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Good evening. I would like to welcome all of you, as members of the World Affairs Council (WAC) of Washington DC, to our Embassy today. As the Washington chapter of the largest international affairs organization in the United States, the Council should be commended for playing such a leading role in promoting international understanding and in bringing increased attention to Thailand and our region among business and government circles as well as among the general American public. I am also happy that we have the presence of State Department officials who are about to be posted in Bangkok very soon to join us today. 

There are indeed a great number of issues that our Embassy is continuously working on here in the United States, including trade issues, security cooperation, and trans-national issues like cooperation on narcotics prevention and for the eradication human trafficking. In fact, later on tonight I will also be having a meeting with the Director-General of Thailand's Office of Women Affairs and Family Institution, US State department officials, congressional staffers, and representatives of Thai and US NGO's working on human trafficking issues and here in Washington to attend an international conference on human trafficking held by the State Department. 

As many of you know, Thailand is the first Asian country to have signed a Treaty of Amity and Commerce with the United States nearly 170 years in 1833. Given our many common interests and values, the Kingdom is one of the United States' closest allies in Asia. We have fought side by side in many wars, such as the Korean and Vietnam Wars, and have been close partners in other fields. 

Our co-operation has deepened and broadened significantly over the years and encompasses an area of great concern for all of us today, namely that of counter-terrorism. Our policy here is clear. Thailand condemns terrorism and has been cooperating closely with the United States as part of the global campaign against terrorism. After the tragic events of 9-11, the Thai Government has stepped up our intelligence efforts, implemented various security measures, taken legal actions, and promoted public participation and awareness to combat terrorism. Thailand is also working with the United States and other countries in the region to address this and many other of the region's transnational problems, including the illicit trade in narcotic drugs and human beings. 

Relations between the United States and Thailand are also close in the economic sphere. The United States is Thailand's second largest trading partner and one of our largest foreign investors. We have signed a Trade and Investment Framework Agreement or TIFA last year and we look forward to discussing the possibility of concluding a FTA with the United States in the near future. 

The United States is also one of the largest investors in Thailand, with many American Fortune 500 companies conducting business in Thailand. In particular, I would like to mention that your major automotive companies, be it Ford, Chrysler-Daimler, or General Motors, are also major players in the Thai automotive industry. And just recently, Toyota has chosen Thailand to be their production base, committing nearly USD 700 million in new investments. Mitsubishi has also announced new investments of nearly USD 500 million, while Ford last year as relocated its Asian-Pacific marketing headquarters to Bangkok. All this has also made Thailand known as the Detroit of the East. 

There are certainly many reasons why Thailand is such an attractive place to do business. Economically speaking, our economy is well on the road towards a sustained recovery following the financial crisis of 1997, which you all may know unfortunately started in Thailand in July 1997 when the economic bubble burst. 

At the peak of the crisis in 1998, Thailand's GDP declined by 10.2 percent. Last year, growth is expected to be around 4.9 per cent and should be around 3.5 - 4.5 per cent in 2003. 

Our external position has improved. At the very beginning of the financial crisis, our international reserves were almost depleted, used up in the defence of the baht. Today, our reserves stand at over 38 billion dollars, equivalent to six months worth of imports and 2.5 times the Kingdom's short-term debt. 

Our baht currency has strengthened and is now stabilised at around 41-42 baht to the U.S. dollar, compared with over 56 baht to the dollar at the peak of the crisis. Exports, which contracted by 6.8 per cent in 1998, is expected to be around 5.7 per cent last year and should be around 6.0 per cent this year. Our current account, which was perennially in deficit before the crisis, should this year register a surplus of 4.1 per cent. Inflation, which rose to as high as 8.1 per cent in 1998, should this year be around 1.5 per cent. 

I think what best summarises our economy recovery to date has been the rebound in the Stock Exchange of Thailand. After reaching a low of 250 in 2000, the index stood at 360 as of the end of last week, a rise of 44 per cent-reflecting the increased confidence in our economy and better corporate results. 

The Kingdom is also politically stable with an educated and skilled work force. We are endowed with abundant natural resources. We are also strategically located in Southeast Asia, making us the natural gateway for mainland Southeast Asia and South China. 

Regarding Thailand's role in the region, I wish to say that the Kingdom has been playing a more active role in Asia commensurate with our position. In the realm of security, our annual Cobra Gold exercise with the United States has evolved into a multilateral one involving other countries in the region. The exercise has also taken on elements of peace-keeping and counter-terrorism. 

We are also working closely with the international community in peace-keeping and reconstruction efforts, be it in East Timor, Aceh or Afghanistan. 

On the developmental front, we are a key player in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region where we hope to help promote the economic development of countries along the Mekong through the establishment of transportation networks and by the development of our human resources. 

I would also like to mention the Asia Cooperation Dialogue or ACD, which held its first ministerial meeting last June in Thailand. Conceived by Prime Minister Thaksin, the ACD is an informal forum for Asian Foreign Ministers to exchange views on issues of mutual interests. It is aimed at promoting interdependence among Asian countries in all areas of cooperation which will help expand the market within Asia and enhance Asia's economic competitiveness by climbing up the development value chain. It also serves as an increment to build upon Asia's potentials and strengths by supplementing and complementing existing cooperative frameworks as well as filling in the missing linkages for Asia-wide cooperation to become a viable partner for other regions. 

ACD areas of cooperation include poverty alleviation, human resource development, bridging the digital divide, science and technology, promotion of Asian culture and tourism, development of SMEs, resource management, energy security, transportation and communications linkages, non-traditional security issues, enhancing the role of the business and academic sectors, and infrastructure development. 

I am also pleased to inform you that this year, Thailand is playing host to the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum or APEC. During the course of this year, several APEC meetings and seminars will in held throughout the Kingdom, culminating in the APEC Economic Leaders' Meeting in October, the theme of which will be "A World of Differences: Partnership for the Future." 

President Bush will also be travelling out to Thailand to attend this meeting. He has also been invited by His Majesty the King of Thailand to pay a State Visit to Thailand just preceding the visit. 

The President's own visit will help keep up the momentum of high level visits between our two countries. Just over a year ago, Prime Minister Thaksin paid a working visit here and last October, Her Majesty the Queen of Thailand visited the United States. This year, His Royal Highness the Crown Prince of Thailand will be making a working visit to the United States followed by another visit by Prime Minister Thaksin. 

Much is therefore happening between Thailand and the United States, all of which bode well for the future of our relations. I would like to again welcome all of you to our Embassy today, and I will be glad to answer any questions you may have. 
