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Abstract

Tourism is the main economic base of Thailand today, and it is expected to increase its
importance in the future in terms of number of tourists, economic value, employment, and impact
on the community. No matter how tourist behaviors have changed, cities will continue to be the
main strategic area for tourism. But Thailand’s tourism policy has mainly emphasized the
development of tourist spots and more recently travel routes that connect tourist destinations.
But the policy has paid little attention to the overall design and development of the city. Existing
infrastructure and activities are not able to support the changing nature of tourism. These
problems affect the experience of tourists, the image of the city, and the lives of people living in
the city. This in turn undermines the potential and attractiveness of the city for tourism. Therefore,
the conceptual framework and guidelines for urban development and design to support tourism
have to change in order to deal with tourism and other factors that are highly uncertain and

constantly changing.

The objectives of this research are as follows: (1) to review problems in urban design and
development related to tourism in Thailand; (2) to review key policies, strategies, and plans for
developing tourist cities; (3) to analyze challenges, opportunities, and obstacles in designing and
developing leading tourist cities, and (4) to present examples of strategic plans for developing

tourist cities with examples of urban design projects in key areas.

The research team selected case studies of urban areas in 3 provinces with various levels
of diversity and urgency in designing and developing cities for tourism. These include (1) Urban
areas and beaches in Phuket as a case study of a leading tourist city; (2) Mae Sai and Chiang Khong
in Chiang Rai Province as case studies of border tourist cities; and (3) Phatthalung as a case study
of a small tourist town with potential to develop tourism in the future. The researchers also
participated in two other projects in this same research program, which focused on Chiang Mai

and Lampans.

In terms of methodology, the research team experimented with new conceptual
frameworks and methods for strategic planning and urban design that are different from existing

practices. We tested the concepts and processes of scenario planning and city branding. The data
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used in the analyses were compiled from secondary sources in various databases, which include
information on geography, population, economy, society and tourism. We also obtained primary
data from field surveys, interviews, focus-group meetings, and feedback on our presentations from

stakeholders in the study areas.

The main findings of this research are as follows:

1. Medium-income tourist trap: Thailand's leading tourist cities are stuck in the middle-

income tourist trap, as they cannot increase value from tourism. Their main challenges include:

1.1 Carrying capacity: Urban infrastructure and facilities are not developing fast enough to
accommodate rapidly growing demand;
1.2 Identity: The identities of tourist cities are not well preserved or enhanced; and

1.3 Equity: Benefits and burdens arising from tourism are not allocated fairly.

2. The future of small and medium-sized cities depends on tourism. Many small cities in
Thailand are facing the problems of stagnating or decreasing population and shrinking economic
base with limited diversity. Tourism seems to become an important alternative that may help

alleviate the demographic and economic problems of these cities.

3. Limitations with conceptual frameworks and tools used in current urban planning. Almost
every case study does not have a long-term plan that is based on a clear analysis of future images

of urban development and design for tourism.

4. Organizational challenges and partnerships in urban management. Local administrative
organizations face many obstacles and limitations in managing their own cities. Such challenges
are tied to the roles of central and regional agencies, as well as the roles of the private sector in

the area.

The main proposal of this research project is the following. The future survival and growth
of Thailand’s tourism industry will depend on the ability to design, develop and manage urban
areas. That is, the ability to increase the capacity of urban infrastructure that makes the city

convenient, clean, beautiful, safe and technologically up-to-date, while creating ecological
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sustainability, improving fair distribution of burdens and benefits, and maintaining and developing

the urban identity that is appropriate to the context.

This study also recommends the following process for designing and developing a tourist
city. There are 5 steps in such a process: (1) analyze strategic issues; (2) develop future city
scenarios; (3) develop a city brand; (4) develop strategic alternatives for urban development; and

(5) urban design.

As a result from testing the above process, we provide examples of medium-term (5-10
years) urban development strategies for each case study. We emphasize two basic principles: i.e.,
sustainable urban design and development, and urban design as a method to transform existing

city morphology as an asset into a type of capital that generates income from tourism.

For Phuket, the study team proposes a few examples, including: developing the areas
around the proposed light rail stations; revitalizing and redeveloping the old central areas in
Phuket, especially the historical areas; developing a connecting area between Phuket Old Town

and other areas; and maintaining and upgrading the identity of tourist districts.

For Mae Sai, we propose the following strategies: connecting the border trade areas; creating
new types of tourism in Mae Sai; and creating multicultural areas. As for Chiang Khong, the
proposed strategies include: connecting all districts by jointly developing the area along the
Mekong River; conserving and restoring the areas within Chiang Khong Old Town; and developing

new areas to support future tourism while managing parking and public transport facilities.

For Phatthalung City, we propose the following strategies: creating elements and images for
tourism at the neighborhood level; enhancing existing urban landscape so it becomes landmarks;
creating areas for cultural activities; and creating awareness among tourists passing through the

city.
We also suggest the following national strategies:

1. Increase the capacity of local governments in planning for urban development and design

in a tourist city;

2. Encourage the private sector to participate in the development of a tourist city;
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3. Increase the carrying capacity of infrastructure to support tourism in a city;

4. Promote participation in imaging and determining future pictures of tourist cities;

5. Create a tourist city’s identity and brand through a participatory process;

6. Promote the development and design of a tourist city at the neighborhood level; and

7. Promote diffusion of knowledge and skills in developing and designing tourist cities.



