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Over the past three years, Thailand has lived through a military sigymjme ministers, and
widespread civil unrest. The ongoing crisis grabbed headlines lastlgearprotesters
occupied two international airports, and it culminated this April atevit clashes in Bangkok.
Observers have wondered how what was once such a promising democracy volutel ste
quickly.

Today, a semblance of normality has returned to Thailand. But the feaitthe country is far
from over, and its future remains uncertain. The fracturesdfidablthe confrontation in the
first place have yet to be mended. Thai society has become deepigguhlaith different
elites jockeying for power and the urban population pitted against thepamalation, the
north and the northeast against Bangkok and the south, and the poor agaioist Wefi
Thailand's economy now contracting, these divisions might become even trere $a
make matters worse, speculation abounds about the health of the couryses-8id
monarch, Bhumibol Adulyadej, who has traditionally stood for stability andnzotyt

Whatever the outcome of the present crisis, the future of Thai daayadoes not look good.
Thailand's democratic institutions remain weak and vulnerable todrgade by unelected
institutions, such as the military and the judiciary. Unless Tingitkevelops solid,
independent state entities that can bridge the gap between varioestigteups, the situation
will only deteriorate.

THAKSIN'S TENURE

It all began with the meteoric rise of Thaksin Shinawatra, ameinsely wealthy
telecommunications tycoon who became prime minister in 2001 afterrhysptoe Thai Rak
Thai (Thais Love Thais), or TRT -- won the general election laypddlide. (Thaksin's 2005
electoral victory would be even more spectacular.) He ran on arphatff reform, but once in
power he flouted democratic rules.
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In 2003, for example, Thaksin launched a bloody and controversial "war on drhgs."
campaign was initially regarded as successful: the price of mptietamines, Thailand's
drug of choice, more than doubled within a few months. But soon it begasetdd
effectiveness. Extrajudicial executions became a commonplace fmaicyn each province,
the police (and in some cases, the army) followed quotas on the mimaraber of drug
dealers to kill. Many innocent Thais who had nothing to do with the drugdraedeluring the
campaign, having been targeted by the police after neighbors with grudgdsgoalernment
hotlines to report them as drug dealers. Community organizers androtbeent villagers,
including children, were also killed. (The indiscriminate killinggevdocumented by Human
Rights Watch in a 2004 report and by the Asian Center for Human Rig@9%n) In border
provinces, the police started killing army intelligence informamks) were often in the drug
trade, and the army responded by killing police informants. By late 2@©8rice of
methamphetamines was back to its pre-drug-war level.

Another highly controversial aspect of Thaksin's premiership was hgatgmagainst the
media. For example, in 2003 the Shin Corporation, a telecommunicatiosatatiie
company founded by Thaksin and owned by his family, brought a multimillion-daWesuit
against Supinya Klangnarong, a media rights advocate, for writing thénéost, a Thai-
language daily, that the company had benefited from favorable treatmtet Diyaksin
government. When Thaksin later claimed in an interview Wite magazine that he had
"never intervened" in media activities, the executive directdnefThai Journalists
Association responded, "Before he came to power, the Thai presomsdered one of the
freest in the world. . . . Thaksin constantly interfered with [&hdis printed and broadcast
media using advertising revenues and stock acquisitions as key sgatégishut down
community radio, websites and TV programs critical of him."

Thaksin was also widely accused of manipulating the democratic sisteake billions for
himself and his family. In January 2006, a firm owned by the Singaporeamguam bought
a 49.6 percent stake in the Shin Corporation for nearly $2 billion. Bettaisale was made
through a shell company registered in the British Virgin IslandsStineawatra family -- one
of Thailand's richest -- paid no taxes to the Thai government. Aftasdal was announced,
more than 100,000 protesters gathered near the old Royal Palace in Bardgola bl
Thaksin's resignation and impeachment. Thaksin responded by busing in nearly 200,000
supporters from the countryside. He accused his opponents of being "stupledged not
to "betray the confidence of 19 million voters," who had supported the MRiE 2005
election.

A month after the controversial sale, Thaksin's opponents formed ddoesation known as
the People's Alliance for Democracy. The PAD brought together aynwo#er of various
interest groups whose lowest common denominator was opposition to Thaksinfsygawer
they see Thaksin and his cronies as a threat to the monarchy and ting<aaity. Although
Thai sources are reluctant to discuss the role of the monaradhg@sgubject in Thailand, the
PAD is also concerned about the king's impending succession and wishd® tsunea
Thaksin is not in power at such a sensitive time.

The PAD's members are referred to as the Yellow Shires, thi¢ color associated with the
Thai king; Thaksin's followers, who are known as the Red Shirtgheafiselves the United
Front for Democracy Against Dictatorship (UDD). But neither siigld accurately be
described as democratic. If Thaksin's tenure was characterizedibgnocratic practices, his
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opponents are even more openly antidemocratic. The PAD advocates sonhetdlagnew
politics," whereby the elected parliament would be replaced by ambisconsisting of both
elected and appointed members. Many of those living in Thailand's reasl, #he PAD
believes, are not sophisticated enough to take part in general elestibase likely to sell
their votes to the highest bidder.

PARTY-HOPPING

The PAD's rallies in 2006 led to the military's intervention in paliiad the ouster of
Thaksin. Staged while Thaksin was in New York for a United Naticeting in September
of that year, the coup was swift and bloodless. Since then, Thakdiedasonvicted of
corruption, and a warrant has been issued for his arrest. Hinligege, mainly in Hong
Kong and Dubai, and his assets in Thai banks -- totaling around $2.2 biliave been
frozen.

Meanwhile, the government that the coup makers installed -- leddsynarfarmy chief and a
member of the king's advisory body -- failed to live up to the expectatidhe ahti-Thaksin
movement. It did not purge Thailand of Thaksin's influence. In certais pftthe country, a
strong undercurrent of support for Thaksin survived. Following more than afyede by a
military-appointed government, new elections were held. These ekguliee formation of a
coalition government led by the People Power Party (PPP), the sucme$saksin's TRT.
(The TRT had been found guilty of electoral fraud and dissolved by the country's
constitutional tribunal seven months before.) But by no means was thiereke landslide
victory for the PPP; the party was able to form a government only leeitalised itself with
smaller political parties -- some of which later joined the opioosi

The PAD, which had ceased its activities after the coup goas of toppling Thaksin had
been achieved -- reestablished itself in March 2008. It led demibmssran May 2008 to
protest the government's proposal to amend the constitution in a way thén®#&dbt would
benefit Thaksin and perhaps pave the way for his return to power; théd&kbed the PPP
government was merely a proxy for Thaksin. In August 2008, tens of thousareltoof
Shirts occupied the compound around Government House in Bangkok. Soon afteR'the P
first prime minister, Samak Sundaravej, was forced to resign wigecourts ruled that his
participation in a television cooking program violated the Thai constitutierwas succeeded
by Somchai Wongsawat, Thaksin's brother-in-law. By the fall, the antigonsnt
demonstrations were occurring almost daily. They culminated in Nove2iB8rwith the

PAD protesters' seizure of Bangkok's two airports.

The crisis ended only when the PPP was dissolved by the courtsthdik&T, it was
convicted of electoral malfeasance -- and Somchai was forcedigmr The protesters
vacated the airports. A new coalition headed by the Democrats, hduicheen the main
opposition party during the Thaksin era, took over in December 2008. Led by thar4ald/e
Oxford graduate Abhisit Vejjajiva, the new government rests on ddraljjance between the
Democrats and some smaller parties, as well as membgasliaiment who defected from the
dissolved PPP and whose loyalty to the new prime minister cannot befdakganted.

MULTIPLE DIVISIONS
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The recent restlessness in Thailand is the result of the cowtgepsault lines. The Thai
imbroglio has often been labeled a struggle for democracy, but thisrig sweplistic.
Although the PPP and its predecessor, the TRT, won all the elettteynparticipated in, once
in power, both parties behaved in an extremely authoritarian manner.

The political crisis has also been described as a battle dretive traditional urban elite,
represented by monarchic institutions such as the military and theibraey, and the rural
poor, whose interests Thaksin supposedly sought to advance. Indeed, Whdtegfihning
was not a social conflict has to some extent become one. The praATb&K3 has exploited
the plight of the poor, whereas the PAD has rejected represemtathecracy for fear it
would give the rural population too much political clout. Speakers at k3iBs talk of a
"class war," sometimes even going as far as advocating a "peopig'sto challenge the
elite.

But it would be wrong to describe the crisis, as the Western médiado, as just a social
conflict between the rich and the poor. For one thing, there aremicpaor in both camps,
and Thaksin is a multibillionaire who primarily represents ethnion€3e business interests,
not poor farmers. The PAD, for its part, cannot be described ssdhe vanguard of an
"urban elite." Trade unionists, for example, rallied behind it bec&taksin had once tried to
privatize state-owned enterprises. When the PAD was formdugtperson central
committee consisted of a media tycoon (Sondhi Limthongkul, the coalittamislér), a
former Bangkok governor and retired major general (Chamlong Srimuarmgjahastivist
and longtime pro-democracy campaigner (Piphob Dhongchai), a labor leadsakSom
Kosaisuk), and an academic who is also a prominent Democrat (Sétokigpaiboon).

The present struggle for Thailand is actually more political andmagin nature than
economic. The political crisis is best understood as a simple Ebrggle between two
different groups of elites. According to David Fullbrook, an author and \sdrsef the
political scene in Thailand, conflict has been simmering sincegb@®f "new money" --
much of it in the hands of Sino-Thais, such as Thaksin -- in the 1960ks tttasurging
exports and modernization. Thaksin and his new-money cronies inevitablya@aompete
with "old money," represented by the monarchy and the traditional &lite conflict pitted
Thaksin's government against the institution that is supposed to bridge suah gapsty,
the king's advisory body -- and therefore against the monarchy itsetieAdailand scholar
Kevin Hewison has argued, Thaksin and the palace were competing $antkehings:
societal supremacy and the hearts and minds of the masses.

The origins of the anti-Thaksin movement thus lie in the old establrgtsuesire to keep
from power someone they perceived as a manipulative arrivistev8utieough Thailand's
political crisis was not at the beginning a social conflict, ddmee one because of the way in
which Thaksin took advantage of the plight of the poor, especially in the imgose
northeast. It is doubtful that the demonstrators who took to the strefgbsil -- who may

have genuinely believed they were fighting for democracy and better livingiomsd+
realized that they were little more than pawns in a bigger game.

As a result, the country has become deeply divided, not only between treldlte new elite
but also between Thaksin's strongholds in the north and the northeast and his gpponent
Bangkok and the south. Pasuk Phongpaichit and Chris Baker, two of Thailadutig lea
commentators on social issues, have traced the regional dividenorth's and the
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northeast's "sense of exclusion and disadvantage, the legacy of a higtdlisezhstate
system and persistent neglect.”

Although Thailand has experienced some spectacular economic growth opasttifew
decades, not all regions have benefited equally, and the country has @ieohighest Gini
coefficients, a measure of income inequality (the higher the ceffj the greater the
inequality). However, Thaksin was successful in portraying himsafcaampion of the poor,
mainly in the northeast, where he cleverly marketed his rural-develdgpuolicies,
inexpensive health care, generous monetary support for villages, and othest paticles.
On the other hand, in the north, where Thaksin comes from, localntsid®w the
Shinawatras as a Sino-Thai business family whose fortunes have avake@ned over
several generations. Thus, the TRT's election campaigns therdomsed on poverty
elimination but instead focused on provincialism, emphasizing that Thaksitia native of
the north" and using distinct, northern Thai spelling on election postetsltards.

Clearly, playing on the rich-versus-poor divide has only been a tool for Titeakamp to gain
support in certain parts of the country. As one Bangkok-based analyst'phistis not a
class war but a regional conflict."

The present Democratic-led coalition is acutely aware of the dpgosipopularity in the
north and the northeast, and it has pledged not to abolish any of the popuisspbat
Thaksin initiated. Still, it will be an uphill battle for the mDecrats to win over those regions,
where they are seen as representing mainly the upper and middés daBsingkok.

AN UNCERTAIN DEMOCRACY

Deep rifts such as these are enough to paralyze any country, but en@h#ile monarchy has
historically acted as a bridging institution. It is revered not onljhbyetite but also in the
countryside, where the king enjoys an almost divine status. Most Findisof the monarchy
as a sacred institution, and Thailand has some of the world's mogést lese majesté laws
(which criminalize offenses against the monarch). The Ministigfofmation and
Communication Technology claims to have shut down more than 2,000 Web sitesode
offensive to the monarchy. This drive began well before the Demaenaws to power. But
Abhisit's justice minister has gone a step further and suggestedeltatrrent maximum
penalty for lese majesté convictions, 15 years of imprisonment, shoelddraled to 25
years. This does not tally well with Abhisit's stated commitrteehberal democracy.

In a recent speech before the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Thailanslt défended
these laws, arguing that the monarchy, which is the key to politadality, must be shielded
from the country's political turmoil. Near-universal respect fomtle@archy is undoubtedly a
unifying factor, but it is also closely linked to the present kingaBse of the country's lése
majesté laws, no one is prepared to talk openly, let alone abibet what may happen when
a new monarch takes over. Bhumibol, who ascended to the throne in 1946y id's
longest-reigning monarch, and the vast majority of Thais have never exqeelri@nother king.
The trauma that his succession will inevitably entail willroenense. According to Shawn
Crispin, the Southeast Asia editorAdia Times Online and a veteran observer of Thai
politics, when the king dies it is possible that "the military imloke the Internal Security
Act -- which in times of crises gives the army commander magewgive power than the
prime minister -- to ensure a smooth and favorable transition."
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Indeed, despite Thailand's democratic institutions, the militaaypswerful force, and it is
likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. Between 1932, whexbdudute monarchy was
overthrown, and 2006, when the military ousted Thaksin, Thailand witnesSksedtaien
successful coups and seven abortive coup attempts. Powerful elenthetsndftary have
closely allied themselves with the PAD, which shares theirtipyalthe monarchy and their
dislike of Thaksin. According to Crispin, the military worked behind trenss to form
Abhisit's coalition. And if it retains such influence, Crispin wnotésia Times Online in
January, Thailand's stability will be determined less by how Abhialsdeth the UDD and
"more by how Abhisit negotiates power-sharing first with the mylisard second with his
junior coalition partners." That prediction does not augur well for Ablaed it calls into
guestion his progressive credentials.

FORECAST: FAILURE?

After taking power at the end of 2008, the Democrats gained even natsersparliament
and improved their majority in by-elections held this January. Butdpgonents still feel
cheated. They believe that both of Abhisit's immediate predecessbifhiaksin were toppled
by unconstitutional means -- Samak and Somchai by politically motivatetidsmisions and
Thaksin by a coup. The new coalition, Thaksin's followers argue, mddect of behind-the-
scenes horse-trading. The UDD has called Abhisit an "illegiéirpame minister." In April,
the opposition's anger culminated in violent clashes that left two swdidead and more
than a hundred wounded. In the coastal resort of Pattaya, protestecsd regional summit
to be canceled and its attendees to be evacuated by helicopter.

Most of Thaksin's closest relatives left the country before and dimengpril events, but they
are still in close contact with supporters in Thailand. Even béfprig Thaksin himself --
who after his 2006 ouster pledged never to get involved in politics agaipeatedly
addressed his followers in Thailand by video from Dubai. During the heighé @irotests, he
told them that he was prepared to come back and lead the country fay@y aisked him to
do so. In one address, he even urged his followers to stage a "peeplesae’ -- a call that
cost him his Thai passport. Even in exile, Thaksin remains powanfulthe country has
become divided between those who love him and those who loathe him.

The violent clashes in April failed to dislodge the government, and titag@nized residents
of Bangkok, whose daily lives were upset by the Red Shirts' blockades.eAslt, the UDD
is now in retreat, and Abhisit has strengthened his position. ThelResll&ave been
regrouping since the debacle and have vowed to continue their struggle. bMene@imay
come. The assassination attempt in April against the PAD's fousmiedhi, came as a grim
reminder of how violent Thai politics has become.

The UDD is still demanding that parliament be dissolved and freshiais be held. But it
remains to be seen if the Puea Thai (For Thais) Party, thessacdo the dissolved PPP, will
fare as well in an election as Thaksin's supporters believe. Tiydauks a coherent
leadership and, like the UDD, is disorganized and undisciplinedaldesinsular and
paranoid: close relatives of Thaksin -- trusted but inexperiencede-ldeeen appointed to
important positions in the party, making it seem like a family-runpaom.

The crisis is far from over, and it is an open question how long ABlgsivernment will last.
Abhisit may be one of Thailand's brightest and best-educated politibigrss coalition
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remains fragile. The price he and the Democrats had to pay fordddentp put together a
government was the inclusion of dubious characters, some previouslyaihethaksin,
others PAD partisans. For example, Abhisit's choice of foreign t@inksasit Piromya, was a
regular speaker at PAD rallies and once described the group's occap&amrgkok's
international airports as "a lot of fun."

The relationship between the Democrats and the less-than-demBéaBtis one of the most
controversial aspects of the new coalition. Abhisit, who has reflgai@d that the law
applies to everyone, touts transparency and good governance. But it is whetaar his
administration can afford to go after the PAD, which blatantly gamged the law and
severely tarnished Thailand's international reputation when it occupied lbets.

Thailand can ill afford more turmoil as it begins to feel thea# of the global economic
meltdown. For the first time in years, its exports are down and plogment is rising. In the
once-lucrative automotive industry, thousands of jobs are at risk: Toyita Whailand, the
country's largest automaker, has already announced that it will cut poodiactope with
falling demand. Because of the recent turmoil, fewer touristsiaiting the country and fewer
foreigners are investing in it. Just a few days after order hadrbs®red in April, Thailand's
finance minister forecast that the Thai economy would contract bpé&reent as a result of
the violence. Layoffs could lead to social unrest, and the pro-Thaksin t@pesduld no
doubt accuse the government of ineptitude and incompetence -- a chaogeikthaork to

the Puea Thai's advantage whenever new elections are held.

In an effort to avert another crisis, outside interlocutors ar&imgbehind the scenes to
reconcile the opposing sides. Forming a government of national unity hasiggestsd, but
the divide is so deep and antagonistic feelings so strong thatowitle easy to heal the
country after three years of turmoil. Although the last thing Thaitesgals is more street
politics, they seem likely to return: the UDD's Red Shirts have gdaveontinue their
campaign to oust Abhisit's government.

If Thailand is to become truly stable, its democratic institutisiishave to be strengthened
through more grass-roots participation in the decision-making procaseaels. More
attention will also have to be paid to the grievances of people in ttrearat the northeast;
otherwise, populists like Thaksin will be able to ride a wave aakdiscontent, and Thailand
will remain a political tinderbox. Never before has the country'sduidgaemed as uncertain as
it does today. If the confrontation continues and the economic crigss tstdite in earnest,
Thailand, a country seen as a pillar of economic and politicalisgabilSoutheast Asia just a
few years ago, could become a textbook example of a democracy's collapse.
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