian oversight for
the conflict, paid lip-service to the idea of reconcilia-
tion, and talked of justice in vague terms. But it has said
nothing about the culture of impunity among the security
forces. Nor has the Yingluck government acknowledged
that Malays in the southernmost provinces embrace an
entirely different set of historical and cultural narratives

to those of the Thai State.

During the Abhisit sovernment, the so-called Mini Cabinet
made up of relevant ministers was set up to give civilian
oversight to the region. But the idea soon slipped from
the public mind, and no one really understood what
had become of the Mini Cabinet, or whether it had

succeeded in achieving the goals it had set.

. Yingluck, on the other hand, appointed Deputy Prime

Minister Kowit Wattana as the chief coordinator between
the military-led Internal Security Operation Command
(Isoc) and the multi-agency Southern Border Provinces
Administration Centre (SBPAC). The arrangement gave
the impression that something new was in the making.
In reality, it was little more than relabeling ongoing

forums and functions that had been in place all along.



This report is an overview of the first three months of the Pheu Thai
Party-led government under the leadership of Yingluck. It highlights the
lack of political will to address the ongoing conflict in the Muslim-majority
provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat, as well as in the four Malay-
speaking districts in the province of Songkhla. The report also made some
recommendation as to how the current administration should address

the problem and enhance its legitimacy in this highly contested region.

“l want to highlight the Pheu Thai platform to
transform the three southernmost provinces into
a special administrative area similar to Bangkok
Metropolitan Administration and Pattaya City

Administration.”

Broken Campaign Promises

While campaigning in the Deep South, Yingluck Shinawatra, then the Pheu
Thai Party candidate for prime minister, was quoted as saying, “I want
to highlight the Pheu Thai platform to transform the three southernmost
provinces into a special administrative area similar to Bangkok Metropolitan
Administration and Pattaya City Administration.”” Her statement was
met with strong objection from the Army chief, General Prayuth Chan-
ocha, who said granting a special status to the deep South was “risky”
and would “undermine” the working of state agencies and complicate

security matters.

3 “Yingluck promises peace in the south,” The Nation, June 15, 2011.
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The Thai general public is largely
indifferent to the plight and grievances

of Malays.

Yingluck did not elaborate on what she meant by “special status,” and
the country’s national press, obsessed with how a Pheu Thai government
would deal with her fugitive brother, Thaksin, never pressed her on the
issue. Keeping the idea murky was understandable because policy deemed
favorable to the Malays in the Deep South could backfired politically for
any political party. The Thai general public is largely indifferent to the
plight and grievances of Malays. The refusal to adopt proposals from the
National Reconciliation Commission (NRC) and the inability to sympathize

with Malay historical grievances are just two illustrations of this indifference.

Perhaps Gen. Prayuth’s immediate objection to the idea was part of a
power play between the Pheu Thai Party and the Royal Thai Army, whose
leadership was never fond of Thaksin Shinawatra, whom they ousted from
power in a September 2006 coup. Perhaps Gen. Prayuth genuinely believes
that such a status for the Malay-speaking region would really undermine
state power. But it was clear that the army had already made up their

mind that they would resist any special status for the region.

Yingluck immediate predecessor as prime minister, Abhisit Vejjajiva, talked

about capacity building for the existing local administrative and governance

4 Tak Bai massacre resulted in the death of at least unarmed 78 Malay Muslims
who died from suffocation after they were stacked one on top another on the back
of military transport trucks, while eight were shot dead at the demonstration site by

Thai security forces.



mechanism during his administration.” While he didn’t promise autonomy,

Abhisit said he was open to suggestions. He added that these proposals
should not be confined to administrative reform, and that the idea of a
special cultural or economic zone for the Muslim-majority region should

not be overlooked.

But what does a “special status” or “autonomy” means in real term? How
will it make the region a more secure place or improve the livelihood of the
local people? These questions went unanswered by the political parties at
the last general election, even though these issues featured in campaign
slogans of just about every political party fighting for parliamentary seats
in the Deep South. This is probably why local Malay Muslims shunned
all these political parties at the polls. The Democrat Party won nine out
of 11 seats in the Deep South. Pheu Thai did not win a single seat in the

three southernmost provinces.

5 “Yingluck promises peace in the south,” The Nation, June 15, 2011
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Other believe

the Tak Bai
massacre continues
to linger in the
minds of many
Malay Muslims, and
that any party
associated with
Thaksin would

continue to face

difculties.

One reading of the outcome was that the Malay
votes were divided among the various parties while
the Thai and Chinese Buddhists remained loyal to
the Democrats. Other believe the Tak Bai massacre
continues to linger in the minds of many Malay
Muslims, and that any party associated with Thaksin
would continue to face difficulties. It could very well
be that issues such as justice (the culture of impunity
among officials) and equality (social mobility), or the

lack of it, continue to be their overriding concerns.

Hitting the Wrong Note

The fact that Yingluck singled out Thai-Saudi relations
during her campaign reflects the lack of understanding
among the party’s inner circle of Muslim voters in the
Deep South. While relations with Saudi Arabia are
important for the country’s diplomatic and economic
ties, there is nothing to suggest that an improved
Thai-Saudi ties could alleviate the situation in the

Malay-speaking South.

Thailand’s diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia were
downgraded after the shooting death of their
diplomats and businessmen in the aftermath of the
infamous Saudi blood diamond scandal. Apart from
damaging the country’s political capital, thousands of

Thai citizens working in Saudi Arabia lost their jobs. The

=, downgrading of diplomatic ties was not extended into



other areas. Institutional linkages through
education and pilgrimage to Islamic
holy sites in Saudi Arabia continued

undisturbed.

The current and previous administrations
paid lip service to the idea of public
participation and the role of civil society organizations in the Deep South.
But too often, inputs from the grassroots fall on deaf ears. Moreover,
relying solely on bureaucratic means has not worked, no matter how many
times the government has reformed or set up new agencies. Boldness
and creativity beyond the realm of normal bureaucracy is needed to
solve this problem. If Thailand’s recent history tells us anything it is this:
bureaucratic means alone won’t work. A government can improve the
capacity of the Southern Border Provinces Administrative Centre (SBPAC)
and the Tambon Administrative Organisation (TAO) or give a voice to the
grassroots organisations. But ultimately there is no guarantee that the
violence will stop if the sticky issues of historical mistrust and long standing

grievances of the Malays are not addressed.

Another Government Center for the South

Thaksin, who came in power in 2001, moved quickly to dissolve the
civilian-led multi-agency Southern Border Provinces Administration Center
(SPBAC) and returned the mandate back to normal bureaucratic channels.
Like many other Thai nationals, he wrongly assumed that the past eight

years of relative calm in the Deep South meant peace.
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the SBPPBC was not able to quell the violence,
much less make meaningful policy recommendations.
Instead, it continued to deploy a conventional military

approach to an unconventional security challenge.

But the state would soon learn that the absence of violence did not
meant peace; a new generation of Malay Muslim militants were being
groomed. And like the previous generation of militants, they embraced
the same narrative: their historic homeland is an occupied territory and
that it was their responsibility to liberate from an invading army. Four
years later, in the aftermath of the January 4, 2004 arms heist, it was
finally acknowledged that a new generation of Malay Muslim separatists

had resurfaced in the region.

Reviving the SBPAC, however, amounted to admitting that it was a mistake
to dissolve it in the first place. And so in 2005, the Army-led Southern
Border Provinces Peace-Building Command was set up. But the SBPPBC
was not able to quell the violence, much less make meaningful policy
recommendations. Instead, it continued to deploy a conventional military

approach to an unconventional security challenge.’

Two months into her administration, Yingluck announced that Deputy PM
Kowit Wattana would be heading a new center to supposedly enhance
coordination between various agencies. Key administrators for the center
include Defence Minister Yutthasak Sasiprapa, Gen. Prayuth Chan-ocha,

and 4th Army commander Udomchai Thammasarorat. Over the past

6 The so-called acknowledgement came in the aftermath of an arms heists in
Narathiwat by scores of militants who made off with more than 350 pieces of military
weapons from an Army battalion that they had stormed on January 4, 2004. The state

could no longer deny the political underpinning of the incident, thus, the admission.



decades, a similar multi-agency body has been set up in the Deep
South. But unity has never been a strong point for Thailand’s
bureaucracy. Speaking to national media, PM Yingluck said the
center would be seeking “cooperation from foreign countries”.
The statement suggested that Thailand was open to ideas from
outsiders, but it was not clear if her administration was prepared
to permit outside mediation.

Setting up a “new and improved” agency appears to be
something that successive Thai governments like to do—it gives
the impression that action is being taken. However, there have
hardly been any real assessments of such initiatives. No clear
targets or policy goals has ever been set and therefore there
were no meaningful ways to qualify if the initiatives were a

success or failure.

If Kowit was considered less than desirable, the idea of putting
a self-proclaimed Cold War warrior, retired General Panlop
Pinmanee, in charge of Internal Security Operation Command
(Isoc) would be disastrous. He is among the least-liked figures
among Malay Muslims in the Deep South. Unlike other politicians,
Panlop has never pretended that he was working to win popular
acceptance. He crossed the line when he took over and
commanded an operation that involved a standoff between
hundreds of government security forces and 32 lightly armed
Malay Muslims militants who retreated into the Krue Se mosque
after attacking a local police outpost at a pre-dawn attack on
April 28, 2004. The militants stood their ground, took over the
loud speakers and calling on the public to rise up agains the
“invading forces”. By mid-afternoon, Panlop ordered the troops
to carried out an all-out attack on the mosque for fear that local

residents would take up their call and go against the authorities.
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Finding a job for Panlop is part of Yingluck’s effort to properly reward
the Isoc veteran, along with other red shirt leaders, for service rendered
during the anti-government protests in April and May 2010. Like the
administration’s handling of the new head of the National Security Council
(NSQ), the importance of key positions that affect national security was

treated as a reward for government’s supporters.’

The Thai state wrongly assumed
that the absence of violence

meant peace.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Armed insurgency in Thailand’s Malay-speaking south surfaced in the late
1960s, well over half a century after the area was annexed by the Thai
State. Prior to that, it appeared that the two sides had found a comfort
level in their dealing with one another. But the height of Thai nationalism,
along with the policy of assimilation, has shattered that relationship. The

result was a proliferation of armed separatist groups.

The armed wings of the various separatist groups put down their weapons

in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Many of their leaders remained in

7 Panlop’s conduct and leadership style did not go down well with others, especially
the local Muslims who see him as disrespecting the sanctity of the ancient mosque.
A government-appointed fact finding committee that concluded that the Isoc deputy

chief had overstepped his mandate..



exiled, while their foot soldiers put down their weapons and returned to
the lives they had left behind for the hills and mountaintops. The Thai
state wrongly assumed that the absence of violence meant peace. But
the Patani Malay narrative never went away. Less than a decade after the
armed struggle of the previous generation died down, a new generation
of Malay Muslim separatists resurfaced. Instead of positioning themselves
on the mountain tops, today’s militants, locally referred to as juwae, or
fighter in local Malay dialect, are organized into small, relatively organic
cells throughout the Malay-speaking South. They live among the people, in
town and city, and they enjoy a great deal of support and sympathy from
the local Malay Muslims. The militants have shown that they are capable
of inflicting serious damage upon the state. The violence is confined to

the Malay-speaking region, but the end is nowhere in sight.

Like previous administrations, the current government has decided to
continue with a familiar two-pronged strategy that centers on development
and security. The government continue to believe that it could
“rehabilitate” the area and win the hearts and minds of local residents.
Those who are unwilling to take up this offer are subjected to elimination

by the security forces dispatched to the region.

But eight years of conflict tells us that Thailand’s military might has been
unable to curb the violence or dent the resolve of the new generation
of separatists. The government can use military means and may one
day eliminate all enemy combatants. But as recent history has shown,
separatism as an ideology will never go away. Thailand will have to
re-negotiate the comfort level that was lost in the late 1960s when Ma-
lay Muslims took up arms against the state. Many studies focus on the

ongoing insurgency but few look back at the first half of century, when
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This government
and future
administration
will have to
understand that
at the heart of
the conict is the

issue of

legitimacy of the

state.

the two sides were able to coexist without resorting

to armed conflict.

Patani Forum believes there is no short-term solution
to end this wave of insurgency. Bringing about peace
and stability to the deep South will take time but the
state must stay the course if it is to implement to carry
out a long term solution. This government and future
administration will have to understand that at the heart
of the conflict is the issue of legitimacy of the state.
Military means or massive spending on development
projects has not help Thailand regain this this lost

legitimacy or win the local residents’ over to their side.

For the short term, the government will need to do
more in terms of empowering local communities in a
meaningful way, and to come up with a proper checks-
and-balance mechanism to ensure that the system is
not exploited by a handful of local elites. Handouts are
not the same as empowerment and good intentions
don’t necessarily lead to good policies. There has to be
a sense of local ownership and social mobility for the

Malays of Patani must part of any government policy.

It easy to dismiss the militants as drug-crazed youths
who embrace false teachings of Islam and distorted
history, but this won’t solve the problem. It might blur
the issue of Malay historical grievances and win some

sympathy from the general Thai public, who believe



that the tens of thousands of troops dispatched to the Deep South are
fighting drug traffickers and crime syndicates. Today, a growing number of
government officials are admitting that such official line is outdated and
some what inaccurate. It is time the state do its utmost to come to terms
with the past and review its policy and its state-constructed identity and

narrative that allows no room for the Malays of Patani.

While it is far from perfect and may not capture hearts and minds or solve
the dispute, the report from the National Reconcilitation Commission has
provided some interesting ideas that could be build on. The report at
least acknowledged the historical grievances of the Malays of Patani. As for
short-term measures, there are several pending issues, include investigating
the mounting allegations of abduction and extra-judicial killings, as well
as the use of death squad to eliminate targets with little consideration to
collateral damages and civilian casualties. Ending the culture of impunity
among government authorities will not only help enhance the legitimacy
of the Thai state but also generate faith in the country’s law enforcement

and legal system.
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