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Chapter 9
Research on the Border Trade of Thai 

SMEs in the Four Regions

The Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion (OSMEP) conducted a research 

study on the border trade in four regions: the north, the northeast, the central region including 

the east and the west (excluding Bangkok), and the south. Customs houses where SMEs 

played a significant role in trade and had high capacity were selected as follows:

1) The North : Mae Sai Customs, Chiang Rai where the border area is adjacent to 

the Republic of the Union of Myanmar.

2) The Northeast : Nong Khai Customs where the border area is adjacent to the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic.

3) The Central Region Including the East and the West (Excluding Bangkok) : 

Amphoe Aranyaprathet Customs, Sa Kaeo where the border is adjacent to Cambodia.

4) The South : Sa Dao Customs, Song Khla where the border is adjacent to Malaysia.

OSMEP, furthermore, conducted a study on the situation of the border trade of SMEs 

of Thailand and neighbouring countries (consisting of the Lao People’s Democratic  

Republic, the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, Malaysia, and Cambodia) employing an 

acceptable research tool in line with academic standards. The purpose was to understand 

the situation of the border trade, problems and hindrance, buying and selling behaviour, 

freight, payment system, and need for support from the government sector, etc. 
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Overall Situation of the Border Trade in Four Regions

9.1 The North 

In this study, information was collected from SME entrepreneurs at Mae Sai Customs 

in Chiang Rai, covering the downstream business structure: retail and service (hotels);  

the midstream business: wholesale and import-export; and the upstream business :  

manufacturing of products. For the transport process, the import-export process shared the 

same criteria. Before loading products to the customs house, product details need to be 

submitted onto the website of the Thai Customs Department not exceeding 21 days in  

advance. Then products are brought to customs for examination to see if they match the 

information provided on the submitted documents in terms of the products themselves, types, 

price, and checked to see whether they classified as forbidden items. When customs officers 

finish, they will assure the products and issue a document. The entrepreneur can use the 

documents to apply for a vat refund. Product verification is carried out using the red line 

system whereby the products in question are checked by officers. The green line is for  

general consumption goods. When the process is complete, products can be  transported 

in and out of the boundary post. 

The majority of entrepreneurs choose land transport and shipment. The three ports 

they use are Pa Than Port, Wat Luang Port and Chiang Khong Port, employing laborers to 

transport products to ships. The shipping method is based on destination, convenience and 

entrepreneurs’ lowest cost of transportation. Types of customers vary according to 

the business patterns. For the retail business, most customers are tourists from Thailand and 

Myanmar. Purchasing is usually for household consumption. For the wholesale and  

manufacturing business, entrepreneurs open a shop and most customers are from Myanmar, 

Laos and China. The purpose of buying is for retail sales. For businesses in the service 

sector, most clients are Thai and foreign tourists travelling to the trade border in Chiang Rai.

The study showed that most problems of minor entrepreneurs operating retail business 

and service business came from communication to customers since they are both Thai and 

foreigners, especially people from Myanmar, resulting in miscommunication. 
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The main problem of large entrepreneurs operating wholesale business and import- 

export business was that there were several procedures of import and export, resulting in 

delay and time consumption. 

The problem entrepreneurs encountered in every business was the high cost of  

business operations due to a larger number of competitors, and higher wages. There was 

also a problem regarding the shortage of workers and the lack of quality workers. Furthermore, 

business operators in border trade competed with each other, between both large and minor 

operators. There was also cost cutting among one another.  

Minor entrepreneurs operating in the retail and service business needed support from 

the government sector. Mostly, they wanted the organization of vendors at the Mae Sai  

border, needed support for access to finance, and wanted the government sector to solve 

floods that had direct impact on local entrepreneurs. 

The need for support from the government sector was the same in every business. The 

majority of minor entrepreneurs wished for support and facilitation as regards service  

provision and one-stop services in order to reduce complicated procedures to the minimum. 

They also wanted the government sector to organize training related to regulations, export 

process, as well as guidelines for the operation of import-export business via borders. The 

payment method of customers was mostly cash or credit terms such as 7 days credit or 30 

days credit per term for reliable customers.

The destination of products was mostly Thailand’s neighboring countries  

consisting of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar in the area of Tachileik and Kengtung, 

the upper part of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, the lower part of the Republic of 

China, the border adjacent to Myanmar of India, and the Lao People’s Democratic  

Republic in the areas of Bokeo, Luang Prabang, Huay Sai, Luang Namtha and Oudomxay.

The export products were consumption goods such as palm oil, vegetable oil, rice, 

condensed milk, wheat flour, sugar, seasoned lemonade, grain, spices, corn, construction 

materials and fuel. 

The import products were garlic, chrysanthemum tea leaves, clothing, and electrical 

appliances. Most goods were imported from the Republic of China, and some of them from 

the United States and Europe. The import volume was smaller than the export. 
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According to the study, suggestions can be summed up as follows: The government 

sector should solve the problems of entrepreneurs urgently, especially publicizing practices 

and regulations among entrepreneurs by organizing training or sending out pamphlets to 

prepare them before arriving at the boundary.  In addition, the government sector should 

organize a workshop so that entrepreneurs obtain more knowledge and understanding 

about border business operations.  An information center should be set up providing data 

on border business operations and support in terms of financial resources should be offered 

to entrepreneurs.

9.2 The Northeast 

The border trade of Thailand has experienced continual growth, in the opposite  

direction to the domestic and global economy, owing to the economies of neighboring  

countries especially Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia where the expansion rate is high. This 

enables the public to have more purchasing power. Added to this are the value and confidence 

in Thai goods and the fact that Thailand is the center of the region, allowing Thailand to have 

competitive advantages in this region. Thailand’s trade balance has the highest surplus with 

Laos. At present, the boundary post holding the most importance in terms of the border trade 

of Thai-Laos is Nong Khai Customs since it is adjacent to Vientiane, the major economic town 

of Laos. Nong Khai has border areas adjacent to the Lao People’s Democratic Republic: two 

permanent border crossings, four temporarily permitted areas, and a large number of docks. 

In addition, Nong Khai has a border adjacent to the Lao People’s Democratic Republic : 

Vientiane Prefecture and two provinces which are Vientiane and Bolikhamsai. Viantiane 

Prefecture is the major economic town of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

The export value of the permanent border crossings and temporarily permitted areas 

of Nong Khai in 2014 totaled 57,200 million baht or 1.96% of the export value in 2013. The 

import value accumulated to 3.58 billion baht or 15.30% of the import value in 2013. As  

regards the value of the Thai-Laos border trade of SMEs at customs house, in 2014 trade at 

Nakhon Panom Customs had the highest value of 26,400 million baht or 26.00% of the overall 

value of Thai-Laos border trade of SMEs. Second was Mukdahan Customs earning 23,000 

million baht or 22.00% and Nong Khai Customs gaining 20,200 million baht or 19.00%,  
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respectively. The trading boundary at Nakhon Panom continually took a leap in expansion 

at 237.00% in 2013 and 62.00% in 2014 when compared to the earlier year. However, the 

trade border of SMEs at Nakhon Panom and Mukdahan Customs was predominantly imports. 

Trade at Nakhon Panom post was carried out over the border to a third country at the  

proportion of 92.00%. Concerning trade at Mukdahan post, Thailand’s balance of trade 

showed a deficit to Laos worth 3.97 billion baht in 2014. 

As concerns the border trade at Nong Khai Customs where the area is adjacent to 

Vientiane Prefecture, the most significant economic part of Laos, the trade value was mostly 

derived from the trade of two countries at the proportion of  99.00%. Thailand’s balance of 

trade continually showed a surplus. Nonetheless, SMEs’ border trade constituted only 21.00%, 

however, with a continuous surplus. SMEs’ border trade has the opportunity to develop to a 

great extent in the future. The major export products of SMEs to Laos include machinery 

parts, computers, electrical appliances, as well as fruits. The major import products of SMEs 

from Laos were in the category of minerals and wood. 

This study proposes four guidelines and measures to solve problems according to the 

appropriateness of time : urgent measures : 1) promoting personnel training regarding trade 

facilitation applying the measures : 1.1) training for staff related to the customs formalities of 

both countries, 1.2) training for the SMEs of both countries, 1.3) training for the transport 

entrepreneurs of both countries ; 2) promoting the reform of the customs formalities of both 

countries using the measures : 2.1) compiling an up-to-date data base of regulations and 

practices, both in the local language and English, available on the website for easy access, 

2.2) extending the opening times of boundary posts and overtime period, 2.3) applying 

standard ICT and completing the connection of a single window ; measures for medium term: 

3) creating a SMEs network regarding the border trade with the objectives of 3.1) negotiating 

the reduction of banking fees for the international transfer of money, 3.2) developing the 

global supply chain in the future, 3.3) alleviating conflict and unfair policy at the international 

level ; long-term measures : 4) elevating the infrastructure using the measures : 4.1)  

separating transport and passenger channels, 4.2) reviewing the use of international train 

routes, 4.3) cancelling unnecessary structure or service causing trade obstacles such as 

parking fees between the borders.
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9.3 The Central Region including the East and the West (excluding Bangkok)

The largest border trade in the east of Thailand is Arunyaprathet Customs in Sa Kaeo, 

which is adjacent to Cambodia. This area holds a trade value of over 61,000 million baht, 

52,500 million of which was export and 9.23 billion baht import. The value of border trade 

via Arunyaprathet Customs at the fiscal year of 2014 totaled 70,900 million baht, a continual 

increase since the fiscal year 2014. Of this number, 57,600 million baht was derived from 

export, a rise by 12.00% from the fiscal year 2013, and 13,200 million baht was created by 

import, an expansion by 59.00% from 2013. Thailand’s balance in trade was 44,300 million 

baht in surplus (Arunyaprathet Customs, 2015). The list of import-export products with high 

value transported via Arunyaprathet varied each year. In the first year of 2014, the first ten 

major export goods of Thailand to Cambodia were motors for motorbikes, parts for  

motorbikes, tillers, cars, control booths, animal food, cement, mobile phones, parts for 

digital cameras, and pigs. The significant import goods from Cambodia were parts for 

digital cameras, frames for optical film, cassava, aluminum scraps (used), isotanks for dogs, 

aluminum parts for electronics, small direct current motors, copper scraps (used), and 

direct current motors. 

As concerns the border trade of Arunyaprathet Customs of the fiscal year 2015  

(October-January 2015), the trade value accounted for 30,546 million baht, 22,221 million 

of which was from export and 8,325 million from import. Thailand gained a surplus in balance 

of trade worth 13,896 million baht. The major export goods were control booths, motors for 

motorbikes, spare parts for motorbikes, tillers, cars, rice combine harvesters, parts for 

digital cameras, animal food, pigs, and cement. The major import goods from Cambodia 

included parts for digital cameras, cassava, frames for optical film, isotanks for containing 

gas, used clothing, aluminum scraps (used), dog food (dental care toys), aluminum parts 

for electronics, soybeans and power cable connectors.

The results of the study showed the border trade pattern between Thailand and 

Cambodia carried out in accordance with the customs formality and traditional way of life, 

and entrepreneurs’ problems and obstacles related to import-export through the boundary 

post. According to the study on the trade pattern of entrepreneurs operating their businesses 

in Rong Kluea Market, a large commercial market in the border area, it was found that most 
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entrepreneurs in the Rong Kluea Market sold a variety of new products. Those selling  

secondhand products comprised a small number which decreased from the previous  

period. Types of products were clothing, shoes, handbags, utensils such as plates, bowls, 

kitchen utensils, umbrella, watches, fabric, etc. A sample group was entrepreneurs selling 

clothing for both wholesale and retail. Products sold in the market came from China and 

Vietnam. The order was placed through Cambodian tradesmen who transported products 

over Bann Klong Leuk Customs. They have warehouses in Thailand and Cambodia.  

Products imported from China and Vietnam are stored in warehouses in Cambodia and 

some divided to keep in rented or bought storage in Thailand for convenience in distributing 

products to market traders in Rong Kluea Market. An order of products for sale in a shop 

is done by buying and transporting the products themselves, or by phone, facsimile, line, 

facebook, e-mails with sale agents. Products can also be directly ordered from a selling or 

manufacturing company that is a regular trade partner. 

According to the survey of the buying-selling behavior of SME entrepreneurs operating 

an import business or related to the border trade, the majority of SMEs bought products 

and raw materials for production from a manufacturing source of products or directly from 

manufacturers of raw materials. Entrepreneurs, when purchasing products or raw materials, 

placed orders by phone and facsimile. The most common distribution channel was placing 

products in a shop. Every time entrepreneurs sell products, they give the number of the 

shop to the customer. Most customers placed orders by phone. 

As relates to the trade pattern of entrepreneurs in Rong Kluea Market, a large trade 

market in the border area, most entrepreneurs were Cambodian, mainly using cash for 

buying and selling, whether it be in Thai baht, US dollars or Cambodian riel. Business  

operation channels were direct sale at a shop or by phone, facsimile and internet. Some 

entrepreneurs provided product delivery service, charges or for free. 

As for entrepreneurs operating import-export business through boundary posts and 

other methods, and shipping service providers, they did not encounter any problems in 

Thailand. However, it was not so smooth on the Cambodian side. This is because Thailand 

uses an e-custom system whereas Cambodia uses the document system written by hand, 

resulting in awkward product transportation from Thailand. When the work system and 
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customs formalities of Cambodia are improved, the value of border trade of Arunyaprathet 

Customs of Thailand is expected to rise. 

As for shipping entrepreneurs, they use the LC system when a company is making 

payment for shipping cost. A shipping company has to issue Form Sor Bor.3 as documentary 

evidence to submit to Arunyaprathet Customs where an officer will pass it on to customs to 

notify that the products have been transported via the boundary post. This form shows 

details as regards the transport vehicle and registration plate, products to transport,  

product quantity, etc.

9.4 The South

As concerns the trade situation between Thailand and Malaysia, the export value of 

Thailand to Malaysia in the product groups of rubber, other rubber products, computers, 

equipment and parts, electric motors and generators, rubber gloves, cars, equipment and 

parts, and electric circuit panels decreased when compared to the same period of the 

prior year. This was because the economic conditions of the United States and the  

European Union had still not recovered yet, resulting in the slowdown in volume of sales 

orders in the industries of electrical appliances and electronics, vehicles and rubber. This 

had an indirect impact on Malaysia whereby the import of this group of products for  

manufacturing slowed down.

The most important export goods included natural rubber, other rubber products, 

computers, equipment and parts, lumber, electric motors and generators. 

The major import goods were electric machinery used for telecommunications and 

communication, computer parts, magnetic tape and disks for computers, media recording 

information, image and sound, and machinery used in the industry and parts. 

The overall operation of the border trade of Sa Dao in the dimension of society of 

investors was reflected by the active and normal atmosphere of trade in the Sa Dao boundary 

area. This was influenced by dynamic change throughout the previous development period. 

Transportation and commuting became more convenient. The liberalization of trade in 

ASEAN brought about the smoother transfer of products than before when there were 

problems about traffic caused by construction, narrowness of location, and inconvenient 
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entrances and exits. At present, however, both Thai and foreign tourists are able to travel 

with greater ease compared to the past in terms of border crossings and immigration, etc.

For the dimension of trade, the growth rate of Sa Dao border trade was taken into 

consideration when compared to other trading boundaries in the south and Thailand shared 

the same experience. Traders, investors and customers continually flow into Sa Dao Customs 

for trade. 

In addition, Sa Dao Customs has had a continual expansion rate for several years 

now. It, therefore, has a more stable trade expansion rate than any other post. Moreover, 

since it has been selected to be the pilot customs, entrepreneurs operating business in that 

area experienced the impact caused by change before other trading boundary posts. The 

change affected the basic structure, the management of trading boundary posts, policy 

entering the liberalization of trade, readjustment of trade measures and investment direction. 

Entrepreneurs, thus, have adapted continuously until now compared to other trading boundary 

posts that are moving towards changes in structure, both in terms of resources and man-

agement. 

When considering the capacity in managing the Thai-Malaysian border, that of  

Sa Dao Customs has been developed to a greater extent than other posts as it is a pilot 

area according to the supporting policy of the government. There, trade has been going 

on unceasingly for a long period of time. Greater facilitation in the form of service provided 

by customs officers has brought about ease in doing trade among traders and investors. 

Nonetheless, the proportion of officers is still limited and facilitation to create rapidness is 

little. Entrepreneurs were of the opinion that officers were adapting and improving more. 

The one stop service was good. Officers are knowledgeable and able to provide suggestions. 

Although time consuming, several procedures were reduced. When considering the whole 

picture, entrepreneurs saw much improvement. 

The infrastructure of Sa Dao post is large and well taken care of by the government, 

resulting in satisfaction toward the service received. Journeying by car is convenient and 

quick and the traffic problem is a lot less owing to the completion of the road extension. 

This facilitates the transport and investment of a large quantity of products requiring space 

for transportation and transfer.


