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Another day of protests in Bangkok,
with no compromise in sight
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In Thailand, widespread political rallies and the refusal of the opposition
to participate in early elections scheduled for 2 February have revived
the ghosts of the political violence the country faced in 2010. The
turmoil marks another phase in the long conflict between, on the one
hand, supporters of the current caretaker Prime Minister, Yingluck
Shinawatra, and her exiled brother, Thaksin, and, on the other, the
opposition. Led by former Vice-Prime Minister Suthep Thaugsban, this
opposition has launched a campaign to 'Shutdown Bangkok Restart
Thailand' until the government steps down. Although the military denies
that it is considering assuming power, the protests have heightened the
possibility of military interference. Thailand’s Election Commission has
proposed postponing the ballot, although an extension is unlikely to
provide a sustainable solution to the country’s difficulties in adhering to
the rules of parliamentary democracy and solving differences through
negotiations and elections.

The European Union has
called on all parties to
seize the opportunity

The European Union has called on all parties to overcome their
divergences through peaceful means and seize the opportunity offered
by the proposed snap elections1. The events in Bangkok have not yet
affected bilateral relations: on 7 November 2013, the EU and Thailand
initialled a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement, and negotiations

1 EEAS, 'Statement by the Spokesperson of EU High Representative Catherine Ashton on
the events in Thailand,' 13 December 2013:
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131213_01_en.pdf,
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offered by the proposed
early elections.

on free trade agreement are ongoing2. However, the fierce confrontation
within Thailand is likely to impact the government's capacities, including
its dealing with partners. And while Thailand's economy, second largest
in the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), has rarely fallen
victim to political unrest, the current rallies may have a greater impact;
protestors have attempted to block commercial activity in the capital,
and the country’s economy may well suffer as a result.

Turmoil and stability over the last years

Since 2011, Thailand’s
government has restored
stability and defused
tensions … at least on the
surface.

Yet, the possibility of a new
crisis was never excluded.

Thailand has experienced numerous years of political turmoil since
billionaire media tycoon Thaksin Shinawatra became Prime Minister in
2001. In 2006, the politically influential Thai army deposed Thaksin in a
bloodless coup, leading to a period of upheaval: the country has had six
different prime ministers since. Underlying political volatility exploded in
April 2010, when an army crackdown on pro-Thaksin demonstrators left
at least 90 dead and 2000 injured3.

With a campaign focused on reconciliation, the Thaksin-backed Pheu
Thai party won the country’s general elections in 2011. Drawing on
support from the country's north and north-east, the new government
was led by Thaksin’s sister, Yingluck Shinawatra. Yingluck restored
stability and defused tensions within an extremely polarised society,
maintaining good relations with the military and the royal family, and
gaining the support of rural society through programmes including a
rice subsidy scheme and universal health care system. However, her
approach was not appreciated by all. An Amnesty bill introduced by her
government elicited controversy (see below), and subsidy programmes
were not universally accepted.

While the past two years have been largely stable, the possibility of a
new crisis was never ruled out. The opposition, supported by Bangkok's
elite and people in the south, draws legitimacy from traditional
institutions, including the monarchy, the military and various agencies.
Suthep and his supporters have accused the ruling party of vote buying,
and unethical, populist policies. In the eyes of the alliance of opposition
forces – grouped under the banner of the People’s Alliance for
Democracy – Yingluck Shinawatra is a puppet of Thaksin, working solely
to ensure his return from exile in Dubai. (Thaksin has remained there to
avoid being jailed for corruption and abuse of power.) Any move on the
part of the government that might facilitate Thaksin's return was bound

2 The third round of negotiations was held and concluded from 9 to13 December 2013 in
Brussels, and the next round is scheduled to take place in March 2014 in Bangkok.DG
Trade, http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2013/september/tradoc_151780.pdf EEAS,
European Union – Thailand Partnership and Cooperation Agreement initialled today in
Brussels,' 7 November 2013,
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131107_02_en.pdf
3 Human Right Group.
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to trigger a new political crisis.

Amnesty and the constitution: Two sparks in the political tinderbox

Reforms proposed by the
current Prime Minister,
Yingluck Shinawatra, have
proved controversial within
her party and among the
opposition.

Yingluck withdrew support
to a controversial amnesty
bill after the Senate rejected
it, but failed to stop the
brewing conflict.

Thailand's Constitutional
Court also ruled that the
government’s attempts to
re-establish a fully elected
Senate were
unconstitutional.

This was exactly what occurred in August 2013, when the government
proposed a bill to pardon those who had committed political offences
since the 2006 coup. The bill, presented as an effort to facilitate political
reconciliation in the deeply divided country, initially excluded political
leaders such as Thaksin and opposition figures, including former Prime
Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva (head of the Democratic Party) and Deputy
Prime Minister Suthep Thaugsuban 4 , who had been charged with
murder for approving the May 2010 crackdown. However, once the
amnesty bill was approved in Thailand’s House of Representatives, the
government proposed a new draft that would have pardoned all
political leaders. While the ruling party argued this was a further
conciliatory step, many in the opposition believed the change was
designed to permit Thaksin to return home without serving his term of
imprisonment. The modified bill would also have pardoned numerous
human rights abuses and tens of thousands of corruption cases. Yingluck
withdrew support for the controversial proposal after the Senate
rejected it, but failed to stop the brewing conflict.

Another severe irritant was her government’s proposal to amend two
sections of the 2007 constitution, a charter drafted under the supervision
of the army after the coup. In July 2013, the government proposed re-
establishing a fully-elected Senate to replace the current (partly-elected
and partly appointed) version. On 6 November, after the change was
approved by the House of Representatives, Thailand's Constitutional
Court ruled that the proposal was unconstitutional because it sought to
'overthrow the democratic regime of government with the King as Head
of State5'. The ruling brought some 20 000 supporters of Thaksin to the
streets. For a number of international observers, the frequency with
which Thai political disputes have been resolved by the country’s
judiciary points to underlying political and parliamentary weakness.

The revival of street politics

Despite Yingluck's
dissolution of the
Parliament, protestors have

After weeks of relatively peaceful demonstrations against the amnesty
bill, the opposition’s campaign widened into a general anti-government
protest. Today, the demands of Suthep and his opposition alliance

4 Suthep Thaugsuban was a deputy prime minister under PM Vejjajiva from 2008 to 2011.
He resigned as Member of Parliament in Nov 2013 to lead the People's Democratic
Reform Committee and the anti-government movement. Eight Democrat MPs resigned
with him. Opinions in the Democratic Party are divided about Suthep, as not all members
support and follow his ideas.
5 Article 68 of the Thai Constitution stipulates that no person may 'overthrow the
democratic regime of government with the King as Head of State under this Constitution
or to acquire the power to rule the country by any means which is not in accordance
with the modes provided in this Constitution'.
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continued to demonstrate,
demanding the
establishment of an
unelected 'people's council'.

Even if a short-term solution
can be found, stability will
be hard to achieve without a
broad discussion on the
political order.

include the establishment of an unelected 'people's council' to replace
the government. Since 24 November 2013, hundreds of thousands of
protesters have raided and occupied the compounds of government
ministries and television stations in Bangkok. Despite the government's
guarded response, tensions escalated when Thaksin opponents clashed
with government supporters on 1 December. The police used tear gas,
water cannons and rubber bullets to push back protesters that had
broken though the police’s barricades. In the protests since, eight have
been killed and an estimated 450 injured6.

There seems to be no easy solution to the political deadlock in Thailand.
On the surface, the main battle is between the pro-Thaksin and anti-
Thaksin for control of the state. Yet the long-term challenge facing the
country is how to create a governance system that could mediate
between different interest groups, and how to encourage minority and
opposition groups to contribute – rather than work to dismantle – the
country’s political system. While various alliances have used different
tactics in Thailand, all have followed the 'winner takes all' strategy,
compromising human rights, fundamental freedoms and rule of law7.

Yingluck's recent approach had offered the hope that Thailand was
moving towards a more pluralistic and reconciliatory system. Yet that
hope was shattered when protests flared and the opposition refused to
participate in early elections.

As all dialogue efforts, including the mediation of the army's chief, have
failed, a rapid exit from the country’s political gridlock is unlikely. Even if
a short-term solution were found, stability in Thailand will require broad
and inclusive discussion on the way the country is governed. Faced with
this complex and volatile situation, the European Union has chosen a
balanced approach by calling on all parties to move forward peacefully
within Thailand's democratic and constitutional framework.

6 International Crisis Group.
7 See Marc Saxer, ‘How can Thailand overcome its transformation crisis?’, Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung, November 2012.


