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Thailand 

Background 
That official diplomatic relations 
between Siam (as Thailand was 
known to Westerners until after World 
War II) and Australia were of limited 
significance prior to the war is 
indicated by the lack of published 
material on the subject. This should 
not be a surprise, especially as 
relations between Siam and Australia 
were mediated through the British, 
who had great influence over 
Australian foreign policy and were the 
dominant European power in Siam. It 
was not until the end of the war and 
the beginning of decolonisation that a 
recognisably Australian foreign policy 
emerged to deal with the changes then 
about to take place in Southeast Asia. 
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However, Australia and Australians did have important contacts with 
Thailand during colonial times. For example, in 1882, the Thai language press 
reported that Louis, the son of Anna Leonowens (of The King and I fame), 
returned from Victoria with a shipload of 200 horses and carriage equipment 
valued at £12,000 and a gift for King Chulalongkorn from the Victorian 
Zoological Gardens, including an emu, a kangaroo and other Australian animals. 
Also in the 1880s, a touring Australian circus became the first to perform in the 
country. 

At the time, Australian horses were popular with the Siamese cavalry and 
with owners in the racing industry. While horse transportation was important, 
the social status of the racing industry was also significant, bringing together 
the Thai upper class and expatriate Europeans. So prized were Australian horses 
that the master of the royal stables visited three Australian states in the early 
part of this century. 

In commerce, there were also important contacts, with various Australian 
food products being sold by general stores in Bangkok and Phuket. Far more 
significant were Australian investments in southern tin mining at Phuket. An 
agreement was signed in 1906 between the Thai government, the Sino-Thai 
Kaw family and Captain E.T. Miles of Tasmania which revolutionised the tin 
mining industry through the use of dredges. This was a lucrative business, and 
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fifteen companies with Australian interests were registered by the mid-1920s, 
with some £2 million having been invested by Australians to 1927, making 
them the dominant investors in the industry. These Australians and their 
Sino-Thai partners were also active on the Melbourne stock exchange, floating 
numerous tin companies prior to World War II. The relationship brokered 
between Thailand and Australia through the tin miners was a significant 
development, and Australians were important expatriates in the south. In 
addition, this relationship linked significant Australian political figures with 
Thailand's political and bureaucratic leaders. 

A small number of Australians were prominent in Bangkok society at the 
tum of the century, with the government employing a number of Europeans in 
its service from the 1850s to the 1950s. While it is not clear how many 
Australians were engaged, one prominent appointment was Ronald Giblin, a 
Tasmanian surveyor who joined Bangkok's Royal Survey Department in 
1894, becoming Director in 1901. He held this position for a decade, with 
20 Europeans and 306 Thai staff. In private industry, one of the best known 
Australians was Sidney Smart, a Sydney engineer who spent many years erecting 
and equipping rice mills. He was also Chairman of the Siam Steam Packet 
Company and a Director of the important Bangkok Manufacturing Company. 
The latter company was a major importer of Australian meat and dairy products. 

Prior to the war, Thais in major towns were avid movie-goers, and 
presumably came to know something of Australia from newsreels like the 
Australasian Gazette. There were few Thais in Australia, although following 
the overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932, a small number of aristocrats 
sought political refuge in Australia. Even so, Australia remained little known 
to most Thais, and the same was true about Australian knowledge of Thailand. 
At the outbreak of the Pacific War, there were reported to be just eleven Thais 
in Australia. While there had been a trickle of tourists from Australia to Thailand, 
these people only rarely published tales of their travels. An interesting 
connection was that the contractors responsible for the Sydney Harbour Bridge 
also built the first bridge to span Bangkok's Chao Phraya River. 

Official relations were placed on a higher plane in 1940, when the Thai 
government sent a goodwill mission to Australia for about three weeks. The 
mission undertook a number of official visits and met the Governor-General 
and the Minister for External Affairs. It was led by Admiral Thawan Tharnrong 
Navasawat, who was briefly Prime Minister after the war. This mission 
suggested that Thai students be encouraged to study in Australia, a proposal 
apparently declined by the Australian side. Prime Minister Menzies made an 
'unofficial' return visit to Thailand in January 1941, meeting his Thai 
counterpart, Field Marshal Phibun Songkhram. 

It was the tragic events of the World War II which etched an image of 
Thailand into the minds of Australians. While 'Australia Calling' - which 
became Radio Australia- began broadcasting weekly half-hour Thai-language 
broadcasts in April1942, it was the postwar newsreel and photographic images 
of the grim treatment of Australian prisoners-of-war in Thailand that heightened 
awareness of that country. Especially powerful were reports of the barbaric 
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Kingdom ofThailand 
1238 (traditional founding date) 
total: 514,000 sq. km 
land: 511,770 sq. km 
Bangkok (pop. 8.5 million, 1990 
Census) 
Chiang Mai (167,000) 
Nakhon Ratchasima (278,000) 
Songkhla (243,000) 
Khon Kaen (206,000) 

58.9 million Uuly 1996 est.) 
27% urban (1995) 
1.6% (av. 1985-94) 
1.4% (1995) 
Thai, ethnic and regional dialects; 
English is the secondary language of 
the elite. 
Theravada Buddhism 95%; Muslim 
3.8%; Christianity 0.5%; Hindu 0.1 %; 
other 0.6% 
Thai 75%; Chinese 14%; other 1% 
69 years (1996 est.) 
93.8% (1996 est.) 

treatment of hundreds on the infamous Thailand-Burma Railroad. Many 
Australians contrasted Japanese military brutality with the assistance provided 
to prisoners by Thai villagers. 

In fact, this support for the prisoners was mentioned by the Australian side 
when it negotiated a separate peace treaty with Thailand. Australia assisted the 
Thai government in its negotiations with the British, and part of the final 
agreement included the upkeep of Commonwealth war graves at Kanchanaburi, 
a task which continues today. Officially, some 2,800 Australians died in 
Thailand, and 1,360 are buried at the cemetery. 

Following the war, in December 1945, Australia maintained a mission 
in Bangkok, with a Consulate-General being established in 1946, headed by 
A.J. Eastman. The Australian mission became a Legation in 1951, and was 
raised to Embassy status on 6 December 1955. In addition, W. McMahon Ball's 
official goodwill mission to Asia in 1948 included a stop in Bangkok, where 
assistance with education was promised. 

Australia's treatment of Aboriginal people and its restrictive immigration 
policies caused, at times, considerable comment in the Thai press. For Thailand, 
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Economic profile ofThai/and 
GOP Bt4,652.0 billion/US$183.6 billion* 

Real GOP growth 

GNP per capita 

Unemployment rate 
Consumer price inflation 

Merchandise trade 
Exports 

Imports 

Principal exports 

Principal imports 
Main export destinations 

Main import sources 

Services trade 
Services exports 

Services imports 

(1996 est.) 
* at average 1 996 exchange rate 
6.7% (1996) 
5.6% (1997 forecast) 
US$2,21 0 (1994) 
US$6,870 (at PPP 1993) 
2.6% (1996 official est.) 
5.1% (av. 1985-94) 
5.8% (1996) 

US$54.5 billion (1996) 
trend growth 1991-95: 19% 
US$66.8 billion (1996) 
trend growth 1991-95:18% 
textiles; computers and parts; plastic 
products (1995) 
capital goods; raw materials (1995) 
US 17.8%; Japan 16.8%; Singapore 
14.1% (1995) 
Japan 30.6%; US 12.0%: Singapore 
5.9% (1995) 

US$11.5 billion (1994) 
trend growth 1990-94: 1 8.7% 
share of world service exports: 1.0% 
US$16.0 billion (1994) 
trend growth 1989-90 to 1993-94: 
15.8% 
share of world service imports: 1.4% 

this became significant when a small group of Thai students, including the 
children of highly placed officials, were removed from government schools in 
Melbourne in late 1948. Improved relations after the war had resulted in small 
numbers of Thai students studying in Australia, and their plight was given 
coverage in the Thai press. 

Further complicating matters, a 50-year-old Thai woman was deported in 
April 1949 after a decade in Australia, prompting one newspaper to remind 
Australia of the good treatment its POW s had received from Thais during the 
war. The press in Melbourne supported the Thai students. While the Thai 
government tended to play down the issue, it was prompted to consider a 
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consulate in Australia, established as a Legation in 1952, and raised to a full 
Embassy on 7 December 1955. 

Among the students in Melbourne was noted writer and political activist 
Kulap Saipradit (known under the pen name 'Siburapha'), who studied politics. 
Accused of harbouring communist sympathies, Australian intelligence 
monitored his eighteen months in Australia, even threatening him with 
deportation. Despite these setbacks, Kulap's experience further opened his eyes 
to egalitarianism, the rights of workers, and open political systems. While he 
was critical of restrictive immigration and Australia's treatment of Aborigines, 
he wrote enthusiastically about Australia. 

By the early 1950s, Australian-Thai relations were increasingly oriented 
towards anti-communism and the Cold War. In addition to the political 
manipulation of the communist bogey in Australia and Thailand, a number of 
conflicts directed both governments' attention to anti-communism. These 
included the victory of the communists in China, the Korean War, the Indochina 
War, the Laos 'crisis' and the communist rebellion in Malaya. Symbolic of 
these concerns was Australia's and Thailand's membership of the Southeast 
Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO), formed in 1954. 

Australia made a strong commitment to SEATO, and provided Thailand 
with considerable support both through this organisation and on a bilateral 
basis. Australia and Thailand operated a joint military technical training project, 
an official vehicle maintenance project, and supported the Tribal Research 
Centre under SEATO auspices. In the security area, Australia posted a squadron 
of jet fighters in Thailand during the Laos 'crisis', and it remained at 
Ubonratchathani from 1962 to 1968. Australia also supported the construction 
of strategic airfields and roads, and expanded military training. In this context, 
Thailand's King and Queen visited Australia in 1962, and spoke strongly of 
the communist 'threat' to both countries. 

Australia's official aid (bilateral, SEATO and Colombo Plan) totalled about 
A$500,000 per year in the late 1950s, averaged A$2-3 million per year 
throughout the 1960s and rose to A$6 million in the mid-1970s. Bilateral aid 
appeared to be motivated by security concerns, as evidenced by road 
construction in the regions adjacent to the Indochina countries and in the Malay
Muslim separatist areas of the south. Of greatest significance for the future, 
however, was the training of Thai students in Australia. Under the Colombo 
Plan and other assistance programs, officially sponsored Thai student numbers 
gradually increased from a handful in the early 1950s to 270 in the mid-1970s. 
The number of privately funded students probably equalled this. 

In trade and commerce, relations were limited, although Australia did 
dispatch trade missions to Bangkok from the late 1950s, and organised a large 
trade fair in Bangkok in 1966. Total trade was just less than A$25 million in 
1967-68, weighted overwhelmingly in Australia's favour, although Thailand's 
exports had more than doubled to more than A$2 million after the introduction 
of the tariff preference system for developing countries (Greenwood 1974). 
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Merchandise trade by product type (Thailand), 1995 
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By 1975-76, total trade had expanded considerably, to A$68 million, of which 
one-third was imports to Australia from Thailand. 

By the late 1970s, the bilateral relationship was beginning to change. While 
the Thai Crown Prince received military training at the Royal Military College, 
Duntroon between 1972 and 1976, security concerns began to decrease, virtually 
disappearing by the late 1980s. More significantly, Thailand's industrial 
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development began to move the economy ever more rapidly forwards, and by 
the late 1980s double-digit growth was creating a mini-economic powerhouse. 
Thailand was also becoming an important economic link to the countries of 
Indochina and southern China. While official (including military) Australian 
assistance continued to expand, the focus of the relationship was beginning to 
move to the private sector. 

This was symbolised by the May 1977 establishment of an Australian
Thai Chamber of Commerce in Bangkok, and Thailand's opening of a 
representative office of the Board of Trade in Sydney in 1978. A significant 
trade agreement was signed between the two countries in 1979, establishing 
regular trade discussions. The Australia-Thailand Business Council was formed 
in 1987, based in Canberra and Bangkok. 

Aid became oriented towards enhancing Australian trade and investment, 
although some 'traditional' areas of cooperation (training and education, library 
support, rural development) continued. Tourism expanded greatly, first with 
large numbers of Australians visiting Thailand, and then with increasing 
numbers of wealthier Thais touring Australia, many on short-duration group 
tours. Thai International and Qantas gained most benefit from this, and the 
latter utilised Bangkok as one of its regional hubs on the Australia-Europe run. 
In addition, privately funded Thai students began to see Australia as an attractive 
destination, and greatly out-numbered those who were officially sponsored. 

Australians saw more of Thailand in their media as refugee numbers from 
Indochina increased and as more Australian reporters were based in Bangkok. 
Further raising awareness, a range of Australian non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) also emphasised Thailand. The Thai media regularly reported on 
Australia, especially tourism, cultural and educational issues, while 
advertisements promoting study in Australia were common in newspapers and 
magazines. Princess Sirindhorn, who visited Australia in 1992, produced a 
popular book about her visit. In Australia, Thai language instruction expanded 
beyond a few universities, also being offered in the technical education sector. 
The National Thai Studies Centre was established at the Australian National 
University (ANU). By this time, Australia's embassy in Bangkok was its fourth 
largest, after Washington, Tokyo and Jakarta. 

Officially, the two governments have signed a number of agreements. These 
include a 1974 Cultural Agreement, a 1979 Trade Agreement, a 1989 
Development Cooperation Agreement, and a 1990 Economic Cooperation 
Agreement. In addition, there are Memoranda of Understanding, covering Air 
Services (1982), Science and Technology (1987), Energy (1989), Research 
and Education ( 1991), Defence Logistics ( 1993), Health ( 1993) and Surveying 
and Mapping (1994). An agreement also exists to cover double taxation. 

The bilateral relationship remains friendly and has matured in recent years. 
It has broadened considerably beyond its initial diplomatic and political 
foundations. In the private economic sphere, there have been significant 
developments and, as will be shown below, the relationship has been extended 
with important educational and cultural developments. 
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Political and diplomatic relations 
Relations between Thailand and Australia were affected by the fact that both 
countries had elections in 1996. Throughout the year, the coalition led by 
Banharn Silpa-archa faced considerable instability, finally collapsing, forcing 
an election in November. This meant that Thailand's political leaders were 
focused on domestic events, and the expected visit to Australia by Prime Minister 
Banharn did not eventuate. However, it was the earlier Australian election which 
provided most interest in the relationship. 

The election of the Coalition government led by John Howard saw policies 
and approach change tack. The Keating government had emphasised Asia and 
having the public understand the 'big picture' issues related to trade, security 

Thai names 

Structure of the name 
In Thailand, the personal or given name is placed first, followed by 
the surname, for example, Chatichai Choonhavan (surname 
underlined). Names are usually listed in telephone directories 
under the first name. 

Minority groups have been officially encouraged to adopt the 
Thai style of names, although many also maintain their former 
names and/or incorporate these into their Thai name. 

Forms of address 
Thais are referred to by their personal name, usually with a title 
preceding it. For example, former Prime Minister Chatichai 
Choonhavan is referred to as Khun Chatichai. 'Khun' is the 
equivalent of 'Mr', 'Mrs', 'Ms' or 'Miss' and may be used when 
addressing a Thai in English, for example, Mr Chatichai. Sometimes 
'Khun' is replaced by a title (for example, 'Dr') or a position title. 

Personal names on their own may be used between close 
friends, but more usually they are replaced by a nickname 
preceeded by an age status signifier ('phi' for the older and 'nong' 
for the younger). 

In earlier times, the title 'Nai' was common, as were royal 
honorifics. Royal titles are still used, and members of the royal 
family will have a title like 'mom luang' or 'mom ratchawong' 
before their names. In English this will often be translated as M.L. or 
M.R. (for example, M.R. Prudhisan Jumbala). 

Spellings and transliteration 
The transliterated spelling ofThai names often causes confusion as 
the spelling does not always match the spoken name. For example, 
'Chatichai' is pronounced 'Chart-chai' and 'Jumbala' is pronounced 
more like 'Jump-pon'. There is no easy way to solve this problem as 
the spelling of names in English reflects the Thai spelling but not the 
sound. 
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and development in Asia. The Howard Coalition took a lower key approach, 
protecting its domestic constituency. This involved a reorientation of defence 
policy, greater attention to Europe and the United States, aid cuts, increased 
restrictions on immigration, and the failure to take up the Pauline Hanson
inspired 'race debate'. All had an impact in Thailand. Aid, defence and 
immigration are discussed below in other sections. 

Despite the fact that Foreign Minister Downer's first overseas visit included 
Thailand, the bilateral relationship has had a more limited profile in Howard 
government policy, and Thailand received no mention as a bilateral partner in 
Mr Downer's first major speech on the Australia-Asia relationship. It appears 
that some Thais have found the change somewhat difficult to accommodate. 

Most damaging, however, was Prime Minister Howard's stubborn refusal 
to provide a decisive response to independent MP Pauline Hanson's attacks on 
Asians and immigration. While the response in Asia was initially muted, the 
recognition that Mr Howard was, as the Financial Review (31 October) 
observed, attempting to 'maximise the chance of picking up the racist vote', 
caused a storm of protest. The Thai press were loud in their protests. The English
language dailies, the Bangkok Post (edited by former minister and Australian
educated Pichai Chuensuksawadi) and the Nation, Sondhi Limthongkul's 
regional daily, Asia Times, and the Thai-language daily, Naew Na, led the attacks. 
Their commentaries were sparked by a speech in Melbourne by Australian
educated Meechai Viravaidya, who called for Mr Howard's resignation, seeing 
his silence as an endorsement of racism. 

Their strong editorials, written in a manner which expressed considerable 
sorrow at Australia's apparent 'back-sliding' on racism and Asia, drew a strident 
response from John Howard. He was supported by Alexander Downer, who 
took the unusual approach of writing to the Nation, claiming that their editorial, 
which had recalled Mr Howard's 1988 speech on immigration, was 'inaccurate 
and offensive'. Nevertheless, Mr Howard's personal reluctance to rebut Ms 
Hanson and her supporters was seen as tacit approvaL When Australia failed to 
gain election to the UN Security Council, the Nation (26 October) again attacked 
Canberra, pointing out that: 

There is currently an anti-Asian rush in Australia under the Howard 
government, with certain politicians ... making racist statements in the 
name of 'free speech'. But little does Canberra realise that this ongoing 
anti-Asian immigration debate spreads internationally and makes Asian 
nations ... perceive Australia as a whites-only, skin-conscious nation. The 
Labor government ... brought Australia closer to Asia, but the conservative 
Liberal administration of John Howard seems to have undone that. 

A seemingly minor footnote to the relationship, involving former Foreign 
Minister Gareth Evans, also soured relations. In May, it was announced in 
parliament that security for senior Australian ministers had been increased 
following threats against Senator Evans, related to his charges that Thai business 
had extensive contacts with the Khmer Rouge. While the Australian Embassy 
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denied the story, a senior Foreign Ministry official in Bangkok stated that serious 
damage had been done to the bilateral relationship, which would 'not be the 
same from now on'. Clearly, damage has been done to the broad bilateral 
relationship between Australia and Thailand, and 1997 must see efforts to repair 
this. 

Compared with previous years, 1996 saw relatively few ministerial visits. 
The most important of these was by then Deputy Foreign Minister Jarus 
Puachuay to Australia, and by Foreign Minister Downer and Trade Minister 
and Deputy Prime Minister Tim Fischer to Thailand in April and August 
respectively. In addition, Western Australia's Deputy Premier Hendy Cowan 
led a trade mission in June, and Foreign Affairs Parliamentary Secretary Andrew 
Thomson visited Thailand in October. The Thai and Australian governments 
continued their cooperation in the Cairns Group and in pushing for greater free 
trade in agricultural commodities. 

In the legal sphere, Australians in Thai gaols were a cause for considerable 
Australian press attention. Whereas a number of Australians were released in 
1995, leaving only nineteen Australians in Thai prisons, the number had 
increased to 22 by August 1996, with nineteen held for drug offences. The 
escape from prison of one Australian inmate, and Lisa-Marie Smith's unusual 
case, being granted bail and then failing to return to Thailand for trial, received 
considerable coverage. A smaller number of Thais are incarcerated in Australia, 
mainly on drug-related offences. Negotiations on an extradition treaty and 
prisoner exchange program between Australia and Thailand do not appear to 
have progressed. 

Economic relations 
While the Australian economy continued its slow but steady growth in 1996, 
concerns regarding higher inflation, an expanding current account deficit and 
political instability saw confidence in the Thai economy wane. Even though 
growth was still estimated to be about 6.5-7 per cent, this was weak compared 
with the double-digit rates of the late 1980s. Despite this, bilateral trade has 
continued to expand. 

Australian exports to Thailand have been generally increasing during recent 
years, experiencing a trend growth rate of 12.9 per cent per annum since 1992. 
In 1996 exports totalledA$1.7 billion, slightly down on the previous year. The 
value of imports from Thailand has also increased over the last five years, 
although at a slightly lower rate. Thailand was Australia's fourteenth largest 
trading partner in 1996. Australia's major exports to Thailand have been base 
metals (especially aluminium), gold, machinery and electrical equipment, and 
animals and animal products (wool, dairy). Australia's trade in services has 
also expanded significantly. Thailand's major exports to Australia included 
machinery and electrical equipment (computers, office machinery, heating and 
cooling equipment), prepared food and animal products (fish, seafood products, 
animal feed) and textiles. 
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Australia-Thailand economic profile 
Exchange rate A$1 = 18.5 baht (1 0 June 1997) 

Merchandise trade 
Rank as Australian trading 
partner 
Australian exports to 
Thailand 

Australian imports from 
Thailand 

Services trade 
Australian services 
exports to Thailand 

Australian services 
imports from Thailand 

Investment 
Australian investment in 
Thailand 

Thai investment in 
Australia 

Aid 
Australian aid to Thailand 
(ODA) 

14 (1996); 19 (1991) 

A$1.7 billion (1996) 
share of Australian exports: 2.2% 
trend growth 1992-96: 12.9% 
A$1.1 billion(1996) 
share of Australian imports: 1.4% 
trend growth 1992-96: 11.7% 

A$429 million (1995-96) 
shipping: A$5 million 
other transportation: A$89 million 
travel: A$252 million 
other services: A$83 million 
A$355 million (1995-96) 
shipping: A$20 million 
other transportation: A$151 million 
travel: A$123 million 
other services: A$61 million 

30 June 1996: A$529 million 
%of total Australian overseas 
investment: 0.4% 
30 June 1996: A$75 million 
%of total foreign investment in 
Australia: 0.0% 

total aid: A$37.0 million (1995-96) 
country program aid: A$25.9 million 
(1995-96) 

Economic relations between the two countries remain sound, although 
Thailand would like to export more and Australia would like to increase Thai 
investment. Australian companies appearing before the parliamentary committee 
examining bilateral relations in 1995 complained of high levels of Thai 
protection, local ownership regulations, and dumping and copyright problems. 
While relations between the two countries have been expanding, much more 
can be done. Australia's trade and investment links with Thailand lag behind 
those with Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore. 
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Australia's merchandise trade with Thailand 
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Australia's services trade with Thailand 
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The previous Labor government recognised this, with then Prime Minister 
Keating addressing Thailand's peak business organisations to encourage 
investment during his 1994 visit. Some of this momentum appears to have 
been lost under the new Howard government. Continued APEC negotiations 
have, however, resulted in a range of promises from Thailand to liberalise its 
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Merchandise trade by category: Australia's exports to Thailand, 1995-96 
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Merchandise trade by category: Australia's imports from Thailand, 1995-96 
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markets, which should benefit Australian business. Cavan Hogue, Australian 
Ambassador to Thailand, recently argued that there are great opportunities for 
Australian business. Despite encouragement, Australian business continues to 
be cautious. At the same time, little progress appears to have been made on the 
Thai side, with Australia being of limited trade significance. 

Australian investment in Thailand amounted to about A$417 million in 
June 1995, up 5 per cent on the previous twelve months, but representing just 
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Australia's investment relationship with Thailand 
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5 per cent of Australia's total investment in ASEAN. While Thai investment in 
Australia has increased from the minuscule levels of 1992-93, the A$216 million 
investment is just 2.5 per cent of total ASEAN investment in Australia. 

Private-sector organisations such as the Thai-Australian Chamber of 
Commerce and the Australia-Thailand Business Council have played a role in 
promoting investment, as has the official Thailand Board oflnvestment (BOI). 
The BOI organised a number of events in 1996. There has, however, been little 
official encouragement for investment in Australia from other Thai government 
agencies. Individuals have been influential. For example, Chavalit government 
minister Dr Narongchai Akrasanee and the well-known Meechai Viravaidya 
have continued to promote Australia, while media magnate Sondhi Lirnthongkul 
continues to take an interest in Australian business. 

Some important developments for Australian companies in Thailand took 
place in 1996. Perhaps the most important was the Thai government's grant of 
an upgraded banking licence to the National Australia Bank (NAB). The NAB 
was one of seven foreign banks granted a Bangkok International Banking 
Facility, which allows the bank to compete with fully licensed banks in all 
areas except local currency transactions. Other significant business 
developments included the Commonwealth Bank continuing its push to establish 
a presence in Bangkok; BHP's A$240 million investment in a cold-rolled steel 
facility; the Australian Submarine Corporation joint venture to provide patrol 
boats to the Thai navy; a A$50 million joint venture investment by CE Crane; 
and a further expansion of the Australian joint venture, Thai Dairy Industry. 
Interestingly, a 1995 survey of Australian companies already operating in 
Thailand indicated considerable optimism regarding their future and 
profitability. 



Thailand 427 

Australian companies have begun to see Thailand as a potential base for 
expanded operations in Burma, Cambodia and Laos. In 1996, this received a 
setback as the controversial Nam Theun II hydroelectric dam project in Laos, 
involving Australia's Transfield, stumbled. Thailand's Electricity Generating 
Authority, the likely major purchaser of electricity, appeared to lose interest in 
the project as it became further enmeshed in environmental controversy. 

In 1995-96, Thailand ranked as the eighth most popular destination for 
Australian tourists. While the figures are often inconsistent, officially there 
were 81,000 short -term Australian visitors, although Thailand lists more than 
200,000 Australian visitors. Meanwhile, the number of visitors to Australia 
from Thailand has expanded significantly, from about 40,000 in 1993 to more 
than 83,000 in 199 5-96. It was expected that the number would rise to 200,000 
by 2000, if visa rules could be simplified. The Australian Tourist Commission 
has targeted Thailand as a high-priority market. 

As noted above, Australia's assistance program to Thailand began in the 
1950s, and in 1994-95 remained the sixth largest in the Australian program, at 
aboutA$42 million. While the Australian Agency for International Development 
(AusAID) had decided that Thailand's impressive economic growth meant that 
assistance could be reduced, the advent of the Howard government saw a larger 
than expected reduction to just A$26.3 million in 1996/97, a 30 per cent cut 
over 1995-96. 

Of total assistance, some 40 per cent is now allocated to scholarships, and 
8 per cent to education. The remainder is spread between environment 
(15 per cent), agricultural research (9.5 per cent), health and HIV/AIDS 
(7 per cent), community development (7 per cent), and multisectoral and other 
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activities. This major reorganisation of the program saw unusual decisions taken. 
First, the major commitment Australia had to Thailand's NGOs was scrapped, 
just weeks after a favourable review. In this context, the hasty introduction of 
a young professional exchange scheme was ill-considered. Second, the well
publicised Northern AIDS Prevention and Care Programme (NAPAC), a 
community and NGO-based activity, was closed earlier than planned and 
replaced by a Bangkok and hospital-based activity. The European Community, 
while critical of the Australian decision, was likely to take over NAPAC 
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activities. These cuts to NGO and community activities appeared to be contrary 
to stated Howard government policy emphasising poverty and humanitarian 
assistance, and poorly considered in a strategy to 'graduate' Thailand out of 
the assistance program. 

Australian NGOs have continued an active development program, mainly 
focused on rural development and health. Community Aid Abroad has a long 
history of supporting and working with Thai NGOs, and the Overseas Service 
Bureau (OSB), which sends Australian volunteers to work with government 
and NGOs, began its operations in Thailand in 1976. Since then, some 
95 Australians have been placed by OSB, the majority since 1992. This support 
was expanded through the scheme for young professionals. 

Security relations 
As noted above, Australia and Thailand have long-standing military and security 
relations, dating from SEATO. Australia regards Thailand as being within its 
strategic area, and the 1993 Strategic Review and 'Defending Australia 94' 
acknowledged Thailand as a significant country in the region. The Howard 
government, while accepting that there was no current threat to Australia, gave 
defence a high priority. Thailand was seen to be geo-politically important, but 
did not have a high profile in this policy. Nor did the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade give any specific attention to Thailand in its regional survey 
(DFAT 1996). 

There are regular defence meetings and exercises between the two countries, 
and there are regular exchanges of officers and specialist personnel. Combined 
and multilateral exercises have been conducted by all services during 1996. 
Annual exercises include: CHAPEL GOLD, which involves an Australian rifle 
company from Butterworth; Special Forces exercises; the joint naval exercise 
AUSTHAI, held in the Gulf of Thailand; and THAI BOOMERANG, a joint air forces 
exercise at Nakhon Ratchasima. Australia also observes the annual COBRA GOLD 

exercises in Thailand involving Thai and US forces. 

Thailand's security profile 
Total Thai armed forces active: 254,000 consisting of: 

army 150,000 
navy 64,000 
air force 40,000 
reserves: 200,000 

Thailand's defence Bt97 billion/US$3.9 billion (1995) 
expenditure 
Thailand's defence budget 
Australian defence 
cooperation funding 
to Thailand 

Bt1 09 billion/US$4.3 billion (1997) 
A$4.2 million 
(1996-97 forecast outcome) 
A$4.0 million (1997-98 budget est.) 
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Expenditure on defence cooperation with Thailand had a budget of 
A$4.2 million in 1996-97. In the past financial year, 110 Thai armed forces 
personnel received training provided by Australia. The Australian Defence 
Forces School of Languages continues to train five to seven personnel in the 
Thai language each year. There were reported to be 35 service personnel who 
remained proficient in Thai in 1995. 

Immigration 
Thailand has not been a major source of migrants to Australia, and very few 
Australians migrate to Thailand. Generally, only 600-1,000 Thais migrate to 
Australia each year. In 1995-96, there were 736 Thailand-born arrivals in a 
total intake of more than 99,000. This represented a net gain of 632 Thailand
born persons. It is estimated that the Thai community in Australia numbers 
about 10,000 persons. 

Australia-Thailand profile: Migrants and visitors 
Australian residents 73,940 (1994-95) 
visitingThailand 80,753 (1995-96) 

Thai residents visiting 
Australia 

Thai students in Australia 

Permanent settler arrivals 
in Australia 
Permanent net migration 
to Australia 

%of total overseas visits: 3.1% 
77,654 (1994-95) 
83,223 (1995-96) 
% of total overseas visitors: 2.1% 
8,055 (1996) 
%of total students: 5.6% 
736 (1995-96) 
% of total settler arrivals: 0.7% 
632 (1995-96) 
% of total net migration: 0.9% 
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There is a substantial concentration of Thai-born persons in Sydney, where 
a range of facilities are available to them, including clubs, groceries, and various 
media, including Thai-language radio programs and the fortnightly Thai-Oz 
News newspaper. One estimate suggests 20,000 Thai-speakers in Sydney, 
including students, and perhaps also including people who have come from 
Laos. The figure suggests that there may also be a number of illegal immigrants 
from Thailand, apparently including a significant number of women who enter 
on visitor visas and work in prostitution. 

The Howard government's determination to reduce the migrant intake and 
to tighten requirements has caused consternation within the Thai community 
in Australia. For example, a number of critical editorials and stories appeared 
in Thai-Oz News in 1996. Of most significance for the small Thai community 
are the increased restrictions on family reunion and sponsored immigration. 
However, the impact of these changes is more significant when combined with 
the 'race debate', where further immigration restriction reinforced the view 
that racist arguments were having a policy impact. 

Educational, scientific and cultural 
relations 

Education 
As was noted previously, there has been a long association between Thailand 
and Australia in the educational field. Both countries have stressed the 
importance of educational links. This was recognised with the formation of an 
Australian Alumni association in Bangkok in mid-1993, by Department of 
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Overseas students from Thailand, 1996 
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Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA) funding to 
theN ational Thai Studies Centre (NTSC) in 1991, and the establishment of the 
Australian Studies Centre at Kasetsart University in late 1994. Government 
support for the NTSC has, however, been curtailed, meaning that its activities 
have been greatly reduced. Fortunately, in 1996, the ANU agreed to provide 
limited funds to permit the Centre to continue. 

In 1996 there were 8,055 Thais studying in Australia, with 22 per cent in 
higher education, 29 per cent in vocational education, 37 per cent in English 
colleges (ELICOS) and the remainder in schools. Thailand ranks eighth in 
terms of the country of origin of students to Australia. In the higher education 
sector, cooperation continues to expand. Under the University Mobility in Asia 
and the Pacific program, 29 Australian students, from the ANU, Deakin, the 
Queensland University of Technology and the Universities of Adelaide, 
Canberra and Wollongong, undertook study at private and state Thai universities 
in 1996. 

Some 28 Australian universities have agreements with 25 Thai universities 
and colleges. The most recent has been between Griffith University and 
Chulalongkom University, to establish a Thai Studies program. Most of these 
agreements are with state universities in Bangkok, but it is noteworthy that 
links with private universities are expanding, and agreements exist with regional 
universities, including the Prince of Songkhla, Chiangmai, Payap and Khon 
Kaen. 

In recent years this increased cooperation has been formalised under the 
1991 Memorandum of Understanding on Educational and Research 
Cooperation. Since 1993 there have been meetings between senior Thai and 
Australian education officials to discuss and implement the MOU. In 1994, 
DEETYA established an agreement with the Thai Ministry of Education to 
extend this cooperation to the schools and vocational sector. DEETYA placed 
a Counsellor at the Australian Embassy in 1993, and the first offshore Australian 



Thailand 433 

International Education Foundation office was opened in Bangkok in December 
1994. The Foundation's office was officially opened by Princess Sirindhorn in 
Apri11996. 

The Chaiyong Limthongkul Foundation has established the Asia Pacific 
Studies Centre at Central Queensland University's Mackay campus. The 
Foundation continues its support for Thai studies and postgraduates at James 
Cook University. In 1996, the University of New England awarded an Honorary 
Doctorate to a former Australian ambassador to Thailand and permanent 
representative to the UN, Richard Butler. 

The International Development Programme of Australian Universities 
continues to maintain an extensive range of activities in Thailand, including 
the English Language Centre of Australia in Bangkok and an office in 
Chiangmai. 

Sport 
In sport, the Sports Authority of Thailand has signed a cooperative agreement 
with the Australian Institute of Sport, and a group of senior Australian sport 
managers have visited Thailand. A cooperative elite sport development program 
began inApril1994. Sporting contacts between the two countries are expanding, 
with well-knownAustralian professional golfers and boxers taking part in major 
events in Thailand in 1996. In addition, Australian rugby coaches spent three 
weeks in Thailand promoting the sport. 

Cultural relations 
Bilateral relations in the cultural field have been expanding in recent years. 
The Australia Council funds an Australian Art to Asia Project, and this has 
been operating an exchange program since 1990. In 1996, the Australia Council 
supported performances by Circus Oz. State arts organisations have also been 
active in 1996, with the Department of the Arts in Western Australia supporting 
a small exchange program with Thailand, Arts Victoria providing funds for a 
production to tour Thailand, and the Sydney Opera House Trust signing an 
MOU with Thailand's National Cultural Commission. The July opening of 
'Molly's Jump' in Bangkok generated considerable publicity in Australia and 
Thailand. Music media personality Ian Meldrum, with local partners, developed 
Australian and music themes for the club. 

Australian film and television programs continue to be marketed in Thailand 
but, unfortunately, few Thai productions receive attention in Australia. 
Australian-Thai associations exist in most major cities, and hold regular cultural 
events, often coinciding with important dates on the Thai calendar. 

Radio Australia, which ceased shortwave broadcasts to Thailand in 
September 1995, began placing Thai language programs with at least nine local 
radio stations in Thailand, broadcasting to the whole country. Unfortunately, 
this innovative initiative was threatened by the threatened closure of Radio 
Australia in late 1996. 



434 Asia-Australia Survey 1997-98 

The golden jubilee of King Bhumibol Adulyadej to the Thai throne also 
took place in 1996. Australia saw some celebration and official recognition of 
this anniverary. Two Thai Embassy-sponsored receptions were held in Canberra; 
Senator Amanda Vanstone, Minister for Education, Employment, Training and 
Youth Affairs, announced two visiting fellowships for Thai scholars; Alexander 
Downer sent a gift to the King and announced the scheme for young 
professionals; and the University of Canberra awarded the King an honorary 
doctorate in education. 

Science 
In addition to links through universities, scientific links are maintained through 
the CSIRO and the Department of Industry, Science and Technology (DIST). 
The former, which has had contacts with Thailand since the 1960s when it was 
involved in the development of dairy technologies, strengthened its relationship 
by the May 1993 signing of an MOD on research cooperation with the Thailand 
Institute for Scientific and Technological Research. The principal relationships 
between the CSIRO and Thailand are through the organisation's Divisions of 
Forestry, Horticulture, Animal Health and Food Science and Technology and 
its Office of Space Science and Applications and through various Australian 
Centre for International Agricultural Research projects. Interestingly, in 1995, 
DIST announced that Thailand was not a priority country for Australia in science 
and technology, while in 1996 AusAID embarked on a project to support science 
and the environment in Thailand. 

The Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation maintains a 
small program with Thailand, in nuclear medicine and health and safety, and 
has a link with Chiangmai University. In addition, a new three-year bilateral 
Nuclear Technology Project began in mid-1994. The Australian National 
Science and Technology centre has been working with the Bangkok Science 
Centre and exchanges have been discussed. In 1996, they cooperated in the 
IBM Mathematica exhibition in Bangkok, and a smaller exhibition in Trang 
province. 

Outlook 
Relations between Australia and Thailand had been placed on a firm and mature 
footing during the period of the Hawke and Keating Labor administrations. 
While the longer standing issue of divergent policies on Burma remain, the 
Australia-Thailand relationship, like a number of other bilateral relations in 
Asia, saw some problems emerge following the election of the Howard Coalition 
government in March 1996. 

The Howard government has considerable work to do in 1997 if it is to 
convince Thais that it is not a throwback. Its policies towards Asia -
emphasising US involvement in the region, reduced aid, threats to Radio 
Australia, and an apparent emphasis on Europe - when combined with the 
Prime Minister's reluctance to tackle Australian racism, have been difficult for 
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Thais to understand. While political instability in Thailand has meant that the 
Banharn and Chaovalit governments have been focused on domestic issues, 
the Howard government has some fences to mend. 

While economic relations are likely to continue to expand in the medium 
term, the downturn of the Thai economy makes all the more difficult the 
challenge of convincing Australian business that Thailand is a country where 
increased trade and investment will produce good results. Persuading Thai 
investors that Australia has great economic potential remains a difficult, but 
potentially rewarding, task. 

Kevin Hewison 
Department of Asian Languages and Societies 

. University of New England 
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