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UDON THANI, Thailand: In Thailand’s
wealthy capital, embattled Prime Minister
Yingluck Shinawatra rarely ventures out in
public because of fears for her safety. But in
much of the vast rural northeast, her billion-
aire family are heroes. The stark contrast
reflects a deep political split between the gov-
ernment’s northern strongholds and opposi-

tion heartlands where anti-government pro-
testers are threatening to block polling sta-
tions tomorrow to prevent Yingluck’s re-elec-
tion. Voters in the northeastern region of
Isaan, home to a third of the population, have
propelled three successive Shinawatra-
backed governments to office - the first in
2001 led by Yingluck’s elder brother Thaksin.

In the sleepy, sun-baked village of Baan
Dong Yaang in Udon Thani province, villagers
say their loyalty to Thaksin is just reward for
the cash and care he has lavished on
Thailand’s poorest region. Residents rattle
through a list of Thaksin’s good deeds that
have transformed their fortunes, including
rice farming subsidies, universal healthcare,
job-generating micro-loans and university
scholarships for the poor. “Before Thaksin, no
politicians came here,” said 47-year-old
Somsamai Paporn, showing off her array of
red T-shirts dedicated to the Shinawatra sib-
lings. “Thaksin understood our situation and
helped us. Now we want to help him.” 

Thaksin, a controversial tycoon-turned-
politician, was ousted in a military coup in
2006 and lives overseas to avoid jail for a
corruption conviction he says was politically
motivated. His sister Yingluck’s Puea Thai
party swept to power in 2011 on a wave of
support among the ousted leader’s “Red
Shirts” supporters. Her critics accuse her of
being a puppet for her brother. Somsamai
said insults by protest leaders in Bangkok
have tightened the bond between
Thailand’s poorest people and its most
prominent political outcast. “They say Isaan
people are stupid and lazy. But we are the
bones of the country. We grow the rice they
eat in Bangkok. We build those beautiful
buildings they live in,” she said with tears in
her eyes. “It is painful that they hate us. But

don’t worry - now we hate them too.”
Somsamai said her family eked out a liv-

ing until receiving a $300 micro-loan in
2006, courtesy of a fund established in every
village by Thaksin. It enabled her to expand
her general store, build a bigger house and
begin saving for the first time. She has also
benefited from a landmark “30 baht” (one
dollar) scheme bringing access to healthcare
to all. Such policies, dubbed “Thaksinomics”,
have boosted the fortunes of many in
Thailand’s long-neglected north and north-
east. New family mansions, gleaming shop-
ping malls and car showrooms reflect the
wealth that has poured in over the past
decade, although poverty remains stub-
bornly high in some areas.

Between 2001 and 2011, Isaan’s Gross
Domestic Product per capita more than
doubled to $1,475, according to official sta-
tistics. Over the same period, GDP in the
Bangkok area soared from $7,900 to nearly
$13,000. But to the anti-government oppo-
nents in the capital, Thaksinomics has poi-
soned the kingdom. His critics say the for-
mer telecoms magnate has siphoned off
taxpayers’ cash to buy the loyalty of an une-
ducated and easily manipulated voter bloc.
They accuse Thaksin of orchestrating an
assault on the Thai social order, which is
headed by the nation’s revered but elderly
king and supported by the Bangkok-based
establishment. —AFP

Northeast vows payback to Shinawatra clan

BEIJING: China yesterday hit back at
Washington’s condemnation of its treat-
ment of foreign journalists, as tensions rise
over a New York Times reporter who left
Beijing after not receiving a visa. The case
of reporter Austin Ramzy, who departed
Beijing for Taipei on Thursday, has sparked
protests from the White House and else-
where that China is seeking to retaliate
against news organisations such as the
Times and financial news agency
Bloomberg that have published investiga-
tions into the family wealth and connec-
tions of its top leaders.

“China does not accept the unjustifiable
accusations by the US side, and demands
the US side to respect facts and take cau-
tious words and acts,” Chinese foreign min-
istry spokesman Hong Lei said in a state-
ment reported yesterday by the official
Xinhua news agency. Hong added
Washington must behave in a way that was
more “conducive to media exchanges and
mutual trust between the two countries”.
Hong’s sharp retort came after the White
House said it was “deeply concerned that
foreign journalists in China continue to face
restrictions” following Ramzy’s departure
for Taipei, where he will report while con-
tinuing to seek a visa for mainland China.
Ramzy, who had been based in China for
more than six years, left Time magazine in
mid-2013 to work for the New York Times. 

‘Forced out’
But Chinese officials had not yet grant-

ed him a new visa before his previous one
expired, effectively obliging him to leave

Beijing. “China is forcing out Austin Ramzy
today after 6.5 years,” Times China corre-
spondent Ed Wong wrote Thursday on
Twitter. Ramzy confirmed his arrival in
Taipei via Twitter Thursday night. In an ear-
lier message, he wrote: “Sad to be leaving
Beijing. Hope I can return soon.” Ramzy’s
departure comes a month after US Vice
President Joe Biden raised the issue of
China’s treatment of foreign journalists pri-
vately with Chinese leaders during a visit
to Beijing.

Beijing has blocked the websites of both
the Times and Bloomberg after they pub-
lished investigations in 2012 into the family
wealth of former premier Wen Jiabao and
President Xi Jinping, respectively.
Authorities also reportedly conducted
unannounced “inspections” of Bloomberg’s
offices in Beijing and Shanghai last month
and demanded an apology from its editor-
in-chief amid a controversy over an unpub-
lished article on the government ties of a
Chinese billionaire.

The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of
China (FCCC) said it “strongly regrets” that
Ramzy “has been forced to leave” and criti-
cised China’s behaviour, saying it “falls well
short of international standards”. He is the
third New York Times journalist not to be
authorised to stay in China in 18 months, it
pointed out in a statement. “In these circum-
stances it is difficult to avoid the conclusion
that the authorities are punishing the New
York Times for articles it published concern-
ing Premier Wen Jiabao and his family.” 

Chris Buckley, a veteran Reuters China
correspondent hired by the Times, similarly

had to leave Beijing when his previous visa
expired in Dec 2012. Philip Pan, the Times’s
designated Beijing bureau chief, has been
waiting for nearly two years for Chinese
authorities to grant him a visa and covers
the country from Hong Kong.

‘No such thing as expulsions’
Asked about China’s treatment of for-

eign journalists, foreign ministry spokes-
woman Hua Chunying denied any expul-
sions. “There’s no such thing as foreign
journalists being expelled from China,”
Hua said Wednesday at a regular news
briefing, adding: “It is Chinese domestic
affairs. Chinese authorities have said that
Ramzy breached visa rules by not chang-
ing his status after leaving Time, but the
FCCC disputed the accusation. On
Thursday, the White House said the US was
“very disappointed” that Ramzy was
obliged to leave China and that Beijing’s
actions “stand in stark contrast with US
treatment of Chinese and other foreign
journalists”.

“The United States is deeply concerned
that foreign journalists in China continue
to face restrictions that impede their ability
to do their jobs, including extended delays
in processing journalist visas, restrictions
on travel to certain locations deemed ‘sen-
sitive’ by Chinese authorities and, in some
cases, violence at the hands of local
authorities,” it said in a statement. Last
week, foreign journalists covering the trial
of activist Xu Zhiyong in Beijing were
harassed and manhandled by uniformed
and plainclothes police. —AFP

China hits back at US 
criticism over journos

US news organisations feel punished

Kashmir shuts 
down to protest 

court verdict
SRINAGAR: Large parts of Indian Kashmir shut down yesterday
and protests were held against a military court verdict last week
that exonerated five army officers involved in the killing of civilians
14 years ago. Most shops and businesses were closed and public
transport halted in the main city of Srinagar and other areas of the
restive region after separatist groups called a strike over the
court’s decision. Scores of protestors shouting anti-India slogans
pelted stones during clashes with police and paramilitary forces
who fired tear smoke canisters to disperse them in the city’s old
town area. 

Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, who also heads a faction of the All
Parties Hurriyat Conference, a grouping of separatist organisa-
tions, urged Kashmiris to “raise our voice against the verdict”, in a
statement this week. Police detained more than a dozen activists
after they tried to stage a protest near a central commercial district
in Srinagar, an AFP photographer said. Hundreds of residents also
protested near the graves of the five civilians in the southern vil-
lage of Brari Angan, in the state of Jammu and Kashmir, chanting
“we want justice”, according to a police officer.   

The five victims were killed days after the massacre of 35 Sikhs
in the remote village of Chattisinghpora in March 2000. The army
claimed the victims were “foreign militants”, accusing them of
being responsible for the massacre. —AFP

SRINAGAR: An Indian policeman fires tear gas at
Kashmiri protesters during a strike yesterday. —AP

BAAN DONG YAANG, Thailand: This picture taken on Jan 29, 2014 in
this Thai village in Isaan’s Udon Thani province, shows women wear-
ing T-shirts carrying pictures of prime minister Yingluck Shinawatra
at a grocery store.  —AFP


