
BANGKOK: She has half a million followers on
Instagram, leads a glamorous l i festyle and
describes herself as the “little girl” of former pre-
mier Thaksin Shinawatra-one of the most influen-
tial and controversial figures in modern Thai his-
tory. The 35-year-old Paetongtarn Shinawatra,
youngest of billionaire tycoon Thaksin’s three
children, is now launching herself into the coun-
try’s deeply divided political scene ahead of a
national election due by March 2023.

The move brings the Shinawatras’ influence to a
new generation and sets the stage for the latest
round in the ultra-rich clan’s 20-year tussle with
the kingdom’s royalist-military elites. For now,
Paetongtarn has a low-key role with the main
opposition Pheu Thai party but she is widely
tipped to be named its candidate for prime minister
when an election is called.

The 72-year-old
Thaksin, ousted as PM in
a military coup in 2006,
pops up regularly in
Paetongtarn’s social media
posts hugging her baby or
posing with his daughter
over a bowl of noodles.
Paetongtarn says she
draws strength from her
father’s “unwavering sup-
port” and insists she will
always be his “little girl”.

It is a sentiment that endears her to the legion of
supporters, many of them poor and rural, who
swept Thaksin to election victories in 2001 and
2005. “We need you. We miss your father,” a well-
wisher told her during campaigning for Bangkok
local elections last month.

But it will also raise the hackles of the powerful
royalist and military elites who despise Thaksin and
have long suspected him of manipulating the oppo-
sition to their political dominance from abroad.
Parties linked to the tycoon have won the most
seats at every Thai election since 2001, only to find
themselves toppled by coups or court rulings pre-

ceded by massive street protests.
Thaksin, the former Manchester City owner who

built a telecoms empire with a fortune estimated by
Forbes at nearly $1.9 billion, now lives in self-
imposed exile in Dubai to avoid corruption charges
he says are politically motivated. His sister Yingluck
was elected PM in 2011, but was herself deposed
by General Prayut Chan-O-Cha in a 2014 coup.

Proud daughter 
Despite her current placeholder role with Pheu

Thai’s inclusion and innovation committee,
Paetongtarn makes no secret of her ambitions. “We
can transform Thailand from a country that is rid-
dled with debt, filled with misery, with no future in
sight, into a country filled with opportunity and
hope for us and future generations,” she told AFP
at a party conference last month.

Prayut-who became
PM in a controversial
election in 2019 — is
viewed as a poor econom-
ic manager and increas-
ingly unpopular, particu-
larly among the young,
thousands of whom took
to the streets in 2020 to
demand democratic
change.

In a further sign of his
weakening grip, the candi-

date Prayut backed for Bangkok governor was
thrashed in last month’s election, won resoundingly
by a former Pheu Thai minister. This was a first
taste of campaigning for Paetongtarn, who man-
ages the hotel branch of her family’s real estate
company. Thaksin’s five years in power saw an eco-
nomic upturn and a boost for the rural poor, but
critics say the period was marked by graft, nepo-
tism and authoritarianism. Paetongtarn insists
Thailand improved under his rule, and says that like
her father, she feeds off adversity.

“How could I not be proud of my dad after all he
has done for our country?” she says. “Thanks to

him, not only am I not afraid of criticism, but I see it
as an opportunity for improvement.”

Major obstacles 
Given Prayut’s unpopularity, and the lack of a

charismatic alternative in the army-linked Palang
Pracharat Party, Pheu Thai believe they can win the
election. Paul Chambers, of the Center of ASEAN
Community Studies at Naresuan University in
Thailand, said the party was hoping to capitalise on
the “perfect storm” facing the current government.

Victory for Paetongtarn might also mean a way
back to Thailand for the 72-year-old Thaksin. Last
year he vowed to return to the kingdom “through
the front door”. But despite the power of the

Shinawatra brand, Pheu Thai and Paetongtarn face
formidable hurdles to winning power.

To become prime minister a candidate must win
a majority in the 500-seat lower house and the
250-seat senate. But under the constitution drafted
by the junta in 2017, the senate is full of handpicked
military loyalists.

A similar scenario unfolded in the 2019 elec-
tion-Pheu Thai won most seats in the lower house
but the military-controlled senate allowed Prayut
to form a coalition. “Whatever happens following
the next election, the pro-military parties will do
all they can to take office and try to legitimise
why Pheu Thai should not form a coalition,”
Chambers says.  —AFP

To become prime minister a candidate must win a majority in 500-seat lower house

Thaksin’s daughter takes Shinawatra 
brand to new Thailand generation

BANGKOK, Thailand: File photo taken on May 12, 2022, Paetongtarn Shinawatra, the youngest daughter of former
Thai prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, attends a Pheu Thai Party (PTP) campaign event in Bangkok.  —AFP

Bangladesh charges 
29 Rohingya over 
activist’s murder
COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: Bangladesh police on
Monday charged at least 29 Rohingya over the
murder of top community leader Mohib Ullah last
September, a prosecutor said. Ullah, the head of a
Rohingya rights group, was gunned down in one
of several squalid camps in Bangladesh that
together house almost a mi l l ion Rohingya
refugees from Myanmar, sending shockwaves
through the community.

His family blamed the Arakan Rohingya
Salvation Army (ARSA), an insurgent group in
Myanmar’s western state of Rakhine that has
been accused of running narcotics, murdering
political opponents and instilling a climate of fear
in the camps.

Prosecutor Faridul Alam told AFP on Monday
that police have completed their probe and filed a
charge sheet against 29 Rohingya for the murder of
the 48-year-old. “Out of the 29, police have arrested
15 people and the rest are absconding. At least four
of those arrested have made confessional statements

over their roles in the murder,” Alam said.
He said police did not directly hold ARSA

responsible for the murder, but added that “those
who opposed repatriation (of the Rohingya back to
Myanmar) killed Mohib Ullah. Some of them (who
are charged) are members of ARSA.”

ARSA has denied any involvement in Ullah’s
killing. About 920,000 Rohingya refugees live in
camps in Bangladesh, most of whom fled a military
onslaught in Myanmar in 2017 that the United
States has designated an act of genocide.

Working in the camps, Ullah and his colleagues
quietly documented the crimes that his people suf-
fered at the hands of the Myanmar military while
pressing for better conditions. The former school-
teacher shot to prominence in 2019 when he organ-
ised a protest of about 100,000 people to mark
two years since their exodus.

He also met then US president Donald Trump in
the White House that year and addressed a UN
meeting in Geneva. After the murder, members of
Ullah’s family took shelter in a UN-run transit camp
and in April they were relocated to Canada.

Meanwhile, a rebel group in Bangladesh has
offered to hold peace talks, officials said Monday,
raising hopes for an end to 25 years of violence
that has killed hundreds of people. In 1997 the
main rebel outfit in the restive Chittagong Hill
Tracts region in southeast Bangladesh, the Jana

Samhati Samiti (JSS), signed a peace deal and laid
down its arms.

But a splinter group of younger rebels in the
mainly Buddhist region that is home to several eth-
nic tribal groups, the United People’s Democratic
Front (UPDF), rejected the agreement. The deal
failed to address key issues such as autonomy for
the region and the presence of thousands of gov-
ernment troops and Bengali settlers, it said. Since
then a turf war between the JSS and UPDF has left
hundreds of people dead including senior UPDF
figures and a small number of Bangladeshi soldiers.

According to local newspapers, nearly 60 peo-
ple have been killed in clashes in the region bor-
dering Myanmar and northeast India since late last
year. Following several years of back-channel talks,
last week the UPDF submitted a formal proposal
for peace talks with a former army major, Emdadul
Islam, a key architect of the 1997 agreement.

Islam called the move a “significant develop-
ment.” “We will now take the UPDF proposals to
the government. We hope we can sign another
landmark deal which will secure peace and devel-
opment in the CHT,” Islam told AFP. Bangladesh
Home Minister Asaduzzaman Khan said the gov-
ernment was yet to receive the formal proposal.
“We always want peace. We are doing everything
we can to keep peace. We welcome if they come to
peace talks,” Khan told AFP.  —AFP

HK school quarantine 
request hints at Xi 
handover visit
HONG KONG: A Hong Kong primary school is
looking for pupils to spend a week in hotel quaran-
tine ahead of next month’s handover anniversary,
fuelling speculation a strict “closed-loop” system
will allow Chinese President Xi Jinping to visit.

The first day of July marks 25 years since Hong
Kong was handed to China by colonial Britain, as
well as the first day in office for the city’s new
Beijing-anointed leader John Lee. China’s top lead-
ers have attended the swearing-in of every Hong
Kong chief executive since the 1997 handover, but
Xi has not left the mainland since the coronavirus
pandemic began.

With little over a fortnight to go, officials have
yet to say whether Xi or any other state leader will
attend the celebrations. But local media has been
filled with reports suggesting extraordinary meas-
ures will be in place to protect dignitaries from the

coronavirus, including sequestering hundreds of
participants in quarantine.

Those reports have mostly cited unnamed
sources, but one such order has been confirmed.
Parents of students at Wong Cho Bao School, which
is run by the pro-Beijing Hong Kong Federation of
Education Workers (HKFEW), have been asked to
sign their children up to greet visiting dignitaries.

The arrangement will require the pupils to
undergo seven days of hotel quarantine away from
their families with the government footing the bill,
according to a notice shown to AFP by school prin-
cipal Wong Kam-leung.

The notice encouraged parents to volunteer their
kids for a “rare honourable mission” to greet
unspecified visitors at the airport on June 30 and
send them off a day later. The students involved will
start hotel quarantine on June 23 under teacher
supervision, and will attend classes via Zoom, the
notice said, adding they must be double-vaccinated.

School principal Wong told AFP the notice was
“internal administrative procedure” to gauge parent
interest, and that the government had yet to finalise
plans. Wong, who also chairs the HKFEW, said the
notice went out to primary six students-usually
aged 12 — but declined to say how many have

signed up so far.
China remains committed to a strict zero-Covid

strategy that quashes outbreaks with social distanc-
ing, lockdowns and border controls. Hong Kong has
its own version of zero-Covid, which has kept the
international business hub isolated for much of the
pandemic. —AFP

HONG KONG, China: People walk past a billboard with
a slogan celebrating the 25th anniversary of Hong
Kong’s handover from Britain to China, in the Tsim Sha
Tsui district of Hong Kong on June 12, 2022. —AFP

‘We can 
transform 
Thailand’

Gunmen abduct 30 
wedding guests in 
northwest Nigeria
KANO: Gunmen kidnapped 30 wedding guests in
northwest Nigeria over the weekend, two sources
told AFP Monday, the latest in a surge of mass
abductions hitting the region. The victims, all mobile
phone traders, were returning to Zamfara state capi-
tal Gusau late Saturday after the wedding of a col-
league in neighbouring Sokoto state when they were

seized, a union leader and a security source said.
They were captured after one of their four vehi-

cles broke down. “Thirty of our members were
abducted yesterday while returning from the wedding
of our colleague in Sokoto,” Kabiru Garba Mukhtar,
the head of mobile traders union in Zamfara said.

“The kidnappers called me on the phone belong-
ing to one of the victims, confirming they are holding
30 of our colleagues.” Heavily armed criminal gangs,
known locally as bandits, are ravaging parts of
northwest and central Nigeria, raiding villages and
carrying out mass kidnappings for ransom despite
military operations against them.

The convoy of 50 wedding guests had stopped at
Lambar Bakura village after one of the four buses

they were driving in broke down, which was when
their captors attacked them, said a security source in
the region.

“Twenty managed to escape while 30 were
kidnapped,” said the security officer, who asked
not to be identified as he was not authorised to
speak on the incident . Pol ice in  Sokoto and
Zamfara did not immediately respond to AFP
inquiries on the incident.

Northwest and central Nigeria is a hub of criminal
gangs who attack villages and highways, killing and
abducting residents and drivers and looting and
burning homes. Last week, 58 residents were kid-
napped when gunmen invaded Kwari village in near-
by Katsina state, according to local officials. —AFP
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UN rights chief not 
seeking second term

GENEVA: UN rights chief Michelle Bachelet
announced Monday that she will not seek a sec-
ond term, ending months of speculation about
her intentions amid growing criticism of her lax
stance on rights abuses in China. “As my term as
High Commissioner draws to a close, this
Council’s milestone fiftieth session will be the
last which I brief,” Bachelet told the UN Human
Rights Council as it opened a four-week sitting.
The 70-year-old former Chilean president, who
will wrap up her four-year mandate at the end of
August, had until now remained mum about
whether she would seek to stay on for a second
term. The post of High Commissioner for Human
Rights typically faces heavy political pressure
from countries around the world, and while it
can be held for a maximum of two terms, nearly
all of Bachelet’s predecessors have avoided
staying on for more than one term. - AFP

Turkey floods kill four

ANKARA: Strong rain, winds and flash floods
are expected in northern and central Turkey on
Monday, after a weekend of flooding that
reportedly killed at least four people. Bad
weather warnings were in place in 42 towns and
cities in the north and centre, including the capi-
tal, Ankara. Schools were closed in Ankara and
the central town of Gemerek. Last year, around
100 people died in violent weather events in
Turkey, including flash floods, wildfires and
droughts. The disasters pushed climate change
up the political agenda, especially among
younger voters. Torrential rains and hailstorms
swept through the north and centre at the week-
end, causing floods that killed three people near
Ankara and another in the central province of
Karaman, local media reported.  —AFP

Judge quits to support strike

TUNIS: A judge serving on Tunisia’s electoral
board resigned on Monday in solidarity with a
court strike after President Kais Saied sacked
dozens of his colleagues. Habib Rebii, appointed
by Saied to the ISIE electoral board on May 9,
announced his resignation on Facebook. “I have
handed in my resignation from ISIE in support of
my fellow judges and to demand a basic judicial
law that meets international standards,” he wrote.
Saied, who dissolved parliament following a
power grab last July, had issued a decree extend-
ing his control over the judiciary in early June, as
well as sacking 57 judges he accused of corrup-
tion.  That prompted a nationwide judges’ strike
against his “continued interference in the judici-
ary”, which entered its second week on Monday.
Rebii’s departure comes six weeks ahead of a
referendum on a revised constitution, the centre-
piece of Saied’s programme for overhauling
Tunisia’s political system-the only democracy to
emerge from the 2011 Arab uprisings.  —AFP


