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20 Years of ATPAC

Methi Wecharatana, Ph.D,
Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering
New Jersey Institute of Technology

Newark. New Jersey, USA

Many of us, who reside in the U.S. and Canada, left Thailand years ago to go abroad in pursuit of
advanced education. After completed our studies. many decided to stay and work in North America.
Having been born, raised, educated and spent our childhood in Thailand, there is no doubt that
Thailand has been and will always be, deep in our hearts, our beloved home country.

In 1989, the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment (MOSTE) then decided to set up the
Office of Science and Technology Counselor (Advisor) or OSTC at the Royal Thai Embassy in
Washington, D.C. The initiative was a result of the booming Thai economy, which had rapidly
expanded during that period, leading to severe shortage of engineers and scientists to support the rapid
industrial expansion at the moment. To fill the gaps, many expatriates were recruited from Europe
and the T1.S. Back in Washington, D.C., Khun Sirithan Pairojboriboon, the first Minister Counsclor
of OSTC. decided to mobilize Thai professionals in the U.S. and Canada to help alleviate the
problems. In March 1991, OSTC invited 26 Thai professionals to meet in Washington, D.C. to
discuss the formation of a Thai Professionals Association for this cause. The meeting was held at
University of Maryland on one weekend in March and the participants who attended the meeting had
agreed to form the Association of Thai Professionals in America and Canada and started to work on
projects that would have helped in the technological development of Thailand.

In Thailand, during the same period, the Dumrong Lathapipat Foundation, headed then by the late Dr.
Sippanon Gatudhat, Mr. Pichai Rattakul. Dr. Kamchad Mongkolkul, and Mrs. Somsri Lathapipat,
organized the first Reverse Brain Drain (RBD) conference in conjunction with the then Ministry of
Science, Technology and Energy (MOSTE). 19 Thai professionals from the U.S. were invited by the
Foundation and MOSTE to attend the conference. which was held during the week of August 17-21,
2534. The conference set the stage for the formation of ATPAC (Association of Thai Professionals in
America and Canada) in the U.S, and the establishment of the RBD programs in Thailand with the
main objectives of transferring technology from the U.S. and Canada to Thailand.
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This article summarizes some of the fond memornies, projects and activities that took place under the
ATPAC-RBD programs during the past 20 years. It s meant to be lessons learned to many second-
generation Thai overseas professionals who are willing to follow the course of this program with a
similar goal and objective of moving Thailand forward. This article was written at the time when
Thailand is again in the midst of another political instability and violence that took place dunng the
past three months (March-May 2010), setting back our cconomy for many years to come. The
Reverse Brain Drain (RBD) program. which represents the key technical contributions of Thai
overseas professionals to the development of Thailand, is thus more critical than ever at this very
critical juncture of our country.

The First RBD Conference

19 Thai professionals from the U.S. were invited by the Dumrong Lathapipat Foundation to attend the
first RBD conference in Bangkok during the week of August 17-21, 2534, These individuals were Dr.
Voratas Kachitvichavanukul, Dr. Suroj Thangjitham, Dr. Siripong Lopongpanich, Khun Sompol
Jatusripitak, Dr. Suebsak Nantawanich, Dr. Preecha Yodnane, Ms. Chintana Ananvilaikij, Dr.
Khorpomn Susungkomkanjana, Dr. Yuth Nimitr, Khun Soonthom Sakulpone, Khun Somkiat
Ponganta, Dr. Chidchanok Luersinsap, Khun Dudsadee Apasuwan, Dr. Saovalak Homboonherm,
Khun Keaw Panumas, Khun Pisak Chakkapak, Dr. Tagerngdech (Suang) Koowawattanasumrit, Dr.
Tawat Veruttipong, and the team leader, Dr. Methi Wecharatana. Of these 19 Thai overscas
professionals from the U.S. who attended the first RBD conference in 1990, at least five of whom
have since retumed permanently to Thailand. Of the remaining fourteen, five are still actively
working on technology transfer today with various Thai organizations, public and private alike. In the
author’s recollection, he still remembers the front page of the Manager newspaper of September 9,
2534 with the headline of “19 Thai Professionals from the U.S., a Hundred Billion Baht of Human
Resources™, which was distributed in Thailand after our first visit.

After all the fanfares during the first RBD conference at Chulalongkom University, ATPAC
mobilized its members and many have since worked on various projects for Thailand. This article
summarizes some of the selected projects of our ATPAC activities that took place during the past
twenty years. They are meant to be model for others to follow.

My ATPAC Projects for Thailand

Talking to Khun Usa Ungsunan prior to her departure for Thailand, she asked me to write about the
projects I did rather than ATPAC projects in general. So. here are some of my recollection on some
of the projects 1 did for Thailand during the past 20 years.

The most talk about project is probably the Fly Ash Concrete, which began in the U.S. in 1986 with
funding from PSE&G and subsequently from the Department of Energy. The project had led to four
U.S. patents on utilization of fly ash in concrete. The project was first introduced to Thailand in 1990
during the author’s first sabbatical leave with King Mongkut’s University of Technology at Thonburi.
It was rather difficult then to convince Thai researchers to join the team at first as many did not see
any exciting outcome from application of fly ash in concrete at that moment. It took ten years before
Thai researchers agreed to participate in the project with funding from EGAT and the RBD program
of NSTDA. When the Thai cement industry joned the study. it marked the beginning of a wide
spread utilization of fly ash in concrete in Thailand. This project converts 3 million tons of fly ash
cach year into cement replacement product. generating up to 3 billion baht for the cement and
conerete industry from a by-product that used to be wasie. In recognition of this major contribution,
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the Foundation for the Promotion of Science and Technology under the Patronage of HM. the King
awarded the author and thirteen other Thai researchers the first Technologist of the Year Award in
2002.

To the author, the most beneficial project that he did for Thailand is probably the Formation of the
Emergency Response team for Thailand. which was made possible by the CETTAD agreement
between Thailand and the State of New Jersey with support from USEPA, USDOE, USDOD and the
S National Science Foundation. CETTAD stands for Center for Environmental Technology
Transfer and Development, which provided the needed resources to help Thailand form an
Emergency Response Team for PCD (The Pollution Control Department), The first phase tramned
four PCD staff, two on Emergency Response and two others on Manifest System. The four spent five
months in New Jersey leaming how the HazMat (Hazardous Materials) team and the supporting infra-
structure worked in the U.S. The first phase was supported by funding from USAID to cover the
living expenses of the four Thai staffs with EPA and NJDEP provided in-kind technical trainings and
supports. The second phase trained another 16 Thai personnel for emergency response (ER) with the
goal of setting up a Thai ER training center. In light of all the trainings, today only one, the well-
known Khun Sumetha of PCD, out of the twenty people tramed under this program remains working
on ER, addressing all kinds of HazMat problems in Thailand. With the existing problems at the Map
Ta Phut industrial estate and its impact on Thai industry during the past nine months, one can see why
this project is considered by the author as the most critical project he did. The problems of hazardous
waste management have always been one of the author’s primary interests for Thailand since his
involvement with RBD and ATPAC in 1990, The idea was for Thailand to leam from TU.S. mistakes
and put in place a prevention program at the onset of our industrialization so Thailand does not have
to face costly clean up program like the U.S. The very first two projects were funding of USS100,000
Jrom the U.S. National Science Foundation in 1992 and 1993 each to assist Thailand in
Jormulating a prevention program on hazardous waste management. Both projects were funded by
NSF, but unfortunately due to political instability during those two years both projects were
transferred to Indonesia and the Philippines respectively.

The one-million dollars UDLP project supported by USAID, which was sccured by the author and
Dr. Vira Chankong. makes the list among the top of all beneficial ATPAC projects to Thailand.
Besides the size of funding given by USAID, the project was aimed at creating a Biomedical
Engincering program and a Hazardous Waste Management program for Khon Kaen University
(KKU). Back in 1994, these programs were fairly new and innovative for Thai community. While
the hazardous waste management program remains in existence today at KKU, the biomedical
engineering program was not materialized after the UDLP project ended. The hazardous waste
management program, in today’s critical environmental problems that have severe impact on Thai
industry expansion and cconomy, initiated back in 1994 was no doubt a major forward looking
mitiative that ATPAC has tried to develop for Thailand.

In 1996, MUA (then, the Mimnistry of University Affairs) has requested ATPAC to help formulate a
major initiative for Thai higher education with funding of US$100 million from ADB loan and Thai
government fund. ATPAC introduced the formation of Seven Centers of Excellence (COE) in Thai
universities. Among these seven COEs are 1) Hazardous Waste and Environmental Management
Center at Chulalongkorn University; 2) Center on Petroleum and Petro-chemicals at Chulalongkorn
University: 3) Center on Basic Chemistry at Mahidol University; 4) Center on Toxicology and
Environment at Mahidol University: 5) Center on Energy and Environment at King Monkut’s
University of Technology at Thonburi: 6) Center on Post-Harvest at Chiang Mai University and Khon
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Kaen University: and 7) Center on Agro-industry at Kasetsart University. With technical support
from the U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF), the COE program was designed following the
same format of U.S. Center of Excellence program. During the course of the program, NSF provided
support to bring 15 Thai center directors and MUA Executives to attend technical conference of NSF
Research Center Programs in Washington, D.C.. NSF also provided technical staffs to assist in the
proposal sclection and program evaluation of the Thai COE program. ATPAC had mobilized its
members to help design the COE program as well as assisted MUA n the proposal selection and
program evaluation during the first phase of this project. Today, these COE centers have been
playing crucial roles in supporting Thai industry in various arcas, Among the recent major problems
of hazardous waste contaminations at Map Ta Phut Industrial Estate. one of the COLESs, the Center for
Hazardous Waste and Environmental Management at Chulalongkorn University, has been assisting
both the government and industry in resolving the problems.

In 2000, the author, with support from the U.S. National Science Foundation, played an instrumental
role in the development of a Coaperative Agreement between Thailand and the U.S. on accessing
the high speed Internet2. Under the agreement, NSF provided financial support for Thailand to have
free access to Internet2 for three years, which was worth about US$750.000. The agreement was
signed between MUA, NECTEC, and Internet2 in Bangkok during the visit of 12 NSF program
managers 1o Thailand, Internet2 made it possible for Thailand to transfer large files from the U.S. and
Europe to Thailand, significantly enhancing the research capabilities of Thai scientists.

In supporting research initiative in Thailand, the author and ATPAC members engaged in the
evaluation of Thai universitics and its rescarchers in order to be qualified for the TRF's
Karnjanapisek Golden Jubilee Ph.D. program. The project required ATPAC to evaluation existing
faculty members of each leading Thai university for the program. The project was supported by
Thailand Rescarch Fund. In addition. the author had also assisted TRF in the development and
formation of the Methi Vijai Program at TRF. which has primarily emphasized on providing
financial resources for active Thai professors at all levels to carry out research at their respective
university.

The author has for many years served as a member of the ATPAC’s E-team (Environment), which has
carried out many projects with various public agencies and private organizations in Thailand. With
one of his research interests focusing on hazardous waste management. the author gave many
technical lectures, seminars, workshops, and conferences in topics related to hazardous waste
management. Among the important projects that he did was serving as the representative of Thailand
in the formation of Asia-Europe Environment Center, at which the author worked with
representatives from Japan (representing JICA) and Europe (representing EU). The six-week study
led to the formation of the Asia-Europe Environment Center in Thailand.

Beside the selected major projects listed above. one of the most common activities that the author did
during the past 20 years with ATPAC and RBD programs was to secure financial support for Thai
graduate students to study in the U.S., at the New Jersey Institute of Technology (NJIT) in particular,
The very first project that the author did in 1990 was to request from NJIT's President, then Dr. Sual
Fenster., for four Ph.D. scholarships annually for graduate students from Thailand. The scholarship
program was signed into an agreement in 1991 and many Thai doctoral students had completed their
doctoral degree through this program and many of these graduates are presently working with various
organizations in Thailand. Another agreement was developed in 1997 after the economic crisis hit
Thailand. At the time when Thai government had no financial support to send Thai university

=



)
<

CELEBRATON OF THE 20™ ANNIVERSARY OF THE ASSOCIATION

OF THAI PROFESSIONALS IN AMERICA AND CANADA

lecturers and faculty members to go abroad for advanced study, the author was instrumental in
securing 10 doctoral scholarships for the Ministry of University Affairs (MUA) for Thai graduate
students, university staff and faculty members in particular, to come to NJIT with full financial
support to pursue their doctoral degree. The agreement was signed in 1998 between NJIT and MUA
in Thailand. The project helped alleviate financial problems from the Thai government in supporting
the human resource development of Thai higher education system at that enitical juncture. While
these technical and financial supports did not primarily focus on any speceific higher education
institutions, but rather the central system as a whole, these efforts often were not widely recognized
by MUA. or any institution and higher education leaders of Thai universities.

As a professor in a ULS, university, the author, like many other ATPAC members who are working in
the U.S. universities, often was asked to help Thai students to get accepted into graduate programs
here in the U.S. Most of these students were recipient of Thai government scholarship to pursue
advanced study towards Ph.D. degree. However, some students had trouble with TOEFL and GRE
that did not meet the minimum acceptance requirements. Some students failed doctoral qualifying
exam from their university and had to be accepted into a new doctoral program or facing retum to
Thailand. The author and many other ATPAC members have assisted many of these students and
somechow managed to enroll them into a new doctoral program. Most of these students have since
completed their doctoral degree and returned to teach in our Thai universities and'or work with
various government agencics.

In recent vears, the author has shifted his interests to focus on improving the quality of Thai higher
education. In addition to giving advice on curriculum development, the author often gave lectures and
seminars on program accreditation, like ABET., the one used in the ULS. to evaluate Engincering and
Technology programs. With large vanations in the quality of Thai higher education institutions and
the quality of students enrolled in these programs, there is an urgent need to develop program
accreditation for all Thai higher education degree programs. With Thai university presidents sitting
on the Board of Directors of CHE (Commission on Higher Education). an agency overseeing the
quality of Thai university, it is impossible for CHE to have any quality control on the performance of
cach university, its administrations, faculty members. and the final product, which are students and
graduates. Entrance exam in recent years encountered many embarrassing problems. reflecting the
quality of those involved in preparing the exams as well as the administration as a whole. These
problems increasingly reflect the compounding weaknesses of our Thai higher education system that
urgently needs to be addressed. Today, many faculty members spend more time working full time
outside of teaching to make money for their personal social status rather than focusing on quality of
their teaching and their students and graduates. Having done research extensively in the early years of
his career, coupled with being the recipients of several Teaching Awards, both from NJIT and the
American Society of Engineering Education (ASEE), and with his recent appointment as Master
Teacher Designee (the highest teaching appomtment from a ULS. university), the author has a keen
interest in addressing these pressing problems and issues within the Thai higher education system, at
which he has nearly 30 years of experience working in the U.S. universities.
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Closing Remarks

The Reverse Bran Drain program and ATPAC have been iitiated by those who strongly believe in
working together as a team of all Thai professionals, both in Thailand and overseas, in order to
increase Thailand’s competitiveness in the global arena. Many other Asian countries such as Korea,
Taiwan. Singapore, Hong Kong. Malaysia, and, in recent years, China, have successfully developed
their countries through this similar program. Typical time frame of these programs takes about 10
years. In the occasion that our RBD program is celebrating its twenty years of existence, we, as a
team, should take a serious look and self evaluate our performance. While many projects have made
significant contribution to Thailand, many others were ignored and/or taken likely, and thus mistakes
were repeated over and over, further delaying the progress of this program as well as the development
of Thailand as a whole. Today. after twenty years, we still cannot find the true champion of our RBD
programs, In short, it is just like any other programs that either success or failure will not make any
difference to the true development of our country. The fact that there was no champion for the
program from each of the many governments we had during the past 20 years, thus there was nobody
to blame for the failure or anybody to take the responsibility to move the program forwards. It is a
clear reflection for the failure like many typical failed projects within our Thai administrative system
that we saw, Unless we change our working culture, RBD will be just another project that we, Thai
people, copy from other countries with no real success, the way other countries have done. As one of
the co-founder of ATPAC. my dream of seeing Thailand as competitive as Korea and Taiwan in my
life time has diminished. However, having seen many young Thai professionals of ATPAC such as
Dr. Eakalak, Dr. Art, Dr. Nid, and Dr. Siriwat, and many young Ph.D. who have recently completed
thewr advanced study and retumed to work in Thailand, I have a strong hope that Thailand, with these
young, energetic, and enthusiastic professionals, and with proper leadership, can move forwards and
be competitive in the global market if we so choose.
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