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AT SEA: A Rohingya migrant eats food dropped by a Thai army helicopter after he jumped to collect the supplies at sea from a boat drifting in
Thai waters off the southern island of Koh Lipe in the Andaman sea. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: The top US envoy for East Asia returns
to military-governed Thailand this week, hoping for
better news coverage than on his last visit a year ago.
Local media branded veteran diplomat Daniel Russel
an “ugly American” and the government protested
that he had “wounded the hearts of Thais” for public
criticism of the country’s curbs on democracy. Russel
is traveling to Bangkok for the first formal US-Thai
strategic dialogue since the May 2014 coup. That is
part of a broader Obama administration effort to build
stronger US ties in Southeast Asia and counter China’s
rise. But the underlying problems remain. The Thai mil-
itary keeps delaying a return to civilian rule, and
Washington keeps falling afoul of Thailand’s hyper-sen-
sitive politics.  Police recently took up a complaint
brought by hardline royalists who accused US ambas-
sador to Thailand, Glyn Davies, of defaming the monar-
chy after he voiced concern about long prison sen-
tences under a law that criminalizes criticism of the
royal family. That reflects broader US concerns about
the junta’s clampdown on dissent.

Police appear unlikely to pursue an investigation
against Davies, who has diplomatic immunity. But the
adverse response he provoked, despite prefacing his
remarks with praise of Thailand’s revered King
Bhumibol Adulyadej, underscored the disconnect that
increasingly weighs on America’s oldest diplomatic
relationship in Asia. “The military is convinced that it
saved Thailand from spiraling into chaos and acts hurt
and puzzled that Washington doesn’t understand this,”
said Murray Hiebert, an expert on Southeast Asia at
the Center for Strategic and International Studies. “The
current flap is another sign of how much bilateral rela-
tions have deteriorated since the coup.”

Desmond Wilson, a former US defense attache in
Bangkok who criticized Washington’s post-coup scal-
ing back of ties, said the strategic dialogue - last held
in 2012 - showed the US is shifting toward a more
pragmatic approach. He predicted Wednesday’s talks
between the two foreign ministries would be followed
by a high-level military dialogue early next year. The
US-Thai diplomatic relationship dates back 182 years.
Today, Thailand is less critical to American interests
than it was during the Vietnam War, for instance, when
it hosted 50,000 US forces. 

Restricted military assistance
But it remains a regional hub for the US on issues

like intelligence, law enforcement and counternar-
cotics. Although the US has restricted military assis-
tance since the coup, Thailand continues to host
America’s largest multilateral military exercises in the

Asia-Pacific.  Thai ambassador to the US, Pisan
Manawapat, said that the US and Thailand have
shared interests in the region, and hoped the strategic
dialogue would elevate bilateral relations. “The US
knows well how to deal with its friends and allies in
order to bring about shared outcomes,” he said.

Walk away?
Russel said the two governments should “maxi-

mize our cooperation within the bounds of what’s
possible under current circumstances.” But he said the
US wouldn’t “walk away” from its commitment to uni-
versal values like free speech. “What ultimately is
going to matter is that this story ends well,” said
Russel. “My primary concern is that the Thai nation
emerges from this period of military rule with a stable,
democratic, civilian-led, inclusive government.” 

Thailand has been consumed by political turmoil
for the past decade, since the military ousted populist
but divisive leader Thaksin Shinawatra in 2006, spark-
ing intermittent bouts of unrest and bloodshed
between Thaksin supporters and pro-establishment
opponents. On his January visit, Russel stirred a furor
because he met with the prime minister ousted in the
latest coup, Thaksin’s sister Yingluck, and said in a
speech that her parliamentary impeachment was

politically motivated.  
Russel is not expected to meet Yingluck this week,

but will confer with political leaders, including from
the opposition. The political atmosphere has only
grown more intense in recent months as the Thai
economy has flagged and concern grows over the
health of King Bhumibol, a stabilizing force during his
seven decades on the throne. Many analysts predict
the military will be reluctant to make way for a new
civilian government until Bhumibol’s successor is in
place.  The king, 88, made a rare, brief appearance on
television Monday. 

He was shown wearing a suit and seated in a chair
while presiding over the swearing in of a group of
judges in white uniforms at a Bangkok hospital where
he has spent most of the last six years. The footage
was shown on all major channels and the evening
news. Lese majeste cases have multiplied, with some
people receiving sentences of more than 25 years for
anti-royal comments on the Internet, amid signs the
draconian law is being wielded to check political dis-
sent. The military has postponed elections until at
least 2017. While that is straining Thailand’s relations
with the US, ties with China have deepened. For the
first time last month, Thailand and China held a joint
air force exercise. —AP

Tensions test US-Thai ties 

as strategic talks resume

US envoy for East Asia branded ‘ugly American’

SINGAPORE: A Philippine maid has accused a
Singaporean couple of starving her for 15
months until her weight dropped to 29 kilos
(64 pounds), Singapore media reported yes-
terday. Thelma Gawidan, 40, who escaped in
April 2014 to a shelter for migrant workers,
told a trial court on Monday that she was only
fed instant noodles and bread twice a day in a
condominium at the posh Orchard Road area.
Gawidan testified again yesterday and said the
couple withheld her salary, watched her every
move and and did not let her speak to anyone
outside, the Straits Times newspaper’s website
reported. “They’re watching me when I wake
up, what I eat, what I drink and when to take a
shower,” she was quoted as saying.

After a few months of employment,

Gawidan was disallowed to use the toilet in
the family home and accompanied by her
female employer to a washroom next to the
condominium’s swimming pool whenever she
needed to relieve herself, the court was told.
On a family trip to Hong Kong, she was also
fed instant noodles and bread. On April 18 last
year, Gawidan managed to escape to a nearby
shopping centre and called a fellow country-
woman who fed her before taking her to a
shelter. Gawidan, a mother of three, has since
regained weight. If convicted, trader Lim
Choon Hong and his wife Chong Sui Foon,
both 47, face a fine of up to Sg$10,000
($7,100), imprisonment of up to 12 months, or
both, for failing to provide the maid with ade-
quate food. — AFP 

Filipino maid says Singapore

couple starved her to 29 kg

BULAN: Tattered lanterns, festive lights and
tin roofs littered towns in the central
Philippines yesterday after Typhoon Melor
swept through, killing at least four people
and leaving millions without power ahead
of Christmas. Distraught survivors surveyed
their damaged homes on the eve of the tra-
ditional nine-day Christmas vigil that
Filipinos observe with dawn masses and
rice cakes. Christmas is the most celebrated
holiday in the Philippines, where 80 per-
cent of its 100 million people are Catholic,
and decorations such as colorful lights and
lanterns have already been put up in most
towns. “It will be a very sad Christmas and a
dark one because we have no power. But
the important thing is everyone around me
is still moving,” 54-year-old rice farmer
Noemi Pesigan said.

Melor blew out the windows of Pesigan’s
two-storey brick and wood house in Bulan,
a small farming town about 350 kilometers
southeast of the capital, Manila, and she
survived the storm by sheltering in a nearby
shop. The typhoon tore in off the Pacific
Ocean on Monday afternoon and hit farm-
ing and fishing communities in the eastern
Philippines with winds of up to 185 kilome-
ters an hour. Three people were killed in
floods in Northern Samar province, which
faces the Pacific, municipal disaster officer
Jonathan Baldo told DZMM radio. Flying
debris also killed a man in Northern Samar,
national disaster agency spokeswoman
Mina Marasigan said, without being able to
confirm the other three fatalities.

Civil defence officials said they were
checking reports of additional deaths in
isolated areas but were struggling to con-
firm new causalities due to “communica-
tion issues”, caused by the storm. The road
out of Bulan was littered with fallen trees
and toppled power lines, making travel dif-
ficult, while nearby wooden and thatch
houses laid in ruin. Melor weakened slight-
ly as it cut across the central islands of the
archipelago, but on Tuesday afternoon its
wind gusts were still reaching 170 kilome-

ters an hour as it passed over the island of
Mindoro. It was expected to weaken fur-
ther and move out into the South China
Sea by Tuesday evening.

Dark Christmas
In Bicol, a vast region in the east often

hit by typhoons, authorities credited the
early evacuation of 720,000 people for
what they believed would be a low death
toll. “We have zero floods, zero deaths, zero
casualties,” Joey Salceda, governor of Albay
province in Bicol, told ABS-CBN television.
But he said the entire province of 1.2 mil-
lion people was without power. “What we
are asking for is the early restoration of
electricity,” he said. 

Residents of neighboring Sorsogon,
which takes in Bulan town, were also with-
out power yesterday, and authorities could
give no guarantees if electricity would be
restored by Christmas. 

“Our target is to restore power by
Christmas, but it will still depend on many
factors,” Mina Marasigan, spokeswoman of
the national disaster management agency
said. She said the timing would depend on
how badly damaged towns were, and how
much cleaning up of roads was required
before teams could go in to put up new
power poles and lines. 

The Philippines is hit by an average of 20
typhoons a year, many of them deadly, with
the strongest often happening towards the
end of the year. Last year, 53 people died in
floods and landslides after Typhoon Jangmi
hit another part of the eastern Philippines
five days after Christmas, catching many
people on holidays off guard. The last
deadly storm to hit the country this year,
Koppu, killed 54 people and forced tens of
thousands to flee their homes after it pum-
meled rice-growing northern provinces in
October. In November 2013, one of the
strongest typhoons on record, Haiyan, flat-
tened entire communities in the central
region with tsunami-like waves, leaving
7,350 people dead or missing. — AFP 

Typhoon kills four 

in the Philippines

BANGKOK: A Thai faces prison after being
charged with lese majeste for insulting the
king’s dog, his lawyer said yesterday, in an
escalation of the already draconian royal
defamation law. Thanakorn Siripaiboon, 27,
has been charged by police with lese
majeste for a “satirical” Facebook post about
the king and his dog, lawyer Pawinee
Chumsri said. “There was a post including
three photos on his Facebook page on
December 6 with a message that satirized
the king’s dog,” she said. Thanakorn also
faces lese majeste, sedition and computer
crimes charges for clicking “like” on a doc-
tored photo of the king and sharing it, plus
an infographic on a growing corruption
scandal engulfing the junta.

Thailand has one of the world’s harshest
royal defamation laws. Anyone convicted of
insulting the revered but ailing 88-year-old
King Bhumibol Adulyadej, or the queen,
heir or regent can face up to 15 years in jail
on each count. Prosecutions have soared
since the army, which styles itself as the
champion of the monarchy, grabbed power
in a coup last year. Thanakorn, an auto-parts
worker, could face up to 37 years in prison.
There has been a recent trend towards
record-breaking sentences on transgres-
sors, many of whom are also regime critics.
Even the US ambassador faces a police
investigation for royal defamation over a
speech last month in which he expressed
concern at the lengthy sentences.

Bhumibol, the world’s longest-serving
monarch, is seen as a unifying figure in the
deeply divided nation and his economic

and social teachings are relentlessly pro-
moted in Thailand. Over the last decade his
favorite dog, an adopted stray called
Tongdaeng (Copper) which is praised for
her loyalty and obedience, has been used to
outline his vision of how Thais should
behave. —AFP

Thai faces prison for

insulting king’s dog

BANGKOK: In this file photo, Thai King
Bhumibol Adulyadej holds the leash of
his dog while sitting in a wheelchair at a
hospital in Bangkok. — AFP


