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Q&A: Thailand's coup |mpact
A military coup in Thailand
has seen the ousting of
Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra.
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Why did the coup happen
now?

Mr Thaksin, who came to
power in 2001, has proved a
controversial and divisive
leader.

Gen Sonthi says he plans a return to
democracy

Although he was extremely popular with Thailand's rural
poor, his abrasive style and huge wealth won him many
enemies and appeared to split the nation.

Mounting protests earlier this year undermined his position.

But it was his easy victory in April's general election -
subsequently declared invalid - that may have prompted the
generals to act.

Their assessment may have been that since Mr Thaksin's
wealth and politically dominant Thai Rak Thai party made
him electorally unbeatable, a coup was the only way to get
rid of him.

All that remained was to choose a date. With new elections
set for later this year, they seem to have decided to act
swiftly, taking advantage of the fact he was out of the
country at the UN's General Assembly.

What does it mean for Thailand?
That depends on how long the military holds on to power.

The coup's leader, Gen Sonthi Boonyaratglin, said he wanted
to restore democracy after a year, once a new constitution
had been written.

If that timetable is achieved, many Thais will probably give a
sigh of relief.

But there will be real worries that Gen Sonthi, like previous
coup leaders, may find it hard to give up power - or rebuild
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democracy to the military's liking - so quickly. Venezuela reje

US hypoallerg:
The longer he stays, the greater the risk that the same Internet’s futu
groups who protested in their thousands against the Baby dies afte

a_utocratl_c_ Mr Thaksin will turn their frustration on the high- Most popular ne
minded military.

What does the coup mean for the region?
It is a severe setback.

Thailand had not suffered a coup in 15 years, and had
started to boast about being a stable democracy at the heart
of South East Asia.

Now, as pictures flash around the world of tanks in central
Bangkok, the country's institutions have again been proved
to be flimsy, and its military shown up to be still untrusting of
democracy and its conflicts.

The coup is also bad news for Western hopes of change in
Thailand's neighbour, Burma.

Thailand is one of the few countries with real influence over
Burma's repressive military junta.

But Gen Sonthi is hardly likely to press Burma's leaders to
introduce democracy, and they will see his coup as a
justification for inaction.

What about Thailand's economy?

As well as being hit by the 2004 tsunami, Thailand's
economic growth was already being pegged back by political
uncertainty as this year's protests against Mr Thaksin
rumbled on.

The problem is now likely to get worse as nervy companies
delay investment and the former government's spending
programmes come under scrutiny.

While tourists may keep coming, foreign investors will be
watching extremely closely to see what happens to Shin
Corp, the mobile phone group which Mr Thaksin's family sold
to Singaporean investors in January.

The sale of such an important Thai business was seen by
many Thais as unpatriotic and triggered the anti-Thaksin
protests.

Any moves to regain control of the company would send
shock waves through Thai business.
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Thais cheery over military coup
By Jonathan Head
BBC News, Bangkok

=k Printable version
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This week Thailand experienced its first military coup correspondents ¢

for 15 years. In an unexpected move the army
commander overthrew the government of Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. Mr Thaksin had been
under growing pressure to step down over alleged
corruption and abuses of power, but remained very
popular in the countryside.
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It started with royal music and familiar pictures of the king
being played continuously on an army-run television station.
That was strange, even during this year, the 60th
anniversary of Thailand's much-loved monarch.
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So rumours of a coup started
to circulate like wildfire. But
there had been coup rumours
all year and it was hard to
believe that the people of
Thailand, now a vibrant,
pluralistic democracy, would
tolerate something as
unfashionable as tanks and
soldiers on the streets.
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The new leadership is consolidating its
hold on power

Well, they didn't just tolerate it, they welcomed it with open
arms. Mr Thaksin was the most popular political leader in
recent Thai history, the first to win an outright majority in
parliament. And yet the troops who had forced him out were
cheered and festooned with flowers. What on earth was
going on?
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Like many other East Asian societies, Thais place enormous
weight on the value of harmony, avoiding open conflict
wherever possible. That has not been easy as the country
has undergone dramatic economic growth, creating yawning
disparities in wealth but the unbreakable faith people here
put in their aging monarch, King Bhumibhol Adulyadej, to
guarantee that harmony has helped them live with these
wrenching changes.

Most popular nc

An entire elite network of businessmen, military officers and
bureaucrats has flourished from its connections to the palace,
monopolising most of the wealth from Thailand's spectacular
growth. The system worked well, despite a succession of
military coups, up until the 1990s.
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Modern politics

There was forgiveness for armed rebels, and the aura of
royal benevolence for the rural poor. The king travelled
frequently into the countryside, and started his own
agricultural development projects.

But confidence in this arrangement fell apart after the last
military coup in 1991 - by then a much larger and more
confident middle class resisted attempts by the generals to
hold on to power, forcing the king to intervene, and allow
stronger democratic roots to grow.

Then the Asian economic crisis of 1997 prompted another re-
think and led to the constitution of that year, designed to
promote modern party politics, for the first time based on
policies and personalities.

It was in this new environment |
that Thaksin Shinawatra
thrived. A self-made
billionaire, he dazzled Thais
with his can-do philosophy,
and won over the rural
majority with his populist anti-
poverty policies. No other
politician in Thai history has
matched his vote-winning
skills.

After his first election victory
five years ago, everyone
rallied round him, convinced -
his ability to get rich would rub The king is hlghly revered in Thailand
off on the rest of the country.

That there was large-scale corruption and cronyism under Mr
Thaksin not disputed but that was true of previous
administrations. The irrepressible Mr Thaksin, though, went
further.

He meddled with the simmering conflict in the Muslim south,
putting it under the authority of the police, instead of the
army. The result was a disaster and five years later more
than 1,500 have died and the central government has lost
control of the region.

Mr Thaksin declared a war on drugs, giving police-led death
squads licence to kill any suspected dealers. An estimated
2,000 died in that operation.

But worst of all, he ignored pleas from the king to moderate
his policies. Instead he re-shuffled key military and civil
service positions to try to eclipse the old royalist elite.

Political turmoil

When he managed to sell his family business in January
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without paying a penny of tax, the middle class in Bangkok
rose up. Their stubborn resistance, resulting in a boycotted
election in April, gave the old elite their excuse.

The harmony upheld by the king for more than half a century
had been shattered. Even worse, the ailing monarch was
clearly distressed by it - and with him, the rest of the
population began to yearn for an end to the political turmoil.

There is no shortage of people here who still feel strong
affection for the ousted prime minister. He was the first to
shape policies specifically aimed at the poor. But many of
them also say that what has happened is perhaps for the
best, otherwise Thailand would have continued to be divided
over his leadership, they say, and that would be intolerable.

The new military rulers offer the same justification for their
takeover.

They reject the idea that democracy, the prospect of
elections in two months time, might be the best means of
resolving those differences. An uncomfortable rift between a
populist prime minister and a traditional elite has instead
been swiftly resolved, at gunpoint.

It may take months or years to fashion another constitution,
and it may in the end be no better than the one the soldiers
have just torn up. No matter, harmony has been restored -
just look at the flower-draped tanks in central Bangkok - it's
almost a point of pride.

Only in Thailand, they say, could a military coup this cheerful
and this peaceful take place.

From Our Own Correspondent will be broadcast on
Saturday, 23 September, 2006 at 1130 BST on BBC
Radio 4. Please check the programme schedules for World
Service transmission times.
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Profile: Thai coup leader
The leader of the coup in
Thailand, Gen Sonthi
Boonyaratglin, has made
his mark in recent months
with some very public
disagreements with the
man he has overthrown,
Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra.

) ) ) Gen Sonthi is the first Muslim to be
Appointed commander-in-chief commander-in-chief

last year, Gen Sonthi is known to be close to the country's
King, Bhumibol Adulyadej, and has been seen as an unofficial
spokesman for the monarch.

After parliamentary elections in April, which were later
annulled because of concerns about their legitimacy, he said
that King Bhumibol was "saddened" by the situation.

Gen Sonthi, 59, graduated from Chulachomklao Royal
Military Academy in 1969 and was commissioned to the
Royal Army Infantry Corps.

A decorated combat veteran, he headed several top Thai
army units including the elite Special Warfare Command.

Muslim insurgency

Gen Sonthi was appointed commander-in-chief last year, the
first member of Thailand's Muslim minority to hold the
position.

The move was seen as an attempt by the government to
curb an Islamist insurgency in the south of the country which
has killed more than 1,400 people in the last two-and-a-half
years.

His first major spat with the government came when his
proposal for talks with the militants was rejected.

And when the political crisis blew up earlier this year, with
the opposition Democrat Party boycotting elections amid
claims that Mr Thaksin was abusing his power, Gen Sonthi
voiced his - and the king's - concerns.

"The country's problem, which originated some time ago and

has prevailed until now, has saddened his majesty, which has
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upset and worried me," he was quoted by local media as
saying.

"As a soldier of his majesty, | would like to help him relieve
his worry and the army will adhere strictly to whatever
advice he gives us."
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Profile: Thaksin Shinawatra

Thaksin Shinawatra
became the first prime
minister in Thailand's
history to lead an elected
government through a full
four-year term in office.

Eighteen months later he was
out of office after a military
coup ousted him as he
prepared to give a speech in

Mr Thaksin's health and economic
policies pleased rural voters

New York to the United Nations.

According to his opponents - who highlighted his intolerance
of criticism and his failure to end separatist violence in the
country's south - his fall can be traced back to his family's
decision at the start of 2006 to sell its shares in one of
Thailand's biggest telecom groups, Shin Corp.

The sale, which netted family members and others $1.9bn,
angered many urban Thais, who complained that the family
avoided paying tax and passed control of an important
national asset to Singaporean investors.

With calls mounting for him to resign over the issue and
large-scale street protests, Mr Thaksin called a snap general
election for April, effectively telling opponents to "put up or
shut up".

But main opposition parties boycotted the polls and many
voters chose to register a "no vote". Several unopposed
ruling party candidates failed to achieve the 20% of votes
needed to become MPs, leaving parliament unable to
convene.

Faced with the threat of further protests, Mr Thaksin said he
would step down. He did for a few weeks, but returned to
office in May ahead of a re-run of April's elections later in the
year.

Following months of political uncertainty, Thai army chief
Sonthi Boonyaratglin led a coup in September which stripped
Mr Thaksin's government of all powers.

Former policeman

Born in 1949 in the northern city of Chiang Mai, Mr Thaksin
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started his career as a police officer. In 1973, he received a Venezuela reje
government scholarship to study for a masters degree in US hypoallerg:
criminal justice in the United States. Baby dies afte

. T Most popular nc
When he returned he went into ||} ik

business, and during the late |
1980s began building a
telecommunications empire,
helped by cornering state
monopolies.

He founded his Thai Rak Thai
(Thai Loves Thai party) in -

1998, and its rapid emergence Protests continued in Bangkok in the
transformed Thai politics. run-up to April 2006 polls

Mr Thaksin swept into office in 2001, soundly defeating the
old guard from the Democrat Party.

Poorer voters liked his offers of cheap medical care and debt
relief, his nationalist platform and his contempt for the
"Bangkok elite".

But big business also liked him for his CEO style of
government and his "Taksinomics" policies which created a
new boom in the country where the Asian financial crisis of
the late 1990s began.

Mr Thaksin also won support for his handling of the tsunami
relief effort after the 2004 Indian Ocean disaster, which
devastated parts of south-western Thailand.

Overcoming criticism
But other things were not so easy.

He had to face the fallout from
his government's suppression
of news of an outbreak of bird
flu, as well as continuing
criticism over his methods of
stamping out crime.

The violent deaths of more
than 2,500 people during a b T L B
crackdown on drugs ordered i Thaksin has struggled to handle the
by Mr Thaksin in 2003 did not insurgency in the south

affect his public support, neither did an earlier finding by
Thailand's Corruption Commission that he had failed to
declare all of his wealth.

He even weathered criticism over the government's handling
of the upsurge in violence in the largely Muslim south, where
more than 1,000 people have died since an insurgency began
in early 2004.

Each time Mr Thaksin appeared to ride out the storm, his
backing among his key supporters - Thailand's rural voters -
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apparently unscathed.

But the sale of Shin Corp fuelled an already active opposition,
creating a political storm that has proved to be a very rocky
ride for Mr Thaksin.
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