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Thailand Evicts 4,000 Hmong to Laos 

By SETH MYDANS
BANGKOK — In a quick, one-day operation, Thai soldiers with riot shields and clubs evicted more than 4,000 Hmong asylum seekers from a holding center Monday and forcibly repatriated them to Laos, where they say they face retribution from their government.

“They have been sent on their way back to Laos,” said the government’s chief spokesman, Panitan Wattanayagorn. “They have officers waiting for them in Laos already, and Thai officers are accompanying them in the process.”

Thailand acted despite protests from the United Nations and human rights groups. Even as the soldiers were trucking the Hmong over the Mekong River into Laos, the United States government was calling on the Thai government to stop.

“We deeply regret this serious violation of the international humanitarian principles that Thailand has long been known for championing,” said a State Department spokesman, Ian C. Kelly. “The United States strongly urges Thai authorities to suspend this operation.”

But Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva said Thailand had received assurances that the returnees would be well treated and “that these Hmong will have a better life.”

A total of 4,371 men, women and children were removed from the camp and sent by bus for processing, said Sunai Pasuk, the Thailand representative of Human Rights Watch, who has been closely monitoring the eviction, which was closed to reporters.

He said 130 people identified as leaders and their bodyguards had resisted repatriation and were being detained in a mobile prison before being handed over to the Lao military at the Friendship Bridge, which spans the Mekong River.

The United States has a special interest in the fate of the Hmong, a mountain tribal group that was enlisted by the Central Intelligence Agency during the 1960s in a “secret war” in Laos.

“They could walk in the mountains like the wind,” William Lair, the operative who recruited them, said in an interview last year. “I thought at the time what great guerrillas these people would be.”

They died in large numbers on a mission to tie down units of the Communist Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese soldiers and helping to rescue downed American pilots.

The 4,000 asylum seekers are a last remnant of as many as 300,000 Hmong who have fled Laos over the years since the Communist victory in 1975. Half of these were settled in the United States, and many others returned to Laos, most of them voluntarily.

The group deported on Monday included economic migrants as well as others who fit the definition of refugees with “a well-founded fear” of persecution, experts said.

Some carry the scars of apparent battle wounds from an insurgency of several hundred fighters that continues today in the mountains of Laos. Several older Hmong were among those who had fought with the Americans.

Reporters were kept away from the holding center at Huay Nam Khao, in the remote hills of Phetchabun Province 200 miles north of Bangkok, but some witnesses said they saw a large number of children in the covered trucks of deportees.

The military began by rounding up “potential troublemakers” after cutting off cellphone service and restricting food and medical care to the camp for several days, said Mr. Sunai of Human Rights Watch.

“Such coercive, intimidating and brutal measures are clearly the opposite of the concept of ‘voluntary repatriation,”‘ he said. “As a result of what Thailand has done to the Lao Hmong today, Prime Minister Abhisit sinks Thailand’s record on contempt for human rights and international law to a new low.”

One year ago, soon after Mr. Abhisit took office, Thailand faced criticism from rights groups when its military turned away 1,000 ethnic Rohingya refugees from Myanmar, setting them adrift at sea in boats without motors.

Mr. Panitan said Thailand had received assurances from the Lao government that the returnees would be granted amnesty on their return.

“We have no reason to believe that they will be harmed,” he said. “We have been repatriating Laotian Hmong for the past few years. This is the 19th time, and they seem to be fine. Their living conditions seem to be better when they return.”

The current group of 4,000 is the largest to be sent back to Laos in many years. The Thai government has restricted access to them, barring reporters from the camp for the past three years and turning down requests by the United Nations to interview them to determine their eligibility for resettlement abroad.

In May the medical aid group Doctors Without Borders pulled its workers out of the camp because of what it said were abusive conditions, including “arbitrary detention of influential leaders to pressure refugees into a ‘voluntary’ return to Laos.”

A separate group of 158 Hmong asylum seekers being held near the border with Laos has been interviewed by the United Nations, which has determined that they are “people of concern” who could face persecution if they are deported. The Thai government has said that this group will also eventually be sent back to Laos.
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