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Road to 
recovery
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 A t The Peninsula Bangkok’s Sakuntala 
Ballroom, the message was loud and 
clear: “Our willpower will generate 
the force we need to take off,” it said, 
as images of new generation aircraft 
and striking Thai landscapes were 
projected across the lavish room. The 

mission statement was part of a promotional video for Thai 
Airways International’s ‘Discover Brand New Sky’ seminar 
in early December, which reunited the company’s executive 
management team with local and overseas travel agents, 
travel trade and tourism partners, and a small number of 
international media for the first time in 18 months. 

It was a highly optimistic occasion, with friendly faces 
(masked, of course) welcoming various delegates, and a sense 
of anticipation for 2022 following the country’s reopening 
to vaccinated travellers from 63 countries last November. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has been tremendously difficult 
for all airlines but it came at an especially bad time for 

Thai Airways, which had been struggling 
financially since 2012, with debt ballooning 
to £9.44 billion in 2020. That year the airline 
posted a record loss of THB141.1 billion 
(£3.14 billion) and filed for bankruptcy 
protection in May 2020, with the Central 
Bankruptcy Court of Thailand approving 
a Rehabilitation Plan in June 2021 to 
fully restructure the company and regain 
profitability. The details of that rehabilitation 
plan – from cost-cutting measures and fleet 
efficiency to service improvements for business 
class passengers – will decide whether the 
carrier can indeed prosper in 2022 and beyond. 

Before the onset of the Omicron variant in 
late November 2021, things were looking up 

for Thai Airways thanks to the reopening of the country 
and long-awaited return of tourism – see our feature on 

It ’s been a difficult time for Asian 
carriers. Business Traveller talks 
to Thai Airways as it charts its 
post-Covid flightpath

Thai Airways’ 
CCO Nond Kalinta 
speaking at the 
‘Discover Brand 
New Sky’ seminar
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the Test and Go and Sandbox schemes at businesstraveller.
com/features. October marked the company’s highest 
operating revenue in 18 months, and the first nine months 
of 2021 had seen it post a net profit of THB51 billion 
(£1.13 billion), in large part due to “debt restructuring, 
sales of asset and organisation restructuring”, since revenue 
had slumped by 66.1 per cent compared to 2020, though 
with a smaller operating loss – THB21.5 billion (£480 
million) compared with THB34 billion (£760 million) 
in 2020. 

“Thai Airways is now healthier and leaner due to our 
aggressive cost-cutting measures and vigorous business 
reorganisation,” says Nond Kalinta, the company’s chief 

commercial officer. The company 
has undergone rigorous measures to 
ensure its survival, namely cutting 
its workforce by half and managerial 
levels by 35 per cent, leaving just 
14,900 employees from the original 
29,500 recorded in 2019. Along with 
staffing redundancies, the airline is 
also reducing its fleet size, replacing 
ageing aircraft with new generation 
and fuel-efficient models. It is in 
the process of selling 24 aircraft and 
terminating leasing agreements on 
16 jets, leaving 58 aircraft across four 
aircraft types rather than the original 
nine. The current fleet includes 
three different widebodies – B777s, 
A350s, B787s – and 20 narrowbody 
A320s used exclusively for its 
regional subsidiary, Thai Smile.

New aircraft are coming: an additional three B777-300s 
will be delivered this year, and these will mark the return 
of the airline’s Royal First Class product, which had been 
removed last year when it retired its A380 and B747-400 
aircraft. However, it is reported that the airline’s focus will 
remain on its business and economy cabins.

“I think that makes most sense because given the Thai 
market [and] given our customer profile, first class doesn’t 
really pay off. It’s not financially viable,” says Piyasvasti 
Amranand, administrator of the carrier’s Rehabilitation 
Plan and former president of Thai Airways International. 
First class will therefore only be available on three of the 
58 aircraft in the fleet. 

Newer, more fuel-efficient aircraft promise fewer 
emissions and the company hopes to introduce sustainable 
aviation fuel (SAF) when it is financially healthy to do so. 
“Thailand is in a very good place to introduce SAF in the 
future with all the raw materials here,” says Amranand, 
who is also chairman of petrochemical company PTTGC. 
The company professes that “people and planet come 
before profit” but realistically, it does not currently have 
the means to be as innovative as some of its competitors. 

LOW PRICES
Cost-cutting measures mean that the airline can introduce 
competitive fares which are dynamic to market demand. 
“In the past we reduced price to get more customers and 
we made losses. But our cost base is really quite different 
now,” says Amranand. The reduction of the monthly 
personnel cost to THB600 million (£13.37 million), and 
a restructured fleet, aircraft lease and engine negotiation 
process saved the company a further THB23 billion 
(£0.5 billion). “That’s why we’re confident that we’ll be 
able to make our fares competitive,” he adds. There is 
more information to come on this, but the airline plans to 
unbundle economy fares this year, charging additional fees 
for features such as baggage and seat selection. 

THE 2022 NETWORK
After almost two years of flight cancellations amid travel 
restrictions, the airline and its sister carrier are flying 
to 28 international destinations from its main hub at 
Bangkok Suvarnabhumi airport. Its eyes are firmly on 
Europe this year, which remains the carrier’s top market 
with particularly high demand from the UK and Germany. 
“The flights in Europe will be our main bread and butter 
to support our revenue,” says Korakot Chatasingha, the 
company’s director of sales. 

As such, the airline is increasing from four to nine 
destinations in Europe (London, Brussels, Copenhagen, 
Frankfurt, Stockholm, Milan, Munich, Paris and Zurich), 
with 32 flights per week in the first quarter of the year 
compared to 27 at the end of 2021. Its membership of 
Star Alliance will also help in transporting customers to 
gateway cities. Although traffic in Asia is still almost at 
a standstill due to border closures, the airline plans to 
operate 100 weekly flights to 19 destinations in the region, 
an increase from 38 weekly flights to nine destinations 
last year. Indeed, flights from Bangkok to Singapore under 
the Vaccinated Travel Lane arrangement launched just 

ABOVE:  
A Thai Airways 
International aircraft 
coming in to land

THIS PAGE: 
A plane taking off from Bangkok 
International Airport; A view of 
Bangkok at dusk

The airline is 
replacing ageing 
aircraft with new 
generation and 
fuel-efficient models
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before Omicron hit. Passengers can also use 
the airline’s partner All Nippon Airways 
to connect to transpacific destinations in Japan, Seoul 
and soon Taipei. There will also be daily flights to 
Sydney in the first quarter of the year. 

Meanwhile, the airline will rely on its sister 
carrier Thai Smile for short- and medium-haul 
flights in Indochina and southeast Asia. The 
budget carrier flies to 13 domestic destinations, 
including popular destinations such as Chiang 
Mai and Phuket, and is now expanding its international 
reach. In December it launched flights to the Cambodian 
capital of Phnom Penh and has plans to increase its 
network to 16 further destinations including Ho Chi 
Minh City, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Mumbai, Hong 
Kong, and Colombo. “At the moment, our main duty 
is to connect Thai Airways to the [regional] network,” 
says Viset Sontichai, acting chief executive at Thai Smile. 
The problem, however, is that European passengers can’t 
immediately connect to the carrier’s domestic destinations 
due to the Test and Go requirements – customers must 
stay overnight upon arrival in a designated hotel until they 
receive a negative PCR test result. “We’ll have to make 
sure the connectivity is seamless and that’s something 
we are working on,” says Amranand. The eagerly awaited 
introduction of antigen testing rather than lengthy PCR 
protocols is key to this – it had been planned for the end 
of last year but postponed due to the arrival of Omicron.

BUSINESS TRAVEL
With business travel recovery lagging, the company is 
targeting the faster recovery of leisure travel, aided by 
the country’s reopening strategy which favours beach 
destinations – travellers can visit several destinations across 
Thailand as part of the Sandbox scheme. At the moment, 
the airline is facing an imbalance of traffic, with low → CONTINUED ON PAGE 64

demand for Bangkok and more bookings for beach 
locations such as Phuket. For this reason, at the time of 
writing there are three weekly London-Phuket-Bangkok 
flights which, from my experience, empty when you briefly 
stop on the island. To make the most of the leisure traffic, 
the airline also plans to launch an ‘island hopping’ scheme 
in partnership with regional airline Bangkok Airways, 
allowing European customers to connect via Phuket or 
Bangkok with Koh Tao, Koh Phangan and Koh Samui.

Nonetheless, the company is not ignoring business 
travel and plans to tailor its product to fit three factors 
which it believes to be important in the coming year: 
safety, real-time access to information, and bleisure. The 
main issue, however, is that the airline’s Royal Silk Class 
(business class) is already full on many of its flights from 

Europe despite business 
travel largely being on hold. 
The absence of first class 
(until this year) means that 
cabins are populated by 
leisure customers willing 
to pay more for a premium 
experience. As such, there 
have been instances where 
business travellers have 
flown with Middle Eastern 
carriers instead. 

For those contemplating 
switching to a Middle 
Eastern carrier, the 
management team urges 
customers to recognise 
the value of Thai Airways’ 
nonstop flights from 
Europe. They speak of the 
convenience for passengers, 
a lower risk of contracting 

Covid-19 due to the elimination of transit, and reduction 
of CO2 emissions with just one take-off and one landing. 
With British Airways recently suspending all flights to 
Bangkok until October 2022, customers from the UK also 
have limited options for nonstop travel to the Thai capital. 

How will the company fare when business travel 
eventually returns? “Business travellers need the flexibility 
in terms of conditions of fare, and in terms of the 
frequency. We are planning to accommodate that

THIS PAGE:  
Bangkok 
Suvarnabhumi 
airport; a Thai 
food market

‘Business travellers 
need the flexibility 
in terms of 
conditions of fare, 
and frequency’
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→ requirement,” says Kittiphong 
Sansomboon, executive director customer, 
brand and marketing. Frequencies are 
increasing in the first quarter of the year, 
with the example of the London-Bangkok 
route increasing from three-times-weekly to 
daily, though many of these developments 
will unfortunately take longer due to the 
onset of the Omicron variant and tightening 
of travel restrictions. 

WAKE UP AND SMELL 
THE COFFEE
Business class customers are also looking 
for high-quality service, something that 
Thai Airways admits has been lacking in 
recent times. Financial difficulties during 
the pandemic meant that the company was 
unable to pay for in-flight entertainment, 
booking agents and call centres, while 
lounges too were forced to close because of 
the fall in passenger numbers. Thankfully 
these services have returned over the past 
few months, though improvements are still 

needed. There is very little choice in terms 
of films, and customers are still having issues 
contacting the airline – our readers have 
voiced their frustrations on the forum (see 
businesstraveller.com/forums/topic/thai-
airways-tantrums/). Amranand assures me 
that the team are working on these failings, 
stating that the company “was really caught 
unaware of the government policy to open 
up the country” while also adding that 
government restrictions have a part to play 
in downgraded service. He cites the “totally 
ridiculous” regulation which banned the 
serving of ice until recently, plastic covering 
on meals, and the lack of magazine and 
newspapers (which were replaced by an 
e-magazine in January) as examples. 

“We think it’s time to reassess ourselves, 
who we are and what our brand personality 
and brand value is,” says Sansomboon. 
He’s extremely enthusiastic about the 
new services on-board. While the airline 
does not have the budget to compete with 
flagship carriers on its wine offerings, it 
has used its creative juices to come up with 
an alternative, partnering with Chiang 
Rai’s Doi Tung Café brand to create a drip 
coffee specially for Thai Airways. ‘Black 
Silk Blend’, a play on the airline’s ‘Smooth 
as Silk’ slogan, launched in January and is 
being served exclusively to business class 
passengers, with plans to introduce it in the 
lounges, too. A coffee menu paired with a 
bespoke music playlist is also forthcoming. 

“We want to be a good craft café in the 
sky,” Sansomboon explains. Those who 
don’t like coffee will be pleased to hear 
that the airline has also launched a series 
of signature cocktails, which include the 
gin-based 89 Aviation Spritz (with a purple 
hue to reflect the airline’s colour scheme), 
rum-based Smooth as Silk, and vodka-based 
Bangkok Noir. 

Meanwhile, the airline is finally adapting 
to the modern era, introducing digitalisation 
to improve the customer experience. Business 
class passengers can now pre-select their 
meals ahead of flights, though this service 
is currently only available from Bangkok. 
From my experience, the IFE system also 
needs updating as a section for the food 
menu simply brings you to a page saying it 
is unavailable. Instead, you are offered the 
choice between two mains by the cabin 
staff at the start of the flight, but there’s no 
information on the other elements of the 
meal – it’s a bit of a guessing game – and 
there’s no drinks menu either. See our Tried 
and Tested reviews of the airline’s Royal 
Silk Class at businesstraveller.com/tried-
and-tested-category/airlines/. In order to 
compete with other long-haul carriers, such 
service issues will need to be ironed out and 
Thai Airways certainly endeavours to do so.   

A DEGREE OF NORMAL
The Omicron variant had only just appeared 
during my visit to Thailand, not yet having 
triggered lockdowns or entry restrictions. 
At the time, the company was keeping a 
close eye on developments, but Amranand 
reiterated that “quarantine is the worst thing” 
as it deters travellers. 

Once things return to a degree of normal, 
Thailand will again see a return of tourists 
as well as business travellers with dealings 
in the region, though it will take years for 
the country to return to the 40 million 
visitors seen in 2019. Passenger traffic 
at Suvarnabhumi airport is predicted 
to recover in just over two years’ time, 
according to figures from AOT and IATA, 
with 66 million passengers expected in mid-
2024 compared to 65 million in 2019. It is 
hoped that Thai Airways will be ready to 
reap the rewards once this takes place thanks 
to competitive pricing, improved customer 
service and a more manageable fleet. We’ll 
raise a toast of coffee in the meantime. BT

Continued from page 36

THIS PAGE:  Thai Airways served guests a variety of coffees 
using the Black Silk Blend during the ‘Discover Brand 
New Sky’ seminar at The Peninsula Bangkok
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