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Too feeble to be a scapegoat
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EXPLODI NG firecrackers to mark the recent end of the Songkran festival in
the South Thail and border town of Sungai Col ok strangely enough seemed to
have rattl ed and unnerved many shop assi stants and ot her | ocals going
about their business.

The reason soon became quite clear. The public was still nervy after the
spate of bonmb explosions in south Thailand on April 7. The initial
reaction of the Thai authorities in blam ng the Pattani United Liberation
Organi sation or Pulo for the bonb explosion at Haadyai Railway Station has
sonewhat enbarrassed t he Government.

For one Pulo, for the last few years, has not been the force it once
was. There is divisionin its ranks and it has been rendered al npst
i mpotent. Two, it has never been Pulo's style to target the civilian
popul ation. Civilian casualties would have resulted in the | oss of public
support for the novenent.

Even the influential English daily The Nation | anbasted the Governnent
for nmaking all egations w thout concrete evidence and prejudging | oca
condi tions wi thout any actual understandi ng.

It cited the recent case of the Thai Airways International jet which
expl oded and caught fire at Bangkok Airport killing one person.

The paper noted that both Prime M nister Thaksin Shinawatra and his
security | eaders gave different interpretations of events w thout any rea
hard evi dence to support them

"The nost enbarrassi ng conment cane from Thaksin, who said the bonb had
been neant for him" it said. It was later learnt that the expl osi on was
not caused by any bonb.

Pul o posted a nessage on its website denying that it had carried out the
two bonb attacks in Songkhla and Yala. Army sources, however, blamed a
splinter group of Pulo called Bersatu for the attacks which they said were
| aunched in revenge for the killing of some 40 | eadi ng separatists over
the past two years. But if this were so, why would the group target
civillians?

Three days after the weekend bonbi ngs, Thaksin came up with a new theory
and bl aned extortionists for planting the bonbs. He said they sinply
want ed protection noney fromthe owners of places or firnms they had
target ed.

Devel opnent in Thailand and i n nei ghbouring countries has had a greater
i npact on the Thai Muslimcommunity and this issue is expected to be
di scussed by Thaksin and his Ml aysi an counterpart, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad when he visits Kuala Lunpur on April 24.

About 80 per cent of the six mllion people in Narathiwat, Yala, Pattan
and Satun are Muslins of Mal ay descent. After nore than 500 years of Tha
dom nation, there remains a nmarked di chotony between the Thai - Buddhi st
towns and the Miuslimcountryside.

Mal ay is widely spoken in southern Thailand and nost families prefer to
send their children to private Islamc schools instead of to free public
school s.

In the past, attenpts to establish stronger ties between southern
Thai | and and Mal aya have not been easy under the scrutiny of Thai security
agenci es which regard cross-border links as a possible threat to nationa
security.

Since the 19th century, it has always been the practice of Tha



governnents to point the finger at Muslimgroups such as the Nationa
Li beration Front of the Patani Republic whenever there is trouble in the
sout h.

Whet her it was an anbush on government troops or a killing, arson or
abduction, such groups becane conveni ent scapegoats.

Anong early Musliml eaders who resisted the Governnment were Haji Mhanmad
Sul ong, who rose to prom nence in 1947. Wen he was arrested and charged
for treason in 1948, there were violent clashes between Thai police and
Musl i m di ssi dents.

He was rel eased fromprison in 1952 but soon di sappeared. The Thais, it
was bel i eved, drowned hi m near Songkhla on August 13, 1954, with his
el dest son, Wan Mbhammad and two ot her foll owers.

There was a | ot of resentnment anong Muslins then due to various forns of
oppression by the Thai Governnment. The Muslinms protested attenpts to erase
their national identity, and there were heavy casualties on both sides.

Fornmer Pul o nenbers said the authorities were quite prepared to expl ode
bonbs and to kill, maim pillage and burn - and bl ane t hese on Pul o.

Pat t ani - born Wan Yusof, 39, who runs a business in Takbai, said there
were many occasi ons when Pul o was bl aned for acts actually perpetrated by
gover nment troops.

"But Pulo today is only a pal e shadow of what it was in the 1980s.
Leaders who once nade it forni dable have been elimnated or have grown
old. Pulo exists only in nane. Kanmpung fol ks no | onger support it."

Trader Abu Bakar, 35, of Kanpung Nat Tanjung, 25 kmfromPattani - a
kanpung whi ch used to supply fighters for Pulo in the 1980s - said the
cul prits who bonbed the Hatyai Railway Station were actually disgruntled
rail way departnment officers denpoted after Thaksin's election victory.

"I'n Thail and, certain departnent heads are replaced when anot her party
comes to power after an election. Wen he goes, all his nen are often
denoted or sidelined and this often results in acts of revenge or
sabot age, " he said.

Bakar said the Governnent's tendency to blame Pul o and Muslins generally
for anything happening in the south had enbol dened the real perpetrators.

"You can be sure that if the Thai Ai rways pl ane had expl oded i n Hatyai
i nstead of in Bangkok, the Government woul d have i medi ately bl aned t he
Muslins, " he said.

Kal au sebut orang Pulo (if Pulo nenbers are bl aned), the kanmpung fol k
will no |l onger believe,"” said Bakar. Pulo's once capable | eaders, he said
semua cari makan bel aka (were all earning a livelihood now).

"The only ones hiding in the Yala hills today are drug addicts and
crimnal elements who prey on local villagers. They are lurking here as
the police are after them™

Busi nessman Ben Adam 35, al so from Kanmpung Nat Tanjung, said the |ack
of enpl oynent opportunities in the South due to | ack of devel opment had
|l ed to many younger Malays migrating to Malaysia and Saudi Arabia in
search of jobs.

"Many of these youngsters are either working in factories, estates,
restaurants or as construction workers abroad. The remai ni ng jobl ess young
often turn to crinme or fall prey to drugs," he said.

Wan Yusof said there had been sone progress in rel ations between Bangkok
and the south as conpared to the past and Muslins were happy that girl
students can now wear the tudung in all schools.

The south today, he said, had capabl e | eaders such as fornmer Speaker \Wan
Mohammad Noor Mat ha, who is now a cabinet mnister, Narathiwat MP Ariffin
Uttarasid, and Pattani MP Mok Sul ai man.

He pointed to the Narathiwat-Pattani hi ghway whi ch was conpl eted two
years ago and facilitated travel between the two provinces.



Wan Yusof said under the new governnent, the poor could now afford to go
to hospital as the fee had been reduced to 30 baht as conpared to 500 baht
bef ore.

Thai | and has conme a long way in addressing issues related to
di scrimnation against the Muslimm nority. The situation has inproved
significantly over the past decade and the cultural conflict, which used
to be the norm has been reduced.

Al ong the way, bureaucrats becane nore sensitive and made adjustnments to
further assinmilate the Muslimcomunities. Clearly there nust be nore
opportunities for Muslins to inprove their econonic standing if Pul o and
ot her such organi sations are not to nmake a resurgence in the volatile
sout h.
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