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*Introduction




    The allure and mystique of the Far East along with dreams of unspoiled, sun-kissed, tropical beaches bring millions of visitors to Thailand every year and many, like my-self, come from the western world. Yet, the reality of what we find often differs greatly from what we imagined when we looked at the glossy brochures and guidebooks that tempted us to venture so far from home.




    Without doubt, Thailand has a special charm and magic about it that has beguiled me for many years, but behind that magic are also some very harsh realities and an equally alien culture to anyone from the western world that can tarnish an otherwise wonderful travel experience.




    Horror stories about Thailand abound on the social media network and the press, and all too often, they are the same stories again, and again.




    The aim of this short book is therefore to give an insight into those harsh realities and some of the country’s culture in the hope that it may help give any potential visitor a more balanced view of what they are coming to than the brochures might, on the basis that fore warned is fore armed. It is not my aim in any way to decry Thailand, as despite all its faults, I love the place and its people dearly.




    As in any country it pays to be a bit streetwise, particularly one where visitors can be seen as walking ATM machines by some of its inhabitants. Despite all the opulence that is apparent, especially in Bangkok, the vast majority of the population live on or below the breadline, surviving a month on what many westerners earn in just one or two days, so to a certain extent that can be forgiven. However, no one enjoys being ripped off, particularly when on holiday.




    I hope the information that I have included here will help any first time visitors navigate their trip to Thailand and avoid some of the more common pitfalls, thereby saving themselves considerable hassle and money. Most of all I hope it will enable them to have an untarnished memory of their visit to Thailand.


  




  

    
*The Political Situation




    It is now yesterday’s news that Thailand suffered yet another coup d’etat in May 2014, as most readers will be aware. However, many will not be aware that the coup has actually improved things in Thailand considerably, both for ordinary Thais and visitors alike. The political unrest which had dogged areas in Bangkok over recent years has been quashed, and peace and relative safety has returned to the streets again.




    It is apparent from the decline in visitor arrivals in Thailand that many potential visitors see the coup as a retrospective step by the country, and in terms of our perceived concept of democracy and freedom it is. Nonetheless, the Military Government has done much in the past year in tackling some of Thailand’s worst corruption issues, and they have been focusing their attention on trying to make Thailand a better destination for tourists. There have been so many changes that my original book “Thai Wise’ has had to be largely rewritten, and I have re-titled it “Thai Karma” as Thailand is now so much calmer.




    However, those who are choosing not to visit the country because of the coup are doing the country no favours at all. By staying away, you are not punishing the military government but the thousands of ordinary Thais who depend on tourism for their livelihoods.




    Notwithstanding the negatives highlighted in this volume, Thailand is still a fabulous holiday destination and is arguably more peaceful now than at any time in the last decade.


  




  

    
Arriving In Thailand




    
*Transfer Shuttle Buses




    Most visitors to Thailand will probably end up going through Bangkok, as most long distance International flights to the country land at Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport, regardless of whether Bangkok is on their itinerary or not. If you are lucky and your onward flight is also from Suvarnabhumi, then it’s simply a matter of following the transit signs as normal.




    However, despite that fact that the airport is not yet ten years old, it has struggled for capacity almost since the day it opened. To alleviate the pressure on it, the Thai’s have re-opened the old airport, Don Muang, and the majority of onward domestic flights now depart from there. Therefore, if your ticket does not include transfers, you will need to use the inter-airport transit bus services, which are well signposted at both Airports.




    
*Getting into Bangkok




    Many visitors coming to Thailand via Bangkok opt to spend a couple of days in the capital either on route to the ultimate destination or on their return journey. If your ticket includes transfers then it is, of course, no problem. However, if you are an independent traveller, getting out of either airport and into Bangkok city can be quite difficult at times.




    The arrival hall at Savarnabhumi is one problem that the military government has tackled with a great deal of success. It was previously a nightmare for the unfamiliar visitor, seething with touts for rip off taxi and car hire firms, all of whom where expert in exploiting the famous Thai smile. These have now all but disappeared from the airport making life a lot easier. However, the new system can be stretched at key flight arrival times, leading to long queues for a taxi, which for most people is the obvious choice, so here I will look at your options, including using a taxi.




    
*Getting a taxi




    Bangkok’s taxi drivers were another early target of the military Government crackdown on corruption, and again they seem to have had considerable success in reducing many of the erstwhile problems. Taxi drivers refusing to use the meter and asking extortionate rates were commonplace, but drivers now know that one complaint about overcharging can lead to them being banned from collecting fares from airport, or indeed, cost them their license.




    In another area of improvement, all taxis in Bangkok recently had to undergo a safety and roadworthiness check which has taken a lot of the older cabs off the streets, and certainly out of the airport. That should mean that you can now be reasonably sure that any cab you get from airport is safe to travel in, subject to how it is driven.




    Another significant improvement has been brought about by introducing an automated ticketing system for transit from the airport, by taxi, limousine or minivan. If you follow the signs for taxis they will take you to the machines, there two machines for taxis and one for each of the other options. The machine will issue you with a ticket according to your option.




    The ticket that the machines issue give you a lane or bay number where you can find your taxi, the drivers name and member ID, and the license plate number of the taxi. The ticket entitles the driver to add Baht 50 to the metered fare, but tolls and expressways fees are at your own expense. The total cost into central Bangkok should be around B 450 to 500, depending of traffic conditions and your ultimate destination.




    The system is undoubtedly a great improvement, but still suffers logistical limitations, and at peak arrival times, queues for the taxi machines can be very long. Of course, you can opt for a limousine as the queue is bound to be shorter as it is a considerably more expensive option, but at busy times it might save you an hour in getting out of the airport.




    Likewise you might consider using the ATOT’s minivan services, particularly if there are more than two of you travelling together. Luggage capacity in Taxis is normally very limited as half of the trunk is taken up by a liquid gas tank, on which most taxis in Bangkok run these days. That effectively limits the capacity of a taxi from airport to two or possibly three people at most and their luggage.




    
*Other Options




    The obvious other option should be the recently constructed Airport Link rail service into the city centre, but this option has considerable drawbacks.




    Firstly, at around B 200, the fare is not cheap if you factor in your onward travel costs from the city terminus. True, it does avoid the queue for a taxi, but you will find the taxi problem even more acute at the city terminus due to the volume of Thai commuters that use the line too.




    The second issue is that direct express trains into the city centre are not that frequent. Most departures from the airport are stopping trains that are used heavily by the local population on route, and the trains can become extremely crowded at peak times.




    However, the biggest issue with the service is that despite being designed as an airport link, little facility has been made for passenger’s luggage. There are no special stowage spaces on the trains, and at the city terminus there are few luggage trolleys and no lifts down to ground level. Therefore, unless you are travelling light with only a small bag, it ceases to become a serious option for the international traveller.




    The other option that you might consider if your luggage allows is taking the good old bus into the city centre. There are frequents services from both airports that will connect you with Bangkok’s Sky Train stations, where taxis are usually plentiful, if needed. The real advantage of using the bus is the fares that will get you into the city centre for just B 30 to B 35, less than the surcharge for using an airport taxi. What is more they are extremely easy to use at both airports.




    If you want to use the bus from Savarnabhumi Airport then just follow the signs for the bus station. There is a frequent free shuttle bus from the arrivals hall to the main bus station, were you can get buses to just about anywhere in Thailand.




    However, if the object is to get out of the airport to somewhere you can easily pick up a taxi, then I would suggest two different routes.




    Bus number 551 goes to Victory Monument, which is ideal for destinations such as Kao San Road, Chinatown, the Old City, Lad Phrao, or anywhere in the northern part of the city. Getting a taxi at Victory Monument should be easy and there is also the option of joining the Sky Train at Victory Monument station.




    Bus number 552 goes to On Nut station, which is ideal if you wish to get to Sukhumvit, Si Lom, and the southern or western areas of the city. Again, you also have access to the Sky Train and it should be easy to get a taxi.




    Neither bus takes any longer to get into the city than a taxi would and toll charges are included in the fare. Moreover, you can often be in the city centre in less time than you would have to queue for a taxi.




    If you arrive at Don Muang Airport then getting a bus is even easier. Just exit the arrival hall at the door signposted for the Inter Airport Shuttle Bus and alongside that bus stand you can get an A1 bus that will cost you the princely sum of 30 Baht that takes you to Mo Chit BTS (Sky Train) Station. If there is not one outside waiting, then a bus will be along within five minutes or so and it takes just twenty minutes to get to Mo Chit. Again it is very easy to pick up a taxi from there to anywhere in Bangkok.




    Using the bus service from either airport can not only save you time and hassle, but should enable you to get to any city centre hotel for no more than 200 Baht or so.
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