
BANGKOK: Thailand’s tourism industry
may have bounced back after previous
bouts of polit ical  unrest but a bomb
attack in Bangkok targeting foreigners
will likely prove a more formidable chal-
lenge, analysts say. Monday night’s blast,
which killed 20 people-more than half of
them foreigners-was unprecedented for
Thailand, despite a history of coups and a
decade of instability that has at times
turned violent. The blast hit one of the
Thai capital’s most popular commercial
hubs, ripping through a crowd of wor-
shippers at a Hindu shrine close to five-
star hotels and upscale shopping malls.
The attack “could undermine the recovery
in the tourism industry, deepening the

countr y ’s  economic woes”,  said BMI
Research, a subsidiary of financial infor-
mation provider Fitch Group.

The ruling junta that seized power in a
coup in May last year was swift to say the
perpetrators of the attack were targeting
the countr y ’s  crucial  tourism sector,
although who exactly was behind the
attack was not yet known. Tourism was
one of the few bright spots in the strug-
gling Thai economy after a difficult year
and the government had been hoping to
see a surge of tourists in October, partic-
ularly among Chinese visitors. The blasts
came just  hours  af ter  data showed
Thailand’s economy had slowed in the
second quarter, hit by weak domestic

demand and exports.
Tourism, which accounts for 10 per-

cent of the country’s GDP - or up to 20
percent by some calculations including
its indirect contribution to the economy
was one of the few growth areas. With
fears rife over how the bombing will
impact the economy, the baht currency
slumped to a six-year low and the stock
market dived 2.6 percent, with tourism-
related companies suffering the worst of
the losses. “A loss of momentum in the
tourism sector-the only firm growth driv-
er in Thailand currently-will present a
new downside risk to economic activity,”
Australia’s ANZ bank said in a research
note. It warned that the bombing had the

potential to damage the tourism sector
even more than previous episodes of
unrest.

‘Tourism will bear the brunt’ 
Since 2006, Bangkok has witnessed

repeated rounds of  deadly violence,
flanked by two coups that have seen the
military claim the streets, and the 2010
occupation of parts of the capital by anti-
government Red Shirts that was crushed
by soldiers. “Previous declines in tourist
arrivals have been temporary in nature as
previous episodes of political unrest in
2006, 2010 and 2014 indicated. The risk is
that a bombing could be perceived as a
more negative development than politi-
cal unrest,” ANZ said. “Tourism-which was
a key growth dr iver  in  Q2 economic
growth-will bear the brunt”. Earlier this
month the Tourism Authority of Thailand
said arrivals were at 12.4 million in the
first five months of this year, a 25 percent
increase on the same period last year
when Bangkok was hit by street protests
that eventually led to the military coup.

But  unti l  Monday,  foreigners  had
rarely been caught up in the political
woes and several countries immediately
reacted to news of the blast by advising
citizens to be extra vigilant. Hong Kong
even went as far as to advise its residents
against non-essential travel to the Thai
capital. The Erawan shrine targeted in
Monday ’s bombing is an enormously
popular site dedicated to the Hindu god
Brahma but is visited by thousands of
Buddhist devotees every day. It is partic-
ularly popular with Chinese visitors, who
travel to Thailand in larger numbers than
any other nationality-four million arrived
in the first six months of this year alone.

Thailand had been expecting a surge
in Chinese visitors in October for the
annual National Day holiday, but that is
now in doubt after the attack claimed the
l ives of  three Chinese and wounded
some 28 others. BMI said the blast would
add to the country ’s economic woes,
especially since the economy was still
recovering from the political turmoil that
ended with last year’s coup. The “tourism
sector as well as the ‘hotel and restaurant’
industry could suffer a setback, under-
mining government efforts to bolster the
ailing economy”, it said. The sight of extra
security forces in the capital would fur-
ther weigh on wavering investor and
tourist confidence, it added.— AFP 
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Thailand’s conflict-wracked society is inured to violence,
but the scale and ruthless targeting of Monday’s
Bangkok bombing has no historical precedent and

analysts say it is far from the usual modus operandi of the
nation’s armed agitators. Opaque armed elements often try
to press home an advantage by stoking insecurity in a nation
that has hosted endless-and often well-rehearsed-rounds of
protest and coups, as well as a festering Muslim insurgency.

But Monday evening’s bomb which left at least 20 dead,
the majority foreigners, at the packed Erawan shrine in the
commercial core of the city has confounded many observers.
Mass casualty bomb attacks on this scale are simply unprece-
dented in the Thai capital. And until Monday, foreigners had
rarely been caught up in the country’s cycle of bloodshed.
Eleven of the dead were foreigners from China, Hong Kong,
Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore. A manhunt was under-
way Tuesday for the prime suspect-a young man in a yellow
t-shirt caught on CCTV leaving a backpack at the crime scene
just moments before the explosion.

Links to two primary groups are being explored: Muslim
rebels from the country’s insurgency-wracked deep south
and hardliners on all sides of the political spectrum. “But
what’s so strange about this attack is it fits no-one’s MO
(modus operandi), neither Muslim insurgents nor anti-mili-
tary groups,” Zachary Abuza, an expert on Thailand’s south-
ern insurgency said. “In reality I don’t think you can write
anyone off yet,” he added. Neither group has shown an
appetite for such large-scale violence, although Malay
Muslim rebels in the south frequently plant IEDs and car
bombs that have claimed several lives at a time and bring
havoc to town centers.

Drive-bys and grenades
Insurgents are fighting for greater autonomy in the coun-

try’s three Muslim-majority states bordering Malaysia
annexed by Thailand a century ago. More than 6,400 people-
mostly civilians-have died in the last decade of conflict there.
Army chief Udomdej Sitabutr also told Channel 3 television
however that it was “not likely” the attack was carried out by
southern insurgents because the explosives used did not
match their tactics. Equally, militants among the “Red Shirt”
supporters of the toppled former government have favored
streetside gunfights or drive-by shootings of political rivals.
In the worst bloodshed since their emergence, more than 90
people were killed and hundreds wounded during a 2010
crackdown by security forces on a Red Shirt rally in central
Bangkok. They are one side of Thailand’s caustic political
divide that broadly pits rural and working-class voters loyal
to the Shinawatra family against a Bangkok-based middle
class and royalist elite, backed by parts of the military and
judiciary. Pipe bombs and grenades are also favored among
both side of the political divide-but never a blast calculated
to cause so much carnage. 

Superstition and karma
Thai politics expert Pavin Chachavalpongpun said the

Red Shirts were also unlikely to attack a religious shrine in the
Buddhist-majority country where superstition and the con-
cept of karma are deeply enmeshed in the psyche. “Judging
from the scale of this assault, I think it is unlikely that the
attack was fuelled by Thai domestic politics,” he said. Some
have speculated that the targeting of the Erawan shrine,
which is hugely popular among Chinese tourists, may have
been an attempt to hit back at Beijing after Thailand last
month forcibly repatriated more than 100 Uighur refugees.

That incident, which comes amid a warming of ties
between Bangkok’s authoritarian regime and Beijing,
sparked widespread international condemnation and violent
protests in Turkey targeting the Thai consulate in Istanbul.
But while international Islamic militants have carried out
many attacks in other parts of Southeast Asia, including on
Indonesia’s holiday island of Bali in 2002 that killed 202 peo-
ple, they have not made Thailand a prime target. And Uighur
militants from Muslim-majority Xinjiang, where many com-
plain of religious and cultural discrimination, have never
staged such an attack far from the Chinese mainland.

Others security experts have pointed to Thailand’s long
history of shadowy power plays by groups linked to factions
within the military. “If you want to know who might have
been behind this, you have to ask who has the capability,”
Paul Chambers, director of research at the Institute of South
East Asian Affairs in Chiang Mai said. Whoever laid the device
would have known the blast would kill and maim merciless-
ly. Police say the device itself was sophisticated-an estimated
three kilograms of high-explosive that scattered body parts,
glass and chunks of concrete across one of the city’s busiest
thoroughfares.— AFP 

Issues

No usual suspects 

in blasts that defy 

easy explanation

Thai tourism set for rough ride after blasts

By Jerome TAYLOR

Sri Lanka’s former strongman Mahinda
Rajapakse, who conceded defeat yes-
terday in parliamentary polls months

after being toppled as president, is a polar-
izing figure. Rajapakse, who had hoped to
become prime minister, won huge popular-
ity among the majority Sinhalese commu-
nity for crushing Tamil separatist rebels in a
no-holds-barred offensive in 2009 that end-
ed a 37-year ethnic war on the island.

But the 69-year-old veteran leader is
deeply unpopular with the Tamil minority,
who voted overwhelmingly for his succes-
sor at a presidential election in January. He
has also been criticized for filling positions
of power with his relatives, some of whom
now face charges of large-scale corruption.
Rajapakse’s success in overseeing an end to
the war propelled him to a huge election
victory and a second term in office. He
oversaw a period of growing prosperity
with average growth rates of 7.5 percent,
built Sri Lanka’s first expressway and rolled
out new highways and railroads.

But he also used his mandate to give
himself more powers and remove a two-

term limit on the presidency. His decision
to call a snap election in January for a third
term prompted a stunning revolt from
within his own party. Rajapakse publicly
blamed his January defeat on lack of sup-
port from Tamils and Muslims, who togeth-
er account for about a quarter of Sri Lanka’s
20 million people and can tip the scales
when the majority Sinhalese are divided.
His opponents blamed nepotism and huge
corruption. The new government launched
several investigations into charges
Rajapakse and his family siphoned off bil-
lions of dollars. 

His second son has also been implicated
in a murder, although Rajapakse has
defended his family, claiming a political
vendetta. “Whatever you may say, we are
not thieves and I don’t have blood on my
hands,” he told a press conference last
week. Some of the strongest criticism of
Rajapakse has come from outside Sri Lanka.
He has repeatedly refused to allow any
international scrutiny of his rights record,
including allegations that his troops killed
some 40,000 Tamil civilians in the final

months of fighting against the Tamil Tigers.
Navi Pillay, the then-UN rights chief,
accused him of becoming an authoritarian
leader after his 2013 sacking of chief justice
Shirani Bandaranayake, whose rulings went
against his regime. 

Rajapakse, a veteran street-fighter
politician who entered parliament aged
24, had no qualms about falling out with
the West-even when some world leaders
boycotted a Commonwealth summit that
he hosted in November 2013 over his
rights record. When the United States
and the European Union cut  off  a id,
Rajapakse leaned heavily on China, Iran
and Libya as well as other Asian nations
for cash and arms to fight the Tamil Tigers
during the war. A lawyer by profession,
Rajapakse is a strong believer in astrolo-
gy. During the current campaign he was
nicknamed “lord of the rings” because he
wore rings as lucky charms-adding to the
number as the campaign got tougher.
Rajapakse also has an easy charm with
ordinary people, including a penchant for
kissing babies.— AFP 

Sri Lanka’s ex-strongman thwarted at election
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BANGKOK: A Skytrain runs above the Erawan Shrine as the streets around the Rajprasong intersection are open the day after an
explosion at the shrine in Bangkok. — AP 


