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Growing Concerns over Protectionism 
as Western World is Turning Right

Over the past year, the political landscape in 
Europe and the Americas has shifted dramatically 
towards the right. Some of the remarkable events 
that reflect this change include the victory of 
Brexiteers in the UK, the surprising victory of 
Donald Trump in the US, the unprecedented 
popularity of conservative-nationalist parties in 
Europe, and the downturn of socialist 
governments in Latin American countries. Such 
changes are partly due to people’s weariness on 
leftwing governments in many countries as well as 
perceived fears over the large influx of immigrants 
and international terrorism.

The rightwards movements of those 
countries will not only affect their domestic affairs, 
but also their policies regarding trade and 
investment with the rest of the world. Mr. Trump 
has made it clear that he wants to focus on 
America, not on economic relationships with other 
countries. Other far-right leaders seem to share a 
similar attitude. As a result, certain American firms 
have signaled that they will reconsider their 
investment plans abroad and will bring some of 
their production back home. On 3 January 2017, 
Ford Motor Company scrapped its plan to build a 
$1.6 billion car assembly plant in Mexico, and 
instead made a $700 million investment in its 
electric car plant in Michigan.

It is not hard to see that the rise of 
protectionism could do considerable harm to 
Thailand, considering the significance of trade and 
investment values of many Western countries to 
Thailand’s economy. Investments from the European 
Union and the United States account for about 20-
25% of Thailand’s total exports and FDI inflow. In 
addition, Thailand’s records in law enforcement, 

human rights, environmental protection, and 
intellectual property rights make it vulnerable to
certain kinds of protectionist instruments from the 
Western world. Unless Thailand can enhance its 
trade and investment relationships with new and 
emerging partners and increase its overall 
competitiveness, 2017 could be a challenging year 
in several respects.

Progress on the ASEAN-Hong Kong FTA

ASEAN and the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region (Hong Kong) have been 
negotiating a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) since 
2014. In its 9th round of negotiations, which was 
held during 15-18 December 2016, significant 
progress was made according to a statement by 
Mr. Ronnarong Poonpipat, the Deputy Director-
General of the Department of Trade Negotiations. 
With almost all key chapters concluded and no 
further rounds planned, a final response to any 
unsettled matters is requested  within January so 
as to finalize the Agreement before the end of the 
first quarter of 2017. The official announcement 
and the signing ceremony are expected to take 
place in March and September of this year, 
respectively. 

Many may view that this Agreement will not 
contribute much to the current state of trade 
between ASEAN and Hong Kong. Mr. Ronnarong
nevertheless pointed out the benefit towards Thai 
businesses, who will enjoy lower costs for raw 
materials or other goods that are produced in 
Hong Kong. In terms of trade in services, Hong 
Kong has decided to liberalize radio and television 
services, an industry in which Thai businesses 
excel. In addition, Hong Kong has offered a funding 
support for academic cooperation in the field of 
logistics, SME support and e-commerce in a move 
that aligns with the ‘Thailand 4.0’ strategy.
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More significantly, the economic 
relationship between the Mainland China and 
Hong Kong has been constantly improving in 
recent years. Trade in goods and services in various 
areas has been liberalized under the provision 
offered by the Mainland and Hong Kong Closer 
Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA). Its 
tenth addition, which was enacted in 2014 and 
included several provisions that liberalized trade in 
various types of goods and services, confirmed 
Hong Kong’s status as the gateway to China. 
Therefore, the Free Trade Agreement between 
ASEAN and Hong Kong can serve as a conduit 
between Thailand and China in areas that remain 
bounded under the ASEAN-China FTA. 

Historically, Hong Kong is Thailand’s 8th

largest trade partner. During 2012 to 2015, annual 
trade averaged 14,261.50 million US dollars, while 
in the first 9 month of 2016, the figure stood at 
10,696.26 million US dollars.
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Stay informed with latest development in trade negotiations and 
changes in trade laws/regulations. Get an insight of how the latest news 
will affect your market and regulatory environment from our “Trade 
Digest”. 
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Bolliger & Company (Thailand) 

Bolliger & Company (Thailand) Ltd. is a public policy and strategic 
consulting firm with a focus on research, policy formulation, and 
decision making. Our primary areas of expertise are in the fields of 
international trade and investment, economic and social policy, and 
business strategy.

Our superior technical skill, combined with in-depth knowledge of the 
business environment, enables us to provide fact-based, unbiased, and 
practical advice. Whether you are a private company wishing to 
understand the impact of public policy on your business, or 
a government authority aiming to design appropriate laws and 
regulations, we have the experience and expertise to help you achieve 
tangible goals.

“Clients’ success is our best interest”


