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Defiant PM backed by Democrats

PRIME Minister Chuan Leekpai yesterday refused to
bow to demands for his apology over the controversial
decision to honour a former dictator while key Democrat
MPs from Bangkok pledged their support, not fearing
the consequences.

Chuan indicated that he was willing to resign his
appointment on the Thammasat University
Administrative Council, in response to mounting calls for
his ouster from the council, if he would not admit his
mistake in awarding an honorary title for Field Marshal
Thanom Kittikhachorn.

Meanwhile, council chairwoman Prof Nongyao Chaiseri
said the speculation about Chuan's relinquishing his
council membership was a misunderstanding and that
the council had no cause to remove Chuan.

In spite of the growing public pressure calling for an
apology, Chuan reiterated his stand to sidestep the call.

Chuan also denied speculation that he might apologise
for his decision during today's parliamentary session.

As all former presidents of Thammasat University
Student Union since 1973 joined hands to petition for
his removal from the university's administrative council,
Chuan said he would leave the post if the council
deemed it necessary.

"l did not aspire for this appointment,” he said. "On the
contrary, we the alumni have made contributions to our
university."

Democrat MP Charoen Kanthawong called a press
conference to deny reports that party MPs from
Bangkok had pressured Chuan, also the Democrat
leader, to apologise to the people in a bid to shore up
the party's popularity in the capital.

Charoen said all Democrat MPs from Bangkok

hitp:/fwww.nationmultimedia.com/news/po3 114 . html

1of2

expressed their confidence in"whatever course of action
the party leader decided to take.

"The Democrats voice approval of the party leader's
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principled stand, although that principle might not be
popular among Bangkok voters," he said.

In the Thammasat University Student Union petition,
Pirapol Triyakasem, a former student leader who
co-signed the document, said Thanom was a tyrant who
caused much bloodshed during the 1973 and 1976
uprisings.

Pirapol accused Chuan of acting improperly by
honouring Thanom, resulting in a distortion of history
and hurting democracy advocates and victims of military
suppression.

The student union also issued a press release
condemning any attempts to compare the late
statesman Pridi Banomyong and Thanom in terms of
their suitability for honours.

Even student groups in Chiang Mai yesterday petitioned
the provincial governor calling for Chuan's apology
within seven days, threatening a protest if the prime
minister failed to heed their demand.

The Nation
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Chuan to face biggest crisis as
nation watches

MIRED in probably the biggest crisis of his political
career, Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai faces
parliamentary scrutiny today over the Thanom
controversy, with the whole nation watching to see if he
will utter a much-demanded apology.

Eloquence has helped him escape trouble time and
again in the past, but this time the issue will not go
away. It could even lead to his downfall unless Chuan
sincerely apologises for endorsing the nomination of
former dictator Thanom Kittikachorn for an honorary
royal guard title.

Observers will be closely watching today's
developments because many believe it could be
Chuan's last chance to seek public forgiveness. The
longer he waits, the less forgiving the mood will be,
especially now that the issue has become highly
politicised and emotionally-charged.

The magnitude of the crisis is obvious. The Democrats
have been shocked on seeing that the Thanom issue
remains headline news despite the announcement of
the economic stimulus package. Many senior members
of Chuan's party are expressing concern privately,
although none of them dares to ask him directly to
apologise to the public.

Democrat insiders are of the same opinion that this is
Chuan's biggest political crisis. While the prime minister
has received support and sympathy to counter criticism
of the government's economic policies, he has been
increasingly isolated when it comes to the Thanom
affair,

The Democrats are worried that Chuan's obstinacy
would seriously undercut the party's appeal with the
middle-class who identify more with the Oct 14 uprising
than any other group in society. If the issue drags on,

Bangkok, where people have repeatedly voted to snub
even the nearest and dearest of politicians.
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To Chuan's supporters and opponents alike, the current
episode is reminiscent of the Phuket Sor Por Kor land
scandal. A mistake was made and damage done, but
Chuan stubbornly hung on to what he thought was right.
He defended his man, Suthep Thaugsuban, until the
government crumbled. And he refused to retreat even
when the Sor Por Kor issue became a highlight of a
subsequent election campaign. The result was that the
Democrat Party was severely punished by Bangkok
voters.

Speculation had it that Chuan declined to apologise to
the public because he was afraid the opposition might

take advantage and launch another impeachment move.

Or, he may have thought that an apology would not be
enough to appease his opponents anyway.

Some people who know Chuan well doubt he will yield
to pressure and issue an apology, even if the
government's future is at stake. Mounting calls for an
apology and ridicule by opponents may only serve to
galvanise his resolve on the issue.

And Chuan himself has given no positive hints about
what he will do today. Asked by reporters yesterday if
there would be some "pleasant surprises" at the
parliamentary meeting, he replied: "There'll be nothing
like that".

Unlike other political showdowns the Democrats have
experienced, this one is a no-win situation. Already the
party is fighting a rear-guard action, although publicly
Democrat members have said they have faith in
whatever action their leader takes.

Chuan is passing through one of the toughest times in
his political career. His opponents want him to
apologise, but so do his supporters and party members.
Although he could ensure his political survival by simply
uttering a few words, for Chuan, "I'm sorry" is still the
hardest thing to say.

BY SORRAYUTH SUTHASSANACHINDA

The Nation
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Editorial & Opinion

EDITORIAL: Chuan, sorry is notthe
hardest word

PRIME Minister Chuan Leekpai, adamant in the face of
the Thanom Kittikachorn controversy, has overlocked
the most important reason why he owes Thai people an
immediate and heartfelt apology -- the public faith in
him.

The Democrat leader may not understand the uproar,
the scathing criticism and the daily ridicule. He probably
thinks it is unfair and that his intention is grossly
misinterpreted. But one main reason behind all this —
apart from the ever-lasting painful memory of the 1970s
— is the feeling of being let down by a leader long
trusted for his unwavering adherence to the democratic
course.

Had the appointment of Thanom as honorary royal
guard been approved by somebody else, the reactions
would have been much different. There could have
been more searing castigation, even major street
protests now, but the public disappointment would not
have been so deep and widespread.

A leader with less integrity can make a bad mistake and
get away with it. When it comes to Chuan and
democratic principles, however, the public expect the
two to be intricately linked, A small step over the line
can be magnified and become an issue of gigantic
significance.

And honouring a former dictator is by nc means a slight
brush against democratic values. It can be regarded as
a symbol of social acceptance that what his regime did
to the Thai people for nearly a decade, and that the
oppression and corruption that triggered the bloody
popular uprising on Oct 14, 1973, is something
forgettable after all.

Whether or not he directly ordered troops to open fire
on demonstrators on that fateful day, Thanom had ruled
spawned cronyis'wn{éh_d corruption, and he could have
sunk the country into a prolonged misery like Burma's if
he wasn't ousted.
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Chuan himself had suffered during the dark days of the
1970s and at times had to be on the run like many other
pro-democracy figures. He still mentions the pain even
in recent political speeches, and every time he does so
it moves everyone who is listening.

The prime minister took pains to defend his decision to
approve Thanom's nomination for the royai title. "No
matter how | felt," he said, he had chosen not to
"politicise" the military by rejecting the proposed
appointment. Chuan reminded the public that he
became defence minister with an agenda to depoliticise
the military, and making a big issue out of the
nomination would risk bringing politics back to the
armed forces.

However, with Chuan as the first civilian defence
minister, public expectation is obviously higher than just
wishing to see a military that makes no noises. People
had hoped to see Chuan inject a democratic conscience
into an institution long prone to distorted values. And
the Thanom nomination gave him a chance to do just
that.

Reliable reports said Chuan had twice tried to stall the
nomination. However, he gave way after the nomination
was sent back to him for a third time. To Chuan, he has
done his best under a no-win situation. To Thai people,
his best is not good enough.

There is nothing legally wrong about the appointment.
But Chuan has had a chance to actas a
standard-bearer on some significant questions to which
legal textbooks can provide no answers. Those
questions concern the issue of democratic values and
what kind of society he would like Thai people to live in.
As a leader, these are issues that he just cannot ignore.

It's still not too late for Chuan to say that he is sorry,
that under certain circumstances he has somehow failed
to pay enough attention to public sentiments. He must
swallow his pride and disregard all possible
consequences. The apology must come from his heart.

It took Chuan a iong time to build his hard-earned

~reputation as one of the local champions of democracy.

If he believes that reputation is authentic, he must not
let his ego to destroy it.
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PM's refusal to apologise raises
ire of opposition

PRIME Minister Chuan Leekpai yesterday came under
fierce attack from the opposition during a parliamentary
debate on the much-criticised appointment of former
military dictator Thanom Kittikachorn as an honorary
royal guard.

New Aspiration Party (NAP) MP Chaturon Chaisaeng
accused the prime minister of trying to "distort history"
when he rubber-stamped the Army's appointment of
Thanom.

Chaturon described the ageing military leader as "a
symbol of dictatorship™.

He said Chuan must decide what he stands for --
dictatorship or democracy.

"A leader of a democracy has to promote democracy,
otherwise he won't survive, So many people are
annoyed by the appointment [of Thanom] because it
honours a person who is a symbol of dictatorship,”
Chaturon said.

Chuan, who is also defence minister, has been harshly
criticised by pro-democracy groups and students over
the honour awarded to Field Marshal Thanom. The
military leader, now in his eighties, presided over a
dictatorial regime which came to an end after a bloody
crackdown on pro-democracy protesters on Oct 14,
1973.

Chaturon, a student leader in the Oct 14 uprising, said
yesterday that during his career Thanom was
responsible for attempting many coups, sending
opposition politicians to jail, and triggering the
right-wing backlash against protesting students at
Thammasat University on Oct 6, 1976.

"But the prime minister still honoured him as an
distort history,”" the opposition MP said.

He also disputed Chuan's claim that the appointment

http://www.nationmultimedia.com/news/pol14.html
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would not have a negative impact on the general public.

"The prime minister has a mandate from the public fo
govern, but now he's using that power to guarantee a
dictator."

The public is losing faith in the prime minister, he said,
adding that to end the controversy, Chuan must
apologise to the people.

The premier, however, has flatly refused to apologise,
claiming he has done nothing wrong.

"If Chuan doesn't apologise, he shouldn't declare that 'l
have confidence in the parliamentary system’,”
Chaturon said, quoting a motto the premier often used

while campaigning for the last general election.

NAP MP Adisorn Piengket called on the prime minister
to listen to public opinion on the issue.

"The prime minister is supposed to serve the public. He
has to listen to the people," said former student leader
Adisorn.

He said Chuan should follow the example of opposition
leader Chavalit Yongchaiyudh who, while serving as
prime minister, reversed his approval to return Col
Narong Kittikachorn's pension after the move met with
strong resistance from pro-democracy groups.

Narong, his father Thanom and the late Field Marshal
Prapass Charusthira were known as the "Tyrant Trio".

Kuthep Saikrachang, an NAP MP, said Chuan's recent
utterance of "sorry" was not enough and that only an
official apology would appease public anger over the
issue.

"He [Chuan] can get away with saying sorry to the
person whom he failed o appoint. But for the public, he
must apologise."

Yesterday's parliamentary debate, which lasted for four

hours, was the result of an urgent motion filed by the
opposition following the growing outcry over Thanom's

The Nation
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Nopadol: End protest

MAJ-GEN Nopadol Intapanya, commander of the
1st Army Division, pleaded yesterday for an end
to protests against the military honour for former
dictator Thanom Kittikachorn.

Nopadol conceded that the honour had been an
imprudent move overlooking public sentiment.

He insisted that the appointment of Thanom as an
honorary officer of the 31st Infantry Regiment of
the Royal Guard was a routine matter with no
ulterior motive,

Thanom had previousily been appointed to many
honorary positions in various army units, he said.

After the regiment was upgraded, a
recommendation was made to honour former
commander Thanom for his contributions to the
unit and in line with previous military awards
accorded him, Nopadol said.

"For example, | could have committed wrong, but
my family would continue to respect me," he said,
citing the existing ties between the military and
Thanom.

The divisional commander said he had not
anticipated such overwhelming opposition to the
appointment, previously thought to be a private
military affair.

"If the public deems it necessary for me to
apologise, | will do s0," he said. --

The Nation.
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Premier is clear: debate is
closed

PRIME Minister Chuan Leekpai, claiming to have
said alf that can be said on the Thanom
Kittikhachorn controversy, yesterday made it clear
he considered the debate closed, even though
some people might want to drag it on.

Chuan aiso conceded that some of his comments
in Parliament on Thursday might have been
misinterpreted as provocative, although voters
wouid understand his true inientions if his
explanation on the controversy was examined in
its entirety.

Rather than issuing an apology over the decision
to honour the former dictator, Chuan replied in an
urgent House motion that voters would be the
judge of his decision.

The prime minister said he had anticipated that
some opposition members and the local press
would play up his remarks. "Some people would
continue with their opposition regardless of what |
do or say," he added, saying that people were free
to continue airing opposing opiniens on his
decision, even though he would also like to enjoy
their support in tackling the country's problems.

House Speaker Wan Mohammad Noor Matha
warned that public debate on Chuan's decision
should not be alfowed to get out of hand. "The
prime minister has explained himself to
Parliament, and the people should form their
opinion and refrain from escalating the dispute,"
he said, referring to speculation that there might
be a mass protest to press for Chuan's apology.

He commented that the controversy should serve
as a reminder that decisions should always be
made taking info account the sensitivity of public
sentiment.

PM's Office Minister Supatra Masdit claimed that
Chuan's explanation of his controversial decision
was s0 touching that some Democrats were
brimming with tears.

"I think the prime minister had made clear why he
refused to apologise, even though he was never
reluctant to de so if the situation warranted,” she
said. Supatra also expressed the view that Chuan

had delivered the best explanation.he could, ___ — — e

ciearing up misunderstandings over his decision.
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She also revealed that the Democrats would
closely monitor public reaction to Chuan's
explanation. Should the majority of people,
especially rural voters, continue to oppose the
controversial decision, Chuan might have to
further explain himself, she said.

Amnuay Patise, deputy secretary general to the
prime minister, [ashed out at former Army
commander Gen Ghettha Thanajaro for "driving
Chuan into a political corner”.

"When Gen Chavalit Yongchaiyudh was the prime
minister, Chettha curiously forgot to recommend
the honouring of Thanom," he said. "When Chuan
assumed the defence portfolio, Chettha suddenly
made such a recommendation."

The Nation
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Voters turn off 'honest' Chaun,
says poll

EVEN though he still enjoys public faith in his
personal honesty, Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai
has suffered deteriorating ratings over his
pro-democracy track record, political
responsibility, political ethics and political
credibility, according to an Assumption University
survey released yesterday.

The poll interviewed 1,150 people on March 31
and April 1, before the prime minister responded
on Thursday night to the opposition motion
questioning his controversial decision to approve
the award of an honorary Royal Guard title to
former dictator Thanom Kittikachorn, a decision
which has set Chuan against pro-democracy
advocates and large sections of public opinion.

Some 61 per cent of the poli respondents said
their view of Chuan as an honest man was
unshaken despite the weeks of controversy over
his handling of the Thanom incident.

However, 48 per cent said they had less faith than
before in the premier's adherence to the principles
of democracy, as against 38 per cent who felt his
adherence had not wavered. Some 53 per cent
said they found Chuan politically less credible
after his handling of the controversy, while around
32 per cent said his handling of the matter was
just about right.

Moreover, 42 per cent of those surveyed said their
faith in Chuan's political ethics had been shaken,
as against 40 per cent who said their confidence
remained as before. On the question of political
responsibility, 44 per cent of those polled said
their confidence in Chuan's premiership remained
unshaken, as opposed o 41 per cent who said
their confidence in the premier had diminished.

Overall, Chuan's performance in office suffered a
thumbs-down rating from 48 per cent of poli
respondents.

Assumption University did not give a margin of
error for the study.

The Natian
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Chuan still has support of
coalition

COALITION leaders are standing by embattled
Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai as his refusal to
publicly apologise over the Thanom affair means
his worst political crisis will linger for an
unpredictable period.

Opinion polls and media commenis are pointing to
an apparent decline in Chuan's popularity, but the
coalition partners said they sympathised with him
and called on opponents to end their crusade so
that the government can refocus on the economy.

"It's time to move on to other issues," said Komn
Dabaransi, Chat Pattana leader. "[f democracy
activists want to keep up the pressure, they should
do so within a proper scope so that this problem
will not escalate. We all have an urgent issue on
our hands -- the ailing econocmy.”

Chat Thai's Deputy Education Minister Somsak
Prissanananthakul said his party leader, Banharn
Silapa-archa, felt "relieved" after listening to
Chuan's explanation in Parliament on Thursday as
to why he approved an honorary military title for
foermer dictator Thanom Kittikachorn,

Defiant Chuan, stressing that being prime minister
is less imporiant than keeping one's honour,
refused to apologise to the Thai public and put his
future on the line by inviting voters to deliver their
judgement in the next election.

"My party leader said that after listening to the
prime minister, he clearly understood why he
made such a decision," said Somsak. But he
added that he was worried the "next phase” could
be a political game aimed at forcing Chuan to
dissolve the House of Represeniatives.

One coalition source said Chuan's allies had
informally discussed the crisis and agreed that the
situation remained delicate.

"It's becoming a political game now, and the allies
agreed that government MPs should refrain from
commenting on it to avoid fuelling the fire," the
source said. He added that the partners also
agreed that if Chuan had apologised, there could
still be pressure for him to dissolve the House.

Surachart Chamnarnsilp, spokesman_of the
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Seritham Party, said he did not agree with the
activists who have kept the pressure on Chuan.
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"Our party respects his decision and we think we
can explain our stand to our constituents," he said.

Meanwhile, Thai Rak Thai leader Thaksin
Shinawatra, who observers say stands to gain
politically from the backlash against Chuan,
promised not to take advantage by making the
controversy an election campaign issue.

"We won't exploit the situation, and | haven't paid
much attention to how the prime minister has
handled this. I'm more worried about the
economic crisis," the tycoon-turned-politician said.

The Thanom issue has coincided with wavering
public faith in the way the Chuan government has
tackled the economic crisis. But many observers
still believe that Chuan's chances of survival rely
on economic indicators alone,

If the economic situation improves remarkably in
the near future, the resentment generated by the
Thanom affair wouid easily subside, they said. But
on the other hand, if the economy does not take
off soon, the Thanom issue could magnify into
trouble for the government and haunt Chuan
badly in the next election campaign.

An Assumption University survey released
yesterday showed that even though he still enjoys
public faith in his honesty, Prime Minister Chuan
has suffered deteriorating ratings over his
pro-democracy track record, political
responsibility, political ethics and political
credibility.

Political Desk

The Nation
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Majority for Thanom row
compromise

MOST of the respondents in a Dusit Poll said that all
parties concerned in the conflict arising from the Field
Marshall Thanom Kittikachorn controversy should forget
about their own egos in order to defuse the tension, the
polister revealed yesterday.

A total of 2,379 respondents from Bangkok and eight
large regional provinces took part in the survey between
March 24 and April 4 over the conflict arising from the
appointment of Thanom as an honorary royal guard.

Of the total, 39.19 per cent said all parties concerned
should not be stubborn but rather compromise in order to
solve the dispute, 21.62 per cent said politicians should
play "clean" politics, 13.51 per cent said the government
should ignore the protests, 12.16 per cent said the
opposition should not "rub salt into the wounds", and
10.81 per cent said the public should not fall pray to a
political game.

When asked what their opinions were about the
controversy, 41.86 per cent said they believe the whole
affair was just a political ploy, 23.26 per cent said it was
boring and not a "constructive" issue, 18.6 per cent said
the conflict was a consequence of a democratic system,
13.95 per cent said the conflict stemmed from an attempt
to benefit from the public's confusion while 2.33 per cent
said they were not aware of the cause of the conflict.

The biggest group of respondents, 37.5 per cent, were
concerned that the conflict would further deteriorate the
country's economy, 28.13 per cent said they were worried
the conflict could develop into a fiasco, 19.79 per cent
were worried that the adverse publicity over the conflict
could affect investment in the country, 8.33 per cent were
concerned that the ill-intentioned parties would seek to
take advantage of the situation, 5.21 per cent were
worried that innocent people would fall prey to the
politicians' foul game while 1.04 per cent were worried
that politicians would set a bad example for young people

--through-the conflict. e -
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1,600 march against Chuan,
privatisations

SOME 1,500 political and labour activists marched
through the streets of Bangkok yesterday to protest
against Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai and the planned
privatisation of state enterprises.

The state enterprise employees, political activists and
farmers demanded Chuan dissolve the House and hold
an election now that he had "betrayed" the democracy
movement by approving the appointment of former
dictator Thanom Kittikachorn as an honorary Royal
Guard.

The protesters also accused the Chuan government of
betraying the country by planning to sell state enterprises
to foreign investors,

Farmers, who have been protesting in front of
Government House, marched from the Royal Plaza and
joined other groups at Democracy Monument on
Rajdamnoen Avenue.

State enterprise workers and members of 45 political
activist groups and non-government organisations
marched from Wong Wien Yai on the Thon Buri side to
the Democracy Monument.

The demonstrators dispersed at the Democracy
Monument after making a vow to continue their fight to
pressure Chuan to dissolve the House.

Saying they will hold more protests around the country,
the protest leaders demanded an apology from Chuan for
having cleared the honour given to Field Marshal
Thanom, a military strongman who was ousted after a
bloody pro-democracy uprising in 1973.

Thanom later turned down the military honour last month
after protests erupted. Chuan has refused to apologise,
saying he had no choice but to approve it after asking the
military to reconsider the appointment twice.

http:/fwww.nationgroup.com/nation/news3/hd 1. html
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Bamrung Khayotha, adviser of the Assembly of the Poor,
told the demonstrators that Chuan should immediately
return the mandate to the people by holding an election.
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Sant Hathirat, chairman of the Foundation for Democracy
Heroes, led the demonstrators to make the vow to bring
down the "dictatorial regime" of Chuan.

"We all here swear that we will liberalise the nation from
the hands of the dictators and the betrayers who have
disguised themselves as the government of Chuan
Leekpai," Sant pledged.

Speaking to reporters at the end of the demonstration,
Khanin Bunsuwan, a former drafter of the new
Constitution, said it was high time Chuan organised an
election under the new rules set by the charter.

"Don't cite the economic crisis as a reason to not dissolve
the House because doing so will be like obstructing the
democratic process," Kanin said.

Kanin said there would be more protests in provinces to
pressure Chuan to dissolve the House.

"The government should dissolve the House as soon as
possible. If the govemment ignores the public, there could
be some ugly incidents because some third-party groups
might take the opportunity to do something," Kanin said.

He said the activist groups would launch another massive
protest on May 17 if the government does not dissolve
the House by then.

On Saturday, former student leaders from the repressive
era of 1973 to 1976 gave Chuan another chance to issue
a public apology for approving the appointment of
Thanom as an honorary Royal Guard.

The former student activists, who held a meeting at the
Royal Hotel, said Chuan should urgently issue the
apology to prevent the controversy from escalating and
affecting the government's mission to solve the economic
crisis.

Peerapol Triyakasem, who headed the Thammasat
University Student Association in 1973, said those at the
meeting were worried that the issue would escalate and
affect the govemment's economic mission.

to apologise so that the situation will calm down,”
Peerapol said.
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He added that the former student leaders did not set a
deadline for Chuan to apologise.

Wirat Jakkirapapong, deputy secretary-general of the
Student Federation of Thailand in 1973, said the meeting
wanted Chuan to dissolve the House and call a new
election if he was determined not to apologise.

On Thursday, Chuan told the House in a reply to an
urgent motion that voters would judge him over his
decision to approve the appointment.

The Nation
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