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THE BIGISSUE:

BAN N ED FacebOOK

IN BANGKOK

By Alan Dawson

STILL ONLINE: Facebook remains accessible in Thailand, the most Facebook-active country in Asia, despite threats to block it over lese majeste content. PHOTO: EPA

»> This article is prohibited. It is therefore
forbidden to read further. But you're read-
ingit, right? Despite the lede. Or because
of it? Of course you are.

In 1659 (2202 BE), the Massachusetts
chief court of Puritans who had escaped
the state-controlled Church of England
made Christmas illegal. You know how
much thathurt Christmas and the Church
of England, right?

However, it was the dawn of one of the
world’s great marketing slogans. Today,
there is little doubt that if you want to sell
something, getting it banned is the best
advertising you'll ever get. People abso-
lutely flock to view the verboten.

Last week the green shirts’ campaign
against Facebook peaked. (Or at least we
hope it did.) The government threatened
to punish the nation with more Facebook
users making more Facebook posts in
more time spent on Facebook per capita
than anywhere in the explored universe.
They said Facebook refused to block 131
or 267 or 83 or something nasty posts.

The government blinked. But first,
the always interesting Takorn “Takky”
Tantasith of the National Broadcasting

and Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) threatened that if the world’s
biggest news publishing didn’t follow
orders, he might actually cut Facebook to
the nation and punish 30 million users for
the sins 0f 100. He did this before for a few
hours in 2014, so the threat wasn’tempty.

It turned out that Mr Takorn and crew
had screwed up by not passing along the
takedown court orders. If you need a
censor, Mark Zuckerberg's your boy, but
first you have to do the hoop-jump. Go to
court, explain there's a bothersome post
youneed banned at such and such a URL
and get the judge’s signature explaining
how very illegal the post is in Thailand.

Send thatto 1 Hacker Way, and people
in Thailand, instead of what they expect,
will soon see: “Content unavailable in
Thailand ... because local laws restrict our
ability to show it.” Very simple for anyone
but a green government.

But even before the government scored
a perfect foot-shot, the whole exercise was
down the drain. The government’s plan to
ban stuff was doomed because it made a
big deal of it. The massive public effort to
try to shut down a few hundred Facebook
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posts with demands, appeals and threats
did what the General Court of the Mas-
sachusetts Bay Colony did 358 years ago.

The contentious posts on Facebook
now have migrated to Snarkland, where
people make fun of stuff, mostly. Making
fun of Thailand now is the in-thing at the
user-fed sites and the listicle clickbait web
pages. Say what you will about the green
shirts, they have boosted obscure Face-
book posts to some of the most popular
photo and video shows on the web.

If they had left them alone, unre-
marked, the forbidden videos, photos
and comments would have been seen by
perhaps a few hundred people. They have
already been seen by millions.

There are other governments almost as
brilliant. (Do you have any actual exam-
ples?) Why yes, we do.

British NGO Global Witness, which
is proudly nosy about “the world’s worst
environmental and human rights abuses’,
has been messing about for a while
in Myanmar.

Their agents were up in Kachin State,
around the jade mountain, and produced
photos and video that GW's editors spun
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into a fascinating and unpleasantly
graphic little movie.

It shows how the jade business drives
huge profits, fuels several wars by ethnic
groups and treats workers and innocent
residents worse than the Industrial Revo-
lution treated English children. The movie
is called Jade and the Generals and by
“little” we mean it's seven minutes and
22 seconds.

On Wednesday, Global Witness was
scheduled to show the video in a small
room at the Parkroyal Hotel in Yangon.
Police stepped in, barred the meeting,
shut down the room, etc. Literally dozens
of people were unable to watch Jade and
the Generals — dozens!

So, anyway, banned in Yangon where
dozens were interested, Global Witness
put the little movie on YouTube, Vimeo
and Facebook the next day. In the next
15 hours only, on Facebook only, it had
112,000 views, 3,125 sharesand 5,500 likes.

That also is what has happened with
Thailand’s banned Facebook posts, only
on snarky sites, causing ridicule to Thai-
land. It would have gone better without
any censorship at all.
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POLICE WARN OF INTERNET CLAMPDOWN

Lese majeste
drive targets
web viewers

WASSAYOS NGAMKHAM

» Police are clamping down on lese majeste
offences by shifting their focus to viewers
of illegal content even if they do not post
or share it.

The move aims to curb digital content
containing or promoting breaches of Sec-
tion 112 of the Criminal Code, also known
as the lese majeste law.

According to Central Investigation
Bureau (CIB) chief Thitirat Nongharnpitak,
users of social media will be treading a
narrow path as police plan to target view-
ers in the crackdown even if they do not
interact with those illicit webpages.

The move has been triggered by police
limitations in tracking down producers
of illegal content posted on social media
outlets such as Facebook and YouTube,
said the CIB chief in an interview with the
Bangkok Post.

The CIB is a core agency in cracking
down on producers and distributors of
digital content deemed offensive to the
institution of the monarchy.

According to Pol Lt Gen Thitirat, lese
majeste cases involve three groups of
people: the producers of illegal content;
the viewers who leave comments, share
content or click Like; and those who read
or view without interacting.

The producers have fled overseas and
authorities have limited resources to bring
them to justice, he said, adding that Thai
authorities have tried to pursue this group
but they usually claim the charges are
politically motivated.

The second and third groups are mostly
in the country, he said.

Pol Lt Gen Thitirat said legal action was
being taken against people who share illicit
content and many claim they have done it
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CRACKDOWN: Pol Lt Gen Thitirat
wants to nip offences in the bud.

unknowingly. The police are moving on
to the third group to effectively stem ille-
gal duplication.
“The third group
simply follows and
watches. They leave
no comments. Police
are acquiring tools to
identify this group of
viewers and investigate
why they like watching
[the content],” he said.
“Watching lese
majeste contentmay be
deemed wrongdoing.”
However, he said
police initially will not
use legal action against
this group of social
media users.
Police will approach
them, talk with them
and warn them first. However, not all view-
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ers will be warned. Police will screen those
who have the potential to commit offences.
The procedure will be conducted on a
case-by-case basis and information from
an investigation will be taken into account.
“We have to screen them [the third
group| and move on to make sure that they
will not slip into the second group,” he said.
According to the CIB commissioner,
among those who produce illicit content
is British journalist Andrew MacGregor
Marshall, who faces lese majeste charges.
The Ministry of Digital Economy and
Society in April warned people not to
exchange information online with three
prominent critics of the regime who are
wanted for breaking the country’s strict lese
majeste laws.
They are prominent historian Somsak

LESE MAJESTE CLAMPDOWN

Procedures towards websites with lese
majeste content:

o Block access to the content

@ Alert the Ministry of Digital Economy
and Society and request court order

Urge the internet service provider to
block the website

Examine the website, businesses and
people involved including their
interests and tax records

oA . ;
r.lln'ﬂHu:JluE\'i‘mﬁ:ﬂm&ﬁmuu-lu"l:ﬁu
qazulrunsnsranAlulaldaRumALREnTsRoS

In case the suspect is outside the Kingdom:

m Police contact the Office of Attorney
General and Ministry of Foreign Affairs

m Compare the laws in Thailand with the
suspect's country, taking legal action
according to the law

» Ask the court to issue an arrest warrant

+ Request extradition " "
+ Ask for cooperation from the country

POSTgraphics

Jeamteerasakul, academic Pavin Chacha-
valpongpun and Mr Marshall. All three live
outside Thailand.

Transgressions include “following”
any of the three people on their Facebook
pages, according to the ministry.

Asked about the latest push to block
webpages with illicit content on Facebook,
Pol Lt Gen Thitirat said the social media
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giant is among the
main channels used by
the first group to com-
municate with others.

He said Facebook
and YouTube have
given good coopera-
tion in blocking illicit
video streaming from
their local network
server, called a content
delivery network.

If the measure
works, there will be
no need for police to
go after the second
and third groups,
he added.

“When the content
is blocked from the

start, the second and third groups can't
access it. Police will not have to go and talk
to those who share or correspond and are
accused of harassment. It's best to nip itin
the bud,” Pol Lt Gen Thitirat said.

Last week Facebook was asked by
the National Broadcasting and Telecom-
munications Commission (NBTC) and
the Ministry of Digital Economy and Soci-
etyto remove 131 webpages that contained
illegal content.

The targeted pages contain content
deemed a security threat or in violation
of lese majeste laws. According to the
NBTC, Thai authorities are satisfied with
the cooperation from Facebook, which has
blocked many illicit webpages, reducing
their number from 309 to less than 100.

Big Issue, Page 2 >>
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