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Thaksi n: Bonbi ngs wor k of ki dnappers

Sharanjit Singh; Shahrum Sayuti

KUALA LUMPUR, Tues. - As Ml aysian tour agents |lanmented |ast mnute
cancel l ati ons to Haadyai followi ng Saturday's bonb bl asts which killed a
child and wounded 38 people, Thai Prinme M nister Thaksin Shinawatra today
came up with a new theory on the bonbi ngs.

He told reporters that the people who planted the bonbs, for which no
one has cl ainmed responsibility, were "kidnappers” who sinply wanted
protection noney fromthe owners of places or firns they had targeted.

"I believe the bonbs were caused by ki dnappers, not (people with) any
political ideology ... these people nake a |iving by seeking protection
fees, boasting of their self-inmportance," he said.

At the border town of Bukit Kayu Htam tour agents have reported
cancel l ations of up to 30 per cent for the Songkran (Thai new year)
weekend.

"This time | (amgoing to) die ... Songkran is the tinme | get an
opportunity to nake some noney but nmany hol i daymakers have cancelled their
trips," an agent, who refused to be identified, said.

Meanwhi | e, Haadyai - Songkhl a Hot el Associ ati on presi dent Sonboon
Pongl ert napakorn was quoted in the Bangkok Post as saying that at |east 20
per cent of the Songkran hotel reservations in Haadyai had been cancelled
si nce the bonmb bl ast s.

Saf ety concerns would make it nore difficult for hotels to attract
guests, he said, adding that operators were increasing security staff at
parking I ots and | uggage check-in areas.

The report also stated that the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) was
movi ng qui ckly to counter negative fallout fromthe incident.

The TAT estimates that nine billion baht woul d be spent in Thail and
during the Songkran holidays this year.

TAT offices around the world were updating the gl obal comunity about
devel opnents and countering specul ati ve news reports, the report said.

Under norrmal circunstances, at |east 10,000 Mal aysi ans and Si ngapor eans
vi sit Songkhla and Haadyai and spend between 2,500 and 3, 000 baht (between
RwW50 and RMB0O0O) each over an average three-day stay there.

Three days after the bonb blast at Haadyai's railway station, the
situation has returned to normnal

A survey by the New Straits Tinmes at the scene yesterday showed that
repair works were going full swi ng while hundreds of passengers waited for
the train as if nothing had happened.

Security presence was also light with only several policenmen guarding a
cordoned- of f area where the bl ast occurred.

Haadyai station naster Fari Bunrengkau said the situation on the day of
the incident was alarmng but it was not as serious as reported by the
nmedi a.

"There was a | ot of commotion on the day of the incident but things were
qui ckly put under control by the authorities.

"W did not even change the train schedul es on that day," said Fari,
whose office is less than 10 netres fromwhere the bonb went off.

Four of his staff, including his 40-year-old deputy Chat Laukongpet,
were anong the injured

The bonb bl ast, one of a series of sinilar incidents in various parts of
sout hern Thailand on Saturday, still made the headlines of alnpbst all Tha
newspapers t oday.



Mal aysi an vi ce-consul general in Songkhla Mat Stapa Mat Som when net at
his office, said the consulate had yet to receive any official statenent
fromthe Thai authorities about the incidents.

Mat Stapa added that the Thai authorities' allegation that the bonbi ngs
were committed by the Pattani Liberation Organisation and the Bari san
Revol usi Nasi onal have yet to be proven

"From what we know, this separatist novenent has not been active for a
long tine," he said.

Senior intelligence officials had said the expl osions were the work of
forei gn saboteurs.

Reuters reported that Pal akorn Suwanarath, head of the Interior
M ni stry's southern border province adm nistration, said yesterday the
sabot age was carried out by three separatist groups seeking attention and
financi al support.

The al lied groups, calling thensel ves Bersatu (United), consisted of
Bari san Revol usi Nasional (BRN), Pattani United Liberation Organisation
(Pul 0) and Mij ahedi n, he said.

Thai newspapers yesterday quoted unnaned Thai security sources as sayi ng
the separatist groups held a neeting in March in Kuala Lunpur to plan
sabot age in southern Thailand in April

Thaksi n has said he woul d raise the issue with Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad this nonth at a neeting in Kuala Lunpur

Pul o's website today denied it was involved in the bonbi ngs which it
bl aned on the Thai Governmnent.

In the early 1990s, the southern Thai provinces saw a wave of bonb
attacks on railway tracks and stations, nost attributed to separati st
groups.
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