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INTRODUCTION  

The Kra Canal is over three hundred years old, proposed to be approximately a hundred and 

twenty-kilometer canal, with an idea of connecting the Gulf of Thailand with the Andaman Sea 

by bypassing the Strait of Malacca. The canal would eventually connect the Pacific and Indian 

Oceans by reducing the travel distance of nearly 1200km and a time of two to three days. Ever 

since its inception the project has been revived and reassessed multiple times only to be either 

postponed or to conduct further feasibility studies. The project has resurfaced again in recent 

times, largely due to the increased Chinese influence in the region and the Communist regime 

is keen on completing the project to solve their “Malacca Dilemma”. The canal would create a 

cheaper route between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea by surpassing the 

overcrowded and ‘pirate-infested’ Strait of Malacca1, but China’s Belt and Road initiative (BRI) 

and its attempt to encircle India with the ‘String of Pearls’ strategy has the regional powers 

vexed despite the canal’s economic advantage. 

Out of all the Beijing’s infrastructural projects under the BRI, the Kra project is considered to 

be the most ambitious because it allows China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) to 

travel from the militarized South China Sea to the Indian Ocean without having to travel 

through the Malacca strait, thus making the canal not just economical asset but a strategic asset 

as well.  

The proposed Canal route is known as The Line 9A, which is 30-metre deep and 400-metre 

wide connecting Songkhla on the Gulf of Thailand and Krabi in Andaman sea and passing 

through the southern provinces Trang, Phatthalung and Nakonsi Thammarat. The Kra Canal is 

one of the most widely discussed project, dozens of feasibility studies have been conducted 

over the decades as recent as last year, the military government under the Prime Minister Prayut 

Chan-o-cha ordered to conduct a new study. With China keen on building the Canal and 

Bangkok slipping away from Washington’s influence, if completed the Canal would have long 

term repercussion on both Thailand and Indi-Pacific region.  

HISTORY 

The idea of the canal first surfaced in 1677 by the then Thai King, Narai, the Great when he 

ordered a study on the possible canal and then again in 1793 by King Rama and it was not until 

the nineteenth century when the proposal was given serious attention and consideration by the 

colonial powers like Britain and France. In the 19th century, Britain conducted multiple 
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feasibility studies intending to promote and make the trade easier between India and China by 

building a canal or a railway line connecting the two sides. In the year 1946 Thailand signed 

an agreement not to build the canal at all, due to the fear of Japanese building the canal. In the 

year 1972, Thailand’s industrialist K.Y Chow with the help of the Thai government funded a 

research study on the Kra Canal conducted by a U.S consultancy company Tippets-Abbett-

Mccarthy-Stratton (TAMS).  

The study surveyed nine possible routes and recommended route 5A: a 102-km one way canal 

from Satun in the west and Songkhla in the east2.  The study also estimated that the construction 

would take twelve years to complete with an estimated cost of $6 billion or ten years if small 

nuclear explosives are used to cut through the treacherous mountains3. In the current prices, 

the cost of constructing the canal is estimated to be approximately $30 billion. Over the years 

Japan has shown tremendous interest in constructing the canal but with the rise of China, the 

interest is largely shown by China. The project is hugely supported by two important 

associations, the Thai-Chinese Culture and Economic Association (TCCEA) and the Thai 

Canal Association for Study and Development (TCASD). Both the associations are keen on 

supporting the construction of the canal but are in favor of different canal routes, the TCCEA 

called for the construction using the route 5A whereas, the TCASD proposes the 9A route.  

In the year 2015, it was reported that Thailand’s Asia Union Group (AUG) and China’s China-

Thailand Kra Infrastructure Investment and Development Company (CTKIID) signed an MOU 

to build the canal together. However, both the governments rejected the reported MOU signed4.  

ECONOMIC FEASIBILITY 

For the last three centuries the project has been delayed for several reasons and one of the major 

causes is the cost and the economic feasibility. The project is estimated to cost approx. $30 

billion for the construction of the canal and another $22 billion for the creation of the Special 

Economic Zone (SEZ). With the huge input cost, the canal would have to generate a minimum 

of $4.5mn in revenue per day to survive, i.e., assuming 40 ships pass every day and an estimated 

price of $115000 is charged per passage5. Ships which travel from the Indian Ocean to the 

Pacific Ocean must pass through Malacca, Sunda or Lombok. Today, the ships take approx. 

thirty days6 to travel from a port at Saudi Arabia to Shanghai through Malacca strait and if Kra 

canal is completed then the time required to travel would be reduced by two-three days. The 

total savings would be less than $100,0007 per trip for the shipping companies and the use of 

the canal does not seem to give many financial incentives to the companies. The energy experts 

also believe that even if the ships use longer routes such as Sunda or Lombok, the excess cost 

would be less than $100,000 per trip, thus the economic advantage of Kra canal usage would 

 
2 M. Rajaretnam, Thailand’s Kra Canal: Some Issues (Singapore: ISEAS, 1978). 
3 ibid 
4 Teo Cheng Wee, “China not involved in Kra canal work”, Straits Times, 20 May 2015; 

Gaku Shimada “Kra Isthmus shortcut would mean big shifts in Southeast Asia”, Nikkei Asian Review, 25 June 

2015. 
5 Gary Norman, “The Oil Canal That May Never Be”, Oil Price, 15 March 2018.  
6 Ports.com, “Sea route and Distance”, http://ports.com/sea-route/port-of-shanghai,china/jeddah-islamic-

port,saudi-

arabia/#/?a=4595&b=0&c=Port%20of%20Shanghai,%20China&d=Jeddah%20Islamic%20Port,%20Saudi%20

Arabia  
7 ibid 
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be negligible. Experts argue that both Suez and Panama, which allows the ships to bypass entire 

continents charge around $100.000 per trip8.  

Since the proposed canal is a thirty-meter in-depth and four-hundred meter in width, this should 

allow the passage of any type of cargo vessels through the canal, even the ultra-crude carriers, 

which have 300,000 deadweight tonnage (dwt) capacity9. The canal certainly is an attractive 

proposal to the shipping companies to use but the feasibility of the usage is uncertain. With the 

creation of the SEZs on both sides, it would generate jobs to the Thai population and help the 

domestic economy.  

THE PROBLEM OF INSURGENCY AND STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 

Thailand faces an active insurgency in its three southern provinces, Pattani, Yala and 

Narathiwat. The three provinces are collectively called as the “Deep South”. The Deep South 

shares its borders with Malaysia and insurgents largely operate within the three provinces and 

occasionally attack southern parts of Songkhla province, through which the proposed Kra canal 

would pass through. Unlike the Northern Thailand, which is predominantly Buddhist, the Deep 

South is dominated by Muslims, who are ethnically different and are called as “Malay-

Muslims”. At least six major insurgent groups are operating in these provinces, they are, BRN, 

BRN-C, Bersatu, GMIP, PULO, and New PULO10. Ever since the resurfacing of the violence since 

2004, the successive Thai governments has been fighting the insurgents with various military 

means. With the presence of this active insurgency, if constructed, the Kra canal would divide 

the country into North and South. The divide between the so-called “Mainland Thailand” and 

the insurgent Deep South would act as a barrier for the separatists in the south.  

The two most important canals constructed in the past two centuries are the Panama and Suez 

Canal. The result and the aftermath of the construction of these canals could be an example 

used by the Thais. When the Panama separatists revolted in the year 1903, the U.S Navy 

intervened and supported the secessionists, and the canal was opened for trade in 1914. The 

Suez Canal too faced external intervention in 1956 by the U.K and France and Egypt was 

fighting against insurgents in the Sinai peninsula11. Once the canal construction is completed, 

it would bring China directly into the security game of the country. In an event of a hostile 

government in Thailand threatening to close the strait, China as a major power with strategic 

stakes might arm and support the secessionist of the Deep South.  

CONCLUSION 

Despite all the hype, the project is far from the beginning. Many Thais see the project as a part 

of China’s ambitious Trillion-dollar BRI. For China, this canal would help resolve their 

“Malacca Dilemma” by securing the alternate trade route for the import of hydrocarbons from 

 
8 Suez Toll Calculator, https://www.wilhelmsen.com/tollcalculators/suez-toll-calculator/ . 
9 Abdul Rahman, N.S.F., Mohd Salleh, N.H., Ahmad Najib, A.F. et al. A descriptive method for analysing the 

Kra Canal decision on maritime business patterns in Malaysia. J. shipp. trd. 1, 13 (2016).  

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41072-016-0016-0  
10 Chalk, “The Malay-Muslim Insurgency in Southern Thailand: Understanding the Conflict's Evolving 

Dynamic.” 
11 David E. Thaler and Yousuf Abdelfatah, “Making Headway Against the Sinai Insurgency”, RAND 

Corporation, 12 August, 2019. https://www.rand.org/blog/2019/08/making-headway-against-the-sinai-

insurgency.html  

https://www.wilhelmsen.com/tollcalculators/suez-toll-calculator/
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41072-016-0016-0
https://www.rand.org/blog/2019/08/making-headway-against-the-sinai-insurgency.html
https://www.rand.org/blog/2019/08/making-headway-against-the-sinai-insurgency.html


 

  

CENTRE FOR SECURITY STUDIES | JSIA OCTOBER 2020    4 

 

the West Asian and African countries. With Strait of Malacca being the busiest maritime lane 

in the world with approx.10,000 ships passing annually, carrying nearly 30 percent of the global 

trade, the Kra Canal is an attractive proposition for the shipping companies.  

China has been pushing hard for this canal. Once completed it would be beneficial for countries 

like India as it would provide an alternative route to an overcrowded Malacca but the Canal 

would also bring maritime traffic to enter the Andaman Sea. In an event of a major Geo-

Political crisis, the canal will be vulnerable to a blockade. China would eventually militarise 

the Canal in the name of protecting the interests and would further enhances its “String of 

Pearls” strategy: to surround India with ports and naval bases. India is upgrading its naval and 

air facilities in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands to counter China’s role in the region 12. 

Thailand which is technically a U.S ally has been highly influenced by China in the recent time 

and relationship soured after the U.S failed to recognize the new military government.  

Albeit China is considered to be the frontrunner to construct the canal but recently Thai 

Government claimed that “India has shown interest in building strategic Kra canal”13 and it 

also says China, India, Australia and U.S are “…willing to support the Thai government for 

the project”. With all the frequent resurfacing of the Kra Canal, recently Thailand’s Transport 

Minister stated that the Thai government is considering the construction of two deep seaports 

on both the sides with a railway line connecting them. 14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
12 Shishir Gupta, “ India’s answer to China backed Thai Canal plan is a huge military upgrade in islands”, 25 

August, 2020. https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/china-s-thai-canal-project-propels-india-to-upgrade-

military-infra-in-a-n-lakshadweep/story-EcDEGU2XXGgwdJmRNwm4LN.html  
13 “India has shown interest in building strategic Kra canal says Thailand”, Economic Times, 18 September, 

2020. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/india-has-shown-interest-in-

building-strategic-kra-canal-says-thailand/articleshow/78159427.cms  
14 “Thailand takes a step back from Kra proposal”, Maritime Executive, 6 September, 2020. 

https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/thailand-takes-a-step-back-from-kra-canal-proposal  
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