
An assessment after 40 years 
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n island of relative stability in Southeast 

Asia, Thailand bas enjoyed a rapidly 

growing economy and bas been an ally 

of the United States for four decades. 

Over this entire period Thailand has 

received development assistance from 

the United States (as well as from other 

countries and international agencies) 

and American foundations. In the earlier years of post-World 

War II development, U.S. aid was predominant among exter­

nal aid sources. Generally speaking, the U.S. aid program did 

achieve its overall objectives and was an effective instrument 

for enhancing U.S.-Thai relations. 

Foreign aid usually gets poor 
press. Critical authors have prof­
fered broad generalizations de­
spite the vastly heterogeneous 
experience of foreign aid, the di­
versity of its content over time, 
and the very different contexts in 
which aid programs have oper­
ated from continent to continent 
and in well over 100 countries. 
Despite the importance of aid as 
an instrument of U.S. foreign 
policy, very few studies have ex­
amined the role and impact ofaid 
in individual countries over ex­
tended periods of time. 

Thailand provides an illumi-
nating case for such a study. It 
ranks near the top ofWorld Bank 
indices of growth performance 
and quality of economic policy. 

Furthermore, Thailand's aid How makes it typical of aid 
recipients; major aid recipients, such as South Korea and 
Taiwan, were provided with large-scale aid that substan­
tially augmented their own resources and the invest­
ment and import capabilities of their economics. The 
more typical aid to Thaibnd was small in relation to 

domestic resources and was allocated mainly to indi­
vi_dual= projects: for_tcchni..:al assistance, institution-
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/most all the 1bais--academics, active and 

retired officials, and business people-

Thailand or during the course of 
project implementation, for ex­
ample, while operating equip­
ment on a highway construction 
project. Some projects were aimed 
at creating or strengthening edu­
cational institutions. Others were 
designed to raise the capability of 
government units responsible for 
infrastructure development, 
health, educational, and eco­
nomic services central to devel­
opment, or for broad aspects of 
public sector efficiency. A series 
of projects over the years assisted 
promotional and financial sen ices 
that supported private sector de­
velopment. In the earlier years 
substantial funds were provided 
for infrastructure-selected main 
highways, air transport, electric 
power, and irrigation. 

interoiewed in early 1989 during research 

for the book on which this article is based 

thought that training wa.s the most impor-

tant and enduring contribution the US. 

program had made to the cou nt1y s develop-

ment. Since much of this training was 

concentrated in individual academic andgovemnu.!nf instit11tions 

and agencies, the long-tenn qffects 011 tbe development contrih11-

lions of the assisted organizations can be ofoCJ,rved. Ext ended US. 

training, especially for advanced degrees, has apparently bad 

sz1bstantial effects on the broad social and political orientation and 

u iork ethos of the trainees as they have risen to senior positions. 

building, and (in the early years) infrastructure. Thus, 
an examination of the program's impact must scrutinize 
the individual problems and sectoral objectives, as well 
as evaluate the major projects that were designed to 
achieve these objectjves. 

Since its inception in 1950, the U.S. aid program in 
Thailand administered by the U.S. Agency for Interna­
tional Development (and predecessors) has amounted 
to a little more than $1 billion plus another 10 percent 
or so for food aid, the Peace Corps, and other such 
projects. In most years the program fell into a range of 
$15-35 million. It had a relatively low period between 
1 ~72 and 1978 and peak years between 1966 and 1969. 

·The individual projects numbered in the hundreds, 
leaving a long paper trail. We can examine the record of 
succds or· failure according to three measures: 1) spe­
cific goals in institution-building, health, transporta­
tion, agriculture, and other sectors; 2) the program's 
role in counter-insurgency; and 3) pursuit of overall 
strategic objectiYes at the heart of the relationship 
between the two countries. 

Instrumental goals 
THE FIRST PERSPECTIVE IS THE EASIEST. OVER THE !:=OUR 

DECADES U.S. aid projects can be found in Yirtually every 
sector of the Thai economy. Scores of government 
departments and agencies, educational and financial 
institutions, and other facilities rccciYcd technical assis­
tance, training, and advanced education t()r staff plus 
modest amounts of equipment and financial support. 
More than 11,000 Thais were trained in the United 
States and third countries. Tens of thousands more 
received training either in aideu educational facilities 

Generally speaking, these ac-
tivities had two related objec­

tives. The direct objectives of most (non-infrastructure) 
projects-to provide training and ~uild institutional 
capacity-were \'Vhat might be called instrumental goals. 
At a second level, these instrumental. capacities were 
applied to the achievement of specific development 
objectives, such as controlling malaria and other dis­
eases., promoting foreign investment, planning and 
managing infrastructure investment and maintenance~ 
developing high-yielding seed varieties, increasing the 
reach and effectiveness ofagricultural extension services, 
raising the fish catch, expanding family planning services, 
improving economic policy research, and so on. 

For most of these projects the record .is clear. Many 
of the specific development objectives have been achieved. 
The population growth rate has been halved, malaria has 
been reduced to a minor public health problem, an army 
of teachers has been trained to provide nearly universal 
primary education, and investment/institutional pro­
grams have laid the basis for subsequent development of 
portions of the country's economic infrastructure. Other 
dtorts clearly failed: irrigation in the northeast region 
accomplished little (to cite one example) and eftorts to 
decentralize bureaucratic authority from Bangkok to 
provincial and local jurisdictions had only minor impact. 

Almost all the Thais-academics, active and retired 
officials, and businesspeople-interviewed in early 1989 
during research for the book on which this artick is 
based thought that training was the most important and 
enduring contribution the U.S. program had mad~ to 

the country's dcn~lopmcnt. Since much of this training 
was concentrated in individual academic and govcrn­
mentinstitutions and ..igcncics, the long-term effects on 
the development contributions of the assisted organiza-
tions can be obsern~d. Extended U.S. training, cspe­
~('.E1Jlyforadvanced degrees, has apparently had substan-
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rial-though difficult to document--effects on the broad 
social and political orientation and work ethos of the 
trainees as they have risen to senior positions. It is 

· striking that approximately 40 percent of the officials 
occupying senior (non-security) decision-making posi­
tions in the Thai government in 1986 had been partici­
pant trainees under the U.S. aid program, many in 
degree programs in American universities. The percent­
age would be higher still if it included recipients of 
training grants from Fulbright, Rockefeller, Ford, and 
other U.S. foundations. In addition, organizations that 
received technical aid under the U.S. program have 
shown long-term vigor and have made important con­
tributions to the country's development. 

Alleviating pooerty 
ALTHOUGH THE ALLEVIATION OF OOVERIT BECAME A MAIN 

theme of aid legislation beginning in 1973, the Thai 
program had concerned itself with poverty reduction 
from the early 1950s. As with many later aid programs 
of other Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) countries, U.S. aid tended to 
focus on the northeast region oIThailand-the country's 
poorest area and the region most exposed to the insta­
bilities and security problems posed by the nations of 
Indochina. Donors saw reducing poverty in the North­
east as an · important component of internal security 
strategy. 

Northeast poverty stemmed from two principal fac­
tors: physical isolation and poor natural resources. While 
the Northeast continues to lag behind the rest of the 

. country, incomes have been rising over the years. Pov­
erty has been reduced by greater availability of potable 
water,improvedqualityofvillage 
housing, greater accessibility of 
health and education systems, and 
availability of transport and com­
munications services. Economic 
andsocialmobilityand the quality 
of life in general have improved. 

specifically designed to target the poor rather than rely 
on broad economic grmvth to alleviate poverty. Need­
less to say, the story ofincome growth in the Northeast 
has been bound up with a complex of domestic and 
external factors among which aid programs have ex­
erted a significant but not decisive effect. Seen from the 
appropriate perspecti\'e, U.S. aid activities in the North­
east have included some clear successes related to income 
and welfare advances, accompanied by some fairly clear 
failures, for example, in land settlement and in irrigation, 
as previously noted. 

The domitro that never fell 
THAILAND'S INTER.i'-':\L SECCRlIT PROBLEMS-A.'-' 1:-.:suR­

gcncy led by Vietnamese-uained cadres of the Commu­
nist Party ofThailand ( CPT) and supported by Vietnam 
and mainland China-began in.the late 1950s, peaked 
irt the late 1970s, and collapsed in the early 1980s. The 
Thai. domino never foll partly because of the CPT's 
inability to develop a large-scale insurgency based on 
wide rural support. The reasons for Thailand's success in 
this struggle are complex and have been hotly debated 
by Thai and foreign political analysts. 

For example., some critics at the time charged that the 
counterinsurgency projects assisted by AID \vould 
alienate rather than v.in m·er peasant hearts and minds 
by facilitating village visits by arrogant provincial offi­
cials. Such fears proYed groundless. Instead, the insur­
gency fell because of a mix of factors: the split in the CPT 
and withdrawal of Chinese support, the Thai 
government's increase of the \•olume and quality of rural 
programs, and its focus on amnesty rather than coer-
don. 

ome of AID 's projects. especially in 

health and transp011ation, have made 

demonstrable contributions to advanc-

ing living standards of the poor in the 

Northeast. In wbat may seem like a 

paradoxical outcome to the proponents 

of the pove11y-orie11ted changes of the 

1973 le,p,islation. tbe impact qf earlier 

(so-called trickle-down) ir~ji·astructu re projects on N011heast 

incomes appears to bavefar outweigbed tbe effects qfpost-

1973 projects (e.g. in rural development o nd in decentralized 

Some of AID's projects, espe­
cially in health and transporta­
tion, have made demonstrable 
contributions to advancing liv­
ing s~andards of the poor in the 
Northeast. In what may seem like 
a paradoxical outcome to the 
proponents of the poverty-ori­
ented changes of the 1973 legis­
lation, the impact of earlier (so­
called trickle-down) infrastruc­
ture projects on Northeast in­
comes appears to have far out- local planning system~), uibicb were spec(/kal{y designed to 

·'''eighed the effects ofpost-1973 
proje(ts (e.g. in rural dcvelop­

in decentralized local 
systems), .whkh ··were 

target the poor rather tban re~v on broad e<.-onomic growtb to 

alleviate poverty. 
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Given the now incontestable results, 
hindsight suggests that some of the AID­
assisted components of the 
·c<:?,unterinsurgency effort (for example, 
in-service training of provincial and dis­
trict officials and equipment and budget 
support for rural roa<l construction) made 
important contributions to the govern­
mentactivities thatwereaimedatsustain­
ing villager loyalty and denying to the 
CPT the potential for capturing and mo­
bilizing rural discontent. 

Development 
and political opening 
fROM THE VERY FIRST PRESENTATIONS TO 

the Congress in the early 1950s, succes­
sive administrations have argued that de­
velopment assistance would help realize 
Thailand's strong development potential. 
Thailand's stability and market-oriented 
economic policies were also expected to 
have a spillover impact on the country's 
turbulent neighbors. In fact, most of the 
AID projects made significant contribu-
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tions toward Thailand'5 relatively out­
standing development process. 

Mutual U.S. -Thai security objectives 
have also been achieved. Internally, af­
ter a period of authoritarian reaction in 
the mid-l 970s, Thailand reestablished 
its social stability in the context of in­
creasingly pluralistic, albeit imperfect, 
political processes. Regionally, the 
dominoes are falling in Thailand's di­
rection, propelled by powerful interna­
tional currents to be sure, but also 
strongly influenced by Thailand's 
growing economic strength in contrast 
to the failure of command economics in 
neighboring countries.A growing po­
litical science literature exploring the 
relationships between economic devel­
opment and democratization looks at 
Thailand as one exemplar of modern 
economic development that has cre­
ated conditions favorable to political 
pluralism (although the relationship is 
certainly not inevitable). The relation­
ship arises out of several factors, the first 
being sheer economic complexity. 
Middle and professional classes have 
emerged that are capable of running a 

modem economy increasingly beyond 
the managerial competence of the mili­
tary elite, while a proliferation of eco­
nomic interest groups and newly ar­
ticulate consumer, village, provincial, 
and non.-govemmental activist organi­
zations have fostered democratic insti­
tutions. In Thailand, those optimistic 
that development will lead to stronger 
democracy also point to the powerful 
cul rural preference for accommodation 
rather than polarization, grounded in 
Buddhist moderation, and the increas­
ing transparency of public affairs, thanks 
to a relatively free press. 

Tbe centrality of 
training 

TH.'\.IL.!\ND'S EXPERIENCE HOLDS IMPOR­

tant lessons for developing countries 
and for foreign aid. U.S. aid was de­
monstrably a significant factor in 
Thailand's signal success. The salient 
chara.::reristics and contributions of that 
aid were continuity of purpose and 
presence; a strong role for AID's coun­
try mission in program definition and 
implementation; and Thai confidence 
that _.\merican development assistance 
(in sharp contrast with some other aid 
sources) was driven by professionalism 
and a relative. absence of commercially 
self-serving objectives . 

.. -\s for program content, the most 
pen-2.si ve and long-lasting contribution 
was the creation of human capital and 
the dcYelopment of a wide array ofThai 

t institutions. While U.S. aid was mar­
ginal in size, these institutions, manned 
and often directed by U.S.-trained par­
ticipants, have been central to the plan­
ning and management of Thai devel­
opment policy and programs. The 
training and institutional linkages with 
the C nited States have also cumulated 
into .1 rich legacy of good will that 
atk.:ts other dimensions of U.S.-Thai 
rcb.:i\_1ns. • 

RobC1''t J. Muscat, who retfred from 
AID in 1981, is a visiting schola1· at 
the East Asian I nstititte at Colunibia 
Uni Pcni'ty. His most recent book is 
T7m iland and the Unfted States: De­
velopment, Security, and Foreign Aid 
(Colmnbia University Press, 1990). 
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