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Executive Summary:

The ruling National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) inherited a mess of a challenge as they
decided to continue with the peace initiative with the Patani Malay separatists that was initiated
by the government of Yingluck Shinawatra, the administration that they had ousted from power
in May 2014. The Yingluck administration had kept the military in the dark during the planning
and inception process of the peace initiative, launched in Kuala Lumpur on February 28, 2013.

When it was time to sit down with the separatists, Yingluck appointed her trusted bureaucrats
to the negotiating table, thus, further alienating the military.

The same treatment was given to the Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN), the one long-standing
separatist movement that controls virtually all militants on the ground. They were alsokept in
the dark and caught off-guard when the process was formally launched. Hasan Taib was
designated as the “liaison” by Thailand and Malaysia. Hasan was assigned to convince all
other long-standing separatist groups, especially members of the secretive BRN ruling council,
the Dewan Pimpinan Parti (DPP), to come to the negotiating table. By the end of 2013, when
it was clear that the BRN would not give in for the demands to join the talks, Hasan decided
to throw in the towel and went incommunicado. This coincided with “Shutdown Bangkok” --
massive street protests by anti-Shinawatra forces, which forced the Yingluck government to go
on retreat. The protest also set the stage for a coup in May 2014. As a result, conflict resolution
efforts for Thailand’s far South had to be shelved until the ruling junta had decided how to
handle an initiative that they did not start in the first place and a conflict that they could not
ignore.

After nearly seven months of deliberation, Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha went to
Kuala Lumpur to meet his Malaysian counterpart Najib Razak and formally requested Kuala
Lumpur to continue their role as the facilitator of the talks. The NCPO demanded that the new
phase of talks had to be inclusive, suggesting that all the long-standing separatist groups
needed to come together under one common platform. Moreover, the junta also wanted to
establish that they were talking to the right people, and therefore the participants at the talks
had to demonstrate their ability to command-and-control the militant separatists on the ground.
NCPQO’s immediate goal was to reduce violence in the conflict-ridden South. Unfortunately, the
generals were not interested in making concessions or addressing the historical grievances of
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Patani Malays. Their primary aim was to get the “real guys” to the table and then take it from
there. Thai officials working on the conflict in the far South said the junta was concerned with its
own legacy and did not want to be remembered as the people who “gave away Patani”, thus, the
unwillingness to make any meaningful move during their time in office. What this translates to in
real terms is that the NCPO will do their utmost to deny the Patani Malay separatist movements
any legitimacy. This includes not formally recognising MARA Patani, the umbrella organisation
made up of a number of long standing separatist movements, except the BRN, that has been
negotiating with the Bangkok government. Instead, MARA Patani is referred to as “Party B”
in Thai official documents. In the perspective of the Thai generals, the mere fact that the Thai
government is even willing to meet MARA Patani is all the acknowledgement they will get.

Similar to the Yingluck peace initiative, the military government of General Prayut Chan-ocha
faced the same problem. The lack of an honest broker or mediator in the process and the
disconnect between the rebel groups at the table and the armed militants on the ground, posed
serious problems for the talks. However, Bangkok does not feel that the process needs an
honest broker. Although Malaysia was asked to facilitate the talks, policy planners in Bangkok
view their southern neighbour as a stakeholder with strategic interest in the conflict due to the
geographical proximity and the fact that most of the MARA Patani leaders reside in the country.
These factors would ease the communication and inquiries between Malaysia and Thailand.
In other words, Thailand’s southernmost provinces is Malaysia’s backyard, thus the conflict is
unavoidable a security concern for the Malaysian government because of the possiblespread
of violence to their side of the border and the risk of their citizens getting involved in helping
fellow Malay Muslims on the Thai side of the border. However, engaging three stakeholders at
the peace table with no neutral mediator has proven to be a disastrous endeavor.

MARA Patani, was introduced to the public at a press conference in Kuala Lumpur, in August
2015. It was presented as a platform for the separatists to advance their case but the focus
of attention was instead on two young Islamic religious teachers who announced themselves
under the BRN banner. But BRN leadership and their militants on the ground made it clear on
several occasions that their organisation was not part of the dialogue process.
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Over the past three years, NCPO, like all the previous governments, continued with the
two-pronged strategy - military and development - thinking that this was enough to win the
hearts and minds of the local villagers who the authorities perceived to be the main supporters
of the BRN militants, as well as the people who legitimized the struggle of the militants’. Projects
such as “Bring People Back Home”, a half-baked public relations exercise billed as an amnes-
ty programme, was carried out but with no visible results in in terms of changing the course of
violence. Deep mistrust between local Malay Muslims and the Thai state continues unabated.
Gradually, the junta began to pull out regular army troops from the region and replace them with
locally hired, poorly trained Paramilitary Rangers, who form part of the military’s security grid in
the restive region. Under the so-called Thung Yang Daeng model, the Army explored the idea
of outsourcing security operations to locally hired officials, such as kamnan, village chiefs and
members of the Defence Volunteers Corps -- all of whom technically fall under the Ministry of
Interior’s line of command. Local Army commanders accused these village-based local officials
of turning a blind eye to insurgents’ activities. But forcing them to put their lives on the line by
going on foot patrols with regular soldiers has not produced the kind of outcome the army
has been hoping for. Publicly, the military paid lip service to the idea that counter-insurgency
works are political in nature, not military. But in terms of implementation, the Thai military’s
work in this realm has been extremely superficial. As a result mistrust between the local Malay
Muslims and the state agencies, particularly the security forces, remained as high as ever.
The problem is that the efforts to enhance the legitimacy of the state has been monopolized
by the military. Unfortunately, the armed forces do not see this as a problem as they often
equate good intention as policy. Furthermore, efforts to create an impression that there is a
civilian oversight in the conduct of the military in the far South often failed, as seen with the
establishment of the forward Cabinet, which is led by Deputy Defence Minister Gen. Udomdej
Saithibutr. All except one of this 13-strong body was stacked with retired generals, all of whom
had served in the far South.

In April 2017, BRN reissued their demands for talks with Bangkok. Direct talks with Thai
government must be mediated by members of the international community to ensure that the
process is in line with international best practices. Similar demands were made in 2013, shortly
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after the Yingluck initiative was launched. But the intention then was to derail the process,
according to sources in the movement. This time around, the aim was to engage in direct talks
with the Bangkok government. But the talks will only come about if and when the BRN and its
political wing is ready and prepared. This mean capacity building for their negotiators, hopefully
by members of the international community. But without Bangkok’s blessing, any assistance
and training provided to the BRN could be seen as interference in Thailand’s domestic affairs.

Thai soldiers on the ground welcomed the BRN’s announcement as they had pretty much lost
hope in the current dialogue with MARA Patani. They acknowledged that it would be good to
establish a channel of communication with people who can actually control the combatants.
Bangkok did not rule out direct talks but suggested that such a request should go through
Malaysia, the designated facilitator. Out of concern that the BRN was being too assertive,
Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur and certain groups in the MARA Patani reiterated the principle of “in-
clusivity”, something that was stressed by the junta when they decided to resume with the talks.
Thai officials from other relevant ministries involved in the conflict resolution, however, indicated
that they had no problem renouncing MARA Patani if it means getting BRN, the people in
control of the insurgents on the ground, to the table. Privately, policy makers in Bangkok
said they were concerned that a second track (with BRN) would undermine the existing one
(with MARA Patani), in which both countries have already invested a great deal of resources.
Various sections in the Thai government tasked with resolving the long standing conflict said
they have no qualm about abandoning MARA Patani if that would get the real BRN to the table.
But giving into BRN’s demands means internationalizing the peace process. The NCPO, on the
hand, is in no mood to engage the world’s community on matters deemed domestic.
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Introduction:

Elusive Peace in Patani: Insurgency in Thailand’s Far South is Patani Forum’s third Special
Report, a series of publications that examines various peace initiatives between the
government of Thailand and the Patani Malay separatist movements. The first in this series,
Negotiating a Peaceful Coexistence Between the Malays of Patani and the Thai State, Patani
Forum examined the numerous peace initiatives from 2005 to 2012 and explained why these
initiatives, most of which were secretive in nature, failed to generate traction to pave the way
for a formal negotiation. But just months after the first Special Report was published, the Thai
government announced publicly in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on February 28, 2013, that it was
entering into peace talks with Patani Malay separatist movements. The significance of this
was that this marked the first time in history that a Bangkok government went public with its
intention. Needless to say, it caught everyone by surprise given the fact that “talks” between
Thai representatives, mainly military personnel, and Patani Malay separatist groups, were
secretly carried out in various Southeast Asian cities and various capitals in the Middle East in
the 1980s and 1990s. While the domestic and international community welcomed the stated
commitment to resolve this longstanding conflict between the Malays of Patani and the Thai
state through political dialogue, Patani Forum concluded that the initiative was not properly
prepared. The initiative neglected the interest of the people in this historically contested
region and focused only on the political needs and desires of Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur.
Furthermore, the initiative went ahead although, the BRN, the group that controls virtually all of
the militants on the ground, was absent in the consultation prior to the launch. Nevertheless, the
significance of Bangkok acknowledging the political nature of the conflict cannot be ignored.
By going public with its intention, Bangkok inadvertently opened up greater political space for
civil society organisations (CSO) in the far South to discuss the conflict in unprecedented ways.
What was once a taboo subject, the topic of rights to self-determination (RSD) is now openly
discussed although in a careful and deliberate manner. Prior to the February 28, 2013 launch
of the peace dialogue, which was initiated by the government of Yingluck Shinawatra, such
topic was considered taboo.

In the previous Special Report, Negotiating the Future of Patani, the second in the series
published, Patani Forum examined the significance and the impact of the Yingluck’s peace
initiative. Beside discussing how the so-called peace dialogue was different from all other
previous iterations of talks, Patani Forum also explained why the initiative failed. Barisan
Revolusi Nasional (BRN) members were quoted extensively throughout the second report,
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while other separatist members were interviewed to get their side of the story. Today, BRN
reiterated their demands for a formal negotiation with the Thais. Such demand is still being
echoed by the movement’'s members on the ground today.

In late 2013, Thailand went into another political storm as “Shutdown Bangkok” street protests
forced the Yingluck government to shelve the Patani peace dialogue and redirect their energy
and resources for the sake of survival. The street protest would pave the way for the May 2014
coup. In the Elusive Peace in Patani: Insurgency in Thailand’s Far South, Patani Forum picked
up from where the second report had left off. This report covered the period and development
that led to the 2014 coup and the inevitable decision by the junta to continue with Yingluck’s
peace talk, an initiative that they were not involved in, neither in the inception nor in planning
stage. Indeed, there was a great deal of uncertainty in the air in the aftermath of the May 2014
coup as to what the junta would do regarding the peace dialogue with Malaysia acting as
facilitator. After all, unlike the 2006 coup, the conflict in the far South was not cited as one of
the excuses. The Thai Army had other priorities, which was to ensure that Thaksin Shinawatra
and his network of supporters would not dominate the political scene ever again. Thaksin, one
of the richest man in the country and a very controversial figure, had spent much of his time
in the premiership to carve out greater political space for him and his associates but other
establishments, such as the military and the elites in the Thai society, saw his advances as
coming at the expense of their place in the country’s political spectrum.

Seven months after the 2014 coup, the junta chief and head of the National Council for
Peace and Order (NCPO), Prime Minister General Prayuth Chan-ocha, visited Kuala Lumpur
and announced that the peace dialogue would continue. But this time around, Bangkok had
conditions. Firstly, the Thai governments wanted the talk to be inclusive and secondly, Bangkok
needed to be convinced that the participants at the table had command-and-control over the
insurgents on the ground. This report focuses on this phase of Thailand’s peace initiative that
continues to struggle to stay afloat amid a growing acknowledgement from the stakeholders
that the initiative has become little more than talk shop. This report also highlights the initiative’s
failure and the junta’s unwillingness to make any meaningful concession to the Patani Malay
separatist movements and the BRN refuses to support the initiative until Bangkok agrees to
their set of demands.’

' See http://donpathan.blogspot.com/ for more information on the conflict in Thailand’s far South.
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SECTION I :
EXPANDING THE THEATRE OF VIOLENCE

Between fighting and talking

In December 2013, when it became clear that the Yingluck peace initiative launched earlier that
year was effectively derailed with the five demands’ from the BRN, the movement’s operatives
on the ground decided it was time to remind Bangkok of what the group was capable of doing.
Separatist militants carried out a series of bomb attacks in Sadao district of Songkhla province
to send a stern message to Bangkok of the kind of damages that their network were capable
of doing. Sadao became the fifth Malay-speaking district of the Songkhla to come under the
insurgents’ theatre of violence. Insurgents carried out two motorbike bomb attacks against
two police installations in the district. Simultaneously, insurgents set off a car bomb in front of
a hotel parking in the border town Dan Nok. The blast ripped through the front end of the hotel
and store fronts on both sides of the street packed with karaoke bars and prostitutes. The same
day also saw a stolen pickup truck packed with explosives, parked in the vicinity of the police
station in Phuket, one of Thailand’s most popular tourist destination among local and foreign
visitors. The vehicle for the Phuket operation was stolen from Pattani’s Sai Buri District in May
2013 and was used to transport two gas canisters filled with powerful explosive materials with
a blast radius of about 500 metres. BRN operatives -- and Thai officials who had inspected the
explosive concurred — said the red switch the bombs were left “off” on purposes. BRN said the
idea was to warn Bangkok that insurgency-related violence may not necessarily be confined to
the Malay-speaking South.’

The expansion of the theatre of violence at this particular juncture was meant to be as a slap in
the face for the Thai security apparatus. BRN succeeded in derailing Yingluck’s peace

? The five demands include the release of all detainees, acknowledging that the peace process is a national agenda, permitting members of the international community to participate
in the talks, permitting Malaysia to mediate the talk, and acknowledging that Patani is the historical homeland of the Malays and that the rights to the land belongs to the local people
(under the principle of pertuanan), and acknowledging that BRN is “liberation” movement representing the entire population of the Patani region.

* pathan, Don, “Hostage to National Politics: Thailand’s Southern Peace Initiatives,” Asia Peacebuilding Initiatives, Research Institute for Asia Peacebuilding, Hosei University, January
2014. Security briefing from Thai security officials in Bangkok who examined the case in December 2013. See also: Pathan, Don, “Expanding the theatre of violence in the deep South,”
Special to The Nation, Dan Nok, Songkhla, January 16, 2014.

70 SPECIAL REPORT : December 2017



dialogue, an initiative that they or the Thai Army never endorsed or were consulted on from
the start. No Thai official played up the Phuket incident even though they could not deny the
political underpinning of the operation. In short, they were jolted by the possibility that the BRN
would cross such a threshold but relieved for not having to deal with what could have been
a disastrous public relation exercise if the bomb in Phuket was detonated. But this wishful
thinking did not last long because a year later in Koh Samui, another popular tourist island in
the Gulf of Thailand, BRN operatives, detonated a bomb at a popular shopping mall on April
10, 2015. But while the explosive, hidden in a stolen vehicle, was situation in a parking lot
away from people and without shrapnel, the attack itself jolted the Thai security apparatus.
Caught off guard, Thai government had no choice but to deny any linkages between the Samui
car bomb and the insurgency in the far South. Within hours after the attacks, three different
spokesmen - from the Government House, Ministry of Defense and the Thai Army, maintained
that the attack had nothing to do with the insurgency in the far South.

Thai security officials admitted at the operation level said they were frustrated about the
announcement because it basically meant that their hands were tied. Observers felt that the
policy makers in Bangkok wanted to protect the country’s tourism industry at the expense
of a proper investigation and compromised national security. But the statement would come
back and haunt them again in July 2016 in Pattani’'s Nong Chik district at the Koh Morkaeng
military-police checkpoint when a pickup truck, packed with explosives went off and flattened
the outpost on a major highway that connects the Malay-speaking South to the rest of the
country. One officer died and three were injured. The vehicle used in this operation surfaced
a year earlier in the Koh Samui car bomb attack. In short, the two incidents were linked beyond
any reasonable doubt.’

Murder in Bacho

The attack in February 2014 on a Malay Muslim family by at least two gunmen in Narathiwat’s
Bacho district ended in the deaths of three boys, aged 6, 9 and 11 years old. The gunmen
appeared to have been targeting the father who succeeded in getting away after taking a
bullet on his right leg. The mother, who was four-months pregnant, suffered bullet wounds
to her hand. The boys were shot at close range. The distribution of shots, as the bullet holes
on the concrete walls where each of the boys were pinned down, was extremely tight, thus,
suggesting the gunman was firing at a very close range in execution style. There were reports
of a third gunman, a military man but not a member of the Paramilitary Ranger. But the mystery

“Briefing from Thai security officials in Bangkok in July 2016.
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man never surfaced. The military insisted that they had nothing to do with the attack against the
Bacho family. According to official explanation the attack stemmed from local disputes. Days
later, government produced two gunmen, both members of Paramilitary Ranger unit, at a press
conference during which they initially confessed to the killings. The surrendered appeared to
have been a move to put to stop a series of revenge killings in which separatist militants would
shoot a Buddhist woman at point blank and set her body on fire. A handwritten note at one
of the crime scene written to the army chief read: “To the Commander of the Thai Army. This
is not the last victim. [This killing is] for the three brothers.” Three victims were killed in such
manner and the fourth incident involved an attack on a Buddhist monk and group of laymen,
at least one of whom was an undercover security officer who fired back, forcing the attacker
to flee. The military insisted that the Rangers, both Muslims, acted on their own and that the
killings was a retaliation against a suspected insurgent cell member, namely the father of the
three boys. In a typical scenario in the far South, neither Muslim residents nor the separatist
insurgents bought the official explanation, refusing to believe that the two rangers had acted
without permission from above. There were reports of a third assailant - a Buddhist member
of the armed forces - but his identity was not revealed. According to government sources, the
third attacker’s identity had to be kept out of the public gaze because it would have raised
unwanted questions and undermined the official line - that the killing of the boys was part of a
blood feud between local Muslims and something the authorities had nothing to do with.

Not long after the murder in Bacho, another series of tit-for-tat killings between Muslim residents
and a group of local Defense Volunteers were taking place in Yala’s Bannang Sata. The killing
spree escalated and the “collateral damage” spread as family members - parents, children and
toddlers - from both sides of the warring clans became victims. There was the shooting death
of an elderly couple on February 23 in Yala’s Bannang Sata district carried out by gunmen who
were part of about 15-strong assailants, some of whom, according to locals, were said to be
members of local Defense Volunteer Corps, who had set fire to the couple’s home, a pickup
truck, a car and a motorcycle. Again, authorities trotted out the same line: That the incident was
personal in nature and that the superiors of the Defence Volunteer Corps officer linked to the
attack did not give the order. Sources on the insurgents’ side said there was some truth to the
family-feud claim by the government, but they dismissed outright the notion that the attackers’
superiors were clueless about events on February 23 in Bannang Sata, especially when the
tit-for-tat killings had been going on for months.® To show their displeasure, insurgents hit back
with a two-day bomb blitz in Yala, including a car bomb that started a fire that burned down

° Pathan, Don, “Ten years on from Krue Se, but no closer to truth,” Special to The Nation, Yala, Thailand, April 29, 2014. See also: http://donpathan.blogspot.com/ for more articles on

insurgency in Thailand’s far South.

72 SPECIAL REPORT : December 2017



an entire block of wooden shophouses in the heart of the city’s busy business district. They
also extended the “warning” attacks to Hat Yai, an area that is supposed to be off-limits but is
targeted as a pressure point whenever the insurgents deem that the Thai side has violated the
ground rules.’

Prior to the May 2014 incident, the last time insurgents hit Hat Yai was in March 30, 2012, two
weeks after fugitive former premier Thaksin Shinawatra met with 16 separatist leaders in his
attempt to kick-start a peace process that would be launched a year later in Kuala Lumpur on
February 28, 2013. March 30 also saw a triple car bomb in Yala’s busy Ruammit Street that
resulted in at least 13 deaths and more than 110 injuries. Both the Thai Army and the insurgents
billed the attacks as a slap in the face for Thaksin’s attempt to artificially start up a peace
process.’

As expected, the Thai side went into damage control mode with the help of Southern Border
Provinces Administration and Development Advisory Council issuing a statement saying the
killing of the three boys may be linked to a Paramilitary Ranger wanting to settle a score with
the Bacho cell after losing a family member. The ranger had acted alone, believing the boy’s’
father was an insurgent member, the council said. Needless to say, the suggestion that the
gunmen had acted without instruction from higher-ups drew criticism from the Muslim Attorney
Centre, who accused the council members of reaching a premature decision.’

The use of death squads and the consequences

The use of death squads against civilian targets to settle scores is not uncommon in Thailand’s
far South. Officially, Thailand has no policy of target killing or assassination. But when gunmen
jumped off a pickup truck and commenced fire at a village tea shop full of Malay villagers,
locals and observers concluded that the killings were part of tit-for-tat between the two warring
sides and that they weretargeted because somebody wanted to convey a message. Such
tactics are very common in Thailand’s political violence, as seen in the recent bomb attack
at the army-run Phramongkutklao Hospital in Bangkok on the third anniversary of the coup.
The culprit placed the bomb inside the Wongsuwan Room, a waiting hall named after the
family of Defense Minister Prawit Wongsuwan, Thailand’s security tsar. Like other politically
motivated violence incidents, nobody claimed responsibility at first. Admission came from a
state enterprise employee who claimed to be disgusted with Thai Army involving themselves
in national politics. But many are convinced that there are more to the story than what is being
oficcially aired.

® Pathan, Don, “Map of violence could open a path to peace in deep South,” Special to The Nation, May 24, 2014.
7 Ibid.
® Pathan, Don, “Revenge killings torpedo chances for peace in South,” Special to The Nation, February 19, 2014.
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For the authorities in the far South, the challenge has always been how to handle the aftermath of
such incidents when it became too clear that one of their own people were at fault. Regardless
of the extent of the crime or questionable methods, the government has never had to face
any pressure or serious scrutiny given the nationalistic tendency of the Thai people and their
indifference to the plight of the Malays of Patani, the people who they see as challenging the
country’s nationhood. As for the BRN, the group that control virtually all of the combatants on
the ground, without identifiable spokesperson to confirm or deny an incident or to present their
side of the story, Bangkok will continue to dominate the narrative or have the last say on all
matters relating to violent incidents. Whether anybody actually believes the Thai government
is another issue. But for members of the secretive BRN organisation, the use of violence, at
this stage of the insurgency, is their way of communicating with the Thais. BRN has in the past
decade issued no more than three public statements. But in private interviews BRN operatives
said the act of violence itself is a form of communicative action. They insisted that, according
to their own intelligence, these messages have registered with the Thai security agencies.
Whether the Thai side choose to publicly acknowledge it or not is entirely another matter.

Indeed, no Muslims in this historically contested region believe the Malay separatists could ever
shoot at a mosque or a village tea shop full of people of their own kind, as seen in the region
over this past decade. But it is not in the nature of Thai officials to blame their own people either,
especially if they are from the same rank-and-file. There it is widely acknowledged that target
killings of suspected insurgents, as well as other gross human rights violations, are major
obstacles to southern Thailand peace initiatives.

One case that continue to haunt the Thai side is the killing of Imam Yapa Kaseng who was
tortured to death in front of his son in detention, March 2008. Nearly a decade later, the
legal process is still far from over. It took the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC)
seven years to recommend the army and criminal prosecutors to take legal action against
Sub Lt Sirikhet Wanitbamrung over the alleged killing of a Narathiwat imam. In other atrocities
committed against local Malays, such as the Ai Bayae massacre in June 2009, for example,
in which gunmen mowed down a mosque full of Muslims, killing 10 and injuring another 12,
then-prime minister Abhisit Vejjajiva was clever enough not to draw premature conclusions,
like blaming the separatist militants. As with other cases, a committee was set up to look into
the massacre and over time people forgot about it.° Cases like Imam Yapa Kaseng or the Ai
Bayae massacre, not to mention the death of unarmed demonstrators in Tak Bai in late 2004,

¢ pathan, Don, “Revenge killings torpedo chances for peace in South,” Special to The Nation February 19, 2014.
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add to the narratives that strengthen the Malay Muslim separatist objectives as it reinforce the
long standing notion that they cannot exist under the Thai rule. Every violation of this unwritten
ground rule not only strengthen this narrative but damage the government’s effort to win hearts
and minds of the locals who they see as key in the fight against the separatist militants.

It's very difficult to say to what extent the systematic use of targeted killings and death squads
has been employed since no government agency would officially admit that this practice is
sanctioned by the state. This leaves it up to observers and analysts to decide if the killing was
involved in the insurgency or criminal in nature. Several studies have been commissioned
around the world have argued in favor and against the use of targeted killings and the verdict
is still out over its effectiveness in counterinsurgency operation.

In spite of the absence of official acknowledgement on the use of targeted killings in Thailand’s
far south, there are incidents and trends that can be detected. For example, the first 12 months
after the Yingluck peace initiative was launched in Feb. 28, 2013, at least 10 ex-detainees,
all of whom accused of taking up arms against the state, were shot dead in similar fashion,
presumably by government or pro-government death squads. The development prompted civil
society organisations from the region to raise their case to the Malaysian Consulate in Songkhla
with the hope that Kuala Lumpur, in their capacity as the facilitator for the peace talk, would
raise their case at the negotiating table.™

Observers of the conflict were also reminded of the six-week long spike in violence from
mid-November 2012 that was set off with the targeted killing of an imam from Yala’s Yaha
district, Abdullateh Todir, a resident of Tambon (subdistrict) Patae who was also a member of
the Islamic Committee of Yala. For six weeks, soft targets topped the insurgents’ hit lists. These
include the killing of three Buddhist teachers, arson attacks against three public schools, along
with police and military targets. Death squad hit back on December 11 in Narathiwat's Rangae
district when gunmen jumped out of a pickup truck and commenced fire at a tea shop full
of Malay Muslim villagers, killing four, including an 11-month-old baby girl."" Nevertheless,
for Thailand’s far south, in spite of its complications, targeted killings has always been an
important component in the insurgency.

'® pathan, Don, “Businesses keep faith in South after latest attacks,” The Nation, August 5, 2013.
" Pathan, Don, “Revenge killings torpedo chances for peace in South,” Special to The Nation, February 19, 2014.
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SECTION Il :
BACK TO THE TABLE

The coup

Unlike the 2006 coup, the Thai junta who named themselves National Council for Peace and
Order (NCPO) did not refer to the Yingluck administration’s handling of the far South as a
justification for ousting a democratically elected government. In a similar fashion to the other
recent coups, the generals stated that their intention was to save democracy. The country
was spiraling into greater political chaos and the damage was too great to not to intervene
through a coup d’etat. Although the military was not involved in the inception and planning of
the peace process that was conceived by the Yingluck government, NCPO had a decision
to make -- to continue with the initiative or to scrap it entirely. When the Yingluck government
was working on the peace initiative via Kuala Lumpur facilitation, the military made concerted
effort to discredit the initiative. Beside permitting Che Man to return to Thailand after more than
half a century in exile, there were disinformation to the international community urging them
to stay away from the restive region because the insurgents wanted to kill Westerners. The
timing of this disinformation was meant to counter the gains the Yingluck initiative was making
in terms of getting more Patani Malay separatist organisations on board of her peace process.
According to government sources, the objective behind the decision to continue the talks with
the separatists was mainly linked to the junta’s concern over how the international community
would perceive them in regard to their attitude towards peace in the Malay-speaking South.
Under the NCPO arrangement, the SBPAC would come under the guidance of the Fourth Army
Area in terms of budgeting and policy direction. In other words, SBPAC would not have direct
access to the government’s budget.

As noted earlier, the debate about whether to continue with the talks centered around the
impact on the image of the junta both internationally and within Thailand. NCPO wants to be
seen as doing the right thing and as an entity that supports a peaceful resolution of the con-
flict.. But the idea of doing the right thing but for the wrong reason is not exactly a good starting
point for any peace initiative. Such attitude would come back and haunt them as the junta
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will eventually find themselves in a position where they have to make compromises, as any
negotiation process requires one to do so. NCPO also faced the question about what to do
with Malaysia in their role as the facilitator for the process. After all, Bangkok understands that
there is no honest broker under this arrangement when Thailand, the Patani Malay separatist
movements and Malaysia are all stakeholders.

Needless to say, any change of government, democratically or not, in Thailand has always
had negative impact on peace initiative for the southern conflict. There is a lack of continuation
of peace initiatives in the south. Every new initiative means creating a new set of teams and
delegations and the participants have to more or less start from scratch. When Yingluck decided
to advance the peace initiative in the far South, her first decision was to transfer the then
National Security Council (NSC) Deputy Secretary-General Somkiat Boonchoo to an inactive
post. Somkiat contributed to the recently released NSC plan that includes recommendations
for the government to consider establishing a “safe space” to facilitate a dialogue between the
authorities and militant separatists. Interestingly, Somkiet was part of that shift from military to
civilian personnel, especially during the government of Prime Minister Surayud Chulanont that
came into power after the 2006 coup.'

The debate over whether to continue with the peace initiative went on for several months. Much
of the discussions centered around the extent and type of the mandate Bangkok was willing to
give Kuala Lumpur in their capacity as facilitator. Others wanted to scrap the initiative entirely
due to the exclusion of the Army in the inception of the initiative. Seven months later, when it
was PM Prayuth’s time to visit Kuala Lumpur to introduce himself as the country’s new prime
minister, a decision was made. Thailand would continue the talks with Malaysia’s facilitation.
General Aksara Kherdphol, the former secretary-general of the Royal Thai Army, would become
the government’s chief negotiator. Bangkok also demanded that future representatives of the
separatist side must demonstrate their ability to have command-and-control over the insurgents
on the ground. Furthermore, the junta also requested the separatist side to create a common
platform. The junta was worried that this new process would become a spitting contest between
the two sides as seen in the peace initiative during the Yingluck government. But the junta
would face the harsh reality of realizing that what they want and what they get are two different
things. The spitting contest between the BRN and the government continued through social
media outlets such as Youtube in the new rounds of talks, although less frequent. The BRN who

"2 Pathan, Don, “The fight over the peace process prolongs conflict,” The Nation, July 4, 2012. Besides pushing the idea of dialogue with the separatists into the public sphere,
Somkiat's appointment and participation marked a significant shift in Bangkok’s handling of the far South conflict. His appointment helped pave the way for more civilian agencies
and non-Army personnel, as well as civil society representatives, to get involved in peace efforts and initiatives. In the past, from the late 1980s to the early 1990s, the job of talking
to the separatists was exclusively reserved for Army personnel. That changed in late 2005 when the then NSC chief General Winai Pathiyakul, along with the then NSC’s director
Lieutenant-General Vaipot Srinual, took part in the now-defunct Langkawi Process, a peace initiative launched by former Malaysian prime minister Mahathir Mohammed.
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not only used the cyberspace to discredit the junta but continued with their violent attacks with
great intensity and precision to discredit the peace initiative, one that they never endorsed.

Sources in the BRN movement complained of the serious lack of commitment and continuity
from the Thai side, mainly because every time there is a change of government, a new team is
established for the deep South. BRN sees the discontinuity of successive peace initiatives as a
direct result of the political crisis in the Thailand. As political leaders appoint their own people
to the job, rather than using people with the right competence, experience and credibility. But
the conflict in the Malay-speaking South is a bipartisan issue and the policy and strategy are
more or less the same - military means combined with increased development projects and
schemes for the region. Nevertheless, BRN sources said a stable Thailand is better for Patani’s
peace initiative than a polarized country.

Thawee removed from the far South

Nobody was surprised when one of the first things the Thai generals did after launching their
coup was to remove the secretary-general of the Southern Border Provinces Administrative
Centre (SBPAC), Pol Colonel Thawee Sodsong, from his post. Replacing Thawee was Panu
Uthairat, a former SBPAC chief who lobbied for the position immediately after the coup. Thawee
was deemed too close to fugitive ex-premier Thaksin Shinawatra, the de facto leader of the
Pheu Thai-led government, enough reason for the junta to remove him from the far South.
Thaksin had designated Thawee as the focal point to repair the rift between the Thai state and
the Malay Muslims of the southernmost provinces. Thawee was instructed to be generous and
to give the Malays whatever they wanted. Some of his supporters on the ground said Thaksin’s
“generosity” for the Patani region was a way of showing his gratitude towards his Arab host
in Dubai for giving him refuge after he went into exile. But no Arab countries have made any
serious effort to help resolve the conflict and none of their diplomats have reached out to
members of the civil society organisations in the far South. The only connection between the
Arab world and the southern conflict, is evident in terms of the statements of concern issued
by The Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) from time to time. Anything more than a
statement, such as any attempt to discuss the conflict in an annual meeting, would set off an
alarm in Bangkok and the foreign ministry would most likely accuse OIC of interference or
harbouring enemies of the state."

Thaksin’s so-called “generosity” to the Malays was little more than cash handouts - to the
families of those killed unintentionally by Thai security forces, to innocent victims caught in the

" Thai bureaucrats who worked on the far South, for instance former Deputy Secretary-General of NSC, Somkiet Boonchoo, are expected to be replaced by new people who were more

trusted by the incoming government, a common practice in the terrain of Thai politics.
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crossfire, and to those whose homes or property were damaged in insurgent attacks. It was
also used to win favours from local residents and leaders deemed helpful to the government’s
agenda. It is hard to measure the scale of Thawee’s success, but he did establish good
working relations with some civil-society organisations and community leaders. But there
is limit to what he and other state-affiliated figures can do. In the word of a BRN operative,
“A benevolent colonial master is still a colonial master.” Others chose to keep their distance,
including youth activists and the Ulema Council of Fatoni - especially when Thawee became
the centre of a Thaksin-initiated peace process facilitated by Kuala Lumpur and launched
on February 28, 2012. BRN members, in a series of interviews, said no matter how generous
Thawee may be, their members have not forgotten his activities in 2004 when he was sent to the
region to look into the January 4 arms heist. An incident that forced the Thaksin government to
admit that a new generation of Patani Malay Muslim militants had surfaced and were taking up
arms against the state; in other words, they were no longer “sparrow bandits” as Thaksin used
to call them. Thawee’s investigation would lead to a series of warrants for the arrest of at least
10 religious teachers from Thamvithya Mulnithi School in Yala and other schools in the region.
One of the suspect was the late spiritual leader of the far South, Sapae-ing Basor, the principle
of Thamvithya who fled the country in December 2004. Accompanying Thawee to the far South
was the then Pol. Maj. General Chakthip Chajinda, the current chief of Thailand national police.
Chakthip wound find himself in a legal battle with a young suspect, Suderueman Malae, who
accused him of torture. Chakthip counter-sued Surderueman and the suspect fled his home
and reportedly joined the insurgent group. Prior to his fleeing, Suderueman was represented
by a well known Muslim human rights lawyer, Somchai Neelaphaijit.

Many locals said they believe Thawee had good intentions and that he was a suitable SBPAC
chief. He often said he “would like to return justice to the people of region” -- however, not
clear what he meant by justice. He was dubbed “Santa Claus” by local residents because he
was given what appeared to be a blank check by the government to do or spend on whatever
deemed necessary to win the local Malays over. BRN members said they have not forgotten
or forgiven him for the questionable tactics and roles he played in the aftermath of the January
4, 2004 arms heists, not to mention the fact that he was the one who signed off on the arrest
warrants of Sapae-ing Basor, one of the most respected spiritual leader in the region. Many
locals flocked to bid him farewell at his official residence in Yala. Others, especially those in
the separatist community, see him as playing a dangerous game as he tries to push through
a peace initiative prematurely without first securing a buy-in from the BRN’s ruling council, the
Dewan Pimpinan Parti (DPP), for the Yingluck peace initiative. Indeed, it didn’t take long before
the Yingluck initiative turned into a political circus as talks between the Thai delegation and
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a motley crew of self-proclaimed BRN representatives got underway."

Within days after the official February 28, 2013 launch, the Thai Army decided to allow Wan
Kadir Che Man, former leader of Bersatu, a now-defunct umbrella organisation for Patani
Malay separatist movements, to return to Thailand. The permission came nearly a decade
after he declared that he has given up armed struggle for independence and publicly stated
that he would like to return to Patani as a free man. He was permitted to return because the
Army wanted to use him to discredit Thawee, which he did. As part of the junta’s strategy to
undermine the Yingluck’s initiative, Wan Kadir would be permitted to give public speeches
during which he would he criticise Malaysia and the Yingluck/Thaksin initiative. It appeared
that he went beyond the script when he suggested that Western governments should take up
the role of mediation.™

Violence and bomb attacks greet NCPO

Within days after the army launched the coup, BRN insurgents on the ground wasted no time
to welcome the NCPO with a series of bomb attacks and sporadic gunfights that was billed
as contemptuous gesture to the new leaders in Bangkok. Three were killed and more than
60 injured in the first weekend following the May 2014 coup. About a dozen power poles
were brought down in the blasts, crippling power supplies and sending much of Pattani into
darkness. A number of ATM’s were also shut down due to the ensuing power shortage, and
gas stations were forced to close for the day. Sporadic gunfights were heard in at least a
couple of locations on the outskirts of Pattani. A patrol boat anchored on Pattani River was hit
by a grenade thrown by suspected insurgents. The explosion ripped a big hole in the side of
the vessel and slightly injured three officers, said Navy spokesman Rr Adm Kan Dee-ubon."®

NCPO was just as jolted as the attacks expanded to Yala’s Betong district in late July that killed
three and injured about 30 victims. Up until this very attack that ripped through a downtown
hotel of this well-known district, Betong has been left untouched over the past decade when the
current wave of insurgency surfaced in the far South. The Betong attack came seven months
after the insurgents had effectively expanded their theatre of violence to include Songkhla’s
Sadao district with the three bomb attacks that were carried out in a single day. The attacks
in these two districts defied the long standing believe among Thai security officials that Sadao
and Betong would be left undisturbed because of two reasons: first, it served as a transit route
for insurgents leaving and entering Thailand through the Andaman Sea and second, the overall
logistics, namely the few roads that leads to these two districts, make them somewhat difficult

' Pathan, Don, “Coup or no coup, insurgency goes on in the deep South,” June 5, 2015.
" Ibid.
'® Pathan, Don, “Bomb attacks in Thai south ‘challenge’ to coup leaders,” Sunday, May 25, 2014
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for the insurgents to penetrate. But the attacks destroyed that long standing notion embraced
by the Thai security officials. But while the insurgents have proven that they are capable of
extending their operation outside the traditional theatre of violence, sustaining their operation
and presence in these newly charted territories would prove to be more difficult.”

Like the warning that preceded the simultaneous attacks on four petrol stations and 7-Eleven
convenience stores in Pattani in late May, the Betong attack also had a warning in order to
minimise casualties. This warning came in the form of a much smaller bomb. Before the Pattani
attacks, the culprit dashed for a waiting motorbike after parking a bomb-laden motorbike next
to the station’s fuel pump. Similar obvious moves were made at the convenience stores. And
after 10 years of non-stop violence, residents know how to read these signs and make a run
for it."®

With the army in full control with no opposition in the junta-appointed Parliament, the generals
are left to themselves to think carefully about how to move the peace initiative forward. It is
generally agreed that the talks should be as inclusive as possible. But this was not the case of
“the more, the better”. In today’s context where the military only wants to talk to the men who
order attacks, the one group that really matter is the BRN. BRN sources said the group is notin
a rush to sit at any tables. Their immediate goal was to strengthen the group’s political wing,
S0 it can engage the international community and the public on its own terms, rather than be
dictated to by Malaysia or Thailand. But without formal recognition from the state actors, the
so-called political wing will remain just another criminal element in the eyes of Bangkok.

Peace practitioners making a move

Talking to separatist groups is nothing new for the Thai authorities, although Yingluck was
the first to make it official and thus give the general public hope that peace was within sight.
Yingluck’s team made a mistake in thinking they could launch a process, place someone with
little influence over the insurgents in the person of Hasan Taib at the centre, and that would
be enough to generate traction. Hasan did not have the mandate of the BRN ruling council,
the DPP, or the support of the cell leaders on the ground, which explains why the insurgents
continued to attack the Thai security forces unabated. Moreover, the announcement by the
Thai military government that it is restarting peace talks generated little excitement among
the general public. But that's not such a bad thing, said a senior military officer, because the
government doesn’t want to mislead the public or encourage unrealistic expectations, which
was the case when the then NSC chief Paradon Patttanathabutr and Pol Colonel Thawee were

'" Pathan, Don, “Beliefs shaken as theatre of violence widens in South,” Special to The Nation, August 1, 2014.
18 i
Ibid.
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overseeing the process.

But the absence of public fanfare has not stopped local and foreign mediators and practitioners
from looking for ways to get a seat at the negotiating table or be a part of the peace pro-
cess. One mediation group has approached former Indonesian Foreign Minister Hasan
Wirajuda, while another was talking to Indonesian Vice President Jusuf Kalla. Former Thai
Foreign Minister Surakiart Sathirathai also stated publicly that Indonesia should be one of
the mediators, along with Malaysia, in the deep South peace process. He, too, sought inputs
from Prince of Songkhla University’s Center for Conflict Studies and Cultural Diversity (CSCD)
about the nature of the conflict. Surakiart, in his capacity as the chair of the Asian Peace and
Reconciliation Council (APRC) may have been trying to promote inclusiveness. But if the past
10 years of peace initiative tells us anything it is that the people in the business of mediation is
some what territorial.” Some of the longstanding separatist movements are also making their
moves to stay in the spotlight. A photo of a Akiko Horiba from the Sasakawa Peace Foundation
with the late Patani Malay academic Ahmed Somboon Bualuang, meeting with Patani Malay
exiled representatives over coffee in Europe, has been doing the rounds on social media and
raising eyebrows among observers and other stakeholders. Appearances in public made by
key players and stakeholders are often put forth with some degree of calculation. The same
period also saw the reemergence of Wae Hamad Wae Yusuf, the head of the Patani Malay
Consultative Congress, the onetime legislative branch of the now-defunct Bersatu separatist
umbrella organisation. He unabashedly announced through a Youtube video the independence
of Patani, the Malay historical homeland that encompasses the three Malay-speaking provinces
in Thailand’s far South. “Pak Hamad was just testing the water,” said a senior Thai military
officer, who advised against public reaction to the announcement.”

Intense and calculating: Attacks in the far South

Insurgency attacks continue unabated in the far South continue unabated in the far South in
the following months after it was clear that NCPO formally invited Malaysia to continue with their
role as facilitator and as the Cabinet in Bangkok was fine-tuning their position about the eminent
talks with the rebels. In May 2015, for three consecutive days, the city of Yala went into a tailspin,
starting with 24 small bombs exploded all over the city in the space of two hours. A security
grid was put in place, or so it seems, but it couldn’t prevent four more explosions the next
morning and the morning after. Army Region 4 chief Lt-General Prakarn Cholayut defended the
security measures put in place on Thursday evening in Yala, saying the subsequent breaches

' Pathan, Don, “One ingredient still missing in Prayut’s recipe for peace in South,” Special to The Nation, November 29, 2014.
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had been the result of explosives placed before the start of the bomb blitz. Moreover, these
bombs were set off remotely, possibly by mobile phones, Prakarn said. The bombing spree
was a humiliating episode for a Thai security apparatus still reeling from the April 10 car bomb
attack on the touristisland of Koh Samui, where evidence pointed to origins in the southernmost
provinces. Within hours of the Samui attack, spokesmen for the military-installed government,
the Defence Ministry and Royal Thai Army publicly claimed the Samui car bomb had nothing
to do with the southern insurgency. Speaking to reporters in Bangkok, Defence Minister Prawit
Wongsuwan said the bombs were small and the culprits appeared to be more concerned with
creating disturbances than claiming lives. Officials confirmed that there was shrapnel in the
bomb canister and that the vehicle was parked away from areas with high concentration of
people.

Sources in the Thai government and the BRN movement said the Samui car bomb had
everything to do with the conflict in Thailand’s South. Together with the three-day bomb blitz
in Yala were strong messages to the Thai side of their disapproval of the culture of impunity
among the security forces. It was also a reminder to Thailand and Malaysia that the BRN,
the separatist movement that controls the vast majority of insurgency combatants, does not
support the MARA Patani, a platform for the various Patani Malay movements -- except the
BRN. The Samui attack, as well as disinformation that follows, would also come back to haunt
the Thai security apparatus a year later when it was discovered that the vehicle used in for
the car bomb attack at the Koh Morkaeng police-military checkpoint in Pattani’s Nong Chik
district was the same one that militants had used to transport their people to Koh Samaui for
the operation in April 2015.%'

MARA Patani and the question of legitimacy

On April 21, 2015, the designated facilitator from Malaysia, Dato Ahmad Zamzamin Hashim,
held a meeting with representatives from six longstanding separatist groups. Representing
a self-proclaimed BRN faction was Awang Jabat and his associate, Tok Imam Haleng.
Other participants included representatives of the three separatist factions - the Patani
United Liberation Organisation (PULO), Gerakan Mujahidin Islam Patani (GMIP) and Barisan
Islam Pembebasan Patani (BIPP). They reiterated their determination to use MARA Patani as
a platform to unite Patani groups and guide the peace process forward. But the problem with
MARA Patani is that the BRN leadership and combatants on the ground dismissed Awang
Jabat's claim of representing BRN and the movement’s combatants on the ground. Samsudine

2" Pathan, Don, Deep South peace efforts hit another dead end, May 22, 2015. Information about the same vehicle used in the Koh Samui attack and the Koh Morkaeng car bomb was
provided by a Thailand’s security officer who spoke on condition of anonymity.
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Khan, one of the three self-proclaimed president of Patani United Liberation Organization
(Pulo), also decided to sit out of the process until further notice, possibly out of conviction that
without the BRN, moving the peace process forward would be virtually impossible.

Beside being rejected by the insurgents on the ground and the DPP, MARA Patani and
the self-proclaimed BRN members also faced strong objection from Prime Minister Prayut
Chan-ocha who decided to pour cold water on the very idea of formal recognition for MARA
Patani as an entity during a May 2015 meeting with the Dialogue Panel of Gen. Aksara.
Government sources insisted that Prayut wanted to talk “peace” but he wasn’t prepared to
recognise MARA Patani out of fear that it would lead to “institutionalization” of the organization,
which could pave the way for the “internationalization” of the conflict. Moreover, with Malaysia
chairing ASEAN regional grouping that year, some Thai Foreign Ministry officials feared the
designated facilitator for the talk would push the conflict in Thailand’s far South to become
part of Southeast Asia’s agenda. But there was no indication that Kuala Lumpur was trying to
“internationalize” the conflict. Like Thailand, Malaysia has taken a territorial stand on the conflict
and refused to allow foreign governments and Western mediators to referee the peace process.
With the conflict occurring right on its border, Malaysia sees itself as one of the stakeholders
in the process.”

For security insiders and those who observe the peace process closely, the fact that BRN is
not participating in the peace talk under the umbrella of MARA Patani came as no surprise. The
writing was already on the wall since September 2014, when the then acting Secretary-General
of the BRN’s DPP, Ustaz Waesumae Sudden, 67, was shot dead in Panare. Police Colonel
Panyawat Chumsang, head of Panarae district police station, was reported as saying Ustaz
Waesumae was riding home alone after performing his routine prayer at a local mosque. Two
men in a motorcycle followed him behind and fired several shots on his head with a handgun,
Killing him on the spot. The cause of the shooting was not known, according to Panyawat.
Neither was the motive as both the Thai side and the BRN insisted that they did not order the
assassination. Both the Thai and BRN separatists claimed their innocence.

Ustaz Waesumae had been acting as secretary-general of the BRN’s DPP from early 2010.
He replaced the late Romlee Utrarasin who had passed away in Malaysia in February 2010.
His body was brought back to Narathiwat, with the help of the Thai Army, where was buried.
Waesumae was dismissed from the position not long after the launch of the Yingluck’s
peace initiative on Feb. 28, 2013. BRN top leaders felt Waesumae had gone rogue when he
supported the Yingluck’s peace initiative. Sources in the movement said he was recruited by
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Dato Zamzamin and Awang Jabat, the nominal head of the so-called BRN/MARA Patani at the
Yingluck peace table. Waesumae was tasked by Awang Jabat to help mobilise militants on
the ground to support MARA Patani’s role in the peace dialogue. The motive and the culprits
behind the Killing of the ustaz remins a mystery. Evidently, ever since Waesumae’s death, the
peace initiative has been on amore shaky ground. For those who believe the Thai side was
responsible for the execution of Waesumae because he was no longer an asset but a liability,
his assassination reaffirmed the belief that any dealing with the Thai authorities is risky business
and not to be trusted unless there is a neutral third party to oversee it. For those who think the
BRN did it, his death reinforced the belief that switching side comes with a heavy price.”

Stern warning to local security details and government militias

In the mid-July 2014, around 40 insurgents attacked a sizeable police sub-station/outpost at
a major intersection in Thung Yang Daeng district of Pattani province, sparking an intense
exchange of gunfights. Three cells who came from different directions attacked the outpost.
Reinforcement arrived by helicopters as roads leading to the intersection were blocked by
lumbers placed by the militants who were ready to take on the reinforcement. This particular
attack was unusual in a sense that militants do not usually wait for reinforcement to arrive before
retreating. Locals said bullets were showered every direction. Bullet holes on the walls of an
empty building across the street from where the militants were positioned attested the heavy
gunfights. As expected, the local police went to the nearest traditional Islamic boarding school,
locally known as ponoh and rounded up a group of students who said their were mistreated by
authorities. Not long after that, on October 12, BRN operatives burn down five public schools
in Tung Yang Daeng and one in Mayo district, apparently to show their disapproval of the way
the authorities mistreated the boy students. The Army billed the arson attacks as a response to
its recent arrests of key figures in the insurgency, though no names were mentioned.

In a bid for damage control following the humiliating incident, “the Tung Yang Daeng model”
was conjured up. How this differs from previous attempts to outsource security work to local
residents — or try to get villagers and local security details -- village chiefs, kamnan and Defense
Volunteers -- involved in security work is anybody’s guess. It has strong echoes of the so-called
“Pentagon Il initiative” concocted after a truckload of insurgents killed four soldiers patrolling
on motorbikes in Pattani’'s Mayo district in July 2012. They were fired upon at close range.
The incident was caught on CCTV and broadcast all over the social media. The government
of Yingluck tried to give the impression that control of the situation was upheld, and so units,
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agencies and people were shifted around to create Pentagon Il. And yes, the policymakers
said more or less the same thing about how they were going to step up coordination among
the security agencies.”

But it would be misleading to suggest that the Thung Yang Daeng model would be a smooth
sailing. Just a year after the Thung Yang Daeng vicious gunfight, in August 2015 in Ban Pulea
of Yala’s Yaha district, a group of about 30 insurgents attacked a small security outpost run by
a local Defence Volunteer Corps (DV) unit. Eighteen of the DVs were left injured, six seriously,
after nearly 30 minutes of gunfire and grenade attacks. Local residents said it was not much of
a fight as the DVs either fled or lay flat on their stomachs in the bamboo hut where they had been
sleeping. Bullet holes and damage from the M79 grenades also suggested it was a one-way
battle. The militants made off with seven government-issued weapons. Nevertheless, villagers
in the area expressed surprise at the fact that the Malay Muslim insurgents had launched an
attack against the DVs.

With the TYD model initiative, the Thai military is basically telling village-based officials that
they no longer have the luxury of “looking the other way”, and that if they are going to be on the
government’s payroll, they have to put their lives on the line for the state security apparatus.
Insurgents, on the other hand, reminded the DV and other local officials under the Ministry of
Interior (village chiefs and kamnans) that they would be fair game should they take up arms
against the insurgents. But attacking DV personnel and outpost is rare because members of
this outfit are deemed local people and this count for something in the eyes of the eyes of the
Malay Muslim insurgents. The DVs are often called on to provide security for ministry officials,
and the insurgents rarely single them out for attack because of the nature of their work is basic
security details, not military operation. In short, the attack against the DV camp in Yaha district
was not meant to take lives but a stern warning to the Thai government and the local residents
that the insurgents have no qualm about taking them out if and when they take up arms against
the movement.”

But the warning was not reserved exclusively for locally hired Malay Muslims security details,
however. Insurgents also let the fellow Buddhist militia know of the danger of taking up arms
againstthem. On November 12,2015, a powerful home-made bomb exploded inside a barricade
at an outpost meant to protect the village defense volunteers, known locally as Chor Ror Bor,
from intruders at Ban Khok Khilek, Pattani. Four volunteers were Killed at the site and five
suffered injuries from the blast that ripped apart the makeshift structure and sent a shockwave

* When security forces can't be trusted, The Nation, Editorial, Oct 31, 2014. Further reading: “Army sets up Thung Yang Daeng defensive model to counter arson attack,” South Watch
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throughout the entire region. For casual observers, the details are all-too familiar: Malay Muslim
insurgents killed Buddhist militiamen with an explosive hidden inside their makeshift outpost.
But for officials and observers on the front line of this conflict, the November 12 incident was far
from a routine attack. It was directed at a group of village defence volunteers who are normally
left alone because they pose little or no threat to the insurgents.

Chor Ror Bor receive shotguns and weapons training at the order of the Interior Ministry.
Members do not patrol beyond their village limits and only join up in the evening for guard
duty. Each unit receives a small budget, enough to buy a monthly supply of coffee and other
drinks to make the nights a little more bearable. Local observers - both Muslim and Buddhist
- have been cautious about drawing conclusions from the November 12 attack, though there
is general agreement it was meant as a “strong message” from insurgents that local mili-
tia would pay a price for going beyond their traditional, non-threatening role. In other words,
the November 12 incident was a direct attack on the Army’s so-called Thung Yang Daeng
Model, an ongoing plan to outsource security responsibilities to local villagers via the Chor Ror
Bor, village chiefs and Defence Volunteers, all of whom fall under the Interior Ministry’s line of
command.”

Squeezing Ponoh Jihad Withaya

In line with Thailand’s long-standing tradition of tit-for-tat, authorities decided to teach the
Malays of Patani a lesson by placing traditional schools in a legal hot spot. No weapon was
used when authorities confiscated the 14-rai grounds of Jihad Withya School in Pattani’s Tha
Dan village, as state property because it was allegedly a place used as training camp for
separatist insurgents. Citing the Anti-Money Laundering Act, a Thai court ruled that the state
had the right to seize Jihad Withya's land since, according to two testimonies, it was being
used to support insurgency activities. The school belongs to the family of Abdulloh Waemanor,
locally known as Pohsu Loh, the tok kuru accused by the Thai government of being the leader
of the BRN military wing. Ponoh (or pondok in standard Malay) is a traditional boarding school
where just about every local Muslim boy is sent to learn about Islam and what it means to be
Malay. Each ponoh is run by a headmaster, known as a tok guru, who is highly respected by
their community. Historically, this longstanding institution helped forge Patani as the cradle of
Islamic civilisation in Southeast Asia. Even today, the mystique of the ponoh and the Islamic
education they provide continues to attract students from across of Southeast Asia. Jihad

% pathan, Don, “Bomb exposes fatal flaw in far South security plan,” The Nation, Nov. 26, 2015. The community in and around Ban Khok Khilek is a mix of Muslims and Buddhists, with
the latter in the slight majority. The outpost that came under the Nov. 12 attack was manned in the evening by a group of local Buddhist volunteers. A separate, all-Muslim Chor Ror Bor
unit is based just a kilometre away. The two groups continue to mingle with one another, but local Muslims say the November 12 incident has driven a psychological wedge between
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Withya was one of several hundred traditional boarding schools that pinpoint this historically
contested region. Pohsu Loh fled Southern Thailand around 2005 to escape arrest. Jihad
Withya was ordered closed in May 2005. For the past 10 years, authorities have kept a close
watch on the school, questioning those going in and out.

The allegation against Jihad Withaya concerns the Muslim community in the far South. Thai
state’s definition of “support for insurgency activities” is ambiguous in the context of Patani
insurgency because just about every form of social gathering or forum in this region can
facilitate talk of independence. A topic which is woven into public discourse in the far South,
making it practically unfair and impossible to single out any single institution. In one case,
for example, 19 suspected insurgents who were executed extrajudicially at a restaurant in
Saba Yoi, Songkhla, during simultaneous attacks on April 28, 2004, were members of a local
football team. And they all came from different schools. If a football team can provide the fo-
rum for separatist militants to come together, then just about any social gathering can do the
same, provided that its members share the same cultural and historical narrative of Patani as
a homeland illegitimately occupied by the Thai state.

Thai military and security officials confirmed they have tried to reach out to Pohsu Loh for his
support in the ongoing Malaysia-facilitated peace talks, but progress has been slow. They also
tried to get the family to appeal the court ruling on the Jihad Withya. Again, their attempt was
not fruitful. Local activists said the seizing of the ponoh has worked in the separatists’ favour
as it drives an even bigger wedge between the Thai state and the Pattani residents who the
government has been trying to win over. Others are concerned that the ruling could set an
unwanted precedent for the confiscation of other ponoks and local institutions, grounded in
allegations of insurgency activity.”’

Discrediting safety zone

In the aftermath of a report in local Thai press claiming that Thailand and MARA Patani has
agreed to designate Cho Ai Rong district of Narathiwat province to come under the Safety
Zone pilot project, insurgents on the ground wasted no time to discredit the so-called progress.
About 35 militants seized the district hospital and used it as a staging ground to attack the
Paramilitary Ranger base next door. The idea was to discredit the Safety Zone project and
to remind both the Thais and MARA Patani that BRN is the one who calls the shot on the
ground. Militants made sure that patients and medical personnel were not in line of fire as
they unleashed live fire against the Rangers. CCTV were everywhere but that was fine as the
militants were more determined to perform for the cameras instead of inflicting serious damage
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to the Rangers’ camp. While MARA Patani were dumbed struck at an operation in which Patani
Malay fighters violated the sanctity of a hospital, which is totally off limit in modern day’s norms,
the Thai side were quick to condemn the incident, pointing out that attacking a hospital was
a gross violation of humanitarian principle for which the militants should be condemned for in
strongest term. Taking the thunder away from the Thai security officials were the medical staff
themselves, both Muslims and Buddhists, who told the media of how “concerned” the militants
were about their safety and that they made sure the patients and medical personnel were not
in line of fire.

The incident at the Cho Ai Rong District Hospital was not the first time that insurgents operated
in the environment of medical facilities. In May 2014, three people were seriously wounded
when militant separatists detonated a bomb in the parking lot of Pattani’'s Khok Pho hospital,
damaging at least 50 vehicles. Separatist sources said the Thai military’s ongoing efforts to
demonise them via references to humanitarian principles overlooked the fact that they often
employed questionable tactics in managing a decade or so of conflict in the Malay-speaking
South. The Thai military has been criticised for positioning outposts in the grounds of temples
and schools, thereby placing monks, children and students in line of fire. Such decisions not
only violate international humanitarian norms, they are also made without consulting local
residents. Insurgent attacks against schools and temples were a regular occurrence a decade
ago but now take place less frequently, and only as retaliation for instances in which the Thais
are deemed to have “crossed the line” and/or violated unwritten rules of engagement.”

Attacks on the seven provinces in the upper South

Like other attacks in or outside the Malay-speaking region, BRN does not claim responsibility.
But that is fine, too, as far as the Thai national leaders are concerned. At the least, it saves
them the trouble of having to publicly answering questions that may be raised. Regardless,
authorities continue to take credit for “containing” the violence to the restive region. But the
spate of attacks on Aug. 11-12, 2016, in the seven provinces in the upper South left everybody
speechless. The national leaders did not point fingers at anybody, but government investigators
said BRN was behind the attacks.

Perhaps for the first time, Bangkok felt a real threat. The thought that the long standing conflict
in the Malay-speaking region is no longer confined to the far South is something they have to
contend with. To admit it publicly would require further elaboration to maintain public trust.
Publicly, the junta is still keeping tight lips as to which group was behind in spite of evidences
pointed to insurgency in the far South. Footages of suspected getting on and off busses and
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taxi van in the seven provinces and off in the far South suggested where the culprits were from
or where they chose to lay low before disappearing into the midst. The two-day attacks killed
four people and injured 35 and placed the ongoing peace dialogue between the government
and MARA Patani on an unwanted spotlight as it raised the question of the merit of the initiative

itself.?

As expected, security was heightened through the entire South -- upper and the lower southern
region. To drive their point about the security apparatus’ inability to do their job, insurgents set
off a massive car bomb at a popular Southern View Hotel in Pattani province just days later on
the evening of August 23. Suspected insurgents packed two 80-kilogram bombs inside a stolen
ambulance and parked it at the front door of the hotel. The explosion ripped through the hotel’s
lobby, shattering windows both in the hotel and surrounding shop houses, shredding vehicles
and motorbikes parked nearby and sent shockwaves across the country, which had yet come
to terms with the recent spate of bombings in the upper South. As expected, policymakers in
Bangkok insisted that the Tuesday night attacks in Pattani were not related to the ones two
weeks earlier.”

Rounding up Patani Malay youth in Bangkok

More than 100 Malay Muslim students from the far South studying in Bangkok were detained
by police in the capital under a crackdown that came across as harassment rather than
searching for suspects planning car bomb in the city. Some were held for two days and other
for seven. Speaking to the press on October 18, 2016, Col. Winthai Suwaree, spokesman
for the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO), said the mass arrest of Patani Malay
students in the Bangkok area resulted in the identification of five men who authorities said
were linked to unrest in the far South. The five, however, were not students or part of the
youth movement. Youth leaders described the manner that the authorities carried out their
investigation and searches as extremely disrespectful. The murky nature of the operation itself
prompted local civil society organizations and the Federation of Patani Students and Youth
(Permas), a Patani Malay student-led political movement, to issue a statement calling on the
United Nations and the international community to closely monitor the situation on the ground.
Permas said the organization was “concerned about the state’s security policies as there
is a likelihood that Patani people may be further targeted and made scapegoats for future
violence during Thailand’s unstable political situation”. Permas called on the United Nations to
monitor law enforcement in Thailand and its Security Council to take part in the peace process
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to “secure the safety of the people and bring sustainable peace to the region”. Suhaimee
Dulasa, a senior member of the Patani Institute and a former secretary-general of Permas, said
he believe the crackdown in Bangkok was political in nature. The Malays of Patani are the only
people who continue to carry out their political activities, unlike other political action groups in
other parts of Thailand,” he said. Sources in the Thai government said the attacks against the
seven provinces in the upper south have agitated the security community and forced them to
take drastic measures, such as the rounding up of Patani Malay youth in Bangkok. According to
official sources, what jolted the Bangkok police was an intelligence report about a black Honda
sedan that they saw on CCTV cameras during the August operation, but nobody saw where it
went after that. Police assumed that it went to Bangkok. Making the security officials even more
nervous was the upcoming anniversary of the Tak Bai massacre, an incident that ended in the
death of 85 unarmed Muslims demonstrating against the arrest of village defense volunteers
accused by police of willingly handing over government-issued weapons to insurgents. Of the
85 who died on Oct. 25, 2004, 78 suffocated after being stacked one on top of another on the
back of military transport trucks while another seven were shot dead at the protest site. Some
believe that the insurgents would mark the 2016 anniversary with a car bomb in Bangkok with
the missing black Honda sedan. It was not clear how some of the security officials reached
that conclusion other than the concern for a possible retaliation. In the end such concern was
unfounded.

Patani Malay youth said because of differences in their political outlook, Thai authorities tend
to see them as troublemakers and place them under surveillance. Some agencies have even
set up counter intelligence units to discredit these activists through social media, while others,
especially those working on the various peace initiatives and secret talks with the rebels, have
tried to use them as go-betweens. But what is clear, according to these youth activists, is that
they will not sell their soul to the Thai authorities. The youth leaders have consistently said that
the right to self-determination and the ability to chart their own course is the key to peace.”

As expected, the roundup of some 100 Patani Malay youth in Bangkok drew a fierce response
from the BRN on the ground. The movement sent Thailand a stern warning with a bomb at an
evening food stalls in downtown Pattani on Oct. 24, killing one and injured 18 other people.
The food stall attack came just six weeks after the motorcycle bomb incident that killed a
father and daughter in front of a primary school in Tak Bai district of Narathiwat province.
The blast exploded about half an hour after the schools officially opened. It was aimed at a
patrolling police unit, but the father and daughter were caught up as collaterals. The incident
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greatly disturbed international human rights organisations, some of whom, including the New
York-based Human Rights Watch (HRW) suggested that the United Nations should consider
labelling BRN a “terrorist organisation”. Even if the Muslim father and daughter were not the
intended target, BRN operatives should have refrain from carrying out attacks near school
ground, HRW reasoned.”

The passing of Sapae-ing Basor

Sapae-ing was perceived by many as the spiritual leader of Muslims for the Patani region.
He was accused by the then Prime Minister Thaksin of wanting to be the leader of a liberated
Patani region. Upon learning about a warrant for his arrest, Sapae-ing fled the country in
December 2004. The warrant for Sapae-ing was signed off by Thaksin’s point-man for the far
South, Police Colonel Thawee Sodsong. Senior government officials who examined the warrant
said the evidence against Sapae-ing was extremely fimsy and suspected it was motivated
by Thaksin who saw in him a personification of the conflict. Sapae-ing was deemed an easy
target to get at the movement because students who graduated from his school had joined
the insurgent movement. Ironically, a decade later, Thawee would become the key figure in
a peace initiative launched by the Yingluck government on February 28, 2013, during which
another concerted effort was made to reach out to Sapae-ing for help. Bangkok reaching out
to Sapae-ing for help reflected the realization that the Thai State was not just fighting young
men with guns but against an entirely different cultural and historical narrative that continued to
produce successive waves of separatist militants bent on forging a separate homeland for the
local Malay Muslims. It was a narrative that Sapae-ing exemplified. Because the conflict was
about competing narratives, in the view of state officials, it made all the sense that the state
talks to the spiritual leader of the people. These officials would come to learn about Sapae-ing’s
integrity, together with his strong religious credentials, and would sought his help to end the
conflict. Through him, they saw an opportunity to communicate with the Malays of Patani. But
Bangkok was never clear as to what message it wanted to send or what kind of concession it
was willing to make with the Malays of Patani.

Attempts to get this spiritual leader to the negotiating table were fruitless because, according
to people who knew him, Sapae-ing did not see the conflict as being about him but rather about
the people of Patani. Furthermore, he sensed the Thais were unwilling to make any concessions
to his people and had failed to understand the root causes and grievances of the people in this
region. It was said he could have cut a deal for himself but he chose not to do so. Too much
was riding on his shoulder and he was not about to sell out, said exiled separatist leaders. Artef
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Sohko, a youth activist and graduate of Thamvithya, said there was no leader in the Patani
region who could match the level of respect and admiration that Sapae-ing commanded.
Those who knew Sapae-ing said he was the most selfless person they ever encountered. They
said he always placed the needs and dignity of his community before his own, and that is why
he refused to cut a deal with the Thais during his years in exile.

“There was nothing beneath him. He practices what he preaches. That kind of moral authority
is hard to find nowadays,” said Artef, recalling how Sapae-ing would often tour the school
grounds picking up trash to set a good example for students. His students loved him dearly.
Many even considered a beating from him a blessing that helped set them on the right path
in life. Parents adored his strict discipline as a protection against their young ones being led
astray by rapid social change which is compromising the long standing traditional values of
this conservative community. According teachers at Thamvithya School, Sapae-ing liked to
patrol beer joints and youth hangouts after school to see if any of his students were there.
Any that he caught could be sure of swift and painful justice. Even after he disappeared from
public sight, locals continued to talk about him. The mystique surrounding this righteous man
of religion never seemed to fade. Members of the international community who observed his
role in the conflict referred to Sapae-ing as “Yoda”, the wise and powerful Jedi master from
George Lucas’ “Star Wars”. Some young militants even believed he was blessed with the
power of invisibility or omniscience.” They spoke as if he had never left them. As far as many
of them were concerned, he never did; he was always in their hearts and minds. But after he
was demonised and dismissed by Thaksin and his ilk as a power-hungry individual eager to be
ruler of a liberated Patani, it was hard for any political or security official to take a softer or more
subtle line. Pressure to end the conflict was too high and the Thai leaders could not afford to
look weak. But when news about Sapae-ing’s death reached Bangkok, Prime Minister General
Prayut Chan-o-cha promptly expressed condolences to his family. A gesture of goodwill is
never too late, it seems. Thawee also visited his home in Pattani to express condolences to the
family. Prayut even instructed the Army to help his family transport Sapae-ing’s body back to
Yala from Malaysia’s Terengganu state. Similar treatment was extended to the family of Romli
Uttarasin, considered one of the original founding father of the BRN, when he died in Malaysia
in February 2010.

“It could be that he [Prayut] wanted to make the Thais, the state and the government look
less guilty because they were the ones who forced him to go out [into exile],” said Nualnoi
Thammasathein, a veteran documentary producer and former London-based BBC reporter,

*Popular believe, such as the ability to go invisible or faith healing, is common among Muslims in the far South who practices a traditionalist brand of Sunni Islam under the Shaffi
jurisprudence.
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who has done much work on the far-South conflict. “They [the Thai government] look vulnerable,
not sensible. | doubt that he [Prayut] did it for the family, but rather for himself and his
government — maybe even to lift himself a little bit higher in the eyes of the Malays,” she
added.

Thai security officials, on the other hand, said resolving the conflicts in this region will be harder
without Sapae-ing, who could have played a crucial role in implementing any deal between
the Thai state and the Malays of Patani. Sources in the BRN said Sapae-ing would be greatly
missed but their fight against the Thai security forces would continue until they achieved their
aims. Independence remains one of those aims, but sources add that they were willing to
negotiate with the Thais if the conditions are right. This means foreign governments observing
the talk to ensure international best practice governs negotiations.*

The spike in April and the Big C car-bomb in May 2017

Suspected separatist insurgents Isma-ae Hama, 28, and Aseng Useng, 30 were shot and killed
on March 29 by Paramilitary Rangers who said they fired in self-defense during a car chase.
But the 15-year-old niece of one of the suspect who were with them had a different version.
The two were pulled from their vehicle that the authorities had been tailing for some distance,
according to the niece. The two young men stepped out of the vehicle, as instructed by the
security officials who led them away, she said. Moments later, she heard gunshots. Later that
day, a photograph of the two dead men about 50 meters from their vehicle along a back
road in Rueso district, Narathiwat province, were circulated online. Beside them were an M16
rife and a 9-mm handgun. The message from the state was that these guys were insurgents
and they had weapons. Social media in the far South was buzzing for days, countering and
questioning the explanation provided by the security officials. But at the end of the day, it was
the testimony of the 15-year-old niece against the words of the authorities. As expected, there
was no outpouring of sympathy from the general Thai public outside the Malay-speaking South,
especially when police said the two might have been linked to the killing of a Buddhist deputy
village chief and three members of his family on March 2, including an eight-year-old boy, as
they made their way to school along a back road in Narathiwat’'s Rueso district. Police gathered
scores of rounds from M16 and AK47 machine guns and a 9mm handgun at the scene of the
attack, which saw the pickup truck carrying the four victims veer off the road and into trees.
Police did not rule out a personal dispute as the motive. But given the method of attack, all
fingers were pointed to the insurgents. Separatist militants said mistakes have been made,
i.e., the death of innocent civilians in gunfight. But mistakes are not the same as intention, they

* Pathan, Don, “Beacon for peace in far South is extinguished,” The Nation, January 18, 2017.
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said. Combatants admit that collateral damage has been part of its internal debate for a very
long time and dismissed suggestion that they are out to target innocent civilians who some
time get caught in in the midst of gunfights or operations. They also criticised the civil society
organisations and community leaders for accepting the government’s line before looking at the
facts available. The death of the Muslim father and his daughter near a school in Tak Bai district
in September 2016 from a roadside bomb meant for a patrolling police unit was an exemplary
caseof how intention was overlooked by the sole focus on the mistakes, they said.

Nevertheless, the March 29, 2017 shooting death of the two young men in Rueso district set
off a storm of retaliation. The following day on March 30, five insurgents hopped on back of
a pickup truck, drove up to the Narathiwat's Rangae district police station, and commenced
firing at group of officers who were lining up in formation for the start of their day. One officer
was killed and five injured. Four days later, about 30 insurgents stormed a security outpost in
the Krong Pinang district of Yala province, injuring at least 12 police officers. And shortly after
midnight, April 6, insurgents unleashed dozens of explosions and arson attacks, crippling the
power grid and causing widespread blackouts throughout the region.*

The month of April 2017 also saw the BRN reiterating their demands for talks with Bangkok and
reminded the government that a meaningful peace process must be in line with international
norms, which means an impartial “mediator” should lead the talks. “Any peace dialogue must
be based on the willingness of the two parties involved in the conflict and voluntarily agreed
to find a solution,” BRN said in the statement. Asked to clarify the reference to “two parties,”
a BRN operative replied, “the Thai government and the BRN,” not MARA Patani, an umbrella
organization of long-standing Patani Malay separatist groups that have been negotiating with
the government since 2015 in informal peace talks facilitated by Malaysia.

Rules of engagement established through negotiated text do not exist between the two
warring sides of this conflict. In this respect, how one interprets “violation” or “legitimate killing”
has been subjective. Separatist sources said they could live with the fact that their combatants
get killed in a gunfight with government security forces in a normal theater of violence, such as
a battlefield or in a setting that constitutes a battle ground. But they will not tolerate targeted
killing of suspects, thus, the vicious retaliation followed the shooting death of the two Malays
on March 29. Although the insurgents justify the targeted killings of people who spy for Thai
security agencies, they insist the government cannot use the same rationale and logic to
summarily and extra judiciously kill anyone they suspect is associated with separatist militants.
Just about every Malay Muslim in the far South knows somebody in the separatist movement,

* “Tragic realities being turned into propaganda in far South,” The Nation, March 18, 2017. See also: “Thai Deep South: BRN Takes Aim at Peace Talks,” BenarNews, April 11, 2017.
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one senior BRN field operative said. Accusing someone of being “associated” with insurgency
is the easiest thing to claim and impossible to refute. In other words, if Isma-ae and Aseng
could be killed for that reason, than anybody could be killed.*

For weeks, the Thai side was left speechless because of the attacks and the BRN statement
that generated a great deal of attention and curiosity, not knowing what to say beyond the
standard official line. But then came the car bomb attack at the Big C supermarket in Pattani
on March 9, 2017. While the government wasted no time in lashing out at separatist militants,
officials closely monitoring the situation were scratching their heads over why the BRN, or any
local militants for that matter, would launch an attack against the people they are supposed to
be “liberating”. Among the authorities investigating the incident, nothing was ruled out in the
first few days after the attack. In their eagerness to take the moral high ground, government’s
spokespersons conveniently overlooked the minor details and reached a premature conclusion
that the militants were out to murder as many people as they can. They pointed to the fact that
more than 50 people who were injured from the blast, although no one was killed. But in leaving
out these details, they undermined their own analysis and credibility. For one thing, there was
a small bomb, described by local media as “huge firecracker”, that exploded about 20 minutes
earlier. Some called it a “double tap” -- a tactic that involved the use of a smaller bomb to attract
officials to the scene, so the militants can set off the much bigger, second bomb. Such tactic
was employed in the early years of this wave of insurgency that started in January 2004. But
Thai officials quickly picked up on it and employed hi-tech equipment to block mobile phone
signal while sending ordinance team to clear the area. Military intelligence and rebel sources
both said the first big “fire cracker” was meant to be a prior warning.

Similar to earlier incidents, such as the simultaneous attacks in May 2014 operation that
saw attacks on four petrol stations, several 7-Eleven convenient stores and ATMs, and the
massive car bomb in Betong in July of the same year, insurgents employed a warning of a
sorts to minimize casualties. For the Betong, like the Big C car bomb, the warning came in
the form of smaller bomb set off several minutes earlier. As for the petrol stations and the
convenient stores, each of the four locations saw militants parked their bomb-laced motorbike
next to the gasoline pumps and made a dash for waiting getaway motorbike. And after 10
years of non-stop violence, residents have a good guess as to what was about to go down.*’
This explain why the petrol station attendants made a dash for it as well. As for the Big C attack
in March 2017, the smaller bomb, or firecracker, was that warning. And when people saw an
abandoned pickup truck parked in front of the store main entrance, and that the drivers had

*“Thai Deep South: BRN Takes Aim at Peace Talks,” BenarNews, April 11, 2017. See also: “Bomb kills father and daughter at school in Thailand’s troubled south,” Reuters, September 6, 2016.

¥ Pathan, Don, “Beliefs shaken as theatre of violence widens in South,” The Nation, August 1, 2014.
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fled on a motorbike, people immediately backed away. People backed far enough not to get
killed. The problem was that they did not go far enough not to get injured. Nevertheless, Thai
authorities had their day with the media.

The fluidity of the BRN command-and-control structure means that each cell is given freedom
to decide which targets to hit. And given such leeway there is naturally a tendency to escalate
the intensity and scale of the violence. Sources in the BRN said the April attacks were also
aimed at discrediting the ongoing peace dialogue between the government and MARA Patani.
The topic of discussion for the past two years has been “Safety Zone”, an issue that was
consistently raised by the Women’s Civic Network for Peace in the Southern Border Provinces,
or PAOW. Selection the one and only supermarket store in the region to make their case was
that an ideal target because it represents the kind of public space where the state supposed to
provide security. The challenge for the insurgents was to attack such places without resulting
in mass casualties or death.

BRN demands fall on deaf ears

In April 2017, BRN issued a statement reiterating their demand for a peace talk with the Thai
government. There was nothing new as far as the demands was concerned. The group had
issued the same demands at the start of the peace talk in 2013. At the time, the aim was to
derail the process because the movement’s leaders felt that the initiative was forced upon
them. But this time around, the intention was to come to the table with the Thai representatives.
However, BRN will not join any talks until their negotiators and members of the political wing
are properly trained and familiarized with key issues, such as international norms, rules of
engagement, humanitarian laws and principles, and so on. Most importantly, they do not want
to feel that they are coming to the table under any pressure.

Officials on the ground said they welcome the move as it would be the first time that the appointed
negotiators will sit with people who truly command and control over the militants on the ground.
But the issue is political in nature and it is still up to policy makers in Bangkok to decide the
future pathway. Another point of concern is what will happen to MARA Patani if and when the
BRN’s DPP join the process. Thai sources said the self-proclaimed BRN negotiators (Awang
Jabat, Sukri Hari and Ahamah Chuwoe) under the MARA Patani umbrella strongly welcomed
the BRN/DPP participation as this will absolved them of being “renegade” of the organization.
Others in MARA Patani are concerned about their role and status being diminished if and when
the DPP comes on board. But more than two years after MARA Patani came into being in Kuala
Lumpur, the question over BRN’s DPP support for the talk, as well as the issue of Safety Zone,
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i.e., the implementation of ceasefire at designated district, is still being discussed without any
indication that BRN will change their mind. Frustrated at the never-ending cycle of violence by
the BRN bent on discrediting whatever progress MARA Patani and the Thai negotiators made,
Defense Minister Udomdej Sitabutr made a public statement, saying he does not think the
“right people” are attending the talk. While the statement did not evolve into a direct spitting
contest between him and Gen. Aksara Kherdpol, the chief negotiator and the head of the
Dialogue Panel, Thai government officials admitted that the incident was, indeed, a humiliating
episode for the Thai side and they hoped that this would be a wakeup call for the policy makers
in Bangkok to think outside the box.*

Car-jacking the peace talk

According to Thai and rebel sources, between June and October 2017, Dato Ahmad Zamzamin
Hashim, the Malaysian mediator of the Southern Thailand peace process, met with DPP
members of the BRN at least three times to urge them to join MARA Patani in the peace talks.
It was not the first time that such invitation was extended to the most powerful insurgent group
operating in southern Thailand. But this time around, Zamzamin had reason to be optimistic, at
least he thought so. According to Thai sources, Zamzamin was told that the DPP “would have
fo think about it.” Zamzamin also had assurances from the BRN that the movement would not
sabotage the safety zone initiative, a limited ceasefire being planned in designated areas in the
far South. This point was discussed during the Aug. 8-10 meeting between MARA Patani and
Thai negotiators in Kuala Lumpur, sources said.

But on August 16, less than a week after the conclusion of the meeting that supposedly
generated some positive atmosphere, seven young militants stole pickup trucks and snatched
hostages from a second-hand car dealership in Songkhla province, just north of the Deep
South. Their plan — to convert the vehicles into car bombs — fell apart after four hostages tried
to escape. Two hostages were shot, one died in hospital, and the survivors alerted authorities.
The entire region went on high alert. The cell aborted their operation. And in the end, only two
of the seven pickup trucks were used as car bombs. One militant died after an alleged gunfight
with Thai police.

Frustrated at the boldness and the seemingly lack of progress at the negotiating table,
Army chief Gen. Chalermchai Sitthisart said the seven militants were directed by Abdullah
Waemanor — taking a jab at the man many Thai officials believed to be one of the senior-most
member of BRN and one who continue to resist any effort to join MARA Patani at the negotiating
table with the Thais. Sources in the movement said the car jack operation, bold as it may

* Pathan, Don, “BRN holds all the weapons — and the keys to peace,” The Nation, April 14, 2017. See also: Pathan, Don, “Thai Deep South: BRN Takes Aim at Peace Talks,” BenarNews,
April 11, 2017.
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be, was part of their normal operating procedure and has nothing to do whatsoever with the
much-talked about Safety Zone, a designated area that has yet been defined. Sources in the
movement also stated that BRN chain of command is very fluid and the decision to carry out
attacks are made at the local level. Moreover, because of some bad blood between MARA
Patani members and BRN combatants on the ground, it is foreseeable that certain cells on the
ground may decide to take the matter into their own hands to discredit the designated zone.*

Thai officials accused MARA Patani of holding up the process because they wanted the
government to grant legal immunity to Sukree Hari and Ahmad Chuwol. The two fled Thailand
in 2007 after posting bail under the then-military government. They resurfaced as MARA Patani
members when the panelwas launched in August2015. According to Thai official sources, MARA
Patani wants to send Ahmad and Sukree back to southern Thailand to observe the Safety Zone
project. But the Thai Justice Ministry, according to government sources, was firmly against it for
fear that it would create an unwanted precedent. It was not clear why MARA Patani could not
nominate other representatives who did not have pending legal charges to return to southern
Thailand to observe the so-called ceasefire at the designated Safety Zone. As expected, MARA
Patani rejected allegation from Bangkok that the Patani umbrella organisation was not ready for
the implementation of Safety Zone. MARA Patani spokesman Abu Hafez Al-Hakim said, “At this
juncture, some minor details of certain issues related to Safety Zones, especially from the Thai
side, has not been satisfactorily addressed. More discussion and clarifications are needed,
hence the implementation is a little delayed.”*

What irked the Thai side and the Malaysian facilitator was not DPP’s refusal to join MARA
Patani and engage in direct negotiation with Bangkok but rather the group’s demand that
they have the right to decide the entire set-up of their delegation and the location for the talks.
BRN argued that due to their control of the militants on the ground, they should be the one
who decide who get to represent the rebels at the negotiation table. Moreover, BRN voiced
that future talks must be conducted outside of Malaysia with participation of members of the
international community as observers and mediators of the process. But first and foremost,
BRN insisted that their political wing needed to be properly trained, preferably by members
of the international community, along with better understanding of international norms and
humanitarian principles before entering direct negotiation with the Bangkok government.
They claimed that Bangkok has a decision to make and added that there would be no major
changes in terms of policy and strategy until then."’

* pathan, Don, “Deep South Peace Talks: Car-Jacked?”, BenarNews, September 5, 2017. A series of interviews between Pathan and Thai government officials in the Patani region and
in Bangkok were conducted from June-October 2017.

“ “Mara Patani rejects allegation it's not ready for safety zones,” New Straits Time (Bernama), September 18, 2017.

“! A series of interviews between Don Pathan and BRN representatives, as well as Thai government officials in the Patani region and in Bangkok were conducted from June-October 2017.
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Bring People Home Project

It was not exactly an admission of policy failure, but the Thai Army decided to recheck the
background of approximately 4,000 people who had undergone an education and attitude
adjustment program after the Big C car bomb incident. Indeed, the so-called “Bring People
Home” program was supposed to be the show case for the Fourth Army Area, to convey the
message to the public that they are winning hearts and minds of the local people. But the
Army’s eagerness to be seen as a benevolent entity did not fool anybody, especially the local
people who had been manipulated into joining the programs believing that they would be
removed from the authorities’ blacklist. In Thailand, it appeared that just about every security
and intelligence agency has their own list of suspects, the so called “blacklist”. But because the
military is the a powerful actor, it is understandable that they will demand the most attention.

Participants who came under the Bring People Home Project consisted of only a handful
insurgents whereas, the rest, were mostly local young men who the authorities suspected
of sympathizing with the insurgents, according to separatist sources. The aim of the project
was to shed positive light on the military in order to ease the justification of their activities and
budgets in the restive region. The 4,000-plus participants were supposed to be that indicator,
a show piece to outsiders. BRN cadres said they are not worried about combatants wanting
to quit because the movement does not need that many people, not at this stage of the struggle
anyway. In this kind of “unconventional warfare,” what matters is that the movement’s ability to
shape the narrative and demonstrate that it can still be a threat to the state security apparatus.

A public relation stunt?

Separatist groups and the local community said they could easily unmask the propaganda of
the army but out of security concerns for the locals, they decided to letit be and let the individual
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and his family decide whether to join or stay out of this military-run program. Insurgents also
claimed that they are indifferent to the public relations aspect of the project.

However, there was one incident back in December 2011 when the insurgents decided that they
have had enough. A four-man team was dispatched to kill Mukta Kila, the leader of the Pracha
Tham Party, a little known political outfit in the far South, because of his collaboration with the
Army. They succeeded in killing Mukta, shooting him at close range in front of his resident in
Narathiwat’'s Rangae district. As the gunmen were making the getaway, two of the four militants
were shot dead by local security details while the other two fled the scene. According to the
senior Army officer, Mukta was helping the Fourth Army Area by lobbying family of suspected
militants to surrender in return for leniency or dropping legal charges entirely, depending on
individual circumstances.*

In the view of Dr. Zachary Abuza, professor at the National War College, in Washington, DC and
a security expert monitoring the situation in Thailand’s far South, , the Army’s Bring People Home
project should be viewed with skepticism. “The government claims that 4,448 former insurgents
have gone through the program, yet there are no credible estimates that the insurgency is that
large. The Thai government is clearly compelling men who fit the demographic through the
program. It has had little effect on the level of violence, and the government has considered
ending the program due to recidivism,” Abuza said.*

Indeed, separatism as an ideology among the Malay population in the historically contested
region runs deep, thus making virtually all Malay Muslim men here suspects or sympathizers
in the eyes of authorities. In this respect, the Fourth Army Area has plenty to choose from
because the pool of “suspects” has always been large. Thai government continue to call the
Bring People Home Project a success but offers no qualitative or quantitative benchmark to
support their claims. Regularly, authorities put together a boot-stomping public ceremony
where former combatants, supposedly, and authorities get together in a show of force and
unity with hugs and handshakes for public consumption. But in remote villages, there is no sign
that support for the local cells is declining. In fact, in some pockets, villagers take turns making
food for insurgents taking part in basic training at nearby makeshift camps. In some cases,
they provide them with shelter for insurgents on the run. Improved government intelligence
over the years meant cell members had to relocate, some time to another province. Often this
meant moving far from their family members. For some such a life becomes unbearable, thus,
the decision to surrender to the authorities. The decision to quit a combatant’s life and return

“«“Party leader, 2 suspected insurgents killed in Narathiwat,” The Nation, December 16, 2011. Don Pathan interviews military intelligence and senior army officer about the very incident,
October-November 2017.
* Abuza, Zachary, “No End in Sight for Thailand’s Deadly Southern Insurgency,” The Diplomat, July 18, 2017.
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to civilian life is not a difficult one. But it requires one to take a chance with Thai authorities.
Such a decision does not constitute desertion as long as the cell leaders and the individual
combatant wanting to leave reach an understanding followed by an oath that they would not
reveal the identity of their fellow comrades who are still active. For the Thai side, the challenge
is to strike a balance between cashing in on the publicity around an insurgent’s surrender and
squeezing him for more intelligence. For those insurgents who turn themselves in and come
under the Bring People Home program, the aim is not to provide too much, at least not to the
point that it could come back and haunt them. Indeed, violating one’s oath could result in
deadly retaliation.

Significance of the black list

For many locals, the black list is sort of a license for security officials to more or less do whatever
they want to the suspect with little consideration to due process and human rights. Locals
here believe just about every young man in this region is on somebody’s blacklist, rendering
the merit of the list itself somewhat meaningless. But from the perspective of the parents of
a suspect, the project is an opportunity to remove his or her son from such a blacklist list and
a return to some degree of normalcy. In the view of many security officials, Bring People Home
Project is part of a long-term strategy that rests on the hope that villagers will become tired
of the violence and turn their backs on the BRN and their combatants. As noted earlier, this has
not happened and there is little indication that the trust gap between the Malays and the Thai
state is closing up anytime soon. Like other peace initiatives, the project is a big leap of faith.

Forward Cabinet for the far South

In October 2006, the government approved the formation of a 13-member “forward cabinet”,
tasked with assessing the policy and strategy for the far South. Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha
said the new setup will not duplicate the works of two key existing agency, namely the Internal
Security Operation Command (Isoc) and the Southern Border Provinces Administrative Centre
(SBPAC). The forward cabinet is led by Deputy Defence Minister Gen. Udomdej Sitabutr. The
other 12 in this team, with exception of one, are retired generals, all of whom had served in
the far south as either commander or deputy commander of the Fourth Army Area. Beside
assessing the situation, the forward cabinet is tasked with overseeing the financing of special
projects for the restive region. These special projects are not to be confused with the work of
the existing government ministry that received their annual budget directly from the state coffer.

However, the establishment of the forward cabinet is not something to get excited about. In
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spite of the fact that the idea behind the creation of this cabinet is political in nature and
supposed to operate at the policy level, there was nothing in substantive term coming out this
mini cabinet. In the end it was more about division of labor between for the junta and the retired
commanders from this restive region who does not seem to have much to contribute in terms
of policy changes or policy recommendations. But in all fairness, policy decisions for the far
South have always been made in Bangkok. Naturally, the lens that the policy makers employed
have always been security oriented. Development was never for the sake of development
alone. Local residents said the lack of development was never the main reason why the Muslim
Malay Muslims took up arms in the first place. Development, delivered efficiently and earnestly,
can certainly be part of the solution, but it will not work unless other issues are addressed
simultaneously. Social mobility, justice and equality are every bit as essential, they said.

Outsourcing security duties to local officials

In September 2015, in the middle of the night, about 30 insurgents attacked the outpost of
Defence Volunteer Corps (DV) unit in Yala’s Yaha district, injuring 18 locally hired volunteers
after nearly 30 minutes of gunfight and some grenade attacks. Bullet holes and damage from
the M79 grenades also suggest it was a one-way battle. Authorities said the militants managed
to flee with seven government-issued weapons in their possession. Local residents were
surprised at the fact that the insurgents had launched an attack against the DVs. Their logic
was simple: DVs are part of the local community and that should count for something in the eyes
of the Malay Muslim insurgents. That logic is backed by the extremely low number of violent
confrontations between insurgents and DVs since January 2004. But the attack in Yaha district
was not aimed at body counts. The aim was to send a stern warning to the security apparatus
that the militants will not hesitate to kill DVs or any other locally elected officials should they take
up arms against the movement. Similar message was made to the government security agency
in November 2015 at Pattani’'s Ban Khok Khilek when a powerful home-made bomb hidden
inside the outpost exploded, killing four volunteers and injuring five. The outpost, surrounded
by stacks of used tires meant to protect them from intruders, is a place where the group of
Village Defense Volunteer (Chor Ror Bor) would huddle among themselves in the evening
before they go on foot patrol to secure the perimeter of their village. For outsider observers, the
details are all-too familiar: Malay Muslim insurgents killed Buddhist militamen with an explosive
hidden inside their makeshift outpost. But for officials and observers on the front line of this
conflict, the November 12, 2015, incident was far from a routine attack. It was directed at a
group of village defence volunteers who are normally left alone because they pose little or no
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threat to the insurgents.*

Outsourcing security responsibilities to officials at the local level is a work in progress for the
Thai Army. While local people are being recruited to join the Paramilitary Ranger units that
comes under direct command-and-control of the regular Army, on a separate track, kamnans,
village chiefs, along with his deputies, and Defense Volunteer Corps members -- all of whom
fall under the Ministry of Interior line of command, are being assigned more onerous security
duties. Some of the things they will be required to do include patrolling violence-prone areas
alongside regular army soldiers and Paramilitary Rangers, thus, potentially placing them in line
of fire from separatist militants. While their part in the overall security grid is much more visible,
up to now, these MO, village-based officials have been largely unchallenged by the insurgents
as long as they do not engage in intelligence-gathering activities for the government forces.

A leading security expert on the far South doubt that the region -- and the local volunteers -- are
ready to shoulder the brunt of the counterinsurgency campaign. “The government’s assertion
that they can do this now because violence is down being a misnomer. If you look at the
monthly rate of violence, the insurgents can ratchet it up at will,” said Zachary Abuza. “There
is a lot of concern about human rights violations by the Rangers. They are less disciplined
and poorly trained; they think more about short-term tactical gains, than the long-term conse-
quences of their actions,” he added.*

“ Pathan, Don, “Insurgents focus ire on local defence volunteers,” The Nation, August 4, 2015; Don Patha, “Transfer of defence responsibilities is pushing local residents further into
the line of fire,” November 26, 2015.

“ Pathan, Don,” Thai military and insurgents change tack in southern provinces,” Nikkei Asian Review, August 15, 2016.
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