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Thank you very much for inviting me and my colleagues to lunch with such a high-
level group of businessmen.  

In recent months, Thailand has appeared in international media, starting from a 
political impasse, followed by military take control of the national administration and lately, 
news about Thailand’s efforts in addressing labour issues in fishing industry. This lunch 
gathering is thus timely to share our perspectives on what is really happening in Thailand. Let
us begin with the political situation.  

Putting Political Situation in a Right Context

            I wish to reaffirm at the outset that Thailand has been unwavering in  democratic 
governance, based on rule of law, good governance, transparency, accountability and equal 
access to justice. 

But building a strong and robust democracy requires tremendous effort, as the history 
of  modern Europe also reflects.  As part of its growing pains, Thailand has been through a 
few hiccups.  The most recent one was the political impasse since November 2013, which 
was tantamount to dysfunctional democracy. 

As parties to this political difference could not reach a solution among themselves, 
and there was danger of more turmoil, and a real possibility of bloodshed, the military 
intervention on 22 May 2014 was necessary for the survival of the country and 
nationhood. 

It is indeed one step backward for 2 steps forward. We all wish that things would not 
have turned out this way.  But if the situation had been allowed to continue, Thailand’s 
democracy would have been torn apart and would have undermined Thailand’s stability and 
the stability of the region.  Most Thai people do not want military rule but in this 
circumstance, they support the military, particularly the businessmen, because everyone 
wants stability, safety and predictability.

Transitional Period: Three-Phased Roadmap to Sustainable Democracy

To put it briefly, Thailand is now going through a period of transition.  

At the Asia-Europe Summit (ASEM Summit) in Milan 2 weeks ago,  Prime Minister 
General Prayut Chan-o-cha reiterated that Thailand remains fully committed to democracy 
and human rights, but we need time and space to bring about reconciliation, political reform, 
and to strengthen our democratic institutions. 

Indeed, we are working to lay stronger foundation for a full-fledged democratic 
governance with better checks and balances.  The 3-phased roadmap  will  lead to a 
general election by end 2015.  We are now in the second phase, with the establishment of 
the National Legislative Assembly and the Constitutional Drafting Committee.  
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The Government also aims to lay a stronger foundation for a more sustainable and
equitable Thailand.  The National Reform Council has been established to undertake 11 
comprehensive areas of reforms from strengthening good governance to reduction of income 
inequality, from the first-ever inheritance tax to stronger anti-corruption laws to stronger 
human rights and anti human trafficking laws.  

Many of the planned reforms have been in the pipeline for quite some time, but 
politicians often lack political will to push these bitter pills through for fear of losing 
popularity.  This is an opportune time to thoroughly reform Thailand.  

Please do not look at Thailand through your lens, using your norms or standard 
as the ONLY yardstick.  Do so with understanding of our conditions.  Please do not 
judge Thailand now but do give us time and space to put our house in order.   Our long-
term relationship with Europe is mutually beneficial.  Some European governments and 
politicians must realize that they could not continue to criticize Thailand without adverse 
repercussions to the interests of their businessmen.

Economic Situation:  Sign of Recovery 

Looking at Thailand’s economy, starting from our economic fundamentals, the effects 
of military intervention, and what opportunity you can look for in Thailand. 

Thailand is the second largest economy in Southeast Asia, and the world’s 20th 
largest exporter of goods.  Our exports are well diversified, which explains our hitherto 
resilience to external shocks. Just to recap, Thailand is the world’s number one exporter of 
natural rubber and hard disk drives,  the world’s second biggest producer of sugar, one of top 
three rice exporters, and ninth biggest automobile manufacturer. It holds the record in exports
of cassava, canned tuna, frozen seafood, chicken, and canned pineapples. These data show 
the dynamism of the Thai business sector and its excellent position in the global supply 
chain with well-developed clusters and supporting industries.  

One contributing factor is, despite changes in government, Thailand has always 
pursued open door and liberal policy.  As a result, Thailand ranks 31st in the world and 8th 
in East Asia in the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report 2014-2015. It 
ranks 8th in World Investment Report 2014, and ranks 18th in the world and 5th in East Asia in
World Bank’s Doing Business in 2014.

The political impasse in first half of this year, and in fact on and off during the past 
decade, admittedly has some impact on our economic performances. Our growth was 
hindered from what it should have been.  We are now back on track. 

With fully in-charge government in June, a short-term economic stimulus package 
was implemented to compensate the economic inertia due to political situation.  This would 
result in fresh demand for goods and service, and thus multiplying effects. 

The fully in-charge government also means that the Board of Investment or BOI 
could clear many backlogs in investment projects. Since June this year, the BOI has 
approved investment promotion for 603 projects worth approximately 11 billion Euros. In 
October alone, BOI has approved 18 projects worth around 2.18 billion Euros.  

With more stability and better functioning of the national administration, consumer 
confidence and business sentiments are rising. Some positive figures include:
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- consumer confidence index jumped from 44.0 in August to 44.8 in September 
2014, which is the highest in a decade.    

- In July 2014, business sentiment index or BSI was at 49.6, the highest level of BSI
since the middle of 2013.

- GDP growth rate is estimated at 1.5-2.0 % in 2014.

All these figures are admittedly short-term.  But we also expect that the reform 
process, which will continue even after general elections next year, will result in a more 
sustainable, knowledge-based Thailand with even stronger fundamentals.  I would like to
share 3 highlights of reforms, good governance, in which Thailand ranks 102nd in 2013 for 
corruption perception index (CPI), anti-human trafficking and better labour standard, 
and the quality of educational system.  

Thailand and Association of Southeast Asian Nations  (ASEAN) Community  2015

Beyond Thailand, it is clear that Asia is now a main engine of the world economy, and
central to this is the exciting evolution of Southeast Asia into ASEAN Economic Community 
or AEC in 2015. 

Due to its strategic location and well-developed infrastructure, Thailand has always 
been the hub for regional connectivity and thus natural gateway that links outsiders to 
Southeast Asia and Asia in general. 

The connectivity advantages will be amplified when the AEC is materialized in 
2015.  Companies based in Thailand can then reach 670 million consumers in the 10 
members of ASEAN, most of them middle class with considerable purchasing power, with a 
total GDP of almost 1.5 trillion Euros.  For the moment, the business can furthermore benefit 
from preferential treatment to reach billions of consumers through ASEAN’s bilateral free 
trade agreements with China, South Korea, Japan, India, New Zealand and Australia. 

SEAN and these six partner FTA countries are now working on an even more 
ambitious FTA, called the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership or RCEP, 
which is scheduled to complete next year.  

The RCEP will form one of the world’s largest free trade agreements, covering more 
than 50% of the world’s population, a third of global GDP, and around 40 percent of world 
trade.  

So the economic opportunities are clearly there in Thailand. It is up to you to engage 
with us now, or wait until later when the market is more integrated and economic penetration 
more difficult. 

Let me touch here on the ASEAN-EU relations. ASEAN-EU relations is built on 
solid grounds, both politically and economically. The EU is ASEAN’s third largest trading 
partner and biggest investor. Ten million people have travelled between the two regions, 
and this number can be increased with an easier visa scheme. 

While the domestic reform process has been put in highest gear, Thailand is still an 
active international player.  Among others, Thailand will take the position of ASEAN-EU 
Coordinator, starting in mid 2015 for 3 years.  We are proud to take this important 
responsibility to foster the relationship between ASEAN and the EU. 
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On the relations between Thailand and the EU specifically, the EU is currently 
Thailand’s 4th biggest trading partner after ASEAN, Japan and China, the 4th biggest 
investor in Thailand, and the second investment destination for Thai investors after 
ASEAN.  

That is why the Thai - EU FTA negotiation is a natural step to further strengthen our 
mutual interest. There have been 4 meetings until now. The progress so far has confirmed our
belief that the business interest of Thailand and the EU are not competing, but are 
complementary.  But every FTA negotiation is complicated, and with the obvious economic 
interest that we share, I am confident you agree with me that the negotiations should 
resume soon, at least on technical level. 

Business Opportunities 

I also wish to share some highlights of business opportunities.

First, infrastructure development.  Connectivity has always been linchpin in 
Thailand’s development strategy to reaffirm the country’s position as regional hub, and thus 
national priority is always on infrastructure and logistic development.  The 10-year 
Infrastructure Development Plan from 2016 to 2025 includes an inter-city rail transit 
network, public transportation to alleviate traffic congestion, highways linking production 
bases and linking with neighbouring countries, transportation network, and improving air 
transportation capacity. 

Second is green growth.  Green is already a catchword for many industries in 
Thailand, from electronics to automotives to agro-business. And we aim to be greener.  A 
nearest target is that by 2016 Thailand will become a low-carbon society and a major Asian 
hub of alternative energy exports.  We also aim to attract green investment, especially in low 
carbon industry and energy efficiency technology.

Thirdly, automotive industry in Thailand is very strong – number one in the region, 
and so are the opportunities for all automotive cluster and support industries.   

 Fourth, Thailand is among the world’s top five net food exporter, thanks to its 
abundant raw material, combined with modern agricultural practices and technology, food 
safety R&D, and strict adherence to international standards. Good practice and safety 
measures are mandatory in 54 types of food products. We are also working hard to add value 
to our food production chain, and here lies the opportunity for interested investors. 

Outward Investment to Europe

I have been asked to say a few words on Thailand’s investment to the EU, to 
Flanders in particular. 

The government’s policy on outward investment has become more concrete and the 
Board of Investment or BOI has been assigned to support Thai companies in their 
internationalization.  The BOI, represented  in Belgium by Sieb Hoogstra, very much looks 
forward to working with FIT or specific companies to support Thai investment in Flanders 
and in Belgium. 
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Early this year, the Thai Embassy in Brussels  also commissioned a study on Thai 
outward investment to Europe, and the report is quite interesting. And we organized a 
seminar to attract top business executives to investment opportunity in Europe in Bangkok on
27 March 2014, which I presided over.  Almost all Thai investors in Europe are big 
companies, as SMEs are more interested in more familiar neighboring countries.  It also finds
that the manufacturing sectors that Thai companies have potential in investing abroad 
are food sector, electrical equipment, chemical products, machinery, textile, rubber and 
wood products. The service sector with some potential are finance, wholesale and retail 
trade, business activities and construction.    

I hope this will ring the bell for our potential counterparts here.  

Conclusion

Let me conclude that I am confident that Thailand has made a right turn!  Thailand is 
in transition rather than at a crossroad! 

Thailand is going through the reform process in “the Thai way.” It is ready to re-
establish leadership in the ASEAN community through people- centered sustainable 
development, boosting economic efficiency, and fostering an environment that lends itself to 
investment and trade. In so doing, we need support and understanding from our friends along 
the way.  

-----------------------


