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CRIMINALITY

CRIMINAL MARKETS

PEOPLE

Thailand is a source, transit and destination country for
human trafficking in South-eastern Asia, primarily for the
purposes of forced labour and sexual exploitation. The
market is believed to be among the largest globally. Due
toitsrelative economic prosperity in the region, Thailand
attracts large numbers of irregular migrants from South-
eastern Asiawho are often vulnerable to human trafficking
inindustries such as agriculture, fishing, domestic work,
sex work, construction, manufacturing and hospitality.
Trafficking involves a range of actors, fromlocal, opportunistic
entrepreneurs to well-structured, large-scale criminal
networks, as well as corrupt state-embedded officials who
facilitate trafficking operations across borders. There are
fears that the COVID-19 pandemic has fuelled cybersex
trafficking of women and children.

Thailandis considered a transit hub for individuals smuggled
from neighbouring countries in South-eastern Asia, as well
as Southern Asia. Thailand’s human-smuggling market is
believed to among the largest globally. Often individuals
smuggled through Thailand rely on networks that offer
cheap and fast routes to desired destinations. Corrupt
state-embedded actors and private-sector employees
also facilitate the country’s human-smuggling market by
providing fraudulent travel and identification documents.

TRADE

Thailand is believed to have a significant arms-trafficking
market, specifically as a transit country for arms trafficked
to Myanmar and as a transit and destination country for
arms trafficked from Cambodia. Thailand is also increasingly
becoming a source country for illegal arms, as evidenced
by the online black market and smuggling operations in
neighbouring countries. Market actors largely consist of
individual entrepreneurs and middlemen, although some
criminal networks are also involved. Additionally, Thai
law-enforcement and military officials have also been
arrested for selling arms to non-state officials.

ENVIRONMENT

Flora crimes provide one of the most valuable criminal
markets in Thailand. More specifically, Thailand is a source
and transit country for the trafficking of Siamese rosewood
from its Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai Forest Complex and
neighbouring countries to China. Rosewood loggers
mostly come from across the Cambodian border, often
with the assistance of Thai or Cambodian guides/brokers
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as well as the Cambodian army. Armed rosewood loggers
frequently confront Thai rangers, sometimes with fatal
consequences. Additionally, since a 1989 ban on logging
of natural forests, more than half of Thailand’s wood
demand is met from imports, including illegally sourced
wood. Thailand is also a key source, transit and destination
country for illegal wildlife trafficking in the South-eastern
Asia region, particularly the trade of African and Asian rhino
horn, tiger skins, elephant ivory and pangolins. In terms of
value accrued, the country’s fauna crime market is among
the largest in the world. The market involves domestic
and transnational actors, and is also facilitated bycorrupt
state-embedded officials. Like the flora crimes market,
the wildlife market is also marred by violence, including
instances of law-enforcement officers, environmental
activists and park rangers being killed by poachers.

With regard to non-renewable-resource crimes, Thailand
has been exploited as a transit and destination country for
oil and fuel markets. It is also one of the primary destination
markets for gems, many of which may have been trafficked
from their countries of origin by transnational organized-
crime trafficking networks. Additionally, the massive gold
market in Thailand is very opaque, while having clear links
to money-laundering schemes.

DRUGS

Thailand’s synthetic-drug market is believed to be among
the largest globally, and of higher value than other criminal
markets in the country. It is both a transit and destination
country in the region; however, domestic production is
allegedly on the rise. Seizures of synthetic drugs have
reached record highs in recent years. Domestic and foreign
criminal groups are believed to be involved in the market,
with support from corrupt police and border officials.
Thailand is considered primarily a transit country for
heroin and, to a lesser extent, a destination country in the
region. There are also small amounts of poppy cultivation
inits northern provinces that border Myanmar and Laos.
Most of the heroinis trafficked across the Thai-Myanmar
border, before being transported elsewhere. There are
regular shootouts between drug traffickers and Thai
law-enforcement officials in northern Thailand. Corrupt
officials are also known to facilitate the trade. Volumes
of heroin seizures have been increasingly consistently
over the past few years, and heroin consumption is on
the rise, in particular among youth populations amid the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Meanwhile, cocaine trafficking does not constitute a major
criminal market in Thailand. However, there was a growing
demand for the drug in the country due to its massive
tourism industry, which was significantly diminished by
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the COVID-19 pandemic. Similarly, cannabis does not
constitute a significant criminal market in Thailand. However,
the legalization of cannabis for medical purposes in 2019
allegedly resulted in an increase of over illegal 130,000
cannabis users in the country.

CRIMINAL ACTORS

Organized-crime groups are believed to exert significant
influence over government officials in Thailand. As such,
state-embedded corruption runs rampant in the country,
with many officials at all levels of the state apparatus
either directly or indirectly engaging in organized crime.
In particular, there have been cases of corrupt government
officials facilitating human trafficking through Thailand
and state-embedded actors allowing organized criminals
to significantly influence the country’s political elections.
Loose criminal networks are believed to be involved in
human smuggling, drug trafficking and other criminal

RESILIENCE

LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE

Thailand’s political leaders have expressed a strong intention
to combat organized crime, especially drug trafficking and
human trafficking. However, reports indicate that only
a small number of organized criminals face arrest and/
or conviction in the country, in large part due to limited
resources and rampant corruption among the authorities.
Meanwhile, the government has established a commission
to counter corruption; but it remains vulnerable to political
interference and has only limited efficacy. Furthermore,
ongoing conflicts within the country and the broader region
have resulted in a flourishing arms market, increasing the
fragility and vulnerability of the state. Additionally, there are
high levels of mistrust in the Thai government, particularly
since the 2014 coup. Currently, there are protests demanding
more democratic reforms in the political system.

Thailand has ratified all international treaties related to
organized crime, and takes part in the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species. It was also recently
removed from the list of countries under observation due
toillegal wildlife trade, after having become a global leader
in the fight against ivory trafficking. The country is also
involved in several international cooperation programmes
aimed at tackling transnational organized crime. It has
also called for greater regional cooperation to tackle drug
trafficking. On a national level, Thailand has policies and laws
addressing every criminal market. Thailaw enforcement is
alsoworking to improve its capacity to combat organized
crime operating on maritime routes. Despite this, the
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operations in Thailand. They are particularly concentrated
on the borders between Thailand and its neighbours.
Criminal networks involved in drug-trafficking operations
are not believed to perpetrate significant levels of violence
against civilians, except for some conflicts among small
drug-trafficking groups in the northern areas. Criminal
networks who perpetrate a variety of online scams are
also widespread throughout Thailand.

There is no evidence to suggest the existence of native
Thai mafia-style groups. Rather, such groups operating
in the country are linked to foreign actors from other
Asian countries, as well as smaller groups from Europe.
These foreign crime syndicates are involved in various
criminal markets in Thailand, including drug trafficking,
arms trafficking, human smuggling, wildlife trade, money
laundering and cybercrime. Some foreign criminal groups are
also believed to have significant influence over parliamentary
elections.

country continues to face rampant corruption among
public officials and law-enforcement agencies, which has
impeded its efforts against organized crime.

CRIMINAL JUSTICE AND SECURITY

Thailand has lacked an independent judicial system since
the 2014 coup, whenthe military junta scrapped the
constitution, expanded censorship, detained several
hundred activists, and announced that there would be
no elections for a considerable period. Corruption also
runs rampant throughout the judicial system, and public
trustinitis low. Similarly, the law-enforcement system is
viewed as one of the country’s most corrupt institutions.
Despite specific laws to prevent organized crime and several
specialized anti-trafficking officers, criminal markets such
as drug trafficking and human trafficking remain at high
levels. Additionally, slow reform in the police structure has
contributed to a soaring crime rate, increased corruption
and an overall lack of transparency. Furthermore, weak
border-control measures and corruption among border
official has made Thailand’s many land and sea borders
vulnerable to traffickers and smugglers from neighbouring
countries.
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ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL ENVIRONMENT

The Thai government has laws and a federal office dedicated
to countering money-laundering and terrorism-financing
crimes. However,the office allegedly lacks crucial resources
and staff. The country also has a special unit for addressing
illicit logging and wildlife crimes, which is also believed
to be effective in addressing money-laundering issues.
Meanwhile, institutionalized corruption, particularly in
the judiciary, is believed to have had a negative impact on
businesses in Thailand, with several cases and convictions in
recent years revealing instances of extortion by organized
criminal groups. Nevertheless, the country is perceived to
have an economic regulatory environment that is highly
conducive to doing business.

CIVIL SOCIETY AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

Thailand was one of the first countries in the region to
implement a law protecting witnesses. Thailand also has
a programme for assisting victims of human trafficking;
however, it is accused of having serious limitations, in
part due to the involvement of corrupt police officials.
Meanwhile, the Thailand Institute of Justice has contributed
to anew framework in crime prevention and supported in
the shift towards development-led approaches to crime
prevention and treatment of offenders. Additionally, the
government has demonstrated efforts to increase the
prosecution and conviction of human traffickers via the
establishment of several anti-trafficking police units. As
for non-state actors, they have limited power in Thailand
due to the military’s severe restrictions on political and civil
rights, which are presented under the guise of maintaining
public order. Military and police forces have been used
to curb the democracy-building activities of civil-society
organizations since the 2014 coup. Similarly, freedom of
pressis limited in the country, with many journalists facing
visa restrictions and self-censoring.

This summary was funded in part by a grant from the United States
Department of State. The opinions, findings and conclusions stated
herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of
the United States Department of State.
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