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Peace intervention as seen from below

“You must not lose faith in humanity. Humanity is an ocean; 

if a few drops of the ocean are dirty, the ocean does not 

become dirty”.  Mahatma Gandhi

“I wonder if those advocates of non-violence came to stay in Sanam Bin vil-

lage for a week, would they still believe that the conflicts here could be solved 

through peaceful means?,” one of my interpreters made this remark during our 

field study to the southern community last year.

Indeed, the point raised by Baemang (not his real name) is food for 

thought. The young man has been through several “peace trainings” _ in Thai-

land and India, and yet he came up with this question. A few months ago, I asked 

Baemang again if he still harbored any doubt about the value of “non-violence”; 

he became evasive. “Friends said I have changed, but I think I have remained the 

same,” he replied. To other questions like “Do you think “non-violence” is ap-

plicable to the situations in the South? Can we really use it?” the young man just 

laughed.

I will probably never know the answer _ whether “the same” for Baemang 

means to be non-violent or, er, to be radical.

Episode I:  Theatre of Violence

What’s going on in Bang Lang sub-district of Yala province is not different from 

several other spots in the deep South, having witnessed the rampant spate of kill-

ings and bombings in recent years. And yet what Baemang and I have witnessed 

here was far from simple and we cannot just let things go without questioning 

the contexts and implications.

Peace Intervention as Seen from Below1

Supara Janchitfah
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During our visit to the Bannang Sata district last year, we were faced with ex-

treme situations _ the whole district has been more or less reduced to a theatre 

of indiscriminate violence. Both Buddhists and Muslims have become victims to 

a series of senseless killing. Bullet-riddled buildings are found here and there; 

even a police station has not been spared. Etched on the faces of the local resi-

dents are traces of fear and uncertainty: they are fearful of both the so-called 

insurgents and ironically, of those who have been charged with apprehending 

them.

In Sanam Bin village in July last year, those who remained in the village 

were mostly women and children. The men had already fled away _ to seek ref-

uge with their relatives in other districts or provinces. Or their whereabouts have 

been unknown even to their own kin. Only four people were arrested as a result 

of the “Bannang Sata strategy”, a military operation to sweep all suspected insur-

gents.

The level of distrust ran high. Asked about the men, and you would get a 

guarded, terse reply like “They could not stay in our village.”

For those whose sons, husbands, or brothers have been arrested, there was 

the added fear, fear that some of them might be tortured into confessing to false 

charges.

The incidents in Bannang Sata district portray a chain of violence that is 

woven into the social fabric of the southernmost provinces. And that is only one 

example.
2

About noon of April 9, 2007 Bueraheng Poona, a member of the local Tam-

bon Administration Organization, was killed in a bombing. A friend who accom-

panied him also suffered serious injuries.

The locals say Bueraheng was a good person and many people attended his 

burial ceremony. On the way back from the cemetery, in the late afternoon, four 

of the mourners were shot to death and several others were injured, five of them 

seriously. Eyewitnesses insisted that it was the work of a group of armed “volun-

teers” from Pakdee village.
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Col Arkra Tiproj, the spokesman of the Thai Royal Army, made a public ap-

pearance on the same day when he expressed his agreement that the “volunteers” 

were behind the assault. However, he later went back on his words, saying that 

the case needed further investigation.

Seeing that no one was held responsible for the incident, the angry villag-

ers from different villages in three sub-districts of Bannang Sata staged a protest 

against the authority by blocking major roads in the area.

After negotiations with authorities who promised to investigate the case and 

provide compensations to the families of the victims, the villagers agreed to dis-

perse on April 16. Up until now, there has been no significant progress on the 

case however, besides the request for a transfer by former police chief of Ban-

nang Sata. A new police chief and investigator are now handling the case.

On July 16 last year, the Bannang Sata police station issued a letter asking 

eyewitnesses to come forward to identify the shooters. Haleam Aleemama
3
 is one 

of the eyewitnesses, and also a victim. He was shot in the head and lost his left 

eye in the April 9 gun attack. He insists that he can remember the faces of those 

who shot him.

I was with Haleam on the morning of July 16 when he responded to the let-

ter asking for eyewitnesses. We waited all morning. The new chief investigator, 

Pol Lt Takreng Vejarangsi, said that his boss, Pol Col Sompien Eksomya, had tak-

en the interrogation files to the Provincial Hall, so he had to reprint the pictures 

of the suspects again.

Haleam said he could not understand why the wheels of justice were turn-

ing so slowly. Finally, at about one p.m., Haleam was shown the pictures of 36 vil-

lagers. He identified two suspects.

Another eyewitness, a woman, said she could not identify anyone as the po-

lice did not show the pictures of the group of armed village volunteers. Haleam 

agreed that many of the village volunteers’ pictures were not shown to him, but 

he still insisted that the two suspects he had identified were definitely involved in 

the shooting.
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Not many of the villagers, even those whose relatives have been killed or 

injured, are willing to go to the police. The woman eyewitness has left the village 

out of fear she might be the target of further violence albeit the fact that she had 

not identified anyone.

But Haleam says he has nothing more to lose. Gone forever is the young 

man’s left eye as well as his former more upbeat personality. His body and his fu-

ture having been disabled overnight, Haleam is determined to obtain justice, but 

he is at a loss to explain why the attack occurred.

“Even now, I still cannot find any reason why they had to shoot us. They 

acted as if we have personal conflicts or anger between us,” he sighed.

At Ban Sanam Bin also in Bang Lang sub-district and where the shooting 

incident took place. Abdulrosah survived from the chain of killing. On the day I 

visited him, I can see his skull covered with few hairs; it was misshapen and only 

two-thirds of the normal size of the brain remained.

Abdulrosah could not understand why he was shot. A few days ago, he 

helped his father-in-law drying the para-rubber sheets. A group of soldiers came 

and asked what went wrong with his “half skull” (this is a very insulting term for 

him). They asked him many questions which Abdulrosah did not want to answer. 

“I don’t walk to talk to them at all,” he said, but he was weak and if he did not 

talk he would be their suspect again.

“Not only my body was in pain but my heart was crying as well. I answered 

them as if I have to answer to my boss,” he said.

“What is the symbol of you wearing this t-shirt inside-out?” questioned a 

low rank solider. Abdulrosah could not answer that the reason why he could not 

manage to wear his t-shirt properly was simply because his brain could not func-

tion well and his body was still very weak. The soldiers said there were many peo-

ple who wore something similar. But actually the man that the soldier pointed 

out has mental disability. (Although the soldiers had used the word ‘many’, at 

the end of the day, they found only two people in the village who wore the t-shirt 

that way.)
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Such intimidating approach by government officials has contributed to the 

distrust between them and villagers. I went to a local mosque where I met only 

women telling us the stories of the 2,000 soldiers storming into their village at 3.00 

am in May, 2007. According to the women’s accounts, the soldiers barricaded 

the whole village and launched a search until the afternoon of that day.

There are a number of other peculiar stories. Like an incident, about a 

group of soldiers who came to the village and prayed with the locals at their 

mosque. After the prayer, the villagers were asked to give a shouting. They re-

fused as it is not their practice to behave rudely inside the mosque. (please note 

that it is one-sided information which I could not verify the situation with any 

military unit.)

Many times the soldiers came with cameras, took pictures and recorded the 

locals’ activities, all without asking for consent from the community.

Still, a number of soldiers who were stationed in the village knocked at the 

door of every house in the morning, shouting at them that they need to do the 

morning prayer. The villagers said that has been their way of life, but the ap-

proach used by the Buddhist soldiers to remind them sounds more like a threat.

Searches in individual houses have been regularly done. On the day of my 

visit, we had a lawyer with us so we tried to record the cases. The Muslim lawyer 

from the Working Group for Justice and Peace and the Muslim Attorney Centre 

(MAC) still sent a para-legal team to assist villagers, one year after the incident.

“We still keep in contact with Loh (a younger brother of Abdulrosah). We 

help his eldest brother (Abdulrosah) who was shot to apply for help as a disabled 

person from the Healing committee. But his second brother was arrested early 

this year; I helped contact the Bannang Sata police chief Sompien (who has 

been known for past involvement in extrajudicial killing), and he was released 

that evening as well,” wrote Angkhana Neelapaijit, whose husband the Muslim 

lawyer Somchai has gone missing for almost five years, to me.

Now a well-known human right advocate, Angkhana has built up good rela-

tionships with some villagers in the deep South. She gives them moral support. 
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The locals appreciate what she has been doing for them and want to give their 

token of appreciations such as fruits from their villages.

The lawyers and paralegal team from the Muslim Attorney Centre (MAC) 

also follow up on some cases in the village. But the problem is that villagers are 

treated as their clients and during this period of time there are still funds that 

support the activities of accessing to justice for villagers. I am concerned about 

the sustainability of such projects. How could the lawyers and NGOs support 

themselves after the external funding runs out? What would happen to the vil-

lagers and the pending cases when there are no more funds from outside to sup-

port them?

Many initiatives to help these victims have been based on personal relation-

ships. There has been little effort to institutionalize the process. A few organiza-

tions are doing their work in the particular area as there are many security cases 

incurred. But there is no systematic way to empower the locals. Every time when 

they encounter difficulties, they would call up Angkhana, some individual law-

yers, or even me the journalist.

Some of the villagers I have known personally would call me up to consult 

even over domestic matters like where to relocate their goats in times of severe 

flood. “Sister, where should I keep my goats? The water level is high and we have 

no place to live now,” asked Halimoh, a villager at Thung Yang Daeng village 

in Patani province. Some call for more crucial matters to vent their frustration 

against soldiers or police officers.

Therefore, to establish a local institution or organization would be more 

sustainable than providing assistance to certain individuals.

Villagers must be empowered. They cannot rely on individual journalists, 

peace advocates, lawyers, social workers, or any other well-intended persons. If 

we want peace that is lasting, we must build up local organizations and the villag-

ers must be able to stand up against all kinds of injustice by themselves.
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Episode II:  Theatre for NGOs

The never-ending training, seminar and conference...

“They told us we would go to Bangkok; we should have packed more people 

in a van. We are going to XXX University for another training program. Person-

ally I think it would be pretty much the same as the previous ones,” said a woman 

NGO who was asked by another NGO to go for a training.

This was a similar “instruction” to another local leader from Tak Bai who 

called to tell me she will come to Bangkok for a “training”, the second of that 

same month provided by NGOs and an educational institution. I got to know this 

woman after the Tak Bai incident: she is a relative of one of my interpreters who 

allowed me to stay overnight at her place during my fieldwork visits to the South. 

Every now and then, she would call me up to tell when she will be in Bangkok 

again.

The woman’s comments were not meant to criticize any NGOs and academ-

ics who have provided her with assistance. On the contrary, she always speaks of 

them with great respect. Indeed, she is proud to have been given a role and an 

opportunity to help her fellow villagers. Some organizations even portrayed her 

as a heroine. But whether or not her voice and needs have been actually heard 

by concerned agencies is yet to be seen.

Many times, she plays a “fixer” role for most NGOs who organize peace and 

healing activities in the areas. With regard to the trainings, most of them have 

been designed and imposed by outside organizations with little or no consulta-

tions from the local people and the target groups. A typical phenomenon after 

2004 is that these women would be brought to Bangkok or nearby areas to par-

ticipate in healing workshops and other trainings, of which the topics were usu-

ally designed by outsiders with supposedly good intentions.

To attend the training, the villagers would be packed in the vehicles not un-

like the sardine fishes in a can. Meanwhile, the “teachers” or “healers” would fly 

from Bangkok and sometimes even from another country to lead the workshop. 

To save on accommodation costs, the participants would stay in a Muslim centre 
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or another cheaper lodging, while the workshop’s organizers and facilitators 

usually stay somewhere else, often in the higher quality, read more expensive, 

places.

Healing activities

Healing constitutes an integral element in a routine workshop organized for the 

victims of violence in the restive South. This paper will not discuss at length if 

the actual nature and process of such activities is culturally sensitive or not. Gen-

erally, it is not clear how the organizations in charge of the healing process have 

done follow-ups on past participants and tried to strengthen the local commu-

nity.

There have been cases however or women who have lost their male relatives 

in the Tak Bai incident and have attended several “healing workshops.” Still they 

could not overcome their grief. Many demand that there must not be discrimi-

nation when it comes to punishing the wrong-doers. “I only want justice,” said 

one woman, “I’ve attended the training programs, because I was asked but I did 

not feel that I’ve obtained any justice there.”
4

In the name of Justice

Among a number of non-governmental organizations working in the deep 

South, at least six agencies currently provide legal assistance to the locals. (After 

my paper was reviewed by some NGOs, they demanded that I have chopped the 

name of the organizations that provide the legal aids in the South and the list of 

activities.) For me the gist is that there are at least six organizations; one among 

them is a government agency, are working on similar issues.

Due to a high number of security cases, these legal aids agencies have 

trained some volunteers, called paralegal, who will assist the lawyers when re-

cording their cases and in providing additional consultation to the villagers.

According to a press release by the Police Forward Command in Yala in July 

2008, there were 5,806 security cases and 41,041 ordinary crime cases. Consider-
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ing the high numbers of cases, the non governmental organizations and inde-

pendent organizations such as the Lawyer Society of Thailand are under a lot of 

pressure. It looks unlikely that they will be able to handle all the cases properly, 

meaning the majority of the locals will have to look after themselves.

On several occasions, I have witnessed how the lawyers have not prepared 

their clients sufficiently before the trial begins. Most of the time, they just met 

one another at the court premise a few minutes before the actual trials. Few of 

the lawyers or paralegals are able to provide the villagers with relevant informa-

tion or directions of how to handle the cases in advance. I have had a chance to 

be present in some villages before the court trial. From my observation, I would 

like to stress on the deep anxiety and tension among the villagers who have been 

suspected of insurgency; they do not want to sit still, but most of the time, they 

can do nothing but waiting for their appointed lawyers.

Some agencies might provide legal training to the villagers, but few have 

tried to follow up or monitor whether the “trained” locals really understand 

what they have learned from the lawyers. Some villagers said they do not want to 

know too much as it would not help them. They prefer to wait for the lawyers to 

handle the cases on their behalf. “We don’t have the knowledge, so how can we 

fight?’ said one suspect in a security case.

I would like to propose that there should be more active community-based 

units and/or volunteer staffs who will follow up on the cases, put up the records, 

and try to involve the villagers in the problem-solving processes.

Typically, the human rights advocacy groups would revisit individual cases 

or families. But such repeated visits have often been done without any clear plan 

or purposes. “I have no idea what Phi.... (name withheld) would like to do here; 

sometimes I was told to go somewhere with her, other times I was even asked to 

think where to go or to take her to,” said a former worker of an NGO that has 

provided legal assistances in the area. According to my firsthand experience with 

these groups, most of their revisits have no systemic methods of documentation, 

or otherwise, the fact-finding process has been done unprofessionally.
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Moreover, on several occasions, the NGOs seem to be more interested in 

getting their hands on the high-profile cases and competing on protecting their 

“territories” against other organizations. An example is the case of two organi-

zations fighting to take care of a girl who has been allegedly raped. There have 

been duplications of cases _ with different NGOs working on more or less the 

same areas ranging from disappearances, torture, arbitrary detention and deaths 

in custody.

Another worry is the tendency for mis-representation of incidents. Some hu-

man rights NGOs may jump to conclusion and try to connect one issue to anoth-

er without substantiated evidence. Once, one of our interpreters came to Bang-

kok for training, and was stabbed while walking back to his dormitory around 

King-pectch area on Petchburi road around midnight. In a report submitted to a 

funding agency, the incident was portrayed as an attempt by the police to injure 

and intimidate our young human rights defender (HRD).

“Around the end of April 2008, one young HRD associated with the case on 

the imam (Yapa Kaseng)
5
 that was tortured and killed was attacked in Bangkok 

receiving various stab wounds from a weapon that was designed to cause maxi-

mum internal injuries whilst leaving very little external evidence. The facts would 

suggest that this attack was premeditated and carried out or at least ordered by 

those police officers involved with torturing the imam.”

Should we allow this kind of blaming or speculation without evidence to 

be continued? Ironically, some Thai officials, local NGOs and young students in 

the area have adopted similar presumptuous attitudes against one another; the 

prevalence of such biases has fuelled further animosity among the people in the 

deep South. Some Thai officials have abused their power by arresting anyone 

they suspected without solid evidence and proper investigation. On the other 

hand, a few students have called me, asking me to go and cover some cases in 

the South, arguing “They [the suspects] have never done anything wrong and 

yet were arrested.” I asked if they have already investigated the incident before 

calling me, and they said no.
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Another point I would like to raise is the dubious allocation of budget 

among certain NGOs, which should be subject to scrutiny (like any public or-

ganization) whether or not their work really benefits the majority of the local 

people. (I have to cut part of the activities, names of organizations and amount 

of the budget due to the revisions from some NGOs, saying that if they reveal in-

formation to the public, it will breach their contract with the funding agency.)

The activities that these NGOs are doing are around fact-finding, documen-

tation on disappearances, torture victims, and on arbitrary detention.

They also provide legal aid to human rights violation victims, human rights 

and legal training program. They also claimed that they will do the monitoring 

compliance of human rights, access to justice and rule of law principles.

One of prominent activity that they are doing is about publication for cam-

paign and advocacy. They also support students and youth programs. Some orga-

nization stated that they have capacity building of human rights defenders.

Most of the funds that they got were spent on the staff salary and per-diem. 

They have also set aside some amount of budget for administrative functions, 

apart from the salary and per-diem. Some amount of budget is spending on 

flying an international staff once in a while to the area and organizing similar 

training programs for the people in the South (of which the target group dupli-

cated what other organizations have already been doing). It turns out that these 

organizations have known only a small number of people, and so have to rely 

on their local “coordinators” (or “fixers), usually the local NGOS or paralegal 

teams, to invite the participants to attend their workshops.

Such questionable way of budgeting is not limited to one organization. An-

other smaller NGO has reportedly spent a huge sum of money on the salary of 

their staff. On top of that, the staffs at those organizations have been known for 

their frequent flying to visit the areas _ on average most of these “human rights 

activists” have flown daily or twice a week between Bangkok and Hat Yai where 

they could travel on to Patani province by car. A normal price of a return ticket 

by Thai Airways is about 7,000 baht. Another international organization said that 
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his organization spent little money for traveling and accommodations cost, but 

mainly for the salary.

One university student in Patani confided to me how come these activists 

“could fly like a bird.”

Look more closely at the list of activities provided by these NGOs, and you 

can see a certain pattern emerging such as build capacities of local activists, 

lawyers to work on issues of human rights. One organization provides legal train-

ings with targeted communities, paralegal trainings, two-week course on human 

rights, trainings on fact finding and documentation, training on using media 

and video as a tool for effective advocacy.

Other activity includes with the monitor compliance of human rights, access 

to justice and rule of law principles, visits to prison and army detention camps, 

Conducting trial observations, monitoring national security cases where the ac-

cused have been awarded death penalty

They also have field trips, skill training and students exchanges which fall 

under the communities empowerment.

NGOs have their own way in spending their respective grants. And many 

have been quite good in providing justifications for their budgeting. However, 

some NGOs have stated clearly that they will not give me their spending infor-

mation as it is considered to be their confidential matters. Some NGOs initially 

wanted to give me information about their activities, but declined to answer 

when I raised questions about their sustainability and whether or not their proj-

ects have contributed to the empowerment of the people they are supposed to 

work with. I am not sure if they do not have the information, or if my questions 

have inadvertently hurt them.

Some NGOs still hold the holier-than-thou attitudes _ that they know more 

than the locals. One proposal for a research grant stated that “The locals have 

low learning capacity...”

NGOs are not the only group who have benefited from working with and 

for the “victims and marginalized people” in the deep South. The Thai govern-
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ment has likewise enjoyed spending lavishly on the so-called development proj-

ects and organizing seminars and conferences in Bangkok, Patani and Hat Yai. 

The public has had no opportunity to investigate on how the taxpayer’s money 

has been spent. Normally, the peak time for conferences is around the end of 

August to September, the last two months of each fiscal year. This also works the 

same way with state weapons purchasing.
6

Buddhist minority in the South and access to justice

The Thai-Chinese Buddhist has enjoyed long-term relationships with the Malay 

Muslims in the forms of trade and exchange of labor. But the on-going spate of 

violence has turned things around. Recently, a distant relative of mine who lives 

in Sugai Padi district in Narathiwat got angry with me when I talked positively 

about the Malay Muslims: she said we can no longer trust those people and how 

her business was hurt by the violence incidents.

At a coffee shop in a Buddhist mix with Muslim community in Narathiwat, 

I overheard a low-rank police officer discussed with his Buddhist neighbors how 

he wished he could evacuate all Buddhists from the area for a while so that he 

could use a helicopter to spread pesticide to kill all the Muslims there.

The hatred is rampant especially among those who have been directly affect-

ed by the violence. A large number of the Buddhist population identified them-

selves as “natives” claiming they have been living there for five generations since 

the Ayutthaya period, and so they too are the “owners of the land.” Why are they 

being discriminated against by those human rights advocates? During one of my 

visits to Patani court to follow up on a case there, I met some Buddhists who are 

waiting outside the courtroom. They asked me if I am a Buddhist or a Muslim so 

when I told them that I am a Buddhist, they asked me “why don’t you help us?” 

Their relative was beheaded by Muslim suspects. They also would like to know 

why the human rights advocates have never come to offer help to them.

My review of the report on the “advocacy NGOs” has yielded not a single 

case where the NGOs have stepped in to help the Buddhist people in the area. I 
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have brought this concern to many human rights activists and their answers were 

invariably that the Buddhists already have enough state officials to take care of 

them. But this is not always true.

A number of funding agencies do not want to support people or local or-

ganizations in the deep-South directly claiming that it will make them unnec-

essarily embroiled in political conflicts. Some funding agencies have entered 

the area with their own agenda _ they prefer to work on high-profile cases like 

torture and forced disappearance. It is thus extremely difficult, if not impos-

sible, for some local groups if what they proposed to do is not in line with that 

of the funding agencies. The influence of these funding agencies in shaping the 

direction of the development or the situations in the south cannot be underes-

timated. Last but not least, quite a few of these funding agencies do not seem to 

be interested in the principle of public participation. In fact, they have demon-

strated on several occasions how limited is their understanding of the term, that 

it is not just about organizing a meeting or conference where people come to say 

something in public and then return home.

Episode III:   The Theatre for journalists, an academic and re-
searchers

Though most journalists I associate with have strong and good intentions to do 

their professional duty, many of them are unable to excel at doing so. Many of 

them are not “parachute journalists” ... written stories that some academic could 

anticipate. Many of them have limitations, whether it be their boss, the policy of 

their newspaper, etc.

I have seen many journalists affiliated with Isara News Centre
7
, the centre 

which is established by Thailand Journalist Association (TJA) to cover the news 

in Thailand’s South. In its first few months of operation, the center introduced 

new dimensions to news coverage of Southern issues. After a year or so of opera-

tion, because of non-transparency in their operations and finances, the center 

experienced auditing troubles and had to reduce its size and scope of opera-
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tions.

This has not deterred some academics and journalists from finding new 

funding agencies to support their work. (Most funding agencies are interested in 

working with media rather than locals.) A few of them have already opened new 

websites such as Deep South Watch.

Many journalists don’t have a clear idea of what they will cover. This is partly 

due to the nature of the incidents in the area and direction the news takes that 

day. If they do not cover the daily killing, they must have a clear vision of what 

they want and should do.

Because these journalists (from Issra News centre) publish their works 

online or in a few cases, in national newspapers and later reproduce them in 

books, some villagers have had a chance to read and even give feedback to what 

has been reported. Most villagers have found that academics are more difficult 

to deal with than the media. Academics often come with an idea and a research 

proposal.

During these past few years, I have declined giving interviews or presenting 

papers as I have heard a number of complaints that academics and journalists 

have not been using local information to benefit the local situation, but only for 

the sake of research and news reports themselves.

As demonstrated by Phrae Sirisakdamkoeng’s review of recent Southern re-

search and studies, there has been a considerable amount of it. Phrae
8
 found 337 

books in both Thai and English that were written concerning the southernmost 

provinces from 1978 to 2004. However, she also found that most of the research 

from this region has not yet progressed to the stage of that from other regions, 

especially in terms of community participation in conceptualizing, analyzing and 

monitoring.

When I got an invitation to present this paper (in Japan), my first thought 

was, as usual, I must decline. But I reconsidered when I thought about how these 

seminars and conferences in Thailand have been monopolized by one group of 

people. I consulted with villager groups about whether they were interested in 
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presenting their concerns at an international level. Both Buddhists in Narathi-

wat and Muslims in Patani told me that they would love to do so if they were ar-

ticulate enough and had the language skills. I told them that I would be busy in 

a fellowship program and would be too busy to prepare anything. They asked if I 

could spare sometime to speak on their behalf.

“Please do not decline, I have heard they speak about us in so many semi-

nars and conferences, but no one speaks for us, so can you do us a favor,” said 

Sukree Masaning, a leader of a small scale fishermen group in Patani.

The following combines my experience with the messages of two groups: 

Buddhists in Narathiwat and small scale fishermen in Patani.

A few times, I have found my name listed on the committee of research proj-

ects without having been asked if I would be on them. For example, an institute 

once sent notice that I was on their research project committee and that they 

wanted to interview me on the topic of how to solve the problem in the restive 

south. I asked if the interview would be a preliminary interview in order to gain 

some idea for project design. The staff of that project said the project has been 

designed and that the interview will be information for the project. I declined.

Many people would have felt honored to be included in critical events or 

research projects, but I feel it is more important to involve all concerned people 

in such efforts—especially those that are the target of the research.

I was not the only one to have had this experience. A network of small scale 

fishermen has been asked many times by a number of institutions to take part in 

research projects. The latest time was in August, when staff of the project con-

tacted my friend who has been working with the network in 54 villages in three 

districts of Patani. The staff member told her that, “The principle of this project 

will be for community members to assist in the evaluation of existing projects. 

This will help the community learn and strengthen their communities.”

In October the coordinator of the project hunted for my friend again, ask-

ing her to make a decision about whether or not to be involved. The principle of 

working with the people is not to decide for them, she must consult with them 
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before making a decision.

Finally, after three meetings in three small networks, my friend got the an-

swer they would not do it. These are comments from the villagers.

“The assumption of the project is that the communities in the south have 

limited learning capacity due to the violence and the lack of will in developing 

themselves....”

“Why do we have to do it? What for? What will villagers obtain from this re-

search project? The frame work of this research project emphasizes the justice 

system, human rights violations and healing process, better quality of life and 

understanding and communication... We are only dealing with community re-

sources and the allocation of them, the gist of our work is different from them,”

“Our experience with many groups that come into our area is that they 

are looking for “juicy cases.” Our story is not fashionable, not juicy enough for 

them,” many said.

Storming by research

The leader of the small scale fishermen network asked me why they (the re-

search team) should evaluate a project that they had no part in. How do they 

know the purposes or objectives of such a project?

I have learned unofficially from one of the project committees that the total 

funds of this research project is 400,000 baht, but the budget that would be allo-

cated to the networks is not clear. I saw a first draft and know that the figure was 

less than 8 percent of the total budget, though the latest draft did not include 

the money that would be allocated. It is clear in this example who actually gains 

from the situation in the far south. “We have become a target of studies, we are 

tired of being studied,” said the leader of the small scale fishermen network.

The small scale fishermen network has been a target of many studies, their 

cases have helped many lecturers become assistant professors and associate 

professors. (They judged from the research works that submitted for upgrading 

their positions.) “We don’t mind assisting them in such a way, but they should 
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not forget or ignore us when we meet or face difficulties at the project’s end,” 

said Sukree.

Many journalists, academic and students have studied how the fishermen 

networks use knowledge base to solve their problems. Certainly Sukree would 

not mention terrorists, clashes of civilization, the war on terror, victims of en-

forced disappearance, torture, and impunity and so on. Such jargon is irrelevant 

and unnecessary to them. The way he would present his story would be very sim-

ple, about his way of life and how he and his group struggle to protect their sea. 

They would use simple words and it’s unlikely any academic would be interested 

in putting such material at the policy level. Their reports are boring, repetitive 

and unsensational, but if you listen to their experience or read it by your heart, 

you would understand why the southernmost provinces came to be in such a 

state of turmoil.
9

It’s not only academics who have imposed their research projects on villag-

ers. Unfortunately many journalists do the same thing. There have been a few 

times when some well-intended journalists from the Bangkok-based Thailand 

Journalist Association (TJA) have organized two to three-day tours aimed at im-

proving reporters’ knowledge and understanding of southern issues. They also 

visited the fishermen network, but only a few of them listened to what these fish-

ermen had to say. Instead, many of them sat talking over phone, chatting among 

themselves, walking in and out of the room, and urging the organizer to take 

them to the next points of the program.

“It’s as if they know everything, that is why they don’t listen to us,” said many 

of the fishermen when I met them a few months ago. It reminds me of the time 

when the National Reconciliation Commission (NRC) visited their network. 

One of the NRC commissioners walked in and out of the meeting venue talking 

over his mobile phone. Another one turned on a small computer and was trying 

to connect to the internet network using his mobile phone. Very few listened 

to what the villagers had to say about their troubles and their ideas on how to 

achieve goals by using collective rights, civil movement, peaceful means and 
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knowledge base.

Villagers asked me why there were no questions or comments from their 

visitors. My answer was “Your story is not juicy enough.”

It should be noted that I was in London recently and I found an academic 

who claimed spending of his time in the South, but we have never known that 

the proportion of time that he spent at the CS Patani hotel, living in side the 

PSU campus and in the field, excluding followed the NRC. He claimed his re-

search is better than other Thai academic research because he spent his time in 

the South. It is true that he spent his time in the South, but how he obtained his 

information is questionable. His presentation makes me feel hilariously about 

academic work and power of language. There is no way a non-native English 

speaker could manipulate audiences like him. It makes me sad when I think of 

my Malay Muslim friends who would have no chance to make their voice heard 

at any level, because they are powerless in term of language as well acceptance in 

society.

Episode IV:  Theatre for state officials

Budget for security is on the rise....and why there is no peace in the south...yet?

According to the Bureau of the Budget, the total budget for 2008 fiscial 

year (started from October 2007 to September 2008) was 141,265.8 million baht, 

about a 23.2 percent increase from 2007.

The total budget of the MoD for the 2008 fiscal year amounts to 8.5 per-

cent of the entire national budget of 1,660,000 million baht. However, accord-

ing to the Bureau of the Budget, the total of national budget for 2009 fiscal 

year is 1,835,000 million baht, about 187,571.4 million baht or 10.2 percent of 

total national budget allocated to the national security. The breakdown of this 

total national security budget is 16,177.9 million baht for the Internal Security, 

157,216.3 million baht for defending, 603.8 million baht for national intelligent 

and 10,945.7 million baht for preventing and solving terrorists.

Apart from the budget that would be spent under security strategy, there is 
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another amount of budget that provides directly for the far south for the 2009 

fiscal year, but under the revitalizing confidentiality of the country which south-

ernmost provinces. Under this strategy 21,051.1 million baht is provided to solve 

problems in the Deep-South. But the detail of how security money being spent 

are classified as “confidential” which could not be scrutiny by the public under 

B.E. 2540 Official Information Act.

The share for the Royal Thai Army comes to 56,847.9 and 70,448.1 million 

baht in 2007 and 2008, respectively. Besides, there was a budget allocated for 

the three southernmost provinces for security and development of 9,060.1 mil-

lion baht in 2008. Thus in 2009 fiscal year, the 21,051 million baht is more than 

50 percent increased from 2008 fiscal year. Moreover according to the Budget 

Bureau about 70,526 million baht will be providing for developing the justice 

system. (This is huge sum of the budget is spent and will be spending by the 

government officials without public review and certainly could not compare with 

“little money some million baths that NGOs spent and will be spending.)

Obviously, not much of this is going to the low ranking soldiers who risk 

their lives day in and day out.

Meanwhile a ranger earns about 7,360 baht (about 200 US dollars) a month 

that included with cost-of-living allowance, risk allowance, war risk stipend and 

monthly allowance. The draftee would earn less. This new salary scheme has just 

adjusted early of this year (2008). Apart from their patriotic, that sum of money 

means their life and death which is different from the general who sit in their 

comfortably office in Bangkok.

One low ranking soldier in a village in Narathiwat told me that he feels it is 

his duty to fight for the “nation.” He wants peace, but he feels the government 

should take more decisive measures to bring it about.

Apart from the Buddhist and Muslim soldiers at the village post in Narathi-

wat, each night six villagers also patrol their village. The government trained 13 

people in the village as defense volunteers, gave them some weapons and allo-

cated 800 baht a month to each.
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Budget for weapons...not for the people...

Insecurity leads to a security industry. Even many villagers feel that the gov-

ernment does not pay attention to the root causes of violence. These include a 

long history of injustice in successive governments’ dealings with the local Mus-

lim population and harsh measures to suppress violence.

The violence has been cited as the reason for recently announced weapons 

purchases. For example, air force chief ACM Chalit Phukphasuk said that the 12 

Saab Gripen jet fighters Thailand will purchase from Sweden at a cost of 34.4 bil-

lion baht are well suited to the geography of the deep South, where they would 

be deployed.
10

Former army chief Gen Sonthi Boonyaratkalin approved a project to buy 98 

armored personnel carriers (APCs) from South Africa at a cost of almost 1.5 bil-

lion baht.

The Reva APCs are protected against landmines. The project is part of Gen 

Sonthi’s plan to better equip troops based in the Deep South according to some 

reports.

The unrest in the southernmost provinces was also used as justification for 

the controversial procurement of 96 armored personnel vehicles from Ukraine. 

The cabinet had approved a budget of 3.89 billion baht for purchase of the ve-

hicles, which has now been frozen.

Yet even though the new weapons purchases have been reported many 

times in recent months, we journalists have not been doing our duty well. Many 

of us just report how many new weapons the army plan to buy. At the same time, 

there are advertisements showing the same Russian weapons on sale for a lower 

price than what the Royal Thai Army plans to pay. Who gains and who loses in 

this weapons purchasing scheme?

Episode V:   The show must go on until....no one pays us to per-
form

Some human rights advocates told me that there is no hope when it comes to 
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doing their work in the south but when I suggested they extend their projects 

to the community and build a strong human rights base at the community level, 

they said, “it is OK, we are doing fine.” One said “we need to diversify our activi-

ties,” and I told her that her that many other organizations are doing the same 

activities as hers and that is not diversification at all.

The unsystematic nature and subsequent conflicts of these human rights 

advocates do not go without notice of many locals and young students. “What to 

hope, when we see these “phuyai” (senior, adults) fighting each other? Do they 

really want to help us, or do they want only to use us as their victims to ask for 

funds?” asked a student who once worked closely enough to know the situation 

among these human rights advocates.

The petty infighting between human rights groups seems at time no more 

resolvable than the violence in the south, itself.

Maybe when the funds gone, they will stop fighting. Or maybe they will just 

start looking for new projects, and the process will start all over again. Certainly 

we cannot give up, but I would argue earnest social commitment is needed.

Korn-Uma Pong-noi, the wife of late Chareon Watkasorn an environmental-

ist who was killed in protecting his home town from environmental destruction 

told me about many activists who have been working in her area. Some are very 

good in supporting the community by providing information, but others were 

there for reasons she cannot understand. She questioned a woman who is now 

also working in the south. “The woman came to us asking something about “hu-

man rights defenders.” I have not seen her do anything for us, just asking for in-

formation. By the way, I have not seen her for a long time, so where is she now?”

Korn-uma has never had the high-flying life of many of these NGO workers. 

She travel to conferences (sometimes for the issues that interested her.) but she 

hasn’t been awarded for her aggressive deeds in defending her home town. She 

is still fighting with giant multi-transnational companies like Nippon Steel and 

JBIC. When she wants to participate in an event, she collects money from her fel-

low villagers. She drives her car from Prachub Kiri Khan to Ubon Ratcha Thani 
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to join Assembly of the Poor or to Songkhla, Chana to join the Thai-Malaysian 

gas pipeline protesters to lend moral support and share her knowledge base. She 

has no salary, but she has a little business to feed herself, and even she is still in-

debt, she has never complained.

No money has been granted to her yet but she is still working with and for 

her people. She has no political yearning. She will be there with the people in 

Bor Nok until her last breath, I believe.

Episode VI:  The real life stage: Community power

I will discuss here briefly in a different light a group of people who have been 

fighting for their rights to fish and their rights to use their natural resources. 

They are no exception in terms of being victimized by militant groups.

They are blamed by those who carried weapons and burn down their patrol 

boats as people who “serve Siamese.” They, too, are called “infidels” and “pagan.” 

Meanwhile when they organize they are singled out by state officials as “insur-

gents” as well.

They insisted they are not sided with “Thai officials,” only that they must 

work with them for enforcement of the three-kilometer protection zone. They 

know they are not “infidel and pagan” as they are fighting for the well-being of 

their people, so that everybody has a chance to practice their own religion duti-

fully. “If the injustice interrupts our minds, our prayers will be interrupted as 

well. It is better for all of us to feel happy and find peace of mind when we pray,” 

said Marobee, a fishermen leader from Talohsameelae village.

The network of small scale fishermen has been collecting information con-

cerning their resources and documenting incidents in which their rights have 

been violated by commercial trawlers and state officials. (For future reading 

about this group, please read “Fishing for Peace, Fishermen under Threat, the 

Ties that Bind, Leading by example and Hoping that the Lord will provide from 

Violence in the Mist part I and II).
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The group has been fighting for the government to recognize their col-

lective rights and their community efforts, in which they, as stakeholders, are 

involved in solving problems, finding solution, making decisions and implement-

ing, and following up and monitoring by themselves. The most crucial thing is 

that they know that the project belongs to them and what they are doing benefits 

them.

The following example will demonstrate how a community based organi-

zation, even in the face of ill-fated situations, would be able to solve their own 

problems.

Last year, in April, two patrol boats of the small scale fishermen network 

were burnt down by a militant group which speaks Malayu dialect with the Ban-

nang Sata accent. The attackers claimed the group of fishermen sided with “Sia-

mese government” and that they were “infidels.” They threatened them not to 

work with the “officials” any more.
11

The six leaders of the network witnessed the destruction of their patrol 

boats. They could do nothing to stop the militants as they spoke with a different 

accent and held a gun point to their heads. They also stood on their heads and 

called the men infidels.

After the incident, they lived in fear for a few weeks. For days, they could 

not think of anything but how to solve the troubles. Yet, day after day, they saw 

no sign of assistance from anyone.

During that period of time, they contacted me. I was on assignment in a 

different part of the country, but I tried to contact many other agencies to help 

them. This too, was to no avail.

A few days after I heard many human rights advocates groups came up with 

their information that “it’s the work of the same group.” I asked the meaning 

of “the same group” from a staff of the Human Rights Watch as he kept telling 

people about “the same group.” He said police told him that it is the work of 

“the same group.” However, he did not know who this same group was. He got a 

report from police. I asked why he believed in the police report or if the police 
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had any evidence to make this claim. I asked why, if they knew it was the work of 

that group, not they did anything. The answer was, “let the police solve the case.”

Normally one of the main duties of these human rights advocates is to issue 

statements condemning somebody who brought about violence. Only the Asian 

Human Rights Commission was kind enough to issue a statement. That’s all that 

human rights advocates could do. (But that after long discussion of what they 

could do.)

Human rights NGOs normally are very quick in issuing statement to con-

demn incidents in which villagers are abducted, tortured or killed in mysterious 

circumstances. (Issuing a statement is a job in itself. One activist had once asked 

for budget to do this from a funding agency, but did not get approval.)

I was very angry at these human rights advocacy groups which claim to work 

in the area. I feel similarly towards many academics who have been visiting the 

networks and using their communities as their base for research and case stud-

ies. Ultimately, they seem to be very indifferent to the plight of these villagers. I 

consider myself as part of their communities having been working with them for 

about a decade. I have to say I side with them.

Only an academic at PSU who is also NRC commissioner assisted this group 

by putting the issue to the NRC to consideration. “They might listen with sympa-

thy but could not offer much help as NRC works at a policy level, and does not 

deal with day-to-day problem,” said Piya Kijthaworn, a former NRC committee. 

Dr Chaiwat Satha-anand connected me to National Security Council, but I did 

not know if they could help.

I contacted another high profile human rights advocate to ask if she could 

help arrange or contact officials so these fishermen could submit a letter of peti-

tion to PM Gen Surayuth Chulanon who was scheduled to be on a field trip in 

the South a few days after the incident. The person told me to just go there. “I 

have never arranged anything, I just go there and submit it,” she said.

I tried to call another NRC member who is a lecturer at Chulalongkorn 

University. He told me that he had no time to listen to my story. “Tell me briefly 
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what you want.” I told him there was no short story, but I thought it was better he 

did not listen at all.

If you do not know the group or their objectives, would you consider assist-

ing them? If you do not know their background, will they deserve your time and 

efforts to contact people? There was no interest in the plight of these 24,344 vil-

lagers who are the member of this network. A month had passed since the com-

mercial trawlers have invaded the three-kilometer protected zone, and the safety 

and rights of the sea went back to square one. Villagers could not catch fish, and 

the fishing gear and tools were being dragged by the big trawlers. No authority 

enforced the fishing law.

The story would end there, if this network had to rely on outsiders like me. 

Because I could not help them at all apart from writing one piece of news and an 

article in my newspaper. I contacted other newspapers, and I was lucky that my 

friend at Thai Rath newspaper helped me publish the writing of the fishermen 

group without editing. The fishermen have to produce their own document tell-

ing their own stories. It is their work, but I have to thank Thai Rath for carrying 

that story. I have put questions on the issue forward to concerned officials.

In the first few weeks, their stories were barely known outside their village 

let alone Patani. It must be just another violence incident that an academic at 

PSU collected and put in his records, is the attitude. We have known how many 

people died and how many incidents have taken place, but rarely do we know 

the faces, and lives behind those incidents. These people seem to have never ex-

isted to some academics who publish such statistics and graphics at the national 

and international level. The statistics are cited by academics and concerned 

agencies worldwide. My question is, if we know these incidents are on the rise, 

can we use that statistic to solve any troubles? Many times these statistics are used 

for officials to justify more budgets and the renewal of the State Emergency Law 

which gives unlimited power to authorities and to mobilize more army into the 

area.

But since the fishermen groups have started collecting information that 
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concerns their network for more than 15 years, they have been practicing con-

tacting officials by themselves. They have been debating with officials and they 

have struggled to get support for their pilot projects.

They did it themselves with little assistance from outsiders. Media might 

have played a crucial role in assisting them but at the same time, it was their 

group who has been pushing their agenda. Their voice would not be heard, if 

they have never been empowered and gotten organized. Imagine how impos-

sible it would be to stand up alone in the South without this collective power. 

This collective power has confirmed my belief that collective rights and power 

will lead to collective problem solving and finally sustainable peace. Why?

As a journalist who has covered many issues in the south and gained much 

insight from advocacy groups, I have witnessed a number of obstacles in imple-

menting these legal aids and advocacy projects. It is crucial that we assist people 

to access justice, but positioning locals as only victims destroys their potential in 

the long run.

Apart from fact-finding and documentation which was done unprofession-

ally, the rights groups provide trainings and seminar with no conclusions. Many 

activities of these legal aids and advocacy organizations involve issuing state-

ments condemning violence incidents. They handle cases that they have select 

or sometimes villagers came to them and asked for assistance.

But most of the cases are dealing with “individuals” in each particular vil-

lage. Many village volunteers would be trained, but they carry with their own 

stereotype. They are pre-occupied with perceptions that state officials must have 

done something wrong to villagers and arrested wrong persons. Many of them 

have never investigated the cases but jump to the conclusion that “officials” are 

always wrong and “villagers” are always oppressed.

Meanwhile many government agencies believe harsh measures are the best 

way to deal with the situation. At a superficial level, some government officials 

and agencies say they want to use non-violence means in tackling the issue, to 

end the violence. But according to my interview, deep down some officials be-
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lieve in decisive measures: “The more we have compromised, the more the vio-

lence escalated,” said a rank official to me in unofficial discussion.

This is a reason why the recommendations of NRC have never been imple-

mented and agencies have not paid attention to those recommendations.

In many cases, if there is not a strong community base, the village leader 

will be put in dangerous position. And if the network has not been active, if you 

never strengthen or empower networks, it will be difficult to build a real commu-

nity base and tackle troubles.

I would like to draw the conclusion here that participation and genuine em-

powerment are the key issues in restoring peace in the southernmost provinces 

of Thailand. An end to the violence is the ultimate goal, but do not forget that 

people must live there, and creating the tools of a just and sustainable society are 

important to a solution for lasting peace.

The knowledge and collective rights of the locals, rather than that of well-

intended but outside peace actors, should be one key to conflict resolution.

Rather than encouraging the locals to build a body of knowledge to solve 

their own problems, many peace advocates are interested in solving the South 

on a case-by-case basis, by tracking the day-to-day violence. Encouraging people 

to tackle their own problems might be a slow process, but that does not mean it 

is impossible.

Giving people fishing gear, not just a fish would be a worthy metaphor to 

consider in establishing a just and sustainable peace in the far south.
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