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Introduction 

T H E PURPOSE OF THIS booklet is to provide the general, non-Thai reader with an 
overview of Thailand, focusing on principal contemporary issues. The material was pro­
duced by a team of Center researchers, fellows and alumni and, as such, exemplifies in a 
compact and effective way the multidisciplinary approach that the Center and its part­
ners in Asia and the Pacific take in addressing critical issues facing the region. 

To those contributors, we extend deep appreciation for the articles and information 
they produced on a very demanding deadline. Substantial gratitude is also due to the 
principal editors, Elisa Johnston and Grady Timmons, and to their associates in the Cen­
ter's Public Education Office. 

Since its founding in i960, the Center has enjoyed a special relationship with Thai­
land. In the mid-1960s, King Bhumibol Adulyadej donated to the Center a sala, or tradi­
tional Thai pavilion, that was built at Bangkok's Grand Palace, then dismantled and 
shipped to Hawaii where it was reconstructed in a banyan grove on the Center grounds. 
The King and Queen Sirikit visited the Center on June 6,1967, to dedicate the structure. 

More than 2,500 scholars, students, educators, government officials, journalists, busi­
ness people and other professionals from Thailand have participated in Center programs 
during the past 31 years. And in that same period, Center researchers have worked with 
Thai colleagues and institutions on a wide variety of issues and programs ranging from 
population and the environment to resources, economic development, energy, maritime 
concerns, international relations and cultural issues. This booklet provides a brief look at 
some of these issues. 

WEBSTER K. NOLAN 

Director 
Public Education and Public Affairs 



Thailand at a Glance 

G E N E R A L 

Area 

Population 

Capital 

Climate 

Ethnic Groups 

Religions 

Languages 

Literacy Rate 

Infant Mortality 
Rate 

Life Expectancy 

Transportation 

198*456 square miles (similar to France) 

56,400,000 (1990) 

Bangkok (1989 population 5,845,152) 

Hot and humid with three seasons—hot season (March—May); 
rainy season (June—October); and cool season (November— 
February). 

Thai 84%, Chinese 12%, other 4%. 

Buddhist 94%, Muslim 4%, other 2%. 

Thai, regional dialects, ethnic languages. 

89% (1987). 

37.5 per 1,000 births (1987)-

Men, 61 years; women, 66 years (1987). 

Many major international airlines serve Bangkok. Thai Airways 
International serves both domestic and foreign routes. A rail net­
work serves major cities. Bus service is available between Bangkok 
and all provinces. Car rentals are available. 

G O V E R N M E N T 

Type 

Constitution 

Branches 

Head of State 

Head of 
Government 

Constitutional monarchy. 

A new constitution is being drafted. 

Executive-King (head of state with nominal powers), prime 
minister (head of government). Legislative-bicameral National As­
sembly. Judicial-three levels of courts. 

H.M. King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama LX), since 1946. 

An and Panyarachun, interim prime minister (former ambassador 
to the United States). 
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U.S. Ambassador 
to Thailand 

Daniel A. O'Donohue. 

Thai Ambassador 
to the United States 

VithayaVejjajiva. 

Thai Ambassador 
to the United Nations 

Nitya Pibulsouggram. 

Political Parties Multiparty system; the Communist Party is excluded. 

Membership United Nations, Association of Southeast Asian Nations, General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, Asian Development Bank, 
INTELSAT, and many others. Bangkok is the site of the UN 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. 

E C O N O M Y 

Gross Domestic 
Product 

US$64.5 billion (1989). Growth.rate: 10% (1990), about 7.5% for 
1991. 

GDP per capita $1,160 (1989). 

Gross Domestic 
Savings 

32.1% of GDP (1990). 

Gross Domestic 
Investment 

35.3% Of GDP (1990). 

Sectoral Share 
of GDP 

Agriculture 14.2%, Industry 35.3%, Services 50.1% (1990). 

Major Farm 
Products 

rice, rubber, maize, sugar cane, coconut. 

Major Industry 
Products 

cement, sugar, fabrics, high-tech, vehicle assembly. 

Exports $23*397 billion (1990). Major exports-textiles, rice, fish products, 
electronics, rubber, tin. Major markets-U.S., Japan, EC, Singapore 
and Hong Kong. 

Imports $28,090 billion (1990). Major imports:petroleum, machinery, food, 
equipment, fertilizer. Major sourcesjapan, EC, U.S., ASEAN. 

Currency Baht (100 satang). 

Exchange Rate Baht 25.6 = ussi.oo (flucturates slightly). 

Major Banks Bangkok Bank, Krung Thai Bank, Siam Commercial Bank, Bank of 
Ayudhaya, Thai Farmers Bank, Thai Military Bank. 



 
 

 
 

 
   
 

 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 

T H A I L A N D 



T H A I L A N D : A N O V E R V I E W 

TH A I L A N D H A S A recorded history of more than 
700 years as an independent kingdom. A constitutional 
form of monarchy was established in 1932, and a parlia­
mentary system of government began to take firmer root 

during the 1980s. Since 1932, however, periods of administration by 
elected civilian governments have been interspersed with numer­
ous coups d'etat by the army. The most recent coup took place on 
February 23, 1991, when the military replaced Prime Minister 
Chatichai Choonhavan with the former ambassador to the United 
States, Anand Panyarachun. 

Geography Thailand, once known as Siam, is about the same size as France 
and has a population of more than 56 million. Roughly 10 percent 
of the population live in Bangkok, which is by far the largest ur­
ban area in the country. The country's 73 provinces are grouped 
into four regions, each with its own distinctive geographical, cul­
tural and historic character. The central region is one of the most 
fertile rice-growing areas on earth. Like most regions of the coun­
try, it produces a seemingly endless variety of tropical agricultural 
products. The central region encompasses the vast, flat plain that 
stretches north from Bangkok and the southeast coastal provinces, 
which have, like metropolitan Bangkok, recently undergone much 
industrial development. The mountainous provinces in the south­
east along the Cambodian border are noted for their high-quality 
sapphires and other gemstones, which are an important source of 
export earnings. 

The northern region has several large rice-growing plains, but 
they are separated by hills and mountains, where winter tempera­
tures are cool enough for the cultivation of temperate-climate 
vegetables and fruit. The north is famous for its teak forests and is 
also home to the largest numbers of hill tribes people, who inhabit 
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the uplands and mountains. As elsewhere in Thailand, the Thai-
speaking majority live primarily in the lowlands and engage pri­
marily in paddy field cultivation. 

The northeast region is a rolling and semi-arid plateau where 
rice growing is supplemented by dry-field crops. The northeast has 
important mineral deposits and small stands of teak and other 
valuable tropical woods. The modern Thai silk industry was 
launched in this region, and the provinces bordering on Cambodia 
are famous for the annual elephant roundup. 

The southern region consists of a long, narrow isthmus be­
tween the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea. Besides its rub­
ber plantations and fruit orchards, the south offers much dramatic 
scenery. The numerous coves, bays and islands of the west coast 
provide enchanting seascapes. Rugged coastal caves in this area 
have been harvested for centuries for the highly prized, key ingre­
dient in bird's-nest soup. The south has also been the center of the 
mining industry in Thailand for centuries, and most of the na­
tion's big reserves of tin are found here. 

Language Although different dialects of Thai are spoken in the major re-
and Religion gions of the country, almost everyone is fluent in the Bangkok 

dialect (or "standard" Thai), which is the official national lan­
guage. It is used in all public schools and in the mass media. 

The great majority of Thais are Buddhists, and the local Bud­
dhist temple is the prominent feature in most of the nation's 
50,000 villages. In the provinces of the south that border on 
Malaysia, the principal religion is Islam and the local language is 
Malay. In the north, the Thais of the lowlands are mosdy Bud­
dhist, but the mountain-dwelling hill tribes have preserved their 
own separate customs and religious beliefs. 

Thais are quite tolerant of other faiths. In fact, a high level of 
tolerance in all aspects of life contributes to the unusual degree of 
equalibrium that can be found in Thai society. Thais are an ac­
commodating people who have historically taken the best from 
other cultures and reshaped it to their own purposes. This trait, 
along with an ability to be diplomatic and flexible, is seen as one 
reason why Thailand has long been able to maintain its autonomy 
and independence. 

History Thai historical records go back to the late thirteenth century, when 
an early Thai king was credited with the invention of the Thai 
alphabet. At that time, the Thai kingdom was limited to the cen­
tral region, and the capital was the ancient city of Sukhothai, the 
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ruins of which are preserved as a national park. Over the course of 
more than five centuries, the surrounding Thai-speaking states 
were gradually incorporated to form the modern Thai nation. The 
city of Ayutthaya (not far north of Bangkok) served as the capital 
for 400 years. Although larger and more populous than the Lon­
don of its time, it was destroyed during a war with the Burmese 
more than 200 years ago, and the seat of government was then 
moved to the present site. 

Each of Thailand's regions has a separate history. The north 
was originally an independent kingdom and later a dependency of 
Burma. It became part of the modern kingdom of Thailand only 
after Bangkok was founded. The south likewise was once a sepa­
rate kingdom, and parts of the northeast were at various times 
ruled by the kings of Cambodia and Laos. The northeast has fea­
tured prominendy in modern historical research, with the discov­
ery in the 1960s of Ban Chiang: a village where archaeologists have 
unearthed sophisticated ancient pottery and some of the world's 
oldest bronze manufactures. 

The central region for centuries has been the destination of 
many peoples, notably Cambodians, Vietnamese and Mon from 
Burma, who resetded there during periods of warfare, political 
strife or famine in their homelands. Visitors to Bangkok a century 
and more ago always remarked upon the cosmopolitan nature of 
the capital and its merchant community. The great expansion of 
international trade during the colonial period in Asia brought 
many others, particularly Chinese shopkeepers and laborers, who 
settled and started small businesses in Bangkok and in almost 
every small town in the country. 

Thailand is the only country in Southeast Asia that remained 
independent throughout the colonial period. In fact, it was one of 
only four Asian countries (along with China, Japan and Persia) 
that maintained diplomatic relations with the West A framed copy 
of the first treaty with the United States (1833) hangs in the Thai 
Embassy in Washington, symbolizing the opening of formal rela­
tions between the two countries. A little more than 20 years later, 
the Thai government negotiated with the United States and Euro­
pean trading nations for commercial treaties, which laid the foun­
dations for the kingdom's international relations up to the time of 
the Second World War. 

Both before and during the Second World War, Japan formed 
an alliance with Japan. By Thai accounts this was an alliance of 
necessity; Thailand's true sympathies lay with the West. In fact, the 
Free Thai underground supported the West during the war, pro-
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viding refuge and aid to Allied soldiers. The United States never 
accepted Thailand's declaration of war on the Allies, believing in­
stead that it was a country waiting to be liberated. 

Economic Tiger Only a century ago, Thailand experienced its first boom in exports 
to world markets of rice, teakwood, tin ore and rubber. These 
products dominated the Thai economy up until the 1960s and 
1970s, when rapid diversification began. Although rice continued 
to be the greatest foreign-exchange earner, by the decade of the 
1980s other agricultural processing industries were not far behind. 
At the same time, the country's foreign exchange earnings from 
manufactured products were expanding, particularly textiles but 
also integrated circuits, gemstones and a variety of canned and 
frozen foods such as fish, shrimp and pineapple. During the past 
two decades, the national economy has undergone rapid diversifi­
cation and industrialization. 

While more than two-thirds of the populace is still engaged in 
agricultural production, the recent transition from a predomi-
nantiy agricultural economy has been dramatic, and today Thai­
land is often characterized as one of the emerging newly 
industrializing economies. 
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T H A I L A N D ' S RELATIONSHIP 
WITH T H E U N I T E D STATES 

TH E F I R S T U . S . T R E A T Y with an Asian country 
was signed with Thailand in 1833. Some 30 years later, 
the King of Thailand offered to send elephants to Presi­
dent Abraham Lincoln to help him fight the American 

civil war. Since then, Thailand has remained one of the United 
States's staunchest friends in Southeast Asia. Characterized by mu­
tual interests and cooperation in political, economic and military 
arenas, the U.S.-Thai relationship has weathered even dramatic re­
gional upheavals like the American defeat in Indochina. 

One factor in the stability of the relationship has been the deft 
handling of foreign policy by successive governments in Bangkok. 
Even though governments have occasionaly changed suddenly 
through military intervention, Thai foreign policy has remained 
remarkably consistent for most of this century. 

Mutual Security Over the years, Thailand and the United States have repeatedly co­
operated in defending parallel security concerns. From 1951 to 1953, 
a Thai infantry regiment fought as part of the U.S.-led U.N. forces 
during the Korean War. In the late 1950s Thailand worked with the 
United States to protect Laos from communist insurgents. And 
during the 1960s, Thailand dispatched troops to South Vietnam 
and provided air bases for U.S. planes. 

The U.S. military presence in Thailand was withdrawn in the 
1970s, but the United States continues to have a commitment to 
Thai security under the 1954 Manila Collective Defense Treaty. 
Under the Bush administration, security ties with Bangkok remain 
warm; most recendy, Thailand sent medical teams to Saudi Arabia 
to assist the U.S.-led forces in the Gulf War. 
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Drug Enforcement For the past 20 years, Thailand and the United States have also 
maintained a close partnership in the worldwide campaign against 
trafficking in illicit narcotics and drugs. On September 28, 1971, 
the two countries signed a memorandum of understanding affirm­
ing U.S.-Thai cooperation in this arena. A Thai enforcement pro­
gram has been strengthened by U.S. support and has been fairly 
successful in its effort to interdict the flow of opiates from remote 
areas, especially the "Golden Triangle," the mountainous area 
where Burma, Laos and Thailand meet. The Thai government has 
also undertaken a program to eradicate opium. 

Close economic ties between the United States and Thailand 
have developed in many fields. Agreements between the two coun­
tries cover such areas as air transport, civilian uses of atomic en­
ergy, sales of agricultural commodities, cotton textiles, investment 
guarantees, and economic and military assistance. The United 
States buys about 22 percent of Thailand's exports, making it the 
country's single largest market. The United States has maintained 
its share of the Thai market, accounting for about 14 percent of 
total imports. It also accounts for about 10 percent of direct in­
vestment in Thailand. 

Trade Issues In recent years conflicts in trade have introduced a discordant tone 
to the long-standing warm political and economic relationship be­
tween the United States and Thailand. 

The tensions date back to the mid-1980s. Many Thais feel that 
at this time the United States began to "bully" Thailand by enact­
ing one bill after another aimed at restricting Thai exports to U.S. 
markets, as well as helping American producers to compete more 
effectively with their Thai counterparts in the world market. 

For instance, in 1985 the U.S. Congress passed the "Jenkins 
Bill," which, had it become law, could have slashed up to 60 per­
cent of Thailand's textile exports to the United States, according to 
Thai estimates. The bill was vetoed by the President at the end of 
the year and the veto was sustained in 1986. In 1985, the United 
States enacted a Farm Act that provided subsidies to U.S. agricul­
tural producers so that they could compete more effectively inter­
nationally. Thailand, which vies with the United States in the 
world's rice markets, feared that lower U.S. rice prices would injure 
Thai export earnings. 
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Intellectual The most serious trade conflicts between Thailand and the United 
Property Rights States have been in the area of intellectual property rights, interna­

tional copyrights and patents. Thailand has become a center for 
the manufacture of counterfeit brand-names of everything from 
designer clothes to watches, according to U.S. industrial leaders. 
Of even more concern to the relationship are charges that Thai 
entrepreneurs are pirating high technology products, including 
computer software. Another area of controversy lies in pharma­
ceuticals, where U.S. manufacturers claim widescale violation of 
their patents by Thai producers. 

In response to the April 1991 citations by Washington for viola­
tions of copyrights and other patents, Bangkok has pointed to the 
improvement of the protection of intellectual property rights in 
Thailand. However, Thai Prime Minister An and Panyarachun con­
cedes that progress was limited under the previous government. 
With Anand's interim government only several months old, Thai 
officials contend that political and economic reforms must take 
top priority over U.S. trade concerns. But many experts believe 
that the recent U.S. charges, coupled with internal pressures from 
Thai exporters who fear counter-measures, are likely to induce the 
new government to pay more attention to this issue. 

Another area of friction has been the Thai refusal to allow the 
import of U.S.-made cigarettes. Thailand's state-owned tobacco in­
dustry has been reluctant to change. Although in the fall of 1990 
Thailand did agree to comply with a GATT ruling calling for the 
import of foreign-made cigarettes, as of April 1991 it appeared that 
the import of U.S. cigarettes was still being held up by numerous 
impediments. 

Additional trade conflicts include a long-standing complaint 
by the U.S. entertainment industry concerning pirated videos and 
cassettes in Thailand. And in November 1990, friction erupted over 
the negotiation of a new air-services agreement between Thailand 
and the United States, with the conflicts centering on Thai airlines' 
access to U.S. destinations via Tokyo. The arguments seemed likely 
to continue for some time, with a standby agreement in effect to 
protect U.S. and Thai airlines' flights in the meantime. 
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Future Prospects The political coup that occurred in February of this year has had 
little impact on the fundamentally friendly Thai-U.S. relationship. 
The newly appointed government is generally accepted by the do­
mestic and international community as being highly competent 
The appointment of An and Panyarachun, a respected former am­
bassador to the United States, as prime minister is taken as a sign 
that Thailand's friendship with the United States will continue. 

Overall, observers say Thai-U.S. relations must be looked at in 
the context of Thailand's emerging role as a powerful force in re­
gional security, trade and financial spheres. Experts also say that as 
one of the fastest growing and most dynamic countries in the 
world, Thailand can look forward to a period of stable, long-term 
growth, building on its natural resource base, open trade and in­
vestment and strong private sector. 
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REGIONAL RELATIONS IN ASIA 

FO R M O S T O F this century, Thailand's regional and 
international relations have been guided by the principles 
of flexibility and pragmatism, often expressed in an out­
ward posture of neutrality. Foreign policy flexibility is a 

reflection both of Thailand's geography, and more recendy of the 
imperative of maintaining the country's dynamic economic 
growth. 

Geographically, Thailand is flanked by instability or potentially 
hostile neighbors on most of its borders. To the west is Burma, 
where the military regime in Rangoon is fighting a series of eth­
nic-based insurgencies with the battles sometimes spilling over 
into Thailand. To the northeast is communist Laos, with whom 
Thailand fought a brief border war over a series of disputed hills 
at Ban Rom Klao in early 1988. And on the east is Cambodia, 
which is wracked by a civil war. 

Two-track Policy Successive Thai governments have managed to deal with these un­
stable situations with what amounts to a two-track foreign policy 
that maintains maximum flexibility for Bangkok; they have pur­
sued diplomatic or, more importantiy, commercial ties with the 
neighboring governments, while at the same time tolerating—even 
assisting—insurgent groups trying to oust those governments, 
sometimes from Thai soil. 

Thailand allows sanctuary bases for the Cambodian guerrilla 
coalition that has been fighting the Vietnamese-installed govern­
ment in Phnom Penh, while at the same time building business 
ties to that regime through private contracts for logging, air links 
and minerals trading. Thailand and Laos, similarly, have been 
building their business ties, despite the fact that the remnants of 
the old ciA-trained Laotian resistance still operate from Thai 
soil. 
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China Connection Thai flexibility was demonstrated most dramatically in Bangkok's 
rapid adjustment to the new regional realities of the mid-1970s, 
when the Americans retreated from Indochina after more than a 
decade of intervention, and the communists marched to final vic­
tories in Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. For Bangkok, that igno­
minious U.S. withdrawal created the perception of the United 
States as an unreliable ally, and reinforced the pragmatic side of 
Thai diplomacy. Thailand's response to the American withdrawal 
was to hold out an olive branch for normal relations with the vic­
torious communist rulers in Hanoi, while at the same time enlist­
ing the aid of one-time enemy China as a new strategic partner in 
the region . 

Thai diplomatic recognition of Beijing, followed by military 
ties that saw an increasing amount of Chinese arms purchases, 
marked a particularly dramatic shift since China had been the 
principal supporter of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) 
which was waging a running insurgency against the Bangkok 
government. The Bangkok-Beijing rapproachment also dem­
onstrated the flexibility of China's rulers, who were willing to 
abandon their longtime communist allies in the region in 
their effort to counter the perceived greater threat of a pow­
erful and expansionist Vietnam, particularly after Vietnam's 
1978 invasion of Cambodia. 

Over the last decade, under the leadership of now-retired 
Armed Forces Commander Gen. Chavolit Yongchaiyudh, the Thai 
military increased its dependence on Chinese arms, purchasing T -
69 tanks, armoured personnel carriers, artillery, surface-to-air mis­
sile guidance systems, mine sweepers and naval missile frigates. 
The stated reason for the heavy reliance on Chinese armaments 
was that they were less expensive than their American counter­
parts. But also underlying the expanding military ties was Bang­
kok's desire to avoid too heavy a reliance on just one superpower, 
the United States, while enlisting China as its new long-term secu­
rity guarantor. 

Much has been made of the so-called "flexible diplomacy" ushered 
in by deposed Prime Minister Chatichai Choonhavan, who took 
power in an election in the summer of 1988. Chatichai, sur­
rounded by a coterie of young, Western-educated advisors (includ­
ing his own son Kraisak), proceeded to challenge the decade-long, 
regionally-endorsed policy of trying to force a Cambodia settie-
ment through isolation and strangulation of Vietnam and its new 
client regime in Phnom Penh. 

The Chatichai 
Policy 
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Chatichai proposed shifting from the stick to the carrot. He 
held out the promise of expanded commercial and investment ties 
to Hanoi and Phnom Penh if a settlement could be reached. He 
also unleashed Thai businessmen, allowing them to begin signing 
contracts for logging and trade with both Hanoi and the Cambo­
dian prime minister Hun Sen. To underscore the sincerity of his 
new efforts to try to break the decade-old Indochina logjam, 
Chatichai went as far as to invite Hun Sen to visit Bangkok, where 
the Cambodian leader once derided as a Vietnamese "puppet" waŝ  
wined and dined like any head-of-government, and was even ^ 
treated to a banquet on the posh Oriental Queen. 

Golden Peninsula Under Chatichai, many Thai policy-makers, businesspeople and 
military leaders had begun to express a new vision for Thailand's 
future that downplayed the importance of ASEAN and looked in-
stead to a new regional alignment that saw a prosperous ~ 
Bangkok at the center of a so-called "Golden Peninsula" that 
would include Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. Under 
this idea, which the Thai call "Suwannaphume," the Thar 
baht would become the operating currency for this new 
regional grouping, Thai banks would finance the develop­
ment of the poorer countries, and Thailand would come to -
serve a role in Asia something like that of West Germany as 
the engine for growth in reconstructing its former commu­
nist neighbors. Under this scenario, Thailand would eventu­
ally become the center of a "Peninsular Southeast Asia," with 
prosperous Singapore to the south serving as the natural hub j 
for a new "Maritime Southeast Asia." 

Few clues have so far emerged as to which direction the new t

 1 

military-appointed Thai government will take in pursuing "Su­
wannaphume," or in continuing Chatichai's Indochina initiatives. 
The appointment of a respected former ambassador to the United 
States as prime minister was taken as a sign that Thailand's basi- c 

cally pro-Western friendship with America was unlikely to be sig­
nificantly altered. 

Whatever the character of this government, or any new leader­
ship that emerges in the junta's promised elections next year, it is 
likely to continue the same principles that have traditionally 
guided Thai regional and international relations—flexibility, and 
primary concern for continuing the country's dynamic economic 
growth. 
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T H E T H A I E C O N O M Y 

TH A I L A N D i s O N E ofthe fastest growing and 
most dynamic countries in the world, with a growth rate 
that is consistendy higher than the average rate for de­
veloping countries. In the late 1980s, its growth was the 

highest in the Asia-Pacific region. The boom was spurred by ex­
panding overseas markets for rice and other agricultural products, 
processed seafood and fruits, precious gems, footwear, textiles and 
electronic products, coupled with a steady rise in tourism, expand­
ing investment from overseas (first from Japan and later in the 
1980s from Taiwan, Hong Kong, the United States and Korea as 
well) and rapid growth of the construction industry, which in turn 
created an increasing demand for consumer goods in Thailand it­
self. Prudent fiscal and economic development planning and poli­
cies by the Thai government contributed significantiy to the 
growth. The unpegging of the Thai currency from the U.S. dollar 
to a basket of currencies in 1984, the government's expansive and 
visionary export and investment promotion schemes, the indus­
trial restructuring induced by government policy and improved 
cooperation between the public and private sectors all promoted 
the expansion of the economy. 

Thirty years ago, agriculture contributed 39.8 percent to Gross 
Domestic Product; last year it fell to 14.2 percent During the same 
period, the manufacturing share of GDP grew from 12.5 percent to 
25.2 percent, with 1981 marking the first time that manufacturing 
assumed the leading role in contribution to GDP. In the 1960s, 
Thailand's major emphasis in economic development was import 
substitution. Starting in the mid-1970s, the emphasis shifted to ex­
port promotion, which continued throughout the 1980s. 

After three years of double-digit growth (13.2 percent in 1988, 
12.2 percent in 1989, 10 percent in 1990) the pace has slowed, due 
largely to increasing bottlenecks associated with the growth 
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itself—shortage of skilled workers and inadequate infrastructure— 
as well as to balance of payments and inflationary pressures exac­
erbated by the Middle East crisis arid the global economic 
downturn. The forecast for growth in 1991 is set at a lower rate of 
7.5 percent, and the main cause for the drop is likely to be slower 
world trade growth. That could lead to a further widening of both 
trade and current account deficits which currentiy stand at $12.3 
billion and $8.8 billion, respectively. The need to bring these prob­
lems under control will dictate some tightening of the domestic 
economy. 

Labor and Even though Thailand has been highly successful in terms of ma-
Infrastructure jor improvements in life expectancy and infant mortality rates and 

its achievement of a universal primary educational system, it is 
experiencing serious shortages in a range of skilled occupations. 
The share of young people enrolled in secondary education is 
lower in Thailand than the average for lower middle-income 
countries. In higher education, the World Bank reports that only 3 " 
percent of the population has a university degree, and two-thirds 
of these graduates obtained their degrees from low-ranked open 
universities. The shortages of skilled labor are beginning to push 
up costs. It is now widely accepted that major structural reforms 
are required in education if Thailand is to maintain its competi­
tiveness in the 1990s. But there will be a long lag before changes in 
education policies affect the labor force, and continued shortages 
are expected to be a major problem in the medium term. 

In addition, inadequate transportation, communications and 
sewage treatment have been cited as problems by prospective in­
vestors. Delays in infrastructural projects are said to be causing^ 
potential investors to turn elsewhere in the region. One factor that 
led to this bottleneck was infighting among politicians over bil­
lion-dollar privatized infrastructure projects. The reluctance of the 
bureaucracy to take on more projects could also slow down infra-
structural progress. 

But the new government has said it will move faster to encour­
age improvements in the infrastructure. To deal with massive 
traffic problems in Bangkok, officials have given preliminary ap­
proval to a 21-mile, $2 billion elevated train system that is receiv­
ing some financial support from Canada. Authorities are also 
considering a proposal from a Hong Kong company to build a 
combined train and freeway system over a 32-mile stretch. One 
10-mile freeway is under construction and a 20-mile addition to 
an existing highway is also in the works. The government has also 
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approved construction of a new airport east of Bangkok to handle 
traffic that is already burdening the four-year-old international 
airport Plans to award a contract to a Thailand company to install 
3 million badly needed telephone lines were recendy put on hold 
by Prime Minister Anand, but he ordered renegotiation of the $3.9 

^ billion project. In an attempt to relieve some of the heavy conges­
tion in Bangkok ports, authorities decided in the mid-1980s to 
build an industrial area and harbors near Pattaya south of Bang­
kok, and these projects are near completion. 

Overall the fiscal and monetary policies of the government 
have been conservative, even by Asian standards. Inflation has 
been increasing since 1987 when it was about 2 percent, to about 6 
percent in early 1990. This increase was partiy due to rising import 
prices, the supply bottlenecks and rising wages in some key sec­
tors. Although the Middle East crisis had only a moderate impact 
on the Thai economy, higher oil prices.at the end of 1990 exacer­
bated inflationary pressures in the economy, ensuring that fiscal 
and monetary policies will remain tight in the next few years. 
Government spending will stay low despite infrastructural needs 
and interest rates will remain relatively high to control the money 
supply. 

Exports and Rapid export expansion in the 1980s was, as noted, a key element 
Investment in Thailand's economic growth. Export growth rates exceeded the 

rate of growth of GDP throughout the past two decades, resulting 
in an increasing share of exports in relation to gross domestic 
product (GDP) from about 15 percent in 1970 to 25 percent at 
present. Imports have been even larger, accounting for 36 percent 
of GDP. 

The United States has assumed increasing importance as an 
export market for Thailand and presendy purchases 22 percent of 
Thailand's exports. In the last four years, Thailand has maintained 
trade surpluses with the United States and the gap continued to 
widen until the first quarter of 1991. In 1990, the U.S. trade deficit 
with Thailand was $2.3 billion or $216 million higher than in 1989. 
The share of Thai exports destined for Japan rose until the mid-
1970s after which it fell to about 16 percent, slightiy higher than 
Thailand's exports to other ASEAN countries. Japan still provides 
more than 30 percent of total imports, though this represents a 
declining trend. The United States has been able to maintain its 
share of the Thai market, accounting for about 14 percent of total 
imports. Imports from other ASEAN countries have increased 
markedly from about 3 percent in 1970 to more than 11 percent 
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today. The slowdown in demand in Thailand's major markets is 
likely to slow its export growth in the next year. 

Another major source behind the countr/s domestic growth 
in recent years is the surge of direct foreign investment, since the 
last quarter of 1986. Japan has been the largest investor, accounting 
for 41 percent of total direct investment in 1989'; Taiwan, the 
United States and Hong Kong each account for about 10 percent 
Investment approvals and applications for promotion privileges 
have increased and many large investment projects that had been 
approved in previous years are now online. A major development 
effort is the "Eastern Seaboard" industrial site on the coast south­
east of Bangkok. 

The political crisis in February 1991 has had little impact on 
Thailand's economic oudook. The newly appointed government is 
generally accepted by the domestic and international community. 
It moved quickly to affirm its committment to an open door for 
investment, liberalized trade, the promotion of industrial estates 
and export processing zones and decontrol of 21 industries. 

Other problems that the Thai government will be addressing 
in the 1990s include the shortage of domestic savings, the over­
heating of the construction industry, and the stabilization of the 
Security Exchange of Thailand. 

But the general economic oudook for Thailand is promising. 
The export-led manufacturing growth is likely to continue because 
of the export-diversification that was encouraged by the Thai gov­
ernment in the late 1980s. The liberalization of the country's for­
eign exchange control and Thailand's acceptance in May of 1990 of 
obligations under Article 8 of the International Monetary Fund 
will encourage investment (The IMF requirement is to assure con­
vertibility of Thailand's currency for all payments and transfers of 
current international transactions.) 

The restructuring of financial institutions by the Bank of Thai­
land, the strong balance of payment surplus collecting 30 percent 
more than expenditure in the first six months of 1990, the sub­
stantial foreign exchange reserves of more than $15 billion (worth 
more than five months of imports) all demonstrate economic and 
fiscal stability. 



N E W D E M O G R A P H I C P A T T E R N S 

OV E R T H E N E X T i5t0 2o years, the demographic 
character of Thailand will change considerably and in 
ways that will have a big effect on the nation's eco­
nomic life. The population growth rate will decline 

and the population itself will grow older. In 1960-1980, for exam­
ple, the number of Thai children aged five to 14 increased by about 
250,000 annually. During the 1980s the rate fell to around 25,000 a 
year, and in the last half of the 1990s it will actually fall by more 
than 100,000 a year. Despite the slower population growth, there 
will be an increase in the number of families with young parents. 
Although these families will be smaller in size, they will create a 
strong demand for housing and consumer goods. For Thailand, a 
major challenge will be providing the infrastructure needed to 
keep pace with these changes. 

Younger, Smaller In 1980 Thailand's population was 47 million. Since then, fertility 
Households has fallen dramatically and population growth has slowed. Never­

theless, Thailand's population, now at 56 million, will approach 70 
million by 2010, with the number of households growing from 
around 12 million today to 18 million in 2005. 

The great majority of Thai households fall into two broad 
groups. About 40 percent are "nest builders," who are bearing 
children and have a head of household under age 35. Another 30 
percent are "childrearing" households that have completed their 
childbearing and have a head aged 35-49. 

As the population and the number of households increases in 
the next 10 to 15 years, three major demographic changes will 
occur. The first is that the number of "nest-building" households 
will continue to grow rapidly, spurring demand for housing, a bet­
ter public infrastructure and consumer durables. An additional 
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500-600,000 homes will be required every year to accommodate 
new households and to replace worn out units. 

The resource requirements, though substantial, should not 
place an undue burden on Thailand's economy. More worrisome 
to planners is the strain on urban infrastructure (schools, medical 
facilities, transportation and communications) and the land short­
ages that are likely to emerge—especially if Bangkok continues to 
absorb a large share of the urban population growth. Most recent 
U N projections anticipate that Bangkok's metropolitan area will 
grow by 3.7 percent annually during the next decade and that 16 
percent of the country's population will live there by the year 
2000. 

A second major demographic change will see large households 
with many children replaced by small households with only a few 
children. In 1985, for example, there were five members per house­
hold. In 2005, there will be 3.7 members per household. This will 
mean a relative fall in demand for all types of child-specific goods 
and services. Further, women will increasingly respond to reduced 
childrearing responsibilities by entering the workforce. This will 
translate into heightened demand for labor-saving consumer 
durables, food away from home and other time-saving goods and 
services. 

A Shift in The third major change is that the locus of spending power will 
Spending slowly shift from younger to older households. In other words, the 

spending of households in the "nest-building" stage will decline 
relative to more mature households that have completed their 
childbearing and established a home. Both the shift in spending 
power and the changes in the demographic character will have im­
portant implications for consumer spending. 

A shift away from the basic necessities will be the most impor­
tant change. The proportion of income that Thai families spend 
on food is expected to decline from one-half of every dollar in 
1980 to only one-third in 2005. During that same period, spending 
on housing, entertainment, transportation and communication is 
expected to grow quite rapidly. 

Demographic change will affect other areas of Thai life. Future 
demand for health services, for instance, will change for groups 
with very specialized health care needs, particularly the very young 
and the very old. Over the next 10 to 15 years, the number of 
young children will decline substantially, so growth in demand for 
pediatric services should be relatively stagnant. The demand for 
health care by the elderly, meanwhile, should grow by at least 3 or 
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4 percent. And given current fertility trends and growth in the 
number of childbearing women, the demand for maternal care 
should grow slowly during the 1990s, and not at all during the 
following decade. 

Urbanization, Living patterns will change in Thailand in the next few years as 
Saving and Labor more people move from the countryside to the city. The lure of 

city lights will increase urbanization from 23 percent to. 29 percent 
In the Bangkok-Thonburi region, the population is expected to 
increase from 7.2 million to 10.3 million by the year 2000. 

Urbanization is expensive, and the costs of providing infra­
structure, housing, water, sanitation and other services are 
draining goverment budgets. In trying to plan and provide infra­
structure and social services, the government has found it difficult 
to keep pace with the needed changes. 

Lasdy, demographic change will have macroeconomic impacts 
on Thailand oyer the next 15 years. For example, the decline in 
childrearing responsibilities should increase household saving by 
as much as 10 to 15 percent by the year 2000. The Thai labor force 
should continue to grow rapidly for the next few years as a result 
of the record numbers reaching labor force entry age. But, if Thai­
land continues to enjoy strong economic growth, labor demand 
should outstrip supply during the next five to 10 years, creating 
labor shortages and pushing wages higher. 
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R E S O U R C E S 

H I S T O R I C A L L Y , T H A I L A N D has been highly 
oil-dependent In 1980, 93 percent of Thailand's pri­
mary energy source was oil, of which 99.99 percent 
was imported. After sharp economic setbacks, particu­

larly after the second oil shock of 1979-80, the government imple­
mented a series of policies to promote the use of indigenous 
energy resources as replacements for oil . Within the space of a few 
years, natural gas from the Gulf of Thailand, crude oil from the 
central plains and lignite from northern Thailand began to reduce 
the country's extreme dependence on imported oil . 

Ene rgy Poor Compared with its Southeast Asian neighbors, Malaysia and Indo­
nesia, Thailand is poor in energy resources. O i l reserves total only 
0.2 billion barrels, compared to 2.9 billion barrels in Malaysia and 
11.1 billion barrels in Indonesia. Similarly, gas reserves in Thailand 
amount only to an estimated 5.9 trillion cubic feet, in contrast to 
the 56.9 trillion cubic feet of reserves in Malaysia and 91.5 trillion 
cubic feet in Indonesia. 

The development of domestic energy resources has reduced 
Thailand's dependency on imported oil to around 80 percent of its 
total energy demand, but this proportion has begun to rise again 
in recent years as the Thai economy has boomed. Consequendy, 
the government has developed policies aimed at attracting foreign 
investors in the exploration and production of oil and gas. 

Thailand's first major experience with foreign investment in 
energy came with the signing of the first natural gas supply con­
tract with Union Oi l of California, which, in 1978, discovered and 
developed the extensive gas fields in the Gulf o f Thailand. Shortiy 
thereafter, Shell O i l won concession rights onshore to explore for 
oil; it discovered and began production of Thailand's first 
commercial crude oil , Phet crude, in 1983. Exploration activity and 
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production continued apace in the early 1980s, but the attractive­
ness of the concession terms, based on a fixed percentage royalty 
paid to the government, declined sharply after international oi l 
prices plunged in 1986. 

N e w Investment After several years of declining exploration and stagnating produc-
Incentives tion, despite double-digit growth in domestic oi l demand, the gov­

ernment adopted more favorable concession terms, including a 
sliding-scale royalty (tax) schedule that rises in tandem with the 
volume of production from a field This system of floating royalty 
rates reduces the bias against developing small fields, which is 
characteristic of much of Thailand's oil reserves. 

The results o f the new concession terms are tangible. In Apr i l 
1991, an unprecedented 17 companies, including such international 
firms such as Shell, U N O C A L , Texaco, Total and Sun, won explora­
tion concessions in both onshore and offshore areas. Nevertheless, 
domestic oil and gas production will fall far short in addressing 
the anticipated doubling of demand in the 1990s. This shortfall has 
prompted plans to import natural gas from gas-rich neighbor M a ­
laysia and to connect Thailand to a p a n - A S E A N natural gas pipe­
line network. Currently, Thailand is already heavily reliant on its 
A S E A N partner Singapore for the bulk of its petroleum product 
imports, which reached 155,000 barrels per day in 1990, up a stag­
gering 42 percent from 1989. Total oil consumption in 1990 rose to 
405,000 barrels a day, a 15 percent jump over 1989. 

This rapid growth in energy demand has put a severe strain on 
Thailand's infrastructure. Already, the government has been forced 
to raise its annual foreign borrowing limit from US$1.5 billion (up 
from us$i billion two years ago) to us$2 billion, in part to finance 
the unexpectedly high imports of electric power generating equip­
ment. Similarly, Thailand's refining system can no longer ade­
quately provide sufficient petroleum products to the domestic 
market, and several billion dollars of new investment is planned to 
double capacity by 1995. At present, 65 percent of Thailand's total 
oil demand is for transport fuels. Diesel and gasoline demand has 
soared with the explosion in personal vehicle ownership ranging 
from three-wheeled duk-duks to motorcycles, pickup trucks and 
automobiles. The high concentration of vehicles in the Bangkok 
area has produced its infamous near-gridlock and the resultant 
pollution that turns Bangkok's skies into a murky haze on most 
days. 
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C o n v e r t i n g to As Thailand has grown wealthier, the government has become 
Cleaner Fuels more concerned with the environmental consequences of rapid i n ­

dustrialization and modernization. Thailand is not in the forefront 
of countries in the Asia-Pacific region promoting and using clean 
fuels, such as unleaded gasoline and low-sulfur diesel fuel and fuel 
oil. Until August 1990, Thailand permitted refiners to use up to 
0.45 grams of lead per liter of gasoline, compared to an average of 
0.15 grams in most countries in the region, and to a near-total ban 
on leaded gasoline in Japan and the United States. In response to 
concerns by residents living near a proposed new expressway that 
the additional traffic would further pollute their water supply with 
lead, the government tightened slightiy the specification to 0.40 
grams and promised a move to unleaded gasoline by 1993. Contin­
ued pressures f rom environmentalists, however, have accelerated 
the timetable; the state oil company, the Petroleum Authority of 
Thailand, introduced unleaded gasoline in May 1991, followed 
shordy thereafter by Shell Oi l . Shell has also begun marketing die­
sel fuel with only 0.5 percent sulfur, half the amount allowed by 
Thai law. The government has also moved to reduce the use of 
natural petroleum fuels in two-stroke motorcycle engines, the 
source of much of the smoke and pollution on Bangkok streets. A 
synthetic low-smoke alternative was introduced in December. For 
city buses, the government has ordered a transition to compressed 
natural gas-powered engines, in order to reduce emissions from 
diesel combustion. 

These environmental measures are only the first step in dealing 
with the pollution caused by the impressive growth of the Thai 
economy and concomitant rapid rise in energy consumption. A l ­
though growth rates are expected to moderate in coming years, 
Thailand still will find itself inordinately dependent on petroleum, 
much of which will be imported from the Middle East. Security of 
energy supply, highlighted by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the 
loss of 10 percent of Thailand's crude supply, wil l continually be at 
the forefront of the policymakers' minds. 

E lec t r ic i ty The growth in electricity consumption, at about 13 percent per 
year for the period 1987-1991, is among the highest in the world. 
As a consequence, the state power authority has been rapidly ex­
panding mining of its large lignite deposit at Mae Moh in the 
northern part of the country. This mine wil l become one of the 
largest in the world in the 1990s. 

The problem with increasing the pace of lignite mining at Mae 
Moh to generate electricity is that the lignite is high in sulfur and 
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is therefore a major contributor to pollution. The main counter-
measures are to acquire expensive anti-pollution equipment, to 
adopt a policy of accelerated importation of low-sulfur coal (prob­
ably from Indonesia) or to accelerate development of the limited 
natural gas resources in the Gul f of Thailand. 

O n economic grounds, accelerated importation of coal appears 
to be the lowest cost alternative in the longer term. Less certain 
but promising is the potential for locating extensive natural gas 
deposits in the disputed waters between Thailand and Vietnam. 
Bilateral discussions have been underway during the past year to 
reach agreement on the joint exploration and development of 
natural gas and oil in this contested area. If geologists are correct 
and substantial natural gas is present, then these deposits might be 
developed to provide large quantities of clean fuel for the genera­
tion of electricity and for manufacturing in Thailand. 

M i n e r a l s Some years ago, mining exports generated foreign exchange to 
help Thailand's early industrialization. Currendy, the contribution 
of the mineral industry to the Thai economy is relatively small and 
decreasing as industrialization increases. In fact, the demand for 
imported minerals is increasing as manufacturing expands. A n 
exception to this general trend is the precious stones industry in 
Thailand. For over a century, Thailand has been a rich source of 
sapphires, rubies, zircon, garnet, beryl, quartz and jadite. Exports 
of its noted jewelry and precious stones reached $us 1.1 billion in 
1988. It now imports some gems, including diamonds, for cutting 
and processing into jewelry. If the phenomenal growth rate of 
these industries continues to increase by a third each year, it wil l 
surpass Italy as a jewelry exporter and India as a gem exporter and 
dominate the field this decade. 

P r o d u c t i o n Mineral output in Thailand in 1989 consisted of over 40 minerals. 
Only 21 of these are considered economically significant, however, 
with a combined value of $us 690 mil l ion. This 1989 value of min­
eral production was 28.5 percent higher than in 1988. The three 
leading mineral commodities produced were zinc, lignite and tin. 
The value of zinc was 43.5 percent higher than in 1988 due to 
higher prices. Tin accounted for only 18 percent of the country's 
total mineral value in 1989, compared with 80 percent in 1981. 

Export revenues from mineral production were 216 mil l ion, 
' which was 31 percent of the value of minerals produced. Growing 

domestic consumption accounted for the remainder. Most lignite 
is used for electrical power production in Thailand and 80 percent 
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of the zinc, 13 percent of the tin and almost 100 percent of the ball 
clay (for ceramics) is utilized within the country. A l l lead concen­
trates are exported, although there is a demand for lead metal in 
the country. 

Thailand is facing a shortage of constuction materials, includ­
ing cement Expansion of cement production capacity wil l lead to 
an increase for raw materials such as limestone, gypsum and shale. 
Domestic consumption of gypsum increased 69 percent from 1989 
to 1990, while exports remained level. 

There is significant potential for development of the rocksalt 
and potash deposits o f the northeastern plateau. The Bamnet 
Narong potash deposit is estimated to have reserves o f 510 mil l ion 
tons. 

For all domestic minerals, Thai government policy encourages 
production through incentives, reduced royalties and funding 
national surveys. Low tin prices, difficulties in acquiring mining 
licenses, capitalization requirements and environmental concerns 
are problems facing the Thai mining industry. 
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T H E E N V I R O N M E N T 

RA P I D E C O N O M I C G R O W T H has brought with 
it a formidable array of environmental problems both in 
the cities and in rural areas. The government has taken 
steps to address some of the problems, such as placing a 

ban on logging and promoting the use of unleaded gasoline, but 
progress continues to exact a high price in environmental degrada­
tion. There is increased concern about pollution in rivers and 
coastal waters. Forests are disappearing at a rapid rate. The Gul f of 
Thailand has been severely overfished, according to marine ex­
perts. Bangkok, with a population of more than 5 mil l ion, suffers 
some of the worst air pollution in Asia, mounting sewage prob­
lems, deteriorating water quality and hazardous waste dumping. 

P o l l u t i o n Pollution from industrial effluents and raw sewage discharged into 
rivers and coastal waters has become a serious health hazard, par­
ticularly since 94 percent of Thailand's urban population lives in 
Bangkok and other coastal cities. Economists warn that tourism, a 
flourishing industry in the kingdom, could suffer a setback be­
cause of seawater degradation along popular beaches. 

About 98 percent of Bangkok's sewage is discharged direcdy 
into canals or septic tanks and cesspools. Planning authorities have 
undertaken wide ranging studies of sewage treatment needs and a 
comprehensive report is due in mid-1991. Estimated costs of new 
facilities, which the government hopes to finance through user 
fees, is $2 billion, and the hope is to begin building some of the 
treatment facilities later this year. 

In Bangkok, high concentrates of lead contaminate the air and 
water, and, by extension, the food that is grown in leaded soil or 
water. The lead comes from gasoline, industrial emissions, water 
pipes and paint. Studies by the National Environment Board 
( N E B ) of Thailand show that lead concentrations in Bangkok's 
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atmosphere do not exceed World Health Organization ( W H O ) 
guidelines. However, other data from a joint study by the N E B and 
a medical university deal with the amount of lead in the blood, 
and this data shows that more than 70 percent o f the samples ex­
ceeded W H O guidelines. Lead is considered a serious health 
hazard since it can cause mental retardation i n chi ldren and 
heart disease i n adults. 

O v e r f i s h i n g Thailand was a net importer of fish until the early 1960s, when 
trawl fishing was introduced. N o restrictions were placed on trawl 
net size, which meant that immature fish were harvested as well as 
larger fish. There was a market for all sizes because fish too small 
for human consumption went to the fish meal industry. The result 
was a decline in the marine catch per vessel and overcapitalization 
of the industry, a situation that was aggravated in 1989 when Ty­
phoon Gay destroyed many fish-feeding grounds. Overfishing in 
the gulf eventually sent many Thai fisherman to foreign waters, 
particularly in the Burma-controlled areas of the Andaman Sea 
where more than 250 Thai trawlers have received concessions to 
fish. 

Loss o f Forests Deforestation is a major problem throughout tropical Asia. In 
Thailand, as recendy as 1950, about 70 percent of the country was 
covered by forest Today only about 18 percent is forested. In the 
past 30 years, forest cover in the northeast of the country has 
fallen from 42 percent to less than 15 percent Thailand, once a 
leading exporter of tropical wood, especially teak, is now a net im­
porter o f wood, principally from Burma and Indochina. 

A combination of legal and illegal activities led to the defores­
tation. The government encouraged land clearing for rice cultiva­
tion when the market for rice expanded dramatically; more forests 
were denuded when new European markets for cassava for cattie 
feed opened up. In the meantime, farmers were using the slash-
and-burn method of cultivation for their crops and they were also 
chopping down vast areas of woodland for fuel and charcoal. 
Commercial logging, although not a major factor itself in defores­
tation, contributed to the process by creating logging roads that 
provided access to virgin areas for farmers intent on more land 
clearing. 
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S O C I A L A N D C U L T U R A L ISSUES 

DU R I N G T H E P A S T 30 years, the basis of the 
Thai economy has shifted from agriculture to manu­
facturing and service industries, pulling people away 
from their ancestral villages into urban centers. The 

benefits of this transition have included a more diversfied econ­
omy and occupational structure, increased educational opportu-
nites and an expanded middle class. But there also have been 
cultural and social costs. Modernization and rapid industrializa­
tion are altering Thailand's rural character and even its religious 
underpinnings. The Thai family is undergoing change, and tradi­
tional Thai values are being challenged. For example, Thailand has 
long tolerated prostitution. This has helped make the country a 
popular tourist destination, but it has also brought about an 
alarming increase in the spread of the A I D S virus. 

The Thai Family According to a recent East-West Center cultural study, the impacts 
of industrialization and modernization on the Thai family are 
many. Children, for example, are becoming less inclined to look 
after their aging parents, while the authority of parents in the fam­
ily is eroding. Children also are being given more independence 
and responsibility, and child-rearing practices are becoming less 
strict Although the family as an institution is not threatened, the 
survey noted that families in rural villages maintain a much closer 
relationship than those in the cities. Village families are more likely 
than city families to gather together every day. Moreover, during 
get-togethers village families talk and interact with one another 
while urban families are more apt to sit around and watch televi­
sion. 

Another effect of modernization on family life is the increasing 
independence of the younger generation in mate selection. 
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Arranged marriages are now extremely uncommon, even in rural 
areas. Add to this the very high rate of wives who are working, 
either on the family farm or in urban areas. Unlike many other 
Asian countries, a majority of married Thai women are gainfully 
employed. In urban areas, especially Bangkok, the increasing ten­
dency for wives to work for pay, even when they have young chil­
dren at home, has changed the way in which children are cared 
for. Between the early 1960s and the late 1980s, the percentage of 
children cared for exclusively by their mothers during the first year 
of life declined significantiy. Children are now placed in day care 
centers or cared for by relatives. In the future, the lives of children 
in urban Thailand are likely to be less centered in the family. 

The Secular Cities Almost 95 precent of all Thais are Buddhist, and while Buddhist 
religious beliefs and practices remain strong in Thailand, here too 
modernization and urbanization are beginning to erode tradition. 
There are several factors at cause: Urban residential living does not 
encourage community solidarity or support for a temple, nor does 
it leave much time for meditation or participation in religious rit­
ual. Urbanization also tends to promote material values and sen­
sual gratification, both of which conflict with Buddhist teachings. 

The East-West Center Thai cultural study found that urban 
dwellers go to temples far less often that village people, and that 
they are less inclined to believe that one's current life is deter­
mined by one's past life, an important Buddhist belief. They also 
have less faith in the Buddhist practice of merit making. Serving a 
period of monkhood, a traditional practice among Thai males that 
is still important in villages, is declining in cities. 

Value Conflicts The adjustment from a traditional rural existence to modern, ur­
ban life has resulted in fundamental value conflicts in Thai society. 
Indeed, the traditional Thai concepts o f accommodation and 
group solidarity seem to be the first casualties. The ability to sur­
vive and get ahead more and more requires the competitive, indi­
vidualistic approach to life that Thais see in Western movies and 
television. And yet Western individualism runs counter to many 
traditional Thai values and beliefs that are still prevalent This d i ­
lemma is but one facet of the conflict between traditions and 
modernity that is contributing to a deepening chasm of alienation 
in Thai society. 
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AIDS According to 1990 statistics from the World Health Organization 
and the Thai Red Cross, the number of A I D S cases is spreading 
rapidly among Thailand's general population. Infected persons 
have been found in every province in Thailand and in every popu­
lation group, including students, farmers, villagers, government 
officials, fishermen and housewives. 

Recent studies show that infection rates are highest among 
low-income prostitutes. This is especially true in the major north­
ern city of Chiang Mai , where infection rates are as high as 70 
percent Chiang Mai is a popular spot for low-income prostitutes 
and low-income tourists. It is also dose to the "Golden Triangle," 
where much of the world's trade of heroin and cocaine originates. 
The combination of cheap drugs and cheap sex is believed to be 
the primary factor behind the alarming rise of A I D S in Chiang 
Mai . 

One consequence of the A I D S epidemic is that Thailand has 
become one of the leaders in education to prevent A I D S among 
the world's developing countries. This education is being carried 
out in brothels, bars, massage parlours, schools and through the 
media. 
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Daniel J. 
Dzurek 

EWC research associate studying maritime resources and boundary is­
sues and marine geography. Former chief of U.S. State Departments 
Spatial, Environmental and Boundary Analysis Division, Office of the 
Geographer. M.A. in international relations, University of Chicago. 

Ph: (808) 944-7264 

David Fridley EWC research associate studying oil and gas policy in the Asia-Pacific 
region, energy development in China, optimization modelling and appli­
cation in policy studies. M.A. in East Asian studies, Stanford University. 
M.A. in international energy relations, Fletcher School of Law and 
Diplomacy. Ph: (808) 944-7353 

Lawrence S. EWC research associate studying tropical rainforest conservation and im-
Ha mi I ton pacts of logging and forest conversion, national parks and preservation 

of biological diversity. Cornell University Emeritus Professor. Ph.D. in 
natural resources, University of Michigan. Ph: (808) 944-7253 
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Pearl Imada EWC research associate studying economic integration and cooperation, 
with emphasis on A S E A N , comparative economic development and trade 
of Asian countries and Japanese economic development and U.S.-Japan 
economic relations. Mombusho scholarship for graduate study at Hitot-
subashi University, Tokyo. Ph.D. in economics, University of Hawaii. 

Ph: (808) 944-7530 

Charles J. 
Johnson 

EWC research associate studying coal development and trade in Asia, the 
impact of environmental trends on coal use, and corporate strategies for 
investment in minerals and energy. Former economic consultant to the 
Minister of Mineral Resources, Botswana, and Minister of Energy, Tan­
zania. Consultant to the United Nations and Harvard Institute for Inter­
national Development. Ph.D. in mineral economics, Pennsylvania State 
University. Ph: (808) 944-7550 

Pornpimol Former EWC Jefferson Fellow now covering U.S.-Thai trade and politi-
Kanchanalak cal issues in Washington for the Bangkok Post. Ph: (202) 342-2133 

Yok-shiu F. Lee EWC research associate studying urban environmental management, 
national urbanization policies in Asia, and urban, rural and regional 
development in China. Lingan University fellowship. Ph.D. in urban 
planning, Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Ph: (808) 944-7251 

Surin Maisrikrod EWC research intern studying U.S.-Thai security and trade relations. 
Luce Foundation Scholarship. Award from the Confederation of A S E A N 

journalists to study Japan. Ph.D. in political science, University of 
Hawaii. Ph: (808) 944-7392 

Andrew Mason EWC research associate studying economic development and population 
change, human resources and the impact of demographic change on 
saving, spending patterns and the public sector. Visiting scholar, Sloan 
School of Management, Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Advisory 
Committee on Population and Health, Asian Development Bank. Con­
sultant to World Bank. Ph.D. in economics, University of Michigan. 

Ph: (808) 944-7455 

Karen Oppenheim 
Mason 

I ^ C research associate studying gender relations/women's status in rela­
tion to demographic change, family change, child care and labor force 
trends. Former professor of sociology and associate director, Population 
Studies center, University of Michigan. Ph.D. in sociology, University of 
Chicago. Ph: (808) 944-7466 

Keith B. Richburg EWC Journalist-in-Residence studying A S E A N , Indochina and the 
Pacific. On leave as Southeast Asia Bureau chief and former metropoli­
tan and national staff reporter for the Washington Post. M.A., London 
School of Economics, England. Ph: (808) 944-7682 





The East-West Center was established in Hawaii in 1960 by the 
United States Congress "to promote better relations and under­
standing between the United States and the nations of Asia and 
the Pacific through cooperative study, training, and research" 

Some two thousand research fellows, graduate students, and 
professionals in business and government each year work with 
the Center's international staff on major Asia-Pacific issues re­
lating to population, economic and trade policies, resources and 
the environment, culture and communication, and international 
relations. Since 1960, more than twenty-five thousand men and 
women from the region have participated in the Center's coop­
erative programs. 

Officially known as the Center for Cultural and Technical Inter­
change Between East and West, Inc., the Center is a public, non­
profit institution with an international board of governors. 
Principal funding comes from the United States Congress. Sup­
port also comes from more than twenty Asian and Pacific gov­
ernments, as well as from private agencies and corporations. 

East-West Center 
1777 East-West Road 
Honolulu, Hawaii 96848 
(808) 944-7111; FAX (808) 944-7970 


