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 Thailand is the top global supplier of natural 
rubber, supplying 30% of demand, equal to 
4.7 million tons each year. 

 A powerhouse in global food trade, 
Thailand leads in processed chicken and 
canned tuna exports. 

 
Occupying only 0.5% of the world’s 
habitable area, Thailand is home to 8% of 
global biodiversity1. 

Basic trade figures 
In 2024, the EU was Thailand’s fourth-largest trading 
partner, making up 7.1% of its total trade in goods. 
The EU imported €27.4 billion in goods, primarily 
machinery and appliances, and €6.2 billion in 
services. With a foreign direct investment deficit of 
€19.3 billion, Thailand stands out as a key destination 
for European investors within the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region2. 

Thailand is the world’s main supplier of natural 
rubber, producing around 30% of global demand3. 
It is also a leader in exports of canned tuna exports 
and the second largest exporter of processed 
chicken meat after China4. 

Political context for negotiations 
In March 2023, the EU and Thailand reignited trade 
talks, a decade after negotiations first began. Talks 
had been frozen following Thailand’s 2014 coup 
d’état, with elections only returning in 2019. 

Thailand stands out as an upper-middle-income 
economy and a manufacturing powerhouse in 
ASEAN, driven by its automotive, electronics, and 
food processing industries. For the EU, deepening 
trade ties with Thailand offers not only economic 

opportunity but also a strategic step toward 
diversifying global partnerships. 

Summary of sustainability in Thailand 
Industrial production, central to Thailand’s export 
economy, drives high greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions and severe air and water pollution, with 
fossil fuel dependence and weak waste 
management contributing to one of the world’s 
highest levels of plastic pollution. In the fisheries 
sector, overexploitation, shrimp-farming disease, 
and invasive species threaten marine ecosystems 
and long-term export capacity, while past concerns 
over illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) 
fishing have required close cooperation with the EU 
to maintain market access. Biodiversity pressures 
stem from continued deforestation, agricultural 
expansion, and the illegal wildlife trade, 
compounded by exploitative wildlife tourism. As a 
major exporter of industrial, seafood, and 
agricultural products, Thailand’s environmental 
performance is increasingly under scrutiny from 
international partners linking market access to 
sustainability standards, underscoring the need for 
stronger regulation, traceability, and conservation 
measures to safeguard competitiveness and 
ecosystems alike. 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the next steps? 
• Ensure TSD provisions spur Parties to operate a fisheries management system to prevent IUU fishing, 

overfishing, and overcapacity, while promoting stock recovery and minimising by-catch. 
• Include binding provisions to effectively implement the Paris Agreement and the Montreal-Kunming 

Global Biodiversity Framework and make them essential elements of the FTA. 
• Ensure the effective implementation of CITES and the CBD with a focus on reducing biodiversity loss, 

restoring ecosystems, preventing illegal wildlife trade and closing regulatory loopholes. 
• Promote sustainable forest management, combat illegal logging, and cooperate on measures to 

minimise commodity-driven deforestation and forest degradation. 
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Political context of the negotiations 
Thailand, home to over 71.5 million people, is an upper-middle-income economy, 
comparable to Indonesia and Malaysia. Around 16% of its population lives in Bangkok, 
the country’s political and economic hub5. As a member of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) – alongside Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, and Vietnam – Thailand participates in efforts to 
advance regional economic integration and security cooperation. 

The EU launched trade negotiations with ASEAN in 2007 to strengthen interregional ties, 
but talks were suspended two years later due to differing levels of economic 
development and governance among ASEAN members6. Since then, the EU has shifted 
to a bilateral approach, concluding free trade agreements with Singapore, Vietnam and 
most recently Indonesia, and pursuing ongoing negotiations with the Philippines, 
Malaysia, and Thailand7. Initial trade negotiations between the EU and Thailand were 
launched in March 2013. However, progress came to a halt due to the 2014 Thai coup 
d'état8. For five years, Thailand was under military rule marked by reduced civil liberties, 
suppressed dissent, and a tightly controlled political environment9. Despite the 2019 
elections and an outwardly perceived return to democratic rule, the military retained 
substantial power through a constitution it had drafted, raising concerns about the 
authenticity of the democratic transition10. A decade after the coup, the International 
Commission of Jurists reported that several executive orders still breach international 
human rights standards, including unchecked military powers and weakened 
environmental and community protections11. 

Following Thailand’s 2019 elections, the Council of the EU adopted conclusions that 
paved the way to restore relations12,13. In December 2022, the EU and Thailand signed a 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement14, and formally relaunched trade talks in March 
202315. Since then, seven negotiation rounds have been held, with the latest round having 

https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/isdb_results/factsheets/country/details_thailand_en.pdf
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taken in late September 2025 in Brussels16. While Thai officials initially aimed to conclude 
talks by the end of 2025, expectations have since shifted toward agreeing on roughly half 
of the agreement by year’s end17. 

Figure 1 presents the 2021-2024 average value of goods imported to the EU from 
Thailand, where manufactured goods dominated Thailand’s exports to the EU, 
accounting for 73% of total imports, mainly machinery and transport equipment (61%). 
Agricultural products represented a smaller share (11%). In 2024, Thailand’s GDP reached 
about €458 billion18, with exports of goods and services making up 70%, underscoring 
the country’s strong export orientation19. The Thai economy is also service-driven (59% 
of GDP, 46% of employment20), while industry contributes 32% of value added (23% of 
jobs21,). Agriculture plays a smaller role in output (8.7%) but remains a key employer 
(31%)22. Thailand’s main agri-food exports include rice, rubber, sugar, canned tuna, 
shrimp, cassava, and poultry23. The EU imported €491 million worth of Thai agri-food 
products in 2024, led by poultry, mostly processed and frozen chicken, accounting for 
23% of the total24. Poultry is Thailand’s most intensively processed livestock sector and 
key agri-food export product. By contrast, exports of seafood (wild and farmed) and pork 
remain limited, though both are vital for domestic food security and rural communities, 
except for canned tuna and preserved shrimp, which are major export earners25. 

Sustainability challenges in Thailand 
Thailand is increasingly confronted by critical sustainability challenges driven by climate 
change and environmental pressures. As a low-lying country with long coastlines and a 
rapidly urbanising population, it is among the most climate-vulnerable nations in the 
world26. Bangkok, built on soft, sinking ground and just 1.5 meters above sea level, faces 
acute risks from sea-level rise and land subsidence, with some projections suggesting 
parts of the city could be underwater by 205027. Shifts in rainfall patterns and rising 
temperatures threaten agricultural productivity, particularly rice yields, which are 
essential for food security and livelihoods28. This briefing focuses on three main trade-
related sustainability challenges: Industrial production and pollution, overexploitation of 
marine resources, and biodiversity concerns linked to deforestation, illegal wildlife trade 
and captive wildlife. 

Industrial production and pollution 
Industrial and manufacturing activities play a major economic role in Thailand, 
respectively generating 32% and 24% of the country’s economic activity29, and 
employing more than a fifth of the working population30. The sector also makes up a 
significant share of Thailand’s export products. Specifically, the country has established 
itself as a regional hub and exporter for several sectors, nestled in a strategic geographic 
advantage between major shipping routes and investments in infrastructure and a skilled 
workforce31. The Thai automotive industry, the largest of the ASEAN region, makes up 
10% of the country’s GDP and generates approximately €9.5 billion in annual exports32. 
Other large exporting sectors are electronics and electrical appliances (23% of all 
exports), machinery and equipment (9%), and chemicals and petrochemical products 
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(7%), with most exports heading to the USA, China, Japan, Australia and Malaysia33. The 
EU imported over €15 billion worth of machinery and appliances, €2 billion worth of 
plastics and rubber products, and €2 billion in transport equipment, making up 
approximately three-fourths of total imports from Thailand in 202434. 

Air pollution in Thailand is largely linked to industrial production, the second biggest 
source of greenhouse gas emissions (22.5% or 97.8 million tonnes of CO₂ in 2021) 35, with 
industry relying on fossil fuels for nearly 80% of its energy use36. The main contributors 
to poor air quality (PM10 and fine particulate matter) are biomass burning (40%), industrial 
activities (32%), traffic (17%) and power generation (11%)37, all of which not only drive 
GHG emissions but also increase particulate matter, raising the incidence of respiratory 
and cardiovascular diseases and premature death. Urban areas, such as the Bangkok 
Metropolitan Region (BMR), grapple with emissions and pollution from vehicles and 
industry, while in rural areas, it's intentional fires that impact the air pollution. 

Seasonal burnings (from December to April) of residues for farm management and for 
energy generation are common in Southeast Asia and northern Thailand in particular 
and have only moderately decreased over the last decades38. The most burned crop 
residues stem from sugarcane, maize, and rice fields. In the northeast of the country, 
sugarcane production was rapidly expanded to meet the government’s renewable 
energy goals for bioethanol and gasohol. Amid labour shortages and a lack of machinery, 
burning is cited by farmers as the most convenient pre-harvest method. The government 
implemented countering policies, but for the moment, they remain mostly voluntary39. 

Water pollution in Thailand is exacerbated by untreated industrial discharge, agricultural 
runoff, and inadequate wastewater treatment infrastructure, degrading water quality in 
rivers and coastal ecosystems. Surface water quality has steadily declined in recent years, 
particularly in the northern and central regions40, while coastal pollution, as well as 
insufficient regulations, contribute to the deterioration of coastal and river fisheries41. 
Rapid industrialisation, urbanisation, rising tourism rates, coastal aquaculture and 
insufficient waste collection push the country’s waste management to the limits. 

Plastic pollution in Thailand remains a critical environmental challenge, as the country 
ranks among the world’s top ten marine plastic polluters and produces nearly 70 kg of 
plastic waste per person each year, well above the global average42. A large volume is 
released into rivers and other ecosystems, despite ongoing efforts such as Thailand’s 
Roadmap for Plastic Waste Management 2018-2030 and the National Action Plan on 
Marine Plastic Debris. An estimated 428,000 tonnes of mismanaged plastic waste per 
year in Thailand stems from high consumption levels, overburdened waste systems, low 
rural collection rates (70.1%), and the large waste volumes generated in Bangkok 
(18.4%)43. 

Pressure to adopt greener standards in Thailand comes both from domestic initiatives 
and from international trading partners, driven by regulatory and market expectations. 
As key export markets tighten sustainability requirements and extend producer 
responsibility (EPR) schemes, Thailand faces growing pressure to align and avoid trade 
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concerns. Within Asia, Japan has led by example by demanding ISO 14001 environmental 
management certification, greenhouse gas reporting, and net-zero roadmaps from 
suppliers. Thailand now holds the highest number of ISO 14001 certifications among 
ASEAN members, though these are concentrated in large firms44.  

Progressive regulatory and policy measures place Thailand in a more favourable position 
in this transition. These include a ban on plastic waste imports (to be fully implemented 
by 2025) and the Sustainable Packaging Management Act. The government also 
promotes green procurement through labels such as the Thailand Green Label, the 
Carbon Footprint and Carbon Reduction labels, particularly relevant for exports to the 
EU and US in the food, construction, and rubber industries45. Companies can additionally 
obtain carbon footprint certification to quantify and report emissions. The EU’s Green 
Deal measures, including the Ecodesign for Sustainable Products Regulation (ESPR), the 
Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD), and the Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), are likely to further expand such green procurement 
and sustainability compliance requirements for Thai exports. To that end, the EU-Thailand 
FTA should seek to accommodate bilateral dialogues (and encourage multilateral 
engagement) on both the implementation of sustainability measures affecting trade and 
regulatory cooperation concerning trade in sustainable goods and services.  

Overexploitation of marine resources 
In 2024, Thailand ranked as the world’s ninth-largest exporter of fishery and aquaculture 
products, yet it holds a leading position in specific categories46. It is the second-largest 
global exporter of canned fish, valued at around €2.95 billion and supplying about half 
of global canned tuna demand47, and third in preserved crustaceans, with exports worth 
€570 million48. The seafood sector is driven by both wild-capture (60%) and farmed 
production (40%), though aquaculture contributes 57% of total output by value, 
reflecting a shift toward higher-value, intensive production49. Thailand has also 
established itself as a major global processing hub, adding value to both imported and 
domestic catch for export. 

Yet, Thailand’s seafood sector comes with considerable sustainability concerns. 
Overfishing has depleted local stocks, particularly of tuna and shrimp, forcing the country 
to import raw seafood for processing. Specifically, shrimp farming has struggled with 
Early Mortality Syndrome (EMS), which has severely affected domestic production 
capacity50. Ecological sustainability has also been threatened by the spread of invasive 
species, notably the Blackchin tilapia, which has now been detected in 19 provinces in 
central Thailand. The species was allegedly imported to Thailand in 2010 by a food giant 
for research; however allegedly the species was accidentally introduced after improper 
disposal following the research. With few natural predators and limited mitigation efforts, 
it has disrupted local freshwater ecosystems, outcompeting native fish populations51. 

Additionally, concerns about illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing prompted 
international scrutiny. In 2015, the European Union issued a "yellow card" warning to 
Thailand for failing to address IUU practices, threatening a ban on seafood exports to the 
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EU. In response, Thailand adopted several reforms to improve monitoring, enforcement, 
and traceability in its seafood supply chains. These efforts led to the removal of the yellow 
card in 2019, following years of dialogue and cooperation with the EU52. 

Most recently, proposed legal amendments risk undermining earlier progress. These 
proposals include loosening rules on night fishing, mesh size limitations, and at-sea 
transshipments, along with controversial labour law rollbacks that may weaken 
protections against forced and child labour. As of April 2025, the reform package remains 
stalled in Parliament amid growing domestic and international criticism53. If passed, the 
changes could exacerbate overfishing, environmental degradation, and reputational risks 
tied to human rights abuses in the seafood industry54. 

Biodiversity, Deforestation and Captive Wildlife 
Thailand is one of Southeast Asia’s most ecologically diverse countries, home to roughly 
8% of the world’s plant and animal species, with around 10% endemic to the country55. 
Nearly a quarter of its land and marine areas are protected, yet Thailand still hosts over 
1,000 nationally threatened species56. Despite these conservation efforts, biodiversity loss 
remains a significant challenge. 

Deforestation in Thailand has led to a sharp decline in forest cover, shrinking from 53% 
in 1960 to just 26% by the mid-1990s57. Although the pace of forest cover loss has slowed, 
deforestation continues, particularly due to agricultural expansion. From 2001 to 2024, 
Thailand saw a 13% decrease in forest cover58. As of 2024, natural forests still cover 
around one-third of the country. As natural habitats become fragmented, human-wildlife 
conflicts have increased59. Much of this deforestation and habitat fragmentation is linked 
to the production of monoculture crops like maize, cassava, palm oil, and especially 
rubber, of which Thailand is the world’s leading producer, supplying about one-third of 
global output60. Over 90% of rubber is produced by smallholders61, and as southern land 
becomes scarce, cultivation is expanding into the northeastern forests, threatening 
biodiversity hotspots62. Despite being classified as a low-risk country but the European 
Commission63, Thailand will still be required to navigate due diligence and traceability 
requirements of the EUDR64 , albeit they will likely be subject to fewer checks compared 
to countries classed as medium and high risk. 

Illegal wildlife trade in Thailand is a well-documented trade and source of wildlife 
products where species such as elephants, tigers, pangolins, and rhinos are traded for 
consumption, traditional medicine, spiritual use, fashion, or as exotic pets65. Despite 
being a signatory to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) since 1983 and having enacted several national laws to 
regulate wildlife trade, Thailand still plays a dual role in the global wildlife trade as both 
a source and a major transit hub66. The illegal ivory trade has been particularly 
concerning, prompting global pressure on the Thai government. In response, new laws 
such as the Elephant Ivory Tusk Act (2015) now regulate domestic ivory sales67, though 
loopholes still allow for mislabelling of wild elephants as domesticated, complicating 
enforcement. 
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Tourism contributes about 11% of Thailand’s GDP and supports one in five jobs68, with 
wildlife attractions making up a non-negligible share of the country's tourism appeal, 
with elephant tourism being particularly popular69. The endangered Asian elephant is 
native to Thailand, with an estimated 3100 to 3600 elephants living in protected areas. 
Though wild elephants outnumber those in captivity, the tourism industry is responsible 
for 75% of captive elephants70. Moreover, the industry often relies on cruel practices such 
as Phajaan, the brutal "spirit-breaking" of young elephants to prepare them for human 
interaction71. An estimated 2,700 elephants work across tourist sites nationwide72. Tigers 
are also featured in entertainment tourism, often kept in private facilities and used for 
photo ops, circus shows, and cub feeding73. Over the past two decades, the number of 
captive tigers in the country has grown significantly, now exceeding the number of tigers 
in the wild74. Other wildlife, including monkeys, marine species, and exotic birds, are also 
exploited in various tourist attractions, raising ongoing welfare and conservation 
concerns. 

Reflections 
Based on the latest report of the sixth and latest round of negotiations at the time of this 
briefing’s publication, the Trade and Sustainable Development (TSD) Chapter is reported 
to have been agreed upon in principle75. The previous round of negotiations reported 
that the Parties had yet to agree on the language used concerning the implementation 
of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) and gender conventions (i.e., to what 
extent these provisions will become enforceable). Similarly, the precise wording for the 
articles on trade and responsible business conduct, trade and biodiversity, trade and 
forests, and scientific and technical information had yet to be agreed upon. The 
application of the agreement’s general dispute settlement mechanism concerning TSD 
provision (and possible suspension of trade concessions in case of non-compliance) was 
undecided at the time76. 

This briefing puts forward several recommendations for the EU-Thailand TSD Chapter 
tailored to address country-specific sustainability issues, include more binding 
commitments to the implementation of MEAs, and facilitate cooperation and dialogue 
on both tackling sustainability concerns and seeking joint understanding and regulatory 
coherence regarding trade-related sustainability measures. 

Recommendations 

• Formalise bilateral dialogues within the FTA and encourage multilateral 
engagement on both the implementation of sustainability measures affecting 
trade (such as ESPR, CBAM, EUDR and CSDDD), and regulatory cooperation 
concerning trade in sustainable goods and services. 
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• Ensure TSD provisions should spur Parties to operate a fisheries management 
system to prevent IUU fishing, overfishing, and overcapacity, while promoting 
stock recovery and minimising bycatch. 

• Require Parties to align aquaculture practices with World Organisation for 
Animal Health standards and Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 
Framework (GBF) targets, addressing biodiversity loss and environmental 
sustainability. 

• Include binding provisions to effectively implement the Paris Agreement and 
the Montreal-Kunming GBF, acknowledging the role of protected area 
conservation in combating climate change impacts. 

• Ensure the effective implementation of CITES and the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD), with a focus on reducing biodiversity loss, restoring 
ecosystems, and preventing illegal wildlife trade. 

• Close regulatory loopholes that allow domestic trade and exploitation of 
wildlife (e.g., elephant tusks, exotic pets, tourism animals) and phase out laws 
permitting the domestication of wild animals. 

• Promote sustainable forest management, combat illegal logging, and 
cooperate on measures to minimise commodity-driven deforestation and 
forest degradation. Cooperative dialogue should enhance biodiversity 
outcomes and mitigate potential negative social impacts of the EU 
Deforestation Regulation (EUDR). 

• Negotiate a roadmap with time-bound targets to address sustainability 
challenges in Thailand, linking to international agreements and conventions 
where applicable. 
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