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Thailand and the Muslim World: Partnership in Progress

“Thailand and the Muslim World: Partnership in Progress”

Special Lecture by
His Excellency Mr. Abhisit Vejjajiva,
Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Thailand

Excellencies, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,

1. | am pleased and honoured to be here at the annual seminar series hosted by the
Institute of Asian Studies of Chulalongkorn University. The main theme of the seminar is on
Muslims in Thailand, and the constructive role of Thai Muslims in society. This is a very
important topic, especially for Thailand, as our millions Muslim brothers and sisfers around

the country are indeed valuable members of our society.

2. One-fourth of the world’s population, or 1.5 bilion people, are Muslim. The Muslim
population is a diverse community spanning the globe. While over fifty countries have
Muslim-majority populations, other groups of believers are clustered in  minority
communities on nearly every continent. And although Islam is often associated with the

Arab world and the Middle East, fewer than 20% of Muslims are Arab--—-most Muslims in

fact live in Asia.

Historical ties
3. If we look at the relations between Thailand and the Muslim world, we would see that

the history can be traced back to the Sukhothai era. Later, during the Ayutthaya era,
Muslims from Persia, Malaya, and Indonesia came fo live in the Kingdom of Siam. Most of
the kings since early times have assigned great importance to cultivating friendly relations
with Muslim countries, which serves as a strong foundation for strengthening friendly
relations, between our governments and between our peoples.

4. As the upholder of dall religions, Thai kings have, since early fimes, granted religious
rights and freedom to Muslims, providing them with assistance while under royal
protection. The title “Chularagjmontri” or “Shaikh al-lslkam” has been bestowed on the

religious leadership since the Ayutthaya period. This importance given o Thai Muslims, as
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the largest minority group in the kingdom, continues to the present day. Thai Muslims
have ancestors from various ethnic groups, some of which are of local origin, but others
of which have immigrated and setftled in various parts of Thailand. These various groups
have played significant roles in Thai politics, economy, civil society, as well as in the
academic circles and the private sector. At present, there are Muslims in both Houses of
Parliament. Some have received important political positions, including a former Speaker
of the House of Representatives who was also Minister of Transportation, a former Minister
of Foreign Affairs who is now ASEAN Secretary-General, a Minister of interior, and an Army

Commander-in-Chief who later became Deputy Prime Minister, and so forth.

Southern Border Provinces

5. In Thailond, the issue of the Southern Border Provinces remains a top priority for the
Government. Thailand’s constitutional guarantees for religious freedom are a practical
redlity, and there is no legal basis for religious discrimination or restriction. In fact, Thai
Muslims in the country live in harmony with Thai Buddhists. The root cause of the problem
lies in the provinces” unique history and cultural identity, the feelings of social and
economic injustice, poverty, and a desire for respect for a better understanding of local
fraditions, way of life, and culture. The Government has therefore taken a development-
led approach, under the philosophy based on His Majesty the King's advice to
“understand, reach out, and develop”. In this regard, we highly appreciate the

understanding of many members Qf the Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC) on

the situation.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Global confext
6. When we think globally, we cannot deny that today, the Muslim world is of great

importance, both in terms of geopolitics and population. Muslim nations are playing a
greater role in various spheres, both politically and economically. The Thai government at
every epoch has recognized the importance of building good relations with the Muslim
world, because we are confident that maintaining good relations is an important
foundation for developing cooperation in politics, economics, frade, society, and culture,
as well as in creating a pluralistic atmosphere of peaceful co-existence for the modern
world. This can be seen through Thailand’s establishment of diplomatic ties with Muslim

nations, where we currently have Ambassadors and Consuls General in 22 iocations, as
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well as through the very strong interest on the part of Thailand in advancing relations in

all dimensions with the Muslim world.

Regional confext
7. Now let us specifically consider the Muslim community in the Southeast Asian region,

which makes up over three-fifths of the total population in the region. In particular,
Indonesia has the largest Muslim population in the world. Mdlaysia is a model for the
modern economic development of Muslim natfions worldwide. The southernmost portion
of Thailand is a cradle of Muslim civilization in the Malay Peninsula, which has flourished
since the pre-colonial period. In other nations of Southeast Asia, even though Muslims
form a small portion of the population, they do play an important role in changing and
developing the political, social, economic, and cultural landscape in each nation. They
also live peacefully with the majority groups of other faiths, under the various political
systems found in each nation.

8. The Muslim nations in the Middle East are especially important because the Middle
East is an economically valuable source of natural resources. It is a source of raw
materials, a labor marketplace, and tourist destination with great potential. This region
has a strong voice on the international stage, and significantly, the Muslim population has
a sense of brotherhood as part of a single Islamic community, or “lslamic Ummah”,
uniting Muslims worldwide, throughout the varied social and cultural contexts of each
nation. Each year, around 13,000 Thai Muslims make their Haijj pilgrimage to Mecca, and
Thailand highly appreciates the facilitation rendered by the Government of Saudi Arabia.
in December of this year, Thalland will also be hosting the 3rd Asia-Middle East Dialogue,
or AMED, to discuss avenues of cooperation. Certainly, the uniqueness of the Muslim

world makes it an important force that Thailand seeks to engage with, both amongst our

peoples and governments.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thailland and the Muslim World

9. Thailand has always maintained a policy of expanding cooperation in all fields with
Muslim nations in various parts of the world, inciuding in Southeast Asia, South Asia, the
Middle East, Central Asia, Africa, and even those in Southern Europe. There have also
been continuous exchanges at many levels between Thailand and Muslim nations. As an
Observer State of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC), Thailand has

successfully employed this framework to develop political and economic relations and
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cooperation with Muslim nations. For example, we have encouraged cooperation in
energy by proposing the idea of an ‘dllied partnership’ with Oman. ran has proposed
joint investment to produce halal foods in Thailand. We have expanded cooperation
regarding commercial flights and investment in the tfourism indusiry in Bangladesh. In
general, we have developed more efficient mechanisms for meefings of joint
commissions between Thailand and many Muslim nations. These are only a few examples

of how we are improving the efficiency of our cooperative activities.

Complemeniary economic pofential

10. At the region-to-region level, change is currently taking place in world politics and
economic geography. This implies that Southeast Asia and the Middle East both need to
find allies and strategic partners for the “new economy”, in order to strengthen each
region. There is a complementary economic potential. We can together explore ways to
mutually benefit from the free frade agreements we have with third countries, and use
each other as stepping stones for frade and investment. The cultivation of such a strong
relationship must also be based on increased interaction in economic, social, and
cultural dimensions at the levels of governments, the private sector, and civil society. This
will promote understanding between the two regions in various dimensions, which will in

turn strengthen relationships in the political dimension.

Energy cooperation
11. As an important source of energy, the Middle East is undoubtedly an important

region for Thailand in terms of energy security. For many years, Thais have explored and
produced petroleum in several Middle Eastern countries. Such activities began in 2002
between Thailand and Oman, when Thailand’s PTT Exploration and Production Public
Company Limited (PTTEP) obtained a license from the Omani government for exploration
and production in areas with high potential as petroleum sources. Later, in the year 20095,
similar cooperation was inifiated between Thailand and Iran, with the signing of a
concession agreement between PTIEP and Iran’s Ministry of Petroleum for exploration
and production of petroleum. Then in 2006, PTTEP obtained a license for exploration and
production of petroleum in Egypt, and in 2007, cooperation with Bahrain was initiated in
a similar manner.

12. Thailand invests in the exploration and production of petroleum in various countries of
the Middle East in order to be a supplier for Thailand’s energy reserves. The expansion of
this new type of cooperation is not only a measure to address the oil price crisis or to

ensure energy security for Thailand. It also propels Thailand forward fowards becoming a
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future energy trading hub. This is a very important strafegy regarding energy. which will

benefit our nation in terms of economic development.

Trade and investment
13. In terms of economic cooperation, Thailand has extensive relations with  Muslim

nations. Such cooperation is continually expanding, as can be seen from the 57%
increase in trade between Thailand and Middle Eastern nations in 2008, at a total value
of over 37.5 billion US doliars. Investment cooperation between Thailand and the Muslim
world in terms of investment still has room to grow, both in terms of guantity or scope. For
this reason, Thailand is finding ways to further expand frade and investment and to
increase business connections with Muslim countries.

14. One potential area is healthcare. Thailand’s healthcare service, in particular, has
brought many patients from the GCC countries to Thailand each year fo receive medical
check-ups and freatments. We are proud that Thai hospitals such as Bumrungrad,
Phyathai and Bangkok hospitals are weli-known in the GCC. As such, the Thai private
sector in this area is ready and wiling to increase cooperation with their countferparts,

particularly in the management of hospitals.

Halaf
15. An area of concemn is food security, which is an issue that is of great importance not

only fo Thailand and Muslim countries, buf to the entire world. Thailand, as the world’s
number one rice exporter, reaffims our readiness fo work with all partners to enhance
global food security. Recognising the GCC's strategic location as a logistics hub, we are
establishing a Thai Distribution Center (TDC) for Thai foods and products in Bahrain. In
Thailand, the Government has encouraged production and export of halal products and
foods to Muslim consumers around the world. The large Muslim population worldwide
consumes halal products and foods, with a fotal value of around 100 billion US dollars per
year. This is considered a very high market value. There is, however, still potential for
Thailand to export more halal food products, considering its strengths in the agricultural
sector. This sector has the potential to supply such market, and it can have a greater
share of the world food market than at present.

16. One method that should be useful in helping Thailand tfo obtain a greater market
share in the halal food market is to cooperate with neighboring Muslim nations of
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Brunei Darussalam. Al the same time, Thailand must gain

international confidence on production standards for various halal goods and products.
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17. Indeed, Thailand is ready to open a wider door for increased irade wﬁh Muslim
nations, which will benefit every sector in Thailand. Thailand also has crganisations that
can provide support in terms of knowledge and technology, such as the Halal Science
Center at Chulalongkorn University. Various Thai businesses are prepared for investment
from Muslims countries, including hospital and health care businesses, the finance sector,
and the food industry. We also have organisations to facilitate such investments, such as

the Islamic Bank of Thailand.

People-fo-people exchange
18. In addition to economic and trade issues, Thailand also values social and cultural

cooperation with the Muslim world. The goadl is to foster deep understanding by means of
cultural exchanges and various projects on people-to-people diplomacy. including the
promotion of cooperation in terms of education, expansion of interactions and
networking, exchanges in terms of mass media, and other activities.

19. So based on a foundation of long-standing amicable relations and increasing
cooperation, Thailand and the Muslim world should further develop their reiationship to
the level of establishing a “partnership” that will lead to planning and implementing
efficient and sustainable cooperation in the future.

20. In closing. | wouid underline that there are clearly many areas of complementarities
between Thalland and our Muslim friends across the globe. There are numerous
opportunities for us fo work together. Let us start now, by building this partnership
together, and let us bring forward mufual benefits and prosperity for our peoples.

Thank you and Sawasdee Krub.
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