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BUDDHISM

DSI cuts off internet, phone
communication around temple

POST REPORTERS

The Department of Special Investigation (DSI)
has cut off internet and mobile phone commu-
nications in and around Wat Phra Dhammakaya
in efforts to “stop the spread of false and dis-
torted information”.

DSI director-general Paisit Wongmuang said
the measure was necessary after some of the
temple followers used their mobile devices and
social media to obstruct the search operation
and incite chaos.

The National Broadcasting and Telecommu-
nications Commission (NBTC) has been asked
to coordinate with the operators and providers
of mobile phone and data services in cutting off
wireless networks in the temple and a 500-metre
radius around it.

Itremains undecided how long the shutdown
will last, Pol Col Paisit said, assuring that it is
part of measures to keep the 2,300-rai temple
complexa “controlled zone”.

Mobile phone and internet providers yes-
terday sent text messages to their customers
apologising for the inconvenience as they were
asked to restrict the services in the controlled
area covering Klong Luang, Klong 1, Klong 2 and
the back of Talat Thai.

The DSI's move to turn off the wireless net-
works comes a week after the launch of an oper-
ation to arrest Phra Dhammajayo, the former
abbot of the temple.

Phra Dhammajayo is wanted in connection
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with the multi-billion-baht embezzlement of the
Klongchan Credit Union Co-operative.

Officials have sealed off the temple grounds
in Pathum Thani’s Klong Luang district to search
for the monk after Prime Minister Prayut Chan-
o-cha invoked Section 44 of the interim charter
to enable the hunt.

However, aweek has passed and officials have
only searched parts of the temple complex as
many temple followers continue to pressure offi-
cials into ending the temple search.

One of 14 senior monks summoned to report
to the DSI yesterday showed up to acknowledge
charges of disobeying an order, said DSI deputy
director-general Songsak Raksaksakul.

Phra Maha Nopporn Punyachayo was ques-
tioned over his actions and released, he said.

The summonses for the 14 monks including
Phra Dhammajayo were issued last Sunday by
the DSI chief after a tense stand-off.

Pol Col Songsak yesterday clarified that resi-
dent monks are allowed to pass through Gate
7 when leaving the temple to collect alms and
on returning while the temple disciples are also
allowed to deliver their offerings through Gate
7 only.

Myanmar Buddhist monk and anti-Mus-
lim leader Wirathu yesterday posted a mes-
sage on his Facebook page in support of Wat
Phra Dhammakaya.

Meanwhile, his supporters also rallied
and submitted a petition at the Thai embassy
in Yangon.
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A merit-making rite takes place at Klong Luéng market as monks and novices from Wat Phra Dhammakaya leave the temple grounds to collect alms. Some of the devotees

brought large amounts of dried food, fruit and vegetables from the market to the temple after monks complained about food shortages. APICHIT JINAKUL
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THE controversial Dhammakaya Temple
hashitbackstrongly atthe governmentaftter
authoritiesyesterdayblocked mobile-phone §
signals and the Internet in the monastery’s
vast compound. i
With a court-issued warrant to search
the 2,100-rai (336 hectares) complex in
Pathum Thani setto expire at midnight, the
govemment has been on the defensive after
ailing to arrest the temple’s former abbot
Phra Dhammachayo.
The temple’s monks, staff and followers
have reacted against the ongoing siege by
authorities with protests, onlineattacksand
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ABOVE: A
Dhammakaya
Temple follower
checks her mobile
phone after
authorities
ordered digital
connections cut
offin the vicinity
of the monastery.
LEFT: A Buddhist
nun from BuriRam
is prevented from
entering the
besieged temple’s
compound.
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a petition to the United Nations.

PhraNoppadon Siriwangso, akey monk
at Dhammakaya, urged followers yesterday
to “urgently gather” in great numbers at the
temple.

“Signals have been cut. Don't wait,” the
monk said on his Facebook page.

The Department of Special Investigation
yesterday asked the National Broadcasting
and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) tell all network operators to block
mobile-phone signals in and around the
temple compound. It was unclear how long
the signal block would last.

DSIdirector-general PaisitWongmuang
said the move was an attempt to control the
temple’s information dissemination.

Inresponse, temple communication chief
Phra Sanitwong Chareonrattawong told a
press conference the move was an “over-
reaction” from the authorities. He said it
would affect not only monks and disciples
but also residents in the surrounding areas.

Hesaid allpeople should beallowed equal
rights and liberties.

He said the action was an out-of-line
measure thatreflected authorities'fear ofthe
truth and its desire to muzzle the temple.

“The governmentshould be open-mind-
ed to let people hear information from both
sides and made a decision for themselves,”
he said.

Hecalled forthe reestablishment of com-
munications and preached non-violence.

“I'willlight candles in daylight [as a ges-
ture]to preventthesociety’sblindness from
information blocking,” he added.

The monk said the temple did not con-
sider itself to be at war with anyone.

Heurged the media “not to create a false
image” that the temple was a threat to
national security and Buddhism.

Paisit said the move to prevent temple
communications was necessary as disciples
had used social media to spread false infor-
mation, creating misunderstanding and
negativesentimentamongthepublic, which
affected the officers’ duties there.

Authorities did not have a timeframe on
how long the communication blackout
would last, he said.

He said the action was implemented fol-
lowing ajuntaorder,issued under the inter-
im charter’s all-powerful Article 44, which
declared temple grounda controlled zone to
make way for authorities searching for
Dhammachayo. The monk is wanted for
alleged money laundering and accepting
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stolen assets.

Paisit said the communications black-
outstemmed from the DSI’s meeting with
related agencies, including the NBTC,
yesterday morning atthe Region 1 Border
Patrol Police Bureau in Pathum Thani’s
Klong Luang district. The meeting was
called to re-assess and adjust the search
operation, he added.

Theadjustment followed Thursday’s tus-
sle between some 50 troops and some 500
disciples and monks at Gate 1 near the Boon
Raksabuilding and aprotest by temple sup-
porters atthe Klong Luang Central Market.

Amnesty International’s Thailand office

yesterday rejected a Dhammakaya claim
that the international human rights group
“supported and stood by the temple”. The
group said in its statement that it was just
closely monitoring the situation.

About 100 police were also deployed at
the temple’s Gate 7 yesterday to prevent a
“food-offering merit-making” procession
from accessing the temple compound after
protestersinitially gathered at Klong Luang
Central Market, Provincial Police Region 1
deputy chief Maj-General Sombat
Milinthachinda said.

PhraSanitwongtold an earlier press con-
ference at Gate 5 yesterday that officers
should allow the procession, conducted as
per the Buddhist principle, to pass through
because the temple’s food supply was low
despite the authority’sinitially allowing food
supplies to be brought in.

Heurged authoritiesnotto cut waterand
electricity at the temple, saying the temple
had allowed officers to search the compound
three times in search of its former abbot.
They did not find illegal items but refused
to leave, he added.

He also dismissed as untrue a claim that
the Dhammakaya Foundation had bought
land that encroached on a mangrove forest
in Krabi province.

Meanwhile, former deputy prime minis-
ter Kittiratt Na-Ranong, who has not been
seen in public forawhile, was observed near
Dhammakaya Temple yesterday - giving
alms to monks.

Kittiratt, who served under Yingluck
Shinawatra government, reportedly said he
came to give food to monks after learning
the temple had run out of food.

m DHAMMAKAYA STRATEGIES 2A
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Fingerprints
needed for
phone users

Deep South ID system
to prevent bomb blasts

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

The national telecom regulator will impose
a mandatory online fingerprint ID system
for new prepaid and postpaid mobile
SIM card customers in the deep South
to boost security, according to a highly
placed source.

The fingerprint ID system, expected to
be launched by June following an order
from the Royal Thai Army, will also be
applied to all phone numbers not yet reg-
istered in the three southernmost provinces
of Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat, the source
from the National Broadcasting and Tel-
ecommunications Commission (NBTC)
said vesterday.

As part of the system, mobile phone
users who travel to the South without con-
tacting their service provider in advance
of their trip will have their phone signal
cut off as soon as they enter any of those
three provinces.

Inbound and outbound mobile calling
as well as data services will be unavailable,
the source said.

“They will have to call or send an SMS to
the call centres asking them to grant per-
mission to make calls in the deep South.
If not, their mobile signals will be cut off
automatically once they go there,” said
the source.

The source added the Royal Thai Army
issued the order for security reasons. The
aim is to avoid the potential use of unregis-
tered phones in detonating bombs remotely
in the three southernmost provinces.

“After months of talks between the Royal
Thai Army and NBTC, a resolution to apply
the use of a mandatory online fingerprint
ID system in the three provinces was
reached on Feb 21," said the NBTC source
who asked not to be named.

The source conceded that the traditional
paper-based SIM card registration process
was inefficient and fallible.

Through a fingerprint enrolment pro-
cess, mobile operators will scan each per-
son’s fingerprints and store the records
on the NBTC'’s secure database server, the

source said.

Mobile operators will develop an appli-
cation thatverifies consumers’ fingerprints.

The NBTC will ask all existing mobile
users to put their fingerprints in the system
on a voluntary basis for the benefit of their
own security, with a tentative deadline set
for March.

The source said the NBTC believed out
of a total of 103 million mobile subscribers
in the country, 30% had registered their
SIM cards in an improper way such as by
using fake ID cards or registering through
a proxy.

“We saw a critical need for the finger-
print system in the three provinces for
national security,” the source said.

The NBTCis giving all mobile operators
30 days to conclude the exact number of
mobile SIM cards in the three southern-
most provinces that are either unregistered
or registered inappropriately.

After that, mobile operators will have to
call or asend text message to those mobile
numbers urging its users to apply with the
fingerprint system within 60 days of receiv-
ing notice, or face having their mobile sig-
nals cut off, the source added.

“We expect all details of the finger-
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print system for the three southernmost
border provinces to be settled by July,” the
source said.

In addition, all mobile users will be
urged to participate in the system to ensure
greater security especially for those using
mobile banking to prevent the risk of
fraud, which is likely to increase in a cash-
less society.

Earlier, the NBTC insisted the finger-
print system will complement the existing
registration system. The regulator will not
force all mobile users to register with the
new system. Some 14 million of Thailand’s
103 million mobile subscribers use mobile
banking services.

Mobile banking is a service provided by
banks or other financial institutions as well
as mobile operators that allows custom-
ers to conduct some financial transactions
remotely using any mobile device, with no
bank account required.

An army source in the South, who asked
not to be named, said he had not heard
about the measure butsaid ifimplemented,
it would help control and prevent crimes
in the areas.
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