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Thailand 

Not so risky business begs beyond! 
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the Bangkok border 
By KEVIN HEWISON 

WHEN Australian business looks to 
Thailand, like most foreign investors 
their gaze seldom extends beyond 
Bangkok. 

This is understandable, as Bangkok is 
a big market, hosting the main sea port 
and airport, all of the foreign embassies, 
ministries and facilities business usually 
wants. 

Provincial Thailand has been avoided, 
even by Bangkokians, seen as a back
water, relatively primitive and even 
dan~rerous. 

Economic statistics demonstrate the 
peripheral nature of the provinces. 
Bangkok, with just 16 per cent of the 
total population, is responsible for al
most 50 per cent of GDP, whereas two
thirds of the population is in the provin
ces of the north, north east and south, 
but produces only a third of GDP. As 
much as three-quarters of all invest
ment still goes into the area surround
ing Bangkok. 
It has indeed made good business 

sense to focus on Bangkok. However, 
that logic is changing rapidly. 

Big Bangkok-based business is looking 
to the provinces for business opportuni
ties. Provincial business has expanded 
rapidly in the past 15 years and is re-

markably sophisticated and well capital- les, but a profile can be drawn. The new · 
ised. The main provincial centres now generation of provincial business people 
boast excellent facilities, from first- are mostly males in their early 40s to 
class hotels to excellent international mid-50s, and overwhelmingly of Chinese 
communications and good roads and or Sino-Thai background. This is a com
transport. mon trait of business people in Thai-

In addition, the provinces are being land, where the capitalist class is 
promoted within Thailand as invest- predominantly of Chinese descent. 
ment springboards into developing mar- • While the first generations of business 
kets in the growth triangles and circles. people were_ poorly educated, the new 
encompassing China, Burma, Indo- generation is well-educated by any 
china, northern Malaysia and Sumatra. measure, with the majority having com-

Foreign investors are just beginning to 
take notice of the potential for invest
ment in the provinces and into regional 
markets. To further develop this poten
tial, Thailand's Board of Investment has 
expanded the incentives for investment 
outside Bangkok and the core provinces. 

Like investment in Thailand generally, 
where Australian business has been 
somewhat slow compared with the Japa
nese, Koreans and even Americans, 
moving into the provinces is seen as too 
difficult or risky. After all, business in 
Thailand is highly personalised, and lit
tle is known about provincial business, 
the people who run it or the way it oper
ates. So who are they? 

Few studies have been completed, and 
these are usually based on small samp-
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Investment 
springboards 

pleted university. They have often re
ceived this education in Bangkok, but 
they remain "locals", investing their 
wealth in their province. and region, 
speaking local dialects - although En
glish is becoming the second business 
language, challenging Chinese - and 
raising their families locally. 

Businesses in the provinces are gener- , 
ally built on reinvested capital or fi
nance raised through strategic alliances ' 
with other local businesses. The reason 
for this is that commercial banks have 



not emphasised provincial lending until regional developments, where local bust
relatively recently, and local business ness sees that they have the advantage 
has not had access to overseas funds or of proximity, but often lack the business 
the stock market. This also means there skills for what is international business. 
is great diversification in their invest- In this situation, the new generation of 
ments, from trade and real estate to en- provincial businesses are well primed to 
tertainment and hotels to manufactur- link with foreign investors. At present, 
ing. however, these people appear to have 

Interestingly, as the electoral system developed few links. In fact, when quizz
develops further, local business people ed, these business people say that 
have become increasingly interested in Australians could be a potential ally, not 
engaging with political institutions and, being seen as voracious like the Japa
realising that most MPs are returned by nese or Koreans, having been involved. 
rural voters, have been increasingly as- in many well-intentioned development 
sertive. The majority of elected politici- projects in rural Thailand, and having 
ans, at every level of the system, are ·an excellent reputation in Indochina. 
business people, and in the provinces, All point to the Friendship Bridge in 
local business is now very influential. Nongkhai as an example of what 

Interestingly, at a time when provin- Australians can do. 
cial business people are becoming eco- But business in the provinces is not 
nomically and politically powerful, their the pot of gold at the end of the provin
Iocal dominance is being challenged. cial rainbow. There are problems to be 
Bangkok business, bold and big, is mov- considered and overcome. Many in the 
ing on to what the locals considered older generation of provincial business 
their turf, raising competition to a people control illegal businesses, and 
higher level. can only be called gangsters. These 

One response has been to make alii- "mafia", as the Thais call them, made 
ances with the interlopers but, as one their money through connections to the 
business leader put it, this is like swim- military aud in mining, logging, gam
ming with crocodiles and one will even- • bling, prostitution and smuggling, These 
tually be eaten. Another challenge is in men have close links to powerful politi-

cal figures, and can buy and sell MPs. In 
many provincial centres, their influence 
is difficult to avoid. 

Another problem is that provincial 
business people are often better at spec
ulation than productive investment. The 
nature of their funding means that 
many of them have bad a short-term in
vestment outlook, being more interested 
in quick profits than in making a long
term commitment. Provincial business· 
is still not entering the manufacturing 
sector in a concerted manner, and yet 
the regions offer great potential. 

Finally, the provinces are still the cen
tres of highly exploitative relationships 
in Thai society: wages are low, farmers 
and labourers have limited power and 
are exploited, HIV 1 AIDS rates are surg
ing, the environment has been severely. 
depleted in many parts, the military is 
still very powerful in some parts, politi
cal activity is often blunt and raw rather 
than sophisticated, and corruption is a 
constant issue. Australian business will 
need to approach these with consider
able knowledge and finesse. 
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in Asian languages and societies at the Uni
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