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THAILAND is one of the best holiday destinations in the world and its affordability makes it ideal for the middle class in Pakistan. It is also a shoppers’ paradise, as one can tell by the number of bags Pakistanis return with on flights from Bangkok. It is thus sad to see what is happening on Bangkok’s streets in recent weeks. 

The background to the impasse is simple. Thaksin Shinawatra was ousted in a September 2006 coup after remaining prime minister from 2001 to 2006, and now lives in exile apparently in Dubai to avoid a jail sentence for abuse of power. A military junta, calling itself the Council for National Security, dissolved Thaksin’s Thai Rak Thai party for electoral fraud and banned its officials from politics for five years. 

Thaksin was abroad when the military took over. He returned to Thailand in February 2008, after the People’s Power Party, supported by him, won the post-coup elections. In October, courts found him guilty of a conflict of interest and sentenced him in absentia while he was visiting China, to two years in jail. The courts dissolved this party supported by Thaksin, whose supporters then regrouped to form the Pheu Thai Party and became part of the United Front for Democracy against Dictatorship (the ‘red-shirts’). 

Abhisit Vejjajiva, the current prime minister of Thailand, leads the Democrat Party and lost the junta-administered 2007 election to the People’s Power Party. His party is part of the People’s Alliance for Democracy (the ‘yellow-shirts’), which seized Government House as well as the Don Muang and Suvarnabhumi airports. This ended after the constitutional court banned Thaksin’s party. 

The Thai army, which had replaced the 1997 constitution by a new one in 2007, coerced several of Thaksin’s party members of parliament to defect to Abhisit’s Democrat Party, which led to British-born, Oxford-educated Abhisit being elected the new prime minister. 

Thaksin since then has been apparently trying to foment trouble in the kingdom. Ironically, despite being one of the richest men in the country, he remains a popular leader and his rule is still remembered by the rural and urban poor. He introduced a number of effective policies to alleviate poverty, which reduced poverty by half in four years. He launched Thailand’s first universal healthcare programme and a popular anti-drugs campaign. In 2005 his party won the election with the highest voter turnout in the country’s history. 

Thaksin’s supporters are demanding dissolution of the present parliament and the holding of elections. They are sure of victory and this is perhaps one of the reasons that the government is reluctant to give them an open field. 

The situation is akin to what we experienced in the mid-1980s during Gen Ziaul Haq’s rule. The PPP, led by Benazir Bhutto at the time, was sure of winning any free and fair elections and the military regime was bent upon playing every trick to deny it that. The Pakistan Army succeeded in 1985 when partyless polls were held and the military appears to have been triumphant at least for now in Thailand. 

On May 19 Thai soldiers succeeded in dispersing more than 5,000 Thaksin supporters, whose ranks once numbered more than 100,000, but have gradually thinned. The sad part is that the clashes between the protesters and the military have resulted in more than 70 deaths. 

The ring leaders have surrendered. A former army general, Kattiya Sawatdiphol, who had joined the red-shirt movement and was organising security for their protest rallies, and was accused of being behind dozens of grenade attacks around Bangkok over the past two months, was shot in the head by a sniper and died. 

After the official surrender of the protest leaders, a radio station aligned with the red-shirts urged supporters to unleash “all-out arson”. A few government buildings were torched in rural north-eastern Thailand, a red-shirt stronghold and several shopping malls, many buses, media offices and the stock exchange building were set on fire. Bursts of gunfire echoed across Bangkok, and curfew was in force in the Thai capital and 21 provinces for three days. 

Abhisit may have won this round, but his country has already lost $2bn and it is feared that two percentage points could be lost from this year’s GDP growth. Tourism, which helps keep the local economy afloat, has been badly affected. 

The soldiers presently may be playing Thai country music from trucks’ loudspeakers on Bangkok streets, but one gets the feeling that we have unfortunately not seen the end of this crisis. One only wishes that a solution to the impasse could have been found through dialogue instead of bloodshed and so much ill-will. 

