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Csaba Moldicz 

Abstract 

Thailand’s economy was one of the hardest hit during the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
economy shrank by 6.2% in 2020, while the average GDP growth rate of emerging 
and developing countries was -0.8% in the same year. Within the group of 
emerging and developing economies – which includes 30 countries – only Fiji, the 
Maldives, Palau and the Philippines recorded worse GDP growth results. The 
hardest hit countries were those whose economies – like Thailand’s – rely heavily 
on international tourism. It is clear that the lockdowns have interrupted the earlier 
favorable growth trends in Thailand. This briefing looks at the period between 2020 
and 2022, focusing on economic development in Thailand. 
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Growth trends after 2020  
After the pandemic hit, the country’s economy and GDP fell by 6.2% in 2020. The 
next year saw the first signs of improvement, with gross national production 
increasing by a meager 1.6% in 2021. According to IMF Outlook published in April 
2022, GDP growth is forecast at 3.3% in 2022. The date of publication is relevant in 
that GDP forecasts have been lowered due to the Ukraine war, and the potential 
repercussions – runaway inflation, emerging energy and food crises, etc. – have also 
been factored in.  

Looking at the details, it is evident that the greatest drop in GDP occurred in the 
second quarter of 2020 (-12.3%), with manufacturing affected more severely than 
services (2022Q2: -12.5%). That said, some subsectors of the services sector show an 
even greater decline in GDP. (See Table 1) These subsectors were accommodation 
and food services (2020Q1: -53.3%), as well as transportation and storage (2020Q1: -
38.8%). 

 2020 
Q1 

2020 
Q2 

2020 
Q3 

2020 
Q4 

2021 
Q1 

2021 
Q2 

2021 
Q3 

2021 
Q4 

2022 
Q1 

Agriculture -8.3 -3.5 -1.6 -0.2 1.0 2.1 2.2 -0.6 4.1 

Non-
agriculture 

-1.7 -13.0 -6.7 -4.7 -2.5 8.3 -0.3 2.0 2.0 

Manufacturing -2.7 -14.5 -5.0 -0.4 1.1 17.0 -0.9 3.8 1.9 

Services  -1.5 -12.5 -7.2 -5.9 -3.8 5.3 0.3 1.7 2.9 

Table 1 GDP Growth rate in the economy of Thailand (2020Q1-2022Q1, %, yoy) 

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2022/04/19/world-economic-outlook-april-2022
https://www.nesdc.go.th/nesdb_en/article_attach/article_file_20220517085428.pdf
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The Office of the National Economic and Social Development Council forecasts 
GDP growth between 2.5% and 3.5% in 2022. The economy will be driven by strong 
domestic demand, robust international tourism, and the expansion of goods 
exports, which are expected to grow by 7.3% in 2022, while private consumption is 
estimated to increase by 3.9%, public investment by 3.4%, and private investment 
by 3.4%.  

According to the Asian Development Bank, the Thai economy will grow by 3.0% in 
2022, and 4.5% in 2023. Although this estimate is much higher than last year’s 
figures, Thai GDP growth remains relatively low in comparison to other Southeast 
Asian countries. (See Table 2) 

Deloitte’s forecast is slightly more pessimistic, projecting 3.2% GDP growth in 2022 
and summarizing the challenges ahead, “Thai economy is forecasted a gradual 
recovery owing to weaker domestic spending from higher inflation rate and lower 
purchasing power, and lower foreign tourists than expected. Under Thai economy’s 
uncertainty, monitoring and responding the impact from Omicron, the Russia-
Ukraine war, private sector confidence, and government measures are crucial 
factors for economic recovery.”  

The World Bank highlights the rise in Covid cases in the third quarter of 2021, which 
occurred after the country lifted restrictions on economic activity and international 
tourism. Although restrictions on fully vaccinated tourists were lifted in November 
2021, the number of tourists arriving for a special tourism program introduced in 17 
regions fell short of government expectations. About one-third of the expected 
numbers arrived in Q3 2021. The central bank of Thailand revised its estimate for 
foreign tourists upward. While the bank forecast 5.6 million tourists for the full year, 
the June forecast revised the estimate to 6.0 million.  

According to the latest World Bank report on Thailand, GDP growth is expected to 
reach 3.9% in 2022. It should be noted that the publication was released before 
February 2022, the outbreak of the Ukraine war, thus the next report must include 
revised figures for GDP growth estimates. The Bank of Thailand also revised its GDP 
forecast from the 3.4% predicted in 2021 to 3.2% in March 2022. 

  

https://www2.deloitte.com/th/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/thailand-economic-outlook.html
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099505112112129099/pdf/P1774810eff81c0030b22f0874a695a491d.pdf
https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/Thailand-cuts-2022-growth-to-3.2-as-Ukraine-war-hits-prices
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Vietnam 6.5 

Malaysia 6.0 

Philippines 6.0 

Cambodia 5.3 

Indonesia 5.0 

Southeast Asia 4.9 

Singapore 4.3 

Brunei Darussalam  4.2 

Lao’ People Democratic Republic 3.4 

Thailand 3.0 

Timor-Leste 2.5 

Myanmar -0.3 

 Table 2 GDP growth forecasts for Southeast Asian countries (2022, %) 

The details clearly show that the central bank expects private consumption to be 
the main driver of GDP growth this year. (See Table 3) 

 2021 2022 2023 

GDP 1.5 3.3 4.2 

Domestic demand 1.6 3.6 3.0 

Private 
consumption 

0.3 4.9 3.6 

Private investment 3.2 5.4 4.5 

Government 
consumption 

3.3 -1.9 -0.5 

Public investment 3.4 3.5 3.4 

Export 10.8 7.1 8.2 

Import 17.9 5.3 4.2 

Table 3 GDP forecast 

  

https://www.adb.org/countries/thailand/economy
https://www.bot.or.th/English/PressandSpeeches/Press/2022/Pages/n3165.aspx
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A high inflation period after deflation? 
In the year of the pandemic (2020), consumer prices fell by 0.8%, compared to an 
average of 3.1% for emerging and developing countries. This difference shows how 
deeply the decline in international and domestic demand has affected the country. 
According to the IMF outlook, this difference will disappear in 2022, and the Thai 
inflation rate (3.5%) will be in line with the regional average (the average inflation 
rate of emerging and developing Asian countries will be 3.5% in 2022).  

Slower growth compared to the rest of the region, relatively low inflation rates, and 
a gradual economic recovery allowed Thailand’s central bank to keep the interest 
rate at 0.50%. In response to the slump in demand, the rate was lowered to 0.50% 
in early 2020. Although annual inflation rose from 4.65% in April 2022 to 7.10% in 
May 2022, the Bank of Thailand resisted the pressure to raise interest rates. If 
inflation continues to rise in June 2022, the bank will most likely raise the policy rate. 
According to the Monetary Policy Committee’s decision: “However, to ensure that 
the recovery will continue to gain traction as anticipated, most members voted to 
maintain the policy rate in this meeting and will reassess the risks to growth and 
inflation going forward.” According to the central bank, inflation is expected to 
reach 6.2% in 2022 and 2.5% in 2023.  

The Asian Development Bank was less pessimistic in its inflation forecast for 
Thailand. The ADB’s forecast was 3.3% for 2022 and 2.2% in 2023; the differences 
between the ADB and the Monetary Policy Committee forecasts show the 
importance of exactly when the forecast was published. The World Bank’s analysis 
also concluded that Thai inflation would be low, 1.4% in 2022 and 1.3% in 2023. Again, 
the analysis was completed in December 2021, before the war began. 

Current account, trade, and exchange rate 
Another important factor is the growing current account deficit. The $3.4 billion 
deficit in April 2022 was the largest in nine years. While the trade surplus is 
shrinking, remittances from corporate profits of foreign firms are surging. 
Nevertheless, the central bank expects the current account deficit to be lower than 
last year’s, although the latest June forecast published a higher deficit than the 
previous month.  

The local currency, the baht, has remained weak in recent months, much like other 
regional currencies. In times of crisis, capital owners prefer to keep their money in 
stable and liquid currencies such as the American dollar, the Japanese yen or the 
euro. The exchange rate of the baht fluctuates around 34 (one dollar for 34 baht), 
and it is unlikely that the currency will gain value in the coming years, unless the 
main factors of uncertainty – the war in Ukraine, Covid-19, bottlenecks in global 
supply chains – are resolved. 

Last year, both exports and imports recovered in Thailand, with exports increasing 
by 17.1% while imports soared, achieving a growth of 29.8%, resulting in a trade 
surplus of USD 3.57 billion. Growth factors in 2021: improving economies around the 
world, the strong devaluation of the baht in 2021, an increase in food and raw 
material prices for the manufacturing industry, and lifting of lockdowns and 
restrictions due to less severe Covid-19 symptoms.  

In May 2022, Thai exports increased by 6.6% compared to the same period in last 
year, while imports went up by 19.9% during the same period. A trade surplus of 

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2022/04/19/world-economic-outlook-april-2022
https://www.bot.or.th/English/PressandSpeeches/Press/2022/Pages/n3165.aspx
https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2022/06/01/thai-economy-improves-in-may-on-easing-covid-19-curbs-says-central-bank-of-thailand
https://www.brecorder.com/news/40178152/asian-stocks-fall-thai-baht-dips-as-key-rates-likely-to-be-on-hold
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2251539/exports-surge-17-in-2021
https://www.reuters.com/markets/currencies/thai-economy-improves-may-easing-covid-curbs-cbank-2022-05-31/
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USD 1.1 billion was recorded for the month. That said, it should be noted that the 
dynamics of export growth have slowed down in recent months. Food exports 
require special attention under the current circumstances, as several countries 
have banned food exports to ensure food security in the face of the spreading 
global food crisis. Thailand has likewise been assessing its food security situation, 
but the Thai Deputy Minister has confirmed that the government does not (yet) 
intend to introduce a ban on food exports. According to the government’s plans, 
rice exports this year should be about 7-8 million tons, while Thailand exported only 
6.1 tons last year. It can be argued that Thailand, like oil-exporting countries, could 
benefit from rising global food prices. According to a Thai government official, 
Thailand and Vietnam – both major rice exporters – are seeking to enter an 
agreement to increase rice prices, in order to improve farmers’ incomes. “We aim 
to raise rice prices, increase farmer income, and increase bargaining power in the 
global market,” a government official stated on the sidelines of an agricultural fair. 
The importance of this eventual agreement can be seen in the data. The two 
countries account for 26 percent of the world’s rice exports. Clearly, an agreement 
between the two countries to raise rice prices would have a significant impact on 
the global rice market, but India, which accounts for 40 percent of global rice 
supplies, has confirmed that it does not wish to restrict rice exports, thus putting a 
downward pressure on prices. The idea of a price agreement on rice is highly 
controversial. The honorary president of the Thai Rice Exporters Association told the 
press that the idea was poorly thought out, adding that politicians do not 
understand the market. A businessman of the Vietnam Food Association had a 
similar reaction: “It’s not reasonable to talk about raising or controlling rice prices 
at this time when the global food price is on the rise.” 

Summary  
As seen in the briefing, Thailand’s recovery is slow. The reason for the economy’s 
slow and gradual improvement is the country’s heavy dependence on external 
factors: tourism, energy sources, etc. While some external factors are holding back 
the country’s economic development, rising food prices may provide additional 
benefits to the country.  

Despite experiencing the highest inflation in 13 years, the central bank keeps 
interest rates low, thus growing pressure on the exchange rate cannot be ruled out, 
unless interest rates are raised. With the country’s public debt rising by 20 
percentage points from 41 percent to 60 percent of GDP during the Covid period, 
and sluggish growth in the face of mounting food and energy crises, a change of 
course in macroeconomic policy is expected in the coming months. 

https://www.zawya.com/en/world/china-and-asia-pacific/thailand-aims-for-pact-with-vietnam-to-raise-rice-prices-ozaksl7e
https://thediplomat.com/2022/05/export-body-casts-doubt-on-thailand-vietnam-rice-cartel-plan/

