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ABSTRACT

Strategy for road infrastructure development is crucial for the country
in order to be ready for ASEAN Economic Community. In the past, the road
network has been used as provincial linkage for serving country’s security.
Later, as the economic for the country has been promoted, the past government
decided to expand capacity of existing network such as increasing the number
of lanes to compromise extra traffic for logistic service. This decision caused
problems not only on traffic congestion, but also on road accident and on
government budget for road maintenance. In addition, the regulation for
cross-border transportation has not been systematized causing hindrance for
logistic business. Therefore, the strategic plan for improving infrastructure and
revising regulation are considered as immediate response for the government
by promoting inter-city motorway networks to connect agricultural areas, to
industrial areas, and to gateways, and border crossing points. This network will
sustain road transportation, reduce road accidents, and relieve governmental
fiscal budget for road maintenance. In addition, the regulations for supporting
road transport should also be improved. If the proposed strategy has been
followed, the Kingdom of Thailand will be ready and be highly potential to

become road transportation hub for incoming ASEAN Economic Community.

Keywords: Road Infrastructure Development, AEC, Road Transport Hub
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ACADEMIC

Strategy for Road Development to Promote Thailand
To become a Regional Road Transport Hub for AEC

Chayatan Phromsorn

Director of Bureau of International Highways Cooperation
Department of Highways, Ministry of Transport
E-mail: chayatan@doh.go.th

ABSTRACT

A strategy for road the infrastructure development is crucial for the
country in order to be ready for the ASEAN Economic Community. In the past,
the road network have been used as a provincial linkage for serving the
country’s security. Later, as the economy of the country was promoted, past
governments have decided to expand the capacity of existing networks such
as increasing the number of lanes to facilitate extra traffic for logistic services.
This decision caused problems not only for traffic congestion, but also road
accidents and no government budget for road maintenance. In addition, the
regulation for cross-border transportation has not been systematized causing
hindrance for logistic business. Therefore, the strategic plan for improving
infrastructure and revising regulation are considered as an immediate response
for the government by promoting inter-city motorway networks to connect
agricultural areas to industrial areas and to gateways and border crossing
points. This network will sustain road transportation, reduce road accidents and
relieve the governmental fiscal budget for road maintenance. In addition, the
regulations for supporting road transport should also be improved. If the
proposed strategy is followed, the Kingdom of Thailand will be ready for the

Economic Community.

Keywords: Road Infrastructure Development, AEC, Road Transport Hub
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Introduction

By the end of 2015, Thailand and other
ASEAN countries are making the ASEAN
Economic Community (AEC) into a reality. It is
one of the pillars in uniting all the 10 ASEAN
member states. The objective of the economic
connection in the region with the population of
600 million people and GDP of over 1,500,000,000
USD is to become a single market and
production base and have a free mobility of
goods and services, as well as labour. The
expected success in realizing the AEC will result
in the speedy growth in movement of the
citizens and products of the member countries.

Located in the centre of the region,
Thailand has a big advantage in terms of
location. This gives the country have a high
potential to become the transportation center
of ASEAN, particularly land transportation.
However, considering the transportation
infrastructures in Thailand, it was found that
there are problems that might bar the
development to turn Thailand into ASEAN’s land
transportation center. The cause of the problem
lies with road development network in the
past that might lead to accident and high
transportation costs. These obstacles will be the
challenges for Thailand to take the advantage
in competing in trade with other countries and
impose the country if it loses the chance of
being the major transportation hub in the region.
As a result, Thailand needs to act quickly in
analyzing to find the way and implement the
solutions to the aforementioned problems in
order to have the road network system that
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can support the economic growth sustainably
and effectively, as described in this analytical

article.

Problems in the road transportation

In the past, the priority of road
infrastructure development policy was national
security. The aim was to build the roads that
could reach all communities in the country in
order to move administrative, army and public
service authorities easily. The necessity resulted
in two-lane roads that linked villages,
sub-districts, districts and provinces all over the
country. Later, when there were more vehicles
on the roads, non-asphalt roads were improved
to asphalt concrete roads that can bear heavier
load as a result of higher traffic. However, as
the original purpose of roads was national
security that forced the roads into communities,
the road network is not suitable for developing
into more lanes. Having more lanes on the roads
could be an assumption that motorists may
drive fast. But as the safety of people who live
on the sides of the road, road expansion is
limited for that matter.

The first 40 years after 1942 with the main
goal of highway network development being
meant for national security, when Thailand
began to develop two-lane highway network
into communities nationwide of a distance of
over 104,000 kilometers as a result of the 5th
National Economic and Social Development Plan
since 1982, the country needed to expand its
infrastructure to meet the economic growth both

in term of agriculture and industry. The time



during the 5th National Economic and Social
Development Plan (1982-1986) and the 6th
National Economic and Social Development Plan
(1987-1991) was the turning point of the
national transportation infrastructure network
development as more agricultural and industrial
development brought about the need of using
road transportation, especially by trucks. The
two-lane highway originally built for national
security seemed to be insufficient. Thailand has
to consider expanding road area, either by
expanding the lanes or new routes. For the
reasons and limitations in engineering and
budget, the efficiency improvement of the
highway network in Thailand to support the
economic growth should take into consideration
2 alternatives. The first alternative is to expand
more lanes on the existing highway network
which was originally meant for national security
built through communities. The second alternative
is to develop the highway network a special
type of highway called “inter motorways” that
links long distances between the production
bases and export areas or the central provinces
of the region, without the need to cut through
the communities.

Both alternatives pose different advantages
and disadvantages. If the government chooses
to build more lanes on the existing roads as
in the first alternative, it requires a lower budget
than the second alternative for it does not need
land expropriation, which might be the only
advantage. The past governments chose this
option, allowing the existing roads to have more

lanes to support more traffic as a result of the

national economic growth. This caused the
mixture between passenger transportation of
goods and passenger, and the mixture between
long distance cargo trucks and local passenger
cars travelling on the same road network. The
consequences are a lot of road problems. The
most troubling ones are road accidents, city
traffic congestion, and the lack of a budget for
maintenance of roads which deteriorate faster
than usual. These are national-level problems
that need immediate actions.

Asian Development Bank (ADB) (Department
of Highway, 2007) estimated that road accident
and traffic jams in Bangkok in Bangkok account
for 4-5 percent loss of the GDP each year. Not
only do these problems hurt the economy, it
also affects the society because they occur
with the main means of transport and affect
commuters as a whole. Both problems happen
to both general passengers and goods
transportation. Specifically, the accidents in
cargo transportation affect the transportation
services, causing increased cost and unreliability
of the service, as well as the quality of goods
delivery. Besides, commuting is also adversely

affected.

Loss caused by accident

Road accident is a pressing problem of
the country. It account for over 500,000,000,000
baht loss, in term of social, economic and
environmental to Thailand each year. During
2008-2012, the number of transport accidents
was 396,535 cases, resulting in 48,668 people

dead and 196,996 injured, and more than 99
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Figure 1: The Accident on the road networks shared

between cargo trucks and passenger cars

percent of transport accident happened on the
roads (Ministry of Transport, 2014).

The cost of the loss, according the
Department of Highways (Department of
Highways, 2007), can be concluded that Thailand
suffers a vast amount of economic loss caused
by hundreds of thousands of accident that took
lives of Thai people, especially during the
Songkran Festivals each year. The research
estimated the lost value caused by all the
accidents in 2007 as high as 232,000,000,000
baht, accounting for 2.8 percent of GDP. The
research also indicated that every time a serious
accident occurs in Thailand to the extent that
a life is lost, the economic loss costs as high
was 5,300,000 for each accident and that when
one is disabled, it costs 6,200,000 baht lost by
average.

A factor that causes such accidents is
the need for road networks shared between
long-distance cargo trucks and local passenger
cars. Even though the purpose of cargo truck
is the long-distance goods delivery from the
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production bases to the distribution centres that
do not necessitate needing to drive past
communities, the government does not provide
special highway networks or motorways for
them. They have no other choice but to use
the existing roads that cut through residential
communities and that already have local
passenger cars passing by. Such a common
use of road brings higher risk of road accidents,
as we can see from the news coverage of
crashing between big cargo trucks and small
passenger cars and motorcycles in Figure 1.
The World Health Organization’s (WHO) report
titted “Global Status on Road Safety 2013,
indicated that the death rate caused by road
accident in Thailand was 38.1 people per 100,000
people, and motorcyclists accounted for 73.5
percent of that number.

In addition, during long holidays such as
the Songkran Festival and New Year, there
always needs to be safety campaigns for
traveling on roads. One of the reasons that

cause road accidents during long holidays is



the consequence of expanding road lanes in
the communities to facilitate transportation
without considering that it might also cause
crashes between large trucks and local cars
and motorcycles. Therefore, when lanes are
added, motorists travel with higher speed,
resulting in more accidents every year. The road
safety campaigns during festivals are only a
solution of the problem at hand only, not

tackling its root cause.

City traffic congestion

City traffic congestion has been a troubling
problem for a long time. Although relevant
government agencies, such as the Department
of Highways, have expanded the road lanes
from 4 to 6 and to 8 lanes, the traffic has
never seemed to improve, especially at the
crossroads at big cities. One of the causes is
that the governments developed motorway
later than planned. They chose to expand the
lanes of the existing roads, for national security,
that cut through the city as mentioned earlier.
As motorways are alternative highway networks
with controlled entry and exit, avoiding cities
and focusing on separating long-distance cargo
truck from local cars. With this method of
management, the actual traffic will be realized,
and the relevant authorities will be able to
design the traffic lanes that satisfy the demand
of using the roads.

The congested traffic at the bottlenecks
and big cities affect the energy consumption of
Thailand. According to a statistic report of

Ministry of Energy (Ministry of Energy, 2012), it

was found that transport accounted for 35.8
percent of the overall energy consumption of
the country, second to industrial sectors with
36.7 percent of the whole usage. This results
in higher cost of transport as seen in logistic
costs of Thailand in 2011 as high as 145

percent of GDO shown in figure 2.

The lack of a road maintenance budget
Budgets are allocated to the Department
of Highways to develop highways both
construction and maintenance to meet the
demand of the traffic that seems to grow every
year. As mentioned earlier, former governments
decided to delay the development of motorways
and chose to expand the lanes of the existing
highway networks to satisfy the increasing
demand of commuting and transporting. With
more use of roads, there is more road destruction
caused by large trucks. The budgets for fixing
the road lie with the fiscal budget. The limited
budget of the country is not enough to allocate
for proper road maintenance. Each year, the
quality of highways drops little by little and the
damage grows more critical. With the pending
AEC, more vehicles are expected to flood
in Thailand and the damage to the roads is,
therefore, inevitable. The existing road network
requires a maintenance budget from the fiscal
budget allocated by the government, which is
the direct burden to the revenue taxation. In
contrast, the motorway system collects the
fee from the vehicles that use the roads. In
principle, the money collected from vehicles will

be used for road maintenance to facilitate a
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Figure 2: The Energy Consumption of Thailand
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burden of the fiscal budget.

Possible problems in the future

When the agreement of AEC is made
into actual practice, more cross-border goods
transport is expected. It is unavoidable that
the existing road network of the Ministry of
Transport will bear more traffic. More importantly,
the vehicles that come from the neighboring
countries are mostly large trucks and they will
be the factor that intensifies the problems
accumulated upon Thailand’s road network. To
be specific, accidents tend to rise with more
trucks coming into the system. Foreign drivers
who are not familiar with the international
roadways also pose more risk for accident. City
traffic will be worsened due to more trucks.
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Consequently, the damage to the roads is
expected to increase significantly and in turn,
will affect the national budget required for
maintenance to achieve proper road condition

and road safety eventually.

Strategies in developing highway
networks for efficient road transport
in Thailand

Road networks in Thailand in the past
were constructed during the Cold War. The
government back then, aimed to serve the main
purpose of national security thus, to link
one community with another to facilitate
administration. The ultimate goal was to build
roads to reach as many communities as
possible so that the government could launch

its policies to the local administrative agencies



conveniently. The concept has been carried on
for a long time. The practice is completely
different from the development to support the
economic growth, especially logistics.

Because the government expanded the
lanes on the existing roads to meet the
economic growth, Thailand is facing a lot of
transportation problems. For example, accidents
are increased due to the shared use of the
road between logistic trucks and passenger car
or motorcycle for local commutes. Accidents
seem to be more severe when the passing
vehicles use higher speed. Traffic in big cities
is worsened due to bottlenecks with more
vehicles, and the lack of a budget for road
maintenance. In order to address these problems
sustainably so that Thailand can take advantage
of its location to become the centre of ASEAN
transportation, it is necessary that the government
act quickly in implementing the motorways
that the Department of Highways has studied.
Motorways have the following key characteristics
and strengths (as shown in figure 3).

1. It can systematically control the entry
and exit, enabling the relevant agencies to
separate long-distance vehicles from local
passenger cars, and has toll collecting systems
of which the fee can be allocated for road
network maintenance.

2. It can control the slope of the roads
so that the large trucks can travel within the
defined speed. Motorways will be constructed
as a tunnel through a mountain and as a bridge
over a valley.

3. When two roads cross, instead of

making intersections, motorways are constructed
in the form of interchanges, to avoid having so
many crossroads and to facilitate a smoother
traffic flow.

4. The route of motorways will not be
allowed to cut through communities, but focus
on strategic location to facilitate the transport
as will be specified in the next section.

The principle of planning motorway system
is to connect production bases to export locations,
and to be able to support the traffic incurred
by transport. The criteria are as follows:

1. Connecting agricultural and industrial
bases: to support the economic growth of the
country, with a focus on transporting raw
materials from agricultural to industrial areas.

2. Connecting major cities in the regions:
to support goods transportation from production
bases to domestic consumers and promote the
distribution of economic growth to the regional
level, by considering the economic growth
within a province, population and traffic, such
as the provinces of Chiang Mai, Phitsanulok,
Nakhon Sawan, Khon Kaen, Udon Thani, Nong
Khai, Nakhon Ratchasima, Ubon Ratchathani,
Bangkok, Prachuap Khiri Khan, Phetchaburi,
Chon Buri, Rayong, Phuket, Phang-nga, Krabi,
Songkhla and Surat Thani.

3. Connecting major border crossing points
and ports: to support international transportation,
both domestic-made products for exports and
imported goods from neighboring countries, via
major border crossing points such as Mae Sai,
Chiang Khong, Nong Khai, Bueng Kan, Nakhon
Phanom, Mukdahan, Chong Mek, Chong Chom,
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Figure 3: Characteristics and Strengths of Motorway
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Aranyaprathet, Mae Sot, Phu Nam Ron, Sadao,
Su-ngai Kolok, as well as the current major
ports such as Laem Chabang, Map Ta Phut,
Songkhla, and those to be developed in the
future such as Pak Bara, Dawey (Myanmar).
Based on the aforementioned criteria, the
motorway development plan was proposed by
considering together with the existing Master
Plan for Motorway Development B.E. 2534 (1991)
that JICA studied on 13 routes totaling 4,150
kilometers (Department of Highways, 2014). The
total plan includes 17 routes with the entire
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distance of 6,466 kilometers. The proposed
networks will link north-south via M1, M3, and
M5, and east-west via M2, M4, M6, and M 8,
while some networks are proposed to support
the transportation around Bangkok via M7 and
M9, which are the Bangkok Outer Rings and
other sub-networks as shown in figure 4.

In addition, when the motorway
development is complete, the developed
motorways shall be designated as Asian
Highways in place of the original highway

network. This is for the purpose of classifying



types of inbound transport from foreign countries
to be within the highway system which can
control the entry and exit and which has stops

as defined by clear regulations and requirements.

Strategies on requirements,
regulations, and laws

In order to develop Thailand into ASEAN’s
transportation center, apart from infrastructures,
there is another challenge: conditions, law and
facilities in cross-border transportation, weight
limit of the international cargo trucks and
transportation regulations. All these also need
to be developed to support the coming of AEC.

According to the research titled “Logistic
Systems and Trade Facilities” and the “Coming
of ASEAN Economic Community” (Konkaran and
Chittichai, 2011), there are 4 issues that Thailand
needs to change in terms of cross-border
transportation as listed below.

1. Area Development: Area development
should be conducted in accordance with the
actual usage. There should be space to support
the vehicles waiting for inspection and the space
should not be on the public road. The number
of lanes and parking space should also be
taken into consideration by surveying the
number of vehicles coming to use the space
so as to meet the demand of the vehicles. In
addition there should be separation between
the border pass for tourism and public
transportation from the inspection point and
cargo truck station. Logistic centres should be
away from residential communities for the

safety of tourists and local residents, and for

convenient operations.

2. Coordination: There should be a suitable
system for information sharing in order that the
single stop inspection (SSI) runs smoothly, and
so that goods inspection becomes easier, and
complicated operations are simplified. As of
now, there are only some border crossing points
that authorities on both sides have a system
for two-way communication. So this system
should cover all the border crossing points.

3. Facilities Development: Research results
indicated that ASEAN Single Window Inspection
alone cannot increase a lot of export values
because it only reduces the lead time on
Thailand’s part. After the introduction of
paperless management system, it can help
reduce time efficiently. Therefore, Thailand’s
relevant authorities should discuss with our
neighboring countries (especially Laos, Myanmar,
and Cambodia, to create a system that
reduces inspection lead time.

4. Statutory development: The government
may do so by amending relevant regulations
and law for better transparency on Thailand’s
part. If possible, the government should also
discuss with neighboring countries to develop
an institute that facilitates border trading to be
more transparent and stop corruption.

The recommendations for improving the
facilities of transportation should be implemented
in parallel with the land transportation network.
The following should be accelerated.

1. The government should promote the
link between different means of transportation

or enhance continued transport. The development
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Figure 4: The Motorway Network Development Plan
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of facilities should reduce the procedures in
transferring, such as boat-car, boat-train, and
car-train. In addition, relevant authorities
should also consider linking other means of
transportation with the proposed special
highway network in order to minimize the
transport problems and the transportation lead
time.

2. The government should support goods
distribution by establishing a distribution centre
in big cities so that large trucks can distribute
the products to smaller vehicles that can reach
the city via the existing highway network system
conveniently.

3. Cross-border goods inspection should
be developed and apply Single Window
Inspection and Single Stop Inspection soon in
order to reduce costs of the business and

motivate them at the same time.

Conclusion

Previously, Thailand’s policy on highway
development focuses on the efficiency of the
existing highway network by expanding lanes
on the existing roads. That was meant for the
main goal of national security, to support more
vehicles coming to use roads, and to meet the
demand of logistic vehicles. However, such a
policy did not realize the potential problems
that have arisen from expanding more lanes on
the roads that cut through communities instead
of building new road networks that avoid the
city and develop the motorway system that can
completely control the entry and exit of vehicles.

As a result of the original policy, transportation

of goods and local passengers, both short and
long distances, are mixed on the same network.
This has brought a lot of critical problems such
as a huge number of road accidents, traffic
congestion and budget deficiency.

When the AEC is brought into practice
by the end of 2015, domestic and international
transportation rate will increase significantly. If
the government does not have an effective plan
to develop the transportation network, the
problems will simply get worse. In addition, the
problems on the borders that reflected by the
private businesses at the junction points are
found to be problematic administration such as
inspection management and duty service, area
management, truck parking, etc. All these are
obstacles for transportation.

Furthermore, being situated at the centre
of ASEAN, Thailand has the potential to be
developed into the transportation centre of
ASEAN, especially road transportation. In
physical terms, Thailand has an obvious
advantage. However, if the country wants to
optimize the economic benefits as planned, it
needs to set the strategies in developing 2
dimensions: infrastructure and regulations.

Regarding infrastructure, the development
policy should focus on the motorway system
with controlled entry and exit for a systematic
management so that it can separate cargo trucks
from passenger vehicles. With this system,
long-distance vehicles and short-distance local
cars are distinguished. These two benefits will
reduce the budget and energy, as well as save

lives and properties obijectively.
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For another thing, requirements, regulations,
laws and facilities for cross-border transportation
should also be improved to support AEC. To
become ASEAN’s transportation hub, Thailand
needs to revise its policy to be prepared in
all dimensions and have a plan B for the
development of transportation businesses in
Thailand to be competitive among the

competitors from other countries.
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