
E arlier this year, I was asked to present
a talk on optical tweezers to the first

OSA chapter in southeast Asia. The talk
was presented at the National Electronics
and Computer Technology Center
(NECTEC) in Pathumthani, Thailand.
An additional talk was presented at
Chiang Mai University, in the northern
part of the country.

Recognizing the need for independent
technological capabilities, Thai officials
began construction of a cluster of high-
tech government sponsored laboratories
in 1996. Located near Thammasart
University and the Asian Institute of
Technology in Pathumthani, the com-
plex now includes NECTEC, Biology
Technology Center (BIOTEC), Materials
Technology Center (MTEC) and Nano-
Technology Center (NANOTEC) facil-
ities which work in the biological,
material and nanosciences. These well-
equipped labs are contracted by various
government agencies to support national
interests ranging from rice and silk pro-
duction to environmental surveillance
and remote sensing. Interdisciplinary
collaborations between divisions
are common.

The optics branch at NECTEC,
which employs four full-time scientists,

provides training through-
out the year to roughly 30
students from universities
and high schools. As yet,
the country produces few
doctoral students special-
izing in science and engi-
neering. As a result, the
Thai government provides
scholarships to students
seeking advanced degrees
in these areas.

Undergraduate and graduate training
in optics is available at some universities
and private companies. Chiang Mai
University, for example, has a combined
optics and materials science program. My
visit there coincided with Songkran, the
Thai New Year, when respect is shown 
to elders. Students, for example, kneel
before their professors, who sprinkle
them with flower-scented water. The pro-
fessors simultaneously offer blessings of
good luck for the new year. Students and
professors exchange jasmine leis, and
professors bless the students again while
tying string prayer bracelet around their
wrists. This expression of mutual respect
is an example of something I observed
frequently during the trip: the highly 
cultivated civility exercised by the Thai

people. Such civility, combined with a
strong work ethic and a low cost of living,
may help explain why Thailand is grow-
ing in popularity as a venue for interna-
tional conferences.

For me, as an educator, scientist and
enthusiast of Buddhist culture, this visit
was full of unforgettable experiences. A
strong interest in optics and photonics
has evolved since Thailand emerged as a
so-called mini-dragon economy in the
1980s. Today economic growth is replac-
ing the bust of the late 1990s. Buddhism
is an integral part of the social fabric,
providing a spirit of resiliency through
good times and bad. A visitor to Thailand
soon understands why the country was
formerly named Siam, meaning “land of
smiles.” Whether visiting laboratories or
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(Left) Parade 
of Chiang Mai
University science
students opening
the Songkran cere-
mony on campus. 

(Below) NECTEC
researcher Sarun
Sumriddetchkajorn
assists an under-
graduate student.
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temples, palaces or markets, I always
found the welcoming glow of smiling
faces. I am very grateful to my host,
Sarun Sumriddetchkajorn at NECTEC,
for providing information for this arti-
cle, for inviting me to Thailand and for

his work in establishing the
Southeast Asia Chapter.

Grover A. Swartzlander Jr. (grovers@
optics.arizona. edu) is with the Optical
Sciences Center, University of Arizona,
Tucson.
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(Left) Students at Chiang
Mai University showing
respect and receiving
blessings during
Songkran festival day.

(Below) Three-dimen-
sional embossed 
hologram created at 
NECTEC for memorial 
of the Golden Jubilee
Celebration of 
His Majesty King
Bhumibol Adulyadej.
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