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FOREWORD



“Turning Indochina from a battlefield to marketplace”
encapsulates Thailand’s major foreign policy change introduced
by General Chatichai Choonhavan after he became Prime Minister
in August 1988. He radically revised Thailand’s approach to the
conflict in Cambodia by unilatcraﬂy Changing the country’s po]icy
towards the government in Phnom Penh. His policy surprised many
people, both domestic and foreign, because it was introduced without
prior consultation with other key players. The new policy set a new
direction in the process to resolve this long-standing international
issue, which was finally settled at the Paris International Conference

on Cambodia in 199

Dr. Salinee Phonprapai undertook to study this new policy

in depth, attempting to find out if a lesser power such as Thailand
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could introduce a major foreign policy change independently of
its regional partners and the greater powers despite their having
important interests in the issue. As she succinctly stated:
“The key to understand this is not just to consider its genesis but it is
primari]y to analyse how the new policy was carried out, how it was
received, and how the reactions affected the implementation of the
policy.” Therefore, a large part of her work examines this policy in
terms of domestic ramification and of the responses of key regional

players and the principal international players.

The International Studies Center (ISC) wishes to express
its deep appreciation to Dr. Salinee for permitting the ISC
to publish, for the first time, her doctoral thesis Responses to
a Major Foreign Policy Change: The Case of Thailand’s Foreign
Policy Towards the Conclusion of the Third Indochina Conflict During the
Government of Chatichai Choonhavan (1988-1991), which was submitted
to the University of London in 2003, in the book series on Thailand’s
diplomatic history. As with the other volumes in the series, the ISC
followed the same practice of making as few editorial changes as
necessary in order to keep the context of this book as close to the

original thesis as possible.

International Studies Center

December 2021
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ABSTRACT



Thailand’s foreign policy towards the third Indochina conflict
was radically revised when General Chatichai Choonhavan was elected
Prime Minister in August 1988. Chatichai abandoned his predecessors’
hard-line policy towards Indochina and instead immediately initiated
a new policy which csscntially involved bcfricnding Vietnam and
the Phnom Penh government in his efforts to turn Indochina from a
battlefield to a marketplace. Chatichai’s policy surprised many people,
both domestic and foreign, because it was introduced without prior
consultation with other key players.

This thesis attempts to find out if a lesser power such
as Thailand could introduce a major forcign policy changc
independently of its regional partners and the greater powers
despite their having important interests in the issue. The key

to understand this is not just to consider its genesis but it is
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primarily to analyse how the new policy was carried out, how it
was received, and how the reactions affected the implementation
of the policy. The thesis shows that timing was a crucial factor,
and that a lesser power may be able to initiate signiﬁcant changcs
in regiona] and international politics through a sudden alteration
of the direction of its foreign policy only by anticipating changes
in the international environment. There has to be a congruence
between the flow of politics at the domestic, regional, and
international levels. Accordingly, the thesis examines Chatichai’s
new policy in terms of domestic ramification and of the responses of
key regional players, namely Cambodia and ASEAN countries, and
finally the principal international players, namely China and the US.
As a result, it will become clear that a lesser power such as Thailand
is better able to initiate a process of implementing a major foreign

policy Changc than to be able to follow it through.
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION



The study in this thesis focuses on a major and sudden foreign
policy change introduced by Thailand’s Prime Minister General
Chatichai Choonhavan towards the third Indochina conflict during
his administration between 1988 to 1991. The third Indochina conflict
was Thailand’s most important foreign policy issue since the late
1970s, and it had not only local but also regional and international
dimensions. On becoming Prime Minister, Chatichai radically revised
Thailand’s approach towards the third Indochina conflict by unilaterally
replacing the hard-line policy towards the Cambodian government
in Phnom Penh with an olive branch diplomacy. Chatichai’s friendly
approach towards Cambodia in particular and Indochina in general
was captured by his slogan of ‘turning Indochina from a battlefield
to a marketplace’ by which he argued that peace in Indochina could
be more easily achieved through an expansion of economic ties with
Indochina.!

The central question of this thesis is: could a relatively small power
such as Thailand uni]aterally introduce and carry forward a major
foreign policy change in an issue that involved not only local players
but also countries that were greater powers such as China and the
US, all of whom had important interests in that issue? The thesis
contends that the key to answer this is to look at how the new policy was
received by relevant countries during the process of implementation.
The question ofirnplementation has not been adequately addressed in
the existing literature on Thailand’s foreign policy during this period.
Studies of Chatichai’s foreign policy towards Indochina, notably those
by Sunai Phasuk and by David Oldfield?, primarily focus on the origins
of Chatichai’s policy but they do not sufficiently follow through on

the crucial issue of implcmcntation. This thesis secks to fill in chis
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important gap in scholarship. Moreover, only by looking at how the
new policy was implemented and how it was received by key players
could one begin to see the extent to which a relatively small power such
as Thailand can be proactive in its forcign policy conduct, particularly
when the issue in question has international and regional as well as
local dimensions. In other words, responses from key countries could
determine how much the new policy could do to achieve its intended
goals. Responses are feedback of the policy, and could lead to further
changes in the policy or how it is subsequently implemented. Foreign
policy is more than a question of decision-making as it must also be seen
in terms of a flow of the po]icy and how it interacts with other players.

This introduction will now address five main areas which are
imperative to the subsequent discussions in the thesis. These are (1) the
meaning of a major foreign policy change; (2) significance of responses
to a foreign policy change; (3) relative power of states and their foreign
policy; (4) the third Indochina conflict and Thai forcign policy; and
(5) contribution and an overview of the thesis. [t will become clear
that although this thesis focuses on Thailand’s foreign policy, it has
broader implications. Importantly, it draws attention to the possibility
where a major foreign policy change by a relatively small power in the
international system could make a difference in the issue which has

not only local but also rcgiona] and international signiﬁcancc.
DEFINING A MAJOR FOREIGN POLICY CHANGE
A]though a major foreign po]icy change may simp]y mean an

important change in foreign policy, scholars in the field of foreign

policy studies offer a variety of definitions, depending on how
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the change (which some scholars call restructuring) is looked at.
Thomas Vo]gy and John Schwarz define foreign po]icy restructuring
as a major, comprehensive change in the foreign policy orientation of
anation, over a rclativcly short pcriod of time, as manifested through
behavioural changes in a nation’s interactions with other actors in
international politics.? For Kal Holsti, a foreign policy restructuring
is the dramatic, wholesale alteration of a nation’s pattern of external
relations with change being quick7 intentional, non-incremental, and
incorporating conscious linkage of different sectors.* Holsti makes a
distinction between a restructuring and a normal changc in forcign
policy, describing the latter as being usua]ly slow, incremental, and
typified by low linkages between sectors.

A more flexible and broader conceprualisation of foreign policy
change is offered by Joe Hagan and Jerel Rosati. They assert that a
change or restructuring of foreign policy may not be dramatic or
wholesale, and may vary relative to specific issue areas or sectors of the
state’s foreign relations.® David Oldfield follows a]ong this line while
trying to tighten up Hagan and Rosati’s broad definition. According to
Oldfield, foreign policy restructuring is a change in multiple sectors or
issue-areas (i.e., at least two, but not necessarily all) with one or more
states over a short period of time and equates to a near reversal of the
past foreign policy directed at that state (or those states) in terms of
the relevant sectors.”

Charles Hermann offers a definition which is more specific about
what is changed. His definition of a major foreign policy change
incorporates three forms of policy redirection. These are programme
changes (changes of means), problem/goal changes (changes of ends),

and international orientation changcs.8 Excluded from Hermann’s
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definition of major foreign policy changes are what he calls adjustment
changes which occur in the level of efforts (greater or lesser) and/or
in the scope of recipients (such as refinements in the class of targets)
without changing what is done, how it is done, and the purpose for
which it is done.’

Closely related to the idea of a major, non-incremental foreign
policy change is a notion of surprise. Michael Handel distinguishes
between different degrees of surprise, ranging from routine diplomacy
where there is little or no innovation, to what he calls a major surprise
which involves radical Changcs that have impacts on the balance of
power in the international system.lo He also explains that surprises
may be faits accomplis if they are unilateral acts committed by one
state against the interest of another, but he notes that a fait accompli is
only a surprise in terms of timing, and not of the object of the policy."

The notion of surprise is relevant in Chatichai’s case and formed
part of the major forcign policy Changc which he launched. In this
thesis, a major foreign policy Change, as introduced by Chatichai, is
defined as a change in a foreign policy of a state (Thailand) towards
another state (Cambodia) in at least two aspects (e.g., economic and
diplomatic) over a short period of time, with change being a major
revision of the previous approach towards that state. The significance
of Cambodia was that it was at the vortex of the third Indochina war
that was multi-dimensional invo]ving interlinked conflicts at local,
regional and international levels. Importantly, Chatichai’s new policy
was a surprise because it was introduced without prior knowledge of,
or consultation with other key players or countries who had important

interests in the issue.
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SIGNIFICANCE OF RESPONSES TO
A FOREIGN POLICY CHANGE

Responses to a policy change may be defined as actual and
observable reactions to the new policy following its introduction.
The importance of responses should not be understated, because after
the decision is made, it will necessarﬂy have to be presented to those
outside of the decision-making body. The significance of what happens
during the implementation stage is highlighted by David Lewis and
Helen Wallace.'? They point out that policies sometimes have unclear
and uncertain characters when they are made, and because of the
unsettled and unfinished nature of the policy, we need to look beyond
the decision-taking stage. They argue that the implementation process
has a close and creative interaction with the policy, hence the whole
process may be regarded as evolutionary.®

Similarly, Steve Smith and Michael Clarke argue that the
implementation process could be, to some extent, a decision process
itself.!* They suggest that in some cases implementers do not directly
do anything wrong, and keep the plan in so far as it exists. The fact that
sometimes final outcome is different from what is planned could be
a result of difficulties emerging when implementation is undertaken.
Factors which may obstruct the smooth going of the policy include
(i) a lack of effective coalition of domestic and foreign organisations
necessary for the successful implementation of the policy, or the
coalition does not hold long enough to see the policy through; for
example, if there is bureaucratic stalling;'® and (ii) factors which are
simply not foreseen when the policy is made such as unpredicted

outcome of discussion or unsuccessful outcome of military actions.!®
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By looking into the implementation stage, we throw light on the actual
behaviours of states which will assist our ways of explaining them."”
At the same time, this will contribute to the attempts to move further
from the existing forcign po]icy literature where the central prob]cm
to be explained is usually the decision and where implementation is
assumed rather than examined." Indeed, if foreign policy is to be seen as
a dynamic process, we cannot exclude an explicit study of what happens
during the implementation stage such as responses which are feedback
of the policy. Decisions and their implementation form a constantly
flowing continuum as the experience of implementation feeds into
the thinking behind future decisions and further ini}oletnentzltion.19

An early attempt to highlight the notion of dynamism in foreign
policy analysis, including the ideas of responses, feedback, and flow,
is a study by Michael Brecher, Blema Steinberg, and Janice Stein.?
They criticise earlier studies of foreign policy behaviour which they
describe as being static because little or no attention was given to
feedback and ongoing process. Their study mentions the possibiiity
when a policy decision may be affected by the environment in which
it is exposed after it has been made, although they do not go into great
details about this. Similarly, Graham Allison argues that there was
no systematic effort to examine the influence of the implementation
phase of the policy-making process on the final output of that process,
nor was attention paid to the possib]e improvement of‘policy—rnaking
that might result from greater attention to this phase, even though
it was often the case that success or failure of a policy rested on what
was done during this step.?!

The focus of this thesis on the responses to a major foreign policy

change, therefore, reflects the importance of what happens during
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the implementation process and the extent to which this could affect
how the policy plays out. For instance, if responses are favourable,
they could create positive impacts on further implementation of the
policy and could increase the chances of it becoming a success. On the
other hand, if responses are negative, the new policy may have to be
modified or abandoned. An example of the case in point is Nigeria’s
decision to break off diplomatic relations with France in 1961 following
France’s nuclear tests in the Sahara in 1960. This major foreign policy
change was in response to popular domestic support, and was mainly
Cnginccrcd by Nigeria’s Prime Minister Tafawa Balewa. The decision was
largely influenced by altruistic and African 1eadership consideration
and it was a manifestation of self-assertion by a new entrant into world
affairs. However, responses to the new policy became so negative that it
could not be sustained. For instance, Nigeria came under pressure from
its African neighbours, who relied on it in their trade and diplomatic
activities with France, to reconsider the policy. In the end, Nigeria

relented and re-established diplomatic relations with France in 1965.22

RELATIVE POWER OF STATES AND THEIR FOREIGN
POLICY

Among other things, the case of Nigeria shows the constraints that
apply to a lesser power in seeking to introduce and to maintain a foreign
policy change that challenges the interests of a greater power. Indeed,
states have different degrees of influence in relation to one another and
to the international system, which could affect their foreign policy in
general and their ability to introduce major foreign policy changes in

particu]ar. Gcncraﬂy, and cspccially prior to the second World War,
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states in the international system may be divided into great powers
and minor powers.” Martin Wight explains that although there are
different ways of defining the terms, the most satisfactory definition
is one which embodies the distinction made at the Paris Conference
in 1919 between powers with limited interests (minor powers) and
those with general interests (great powers).* This supports an earlier
writing by Annette Baker Fox which distinguishes between great and
small powers, arguing that great powers exert their influence over wide
arcas while small powers are almost by definition local powers whose
demands are restricted to their own and immediate adjacent areas.”
Nevertheless, after the second World War, the term ‘superpower’ was
used to describe the US and the Soviet Union to distinguish them
from other great powers. The superpowers were recognised as being
superior to the traditional European great powers and alone capable
of undertaking the central managerial role in international politics
the latter had playcd in the past.26 Meanwhile, minor powers include
the vast majority of countries in the international system, ranging
from powers on the fringe of the great to very small states lacking any
military strength.?” Martin Wight notes that one type of minor powers
is regional great powers. These are states whose interests primarily
centre on regional level and they have the capacity to act alone on
that level; for example, China.?®

Given this very genera] distinction between great/small or great/
minor powers as well as a large diversity within the group of minor
powers, it seems appropriate to speak of influences of states in relative
terms in the context to which they are being referred. For the purpose
of this thesis, the US and the Soviet Union are the superpowers as they

have global reach. Meanwhile, China will be described as a great power
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whose interests and influence are mainly regional. It is able to dominate
the region to which it belongs but not the international system as a
whole. Also, for the purpose of this thesis, Thailand may be seen as
a medium rcgiona] power in the context of East and Southeast Asia,
a]though itisa relatively small power on the global scale. Thailand has
a capacity to sustain itself; pursue independent foreign policy, and can
contribute to shaping the region. The last point distinguishes Thailand
from a regional great power like China who can dominate the region,
and from weaker countries whose capacity to operate independently
is relatively limited e.g., Laos. To avoid possible confusion, in this
thesis Thailand will be described as a lesser power when referred to in
relation to the greater powers like the US and China. It will be argued
that under certain circumstances, countries such as Thailand, or those
in a similar position, could be proactive in their fbreign po]icies and
could make a difference in the issues which have significance beyond
their immediate local or regional scopes.

In a way, this seems to go against many scholars’ suggestions that,
as lesser powers have relatively limited capacity to act®, they should
not act alone but should align with others.® Nevertheless, there have
been examples where lesser states are able to introduce major foreign
policy changes which are against the interest of the greater powers.
One was the case of Egypt under the leadership of President Anwar
Sadat. In 1972, Sadat introduced a major foreign policy change by
announcing his decision to expel Soviet technicians from Egypt. This
was a unilateral move which successfully pressured the Soviet Union
to increase its military support to Egypt. He shocked the Soviet Union
into concessions it would not otherwise have made, while deceiving

his adversaries and strcngthcning his position within Egypt.31 Also, in
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another major foreign policy initiative in 1977, Sadat embarked on an
unprecedented journey to Jerusalem despite Arab opposition to Israel.
Sadat repeatedly emphasised the need to sustain the momentum in
the Egyptian—lsracli negotiations. Although this move shocked many
countries, it successfully led Tsrael to quicl(ly take a stand on the basic
issues between itself and Egypt, and to follow up Sadat’s bold move
with its own proposals.** As a result, Sadat successfully signed a peace
treaty with Israel in 1979 through American diplomatic support and
mediation.??

The case of Sadat shows that the ability of Egypt, as a lesser
power, to successfully implement a foreign policy change depends
on how other key countries reacted to the new policy. The reactions
were, in turn, influenced by the context in which the policy was
introduced as well as how well timed it was. This is relevant in the case
of Thailand’s policy towards the conclusion of the third Indochina
conflict during the Chatichai administration. In one of his statements,
Chatichai acknowledged that Thailand did not have enough influence
to determine the shape of the conflict.** Nevertheless, his decision to
unilaterally change the Thai approach towards the Indochina issue
seems to contradict this statement, as it would appear imprudent for
a country without enough influence to initiate a new policy on its own
when the issue in question had rcgional and international dimensions
involving many players including regional and global powers. It will
be argued in this thesis that the new Thai policy was introduced
because its makers calculated that it would not threaten to undermine
the important interests of other key players in the issue. Instead,
they believed that the trends of events favoured the policy, and that

it would not be rejected by the key players. This leads on to a more
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general argument that lesser powers can be proactive and can make
signiﬁcant changes within their region, and possib]y beyond, if their
foreign policy change accords with broader systemic changes whose

advent is just bccoming apparent.

THE THIRD INDOCHINA CONFLICT
AND THAI FOREIGN POLICY

Chatichai’s policy seems to go against what has been described
as the bamboo dip]omacy in the practice of Thai forcign policy where
the country reacts to prevai]ing circumstances rather than initiating
new approaches.®® There are many examples in the history of Thai
foreign policy where Bangkok adopted a policy of bending with the
wind, which involved an ability to adjust and adapt to situations. For
instance, in the colonial period, the country avoided colonisation partly
because of its abi]ity to manage relations with Britain and France.
At the end of the second World War, Thailand was able to benefit from
American sympathy in order to balance off severe British demands.
These instances show that although Thailand was not a regional great
power, it had a capacity to successfully draw attention of the greater
powers to the Thai interests and to convince them that these were
consistent with, or did not go against, their interests. In the mid 1970s,
fol]owing the communist victories in Indochina and the Sino-American
rapprochement, Bangkok moved to establish cordial relations both
with Beijing and with its Indochinese neighbours in an attempt to
adapt to new regional situations, although earlier Bangkok had been
staunchly against communist forces in the region and had taken part

in the American war against Vietnam. One scholar suggests that

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 29



Thailand’s ability to adjust and adapt to situations indicates that it
was a mature and pragmatic actor in international politics.’®

However, the third Indochina war affected Thailand in a way
that was different from other regional developments in the past.
Vietnam’s invasion and occupation of Cambodia, which marked the
start of the third Indochina conflict, put Thailand in a position of a
front-line state in the crisis as Thai security was directly threatened
by the presence of Vietnamese forces near the Thai-Cambodian
border.?” Alchough Thailand was not a regional great power, its position
as a front-line state signiﬁcantly increased its relative importance in
the region where the issue quick]y became the most serious problem.
Thailand’s front-line status changed Bangkok’s relations with other
ASEAN partners, China, and the US, all of whom were key players
in the Cambodian issue.

At this point, perhaps it should be restated that the third Indochina
conflict had multiplc dimensions, invo]ving not only local but also
regiona] and international :1spects.38 On the local level, it was a conflict
between regimes in Hanoi and Phnom Penh whose relationship had been
plagued with problems such as border clashes and ethnic differences.
However, the conflict between two Indochinese neighbours became
part of the rivalry between Vietnam and China as Beijing supported
the Pol Pot government in Cambodia which was ousted following
the Vietnamese invasion and occupation of that country. The conflict
also fuelled Sino-Soviet hostility as Chinese leaders believed that the
Vietnamese aggression was part of Moscow’s plan to encircle China
and exert Soviet influence worldwide. The Chinese view was shared by
the US, particularly after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.

Because of its multiplc dimensions, the third Indochina conflict
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was viewed in different lights by key players in the issue, depending
on the scope of their interests. For Washington, the third Indochina
conflict was viewed in relation to the bigger picture of superpower
relations and the role of China. For Beijing, the issue was an immediate
national security concern. As a regional great power, China was
sensitive to what it perceived to be Vietnamese threats which were
seen as linked to the Soviet attempts to encircle China. Meanwhile,
ASEAN countries were primarily concerned with the security of their
immediate area. Within ASEAN, Thailand’s position of a front-line
state in the conflict made it stand out from other members of the
Association and enabled it to influence how the issue should be dealt
with by ASEAN and beyond. In other words, the status of a front-line
state gave Thailand greater influence than what a medium regional
power like itself may have expected to wield normally. Bangkok’s
hard-line policy against Vietnam and the Phnom Penh government
received support from its ASEAN partners, and from a large number
of states in the international community, including the US and China.
The success of Thailand’s diplomacy, and the international support
for its Indochina policy since the late 1970s, explained in part why
some groups and countries reacted with disapproval when Chatichai
reversed Thailand’s policy towards Indochina in August 1988. In
contrast to the previous Thai approach, Chatichai offered an olive
branch to the government of Phnom Penh in an effort to end the
Cambodian conflict and, as he announced, to turn Indochina from a
battlefield to a markecplace.

It will be argued in this thesis that Chatichai’s decision to
introduce a new policy was significantly influenced by his

judgement of the trends of events based on the changing circumstances
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at the time, coupled with his own personality and experience. What
makes Chatichai’s diplomacy stand out from other foreign policy
changes in the past is that it caught most people by surprise and that it
appeared to go against the general agreement on how the Cambodian
problem should be handled. In other words, the new policy seemed
to put Thailand in a position at odds with greater powers such as the
US and China, as well as with its ASEAN partners. Nevertheless, this
thesis contends that what Chatichai did was in fact consistent with
international circumstances that had begun to change since the late
1980s, which was provcd by the ﬁndings that other key countries did

not fundamentally oppose his idea.

CONTRIBUTION AND AN OVERVIEW OF THE THESIS

By looking at the responses of the key players in the Cambodian
conflict to Chatichai’s new policy, this thesis contributes to the
undcrstanding of the ability of a lesser power to initiate a major forcign
policy changc in the issue which was of considerable importance to
many other countries, including its regional partners, a great power,
and the superpowers. The focus of this thesis on the responses to the
policy change also draws attention to the crucial issue of implementation.
The process of implementation is of considerable importance as it
involves interactions with other countries, which is csscntially what
foreign policy is about. As one scholar points out, the task of‘foreign
policy analysts is to throw light on the manner in which states influence
cach other.*” Indeed, foreign policy is a dynamic process involving not
only the stage leading up to the decision but also how it is implemented,

how it is received by other key countries, and the extent to which such
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reception could influence further implementation. For scholars whose
interests centre on the study of Thai foreign policy, this thesis offers
a detailed examination of Chatichai’s policy towards the conclusion
of the third Indochina conflict. In this respect, it significantly adds
to the existing literature on Chatichai’s foreign policy which almost
always concentrates on the factors that influenced the making of his
policy without sufficiently addressing the process during which it was
implemented.

The details and information included in this thesis are derived
from various sources. Primary information includes not only speeches
of relevant people as well as governmental documents and data, but
also the author’s interviews with some key figures involved in the
making and implementation of the policy as well as some experts
on the subject.* A number of materials considered as secondary
resources have also been consulted. These include books, biographies,
and articles published in scholarly journals, newspapers, newsletters,
and magazines. Some newspaper articles which were acquired from
relevant internet sources and in the form of newspaper cuttings do
not have their page numbers identified. Otherwise, all details of the
materials are provided in the dissertation.

This thesis is divided into eight chapters, including this
introductory part. The fo]lowing chaptcr examines the context in
which Chatichai’s policy emerged. It will also discuss the nature of
the policy’s goals as well as the character of the policy. Chapter 3
looks at the reactions from Thailand’s domestic groups to Chatichai’s
policy. The discussion in this chapter, particularly about the roles of
certain domestic players who were the key figures in the making and

implementation of the policy, is imperative for subsequent discussions.
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Chapter 4 examines responses from Cambodia which was central to
the issue and was the target to which the policy was directed. Chapters
5-7 investigate responses from ASEAN countries, China, and the US,
respectively. These countries are carefully selected because of their
influence on Thailand’s foreign policy in general and their relevance in
the third Indochina conflict in particular. Essentially, these countries
could determine how much of a difference Chatichai’s policy could
make to the Cambodian issue. The selection also reflects multiple
dimensions of the third Indochina conflict, which had local, 1regional7
and international aspects. Reactions from ASEAN states reflect the
view of a regiona] organisation where collective actions were an integra]
part. Responses from China reflect the view of a regional great power
with wider interests and influence than those of ASEAN countries.
Meanwhile, responses from the US reflect how a superpower with global
interests perceived the same issue. The concluding chapter will draw
together the findings and discussion in the preceding chapters in an
attempt to provide a key to understanding howa foreign policy changc
of this kind works. It will also discuss the extent to which Chatichai

was able to achieve his objectives in Indochina.
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CHAPTER

2

EXPLAINING CHATICHAI'S POLICY
TOWARDS THE CONCLUSION
OF THE THIRD INDOCHINA
CONFLICT



INTRODUCTION

Thailand’s policy towards the third Indochina conflict
underwent a significant and sudden change which surprised friends
and allies alike when Chatichai took office in August 1988. Reversing
the country’s decade old hard-line policy which was bent on obtaining
a Vietnamese troop withdrawal from Cambodia at all costs, Chatichai
adopted a more flexible policy that essentially banked on improving
relations with Indochina through expanded economic ties. On
becoming Prime Minister, Chatichai quickly announced a new policy
of ‘turning Indochina from a battlefield to a marketplace.” The Prime
Minister argued that by promoting economic ties, peace and stability
would be more easily achieved. His announcement was followed by
a series of diplomatic moves which appeared to be in contrast to the
previous Thai approach.

This chapter focuses on the origins and substance of Chatichai’s
forcign policy initiatives. Its task is to examine the orientation of the
policy, the context within which it emerged, the nature of its goals,
and the actual means by which Chatichai sought to reach his goals. His
new policy may be seen to have resulted from his personal commitment
and supported by his business ties, but an unexpected reorientation of
foreign policy such as this should not be seen as driven by the whim of
one man. [t is important to understand the environment, conditions,
and processes which gave rise to the policy. Thus it will be argued that
both the internal and external contexts had undergone developments
which favoured a change of direction. It will also be suggested that
his personality and style favoured an approach that circumvented

bureaucratic obstacles.
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POSSIBLE DETERMINING FACTORS
AND POLICY-MAKING PROCESS

POLICY-MAKING ENVIRONMENTS

Possible determinants of Chatichai’s foreign policy could be found
in the environments or conditions within which his po]icy was made.
These may be divided into operational and psychological environments,
to use the terms coined by Harold and Margaret Sprout.*! Operational
environment refers to objective conditions which surround the
decision-maker, whereas psychological environment is the decision

maker’s subjective perception of these conditions.

OPERATIONAL ENVIRONMENT

1. DOMESTIC FACTORS
1.1 Greater degree of democracy

Chatichai was Thailand’s first democratically elected Prime Minister
in 12 years, which contributed to his popularity. With the advent of his
clected regime, Thailand managed to elevate itself to a greater degree
of democracy after its political structure had inherited the unenviable
label of a ‘half-baked democracy’ during the previous governments.**
According to Kraisak Choonhavan, Chatichai’s son and adviser, being
a democratically elected leader contributed to Chatichai’s confidence,
which in turn led the Prime Minister to try to impress the public by

launching new policy initiatives.*

1.2 Economic capability

Chatichai’s policy towards Indochina was introduced when the
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Thai economy was growing at an impressive rate. By virtue of the strong
Yen, conservative management, and what foreign investors considered
a user-friendly environment, the Thai economy reached take-off stage
in 1988. Even before the official statistics were released, it was the
general consensus among the Bangkok economic commentators that,
for the first time in 22 years, Thailand achieved economic growth above
10 percent in 1988. Thailand’s Board of Investment (Bol) statistics
indicated how well the economy was doing: by mid 1988, the number
and value of investment projects had virtually matched the total for
all of 1987 which was in itself an impressive ycar.44

Chatichai’s policy carried a clear economic tone, encapsu]ated by
his slogan of turning Indochina from a battlefield to a marketplace.
Given the impressive performance of the Thai economy, the new
policy seemed well-timed, as some of the wealth generated by Thailand’s
rapidly growing economy in the late 1980s could be used to invest in
other countries. However, as will be discussed later in this chaprer,
this apparently economic-driven policy was primarﬂy intended to

facilitate a peace settlement of the conflict in Cambodia.

1.3 Impacts of the Cambodian conflict on Thailand’s security
Since Vietnam invaded Cambodia in December 1978, the presence
of Vietnamese troops in Cambodia had created security threats for
Thailand. The threats were not only from incursion and invasion of’
Thai territory by Vietnamese troops but were caused also by the general
instability and insecurity in the border areas. In addition, there were
problems of Cambodian refugees flowing into Thailand, who could not

be returned until a peace settlement was reached,* creating social and

economic problems. Now that a conceivable end to the Vietnamese
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military presence was in sight, Chatichai argued that a dialogue with
the Phnom Penh government was needed to seck to promote any
prospect for the Cambodian factions to resume talks, because Thai

border Villagcrs were suffcring from the war in Cambodia.*

1.4 Roles of the advisers

A prominent feature of the new government was Chatichai’s
appointment of a Policy Advisory Council comprising seven academics
and experts in such fields as foreign affairs, economics, and international
law. These advisers were to be directly responsible to Chatichai. They
would study details of the issues ordered by the Prime Minister and
advise him on these matters.*” Although the appointment of policy
advisers was not uncommon, the degree of involvement of Chatichai’s
advisers in Thailand’s Foreign po]icy making and imp]ementation
was unprecedented. Some of the advisers had long been prominent
critics of Foreign Minister Siddhi’s hard-line policy, arguing that
Siddhi’s foreign policy did not stand up to fast—changing situations
in Indochina. The advisers were seen as Chatichai’s think-tank and
were believed to be behind many new policies, including the idea of
turning the Indochinese battlefield to a marketplace. The advisers,
however, indicated that the policy emanated from the Prime Minister
himself, although, as we shall see, the team shared the same views and

was active in implementing them.

1.5 Roles of the military
The military had p]ayed an important role in the making
and implementation of Thailand’s policy towards Indochina long

before Chatichai took office, not least because it controlled most
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or all cross-border issues. In the late 1980s, however, a prominent
role was assumed by General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, the army
commander and acting supreme commander, who not only oversaw
the military’s usual duty of safeguarding the country’s security but also
became increasingly involved in the dip]omatic activities. The fact that
he welcomed Chatichai’s policy suggests that he shared Chatichai’s
ideas. More importantly perhaps, Chavalit’s statement that the new
policy was not a surprise® indicates that he was aware of the policy
beforehand. Although Chavalit did not clearly spell out his role in the
making of the new policy, one of his close aides said that he was very
much involved.** Chavalit’s firm control over the military was also
important to Chatichai, not only because of the military’s involvement
in the policy implementation but also because it provided the Prime

Minister with security in political sense.

1.6 Roles of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA)

Among the formal duties of the MFA is to advise the Prime
Minister and the cabinet on formulating foreign polic y. This clearly
did not happen in the case of Chatichai’s Indochina policy. Foreign
Minister Siddhi Savetsila was shocked and surprised when Chatichai
announced a new policy direction soon after he took power. Unlike his
predecessor who was a novice in foreign affairs, Chatichai’s previous
experience as Foreign Minister and his reliance upon his advisers for
information and assistance enabled him to conduct some of Thailand’s
foreign policy independently of the MFA. The differences in how the
Prime Minister and the Foreign Minister approached the Cambodian

issue were evident throughout the administration. While the MFA

believed that the hard-line policy was producing good results and that
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the changing international circumstances in the late 1980s, including
improved Sino-Soviet and Sino-Vietnamese relations, would further
support this course, the Prime Minister had a very different view. To
Chatichai, the Changing circumstances prcscntcd a new opportunity
for a new policy which he grasped, but which resulted in a lack of
policy consensus and a rift between himself and the Foreign Minister,

as will be discussed in chapter 3.

1.7 Roles of the National Security Council (NSC)

The NSC does not make policies although it usually advises the
Prime Minister and relevant governmental agencies in maccters relating
to national security.® The NSC is under the authority of the Office
of the Prime Minister, and therefore the Prime Minister served as
its chairman and could in effect decide when and on what issues he
would refer to the NSC. No evidence has been found to suggest that
the NSC influenced the making of Chatichai’s policy. In fact, Chatichai
did not seem to rely on the NSC so the Council kept a relatively low
profile during his administration. It avoided siding either with the
MFA or the Prime Minister and his advisers. Its pronounced aims were
generally about the ultimate goals, namely to bring about Vietnam’s
troop withdrawal from Cambodia, to promote self-determination
of the Cambodians through a free election, and to hclp build an
independent and peaceful Cambodia that would not threaten the

security of Thailand.”
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2. EXTERNAL FACTORS
2.1 Decline of the Cold War

A state’s foreign policy is often influenced by the structure and
events of international politics. During the Cold War, the international
system was characterised by its bipolar structure in which most states
aligned with either the United States or the Soviet Union. Nevertheless,
the ideologica] struggle over communism began to fade in the late 19805,
especially in response to US-Soviet rapprochement. The world was no
longer perceived as divided between communist and non-communist
groups, thereby giving policy-makers more options in the conduct of
their countries’ external relations.

The changing international situation in the late 19808 and Carly
1990s appeared significant in Chatichai’s thinking, as demonstrated
in a number of his speeches and statements. For instance, in 1989
the Thai Prime Minister spoke of a ‘world of change’, saying that the
winds of change were blowing from one region to another, and swept
away the days when we talked about conflict and confrontation.® On
another occasion, he also said that the reduction of tension between
major powers in general had provided favourable conditions for small
states to take on a greater role in promoting regional peace, progress
and stability.”

The decline of the global Cold War was paralleled with the
eventual defeat of the communist insurgency in Thailand. By the
late 1980s, problems of domestic insurgency in the country had been
resolved, paving the way for a possible improvement of Thailand’s
relations with neighbouring communist countries which had been
believed to provide support for the insurgents in the country,

particularly members of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT).*
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In other words, with the decline of communism worldwide and the
reduced fears of communism spreading in the region, the Thai leaders
had fewer reasons to feel threatened by their communist neighbours and

therefore could begin to think about improving relations with them.

2.2 Increasing interdependence

Chatichai’s thinking was also influenced by growing inter-
dependence both in the region and in the world at large. The Thai
Prime Minister emphasised that the world was becoming increasingly
interdependent in terms of peace and prosperity. He underlined the
need to enhance constructive relations with Thailand’s neighbours and
other countries beyond the region, and he explained that Thailand’s
security must be based as much on economic well-being as on political
stability and military readiness.® Chatichai explained that the common
goal of building a peaceful and prosperous world required co-operative
efforts on the part of all nations, and would require more innovative
thinking and approaches to outstanding national and international
problems.®® More clearly, he expressed his belief that “as the twenty
first century approaches, Thailand has an important role to play to help
the peoples of this region gather the harvest of peace and prosperity.”’
He added that Thailand’s strength did not lie in its inherent capacity
because Thailand was only a small nation, but in its 1ong tradition of
diplomacy and firm commitment to principles as the framework for

the conduct of relations among nations.*®

2.3 Improved relations between China, the Soviet Union,

and Vietnam

The third Indochina conflict was not limited to hostility
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between Indochinese states. It also represented the antagonism between
the Soviet Union and China, in which Cambodia was an object of
their competition. Beijing’s primary objective was to have a friendly
government in Phnom Penh and, failing that, to support resistance
to Vietnamese hegemony in Indochina.®® Moscow, on the other hand,
supported Hanoi as a counterweight to Beijing. The Soviet Union
supplied military equipment to Vietnam and backed Vietnam’s invasion
of Cambodia in December 1978, which happened after the signing of
the Soviet-Vietnamese Treaty of Friendship and Co-operation in the
previous month.%°

Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia resulted in a situation in which
Thailand forged in effect an alliance with China alongside its existing
formal alliance with the US. This emboldened Bangkok to confront
Vietnam by helping the Chinese, in particular, to assist the remnant
Khmer Rouge and other resistance forces lodged in sanctuaries along
the porous Thai border with Cambodia. Vietnam, aided by the Soviet
Union, maintained an army of occupation in Cambodia that was able
to provide relative security for its puppet government to build a degree
of administrative effectiveness.®!

Nevertheless, Soviet policy from the mid 1980s underwent
substantial changes and became concerned with security and stability
in the region. In July 1986, Gorbachev announced his willingness to
restore relations with China in order to ease tension in Asia, thus
opening the way for future talks on Cambodia. Moscow’s intention
to disengage from Indochina appeared to be driven by worsening
economic situations in the Soviet Union and the need to demonstrate to
the international community its commitment to new political thinking

and its desire to improve relations with China and the United States
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Alongside the improving Sino-Soviet relations, there was also
progress towards better relations between Beijing on the one hand
and Hanoi and Phnom Penh on the other hand. Since 1988, China
had made a series of concessions to them, including an agreement
to resume dialogue with Vietnam in Carly 1989 and to consider a
cut-back of arms supplies to the Khmer Rouge, even in advance of a
total Vietnamese withdrawal.®?

Better relations between China, the Soviec Union, and Vietnam
meant that the external dimension of the Cambodian conflict had
improvcd. This was one of the major reasons for Chatichai’s Indochina
policy. According to M.R. Sukhumbhand Paribatra, a member
of Chatichai’s advisory team, the Prime Minister concluded that
Thailand should not maintain its previous policy when circumstances
had changed.®®

While the external situations were improving, the government of
Phnom Penh was incrcasing]y consolidating its power in its ﬁght against
the resistance factions. The increasing strength of the Cambodian
government under Hun Sen was another main reason for Chatichai’s
move to improve Thailand’s relations with Phnom Penh. Kraisak
Choonhavan, Chatichai’s son and adviser, explained that the strength
of the Phnom Penh government vis-a-vis the resistance factions was
a major reason for the new Thai policy. He said that these (new)
conditions were ice—breaking events that rccognised the failure of

Thailand’s previous policy of supporting the anti-Phnom Penh factions.%

2.4 Positions of Thailand’s allies

As a front-line state in the third Indochina conflict, Thailand

received unwavering support from its allies, particularly ASEAN

46 Battlefield to Marketplace:



countries, China, and the US. Although some of these countries, notably
Indonesia and Malaysia, might have had sympathy with Vietnam, they
nevertheless accorded more importance to Thailand’s security concerns.
These allies not only supportcd Thailand’s diplomatic efforts against
Hanoi and Phnom Penh, but some, notably China and the US, also
provided material and financial assistance for Thailand as well as for
the Cambodian resistance factions.

However, there is no evidence that these allies played a part in
the making of Chatichai’s new policy towards Indochina, at least in
a direct way. They were not consulted beforchand and were surprised
by Bangkok’s new move. However, some of Thailand’s allies may have
indirectly played a part in Chatichai’s calculation, leading to the
introduction of his new policy. For instance, the sympathy of some
countries (e.g. Indonesia and Malaysia) towards Vietnam could have
provided Chatichai with some confidence that his initiatives were not

out of tune with those allies (see chapter 5).
PSYCHOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT

This refers to how decision-makers (in this case, Chatichai)
perceive the operational environment. Chatichai’s psychological

environment was a function of cthe following factors:

1. HIS BACKGROUND, PROFESSION, AND PERSONALITY
Chatichai had considerable experience of many walks of life. He

had served in the army, after graduating from Chulachomklao Military

Academy. His service in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs began in the late

19508, and his assignments included serving as Thailand’s ambassador
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to Argentina, Switzerland, Turkey, Austria, Yugoslavia, the Holy
See and the UN. His most important posts in the Foreign Ministry
were as Deputy Foreign Minister (1973-1974), and as Foreign Minister
(1974—1976), providing him wich signiﬁcant experience in forcign
affairs. Having been the head of the Foreign Ministry, Chatichai had
intricate knowledge of how the MFA operated, and this was likely to
have played a part in his move to supplant the Foreign Ministry in
the policy process (see later). Apart from this, Chatichai was also a
prominent businessman. His Choonhavan family had good connections
with business interests since 1947. Chatichai himself was involved
in many businesses, inciuding construction, chemical industry and
textile.®

As a personality, Chatichai was known to be an ecasy-going,
flexible, fast moving, and creative person.® It is likely that his Indochina
policy was influenced, at least in part, by his character. Chatichai
was also boosted with further confidence not only because he had
firsc hand knowledge of many professions, but also crucially because,
unlike his predecessor, he was democratically elected and hence the
people’s choice.%

Lloyd Jensen suggests that there are many conditions in which
personality could significantly affect the decision being made. These
include the degree of interest shown in foreign policy, amount of
decisional latitude, and how high one is in the decision—making
hierarchy.®® Chatichai’s case fits well into many of these conditions. He
was undoubtedly interested in matters of foreign affairs. And although
other actors, particularly the MFA, had different views about how best
to approach the Indochina issue, Chatichai’s higher position in the

political and dccision—rnaking hicrarchy enabled him to have his way.
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2. HIS THINKING ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS

It may be argued that there were at least three prominent
features that characterised Chatichai ideas about foreign affairs.®
Firstly, Chatichai supported foreign policies where Thailand could act
independently and did not have to wait for others to start, given that
the prcvailing conditions were favourable to such actions. An cxamplc
was when Thailand normalised relations with China in 1975, ahead
of the US. Chatichai was Foreign Minister at the time, and he played
an important role in this development, which took place amid the
new circumstances both in Thailand and in the region, particularly
after communist victories had just swept across Indochina. Secondly,
Chatichai advocated policies of co-operation rather than pressure and
sanctions. Chatichai exp]ained that the most effective way of‘ending a
conflict was through dialogue and negotiation, since this interaction
would help to promote better understanding and create trust, which
was the first step towards ending hostility.” Thirdly, probably owing to
his business background, Chatichai tended to use economic incentives

in order to promote co-operation.
POLICY-MAKING PROCESS

How Thailand’s foreign policy is made depends on factors such as
character of the leaders, the type of regime in power, and the nature of
forcign po]icy issues in question. For instance, under a miiitary regime
or when the po]icy in question is about national security, particular]y
in the sense of maintaining the country’s sovereignty and territorial
integrity, the military assumes a dominant role. Generally, however,

the key p]ayer in po]icy—making is the Foreign Ministry.
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Before Chatichai took office, the major government spokesman on
international relations had been Foreign Minister Air Chief Marshal
Siddhi Savetsila. Siddhi’s position in the making of Thailand’s foreign
policy was unique, as he had close ties both to che military (bcing a
retired Air Chief Marshal himself), and to the National Security Council
(having been its Secretary-General). These allowed him to coordinate
between the key organisations which normally offered inputs into the
making of the country’s foreign po]icy. A]though foreign po]icy was
normally put before the cabinet, the cabinet as a whole tended not to
play an instrumental role, and cabinet members frequently listened to
the advice of relevant government departments and their bureaucracy
due to their specialised knowledge.”

In the light of this, the making of Chatichai’s policy towards
Indochina was a break from the previous pattern, because policy
now emanated directly from the Prime Minister (heading a civilian
govcrnmcnt), without prior consultation with the Foreign Ministry,
let alone other relevant government departments and agencies.
However, this did not break the rules of Thailand’s political system
where the Prime Minister has the most power and authority in foreign
policy-making. As head of government, the Prime Minister is entitled
not only to assemble the cabinet and dismiss any ministers, but he also
possesses discretionary decision-making power which does not require
cabinet approvaL72 The Prime Minister is the chief executive, chief
legislator, and chief diplomat.” Consequently, he has direct control
over executive agencies such as the National Security Council and the
National Intelligence Agency; he is fully entitled to initiate policies;
and he speaks on the country’s behalf.

Signiﬁcant powers and resources are available to the Prime
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Minister for foreign policy-making, but whether or not he uses
them depends in part on the character and nature of the particular
individual holding the office. Previous Thai prime ministers such as
Sarit Thanarat (1959—1963), Thanom Kittikachorn (1963—1973), and
Kriangsak Chomanand (1977—1980) took advantage of the powers
allotted to them to dominate the foreign policy-making process.
However, Prem Tinsulanonda, Chatichai’s predecessor, delegated his
foreign policy authority to his Foreign Minister and maintained a
relatively ‘hands off” approach to foreign affairs. It may also be noted
that the individual characters of leaders were probably a stronger
determinant of foreign policy than the type of regime exercising
power.”* Although Sarit, Thanom, Kriangsak, and Prem were all prime
ministers under military-dominated governments, Prem’s relatively
a]oofsty]e oi‘f‘oreign po]icy—making distinguished him from the others.

Chatichai chose to use, to a large extent, power and authority
grantcd to his position as the Prime Minister. Chatichai’s advisers
maintained that the new Indochina poiicy originated directiy from
the Prime Minister rather than from them, as some outside observers
had suggested, although the advisers did share Chatichai’s views.”
However, the fact that the advisers were very active in foreign policy
matters led to a friction between them and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs over who should handle foreign policy, despite the fact that
the Prime Minister often said ‘no problem.” As Chapter 3 will discuss,
the advisers had an advantage of being close to the power centre, i.c.
the Prime Minister, and therefore they were more involved in the
implementation of the policy.

Although Thailand has a history of flexible foreign policy,

Chatichai’s case stands out. While Chatichai was quick to respond to
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changing international circumstances, he acted without waiting for a
bigger power to lead, whereas traditional explanation of the flexibility
of Thai foreign policy would refer to a readiness to align or realign
with other countries.”® Chatichai did not seem to be constrained by
the fact that his policy shift might provoke negative reactions from
other concerned countries in general and great powers in particular,
because the new policy seemed to defy the previous approach which
most countries supported. Kraisak Choonhavan, Chatichai’s son and
adviser, explained that in the past, Thailand always followed the dictates
ofa superpower on forcign policy7 but under Chatichai administration,
“...we are making our own decisions without the influence of others.”””
Sukhumbhand, who also advised Chatichai, argued that Thailand was
a front-line state and therefore it was entitled to redirect its policy
in the way it deemed appropriate.”® Borwornsak Uwanno, another
adviser, said that the Prime Minister wanted to take an initiative
which would lead the rest. Borwornsak cxplained that a policy which
followed the path of the superpowers would be ‘a foreign policy of
slaves./” Chatichai himself said in 1989 that Thailand would avoid
following the policies of the superpowers by pursuing a broader view
and approach to foreign policy.*

Chatichai’s decision to introduce a new policy without consulting
others could be seen as a product of his fast-moving and confident
personality combined with his perception of the relevant circumstances
at the time. In other words, although Chatichai believed that interstate
conflicts should be solved by means of dialogue rather than pressure
and sanctions, he could not have carried it out until the time was
appropriate.’! The ‘appropriate’ time came when, domestically, there

was a Changc of government and Chatichai became a new Prime
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Minister. Internationally, conditions such as improved relations
between the great powers and other countries involved in the third
Indochina conflict, and Vietnam’s announcement of its plan to
complete troops withdrawal, helped to pave the way for Chatichai’s
foreign policy change. Arguably, these conditions were particularly
important for an unexpected and sudden reorientation of foreign policy
such as this, as there is no evidence that Chatichai had consulted any
of Thailand’s friends and allies. One former Thai diplomat suggested
that Chatichai did not consult anyone because he did not want his
ideas to be diluted.®* Therefore, to introduce the policy as a surprise
was a way to avoid a possibly 1engthy process ofdiscussing the policy
proposal with those who might have different views.®

Chatichai’s foreign policy may be seen as a gamble, as it involved
some possible risks, notably those which could arise from unilacerally
deviating from the previous Thai approach. Not only could
Chatichai alienate some domestic actors who favoured the previous
policy7 but he could also upset Thailand’s foreign allies, some of whom
had sacrificed their own interests so that Bangkok’s hard-line policy
could be maintained. In this light, Chatichai’s policy might be seen as
a rush to make economic profits while appearing to have little concern
about what other allies might think. Nevertheless, his advisers argued
that the risk they took was a calculated one, because the circumstances
surrounding the third Indochina conflict in the late 1980s pointed
to the direction which would allow their plans to be carried out
successfully.® Pansak Vinyaratn, chairman of Chatichai’s advisory
team, said that the Prime Minister and the advisers expected the war
in Cambodia to end soon after Chatichai took office, and that what
they did was to try to limit the negative aspects of the transition to

thC Cl’ld Of thC WELI'.85
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GOALS OF CHATICHAI'S POLICY TOWARDS INDOCHINA

When he announced his new Indochina policy in August
1988, Chatichai pointed out that his policy aimed to bring peace to
Indochina through increased trade and investment ties. However, as the
policy was a significant change from previous practice, it soon became
controversial and in particular a charge was made that Chatichai’s
agenda was to serve the purpose of business interests, particularly as
the Prime Minister himself also had a prominent business background.

Chatichai’s advisers dismissed the suggestions that the new policy
was designed to facilitate business interests.* They claimed that neither
thcy nor the Prime Minister had any business ties with Indochina at
the time of the policy shift, and that the po]icy was not influenced by
businessmen. Sukhumbhand explained further that the only significance
of the business community for the Prime Minister’s Indochina policy
initiative was that it gave him a constituency to support his policy.
Sukhumbhand and Borwornsak emphasised that Chatichai had
always believed that the Indochina issue should be tackled by means
of co-operation rather than pressure.

Indeed, there is evidence to support the advisers” argument. Data
on trade between Thailand and each of the three Indochinese councries
during the Chatichai government shows that proportion of Thailand’s
trade with those countries was small. The proportion of trade with the
Indochinese countries never even reached half a percent of Thailand’s
total trade (see Table 1). And in the case of Cambodia, the ﬁgures are
very small. It may be argued that if Chatichai’s intention was mainly to
exploit business opportunities in Indochina, there should have been a

significant increase in Thailand’s trade with Indochina. Although some
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economic activities such as smuggling went on unrecorded, the Thai

authorities said that these were not likely to reach an enormous scale.*”

Table 1: Thailand’s trade (export + import) with the Indochinese countries

in terms of percentages of Thailand’s total trade™

Year
0[; ﬁjﬁ;ig(;s 1988 1989 1990 1991
trade with
Cambodia 0.0016 0.007 0.022 0.024
Laos 0.203 0.248 0.196 0.187
Vietnam 0.038 0.135 0.199 0.210

[t is also pointed out that there was no sufficient study or research
which seriously looked into the possibilities of creating an Indochina
market, although the idea was frequcnt]y mentioned by Chatichai and
his team. According to General Charan Kullavanijaya, the political-
military co-ordinator during the Chatichai administration, the idea
of creating an Indochina market had not been properly studied by the
time it was announced, and that the government did not do enough
to facilitate the establishment of trade and investment ties between
Thai and Indochinese, particularly Cambodian, companies.*” For
instance, there was a lack of legislation which could have helped to
facilitate greater economic activities. One scholar on Cambodia said
that a weak point of Chatichai’s policy in this respect was that it
encouraged businessmen to trade with Cambodia, but it did not provide

sufficient support to allow them to carry this out successfully.”
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A former MFA official who is now an executive of Thailand’s giant
conglomerate Charoen Pokphand (CP) echoed this view, saying that
the government offered little more than rhetoric, and the company
had to take initiatives by itself.?! Therefore, it seems that Chatichai’s
policy of‘persuading Thai businessmen to trade with Indochina was
more verbal persuasion than practical support and assistance.

Indeed, it was argued that the new policy, though encapsulaced
in a slogan of turning a battlefield to a marketplace, was not so much
for economic purposes, but it was intended to help ‘sell’ Chatichai’s
Indochina policy package aimed to end the Cambodian conflict.
According to Charan, the Prime Minister wanted to make the objective
of ‘peace in Cambodia’ less abstract and more attention-capturing
by using his slogan to point out the benefits that could be gained by
trading with peacefu] Indochina.”? Similar exp]anations were given
by some of the highest-ranking government officials and Chatichai’s
close allies. General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, the military chief, said
that the slogan was for ‘marketing purposes” while Arsa Sarasin, a
former Thai Foreign Minister and a close aide of Chatichai, called it
a ‘catch word.?® Arsa also described the Prime Minister as a man with
flair who would make statements to attract attention.” Indeed, during
the late 1980s when the Thai economy was doing well and many Thai
entrepreneurs were looking to expand their businesses, slogan such as
this seemed to be well timed.

Also, there is evidence that what the Prime Minister had in mind
as a primary reason when he launched his new policy was to bring
peace to Cambodia. One of the clearest stacements which revealed
Chatichai’s intention in Indochina was his speech during his visit

to Laos in November 1988, a few months after he became Prime
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Minister. Chatichai did not specifically speak of increasing trade and
investment. Instead, he referred to the needs to promote co-operation

in Indochina. Chatichai said:

The reason [ have declared my wish to turn Indochina from a
battlefield to a marketplace is that Thoped to create anew armosphere
of co-operation and mutual assistance, which will facilitate the
efforts to solve various problems and restore permanent peace in our

Southeast Asian region.”

On another occasion, Chatichai emphasised that no other country
was affected by fighting in Cambodia as much as Thailand, and said
that there had to be peace. He pointed out that Thai villagers near
the border with Cambodia had long had to suffer from gunfire and
fighting between the Cambodian factions along the border.” The
Prime Minister emphasised that Thailand could not stand idly by while
fighting raged in a neighbouring country and that his intention was to
bring peace to Cambodia.”” Chatichai’s son and adviser, Kraisak, also
clarified that the Prime Minister’s policy was not a business-oriented
diplomacy, but was rather a moral commitment to help end the conflict
and bloodshed in Cambodia.?®

There are suggestions that Chatichai introduced a new policy in
order to score political points and win admiration from the public. It
turns out that this is not irrelevant. Kraisak recalled his conversation
with the Prime Minister in which Chatichai said that he needed a
foreign policy success because to achieve domestic success would be
difficule, owing to various domestic problems.99 However, this is not
unusual in political calculations elsewhere. Moreover, he could only

gain public support if the new policy were to be seen as successful.
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Putting this argument about the desires to achieve political
popularity aside, it may be argued that Chatichai’s primary purpose was
to create an atmosphere of co-operation which he believed could bring
the conflict in Cambodia to an end. Most likely because of his strong
business background, Chatichai chose to create such an atmosphere
of co-operation by promoting trade and investment in Indochina. In
other words, increasing trade and investment was not an overriding
goal of Chatichai’s policy. Instead, it was a step towards the major

purpose which was to bring the Cambodian conflict to an end.

SUBSTANCE AND IMPLEMENTATION OF CHATICHAI’'S
INITIATIVES TOWARDS INDOCHINA

[f attaining peace in Indochina was the ultimate goal, there were
other more immediate steps that had to be made in order to reach
that goal. These were seen in the attempts to implement the policy.
This section examines the contents of Chatichai’s po]icy and how they

were implemented.

1. CHATICHALI'S PUBLIC ANNOUNCEMENT OF HIS POLICY
TOWARDS INDOCHINA

Verbal presentation of the policy perhaps should not be
understated because it was the first time the public, both domestic and
foreign, was informed of the new policy. Examples include Chatichai’s
speech on the day he was officially made Thailand’s Prime Minister
when he said that “[T|here will be an adjustment in our policies towards
our neighbouring countries. We want Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia

as our trade markets, and not a battlefield. I must reiterate this.”'%
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Chatichai argued that peace and stability in the region would be
more casily achieved by promoting economic ties.'” To many at home
and abroad, to hear the Prime Minister openly encourage trade with
Indochina was a surprise as Bangkok had a]ways maintained a hard-line
approach since the start of the third Indochina conflict. Chatichai’s
speech at a meeting with foreign media where he implicitly invited
Hun Sen to Thailand by saying that Hun Sen would be welcomed
in Bangkok was another significant diplomatic move and was also a
surprise to many, including his advisers. Chatichai’s advisers said that
the Prime Minister’s imp]icit invitation to Hun Sen was an astute
move, which the advisory team had not known beforechand although

102 Borwornsak, one of

the team moved quickly to carry out the policy.
Chatichai’s advisers, said that the purpose of the speeches was to test
the initial response from both domestic and international audiences.!”
Arguably, making a public announcement was the very first stage of

implcmcntation.

2. OPENING INDOCHINESE MARKETS AND IMPROVING
RELATIONS BETWEEN THAILAND AND THE INDOCHINESE
COUNTRIES

Chatichai’s policy emphasised possible economic benefits
which could be gained by trading with Indochina. As for
Thailand’s trade with Cambodia, the Chatichai administration built
on the existing border trade by turning the additional Thai towns of
Aranyaprathetand Tratinto permanentborder-crossing points to facilitate
transportation of goods. The government also designated another three
Thai border towns as temporary border-crossing points.'* Generally,

the Prime Minister encouraged Thai businessmen to explore trade
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and investment opportunities with Cambodia. This added to the
momentum of economic flows between the two countries although
they were still confined mainly to border trade. Political instability
and lack of infrastructure in Cambodia were among the main reasons
for lower level of Thai-Cambodian trade, Compared with the other
two Indochinese countries.

Meanwhile, Laos and Vietnam enjoyed relatively larger trade with
Thailand. The Thai government introduced measures such as a relaxation
of some trade restrictions (e.g., in the case of trade with Laos, a reduction
of the number of items banned from export). In fact, it seems that
Chatichai’s policy was introduced at the right time, because both
Vietnam and Laos were adopting economic reform programmes. These
helped to boost confidence of Thai businessmen, who were better
prepared to trade with Vietnam and Laos than with Cambodia. Not
only were Vietnam and Laos more stable politically but the levels of
infrastructure were also rclativcly better than that in Cambodia. Laos
also had an additional advantage because of its cultural and lingual
similarity with Thailand.

In addition to increased trade and investment ties, there were
attempts to improve other kinds of relations between Thailand and its
Indochinese neighbours; for instance, in technical, social and cultural
fields. Examplcs included cxchangcs ofhigh—lcvcl visits by top—ranking
officials from Thailand and Indochinese countries. In the case of
Cambodia, attempts to promote closer people-to-people relations
included a concert at Cambodia’s Angor Wat where a Thai band
entertained Cambodian audience. Chatichai’s son and adviser, Kraisak,

known for his musical talents, also participated in the show.'”
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3. ADOPTING A FRIENDLY APPROACH TOWARDS THE
HUN SEN GOVERNMENT

For a start, Chatichai welcomed Hun Sen, Prime Minister of
the Vietnamese backed Phnom Penh regime, three times to Bangkok
during 1989. Chatichai said that one of the keys to solve the Cambodian
crisis was to treat the Cambodian factions more equally. He asserted
that Thailand’s previous policy was biased in favour of the resistance
factions which operated along the Thai-Cambodian border.'® However,
Chatichai’s move did not find favour with many in Thailand as well
as with some other countries who were concerned that the invitation
implied Thailand’s recognition of the Phnom Penh regime. Indeed,
the invitation raised the status of the Hun Sen government, although
Bangkok explained that no formal recognition was granted. Chatichai'’s
explanation was that Thailand historically knew the Indochinese
best, and that it should spearhead efforts to reach an accommodation
between communist and non-communist Southeast Asia. Charichai
argued that contacts with Phnom Penh would facilitate better
undcrstanding between Thailand and the ruling regime in Cambodia
and that it would increase the chance of success of the second Jakarta
Informal Meeting (JIM II) in early 1989, after the failure of JIM I in
July 1988.

4. PROPOSING AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TOWARDS
A PEACE SETTLEMENT IN CAMBODIA

One of the major obstacles to making progress towards a peace
settlement in Cambodia stemmed largely from the refusal of the
warring parties to compromise over a power—sharing arrangement, and

this had been responsible for inconclusive endings of various peace
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talks. Another was the diplomatic international consensus that only an
all embracing comprehensive settlement was possible. In an effort to
break the stalemate, Chatichai proposed a step-by-step or incremental
approach to tackle the Cambodian problem. Essentially, this approach
advocated breaking down the different aspects of the Cambodian issue
and dealing with them one at a time. Chatichai and his advisers argued
that Cambodia was not a single problem, and hence it could not be
deale with in a comprehensive manner.'” Asserting that the Vietnamese
withdrawal was not possible without a ceasefire, Chatichai supported
having a ceasefire first; then an International Control Mechanism
should be set up to monitor the withdrawal of foreign forces from
Cambodia; after that there must be a census taking before an election
could take place, with an interim coalition administering the country
in between.'® This step-by-step or incremental approach differ from
an internationally supported idea of a comprehensive settlement which
would include in one package the agreements from all the parties
concerned on the issues relating to the Cambodian problem. Chatichai
promoted his idea of a step-by-step settlement after the failure of the
1989 Paris Conference on Cambodia, which, according to Chatichai,
failed to produce any conclusive agreements because it was too big
and involved too many participants.'” Advocating a step-by-step
approach, he said that “when one route leads to a dead end, we have
to find another way to reach the objective.”llo Chatichai emphasised
that Thailand’s task was to get all the Cambodian sides to attend
another meeting so that they would have a chance to talk to each other.
Addressing the concerns of some sceptics, Chatichai explained that the
only difference between his approach and that of the comprehensive
solution was confined to how best to begin the process, and that the

two approaches would reach the same objective.”1

62 Battlefield to Markctplucc:



5. PLAYING THE ROLE OF A MEDIATOR IN THE PEACE
PROCESS

Apart from meeting with Hun Sen in Thailand Bangkok in 1989,
Chatichai also held many meetings with the other Cambodian faction
leaders. For instance, Chatichai held meetings with leaders of the
Cambodian resistance factions in Bangkok in late January 1989 and in
September 1989 where he attempted to persuade the resistance factions
to agree to the idea of a step-by-step solution. Moreover, Chatichai
played host to both Prince Sihanouk (who headed the resistance
coalition) and Hun Sen in a meeting at his residence in Bangkok
in February 1990 prior to the third Jakarta Informal Meeting. The
two Cambodian sides agreed on the role that the UN should play in
helping to solve the conflict and on the formation of a Supreme
National Council in Cambodia. In addition, Chatichai took an active
part in helping to arrange a conference on Cambodia in Tokyo in
carly June 1990. Earlier in April that year, Chatichai had a meeting
with Sihanouk in Bangkok and successfully persuaded him to attend
the Tokyo Conference, where the prince and Hun Sen would have
bilateral ralks.

At the Tokyo Conference (4-6 July 1990), Thailand was represented
not by officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs but by Chatichai’s
advisers. The Conference produced a joint statement which was signed
by Hun Sen and Sihanouk but was rejected by the Khmer Rouge.'?
Despite this, Chatichai believed that this meeting had fulfilled its
aim of securing a ceasefire agreement between the representatives
of the resistance coalition (led by Sihanouk) and the Phnom Penh
regime.'? Chatichai also hosted the first meeting of the Supreme

National Council (SNC) for Cambodia in Bangkok in September 1990,
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thanks to active co-ordination by his advisers. The idea of a Supreme
National Council, which would represent Cambodia in international
forums, had been agreed upon by the Cambodian factions in an earlier

meeting in ]akarta.
CONCLUSION

The context in which Thailand’s new policy emerged indicated
that the policy was a product of the Prime Minister’s thinking
combined with domestic and external circumstances at the time.
Although Chatichai had advocated co-operative rather than harsh
means as a way to solve interstate problems, he had been unable to
carry this out until conditions were right and timing was appropriate.
Domestica]]y7 he became Prime Minister in August 1988, which
entitled him to make foreign policy decisions. Meanwhile, international
conditions affecting the third Indochina conflict were also
improving, which Chatichai saw as an opportunity to present a new
policy. Arguably, by being the first to shift openly to a new stand, he
made Thailand a front-line state once again, but this time in his
anticipationof a post-conflict situation in which Hun Sen was
perceived to be central to a power-sharing arrangement in Cambodia
due to the increasing strength of his faction and in which trade
was thought to be a key issue, particularly as the Thai economy was
booming.

Chatichai surprised many people both in Thailand and elsewhere
because, although he was committed to the same goal (i.c. achieving a
peace settlement in Cambodia), he was prepared to choose a different

path towards that goal. This Chaptcr has argucd that Chatichai was
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able to introduce a new approach because of favourable domestic and
international circumstances. These conditions correspond to other
instances of unexpected reorientations of foreign policy in states
that are not great powers. They are initiated by a confident leader in
response to both a recognition that changed circumstances caused
the previous policy to have outlived its usefulness while both internal
and external developments favoured a new approach. Also, if the new
policy were to be launched successfully, it required stealth and speed,
or it could be diluted or modified by interests who benefited from the
previous policy. The surprise necessarily involved risks and it depended
ultimatc]y on the capacity of the leader to assess the extent to which
the other key players would react positively once they had got over
the surprise. In other words, how well (or badly) the policy would play
out depended significantly on how it was received by key players in
the issue, not only initially but also during the course of the policy.

This is the subject of the chapters that follow.
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CHAPTER

3

DOMESTIC RESPONSES



INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to find out how the reactions of
domestic groups to Chatichai’s new foreign policy could affect the way
the policy was implemented as well as to examine how the policy played
in domestic politics. Responses of domestic groups are important not
only because they could affect the implementation, and ultimately the
extent of success, of Chatichai’s new foreign policy, but they might
also exercise some influence on how the policy was perceived by other
countries. Although there were many domestic actors in Thailand, in
this chapter, attention will be focused on the institutions and groups
that were most relevant in Chatichai’s case. These were the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (MFA), Chatichai’s advisers, and the military It will be
demonstrated that the way in which the new policy was implemented
placed significant emphasis on certain domestic actors at the expense of

others. This, in a way, weakened the unity of the implementation efforts.

PARTICIPATION OF DOMESTIC ACTORS IN THE
IMPLEMENTATION OF CHATICHALI'S FOREIGN POLICY

1. THE MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS (MFA)

Although the MFA has formally been the most engaged actor in
the making and implementation of Thailand’s foreign policies, the
degree of the MFA’s involvement has varied according to the regimes
in power. For instance, before General Prem Tinsulanonda became
Thailand’s Prime Minister in 1980, the MFA had been relatively less
active in foreign affairs. The military, on the other hand, assumed a

prominent role. One of the main reasons that the military had extensive
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interests in foreign policy was that many military leaders became prime
ministers and still enjoyed support from their friends and colleagues
in the military. However, not all civilian governments allowed the
MFA to function to its full capacity. The Thanin government (October
I976—October 1977) was a case in point. Thanin became Prime Minister
after the 6 October 1976 coup. He was a right-wing leader and revived
the policies of confrontation towards Indochina and other communist
countries. This went against the policy of moderation and caution
which the MFA had successfully pursued over the preceding period,
causing the morale within the MFA to drop.”4

The real Change for the MFA came with the first government
headed by General Prem, and the appointment of Air Chief Marshal
Siddhi Savetsila as Foreign Minister. Recently retired from a military
career in international relations intelligence, and as Secretary General
of the National Security Council (NSC), Siddhi combined a strong
undcrstanding of forcign affairs with excellent mi]itary links and a
desire to enhance the role of the MFA and assure a degree of autonomy
to his ministry.'?

The upsurge in the MFA’s control over foreign policy making and
implementation until 1988 (when Chatichai came to power) derived
from at least two main factors. Firstly, Siddhi was a former classmate
and a close and trusted friend of Prime Minister Prem. This,
coupled with Siddhi’s experience, led Prem to give him a relatively free
hand in the making and implementation of Thailand’s foreign policy.
Secondly, Siddhi had close connections with the military and the National
Security Council, and, therefore, he was able to co-ordinate their
activities and reduce competition.""® Although the second factor

remained true when Chatichai became Prime Minister in August
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1988, the first factor did not. This perhaps made it difficult to rule out
possibilities of personality clashes between the Prime Minister and
his Foreign Minister. The two were leading and popular politicians
and had what it took to become prime minister. After it emerged
that Prem would decline another invitation to head the government,
Chatichai was quickly able to form a coalition. Siddhi said that he
agreed to continue to serve as Foreign Minister mainly because he
wanted to see Thailand’s foreign policy, particularly towards the
Cambodian conflict, through to its completion."”

Neither Chatichai nor Siddhi admitted that their differences
in how Thailand’s policy towards Cambodia should be conducted
had significantly put them at odds, presumably in order to preserve
the unity of the government. To be sure, the Prime Minister and his
Foreign Minister shared the ultimate objective of bringing peace and
security to Indochina by making sure that Vietnam withdrew its
forces from Cambodia and the Cambodian people were given their
right of self-determination. Both also advocated cxpanding Thailand’s
cconomic ties not only with Indochina but also with other countries.
What put them at odds were how and when these should be done.
The Prime Minister and his Foreign Minister perceived changing
international circumstances in different ways. While Siddhi thought
that these would allow the hard-line po]icy to work more cffcctivcly,
Chatichai saw them as an opportunity to introduce a new policy.
Chatichai reversed Siddhi’s decade old hard-line policy towards
Vietnam and the Phnom Penh regime by extending a friendly hand to
them in his efforts to end the Cambodian conflict and turn Indochina
into a marketplace. In contrast, the Foreign Minister believed that this

would harden Phnom Penh’s position and delayed the achievement
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of a peace settlement. Also, Siddhi thought that trade should not be
encouraged until all Vietnamese troops withdrew from Cambodia.
Indeed, Siddhi was one of the main architects of the hard-line policy
towards Hanoi and Phnom Penh and he believed that his policy was
bearing fruit.

Within the MFA, there were some who agreed with Chatichai’s
approach'®, but there is no clear evidence showing the number of
staff who fell into this group. However, this group of officials did not
have a direct role in the implementation of Chatichai’s initiatives,
since the Prime Minister did not primarily rely on the MFA staff to
carry out his policy. There was no organisational change in the MFA
which resulted from the introduction of Chatichai’s new foreign
policy. However, there were some changes of personnel in the Ministry’s
Department of Information, following talks between Chatichai and
Siddhi, Whereby staff who were aHegedly hard-liners in Indochina

affairs were replaced.'”?

2. CHATICHAI'S ADVISERS

The Prime Minister tended to rely on his personal advisers in
the implementation of his initiatives. One advantage of the advisers
compared to the MFA was that they were closer to the power centre, i.c.
the Prime Minister. The advisers activcly took partin the implcmcntation
of the new policy; for instance, during Hun Sen’s visit to Bangkok
in 1989, they were assigned by Chatichai to handle the negotiations.

Technically, the advisers should not have implemented the
policy change because they lacked the legal authority to do so, and they
lacked the needed resources to carry out the policy restructuring on a

daily basis.'?® Despite this, Chatichai preferred to rely on the advisers’
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informal approach of conducting foreign policy. The Prime Minister
saw this as appropriate because of the previous suspicions between
the governments of Thailand and Indochina. The Indochinese states
rcgardcd Thailand’s MFA as entrenched in its hard-line poiicy and
unwilling to bend on issues affecting their mutual relations. The
advisers, on the other hand, were known to be strong critics of the
MFA and therefore capable of effectively demonstrating Chatichai’s
intentions. In fact, the advisers publicly took a strong position in
defence of the new initiatives, dismissing their critics as failing to
adapt to Changing international and rcgiona] situations, sometimes
even calling the critics dinosaurs.!?! On the other hand, the MFA was
bureaucratic and could be slow in bringing about changes. Chatichai
had considerable experience in foreign affairs and therefore was
confident that he and his team could bring about this change mainly
on their own. It was also suggested that Chatichai and his advisers
feared that their bold ideas might be diluted or rejected if they

Consuited anyonec. 122

3. THE MILITARY

The Thai military has been involved in the implementation of the
country’s foreign policy, particularly that relating to traditional security
such as maintaining territorial integrity and in suppressing cxtcrna]]y
supported domestic insurgency. This was even more apparent when
the country was perceived to be in immediate danger, such as when
the communist threats rose. For example, at some points during the
Vietnam War, the military upstaged the Foreign Ministry by bypassing
it and negotiating directly with the American embassy. During these

times, the military monopolised policies regarding border disputes, the
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purchase of weapon systems, defence budget, and American milicary
aid to Thailand.'?

The third Indochina conflict and the threat it posed to Thailand’s
security undoubtedly called for the military’s active involvement in the
Country’s Indochina policy. The military possessed not only disciplined
troops but also necessary logistics and equipment, which ostensibly
enabled it to carry out its assigned tasks systematically. In other words,
the military had the power to control the so-called ‘hardware’ aspect
of the conflict, not only in terms of defending Thailand but also in
terms ofeontrolling supplics offorcign military aid to the Cambodian
resistance factions which were passed through Thailand. On the other
hand, other countries that were concerned with the conflict were
dealing with its ‘software’ aspect e.g., Vietnamese troop withdrawal,
Vietnamese settlers, and displaced Cambodians along the Thai
border."* In fact, even the software aspect was not beyond the influence
of the military. This was due largcly to the military’s involvement in
all cross border issues. Military officers responsible for security along
the country’s borders might even formulate and implement policies
without the knowledge of the MFA.'#

One issue with which the military had to deal was the smuggling
of goods and people across the border. Although the military sought
to prevent the smuggling of strategic items such as pharmaceuticals
and batteries, there were reports that this had become relaxed by
late 1987. The Far Eastern Economic Review quoted an unnamed senior
Thai government official who said that the Thais were not trying to
suppress the goods smuggling because the volume was unlikely to reach
an enormous scale and, in fact, this was seen as an indirect form of

humanitarian assistance.'?¢
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By the time Chatichai took office, the military had expanded
its role in national development along side the traditional duty
of defending the country from real and potential threats. General
Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, Thailand’s army commander and acting
supreme commander, called the period 0f1982—87 a ‘consolidation
phase’ which followed the defeat of the communist movements in
Thailand and which led the military to concentrate more on economic
and national development.'”” Chavalit explained that attention given
to these development tasks did not mean that the military’s role was
being redefined, because promoting national development has always
been one of the mi]itary’s rcsponsibi]ities.128 Chavalit believed that
the military’s defence diplomacy, as he called it, involved the tasks of
promoting a strong economy, development, and better relations with
neighbouring countries. Not only were Chavalit’s views similar to
those of Chatichai, but the military chief himself also took part in the
making and implcmcntation of Chatichai’s new po]icy towards
Indochina. With the mi]itary behind him, and also his extensive
personal contacts with leaders in the Indochinese countries, Chavalit’s
contribution to the implementation of Chatichai’s policy seemed
indispensable. This was even more so as the MFA did not subscribe

to the new policy.

4. NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL (NSC)

The NSC may take part in the implementation of foreign policy
if that falls within the realm of its responsibility, such as co-ordinating
between governmental agencies.'” During the government of Prem
Tinsulanonda, Chatichai predecessor, the NSC worked closely with

the Foreign Ministry in the pursuit of Thailand’s po]icy towards the
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Cambodian problem. One example was its efforts to help push for the
formation of the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea
(CGDK) in 1982, which was the anti-Phnom Penh coalition.

Nevertheless, during the Chatichai government, the roles of the
NSC were overshadowed by the Prime Minister’s advisory team. The
NSC had no prior knowledge of Chatichai’s surprising announcement
of his Indochina initiatives. According to General Charan Kullavanijaya,
former Secretary General of the NSC, the Council was initially shocked
by the policy change which Chatichai announced but soon came to
understand that the new policy could benefit the country.*® Some
top NSC officials such as Kachadpai Burusapatana were, in fact, in
favour of the new initiatives. He saw Chatichai’s invitation to Hun
Sen as a good and practical diplomatic move, which he thought was
handled well.13!

The NSC adopted a relatively low profile during the Chatichai
administration, largcly because its chairman (the Prime Minister) did
not call for the Council’s active involvement. However, it did carry
out some tasks which may be seen as supporting the implementation
of Chatichai’s policy. These included its efforts in helping to forge
a compromise between the Prime Minister and his advisers on the
one hand, and the Foreign Ministry on the other hand."* Moreover,
by the end of 1989, the NSC had conducted some low-key exchanges
between its officials and those of the Hun Sen regime, but this was
not publicly revealed at the time. According to Kachadpai, the NSC
thought that contacts with that regime, and with Hanoi, would

eventually be inevitable.'*?
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5. BUSINESS INTEREST GROUPS

Businessmen responded well to the announcement of Chatichai’s
initiatives. The new policy prompted many businesses to carry out
market surveys to look into the possibilities of trading with the
Indochinese countries. During Hun Sen’s visit to Bangkok in
January 1989, the Cambodian Prime Minister also met with many Thai
businessmen to discuss about possibilities of ti'ading with them.

Businessmen’s enthusiasm, at least during the initial period of the
introduction of Chatichai’s initiatives, contributed to the momentum
of the policy. However, as will be discussed later in this chapeer, it
turned out that the policy offered little reassurance about long term
economic ties between Thai and Indochinese (particularly Cambodian)

businesses.

6. OTHER DOMESTIC GROUPS

Reactions of other domestic groups such as the general public,
the media, and academics, were mixed. These reflected different views
of the components of Thai society, and their expression was mainly
in the form of public debates and comments. It secems that the mixed
public reactions (hence, the absence of an overwhelming opposition
to the new policy) allowed the Prime Minister to implement his policy

relatively uninterruptedly.

RESPONSES TO CHATICHAI'S POLICY TOWARDS
INDOCHINA

1. OPENING INDOCHINESE MARKETS

Chatichai’s announced idea of turning Indochina from a
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battlefield to a marketplace was met with mixed reactions from
domestic actors in Thailand. Most disapproving was the MFA. Foreign
Minister Siddhi did not find it necessary to actively emphasise the
economic dimensions of Thailand’s forcign po]icy towards Indochina
because the MFA had already been promoting trade in a quiet and tacit
way."** In fact, one of the central themes of Siddhi’s foreign policy was
to strengthen Thailand’s economy through diplomacy.’** According to
a high-ranking MFA official and diplomat, to change the course of the
policy in order to promote trade openly, as the Prime Minister did,
was not a good idea because it would cause confusion and undermine
the country’s credibi]ity”"

Speculation of a rift between Chatichai and Siddhi began a few
days after Chatichai’s announcement of his initiatives, when Siddhi
said in response that the Cambodian problem must be resolved before
Thailand engaged in open and free trade with Indochina. The Foreign
Minister cxplaincd that he was not Challcnging the Prime Minister’s
initiatives but insisted that Vietnamese troops be withdrawn from
Cambodia, peace restored, and a superpowers’ agreement on the
reconstruction of Cambodia be reached prior to developing trade ties.'’
Later, Chatichai, Siddhi, and their aides conducted behind-the-scene
talks on how to handle the country’s foreign policy towards Indochina,
after which both sides seemed to show some flexibility towards
the other. The MFA agreed to change some of its personnel in the
Department of Information who had been criticised for allegedly
assuming a hard-line posture on Indochina affairs. Meanwhile,
Chatichai spelt out that Thailand would not normalise trade ties with
Vietnam unless all its troops from Cambodia were withdrawn."* Some

government officials saw this reconciliation between the Prime Minister
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and the Foreign Minister as an encouraging sign although this did not
put an end to the differences of opinion between Chatichai and Siddhi.
Arguably, it played down the differences rather than eliminate them.

On the other hand, Chatichai’s views about opening markets in
Indochina seemed to be well received by the military. Similar to what
Chatichai proposed, the military adopted a notion of Suvarnabhumi
or golden land. This was first mentioned by Chavalit in January 1989
when he said that the Thai armed forces should aim to create a peaceful
Southeast Asian region, with Thailand as its hub, in order to make
it possible for the development of economic co-operation, solidarity,
and prosperity.139 The Suvarnabhumi idea, however, was soon criticised
as being an indication of Thailand’s imperial design to dominate the
region. Chatichai later had to explain that this was not the case, and
the talking about Suvarnabhumi was soon dropped in order to avoid
further confusion. The military also denied having such an imperialist
plan as it was accused. One high—ranking military official who was
involved in the formulation of this idea expiained that the notion was
aimed not only to elaborate a goal of achieving regional peace and
prosperity, but also to counter the notion of Indochina Federation
on which Vietnam seemed to set its mind.'*" In other words, Chavalit
intended to send a signal to Hanoi that Thailand did not accept its
notion of Indochina Federation.

In addition, the military’s active interests in rural development,
particularly in the Northeast but also in the south of the
country, coincided with Chatichai’s plan to build an industrial and
communication complex similar to the Eastern Seaboard Project. One
scholar notes that the military had been very co-operative in adjusting

to pro-business government policies like the policy to change Indochina
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from a battlefield to a markecplace,'" although he does not suggest
that some military officials might have their own business interests.

Chatichai’s idea was also well received by business interest groups.
Anand Panyarachun, who in 1989 was Vice-President of the Thai
Industrial Federation, praised Chatichai’s foreign policy. Anand said
in carly 1989 that the new policy was consistent with rapid changes
which led to a new economic and political structure on the international
level.'*? Anand later became Thailand’s Prime Minister after Chatichai
was ousted by a coup in February 1991 (see later).

However, as far as trade and investment with Cambodia is
concerned, at least two groups of Thai traders should be distinguished.
One was the border traders and small local businesses, and the other
was the big companies. Although trade along the Thai borders had
been present before Chatichai came to power, Chatichai’s open
encouragement gave it an extra impetus and was welcomed by local
traders. Large volumes of trade went through Cambodia’s Koh Kong, a
province bordering Thailand’s Trat province. In late 1989, one estimate
had trade going through Koh Kong running at around US$11.56 million
a month, half of it was with Thai traders."”® The trade quickly made
border areas, particularly Trat, booming provinces. Thanit Traivut, an
MP for Trat, explained that his province had full employment, and
in fact a labour shortage, as many new ice factories sprang up over
just a few months in mid 1989 to handle the seafood imported from
Cambodia."* At the same time, some local businessmen also planned
to invest in the tourist business in anticipation that tourists would
eventually pour into Cambodia to see the wonders of the ancient
kingdom.'*?

Nevertheless, the situation was different beyond the border
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areas where not many Thai businessmen wanted to establish long term
trading relations with their Cambodian counterparts. Although many
companies moved quickly following Chatichai’s encouragement, the
economic interaction turned out to be only short term. Many Thai
businessmen found that many of their Cambodian, and more generally
Indochinese, counterparts were not ready to embrace capitalist mode
of trading. In addition, continuing problems such as Cambodia’s
political instability and its poor infrastructure put off many Thai
businessmen. Moreover, it appeared that the Chatichai government
did not provide adequate support to Thai businesses to expand their
activities into Cambodia. For instance, there was a lack of‘legislation
which could facilitate trade and investment. It may be argued that
what Bangkok had done to practically promote economic activities
was relatively little and those who benefited from them were mainly

local businesses.

2. APPROACH TOWARDS THE HUN SEN GOVERNMENT
While the initial announcement of Chatichai’s intention to turn
Indochina to a marketplace surprised and displeased some quarters
in Thailand, his friendly approach towards Hun Sen, particularly
when he said he would welcome Hun Sen to Bangkok, caused even
more shocks and surprises. The Foreign Ministry, in particular, was
shocked because this move went against the hard-line stance and the
policy of non-recognition of the Phnom Penh government. Chatichai’s
explanation that his invitation to Hun Sen was personal did not dissolve
the controversy. To arrange for Hun Sen’s visit, Chatichai relied on his
advisers and Chavalit, the military leader. Although Foreign Minister

Siddhi attended the Chatichai-Hun Sen informal meeting, the fact
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that he left early probably showed his disapproval of the arrangement.
Only a few days after Hun Sen left Bangkok, the MFA arranged for a
meeting between Chatichai and the leaders of the three Cambodian
resistance factions, as it emerged that these leaders were upset by Hun
Sen’s visit to Thailand.'*

Many MFA officials were faced with confusion as to how best to
make their moves in the wake of Chatichai’s initiatives, while having to
explain Thailand’s new policy to their counterparts in other countries.
One high—ranking MFA ofticial recalled that the task of explaining
this policy to other countries was not easy, and he had to face satirical
comments from some ASEAN officials.'*” He also added that meeting
with Hun Sen was not a good idea, but to choose Thailand as a venue was
even worse.'® Siddhi was also faced with the same problem of having
to explain to his foreign counterparts. He said he tried to explain to
them that Thailand’s basic policy had not changed although ‘the style
might have undergone some alteration.'** According to Siddhi, the
difficulties were eased because many of his counterparts, particu]arly
among ASEAN leaders with whom he had closely co-operated,
understood the position he was in.'*

To be sure, Siddhi himself had made a positive move towards
Hanoi earlier in January 1989 when he announced that he would
visit Vietnam during that same month. The announcement Caught
many by surprise because Siddhi was considered a hard-liner on
Vietnam. Prior to Siddhi’s announcement, Chatichai said that he
intended to visit Vietnam in 1989 as part of his policy to befriend
Indochina. Sukhumbhand Paribatra described Siddhi’s planned trip as
representing the emergence of a new consensus in Thailand’s foreign

policy.””! However, some observers saw this in a less optimistic light
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and said that the Foreign Minister wanted to stay one step ahead of the
Prime Minister."”> Nonetheless, Siddhi denied this accusation, saying
that he had long been invited by the Vietnamese.'>?

While Chatichai’s invitation to Hun Sen to visit Bangkok in
January 1989 may have surprised and shocked many, the rniiitary
leadership was not among those. In fact, Chavalit played an instrumental
role in the arrangement of the visit by meeting Hun Sen carlier
in the Lao capital of Vientiane in October 1988.%* During Hun
Sen’s visit, Chavalit and his aides worked closely with Chatichai in
trying to pave the way for an internal reconciliation between the four
Cambodian factions through their direct dialogue with the Phnom Penh
government. Chavalit, like Chatichai, regarded the Phnom Penh
regime as the administrative foundation for any coalition that would
be negotiated among four factions.

Chavalit significantly resorted to personal diplomacy, which
he described as the most sophisticated form of all."*® Chavalit’s
diplomatic skills had been Cieariy seen in 1987-88 foiiowing Ban Rom
Klao battle where Thai and Lao troops fought a bloody border conflict
over a remote stretch of disputed territory. Thailand emerged from the
conflict with a bruised image as being unable to score a decisive victory
over Lao armed forces which were perceived to be inferior. However,
after stirring up a nationalistic campaign which saw nationwide
anti-Lao demonstration, the Thai rni]itary leadership abruptly switched
track and opted for a ceasefire with Laos. Chavalit stole the diplomatic
limelight by concluding the ceasefire and engaging his Lao
counterpart in negotiation, while the Thai Foreign Ministry adopted
a wait-and-see gesture towards Laos. Foreign affairs analysts saw
Chavalit’s high proﬁlc as playing into the hands of the Lao, who had
iong disliked the Thai Foreign Minister.!3
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Chavalit’s practice of personal diplomacy continued during the
Chatichai administration. Chavalit and his aides believed that official
diplomatic channels were too formal. Instead, they could talk to their
counterpartsin Vietnam and Cambodiamore casi]y through their pcrsonal
ties and common understanding based on their common rnilitary
carcers. Their point was: military staff; even in different countries,
spoke the same ‘language.’”” A game of golf and a few drinks with
military leaders from the other countries could indeed play a crucial
role in paving a way for a diplomatic breakthrough.'*® The MFA’s
adherence to traditional protocol, on the other hand, did not allow its
ofticials to do the same. Chavalit described his role as relating more
to underground or covert diplomacy which complemented the work
of the MFA. He also added that both tracks always followed parallel
lines in all the different forms of diplomacy.'”

The Prime Minister’s new approach towards Hun Sen also resulted
in considerable public debate, particularly among columnists and
academics. Reactions to this aspect of the new po]icy were mixed. A
notable supporter of Chatichai’s policy was Kavi Chongkittavorn,
a leading journalist. He believed that by initiating contacts with the
Hun Sen regime, Thailand was doing itself a big favour by acting
as its own interlocutor because previously this was monopolised by
Hanoi, Sihanouk, and Jakarta.'® On the other hand, there were many
who disagreed, seeing Chatichai’s diplomatic move as unnecessary
because the problem was already being solved by external events and

16! Many academics, notably Professor Khien

Thailand’s previous efforts.
Theeravit of‘Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, were vehemently
against the new policy. In one of his comments prior to the Hun Sen

visit, Khien said that he did not think the government would be so
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stupid enough to invite Hun Sen to Bangkok because such a move
would only harden Phnom Penh’s position.'* Khien suggested that
Chatichai should stop taking any new initiatives which were contrary
to the Foreign Ministry’s policy.'® However, Khien did not speak
for all academics, as many others were in favour of Chatichai’s idea,
saying that his initiatives were realistic.'® One academic commented
that Chatichai’s initiatives scemed to create a shock wave more among
Thai academic dinosaurs than in China.'®® Also, it must be noted that

many of Chatichai’s advisers were academics.

3. OTHER EFFORTS TO ACHIEVE A PEACE SETTLEMENT

A series of diplomatic moves were introduced by the Prime Minister
and his team in order to promote the idea of a step-by-step settlement
of the Cambodian conflict which Chatichai put forward after the failure
of the Paris Conference in August 1989. However, Foreign Minister
Siddhi did not agree with this step-by-step or incremental approach.
Chatichai’s attempts to promote his idea to foreign leaders by almost
bypassing the MFA did nothing to narrow the differences between
himself and the Foreign Minister. In one instance, the Ministry was
not aware that Chatichai planned to meet US President George Bush
at the Japanese emperor’s funeral in Tokyo in late February 1989, and
to present Bush with an aide memoire about how he thought the
Indochina issue should be approached. Instead, Siddhi was merely
informed by a telephone call from the Prime Minister who invited
the Foreign Minister to join him, but he declined,'® which implied
his disapproval of Chatichai’s diplomatic conduct.

Chatichai and the advisers were also behind the idea of the Tokyo

and Bangkok meetings between all the Cambodian factions (June 1990
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and September 1990, respectively). The advisers were most involved
in the preparation of these meetings while the Foreign Ministry was
mostly bypassed. Indeed, the Foreign Ministry had been upset by a
series of moves made by Chatichai’s advisers, some of whom sought
to become observers in the second Jakarta Informal Meeting directly
through the good offices of the Thai embassy in Indonesia instead of
making a request through the MFA in accordance with the correct
procedure.'s’?

As there was no significant attempt to address these differences
between the advisers and the Foreign Ministry, each went on to do
what was thought to be appropriate. Chatichai relied on his advisers
to carry out his initiatives in unofficial ways, whereas the MFA used its
official channels as normal. As both groups often advocated different
strategies, there was inconsistency in the presentation and pursuit of
the country’s policy, causing confusion, and more importantly affecting
the efficiency of Chatichai’s policy implementation. One example was
the case of Deputy Foreign Ministry spokcsman Prachyadavi Tavedikul.
Prachyadavi released the information on the a]leged capture of five
Vietnamese soldiers by the Khmer Rouge after Vietnam’s official troop
withdrawal from Cambodia. Some newspapers also showed pictures of
the captured soldiers being held in Thai territory. This upset the Prime
Minister who saw it as an episode that could jeopardise Thailand’s
neutrality and appeared to favour the Khmer Rouge. Prachyadavi, and
the press which showed those pictures, came under criticism from the
Prime Minister.'®®

In contrast to the Foreign Ministry, the military leadership
was highly involved in the Prime Minister’s efforts to promote a
peace settlement for Cambodia. Chavalit actively took part in the

arrangcmcnt Of various mcctings thWCCl’l t]’lC Cambodian fﬁCtiOl’l
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leaders. For instance, in May 1990 Chavalit held separate meetings
with each of the faction leaders in order to secure their preliminary
agreements before the Tokyo Conference in June that year. Leaders of
the Cambodian factions agreed to what was called the ‘Chavalit Plan’
which proposed that ceasefire should be a self-restraint exercise and
that a Supreme National Council for Cambodia should have twelve
members: six from the Phnom Penh government and six from the
resistance coalition.'® Chavalit not only attended the Tokyo Con-
ference, but he also went to China immediately after the end of the
meeting in order to inform the Chinese of the developments of the
peace process. The fact that Chatichai assigned him with this task
indicated the general’s vital role. Chavalit had, from the start, been
an ardent supporter of Chatichai’s initiatives and was trusted by the
Prime Minister. As one of Chatichai’s advisers said, support from the
military was important to Chatichai, because of the Foreign Ministry’s
initial reluctance to implement the new policy.”o Within the militalry7
it scemed that Chavalit was not challenged by any elements. In other
words, the military was helpful in propelling Chatichai’s initiatives.
One high-ranking Defence Ministry official explained that the military
actually contributed to Chatichai’s efforts more than it admitted, and
that the military was content to play behind-the-scene roles such as
helping to arrange and facilitate meetings between Chatichai and
various Cambodian leaders.!”!

DOMESTIC CONSEQUENCES OF CHATICHAI'S FOREIGN
POLICY CHANGE

Responses of domestic groups to the new policy point to at least
o

two important consequences of the new policy on the domestic level.
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These were (1) the deteriorating relationship between the MFA on the
one hand and the Prime Minister and his advisers on the other hand;

and (2) che underlying importance of the military.

RIFT BETWEEN THE PRIME MINISTER AND THE MFA

The prominent role played by Chatichai and his advisers
undermined the MFA’s influence over foreign policy making and
implementation. The fact that Chatichai did not take significant steps
to reconcile these differences but instead chose to do things his own
way greatly contributed to the divergence of the Prime Minister and his
advisers on the one hand, and the Foreign Ministry on the other hand.
What the Prime Minister did, according to Siddhi, was to establish in
effect another Ministry of Foreign Affairs.!”

One of Chatichai’s tactics to ecase the problem of conflicting
opinions was to say on various occasions that there was ‘no problem.
Also, the Prime Minister praiscd the MFAs efforts in the Jakarta
Informal Meetings which he said were constructive and had helped
to narrow the differences between the Cambodian parties. Chatichai
compared his approach and that of the MFA as different musical
instruments with different tones but which were playing the same
song.'” In late 1988 and early 1989, Chatichai and Siddhi held talks
to clear up differences between them, which resulted in the two sides
appearing to be more flexible to one another. For instance, Chatichai
announced in March 1989, following some talks with his Foreign
Minister, that he would not visit Vietnam until it withdrew all forces
from Cambodia.'”

Nevertheless, sequences of events did not all seem to match this
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apparent optimism. In fact, it seemed that the problem of conflicting
views was hardly solved, but was exacerbated by the prominent roles of
Chatichai’s advisers. Recalling the separation between the MFA on the
one hand and the Prime Minister and his advisers on the other hand,
Siddhi said that his Working relationship with the Prime Minister and
the advisers was ‘correct so far as each side kept the other informed.”
This highlighted the operation of the two-track foreign policy where
there was little or no consultation between them.

This was not the first time Foreign Minister Siddhi had to deal with
different opinions from lcading government po]iticians. In 1983, two
coalition government party leaders publicly suggested an alternative
way of approaching the Indochina issue. Kriangsak Chomanan, who
was a former Prime Minister, and Pichai Rattakul, a former Foreign
Minister, expressed their views that, contrary to Siddhi’s hard-line
policy towards Vietnam, Bangkok should adopt a policy of a
ccommodation. Pichai spoke of a trade-before-politics policy towards
Hanoi as a path 1eading to a political settlement in Cambodia.'”
However, Siddhi did not change his foreign policy, and this did not lead
to any serious domestic political consequences. The case shows that the
policy was under firm control of the Foreign Minister who received
full support from Prime Minister Prem.

The case of Chatichai’s po]icy, a]though involving similar ideas
of how best to approach Indochina, was clearly different from that in
1983. This time, Siddhi found himself in a difficulc position because
the alternative view came from the Prime Minister himself. While
disagreeing with the Prime Minister’s ideas, Siddhi was under pressure
from his Social Action Party (SAP) to maintain unity of the coalition

government. In fact, the aforementioned meeting between Chatichai
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and Siddhi in March 1989 was called for by SAP members who were
concerned that the rift between the Prime Minister and Foreign
Minister could affect the SAP’s position in the government.'”’
When the differences worsened, Sukhumbhand Paribatra, one of
Chatichai’s advisers, suggested that Siddhi should resign if his views
were significantly different from those of the Prime Minister.
Sukhumbhand’s comment caused anger among SAP members who in
turn criticised the adviser as acting without authority. Chatichai had
to intervene to silence his advisory team in order to regain the unity
of his coalition government.

Indeed, the fact that Siddhi did not resign in the wake of the heated
conflict of opinions between himself and the Prime Minister was
largely because of his need to heed the demands of his party. Recalling
the situation when he was faced with political difficulties resulting
from his working relationship with the Prime Minister, Siddhi said
that “If I were merely a Member of Parliament, I would have resigned
a long time ago. However, as the then leader of the SAP, I must put
my party’s interests above my own feelings.”'”® This revealed not only
that Siddhi had bitter feelings about the political situation he was in
but also that the Foreign Minister was under pressure from his party
to remain in the government to retain the party’s bargaining position
for other po]itical purposcs.179

Instead of resigning, Siddhi announced in late November 1989
that the Cambodian conflict would no longer be a top priority issue
for the Foreign Ministry. Siddhi indicated that he was giving the Prime
Minister a free hand in hand]ing the country’s approach in reso]ving
the Cambodian conflict, while the MFA would turn to concentrate

more on bread-and-butter issue.'® Some MFA officials added that che
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Ministry would not adopt an active role in lobbying for support for
a comprehensive settlement.' The Foreign Minister said that he was
not washing his hands of the Cambodian issue but “we will do what
we can do.”'®? Siddhi Cxplaincd that the MFA had done Cnough over
the past 11 years. And with Thailand secure now, the MFA’s interest
in Cambodia diminished. He would therefore let the events unfold on
their own towards a solution.'® Some observers suggested that Siddhi’s
move was an attempt to score political points at a time when Chatichai
had just been criticised for dwelling too much on foreign affairs and
not Cnough on the Wc]l—bcing of the pcoplc.184 In an interview with
the author, Siddhi explained that his decision to reduce the MFA’s
role in the Cambodian issue was because of the improved situation
in Indochina, but he did mention, without elaborating, that politics
were also a factor.!®

Chatichai’s reshuffle of his cabinet in August 1990 saw the
departure of Siddhi from his Foreign Minister post.'™ To be sure,
this was not uncxpected, and Siddhi tendered his resignation one day
before the reshuffle was announced. Siddhi said upon his resignation
from Parliament and from the Social Action Party that among the
achievements he was most proud of was his role in mobilising support
from the US, China, ASEAN, and other countries for the political and
economic isolation of Vietnam. The pressure, he said, ﬁnally promptcd
Vietnam to pull out its troops from Cambodia.'¥’

Siddhi was replaced by Dr. Subin Pinkayan, who was the
Commerce Minister in the previous cabinet and whose views were
more in line with those of Chatichai. The new Foreign Minister spoke
of his hope of seeing the transition of Indochina from a battlefield

to a marketplace complete.'™ Referring to co-operation between the
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Foreign Ministry and the Prime Minister’s advisers, Subin said that
“we can cooperate on any matter because there is one policy under
one leader”™ Indeed, Siddhi’s replacement with Subin allowed the
Prime Minister and the Foreign Minister to speak with one voice.
There were also some changes at the Foreign Ministry under its new
chief, whereby working groups which handled the Cambodian problem
would be removed, and the role of a special committee on Cambodia
formed in 1979 would be reviewed in the light of improved prospects
for a peaceful settlement of the Cambodian conflict."® However, it
must be noted that the Prime Minister continued to work through
his advisory team and used informal channels to contact with the
Cambodian leaders in his efforts to arrange peace talks in late 1990.
Despite Subin’s appointment, the MFA’s non-recognition policy
towards the government of Phnom Penh continued to preclude
Thailand’s official contacts with that regime. Nonetheless, his appoint-
ment served to eliminate friction on the ministerial level and prcscntcd
a picture of a more united government.

In any case, it must be noted that by the time Subin took office at
the MFA, the Cambodian problem had become less pressing. Although
some obstacles to a peace settlement still remained to be overcome,
circumstances surrounding the issue had developed in such a way thata
peace settlement was becoming more rather than less likely (see chapter
4). By the beginning of1991, Chatichai had become more concerned
with the problems of domestic nature which seemed to have shaken

the stability of his government.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MILITARY

The case of Chatichai’s new poiicy towards Indochina confirmed
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the importance of the military in the conduct of Thai foreign policy.
In the Indochina issue, the military and the MFA had worked together
relatively effectively. This was partly due to Foreign Minister Siddhi’s
attempts to promote co-operation by appointing General Charan
Kullavanijaya in1983asa military—political co-ordinator. Charan was
assigned with the task of ensuring that policies of the Ministries of
Defence and Foreign Affairs were congruent. However, it seems that
rivalry between the two establishments began to set in from the late
1980s as Chavalit increasingly took diplomatic roles, although Charan
insisted that the coherence of the policy was not undermined and
that all sides understood each other.!”! To be sure, there was no row,
but the different degrees of involvement of the MFA and the military
in Chatichai’s policy (i.e. Chavalit’s important role and Siddhi’ s
exclusion from it) spoke louder than words. Alcthough the military’s role
in Thai politics was usually more rather than less prominent compared
with other domestic groups, this case was an example where its role in
the conduct of foreign policy during a civilian government was very
prominent, and centred mainly on the military chief.

In fact, the importance of the military in general and of Chavalit
in particu]ar in the making and implementation of Thailand’s policy
towards the Cambodian issue was given extra attention by Chatichai
when he took office in August 1988. An effort to build closer ties
with the army was clearly demonstrated in one of the early acts of
the Chatichai administration when the Prime Minister appointed
Lt. General Panya Singsakda, one of Chavalit’s close friends, to be his
secretary-general. Moreover, the Prime Minister gave Chavalit, who
was the army commander and acting supreme commander, a free

hand in che 1988 annual military reshuffle. This was in contrast to the
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previous administrations where military promotions were selectively
vetted by Prime Minister Prem.!*?

Chavalit’s involvement in the making and implementation of
Chatichai’s new policy towards the Cambodian issue was also Clcarly
demonstrated by the general’s repeated statement that the new policy
was not at all a surprise.’®® This implies that he had been aware of
Chatichai’s intention before it was publicly announced. In fact, one
of Chatichai’s advisers said that Chavalit was behind the process of
successfully implementing it.!”* This seems to suggest that Chatichai
would probably not have been able to embark on a new policy if he
had not received support from the military.

The importance given to the military may also be seen from its
rising budgetary allocations. Notwithstanding the high growth rates of
the economy, the defence budget received its high percentage of overall
spending despite the reduced level of conflict and the Prime Minister’s
apparent Cmphasis on trade with Indochina. During 1988-1991, which
was the period of Chatichai’s government, an average of 18.1% of the
Thailand’s total budget was allocated for defence. The actual defence
spending during the same period was even higher. An average of 18.9%
of the country’s total expenditure was on defence, compared with an
average of 16.3% on what was categorised as ‘economic services."” In
addition, arms transfers from other countries to Thailand, particu]ar]y
from China, did not decline during the Chatichai government
cither (see chapter 6). The large proportion of defence spending and
continuing arms transfer seemed to underline the importance of the
military in the efforts to achieve Chatichai’s primary objective which
was to bring the Cambodian conflict to an end, although his policy

was presented with an economic tone. Not only did the military
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control all cross-border issues, but the crucial role of Chavalit as a
main implementer of Chatichai’s policy arguably made the milicary
even more important. This research did not find evidence of dissenting
elements within the mi]itzury7 and it appcarcd that Chavalit had the
support of the military as a whole. However, it must be noted that
the military (at least formally) was a disciplined establishment which
may have shaped the way in which military officials expressed their
views and opinions.

One occasion when the military displayed its support for
Chavalit was after Sukhumbhand Paribatra, one of Chatichai’s advisers,
responded to Chavalit’s speech about the need to combat corruption
in the government. The adviser’s suggestion that ‘anyone who said
the government was corrupt should clean up their own house first’
prompted a military protest demanding the sacking of Sukhumbhand.
That Sukhumbhand was removed from the advisory team confirmed
the influence of the mi]itary in a civilian government in gcncra] and
the signiﬁcance of Chavalit to Chatichai in particular. Until much
later in the Chatichai government, the relationship between the Prime
Minister and Chavalit had been good, and the military chief pledged
soon after Chatichai took office that the military would give the Prime
Minister its unwavering support.'”® Also, in August 1989, Chavalit
offered Chatichai a further reassurance by announcing that there would
be no coup as long as he (Chavalit) was in power.'’?

Chavalit's active role in the conduct of Thailand’s policy towards
the third Indochina conflict had led many observers to speculate that
the general had political ambitions. For his part, Chavalit never denied
the suggestion that he might want to enter politics. Indeed, Chavalit

joincd the cabinet in carly 1990 as dcputy prime minister and defence
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minister, and was its only non-elected member. However, Chavalit’s
career in the Chatichai cabinet was short-lived. The general resigned
from his ministerial posts in early June 1990 after he suffered some
political back—stabbing from a fellow cabinet member.!”® There were
concerns that his resignation might hamper or slow down the Thai
efforts in the Cambodian peace process, but Chavalit confirmed that
he would continue what he had been doing as far as the Cambodian
problem was concerned.'” Chavalit’s importance in the Cambodian
peace process was again demonstrated when Son Sann, leader of one
of the resistance factions, visited Chavalit in Bangkok in late June 1990
and asked the general to help arrange another meeting between the four
Cambodian factions.*” The general remained involved in the efforts
to solve the Cambodian problem, particularly through his personal
connections, although his role was less high-profile compared to when
he was the army chief and when he was in the cabinet.

Although Chavalit’s resignation from the cabinet might not have
signiﬁcantly affected the efforts to achieve a peace settlement for
Cambodia, it did not bode well for the good relationship between the
Prime Minister and the military. It is argued that Chavalit's exit from
the government constituted a significant setback in the government
-military relations as the military felt that the government did not
accord the respect due to Chavalit and that the treatment of him
showed disregard for the interests and sensitivities of the mi]itary?m
Chatichai’s relationship with the new military chief, General Suchinda
Kraprayoon, did not match earlier periods under Chavalit. This
culminated in a military-staged coup against Chatichai in February
1991. One of the reasons cited by the coup leaders was what they

described as ‘the harassment by politicians of honest civil servants.?*
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Conflicting relationship such as that between the MFA and Chatichai’s
advisers also happened between politicians and bureaucrats in other
government departments. This was mainly due to a feeling by the latter
that their bureaucratic turf was bcing trod on by the politicians7 many
of whom, from the bureaucrats’ point of view, lack qualiﬁcations and
credibility.?® In other words, it may be argued that Chatichai’s way of
handling the Cambodian issue, particularly his reliance on the advisers

to implement the policy, contributed to his downfall.
CONCLUSION

As the first democratically elected Prime Minister in 12 years,
Chatichai enjoyed popular support when he took office in August
1988. However, his surprising announcement of his intention to turn
Indochina from a battlefield to a marketplace generated mixed domestic
reactions. While it boosted business confidence (at least in the short
term)7 it upset the Foreign Ministry whose approach towards the third
Indochina conflict was opposite to Chatichai’s.

Chatichai’s reliance on his advisers and the military chief’s
personal diplomacy widened the rift between himself and the Foreign
Ministry, and represented a shift of emphasis from the bureaucrats to
politicians and their associates. At the same time, it also showed that
the Prime Minister and the mi]itary prevailed over the politicaily weak
MFA. Although this was not uncommon in Thai politics, this case was
illuminating because of the civilian character of the government and
because of the unique role played by the military chief in the making
and implementation of Chatichai’s policy towards Indochina. This

was clearly seen in the way by which Chatichai’s policy emerged. The
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fact that it was a surprise to most domestic actors except the military
leadership meant that these actors, particularly the MFA who was
directly concerned with the country’s foreign policy, were not well
prepared for the policy change.

Consequently, in the short term (particular]y during the life-
time of Chatichai’s government), the new Indochina policy created a
rift between Chatichai and the MFA, which was caused not only by
differences in opinion but also because of the unprecedented
prominence of Chatichai’s advisers over the MFA. However, this did
not seem to be a significant concern for the Prime Minister. In practical
terms, it would have been difficult for the MFA to fulfil Chatichai’s
Indochina plans in part because the Ministry did not officially recognise
the government in Phnom Penh. Therefore, the Thai Prime Minister
relied mainly on his advisory team to carry out his initiatives. He was
also supported by Chavalit whose personal diplomacy provided an
indispcnsablc contribution. By working with those who shared his ideas
and by using informal channels, the Prime Minister could undertake
diplomatic manocuvres of his choice, although these had to be done

with limited instruments and resources.?%

In other words, although the
MFA had skilful personnel and diplomatic instruments at its disposal,
these were not fully utilised by the Prime Minister who opted for an
informa]/pcrsonal way ofdcaling with the Cambodian issue.

In the 1onger term (bcyond the duration of the Chatichai
administration), it appeared that the policy increasingly became more
acceptable. Chatichai’s successor, Anand Panyarachun, who was a
businessman as well as a diplomat, had earlier expressed agreements

with Chatichai’s policy, and continued the basic direction of Chatichai’s

po]icy of encouraging trade and investment with Indochina, albeit wich
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alower profile.?” By the time Anand took office, the developments of
the Cambodian peace process had been encouraging as the conflicting
parties edged towards an agreement. Anand’s Foreign Minister, Arsa
Sarasin, also subscribed to Chatichai’s ideas about how best to approach
Indochina.??® Sukhumbhand, one of Chatichai’s advisers, said that when
people looked at the policy in retrospect, they recognised Chatichai’s
wisdom, despite the fact that many had criticised the policy when it
was being implemented.?” Sukhumbhand, who later became Thailand’s
Deputy Foreign Minister during 1997-2001, also recalled that during
his time at the Ministry, some MFA officials told him that they had
shared Chatichai’s views when he was Prime Minister.?%®

However, within the lifetime of Chatichai’s government, the
prominent role taken by the Prime Minister (and other government
politicians) over the state bureaucrats, not only in the case of Indochina
policy but also in other policy areas, appeared to be costly as it formed
part of the announced reasons for which his government was ousted
in February 1991. Also, for the Indochina policy in particular, it scems
that Chatichai’s reliance on personal and informal connections had
an inherent limitation. While it offered ﬂexibi]ity to Chatichai in the
imp]ementation of his new po]icy, he and his team Only had limited
resources. The fallout with Chavalit also weakened the capacity of

informal dip]omacy on which Chatichai’s plan was based.
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CHAPTER

4

RESPONSES FROM CAMBODIA



INTRODUCTION

By the late 1980s, the external aspect of the conflict, including
the involvement of the Soviet Union, China, and Vietnam, had
become more conducive to peace. Therefore, the remaining obstacles
to a peace settlement were largely internal to Cambodia. Chatichai’s
policy attempted to tackle the internal aspect of the third Indochina
conflict by means of according greater importance to the Phnom Penh
regime. At the same time, Chatichai presented economic incentives to
the Indochinese governments, pointing out the benefits which could
be gained if there was peace in Indochina.

Central questions of this Chaptcr are: In what way did Chatichai’s
policy affect the Cambodian factions, and how did they respond to it?
This chapter primarily examines the reactions of the two competing
Cambodian governments, namely the government in Phnom Penh
led by Prime Minister Hun Sen, and the Coalition Government of
Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK) which was a resistance coalition led
by Prince Norodom Sihanouk. This chapter looks at the position of
Vietnam where relevant, as Hanoi was closely linked with the Phnom
Penh government, and because Vietnam started the third Indochina
conflict by invading Cambodia in December 1978. On the other hand,
Laos, which is also another Indochinese country, will not be considered
separately or thoroughly because it was not central to the Cambodian

conflict with which this thesis is concerned.
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THAILAND'S RELATIONS WITH CAMBODIA AND
VIETNAM

The Thais and the Cambodians might not have been staunch
antagonists, but each country’s attitude towards the other was not
primarﬂy positive. Histories of the two countries record many wars
and clashes between them before and during the time when Cambodia
became a French colony. Bilateral security problems in Thai-Cambodian
relations included the problem of their poorly demarcated border.
These were eased in the mid 1970s as Thailand sought to adopt a policy
of accommodation following the communist victory in Indochina in
1975. With the exception of the anticommunist government of Thanin
Kraivichian during October 1976 — October 1977, Thailand’s relations
towards Cambodia were reasonably well maintained. Up to the start
of the third Indochina conflict, Cambodia served as a buffer between
Thailand and Vietnam.2%

Thailand and Vietnam were historical rivals in their competition
for influence in the sub—MCkong rcgion.210 Ho Chi Minh’s successful
liberation of Vietnam from French rule added to Thailand’s concern
about the threats from North Vietnam. Successive Thai governments
maintained that communism, and especially the communist struggles
within Thailand that received support from other communist countries,
was a threat to Thailand’s security. This was one of the major reasons
for Bangkok’s support to the American efforts in the Vietnam War.
The Vietnamese victory at the end of the War caused concern to
Thailand, as the country found itself living next to communist
neighbours in Indochina. Thailand adapted to the new situation

by developing a Working re]ationship with Vietnam, in spite of the
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inherent difficulty of internal subversion posed by a communist
movement drawing close support from Hanoi.?"!

However, such a working relationship was abruptly ended with
the start of the third Indochina conflict in December 1978. The
invasion and occupation of Cambodia by Vietnamese troops
immediately strained Bangkok’s relations with Hanoi, and later with
the Vietnamese-installed government in Phnom Penh. The conflict
added to the concerns of the Thai leaders about internal source of
security threats to the country. It may be argued that before the
Vietnamese invasion, the core threat perception of Thai 1cadcrship
was the internal polarisation, particularly through the influence of
the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT). The threats stemming from
the withdrawal of American forces and from the fall of Indochina to
communism in 1975 were not primarily domestic in nature but they
were a cause of concern because of their domestic impact, such as
increased support for the CPT as well as economic and social
dislocations stemming from the refugecs ﬂowing into Thailand.?"?

Vietnam’s invasion and occupation of Cambodia not only
intensified these problems but also presented a new one which involved
physical clashes between Thai and Vietnamese troops, and putting
Thailand under the threat of possible incursions and atcacks by the
Vietnamese. Indeed, the presence of Vietnamese troops near and along
the Thai-Cambodian border destabilised the area, causing border
fighting between rival forces, and general instability on the Thai side
of the border. The conflict also produced a large number of Cambodian
refugees who fled from their homes, crossing into Thailand. Towards
the end of 1979, there were more than 310,000 Indochinese refugees in

Thailand.*" The refugees not only created social, economic, and political
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problems for Thailand, but were also a main cause of strained relations
between Thailand and the Indochinese governments, particularly as
some of the refugee camps were controlled by the Khmer Rouge and
other groups opposed to the Hun Sen regime. The governments in
Phnom Penh and Hanoi were unwilling to accept Thailand’s atcemprts
to repatriate these refugees, seeing them as a plan to send the refugees
back as soldiers to fight against the Hun Sen government.

Thailand reacted to the third Indochina conflict in at least
three ways: (1) strengthening the Thai military by increasing arms
procurement and mi]itary co-operation with other countries; (2) taking
measures against Phnom Penh and Hanoi; (3) Contributing to the
cfforts of finding a political solution to the conflict e.g. by helping to
arrange peace talks between the Cambodian factions. The following

discussion looks at these in greater detail.

1. INCREASING ITS MILITARY STRENGTH

Thailand’s attempts to strengthen its military capability may be
seen by an increase in defence budgets and greater number of military
exercises. Defence spending as a percentage of central government
expenditure rose from 19.3 % in 1977 to 21.4% and 23.6% in 1978 and 1979
respectively.?'* This was spent on both buying arms and on military
training exercises.

The Thai military strengthened its capacity signiﬁcantly with
Chinese weapons. These weapons were not only simple to use, but
they were also cheaper than other sources, particularly as they were
sold to Thailand at ‘friendship prices.” The transfer of Chinese arms
to Thailand was one of the aspects of Sino-Thai tacit alliance formed

in response to Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia. However, American
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military assistance to Thailand also went up since the Cambodian
conflict started. The US and Thailand conducted joint military
exercises which served both as a symbol of continuing co-operation
between the two countries as well as to help strengthen the capacity
of the Thai rni]itary. The arms that Thailand procured might not all
be used in combat, but it was necessary to have them for at least two
reasons: (1) the act of acquiring arms could help to shape Vietnamese
perceptions of the depth of international support for Thailand and
of Thai capabilities and willingness to fight, and (2) these weapons
could help to bolster Thai resolve and weakened elements of the
leadership who advocated compromising views on the demands for total

Vietnamese withdrawal 21°

2. TAKING MEASURES AGAINST PHNOM PENH AND HANOI

Apart from strengthening the country militarily7 the Thai
government also undertook other actions against Vietnam and
the Phnom Penh government. Diplomatically, Thailand and other
ASEAN partners protested against armed intervention in Cambodia,
demanding an immediate and total withdrawal of foreign forces
from Cambodia, and requesting UN assistance in restoring peace,
security, and stability in the region. Bangkok refused to recognise the
Vietnamese-backed regime in Phnom Penh while proposing that a
new neutral government should be chosen by Cambodian people.?'s
Thailand maintained its recognition of the Khmer Rouge government
at the UN until the Khmer Rouge seat was taken over by the Coalition
Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK) in 1982 of which
the Khmer Rouge was still a component.*” In fact, Bangkok played

an active role in the process leading to the formation of the CGDK.
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In addition, Thailand joined forces with other countries in
implementing economic sanctions against Hanoi and Phnom Penh. The
idea was to apply pressure on those regimes so as to compel Vietnam
to withdraw troops from Cambodia. Meanwhile, support was given to
the Cambodian resistance factions. Thailand acted as a channel through
which weapons and assistance from other countries, mainly China and
the US, were passed to the anti-Phnom Penh forces. One of the key
actions which Bangkok took following the start of the Cambodian
crisis was to closely cooperate with China, making a tacit alliance
with Beijing so as to facilitate Chinese efforts to strengthen the Khmer
Rouge against Hun Sen’s faction and its Vietnamese supporters. [t was
also reported that Thailand gave sanctuary to a number of guerrillas,

although there was no formal evidence to verify the claim.2!

3. CONTRIBUTING TO THE EFFORTS OF FINDING A
POLITICAL SOLUTION TO THE CONFLICT

In this regard, Thailand acted with its ASEAN partners in their
common efforts to help arrange peace talks and meetings between the
relevant parties to the Cambodian conflict. One of the main strategies
taken by Bangkok was to highlight the international dimension and
significance of the Cambodian conflict. For instance, Thailand’s
Foreign Minister Siddhi Savetsila called attention to the similarity
between Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia and the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan, describing the Vietnamese aggression as being part
of global Soviet design for the Asia-Pacific region.?!? This strategy
seemed to be effective in keeping the issue on the international agenda,
although there was some criticism that it overlooked local contents

of the crisis.??
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THE CAMBODIAN FACTIONS AND CHATICHAI'S POLICY

By the time Chatichai took office in Bangkok in August 1988,
there had been important developments relating to the Cambodian
issue, such as improving relations between China and the Soviet Union,
and Vietnam’s announcement of its plan to complctc the withdrawal
of its troops from Cambodia by October 1989. These developments
signalled the beginning of the end of the third Indochina conflict
which, as discussed in Chapter 2, significantly influenced Chatichai’s
decision to introduce his policy

Chatichai’s policy reflected international changes by shifting the
attention from the efforts to force Vietnam out of the Cambodia to the
attempts which were aimed to encourage the Cambodian factions to
agree to a political settlement. In other words, his policy represented
a shift of emphasis from external to internal aspects of the Cambodian
conflict, or from international to local levels. However, the new Thai
policy was not an overhaul of the goals of the previous Thai approach,
but it was rather a Changc in the means by which to achieve a peace
settlement.

Chatichai’s initiatives not only indicated his attempts to create
atmosphere for peace in Indochina in general, but they also showed
his views about the political future of Cambodia in particular. In
this regard, Chatichai’s friendly approach towards Hun Sen was a
signiﬁcant diplomatic move which, by divcrging from the previous
Thai approach, gave Hun Sen some international 1egitimacy of
which the Hun Sen government had been deprived. However, there
is no evidence that the Phnom Penh government, or any other

Cambodian faction, was aware of Chatichai’s policy before it was
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publicly announced. The following discussion addresses how the
Cambodian factions reacted to three interrelated elements of

Chatichai’s policy.

1. OPENING INDOCHINESE MARKETS

Chatichai’s attempts to boost trade and investment with
Indochina were received favourably by the regime in Phnom Penh.
When the Thai government established three new border crossing
points along the Thai-Cambodian frontier in early 1989, the Phnom
Penh government agreed that these trading areas should be protected
by unarmed troops.221 During Hun Sen’s visit to Bangkok in late
January 1989, the Cambodian Prime Minister met some delegations
from Thai business community to discuss opportunities of trade and
investment in Cambodia. Both Thai and Cambodian delegations
agreed to establish working groups to look into these. They considered
particular areas such as ﬁshing, logging, tourism, and mining.222
In March 1989, Hun Sen introduced a new legislation to protect the
rights of foreign investors.?” Indeed, in late 1989, some Thai businessmen
made some progress in their efforts to establish trade links with
Cambodia. For instance, a Thai car company sold 300 cars directly
to Cambodia for the first time.?** Recorded bilateral trade between
Thailand and Cambodia increased from 15 million baht in 1988, to
91 million baht in 1989, and 318 million baht in 1990.225 However,
the volume of trade, and its proportion out of Thailand’s total trade,
was relatively small. Cambodia’s lack of necessary infrastructure and
personnel were among the major reasons for its slow going economy.
The resistance coalition CGDK did not seem to have objections to the

economic aspect of Chatichai’s policy, arguably because the plan was
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mainly of form rather than substance and because it did not threaten
to directly weaken the political stance of the resistance coalition.
Additionally, some members of the coalition benefited financially.
Chatichai’s economic initiatives were received favourably n
Vietnam and Laos, because they came at a time when economic reform
programmes were under way in these two countries. Thailand’s trade
with Vietnam increased from 351 million baht in 1988 to 1,596 million
baht in 1989.22 Meanwhile, Thailand’s trade with Laos went up from
1,869 million baht in 1988 to 2,929 million baht in 1989.227 It is clear
that Vietnam and Laos were rclativcly more attractive trading partners
than Cambodia. However, Indochina in general remained a relatively
less important market, and the proportions of Thailand’s trade with

the Indochinese countries were small (see Table 1 in Chapter 2).

2. APPROACH TOWARDS THE HUN SEN GOVERNMENT
Whereas Chatichai’ s announced intention to turn Indochina
from a battlefield to a marketplace was more or less a general idea
designed to ultimately bring peace to the sub-region, his diplomacy
towards Hun Sen was more specific and more significant. This took its
most visible form in January 1989 when Hun Sen arrived in Bangkok
following Chatichai’s personal invitation. The Thai Prime Minister
explained that it was time that Hun Sen’s faction was listened to, after
a decade during which only the factions of the CGDK had their say.
Hun Sen’s visit, although controversial, boosted the position
of the Phnom Penh government. By receiving Hun Sen as his guest,
Chatichai in effect gave him some degree of international legitimacy,
which the Hun Sen government had seldom possessed. Although

Bangkok Cxplaincd that contacts with Hun Sen were informal and

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 107



did not amount to an official diplomatic recognition of the Phnom
Penh government, Cambodia’s media seemed to conveniently ignore
this, as it reported that the Phnom Penh regime portrayed Hun Sen’s
visit as official 228

The Phnom Penh government described Hun Sen’s visit to Bangkok
as a success, calling it a breakthrough which broke the stalemate in
the Cambodian problem and paved the way for the improvement of
relations between Cambodia and Thailand.*® Later in April 1989, the
Cambodian Prime Minister also said that the Phnom Penh - Bangkok
dialogue had softened tensions along the Thai - Cambodian border,
and he said that Thailand was the key to peace in Cambodia.?*®
However, Hun Sen’s positive reception of Chatichai’s initiatives caused
some concern among some members of the Cambodian People’s
Revolutionary Council who were wary about Thailand’s new policy,
pointing out that Thailand had earlier been staunchly against Phnom
Penh for a decade. Hun Sen reportedly spent almost a day explaining
to the Council that Thailand now adopted a new line of policy, and
telling the Council about his positive impression when he visited
Bangkok in January 1989. He was reportedly able to convince many
members of the Council who had previously been doubtful about
Chatichai’s policy.!

While Hun Sen welcomed the new Thai policy, the resistance
factions were displeased. The CGDK’s reactions were mainly
presented by Prince Sihanouk as the leader of the coalition. The
Cambodian prince charged Thailand with favouring de facto recognition
of the Phnom Penh regime devoted to communism and Vietnamese
colonialism. He criticised Chatichai’s diplomacy as part of an attempt

to turn Cambodia into a Thai-Vietnamese condominium with China as
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32 Sihanouk called for other countries to resist such plan,

a care-taker.
saying that he would not allow it to happen. Also, as a sign of protest,
Sihanouk announced on 26 January 1989 that he would not attend the
second Jakarta Informal Meeting (JIM II), although he had earlier told
Indonesia’s Foreign Minister Ali Alatas that he would participate. Ina
move to ease the tension caused by Chatichai’s diplomacy, Thailand’s
Foreign Ministry arranged for the three resistance forces to meet
Chatichai in Bangkok only a few days after the end of Hun Sen’s trip to
Thailand in late January 1989. Later, the resistance factions confirmed
their earlier agreement to attend JIM I on 19—21 February 1989.
However, Sihanouk’s sceptical expression towards Chatichai’s
policy seemed to vanish when the prince arrived in Bangkok to meet
Chatichai in late April 1989.2 In his meeting with Chatichai, Sthanouk
asked Thailand to host a meeting between the four rival Cambodian
factions to resolve the conflict. Sihanouk said that Chatichai was the
right man, and Thailand was the right state to help the Cambodians
solve their problem, adding that all Cambodian factions had trust
and confidence in the Thai Prime Minister.** Sihanouk’s statement
was a shift from his critical comments about Chatichai’s initiatives
which he made only two months earlier. This inconsistency, as will be
addressed later, was the result of having to satisfy conflicting views

in the factional coalition.

3. OTHER EFFORTS TO ACHIEVE A PEACE SETTLEMENT
Apart from highlighting the importance of Hun Sen, Chatichai

also proposed a step-by-step approach to a peace settlement in

Cambodia by which he suggested that there should be a ceasefire

first and other agreements would subsequently follow. The idea of a
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step-by-step or incremental approach, as against a comprehensive
approach, was put forward by the Thai Prime Minister as a possible
alternative way out of the Cambodian quagmire following the
inconclusive Cnding of the Paris Conference in August 1989. By
this time, not only had Sino-Soviet relations been normalised (thus
providing a favourable background for efforts towards a peace
settlement in Cambodia), but there had also been signs from Hun
Sen that his government might declare a unilateral ceasefire after
all the Vietnamese troops had left Cambodia, although he spelt out
that his forces would remain alert and rcady to retaliate if thcy were
attacked.? In general, Chatichai’s idea in this regard seemed to be
favourably received by the Phnom Penh government, not least because
it had gained control over many areas of the country and would thus
be able to retain these areas if there was a ceasefire.

On the other hand, responses from the resistance coalition were
not favourable. In September 1989, Chatichai and his staff hosted a
meeting in Bangkok between the factions of the CGDK where the Thai
Prime Minister sought to convince them to agree to the idea of having
a ceasefire first. The CGDK, however, was not persuaded. Arguably,
reactions from the resistance coalition to this aspect of Chatichai’s
policy were signiﬁcantly influenced by the Khmer Rouge which was
the faction with the most effective fighting capacity and therefore
wanted to achieve a military victory rather than agree to a ceasefire.
More broadly, the Khmer Rouge had most to lose from a political
settlement given the deep animosity it faced from all sides.

Because of the difficulties of convincing all factions of the CGDK,
particularly the Khmer Rouge, Chatichai’s accempts were concentrated

on getting an agreement between Sihanouk (who headed the CGDK)
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and Hun Sen. This explained Chatichai’s efforts to arrange bilateral
meetings between the two Cambodian faction leaders. The Tokyo
Conference in June 1990, which ended with a bilateral agreement

between Sihanouk and Hun Sen, was a highlight of such attempts.

EXPLAINING RESPONSES OF THE CAMBODIAN
FACTIONS

Responses of the Cambodian factions reflected how their
respective positions were affected by the new Thai policy. Accordingly,
Hun Sen welcomed Chatichai’s diplomacy because it offered him many
benefits, including the opportunity to mitigate Cambodia’s economic
troubles and increase his international legitimacy. In this regard, Hun
Sen’s visit to Bangkok in January 1989 fo]]owing Chatichai’s invitation
was a significant episode. The visit not only showed Chatichai’s de
facto acceptance of the Phnom Penh regime but it also indicated the
importance Chatichai plaeed on that regime not oniy asa key to a peace
settlement in Cambodia but also a political force to be reckoned with
in future Cambodia. Meanwhile, Chatichai’s economic incentives to
the Indochinese governments in effect gave them a stake so that they
could see the possible benefits on offer and therefore felt more need to
achieve a peace settlement. Chatichai’s economic incentives
strengthened the positions of the reformers in the Indochinese
countries, helping them to emphasise the increasing necessity of
economic reforms. Various measures introduced by the Hun Sen
government following the launch of Chatichai’s policy showed that
Phnom Penh was concerned about the future of its economy. Perhaps

Chatichai’s policy was timely in this sense, because it was introduced
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during the time Vietnam, which faced economic troubles at home in
the wake of declining Soviet support, was withdrawing forces and
reducing assistance to Phnom Penh. Consequently, the Indochinese
countries were likely to welcome economic opportunities which could
help to cure their ailing economies.

However, the more Chatichai’s policy appeared to favour the
Phnom Penh government, the more it undercut the resistance
factions and hence was not favourably received by the CGDK whose
reactions were mainly expressed by Sihanouk who was the head of
the coalition. Nevertheless, Sthanouk’s responses were not consistent,
due to the differences of opinions within the factional coalition as
well as the need to maximise his own political leverage. The factions
which made up the CGDK arguably were held together not so much
by common political values but rather out of necessity. Sithanouk’s
party, although respected by many Cambodians and well recognised
by other countries, was rc]ativcly weak, particularly in military terms.
The opposite was true in the case of the communist Khmer Rouge who,
although strong militarily, was unacceptable on moral and political
grounds. Another faction led by Son Sann was a weak and relatively
quiet nationalist force which kept a low profile. As Sihanouk’s and
Son Sann’s parties had lictle military power and relied on the Khmer
Rouge to fight against the Phnom Penh regime, it was necessary that
the two factions paid attention to the Khmer Rouge’s interests, which
were fiercely against Phnom Penh and Hanoi. However, confusion
sometimes occurred when Sihanouk commented on the Cambodian
issue in different capacities. For instance, in May 1989 the prince said
he personally shared Chatichai’s view that an incremental approach

to a peace settlement, starting with a ceasefire first, could be effective.
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Nonetheless, he went on to say that he also had to listen to other
resistance factions in the CGDK, and that the CGDK’s collective
position was that no ceasefire was acceptable before a comprehensive
political solution was first agrccd upon.236 Apart from this, Sihanouk
also sought to increase his own political leverage, and resort to tactics
such as attendance/non-attendance of meetings on the Cambodian
problem, and resignation/reinstatements as head of the resistance
coalition. One scholar explains that these were merely Sihanouk’s
tactical devices aimed at achieving his ultimate reinstatement as
Cambodia’s head of state since he genuinely believed that what was
best for the Cambodian people was himself:?’

Whereas Sihanouk’s desire to maximise his political leverage and
popularity was consistently maintained, his alliance with the Khmer
Rouge seemed to be weakened in the late 1980s, particularly after
Vietnam withdrew its forces from Cambodia. The departure of the
last Vietnamese troops contributed to a refocusing of international
attention as concerns began to increase over a possible return of the
Khmer Rouge to power in Phnom Penh. This adversely affected the
position and moral legitimacy of the CGDK of which the Khmer Rouge
was a component. In the light of this, Sihanouk began to consider the
possibilities of discussing the power sharing issue with Hun Sen. As
one scholar suggests, Sihanouk saw in Hun Sen the possibilitics of a
fresh merger that might afford him some of the power he had been
used to, and which would avoid a complicated and potentially divisive
power-sharing arrangement between the Phnom Penh government
and the CGDK.?*® One clear manifestation was when Sihanouk met
with Hun Sen in December 1987 in their first bilateral meeting.

The two signcd a joint Communiqué in which thcy agrccd that the

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 113



conflict in Cambodia must be resolved politically. David Roberts argues
that Sihanouk’s move towards Hun Sen reflected his realisation that
Hun Sen’s relative position was getting stronger and that Hun Sen’s
resistance would delay a political settlement and Sihanouk’s return
to Cambodia.?*® In other words, amid the changes of international
circumstances in the late 1980s, it was in Sihanouk’s interests to
consider joining hands with Hun Sen and politically distancing
himself from the Khmer Rouge.

Therefore, the respective interests of Sihanouk and Chatichai
converged in acknowledging that Hun Sen would have to play an
important role in any power sharing arrangement in Cambodia.
Sukhumbhand Paribatra, one of Chatichai’s advisers, argued that
Chatichai’s approach towards Hun Sen reflected the already existing
trend of events so it was not at all a peculiar move.?*® This implies that
Chatichai and his staff anticipated that there would not be significant
resistance from Sihanouk. Sihanouk’s Carly dissatisfaction with
Chatichai’s friendly approach towards Hun Sen was 1ike]y to stem
from his shock and surprise to see Hun Sen being openly accorded
some degree of de facto recognition by Thailand who had previously
been strong in its opposition to the Vietnamese action in Cambodia
and to the Phnom Penh government. However, as events unfolded, it
became clear that Sihanouk’s disapprova] would not be maintained
Consistently. The prince himself continued to have dialogues with Hun
Sen. For instance, the two met in bilateral talks in Jakarta in May 1989,
and in Bangkok in February 1990. The latter took place at Chatichai’s
residence, and the Thai premier said he was asked by Sihanouk to
arrange this meeting in Thailand prior to the third JIM in Indonesia.?*!

This indicated that Sihanouk not only shared Chatichai’s ideas but he
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was also willing to let Chatichai play a role of mediator between himself
and Hun Sen. The Cambodian Prime Minister described his meeting
with Sihanouk in Bangkok as a success, saying that it gave more hope
to the Cambodian peace process.** He and Sihanouk signed a joint
Communiqué in which they endorsed as essential princip]es both a
UN presence in Cambodia and a kind of supreme national body to
symbolise Cambodia’s national sovereignty, although the issue of
whether to dismantle Hun Sen’s government remained unresolved.
That Chatichai and his advisers handled the peace process in a
bilateral format seemed to suggest that they accorded more significance
to the factions of Hun Sen and Sihanouk than to the other factions.
As Son Sann’s KPNLF faction had always kept a relatively low profile,
what was clear from the new Thai policy was how it treated the Khmer
Rouge in the wake of changing circumstances surrounding the third
Indochina conflict. Recalling the Tokyo Conference of June 1990 which
ended with a bilateral agreement between Hun Sen and Sihanouk,
Kraisak Choonhavan, Chatichai’s son and adviser, said that it produced
satisfactory results even though Sihanouk later withdrew from the
agreement due to the opposition of the Khmer Rouge. Kraisak said
this could be seen as a success because the whole episode showed that
the Khmer Rouge was an obstacle to peace.” Kraisak’s explanation
underlines a view taken by the Thai Prime Minister and his advisers
that while Hun Sen’s party was a political force to be reckoned with
in future Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge’s fate went the opposite way.
However, Chatichai handled his diplomacy with care and he did not
appear to single out the Khmer Rouge. Following the Khmer Rouge’s
boycott of the Tokyo Conference, for example, Chatichai said that he

would attempt to persuade the Khmer P\ouge to join in.2#
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In any case, the Khmer Rouge was not likely to express openly
strong opposition or take steps against Chatichai’s initiatives even if it
disapproved of some of them. The Khmer Rouge, and more generally
the CGDK, significantly depended on Thailand as a channel through
which foreign assistance was passed to it, although the Charichai
administration argued that the Thai government itself did not supply
aid to the CGDK.* In fact, it may be suggested that the CGDK could
not have survived effectively as a political force to rival the Phnom Penh
government if there had not been necessary support from Thailand
which acted in concert with ASEAN and China, among others. The
Khmer Rouge, in particular, was not in a strong position to protest
Chatichai’s policy because the basis on which it justified itself (i.c.
Vietnam’s unlawful invasion and occupation of Cambodia) lost its
importance after Vietnam had withdrawn its forces. Instead, fears
that the Khmer Rouge might return to power in Phnom Penh began
to surge, coupled with the revived memory of the Khmer Rouge’s
genocida] policy in the 1970s. These increasing fears of the Khmer
Rouge were consistent with how the Hun Sen government had always
justified itself. And as the third Indochina conflict was approaching
its final stages, it seemed that Hun Sen was increasingly gaining an
upper hand. Chatichai’s policy, which was introduced in accordance
with circumstances rc]ating to the Cambodian conflict, in a way
signal]cd his view that a new, and perhaps final, phase of the Cambodian
conflict had truly begun. Importantly, this was echoed by the changes
in American foreign policy in 1990. In July of that year, US Secretary
of States James Baker announced that Washington would no longer
support the seating of the CGDK at the UN if it included the Khmer

Rouge, while implying that the Hun Sen government was no longer
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a Vietnamese puppet since it had shown its ability to remain and

function after Vietnamese forces had been withdrawn (see chapter 7).

EFFECTS OF CHATICHAI'S POLICY ON THE CAMBODIAN
PROBLEM

By reflecting new circumstances surrounding the Cambodian
conflict, Chatichai’s policy in a way represented a refocusing of the
Cambodian issue. After Hanoi had made clear its plan to complete
its troop withdrawal from Cambodia, and later when the Vietnamese
forces were withdrawn, the key aspect of the Cambodian conflict was
no longer the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia but rather how to
achieve a political settlement between the Cambodian factions. By
approaching the government of Phnom Penh, Chatichai imp]icit]y
indicated his view that the Phnom Penh government was not only
independent in its own right (as opposed to being a puppet of Vietnam)
but it was also a key to a peace settlement.

The acceptance and de facto legitimacy which Chatichai accorded
to the Phnom Penh government boosted the confidence of that regime.
This, in turn, led to at least two interrelated consequences: on the one
hand, the Hun Sen government sought to build on the legitimacy given
to it by offering some compromises and being cooperative in some
aspects; but on the other hand, such confidence led Phnom Penh to
demand increasingly more favourable terms for a settlement which
involved undercutting the power of its rival factions, particularly
the Khmer Rouge. Undoubtedly, critics of Chatichai’s policy usually
focused on the latter consequence, arguing that Chatichai’s olive branch

to Hun Sen made the Phnom Penh government harden its stance,
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and thus protracted the conflict rather than solving it. American
Congressman Stephen Solarz, for example, suggested that the Hun
Sen government might play the Chatichai card and avoid making
compromises.**® Critics of Chatichai’s policy argued that the new Thai
approach was responsib]e, at least in part, for inconclusive endings of
some peace talks. Among the examples where Hun Sen was accused
of being stubborn were his unwillingness to agree on the UN role in
Cambodia, his insistence on the inclusion in various peace documents
of the term ‘genocide’ as a description of Pol Pot’s policy, and his
view on the composition of the Supreme National Council (SNC) for
Cambodia. The last examp]e was often used to elaborate Hun Sen’s
so-called stubbornness, so this will be examined in a little more detail.

By September 1990, the Cambodian factions had agreed to the
idea of establishing the SNC which would represent Cambodia in
international fora and it was accepted that Sihanouk should be its
chairman. The problem, however, was whether there should be a vice-
chairman and who would be the most appropriate person. A meeting in
Bangkok in September 1990, dedicated to the SNC issue, failed to solve
the problem. The Phnom Penh government wanted Hun Sen to be
vice-chairman but the resistance coalition disagreed, saying that Hun
Sen was already the Prime Minister of the Phnom Penh government,
and to make him a vice-chairman of the SNC would be to allow him
to take advantage of the situation which in turn could deprive the
SNC of any real power. However, the Hun Sen government did not
want to concede to the resistance on this issue because the SNC would
represent Cambodia in the international arena. When the Bangkok
meeting failed to resolve this problem, Chatichai and his advisers were

accused of favouring Hun Sen at the expense of the resistance factions,
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thereby allowing Hun Sen to be stubborn.**’ The accusation centred
on the apparently better treatment Chatichai’s advisers accorded to
Hun Sen in comparison to other resistance leaders. For example, Hun
Sen was given a prominent seat at the conference table and Hun Sen’s
hotel room was located on the same floor as the advisers’ rooms.

Hun Sen’s stance in the vice-chairmanship issue reflected his
attempt to achieve international legitimacy while minimising the
influence of his political rivals, particularly the Khmer Rouge.
Arguably, this was also Hun Sen’s main reason for turning down
Sihanouk’s suggestion that both the CGDK and the government
in Phnom Penh be dismantled before elections were organised in
Cambodia. Hun Sen’s insistence on keeping his government in power
during the election reflected his atctempt to ensure that his party would
be in a favourable position to return to power as well as to prevent
the Khmer Rouge’s return.

On the other hand, there were instances where the Phnom Penh
government appeared to be co-operative, which could be seen as
part of its efforts to increase its international acceptance, following
Chatichai’s friendly approach towards Hun Sen. One example was
when the Phnom Penh government and the other two Indochinese
states issued a joint declaration in April 1989 which not only confirmed
Vietnam'’s willingness to complete the withdrawal of its troops from
Cambodia, but also suggested that there should be an international
control and supervision commission to monitor the withdrawal and
the cessation of external military assistance, as well as to guarantee
peace during the elections in Cambodia.**® The declaration was seen
as a constructive move from Hanoi and Phnom Penh, and the Thai

government’s spokesman described it as a positive sign which would
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support Chatichai’s idea of turning the Indochinese battlefield to a
marketplace?*

Also, in late April 1989, Hun Sen said he was willing to allow UN
forces of 100 troops to enter Cambodia to verify the withdrawal of
Vietnamese forces.?> Again, this was a positive development,
particularly in the light of Hun Sen’s earlier statement that peace-
keeping was a responsibility of the Cambodians and that outside
forces from the UN or other countries were not necessary.' In August
1990, Hun Sen also said he was willing to have the UN supervise the
administration ofkey military, foreign, and domestic affairs, after the
Supreme National Council set up committees in charge of these areas
of government.?

In addition, the Hun Sen government introduced many changes
such as the law to facilitate foreign investment, a new name for the
country (State of Cambodia or SOC), a new national flag and national
anthem. The Cambodian Prime Minister explained that these changes
aimed to increase international acceptance of Cambodia, while observers
added that they also reflected greater importance of nationalism and
patriotism which were more in accord with the position of Sihanouk’s
party.?> Indeed, these may not have been the most significant moves
by Phnom Penh, but they did show the willingness of the Hun Sen
government to change, as well as greater understanding of the need
for reconciliation. Thus, it could not be said that Hun Sen’s responses
were exclusively of a stubborn character.

In late 1990, many positive developments relating to the Cambodian
issue took place on the international stage. Unanimity was achieved
in steps among the external parties: the five permanent members of

the UN Security Council (Perm Five) agrccd on a joint framework
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in August 1990, which was subsequently endorsed unanimously by
the Security Council and General Assembly. This plan formed a basis
of the ‘Proposed Structure for the Agreement on a Comprehensive
Political Settlement of the Cambodian Conflict’ which the Perm Five
presented in November 1990. It included provisions for the creation
of a United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC)
which would supervise a ceasefire between the Cambodian parties and
verify the withdrawal of foreign forces from Cambodia.

By 1991, these positive actions by the great powers had been
reinforced by a transformation of local dcvc]opmcnts in Cambodia,
which made prospects of a peace settlement more encouraging.
Politically, the conflict increasingly lost its importance as the interests
of external powers in supporting the Cambodian factions had declined.
Militarily, no single Cambodian faction could claim a complete and
undeniable victory in the battlefield — even the Hun Sen faction
which had been able to take control over many areas. Economically,
the conflict had created an undesirable burden on all involved. Amid
these developments, Chatichai’s policy highlighted the significance of
bringing the Hun Sen government and the resistance factions together
in order to work out a peace settlement. Chatichai’s government was
abruptly ended by a coup in February 1991 and therefore did not last
long enough to witness the formation of the SNC for Cambodia in
June 1991. The SOC agreed to drop the demand for the inclusion in
the ‘Proposed Structure’ of references to the ‘genocide’ carried out by
the Khmer Rouge, although the SOC still wanted to obtain guarantees
against the return to the practices of a recent past. The Cambodian
factions also agreed on the creation of two commissions in search of

aid for the economic and social rehabilication and dcvclopmcnt in

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 121



Cambodia. By the end of August 1991, cach of the four Cambodian
factions had agreed to cut their armed forces by 70 percent. The
remaining troops would hand over their weapons to United Nations
supervisors and enter cantonments.

A further agreement between the four factions was reached in the
SNC meeting in New York on 19 September 1991. The four Cambodian
parties concurred on the mode of conducting the general elections
in Cambodia. The agreed formula was a compromise between the
previously expressed preferences. The efforts to achieve a peace
settlement culminated in the signing of the Paris Agreement on
23 October 1991 which formally ended the long drawn out conflict

in Indochina.
CONCLUSION

By rcplacing Thailand’s hard-line approach towards Phnom Penh
with a conciliatory one, Chatichai’s policy was undoubtedly welcomed
by the Hun Sen government. The new Thai policy indicated that
Chatichai saw Hun Sen as a key political force in Cambodia and also
implied his recognition (although in de facto terms) of Hun Sen as a
legitimate Cambodian government. Responses from the CGDK,
however, were less clear cut. In plrinciplc7 an approach which
increased international legitimacy of the Phnom Penh government
would not be favourable to the resistance coalition. But in
reality, elements within the CGDK, particularly the factions of
Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge, were not completely at one in
their views towards the Hun Sen government. This contributed

to the inconsistency of Sihanouk’s responses to Chatichai’s policy.
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As head of the CGDK, the prince had to accommodate different
views among the factions of the coalition, while he concurrently
sought to maximise his own political leverage. Arguably, Sthanouk’s
approving gestures towards Chatichai’s policy reflected not only his
views that Hun Sen was a key to a peace settlement in Cambodia and
the country’s political future, but also the prince’s calculation that an
eventual alliance with Hun Sen would be to his own political advantage.
In fact, the lack of significant objection from Sihanouk to Chatichai’s
policy may be seen as his tacit acceptance. Indeed, it would not be
easy for Sihanouk to cnthusiastically welcome Chatichai’s policy even
if he may have shared some of Chatichai’s ideas, because the prince
was officially aligned with the Khmer Rouge who preferred a military
victory rather than a diplomatic settlement.

In any case, Chatichai’s policy demonstrated his views that the
focus of the Cambodian issue should now be shifted from external to
internal aspects, as Vietnam’s troop withdrawal was due to complctc
in September 1989 and as the Cambodian factions themselves had to
adjust to international changes which affected their respective positions.
Arguably, Chatichai’s policy contributed to the momentum which
drove the involved parties closer to a peace settlement. Politically, his
policy highlighted the importance of the Hun Sen government both
as a key to break the stalemate at the time and as a political force to
be reckoned with. Chatichai’s view in this regard was indicated by his
readiness to give Hun Sen some degree of legitimacy, most clearly by
inviting him to Bangkok. At the end of the third Indochina conflict,
some of the outcomes seemed to be consistent with Chatichai’s views.
For instance, some of the terms in the 1991 Paris Agreement reflected

many of Hun Sen’s positions, for example, Hun Sen’s faction had the
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most representatives in the SNC compared to the other factions, and
his SOC government was not dismantled during the transition period
in Cambodia.

Economically, Chatichai’s announced intention of turning
Indochina from a battlefield to a marketplace demonstrated to Phnom
Penh and Hanoi that they held a stake in a future peaceful Cambodia,
thereby giving them an incentive to work towards a peace settlement.
Also, the policy strengthened the position of reformers in Indochina,
confirming them that the future of their countries could lie significantly
in the extent to which open markets for trade and investment were
developed. Economic incentives received favourable responses from
the Indochinese countries, as seen by various moves on the part of the
Indochinese governments to encourage foreign trade and investment.
However, the extent to which the Indochinese battlefield was turned
into a marketplace was limited, due not only to insufficient help from
other countries, but perhaps more importantly, to the limited ability
of Indochina in general, and Cambodia in particular, to provide an
cconomically conducive environment which could effectively boost

trade and investment.
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CHAPTER

5

RESPONSES FROM
ASEAN COUNTRIES



INTRODUCTION

Successive Thai leaders have emphasised the importance of the
Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) as a corner stone
of Thai foreign policy. This was even more marked during the third
Indochina conflict. The diplomatic support of ASEAN was of great
significance for Thailand in its opposition to Vietnam’s rnilitary
occupation of Cambodia. ASEAN members deferred to Thailand’s
position as the front-line state, sometimes even against their own
preferences. As Chatichai’s policy towards Indochina was a swift and
unilateral shift from Thailand’s previously long held position and as
the change caught other ASEAN members by surprise, it prompted
them to react with some disapproval. It may be argued that the new
Thai policy seemed to challenge ASEAN both in individual and in
collective respects. Not surprisingly, however, the concerns of ASEAN
states were usually expressed with reference to the collective unity of
the group so as to emphasise how in their view Chatichai had abused
the group solidarity that had served his country so well.

This chaptcr investigates ASEAN’s responses to Chatichai’s policy
and offers an account of these reactions. The chapter addresses the
questions of ASEANs relevance in the third Indochina conflict, as well
as where and how the Association was placed in Thailand’s diplomatic
and strategic calculation. This, in turn, will offer an explanation
about the circumstances and conditions in which a small state such as
Thailand could break ranks with its regional partners in a matter that
was of considerable importance to them. It should perhaps be noted
that although member states in the Association shared a common

concern about the Cambodian conflict, some members were clearly
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more active and more relevant than others. Consequently, this chapter
focuses on the responses of Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, more

than those of the Philippines and Brunei.

ASEAN: A REGIONAL ORGANISATION

ASEAN was established on 8 August 1967 at a meeting in Bangkok
between the Foreign Ministers of Indonesia, the Philippines,
Singapore and Thailand, and the Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia.
The grouping was conceived in practicai terms as a means of
institutionaiising regional reconciliation, marking in particular the
ending of Indonesia’s Confrontation policy towards Malaysia. Also,
the Association was a result of a convergence in political outlook
by Southeast Asia’s political elite and especially in their antipachy
towards communism.”® In the mid 1960s, the founding members
of ASEAN were all beset by communist insurgencies or subversion
and felt threatened by neighbouring communist states such as China
or Vietnam, who in one way or another sponsored the insurgencies.
However, although security was uppermost in their minds, it was not
openly addressed. Instead, ASEAN’s declared primary goals were to
promote ‘ecconomic growth, social progress and cultural development’
through regionai co-operation, aithough in fact these were realised Oniy
to a very limited extent.?*® It has been argued that ASEAN’s objective
of furthering socio-economic progress was aimed at eliminating social
and economic deprivation in order to undermine the appeal of
communist revolution as an alternative to the market economy status
quo2’

Even so, ASEAN’s avowed attempts to bind its members together
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in friendship and co-operation took some time to evolve in practical
terms and was confined primarily to political co-operation exemplified
by the sustained predominant role assumed by ASEAN’s foreign
ministers. As member states differed in their threat perceptions,
politica] co-operation has not been extended to include defence
co-Operation of even an informal multilateral kind. Leifer argues
that whatever aspirations may have been entertained about the
security role of ASEAN, the Association began its working life as a very
modest inter-governmental enterprise.**® [ts members consciously played
down any such role in a region that was then dominated by the second
Indochina conflict (the Vietnam War). The central priority was to
cultivate a habit of harmony within the extended set of multilaceral
relationships. In the process of its decision-making, for example,
ASEAN has abided by the principle of consensus which means that
policy initiatives can arise only on the basis of a common denominator.
This practice has been justified with reference to a regional cultural
style which has enthroned consensus as the modus operandi of the

Association.?”®

THAILAND'’S RELATIONS WITH ASEAN

When the communist forces swept across Indochina in 1975,
Thailand’s foreign policy seemed to be tied to that of ASEAN as the
event brought the problem of survival and security closer to home,
especially as the US had effectively disengaged militarily from the
region two years carlier. ASEAN responded with a first meeting of
heads of governments that produced a treaty and a declaration setting

out its norms for rcgional conduct that included non-intervention and
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peaceful setclement of disputes. By its subsequent violation of these
norms in its invasion of Cambodia in December 1978, Vietnam in effect
challenged ASEAN as well as threatening Thailand’s national security.
As aresult, ASEAN became an even more important factor in Thailand’s
Indochina po]icy, as major Thai initiatives were advanced through the
Association which became the primary actor at the United Nations
on the Cambodian issue. This gave Thailand many advantages.*®
For instance, representation by an organisation with regional
credentials like that of ASEAN carried much greater credibility than
representation hy Thailand alone or in concert with other powers
who, unlike rcgional neighbours, rnight not share similar strategic
concerns. Furthermore, ASEAN’s solidarity made collective political
action possible and denied Vietnam the opportunity to divide and
rule and impose the fait accompli in Cambodia on the region. However,
because of ASEAN’s limited capability to lend any significant degree
of military or economic support to Thailand, the Association could

assume only a diplomatic role.
ASEAN AND THE THIRD INDOCHINA CONFLICT

Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia, which prompted the beginning
of the third Indochina conflict, altered the rcgionai balance of
power on mainland Southeast Asia by destroying Cambodia’s
position as a buffer state between Thailand and Vietnam. In carly
January 1979, when Vietnamese troops arrived at the Thai-Cambodian
border, Thailand became a front-line state directly threatened by
Vietnamese communist military power for the first time. Other ASEAN

countries quickiy closed ranks in support of Bangkok. This abruptiy
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ended the earlier period of ASEAN’s conciliation with Vietnam
symbolised by the open door and olive branch diplomacy as well as by
the web of bilateral relationships builc up over the previous years as
part of the efforts of ASEAN countries to adapt to new circumstances
fo]]owing the end of the Vietnam War.?!

Whereas a superpower like the US viewed the Cambodian issue
mainly in a global perspective in terms of how the issue affected
Washington’s triangular relations with China and the Soviet Union),
this was not the case for ASEAN states. For ASEAN countries, the
conflict had more direct repercussions, mainly because it threatened
the security of the region in which they must live. The third Indochina
conflict affected ASEAN in at least four aspects.

Firstly, Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia undermined a delicate
balance of strategic perceptions among the ASEAN states. Regardless
of Vietnam’s encroachment of Cambodia, there had been nuances in
the individual perspectives of the ASEAN members which reflected
their different strategic perceptions.262 Indonesia, Ma]aysia, and to a
lesser extent the Philippines saw China as a more serious though long
term security threat than Vietnam; and therefore, they tended to be
less hostile to, or even to sympathise with, Hanoi whom they saw as
a buffer against China. In contrast, Thailand and Singapore tended
to incline towards the Chinese view that Vietnam was a dangcr to
regional security. As long as the status quo was maintained, there
was a balance in the region, and hence this intra-ASEAN divergence
of strategic outlook did not threaten the diplomatic cohesion of the
Association. However, as Tim Huxley argues, the Vietnamese invasion
of Cambodia overturned such balance, allowing these differences

among ASEAN members to foreshadow a dccpcr division within the
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Association.?® Similarly, Sukhumbhand Paribacra argued that the
Cambodian conflict could lead to increasing strains within ASEAN
due to differences in the concept of regional order between Thailand
and Indonesia. He argued that Vietnam might be encouraged to exploit
the intramural contradictions within ASEAN with renewed vigour,
and that ASEAN might be divided.*** In other words, although other
ASEAN members united behind Thailand, which described itself as
a front-line state in the Cambodian conflict, this did not mean that
their deep-rooted strategic perspectives converged. Not only did the
differences remain, but there was also a possibility that countries
outside the group might exploit them.

Secondly, the conflict weakened ASEAN’s efforts to avoid
external intervention in the affairs of the region. The Cambodian crisis
allowed extra-regional powers to become involved in the conflict by
providing support for the warring Cambodian factions. The seemingly
local conflict between two Indochinese neighbours was engulfed
into a wider strategic competition between the great powers, with
the US and China supporting the resistance forces (particularly the
Khmer Rouge - in the case of Chinese support) and the Soviet Union
supporting Hanoi and Phnom Penh regimes. Such involvement of the
external powers reduced the chances that the region could be a Zone
of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) .2 Although the notion
of ZOPFAN was more a symbol rather than a programme for action,
its influence on the thinking of some ASEAN members, particularly
Indonesia, was perhaps not negligible. For instance, it explained in
part the concerns of Indonesia, and to a lesser extent Malaysia, over
Thailand’s tacit alliance wicth China (see later).

Thirdly, the conflict created a problem of refugees. An increase
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in the flow of refugees from Indochina to ASEAN states reached
a significantly high level by the mid 1979. A notable feature of the
flow of refugees was the ethnic Chinese identity of most of the boat
people.?® As such they were deemed to pose a threat to social and
political order by disturbing the communal balance in Singapore and
Malaysia and by reviving fears of a subversive menace in Indonesia.
Although the ethnic character of the refugees was not a problematic
issue in Thailand, the size of the influx did create social, economic,
and political prob]ems for Bangkok. By the end 0f1979, Thailand had
taken more than 310,000 refugees from Indochina 2’

Fourthly, the Cambodian problem diverted resources and energy
from other fields of endeavour.?® For instance, it took up a high
proportion of the agenda of the ASEAN foreign ministers’ meetings,
perhaps to the exasperation of those who wished to promote regional
co-operation in other directions. This was made explicit by Indonesian
Foreign Minister Mochtar Kusumaatmadja who Clcarly said that too
much time had been spent on the Cambodian issue. He proposed
in a meeting in Jakarta in July 1984 that the Association’s attention
should not be focused only on the Cambodian problem but also on the
pressing economic issues of common interest.”® In general, there was
a growing amount of resources devoted to defence, except in the case
of the Philippines. For instance, whereas during 1981-82 the ASEAN
countries altogether spent US$7.44 billion on defence with 768,000
men under arms, in 1983-84 the figures increased to US$8.29 billion
and 801,100 men.?”°
At the same time, some beneficial side effects of the third Indochina

conflict on ASEAN should also be noted.?”! Firstly, the issue acted

as a ccntripctal force for rcgional co-operation that might otherwise
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have fallen short of expectations. Secondly, it provided an opportunity
for promoting dialogues with Western countries, China, and Japan.
Thirdly, it was a mechanism for orchestrating international support
for the group, its ideals, and its individual members. ASEAN’s records
in the UN General Assembly since late 1978 provided ample proof of
its success in this regard. Indeed, it enabled ASEAN to emerge as a

diplomatic community of international significance.

ASEAN’S RESPONSES TO THE THIRD INDOCHINA
CONFLICT

The Vietnamese ousting of the Khmer Rouge government and
the installation of a client government under Heng Samrin shocked
ASEAN states. Vietnam maintained that the situation in Cambodia was
irreversible and that the Vietnamese-ASEAN relations would have been
better had it not been for the ‘dark scheme of division by the Peking
reactionaries.”””> However, the Vietnamese invasion engendcred among
ASEAN leaders a pronounced sense of betrayal * This was particularly
keenly felt as Vietnam’s Prime Minister Phan Van Dong had given
public reassurances that his country would respect the independence,
sovereignty and territorial integrity of each Southeast Asian country
only weeks prior to Vietnam’s armed intervention in Cambodia. The
depth of ASEAN consternation and outrage at Vietnam’s invasion
was probably intensified by the embarrassment of having incorrectly
calculated that Hanoi’s future influence on Southeast Asia would likely
be limited due to Vietnam’s expected preoccupation with the formidable
challenge posed by its need for post-war economic reconstruction.”™

However, ASEAN’s immediate response to Vietnam’s aggression
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in December 1978 was rather restrained. At the conclusion of their
special meeting in Bangkok in January 1979, ASEAN’s foreign ministers
issued a communiqué reminding Vietnam of its pledge to ASEAN
member countries scrupulously to respect each other’s independence.
The communiqué then called for an immediate and total withdrawal
of all foreign forces from Cambodia.?” This may be considered as a
mild response. The fact that Vietnam was not mentioned by name and
its action not condemned more aggressively revealed that ASEAN
was still undecided how far to go in opposing Vietnam’s use of force.
Also, ASEAN’s muted diplomatic response might have been due in
part to the fact that Indonesia was the chairman of ASEAN’s standing
committee and was inclined to be less hawkish than Thailand.?’® When
China took a more direct measure by sending its forces into Vietnam
in February 1979 in order to punish Vietnam and teach it a lesson,
ASEAN reacted by repeating its call for the withdrawal of unnamed
forcign forces from Indochina.?”’

In their meeting in Bali in June 1979, ASEAN’s foreign ministers
affirmed their commitment to three goals over Cambodia which were
upheld with consistency in public thereafter. First, the solidarity of
ASEAN was affirmed with reference to the security of Thailand and
to the cardinal rule of the society of sovereign states. Second, they
called for the immediate and total withdrawal of forcign forces from
Cambodian territory, referring directly to Vietnam by calling on its
government to demonstrate its positive attitude towards Thailand and
the other ASEAN member states by withdrawing its forces from the
Thai-Cambodian border. Finally, support was reiterated for the rights
of the Cambodian people to determine their future by themselves, free
from interference or influence from outside powers in the exercise of

self-determination.?’®
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Moreover, ASEAN gradually developed a broadly based strategy
to oppose Vietnam by promoting the application of political and
economic pressures on Hanoi. An editorial of Singapore’s newspaper
The Straits Times ﬁrmly argucd that there was no alternative to putting
pressure on Vietnam. The paper said that although ASEAN’s call for
immediate withdrawal of Vietnamese troops from Cambodia might
not be heeded, the pressure had to be maintained and prices of Hanoi’s
persistence should be made so high it would be forced to change.*”
By the end of 1979, ASEAN had achieved a measure of diplomatic
success on the issue of Cambodia as its member governments had
disp]ayed a faci]ity for Coordinating po]icies and exercising lobbying
skills. However, it must be noted that ASEAN’s diplomatic success
would have been less likely had there not been support from greater
powers. The reliance of ASEAN’s diplomacy on the economic isolation
of Vietnam by the West and Japan, and the military pressure by China
pointed up to the limitation of ASEAN.

At the same time, the Association sought to deny international
legitimacy to the Vietnamese-installed government in Phnom Penh.
ASEAN countries continued to recognise the ousted Cambodian
government (i.e. the Khmer Rouge regime under Pol Pot) and they
were the main diplomatic force behind the formation of the Coalition
Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK) in 1982 which
combined two non-communist Cambodian factions with the communist
Khmer Rouge. According to two of the highest ranking officials of
the Thai government who were involved in the process leading to the
formation of the CGDK, Bangkok’s role in this regard was important,
particularly in convincing China that the establishment of a resistance

coalition was expedient.®® The successful establishment of the CGDK
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represented a political advance of a kind for ASEAN. It made it easier
to refute charges of engaging in an immoral political relationship with
the murderous Khmer Rouge; and therefore, it made it easier to solicit
voting support in the UN because of the more acceptable credentials
of the non-communist components of the coalition.?®!

In addition, ASEAN sought to find a way to achieve a political
settlement for Cambodia. An ecarly effort of ASEAN was the
organisation of the International Conference on Kampuchea (ICK) which
was convened in New York in July 1981 under the auspices of the
Secretary-General of the United Nations. This was the first main
conference on Cambodia and was attended by 92 nations. The
Conference represented a remarkable criumph for ASEAN diplomacy,
although in practical terms the success was much less. The ICK was
distinguished by the absence of Vietnamese and Laotian as well as
Soviet representation. In addition, ASEAN’s draft proposal unexpectedly
met with resistance both from Beijing, which had adoptcd an
imp]acable anti-Vietnamese stand that para]leled the Khmer Rouge’s
position, and ]oy Washington, whose main interest was to manage its
adversarial relationship with Moscow. As a consequence, the final ICK
declaration was passed only after passages relating to the disarmament
of the different Cambodian factions and the organisation of the interim
administration had been watered down. 28 Michael Leifer describes the
outcome of the Conference as nothing less than a diplomatic defeat for
ASEAN, whose collective efforts had been frustrated.?®® Indeed, the
ICK episode clearly points to the limitation placed on the Association
and shows that the success or failure of ASEAN’s diplomatic efforts
depended on policies and approaches of the great powers.

This was confirmed two years later, as another initiative from
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ASEAN states encountered Chinese intervention. In 1983, ASEAN
discussed what was called a five-plus-two formula, which would have
led to a discussion of the Cambodian issue attended by the five ASEAN
countries (Brunei was not a member at the time), plus Vietnam and
Laos. The exclusion of all the Cambodian factions from the formula was
thought to have the advantage of preventing a confrontation between
the participants over the issue of who represented the Cambodian
authority.” However, the idea was in the end turned down by a special
meeting of the ASEAN foreign ministers held in Bangkok, primarily
due to Chinese pressure.”® China did not want the legitimacy of the
CGDK to be questioned and Beijing was not prepared to abandon its
control over the negotiation process.?*

Also, in 1983, the ASEAN countries put forward a Joint Appeal
which called for the complete withdrawal of foreign troops from
Cambodia, the right to self-determination of the Cambodian people,
and compliancc by all states to refrain from interference in Cambodia’s
internal affairs. This was not accepted by Vietnam, who later
undertook a dry season offensive of 1984-5 with renewed vigour and
a more aggressive strategy, which led to the loss of army bases of all
three factions of the CGDK. Vietnam’s move reflected the failure of
the ongoing diplomacy at the time, and led ASEAN to step up its
efforts in other ways — as seen by a special meeting between ASEAN
fbreign ministers on 11—12 February 1985 which called for international
assistance including weapons for the resistance factions.?” ASEAN
also indicated willingness to give military aid to the resistance more
openly.?*

However, although ASEAN members generally adhered to a

common position which defied Vietnam’s action in Cambodia, some
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peace initiatives proposed by some members were not acceptable to
others. A clear example was when Malaysia and Indonesia, during
their bilateral meeting in the Malaysian town of Kuantan in March
1980, put forward what was called the Kuantan Principle. It called
for a Vietnam free from Soviet influence but indepcndent of China.
In addition, Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur offered concessions on
Cambodia including acceptance of a government in Phnom Penh if
it was broader-based, termination of ASEAN support of the Khmer
Rouge government of Democratic Kampuchea (DK), and a position
Calling for only a partia] Vietnamese troops withdrawal, cspcciaﬂy
from the Thai borders.?® It was suggested that the riming of this
declaration may have been designed, in part, to put pressure on the
new Thai leadership under Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanonda to be
more accommodating to Vietnam.*”

Nevertheless, the Kuantan proposal proved to be unacceptable to
Bangkok because it implicd arecognition of a Vietnamese hcgcmonia]
role in Indochina. ! When Prem undertook a tour of ASEAN Capitals
after becoming Prime Minister, he went out of his way to indicate
hostility to the Kuantan message. The fate of the Kuantan idea was
also sealed when Hanoi did not accept this olive branch, rejecting the
implication that Vietnam was dependent on external powers.?? As a
result, the Indoncsian—Ma]aysian joint statement issued at Kuantan
was quietly discarded and omitted from the series of‘public documents
issued by Malaysia’s Foreign Ministry. Also, following an incident
at Non Mak Moon Village in June 1980, when Vietnamese troops
crossed Thai border, and killed Thai soldiers in their accempts to seize
the village, Indonesia and Malaysia had no choice but to throw their

support behind Thailand.
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Although the Kuantan formula was abandoned, this episode
nevertheless highlights the differing perceptions between Indonesia
and Malaysia on the one hand, and Thailand on the other. In other
words, the Kuantan Cpisodc was a manifestation of the Indonesian
and Malaysian sensitivity towards the China threat (intensified by
growing ties between Bangkok and Beijing) and relative sympathy
with Vietnam. This marked a turning point in the public expression
of internal debate within ASEAN 2%

The intramural differences within ASEAN in this issue resurfaced
in the mid 1980s, when Malaysia proposed the idea of proximity talks.
The plan was to arrange negotiations between representatives from
the CGDK and from the government of the People’s Republic of
Kampuchea (PRK) led by Hun Sen to take place via a mediator.
However, the idea went against the key principle defended by Thailand
as it seemed to involve the legitimisation of the Hun Sen government.
Under the pressure from Thailand and China, the idea was rehashed,
and it was decided instead that negotiations should be held between
Hanoi and the CGDK, with the possibility of the PRK forming part

of the Vietnamese delegation.®*

Although Hanoi itself refused to
participate, this episode was nevertheless an example of how Thailand
and China could influence the collective position of the Association.

Similar efforts to arrange Cambodian peace talks continued
well into the late 1980s. In May 1987, Indonesia put forward the idea
of a cocktail party which would allow the four Cambodian factions
to hold informal discussions about how to overcome the deadlock.
The cocktail party concept called for a two-stage negotiation. The

first stage would see all the Cambodian factions talk to each other,

while the rcgiona] parties including Vietnam would be invited to
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participate in the second stage.””® Nevertheless, the initial reaction of
Thailand and Singapore was negative. The two were concerned that
as the proposed idea did not specify the time frame in which Vietnam
would participate in the dialogue process, it might lend credence to
Hanoi’s claim that the conflict in Cambodia was a domestic power
struggle. This concern was soon addressed, and during an ASEAN
foreign ministers meeting in Bangkok in August 1987, the proposal
was modified to specify that a cocktail party could only take place if
Vietnam joined the talks immediate]y after the initial informal talks
between the Cambodian factions.2%

The idea of a cockrail party, consisting of two-stage meetings, was
later applied in successive rounds of the Jakarta Informal Meetings (JIMs).
The first JIM, held in July 1988, attempted to forge a comprehensive
political settlement which aspired to link the timetable for Vietnamese
withdrawal to the elimination of the Khmer Rouge. However, the
meeting ended inconclusively. The PRK’s proposal to establish a
national reconciliation government, which would include all four
factions but not Pol Pot and his close associates, was rejected by the
Khmer Rouge who in turn demanded that Vietnam had to completely
and unconditionally withdraw its troops from Cambodia first. The
second JIM in February 1989 also failed to move the peace process
ahead because Phnom Penh and Hanoi rejected concessions on two
issues: an interim government and the question of the mandate and size

of the international force on which the CGDK had by then agreed ®”

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 141



DIFFERENCES IN THREAT PERCEPTIONS AMONG
ASEAN COUNTRIES

Proposals such as the Kuantan principle, proximity talks, and
a cocktail party highlighted the differences between Indonesia and
Malaysia on the one hand and Thailand and Singaporc on the other
hand. The fundamental issue here was ASEAN countries’ diﬁéring
threat perceptions and security perspectives. These had their roots
in such factors as the differences in geographical location, historical
experiences, as well as economic and social dimensions of each state’s
foreign policy.®® Until the start of the Cambodian conflict, these
differences among ASEAN countries did not place serious strain on
the 1'e]ationship between them, because any potential for threat was
not translated into actual form.*” However, the conflict sharpened
the differences in security perspectives among ASEAN countries. On
the one hand, Thailand and Singapore saw Vietnam as a menace. On
the other hand, Indonesia and, to a slightly lesser extent, Malaysia,
thought China was a more serious threat. The Phi]ippincs stance
was not as strong as other ASEAN partners, partly because it was
geographically more remote from the site of the conflict and because it
was preoccupied with domestic issues. Generally, Manila’s stance was
in the middle between the aforementioned two poles and it preferred
to follow ASEAN consensus. The same could be said of Brunei (who
joined the Association in 1984), although one scholar suggests that
Brunei appeared to have been closer to the Indonesian and Malaysian
position.3®
The Vietnamese threat to Thailand resulted from the two countries’

age-old historical rivalry. Not only had they competed for supremacy
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in the Mckong area, but the Vietnamese threat came to assume even
greater significance because of the perceived intention of Vietnam to
dominate Indochina, its ideological commitment to export revolution,
and its strategic alliance with the Soviet Union. Thai policy makers
believed that Vietnam was a Soviet proxy, and that Soviet influence
on Vietnam made it even more difficult to resolve the already
complicated problem in Cambodia.**! Thailand had long feared the
creation of an Indochina federation, because not only would this
remove the buffer between Thailand and Vietnam but it would also
leave Thailand Continually vulnerable to Vietnam.

Singapore shared Thailand’s fear of Vietnam. Singapore’s
anti-communist rhetoric allowed it to demonstrate its independence
from China, particularly since a large majority of Singapore’s
population was Chinese. Moreover, as a small country, Singapore had
particular reasons for objecting to the practice by which a stronger
power could impose a government by force on its weaker neighbour.
Also, the city state sought to restore regional stabi]ity on which its
prosperity depended. Indeed, apart from Thailand, Singapore was
the key shaper of world opinion on the Cambodian conflict. It was a
strong and outspoken member of ASEAN on this issue, and it often
told the world to ‘stay the course.”

However, this view of seeing Vietnam as a menace was not fully
shared by Indonesia and Malaysia. For Indonesia, it was probably the
memory of the Indonesian revolution, and the perceived similarities of
Vietnamese struggle for independence, that made Jakarta sympathetic
towards the Vietnamese plight. In fact, Indonesia and Vietnam were
the only two Southeast Asian countries that had to fight for their

independence, whereas for the others independence was achieved
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without armed struggle. It is suggested that in this respect, the Indonesians
saw the Vietnamese as kindred souls who understood the meaning of
struggle against the powerful forces of colonialism.*”® In addition, it
is argued that Jakarta was sympathetic to Hanoi partly because the
Vietnamese action in Cambodia was similar to the Indonesian domestic
consensus in support of Indonesia’s takeover of East Timor as morally
and legally valid against the UN vote endorsing self-determination and
independence of East Timor.’* Jakarta’s sympathy with Vietnam was
paralleled with its suspicions of China’s motives, particularly about
seeking to establish regional hegemonism. These were partly due to
Beijing’s alleged involvement in the abortive coup d’¢tar in Indonesia
in 1965. Similarly, Malaysia’s threat perception was dominated by
fears of internal subversion resulting from China’s assistance to the
Communist Party of Malaya.

More generally, Indonesia and Malaysia wanted to avoid the
involvement of external powers in the affairs of Southeast Asia
(hence their idea of ZOPFAN), and therefore were concerned about
growing Chinese role in the Cambodian conflict. While the Chinese
invasion of Vietnam in February 1979 may have provided Thailand
with some assurance that China was willing to take action, it added to
the fears in Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur that China was prepared to use
force to realise its political goals. Growing ties between Thailand and
China were therefore a matter of important concern for Indonesia and
Malaysia. Jakarta warned that the Chinese goal was to use
ASEAN only to achieve its political interests in pressuring Vietnam in
order to contain Soviet-Vietnamese influence in Indochina.3® These
suspicions about the Chinese motives were exacerbated by a large

ethnic Chinese minority in Malaysia and Indonesia, which was seen as
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a possible channel of China’s interference of Malaysian and Indonesian
domestic affairs. The ethnic Chinese in these two countries were less
well assimilated than their counterparts in Thailand.

Because of their sensitivity towards the China threat, Indonesia
and Malaysia fele that Vietnam had also been motivated to invade
Cambodia by its antipathy towards China. Consequently, Jakarta
and Kuala Lumpur thought that the Vietnamese withdrawal could be
pursued best by conciliatory policies, such as the Kuantan Principle,
which took into account Vietnam’s security concerns.

Despite intramural differences of threat perceptions, however,
ASEAN was generally unified in oﬁéring unwavering support for
Thailand. The Association was drawn primarily into the service
of Thai interests, and Bangkok was in a position to determine the
direction of collective policy by conveying an implicit threat that undue
resistance by its regional partners could provoke an even closer relations
with China.3% By succcssfully imposing on other ASEAN partners
its tacit alliance with China, Thailand integrated a power—balancing
dimension into ASEAN'sdiplomatic campaign against Vietnam’s action in
Cambodia.**” Consequently, Chinese influence, both directly and
indirectly through its ties with Thailand, was able to shape the policy of
ASEAN on many occasions: for instance, when the initial ICK proposal
had to be modified under Beijing’s pressure; and when the proximity
talks proposal was turned down by Thailand and China. As Leifer
argues, although the Association was regarded as a significant
diplomatic instrument, it would only receive, during the Cambodian
conflict, a secondary position in Thailand’s strategic planning.*%®
Thailand could not rely on its ASEAN partners to militarily oppose

Vietnam’s action in Cambodia or to deter incursions on the Thai-
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Cambodian border or in an event of an open Vietnamese offensive
against Thailand. Instead, Bangkok sought assistance from extra regional
powers particularly China but also the US.

Generally, Thailand’s ASEAN partners seemed to understand and
accept the limit of the Association’s capacity. Consequent]y, concerns
over possible Chinese attempts to expand its influence in the region
were compromised by the understanding that in the absence of ASEAN's
credible military strength to reassure Thailand, support from the bigger
powers was necessary. In this regard, China was an important back-up
for ASEAN’s diplomatic efforts. China’s diplomatic support and its
military capabi]ity allowed the Association to successfully carry out
its collective diplomatic efforts in isolating Vietnam and prevented
the Hun Sen government from gaining international recognition.
ASEAN’s diplomatic achievement, in turn, helped to strengthen the
group’s confidence and also its unity. Meanwhile, Hanoi’s policies
also contributed to ASEAN’s solidarity. Vietnam’s aggressions against
Thailand on many occasions, such as the incident at Non Mak Moon
Village in May 1980 and during the dry season offensives in 1984-8s,
effectively brought the ASEAN members more closely together in
their support for Thailand. Simi]ar]y, Vietnam’s rejection of the olive
branch such as Kuantan and proximity talks proposals also helped,
indirectly, to keep the group united. It has been suggested that the
degree of ASEAN solidarity manifested during the third Indochina
conflict should be viewed as surprising in light of the co-operative

fragilicy that had defined the Association since its creation.*”
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ASEAN AND CHATICHALI'S INITIATIVES

When Chatichai came to power in late 1988, he spoke of high
importance that his government attached to the promotion of ASEAN
co-operation. Referring to ASEAN's efforts in the Cambodian issue,
Chatichai said in his opening address at a meeting of the ASEAN
Economic Ministers in Thailand in October 1988 that “our common
cfforts and unified stand on the Kampuchean problem throughout
these years have brought home to the Vietnamese the futility of their
course in Kampuchea.”'” However, it seems that his own decision to
surprise other ASEAN partners by unilaterally introducing a new
policy could undermine the ‘unified stand’ which he referred to. There
is no evidence that Chatichai had consulted or informed other ASEAN
countries in advance about his Indochina initiatives.

There is evidence, however, that Chatichai and his team of advisers
believed that the new policy would not run into ASEAN's opposition.
According to Chatichai’s advisers, it was recognised that the new policy
carried some risks ofupsctting Thailand’s allies and friends because it
was different from the previous common position, but the risks were
thought to be low. They expected that the irritation which the policy
might cause would be outweighed by the understanding of other
ASEAN countries because the new policy was an appropriate move
consistent with international and regional circumstances in which other
ASEAN partners also opcratcd.311 General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh7
Thailand’s army commander and acting supreme commander who
took part in the making and implementation of Chatichai’s policy,
added that ASEAN countries understood that the new policy was a

continuation of the efforts to bring peace to the region and therefore
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it was consistent with ASEAN’s interest. Chavalit argued that because
the new policy was merely a change in tactics and not in strategy, it
did not undermine the interests of the Association and hence was
not a significant concern to ASEAN members.*' In other words, the
makers of the new Thai po]icy did not Carelessly ignore ASEAN in
their calculation but they expected that the Association would not
object to the policy. The decision to introduce the policy as a surprise
was perhaps a consequence of bypassing the Thai Foreign Ministry in
the process of making and implcmcnting it, as the Ministry was the
main channel for ASEAN consultation.

Nevertheless, the initial responses of ASEAN countries to the
new Thai policy were not favourable. Chatichai faced some criticism
about his divergence from the common ASEAN stand. For instance,
Singapore’s former Foreign Minister Sinnathamby Rajaratnam
warned that the Thai initiatives could seriously damage ASEAN’s
credibility as one of the few successful examples of regional political
co-operation in the Third World.?"® Former Indonesian Foreign
Minister Mochtar Kusumaatmadja, who played an important role in
ASEAN’s containment policy against Vietnam in the early 1980s, was
also very critical of Chatichai’s policy which he claimed had seriously
undermined ASEAN's credibility*'* Concerns were raised that the new
Thai policy might ease the pressure on Hanoi to make concessions at
the negotiating table over Cambodia’s po]itica] future. The failure of
the second Jakarta Informal Meeting hosted by Indonesia in 1989 to
produce an agreement on power sharing among the Cambodian factions
was blamed by these critics on Vietnamese intransigence which was
seen to have resulted in part from the Thai government’s premature

offcring of an olive branch to Hanoi.
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Arguably, Chatichai’s new policy seemed to challenge other
ASEAN countries in at least two aspects: first, it was seen to undermine
the unity of the Association as a whole; and second, it went against
individual interests of some ASEAN states. However, the first aspect
was usually referred to as the main reason. Not only was it easier to
speak of collective interests rather than of individual interests, but
it must also be noted that by acting as a unified group, ASEAN had
gained significant diplomatic recognition, which was a positive
contribution to its records. Consequently, it was not surprising that
comments about Chatichai’s policy were mainly projected from
a position where the assumption of ASEAN unity was central. The
following section discusses responses of ASEAN countries to three
main aspects of the new Thai policy. It will be demonstrated chat
their responses were based not so much on their disagreement with
the substance of Chatichai’s policy as on their dissatisfaction with the

way the policy emerged.

1. OPENING INDOCHINESE MARKETS

Chatichai’s statement about turning Indochina from a
battlefield to a marketplace, coupled with the Thai military’s concept of
Suvarnabhumi, was not welcomed by some ASEAN countries,
particularly Singapore. Singapore’s former Foreign Minister
Sinnathamby Rajaratnam argued that by indulging in this policy shift,
Thailand had failed to understand that Vietnam was using ASEAN
members merely as bait to lure foreign investments from Western
countries.’" Bangkok was also accused of secking unilateral economic
advantage by promoting rapid trade and investment links with
Indochina, which could become Thailand’s market and a supp]icr of

naturai resources.
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Although Singapore’s Rajaratnam did not seem to welcome
Chatichai’s ideas, Malaysia showed some understanding of the new Thai
policy. Malaysian Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohammed said that
changing international circumstances looked conducive to peace; and
that Malaysia supported Bangkok’s policy of ending the isolation of
Indochina so that the Indochinese countries could help to contribute to
the development of ASEAN economies.*'® Mahathir’s comment shows
that his view was consistent with the anticipation of Chatichai and his
team. Chatichai’s advisers also believed that Singapore’s view in fact
did not differ significantly from that of Chatichai, not least because
Singapore a]ready had trade ties with Indochina. They suggested that
Singapore’s critical comment perhaps was more of a political gesture
to indicate its dissatisfaction following the surprising introduction of
Chatichai’s policy*'” In any case, Chatichai early attempts to address
the concern about his policy were seen during his visits to ASEAN
capitals in late 1988 — Carly 1989. The Thai Prime Minister assured his
hosts that Thailand would not establish formal trade links with Hanoi

as long as Vietnam maintained its troops in Cambodia.'®

2. APPROACH TOWARDS THE HUN SEN GOVERNMENT
Although Chatichai’s announcement of his intention to turn
Indochina from a battlefield to a marketplace was not well received
by some of Thailand’s ASEAN friends, it was perhaps his personal
invitation to the Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen to visit Bangkok
that generated much more criticism, especially from Indonesia. This was
despite Bangkok’s actempts to make clear that Chatichai’s invitation to
Hun Sen was informal and did not mean that Thailand recognised the

Phnom Penh govcrnmcnt.319 Chatichai’s invitation to Hun Sen was a
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significant diplomatic move which was contrary to the previous Thai
and ASEAN positions. Chatichai claimed that Hun Sen’s views should
be listened to, and this would contribute to the efforts to promote
reconciliation between the four Cambodian factions. The importance
that Chatichai gave to Hun Sen’s faction marked a difference between
his policy and the previous Thai approach which ASEAN supported.

Reactions from ASEAN countries were mixed. The Philippines,
for example, secemed to react favourably. The Philippines’ Foreign
Minister Raul Maglapus said in April 1989 that Hun Sen’s visit to
Thailand might well contribute to the peace process in Cambodia by
putting some pressure on Sihanouk to be more assertive and abandon
his earlier moves of repeated resignation and resumption of power as
the leader of the CGDK.*? On the other hand, some ASEAN partners
appeared to be critical. This was particularly the case for Indonesia
where Chatichai’s new move towards Hun Sen seemed to create
tensions as both Bangkok and Jakarta competed for control of the
peace negotiation process and hence for leadership of ASEAN. When
the JIM II failed in February 1989, particularly because the Cambodian
factions could not agree on the question of an interim government in
Cambodia, Chatichai’s new diplomacy was blamed for contributing
to the impasse by allowing Phnom Penh and Hanoi to harden their
positions and object to the peace plan. Consequently, an editorial in
an Indonesian newspaper Jakarta Post noted that ‘the failure of some
ASEAN members to render their unqualified and full support to the
maximum results of the second JIM, which was supposed to be an
indigenous effort at regional diplomacy, was quite disappointing.®' It

was quite apparent that the article was referring to Chatichai’s policy.
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3. OTHER EFFORTS TO ACHIEVE A PEACE SETTLEMENT

Another aspect of Chatichai’s Indochina policy was his idea of a
step-by-step approach to peace in Cambodia, as opposed to the idea of a
comprehensive approach advocated by ASEAN. As part of his accempts
to promote an early ceasefire in Cambodia, Chatichai actively took
part in the arrangement of the Tokyo Conference in June 1990. This,
however, intensified the differences between him and other ASEAN
partners. The Tokyo Conference was in effect a bilateral discussion
between the Phnom Penh government and the CGDK (represented
by Sihanouk).*** As the idea of a bilateral format was not shared by
ASEAN, the Tokyo Conference was arranged without the participation
of the Association. That Chatichai and his team decided to organise the
meeting without the co-operation of other ASEAN partners may be
explained by the preparation process leading up to it, which provided
them with confidence. Prior to the Tokyo meeting, the Thai Prime
Minister, his advisers, and Chavalit (the Thai military leader), held
separate meetings with the leaders of the Phnom Penh government
and the CGDK as part of their attempts to find a way to facilitate
an understanding between them. Chavalit, in particular, played an
important role in securing a preliminary agreement between the two
competing Cambodian governments concerning, among other things,
a provision for a voluntary ceasefire and an establishment of a supreme
national body for Cambodia. This provided confidence for Chatichai
and his team that progress would be made at the Tokyo Conference,
and contributed to their decision to arrange the Conference even
without the participation of ASEAN and China.

The Tokyo meeting did produce an agreement between Sihanouk

and the Phnom Penh government, although Sihanouk later withdrew
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from it because one component of the CGDK (i.e. the Khmer Rouge)
was opposed to the final declaration. Despite this, Chatichai and
his advisers appeared satisfied with their effort, not least because it
provided another opportunity for the Cambodian factions to discuss
the problem.?* Nevertheless, Thailand’s ASEAN partners still did
not openly endorse Chatichai’s idea of a step-by-step or incremental
approach to a peace agreement, although Indonesia was reported to be
inclined to it. According to a Far Eastern Economic Review intelligence
report in December 1989, Indonesian Foreign Ministry had held a
closed-door meeting to discuss ways of matching Chatichai’s policy line
ofa step—by—step approach o peace in Cambodia without appearing to
reproduce it; and Foreign Minister Ali Alatas was under considerable
pressure to soften his insistence on a comprehensive solution to the
Cambodian conflict.3** Nonetheless, towards the Paris Conference
of 1991, the step-by-step idea was decreasingly referred to as a
comprehensive settlement began to take shape following the actions
on part of the superpowers and the great powers which importantly

paved the way for it (see later).
EXPLAINING THE RESPONSES OF ASEAN COUNTRIES

The reactions of ASEAN countries may be looked at in two
related aspects depending on the kind of interests that seemed to
be challenged by Chatichai’s policy. These are (a) collective interests
centred on the unity of ASEAN, and (b) individual or private interests
of the ASEAN countries.
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EFFECTS ON ASEAN'’S UNITY

It was clear that Chatichai’s Indochina initiatives caused much
controversy among ASEAN countries because they disliked the fact
that the new Thai policy was announced without prior consultation
with them. In other words, the Association was disp]cascd with the
Thai Prime Minister because he was seen to break with ASEAN’s
practice of consensus. Thailand’s policy shift was described by
Indonesian Foreign Minister Mochtar as a ‘rude blow’ to ASEAN
cohesion and political solidarity.** For Indonesia and Malaysia, the
irritation was also caused in part because the two countries had in
the past subordinated some of their political and security interests
to Thai advantage so as to maintain the unity of ASEAN. To them, it
seemed that, having taken advantage of the sacrifice of the interests
of others on the Indochina issue up to this point, the Thais were now
seeking to advance their private interests at the expense of those who
had been their benefactors. Meanwhile, Chatichai was criticised by
Singapore’s Foreign Minister for his ‘“failure to recognise that his policy
Change might embarrass and render ASEAN meaning]ess in the cyes
of Western dialogue partners.”*

However, there did not secem to be any serious consequences
or impact on the group as a whole. This could be because, as Evelyn
Colbert suggests, the Association had a capacity to absorb an
originally aberrant position into a new ASEAN consensus.’*” On
his part, Chatichai sought to minimise the irritation of his ASEAN
partners by, for example, reassuring them that Vietnam would not
be allowed to enter the Indochina market while still carrying guns

and by emphasising that ASEAN had a central place in Thailand’s
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foreign policy. In any case, Chatichai’s advisers believed that the new
Thai policy did not undermine the unity of ASEAN, because other
ASEAN countries later followed Chatichai’s example, e.g. trading with
Indochina.®® In addition, it should be noted that there was no formal
criticism from the Association or its members against Chatichai’s
initiatives. The ASEAN members observed one of the Association’s
rules of the game — not criticising each other publicly. Public discussion
of policy difference, if occurred at all, was conducted in a low-key and
non-confrontational manner.* Chatichai argued that there was no
official negative reaction from the ASEAN countries. The Thai
government’s deputy spokesman clarified in February 1989 that the
apparent criticism from ASEAN countries was in fact personal views
of some ASEAN officials and by no means represented the formal

position of the ASEAN states.*

EFFECTS ON INDIVIDUAL INTERESTS

Chatichai’s policy may be seen to adversely affect individual
interests of other ASEAN countries, which prompted them to react
negatively. For instance, the new Thai policy, introduced unilaterally,
did not please Indonesia who nurtured a sense of being a regional
leader. Indonesia had for long resented the lack of recognition for its
deferral to Bangkok on the issue of Cambodia and had increasingly
disliked the ‘shift in the political centre of gravity of the Association
from Jakarta to Bangkok.™' Chatichai’s policy was viewed as Thailand’s
implicit claim to leadership of the Association even once its security was
no longer threatened. Therefore, the new Thai policy was not warmly

welcomed by the Indonesians although ]akarta was said to be ‘privatc]y
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clated to see that Thailand, which had opposed any contact with the
Phnom Penh government, had come to recognise it as a key actor in
Cambodia.**? The effects of Chatichai’s foreign policy on Indonesia’s
sense of regional leadership was said to be a reason for Suharto’s visit
to Bangkok in July 1990. The Indonesian president reportedly tried
to persuade the Thais to yield the position of ASEAN forerunner in
dealing with Cambodia back to Indonesia (who was a co-chair of the
Paris Conference on the Cambodian issue).333

Malaysia shared some of Indonesia’s dissatisfaction about the
new Thai policy7 not least because earlier Malaysia had to restrain its
initiatives for the benefit of Thai security interests. However, unlike
Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur did not nurture a sense of regional leadership
and hence was not annoyed by Thailand’s implicit claim to ASEAN
leadership. On the contrary, the Malaysian Prime Minister on some
occasions appeared to openly approve Chatichai’s move, as outlined
earlier in this chaptcr. In addition, Ma]aysia’s less critical responses
(than those of Indonesia) could be explained by the relatively close
relations between Kuala Lumpur and Bangkok. The two countries’
bilateral atcempts to control communist insurgencies along their
common borders contributed to the necessity of close co-operation
and mutual understanding?**

Singapore’s reactions may also be seen as resulting partly from
its interests of‘maintaining a prominent position on the international
stage with regard to the Cambodian issue. The city-state adopted a role
of a spokesman for ASEAN on the Cambodian issue, as Singapore’s
Ambassador Tommy Koh skilfully argued the case for ASEAN at the
UN. This, arguably, was undermined by the new Thai initiatives of

which Singapore had no prior knowledge. Consequently, the city-state’s
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reaction to Chatichai’s policy was unfavourable. However, as argued
carlier in this chapter, Chatichai’s advisers believed that this reaction
was to some extent for political effect, because Singapore itself had
maintained contacts (particularly economic) with the Indochinese
countries before Chatichai announced his policy.

Meanwhile, the new Thai approach did not seem to
undermine the Philippines’ interests. Since the late 1970s, Manila was not
particularly active on the Cambodian question. While condemning the
Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia, Philippine President Marcos did
not consider this to be a danger to the Philippines.®** This continued
in the second half of the 1980s, as President Aquino was beset with
the country’s social, economic and political problems which reduced
the salience of the Cambodian issue. The Philippines’ geographical
location away from the scene of the conflict further explained the
relatively lesser interest it had in the issue. Similar explanation could
perhaps be said of Brunei.

The differences in causes and degrees of'irritation among ASEAN
countries reflected the extent to which Chatichai’s policy was perceived
to affect their individual interests. For instance, Singapore’s expressed
concern about Chatichai’s encouragement of trade with Indochina
could have stemmed in part from its interests in maintaining its
share of less than open trade with Indochina. Similarly, Indonesia’s
unfavourable reaction to Chatichai’s initiative towards Hun Sen,
which was a significant diplomatic move in the efforts to solve the
Cambodian problem, could be explained by the dissatisfaction of being
upstaged. Jakarta’s sense of regional leadership was not replicated in the
other ASEAN countries, which perhaps explains relatively less critical

reactions from those countries following Hun Sen’s visit to Thailand.
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Chatichai’s way of handling responses of other ASEAN countries
was reactive. When concerns were raised about the effectiveness of his
policy, Chatichai would seck to explain that his policy was a viable
alternative to a peace settlement in Cambodia. Meanwhile, the Thai
Prime Minister attempted to emphasise the importance of other ASEAN
states. For instance, in what could be seen as an attempt to address
Indonesia’s concern, Chatichai emphasised in an interview in mid 1989
that he personally respected Indonesia’s President Suharto.** One of
Chatichai’s advisers pointed out that the Thai Prime Minister skilfully
employed personal diplomacy towards his ASEAN counterparts.’’
Arguably, this helped to moderate disapproving responses from other
ASEAN leaders who were displeased by the surprising introduction

of the new Thai approach.
TWO TRACK DIPLOMACY IN ASEAN COUNTRIES

Generally, responses from Thailand’s ASEAN partners were not
significantly critical. An important reason was that Chatichai’s policy
was not out of tune with the approaches of other ASEAN countries
towards the Cambodian issue. This is because despite their collective
stance in opposing the Phnom Penh government and Vietnam’s action
in Cambodia, some ASEAN countries had sympathy with Vietnam
and some had informal contacts with Phnom Penh.

Two track diplomacy such as this was not uncommon among
ASEAN countries. In Indonesia, the differences between the Foreign
Ministry (headed by Mochtar, and later by Alatas) and the Military (led
by General Benny Murdani) were marked by the former’s pro-ASEAN

views and the latter’s pro-Vietnam views. During his visit to Hanoi in
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February 1984,%* General Murdani clearly said that the Indonesian
army and people did not believe that Vietnam was a danger to Southeast
Asia.?® Although this was later toned down by Murdani’s public
backing of the ASEAN diplomatic stand and by an explanation that

his assessment was made strictly in military terms,>4

the episode
nevertheless indicated that the Indonesians were taking two different
approaches towards the Cambodian issue. One channel was through
ASEAN, and the man responsible for it was Foreign Minister Mochtar.
The other, strictly bilateral, channel, was handled by General Murdani.
It was asserted that there was no conflict between the two channels,
and Indonesian President Suharto, who oversaw both, would refuse
to sacrifice one for the other*!

In Malaysia, there were no apparent differences among regime
members on the country’s foreign policy towards Vietnam and on
the Cambodian conflict; and foreign policy was not a contentious
subjcct.342 Instead, Kuala Lumpur’s policy behaviour dcpcndcd on
who made the foreign policy at cach particular period, which, in
turn, was influenced by waves of domestic politics. By the mid 1980s,
Malaysia had adopted a more co-operative bilateral approach towards
Vietnam and Cambodia while still supporting the Association’s collective
hard-line stance, similar to Indonesia’s two track diplomacy.’*

In the case of Singapore, two track policy could be seen by the
country’s paralleled approaches towards Indochina, which involved
officially adopting an anti-Vietnamese stance and privately having
trade ties with Indochina. Similar to what Chatichai’s advisers said,
some analysts suggest that Singapore disliked Chatichai’s economic
initiatives towards Indochina because these might reduce economic

benefits which many private businessmen from Singaporc had
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been enjoying from trading with Indochina.*** Indeed, Singapore’s
economic link with Indochina in genera] and with Vietnam in particular
may be seen by the fact that soon after the 1991 Paris Agreement was
signed, which marked the end of the Cambodian conflict, Singapore’s
senior statesman Lee Kuan Yew was asked by the Vietnamese Foreign
Minister Vo Van Kiat to become an economic adviser to Vietnam. Lee
accepted, deciding to “put the past behind us and help them as best
we could to adjust to the market economy and become compatible
partners in ASEAN.M#

According to Evelyn Colbert, by the beginning of the new
decade, the ASEAN states were in full pursuit of the two track policy,
significantly expanding bilateral contacts with the Indochinese states
while continuing to speak with one voice in the formal negotiation
arena.** This implicit flexibility within the ASEAN states could in part
explain their temperate reaction to Chatichai’s policy. The practice of
two track diplomacy in ASEAN countries showed that they had shared
Chatichai’s ideas, although Chatichai was prepared to be more open
about them. Arguably, Chatichai’s policy not only confirmed the already
existing practice but also paved the way for it to become more open,
particularly when the Cambodian conflict was at its final stages where

the need to recognise the importance of Hun Sen’s faction was greater.

TOWARDS THE 1991 PARIS CONFERENCE

As the situation in Cambodia improved following the withdrawal
of Vietnamese troops in late 1989 and as tensions between the
superpowers relaxed, Chatichai’s policy increasingly seemed timely. The

ﬁghting within Cambodia in the late 1989, after Vietnam had
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withdrawn its troops, demonstrated that at this stage the Cambodian
conflict was a civil war between the CGDK and the Phnom Penh regime.
In July 1990, ASEAN’s long-standing official position, as sustained
by international diplomatic support, suffered a blow when the US
Secretary of States James Baker declared that Washington could no
longer support the CGDK in the UN. In addition, Washington signalled
its willingness to have dialogue with Phnom Penh and Hanoi. The
Bush Administration justified the decision by arguing that it sought
to prevent the Khmer Rouge from returning to power (see chapter
7). The modification of American position in this rcgard was a break
from US policy for the past 11 years, and therefore did not please many
ASEAN countries. Although Chatichai and his staff welcomed the
new American stance, the Thai Prime Minister stood by the ASEAN
position and did not follow \X/ashington in ceasing recognition of the
CGDK. Arguably, Washington’s move was already significant in itself
and more than enough to show other ASEAN countries that Chatichai
had been right in his approach towards Phnom Penh.

By carly 1991, the ASEAN countries had been much more
accommodating to Chatichai’s diplomacy. On 4 February 1991,
Indonesian Foreign Minister Ali Alatas and French Deputy Foreign
Minister Edwige Avice asked Chatichai to talk to the four warring
Cambodian factions about taking part in another round of peace
talk in ]akarta, saying that the Thais were best placcd to approach the
Cambodian factions’ leaders.?*7 Chatichai later met Prince Norodom
Ranariddh, representing his father Prince Sihanouk, on 11 February
1991 as part of the efforts to persuade the Cambodian factions to meet
in Jakarta under the banner of the SNC of Cambodia. Chatichai would

most probably have continued these efforts had he not been ousted by
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a coup in Bangkok on 23 February 1991. Indeed, the Indochina policy
of Chatichai’s successor was not dissimilar to his. However, it should
perhaps be re-emphasised that by the time the new Prime Minister
Anand Panyarachun came to power in Thailand, the circumstances
of the Cambodian problem had significantly improved. Chatichai’s
initiatives were thus superseded by the rapidly unfolding tide which he

had to a certain extent anticipated and perhaps even helped to promote.
CONCLUSION

This Chapter has argued that although Chatichai seemed to break
ranks with other ASEAN partners when he introduced his Indochina
policy unilaterally, responses of ASEAN states were not significantly
critical. Their reactions to the new Thai policy, which caught them by
surprise, were influenced by both their individual interests and the
collective interests of maintaining the Association’s consensus and
unity. Chatichai’s handling of the disapproving responses from ASEAN
was reactive, involving the use of personal diplomacy, and it was mainly
to emphasise the importance of ASEAN in Thailand’s foreign policy.

That Chatichai was able to introduce his policy without
facing opposition from ASEAN was essentially due to favourable
conditions, as were perceived by him and his staff. Alchough Chatichai’s
policy caught ASEAN by surprise, the favourable conditions both
internationally (e.g. improved relations between the great powers
involved in the conflict) and regionally (e.g. Vietnam’s withdrawal of
troops from Cambodia, and the operation of two track diplomacy by
ASEAN states) significantly minimised the dissatisfaction which the

new po]icy might have caused. Arguably, the dissatisfaction of other
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ASEAN countries stemmed not so much from their disagreement
with the substance of Chatichai’s new policy, but rather from their
displeasure of being caught by surprise rather than being
properly consulted. This was partly a result of his bypassing the Thai
Foreign Ministry which was the main institutional channel for ASEAN
consultation.

In any case, the absence of ASEAN’s opposition to Chatichai’s
new policy is significant and may be taken as a tacit acceptance.
The Cambodian issue was of considerable importance to ASEAN
and it is 1ikc1y that other members of the Association would have
attempted to intervene or modify Chatichai’s policy if it was seen
to undermine their interests. This chapter has shown that Chatichai
was able to launch his new policy unilaterally not only because it
did not threaten major interests of other ASEAN countries, but also
because it was consistent with them. Arguably, Chatichai’s diplomacy
towards Hun Sen facilitated an open acceptance of the Phnom Penh
regime by other ASEAN countries by sending a message that Hun
Sen was no longer a Vietnamese puppet but was a political force to be
reckoned with in future Cambodia. This was to become a backdrop of the
post-Cambodian conflict era where the ASEAN countries all sought

to develop their relations with the Indochinese states.
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CHAPTER

6

RESPONSES FROM CHINA



INTRODUCTION

Although China had long been an important factor in Thai foreign
policy, it may be argued that the third Indochina conflict intensified
this to a degree much greater than any other event in the contemporary
history of Sino-Thai relations. The convergence of Thai and Chinese
strategic interests after Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia in December
1978 further cemented Sino-Thai relations which had been normalised
in July 1975. The anti-Vietnamese stance brought China and Thailand
together, and this tacit alliance was one of the most important aspects
of the efforts to deal with the Cambodian crisis.

The changc of Thai approach towards the Cambodian conflict
as introduced by Chatichai in August 1988 seemingly threatened
to undermine the country’s tacit alliance with China. There is no
evidence that Chatichai had consulted Beijing beforehand, and the
Chinese appeared to have been caught by surprise when the new Thai
policy was launched. This raises a crucial question of what it was that
enabled Chatichai as the leader of the lesser power to introduce his
policy unilaterally. As chapter 2 has established, Chatichai’s policy was
a product of his personality and thinking on foreign affairs combined
with what was perceived to be a favourable condition for the new policy.
Therefore, it could be argued that the Thai Prime Minister was not
impulsive or ignored relevant factors inciuding China. The fact that
Chatichai chose not to consult China could therefore suggest that he
was anticipating at least Beijing’s acquiescence.

Indeed, responses from China to Chatichai’s policy were important.
Support from China, or at least the absence of opposition from Beijing,

was required if Chatichai’s policy was to have real meaning and effects.
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This is because not only did China have significant interests in the third
Indochina conflict, but Beijing was also a regional great power who
had a capacity to block initiatives that were perceived to undermine
its interests. This chapter examines China’s reactions to the new Thai
po]icy in an attempt to exp]ain how the interests of Thailand and
China converged even as the Cambodian conflict began to wind down

in the late 1980s, thereby enabling Chatichai to carry out his initiatives.
CHINA'S INTERESTS IN INDOCHINA

Since the start of the third Indochina conflict in December
1978, Beijing consistently pursued three interrelated objectives in
Indochina.**® First, China sought a significant reduction of the Soviet
presence and influence in the region. Second, it sought the withdrawal
of Vietnamese troops from Cambodia, and thereby diminish
Vietnamese power on China’s southern periphery, and reduce the
opportunity for an outside power to use Vietnam to undermine Chinese
interests. Third, it insisted on the dissolution of the Vietnamese-
influenced government in Phnom Penh.

These Chinese objectives show that Beijing viewed its involvement
in the third Indochina conflict on at least two levels: (1) a conflict
between China and the Soviet Union, since Moscow had been Hanoi’s
principa] foreign supporter, and (2) a conflict between China and
Vietnam. These two levels were not unrelated, but each also had its
unique history and characteristics. At issue was how Beijing viewed

the strategic balance in Indochina, as the following section will discuss.
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SINO-SOVIET RELATIONS

The close relationship between Chinese leaders and their Soviet
counterparts that characterised the period around the time the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) was established in 1949 had given way to an
increasingly antagonistic relationship by the late 1950s. The hostility
between China and the Soviet Union had its origins in many factors
including the differences in their interpretation of Marxism-Leninism,
personality clash between Chinese and Soviet leaders, and their
differing national interests. The Sino-Soviet split manifested itself in
different forms including their exchange of critical polcmics and the
withdrawal of Soviet experts and advisers from China.3¥ By the mid
1970s, Beijing’s foreign policy had been predicated on resisting what
it termed as ‘Soviet hegemonism’, and in particular its expansion into
Asia on terms that would contribute to the encirclement of China. The
Soviet conventional and nuclear weapons build-up near the Sino-Soviet
border during the 1970s and 1980s, the Soviet treaties with India, and
the development of the Soviet Pacific fleet all presented China with
increased military pressure. The extension of Soviet influence into
Indochina, and the Soviet-Vietnamese Treaty of Friendship signed
in 1978, were perceived as a component of a Soviet encirclement
strategy. In the Chinese view, Moscow bankrolled and defended Hanoi’s
occupation of Cambodia in exchange for a continuing dominant
political and military presence in the region, which was part of the
Soviet ambitions to dominate the whole world.?* Beijing believed that
Moscow’s incitement and support had prompted Vietnam to oppose
China and expel Chinese residents, make claims to Chinese territories,

provoke armed border conflict, and through a Soviet-Vietnamese
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friendship treaty, allow Vietnam to invade and occupy Cambodia.*!
The withdrawal of Vietnamese forces from Cambodia formed part of
what the Chinese called the ‘three obstacles’ which had to be overcome

if Sino-Soviet relations were to improve.**
SINO-VIETNAMESE RELATIONS

Closely related to China’s objective of denying Indochina to
the Soviet Union was its animosity towards Vietnam. Hanoi was
seen as having rcgional hcgcmonic ambitions that dove-tailed with
Soviet broader hegcmonic aims. Fractured Sino-Vietnamese relations
carried a heavy historical legacy while ideological considerations hardly
played a part.

Vietnam broke away from China around one thousand years ago
and had been subject to periodic invasions and attempts at control
from the north. However, the previous one thousand years of Chinese
rule gave Vietnam Chinese-style political institutions and a veneer of
Chinese culture, which became the foundation of a psychologically
complex relationship. The common struggle of communist regimes
in China and Vietnam against French and American forces and the
Vietnamese dependence on Chinese Communist experience in the
carly years of independence recreated a Sino-Vietnamese relationship
that was close and, in some sense, hierarchical 3>

Beijing's role during Vietnam’s struggle against France in the
first Indochina war was another cause of Vietnam’s distrust of China.
Vietnam saw that Chinese support for Ho Chi Minh in the war against
France was short-lived and was limited by China’s great power interests

as shown at the 1954 Geneva conference on the Indochina issue where
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the Vietnamese had to accept what they saw as an unfair compromise.
When the second Indochina war in South Vietnam began to escalate
in the mid 1960s, China refused to join hands with the Soviet Union
in a ‘united action’ to hcip Vietnam. Moreover, Hanoi was upset
when Beijing piayed host to Kissinger and Nixon in the eariy 1970s,
seeing that China collaborated with the imperialists to pursue its own
interests while the war in Vietnam entered its decisive phase.
Vietnam was also hard hit when China decided to cut aid to Vietnam
in the late 1970s. In mid 1978, Vietnam described Chinese policy over
this issue as erroneous, caiiing it a wrong path.354

The Chinese, on the other hand, were not happy with Vietnam’s
behaviour either. China believed that its support for North Vietnam
during the Vietnam War, first against France and second against the
US, was something for which Hanoi should be grateful, and therefore
Vietnam should avoid hostile behaviour. However, the Vietnamese
withdrew their earlier recognition of Chinese claims to the Spratiy
and Paracel islands in the South China Sea, claimed two-thirds of the
Gulf of Tonkin in 1974, and occupied a key island in the Spratly islands
in 1975. In addition, after 1975, Hanoi refused to consult with Beijing
on the question of the ethnic Chinese in South Vietnam, despite the
1956 agreement between them. Moreover, in 1977, China was upset
by Hanoi’s po]iey of foreing Chinese pcopie 1iving aiong the Sino-
Vietnamese border area who rejected Vietnamese citizenship either
to move to the interior or to move to China. Beijing was outraged
at what it saw as a ‘betrayal’ of Sino-Vietnamese friendship. China
believed this was due in large part to the Soviet Union’s ability to offer
Vietnam more post-war economic assistance. China’s invocation of

Vietnamese ingratitude and ‘repaying kindness with enmity’ suggests
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the importance of frustrated Chinese expectations in subsequent
Chinese policy decisions on Vietnam.? Nevertheless, these scemed to
have an adverse effect of pushing Vietnam even closer to the Soviet bloc
as evidenced by Vietnam’s joining the Council for Mutual Economic
Assistance (COMECON) in June 1978 and signing a friendship treaty

with the Soviet Union in November 1978.
THE CAMBODIAN CONNECTION

In the wake of the animosity between China and Vietnam,
Cambodia had become an arena for an indirect Sino-Vietnamese
confrontation to decide their respective positions. It was to this end
that China and Vietnam became patrons of the contending Cambodian
clients who enjoyed a mixed autonomy.

When the second Indochina war ended in 1975, Vietnam
established dominance over Laos but faced opposition from the
communist victors in Cambodia. As the Pol Pot government in
Cambodia opposed Vietnam’s idea of building and fostering
‘military solidarity of fraternal friendship between the three

336 3 conflict between Hanoi and Phnom Penh

Indochinese nations
ensued. To be sure, the Vietnamese-Cambodian hostility was a
result ofmany factors including territorial disputcs, ethnic hatred, as
well as differences in policies. In any case, the split between the new
governments in Cambodia and Vietnam presented China with an
opportunity to thwart Vietnam’s influence from spreading throughout
Indochina, although the relevance of China in the outbreak of

Vietnamese-Cambodian conflict is less clear than one might have

thought. While Michael Leifer argues that the China factor was the
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precipitating one in Vietnam’s initiatives to bring down the Pol Pot
government,*’ Nguyen Manh Hung asserts that there was no evidence
to show that China initiated the conflict though it could be argued
that China was not unhappy with it either.?® In fact, these opinions are
not neeessariiy incompatible. China might not have directiy initiated
the conflict, but the accumulation of unfriendly Chinese policies
towards Vietnam, and Hanoi’s strategic fear of encirclement from a
China-backed Cambodia in the south and China itself in the north,
might well have contributed to Vietnam’s decision to invade Cambodia.

In any case, the Vietnamese-Cambodian conflict saw a deepening
of Soviet and Chinese involvement. When Vietnamese-Cambodian
border skirmishes intensified and came to a breaking point, the
Soviet Union immediately took the Vietnamese side in the disputes.
China then decided to commit itself openly to Cambodia and let it be
known that it was sending military supplies and advisers to Cambodia.
Beijing began to describe the Vietnamese as the ‘Cubans in Southeast
Asia’ implementing a Russian scheme of‘encirciing China. Each side
intensified political propaganda against the other as well as started to
militarise their borders by mid 1978. China was rankled even more by
the Soviet-Vietnamese Treaty of Friendship signed in November 1978.
Deng Xiaoping called it a military pact of supreme importance to Asia
and the Pacific because it threatened the security in the region. He
said China had and see how much aggression Vietnam made against

Cambodia, before deciding what measures Beijing would take.*

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 171



CHINA'S POLICIES TOWARDS THE THIRD INDOCHINA
CONFLICT

When the Vietnamese troops invaded Cambodia in December
1978 and captured the capital Phnom Penh in January 1979,
China’s crcdibility asa rcgional power ofstratcgic signiﬁcancc was also
Chaﬂenged. China attacked Vietnam in February 1979 after Deng had
repeatedly threatened some sort of limited action against Vietnam
during his tour of the US and Japan (with whom a treaty of
friendship had been signed in 1978) to sound out their reactions and
that of the Russians. Beijing explained its brief attack on the border
with Vietnam as a defensive, limited and short operation. From a
mi]itary point of view, the Chinese incursion was badly executed
and it failed to draw Vietnamese forces from Cambodia. However, it
destroyed a great deal in the provinces adjoining China, and above
all, it demonstrated to Vietnam that China was willing, and had the
capacity, to use force. It also reminded Hanoi that China was a
permanent factor in the region who would not go away, thanks to its
geographical position. China’s invasion of Vietnam was the first time
since 1949 that China used force in response to developments that did
not directly threaten either Chinese mainland or challenge its territorial
claims. This, as Robert Ross argues, clearly shows that China was acting
like a regional great power with regional interests of countering Soviet
encirclement of China through the use of Vietnam.3%® After its brief
war against Vietnam in February 1979, China maintained pressure on
Hanoi by threatening to teach Vietnam another lesson, holding troop
movements near the border, shelling areas on or across the border and

feigning mi]itary forays into Vietnam. Beijing also kept tensions high in
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Hanoi by pushing territorial claims in the disputed South China Sea.

At the same time, China sought to keep Vietnam isolated through
its diplomacy at the United Nations and its bilateral ties with nations
with whom it had diplomatic relations. China’s brief atrack against
Vietnam, with the tacit support of the US, ended Japanese attempts to
cultivate Vietnam in the hope of detaching it from the Soviet Union.
Instead, Japan followed the US lead by ending economic relations in
the expectation that Vietnam should be left exposed to its dependence
on Moscow. This approach was welcomed by China. Beijing believed
that as Vietnam continued to require consistently high levels of Soviet
aid, strains in the Soviet-Vietnamese re]ationship would deveiop, and
these would finally reduce Vietnamese power. A commentary in the
Chinese Communist Party newspaper Renmin Ribao suggested that the
most effective way was to ‘hold out against and pin down the Soviet
Union and its lackey Vietnam in Kampuchea, turning this into a heavy
burden on the back of the Soviet Union, wearing down its strength
and causing changes within the Soviet Union and its backyard.’“l

In addition, China objected to the government in Phnom Penh
and saw it as a Vietnamese puppet. To counter the Phnom Penh
regime, Beijing supported the Cambodian resistance forces, which
in 1982 were formed into the Coalition Government of Democratic
Kampuchea (CGDK). The establishment of the CGDK and the
recognition it received at the UN not oniy represented a diplomatic
breakthrough for ASEAN from which the idea emanated, but also for
China who was the main supporter of the communist Khmer Rouge.
Although Beijing supplied material and financial support to all three
Cambodian factions of the CGDK, most of the Chinese support went

to the Khmer Rougc which was the most effective fighting force in
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Cambodia that was most able to contain the Phnom Penh regime.
China was less concerned about the Khmer Rouge’s appalling human
rights records than about the strategic benefits which the Cambodian
communist faction could offer. Thailand’s position in this operation
was important. Support for the Khmer Rouge was possible because
of its location near the Thai border to which it could retreat, denying
the Vietnamese the capacity to destroy it.

China was also involved in other efforts to bring a peace settlement
to Cambodia. In fact, Chinese involvement was decisive. An carly
Cxamplc was seen in the International Conference on Kampuchca (ICK)
in 1981 where Beijing’s interests prevailed over those of ASEAN. The
Association’s draft proposal had to be watered down because China
objected to the idea of compromising with the Phnom Penh
government, and Beijing maintained that the Khmer Rouge should be
restored to power. To ASEAN’s dismay, the Chinese position prevailed
because it was backed by the US who sought China’s reciprocal goodwill
in the wake of its adversarial relationship with the Soviet Union.

It was not until after the mid 1980s when China began to loosen
its uncompromising stance towards Vietnam and the Phnom Penh
government. Until this time China had disagreed with proposals from
Indonesia and Malaysia, such as the five-plus-two formula and the
proximity talks. Beijing rejected the five-plus-two proposal because
while it included Vietnam and Laos in the talks, it left out all the
Cambodian factions. The proximity talks plan was also opposed by
the Chinese because it would allow only a discussion between the
CGDK and the Hun Sen government without the participation of
Vietnam. China maintained that the Cambodian problem was caused by

Vietnamese aggression in Cambodia, and therefore Vietnam should be

174 Battlefield to Marketplace:



included in the talk. Under Chinese pressure, the initial proposal was
modified so that it would in effect bring about discussions between
the CGDK and Vietnam.

China’s opposition to some diplomatic efforts of Malaysia and
Indonesia created tension between Beijing and the two Southeast
Asian countries, and consequently presented a potential rift between
Thailand and its ASEAN partners, as the Thai-Chinese tacit alliance
was fully at work. However, this tacit alliance helped to assure that
China would be able to influence efforts by ASEAN countries to
resolve the Cambodian conflict at every stage. In the late 1980s, as
Chinese fears of the Soviet Union receded, China’s stance became
closer to Malaysia and Indonesia. Beijing indicated its approval of
the Indonesia-sponsored cocktail party concept in 1987 which later
led to the Jakarta Informal Meetings that saw the four Cambodian
factions talk to each other before the participation of relevant countries.
Furthermore, China appeared ready to drop its earlier demand that
the restoration to power of the Khmer Rouge regime remained an

integral part of any Cambodian settlement.?$?

SINO-THAI RELATIONS DURING THE THIRD
INDOCHINA CONFLICT

DEVELOPMENT OF SINO-THAI COMMON
SECURITY INTERESTS

Vietnam’s invasion and occupation of Cambodia led to a
convergence of Thai and Chinese strategic interests. For Bangkok, the
Vietnamese presence in Cambodia was a clear and present danger at a

time when Thailand was no 10ngcr assured of direct miiitary assistance
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from the US. China shared Thailand’s hostility towards Vietnam, even
though Bangkok and Beijing might have differed in their longer term
objectives. Beijing’s purpose was to curb Vietnam’s influence, which
China saw as linked to Soviet attempts to encircle China. While
China sought Vietnam’s humiliation and wanted to deny a mi]itary
presence in the region by a hostile superpower, Thailand wanted to
see a regional balance of power so as to avoid a situation where any
power dominated Southeast Asia.*®

Thailand’s concerns about a possible Chinese threat to Thai
security derived from the link between Bcijing and the Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT) which had received active Chinese support
since its inception in 1942. The Thai leadership’s perception that
China was behind communist activities in Thailand was well
expressed by a high—ranking Thai official in 1968 who not on]y spoke of
China’s intention to overthrow legitimate authorities of neighbouring
countries and to impose its hegemony on them, but also clearly said
that “Chinese communist 1eadership has in effect declared a guerrﬂla
war on Thailand.”*** Nevertheless, this hostile attitude declined in
the 1970s, as Southeast Asia underwent many changes including the
reduction of American involvement in the region while China began
to reduce its support for revolutionary movements in the region as
part of its new diplomacy in the early 1970s. Many ASEAN countries
responded by establishing their dip]omatic relations with China.
Thailand did so in July 1975.

The third Indochina conflict pushed Beijing and Bangkok even
closer to each other, albeit on a quid-pro-quo basis. After Vietnam
invaded Cambodia, Thailand’s Prime Minister Kriangsak Chomanan

secured a deal with Beijing Whereby the Chinese government agreed
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to reduce material aid to the CPT and to close down the CPT’s
clandestine radio station in the southern Chinese province of Yunnan
in return for Thailand’s co-operation in assisting the Khmer Rouge.*®

Having a close relationship with Thailand served China’s strategic
and political objectives. Through Thailand, China could militarily
support the Cambodian resistance forces, principally the Khmer Rouge,
in their struggle against the Phnom Penh regime. Politically, links with
Thailand allowed China to develop closer ties with ASEAN countries,
thereby enhancing China’s influential presence in the region. In return,
Beijing demonstrated to Bangkok that it was Willing to take action,
including the use of force, against Vietnam. Michael Leifer argues that
if China had not made clear its unrelenting opposition to Vietnam’s
policy in Cambodia, Thailand would have almost certainly been obliged
to accommodate itself to the political fait accompli.**® China’s invasion
of Vietnam in 1979 provided a kind of reassurance to Thailand when
its ASEAN partners could offer only dip]omatic support. Although
no formal treaty was signed between China and Thailand, Beijing gave
assurances to Bangkok shortly after the Chinese invasion of Vietnam
that it would intervene in the case of a Vietnamese aggression against
Thailand.*’ In 1985, Foreign Minister Siddhi Savetsila confirmed the
importance of China by saying that China was one of the stabilising
factors in Southeast Asia and that there was remarkable evidence
that China regarded peace and stability in Southeast Asia to be vital

to its interests.>®

CHINESE ARMS SUPPLIES TO THAILAND

Sino-Thai relations had entered a new era by the mid 1980s as Thai
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military circles screngthened their ties considerably with their Chinese
counterparts, even though this fell short of allowing the use of Thai
military airspace and ports by the Chinese. By 1982, China had given
military equipment in the form of free gifts to Thailand, although these
were limited mainly to light weapons, such as AK-47 and RPG guns and
bullets.*® Later on, China responded to Thai request by giving heavy
artillery. By the late 1980s, Thailand had purchased military equipment
from China at ‘friendship prices.’ Chinese weapons might not have been
the most modern but nevertheless they were seen to be sufficiently
effective and their prices fell within Thailand’s limited budgct,37° In
1987, Thai Army Deputy Chief-of-Staff Licutenant General Suchinda
Khraprayun declared Bangkok’s intention to conclude a large arms
deal with China.*”" Chinese-Thai arms transfers complemented their
growing relationship marked by broad consensus on the Cambodian
issue, concern for Thai security, and frequent high-level official exchanges
from mid to late 1980s. In addition, there was a decision to establish
a Chinese reserve stockpile along the lines of an American stockpile
agreed to in 1985. The Chinese stockpile would carry ammunition and
spare parts and would be under Thai control, unlike the American
one which would be a storchouse for heavy weapons governed by a
treaty.’”? This was an unprecedented move for both Thailand and China.
The creation of the stockpile promised to institutionalise the special
relationship between Beijing and Bangkok and assure its continuation
even after the resolution of the Cambodian conflict3”® The idea of a
Chinese reserve stockpile was promoted by acting supreme commander
General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh after the Thai army’s clash with the
Laotians at Ban Rom Klao in January—February 1988 during which

the Thais faced ammunition shortagcs and fared badly
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To China, these activities proceeded logically both from its
increased desire to arm Thailand against Vietnamese expansion and
its interest in expanding Chinese influence in Thailand and Southeast
Asia 3 Thcy rcprcscntcd an emerging pattern in Chinese arms
transfer po]icy since the Carly 1980s, and were indicative of a shift
towards regional priorities in Chinese foreign policy overall. This
shift appeared to be for the purposes of (1) countering a hostile arc
of encirclement around China, perceived in Beijing to be the work
of Moscow; (2) countering potential threats from smaller, regional
powers (Victnam7 India); and (3) asserting, through arms exports,
China’s influence regionally where the superpowers once held sway.
The fact that some Chinese weapons were given as free gifts, and
many were sold at low prices, seemed to suggest that for the Chinese,
economic gain took a back seat to more important considerations of

potential political leverage and strategic manoeuvring.
SINO-THAI ECONOMIC RELATIONS

Arms trade between Thailand and China was an example of
economic as well as strategic co-operation between the two countries.
However, there were also other commercial activities between them
that grew during the third Indochina conflict, contributing to the
economic relations between Thailand and China which began earlier.
For instance, there was a major commercial deal which was a result
of political considerations in 1974 when China agreed to the Thai
request for the sale of diesel oil following an oil shortage. Since then,
in order to cultivate good relations with Thailand, China on several

occasions bought up surplus Thai agricultural products to relieve
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Thailand’s trade difficulties. Total trade exchanges between Thailand
and China increased 103% between 1978-1979, and a further 70%
between 1979-80.37 The security-stimulated nature of this trade
expansion was indicated by the fact that China had agreed to
purchase a number of commodities which it did not need but for which
Thailand could not find markets elsewhere. Examples were US$43
million worth of rice and maize and 30,000 tons of Thai glutinous rice
which China bought in 198676 Two-way investment was also developed
and increased at an impressive rate since 1980. The Chareon Pokphand
(CP) group, the 1argcst Thai investor in China, had several projects
in that country. These included a motor—cyc]e manufacturing plant
in Shanghai and a beer brewery project. At the same time, China had
invested in many projects in Thailand in a wide range of businesses,

such as construction, travel agencies, and transportation.

CHINA AND CHATICHAI'S INDOCHINA INITIATIVES

Chatichai seemed to realise that China held a key position in the
conduct of Thai foreign policy. In an interview before his election,
Chatichai said that ‘China was like the main part of your body;
Southeast Asia was its hands and feet.””” Such comparison of China
as the main part of the body seemed to acknowledge the central and
signiﬁcant role which China occupied in the conduct of Thai diplomacyA

However, the introduction of his new Indochina policy appeared
to neglect this importance of China. As noted earlier, there is no
evidence that Chatichai consulted or informed Beijing in advance of his
announcement of the new policy. According to Chatichai’s associates

who took partin the making and implcmcntation of his policy, prior
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consultation with other countries in this matter was not necessary and
that the policy was timely, introduced in accordance with domestic and
international circumstances.’” This implies at least two points. First,
consultation with China or other allies entailed the prospect that the
appropriate time would have been missed. Consultation would have
taken more time and, if done through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
would have involved many complications. As discussed earlier in the
thesis, Chatichai had a team of advisers who were prepared to act
expeditiously on their own. Second, Chatichai and his team anticipated
that, by introducing the new policy at what they believed to be
the right time, the Chinese would not oppose it. As it turned out,
Chatichai’s calculation seemed to be correct in the sense that China did
not appear to oppose the contents of the policy although Beijing was
not pleased with the ‘surprise’ element of it. Even so, Beijing seemed
to find some aspects of Chatichai’s policy less surprising than others,

as the fol]owing section will discuss.

1. OPENING INDOCHINESE MARKETS

Beijing did not seem to disapprove of the shift of Thai emphasis
towards promoting commercial relations with Indochina. In fac,
it was no secret that border trade and illegal smuggling between
Thailand and its Indochinese ncighbours had been taking placc for
some time. Moreover, just before the par]iamentary elections which
brought Chatichai to power, Prime Minister Prem stressed that one of
the tasks for the next government was to grasp the opportunities in the
world economy.*” The trend then was towards a reassessment of the
policy in response to Thailand’s rapid economic growth and changing

proﬁlc OfthC Thal cconomy WhCI‘C agriculturc asa pcrccntagc OEGDP
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was decreasing while manufacturing’s share was increasing and, with
it, the demand for more trade and markets. Therefore, Chatichai’s
encouragement of trade did not come without pre-indications. Beijing
may have been surpriscd by Chatichai’s wiiiingncss to opcniy encourage
trade with Indochina, but the degree of‘surprise here did not seem to
be cither significant or a cause of Chinese concern.

An important reason was Chatichai’s atctempt to address Beijing’s
concerns about limiting Vietnamese gains, as China wanted to ensure
that Vietnam would not benefit from its aggression in Cambodia.
During Chinese Vice-Foreign Minister Liu Shuqing’s visit to Bangkok
in September 1988, Chatichai said that although he hoped that the
Cambodian problem would be settled soon and the battlefield curned
into a marketplace, but that “on no account should the Vietnamese be
allowed to come to this market with guns.”** Beijing appeared to be
satisfied that Bangkok would not sacrifice strategic interests on the
altar of commerce, and it rnight even have seen the new Thai policy
as highlighting the costs to Vietnam of its international economic

isolation.’®!

2. APPROACH TOWARDS THE HUN SEN GOVERNMENT

While the economic side of Chatichai’s policy did not seem to
surprise China, his invitation to Hun Sen to visit Bangkok did, and
this resulted in what might be interpreted as disapproving responses
from Beijing. Arguably, this was because such a move involved a
political question of the legitimacy of the Phnom Penh government
that was also linked to the influence of Hanoi and Moscow, which was
an important concern for China,

Nevertheless, China’s responses in this regard were mainly to
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signal its doubts and dissatisfaction about the new Thai policy rather
than to react furiously. A Chinese news agency Xinhua passed no
direct judgement on Hun Sen'’s visit, but it did cite diplomatic analysts
as saying that thcy would wait and see ifmajor diplomatic initiatives
conducted by the Thai government would make a big breakthrough

for the political sectlement of the Cambodian conflict.?*

However, a
disapproving tone was subtly conveyed, as the same news agency also
reported at length the views of a former high-ranking Thai government
official who said that the visit was ill-timed and that Indochina would
benefit from it.3%

Apart from this, Beijing’s response to Chatichai’s diplomacy
towards the Phnom Penh regime was conveyed to Bangkok on at least
two separate occasions.*® Firstly, when Thai Foreign Minister Siddhi
visited Beijing in February 1989, Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen
stressed the need for friendly Thai-Chinese relations and continued
co-operation on Cambodia in easing the situation in the region. This
was repeated by Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng during Chatichai’s
visit to Beijing in March 1989. Li expressed the hope that the Sino-Thai
co-operation would continue, pushing for an early solution to the
Cambodian problem, and he also emphasised that Vietnam should
be condemned for its aggression in Cambodia*® It is clear from
these Chinese responses that China did not strongly disapprove of
Chatichai’s policy, and Beijing’s reactions did not convey a sense
of anger. Instead, the emphasis on the importance of Sino-Thai
co-operation and the absence of Chinese criticism on the details of
Chatichai’s policy seem to suggest that Beijing’s concerns about
Chatichai’s initiatives were centred on the ‘surprise’ element of the

policy because it was introduced without prior Sino-Thai discussion.
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The absence of Chinese opposition to Chatichai’s olive branch towards
Hun Sen is significant, particularly when China had been strongly
against the idea of compromising with the Phnom Penh government.
As will be explained later on, by this time, Beijing’s position had been
softened by favourable international developments.

Although China’s reactions to Chatichai’s approach towards Hun
Sen were not critical, the Thai Prime Minister nevertheless offered a
reassurance to Beijing in March 1989 that its strategic interests were
taken into account. During his visit to Beijing, Chatichai reaffirmed
Thailand’s support for the CGDK and he made clear that Bangkok did
not recognise the Hun Sen regime as claimed by Vietnam.*®® This could
be seen as an actempt to address China’s concern that the governments
of Hanoi and Phnom Penh should not benefit from the Vietnamese
aggression against Cambodia. Moreover, Chatichai stated during a
news briefing in the Chinese capital that Thailand would await the
outcome of the Sino-Soviet Summit before initiating new moves.*’
This meant that he would wait to ensure that Beijing’s major strategic
concerns about the Soviet Union would be addressed first before his
local initiatives were presented furcher, if at all. In fact, Chatichai’s
statement could be interpreted as conveying at least two points: first,
it showed that Chatichai acknowlcdgcd the importance of China and
Chinese interests; and second, it demonstrated Chatichai’s recognition
that the relationship between Bcijing and Moscow held a key to solve
the Cambodian problem. Chatichai’s statements in March 1989 could
also be seen as an attempt to minimise possible Chinese frustration as

Beijing had been surprised by his new policy.
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3. OTHER EFFORTS TO ACHIEVE A PEACE SETTLEMENT
Chatichai’s idea of a step-by-step solution to the Cambodian
problem differed from the comprehensive approach that China
supported. Chatichai’s attempt to promote this idea was yet again a
surprise to China. There is no evidence that Beijing had been either
aware of Chatichai’s move or had considered adopting this approach
itself. An incremental approach as Chatichai suggested would require
a ceasefire in Cambodia as a first step, but this would not be to the
liking of the Khmer Rouge who received support from China.
However, the timing of Chatichai’s proposal of a step-by-step or
incremental solution was significant. The Thai Prime Minister promoted
this idea in August 1989 after the Paris Conference on the Cambodian
issue ended inconclusively. Chatichai grasped this opportunity to
put forward what he described as an alternative route to the same
destination which should be taken now that the efforts to achieve a
comprehensive settlement failed. Moreover, by this time, Beijing’s
concerns about the Soviet dimension that most threatened China’s
security had already been addressed in the Sino-Soviet Summit in
May 1989 which ofiicially ended years of hostility between the two
communist powers. This could explain why China did not seem to
object to Chatichai’s idea in this regard. In other words, China was
more concerned about the broader picture of its relations with the
Soviet Union and Vietnam rather than the details of how a Cambodian
settlement was reached. When Chatichai visited Beijing in October
1989 to seck support for his idea, the Chinese not only refrained from
questioning his plan, but the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping also told
the Thai Prime Minister that Thailand could try the step-by-step

approach in parallel with the approach for a comprehensive political
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settlement.®® This green light from Beijing allowed Chatichai to
announce after returning from China that Deng endorsed his
step-by-step approach to Cambodia?*

Nevertheless, by early 1991, much less reference about the
step-by-step approach had been made, and no effective ceasefire
had been cither achieved or internationally supervised. The world’s
powerful countries continued to support a comprehensive settlement,
and the five permanent members of the United Nations Security
Council, which included China, issued a statement on a framework

for a comprehensive political settlement in late 1990.
EXPLAINING CHINA'S RESPONSES

The absence of opposition from Beijing to Chatichai’s foreign
policy is significant. It suggests that the new Thai policy did not
Challcngc important Chinese interests in Indochina. If Beijing had
thought that Chatichai’s policy could undermine its interests, it would
most certainly have made this clear. After all, China was a regional
great power who had important interests in Indochina and had the
capacity to effectively block initiatives which threatened to undermine its
interests. Arguably, signs of Chinese disapproval of Chatichai’s policy
were a result Ochijing’s dissatisfaction as it had neither been informed
nor consulted beforechand. As a great power who had significant
interests in the developments of the third Indochina conflict and as a
close ally of Thailand during this time, China would have expected to
be part of a new policy initiative rather than being caught by surprise.
However, such dissatisfaction was not followed by active diplomacy
and, overall, Beijing seemed to tacitly acquiesce to Chatichai’s policy.

Tl’liS may bff dUC to at least four reasons.
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1. CHINA'S MAJOR SECURITY CONCERNS WITH REGARD
TO THE SOVIET AND VIETNAMESE THREATS HAD BEEN
LARGELY ADDRESSED BY THE TIME CHATICHAI'S POLICY
WAS ANNOUNCED.

Since 1983 Beijing and Moscow had begun normalisation talks, but
relations between them improved only slowly. It was in his speeches in
Vladivostok in July 1986 and in Krasnayorsk in September 1988 that
Gorbachev clearly staked out a Soviet claim to be an Asian and Pacific
power of a different kind. The Soviet leader admitted the failure of past
Soviet policies and opted to make an all-out effort to improve Soviet
ties with non-communist Southeast Asia and, more importantly, with
Beijing. By this time, it had become clear that the central thrust of
Soviet Asia-Pacific policy was normalisation of relations with China.
One episode which demonstrated Soviet attempts to avoid upsetting
China was when Moscow withheld support for Vietnam when the
latter clashed with the Chinese navy in the Spratly archipelago in
March 1988. Meanwhile, Moscow had indicated that it could no longer
afford to underwrite the commitment of its allies in distant regions.
Moscow’s intention to disengage from Indochina and other third
world areas appeared to be driven by worsening economic situations
in the Soviet Union and the need to demonstrate to the international
community its commitment to a new political thinking as well as
desire to improve relations with Beijing and Washington. When China
maintained that Sino-Soviet normalisation could not occur until the
Soviet Union overcame the three obstacles, of which the Vietnamese
withdrawal from Cambodia was one, Moscow had little choice but to

act on them. However, the extent to which Vietnam’s withdrawal from
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Cambodia was brought about by Soviet policy is subject to different
interpretations. While some scholars underline the importance of the
Soviet decision to cut down its support to Vietnam as a crucial factor
behind the momentum of Vietnam’s troop withdrawal from
Cambodia, > others argue that Moscow’s role was overstated, and that
a more accurate picture of Soviet-Vietnamese relations in regard to
the issue of the withdrawal of Vietnamese forces was one of merging
interests rather than mainly a result of Soviet policy.*!

In any case, it is not an objective of this thesis to seck to establish
the extent of Moscow’s influence on the Vietnamese decision to
withdraw its forces from Cambodia. Instead, the purpose here is
to underline that Moscow’s contribution and its efforts to improve
Sino-Soviet relations which, by putting at rest the Chinese anxiety
about a Soviet encirclement strategy, played an important part in
meeting Chinese security interests not only in Indochina but also
internationally. The three decades of hostility between China and the
Soviet Union were forrnal]y ended by their summit held in Beijing in
May 1989. Deng Xiaoping summed up the meeting in eight words —

"2 In their joint communiqué

“End the past and open up the future.
of 18 May 1989 which signiﬁed the normalisation of their relations, the
two countries took note of the decision of Vietnam to withdraw its
troops from Cambodia by the end of September 1989 under effective
international supervision. They also reaffirmed their continued efforts
to promote an early political settlement of the Cambodian question
in a fair and reasonable way.*”?

In the wake of declining Chinese hostility towards the Soviet

Union, the competition between China and Vietnam for influence in

Indochina was also eased. The wcakcning Soviet-Vietnamese link had
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served to fulfil China’s strategic interests of ending a Soviet encirclement
strategy and ensuring that Vietnam would not be allowed to profit
from its aggression. Consequently, Beijing lessened its opposition
both to Hanoi and to the Vietnamese-installed government in Phnom
Penh. Thus, in response to Vietnam’s plan to complete its troop
withdrawal from Cambodia by the end of September 1989, China cased
its anti-Vietnamese rhetoric, reduced its military pressure along the
Sino-Vietnamese border, and opened negotiations with Hanoi over
Indochina. Also, it must be noted that after the Tiananmen massacre
in June 1989, China was keen to cultivate good relations with Asian
neighbours so as to break the isolation imposed by the West. At the
same time, Vietnam also had to adapt to the new circumstances where
Soviet support was diminishing. Hanoi was forced to recognise a
significant Chinese influence in the region and to defer to China’s
right to broker a deal among the indigenous Cambodian factions.
Vietnamese Foreign Ministry officials paid three visits to Beijing
in 1989 and 1990 before China reciprocated, underscoring Hanoi’s
recognition that Vietnamese security now depended on Chinese

goodwill.

2. CHINA BECAME INCREASINGLY CONCERNED WITH THE
POSITION OF THE KHMER ROUGE VIS-A-VIS THE HUN SEN
GOVERNMENT.

China’s support for the CGDK, particularly to the Khmer
Rouge, was a direct response in countering Vietnamese influence in
Cambodia. As the Khmer Rouge was the most effective fighting force
among the resistance factions, Beijing’s support was based more on

a powcr—balancing Calculation rathcr than on sharcd VleU_CS. WhCl’l
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Vietnam demonstrated that it was indeed withdrawing troops from
Cambodia, China could, in turn, afford to be more flexible in its
approach towards Phnom Penh which involved not only some friendly
gestures towards that regime but also the lessening of material and
financial support to the Khmer Rouge. This was clear from a statement
of Chinese Premier Li Peng in November 1988 that Beijing would be
willing to end aid to the Khmer Rouge along with the withdrawal of
Vietnamese troops. He said that if Vietnam withdrew its troops, all
sides might gradually reduce military support in step with the tempo
of the troop withdrawal 3** This announcement was signiﬁcant because
it was a move away from China’s earlier demand that Vietnam must
unconditionally complete the withdrawal of its troops first.

The reduction of Chinese support for the Khmer Rouge also
reflected China’s view about the future of the Khmer Rouge in
Cambodia. Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen said in France in
]anuary 1989 that China approvcd of neither the policics of the Khmer
Rouge nor their return to a monopoly ofpower in Phnom Penh.* This
was confirmed in the Sino-Soviet statement on the Cambodian problem
issued during the Soviet Foreign Minister’s visit to Beijing in February
1989 where it was made clear that China and the Soviet Union stood for
non-return to the policies and practices of a recent past in Cambodia.*
A high-ranking Thai government official said that China conveyed to
Thailand on many occasions that it wanted eventually to cease support
for the Khmer Rouge. The official suggested that the Chinese intention
was not just in words, but China had practically reduced support for
the Cambodian communist faction, whose leader Khieu Samphan
told Thai representatives at the UN that his party was suffering from

diminished support from Bcijing.397 At the same time, there were, in
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China, positive views about the Phnom Penh government. A Chinese
newspaper said that, under the Hun Sen government, Phnom Penh was
‘coming back to life after death’, and that, with encouraging trends of
economic development, it would enjoy even greater prosperity in the
future.®® Beijing’s move towards the Phnom Penh government soon
began to gain momentum; for instance, some Chinese technical and
trade delegations visited Cambodia in early 1990, while others were
invited on a getting-to-know-you basis.*”’

Therefore, it seems that the Chinese leadership and Chatichai
shared similar ideas about the increasing importance of the Hun
Sen faction and how the power—sharing in Cambodia should look
like. Although Beijing and Bangkok wanted all Cambodian factions,
including the Khmer Rouge, to participate in the elections, neither
had an interest in seeing the Khmer Rouge return to power in Phnom
Penh. In fact, Chatichai’s friendly approach towards Phnom Penh such
as when he invited Hun Sen to Bangkok, could be a move that China
quietly approved of, as China itself began increasingly to recognise
that the Hun Sen government would likely play a central role in future
power-sharing in Cambodia.

China’s more compromising stance was clearly seen in late 1990,
particularly after the US modified its policy towards the Cambodian
issue in ]uly 1990. Under the new American policy, \X/ashington would
no 10nger recognise the 1egitimacy of the CGDK if it included the
Khmer Rouge. Also, the US indicated its willingness to improve its
relations with the Hun Sen government. China’s initial reaction to the
new American policy was to indicate its disagreement, saying that it
would continue to support and arm the Khmer Rouge guerrillas.4?

However, there is no evidence that Beijing actempted to either dissuade
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Washington or to pursue an active diplomacy to reverse this. In fact, by
the end of 1990, Beijing’s policy towards Hanoi and Phnom Penh had
not been dissimilar to that of the US. To China, improved relations with
the Soviet Union and Vietnam had lessened the importance of their
competition through the factions in Cambodia, thereby Weakening
the reason for Chinese support for the Khmer Rouge. In August 1990,
the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council,
including China, agreed on a Framework Document which included
provisions for the establishment of a Supreme National Council (SNC)
in Cambodia that would include all four Cambodian factions. To arrive
at this compromise, China made two major concessions. Firstly, China
dropped its insistence that the Hun Sen government be dismantled.
Secondly, China no longer insisted on the formation of a quadripartite
government prior to the holding of elections in Cambodia.

China also played a key role in the agreement between the
Cambodian factions in 1991 which led to the formation of the SNC.
After China saw that Sihanouk had secured sufficient compromises
from Phnom Penh during the preliminary talks in Jakarta, China
compelled the Khmer Rouge to fall into line during the meetings
in Thailand in June 1991.*! Later, China welcomed all members of
the SNC, including Hun Sen, to Beijing to convene an informal
meeting. This indicated that China rccogniscd Hun Sen as a Cambodian
representative and not a Vietnamese puppet.

It was clear that China appeared to be more conciliatory towards
the Hun Sen government following the introduction of Chatichai’s
initiatives. It may be suggested that the new Thai policy helped to
facilitate the transition of Chinese approach from a hard-line stance

towards Hanoi and Phnom Penh to a more conciliatory one. As one
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scholar suggests, moving closer to the Phnom Penh regime would
not be readily easy for China, and therefore, China wanted to place
the responsibﬂity elsewhere; for example, with Thailand.*? Thus, by
inviting Hun Sen to Bangkok, Chatichai demonstrated to Beijing that
he was ready to openly accept Hun Sen as an independent Cambodian
leader in his own right and as a key to resolve the Cambodian conflict.
Arguably, this paved the way for China to openly follow a similar
approach, which Beijing also saw as appropriate in the wake of changing
circumstances. Therefore, it could be suggested that Beijing did not
object to Chatichai’s policy because of the convergence of that policy

and China’s own calculation.

3. NEW PATTERNS OF CHINESE FOREIGN POLICY SINCE
THE EARLY 1980S INCREASINGLY GAINED MOMENTUM.
From the early 1980s, China began to adopt a foreign policy which
was more independent of the two superpowers. Although this was not
strictly indepcndent in practical terms as China continued to share
Washington’s idea about the issues of Cambodia and Afghanistan, it
served three purposes: first, it provided a basis for gradually improving
relations with the Soviet Union; second, it reflected major ideological
changes that had taken place in China, which defined economic
development as the highest priority and repudiated Mao’s emphasis
on class struggle; and third, it more explicitly served Deng Xiaoping’s
new approach which called for economic reform at home, and openness
to the international economy abroad on the basis of adherence to
communist party rule.*®
Therefore, towards the end of the 1980s, the underlining

characteristic of Chinese forcign policy in gcncral was a shift away from
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concerns about threats to Chinese security to those about promoting
the country’s economic development. In fact, Deng had specifically
said in the mid 1980s that peace and development were the ‘two really
important issues confronting the world today** As for Indochina,
initially the Chinese wanted to bleed Vietnam white, but later it
was a question of getting the Vietnamese to withdraw, cut ties with
the Cambodian government, and acknowledge China’s patrimonial
position. Beijing’s interest was to establish a new order in the sub-region
which would contribute to a wider goal of peace and development. To
the Chinese, a new order in Indochina in gcncral would be one where
Soviet and Vietnamese influences were kept down, and for Cambodia
in particular it would mean that all the Cambodian factions, including
the Khmer Rouge, could participate in the elections and subsequent
power-sharing arrangement. In other words, the Chinese idea was
more of a broad view about the kind of a new order Beijing wanted to
see in Indochina whereas more specific details about how this should
be achieved seemed to be open to influences from others, of which
Chatichai’s initiatives could be seen as an example.

By the late 1980s, China had sought increasingly to establish and
expand friendly ties with countries of the Asia-Pacific in accordance
with its interests to promote economic development. Generally
spcaking, Beijing’s achievement in strcngthcning its ties with other
countries fo]lowing the start of the third Indochina conflict was
largely successful. Common concern about Soviet and Vietnamese
motives since the late 1970s served as a catalyst for Sino-US
normalisation in 1979, a]though the views in \X/ashington had earlier
been split on whether to improve relations with Vietnam or China. The

normalisation set the ground work for a Sino American co-operative
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strategic relationship throughout the 1980s that included the transfer
of sophisticated US weapons systems and technology to China. The
US valued China as a strategic partner, and remained content to defer
to China’s po]icy on Indochina*” As for its relations wich ASEAN
countries, some of whom were more fearful of China than they were
of Vietnam, Beijing also managed to get closer to them through its
tacit alliance with Thailand. According to some Chinese analysts,
China’s greatest success within ASEAN was the bonds between China
and Thailand 4%

In short, China’s increasing interests in economic development
and in bringing peace to Indochina para]leled with Chatichai’s ideas.
Beijing’s accumulative gains since the start of the third Indochina
conflict could also explain its greater flexibility in the late 1980s,
inc]uding its wi]lingness to improve relations with the Phnom Penh
government. China’s interest to cultivate relations with its Asian
neighbours to offset the adverse international reaction to the

Tiananmen massacre of]une 1989 intensified this trend.

4. CORDIAL RELATIONS BETWEEN THAILAND AND CHINA
Apart from not posing as a threat to China’s interests, Chatichai’s
policy was introduced against the background of relatively cordial
relations between Thailand and China. The Thai Prime Minister not
only benefited from his experience in dea]ing with the Chinese but he
also sought to build on this existing Sino-Thai friendship. It may be
argued that in order for a major foreign policy change in the Cambodian
issue, such as in Chatichai’s case, to be launched, a good working
relationship with China was required. In this regard, there are several

factors which served to bind Thailand and China in positive ways.
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Their significance is that they contributed to the moderation of China’s
reactions to the new Thai policy which otherwise might have angered
China because it caught Beijing by surprise.

Firstly, Chatichai and his associates mastered the use of personal
dip]omacy towards the Chinese. Chatichai’s reputation as an ‘old
friend” in Chinese diplomatic circles was a positive contribution to
his attempts to secure Chinese acquiescence to his new Indochina
policy. The Thai Prime Minister was well recognised by many in China
because of his important role in the early-mid 1970s which led to a
normalisation of Sino-Thai relations in July 1975. In December 1973,
Chatichai (then Deputy Foreign Minister) led Thailand’s first official
delegation to Beijing since the establishment of the PRC in 1949.
This paved the way for greater contacts between the two countries,
including sports exchanges and contacts in third countries. When he
became Prime Minister, Chatichai used his experience and contacts to
the advantagc ofimplcmcnting his Indochina policy, Spcaking about
his planned official visit to China in October 1989, Chatichai said that
the main purpose of his trip was to visit his old friends, suggesting that
this was more important than discussions about economic issues and

407 During this trip, Chatichai was Warmly

the Cambodian problem.
received in Beijing, and he was described by the Chinese leader Deng
Xiaoping as an old friend.*%®

Chatichai’s careful handling of Sino-Thai relations following
the Tiananmen incident of June 1989 added another positive factor
in China’s perception of Bangkok. While the military crackdown in
Tiananmen Square and the following repression received no applause

from Thailand, Bangkok did not openly criticise China, nor did it take

any action to show its disapproval. Four months after the incident,
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Chatichai was among the first senior foreign leaders to visit Beijing.
The Thai Prime Minister told the Chinese leaders that Thailand’s
policy towards China remained unchanged regardless of how other
countries treated China.*® Moreover, as one of Chatichai’s advisers
recalled, the Thai Prime Minister stated, in the presence of the French
President Mitterrand during this visit to France after the Tiananmen
incident, that ‘to open the Chinese door was difficult, therefore we
should not close this door by isolating China.*'® This was doubtlessly
the kind of comment Chinese leaders were pleased to hear, particularly
when China faced international condemnation and felt bcicagucrcd
foHowing the Tiananmen ki]lings, as well as having its confidence
shaken in the wake of the political changes in Eastern Europe. Chinese
Prime Minister Li Peng expressed his appreciation for Chatichai’s
understanding of China’s suppression of the rebellion"! Arguably,
Chatichai’s diplomacy towards China in this regard contributed
greatly to the Chinese goodwill towards Bangkok, and made Beijing
more ready to work with Chatichai and to react more favourably to
his Indochina policy.

In addition, Chatichai used unofficial diplomacy as a means to
cultivate good relations with Beijing. The Thai Premier was an active
president of the Thai-Chinese Friendship Association, which indicated
his interests in utilising dip]omatic channels other than that of the
government. In the Association’s meeting in China in 1989, Chatichai
emphasised that the Thais and the Chinese were brothers.*'? One of
Chatichai’s advisers said that the Thai Prime Minister gained respect
from many Chinese because he was humble, which was a quality that
the Chinese praised.*"® Indeed, the significance of the personal factor

and feelings should not be undervalued. One may be reminded that
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China’s antagonism towards Vietnam came partly from what China
saw as a Vietnamese betrayal and ingratitude, in the light of carlier
Chinese assistance. In Chatichai’s case, it seems that the Chinese
rcgardcd him as a friend. His close link with the Chinese was a result of
years offriendship and close contacts, which none of his advisers could
match. Therefore, the personality factor seems to be more relevant in
the case of Chatichai than that of his advisers.

However, the significance of personal diplomacy was evident in
the case of Chavalit, the head of the Thai military, although perhaps
to a slightly lesser dcgrcc than that of the Prime Minister. Chavalit
played an active part in helping to implement Chatichai’s policy, and
on many occasions travelled to China to discuss the Cambodian issue
with the Chinese. For instance, after the Tokyo Conference in 1990,
Chavalit went straight to China to inform Beijing of the result of the
meeting. The gencra] said that China apprcciatcd the Thai attempts,
and that the Chinese were not upset with the new Thai initiatives.*'*
Chavalit’s intellect and diplomatic skills were said to win the hearts
of many Chinese.*”® This could be explained, at least in part, by his
experience of co-operating with the Chinese since the start of the
Cambodian conflict. According to one of his close aides, Chavalit even
played a part in the Chinese decision to launch a brief war against
Vietnam in Fcbruary 1979.416

Apart from the use of personal diplomacy, economic and
social links between Thailand and China also served as a binding
factor which helped to minimise China’s dissatisfaction created by the
surprising launch of Chatichai’s policy. Since Chatichai came to power
in August 1988, Sino-Thai economic relations expanded. This resulted

not Ol’lly fI'Ol’l’l Chatichai’s Cncouragcmcnt Of tradc and investment
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between Thailand and other regional countries, but also from
China’s policy. Through increasing emphasis on economic co-operation
with its neighbours, China sought both to reap major benefits for its
own development and to identify itself with peaceful and mutually
advantageous opportunities that would ease the fears ofpotential
Chinese hegemonism. An active economic diplomacy with Thailand
was therefore seen to serve this purpose. The volume of bilaceral
trade between Thailand and China during the Chatichai government
constantly increased from 29.2 billion baht in 1988 to 33 billion baht in
1989, and 35 billion baht in 1990.4” Although Thailand’s trade deficit
with China generated concern in Bangkok418, there was appreciation
for the significance of Sino-Thai economic links as contributory to the
moderation of China’s responses to Chatichai’s foreign policy shift.
In addition to the expansion of Sino-Thai economic activities,
the two countries continued their strategic co-operation. Despite
Chatichai’s declared goal of turning Indochina from a battlefield to
a marketplace, the Thais did not close their border with Cambodia
to interrupt the arms flows to the Cambodian resistance forces, and
the volume of arms transfer from China to Thailand continued to
expand.*? Also, there were exchanges of visits by senior military
officials of the two countries. For instance, in January 1990, Deng
Xiaoping's son-in-law He Ping, who had been a key official in charge
of export of Chinese arms as well as techno]ogy acquisitions, made
a quict visit to Bangkok. Apart from ensuring that the Thais did not
change their Chinese arms purchase plans, his mission was thought to
have included discussions about possible future arms shipments to the
Cambodian resistance’s Khmer Rouge faction.** In addition, strategic

relations between Thailand and China were enhanced by the fact that

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 199



Thailand had no claim over the Spratly Islands, which are disputed
between China and many ASEAN states.

CONCLUSION

The tone in which Chatichai spoke of Beijing, such as when he
compared China to the main part of the body (whereas Southeast Asia
was the hands and feet), seems to suggest that he accorded significant
importance to China. This, coupled with Chatichai’s treatment of
Beijing during the course of his policy, overruled the possibility that
Chatichai carelessly dropped China out of his calculation when he
introduced a new policy. The fact that China was not consulted in
advance seemed to suggest that Chatichai anticipated that the Chinese
would not oppose. In other words, Chatichai and his team believed
that the new Thai policy was in accordance with Chinese interests.
Chatichai’s confidence derived not only from his pcrsonality and
experience but also importantly from the timing of the policy which
was introduced when international circumstances were favourable.

Chatichai’s way of dealing with Chinese responses seemed to be
one of flexibility and being reactive. The Thai Prime Minister appeared
ready to adjust the pace of his initiative in order to accommodate the
needs and concerns of China. Examples include his reassurances to
Beijing that Thailand did not recognise the Phnom Penh regime as
claimed by Vietnam, and that he would withhold from introducing
further initiatives until after the Sino-Soviet Summit. Importantly,
Chatichai was able to introduce his foreign policy change because it did
not threaten major Chinese interests, especially in limiting Soviet and

Vietnamese influence. As a rcgional great power, Chinahad a capacity
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to obstruct an initiative by a lesser power like Thailand if the initiative
was perceived to undermine its interests, and it is likely that Beijing
would do so if this was the case, particularly because the Indochina
issue was of considerable importance to Beijing. In this respect, the
absence of Chinese opposition to Chatichai’s policy is significant.
This chapter has argued that China’s thinking about the
Cambodian issue in the late 1980s was similar to Chatichai’s ideas,
although Beijing was not happy to be caught by surprise rather than
properly consulted about the new Thai policy, hence Beijing’s emphasis
on close Sino-Thai co-operation. China’s acceptance of peace initiatives,
such as an Indonesian proposal of Jakarta Informal Meetings, which
accorded greater importance to Hun Sen than previously, suggests that
by this time Beijing had become more conciliatory towards Phnom
Penh. This was an important Change from the hard-line stance which
Beijing had adopted carlier. Arguably, Chatichai’s readiness to openly
accept Hun Sen as an independent Cambodian leader paved the way
for China to follow suit. By the late 1980s, China’s major security
concerns had largely been addressed, which enabled Beijing to show
greater flexibility in its approach towards the Phnom Penh regime and
to put more emphasis on issues of economic development. Because
these were also the main aspects of Chatichai’s policy, the Thai Prime
Minister was able to carry out his initiatives without opposition from
China, even though Beijing had not been consulted about the plan. In
other words, the lesser power was able to take the initiative in staking
out a new path because it did not challenge the main interests of the

greater power.
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CHAPTER

/

RESPONSES FROM THE US



INTRODUCTION

While ASEAN and China took a diplomatically active role in the
third Indochina conflict, the US adopted a relatively quiet and behind-
the-scene role. Washington’s relatively low profile in the Cambodian
issue was a result ofrnany factors, including its experience of failure
in the Vietnam War and the antipathy of the American public to
the Khmer Rouge government in Cambodia. However, Washington’s
supporting diplomacy and influence provided an important basis
on which other efforts (particularly those of ASEAN and China)
could build. The US was instrumental both in the implementation of
economic sanctions against Vietnam and in the efforts to support the
Cambodian resistance coalition. For Thailand in particular, the US was
the ultimate guarantor of Thai security under the 1954 Manila Pact.

As Chatichai’s policy was a reversal of the previous Thai
approach which had the support of Washington, it scemed to go against
American interests. This raises a crucial question of how to interpret
Chatichai’s move, which was a unilateral move by a lesser power that
seemed to contrast the interests of a superpower. How the new policy
was received in Washington was of considerable importance not only
because the US was one of the key players in the issue but also because,
as a superpower, it could significantly influence how the new Thai

policy would play out.
US POLICY IN INDOCHINA

American interests in Indochina in the post Second World War era

centred mainly on the concerns to prevent the spread of communism.

Responses to Thailand’s Major Foreign Policy Change 203



The communist victory in China in 1949 and close Sino-Soviet ties
in the early 1950s added to these concerns as the communist giants,
particularly China, became supporters of insurgent movements
in Southeast Asian countries. For Indochina in particular, the US
supported the French efforts to fight against communist forces. The
conclusion of the first Indochina war and the partition of Vietnam
may have put an end to a particular phase of history which was
characterised by the Vietnamese armed struggle against the French
colonial power, but it also opened up a new one. American concerns
about the communist North Vietnam led Washington to take steps
to increase security of Southeast Asia in order to prevent turther
communist gains. The US signed the Manila Treaty of 1954 which
led to the establishment of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation
(SEATO), that was part of Washington’s policy of containment.
Despite its obvious weaknesses in having failed to elicit Asian support
bcyond Thailand, the Phiiippincs7 and Pakistan, and in obiigating its
members to a less than binding miiitary commitment to each other’s
defence, SEATO provided a mechanism for extending a commitment
to Cambodia, Laos and South Vietnam without assuming treaty
obligations themselves.*! In other words, it served the American
purpose of enhancing its deterrent position in Southeast Asia without
committing it to increasing its military deployments. Southeast Asia
continued to be regarded as a region of lesser strategic priority422
The efforts of communist North Vietnam to extend its
control to the South and reunite the country increasingly led to greater
American involvement in the region. By this time, Washington had
been significantly motivated by the need to prevent the effects of a

domino thCOI'y WhCI'be a faii OfOl’lC COUHEI'y to communism WOU.id icad
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others to fall. Washington had little appreciation for nationalism as a
force behind the struggle of the Vietnamese against American power.
Instead, the US was mainly concerned with containing and defeating
communism, as supported by the Soviet Union and China, which led
to an escalation of its war against Vietnam in 1965.

Nevertheless, towards the end of the 1960s, the worsening
Sino-Soviet dispute, and Washington’s growing frustration with the
course of the Vietnam War, brought about a significant modification
in the US approach to Southeast Asia. In response to the increasing
unpopularity of the Vietnam War in the US, American troops began
to withdraw from Vietnam in June 1969: In July, President Nixon’s
Guam Doctrine warned America’s Asian allies and friends that their
future defence against non-nuclear threats would rest largely in their
own hands. This marked a watershed in Southeast Asian diplomacy
and opened the door for an active Chinese role which was also brought
into focus by Kissinger’s and Nixon’s visits to Beijing, signifying the
start of the Sino-American rapprochement.

The desire of the Americans to remove themselves from the
concerns of a region that had witnessed their greatest defeat in
foreign policy merged with ASEAN reactions and efforts to promote
greater regional independence to determine the priorities of the Carter
administration. Washington’s central concern continued to be about
the management of triangular relations between itself, China, and
the Soviet Union. However, this was made complicated as the Carter
administration did not speak with one voice about how best to deal
with the two communist giants. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance placed
a higher priority on reaching an accommodation with the Soviet

Union than with Confronting it through an alignmcnt with China,
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whereas National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski advocated the
opposite view. In the end, Brzezinski’s view prevailed as Moscow
signed a friendship treaty with Hanoi, and supported the Vietnamese
action against Cambodia. In late 1978, the US then chose recognition
of China over Vietnam, and tacitly accepted the Chinese view of a
new conflict in Indochina where Vietnam was seen as a Soviet proxy
carrying out a Soviet plan of encircling China. The view of the Soviet
Union as an aggressive power was confirmed when Soviet troops
invaded Afghanistan in late 1979. The administration’s 10ng term aim
in Indochina was to eradicate the Soviet presence in the sub-region
and to eliminate the threat that the Soviet navy represented to what
Washington saw as vital sea lanes of communication, such as the
Malacca Straits that linked the American Pacific Fleet to the Indian
Ocean and the Gulf; and through which Japan’s energy supply was
shipped from the Middle East. One manifestation of the American
view was \X/ashington’s role in encouraging the signing of Sino-Japanese
friendship treaty which contained an anti—hegemony clause directed
against Moscow even though this was not spelt out openly. This shows
that US interests were engaged in Asia as a consequence of Soviet
encroachment and that American policy was mainly dictated by global
strategic considerations.

Meanwhile, the third Indochina conflict contributed to the
strengthening of Sino-US relations. A]though the US did not endorse
the Chinese attack on Vietnam in February 1979, Washington did not
blame it either. One scholar argues that apart from teaching Hanoi
a lesson, the Chinese action against Vietnam may have also been a
test of the new Sino-American relationship as well as an implicit

Chinese assertion of the right to take the lead in shaping policy towards
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Indochina.**® The US National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski
wrote that American handling of Sino-US relations during the Chinese
invasion of Vietnam led to a blossoming relationship. According to

Brzezinski, the Chinese learned during that time that the US was a

reliable friend.*?*
US POLICY DURING THE THIRD INDOCHINA CONFLICT

American policy since the start of the third Indochina conflict
had at least four aspects. Firstly, the US continued to recognise the
ousted Khmer Rouge government in an atcempt to deny legitimacy
to the new regime in Phnom Penh. This act was significant, given
the difficulties the American leaders faced when they had to justify
to domestic and international audiences the decision to support the
murderous government of Pol Pot. It was suggested that at one point,
the American policy makers felt uneasy and considered abstaining on
the vote to retain the Pol Pot government in the UN in 1980, but in
the end decided to vote in favour of it to maintain the credibility of
American support for Thailand and ASEAN.*** The moral dilemma
of voting in favour of the Khmer Rouge government was partly cased
when the UN seat of the Khmer Rouge government was taken over
by the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK)
formed in 1982 and included two non-communist factions as well as
the communist Khmer Rouge.

In addition to the diplomatic support, Washington gave material
and financial assistance to the CGDK. Secret funds were administered by
a \X/orking Group set up in 1981, presumably to service non-communist

resistance factions.*?® In early-mid 1980s, American assistance to the
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non-communist Cambodian factions was in the form of non-lethal
aid amounting to USs$5 million annua]]y which \X/ashington said was
important in order to make sure that the non-communist resistance
would not be swallowed up by the communist faction.*” In around mid
1989, Washington even went further to give covert lethal assistance to
the non-communist factions from secret CIA funds.**® However, the
conduit of material and financial assistance, usually channelled through
third countries such as Thailand and Singapore, made it difficult to
trace how the money was spent and where supplies were directed.
Although the US State Department vehemently denied that any money
and supplies were transferred to the Khmer Rouge, it was believed that,
through whatever route, US weapons destined for the non-communist
resistance ended up in the hands of the Khmer Rouge.**

Secondly, the US imposed economic sanctions on Hanoi and
Phnom Penh in response to the Vietnamese invasion and occupation
of Cambodia. The American Cmbargo on trade and investment was in
piace since the early days of the war. The denial of American maritime
oil technology to Vietnam through third countries and the prevention
of major development loans from international financial institutions
were critical.#° These were an important element in the wider efforts,
particularly those led by ASEAN; to isolate Hanoi and Phnom Penh.
In this respect, the US influence was clear, as Japan, the European
Community, and other potential donors or investors were reluctant
to break ranks as long as the US held fast.

Thirdly, Washington increased military assistance to Thailand and
demonstrated its concern for the security of East Asia as a whole by
suspending its decision to withdraw American forces from their base

in Korea. When Vietnam launched its military incursions at Thailand’s
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Non Mak Moon village along the Thai-Cambodian border on 23-24
June 1980, President Carter ordered an immediate airlift of arms to
Thailand, which took place on 5-8 July 1980, and pushed forward
deliveries of weapons already ordered. General David Jones, Chairman
of the US Joint Chief of Staff emphasised his understanding that, among
the countries in Southeast Asia, Thailand felt most threatened by the
Vietnamese presence in Cambodia and Laos, and he confirmed that
the US was pledged to support the Thais against external aggression.*!

American military assistance to Thailand since the start of the
Cambodian conflict increased signiﬁcantly during 1984-5. Whereas
in 1979, total American military assistance to Thailand was US$31.8
million, it went up to US$132.8 million in 1984 and US$131.40 million
in 1985.42 This followed Vietnamese victories over the resistance during
the dry season offensives of 1984—5. One of the most visible signs of
US support for Thailand was Cobra Gold’8s, the fourth and largest
of a series of annual joint military exercises which took placc in ]uly
1985. Earlier in April that year, Washington also allowed the Thais to
purchase F-16A ﬁghter aircraft.*®® In addition, there were frequent
exchanges of visits by high-ranking officials and the constant presence of
the US Seventh Fleet in Thailand’s vicinity, which led many in Thailand
to believe that the country was more assured of the US support than
at any time since the Vietnam War and that this trend was likcly to
persist as the US became more assertive in the international arena.**

Fourthly, the US supported and participated in the efforts to
bring about a peace settlement in Cambodia. Like China, ASEAN,
and most other countries, the US supported a comprehensive political
settlement which would incorporate all the essential aspects of peace

in Cambodia from a ceasefire to a holding of elections. Despite this,
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the US generally kept a relatively low profile in the Cambodian issue
and instead let China and ASEAN take a diplomatic lead.

SITTING IN THE BACK SEAT

Although the conflict took place in Indochina — the area which had
been of significant importance to the US in the 1960s — the Cambodian
issue did not seem to receive similar treatment from Washington. There
are many factors which could explain American reluctance to adopt
a policy of active diplomacy.

One important reason was the impacts of the loss in the
Vietnam War on American politics and on its foreign policy,
particularly from the psychological point of view. The War destroyed the
consensus that had existed since the late 1940s, leaving the Americans
confused and divided on the goals to be pursued and the methods to
be used. Concern over US domestic reaction and the fear of a public
perception of another possible American failure inevitably led to a
sense of caution among US policy makers in their decision concerning
the Cambodian conflict.

Moreover, Washington’s support for Khmer Rouge’s UN seat,
and from 1982 for the CGDK of which the Khmer Rouge was still
a component, put the American government in an uncomfortable
position. This was even more so during the Carter administration
which named human rights issues as one of its main concerns. Letting
other countries assume a leading role in supporting the CGDK was,
therefore, a preferable choice. To this end, ASEAN and China served
a useful purpose of the American policy.

Meanwhile, the performance of ASEAN countries provided some
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satisfaction for the American leaders. By the mid 1980s, ASEAN
states had achieved remarkably high economic growth that provided
degrees of social and political stability that were unthinkable in the
1960s. At the same time, ASEAN states showed their determination
and resolve to tackle the Cambodian problem. In 1983, US Secretary
of States Shultz said, with regard to ASEAN’s role in the Cambodian
issue, that “We follow your lead.”* Richard Childress, former chief of
Asian Affairs for the US National Security Council, also emphasised the
significance of ASEAN’s central role in the Cambodian issue, implying
that because of this, there was less need for the American involvement.#3¢
At the same time, China’s role in the Cambodian issue fitted well in
Washington’s broad strategy. While acting as a countervailing force
against Vietnam and the Soviet Union, China also provided military
muscle to backup ASEAN’s diplomacy. China’s attack on Vietnam,
although brief, undistinguished, and limited, was nevertheless an
evidence that Beijing was Willing and able to take action.

However, there were different opinions as to how much the US
could and should do in Indochina, with some suggesting that the US
was inactive. For instance, Singapore’s senior statesman Lee Kuan Yew
recalls that he found both the Carter and Reagan administracions
reluctant to play a major role, and that he and his Foreign Minister
Sinnathamby Rajaratnam had to work hard to ensure that the US
remained interested in the region.437 Another scholar asserts that the US
government was unimaginative and slow to respond to circumstances
in the region.**® On the other hand, it is argued that this was in fact
part of Washington’s plan. Michael Hass suggests that Washington
pretended not to take a leadership role regarding Cambodia because

to acknowledge that American aid did go to the Khmer Rouge was
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embarrassing.®*® According to Hass, US Secretary of State Alexander
Haig said that he was merely backing non-communist countries of
Southeast Asia who were linked through ASEAN, and therefore all
queries should go to ASEAN. Hass suggests that Washington created
a myth that the US government opposed the Khmer Rouge while
consistently voting in favour of the Khmer Rouge at the UN.#
Therefore, to defer the issue to others seemed to be the best option.
Also, in the light of continuing American efforts to maintain good
relations with China, letting Beijing have a leading role in the
Cambodian issue and dcvclop a tacit alliance with Thailand seemed
an cxpedient thing to do, as it gave the Chinese an opportunity to

exercise their influence in the region.

THAI-US RELATIONS DURING THE THIRD INDOCHINA
CONFLICT

Washington’s reluctance to act ful]y and opcnly as Thailand’s ally
from the start of the third Indochina conflict stood in sharp contrast
to the earlier post Second World War periods. In the late 1940s for
instance, the US not only saved Thailand, which had leaned towards
Japan during the Pacific War, from retribution from Britain and France,
but Washington also supported Thailand’s admission to the United
Nations. This served to bind Thailand and the US in what may be called
a period of engagement.*! From 1950, government-to-government
relations were intensified and their scope widened. Co-operation was
evident in many areas such as economic, educational, and in anti-
communist activities. The last was prominent during the Vietnam War

when the two countries co-operated closely, although their perceptions
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of the communist threats were not exactly the same. The US viewed
Southeast Asia from the perspective of a superpower seeking to avoid
a situation where regional countries fell into communist hands like
falling dominoes. Thai policy makers, on the other hand, saw communist
North Vietnam as an immediate threat to national security. Thai leaders
believed that communism was incompatible with their own country
and were determined to prevent it from spreading inco Thailand.** In
any case, a common objective of the US and Thailand in maintaining
South Vietnam as a non-communist state enabled the two countries
to closely co-operate during the American war against Vietnam in the
19605 and resulted in an expansion of American military presence in
Thailand. In fact, Thailand provided not only military bases but also
ground combat forces at the end of 1967. Thai policy makers felt that
it was necessary to meet the American request for ground troops in
order to accommodate the US, which was providing Thailand with a
security guarantee and material support.

Nevertheless, this was to change by the end of the 1960s.
As the American involvement in Vietnam declined, so did the
closeness of Thai-US security co-operation. The communist victory
in Indochina in 1975 marked the lowest point of American efforts in
Southeast Asia. By this time, Thai-US relations had also suffered as
a result of Thailand’s domestic political transformation thrcby the
military government, Closely associated with American anti-communist
ideology, was replaced by civilian leaderships. Thailand rapidly
readjusted its pattern of external relations by lessening its link with
Washington while extending its relations to China, Vietnam, and the
Soviet Union in a bid to adopt a multidirectional and independent

forcign policy.
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The outbreak of the third Indochina conflict following
Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia strengthened Thai-US security relations.
However, like earlier periods, \X/ashington’s concerns in Indochina
reflected its wider perspective of a balance between itself and the
communist powers, namely the Soviet Union and China. Recognising
this, Thailand sought to highlight the significance of the events in
Indochina beyond their local and regional scopes. A former high-
ranking official of the Thai Foreign Ministry exp]ained that Thai
officials played an important role in drawing attention to the
similarities between Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia and the Soviet
invasion of‘Af‘ghanistan. He said that Thai officials pointed out to the
Americans that there was a ‘common denominator’ between these
two cases because they involved an invasion of a sovereign state by
another power and in both cases Moscow was perceived to be behind
the aggression. He said this became a theme commonly referred to
throughout the 1980s, and it successfully brought the US and many
other countries to support the Thai cause *?

During this time, as discussed above, a key pattern of US
policy towards the Cambodian conflict was to keep a relatively low
profile and let other countries take a lead. Washington recognised
Thailand as a front-line state, provided some support for Thailand, and
acquicsccd in a tacit alliance between Thailand and China. At this point,
Washington’s perception of the Chinese role perhaps should be noted.
Even though the US said it would follow the lead of both China and
ASEAN, it was apparent that China was accorded a more important
position. This was perhaps not surprising, as China had greater
influence than ASEAN in confronting Vietnam and the Soviet Union.

Therefore, at the International Conference on Kampuchca (ICK) in
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1981, the US tolerated China’s objection to ASEAN's draft proposal
which, in the end, had to be watered down as a result of Chinese
insistence. It may be argued that the episode showed not only
Washington’s attempt to avoid displcasing Beijing in the interest of
managing its adversarial relationship with Moscow, but it might have
also underlined Washington’s view that, in dealing with the Cambodian
issue in particular, China, rather than ASEAN, could steer the course
of the Cambodian conflict towards a favourable direction.

In any case, keeping a relatively low profile on the Cambodian issue
allowed the US to conduct its Indochina policy at relatively low costs,
particular]y in po]itical terms. Indeed, this was a comfortable policy for
the US who, as one scholar puts it, wanted ‘minimum involvement but
maximum influence’ in the Cambodian issue, which was a relatively
peripheral concern.** Therefore, if the US intentiona“y played down
its involvement in the Cambodian issue, it may be inaccurate to
conclude, as Frederick Brown does, that Washington was passive
and slow to respond.445 Perhaps Washington’s behind-the-scene roles
should not be overlooked, including its position towards the Khmer
Rouge. Not only did the US vote in favour of the Khmer Rouge at the
UN, but Washington also acquiesced in China’s open support for the
Cambodian communist faction. Moreover, it is asserted that the US
National Security Adviser Brzezinski talked Bangkok into Voluntccring
as a US proxy against Vietnam by serving as a conduit for Chinese aid to
keep Pol Pot’s forces going so that Hanoi would be denied a victory.**

Meanwhile, American influence in the global arena in general
meant that most other countries felt it in their interests to go along
with Washington. For instance, other countries might fear a cut-off

of US economic aid, and therefore had little choice but to support
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Sino-American-Thai policy which, directly or indirectly, strengthened
the Khmer Rouge. As already noted, US not only imposed an economic
embargo against Hanoi and Phnom Penh, but it also made sure that
Europe and Japan were also on board. These US policies provided an
important and necessary support for ASEAN’s diplomatic manoeuvres
while the Association took the lead in the public diplomacy with regard
to the Cambodian issue. For Thailand in particular, the US remained

the ultimate guarantor of Thai security.

THAI-US RELATIONS DURING THE CHATICHAI
GOVERNMENT

However, by the time Chatichai took office in August 1988,
Thai-US relations had not been particularly close. American security
assistance to Thailand, e.g. in the forms of funds and arms transfers,
declined from US$73.10 million in 1987 to US$50.05 million in 1988,
and was under USs30 million in 1989.447 Washington’s reaction may
have reflected its perception that Thailand was no longer threatened
by Vietnam because many developments seemed to point in this
direction; for instance, the announcement of Vietnam’s plan to complete its
military withdrawal from Cambodia, political stability and
democratisation of the Thai polity7 as well as a conversion of the
Thai economy to a manufacturing base *® While these were positive
developments, they weakened Thailand’s claim to be a front-line state
whose security was being seriously threatened by the Vietnamese
presence in Cambodia. Clark Neher argues that from the American
perspective during this time, neither China nor Vietnam constituted

a serious security threat to Thailand, at least in the short run, and
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therefore Thailand was more meaningfully viewed as an economic
partner and competitor than as a client state.*”

Meanwhile, problems in Thai-US bilateral trade were a major
cause of concern. Thailand’s Foreign Minister Siddhi said in November
1988 in a frank speech with reference to Thai-US economic relations
that there were cracks in the reservoir of goodwill that had been buile
over century and a half of friendship.**® The first crack came with the
Farm Act which allowed American rice farmers to be subsidised, to
the detriment of Thai farmers. In fact, rising deficits caused the US
government to take protectionist measures not only on rice, but also
sugar and textiles, all of which ncgatively affected Thai €Xports. While
the Thais complained about US protectionist measures, the Americans
voiced their concern about the lack of protection in Thailand for US
intellectual property rights, which they said affected sales of such
items as pharmaceuticals and electronic goods. In January 1989, in
retaliation, the US cut Thailand’s benefits under the Generalised System
of Preferences (GSP). The loss of such benefits to Thailand amounted
to US$165 million out of at least US$600 million of exports to the
US under the GSP.#! Indeed, soon after he became Prime Minister,
Chatichai warned of what he saw as Thailand’s impending economic
conflict with the US43

Concerns about American protectionist measures heightened
patriotic sentiments in Thailand which were reflected in various press
commentaries in early 1989. A typical Thai view was that since the
US seemed unprepared to consider Thailand’s request for flexibility
in trading practices, the country should not make such a request.*?
One newspaper article suggested that Thailand should forget about

the US and turn its attention to the neighbouring countries.** The
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feeling of patriotism was widespread, and Chatichai seemed to react
favourably. In response to the US calls for protection of computer
software copyrights, the Prime Minister dismissed such requests,
saying that Thailand was a dcvcloping country which needed
computer software in the process of development and therefore could
not yield to the US demands.*** Extreme though this might sound, it won
Chatichai approval by many politicians and student groups in Thailand
who lauded him for his ‘right and bold’ decision to reject US demands
for computer software protection.*® The public perception was that
the Chatichai government was much toughcr and more nationalistic
than the previous Prem administration.*”’

Troubled Thai-US economic relations and declining US
security assistance to Thailand were two prominent issues in the
relations between the two countries in the late 1980s. However, cach
of these factors seemed to influence Chatichai’s Indochina decision in
different ways. The reduction of American security assistance to
Thailand was seen by the Thai Prime Minister as a response to the
improved security situations in Indochina.**® This thesis has argued
carlier that these changing international circumstances were an
important factor which explained Chatichai’s decision to introduce
a new initiative (see Chapter 2). The American policy in this regard,
therefore, formed part of a wider picture of international changcs
which the Thai Prime Minister had recognised, and therefore it could
explain in part Chatichai’s decision to introduce his new policy.

The influence of troublesome Thai-US economic relations on
Chatichai’s thinking on Indochina, however, was less clear. There is
no evidence that Thailand’s trade friction with the US directly led

Chatichai to launch his Indochina policy in a way that Caught the US
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by surprise. As far as his policy surprise was concerned, there is no
evidence that Chatichai consulted any countries at all, so the fact that
Washington was unaware of the policy until it was publicly announced
was also true in the case of other countries. Nevertheless, the way
Chatichai handled Thai-US relations, such as his nationalistic tone on
the issue of computer software copyrights, scemed to provide him with
some political benefits. It increased his popularity among some Thai
domestic groups which saw Chatichai’s idea of improving economic
relations with neighbouring countries as an appropriate action to take

in the wake of what thcy saw as American protectionism.
RESPONSES OF THE US

Chatichai’s decision not to consult Washington before he
announced his Indochina policy seems to lie in his calculation that
international conditions were favourable and that the time was right
for Thailand to put forward new initiatives. In one of his speeches,
the Prime Minister said that the “reduction in major power tension
in general has provided a favourable condition for smaller states to
take on a greater role in promoting peace, progress and stability.”*?
Chatichai’s advisers fully shared the view that there was no need
to follow the lead of the superpowers when circumstances allowed
Bangkok to take an iniciative.*® Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, Thailand’s
acting supreme commander who actively took part in the making
and implementation of Chatichai’s policy, explained that both the
US and Thailand knew that each would not undermine the other’s
interests because, after all, the two countries were treaty allies.*! The

implication was that there was no reason for Washington to worry about
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Chatichai’s policy. As it turned out, the US did not seem to have any

significant objection to Chatichai’s policy, as will be discussed below.

1. OPENING INDOCHINESE MARKETS

Like many other countries, the US was surprised when Chatichai
first made his initiatives public in August 1988 by announcing his
intention to turn the battlefield in Indochina into a marketplace.
Although there was no secret that trade between Thailand and
Indochinese countries (particularly border trade) still went on despite
the Cambodian crisis, Chatichai’s policy seemed to go in the opposite
direction from the on-going US policy of strang]ing Vietnam with
economic sanctions. However, there is no evidence that the US objected
to Chatichai’s announced plan, which may have reflected Washington’s
views that Thailand’s attempt to create an atmosphere of co-operation
with Indochina was an appropriate action at the time, and that
increasing trade with Indochina was not Chatichai’s primary objcctivc.
As discussed in Chapter 2, little was done by the Thai government to
actually boost trade with Indochina. Despite the nationalistic mood
against what many Thais saw as unfair protectionist measures by the
Americans, which formed part of public support for Chatichai’s idea
of trading more with Thailand’s neighbours, the US market remained
the largest and most important outlets for Thai exports.

Economic issues featured prominently in Chatichai’s aide
memoire to US President George Bush in February 1989, which the Thai
Prime Minister presented to the American leader during their meeting
at the funeral of Japanese emperor Hirohito in Tokyo. In this aide
memoire, Chatichai not only spoke of the need to resolve the differences

between Thailand and the US, particularly in the issues of intellectual
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property rights and trade, but he also put forward ways and means
of promoting co-operation between the two countries in new areas
as well as existing ones. One of the new areas Chatichai spoke of was
in Indochina where he pointcd out that a “combination of Thailand’s
geographical advantages and the US technological know-how would
be an irresistible one in taking advantage of the evolving situations
in these countries and, more importantly, in strengthening the fabric
of peace and prosperity in this region.”*%

Chatichai’s aide memoir to President Bush may be scen as a
follow—up of his initiatives introduced when he became Prime
Minister. It could be seen as an attempt to seek support from
Washington for his new policy, which at the time of its introduction
caught the Americans by surprise. One of Chatichai’s advisers who
was present at the Chatichai-Bush meeting in Tokyo said the US
President enthusiastically responded to Chatichai’s suggestion that the
US paid more attention to economic potentials in Asia-Pacific countries,
inc]uding the Indochinese states.*® The fact that Chatichai’s memoire
mainly referred to economic-related issues reflected the priorities of
Thai-US agenda at the time. Consequently, Indochina was referred
to as having economic potential which could be utilised by Thai-US
co-operation. Arguably, the focus on economic-related matters allowed
Chatichai to put forward po]itical and dip]omatic initiatives, such as
inviting Hun Sen to Bangkok and proposing a step—by—step approach
to peace in Cambodia, without provoking American criticism or

objection.

2. APPROACH TOWARDS THE HUN SEN GOVERNMENT

Washington’s responses to Chatichai’s friendly move towards the
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Phnom Penh government, such when he invited Hun Sen to Bangkok
in January 1989, were not critical. Although there is no evidence that
the US was aware of Chatichai’s plan to invite Hun Sen to Thailand,
there did not seem to be shocks, outrage, or criticism in Washington,
except perhaps from some American po]iticians who were considered
hard-liners in the Cambodian issue. For instance, Congressman
Stephen Solarz wrote in 1990 against Chatichai’s idea, saying that
as long as the Phnom Penh government believed that the Chatichai
card might be played, and the Khmer Rouge rendered impotent as
a result, its incentive for compromise would tend to remain low.*¢*
However, there did not seem to be simi]arly critical comments from
the American government, although the US ambassador to Thailand
(Daniel O’Donohue) said, in the light of Chatichai’s divergence from
the policy of the Thai Foreign Ministry, that Thailand’s policy towards
Indochina was unclear and caused confusion.*® It is important to note
that in the Chatichai-Bush meeting in Tokyo in February 1989, a month
after Hun Sen’s visit to Bangkok, there were no signs of American
disapproval. While reiterating his support for Sihanouk as the leader
of the resistance coalition, Chatichai told President Bush that Thailand
wanted to speed up the peace process in Cambodia and that it had
done so by persuading all the four warring factions to discuss the issue
in an upcoming meeting in Jakarta. The US leader reportedly agreed
with this.* However, in the aide memoire which Chatichai presented
to President Bush during this meeting, the Thai Prime Minister did
not refer to any specific political and diplomatic efforts to solve the
Cambodian conflict. The memoire only referred to a rapprochement
between China and the Soviet Union as being one of many changes

in the international political environment which altered some main
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assumptions of non-communist countries’ foreign policies.*’

3. OTHER EFFORTS TO ACHIEVE A PEACE SETTLEMENT
Chatichai’s proposal of a step-by-step approach to a political
settlement in Cambodia was different from a comprehensive approach
with which American policy was identified. After Chatichai put
forward the step-by-step idea following the inconclusive ending of the
Paris Conference in August 1989, \X/ashington voiced some concern
that Chatichai’s strategy might legitimise the Hun Sen government
without rcsolving the central issue ofpowcr—sharing and without the
establishment of an impartial authority which could oversee elections.*¢®
However, responses from the US government were little more than
verbal comments as they were not followed up with active diplomacy.
By May 1990, the American stance had begun to accord more
with Chatichai’s idea, particularly in his efforts to arrange a meeting
between the Cambodian faction leaders in Tokyo to promote an early
ceasefire. When the US Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia and
Pacific Affairs, Richard Solomon, visited Bangkok in May 1990 and
held a meeting with Chatichai, he appeared to extend his support
to Chatichai’s plan of arranging a Tokyo Conference between the
Cambodian leaders, describing this as part of the process to bring about
a comprehcnsivc solution.*® American support for the Tokyo meeting
indicates a shift in American foreign policy towards the issue. This
is because the Tokyo Conference was arranged in a bilateral format
between the Phnom Penh government and the resistance coalition
(CGDK) represented by Sihanouk, as against a quadripartite format
where each of the four factions was equally represented, which was a

position Washington norma]ly supportcd. Washington’s involvement
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in the Tokyo Conference was applauded by Chatichai and his
advisers. Kraisak, Chatichai’s son and adviser, described the US as one
of the three countries which were central to the efforts to bring peace
to Cambodia.*’® Washington’s stance towards the Tokyo meeting was
different from those of China and ASEAN who did not openly support
the Conference. Later, it seemed that the US support for the Tokyo
Conference was a tip of the iceberg. A dramatic change of American
foreign policy towards the Cambodian conflict occurred in July 1990

— only a month after the Tokyo meeting.

US POLICY SHIFT

In a move that surprised many, US Secretary of States James Baker
announced on 18 July 1990 that the US was to shift its policy towards
the Cambodian issue. A key point of the Baker formula was that the
US would no longer support the seating of the Cambodian resistance
coalition at the United Nations if it included the Khmer Rouge,
but Washington would continue to support the two non-communist
factions of Sihanouk and Son Sann. At the same time, Baker signalled
a changed US assessment of the nature of the Phnom Penh regime by
implying that the Hun Sen government was no 10nger a Vietnamese
puppet since Vietnam had pulled out its troops in September 1989.
And because the troops withdrawal had been completed, Washington
was now prepared to discuss the Cambodian issue with Vietnam in
a direct dialogue. Believing that Hanoi could pressure Phnom Penh
into a settlement, Baker sent his Deputy Assistant Secretary of States,
Kenneth Quinn, to start discussions on Cambodia with the head of

Vietnam’s UN mission in New York soon after he announced his policy
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shift.*’! One scholar suggests that the new American move indicated
that Washington was prepared to ask the non-communist Cambodian
resistance to co-operate fully with the Hun Sen regime after UN-
organised elections.*’

The Baker shift bore signiﬁcant similarities to Chatichai’s
initiatives, particularly on how best to deal with Phnom Penh and
Hanoi as the Cambodian conflict was entering its final scages.
Reports about the Khmer Rouge gaining military victory in many
arcas in Cambodia increased concerns about a possible comeback
of the Khmer Rouge to power in Phnom Penh.*” It is argucd that
the Thai Prime Minister chose to concentrate on highlighting the
important role of Hun Sen in future power-sharing in Cambodia
rather than to point out the relative unacceptability of the Khmer
Rouge.*™ The Baker shift, however, went further by highlighting both.
In fact, American concern about the Khmer Rouge issue had become
incrcasingly open by mid 1989 when, in contrast to Baker’s earlier
comment that the Khmer Rouge was ‘a fact of life’, Washington made
clear to the non-communist factions that its ability to support them
would depend on the extent to which they were seen as distancing

475 President Bush himself

themselves from the Khmer Rouge.
admitted that he was troubled by the perception that US policy towards
Cambodia was aiding the Khmer Rougc.‘”6

By mid 1990, changing circumstances surrounding the Cambodian
conflict had led to a breakdown of the bipartisan consensus in the US
government, and there was a danger of Congress cutting off support
to the non-communist resistance in Cambodia, which Baker sought to

avoid by revising the US policy towards Cambodia. Following Baker’s

announcement of a new US policy, the anti-Khmer Rouge tone became
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even clearer, and the new policy was articulated as being concerned
‘to do everything we can to prevent a return of the Khmer Rouge
to power.*”” Meanwhile, Washington’s relations with Phnom Penh
improvcd, Within two months of the policy shift announcement, Baker
told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that ‘the next logical
step’ was to begin a dialogue with Hun Sen’s representatives.*”® This
happened in September 1990 when, after the meeting in Jakarta to
form a Supreme National Council for Cambodia, John Manjo, the
US ambassador to Indonesia, talked for 45 minutes to Hun Sen, while
the US Chargé d’affaires in the Lao capital of Vientiane also met his
SOC counterpart.*”

The US policy shift was a boost to Chatichai’s policy as it was
consistent with what the Thai Prime Minister advocated. Chatichai
saw this as an American acceptance of his step-by-step approach where
recognition of Hun Sen’s important role was a central part, and the
Thai Prime Minister said that this was Cxactly what he had thought
would happen.48° Chatichai also added that this move would help

! Tn other words, the impact of the

to speed up the peace process.
changing international circumstances on Washington’s foreign policy
towards the Cambodian issue had been anticipated when Chatichai
introduced his new policy. Kraisak Choonhavan, Chatichai’s son and
adviser, suggested that this change in the American foreign policy
was part]y a result of his facher’s initiatives.*®? Kraisak also said that
the Thai Prime Minister was the first and only leader of ASEAN
governments to welcome the Baker formula.*®} However, the US policy
shift did not seem to change the mind of some critics of Chatichai’s

policy. One high—ranking official of the Thai Foreign Ministry argued

that the Baker shift was introduced when the situation was ripe,
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implying that Chatichai’s policy was not well-timed.** Arguably, the
differences in Thai assessments in this regard were a continuation
of troubled relationship between Chatichai and his advisers on the
one hand and the Foreign Ministry on the other hand, as discussed
in Chapter 2.

Washington’s policy shift was not welcomed by some ASEAN
countries and China, at least initially. Some ASEAN states such
as Indonesia were concerned that the new US stance could allow
the Vietnamese to dig in their heels and wait for more concessions,
thereby weakening the peace efforts.* Disapproving responses were
nevertheless moderated by American reassurances that Washington
would continue to give financial and material support to the non-
communist factions of the CGDK. Meanwhile, Washington minimised
the opportunity for criticism by subtly adjusting its language i.c.
avoiding calling the Baker shift a policy ‘change. When asked whether
this was a new policy, Richard Solomon, Assistant Secretary of States
for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, said that it was “an adjustment
or...arevision in our policy.”*¢ When explaining to an ASEAN foreign
ministers meeting, Baker referred to the new American position as
‘merely a shift in tactics*” Nevertheless, the Association did not
follow the US. ASEAN maintained its view that the CGDK headed
by Sihanouk should continue to occupy the Cambodian seat at the
UN. Chatichai closed ranks with his ASEAN counterparts on this
issue. The Thai Prime Minister said that Thailand should follow the
Association’s decision, and Bangkok’s opinion should not differ from
that of ASEAN. That Chatichai did not follow Baker’s policy was
probably because the American move was already significant in itself

and that the US change was more than enough to demonstrate to
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ASEAN and other countries that Chatichai had been right about how
best to deal with the Cambodian issue. As for China, although Beijing
said, following the Baker shift, that it would continue to support and

arm the Khmer Rouge, "

there is no evidence that China attempted to
dissuade or oppose Washington. In fact, subsequent Chinese moves were
similar to those of the US. Thus, Chinese leaders met their Vietnamese
counterparts in August 1990 and they met with the Cambodian

faction leaders including Hun Sen in July 1991.
EXPLAINING THE US RESPONSES

The absence of American opposition to Chatichai’s policy, which
had caught Washington by surprise, seems to suggest that Chatichai
was right when he said on many occasions that the new era had set in,
and that this necessitated adaptation and new approaches as well as
Opcncd the way for new initiatives by lesser states.*®® That Chatichai
was able to attain an implicit American acquiescence was due to at
least two related reasons which affected American position and which
Chatichai seemed to recognise and acted accordingly.

Firstly, Chatichai realised that the American policy was influenced
by changing power relations and the decline of the global Cold War.
Asa superpower, one of \Xfashington’s main concerns was to maintain
a favourable global balance between itself and other powers. Changes
on the great power scale, particularly in the triangular relationship
between Washington-Moscow-Beijing were significant in this regard.
By the end of the 1980s, relationship between the US and the Soviet
Union moved away from the antagonism that characterised their

rciationship in earlier pcriods. Both superpowers incrcasingiy
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co-operated in resolving regional conflicts such as in Afghanistan and
Nicaragua. Moreover, Soviet military withdrawal from its Cam Ranh
Bay air and naval base in Vietnam indicated to the US a loosening of
a strategic link between Moscow and Hanoti, which Washington had
seen as Moscow’s client. Meanwhile, Sino-Soviet relations, which had
begun to improve when Gorbachev came to power, were transformed
by the Soviet leader’s visit to Beijing in May 1989. This indicated that
China’s relations with Vietnam would soon change.

Improved relations between the great powers, in turn, led to
important dcvc]opmcnts in the Cambodian issue, particularly the
Completion of Vietnam’s troop withdrawal and the increase of Hun
Sen’s de facto authority. These contributed to the momentum which
led Washington to reconsider its stance in the Cambodian issue. As a
result, the US became more flexible towards Hun Sen — an approach
similar to that of Chatichai.

Secondly, as Vietnam withdrew its forces from Cambodia,
\X/ashington’s concerns became increasingly focused on the position
of the Khmer Rouge, which had benefited from covert and indirect
US support. From the beginning, the US had been uncomfortable
about its approach towards the Cambodian communist faction, and
Washington had sought to minimise this political difficulty by
deferring the Cambodian issue to China and ASEAN. Arguably, this
could go on as long as there was a stalemate in Cambodia. However,
as Vietnam began to withdraw its forces from Cambodia and as
Sino-Soviet and Sino-Vietnamese relations improved, Washington had
fewer reasons to justify its unannounced support for the Khmer Rouge
and its tacit support for the Chinese policy of arming that Cambodian

faction. While fears that the Khmer Rouge might return to power in
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Phnom Penh increased, the Americans also saw that Hun Sen was
gaining greater de facto authority and recognition. The image of Hun
Sen’s subordination to Hanoi receded following the withdrawal of
Vietnamese troops and as his ability to maintain control over many
areas of Cambodia became clear.

By mid 1990, the issue of American support to the resistance
coalition, of which the Khmer Rouge was a component and probably
the main receiver of American assistance, had come increasingly under
domestic focus, particularly from the US Congress. American policy
during this time, therefore, showed greater flexibility towards the
Phnom Penh government. Consequently, the US supported Chatichai’s
efforts to arrange a conference in Tokyo in June 1990 which in effect
saw Hun Sen meet with Sihanouk. In the following month, Washington
went further when Secretary of State Baker announced a change in
American policy towards the Cambodian issue. Chatichai’s policy
may not have been a decisive factor that led to a change in American
policy, bur it may be argued that the new Thai approach contributed
to the momentum which led to the change. Arguably, Chatichai’s
willingness to openly accept Hun Sen as an independent Cambodian
leader, and not as a Vietnamese puppet, drew Washington’s attention
to the increasing de facto legitimacy of the Hun Sen government. In
short, Washington did not object to the new Thai policy because it
was consistent with American interests.

Last but not least, it must be noted that problems of trade
and intellectual property rights protection, accompanied by some
anti-American expression in Thailand, did not seem to lead the US to
respond negatively to Chatichai’s new policy towards Indochina either

in its economic or political aspects. Arguably, it is not unusual for
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smaller and weaker allies to manifest ambiguous expression towards
bigger and stronger allies. Therefore, the US may experience some
anti-American expressions or actions in weaker countries, which,
depending on factors such as the type of threat those actions pose,
may not necessari]y lead \X/ashington to take action.** According to
one scholar, Chatichai had to manage the gap between public mood
and reality, which was called ‘image constraints.”*! Although many
Thais were driven by nationalist sentiments and angry at what they
saw as America’s unfair trading practices, it could not be denied that
the US remained the largest and most important market for Thai
exports. During the period of the Chatichai government, the volume of
Thai-US bilateral trade went up from 916 billion baht in 1988 to 1682

#2 In addition, the two countries had long term

billion baht in 1991.
and historical connections and the US provided a deterrence against
possible threats to Thai security. A dilemma facing the Thai government
was that while it could not ignore the signiﬁcancc of Thai-US
relations, it did not want to appear to be soft in the public eye cither.
In the midst of this difficulty, Chatichai explained that he advocated
apolicy that was tough but not aggressive, gentle but not weak, saying
that any arrangement that would have a long term adverse impact on
the future development of the Thai economy would be unacceptable.*?

By late 1990, Thai and US positions in the Cambodian issue and in
trade matters had become closer. On the economic front, an agreement
was reached in August 1990 which established a Joint Commercial
Commission aimed at promoting bilateral trade and investments
and encouraging greater commercial co-operation between the two
countries. In the Cambodian issue, Washington’s position became

increasingly similar to that of Chatichai, hence the US support for

the Tokyo Conference and the Baker formula.
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CONCLUSION

Although Chatichai’s initiatives caught the US by surprise,
Washington did not seem to be upset by this. However, some
elements of American irritation were evident; for instance, when the US
ambassador commented that Thailand’s new approach caused confusion
(because it was different from what the Thai Foreign Ministry had
adhered to), or when the US Vice-President Dan Quayle told Chatichai
in their meeting in Bangkok in May 1989 that it was “important that
we stand together in pursuit of our common objectives.”**

Nevertheless, the absence of American opposition to the new
Thai approach was significant. That \X/ashington did not Opcnly
approve Chatichai’s policy was likely to result from the fact that it was
not consulted beforchand rather than from its disagreement with the
idea behind Chatichai’s policy. The similarities between Chatichai’s
policy and subsequent American approaches, such as the US support for
the Tokyo Conference and the Baker shift, confirmed this. The absence
of Washington’s objection could be viewed as a tacit acceptance to
Chatichai’s policyi As a superpower with important interests in
Indochina, the US could have effectively intervened or blocked new
initiatives by a lesser power like Thailand if these were perceived to
threaten its interests. This chapter has demonstrated that Chatichai was
able to introduce his new policy not only because the policy posed no
threat to American interests, but importantly because it was consistent
with them. This consistency was not a mere coincidence, but the Thai
Prime Minister had predicted that in what he called a ‘new era’, policies
of other countries towards the Cambodian issue would change. That

the first state to do so, particularly in terms of switching recognition
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from the resistance coalition to the Phnom Penh government, was the

world’s superpower was in itself significant.
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CHAPTER

8

CONCLUSION



This thesis addresses the issue of responses to a major foreign
policy change by a lesser power such as Thailand. The main question
is: under what circumstances could a lesser power introduce a major
forcign policy Changc in a way that surprises its rcgional partners
and greater powers in a matter that was of considerable importance
to them all? The thesis focuses on the process of implementing the
policy and, essentially, how it was received by the key players in the
Cambodian issue, namely ASEAN countries, China, the US, and the
Cambodians themselves. Reactions of these players were important
primarily because thcy could determine how much of a difference the
new Thai policy could make to the Cambodian issue.

The decision to reverse the previous Thai approach towards the
Cambodian conflict was made by Chatichai, with the help from his
advisers and the military chief. The policy was then presented to others
as a surprise. Arguably, by not consulting other key players, Chatichai
spared considerable time and efforts which would have been required
if the policy was made in a conventional way. On the other hand,
the implementation of a diplomatic surprise such as this had some
limitations to it. For instance, by introducing his policy unilacerally,
Chatichai had deprived himself of a thorough discussion with those
whose views and efforts might have been useful for a successful
imp]cmcntation of the new po]icy. Instead, the Prime Minister had to
re]y on a small team, with limited resources, to do most of the work.
In the process, he also risked upsetting Thailand’s friends and allies
who identified with the previous Thai approach.

Despite this, Chatichai and his advisers believed that the risks were
low and worth taking. They believed that circumstances favoured the

new policy and consequently there would not be significant opposition
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to it. Such anticipation owes significantly to the context in which
Chatichai’s policy emerged. Domestically, the change of government
in Bangkok enabled Chatichai to make and imp]ement foreign policy
even at the expense of the Ministry ofForcign Affairs (MFA), because
as Prime Minister, he had the most political power. The fact chat he
was the first elected Prime Minister in 12 years added to the basis of his
legitimacy. More importantly perhaps, Chatichai had the support of
powerful interests, particularly the military. Also, Chatichai’s confident
personality and experience, as well as the assistance from like-minded
advisers, enabled him to take quick decisions.

Concurrently, international circumstances were such that the
prospects of the end of the Cambodian conflict were promising.
Favourable international circumstances were a major contributing
factor to Chatichai’s decision to introduce a new policy. In many of
his speeches and statements, Chatichai referred to a ‘new era’ and
the ‘winds of change’ by which he meant the developments on both
international and regiona] levels which offered opportunities for lesser
states to take on greater role and not having to follow the great powers.
Favourable circumstances boosted the confidence of Chatichai and
his staff; and enabled them to believe that the new Thai policy would

quickly become a success as the Cambodian conflict was nearing its end.

RESPONSES TO CHATICHAI'S POLICY

Responses from Thailand’s domestic groups and from
other key countries to Chatichai’s policy reflected how the new Thai
policy affected their respective positions. Consequently, those who

stood to benefit from the new policy, most clearly the Phnom Penh
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government, welcomed it. On the other hand, those who found their
positions undercut by the new policy did not react favourably. Thus,
Thailand’s MFA did not agree with the new approach because the
Ministry had identified itself with the previous approach for almost
a decade which it believed was the most appropriate stance. ASEAN
countries, China, and the US were also displeased to be surprised by
the new Thai approach that scemed to differ from the previous policy
which they supported.

But even though the new Thai policy encountered some negative
responses (which was mainly criticism about bypassing other allies),
there did not seem to be opposition to it. The absence ofvopposition to
the new policy was consistent with the anticipation of Chatichai and
his staff. According to Borwornsak Uwanno, one of Chatichai’s advisers,
this assured the Prime Minister and his team that by introducing a
new policy, they had done the right thing.#* Chatichai himself said in
May 1989 that his policy towards the Cambodian issue was met with
favourable responses from every country.*® Strictly speaking, not all
responses appeared to be favourable, but Chatichai’s statement most
probably reflected his view that the reactions to his policy were on
the whole satisfactory.

Importantly, Chatichai was able to introduce a new policy and
avoid significant disapproval from other key countries because the
new po]icy did not threaten to undermine their important interests
in the Cambodian issue. The issue was of considerable importance
to ASEAN, China, and the US, and it is likely that these countries
would have taken action if they believed that their interests would be
undermined by Thailand’s new approach. This thesis has demonstrated

that the dissatisfaction of other countries following the introduction of
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Chatichai’s policy was caused mainly by the way the policy emerged
rather than by the disagreement with its substance. The ASEAN
countries were concerned that they had not been informed, let alone
consulted, on a matter that significantly changed their Association’s
dip]omatic position. Indonesia was particu]arly unhappy to see its
prerogative position as the leading country of ASEAN pushed aside
in this way. Yet Indonesia, and other ASEAN members, had pursued
a two track diplomacy which indicated that they had some sympathy
with the Phnom Penh government and saw the benefits of having
contacts with that regime. The absence of substantial Chinese and
American disapprova] to the new Thai policy also implied that Beijing
and Washington did not object to Chatichai’s idea. This thesis has
demonstrated that by the time Chatichai’s policy was announced,
security concerns of China and the US had in part been addressed,
enabling them to be more flexible in their approach towards Phnom
Penh. Indeed, the acquiescence of the greater powers was important,
particularly because they had the capacity to block new initiatives or
to demonstrate their disapproval in a profound way. China’s actack on
Vietnam, following Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia, shows how far a
great power like China could go in expressing its disapproval. As for
the Cambodians themselves, the resistance factions were too politically
weak and too dependent on Thailand to oppose Chatichai’s new
policy, and in fact the leader of the factional coalition (i.e. Sihanouk)
even shared Chatichai’s view because it was consistent with his own
political calculation.

Chatichai’s attempts to deal with disapproving reactions from
the key countries such as ASEAN states, China, and the US, seemed

to be on the basis of flexibility and adaptation. In other words,
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Chatichai waited to see how others would react, and subsequently
calculate his next move. His main principle was to ensure that important
concerns of the other countries were accommodated. Consequently, his
handling of the negative responses from Indonesia involved reassuring the
Indonesian leaders of their important role in regional affairs, while
his handling of the Chinese reactions involved addressing Beijing’s
concerns about its relations with Moscow. This shows that good
working relationships between Thailand and its regional partners as
well as the greater powers were an important factor if Bangkok were

to secure their acquiescence.
THE EXTENT OF THE POLICY’'S ACHIEVEMENT

Despite the absence of opposition from the key countries involved
in the Cambodian issue, the extent to which Chatichai’s initiatives
could achieve their goals were rclativcly limited. The Indochinese
marketplace hardly seemed to take shape. Cambodia, in particular,
was a war torn country which was fraught with various problems
and difficulties. Tts poor infrastructure, lack of skilled labour, and
political instability provided little incentives for trade and investment.
Meanwhile, relatively little was practically done during the
Chatichai government in order to seriously boost trade and investment.
Sukhumbhand Paribatra, one of Chatichai’s advisers, admitted that
the marketplace as envisaged by Chatichai’s policy was not achieved,
although he believed that the policy did contribute to greater
economic interactions between Thailand and the Indochinese countries
and provided a good start for subsequent interactions.*” However, it

is important to recall that the creation of a markctplacc was not the
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primary aim of Chatichai’s policy. As argued in chapter 2, although
Chatichai used an economic tone to describe his policy, this was
designed mainly to seck support for the new policy whose main aim
was to bring an end to the Cambodian conflict. That Chatichai chose
to emphasise economic benefits of having peace was perhaps not
surprising, as he had a business background and as the Thai economy
was booming when he became Prime Minister.

The extent to which Chatichai’s policy could make a difference
to the Cambodian question was largely influenced by how the policy
was received by other relevant countries. For instance, if the policy was
received favourab]y and enthusiastically by the key p]ayers, it could
spin off and effectively led to positive developments on regional and
international levels, including an achievement of a peace settlement.
However, this did not happen. Chatichai’s failure to consult and
inform Thailand’s allies in advance about the new policy upset many
of them, resulting in less than welcoming responses, even though they
may have shared some of Chatichai’s ideas. Chatichai’s bypassing of the
MFA added to the reluctance of those countries to react favourably to
the new Thai approach. Consequently, Thailand’s allies did not find
it conveniently easy to do more than giving their tacit acceptance by
not obstructing the new policy. For instance, although Chinese leaders
told Chatichai that he could try his step-by-step approach to a peace
settlement, Beijing did not give its active support to him, for example,
by pursuing that approach. As a result, Chatichai’s proposal in this
regard remained largely an idea which was not taken seriously as an
alternative to a comprehensive settlement.

The lack of active support from key allies in the Cambodian issue,

therefore, contributed to the limited achievement of Chatichai’s policy.
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Without active involvement by regional partners, and more importantly
by the greater powers, it may be argued that the best a lesser power
could do was to call attention to the issue in question, as its ability to
bring about international Changcs largcly on its own is limited. The
Prime Minister himself seemed to be well aware of this limitation, as
he clearly said that “as a small country and not a superpower, Thailand
does not have enough influence.”*® In the Cambodian issue, actions
on the international levels were necessary because the third Indochina
conflict was not only a local issue but also an international question
and, therefore, it would need an international solution. In the end,
the achievement of the ‘Proposed Structure’, which formed a basis of’
the agreement that marked the end of the Cambodian conflict, was
possible because the five permanent members of the UN Security
Council, and subsequently the UN General Assembly, actively
supported it. The great powers played a crucial role not only
because their actions provided a positive backdrop which allowed the
Cambodians to come together to address their problem, but also as a
driving force pushing the Cambodians towards an agreement.
Despite this, Chatichai believed that his policy had contributed
importantly to that process. In a statement in January 1990, the Prime
Minister said:
“In the past 18 months (which began around the time he became
Prime Minister), assisted by the changes that have taken place in
gre"lt pOWGT I’e]atiOﬂS and in the COunCilS OFSE'A(C OFEhG Indochiﬂese
countries, Thailand has played a major role in decreasing tension
and conflict in mainland Southeast Asia. Without wishing to seem
immodest, I believe that Thailand’s improved relations with Vietnam

and the Phnom Penh regime have been one of the main factors

leading to Hanoi’s early military withdrawal from Kampuchea.”
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Apart from this, it may be argued that Chatichai’s policy
contributed to the achievement of the peace agreement by adding
momentum to the peace process to keep the ball rolling. Importantly,
his policy drew attention to one of the major aspects of the Cambodian
issue — how to come to terms with the government in Phnom Penh.
By being the first to recognise openly the important role of Hun Sen,
Chatichai ensured that it was not all left to the international
community or Indonesia (as co-chair of the Paris Conference on
the Cambodian issue) to lead the way. In other words, Chatichai
facilitated the acceptance by other countries that Hun Sen was an
independent leader of the Phnom Penh government and was not a
puppet of Vietnam. It may be argued that Chatichai’s approach paved
the way for other countries to reconsider and modify their policies
towards Indochina so as to be more consistent with circumstances.
China’s increasingly conciliatory stance towards Phnom Penh could
be seen as an example.

Also, by adopting a friendly approach towards the Indochinese
governments, Chatichai in effect paved the way for better relations
between Thailand and its Indochinese neighbours which was indeed
one of Bangkok’s priorities following the end of the third Indochina
conflict. In this rcgard, Thailand’s Foreign Minister Siddhi Savetsila,
who did not think that Chatichai’s unilateral approach was appropriate,
agreed that Chatichai contributed positively to better 10ng term
relations between Thailand and Indochina.** More generally, Chatichai’s
rhetoric about creating an Indochina market identified what would be
a long term issue if peace was finally brought to Cambodia. His idea
about encouraging co-operation through increasing economic links

has become one of the main goals to which successive governments
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not only in Thailand but also in other countries in the region aspire.
In other words, although Chatichai’s policy did not achieve its
ultimate objective within the lifetime of his government, his
vision about what would be a desirable scenario endures. Indochinese
countries, particularly Vietnam, have gained greater economic strength
and have played greater role in regional affairs. Arguably, by being the
first to be openly friendly to Phnom Penh and Hanoi in a way which
seemed to defy the previous approach, Chatichai put Thailand in the
front line again, but this time in an anticipated post-Cambodian

conflict era.
WHAT LESSONS COULD BE LEARNED?

This thesis has contributed to the study of foreign policy
making and implementation of a lesser power. The case of Chatichai’s
new approach towards the Cambodian conflict demonstrates that a
lesser power could be proactive in its foreign po]icy under certain
circumstances. Major foreign policy changes such as that of Chatichai
are likely to emerge from leaders who not only possess confident
personality and relevant experience, but also have a basis of legitimacy
and support from powerful interests in the society. Concurrently, the
leaders must be sensitive to the developing trends of events and are
prepared to take unilateral actions if they judge that circumstances
would favour the new approach, particularly when other key players
get over the surprise. In other words, a lesser power may be able to
introduce a major foreign policy change in a way that surprises other
key players who have important interests in the issue if it is timed right

s0 as to fit in with their interests. This is important because some key
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players, particularly those who are great powers and superpowers, have
the capacity effectively to neutralise or block new initiatives which are
perceived to be against their interests. In Chatichai’s case, although
there was criticism against the ‘surprise’ element of his diplomacy, the
absence ofopposition to it must be high]ighted. This could be seen as
a tacit acceptance from the key countries involved in the issue.
Nevertheless, a lesser power is better able to initiate a major
foreign policy change than to follow it through successfully, especially
when the issue in question has regional and international as well as
local dimensions. The focus of this thesis on the responses to a major
fbreign po]icy change points to the signiﬁcance of the imp]ementation
process involving feedback. It has been demonstrated that what
happens during the implementation process, particularly how the policy
is received by key players in the issue, could influence the extent to
which the policy achieves its goals. In Chatichai’s case, acquiescence
of other kcy playcrs enabled him to implcmcnt his policy7 but the lack
of their active support placcd a limit on how much his policy could
do to achieve its ultimate objective. In other words, because of its
relatively limited capacity to act, a lesser power depends on others
(particularly the greater powers) to respond favourably if its foreign

policy is to succeed.
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APPENDIX

DETAILS OF THE INTERVIEWS

A. THE INTERVIEWEES

The interviewees were identified so as to represent the
groups which were most relevant in the case of Chatichai’s foreign
policy towards Indochina. Gcncra]]y, thcy fell into four main groups:
Chatichai’s advisers, the military, Foreign Ministry officials, and Thai
academics/experts on the subject. The following list provides the details
of the interviewees. They are listed chronologically, with the date of
each interview indicated at the end of each interviewee’s detail. The
information in the brackets after the names of the interviewees is their
positions during the Chatichai government. The current positions of
cach interviewee were correct at the time of the interviews. It must
also be noted that one high-ranking official at the Thai Ministry of

Defence wished to remain anonymous.

1. Mr. Kraisak Choonhavan (adviser to Chatichai, 1988-91), Currently
Chairman of the Senate’s Foreign Affairs Committee, Thailand. [14

December 2001]
2. Professor Suchit Bunbongkan, Professor of Politics and International

Relations, and currently Thailand’s Constitutional Court judge. [19

December 2001]
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3. Mr. Sunai Phasuk, Cambodia Specialist. Currently a programme
manager of the Asian Network for Free Elections, Forum-Asia, Thailand.

[20 December 2001]

4. Professor Kusuma Snitwongse, Chairperson of the Advisory Board,
Institute of Security and International Studies, Thailand. [21 December

2001]

5. Mr. Arsa Sarasin (Minister of Foreign Affairs, 1991-92). Currently

Chairman of Padacng Industries, Plc. [24 December 2001]

6. Dr. Charivat Santaputra (Siddhi’s close aide). Currently Deputy
Director-General, Department of International Organisations, Ministry

of Foreign Affairs, Thailand. [25 December 2001}

7. Professor Borwornsak Uwanno (adviser to Chatichai, 1988-91).
Currently Secretary-General of the King Prapokklao Institute,

Thailand. [2 January 2002]

8. Mr. Norachit Singhaseni (Siddhi’s Chief-of-Staff). Currently
Director-General of the Department of East Asian Affairs, Ministry

of Foreign Affairs, Thailand. [4 January 2002]
9. M.R. Kasem S. Kasemsri (Permanent Secretary, Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, 1986-90). Currently Managing Executive, Cerberus Co.

[8 January 2002]
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10. M.R. Sukhumbhand Paribatra (adviser to Chatichai, 1988-89).
Currently a Member of Parliament for the Democrat Party, representing

a Bangkok constituency. [8 January 2002]

1. General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh (Acting Supreme Commander and
Army Commander). Currently Deputy Prime Minister and Minister

of Defence, Thailand. [9 January 2002]

12. Colonel Dhanadetch Pringthongfoo (Chavalit’s close aide). Currently
a senior staff member in the Office of the Secretaries to the Minister

of Defence, Thailand. [9-10 January 2002]

13. General Charan Kullavanijaya (Political-Military Co-ordinator).
Currently an adviser to the Thai-Rak-Thai Party, Thailand. [10 January

2002]

14. Dr. Sarasin Viraphol (Siddhi’s close aide, a high-ranking Foreign
Ministry official). Currently Executive Vice President of CP Group,

Thailand. [11 January 2002]
15. Mr. Khachadpai Burusapatana (Deputy Secretary-General of
the National Security Council). Currently Secretary-General of the

National Security Council, Thailand, [14 January 2002]

16. Air Chief Marshall Siddhi Savetsila (Minister of Foreign Affairs,

1980-1990). Currently a Privy Councillor. [21, 25 January 2002]
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B. DESCRIPTION OF THE INTERVIEWS

All interviews were held in Bangkok during December 2001-
January 2002. Each interview lasted approximately 1 hour and most
interviews were not tape-recorded. The interviews were qualitative
and semi-structured in the sense that although general questions and
issues were speciﬁed, the interviewer was more free to probe beyond
the answers in a manner which would not have been the case in
structured interviews. However, the interviews were not open-ended
but were designed to focus on relevant issues. The interviewees were
given in advance both a brief summary of the research and a set of
questions and issues on which the discussion would be mainly based.
Nevertheless, there was ﬂexibility and variation in the interviews,
depending on each interviewee’s position in relation to Chatichai’s
policy. During the interviews, I sought both clarification and
claboration on the answers given. All interviews were conducted in
Thai language. Utmost care was given to the translation into English

s0 as to ensure the accuracy of the meaning.
C. QUESTIONS AND ISSUES GIVEN TO THE INTERVIEWEES

To give the interviewees some general ideas and scope of what
the discussion would focus on, they were provided in advance a set of
questions and issues as follows:

1. policy initiation

- What do you think were the main reasons behind this policy?

2. implementation

- What are your views about the implementers and their roles?
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- What do you think about the timing of the policy?
3. Responses to the policy

- How did you interpret the responses from Thailand’s domestic
groups, ASEAN, China, the US; and the Indochinese countries?

- What kind of impacts do you think these responses had on the
policy and its performance?

- To what extent were the responses anticipated?
4. Success/ failure of the policy

- Do you consider General Chatichai’s policy towards the
Cambodian conflict a success? If so, which aspects were successful?

- To what extent was the success/failure influenced by responses

of other countries to the policy?
D. MY REFLECTION OF THE INTERVIEWS

I found the interviews useful mainly because, in many cases,
the interviewees offered first-hand experiences and accounts of
the events which were significant additions to the information
already available. Also, to have an opportunity to discuss the issues in
person with the interviewees allowed me not only to hear their views
but also to see their gestures which, in some cases, clearly indicat-
ed how passionately they felt about particular issues. The fact that
the events in question happened more than a decade ago probably
cnabled the interviewees to speak more freely about them. However,
this method also has its limitations, as it depends on the memories
and recollection of the interviewees. One scholar has pointed out that
memories could be skewed by the human tendency to remember best

what was done best, or bent by the better judgement of hindsighe,
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or simply softened and dulled by the passage of time” By secking
to interview key figures on the different sides of the policy (for
instance, the advisers and the Foreign Ministry officials), it was
hoped that these problems would be partly overcome. Like other
methods of conducting a research, interviews have their advantages
and disadvantages. By secking to minimise the latter, I found that
interviewing is a useful method which formed an important part of this
research. The information from the interviews was used in conjunction

with other relevant primary and secondary sources.
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