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UPI News Analysis Thai Army chief
says Vietnam no longer a threat
By JOHN HAIL

BANGKOK, Thailand -- Thailand will promote the rapid economic development of
Indochina because its former arch rival, Vietnam, now has 'no potential' to threaten its
neighbors militarily, Thai Army Commander Gen. Wimon Wongwanich said Wednesday.
Standing down from an old military rivalry, Wimon said the collapse of the Soviet Union,
the consequent cut in East Bloc military aid to Hanoi and an increased emphasis on
regional trade and economic issues had virtually removed the threat of Vietnamese
invasion. Last week the Thai army completed its annual Cobra Gold military exercises
with American armed forces along the Gulf of Siam. The annual joint war games were
initiated to counter the perceived threat from Vietnam. 'Vietnam now has no potential to
attack Thailand,' Wimon told reporters at a press briefing at army headquarters. As a
result, Thailand has no objection to the construction of roads through Laos or Cambodia
to link the kingdom with Vietnam. Thailand's army skirmished with Vietnamese troops in
Laos and Cambodia several times since 1975. After Vietnam invaded Cambodia in 1978
military analysts predicted -- only half jokingly -- that the only thing that would slow
down a Vietnamese invasion of Thailand would be the Bangkok traffic. But tensions
eased with the withdrawal of the bulk of Hanoi's forces from Cambodia in 1989 and a
recent improvement in Thai-Lao relations. Thai Prime Minister Chuan Leekpai is
scheduled to begin a two-day goodwill visit to the Lao capital, Vientiane, on Friday.
Wimon, Thailand's most powerful military officer, visited Vietnam and Laos earlier this
year and has announced plans to go to China this month. Another result of the easing of
tensions along Thailand's long border with communist Indochina will be a major
downsizing of the Royal Thai army, officers said. Gen. Wimon said the Royal Thai Army
plans to reduce troop strength 25 percent, or 80,000 soldiers, within the next 10 years. A
reduction of 20,000 troops is planned for 1992-93. He said total Thai army strength now
stands at about 260,000 troops. The withering of the Communist Party of Thailand during
the Thai economic boom of the 1980s also helped to reduce concerns over security,
according to a Thai army statement issued Wednesday. 'However, (the)communist
insurgency movement is still waiting for a comeback,' the statement warned. Thai Army
Maj. Gen. Chokechai Hongstong said the reduction in troop strength will result in a
'smaller but more effective and more balanced' fighting force. Responding to criticism
that the Thai Army is 'top heavy,' with too much top brass in relation to lower ranks,
Chokechai said reforms were on the way. 'Right now we are promoting people only once
a year and not two or three times,' he said.

Army ofﬁcer defends action

Thailand to deploy 1,500 troops to E. Timor.
BANGKOK, Sept. 16, 1999-Kyodo News International
Thailand will contribute 1,500 troops to a multinational force to be deployed in East Timor, Thailand's
military chief Gen. Chokechai Hongstong announced Thursday.
Maj. Gen. Songkitti Jaggabatra, 49, will take the position of deputy commander of the multinational
force, the military said.
A 26-member advance team will leave Bangkok early Friday for Darwin, Australia, where they will join
up with similar groups from other nations before entering Dili, the capital of East Timor, on Saturday
morning, said Chokechai, the Thai military chief of staff.
The international advance team will spend four to five days in East Timor to help plan the multinational
force's operation, Chokechai told a press briefing.
The 1,500-strong contingent, accompanied by a logistics ship, a transportation vessel, a frigate and
two C-130 transport planes, will be fully deployed by the end of October, he said.
The Thai force will include medical personnel, engineers and military police, he said.
Chokechai said the mission in East Timor should be kept as short as possible, and that the Thai troops
would be on duty only until the Indonesian People's Consultative Assembly endorses East Timor's
independence in November.
The announcement of the Thai military deployment followed a meeting between Prime Minister Chuan
Leekpai, who is also defense minister, and Air Marshal Douglas Riding, deputy chief of the Australian
Defense Force. Riding also met Gen. Surayud Chulanont, the Thai army commander.
Riding, who is in Southeast Asia to mobilize support for the East Timor mission, told reporters after his
meeting with Chuan that Thai participation is essential to the success of the multinational force.
Thailand later appointed Maj. Gen. Songkitti as deputy commander of the multinational force, in
response to a request from Riding that a Thai officer should take the post, a military spokesman said.
Songkitti, currently director of the Office of External Affairs of the Supreme Command, served as
military attache to Jakarta between 1992 to 1995, according to the spokesman.
Meanwhile, a spokesman for the prime minister's office said Chuan had urged Riding to consider the
inclusion of Indonesian troops in the force.
Chuan made the same request in telephone talks earlier in the day with U.N. Secretary General Kofi
Annan, the spokesman said.
Choekchai said the Thai military would welcome working with Indonesian soldiers. "They like us. They
invited Thai troops to present in East Timor."

