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About the Author

Daniel Hyman is an Australian who moved to Thailand 
in 2021, during the COVID pandemic, which is either 
brave or poorly timed depending on your perspective. 
He spent his first years in Phuket, where he made a 
series  of  business  mistakes  that  were  expensive, 
instructive,  and  largely  avoidable  with  better 
information. He subsequently moved to Koh Samui, 
where he now runs Southern Cross Diving Co. and 
Brewed  Awakening,  a  mobile  coffee  operation  on 
Bangrak Beach Road.

Before  Thailand,  he  spent  eighteen  years  in  the 
Australian Army — which means he has extensive 
experience with limited budgets, questionable food, 
and making things work with whatever is to hand. 
This turned out to be unexpectedly good preparation 
for backpacker travel.

He has watched Thailand change from the outside in 
as a resident, and has strong opinions about what 
genuinely  represents  value  versus  what  has  been 
dressed up as budget travel by people who have never 
actually had to worry about their daily spend. This 
book is built on that perspective.



Introduction: The Budget Myth 
and the Real Numbers

Is Thailand Still Cheap?

Yes. And no. And it  depends entirely on what you 
mean by cheap and what kind of life you expect to live 
while you are here.

Thailand  is  cheaper  than  Australia,  the  United 
Kingdom,  the  United States,  Germany,  Japan,  and 
most other developed-world destinations by a factor 
that  ranges  from  'noticeably'  to  'dramatically' 
depending on what you are spending on. Thai food 
from  a  street  vendor  or  a  local  restaurant  is 
extraordinarily  cheap.  The kind of  accommodation 
that is pleasant and clean without being a resort is 
very affordable. Local transport is cheap. Domestic 
beer  is  cheap.  Anything  that  has  been  imported, 
anything  that  caters  specifically  to  tourists,  and 
anything in the high-end market is considerably less 
cheap than people on their first trip expect.

The budget travel blogs that claim you can live on 
1,000 THB per day (about 20 USD) in Thailand are 
technically correct and practically misleading. Yes, 
you can sustain yourself on 1,000 THB a day if you eat 
street food for every meal, sleep in a dorm, never take 
anything other than the cheapest available transport, 
and  do  not  drink  alcohol,  take  tours,  visit  paid 
attractions, or deal with any unexpected expenses. 
This is not a life; it is an endurance test.

A real budget for comfortable, sustainable travel in 
Thailand — comfortable meaning clean private room, 
eating  well  including  occasional  sit-down  meals, 
some  activities,  getting  around  without  torturing 
yourself  —  is  1,500  to  2,500  THB  per  day,  or 



approximately 30 to 50 USD. In Chiang Mai and the 
north, the lower end of this range works very well. On 
the  islands,  the  upper  end  is  more  realistic.  In 
Bangkok for the first few days while you find your 
feet, expect to be at the upper end.

This guide is built around that realistic range. It will 
show  you  how  to  minimise  expenditure  without 
making yourself miserable, where the genuine value 
is, and where the tourist trap dressed up as budget 
travel is. The difference between a good budget trip 
and a miserable one is not how little you spend. It is 
how well you allocate what you have.

The budget golden rule: eat where Thai 
people eat, sleep where Thai people stay 
when they travel, and use the transport 
that Thai people use. This is not just 
cheaper — it is consistently a better 
experience than the tourist alternatives.



Chapter 1: Getting In Without 
Getting Ripped Off

Flights

Bangkok  is  the  primary  entry  point  for  most 
international  travellers  to  Thailand.  Suvarnabhumi 
Airport  (BKK)  handles  the  majority  of  long-haul 
international  flights.  Don  Mueang  Airport  (DMK) 
handles a large proportion of low-cost carrier traffic 
and serves as the main hub for domestic and regional 
budget airlines.

If you are flying from Australia, the UK, Europe, or 
North America, the cheapest fares are almost always 
with Gulf carriers (Emirates, Qatar Airways, Etihad) 
routing through their respective hubs, or with Asian 
carriers  like  AirAsia,  Thai  Airways,  or  Singapore 
Airlines. The cheapest fares reward booking four to 
six weeks ahead for most origins, or last-minute for 
some routes, with a middle period where prices are 
often highest.

Skyscanner, Google Flights, and Kayak are all useful 
for finding and tracking fares. Use the flexible date 
search feature — the difference between flying on a 
Tuesday versus a Saturday can be 20 to 40 percent of 
the total fare.

One underused strategy: booking your return flight 
from Chiang Mai or Koh Samui rather than Bangkok. 
If you plan to end your trip in the north or the islands, 
a one-way fare from those airports can sometimes be 
cheaper than a Bangkok return plus the domestic 
connection, and you avoid retracing your journey.



Arriving at Suvarnabhumi

Suvarnabhumi is enormous and can be disorienting 
on  arrival.  The  airport  rail  link  (the  City  Line) 
connects the airport to central Bangkok (Phaya Thai 
station, connecting to the BTS Skytrain network) in 
about 30 minutes for 45 THB. This is dramatically 
cheaper than a taxi and nearly as fast outside of rush 
hour. Take the rail link.

Official airport taxis are available from the public taxi 
rank on the first  floor  (follow the signs to  'Public 
Taxi').  Ignore  anyone  who approaches  you  on  the 
arrivals  floor  offering  a  taxi  —  these  are  private 
operators at tourist rates. The official taxi rank uses 
metered fares plus a 50 THB airport surcharge and 
any expressway tolls paid by the passenger. Meter 
taxis  to  central  Bangkok  run  200  to  350  THB 
depending on destination and traffic.

Grab works at Suvarnabhumi and is recommended 
for consistent pricing transparency. Book before you 
get to the taxi rank.

Arriving at Don Mueang

Don Mueang is simpler and smaller. The A1 and A2 
bus services connect to central Bangkok for 30 to 50 
THB. The taxi situation is similar to Suvarnabhumi — 
use the official metered rank, not the touts.

SIM Cards

Buy a tourist SIM at the airport on arrival. AIS and 
DTAC both have prominent counters in arrivals halls. 
A 30-day unlimited data SIM (with speed caps after a 
daily threshold) runs 300 to 600 THB. This is among 
the  best  value  mobile  data  in  the  world.  Get  one 
before you leave the airport.



The 30-Day vs 60-Day Entry

Many nationalities receive either 30 or 60 days on 
arrival  without  a  visa.  Australians,  British, 
Americans,  and  many  European  nationalities  now 
receive 60 days at no cost. If you want to stay longer, 
a 30-day extension is available at any immigration 
office for 1,900 THB. Budget trips of six to twelve 
weeks can be managed on a tourist entry — just plan 
your schedule around the timeline.



Chapter 2: Transport — The Art 
of Moving Cheap

The Principles

Transport in Thailand runs on a clear hierarchy. The 
cheapest option is always the one that Thai people 
use  to  travel  between  the  same  points.  This  is 
sometimes  the  bus.  Sometimes  it  is  the  train.  On 
shorter  distances  it  is  the  songthaew,  the  tuk-tuk 
(approached with caution on price), or the motorcycle 
taxi.  Understanding  which  mode  applies  to  which 
situation is the difference between spending 60 THB 
and 300 THB for the same journey.

Trains

The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) operates long-
distance  trains  that  are  cheap,  characterful, 
occasionally late, and the best way to cover certain 
distances.  The  Bangkok  to  Chiang  Mai  overnight 
sleeper train is one of the genuinely great budget 
travel experiences — 700 to 900 THB for a second-
class  sleeper  berth,  twelve  hours  in  a  rocking 
carriage with air conditioning, clean linen on a fold-
down bed, and the Thai countryside sliding past the 
window in the evening before you fall asleep.

The  Bangkok  to  Surat  Thani  train  (for  the  Gulf 
islands)  takes  approximately  twelve  hours  and  is 
similarly priced. The Bangkok to Chiang Rai route 
requires  a  change  at  Chiang  Mai.  All  trains  are 
bookable through the SRT website (railway.co.th) or 
at  Hua  Lamphong  station.  Book  sleepers  ahead 
during peak season — they sell out.

The southern route from Bangkok to Surat Thani (for 
Koh Samui, Koh Phangan, and Koh Tao) is popular 



and combination train-ferry packages are available 
from several operators, cutting the total journey cost 
compared to buying segments separately.

Buses

Long-distance  buses  in  Thailand  are  cheap  and 
comprehensive. The government-run Baw Kaw Saw 
(BKS)  buses  from  the  main  Bangkok  terminals 
(Northern/Northeastern Mo Chit, Eastern Ekkamai, 
Southern Sai Tai Mai) cover the whole country and 
are the cheapest option for most routes. Private VIP 
and  first-class  buses  operate  on  popular  routes 
(Bangkok-Chiang  Mai,  Bangkok-Phuket,  Bangkok-
Surat Thani) and cost slightly more but offer wider 
seats, more legroom, sometimes meals, and better 
punctuality.

For  the  Bangkok-Chiang  Mai  route  (approx.  10 
hours), VIP bus runs about 450 to 700 THB versus the 
overnight train at 700 to 900 THB. Both are good 
options; the train is more comfortable for sleeping.

Minibuses

Private minibuses cover shorter and medium-distance 
routes  — town-to-town transfers  within  regions  — 
and are faster than buses but less comfortable for 
long distances. They are also sometimes driven with 
enthusiasm that exceeds what the road and traffic 
conditions would support.  Sit  in the middle of the 
vehicle. Not the front.

Domestic Flights

AirAsia, Nok Air, and Thai Lion Air cover the main 
domestic routes at prices that are occasionally lower 
than the bus when booked ahead. Bangkok to Chiang 



Mai, Bangkok to Phuket, Bangkok to Koh Samui — all 
are served by budget carriers. Koh Samui is served by 
Bangkok Airways only and is more expensive than 
comparable routes.

For budget travellers, domestic flights become worth 
considering when the route would otherwise take 10 
to 14 hours and flights are available for 800 to 1,500 
THB. At that price, the time saving justifies the cost. 
Monitor prices from three to four weeks out.

Local Transport: Songthaews and Tuk-
Tuks

Songthaews — pickup trucks with covered seating — 
run fixed or semi-fixed routes in most Thai cities and 
towns. The standard approach is to hail one heading 
in your direction and tell the driver where you are 
going. If it passes near where you need to be, he will 
tell you; if not, he will wave you off. The fare is 10 to 
30 THB per person for most in-town journeys. Pay 
when you get off, not before.

Tuk-tuks are negotiated. The correct opening position 
in any tuk-tuk price negotiation is roughly 60 percent 
of whatever the driver says first. The correct ending 
position is  whatever  you can reach through good-
humoured  negotiation.  In  central  tourist  areas  of 
Bangkok,  tuk-tuks  are  often  more  expensive  than 
metered taxis for the same journey. They are also 
more entertaining. Use them accordingly.

Grab and Bolt

Grab  operates  across  Thailand's  major  cities  and 
tourist areas. Bolt is a competitor that has entered 
some  markets.  Both  offer  transparent  metered 
pricing, driver ratings, and the ability to book without 



language negotiation. In Bangkok, Grab is the default 
for any journey where you do not want to negotiate or 
are uncertain of the local rate. In smaller towns and 
on the islands, Grab may be less available.



Chapter 3: Sleep — From Dorm 
to Deal

The Accommodation Ladder

Thailand  has  one  of  the  best  developed  budget 
accommodation sectors in the world, built by decades 
of  backpacker  traffic  and  genuine  competition.  At 
every price point there is more choice than you will be 
able to evaluate properly, which is both an asset and a 
decision paralysis problem.

Dorms: 150 to 450 THB per night

Hostel  dorm  beds  are  available  in  every  major 
backpacker  destination.  The range is  wide:  at  the 
bottom end,  you get a bed,  a shared bathroom, a 
locker (bring your own padlock), and a common area 
that may or may not be pleasant. At the upper end, 
you get air conditioning, en-suite bathrooms in the 
dorm, good linen, a proper social space, and the kind 
of social scene that made hostels famous in the first 
place.

The  best  hostel  resources  in  Thailand  are 
Hostelworld  and  Booking.com,  which  both  have 
extensive Southeast Asian inventory.  Read reviews 
carefully and pay attention to recent ones — hostels 
can  change  character  quickly  as  management 
changes.

Budget Private Rooms: 300 to 700 THB 
per night

Fan-cooled private rooms in Thai guesthouses are the 
sweet spot for budget travellers who want privacy 
without paying resort prices. In Chiang Mai and much 



of  northern Thailand,  400 to 600 THB gets  you a 
clean, private room with a decent bathroom in a well-
located guesthouse. On the islands, the same money 
gets you a fan bungalow that is probably adequate for 
sleeping and not much else.

The quality varies enormously in this bracket. The 
best  are  clean,  character-rich  guesthouses  run  by 
owners who take pride in them. The worst are tired, 
poorly  maintained  places  riding  on  old  reviews. 
Recent reviews on Booking.com are the most reliable 
signal.

Mid-Budget Private Rooms: 700 to 1,500 
THB per night

This bracket puts you in proper air-conditioned rooms 
with comfortable beds, better bathrooms, sometimes 
small  pools,  and  reliably  good  cleanliness.  This  is 
where the transition from 'budget' to 'comfortable' 
happens in Thailand, and the value here is arguably 
better than any other bracket — what 1,000 to 1,500 
THB buys in Chiang Mai or on a Gulf island has no 
equivalent at that price in most of the world.

Finding Good Budget Accommodation

Booking.com  and  Agoda  are  the  main  platforms. 
Agoda was built specifically for the Asian market and 
often has better rates for Thai properties. For hostel 
bookings, Hostelworld has the best inventory.

Walk-in  rates  at  guesthouses  can  be  better  than 
online rates, particularly in shoulder season and in 
destinations  with  plentiful  supply.  This  strategy 
works  better  outside  of  peak  season  and  in  less-
visited destinations. In high season in Koh Tao or Pai, 



everything fills  up and online booking is  the right 
approach.

Airbnb operates in Thailand but is not significantly 
cheaper than good hotels at the budget end, and the 
platform has  less  Thai  inventory  than  comparable 
regional alternatives. For groups wanting a house or 
villa for a week, it can represent good value. For solo 
travellers or couples doing short stays,  hotels and 
guesthouses beat it on price and convenience.



Chapter 4: Food — Eating Like 
a Thai on Thai Prices

The Economics of Thai Food

Thai street food and casual restaurant food is one of 
the  greatest  gifts  to  the  budget  traveller  that  the 
world has produced. A bowl of noodles with pork, 
broth, and herbs from a street vendor: 40 to 60 THB. 
A plate of pad thai at a shophouse restaurant: 60 to 80 
THB. A bowl of khao man gai (poached chicken with 
rice) from the stall  that has been there for fifteen 
years: 50 THB. Mango sticky rice from the cart: 40 
THB.  A  freshly  grilled  skewer  of  pork  from  the 
evening market: 10 THB each.

Eating three full, genuinely delicious meals per day 
from street vendors and local restaurants costs 150 to 
300 THB.  This  is  not  a  hardship.  It  is  objectively 
better food, more varied, and more interesting than 
most Western budget restaurant alternatives.

How to Find Good Street Food

The indicators  are  consistent  across  Thailand:  the 
stall that has a queue of Thai people is good. The stall 
that has been in the same spot for years is good. The 
stall whose vendor is focused on cooking rather than 
hawking to tourists is good. The menu written only in 
Thai  is  usually  a  good sign  because  it  means  the 
primary customer base is local.

In tourist areas, 'street food' is sometimes code for 
tourist-facing food at tourist prices — 150 THB for a 
pad thai that costs 60 THB three streets away. The 
way to find the real price is to walk one or two blocks 
back from the main tourist drag in any destination. 



The food quality often improves while the price drops 
by half.

Night Markets

Night markets are the cornerstone of budget eating 
in Thailand. Every city and most towns have a night 
market that runs from around 5 PM to 10 PM or later, 
featuring local vendors selling grilled meats, curries, 
noodle soups, fried snacks, fresh fruit, and desserts at 
prices  that  are  genuinely  local.  The  Chiang  Mai 
Sunday Walking Street,  the Pai  Night  Bazaar,  the 
Chaweng night market on Koh Samui, and the Thong 
Sala night market on Koh Phangan are all excellent 
examples.

Night markets are also the best place to try things 
you would not order in a sit-down restaurant — the 
deep-fried insects (a genuine local snack, not a tourist 
gimmick), the curried crab, the fermented sausage, 
the sweet sticky rice with durian. You have to at least 
try these things.

When to Spend More on Food

Budget travel does not require eating cheap every 
single meal. There are specific circumstances where 
spending more on food is worth it: when you are in a 
destination  that  has  a  genuinely  exceptional 
restaurant you would regret missing; when you have 
been eating street food for ten consecutive days and 
something  with  tablecloths  and  a  wine  list  will 
prevent you from losing your mind; when you are 
celebrating something; or when a cooking class is 
available that will teach you things you can replicate 
for  the  rest  of  your  life.  Thailand  has  excellent 
cooking schools in Chiang Mai and elsewhere, and a 
half-day cooking class that costs 1,200 to 1,800 THB 



is  one  of  the  best  value  experiences  the  country 
offers.

Food Allergies and Dietary 
Requirements

Being  vegetarian  in  Thailand  is  manageable  but 
requires some effort. The word 'jay' (เจ) means vegan 
Buddhist  in  Thai  (no  meat,  seafood,  or  animal 
products). 'Mangsawirat' (มังสวิรั ติ) means vegetarian. 
'Mai sai nuea' means 'no meat'. Fish sauce is used 
pervasively  in  Thai  cooking  —  even  dishes  that 
appear  vegetarian  may  contain  it.  If  you  have  a 
serious  allergy  rather  than  a  preference, 
communicate clearly and specifically.

Nut  allergies  require  extra  vigilance  as  peanuts 
appear  in  many  dishes.  Gluten  allergies  are 
challenging given the prevalence of fish sauce (which 
may contain wheat) and soy sauce in Thai cooking.



Chapter 5: Bangkok Done Right

How Long to Spend in Bangkok

Bangkok is a city that rewards time investment but 
does not require a week of undivided attention to 
experience properly. Three to four full days gives you 
the main temples, some neighbourhood wandering, 
the food scene, and a few evenings out. If you arrive 
and leave by the same airport, building in a few days 
in Bangkok at both ends of a trip is efficient. If you 
can arrange your route so that Bangkok is a transition 
point rather than a base, that is often better — a few 
days arriving, then returning briefly to fly out.

Where to Stay in Bangkok

Khao San Road is the backpacker district and has 
been since the 1980s. It is loud, commercial, full of 
other  backpackers,  and  convenient  for  budget 
accommodation. It is not, at this stage, particularly 
authentic or interesting. It is a perfectly fine base if 
you want to be around people in a similar situation.

Silom and Sathorn are more interesting for a budget 
traveller  who wants to see what Bangkok actually 
looks like for people who live and work there. The 
BTS Silom line connects efficiently to the main tourist 
attractions.  Good  budget  hotels  and  guesthouses 
exist in the Silom area.

Banglamphu,  the area around Khao San Road but 
slightly  removed  from  the  strip  itself,  has  good 
budget guesthouses and is genuinely pleasant — old 
Bangkok  neighbourhood  feel,  accessible  temples, 
good canal-side restaurants.



Getting Around Bangkok on a Budget

The BTS Skytrain (sky train elevated rail network) 
and MRT (underground) cover the main tourist and 
commercial areas and cost 16 to 59 THB per journey 
depending on distance. This is significantly cheaper 
and much faster than taxis in traffic. Buy a Rabbit 
card (BTS) for easy top-up and use.

The Chao Phraya Express Boat runs along the river 
connecting several temple and tourist areas for 15 to 
50  THB.  It  is  one  of  Bangkok's  most  enjoyable 
transport experiences and also genuinely useful for 
getting between the riverside temples and the BTS 
network.

Canal boats (Khlong Saen Saeb) run along the main 
canal cutting east from the old city and are faster 
than  any  road  transport  for  that  route.  They  are 
crowded, spray canal water on you if you sit in the 
wrong seat, and are part of what Bangkok actually is.

What to See Without Overspending

The Grand Palace and Wat Phra Kaew cost 500 THB 
for foreigners. Worth it, but do it once. Wat Pho (the 
Reclining  Buddha)  costs  200  THB  and  is  less 
crowded.  Wat  Arun  across  the  river  is  100  THB. 
Chinatown (Yaowarat) is free and one of the most 
extraordinary  food-and-sensory  experiences  in 
Southeast  Asia,  particularly  after  dark  when  the 
seafood restaurants sprawl onto the street.

Chatuchak  Weekend  Market  (open  Saturday  and 
Sunday) is the world's largest weekend market, free 
to  enter,  and  an  overwhelming,  fascinating 
experience. Budget for impulse purchases or go with 
enough willpower not to spend anything.



The free temples and neighbourhood wandering — 
through Silom,  Ari,  Ekkamai,  the  Lat  Phrao  canal 
district — cost nothing and are often more interesting 
than the ticketed attractions once you have done the 
obvious temples.

Bangkok Food on a Budget

Yaowarat  (Chinatown)  for  evening  street  seafood. 
Silom for office-worker lunch food at Thai prices. The 
Or Tor Kor market near Chatuchak for prepared food 
and fresh produce at excellent quality. Jay Fai (the 
Michelin-starred street food vendor who still cooks 
everything  herself  in  her  shophouse  on  Mahachai 
Road) is not budget — it is 1,000 THB minimum — but 
it  is  one  of  the  legitimately  extraordinary  food 
experiences available in Thailand and worth it once.



Chapter 6: The North — Chiang 
Mai and Beyond

Why the North is the Budget Traveller's 
Thailand

Chiang Mai is arguably the best value city for long-
stay budget travel in Thailand. The cost of living is 
lower  than  Bangkok  or  the  islands,  the  city  is 
genuinely  beautiful  (mountains,  old  city  walls, 
temples), the food is outstanding, the cultural scene 
is rich, the English level among locals who deal with 
tourists is high, and the infrastructure — coworking 
spaces,  cafes,  transport,  healthcare  —  is  well-
developed.

The city has a large community of long-term expats, 
digital  nomads,  and  serious  travellers  who  have 
turned it into a very workable base. Accommodation 
is  excellent  value:  a  private  room  in  a  good 
guesthouse  runs  400  to  700  THB;  a  comfortable 
boutique hotel costs 800 to 1,500 THB.

The Old City

Chiang  Mai's  old  city  — bounded  by  a  moat  and 
remnants of the original walls — contains most of the 
main temples and is walkable, bikeable, and pleasant 
in  the  mornings  before  the  heat  peaks.  Wat  Phra 
Singh and Wat  Chedi  Luang are  the  main  temple 
complexes.  The  Sunday  Walking  Street  on  Wualai 
Road is the best market in Chiang Mai; the Saturday 
Night  Bazaar  on  Chang  Khlan  Road  is  the  most 
touristy. Both have excellent food.



Day Trips from Chiang Mai

Doi Inthanon, Thailand's highest mountain, is a day 
trip that costs 600 to 1,000 THB with a driver or on a 
tour. The summit has temperature drops that require 
a jacket in the morning. The waterfalls and hill tribe 
villages en route are genuinely worth the journey.

The Elephant Nature Park and other ethical elephant 
sanctuaries in the Chiang Mai valley are a significant 
cost (1,000 to 3,500 THB depending on the program) 
that is worth the premium for the experience of being 
around  these  animals  in  a  setting  that  does  not 
involve  riding  or  performance.  Avoid  any 
establishment  that  offers  elephant  riding  —  the 
training processes that enable this are harmful.

Chiang Rai and the Golden Triangle (the confluence 
of Thailand, Myanmar, and Laos) are a day trip or 
overnight from Chiang Mai. The White Temple (Wat 
Rong  Khun)  is  extraordinary  and  not 
photographically like anything else in Thailand.

Pai

Pai is a small mountain town three hours north of 
Chiang Mai by minibus (the road has 762 curves — 
take  motion  sickness  medication  if  you  are 
susceptible). It is laid back, beautiful, full of cafes, 
and has a permanent traveller scene that makes it 
either refreshing or insufferable depending on your 
tolerance for people who have been there two weeks 
and have started wearing elephant pants.

Accommodation in Pai is cheap — fan bungalows from 
250 THB, good rooms from 400 to 800 THB. The 
riding is excellent if you hire a scooter to explore the 
valley.  The waterfalls,  hot  springs,  and viewpoints 
around town are all within easy range.



Further North and East

Chiang Saen and the  Mekong River  border  towns 
offer  an  entirely  different  experience  —  slow, 
genuinely off the tourist trail, with the Mekong as a 
constant presence and the visible proximity of Laos 
and  Myanmar  adding  an  interesting  edge. 
Accommodation here is basic and cheap; this is not an 
area developed for tourist infrastructure.



Chapter 7: Islands on a Budget

Which Island for Which Budget

The  three  main  Gulf  islands  —  Koh  Samui,  Koh 
Phangan,  Koh  Tao  —  operate  at  different  budget 
points that broadly reflect their development level. 
Koh Tao is cheapest, with accommodation and food 
prices  oriented  toward  the  dive  student  economy. 
Koh  Phangan  is  the  middle  ground,  with  some 
excellent  budget  options  particularly  on  the  west 
coast. Koh Samui has moved steadily upmarket and 
genuine budget options are harder to find, though 
they exist.

The Andaman side — Koh Lanta, Koh Phi Phi, Koh 
Lipe — operates similarly, with Phi Phi being the most 
developed and expensive, Koh Lanta offering good 
mid-range  value,  and  Koh  Lipe  (the  southernmost 
Thai  island,  near  the  Malaysian  border)  being 
genuinely remote and affordable.

Making Islands Affordable

The  biggest  island  expense  for  most  travellers  is 
accommodation,  followed  by  food  and  activities. 
Accommodation  costs  on  islands  are  genuinely 
negotiable for stays of a week or more — the best 
approach  is  to  arrive,  find  the  guesthouse  or 
bungalow  you  like,  and  ask  about  weekly  rates. 
Weekly rates are typically 20 to 30 percent below the 
daily rate.

Food costs can be kept low on every island by eating 
at the local market and the Thai-facing restaurants 
rather than the beachfront venues. The markup in a 
beachfront restaurant with plastic chairs and a view 



is typically double the same dish at a local shophouse 
restaurant 200 metres from the water.

Activities: diving is the main cost on Koh Tao, and 
dive  school  packages  make it  the  most  affordable 
place in the world to certify, so this is money well 
spent. Snorkelling gear can be hired for 100 to 200 
THB per day and accesses most of the same coral on 
shallower reefs. Many of the best island experiences 
—  exploring  by  scooter,  swimming  at  uncrowded 
beaches, watching sunsets from a hill — are free.

The Island Cost Trap

The  island  cost  trap  is  the  slow  accumulation  of 
expenses that each seem small — the long-tail boat 
tour, the cocktail bucket at the beach bar, the half-day 
tour, the sunlounger and umbrella rental at 200 THB 
per day — that add up to a day that cost 3,000 THB 
without you noticing. Budget for islands at the higher 
end  of  your  daily  budget  and  accept  that  beach 
destinations cost more than cities.



Chapter 8: Safety, Scams, and 
Street Smarts

The Actual Risk Profile

Thailand is generally a safe destination for travellers. 
Violent  crime  against  tourists  is  rare.  The  more 
common risks are opportunistic theft, road accidents, 
and a consistent range of  tourist  scams that have 
been operating in the same form for twenty to thirty 
years.  Understanding  the  scam  landscape  means 
most of them are easily avoided.

The Classic Scams

The tuk-tuk tour scam: a tuk-tuk driver offers to take 
you to the Grand Palace or a major tourist site 'for 
free' or at a very low price. He then tells you it is 
closed today (it is not) and takes you to gem shops, 
tailor  shops,  or  export  shops  where  he  earns  a 
commission. The solution: book tuk-tuks to specific 
destinations and decline all 'special tours'.

The gem scam: variations have been running since 
the 1980s. A friendly local tells you about a special 
government  gem  sale  or  suggests  an  investment 
opportunity in gems. This ends with you purchasing 
coloured  glass  at  dramatically  inflated  prices.  If 
anyone mentions gems, walk away.

The friendship scam: a well-dressed person strikes up 
a seemingly genuine conversation, mentions they are 
a  teacher  or  government  official,  and  eventually 
steers  you  toward  a  poker  game,  a  business 
proposition,  or  a  gem  store.  The  rule:  any  new 
friendship that involves a business opportunity has 
bad intentions.



The  Buddhist  monk  photo  scam:  men  dressed  as 
monks approach tourists, offer a blessing, and then 
demand  payment.  Real  monks  do  not  approach 
tourists for money.

The  metered  taxi  scam:  the  driver  agrees  to  the 
meter, then 'forgets' to start it or claims the meter is 
broken. Use Grab. If taking a taxi, insist on the meter 
before you get in.

Road Safety

Road  accidents  are  the  leading  cause  of  tourist 
deaths in Thailand. The risk is primarily from scooters 
— unfamiliar roads, tropical rain, poor road surfaces, 
and the dynamics of Thai traffic. Wear a helmet. Do 
not ride in sandals. Do not ride after drinking. Do not 
ride a scooter if you have no experience — hire a car 
or use Grab.

If  you  do  ride:  slow  down  on  corners,  give 
motorcycles and trucks wide berth, and remember 
that road rules in practice are more fluid than they 
appear on signs.

Drugs

Thailand has severe penalties for drug possession and 
trafficking. This is not a situation of 'you might get a 
fine'.  Drug  offences  in  Thailand  carry  long  prison 
sentences  and,  for  trafficking,  the  death  penalty. 
Police  in  tourist  areas  conduct  occasional  spot 
checks. Some bars in full-moon party contexts sell 
substances that  are illegal.  The risk of  possession 
charges  is  real  and  the  consequences  are  not 
manageable.



Respecting the Royal Family and 
Religious Sites

As noted in other guides: do not criticise the Thai 
royal family in any public context. The lese-majeste 
laws  are  enforced  against  foreigners.  At  temples, 
dress  modestly  (shoulders  and  knees  covered), 
remove  shoes,  and  behave  quietly.  These  are  not 
tourist attractions first — they are active religious 
sites that happen to welcome visitors.



Chapter 9: The Long Game — 
Visa Runs and Slow Travel

The Slow Travel Mindset

Thailand rewards slow travel more than almost any 
destination. The country is large, diverse, and rich 
enough that a month spent in one region — getting to 
know the food, the neighbourhoods, the people, the 
rhythm of the place — is a fundamentally different 
and  better  experience  than  two  weeks  racing 
between the highlights.

Budget travel also rewards slowness financially. The 
unit costs of travel — accommodation, food, transport 
— drop the longer you stay in one place. The weeks of 
accommodation  negotiated  at  weekly  rates,  the 
familiarity  with  which  restaurant  offers  the  best 
value, the ability to cook some of your own food if you 
have a kitchenette — all of these produce meaningful 
savings.

Extending Your Stay

For  most  nationalities,  a  60-day  entry  is  now 
standard.  This  can  be  extended  once  at  an 
immigration office for 1,900 THB, giving a total stay 
of around 90 days.  For stays beyond 90 days,  the 
options  are  a  border  run  (exit  to  a  neighbouring 
country  and  re-enter),  a  tourist  visa  from  a  Thai 
embassy  before  arrival  (giving  60  days  from  a 
multiple entry visa, repeatable more comfortably), or 
a Non-Immigrant visa if your situation qualifies.

Border runs to Laos (through Nong Khai/Vientiane), 
Cambodia  (through  Aranya  Prathet/Poipet  or  Koh 
Kong), or Malaysia (through the south) are routine for 
long-term  travellers.  They  take  a  day  or  two 



depending on the border point and cost 500 to 2,000 
THB in transport plus the visa fee if you are getting a 
new tourist visa at the consulate.

The  Savannakhet  route  in  Laos  —  a  round  trip 
involving an overnight in Savannakhet to get a Thai 
tourist visa from the consulate there — is a popular 
and  reliable  option  for  long-stayers  who  want  a 
proper double-entry tourist visa rather than a border 
stamp.

Chiang Mai as a Long-Stay Base

For a budget traveller who wants to stay in Thailand 
for  two  to  four  months,  Chiang  Mai  is  almost 
invariably  the  best  base:  affordable,  comfortable, 
excellent food, good infrastructure, interesting day 
trips, and a large community of people in the same 
situation. Monthly room rates in Chiang Mai can be 
6,000  to  12,000  THB for  a  good  private  room — 
dramatically lower than Bangkok or the islands for 
the same quality.



Chapter 10: Digital Nomad 
Mode — Working While You 
Travel

The Reality of Digital Nomad Life in 
Thailand

Thailand has become one of the world's major digital 
nomad destinations, particularly Chiang Mai, which 
has been called the digital nomad capital of the world 
with enough frequency that it is now just an accepted 
designation.  The  combination  of  affordable 
accommodation,  good  internet  infrastructure, 
excellent food, low daily costs, and a large community 
of  people  in  the  same  situation  creates  an 
environment  where  remote  work  is  practically 
supported in a way that most destinations are not.

The honest picture: it is great, and it requires more 
discipline  than  most  people  anticipate.  The 
environment  is  maximally  conducive  to  doing 
interesting things that are not work. The weather, the 
food, the social scene, the proximity of beaches and 
mountains  — Thailand  actively  competes  for  your 
attention.  Remote workers who struggle with self-
discipline will find Thailand challenges it in ways that 
a grey office building in Manchester does not.

Internet in Thailand

Mobile data (AIS, DTAC, True Move H) is fast, cheap, 
and nearly ubiquitous. A tourist SIM with 30 days 
unlimited data costs 300 to 600 THB. In cities and 
large towns, 4G speeds are generally adequate for 
video calls and standard remote work. In rural areas 
and on some islands, connectivity drops — Koh Tao in 



particular  has  less  reliable  connectivity  than  the 
larger islands.

Fibre internet in condos and houses in Chiang Mai, 
Bangkok, and increasingly in Phuket and Samui is 
generally  fast  and  reliable.  Speeds  of  100  to  300 
Mbps  are  available  in  good  accommodation.  Ask 
about internet speed before booking accommodation 
if this matters to your work.

Coworking Spaces

Chiang Mai has a remarkable density of coworking 
spaces for a city of its size, reflecting the large nomad 
population.  Punspace  (multiple  locations),  CAMP 
(housed in Maya Mall), and Yellow (Nimman area) are 
well-established.  Day passes run 200 to 400 THB; 
monthly memberships are 3,000 to 6,000 THB.

Bangkok has numerous coworking options across the 
city.  Phuket  and  Koh  Samui  have  a  growing 
coworking sector. Koh Phangan has some in Srithanu. 
Koh Tao has basic options that  work for standard 
remote work tasks.

The Legal Position

As detailed in other guides to Thailand: working for 
foreign clients from Thailand on a tourist visa is a 
legal grey area that is currently not actively enforced 
against remote workers who earn from abroad. This 
may change. The Thailand LTR Work-from-Thailand 
Professional visa (requiring income of USD 80,000 
per year) is the legal pathway for those who qualify. 
For  those  below  that  threshold,  the  grey  area 
continues to be the practical reality for most digital 
nomads.



Chapter 11: Budget by Region 
— The Quick Reference

Bangkok

Daily budget estimate: 1,200 to 2,500 THB per day 
(budget to mid-budget). Accommodation 350 to 900 
THB. Food 200 to 400 THB on street food and local 
restaurants. Transport 100 to 200 THB on BTS/MRT. 
Activities variable — temples are 100 to 500 THB 
each.

Chiang Mai

Daily budget estimate: 900 to 1,800 THB per day. 
Accommodation 400 to 800 THB. Food 150 to 300 
THB. Transport cheap within the city (songthaews 30 
to 60 THB). Day trips 400 to 1,500 THB depending on 
transport and entrance fees.

Gulf Islands (Koh Tao, Koh Phangan, 
Koh Samui)

Daily budget estimate: 1,000 to 2,500 THB per day 
excluding diving. Koh Tao cheapest, Koh Samui most 
expensive.  Accommodation  300  to  1,500  THB 
depending on island and season. Food 200 to 500 
THB. Transport between islands 400 to 800 THB per 
crossing.

Andaman Islands (Phuket, Koh Lanta, 
Koh Phi Phi)

Daily budget estimate: 1,200 to 3,000 THB per day. 
Phi  Phi  most  expensive  (limited  accommodation 



supply, high demand). Koh Lanta best value. Phuket 
variable depending on area.

Northern Thailand (Pai, Chiang Rai, 
Golden Triangle)

Daily budget estimate: 700 to 1,500 THB per day. The 
most  affordable  region  for  slow  travel.  Pai  in 
particular has very cheap accommodation and food. 
Transport between towns by minibus 100 to 250 THB.



Chapter 12: The Honest Exit — 
When to Go Home

Signs Your Trip Has Run Its Course

There  is  a  point  in  every  long  trip  where  the 
experience tips from enriching to depleting. Thailand 
does not make this obvious — the weather is  still 
good, the food is still excellent, and there is always 
another destination on the map. The signs are more 
internal: you are eating at the same three restaurants 
without excitement, you are irritated by things that 
used to amuse you, you are spending more time on 
your phone than engaging with where you are, and 
the idea of your own bed, your own neighbourhood, 
and your own people has started to seem genuinely 
appealing rather than something to be deferred.

This is not failure. This is the natural arc of travel. The 
trips that end well are the ones that end while the 
experience  is  still  positive,  not  the  ones  that  are 
extended past the point of genuine engagement.

Maximising the Last Few Days

The last few days of a trip have a particular quality if 
you approach them correctly. You have the practical 
knowledge  of  being  somewhere  —  the  good 
restaurants, the right transport, the neighbourhoods 
worth exploring — without the pressure of needing it 
to last. Use the last few days to do the things you kept 
putting off, eat the meals you intended to revisit, and 
close the experience deliberately rather than letting 
it trail off in airports and airports.



What You Will Take Home

The practical skills: basic Thai phrases that will serve 
you on return trips.  The ability  to navigate public 
transport in a developing city. A calibrated sense of 
what things actually cost in the world, which has a 
useful corrective effect on spending habits at home.

The perspective: having lived, even temporarily, in a 
context where the daily logistics are different, where 
the  cultural  norms  are  not  assumed,  and  where 
comfort means something different from what your 
home culture defines it as, does permanent good to a 
certain kind of thinking. It is harder to be provincial 
about food, impossible to be certain that your society 
has resolved questions that others have approached 
differently,  and  easier  to  be  interested  in  people 
whose life experience is different from your own.

The  relationships:  the  friends  made  travelling  in 
Thailand  are,  for  many  people,  some  of  the  best 
friendships  of  their  adult  lives  —  formed  in 
circumstances  where  the  usual  social  filters  are 
removed and where the shared experience creates 
connection quickly. These are worth maintaining.

The best budget trip is one you 
remember for what happened, not for 
how little you spent. Thailand makes this  
achievable. Plan well, spend 
thoughtfully, stay curious, and go.



Conclusion: Your Thailand

Thailand  rewards  every  kind  of  traveller,  but  it 
rewards the curious and the flexible most generously. 
The traveller who has planned their itinerary to the 
hour misses the afternoon market that wasn't on any 
map.  The  one  who  eats  only  at  restaurants  with 
English menus misses the noodle soup that is the best 
thing they will eat all year. The one who spends the 
whole trip on Koh Samui misses what Chiang Mai 
teaches about northern Thai culture, and what Koh 
Tao's  underwater  world  reveals  about  why  this 
country has been drawing people for half a century.

Budget travel is not about spending the minimum. It 
is  about  allocating  what  you  have  with  enough 
intelligence that the money you spend produces an 
experience  worth  having.  Thailand  makes  this 
remarkably achievable. The infrastructure for budget 
travel is among the best in the world. The food is 
extraordinary  at  prices  that  make  you  suspect  a 
mistake.  The  transport  connects  the  country 
efficiently. The accommodation at every price point 
offers genuine value.

The rest — the specific temples, the best beach, the 
perfect bowl of noodles — is yours to find. This guide 
has given you the framework. What happens inside it 
is the journey.

— Daniel Hyman

Koh Samui, Thailand, 2026



Appendix: Budget Quick 
Reference

Useful Apps

Grab — Transport  (taxis,  food delivery,  motorbike 
taxis). Download before you land.

Google Maps — Works well in Thailand. Download 
offline maps for areas with unreliable data.

Google  Translate  —  Camera  translation  mode 
handles Thai script adequately. Useful for menus.

Booking.com / Agoda — Accommodation. Agoda often 
cheaper for Thai properties.

12go.asia — All ferry, bus, and train bookings.

XE Currency — Currency conversion.

Emergency Numbers

Police:  191  |  Medical  Emergency:  1669  |  Tourist 
Police (English): 1155

Daily Budget Summary

Ultra-budget (dorm, street food only, no activities): 
700 to 900 THB. Budget (private room, street food + 
occasional  restaurant,  basic  activities):  1,200  to 
1,800 THB. Comfortable budget (good private room, 
eating well, some paid activities): 1,800 to 2,500 THB. 
Mid-range (comfortable hotel, eating freely, activities 
and day trips): 2,500 to 4,500 THB.


