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INVESTMENT

Turning data centres into national capability

KOMSAN TORTERMVASANA

Thailand is betting on winning
an important race by driving data
centre investment growth to increase
national value.

The country is starting to take
an integrated policy approach
to how Thailand can turn rapid
data centre expansion into lasting
national capability.

The next layer of policy may be
to consider how this principle can
extend beyond domestic expenditure
towards the broader development of
local capabilities, according to Rewin
Pataibunlue, managing partner at
PrimeStreet Advisory, a manage-
ment consulting and financial advi-
sory firm.

“Hosting the infrastructure is an
achievement. Turning it into national
capability is the opportunity,” he said.

Amid the government’s decision-
making through the data centre policy
committee, which is shaping a more
integrated regulatory framework, Mr
Rewin said it is a major opportunity
but also changes the policy question.

In the first half of 2026, applications
for investment promotion reached
1.47 trillion baht, up 37% from a
year earlier. The digital sector alone
accounted for about 1.12 trillion baht,
driven significantly by large-scale dig-
ital infrastructure and Al-related data
centre investment.

The National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) expects Thailand’s data centre
market to grow from roughly 470 bil-
lion baht in 2025 to more than 2 tril-
lion bahtby2031 — an average annual
growth rate of almost 28%.

“The issue is no longer simply
how Thailand can attract more data
centres. It is increasingly about two
things: how the country manages the
resources these facilities consume
and how much value Thailand cap-
tures in return.”

Mr Rewin said the positive signal
is that Thailand has begun to move.

The NBTC's proposed approach
goes beyond conventional telecom-
munications licensing.

Data centres would need to be
located in appropriate areas, dem-
onstrate sufficient electricity and
water supplies before licensing and

have suitable electricity, water and
telecommunications infrastructure
so that failures at one facility do not
spill over into public systems.

The proposals also touch on envi-
ronmental responsibility.

The NBTC has also proposed that at
least 50% of certain infrastructure and
supporting equipment be sourced
from Thai suppliers.

“The logic is clear. On one side, it
is resource governance: data centres
should not impose uncontrolled pres-
sure on electricity, water, land and
public infrastructure.

“On the other is value creation. If
Thailand is allocating scarce resources
to a rapidly expanding industry, Thai
businesses and the wider economy
should benefit”

“The next question is how far the
value-creation side
can be developed,” Mr
Rewin said.

LOCAL CONTENT

Mr Rewin said the local-
content requirement is
easy to understand.
If billions of baht are
being spent on data
centre construction,
a meaningful share of
that spending should
flow into the domes-
tic economy.

But domestic spend-
ing and domestic capability are not
necessarily the same thing.

Two projects might both meet a
50% local-content threshold. Yet the
longer-term contribution of those
two projects could differ substan-
tially depending on how deeply they
connect with domestic firms, skills,
knowledge and innovation.

“Local content tells us how much
economic activity takes place in Thai-
land. Local capability asks whether
Thailand becomes better able to
create value after the investment
has arrived”

He said the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) has consistently found that
spillovers from foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) do not arise automatically.

They depend on linkages between
foreign investors and domestic
firms, the movement of people and

Mr Rewin says the
larger opportunity is to
ensure that value
created by data centres
stays in Thailand.

knowledge, and what economists call
absorptive capacity — the ability of
local firms to recognise, absorb and
apply new knowledge and technology.

The OECD’s work on Thailand
has also found a strong association
between linkages with foreign firms
and productivity among Thai SMEs,
while appropriately cautioning that
the relationship should not automati-
cally be interpreted as pure causality.

Other countries are already asking
a broader question, with Singapore
offering perhaps the clearest example.

Under its latest Data Centre Call
for Application approach, new
capacity is not allocated purely on
the basis of investment size or tech-
nical compliance.

Proposals are assessed against three
broader dimensions: strategic value,
economic contribution
and sustainability.

“The question is
therefore not merely,
‘Can you build the facil-
ity?' Itis also, ‘What does
Singapore gain by allo-
cating scarce capacity to
your project?”

Malaysiais movingin
a similar direction. The
Malaysian Investment
Development Authority
describes the next phase
ofits data centre strategy
as a shift from ‘attract-
ing investment’ to ‘building value for
SMEs and Malaysians!

Singapore and Malaysia share a
common principle: both increas-
ingly view a data centre not simply as
an asset located within their borders
but as a platform from which wider
economic capabilities may develop.

This is consistent with a broader
finding from UN Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD). Global FDI rose to
around US$1.6 trillion in 2025, with
large Al-related digital infrastructure
projects contributing to the increase.

But UNCTAD emphasises that
the development impact of invest-
ment depends on whether it builds
productive capacity, employment,
skills and technology transfer in the
host economy.

Investment therefore measures the
size of the opportunity. It does not
automatically measure the eventual
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size of the national benefit.

NOT STARTING FROM ZERO
Thailand’s Board of Investment has
already expanded its conditions for
promoted data centre projects beyond
investment value alone.

Current requirements include
activities intended to create wider
benefits for Thailand, while the gov-
ernmenthas also moved in this direc-
tion at the national policy level.

At the first meeting of the Data
Centre Policy Committee in Septem-
ber, the government said Thailand
should define the type of data centre
it wants and consider which invest-
ments create the greatest economic
and social benefit.

The discussion went beyond infra-
structure. It included technology
transfer, talent development, Al, the
digital ecosystem, sustainability and
national competitiveness.

Data centres are capital-intensive,
resource-intensive and increasingly
central to the cloud and Al economy.
Mr Rewin said Thailand’s current
policy direction already recognises
many of these objectives.

Further attention may be needed
on the details of how these objectives
translate into sustained capability-
building over time.

Thatis not necessarily the responsi-
bility ofany single regulator, he added.

It is a broader policy question
involving investment promotion,
digital policy, energy, education,
industrial development and the pri-
vate sector itself.

Thailand is still at a stage where
these relationships can be shaped.
Investment is accelerating. Regula-
tions are emerging. The long-term
relationship between the data centre
industry and the domestic economy
is still being defined.

“That leaves a timely question:
Beyond managing the resources that
data centres consume, how much last-
ing capability can Thailand build from
their presence?”

Local content is one part of the
answer. The larger opportunity is to
ensure that the value created by data
centres does not simply pass through
Thailand but increasingly becomes
part of what Thailand itselfis capable
of doing, Mr Rewin said.
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