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Addressing Insurgency and Militancy in Southern
Thailand

I. Overview

The violent resurgence of a separatist insurgency was marked by the January 4,
2004 raid on an army depot in Narathiwat. For five years, Thailand’s predominantly
ethnic Malay Muslim southern border provinces have been the scene of
unprecedented violence and brutality carried out by separatist militants, resulting
in more than 3,500 deaths and 4,000 injured people from January 2004 to the end of
March 2009. Civilian casualties constitute nearly 90 percent of this total. The
majority of casualties were caused by the separatist militants Pejuang Kemerdekaan
Patani (Patani Liberation Fighters) in the loose network of Barisan Revolusi
Nasional-Koordinas (National Revolution Front-Coordinate or BRN-Coordinate). In
August 2007, Human Rights Watch published a report, “No One Is Safe”, which
comprehensively documented violence and human rights abuses committed by
these militants.! Human Rights Watch has pointed out consistently that their tactics
in targeting civilians and civilian objects are illegal and cannot be justified in any

circumstances.

1 Human Rights Watch, “No One Is Safe”: Insurgent Attacks on Civilians in Thailand’s Southern Border Provinces, vol. 19, no.
13(C), August 2007, http://hrw.org/reports/2007 /thailand0807/.
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On the other hand, Thai security forces continue to use heavy-handed
counterinsurgency tactics and have committed serious and widespread abuses
against suspected militants and their supporters. Despite promises of justice from
successive governments over the past five years, impunity for these abuses remains
prevalent. To date, there has been no successful criminal prosecution of members of
Thai security forces in connection to their violations of human rights. Frustration,
alienation, and anger in the ethnic Malay Muslim community has been further
fuelled by the enforcement of security legislations, which provide the security forces
extensive powers while giving them almost blanket immunity for criminal

misconduct and human rights violations.

This trend has been further reinforced since the military coup, which overthrew the
government of Thaksin Shinawatra, on September 19, 2006. Increasing power and
influence of the military in the context of national politics has made successive
governments unable to oblige the military to respect human rights and due process
of law, as well as to hold them accountable to their misconducts, in the southern
border provinces. A potentially important redress mechanism like the Southern
Border Provinces Administration Center (SBPAC) has not been made independent

from the military-dominated Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC), which
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has now become the central coordinating body for counterinsurgency tactics and

measures in the southern border provinces.

The lack of justice and accountability is the main factor undermining reconciliatory
efforts of Thai authorities to reach out to the ethnic Malay Muslim population and
lay a foundation for confidence-building towards a sustainable long-term conflict
resolution. The commitment of separatist militants has deepened and hardened,
posing a large hurdle for any ethnic Malay Muslim leaders who seek to stake out and
hold the center ground. The resilience of separatist militants is based on the
combination of the increasingly radical nationalist Islamist platform and
widespread resentments toward the Thai state among the ethnic Malay Muslim

population.

In this climate, civilians are trapped in constant fear. They are often faced with
untenable choices. For the ethnic Malay Muslim, refusal to support separatist
militants puts them at risk from Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani, who has been
ruthless in punishing “traitors” and “hypocrites”. On the other hand, providing such
support to Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani leaves them vulnerable to abuses and
mistreatment in the name of counterinsurgency operations by the security forces.

Against this backdrop, Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani has also exacerbated the
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accusations of infidel oppression of ethnic Malay Muslims and used those claims to
justify brutal attacks on the Buddhist Thai population with an aim to spread terror

and force them to leave the southern border provinces.

II. Unchecked counterinsurgency operations and the resilience of Pejuang
Kemerdekaan Patani

From January 2004 through March 2009, there have been some 8,810 violent

incidents in Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat, as well as the four districts in Songkhla.

Monthly Statizsfics of Southern Violence
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Source: Deep South Watch, Center for the Study of Conflict and Cultural Diversity,
Prince of Songkhla University, April 2009.
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The occasional decrease of insurgent attacks has been largely due to the disruption
of coordinating and operational networks of Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani by Thai
security forces. The most recent phase of such decrease was from June 2007
through January 2009, when the military launched the Operation Southern Land
Defender (Yuttakarn Pitak Daen Tai). Using extensive and largely unchecked powers
of the Emergency Decree and the Martial Law Act, security sweeps have been

carried out in the strongholds of separatist militants.

In addition to the targeted “snatches” of known militants, the security forces have
engaged in simultaneous raids of multiple locations across several districts. These
operations involve indiscriminate rounds-ups and detention of ethnic Malay
Muslims suspected of insurgent activity, as well as allegations of extrajudicial
killings of cornered or detained militants. Many tadika, ponoh, private Islamic
colleges, and mosques were listed by the security agencies as being involved in the
insurgency. Some schools and mosques were searched. A number of teachers and
students of tadika, ponoh, and private Islamic colleges—as well as religious and

community leaders were—were arrested, “disappeared,” or assassinated.

During the Operation Southern Land Defender, Human Rights Watch founded that

Thai security forces used tortures to obtain information and confessions from
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detainees. Common tactics were severe beatings, near-suffocation by drowning or
placing plastic bags over their heads, and electric shocks to their testicles. These
illegal, brutal, and inhumane treatments happened in both district-level camps and

the main interrogation center inside Ingkhayuthboriharn Camp in Pattani.

Commanders of Thai security forces in Bangkok and in the southern border
provinces continue to give rhetorical assurances that human rights and justice can
help fill in the gaps in counterinsurgency and peace-building efforts. But in reality,
they have failed to translate promises for change into concrete and consistent
actions, particularly by allowing independent and transparent investigation to make

sure that abusive officers are held accountable.

Such glaring impunity and injustice is evident in cases like the Krue Se (April 28,
2004) and Tak Bai (October 25, 2004) killings, as well as numerous cases of
arbitrary arrests, torture, enforced disappearances, and extrajudicial killings. But to
date, there has been no successful prosecution either under criminal law or military

law of security personnel for violations of human rights.

Thai security forces also maintain a hostile attitude towards human rights defenders

and legal aid workers. By stepping in and undertaking an important role to voice
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grievances of the ethnic Malay Muslim population as well as to seek redress and
justice, human rights defenders and legal aid workers have been accused of
discrediting Thai authorities and assisting separatist militants to evade arrests and
prosecution. Since the outbreak of violence in the southern border provinces in
January 2004, a number of human rights defenders have been harassed, arrested,
assaulted, and murdered—allegedly by the security forces. None of these cases have
been successfully investigated to bring the perpetrators to justice. The latest
incident took place on February 8, 2009, about 20 soldiers and police raided the
office of the Working Group for Peace and Justice (WGP]) in Pattani. WGJP
volunteers were ordered to surrender the login passwords of their computers so
that the officers could inspect data inside, including details about abuse victims,

witnesses, and other sensitive information.

This is an environment conducive to the hardening and resilience of Pejuang
Kemerdekaan Patani. Although these radical separatist militants have suffered
major setbacks from security sweeps, they still maintain their presence in at least
200 of Muslim villages and use state-sponsored abuses and heavy-handed tactics to
solicit local support. At the same time, they continue to use brutality and terror
tactics to retaliate Thai security forces, local officials, Buddhist Thai civilians and

ethnic Malay Muslims munafig.
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On July 4, 2008, separatist militants beheaded Khan Sangthong, a 55-year-old
Buddhist, in Bannang Sta district, Yala. He was shot, burned, had nails hammered
through his hands, and was beheaded. His severed head was placed on a bridge
about 60 meters from his body. Khan was one of the victims in a series of deadly
attacks on government officials and civilians in Bannag Sta district, which have been
carried out in apparent reprisal for the recent killing in a firefight of local Pejuang
Kemerdekaan Patani commander Koseng Apibanbae and five other members of his
cell by government security forces a month earlier. Similar retaliatory attacks took
place in Yala’s Raman district after Abdulloh Da-esor, younger brother of local
Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani commander Abdulroning Da-esor, was killed with
other two insurgents in a gunfight with government security forces on March 28,
2008. In Naratiwat, separatist militants have killed and injured civilians in apparent
retaliation for the death of imam Yapa Kaseng, who was tortured to death on March
21, 2008, while being detained and interrogated by soldiers from the army’s 39th
Taskforce in Rue Soh district. On February 2, 2009, two paramilitary volunteers
were shot, beheaded, and burned by separatist militants in Pattani’s Yarang district
to mark a reprisal to the assassination of imam Abdul Karim Yusof in the

neighboring Saiburi district on January 30, 2009.
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Across the southern border provinces, statistics of what has happened since January
2009 show a worrying sign that violence committed by separatist militants is now
resurging again. The focus of recent multiple and coordinated attacks is in the areas
where Thai security forces have conducted large-scale security sweeps and assured
victory over separatist militants. The timing of such attacks seems to be during the
peak of security preparedness of the military. Put together, the message from

Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani is that they are coming back and no one is safe.

III. A Way Forward Or Going Nowhere?

[t is clear that ongoing state-sponsored abuses and injustice will only make matters
worse. Thai authorities urgently need to commit to even-handed and patient
governance, serious and public measures to end impunity, and the building of
bridges and dialogue with moderate ethnic Malay Muslims. This path may take some
time to bear fruit, but it is the way to marginalize and isolate the increasingly radical
Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani from the ethnic Malay Muslim population. At the same
time, a moderate stance can emerge as a foundation for political dialogues towards

conflict resolution.

The Pejuang Kemerdekaan Patani‘s lack of commitment to give up terror tactics as

well as the secrecy of their leadership and command structure are major obstacles
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in the search for a negotiated settlement. Nevertheless, there is much that Thai
authorities can do unilaterally to address ethnic Malay Muslim grievances on the

issues related to human rights, justice, language, history, education, and economy.

The government of Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva understands that ending the
violence in the southern border provinces requires more than a military response.
However, the government missed an opportunity when separatist militants were on
the defensive. Nothing substantial has been done to address outstanding grievances

and other factors for alienation and radicalization on the ground.

Prime Minister Abhisit remains unable to exert civilian control over the military in
the formulation and implementation of policy regarding efforts to cope with the
southern border provinces. His plan to empower the SBPAC by expediting the
enactment of a law to govern its operations and to make it independent from the
military-controlled ISOC has been delayed. His pledges to hold the military
accountable with regard to the enforcement of special powers under the Emergency
Decree and martial law have not been fulfilled. The ongoing political uncertainty in
Bangkok will now make it even more unlikely that the government will be able to

break free from its dependence on backing from the military and to turn its
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attention to the southern border provinces any time soon. But the longer this is put

off, the harder it will become to contain, let alone resolve the conflict and violence.
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