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Clustering
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Local reach
Discussion on Youth involvement

in empowering financial literacy
for Thai SMEs

By
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Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are crucial to Thailand’s economy.
They comprise 99.5% of businesses, employ nearly 70% of the workforce, and contribute
almost 40% of the GDP as of 2021 (Junyakhajorn, 2023). Recognising their significance,
Thailand has implemented policies, organisations, and incentives to support SME growth. These
efforts aim to enhance competitiveness, foster innovation, and integrate SMEs into global
supply chains, ensuring they remain vital drivers of economic prosperity and job creation in

the country.

On July 15th 2024, the Macroeconomic Policy Division
of the Fiscal Policy Office (FPO) and the Finance and Fiscal
Journal organised a Local Reach Interview Programme.
The FPO had the honour of having Mr. Tanont Korapintanont,
a recent Chulalongkorn University graduate and the founder
of Impvest, an enterprise that interests many due to its

visionary outlook to benefit Thai society.

Mr. Tanont Korapintanont
Impvest founder
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1. Background and Introduction to Impvest

Impvest is a youth-led non-profit social enterprise
focused on enhancing the growth and sustainability of Thai
SMEs through knowledge enhancement and improved access
to financial resources. The name “Impvest” derives from E
“impact investing,” a globally recognised approach that seeks imp\/est
to generate social and financial returns from investments
a concept that is gaining traction in Thailand thanks to initiatives

like Impvest.

Mr. Korapintanont’s journey into social entrepreneurship was
catalysed by his involvement in case competitions addressing critical
issues such as agricultural debt reduction, where he achieved success.
This experience ignited his passion for contributing meaningfully to Thai
society, prompting him to integrate his academic learnings and practical
insights gained during internships at institutions like the Fiscal Policy
Office (FPO).

Recognising SMEs’ pivotal role in Thailand’s economy,
Mr. Korapintanont identified a crucial gap in the support ecosystem
for these businesses. Through extensive research, he uncovered
the myriad challenges SMEs face and saw an opportunity for
university students to leverage their theoretical knowledge and
innovation skills to address real-world business challenges.
This realisation inspired him to establish Impvest, aiming to
create a platform where students could apply classroom
theories practically and collaborate directly with SMEs key

drivers of economic vitality in Thailand.

By bridging the gap between academia and industry,
Impvest empowers SMEs with tailored guidance and resources
and nurtures a new generation of socially conscious leaders.
The organisation serves as a conduit for innovative ideas and
sustainable practices, fostering synergies between students
and SMEs that benefit both parties and contribute to Thailand’s

broader socioeconomic development.

o
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2. Why help Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)?

SMEs play a vital role in Thailand’s economy, contributing around 40% to the GDP and
constituting approximately 99.5% of all businesses in the country. Despite their significant
presence, SMEs face a landscape influenced by various economic factors, as outlined in
Krungsri’s Thailand Industry Outlook 2024-2026. While the overall economic outlook appears
positive for the coming years, challenges such as high household debt pose concerns.
This debt burden could potentially dampen consumer spending and investment, impacting SMEs

that rely on robust domestic demand.

In specific sectors like construction, SMEs encounter challenges due to the competitive
advantage held by larger contractors capable of aggressive bidding. This dynamic makes
revenue streams unpredictable for SMEs dependent on subcontracting from major players.
Similarly, in the real estate sector, SME developers face intensified competition in securing
financing and managing construction costs, particularly as major developers increasingly focus

on regional markets.

Moreover, SMEs grapple with issues like high debt loads, steep interest rates on loans,
and a rise in informal borrowing practices. These factors collectively elevate borrowing costs
and strain businesses’ capacity to service debts effectively. To navigate these challenges
successfully, there is a critical need for comprehensive education and guidance tailored to

the specific needs of Thai SMEs.

Mr. Korapintanont advocates for a proactive approach to equip SMEs
with the skills and tools necessary to thrive in a competitive market
environment. Embracing technological advancements such as artificial
intelligence (Al), exploring new market segments, and adapting to evolving
consumer behaviours are identified as crucial strategies. Enterprises like
Impvest play a pivotal role in this ecosystem by bridging the gap between

SMEs and opportunities that can propel their growth and sustainability.

By fostering an environment where SMEs can innovate, acquire
new capabilities, and access strategic support, Thailand can bolster
the resilience and competitiveness of its SME sector. Empowering SMEs
to navigate economic challenges and seize emerging opportunities not only
enhances their individual prospects but also contributes to broader

economic growth and stability in Thailand.
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3. A deeper dive into Impvest

Impvest is pivotal in supporting Thai SMEs through three

key dimensions: consultation, academy, and innovation.

Firstly, Impvest focuses on providing expert consultation
to SMEs. An illustrative example of their impact is their
collaboration with the Bangkok municipality to advise SMEs
within the “Talat Noi community”. Additionally, Impvest partnered
with SSPP Capitals, a venture capital firm, to offer guidance
to companies associated with SME development banks.
These collaborations have broadened perspectives and

stimulated innovative ideas for future applications.

Secondly, through its academy initiatives, Impvest
empowers SMEs by expanding their knowledge base.
They create online content and organise seminars such as boot
camps to enhance financial literacy and investment acumen.
These sessions feature influential guest speakers sharing their
firsthand insights and business strategies, offering invaluable

learning opportunities for aspiring entrepreneurs and SME

owners.

Thirdly, Impvest emphasises innovation as a cornerstone for SMEs to adapt to the
rapidly evolving business landscape. They have dedicated efforts to develop an Al platform
that aids SMEs in creating compelling content, captions, and visuals for effective communication
with their target audiences. This technological advancement underscores Impvest’s commitment

to enhancing operational efficiency and market competitiveness for the SMEs they support.
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In terms of industry focus, Impvest has notably assisted businesses within the Fast-Moving
Consumer Goods (FMCG) sector, particularly in food-related industries. Examples include
consultancy services provided to Potato Corner and collaboration with Yindii, a food delivery

app addressing food waste challenges.

Despite their successes, Impvest acknowledges and addresses challenges encountered
in their journey. One significant hurdle has been aligning SMEs’ operational goals with
feasible outcomes, requiring tailored support to clearly visualise and articulate short-term and
long-term objectives. Furthermore, introducing innovative strategies sometimes necessitates
overcoming resistance from SME management accustomed to traditional practices. Impvest
mitigates these challenges through personalised guidance, effective communication strategies,

and continuous knowledge-sharing efforts.

In summary, Impvest’s multifaceted approach of
consultation, academy programs, and innovation initiatives
underscores its commitment to empowering Thai SMEs. Impvest
plays a crucial role in enabling SMEs to thrive in a competitive
market environment while addressing contemporary challenges
and opportunities by fostering knowledge enhancement,

technological adoption, and strategic guidance.

4. Key drivers for SMEs in Thailand

The key drivers for SMEs in Thailand can be divided into four main categories and steps: |

knowledge, technology, data, and access to investment.

Step 1: Thailand’s small and medium enterprises (SMEs) can significantly benefit from
knowledge provided through seminars on investment management and access strategies such
as those offered by Impvest. These seminars aim to identify areas for improvement and provide
essential guidance. By offering free seminars, initiatives like these seek to empower SMEs
with knowledge on locating and managing investments. The goal is to facilitate more accessible

access to crucial information sources vital for SME growth and sustainability.

Step 2: Embracing technological innovations can significantly enhance accounting and
data analysis efficiency while reducing operational costs. For instance, leveraging software
solutions developed by startups in Thailand enables SMEs to streamline their financial
management. Moreover, integrating Artificial Intelligence (Al) for data forecasting further
enhances decision-making capabilities, allowing businesses to anticipate market trends and

plan more effectively.
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Step 3: Effective data analysis is essential for SMEs to understand their financial
standing and operational efficiency. It involves comprehending the structure of their budgets
and benchmarking against industry standards. Ensuring sufficient cash flow is often overlooked,

yet crucial for sustaining business operations and growth.

Step 4: Accessing sources of investment remains paramount for SMEs looking to expand.
Businesses can stimulate growth and profitability by leveraging investments to procure
organisations and fund operational expansions. Today, public and private organisations offer
various avenues such as loans, venture capital, and private equity, providing SMEs with

diverse options tailored to their needs and growth stages.

These steps outline a comprehensive approach to empowering SMEs in Thailand.
From enhancing knowledge through seminars on investment management and leveraging
technology for efficiency gains to effectively analysing financial data and accessing diverse
sources of investment, these strategies collectively support SMEs in navigating and thriving in

today’s competitive business landscape.
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5. Future: New generation and technology

As a forward-thinking individual,
Mr. Korapintanont recognises the importance
of leveraging insights from Generation Z’s
behaviour and technological advancements to
benefit SMEs. Understanding the shifts in social
media behaviour and preferences among Gen Z
can offer valuable perspectives and new ideas
for enhancing experiences for juniors, seniors,
and peers within the same field or across

different universities.

Incorporating technologies such as Al
into daily operations is crucial for modernising
SME practices. By bridging the gap between
generations, Mr. Korapintanont aims to educate
older SME owners on applying new technologies
that are second nature to the younger generation.
This approach not only improves operational
efficiency but also introduces innovative ways
to manage, account, market, and analyse data,
thereby reducing costs and enhancing

competitiveness on a global scale.

Participating in case competitions focusing
on social impact is a commendable starting point
for those aspiring to start a startup or initiate
a club similar to Mr. Korapintanont’s vision.
These platforms not only foster creativity and
problem-solving skills but also encourage the
development of ideas that can positively impact
society. Joining clubs and activity groups aligned
with personal interests further enriches one’s
entrepreneurial journey by providing networking

opportunities and shared learning experiences.

e
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Emphasising the importance of purpose
and leveraging one’s generational perspective
is key. Identifying a clear goal and understanding
how new technologies can be harnessed to
achieve that goal is fundamental. Whether
creating innovative solutions for SMEs or
pursuing social entrepreneurship, the focus
should be leveraging knowledge and technology
to benefit others in diverse ways and through

various channels.

Ultimately, by embracing technology as
a strategic tool and nurturing a mindset geared
towards social impact, individuals like
Mr. Korapintanont can inspire positive change
within SMEs. This holistic approach addresses
current challenges and paves the way for
sustainable growth and adaptation in an

increasingly dynamic business environment.

o

M5E15A5ISUANSASS (E-Book) T 36 atfufi 119 lasunadl 4 9 2567



6. Summary

Impvest, a youth-led social enterprise, dedicated to empowering Thai small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) through knowledge enhancement and expanded access to
financial resources. Founded by Mr. Korapintanont, a graduate of Chulalongkorn University,
Impvest bridges academic insights and practical business needs through consultation,
educational seminars, and innovative tools like Al-driven platforms. By focusing on knowledge
acquisition, technological integration, data-driven decision-making, and investment attraction,
Impvest equips SMEs with the requisite tools to excel in a competitive marketplace.
The organisation also emphasises leveraging Generation Z’s technological affinity to modernise

SME practices and drive sustainable growth.

Finally, we would like to express our sincere gratitude to Dr. Norabajra Asava-vallobh,

Executive Editor, and the entire fiscal and finance journal team, including Mr. Mayoon Boonyarat,

Mr. Chaiwat Hanpitakpong, and Ms. Kanta Sooksatra, for this exceptional opportunity.
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Executive Summary

e In 2019, Chinese tourists accounted for 27.6% of Thailand’s 40 million visitors, contributing
to 3.2% of the country’s GDP alone. However, as of 2023, Chinese visitors constitute only

11.2% of total visitors, far below pre-pandemic levels.

e The tourism sector’s decline has led to job losses and reduced economic activity across

multiple industries, affecting Thailand’s GDP growth.

e Thailand has tried to recoup momentum through various initiatives, i.e. the free-visa policy

and BCG model for sustainable tourism.

e Measures should be taken to stimulate Thailand’s economic growth through tourism, for
example, leveraging social media to promote varied destinations, providing tourism payout,

etc.
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Introduction

As the world slowly recovers from the repercussions of COVID-19, the economy’s
recovery is more volatile than ever. Thailand, known as the “Land of Smiles”, has always
heavily relied on tourism as a cornerstone of its economy. In pre-COVID conditions of 2019,
11.5% of Thailand’s GDP was generated by the tourism sector alone, underscoring the importance
of tourism to Thailand’s economy. Particularly, Chinese tourists were the driving force in
Thailand’s tourism boom: of approximately 40 million tourists in 2019, 10.9 million were
Chinese— 27.6% of the total- the most of all countries, and greater than some regions,

such as Europe [Refer to Figure 1].

The rich tourism offers

Thailandexclusiveopportunities,

Singapore
2.6%

such as diversifying and

Malaysia
10.7% increasing the number of jobs
Others United States
36.4% 41% and the overall local economy.
The increased demand for
Europe various industries fosters
the growth of many small and
medium-sized enterprises.
Subsequently, this influx of
tourism-related activities
- creates a multiplier effect in

Figure 1 : Overview of Thailand Tourist Nationalities (%) in 2019
**Information calculated by the Fiscal Policy Office, data gathered by the Ministry

the economy, perpetuating

robust, reliable cycles of

of Tourism and Sports

economic activity. This includes direct impacts, like more sources for GDP growth, more tax
revenue, and foreign exchange earnings; but also indirect impacts, like increased supply chain
demand, increased infrastructure development, and enhanced appeal for foreign investment.
Consequently, the regulations enforced to mitigate the widespread disease of COVID-19
significantly impacted these industries and slowed Thailand’s economic growth. In 2023,
while the total number of tourists has rebounded back to approximately 28 million,
the recovery of the number of Chinese tourists has been notably slower, constituting only
11.2% of total visitors— a stark contrast compared to their numbers to 2019 pre-pandemic

[Refer to Figure 2].

s
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Singapore
3.3%
Malaysia
14.7%

) United States

45 5% 4.1%
Europe
8.9%
China
11.2%
-

Figure 2 : Overview of Thailand Tourist Nationalities (%) in 2023
**Information calculated by the Fiscal Policy Office, data gathered by the Ministry

of Tourism and Sports

As a result, the dramatic
reduction in tourist arrivals has
caused widespread job losses
in the tourism sector. Referring
to Figure 3, the impact of
these job losses is evident.
Pre-pandemic employment
in the tourism sector was over
4.3 million people, dropping
to 3.9 million in 2020, and as
of 2022, recovering to 4.1 million
employees. This illustrates
the direct impact of COVID-19
on the livelihoods of citizens,
wherein many had to be laid
off for companies to stay afloat,

or their companies had to close

operations.

'
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Figure 3 : umber of People (in Millions) Directly and Indirectly Employed in Industries
Affected by Tourism (2018-2022)
**Data gathered by the Ministry of Tourism and Sports

In terms of macroeconomics, this unemployment creates a cascading effect on suppliers,
service providers, and local businesses or SMEs. Overall, this means people, on average, have
less income, less spending power, and less economic spending to stimulate Thailand’s GDP.
Moreover, the decline in tourism means less money is entering Thailand from foreign sources,
especially from key markets like China; ultimately, stunting economic growth. This implies that
tourism is a factor causing Thailand’s slow GDP growth of 2.6%, compared to the IMF’s
prediction of growth for developing economies at 4.2%. As such, returning China’s tourism
rates to pre-pandemic levels will help quicken GDP growth. The following written briefing will
explore the reasoning behind the sluggish recovery of Chinese tourist numbers post-pandemic,

discuss its economic implications, and evaluate possible strategies.

Analysis of Chinese Tourism Pre-Pandemic
Prior to COVID-19, spanning from 2016 .

125

- 2017 2018 2019 == == Average

to 2019, Chinese tourists exhibited distinct

1 =eo s

seasonal patterns in their visits to Thailand,

075 e

resembling waves that are characterized by

0.5

0.25

peaks and troughs in tourist arrivals. Depicted

by Figure 4, the average (black dotted line) 9@@@ F P ‘“@i«‘*‘“@ d}d@ﬁiﬁ‘@é

Mumber of Chinese Tourists (in Millions)

illustrates two general distinctive peak periods Year

of Chinese tourism: February, and July to “*~

Figure 4 : Number of Chinese Tourists (in Millions) per Month
Pre—Pandemic (2016-2019)
immediately after, evidenced by the immediate  *#nformation calculated by the Fiscal Policy Office, data

August; whilst, the least visited seasons came

decline in September to November. gathered by the Ministry of Tourism and Sports

'
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These peaks and troughs
all coincide with major festivals
and school breaks in China,
driving annual patterns in
outbound travel to Thailand.
Particularly, February marks
the period of Chinese New
Year. This signifies a time of
cultural importance where
families reunite and partake in
traditions, stimulating a surge
with families driven for cultural
exchange, seeking to travel and
leisure abroad. Similarly, the July
to August peaks aligns with
China’sschoolsummerholidays,
the only time when families can
bring their children for a vacation
together, driving another
stream of tourism to Thailand.
The period immediately after
in September to November
symbolizes the start of the
school year, thereby reducing
the availability for families to
travel together, creating a low

season for tourism.

Impacts of COVID-19 on Chinese Tourism,

and Current Situation

Thailand was no exception to the impact of COVID-19
on tourism, despite the immense attraction Thailand has as
a travel destination. The onset of COVID-19 in early 2020
brought unprecedented challenges and drastic declines in
tourism levels. The lockdown was announced in April 2020,
and Thailand implemented policies such as full national scale
lockdowns, restricting any international travel, and only relaxed
these measures in October 2020, requiring a mandated
14-day quarantine regulation for all international travelers.
This was further continued into 2021, with unfaltering continuous
waves, leading to prolonged regulations'. As a consequence,
the number of tourists significantly dropped in the year 2020,
with a total of 6.7 million travelers, most traveled before
the lockdowns. This drop continued into 2021, with a total of
420 thousand travelers [Refer to Figure 5]. However,
there are signs of a rebound in the tourism sector with
the gradual easing of travel restrictions, vaccination campaigns,
and the introduction of travel bubbles. By 2023, Thailand has
successfully reattracted 28 million tourists, and it is predicted
that in 2024 the number of international arrivals will be up to
35.7 million, just approximately 4.2 million short of 2019,

or pre-pandemic levels.

1 https://gh.bmj.com/content/6/7/e006178
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MNumber of Tourists {In Millions)

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 20241

Year
-

Figure 5 : Number of Tourists (in Millions) per Year (2016-2023), and Prediction for 2024
**Information calculated by the Fiscal Policy Office, data gathered by the Ministry of

Tourism and Sports

As such, it can be inferred that Chinese tourists have slowly returned in 2021 with only
0.1% of the pre-pandemic tourists returning, signifying that Chinese tourism has not returned
to normal [Refer to Fig 6]. In the year 2023, tourist rates were still 32.0% of the year 2019-
from 11 million to 3.5 million tourists. This fell short of Thailand’s aimed arrivals of 4 million
tourists in 2023%. In contrast, other neighboring countries such as Malaysia have now sprung
back and even exceeded their pre-pandemic tourist rates— Malaysia rebounding to 108.3%
tourists from pre-pandemic, and Indonesia being 107.4%. This is a significantly larger

proportion when compared to the recovery of Chinese tourism.

2 https://www.china-briefing.com/news/china-and-thailand-to-waive-visa-requirements-
permanently-from-march/#:~:text=China%20and%20Thailand%20have % 20agreed,in%20their% 20
respective %20tourism%20sectors.

A possible reason for

Year aysia the slow return of Chinese
2019 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% tourists may be due to
2020 14.0% 12.0% 14.5% 11.4% the zero-covid policy that
2021 0.4% 0.6% 0.1% 0.1% was imposed in China. China’s
2022 32.7% 57.7% 45.6% 2.4% goal in 2022 was to keep their
2023 107.4% 97.2% 108.3% 32.0% COVID-19 cases as close to

-_

Figure 6 : Number of Tourists per Year (%) Compared to Pre-Pandemic (2019)

**Information calculated by the Fiscal Policy Office, data gathered by the Ministry of

Tourism and Sports

zero as possible. To attain this
goal, China implemented mass
testing, stringent quarantine

for patients, and strict
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lockdowns across entire cities . In cities that are not as strict, residents had to go through
repeating tests and limitations placed upon traveling, decreasing their appeal towards
traveling. Thus, while other countries freely traveled internationally, Chinese people were

restricted and focused on reducing COVID-19 cases.

To further reinforce this statement, CNN is now publishing news on the soaring airfares
across Asia including China to Thailand’s flight. In February of 2022, all airfares within
the region were now 33% higher than what it was last year, and some were up to twice
the amount . This was a result of the increase in oil prices, labor shortages, and the post-
pandemic recovery which has not been stabilized. Moreover, the Chinese government has also
restricted the issuing of new passports in early 2020, blocking Chinese citizens from going
abroad. In other cases, police have ordered their local citizens to hand over their passports

promising a return once the pandemic was over .

Another factor could be due to China’s struggling economy, as their old economic
model has been underpinned by the heavy infrastructure and real estate market that is
collapsing. Ultimately, this led to weak consumer demand and high unemployment rates that
aggravated economic downturns. In 2021, China’s unemployment rates were recovering from
the initial COVID lockdown, rebounding from a rate of 6.2% down to 4.9%. However, by April
2022, unemployment rates surged to their highest level since the lockdown, reaching 6.1%.
Additionally, consumer confidence, an index that reflects the public's future outlook on
the economy, has been pessimistic. As of April 2022, China scored 86.7 points of 200,
indicating doubt in their economy, never recovering above 100 since then, peaking in March

2023 at 94.9 points. Compared with pre-COVID measures, which were consistently around

120 points, signifying a drop in people’s disposable income, as well as willingness to spend

o
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money on discretionary activities . Therefore, fewer individu-
als feel secure enough to justify the expense of international
travel, including trips to Thailand, leading to less tourism in

Thailand.

The weakened Chinese Yuan has further exacerbated
this issue, making international travel less affordable.
According to Google Finances® , the Chinese Yuan was
strongest during the middle of June 2022— with 1 CNY equal
to 5.43 THB- however, its value has depreciated ever to 5.07
THB. This is due to the zero-covid restrictions on China’s
economy resulting in CNY being weaker, whilst THB was
stronger as a result of the country reopening. This suggests
that a contributing factor to why the tourist numbers have not
significantly recovered to their pre-pandemic state is due to
how traveling is more expensive and less desirable, including

to destinations like Thailand.

3 https://www.google.com/finance/quote/CNY-THB ?sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2a-
hUKEwia4-GdpPuGAXUMTWCcHHYIXBGkQmYOJegQIFRAW&window=MAX

Policies and Initiatives

Ultimately, China and Thailand are now taking
the initiative to improve tourism rates for both countries and
the benefit of their respective tourism sectors. Recently, the
two countries have just agreed to implement a permanent
visa-free entry policy starting from March 2024. This idea
originated from their September 2023 agreement to allow
visa-free entry for up to 30 days for Thai and Chinese citizens.
This agreement would expire in February 2024, however, the
response to this agreement was overall positive. Over 22
thousand Chinese tourists arrived in Thailand within the first

two days of the visa waiver.* Therefore, a decision has been

4 https://www.china-briefing.com/news/china-and-thailand-to-waive-
visa-requirements-permanently-from-march/#:~:text=China%20and %20
Thailand%20have%20agreed,in%20their%20respective % 20tourism %20
sectors.

made between the two

countries to permanently
implement free-visa. This
agreement between the two
countries showcases China’s
desire to embrace mutual
benefits between neighboring

countries.

In light of COVID-19,
Thailand has also reopened
with more sustainable tourism.
This reopening is aimed to be
a creative way to implement
the new-normal directions
while still providing safe and
sustainable travel. This fits
under Thailand’s BCG model,
also known as the Bio-
Circular-Green Economy
announced in January 2021.
This initiative announced after
COVID-19 has been centered

around stimulating growth from

o
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high disposable income tourists and more niche market sectors:
wellness, gastronomy, cultural, and sports tourism. Furthermore,
this initiative also helps enhance the lives of local farmers to
improve the environment and strengthen tourist sustainability.
The model for different tourism sectors such as hospitality to
start sourcing from local communities has also helped gener-

ate more charitable income for these communities.

Competition for Chinese Tourism

However, as of recently, Chinese citizens have been
preferring domestic travel over international travel. In February
2024, during Chinese New Year, the Chinese Ministry of
Culture and Tourism reported that there were an estimated
474 million domestic trips taken, a 34% increase from 2023
and a 19% increase from pre-pandemic 2019. This is a result
of the Chinese government’s economic recovery strategy,
promoting domestic tourism to make up for the loss in foreign
tourism. Mainly, this is through promoting various initiatives
such as subsidies, discounts, and enhanced infrastructure,

which make traveling a more affordable experience.’

Moreover, according to Trip.com, a travel service

provider, the top 5 destinations for Chinese tourists in 2023

A https://www .bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-68982645
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are Thailand, Singapore,
Malaysia, Cambodia, and
Indonesia. The number of
air tickets booked during
the Lunar New Year from
mainland China to Southeast
Asia has increased by 864%
from 2022. However, taking
a closer look, a lot of Chinese
tourists are now traveling
outside of Thailand. This is
noticed by the extremeincrease
inyear-on-yeartravelbookings.
Mainland China to Singapore
has increased by 499%,
Malaysia increased by 584%,
and Cambodia increased ten-
fold. However, Thailand has
only increased 101% year-on-

year.® Therefore, Chinese

6 https://www.trip.com/newsroom/
trip—com-group-border-reopening-
bookings-boosted-by-lunar-new-
vear—demand/#:~:text=The %20
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tourists may now be drawn to other Southeast Asian countries, with more significant increas-
es compared to Thailand’s slowed tourism growth, which may also be due to Thailand’s re-

nowned popularity prior to COVID-19.

Malaysia had the greatest increase in Chinese tourism rates and it is predicted to be
because of a few factors. Firstly, Malaysia has increased direct flights from major Chinese
cities to Malaysia, making traveling much more convenient and efficient. Secondly, Malaysia
offers a more affordable traveling experience compared to Thailand. Moreover, Malaysia is
home to a large group of Chinese individuals and the widespread use of Mandarin makes
Malaysia extremely culturally compatible with Chinese tourists.” Lastly, Malaysia has also
implemented the visa-free policy with China in late 2023, therefore an increase in Chinese

tourists in Malaysia will most likely continue.

number % 200f % 20air % 20ticket,Malaysia%2C % 20Cambodia%2C % 20and % 20Indonesia.
7 https://chinesetouristagency.com/malaysia-will-welcome-chinese-tourists—in-2022/#: ~:text=Affordable % 20Des-
tination%3A%20Malaysia% 200ffers % 20an,compatible % 20destination % 20for % 20Chinese % 20tourists

Outlooks and Possible Strategies

Though, the outlook for the recovery of Chinese tourism in Thailand is optimistic,
especially with the free visa initiative providing immense momentum for the first step in
recovery. With the government setting a goal of 8 million visitors® , it is likely that the goal
will be met, and possibly surpassed. However, it is safe to say that there is still a long way
to go to surpass pre-pandemic numbers. As such, the Thai government could implement

initiatives such as the following.

Heavily promoting Chinese New Year in Thailand, especially through the forms
of social media popular in China. This involves creating engaging content that is attractive
to Chinese people and posting it on Weibo, Little Red Book (Xiao Hong Shu), and WeChat to
show Thailand’s efforts in cultural diversification and unification, especially during a crucial
festival in their year. Mainly, this would be through posting visually striking photos and short

videos of celebrations in Chinatown or other locations with large Chinese heritage. However,

8 https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2718913/thailand-expects-8-million-chinese-tourists-in-2024-
thai-government
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it could also include creating special Chinese New Year promotions and events across Thailand,

such as exclusive hotel packages and themed shopping promotions. Thus, by leveraging these

specific platforms, Thailand could effectively communicate its commitment to honoring Chinese

culture and traditions. This will make Chinese people feel at home and celebrated, whilst still

being able to travel and explore the rich culture and beauty of Thailand.

Another possibility is to diversify destinations beyond the known tourist spots.
This would not only increase tourism rates but also help distribute the economic benefits of
tourism throughout Thailand. Thailand’s tourist authorities could launch a comprehensive
campaign to showcase lesser-known gems of Thailand, presenting them as unique to
Bangkok or the typical tourist destinations. This could include promoting alternatives to
popular beach destinations like Phuket and Pattaya on Chinese social media. Instead, Thailand
could promote specific islands such as Koh Kood and Koh Lanta, and focus on their regional
specialties, which would provide Chinese people with a newer experience and cure their

oversaturation.

Additionally, an initiative could be increasing the usage of soft power in Thailand,
to subconsciously promote and appeal to a wider audience, especially through our
popular stars such as Lisa from Blackpink. Thailand has many popular celebrities whether
that be popstars Lisa and Milli who have performed on the stage at Coachella and heavily
promoted Thai culture [Refer to Figure 7 and 8], or actors like Mile and Apo from the famous
BL series KinnPorsche, which was widely broadcast in China through a Chinese streaming
platform, 1QiYi [Refer to Figure 9]. All of these individuals attract a wide and unique range
of audiences. Lisa is known worldwide, Milli is more well known in the States, Mile and Apo
are extremely popular in China amongst teenagers and young adults. Through the government’s
support for these individuals, and subtly incorporating elements of Thai culture or Thailand’s
tourist appeal, tourism can be boosted. An example of how this is done is through the media
and entertainment in South Korea. As the Korean Wave of using entertainment to represent
significant culture became more popular, the tourist numbers initially increased fourfold in

1998° and have continuously grown ever since.

9 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320996664_The_effect_of_Hallyu_on_tourism_in_Korea
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-
Figure 7 : Milli on the Coachella Stage in 2022 with Mango Sticky Rice

from https://plus.thairath.co.th/topic/subculture/101403

-_

Figure 9 : KinnPorsche BL Series Streamed on Chinese Platform

Lastly, implementing tourism
payout could create an incentive for
Chinesetouriststovacationin Thailand.
In Taiwan, the government offers to pay
500,000 tourists NT$5,000 or
approximately 5,700 Thai Baht through
a lottery system. This initiative is brought
up as an effort to attract at least 10
million visitors by 2025. The incentive has
been working well in Taiwan with a total
of 648,348 tourists in February 2024
compared to 589,961 in January'.
Therefore, it would be beneficial for
Thailand to do something similar to

the incentive to help boost tourism rates.

However,ultimately, theseinitiatives
must be part of a broader coordinated
strategy to remove Thailand’s dependency
on tourism. Albeit tourism has historically
driven Thailand’s economy, the previous
5 years have starkly illustrated
the vulnerabilities and uncertainties that
relying on tourism creates. Thailand must
transition to the diversification of its
economy beyond tourism. This not only

entails promoting sectors under the BCG

10 https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/taiwan/
visitor—arrivals

model, but also creating conditions that allow stable employment. Improving education

infrastructure would provide people with the skills required to excel in these emerging

industries; and, implementing policies that support SMEs aligned with the BCG model would

attract investment and stimulate growth in these sustainable sectors. Only through these

measures will Thailand build a more sustainable and resilient economy that is less vulnerable

to economic shocks.
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