/éourt clears T___ha%

.~ PM of charges

- BANGKOK, Aug. 3. - Thailan-
d’s  constitu-
tional court has

cleared Prime

Minister Mr

Thaksin Shina- |

watra of charg-

es that he de-
liberately con-
cealed assets,

Thaksin on Friday. judges said to-

— APIPTI day, ending

months of un-

| certainty and allowing him to
| carry on in the job.

i Mr Kramol Thongthammachat,
judge, told reporters the court
had ruled that Mr Shinawatra

| had not deliberately concealed

! some of his wealth during the

| 1990s. Had he been found guilty,

| he would have faced a five-year

! ban from politics.

| Local television quoted judg-

: esdas saying; the court had vo-

| ted 8-7 in favour of clearing

' him. -/Be’uters

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
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‘Under ﬁ( Advani tells J &K

tg enact anti-terrorist law
mes News Network an9¢ ‘

Agencies .
' NBW DELHI: Amidst strident
criticism by MPs for the govern-
ment’s failure to prevent a string of
receht massacres in Jammu and
Kashmir, home minister L.K.
Advani on Thursday told the Lok
Sabha that the state government
would be asked to consider the
enactment of an anti-terrorist law
to deal with militancy.

He said measures in accordance
with the law would be stepped up
against “overground supporters”
of terrorists. Special intelligence-
driven security force operations
based on surprise and speed
would also be considered, Mr
Advani said, speaking on a |
calling attention motion on
the recent Doda killings.

Mr Advani’s statement did
little to satisfy a vociferous |
opposition which accused him
. of failure to anticipate the
renewal of terrorist violence
after the collapsed Musharraf ||

and Kashmir chief minister.”
When the Congréss members’
repeated queries failed to evoke a
definite response from the home
minister, the opposition, led by the
Congress, staged a walk-out.
Earlier, seeking clarifications,
opposition members reminded Mr
Advani of his pledge to quit if he
failed to contain militancy in
Jammu and Kashmir. “Did the uni-
lateral ceasefire result in de-escala-
tion of militancy?” Raghvans
Prasad Singh of the RJD asked. He
wanted to know if the government
had any statistics regarding the
number of terrorists from foreign

SECURITY MEASURES

Jalpal Reddy said the package of
measures announced by Mr
Advani contained nothing substan-
tive. He clarified that his party was
not opposed to the extension of the
two acts to other areas, but asked if
such a move would prove effective
in Jammu considering it had not
been effective in the Valley.

In Srinagar, the Jammu and
Kashmir cabinet passed a resolu-
tion declaring four districts of the
Jammu region “disturbed” after
the governor approved the resolu-
tion adopted by the cabinet.

The chief minister said the four
districts—Jammu,  Udhampur,
Doda and Kathua —would
come under the ambit of the
Armed Forces Special
Powers Act.

Meanwhile the indefinite
curfew imposed in Jammu city
following the railway station
carnage was lifted at 4 pm. on
Thursday, “until further
orders”, which means it will be
reimposed “if there is need for

summit and of taking ade-
quate measures.

Asked repeatedly by Congress
members whether chief minister
Farooq Abdullah had demanded
more forces after the summit
breakdown, Mr Advani avoided

giving a direct reply. He said that

since demands had been made by
various states, it was not possible
for the Centre to meet all of them.

Congress  deputy  leader
Madhavrao Scindia and chief whip
PR. Das Munshi insisted on know-
ing whether Mr Abdullah had
asked for more forces, to which the
home minister said, “We have tried
to meet the demands of the Jammu

countries who were active in the
troubled state. Questions were also
asked about the sharp criticism by
civil aviation minister Chamanlal
Gupta about the role of the J&K
government and the demand for
the chief minister’s resignation.
Mr Advani argued that the
recent killing spree by militants
was an expression of their frustra-
tion after the “success” achieved
by security forces in combating ter-
rorism in the past three months.
“We have won all the wars with
Pakistan, now we will win the
ongoing proxy war,” he said.
Later, Congress spokesperson

it”, a police spokesperson said.
Two more persons, including a
woman, succumbed to their
injuries, bringing the death toll to
13, an official spokesperson said. -
There was no relaxation in the

curfew in Kishtwar town of Doda -

district on Thursday as tension
mounted following rival bandh
calls given by the two communi-
ties. ‘'While one community had
given a call in protest against the
Jammu railway station carnage, the
other community gave the call to
protest what it called “firing at the
mosque at Paddar” in Kishtwar
tehsil. The Kishtwar police, howev-
er, said that the mosque was safe.
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'Thaksin

By ERIN PRELYPCHAN KY\ 'l\
Ve

Bangkok, June 19: Thai newspa-
pers said on Tuesday that Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s
tearful appeal to a court consider-
ing graft charges against him was
a hit with his adoring public — but
also a key test of the country's
democracy.

All  three  English-language
dailies said in opinion pieces after
Monday’s testimony by Mr
Thaksin that the constitutional
court’s decision, expected by
August, would be a watershed for
Thailand’s democracy.

“We will soon find out if the law
applies to everyone in Thailand,”
Business Day’s managing editor
said in a front-page opinion piece,
adding that the court should be
allowed to make its ruling without
pressure and based on what the
law says.

“This is the system against the
individual, and it will have far-
reaching implications,” the Narion
said in an editorial. “The court’s
verdict will serve as a barometer
of the maturity of our political sys-
tem and the quality of its citizens.”

Mr Thaksin told the court that an
“honest mistake” led him to make
an incomplete assets declaration.
The court must decide whether to
uphold a national counter corrup-
tion commission ruling that he
deliberately failed to declare some
of his assets in obligatory state-
ments made when he was deputy
prime minister in 1997. (Reuters)

for Thailand dé%ocacy

case is major test |

S

BoMB sCARE: Thai bemb experts tell the press to disperse as th
attempt to defuse a bomb inside the grounds of the Vietnam embaSsy
in Bangkok on Tuesday. Two bombs, containing a total of abdut 10
kg of explosives, were defused. (Reuters) -
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EN MR. Thaksin \/\
Shinwatra won the
January 6 general
elections in Thailand, the
Prime Minister-designate was aware
that he had another, bigger hurdle to
cross — a corruption indictment.

Usually, for politicians, elections
are the insurmountable barrier
between power and wilderness; but
in Mr. Thaksin’s case his pre-poll
indictment before the Censtitutional
Court on charges of misdeclaring his
assets could prove to be a much
bigger hurdle.

A telecom tycoon, said to be
wealthiest man in Thailand, Mr.
Thaksin’s indictment is a litmus
test for the country’s new anti-
corruption méechanisms.

His Thai Ra Thai (Thais Love
Thais) party swept the polls on
its own — a definite feat in the
country’s coalition- dominated
politics.

Along with the inevitability of
the trial in the Constitutional
Court, Mr. Thaksin also faces the
rising expectations of the Thai
people — promised many
goodies in a country where
poverty levels are rising.

Apart from his other schemes,
Mr. Thaksin had promised 1
million baht for every village — a
populist enterprise certain to be
frowned upon by the world’s
economic manager-cum-pundits,
the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the World Bank."

As the Prime Minister moves
to implement some of his
promises, he has already
indicated that the country’s
economy was a shambles; a ,
point that has been contested by
the erstwhile ruling Democrats.

In a recent speech dubbed “Truth
about Thailand”, Mr. Thaksin
revealed that the country’s national
debt had hit 2.8 trillion baht (about
$64 billions) or 58 per cent of GDP,
with foreign exchange reserves
plunging from 400 billion baht to 13
billion baht.

Referring to poverty levels, the
Prime Minister said the country had
10 million poor people as opposed to
7.5 million before the 1997 economic
crisis. He also pointed to the poor
state of the manufacturing industry.

“We have to think together to solve
our problems. We must not create
new ones. If we work together, I
don’t think there is anything which
cannot be overcome,” he was quoted
as saying.

As a votary of the alliance between
business. and. politics, Mr. Thaksin
has been by-and large well received,
but the corruption charges had
placed a big question, mark over his

continuance in %ce even before- the
people went to the'polls.

That the Thai people voted for the
man and his party despite the
indictment by the National Counter-
Corruption Commission (NCCC)
could turn into a complicating factor.

For Mr. Thaksin, the mandate
should not be seen as a recourse to
disrespect for the Constitutional
Court. While an acquittal is possible,
there is also a strong possibility that
the Prime Minister could be
disqualified from holding public
office for five years.

Earlier in the week, the trial in the
Constitutional Court commenced.

Leading the charge against the Prime 4

The Thal Prime Minister, Mr. Thakéln Shinawatra...
shadow of an Indictment.

Minister, Mr. Klanarong Chanthick,
NCCC secretary-general, told the
Court that Mr. Thaksin had acted
“dishonestly and untransparently” in
the transfer of shares.

Mr. Thaksin is charged with
concealing his income in an official
statement when Minister in a
previous Government. Shares worth
millions of baht were said to have
been circulated among his staff and
did not show up in the income
statement submitted by Mr. Thaksin.

Mr. Klanarong argued that Mr.
Thaksin transferred a large number of
his and his wife’s shares “‘back and
forth among his maids, his
babysitters, drivers and security

guards”. None of these individuals
attended a shareholders’ meeting or
received any income from the
“holding” of these shares, the
prosecution submitted.

According to the NCCC official, one
particular share transfer took place to
a member of Mr. Thaksin's
household three years after the
person had died.

Mr. Klanarong said Mr. Thaksin’s
claim that he was not aware of the
transfers was ‘‘unbelievable”. He
claimed that the Prime Minister
made such share transfers before he
came into politics in 1992 and
continued to do so until 1998, when
he ceased to be a Minister.

in the

The NCCC is also of the view that
some share transfers violated
disclosure laws and that both Mr.
Thaksin and his wife avoided paying
taxes through the use of nominees.

In response, a lawyer for the Prime
Minister, Mr. Suthee Damnuades
stated that the NCCC had a hic ¢
agenda and acted hastily in 'pneparing
the indictment against Mr.-Elksin.

Rather than responding to @ﬁeuﬁc
points made by the pros ) Mr

Thaksin’s lawyer essen .
that the NCCC was blasdgE%
favoured the Opposition, emocrats

Mr. Suthee displayed a n aper
report claiming that som& nbers
of the NCCC had close personal

‘ﬂ!"

r. Thaksin Shinwatra’s pre-poll indzé?mmt
before the Constitutional Court on. cha;ges
of misdeclaring his assets could prove a btg

hurdle, says Amit Baruah. . ..

., me= 1 TIATPNE 1

ower and wilderness

relationships with some Democratic
Party members. :

“With many of the (NCCC)
commissioners close to the
Democrats, this has resulted in
questions being raised over its
impartiality and discriminatory
procedures against the defendant,”
Mr. Suthee argued.

However, Mr. Klanarong responded
by saying that the NCCC had shown
its political neutrality by indicting
General Sanan Kachornprasart,
former Interior Minister and a
leading light of the Democrat Party,
forcing him to take retirement from
politics.

“Don’t introduce politics into this
Court,” Mr. Klanarong told Mr.
Suthee.

Commenting on his lawyers’
performance, Mr. Thaksin
conceded that they had put up
a lacklustre defence. However,
the Prime Minister said that he
had no intention of sacking his
legal team in this hlgh -stake
case.

“My lawyers will have to find
a new strategy, that's all,” the
Prime Minister told reporters
in Bangkok on Thursday.

According to Mr. Thaksin, he
would not let himself be
distracted by the Court case
despite the disappointing
performance by his legal team.

“I will devote myself to the
work of the country. I don’t
worry about the future,” the
Prime Minister said.

An editorial in the Bangkok
daily, The Nation, said that the
legal battle, which could last
up to a year, was diverting
attention from some of the
pressing issues in the country.

“The economic woes and the
courtroom drama will be around for
quite some time. It will be hard for
the country if Thaksin loses the battle
on either of these fronts,” the paper
said.

Mr. Thaksin has been welcomed by
the people as Prime Minister; with
many Thais reposing their faith in
him. However, the Prime Minister is
aware that his fate is in the hands of
the judges of the Constitutional Court
and not the electorate.

Despite his popularity, Mr. Thaksin
should be aware that the only way to
strengthen democratic institutions is
to respect the rule of law.

The temptation of harking back to
the people’s mandate is, of course, a
strong one, but is best resisted in
democratic environments.

While an acquittal would spare
Thailand and Mr. Thaksin the need
to find a new Head of Government,
the Prime Minister would do-well to
think in terms of looking ground for
a possible successor in the months to
come. P2



Thai PM says bom

BANGKOK: Thailand Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra on

| Sunday said a bomb was responsi-

"L

ble for a fire which gutted a Thai
airways flight he was about to
board.

“The .incident was caused by a
an explosive device and was not an
accident,” he told journalists in the
northern city of Chiang Mai, refer-
ring to Saturday's incident in a
Bangkok domestic airport.

One person was killed and seven
others injured when the Thai
Airways International Boeing 737-
400 bound for city of Chiang Mai
exploded in flames on the tarmac
at Bangkok’s domestic airport.

“From the official report the
blast went off under the seat,” he
said without elaborating.

Airline ground staff and a close
aide to Mr Thaksin said they
believed a bomb had gone off
under two seats in business class of
plane which had been reserved for
the prime minister and his son.

Mr Thaksin said he would meet
top police officials later on Sunday
and discuss the incident and possi-
ble security threats.

Thai armed forces supreme
commander Sampao Choosri
said the investigation results may
be known by this evening, but
that intelligence agencies had
been caught off guard by the inci-
dent.

“There were no intelligence
reports on a planned assassination
attempt on prime munister,” he
said.

Mr Sampao said it was possible
there had been a mechanical fault
on the plane, but acknowledged

g

4

caused plane fire
¢ plane fire

L -

on Sunday.

lnvestigato examine the remains of a Thai ays Boeing etliner at international au-o in angk

1
H
!
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airline officials heard a loud explo-
sion and that the engines were off
at the time.

If the investigation report con-
cludes the blast was a bomb
aimed at Mr Thaksin, it would
make him the first Thai prime
minister to be the target of an
assasination attempt since the
early 1980s.

Mr Thaksin, who was Thailand’s

richest businessman having made
a fortune in the telecoms sector,
took office last month after his
party won January elections.

Thai Airways president Bhisit
Kuslasayanon said a loud explo-
sion was heard just before the fire
broke out and that the plane’s
engines were off at the time.

“A loud noise was heard, like an
explosion. It was heard by many

QIE TIMES OF DA
. § MAR 2001

people,” he said.

Mr Bhisit said some of the
plane’s luggage had been loaded at
the time of the explosion and fire.
but passenger boarding had not
yet begun.

The fire broke out on the plane
as it was being serviced ahead of
passenger boarding. Airline offi-
cials said they were running about
half an hour behind schedule. are;



Close shave for Thai

'PM in burning plane

(A
FROM VISSUTA POTAON

Bangkok, March 3 (Reuters):
Newly elected Thai Prime Minis-
ter Thaksin Shinawatra had a
narrow escape today when a Thai
Airways Boeing 737 he was due to
board burst into flames minutes
before taking on passengers at
Bangkok airport.

One person died in the fire,
which engulfed the aircraft on the
tarmac close to the airport’s do-
mestic terminal, an airline
spokesman told reporters. Anoth-
er five people, mostly members of
the crew, were also injured in the
blaze.

Flight TG 114 had been due to
fly to the northern Thai city of
Chiang Mai from Bangkok’s Don
Muang International Airnort

ity 149 passengers, including
in, his son and 20 govern-

The Rrime Minister was wait-
ing in the airport’s VIP room
when the fire started.

“It is the plane I was going to
board,” Thaksin told reporters.
“Personally, I am not alarmed by
the situation, but I am surprised it
happened to a plane that was
ready to take off.”

All Thai domestic flights to
and from Bangkok were suspend-
ed but international flights were
unaffected, local radio said.

The cause of the fire was not
immediately clear.

Witnesses said they heard an

the aircraft
-~~ Some said

THE 7

the plane had been refuelling
when the fire started, but this
couid not be confirmed by airline
officials.

A Thai Airways official said
the fire had broken out at 2.48 pm |
(12.20pm IST), 12 minutes before
the plane was due to depart.

The fire was put out in an hour,
local radio said.

Television footage showed pic-
tures of the aircraft reduced to a
blackened steel frame. Part of its
roof had collapsed and the only
undamaged part was a section of
the tail.

Asked whether a bomb could
have caused the explosion,
Thaksin told reporters no one
should jump to conclusions. “It is
still not known what caused the
fire,” he said. i
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seals key"
checkpoint

, ASSOCIATED PRESS

MAE SAI (Thailand), Feb. 13. -

| Thailand today closed a key

border checkpoint and sent
troop reinforcements following

| heavy fighting with Myanmar
' when this border town came

under mortar attack.
Colonel. Wanthip Wongwai

of Thailand’s Pha Muang bor-

der task force said Myanmar
sent “heavy reinforcements
into the area” and “we are al-
so doing that to ensure the se-
curity and sovereignty of the
nation.”

“The situation has become
more tense,” he said.

The fighting, the worst be-
tween the two countries in
several years, presents the

! first diplomatic crisis to Thai

Prime Minister Mr Thaksin
Shinawatra, who said yester-
day he would visit Myanmar
soon to improve relations.

The Thai Army said hun-
dreds of troops were deployed
along a mountainous stretch
of the frontier.

Two armored personnel car-

riers and dozens of armed
troops were posted at the
checkpoint between Mae Sai
and the Myanmar town of Ta-
chilek.

The checkpoint, one of three
principal
along the more than 2,000
km-long Thai-Myanmar fron-
tier was closed on Sunday
when the fighting started.

It reopened yesterday when
Thai and Myanmar forces

agreed on a ceasefire.
However, it was closed again
early today.

Two women were killed and
seven other civilians injured

crossing points |

by Myanmar mortar shells |
that landed on Sunday at .

Mae Sai, at the northernmost

tip of Thailand, about 720 km |

from Bangkok. There were no
military casualties.
The fighting started near

Tachilek between Myanmar
government forces and anti-
government Shan rebels and

spilled
Myanmar forces tried to t
over vantage points in

soil to target rebels. ’

into Thailand as,f
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“Thaksin begins search for Finance Minister

BANGKOK, JAN. 8. Mr. Thaksin Shi-
nawatra, who is set to form Thai-
land’s next Government, began
the search on Monday for a Fi-
nance Minister who will inherit
the toughest job in his new ad-
ministration.

Mr. Thaksin, whose Thai Rak
Thai (Thais love Thai) party won
an unprecedented landslide in
Saturday's election, told reporters
he is mulling four candidates for
the job, some from inside and
some from outside his party. He
refused to elaborate.

Thailand’s new finance chief
will have to walk a political and
economic tightrope while balanc-
ing the twin aims of Mr. Thaksin's
party — following liberal fiscal
policies to pull the country out of
a 3 1/2-year-old economic quag-
mire while initiating big spending
programmes to fulfill Mr. Thak-
sin’s campaign promises.

His pledges included spending
1 million baht (§ 23,255) for each
of Thailand’s 77,000 villages, a
three-year farming sector debt
moratorium and setting up a state
asset management company to
bail out banks from their bad debt
totalling 1.1 trillion baht.

“The person who will become
Finance Minister will have a
tough job,” Mr. Thaksin (51), said.
“He will step into the Ministry
right at the time it's running out
of money.” The candidates
whose names have been men-
tioned privately include the Cen-
tral Bank Governor, Mr. Chatu
Mongol Sonakul and the Export-
Import Bank of Thailand presi-
dent, Mr. Pridiyatorn Devakula.

In his three years as Governor,
Mr. Chatu Mongo! has shown
commitment to strong monetary
discipline, which might clash with
some of the electoral promises of
Thai Rak Thai.

28

Angry Thai villagers chant slogans during a protest against
alleged fraud vote counting outside Thailand’s Election
Commmission office in Bangkok on Monday. About 200 viilagers
took part in the protest and caifed on the Commission to order a
recounting of vote at their constituency in Rayong province, 145
km south

A third candidate, Mr. Kosit
Panpiemras, ruled himself out on
Monday, saying he has no politi-
cal aspirations. Mr. Kosit is the ex-
ecutive chairman of Bangkok
Bank Pcl, Thailand’s largest bank,
and is a former Finance Minister.

Mr. Thaksin said if nobody took

up the post, he might head the
Ministry himself.

According to unofficial results,
Thai Rak Thai party won 257 of
the 500 seats in the House of Rep-
resentatives, trailed by the Demo-
crats of the Prime Minister, Mr.
Chuan Leekpai, with 125 seats.

If the results are confirmed, it
would be the first time a party
would have won an absolute ma-
jority in Thailand where coalition

governments have been the

norm.

But Mr. Thaksin, the billionaire
founder of Thailand's biggest
telecommunications conglomer-
ate, has indicated that despite the
majority, he would form a coali-
tion to shore up his parliamentary
strength to 320 seats to block cen-
sure motions. A parliamentary
censure motion needs the back-
ing of at least 200 lawmakers be-
fore it can be initiated.

He said the shape of his coali-
tion should be clear by Thursday,
and would consist of three parties
he did not name. He has one
month to announce the coalition.

Despite his convincing victory,
Mr. Thaksin's future as Prime
Minister could be short-lived if
the Constitutional Court rules
against him in a corruption case.
A verdict is expected in a few
months. If it goes against him, Mr.
Thaksin would be barred from
holding a public office for five
years.

Mr. Thaksin said he was not un-
duly worried about the case and
instead noted that foreign and lo-
cal investors have expressed sup- .
port for the election resuit by
pumping in more money in the
stock market.

Meanwhile, Thailand’s Election
Commission said that a spate of
protests over vote counts in sever-
al constituencies was causing de-
lays in announcing final results.

It said repolling wouldl be held
in four constituencies on Satur-
day, and eventually byelections
could be held in one quarter of
constituencies or more where
there is evidence of fraud or mal-

practice by candidates. —}[’/
/



A’h/ ksin smftly worki/g on Govt formation

BANGKOK, THAILAND Mr. Thaksin Shmawatra,
winner in Thailand’s general election, was
moving swiftly on Sunday to shape a coalition
lineup, but local television stations indicated
his party might be able to form a government
on its own.

Two television stations monitoring exit polls
said Mr. Thaksin’s Thai Rak Thai, or Thai Love
Thai, party had captured 256 of the 500 seats
in the lower House of Parliament. This would
give the party a majority.

But Mr. Thaksin, a telecommunications ty-
coon charged with corruption, has said he
wanted a majority of about 320 seats to form a
stable government.

Despite a strong drive to eradicate graft in
recent years, Saturday’s election appeared to
show that Thais preferred the scandal-tainted
Thaksin to Mr. Chuan Leekpai, the scrupu-
lously honest but uninspiring Prime Minister
whose success in improving the troubled
economy has been spotty.

“If the official results are in line with the exit
polls, I regard them as the people’s mandate
for me to work for the nation, and I will do my
best not to disappoint the people,” Mr. Thak-
sin said Saturday night.
~ Earlier exit polls conducted by three televi-
" sion stations indicated Mr. Thaksin’s party

captured at least 203 and possibly 241 of the

parliamentary seats.

Mr. Chuan’s Democrat Party was projected
to come in second, with 109 to 135 seats. The
projections were based on information gath-

¢ ered by reporters, pollsters and non-govern-
mental organizations.

‘““We are ready to be the Opposition party,”
said Mr. Abhisit Vejjajiva, deputy leader of the
Democrats.

An Election Commission official told report-
ers that national results should be announced
on Monday night, except for four constituen-
cies where balloting problems stopped the
voting. Some official results are expected on
Sunday.

Despite a record turnout estimated at 70 per
cent of the nation’s 43 million voters, the bal-
loting was marred by reportedly massive
cheating. The watchdog Election Commission
said it had received a flood of complaints tha
could lead to disqualification or revotes
some 100 winners.

H

Mr. Thaksin said he would discuss forming a
government coalition with the New Aspiration
and Chart Thai parties, projected to finish
third and fifth respectively with about 50 Par-
liament seats each.,

Cobbling a coalition government is not the
only challenge Mr. Thaksin faces: his future as
Prime Minister hinges on the Constitutional
Court, which could throw him out of office for
corruption.

The National Counter Corruption Commis-
sion ruled last month that Mr. Thaksin con-
cealed sore of his wealth by transfemng stock
sharesto his maid and driver while serving in a
vious government. If the Constitutional
Court upholds the ruling, Mr. Thaksin will be
barred from public office for five years.

The court’s verdict may not come for several

months, and Mr. Thaksin has vowed to tal
office even if he has to step down soon. Duris
the campaign, he rejected calls to withdra
from the race because of his uncertain futur

Mr. Thaksin, a 51-year-old billionaire, spe:
heavily on a slick campaign with heavy po)
ulist and nationalist overtones. He also pron
ises to spend lavishly to kick-start tt
economy when he comes into power, but ho
he will come by the money in cash-short Tha
land remains unclear.

Many voters complained they were bored
Mr. Chuan, Thailand's longest-serving civilia
Prime Minister, who took office in Novembe
1997 in the depths of the Asian financial crisis
Others said he had failed to improve the lot ¢

the rural poor and creatg jobs for the urbarn
unemployed. — A%)
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REUTERS [7

BANGKOK, Jan. 6.
Telecom mogul, Mr Thaksin
Shinawatra, is poised to
become Thailand’s next
Prime Minister after cruising
to victory in today’s general
election despite allegations of
graft, early exit polls
predicted.

Exit polls released by Thai
television stations minutes
after voting ended said Mr
Thaksin’s Thai Rak Thai
party would win around 200
seats in the 500-seat lower
house of parliament. Its
nearest rival, the Democrat
Party of Mr Chuan Lekpai,
would win around 100 seats.

“I would like to thank the
people of Thailand for giving
the mandate to Thai Rak
Thai and me to run the
country. I will put my heart
and soul into working for the
country,” Mr Thaksin said.

The scale of victory means
the 51-year-old billionaire
ought to be able to secure
prime  ministership by
forming an alliance with one
or two smaller parties. His
likely choices for coalition
artners are the new

R > Lo TRnl

Mr Thaksin Shinawatra
thanks voters at a press
conference in Bangkok
on Saturday. — AP/ PTI

Aspiration Party of Mr
Chavalit Yongchaiyudh and
the Chart Thai Party of Mr
Banharn Silpa-Archa.

But Mr Thaksin may not
last long as Prime Minister,
for he is accused by the
country’s anti-graft watchdog
of hiding assets when he was
a minister in the 1990s.

Mr Thaksin denies the alle-
gation, but if the charges are
upheld by the constitutional
court, he will be banned from
politics for five years.

That could leave a

—
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coon set to
be Thal PM

constitutional crisis nd the |
prospect of 15 unelected !
judges removing a Prime |
Minister from office.

Thailand may then witness :
lengthy horse-trading before |

a new Prime Minister emer- .

ges, possibly without a cledr
mandate. Analysts suggest
such a crisis could lead to a
coup in a country which saw a

military takeover less than 10

years ago.

Turnout was brisk teday.
About 140,000 police were on
duty, many protecting polling
booths and guarding
politicians after a spate of
election-related shootings. In
an effort to curb high spirits,
sale and public consumption
of alcohol was banned.

The country’s new election ;

commission has powers to
disqualify poll cheats and call
re-votes. Commission officials
say they have seen so much
evidence of vote-buying that

dozens of candidates could be .
banned or face a re-vote after

the election.

“Re-elections will be held in .
at least 100 constituencies

and it will take at least one
month for the lower house to

be filled,” Mr Chavalit said.

|
|
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By Amit Baruah \\

SINGAPORE, SAN. 5. Thailand goes to
the polls tomorrow to elect a 500-
member House of Representa-
tives — the first elections to be
held since the country promul-
gated its reformist Constitution in
1997.

The contest is a relatively sim-
ple one — between the new Thai
Rak Thai (Thais Love Thais) party
of the telecom tycoon, Mr. Thak-
sin Shinawatra, and the Demo-
crats led by Mr. Chuan Leekpai.
The complicating factor came af-
ter the country’s National Coun-
ter Corruption Commission

Chuan Leepkal

indicted Mr. Thaksin for hiding or
misdeclaring his assets.

Even after the indictment, Mr.
Thaksin remains a candidate for
Prime Minister. Opinion polls ai-
so show that the TRT is likely to
emerge as the single largest party
though a large chunk of the elec-
torate is said to be undecided.
Several smaller parties hold the
key to the formation of a new
Government. The coalition era, it
would appear, is also set to con-
tinue in the country — albeit with
a new configuration.

The Prime Minister and his par-
ty have conducted a sober, sedate
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campalgn as opposed to Mr
Thaksin who has promised| the
moon to the electorate. Prgmi-
nent among his promises is apne
million baht package for everyjvil-
lage in the country. He has 4)so
pledged to use his considerable
business acumen (he heads a
multi-billion business conglom-
erate) to breathe fresh life into a
sluggish economy. A total of
80,000 polling booths have been
set up across the country while
some 150,000 policemen are to
provide security for the elections
which will see the direct election
of 400 M.P.s and another 100
through the new party list system.

The uncertainty since the in-
dictment of Mr. Thaksin will end
well after the elections. If convict-
ed by the country’s Constitutional
Court, Mr. Thaksin will have to re-
sign public office (if he gets it) and
stay out of politics for five years.
Tomorrow’s polling will be just
one phase if the Election Com-
mission makes good its promise
to disqualify those candidates
found to have been involved in
vote-buying and fraud. The Elec-
tion Commissioner, Mr. Sawat
Chotepanit, said regardless of to-
morrow’s result, many popular
candidates could have their re-
sults invalidated or be expelled
from a second ballot.

“The key question is whether
the party or individual candidate
should be held accountable for
the violation,” Mr. Sawat told re-
porters in Bangkok. Apparently,
100 Thai Rak Thai candidates are
under investigation by the Elec-
tion Commission. In an editorial
today, Bangkok Post said: “The
long-awaited election is finally
upon us. We go to the polls to-
morrow to elect men and women
who will represent our interest in
Parliament. We will be choosing
our representatives under the
new rules of the reformist Consti-
tution. It is imperative everything
goes smoothly; this election will
set the precedent for future polis.

“The Election Commission has
all the powers needed to produce
an efficient election which can be
decided without undue delay. It
could, for example, second prose-
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The Prime Ministerial candidate of Thailand, Mr. Thaksin
Shinawatra (centre), joins the birthday celebrations of a
student at the Chulalongkom University, during an election
campaign rally in Bangkok on Friday. — AP

cutors and judges to help it clear
all fraud cases quickly. Or it could
disqualify all suspected cheats to
make sure their presence does
not delay things. This is the most
powerful tool,” the Post suggest-
ed.

“The five (Election) Commis-
sioners must realise they have the
support of the whole nation. They
must be brave enough to wield
the powers granted to them by
the Constitution. If they do not
dare use the red card, not only
will the elections be unavailable
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indefinitely but they will be ban-
ning a handful of small-time
cheats while allowing the major-
ity of vote-buyers an entry into
Parliament...” the editorial said.

In its comment, The Nation
drew up a list of different kinds of
"undecided" voters. In its view,
those who “disliked”” Mr. Chuan
Leekpai and “distrusted” Mr.
Thaksin could hold the key to-
MOITOW.

“Just follow your heart tomor-

row”’, the paper advised undecid-
ed voters. /



