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Notes for the Special Lecture on the Occasion of
175 Years of Thai-US Relations
By
Dr. Manaspas Xuto,
Former Ambassador to the United States
At the Armed Forces Research Institute of
Medical Sciences (AFRIMS)

.‘:'

- ARSI TRk

Your Excellency General Boonsang Niampradit,

Supreme Commander of the Royal Thai Armed Forces,

Your Excellency Eric G. John, Ambassador of the United
States,

Lt. General Sahachart Pipithkul (WalnanznA WisNa), Director
General, Phramongkutklao Medical Center,

Major-General Krisada Duangurai (Wam%'m]ug]ﬂ moq\li),
Director General, RTA-AFRIMS,

Colonel James W. Boles, Commander, USAMC-AFRIMS,

And Esteemed Members of the AFRIMS,
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e | thank the AFRIMS for kindly inviting me to be guest
lecturer today on the subject of the 175th-year anniversary of
Thai-US relations. As a former Ambassador to Washington,
it is an honour for me to share with you my thoughts on this
topic.

e As some of you may know, Thailand is the first country
in Asia with which the US established diplomatic relations
in 1833. A Treaty of Amity and Commerce was signed
between our countries during the reign of King Rama Il and
the presidency of Andrew Jackson.

e But contacts with our American friends began long before
that important milestone when in 1821, during the reign of
King Rama |II, the first American ship reached Bangkok
carrying flintlock guns, items of particular interest to the
Siamese Government. The first American missionary,
Reverend David Abeel, visited Bangkok in 1831. The
friendly reception accorded to him encouraged others to
travel to Thailand, including the renowned missionary Dr. Dan
Beach Bradley four years later who gave a lot of medical
assistance to the Thai people and helped set up a printing
press to print the first monthly newspaper in Thailand, along
with many other achievements.

e Those early people-to-people contacts were by no means
one way. In 1828, an American cargo ship carried the first
Thai travelers to the United States, the famous ‘Siamese Twins’
Eng and Chang (Pu-3u). They made their historic voyage to
Europe and the United States and were naturalized as
American citizens in 1839, adopting the name of Bunker.

e Thus, throughout the past 175 years, our two countries and
peoples have enjoyed positive and uninterrupted relations.
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Indeed, we can call each other friends. Although there have
been some ups and downs, and some moments of tension,
our friendship has never wavered. And why is this so? Why
have we been able to sustain our friendship for all those
years? It is because we share a unique and special relation-
ship characterized by the following highlights.

A Firm Foundation for Thai-US Relations

e His Majesty the King is the only Monarch who was born
in the US, at Mount Auburn Hospital in Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts. And thus our ties were strengthened even further.
His Majesty received a very warm reception by the US
Government and the American people during his visits there
in 1960 and 1967. Indeed, the US Congress has passed
resolutions on several occasions honouring both His Majesty
the King and Her Majesty the Queen, the most recent of which
was this year’'s Congressional Resolution to mark the 175
years of our relations and to note the auspicious occasion of
His Majesty’s 80th Birthday.

e Thailand is one of five US allies in Asia and the Pacific
and is also the US’s Major Non-NATO ally since 2003.
Thailand joined the Allies and Associated Powers during the
First World War and Thai soldiers have fought side by side
with their American comrades in many wars from Korea to
Vietnam. Even during the Japanese occupation of Thailand
during World War Two, the Thai Ambassador in Washington
refused to deliver the declaration of war on the US and
the Free Thai movement was set up to assist the Allies in
Southeast Asia.

e During the Cold War, Thailand and the US were closely
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linked through SEATO and the Manila Pact, and we
contributed troops to the Korean and Vietham wars. Since
1974, we have held annual joint military exercises through
Cobra Gold continuously, without any let up, even during
the 2006 coup in Thailand. Let me remind you that these
exercises are the largest military exercises that the US has in
Asia.

e And even in this decade, Thai soldiers have supported US
operations in Afghanistan and Iraq through our reconstruction
and humanitarian missions there. We are also close partners
in the fight against international terrorism and transnational
crime.

e The fact that President George W. Bush chose Bangkok to
deliver his last major foreign policy speech on Asia during
his recent visit here (6-7 August 2008) was another assurance
that the US continues to see Thailand as an important partner
in Asia.

e In economic terms, the US is and has been Thailand’s
largest export market. In 2007, Thailand exported 19.2 billion
US dollars’ worth of goods to the US or 12.6 per cent of
all our exports. The US is also Thailand’s major investor,
investing 46.7 million US dollars in the first half of this year
alone. Chevron, AlA, Ford, General Motors, Dow Chemicals and
General Electric are just a few of the major US companies
that have been drawn to Thailand’s healthy investment climate.
| believe that many more will follow. The same can be said
for American tourists. Last year alone, more than 600 thousand
(623,638) Americans visited Thailand, ranking 8th in the
number of foreign visitors.

e Thais themselves have also been long attracted to the
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United States. Last year, there were nearly 60 thousand (58,817)
Thai visitors to the US. The Thai community in the US
is also the largest outside of Thailand, numbering approxi-
mately 300,000 or more. The great cities of Los Angeles, San
Francisco, Washington, D.C. and its metropolitan area, New
York, and Chicago, to name a few, have all benefited from
their Thai communities both in terms of healthy delicious food
and cultural enrichment. These Thai communities are one
significant backbone to Thai-US relations and | envisage them
playing an increasing role in strengthening our friendship.

e Another significant backbone enhancing our relations comprise
the Thais who have studied in the US, myself included, who
not only brought back knowledge to help develop the country
but also strong ties with America and lasting friendships
with her people. Last year, nearly 9 thousand (8,765) Thais
studied in the US and Thailand ranked 10th in the number
of foreign students studying there. We also have Thai IMET
(International Military Education and Training) cadets studying
at US military and naval academies and institutions. We see
the need, though, to increase the number of military personnel
under the IMET programme.

Overcoming Differences

e So far | have outlined the positive, but as in all relations,
there are differences of opinion and hurdles to overcome.
The fact that the US is a major world power whilst Thailand
is at best a small regional power means that we cannot avoid
having some different opinions and interests. It also means
that our relationship is far from symmetrical.

e The global reach of US power implies that the US maintains
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interests worldwide and in an extensive range of areas.
Thailand’s immediate concerns are our neighbours and
stability in our neighbourhood. Regarding the US, Thailand
also needs to overcome language and cultural barriers, to
bridge geographical distances, and to deal with the strong US
democratic system, in which there are many movers and
shakers, and focal points of power and interests; from Capitol
Hill to the White House, from NGOs to think-tanks and exiles,
and also from State Governments to the Federal Govern-
ment.

e From the perspective of a small power like Thailand, all this
makes it more difficult to manage relations with the US. We
often face policy dilemmas when the US launches policies
which have a global impact, like the war on terror and the
war in Irag. We are faced with a dilemma because, as an old
US ally, the US has high expectations of us, but often without
taking into account the unique circumstances and constraints
Thailand is under.

e This is especially so on such issues as Myanmar and
displaced persons like Laotian Hmongs and Karennis. The US
sometimes forgets that Thailand borders these countries and
that these peoples are our neighbours. We cannot choose our
neighbours and thus we have to deal with them pragmati-
cally and in our own way. And we do not see the US
sanction law against Myanmar - such as the recently-enacted
Blocking Burmese Jade Act - as pragmatic. This only hurts
Thai manufacturers and ordinary Myanmar traders without
significantly affecting the military junta.

e On another vein, Western values cannot simply be imposed
on other cultures, as the war in Iraq testifies. Democracy has
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to be nurtured into life with the consent and understanding of
the people of that country. Thailand shares the same values
and goals with the US, of for instance seeing a democratic
Myanmar, but we have different approaches. Despite all this,
Thailand always stands ready to cooperate with the US on
these matters with the hope of finding a mutually acceptable
way to achieve our common ends.

On-Going Cooperation

e And we also stand ready to cooperate on much more for
our mutual benefit. Our engagement has been comprehensive
and timely as Thai-US cooperation in disaster management
in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami and Cyclone Nargis in
Myanmar testify. The US Trade Development Agency (USTDA)
has also assisted us in setting up a National Disaster Warning
Center. We also have longstanding cooperation on health and
have collaborated on tackling HIV/AIDS, avian Flu, tuberculosis,
and SARS. The US also helped us set up the regional center
for studying new contagious diseases, the first of its kind
in the world. AFRIMS’ works in medical research provide
another example of beneficial cooperation at work.

e The US has also been a long-time partner in assisting
Thailand’s development through USAID, which started after the
Second World War. Despite ending its assistance in 1995 due
to the elevation of Thailand’s development status, USAID still
uses Thailand as its base to help assist Thailand’s neighbours
through, for instance, the Kenan Institute. This year, USAID
also opened in Thailand a Regional Distribution Center of
assistance and equipment to tackle avian flu in Asia.

e We have also cooperated on science and technology, the
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US being a world leader in this field. Thailand hopes to have
an agreement with the US soon on cooperation on space
technology, biotechnology, nanotechnology, renewable energy,
and life science, to name a few. We have also exchanged
scientific information, and scientists and researchers.

e Indeed, we both view the advancement of human resources
as a common goal. We have promoted education via the
Thailand-US Educational Foundation, or Fulbright, from which
many Thais and Americans have benefited. At present, the
Foundation has around 95 scholarships and projects in place
to promote the exchange of Thai and American students and
researchers. And | am glad to say that this is truly a partner-
ship between us as our governments both contribute funding
to this outstanding venture. | am also pleased to have served
as Chairman of the Board of Fulbright Thailand which is
commemorating its 60th anniversary in 2010.

e And through other projects such as the US Peace Corps,
the Asia Foundation, Thai Studies programmes in various
US universities, as well as an American Studies Programme
at Chulalongkorn University, Thais and Americans have grown
to understand each other better, which will undoubtedly move
the momentum of our relations forever forward.

e We have also cooperated closely to mark our 175th
anniversary of diplomatic relations this year by organizing
several activities such as the Planting Ceremony at Chatuchak
Public Park in March, a mural painting at the US Embassy in
January, a ‘Walk-Run Charity Competition’ in June, a Thai-US
Business Summit in April, and a forthcoming Think Tank
Summit in October.
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ASEAN-US Relations

e As ASEAN Chair, Thailand is also committed to moving
ASEAN-US relations forward. We see the US playing a
positive role in the region and in ASEAN’s move towards
forming an ASEAN community. The US can play a significant
role in the realisation of all 3 major pillars towards this
aim — of forming a security community, an economic one,
and a socio-cultural one. Thailand sees the appointment of
Ambassador Scott Marciel as the first US Ambassador for
ASEAN Affairs and the Plan for Action for the implementation
of the ASEAN-US Enhanced Partnership as good examples of
US commitment to engage with ASEAN. But more could be
done.

e Thailand encourages the US to accede to the Treaty of
Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia and to explore the
opportunity for the first ASEAN-US Summit. Thailand also
encourages the US to see ASEAN as a common market,
as we are on our way to becoming a single economic
entity, opening up new vistas of economic cooperation and
opportunities for the US. Thailand further encourages the US
to work closely with us to advance democracy and civil
liberties, values that we share. We are moving towards
establishing an ASEAN Human Rights Body and Thailand
hopes to have this in place by the end of our chairmanship
at next year’s end.

e With the upcoming US Presidential elections, we hope that
the new US administration will give our aforementioned
proposals serious consideration. We understand that both
presidential candidates, Barack Obama and John McCain have
personal history with Southeast Asia (Obama spent part of his
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childhood in Indonesia and McCain was a POW during the
Vietnam War), and we hope that this would help put Southeast
Asia and Thailand on the US radar permanently, but for
positive reasons of course. While both candidates have many
foreign policy advisers, there are unfortunately few who are
experts on Asia, and even less so on Southeast Asia.

e In forming policy towards Thailand and this region, we
therefore encourage policymakers to come and learn from
first-hand experience of the region and her people. Perhaps
with better understanding of Thailand and her needs and
circumstances, US policymakers would be able to better fine
tune their policies to sweep away our differences for the
benefit of both countries.

e To sum up, whatever administration comes into power,
Thailand stands ready to fully cooperate with the US
on issues of mutual concern for our mutual benefit both
bilaterally and regionally. Our Thai-US friendship has success-
fully weathered the storms for 175 years and | am certain
that this friendship between our countries and peoples will
endure, for the benefit of future generations to come.
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