
It was 35 years ago that I first visited Southeast
Asia. This was during an ancient era before the
birth of “study abroad.” Of course, from Australia,
where I grew up, to Bangkok, Singapore, Denpasar
and Jakarta was a relatively short trip. That first
trip was the beginning of a career that has
spanned teaching, research and consulting in
Southeast Asia.

Today, based at UNC, Southeast Asia often feels
rather more distant. Travelling there takes a long
time, and the feeling of distance is reinforced by
how little we hear of events there. News from
Southeast Asia is not often on the top of the U.S.
media’s agenda.

Despite this distance, Southeast Asia remains
embedded in the University’s work. The Carolina
Population Center, the School of Public Health and
the Institute for the Environment each have long-
standing research activities in Southeast Asia. The
Kenan Institute Asia has been based in Thailand
since 1996 and continues to prosper.

While our course offerings on Southeast Asia are
limited when compared with those for East and
South Asia, the College of Arts and Sciences
offers more than 20 courses on Southeast Asia in
Geography, Religious Studies, History,
Anthropology and Asian Studies. 

There is also a steady flow of UNC students going
to Southeast Asia, with some 15 study abroad pro-
grams available in the region. These include a new
joint degree program with the National University
of Singapore and the remarkably successful
Carolina Southeast Asia Summer program. The
CAC recently worked with the Study Abroad Office
to develop the UNC Semester in Southeast Asia
program located at Mahidol University, just outside
Bangkok.

With the generous support of the Thai Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, the CAC will promote further
UNC’s teaching and research about Thailand and
Southeast Asia. To mark this new partnership, in
Fall 2008, the CAC will join with the Kenan
Institute of Private Enterprise to celebrate the
175th Anniversary of Thailand-U.S. Diplomatic
Relations. 

I invite those committed to fostering interest in
Thailand and Southeast Asia at Carolina to contact
me to discuss the opportunities available for sup-
porting students and faculty in further engaging
with the region.

Kevin Hewison, Director

New support for Thailand 
and Southeast Asia studies at UNC
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To support the development of Thailand and
Southeast Asian studies at UNC, the CAC is
pleased to announce the establishment of the
Thailand/Southeast Asia Studies Fund. The fund
will increase faculty, graduate and undergraduate
student opportunities for engagement in the
region. 

Funds will be used for a variety of activities over
the next year such as enhancing course offerings

on Thailand and Southeast Asia, supporting
study abroad, hosting a visiting scholar, expand-
ing library holdings, and coordinating public
workshops on Southeast Asia. 

These opportunities are possible through a gener-
ous grant by Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs via the Royal Thai Embassy in
Washington D.C. 

(continued on page 2)

J. J. Raynor with two Thai students

Study Abroad 
in Thailand
Opportunities for UNC undergraduates to study
abroad in Thailand continue to grow. Twelve stu-
dents from UNC studied in Thailand through 
the College of Arts and Sciences in 2007, double
the figure from 2006. In 2008, that number is
expected to be between 30 and 40. 

In addition, 25 students on the Carolina SEAS 
program spend a week in Thailand hosted by
Mahidol University International College each 
summer after 6 weeks in Singapore. Many of the
students who return to study for a summer or
semester in Thailand are from this pool of students,
who from their first short stay are fascinated to
learn more about Thailand’s history, culture, reli-
gion, and society. 

Our regular semester-long exchanges are with two
of the top Thai universities: Thammasat and
Mahidol. The spring semester at Mahidol is further
enhanced by a 2-3 week research practicum with a
UNC professor at the end of the program each
May. This year, Professor John Stewart (Economics)
will lead the students in comparative analysis of the
health care systems in Thailand and Vietnam.

In addition, Institute for the Environment students
have the opportunity to do a six-month Fall pro-
gram at King Mongkut’s University of Technology -
Thonburi on energy and the environment. School
of Journalism and Mass Communication students
will participate on a summer 2008 Multimedia
Storytelling program examining the people and 
culture of Phang Nga province in the wake of the
2004 tsunami. In addition, Kenan-Flagler Business
School undergraduates have a selection of programs
to choose from, including semester exchanges with
Chulalongkorn University and Thammasat
University.

Dan Gold is Asia Director in the Study Abroad Office.

Experiences of
Southeast Asia
Youth and Democracy in Thailand
Famous for its beautiful limestone karsts and
dense palm and rubber plantations, Krabi is
home to an innovative program created by the
non-governmental Population and Community
Development Association, my host throughout
my stay in Thailand. The Village Youth Council
Initiative was designed to introduce village youth
to the processes of democratic representation.
The Village Youth Councils function as youth
governments that teach the young people of the
villages about democracy and help them design
income generating projects that provide addition-
al revenue for community projects and compen-
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sate the members of the youth government for
their time. 

When I came to work with the Initiative in the
summer of 2007, times were interesting for
democracy in Thailand. An uninterrupted period
of democratic government from 1992 – quite a
feat in a country which has experienced numer-
ous coups– had just ended with the overthrow of
its last democratically-elected prime minister by
a military coup in September 2006. Learning
about and practicing democracy in a country
home to a recent military coup and governed by
a military junta and military-appointed govern-
ment, the youth who participated in Village
Youth Council Initiative were in a slightly ironic
position. Working with them, it was apparent
that the participants were less concerned with
the democratic process of joining the village
youth councils than they were with improving
livelihoods in their villages through income gen-
eration projects. 

Living and working with students who had just
experienced the violent overthrow of democracy
in their country made me appreciate how fragile
democratic institutions can be. 

Back in North Carolina, I recognize many of the
same challenges that led to the coup in Thailand
surfacing in our own country. In teaching Thai
youth about democracy, I learned a lot about
democracy myself. 

J.J. Raynor is a Junior in Economics and Peace,
War and Defense. She has been elected Student
Body President for 2008-09.

Thailand: A year of learning
I have been home for almost a year now. In that
time, I have been shadowed, if not pleasantly
stalked, by Thailand. I have switched my major
to Asian Studies and have shared my experience
of my second home in Phang-Nga province with
any students interested. Phang-Nga is in many

ways a forgotten land of plenty tucked away
where most westerners wouldn’t think to look. I
found myself loving Phang-Nga because, though
close to Phuket, and all of its tourist-trappings, it
remains calm, cool, collected, and sure of itself –
a testament to the most admirable qualities of
the people who live there.

I spent ten months getting to know
Phang-Nga, yet I feel that there is so
much that I missed. When I arrived, I
had preconceived notions of what to
expect from life in the south: rain, beauti-
ful beaches, learning some conversational
Thai, and an internship with Kenan
Institute Asia’s Tsunami Relief and Action
Initiative in Khao Lak. Indeed, I would
find all of these expectations met. As my
internship was drawing to a close, howev-
er, I decided that I would learn much
more by staying in Thailand. I chose to
teach English for a semester in two
schools in a town called Thapput. 

The choice to stay was a difficult decision
but the best decision of my life. Through
the school’s recommendation, I was con-
nected with a host family with whom I
would stay. This family embraced me as a
son. My broken Thai was “no problem!” My host
family would become the source of my most
treasured memories.

After completing my daily obligations to my host
family I would hop on the small motorcycle and
explore. This was my favorite pastime. I found
that this daily adventure cleared my head of frus-
trations, especially those I was having with the
language. After a day of teaching English to stu-
dents in grades 1-12, I would escape to a hidden
Buddhist temple carved into the side of a lime-
stone mountain. I always found a quiet space to
sit, read, and nap. Not once did I feel I was
imposing on the monks who welcomed me.

I can recall countless days watching perfect sun-
sets over a neighboring Muslim fishing village
with my host mother, speaking to the fishermen
in bits and pieces, picking out large, nervous
crabs and bringing them home to boil, spice, and
salt for mealtime. As we left, we occasionally
caught the muezzin calling the villagers to prayer. 

This is the Thailand that I remember best. The
lesson of Thailand for me is to never grow com-
placent as there is always more to learn and see.
Certainly, there is far more to Thailand than I
was able to experience. For now, I am content to
savor my memories of Thailand and its people,
and remember I am lucky, incredibly lucky, that I
was selected as an intern for Kenan Institute Asia
and that I am able to continue to study Thailand. 

Nicholas Politte is a Junior in Asian Studies and
Geography.

A semester at 
Thailand’s Mahidol University
When I started at Carolina as a first year student,
I had little interest in Asia. Coming from a small
western North Carolina town, Asia was an area of
the world that seemed out of reach geographically
and difficult to understand with unfamiliar lan-
guages and cultures. However, through UNC’s
initiatives to enhance the Carolina student’s expe-
rience of Asia I was able to take advantage of
study aboard programs as well as enroll in several
Asia-focused courses that have broadened my
knowledge and understanding of the region. 

Last Spring I was given the opportunity to study
in Thailand in the inaugural year of UNC’s
Southeast Asia Semester Program. Unlike most
study abroad exchanges, this program was unique
in that it not only allowed students to attend
classes at Mahidol University International
College, but it also offered two research courses
on rural development and Burmese migrant
workers. 

Having traveled to Thailand on the Singapore
Summer Immersion Program in 2005, a truly
wonderful introduction to Southeast Asia, I was a
little over-confident regarding my transition into
a Thai university and field research. I soon
learned that there are major differences in the
perceptions of Thailand as a visitor over a few
days and as a student there for some 6 months. 

At Mahidol, I enrolled in courses on Thai history
and language. These courses are not typically
offered at UNC so I wanted to take advantage of
the opportunity. The information from the
courses helped provide background for the field
research that followed. 

The first research project was to study rural
development in western Thailand led by Mahidol
faculty. This gave me the opportunity to do a
home-stay in a village that was relocated ten years
ago from a dam building project making it a
great site to study the social and ecological effects
of dam building. 

The second research project, led by UNC
Professor Kevin Hewison, focused on Burmese
migrant labor in Thailand. Along with visiting
several organizations that focus on migrant labor,
our group was also given the unique opportunity
to visit a large ceramics factory, and observe the
working and living conditions of the 1,000
employees and other, smaller factories in the bor-
der towns at Three Pagodas Pass and Mae Sot. 

The Carolina Southeast Asian Semester was a
great success due to the great co-operation
between UNC and Mahidol. Through the cours-
es offered and the field research, the program
greatly enhanced my experience and understand-
ing of Thai social and political issues. 

Roy Upchurch is a Senior in History and
Geography.

Nicholas Politte with his students

Roy Upchurch on a canal boat in Thailand

Experiences
continued from page 1



stability and a large and willing work force, the
country is in an excellent position to grow fur-
ther and rise in status among its neighbors. My
experiences within the textile industry showed
that the country has identified this potential, and
will continue to climb the economic ladder.
Tom McElwee is a Junior in Comparative
Literature and Spanish.
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Vietnam: Change, development and supply chains

Tsunami recovery

With annual GDP growth in excess of 8 % for
each of the past three years, Vietnam is an
emerging economic force in Southeast Asia. Its
growth has gained momentum since the govern-
ment’s economic reforms (called doi moi, or ren-
ovation) in 1986. On January 11, 2007, Vietnam
reached a developmental milestone when it
joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) as
its 150th member.

This past summer, a UNC study abroad program
funded by a Phillips Ambassadors grant provided
me with an opportunity to research Vietnam’s
textile industry., This industry is particularly
affected by accession to the WTO. The Belk
Corporation based in Charlotte, N.C., helped
with the project by connecting me with Li &
Fung Ltd., a supply chain management firm
based in Hong Kong.

With Li & Fung, I traveled to Vietnam, Hong
Kong, and China, visiting factories, interviewing
managers, and learning about the management of
the massive international supply chain for Belk.
This experience provided an insider’s look into
the complex requirements and demands of a
company like Belk in today’s globalized textile
industry. My case study of Belk and Li & Fung

in Vietnam also provides valuable insight on the
country’s future.

WTO entry represents an opportunity for greater
economic growth in Vietnam. Accession lessens
international trade restrictions and increases
bureaucratic transparency, creating an environ-
ment in which foreign direct investment is
encouraged. The WTO isn’t the only change. My
experiences revealed additional steps the
Vietnamese government has been taking to facili-
tate economic change.

I learned from Li & Fung analysts how the ranks
of Vietnam’s communist government have been
filling with younger recruits. These recruits
understand the pressures for  economic liberaliza-
tion, and their influence is being felt. On more
than one occasion, the factory I was touring had
been established in a special industrial park,
where operating companies enjoyed tax breaks
and other government incentives to encourage
investment and growth. There are many such
examples  that illustrate the changing nature of
Vietnam’s political and business practices.

Vietnam’s accession into the WTO is not a desti-
nation; but a step on a journey. With its political

Tom McElwee visits a garments factory

Although the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 is a
distant memory for many, it is very much a part
of the present for those directly affected by the
disaster. In Thailand’s southern province of
Phang Nga, a growing tourist area, the tsunami
had a devastating effect on the local economy.

I first visited Phang Nga as an intern with Kenan
Institute Asia’s Tsunami Recovery Action
Initiative in the summer of 2006. I worked in
rural schools with youth focusing on sustainable
tourism education. During this time, I had con-
versations with locals and international relief
organizations that made me keenly aware of the
long road to economic recovery. The economic
downturn was an acute issue for the Khao Lak
area of Phang Nga as fishermen, farmers and
shopkeepers were hit especially hard as much of
their business was tied to tourist hotels in the
area that were washed away by the sea. I was
compelled to return the following year to con-
duct my master’s research with small-scale inter-
national aid organizations that were actively
engaged in tourism for recovery efforts.

Post-tsunami relief efforts had included boat-
building, housing construction, food distribu-
tion, and financial assistance. By the summer of
2007 much of this was complete and the majori-
ty of aid organizations had left the area. The
international aid organizations that remained
were distinct in their focus on providing new,
long-term economic opportunities for Thais.
While there were many efforts to bring tourist
back to the area through resort and hotel offer-
ings, smaller organizations were actively seeking

ways to use recovery as an opportunity to create
new roles for local Thais in the tourism industry
through vocational programs. Strategies were not
focused on a return to normalcy, but the disaster
was used as a catapult for new thinking and
diversifying economic livelihoods.

Two examples of this approach are a scuba dive
master training progra which integrated Thais
into higher paying jobs, and a community-based
tourism education and skill development pro-
gram focused on local tour guide training and
homestay programs which allowed smaller com-
munities to capture more  economic benefits
from tourism, as well as to decide how tourism
would affect them personally. Although divergent
in type of tourism offerings, both organizations
strongly emphasized local control.

My research revealed the capacity for Thailand to
be a potential model in tourism, utilizing
tourism for economic recovery. In the midst of
disaster, long-term recovery has opened up
opportunities previously out of reach. Disaste
spurred alternatives in small communities. This
was vital in an area where vulnerable populations
can become even more vulnerable. The longterm
benefits of new tourism recovery efforts are still
being unveiled, but they affirm an increased
focus on local needs, concerns and desire which
has extended beyond development mantra into
actual practice which positions Thailand at the
forefront of a new wave of alternative tourism. 

Stephanie Nelson is Associate Director of CAC. She
recently completed her M.A. in Geography at UNC
with a thesis on tsunami recovery.

Mahatma Gandhi
Fellowship
Sangam, the South Asia student organization at
UNC, awards the Mahatma Gandhi Fellowship.
Each year two students received funding to com-
plete a project that benefits South Asians,
whether through direct service or through
increasing awareness of South Asian culture and
issues. In 2007, Priya Soni and Shefa Sikder were
awarded the fellowship. Priya worked with
women on domestic violence issues in India and
Shefa spent the summer in Bangladesh conduct-
ing community-based health research. The fel-
lowship awardees for 2008 will be selected in
March. 

Visiting Speakers
The CAC has sponsored a number of talks this
Spring including: Wang Chuanxing of Tongji
University, Shanghai, China on “An Analysis of
China’s Foreign Policy in a Changing
International System”; and Sook-Jong Lee,
Sungkyukwan University, Seoul, Korea who
spoke on “South Korea’s New Political Landscape
and Implications for U.S.-Korea Relations”.

The next speaker is Maureen Aung-Thwin (see
next page), with Duncan McCargo, professor of
Southeast Asian politics at the University of
Leeds, UK speaking on April 7th from 4:00-6:00
PM in the FedEx Global Education building
room 1005 on “Making Sense of Thailand’s
Southern Violence: Islam and Legitimacy.” 



Carolina Asia Center
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
FedEx Global Education Center
Campus Box #7582
Chapel Hill, NC 27599-7582, U.S.A.

Kevin Hewison
Director
(919) 843-0130
khewison@unc.edu

Stephanie Nelson
Associate Director
(919) 843-9065
nelsonsc@unc.edu

Peter Landstrom
Center Manager
(919) 843-0129
plandstr@email.unc.edu

Asia Connections  Spring 2008 4

Your gift to the Carolina Asia Center will support a wide range of campus-wide activities to foster cutting edge research, innovative teaching, 
and strategic partnerships.

Please make checks payable to The Carolina Asia Center, and return your gift to:  

Carolina Asia Center • The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill • 
FedEx Global Education Center • Campus Box #7582 • Chapel Hill, NC 27599-7582, U.S.A.

Make a gift to the Carolina Asia Center
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Maureen Aung-Thwin to Speak
Maureen Aung-Thwin, Director of the Burma Project/Southeast Asia Initiative of the New York-
based Open Society Institute, will speak on March 31st from 6:00 – 8:00 PM in Bingham 103 
on “Monks, Metta and the Military in Burma”. Her talk will examine the extraordinary intervention
of the monks in recent protests, the fall out from the so-called Saffron Revolution, and the prospects
for a genuine political transformation in Burma. 

For information on future talks and events visit:
http://www.carolinaasiacenter.unc.edu/events2008spring.htm

New Working Groups
The Carolina Asia Center recently funded two working groups on Asia-related research; Labor in the
Asian Global Factory led by Dr. John Pickles (Geography), and Southeast Asia as Region: Borders,
States and Anomalous Sovereignty led by Dr. Donald M. Nonini (Anthropology). The Southeast Asia
working group will be hosting a series of lunch seminars during the spring to increase the connection
of Southeast Asianists across the University, for details email Dr. Nonini (donald.nonini@unc.edu). 

New Scholars in
Residence
We welcome two visiting scholars for the Spring
2008 semester, Yul Sohn and Jiang Ningchuan. 

Yul Sohn is visiting from Seoul, Korea where he
is Professor of International Studies at Yonsei
University. His current research focuses on the
emergent East Asian economic networks and
their political implications. 

Jiang Ningchuan joins us from Chengdu Textile
College in China where he serves as Professor
and Dean of the Department of Economics and
Management. His research areas of expertise are
International Trade and Enterprise Management. 

Information regarding all CAC Scholars in
Residence can be found at www.carolinaasiacen-
ter.unc.edu/people/html.
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