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BANGKOK/ISTANBUL: Thailand’s prime
minister defended a decision to forcibly
return nearly 100 Uighur Muslim migrants to
China despite rights groups concerns they
could face ill-treatment upon their return,
saying if they encountered any problems it
was not Bangkok’s fault.

Thai Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha
also held out the possibility of shutting the
Thai embassy in Turkey after protesters
attacked the honorary consulate in Istanbul,
smashing windows and ransacking parts of
the building, over the expulsion of the
Uighurs back to China. China’s treatment of
its Turkic language-speaking Uighur minority
is a sensitive issue in Turkey and has strained
bilateral ties ahead of a planned visit to
Beijing this month by President Tayyip
Erdogan. Many Turks see themselves as shar-
ing a common cultural and religious heritage
with their Uighur “brothers” and Turkey is
home to a large Uighur diaspora.

“I ask that we look after the safety of the
embassy staff first,” Prayuth told reporters.
“But if the situation gets worse then we
might temporarily have to close the embassy
in Turkey.” Hundreds, possibly thousands, of
Uighurs keen to escape the unrest have trav-
elled clandestinely via Southeast Asia to
Turkey. China is home to about 20 million
Muslims spread across its vast territory, only
a portion of whom are Uighurs.

“Thailand sent around 100 Uighurs back
to China yesterday. Thailand has worked
with China and Turkey to solve the Uighur
Muslim problem. We have sent them back to
China after verifying their nationality,”
Colonel Weerachon Sukhondhapatipak,
deputy government spokesman, told
reporters yesterday.

A group of more than 170 Uighurs were
identified as Turkish citizens and sent to
Turkey, and nearly 100 were identified as
Chinese and sent back to China. Fifty others
still need to have their citizenship verified. “If
we send them (the Uighurs) back and there is
a problem that is not our fault,” said Prayuth,
the general who led a coup against an elect-
ed government last May.

Hua Chunying, a spokeswoman for

China’s foreign ministry, would not confirm
whether the Uighurs had been deported to
China but spoke in general terms about the
issue at a daily news briefing in Beijing on
Thursday, saying the Uighurs were “firstly
Chinese”. Beijing denies restricting the
Uighurs’ religious freedoms and blames
Islamist militants for a rise in violent attacks
in its western Xinjiang region in the past
three years in which hundreds have died.

Anger in Turkey
The Istanbul protesters, using wooden

planks and stones, smashed windows and
broke into the Thai consulate late on
Wednesday, throwing folders and personal
belongings on the floor, pictures and video
footage published by local media showed. It
was the latest in a series of attacks in Istanbul
in recent days, mostly by a youth group
linked to the national opposition MHP, in
protest at Chinese treatment of Uighurs. A
Chinese restaurant, its owner Turkish and its
cook ironically Uighur, was vandalized last

week, while a group of Korean tourists was
mistakenly attacked in Istanbul’s historic
Sultanahmet district,  according to the
Hurriyet newspaper. 

Turkey has vowed to keep its doors open
to Uighur migrants fleeing persecution in
China, exacerbating a row with Beijing.
Around 170 Uighur women and children
arrived in Istanbul last week from Thailand,
where they had been held for more than a
year for illegal entry. “It is very shocking and
disturbing that Thailand caved in to pressure
from Beijing,” Sunai Phasuk, Thailand
researcher at Human Rights Watch, told
Reuters. 

“In China they can face serious abuses
including torture and disappearance.” The
UN refugee agency said it was alarmed by
Thailand’s decision to deport the Uighurs.
“We are shocked by this deportation of some
100 people and consider it a flagrant viola-
tion of international law,” said Volker Turk,
UNHCR’s Assistant High Commissioner for
Protection. —Reuters

Inside Thailand’s
trafficking crackdown

BANGKOK: Sheltering in the backroom of a provincial Thai
police station is a 35-year-old street vendor who triggered a
human trafficking investigation that has reverberated across
Southeast Asia. He is a Rohingya Muslim, a mostly stateless
group from western Myanmar. He had scraped a living for the
past decade selling fried bread, or roti, from a push cart in
Nakhon Si Thammarat, a city in southern Thailand. Then his
nephew fell into the hands of murderous human traffickers.

The roti seller’s desperate bid to save him ultimately led to
the discovery of scores of jungle graves on the Thai-Malaysia bor-
der in May and sparked a regional crisis over boatloads of
unwanted Rohingya. Now the roti seller fears traffickers could
target him. His new home in the police station is a primitive form
of witness protection. (Reuters has withheld his identity at the
request of police.)

His predicament raises questions about the long-term effec-
tiveness of Thailand’s crackdown on resilient and lucrative traf-
ficking syndicates. Witnesses have been intimidated, police say.
Key suspects are represented by lawyers with powerful political
connections. And while 72 people have been arrested, police are
still seeking many others. Thailand’s investigation comes ahead
of a new US report card on its anti-trafficking efforts, due out in
mid-July.  Police spearheading the campaign on the ground told
Reuters they encountered official indifference about the evi-
dence they had gathered on trafficking networks - even after the
US State Department identified Thailand in June 2014 as one of
the world’s worst trafficking offenders. Katrina Adams, a spokes-
woman for the State Department’s East Asia and Pacific Bureau,
said this year’s report only covers the year to March 2015, and
thus would not include Thailand’s latest crackdown. “We wel-
come Thailand’s law enforcement actions, including the arrests
of dozens believed to be involved in migrant smuggling and
abuses against migrants, which may include human trafficking,
in southern Thailand,” Adams added.

Indifference
Police Major General Thatchai Pitaneelaboot, who led early

anti-trafficking efforts in southern Thailand was told his investi-
gation was damaging Thailand’s image, though he declined to
be more specific about who was telling him that. “No one cared,”
he said. Thatchai felt otherwise. “If we want to eradicate human
trafficking, we can’t hide it. We must put it on the table.”

Deputy National Police Chief Aek Angsannanont, who is in
charge of the anti-trafficking crackdown in Thailand, said the mil-
itary government that came to power in a coup last May took the
issue seriously. “I don’t know what the policy was of previous
administrations,” Aek said. “I took up this trafficking issue under
the military government and the military government has given
this issue importance.”

After last year’s coup, Thailand’s military junta promised what
it called a “zero tolerance” policy to human trafficking.  Yet
Thailand convicted fewer perpetrators of human trafficking last
year than in 2013, according to the government’s own anti-traf-
ficking report. Aek said he could not “give an opinion on this. But
I can say that since the June 2014 (US anti-trafficking) report,
everyone woke up and has taken this issue seriously.”

The Thai crackdown has disrupted the region’s trafficking
infrastructure for now but some experts question how lasting
that will be. The investigation has “made trafficking in Thailand a
bit harder,” said Steve Galster, director of FREELAND Foundation,
an anti-trafficking NGO that has given technical help to the Thai
police. “The question remains, however, if anyone higher up the
chain . . . will be investigated.” If that doesn’t happen, Galster
warned, “trafficking in this region will remain a big problem.”

Preying on Rohingya
The trafficking syndicates have particularly preyed on the

Rohingya, who are fleeing poverty and oppression in Myanmar.
The number of people leaving on boats from Myanmar and
Bangladesh has nearly tripled in three years - from 21,000 in 2012
to 58,000 last year, according to The Arakan Project, a Rohingya
advocacy group based in Bangkok. Most of them came ashore in
Thailand and were moved to trafficking camps. The camps along
the jungly border between Thailand and Malaysia had been
exposed as early as 2013. But they became impossible to ignore
in May after police from both countries found the graves of 175
suspected migrants at dozens of hastily vacated trafficking
camps on both sides of the border.

The ensuing crackdown meant traffickers could no longer
bring their human cargoes ashore so they simply abandoned
them at sea. The boats eventually washed ashore in Malaysia,
Indonesia and Myanmar, their passengers sick and thirsty. At
least 1,200 remained stranded at sea, according to a June 16
United Nations report. The roti seller, who Reuters interviewed at
the police station, said his nephew fell into the hands of traffick-
ers during last year’s smuggling season. —Reuters
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TURKEY: Turkish nationalists burn a Chinese flag, during a protest to
denounce China’s treatment of ethnic Uighur Muslims, in front of the Chinese
consulate in Istanbul. — AFP


