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The Asia Foundation (TAF) and the Australian National University (ANU) jointly organized a track 1.5 Dialogue 
between Thai and Australian leaders to support current efforts to strengthen bilateral relations. The Dialogue 
was held on September 21 and 22, 2022, at the Australian National University and the Australian Institute of 
International Affairs (AIIA). The objective of the Dialogue was to support an open and constructive exchange 
of views between influential experts and key officials on the status of bilateral relations between Thailand and 
Australia, and on prospects for strengthening the relationship in the coming decade. 

Following a track 1.5 format, the Dialogue included both current officials with oversight of Thai and Australian 
foreign policy, along with former officials and experts from outside of government. This format was designed 
to enable frank and open discussion, along with direct engagement of policymakers. The Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Thailand and the Australia Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) participated throughout the 
discussions, along with officials from the Australian Department of Climate Change, Environment and Water 
(DCCEW) and the Thai Ministry of Energy. The Dialogue brought together leaders from government, the policy 
community, universities, and the private sector to reflect on the current state of the relationship, identify areas 
of emerging shared interests, and develop new ideas for the future of the bilateral relationship. The delegations 
reflected a diversity of views – across generations, genders, professions, and geographic regions – within each 
country. 

The Thai delegation was led by Senator and former Ambassador Kitti Wasinondh and included thirteen other 
leading Thai personalities from the public and private sectors, media and academics. The delegation began the 
visit with a roundtable at the Lowy Institute in Sydney that included Lowy experts and a small group of foreign 
policy specialists. Later in the week, the delegation also held bilateral talks at DFAT and with other government 
agencies in Canberra. On this occasion, Ambassador Wasinondh had a meeting with Tim Watts MP, Assistant 
Minister for Foreign Affairs of Australia, along with Mr. Luke Gosling MP, Chair of the Australian Parliamentary 
Friends of Thailand Group, as well as a working lunch with Senator David Van, former Chair of the Australian 
Parliamentary Friends of Thailand Group.   

The Australian delegation was led by Allan Gyngell, National President of the AIIA and a former foreign policy 
official. The Australian delegation included fifteen additional senior Australian leaders and experts from policy 
think tanks, universities, and private sector associations, along with key officials. The list of delegations’ full 
membership can be seen in Annex 1. 

This synthesis report was developed by Dr. Gregory Raymond (ANU), Dr. Jittipat Poonkham (Thammasat 
University), Thomas Parks (TAF), and Benjamin Zawacki (TAF), with inputs from members of both delegations. 
The synthesis report captures the key highlights of the Dialogue, and principal outcomes and policy 
recommendations from the discussion. The report is not designed to be an official outcome statement, but 
rather an unofficial reflection of the discussion to inform policymakers and future debate.
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This section of the report addresses convergences 
and divergences between the Australian and Thai 
sides on regional issues. It addresses respective 
foreign policy stances on four topics: ASEAN, the 
situation in Myanmar, the Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-
Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS), 
and the shifting dynamics and challenges in the Indo-
Pacific environment. Despite the diverging views on 
regional issues of interest, the participants were of 
the view that Australia and Thailand could strengthen 
collaboration further for the mutual benefit of both 
countries and the region as a whole. It can be stated 
broadly that Australia and Thailand have significant 
agreement and convergence on the first three of 
these topics. However, discussions on the last topic 
were also important to better understand the different 
views on each side.

ASEAN

The Dialogue revealed that both Thailand and 
Australia attached importance to ASEAN as a valuable 
mechanism in achieving a strategic balance with the 
aim to promote peace, stability, and prosperity in the 
region. Both sides reiterated a strong commitment 
to ASEAN Centrality and the ASEAN Outlook on the 
Indo-Pacific (AOIP) as a guide for enhancing ASEAN’s 
engagement with external partners through open and 
win-win cooperation.

Australia has explicitly endorsed the ASEAN Outlook 
on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP). The Labor Government 
under Anthony Albanese promises to increase the 
priority of Southeast Asia in Australia’s foreign policy 
and expand engagement with the region. Australian 
participants noted Australian Foreign Minister Senator 
Penny Wong’s July 2022 speech setting out a vision 
for the region within a new strategic equilibrium 
and with ASEAN at its centre. They also endorsed 
the breadth of ASEAN’s membership, even with 
the limitations and challenges posed. It was noted 
that the recent establishment of a Southeast Asia 
Office within DFAT reflects a higher valuation being 
attached to ASEAN and Southeast Asia generally. 
Thai participants noted that ASEAN and its associated 

fora (East Asia Summit, ASEAN Regional Forum, and 
ASEAN Defence Ministers meetings) provide shared 
security platforms for addressing non-traditional 
security threats. There was some concern on the Thai 
side, however, that Australia’s media does not cover 
ASEAN to any significant extent.

Situation in Myanmar

While the current crisis and civil conflict in Myanmar 
was not the subject of a dedicated session, Australian 
and Thai Dialogue participants broadly supported the 
current ASEAN-led policy approach. Thai participants 
emphasized that ASEAN is preparing to further reduce 
the Myanmar junta’s access to ASEAN meetings if 
progress on implementing the 5-Point Consensus 
agreed by ASEAN leaders in 2021 remains stalled. 
This came in the wake of the junta’s rebuffs of ASEAN 
Chair Cambodia’s efforts to secure the release of 
imprisoned Australian academic, Sean Turnell, and 
Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen’s personal 
request to meet Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. As Myanmar’s 
immediate neighbour, Thailand stands to be most 
affected by the situation in Myanmar and wishes to 
see a quick return of peace and stability in Myanmar. 
The Thai side emphasized anxiety about adopting a 
hard-line approach to the junta, noting Thailand’s 2,401 
km shared border with Myanmar, which amounts to 
a “burden of proximity”. There is also a view that the 
Myanmar military’s psychology is such that it is not 
susceptible to externally imposed pressure. At the 
same time, some on the Thai side called on Australia 
to do more, including to “use Thailand’s good offices” 
to help galvanize an international solution, as it did 
with the Paris Peace Process that ended Cambodia’s 
civil conflict at the end of the Cold War.

Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong 
Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS)

Dialogue participants made clear that the revitalization 
of this subregional forum, founded by Thailand in 
2003 and comprising the five Mekong states, is 
a significant focus for both sides. The Thai side 
emphasized ACMECS’ elevated priority, calling it the 

Strategic alignment and divergence
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“core of the core” of the subregional architecture 
and the “beating heart” of current Thai diplomacy, a 
sentiment reinforced by Thailand’s appointment of an 
Ambassador for Mekong Cooperation to spearhead 
ACMECS (H.E. Ms. Arunrung Phothong Humphreys) 
and its hosting of the ACMECS interim secretariat 
(with the Mekong Institute providing back office/
technical support). The Australian side also recognized 
the increasing importance of ACMECS and is lending 
practical support. With Thailand, Australia co-hosted 
a series of Mekong-Australia Policy Dialogues 
and will also host an ACMECS workshop on the 
infrastructure pipeline in the near future. Overall, a 
considerable amount of middle power cooperation on 
Mekong issues is being achieved through ACMECS 
without confrontation or politicization. The Thai side 
encouraged further collaboration with ACMECS, 
as the only homegrown mechanism with all five 
Mekong countries. It could serve as a connector, 
aligning strategic interests and priorities of existing 
cooperation frameworks and between Mekong 
countries, development partners and external partners. 
In this respect, Thailand would welcome Australia’s 
engagement with the ACMECS Interim Secretariat 
(once established) and the Mekong Institute. ACMECS 
also complements other cooperation frameworks, 
including Australia’s important initiatives – the 
Mekong-Australia Partnership and the Partnership for 
Infrastructure – with a view to increasing efficiency of 
cooperation activities in the subregion. The participants 
encouraged further collaboration under ACMECS 
especially in areas such as water management, food 
security, climate change, sustainable development 
and renewable energy.

The Indo-Pacific strategic environment

Thailand and Australia agree that the emerging 
regional security environment is one characterised 
by increasing volatility (V), uncertainty (U), complexity 
(C) and ambiguity (A)—thus making it, as one Thai 
participant suggested, a “VUCA” world. 

Australia and Thailand could foster greater collaboration 
for the benefit of the region, despite different outlooks 
on major power competition. Thailand highlighted 
the need for a “strategic equilibrium” among major 
powers and encouraged “win-win” cooperation and 
dialogues among all parties.  

However, Australian and Thai approaches to dealing 
with this VUCA strategic environment, in light of 
the increasing strategic competition between the 
United States and China, are somewhat different. 
Thai participants emphasized that Thailand does not 
see China as a threat and does not want to take 
sides; “when elephants fight, the grass is destroyed”. 
Concerning the Belt and Road Initiative and its alleged 
flaws, Thai participants challenged countries critical 
of the program to offer something better. In contrast, 
discomfort with China’s more assertive stance across 
its periphery very much informs Australia’s foreign 
policy. This strategic anxiety has resulted in Australia 
helping to revitalize the Quadrilateral Dialogue (‘the 
Quad”) among Australia, Japan, the United States and 
India, as well as deciding to pursue the acquisition of 
nuclear-powered submarines through the new AUKUS 
arrangement with the United States and the United 
Kingdom. 

Despite its strategic concern over how Thailand and 
ASEAN will be affected by the Quad and AUKUS, 
Thai leaders have been relatively cautious in making 
public statements. Thailand has been following 
developments closely, including US-led security-
oriented minilateralism. Thailand prefers economics-
focused mechanisms, such as the Indo-Pacific 
Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF). One 
observer in the Dialogue noted that the discrepancy 
between Thai and Australian stances indicates that 
while Thailand remains committed to a cooperative 
style of diplomacy, at least one strand of Australia’s 
diplomacy aims to establish a balance of power in 
the region through new minilateralism. The Thai side 
further stressed the need to create an environment 
conducive to peace, security, and prosperity in the 
region and avoidance of any miscalculations that might 
compromise the peace and stability of the region. 
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The year 2022 was the 70th anniversary of Thailand-
Australia diplomatic relations. Since the establishment 
of diplomatic relations in 1952, both countries have 
developed a cordial and trustworthy relationship. The 
bilateral relationship has been dynamic and positive.

Thailand and Australia have strong state-to-state and 
people-to-people ties, though the last visit by an 
Australian Prime Minister to Bangkok was made by 
the Liberal Prime Minister John Howard in 1998. Now 
in the third decade of twenty-first century, Thailand 
and Australia’s bilateral relationship has been growing 
despite increasing geopolitical competition and US-
China geostrategic rivalry.

As middle and regional powers in the Indo-Pacific 
region, Thailand and Australia are both strategic allies 
of the US, albeit with different kinds of alignment. 
Despite being a Major Non-NATO ally and maintaining 
the annual multilateral Cobra Gold Exercise with the 
US for forty years, Thailand has sought a balanced 
strategy by hedging between the Great Powers. In 
contrast, while sometimes seen as the US’s proxy in 
Asia (a label Australia dislikes for the implication that 
it does not pursue an independent foreign policy), 
Australia has developed closer and stronger ties 
with the US. In addition, Bangkok and Canberra have 
divergent views on China: Thailand’s relations with 
Beijing have deepened considerably over the past 
two decades, and there is a strong consensus among 
Thai political, bureaucratic, and military elites on the 
importance of maintaining positive relations; Australia 
has begun to perceive China with strategic concern.

Given their different perceptions of geopolitical 
competition and contrasting positions towards China, 
Thailand and Australia are not fully aligned on the 
geostrategic context. Nevertheless, Thailand-Australia 
bilateral relations are based on mutual trust, shared 
history, pragmatic cooperation and overlapping 
interests. Moreover, although international politics in 
the Indo-Pacific are increasingly intense, global  and 
regional challenges are not limited to Great Power 
competition. Rather they also include jointly addressing 
many challenging transnational and transboundary 

non-traditional security concerns on which the two 
countries agree and cooperate.

Based on solid and strong foundations, Thailand-
Australia relations have continued to improve and 
deepen considerably in recent years, building on 
several positive milestones. In 2020, Australia and 
Thailand elevated their bilateral relationship to a 
Strategic Partnership, designed to enhance economic 
links, deepen political-security engagement, intensify 
sectoral collaboration, and enhance people-to-people 
links. Since then, the two countries have elevated 
pre-existing Senior Officials’ Talks to yearly “2+2 
meetings” involving the Secretaries/ heads of foreign 
affairs and defence ministries. Both sides are finalizing 
the Joint Plan of Action to be signed later this year 
which will guide the implementation of priority areas.

Regionally, Thailand is an ideal partner through which 
Australia can deepen cooperation and engagement, 
given Thailand’s long history of leadership in both 
ASEAN and the Mekong subregion. Australia is ASEAN’s 
oldest Dialogue Partner and one of the first batch of 
Development Partners of the Thai-led Ayeyawady-
Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy 
(ACMECS). In November 2020, Australia launched 
the Mekong-Australia Partnership (MAP) with the 
aim of promoting the COVID-19 pandemic recovery, 
trade and investment, cyber security, infrastructure 
development, and environmental resilience. 

In February 2021, the Australian Embassy in Bangkok 
released a documentary, “His Majesty the King’s 
time in Australia”, honouring His Majesty King Maha 
Vajiralongkorn Phra Vajiraklaochaoyuhua of Thailand, 
with a focus on his time at the King’s School in 
Sydney and the Royal Military College at Duntroon 
during 1970 to 1976. Their Majesties the King and 
Queen graciously presided over the premier viewing 
of the documentary at the Australian Ambassador’s 
Residence in Bangkok on 15 February 2021.

In the realm of people-to-people relations, education 
has been key to forging stronger ties. Under the old 
scheme of the Colombo Plan, many Thai students 

Key findings on the bilateral relationship
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obtained scholarships and opportunities to study in 
many prestigious Australian universities. The New 
Colombo Plan will strengthen these people-to-people 
ties by sending Australian students to study in ASEAN 
countries. Yet the reverse is also needed: scholarships 
for ASEAN peoples to study in Australia. One concern 
is that Australia has not been offering many Australia 
Award scholarships to Thai students.

The 2005 Thailand-Australia Free Trade Agreement 
(TAFTA) and 2010 Agreement Establishing the ASEAN-
Australia-New Zealand Free Trade Area (AANZFTA) 
accelerated trade volumes: by 2020, bilateral trade had 
increased by 10.6 percent. Yet as one expert noted, 
during the same time period in which TAFTA came into 
force, Thailand received a large injection of Japanese 
investment that enabled it to increase its automobile 
exports, including to Australia.  Therefore, Thai-
Australian trade could have increased even without 
TAFTA. The fact that Thai exports have increased more 
than Australia’s should not be seen as a problem, since 
both sides have benefitted: Australian consumers buy 
cheaper cars while Thai workers obtain thousands 
more job opportunities.

Although Thailand-Australia economic relations are 
mutually beneficial, Thailand is a more complex 
manufacturing economy than Australia, with more 
diverse partners. The two countries should thus 
pursue much more than a potential increase in 
trade and broaden the complementarity of the two 
economies. In the realm of investment, they could 
explore and diversify the potential of joint venture 
investments as a supplement to stock investment, 
and separate investments in the two nations. In the 
realm of energy and climate, they could develop green 
and renewable energy, particularly in the bio-circular-
green (BCG) economy, amidst the global energy crisis. 
Such Thailand-Australia bilateral economic cooperation 
would also strengthen supply chain resilience and 
post-COVID recovery.

Thailand and Australia have strong military and 
defence ties. At the highest level, these ties have 
been symbolized by His Majesty King Rama X’s 
military study in RMC Duntroon. Since the onset of 
the Cold War, both countries have developed a wide 
range of military education, joint trainings, port visits, 
and joint military exercises, in particular Exercise 

Chapel Gold. While the Defence Cooperation Program 
was formally established in 1972, security cooperation 
has been broadened to include regional stability and 
counterterrorism in the post-Cold War geostrategic 
environment. Internationally and regionally, Thailand 
has supported Australia-led, UN-mandated military 
interventions, such as in East Timor in 1999 when 
Thailand was the first ASEAN country to volunteer 
to assist Canberra. Since then, both armed forces’ 
personnel have served in UN operations in Cambodia, 
Somalia and Iraq.

Related, Thailand and Australia have developed wide-
ranging cooperation on issues of non-traditional 
security, including cyber and digital security, human 
trafficking, humanitarian aid and disaster management, 
sustainable development, and water management. 
Non-traditional security is also a primary focus of the 
AOIP, which emphasizes cooperation in the four key 
areas of Maritime Cooperation, Connectivity, the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals 2030, and Economic 
and Other Possible Areas of Cooperation.

Looking forward, Thailand and Australia should 
identify areas of mutual interest, especially in military 
and defence cooperation, education, agriculture 
and food security, the digital economy, and the bio-
circular-green (BCG) economy. Yet, it will be equally 
important to identify and resolve constraints such as 
immigration procedures and visas for labor. It will also 
be important to develop a structural framework for 
starting with “low hanging fruit” areas of cooperation 
to gain traction and momentum. The countries should 
establish a joint business forum and investment 
trade regime in order to increase bilateral economic 
transactions. In addition, new TAFTA elements might 
aim at expanding lists of goods, simplifying the rules 
of origin, and exploring service reforms and financial 
systems.

Finally, the parameters of Thailand-Australia relations 
should be pragmatic, aiming at “something doable, 
rather than merely dreamable.” The key challenge is 
how to work collaboratively and reprioritize joint and 
mutual agendas. Learning from the past and looking 
forward to the future, Thailand and Australia can aim 
for action that helps strengthen the bilateral friendship 
in the years to come.
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The following recommendations were discussed 
during the Dialogue:

Political and Security

1. Encourage more high-level political visits 
– While the current Australian Government is 
making high-level visits to Southeast Asia a much 
higher priority, these remain a key gap in Australia’s 
relations with Thailand. It is very important to find 
an opportunity for an exchange or Official Visit at 
the Prime Ministerial level and not just to meet 
on the sidelines of an ASEAN or APEC meeting.  
Delegates also discussed the need for more 
regular strategic Dialogues, particularly focused 
on regional security, AUKUS, and the Quad. These 
steps would prove very important to raising trust 
levels between political and security leadership 
on both sides. 

2. Maintain defence cooperation as a key area of 
the bilateral relationship – Thailand and Australia 
both benefit from extensive military-to-military 
exchange, particularly through regular joint 
exercises and the Defence Cooperation Program. 
There are many Thai military alumni of Australian 
defence courses across the entire Royal Thai 
Armed Forces, especially given that Thailand 
sends its best three cadets to ADFA each year 
and sends officers to the Australian Command 
and Staff College and Australian Defence College. 
This type of people-to-people exchange is a good 
example of the future of the defence relationship 
between the two countries and should be 
continued. Defence cooperation can continue as a 
firm basis for broadening the web of cooperation 
with other powers in the region.

Policy recommendations from the 
Dialogue
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3. Expand cooperation on cyber and 
disinformation campaigns – Thailand’s 
capability to deter a cyber-attack is not adequate 
for rapidly evolving threats. Furthermore, Thailand 
is currently affected by foreign disinformation 
campaigns that have influenced the thinking of 
senior policymakers. These are two areas where 
Australian expertise and capacity building could 
be invaluable in the coming years. 

4. Establish a Counter Trafficking-in-Persons 
Centre of Excellence in Bangkok – Thailand’s 
plans for a new centre to counter trafficking-
in-persons (TIP) with Australian support is very 
important and appreciated. Australia’s long-
running focus, expertise, and pragmatic approach 
to TIP would be welcome as the Thai Government 
establishes this centre and strengthens its own 
efforts to counter TIP. (The Memorandum of 
Understanding on the cooperation between the 
two countries to establish the Counter Trafficking 
in Persons Center of Excellence was signed on 2nd 
November 2022 during the Official Visit to Thailand 
of Minister for Foreign Affairs of Australia.)

Economics and Trade

5. Focus economic relations on uncertainty 
– Delegates discussed the new business 
environment characterized by excessive 
uncertainty from volatility in energy markets, 
COVID disruptions, a slowing Chinese economy, 
decoupling, currency fluctuations, inflation, and 
deterioration of free trade architecture. Thai and 
Australian businesses are both affected by this 
uncertainty as middle-tier economies, and have a 
joint interest in new initiatives to help stabilize the 
global economy. 

6. Revisit TAFTA – The Thai-Australian Free Trade 
Agreement is in need of an update given how both 
economies have evolved. Now is a good time to 
consider this given that Australian companies are 
looking for opportunities to diversify their trading 
partners. Delegates discussed the weaknesses 
of TAFTA, including that it weakens the position 
of smaller firms. In particular, it will be important 
to focus on the services sector and to open up 
new possibilities for joint production of high-
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quality food. Key emerging sectors that should 
be incentivized include energy (particularly solar), 
health and medical tourism, education, and 
vocational training. Rules of origin elements need 
to be simplified and reviewed as well. Thailand 
and Australia should begin by identifying areas of 
mutual interest and constraints, and then develop 
a structured framework for reform. Delegates 
also advocated greater efforts to track the 
performance of frameworks such as TAFTA over 
time and in various sectors.

7. Explore policy options for diversifying 
investment flows and models – The flow of 
investment between Australia and Thailand has 
not kept pace with other comparable countries. 
Australia is not always an easy environment for 
Thai FDI, given strong unionization, strict labour 
conditions, and high salaries in industries such 
as sugar refining. There is a clear need to expand 
investment in new areas, such as the digital 
economy, vaccine development and production, 
and low-carbon emission technology. Delegates 
also discussed the need for more joint ventures. 
Thai companies have more commonly acquired 
Australian companies as a way of accessing the 
market, rather than by exploring joint venture 
opportunities. 

8. Expand cooperation in the agri-food industry 
– Delegates noted that both countries are net 
food exporters and that, despite having different 
comparative advantages, have very closely 
aligned interests to prevent importing countries 
(such as Indonesia, European countries, and 
Japan) from cutting off access via tariff walls. 
Thailand is located very close to two of the largest 
food importers in the world (China and India) and 
should be a natural partner for the Australian 
agri-food industry. Australia leads on scientific 
advancement in the food industry and Thailand 
could benefit. As such, there may be important 
opportunities for collaboration under the bilateral 
and subregional/ACMECS frameworks to further 
enhance each country’s future prospects. Specific 
suggestions included:

• Focusing jointly on a new framework for 
success, rather than on increased production 
since both countries are suffering from over 
consumption. 

• Focus on Australian businesses looking to 
invest in Thailand and the Mekong subregion’s 
potential as a centre of production and export, 
rather than just on Thailand; 

• A joint focus on certifications of healthier, 
higher-quality, more nutritious food, in 
conformity with global trends.

Socio-Cultural and People-to-People Issues

9. Reconnect Thailand and Australia through 
education and more people-to-people 
exchanges – Thailand has fallen off the public 
radar in Australia and there is a clear need to 
address this challenge. A possible approach may 
be enhancing educational exchanges, building on 
the New Colombo Plan. Australia is starting to lose 
some competitive advantage as a destination for 
Thai students, which should be a concern to both 
governments. Furthermore, the lack of media 
coverage of Thailand and ASEAN in Australia is 
also a major concern and new initiatives should 
be explored to address this. 

10. Hold more frequent track 1.5 dialogues – The 
track 1.5 format is a useful approach for raising the 
profile of the bilateral relationship and generating 
new ideas for policymakers. These dialogues 
should be held on a more regular basis – possibly 
annually. The two governments may want to 
identify Thai and Australian organizations which 
could lead these dialogues. Future dialogues 
should find ways of including the private sector, 
possibility through dedicated sessions intended 
to attract business leaders. 

11. Explore the option of a Thailand-Australia 
prize – Thailand and Australia could explore the 
possibility of jointly organizing a prize for regional 
leaders in a particular area of mutual interest. The 
Fukuoka prize and Ramon Magsaysay prize are 
examples of how governments have raised the 
profile of important issues by honoring regional 
leaders. The prize might be called the “Evans-
Pitsuwan Prize” and could honor leading diplomats 
or foreign policy professionals or NGO sectors, 
who have contributed to finding solutions to 
regional problems or to improving the livelihoods 
of people in the Mekong subregion.

12. Reform Australian immigration processes 
affecting relations – Australia’s policies and 
systems for immigration to Australia have been 
a constraint to relations with Thailand. There was 
some discussion on the need for a review of the 
current immigration system, and some optimism 
that the current government will make needed 
reforms.
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Energy & Development Cooperation

13. Establish a new framework for development 
cooperation with Thailand – Thailand has  
already reached a high level of development. 
As such, the traditional concept of official 
development assistance (ODA) as charity is 
no longer applicable, and reestablishment of 
an annual bilateral ODA budget is unlikely. Yet, 
development cooperation is a crucial mechanism 
for enabling broader cooperation between the two 
countries, particularly for regional cooperation. 
DFAT should explore how ODA can be used to 
enhance its strategically important relationship 
with Thailand in a way that moves beyond the 
donor-recipient framework of traditional aid. One 
example of where this has been done is India, 
where the India-Australia joint research fund has 
been a very useful new approach to fostering 
science and technology exchange and joint 
ventures. Both sides should seriously explore 
trilateral cooperation with third countries. 

14. Scale up renewable energy, environmental, 
and water cooperation – Both sides were 
pleasantly surprised at the scale and intensity of 
cooperation between the two governments on 
renewable energy and water. The countries are 

planning to release a new plan of action for future 
energy cooperation in the near future. Australia 
and Thailand should prioritize implementation of 
this plan, which will include capacity building, joint 
studies, and exchanges on energy policy. Specific 
suggestions included:

• Workshops, training courses (executive and 
technical level), and exchange learning on 
crucial new technologies such as hydrogen, 
rooftop solar, energy storage, electric vehicles, 
and pumped storage hydroelectricity; 

• Joint studies on feasibility, policy 
recommendations focusing on solar power 
generation systems and integration into the 
grid, and grid codes;

• Australia-Thailand Energy Policy Dialogues 
(ATEPD);

• Joint studies on making cities liveable as 
temperatures rise;

• Cooperation on water management, including 
drawing on Thai expertise in early warning 
systems for floods.

15. Integrate the regional power grid – One future 
area of cooperation may be on cross-border power 
trade, and eventual integration onto a shared 
power grid. Thailand would like, for example, to 
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enable the flow of Lao electricity to Cambodia via 
its territory. For Australia, Southeast Asia is central 
to its ambitions for renewable energy (evidenced 
by its plans to move ahead with a 4,200km cable 
to export solar energy from northern Australia 
to Singapore) and Thailand is part of this plan. 
At present, there is a significant cost differential 
between countries concerning electricity, which 
is negatively affecting regional integration and 
holding some countries back. Australia could be a 
crucial partner in this process through equipment 
upgrades and technical assistance from the 
Australian Electricity Market Operator. Thailand’s 
key challenge is to prepare for electric vehicles, 
which will require a cleaner and better managed 
electricity market. The Thai Government plans to 
have at least 30 percent of vehicles electric by 
2030.  Australia is already converting all public 
service vehicles to electric, with a target of 
making is public service net zero by 2030.

Regional Issues

16. More closely align Australian support with 
the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) 
– One delegate noted that Japan currently has 
47 projects that are explicitly aligned with this 
important ASEAN framework. While Australia has 

been a vocal supporter of the AOIP, more can be 
done to support its implementation in the context 
of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. 

17. Australia and Thailand should work more 
closely together to address the situation in 
Myanmar – Drawing on past experience in Timor-
Leste and Cambodia, when Thailand and Australia 
collaborated in supporting negotiated settlements 
to end destabilizing conflicts, delegates urged Thai 
and Australian leaders to explore opportunities to 
do the same in Myanmar. Delegates urged both 
governments to explore creative opportunities 
for joint leadership in Myanmar towards restoring 
stability and creating a way out of the current 
stalemate. 

18. Take advantage of significant opportunities  
for Thai-Australian cooperation in  
ACMECS (Mekong subregion) – Thai delegates  
emphasized the importance of ensuring geo-
political balance in its immediate neighbourhood, 
and how the ACMECS platform is central to 
this objective. Australian delegates recognized 
the importance of ACMECs, and noted the 
high priority given to it by Thai counterparts. 
Thailand and Australia are both interested in a 
new equilibrium that ensures that no external 
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power dominates the subregion. Given the large 
number of Mekong cooperation frameworks, 
countries in the subregion are over-stretched and 
have seen little payoff for their efforts. Thailand 
is very comfortable with Australia’s approach to 
foreign policy and development cooperation. 
For example, on Mekong water issues, Australia 
does not put countries in the subregion in an 
uncomfortable position by leveling direct criticism 
against China and giving high profile to water 
governance issues. Australia and Thailand should 
deepen cooperation on a range of issues in the 
Mekong subregion, ideally through the ACMECS 
platform. This would strengthen locally driven 
approaches in the subregion and avoid further 
complicating the complex array of existing 
subregional mechanisms.

19. Support a Mekong cooperation forum to 
shape other subregional platforms – Thailand 
and Australia may want to consider organizing a 
Mekong subregional meeting with the intention 
of coordinating and shaping other development 
partners’ assistance and mechanisms. Australia is 
in an ideal position to influence Western powers 

on how they engage the Mekong subregion.  
A meeting connected to ACMECS could be a  
useful way for Australia to make external 
engagement in the Mekong subregion more 
coherent and impactful. Related to this, there 
was some discussion on the need to evaluate 
the impact of the various Mekong subregional 
platforms on whether they have shown any 
positive impact for the subregion. This type of 
analysis could help to enhance overall external 
power engagement and make development 
partners more responsive to local concerns. 

20. Explore options for jointly addressing 
water management – Delegates noted the 
challenges related to water management in the 
Mekong subregion which will affect water flow 
and biodiversity and fisheries in the Mekong 
River Basin. In particular, the dams along the 
tributaries to the Mekong River play a significant 
role in affecting water flows, but there are no 
legal mechanisms to track them. One delegate 
suggested that more could be done to identify 
joint projects on water management, including 
hydroelectric dams in Lao PDR.  
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Thailand Australia

Head of Delegation Kitti Wasinondh, Senator, Chairman 
of ASEAN Affairs Committee, 1st Vice 
Chair of the Senate Foreign Affairs 
Committee, Chair of Sub-Committee 
on ASEAN and Regional Cooperation, 
former Ambassador to United Kingdom, 
former Director-General of ASEAN 
Department at Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, former Consul General in Sydney

Allan Gyngell, National President of 
the Australian Institute of International 
Affairs (AIIA), former Director-General 
of Office of National Assessments, 
founding Director of Lowy Institute, 
former Senior Advisor to Prime Minister 
Paul Keating

Foreign Policy Busaya Mathelin, former Permanent 
Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Kavi Chongkittavorn, Columnist at 
the Bangkok Post, and Senior Fellow, 
Institute for Strategic and International 
Studies, Chulalongkorn University 

John McCarthy, former Australian 
Ambassador to Thailand, Indonesia, 
Vietnam, and United States 

Susannah Patton, Research Director, 
Lowy Institute, former Australian 
diplomat posted to Thailand

National Security General Somsak Roongsita (ret.), 
former Secretary-General, National 
Security Council 

Anucha Chintakanond, Deputy Chair, 
Prime Minister’s Advisory Committee on 
National Security

John Blaxland, former Defence 
Attache to Thailand, Professor of 
International Security and Intelligence 
Studies 

Hayley Channer, Senior Policy Fellow, 
USAsia Centre, former Advisor to 
Minister of Defence

Economic Relations Suthad Setboonsarng, former Deputy 
Trade Representative of Thailand, former 
Deputy Secretary-General of ASEAN, 
currently on board of Banpu Plc, and 
International Rice Research Institute 

Phairush Burapachaisri, Vice Chairman, 
Thai Chamber of Commerce 

Sithee Tanboonteck, Director, Thailand 
Board of Investment, Sydney Office

Peter Warr, Emeritus Professor, 
Crawford School of Public Policy, ANU 

Simon Lacey, Senior Lecturer, 
University of Adelaide Institute for 
International Trade, currently leading a 
study on the Thai-Australia economic 
partnership 

Chris Barnes, Director, Trade Policy 
& International Relations, Australian 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry

Annex 1:  Delegation members
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Thailand Australia

Climate Change and 
Energy

Poonpat Leesombatpiboon, 
Executive Director, International Energy 
Cooperation Office, Ministry of Energy

Tanachat Pochana, Founder and 
Executive Chairman, ENSERV 

David Higgins, International Climate 
& Technology Division, Department 
of Climate Change, Energy, the 
Environment and Water 

John Dore, Lead Specialist, Water 
Energy Climate, Mekong Australia 
Partnership, DFAT

Regional Cooperation 
and Development

Amb. Arunrung Phothong Humphreys, 
Head of Mekong Unit, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs

Melissa Conley Tyler, Executive 
Director, Asia Pacific Development, 
Diplomacy and Development Dialogue 
(AP4D)

Foreign Ministry 
Officials

H.E. Ms. Busadee Santipitaks, 
Ambassador of Thailand to Australia 

Nipa Nirannoot, Deputy Director-
General, Department of Americas and 
South Pacific Affairs, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

Michelle Chan, Deputy Secretary, 
DFAT

Robyn Mudie, First Assistant 
Secretary, Southeast Asia Regional 
Division, DFAT 

Simon Fellows, Assistant Secretary, 
Southeast Asia Mainland Branch, DFAT 

Jenny da Rin, Assistant Secretary, 
Southeast Asia Development Policy and 
Programs Branch, DFAT (TBC)

Authors of Synthesis 
Paper

Jittipat Poonkham, Director of 
International Studies Program, Assoc. 
Professor, Thammasat University

Gregory Raymond, Lecturer, Strategic 
and Defence Studies Center, ANU

Organizing Team:

• Thomas Parks, Country Representative for Thailand, The Asia Foundation; Distinguished Visitor, Coral Bell 
School of Asia-Pacific Affairs, ANU

• Dr. Gregory Raymond, Lecturer, Strategic and Defence Studies Center, ANU
• Benjamin Zawacki, Senior Program Specialist, The Asia Foundation
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DAY 1 – 21 September 2022
Crawford School of Public Policy, Canberry-Springbank Rooms

Welcome remarks and introduction of Heads of Delegations

9.00 - 9.15 • ANU/Gregory Raymond (introduce Allan Gyngell)
• TAF/Thomas Parks (introduce Kitti Wasinondh)

Opening remarks by Heads of Delegation

9.15 - 9.35 • Allan Gyngell 
• Kitti Wasinondh

SESSION 1 Setting the Geopolitical Scene

9.35 - 11.05 Moderator: Gregory Raymond
Speakers (10 min each):

• Michelle Chan 
• Busaya Mathelin 
• John McCarthy
• Kavi Chongkittavorn
• Susannah Patton

Open discussion 35 min
Objectives:

1. Clarify commonalities and differences in strategic outlooks 
2. Identify areas of shared strategic interest between Thailand and Australia

Topics may include: 
• Emerging challenges – Myanmar, Ukraine, Taiwan 
• Geopolitical competition
• Changing regional architecture – ASEAN, The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 

(Quad), Australia-United Kingdom-United States security agreement (AUKUS)

11.05 - 11.20  COFFEE BREAK and Group Photo

SESSION 2 Current State of Bilateral Relationship

11:20 - 12:20 Moderator:  Thomas Parks
Speakers (15 min each)

• Ambassador Busadee Santipitaks 
• Ambassador Angela MacDonald (virtual)
• Jittipat Poonkham 

Open discussion 10 min
Objectives:

1. Provide overview of milestones, joint initiatives, and areas of cooperation
2. Contextualise current state of relationship

Topics may include: 
• History and evolution of the bilateral relationship
• Bilateral cooperation – Strategic Partnership, priorities, current joint initiatives
• Impact of recent developments – Covid, AUKUS, Myanmar

Annex 2:  Agenda 
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12.20 - 13.45  LUNCH

SESSION 3 Shared Interests and Cooperation in the Mekong Subregion

13:45 - 15:00 Moderator:  Benjamin Zawacki
Speakers (15 min each)

• Ambassador Arunrung Phothong Humphreys
• Jenny da Rin
• Melissa Conley Tyler

Open discussion 25 min
Objectives:

1. Assess opportunities for Thai-Australian cooperation 
2. Prioritize needs and partnership models

Topics may include: 
• Subregional architecture – ACMECS, Mekong-Australia Partnership
• Development needs – environmental and ecological protection, connectivity, food 

security
• Australian development cooperation – partnerships, relevance and adaption within 

geopolitical context, trilateral cooperation
• Thai development cooperation – role in Mekong subregion and ASEAN

15.00 - 15.15  AFTERNOON TEA

SESSION 4 Climate and Energy

15.15 - 16.45 Moderator:  Hayley Channer
Speakers (10 min each)

• Poonpat Leesombatpiboon
• David Higgins
• Tanachat Pochana 
• John Dore

Open discussion 45 min
Objectives:

1. Assess energy sector evolution in Thailand and mainland Southeast Asia 
2. Identify areas of common interest and future cooperation

Topics may include: 
• Energy sources and transition
• Private sector priorities
• Australian technology and models
• Climate change commitments

WRAP-UP Reflections on Day 1

16.45 - 17.00 • Allan Gyngell
• Kitti Wasinondh
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DAY 2 – 22 September 2022
Australian Institute for International Affairs, National Headquarters

Summary of Day 1

9.00 - 9.20 Opening remarks:
• Kitti Wasinondh 
• Allan Gyngell

Moment of reflection on the passing of HM Queen Elizabeth II
Brief summary of Day 1 provided by organizing team

SESSION 5 Security Challenges and Cooperation

9.20 - 10.35 Moderator:  Susannah Patton
Speakers (10 min each)

• John Blaxland 
• General Somsak Roongsita 
• Hayley Channer
• Anucha Chintakanond

Open discussion 30 min
Objectives:

1. Identify shared priorities for regional security in Southeast Asia
2. Prioritize future areas of cooperation

Topics may include: 
• Deepening military-military cooperation
• Traditional threats - regional conflict, maritime security
• Transnational crime - drugs, trafficking-in-persons, smuggling
• Non-traditional and asymmetrical threats - cybersecurity, terrorism, climate-induced 

and humanitarian crises

10.35 - 10.55  COFFEE BREAK

SESSION 6 Thai-Australian Economic Relations

10.55 - 12.10 Moderator:  Anucha Chintakanond
Speakers (15 min each)

• Peter Warr 
• Suthad Setboonsarng 
• Simon Lacey 

Open discussion 25 min
Objectives:

1. Identify shared priorities for economic growth and deeper integration
2. Prioritize future areas of cooperation

Topics may include: 
• Global economic downturn – Covid, inflation, energy prices, slowing Chinese 

economy, uncertainty from conflict in Ukraine
• Trade relationship – current data, challenges in expanding trade, free trade 

agreements 
• Foreign direct Investment – recent trends, factors that affect investment
• Currency-related challenges – Inflation, financial markets, barriers to integration
• Non-traditional economic challenges – public health, food security, microchips

12.10 - 13.15  LUNCH
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SESSION 7 Expanding Economic Linkages

13.15 - 14.45 Moderator:  Melissa Conley Tyler
Speakers (15 min each)

• Phairush Burapachaisri
• Chris Barnes 
• Tanachat Pochana
• Sithee Tanboonteck

Open discussion 25 min
Objectives:

1. Identify critical factors that could expand economic linkages
2. Compile and prioritize policy options

Topics may include: 
• Key areas of opportunity in the private sector 
• Government options for increasing private sector linkages
• Constraints to deeper economic integration

14.45 - 15.00  AFTERNOON TEA

SESSION 8 Next Steps for Growing the Relationship

15.00 - 16:15 Moderator:  Thomas Parks
Speakers (5 min each):

• Busaya Mathelin
• Susannah Patton
• Suthad Setboonsarng 
• Benjamin Zawacki

Open discussion 50 min
Objectives:

1. Prioritize existing areas of shared interest and future cooperation
2. Identify additional priorities for Thai-Australian cooperation

Topics may include: 
• To be determined during the Dialogue

WRAP-UP Summary and Reflections

16.15 - 16.40 • Gregory Raymond
• Jittipat Poonkham

CLOSING Closing Remarks

16.40 - 17.00 • Allan Gyngell
• Kitti Wasinondh




