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New chapter of Thailand monarchy 

Vajiralongkorn becomes king
BANGKOK: Crown Prince Maha
Vajiralongkorn became the king of
Thailand late Thursday, opening a new
chapter for the powerful monarchy in a
country still mourning the death of his
father. The 64-year-old inherits one of the
world’s richest monarchies as well as a
politically febrile nation, 50 days after King
Bhumibol Adulyadej’s death. After weeks
of complex palace protocols the prince
was invited by the head of the National
Legislative Assembly (NLA) to ascend the
throne in an event broadcast on all Thai
television channels.

“I agree to accept the wishes of the late
king... for the benefit of the entire Thai
people,” said Vajiralongkorn, wearing an
official white tunic decorated with medals
and a pink sash. The somber, ritual-heavy
ceremony at his Bangkok palace was
attended by the chief of the NLA, junta
leader Prayut Chan-O-Cha, and the power-
ful 96-year-old head of the privy council,
Prem Tinsulanonda.

Red-jacketed courtiers looked on as a
palace staff member, shuffling on his
knees, presented the new king with a
microphone through which he delivered
his few words of acceptance. King
Vajiralongkorn then prostrated himself,
hands pressed together in respect, to a
small shrine topped by a picture of his
father and mother-Queen Sirikit Kitiyakara.

He becomes Rama X of Thailand’s
Chakri dynasty, but will not formally be
crowned until after his father’s cremation,
which is expected next year. Bhumibol’s
reign, which ended on October 13,

spanned a tumultuous period of Thai his-
tory pockmarked by a communist insur-
gency, coups and street protests. It also
saw breakneck development which has
resulted in a huge wealth disparity
between a Bangkok-centric elite and the
rural poor.

To many Thais, Bhumibol was the only
consistent force in a politically com-
bustible country, his image burnished by
ritual and shielded by a harsh royal
defamation law. The United States offered
its congratulations to the new king, saying
it looked forward to strengthening ties
with Thailand. 

“We offer our best wishes to his
majesty and all of the Thai people,” the
State Department said.  “His father, King
Bhumibol, ruled the Kingdom of Thailand
with vision and compassion for 70 years
and was a great friend of the United
States. “The United States and Thailand
enjoy a longstanding, strong, and multi-
faceted bilateral relationship, and we look
forward to deepening that relationship
and strengthening the bonds between our
two countries and peoples going forward.”

Into the limelight 
Monks chanted blessings at Buddhist

temples to mark the new monarch’s
ascension-an era-defining moment for
most Thais who for seven decades knew
only Bhumibol as their king.
Vajiralongkorn does not yet enjoy the
same level of popularity. He spends much
of his time outside of the public eye, par-
ticularly in southern Germany where he

owns property. He has had three high-pro-
file divorces, while a recent police corrup-
tion scandal linked to the family of his pre-
vious wife allowed the public a rare
glimpse of palace affairs.  Thursday’s
ascension ends a period of uncertainty
since Bhumibol’s death prompted by the
prince’s request to delay his official procla-
mation so he could mourn with the Thai
people. Thailand’s constitutional monar-
chy has limited formal powers but it draws
the loyalty of much of the kingdom’s busi-
ness elite as well as a military that domi-
nates politics through its regular coups.

Analysts say Vajiralongkorn, untested
until now, will have to manage competing
military cliques. In a brief televised address
after the ceremony, Prime Minister Prayut
Chan-O-Cha, who as army chief led the
2014 coup, praised the new king “as the
head of the Thai state and heart of the
Thai people.” The Thai monarchy is pro-
tected from criticism by one of the world’s
strictest lese majeste laws, carrying up to
15 years in jail for every charge of defam-
ing the king, queen, heir or regent. 

That  law makes open discussion
about the royal  family’s  role al l  but
impossible  inside the kingdom and
means all media based inside the coun-
try routinely self-censor. Convictions for
so-called “112” offences-named after its
criminal code have skyrocketed since
generals seized power in 2014. Experts
say most have targeted the junta’s polit-
ical opponents, many of whom support
the toppled c iv i l ian government of
Yingluck Shinawatra. —AFP 

BANGKOK: People hold newspaper images of Thailand’s new King Maha Vajiralongkorn outside the Grand Palace.— AFP 

JAKARTA: At least 200,000 conservative Muslims rallied
peacefully in the Indonesian capital yesterday in the second
major protest against its minority Christian governor, who is
being prosecuted for alleged blasphemy. President Joko
“Jokowi” Widodo, a political ally of the governor who angered
hard-liners by being out of the city during their first protest,
unexpectedly went to the national monument to join Friday
prayers with the sprawling crowd. He called for protesters to
leave peacefully. They cheered and then broke into chants
calling for Gov. Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama’s arrest, but
later, people streamed peacefully out of the area and
marched to a major traffic circle before dispersing.

The blasphemy controversy erupted in September when a
video circulated online of Ahok criticizing detractors who
argued the Quran prohibits Muslims from having a non-
Muslim leader. It has challenged the image of tolerance asso-
ciated with Islam in Indonesia, the world’s most populous
Muslim nation, and has shaken the government of Jokowi,
who accused unnamed political actors of trying to undermine
him. The son of former President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono
is vying against Ahok for Jakarta governor in elections set for
February.

Police said Friday they arrested eight people suspected of
treason. National Police spokesman Boy Rafli Amar told
reporters the group planned to use the protest to incite chaos
and overthrow the government. They included Rachmawati,
the daughter of Indonesia’s founding President Sukarno and
the younger sister of former President Megawati
Sukarnoiputri; retired army Gen. Kivlan Zein; and a well-
known musician turned politician Ahmad Dani. Two other
people were arrested for alleged crimes under Indonesia’s law
on electronic information and transactions.

Reduce disruptions 
Organizers had agreed to concentrate yesterday’s protest

around the vaulting monument to reduce disruptions, but the
area quickly overflowed. National Police spokesman Rikwanto,
who goes by one name, estimated 200,000 people were on
the streets. Police put on standby 22,000 officers and 5,000
soldiers. A Nov 4 protest against Ahok, the first ethnic Chinese
to be Jakarta governor and the first Christian in half a century,
attracted about 100,000 people. After nightfall, it turned vio-
lent, with one death and dozens injured. 

Police wanted yesterday’s protest to disperse in the early
afternoon following prayers. Lisnawati Djohar, a resident of
West Sumatra’s Padang city, said she flew to Jakarta with a
dozen friends for the protest. “I’ve been called to defend
Islam,” she said. “As a Muslim, I feel guilty if I refuse a demand
to defend my religion. I believe Ahok insulted the holy Quran
and it’s hurt us.” Rizieq Syihab, leader of the Islamic Defenders
Front, a vigilante group that helped organize the demonstra-
tions, gave a fiery speech to the protest in which he asserted
Indonesia would be peaceful if there was no blasphemy and
other problems such as gays.

Speaking on the main stage at the national monument,
National Police chief Gen. Tito Karnavian called for the pro-
testers to support the legal process in the blasphemy case.
The accusation of blasphemy has animated the political oppo-
nents of Ahok and Jokowi, including hard-liners who have
used the issue to seize a national stage for their extreme
agenda, which includes the imposition of Shariah law in a sec-
ular nation. Ahok’s blasphemy case took a step forward
Thursday when it was formally accepted for trial. The offense
is punishable by up to five years in prison. Police say Ahok
can’t leave the country during the case. However, hard-line
Muslim groups continue to demand his arrest. — AP 
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SEOUL: South Korea’s main opposition parties
said yesterday they will push for a vote next
week on President Park Geun-hye’s impeach-
ment. The opposition had earlier planned to call
for a vote this week on whether to impeach Park
over a snowballing scandal involving a shadowy
longtime confidante. But they later squabbled
over when to do so after Park made a condition-
al offer to resign.

Leaders of the three major opposition parties
met and agreed to put an impeachment motion
to a floor vote next Friday, according to a state-
ment from the largest opposition Democratic

Party. “From now on, there won’t be any cracks
among the three opposition parties” over Park’s
impeachment, the statement said. The opposi-
tion lacks enough lawmakers to pass Park’s
impeachment on its own and needs help from
dissenters in Park’s ruling party.

A group of anti-Park lawmakers in the ruling
party decided Friday to vote for her impeach-
ment if  she fails to announce by next
Wednesday that she will step down voluntarily
in April ,  according to the office of Hwang
Young-cheul, one of the dissenters. They also
want her to promise to help ensure a smooth

power transfer to her successor, Hwang’s office
said. It was unclear how Park will react to the
demands. She said Tuesday she would leave
office if parliament comes up with a stable pow-
er transfer plan. Opposition lawmakers immedi-
ately lambasted the overture, saying it was a
ploy to buy time and find ways to survive the
scandal. The scandal, which has sparked massive
street protests and plunged Park’s approval rat-
ing to 4 percent, is centered around allegations
that Park let her friend of 40 years, Choi Soon-sil,
manipulate government affairs from the shad-
ows and extort money from businesses. Choi,

who has never had a government job, is a
daughter of a late cult leader who served as
Park’s mentor.

Prosecutors have indicted Choi and two of
Park’s former aides and accused Park of collud-
ing in their criminal activities. Park denies the
allegations, although she has acknowledged she
received help from Choi in editing speeches and
unspecified “public relations” issues. Park’s sin-
gle five-year term ends in early 2018. If
impeached, she will be stripped of her presiden-
tial powers until the Constitutional Court rules
on her fate within 180 days. —AP 
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