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Abstract

Research Project “Thailand-Japan Relations at the Local Level:

Status and Future Possibility”

This research examines and analyzes the status of local relations between Thailand and
Japan in terms of development, problems, and achievements as well as how it should proceed
in the future. Using qualitative methods, through documentary research and in-depth interviews,
this research employs two conceptual frameworks: “subnational governments (SNGs)” (Jain
2005) and “paradiplomacy” (Kuznetsov 2014).

The research finds that local relations between Japan and Thailand started with sister-
city relations in the 1980s; at present there are 10 affiliations. The relations is increasingly
shifting towards issue-based cooperation, particularly on investment, tourism, environment,
and education. On actual operation, whereas Japanese local governments have readiness,
owing to decentralization (since the early postwar), available budgets, and experiences, Thai
provinces and local authorities are faced with many obstacles. Therefore, in recent years the
Japanese prefectural governments have more cooperation with Thai central government
agencies, such as the Department of Industrial Promotion (DIP), the Board of Investment (BOI).
In addition, the cooperation is short of continuity and some matching cities fail to develop
tangible benefits due to the lack of similarities and common interests, as well as low
complementarities.

Yet, Thailand and Japan still have potentials to continue and expand cooperation,
especially in industry, technology, tourism, and environment. The next steps of matching cities
should be issue-based cooperation that provides mutual benefits and complementarities. The
issues of cooperation should be in line with the policies of central government to gain their
supports. The characteristics of cities should be considered, such as similarities in sizes, population,
geography, historical and cultural linkages, as well as, importantly, the economic contexts of
industry, trade, tourism, education, and environment.

Arguably, the era of Japan's sister city relationship focusing on cultural exchange and
internationalization has already been over. Japanese local governments are emphasizing
tangible benefits, rather than establishing the sister city relations. The issues of cooperation
must be clear and concrete. Therefore, if Thailand wants to develop the local-to- local
relations, there must be a clear study the demand of the Japanese side: What do they want?
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How can we respond? and How will we get benefits? The research suggests some matching
models and issues for cooperation between the provinces/cities, which should be a reference

and a starting point.

Keywords: Thailand-Japan relations at the local level, local governments, sister-city

relationship, issue-based cooperation, potentials
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