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Geographically, Thailand has access to both the Indian Ocean through the Andaman Sea and the Pacific
Ocean through the Gulf of Thailand. Considering its vulnerabilities to instability and threatening
situations in the oceans, Thailand has been careful to maintain the country’s line of neutrality to
maximize national security despite increasing limitations. According to the most recent National
Maritime Security Plan (2023-2027), maritime security threats encompassed a wide array of cross-
border issues: natural disasters and climate change, transnational crime, marine debris, power
competition, and irregular migration in the Indian Ocean. The plan also cited the establishment of the
Maritime National Interests Protection Policy Committee and the Thai Maritime Enforcement
Command Center (Thai-MECC) as one of Thailand’s strengths in coordinating a more efficient and
integrative approach to ocean governance.

Thailand’s maritime commitments align with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)’s
regional Indo-Pacific vision. Key areas outlined in the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific include
maritime cooperation for peaceful settlements, promoting maritime safety and security, and freedom
of navigation and overflight. Thailand’s maritime commitments are also compatible with the US Indo-
Pacific Strategy. Thailand and the United States have reaffirmed shared goals through the Strategic
Alliance and Partnership, which references maritime security as a part of the US commitment to
security cooperation with Thailand. In reappraising the Indo-Pacific Strategy in 2024, the US
emphasized advancing a Free and Open Indo-Pacific inter alia, through 1) strengthening democracy,
especially in Burma and addressing the Rohingya Humanitarian Crisis; 2) building connections within
and beyond the region through expanding partnerships in the Indian Ocean Region, such as the Indian
Ocean Rim Association (IORA); and 3) driving regional prosperity through the Indo-Pacific Economic
Framework (IPEF). This essay will explore Thailand’s management of Indian Ocean security across
these three fronts.

First, the Rohingya humanitarian crisis is a long and deep-seated issue in itself. The 2015 boat people
crisis was a significant milestone that garnered international attention. Having fled and fallen victim to
human trafficking, these boat people ended up stranded in the Indian Ocean and connected waters,
with some being rescued and brought ashore. Thailand was among the Southeast Asian countries that
provided temporary shelter despite its initial inclination to provide only refueling and resupply. It is
now evident that this humanitarian crisis cannot be managed through temporary measures, including
forwarding refugees to a third country. Given that Thailand has yet to ratify the Convention and
Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, the Rohingyas’ status in Thailand remains uncertain.

Thailand also bore the brunt of its western neighbor’s political turmoil. The aftermath of Burma’s 2021
coup resulted in displaced persons fleeing to Thailand, and Thai citizens living along the border
reported being injured by firing between Burma and the Karen National Union. Given the intensified
conflict early this year, Thailand was expected to step up and proactively engage with Burma.
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Nonetheless, it has been preoccupied with domestic political factions. Its policy did not demonstrate
any significant change from when the coup first happened, categorized as business-as-usual, only
monitoring and hoping that the situation would be normalized soon. The informal peace talks that
Thailand has been trying to coordinate were met with lukewarm reception by a number of ASEAN
countries.

Second, Thailand has been quite enthusiastic about pursuing connectivity in the Indian Ocean,
although it has yet to make any pivotal advancements in this regard. Amidst China’s expansive Belt and
Road Initiative, Thailand has played an active role in IORA, especially post-COVID-19 economic
recovery efforts. It attempted to support know-how exchange relating to health, the promotion of
small and medium enterprises, and combating illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing. Should the
IORA’s full potential be realized, Thailand might be better equipped to follow through with its
international obligations, such as “blueing” the Paris Agreement. It would also be better positioned to
deal with the phenomena of the Indian Ocean Dipole, where the rising temperatures in the ocean
could affect Thailand. Lastly, IORA’s objective to build connectivity through technological transfer
directly relates to Thailand’s aim of harnessing innovation and technology for its national interests,
including maritime security and overall maritime domain awareness.

Thailand has enthusiastically joined economic arrangements as part and parcel of its proclaimed
“proactive economic diplomacy.” This policy intends to increase economic opportunities via diplomatic
tools and vice versa. Thailand strives to be competitive, visible, and impactful in pursuing this proactive
economic diplomacy. This approach has gained even more traction with the increasing importance of
the blue economy within the context of the Indian Ocean, which has always been important to
Thailand. As the 2023 to 2025 chair of the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), Thailand
emphasized the Blue Economy and sustainable development for all IONS members. Thailand recently
joined BRICS+ and IPEF, reiterating Thailand’s intention to drive regional economic prosperity while
avoiding being seen as “siding” with either China or the United States. Thailand seeks to position its
diplomacy as issue-based. Thailand views participating in these economic forums as an opportunity to
increase its economic capacity and further its goals of realizing a free and open Indo-Pacific and
sustainable ocean governance.

There is certainly high compatibility between Thai Indian Ocean interests and the US Indo-Pacific
Strategy, as well as reasonable commitments from both parties. Having recently transitioned to a new
administration, the government seemed preoccupied with domestic issues. Nonetheless, the Prime
Minister, who hails from the same party as the previous administration, hinted at carrying forward
some key policies in a statement to the Parliament, such as boosting prosperity through proactive
economic diplomacy and maintaining neutrality. This seeming policy continuity is telling for Thailand’s
international affairs objectives, including US relations. Finally, comprehensive enhancement of
maritime security to ensure a free and open Indo-Pacific requires Thailand to play a more visible role
not only in building connectivity and prosperity but also on the political and humanitarian fronts.
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