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        Starship destroyed on re-entry after successful flight
        BOCA CHICA, Texas - The SpaceX Starship rocket, designed to eventually send astronauts to the moon and beyond, completed nearly an entire test flight on its third try on Thursday, making it much farther than before with a cruise through low orbit before being destroyed during a return to Earth, the company said.

      

      
        Court rejects claim of bitcoin 'inventor'
        LONDON - An Australian computer scientist who claims he invented bitcoin is not the pseudonymous inventor of the cryptocurrency, a judge at London's High Court ruled on Thursday.

      

      
        EU agrees on new firearms trade rules
        BRUSSELS - The European Union has reached provisional agreement on new rules to make the legitimate trade in firearms more transparent in a bid to combat illegal trafficking and keep arms out of the hands of criminals.

      

      
        Same-sex marriage bill moving ahead
        Thailand is pushing ahead with its plan to legalise same-sex marriage, with lawmakers set to approve changes that would make the country the first in Southeast Asia to guarantee equal marital rights.

      

      
        Five bogus doctors arrested in clinic raids
        Five bogus doctors and a clinic owner have been arrested during raids on eight unregistered cosmetic and medical clinics in Bangkok and Chiang Mai.

      

      
        Sanctioned Russian plane spotted in Pyongyang
        A Russian cargo plane under US sanctions touched down in Pyongyang this week for an unannounced trip that raised concerns about illegal arms transfers, a specialist news service has reported.

      

      
        Hong Kong restaurants ready for disposable plastics ban
        HONG KONG: Hong Kong restaurants are ready for next month's ban on throwaway plastic tableware but are concerned about the costs of shifting to wooden and paper alternatives, catering sector representatives have said.

      

      
        China urges US to stop 'unreasonably suppressing' TikTok
        BEIJING - China called on the United States to stop "unreasonably suppressing" TikTok, as the popular video-sharing application used by 170 million Americans moves to the centre of lingering tensions between the superpowers.

      

      
        Trans woman gets 25 years for lese-majeste
        A transgender woman has been sentenced to a total of 25 years in prison for royal defamation and related computer crimes, according to Thai Lawyers for Human Rights (TLHR).

      

      
        Opposition MP questions whether Thaksin was ever seriously ill
        The sight of a seemingly healthy Thaksin Shinawatra touring Chiang Mai has increased public scepticism about whether he was ever as ill as the government claimed, says an opposition MP.
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                  Starship destroyed on re-entry after successful flight                

                Third test by SpaceX most promising yet after two predecessors blew up prematurely
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                                BOCA CHICA, Texas - The SpaceX Starship rocket, designed to eventually send astronauts to the moon and beyond, completed nearly an entire test flight on its third try on Thursday, making it much farther than before with a cruise through low orbit before being destroyed during a return to Earth, the company said.
During a live webcast of the flight, SpaceX commentators said mission control lost communications with the spacecraft during its atmospheric re-entry. The vehicle was nearing a planned splashdown in the Indian Ocean about an hour after launch.

A few minutes later, SpaceX confirmed that the spacecraft had been lost, presumably either burning up or coming apart during re-entry or crashing into the sea.

Still, completion of most of the intended hour-plus test flight trajectory of Starship marked a major milestone in the development of a spacecraft crucial to billionaire founder Elon Musk's satellite launch business and the moon programme of the National Seronautics and Space Administration (NASA).

NASA chief Bill Nelson congratulated SpaceX on what he called "a successful test flight" in a statement posted on the social media platform X.

The two-stage spacecraft, consisting of the Starship cruise vessel mounted atop its towering Super Heavy rocket booster, blasted off from the Elon Musk-owned company's Starbase launch site near Boca Chica Village on the south Texas Gulf Coast.

During its flight, Starship reached peak altitudes of 145 miles, the company said.

SpaceX engineers had hoped to improve on the Starship's two past performances, which both ended in explosions minutes after launch. However, the company had acknowledged in advance a high probability that its latest flight might similarly end with the spacecraft's destruction before the planned mission profile was finished.

SpaceX's engineering culture, considered more risk-tolerant than many of the aerospace industry's more established players, is built on a flight-testing strategy that pushes spacecraft to the point of failure, then fine-tunes improvements through frequent repetition.

Despite the outcome of Thursday's test, all indications are that Starship remains a considerable distance from becoming fully operational.

Musk has said the rocket should fly hundreds of uncrewed missions before carrying its first humans. Several other ambitious milestones overseen by NASA need to be met before the craft can execute a moon landing with American astronauts.

Still, Musk is counting on Starship to fulfill his goal of producing a large, multipurpose next-generation spacecraft capable of sending people and cargo to the moon later this decade, and ultimately flying to Mars.

Closer to home, Musk also sees Starship as eventually replacing the SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket as the workhorse in the company's commercial launch business. It already lofts most of the world's satellites and other payloads to low-Earth orbit.
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                  Court rejects claim of bitcoin 'inventor'                

                Australian computer scientist asserted the right to sue other crypto developers
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                                LONDON - An Australian computer scientist who claims he invented bitcoin is not the pseudonymous inventor of the cryptocurrency, a judge at London's High Court ruled on Thursday.
Craig Wright has long claimed to have been the author of a 2008 white paper, the foundational text of bitcoin, published under the name "Satoshi Nakamoto".

The Crypto Open Patent Alliance (Copa) took Wright to court to stop him from suing bitcoin developers, asking for a ruling that Wright is not Satoshi.

"Dr Wright is not the person who adopted or operated under the pseudonym Satoshi Nakamoto. ... Dr Wright is not the person who created the Bitcoin system," High Court judge James Mellor said on Thursday, calling the evidence "overwhelming".

He said he would give his full reasons for his decision at a later date.

Wright had argued that he owned the copyright to the 2008 white paper and had intellectual property rights over the bitcoin blockchain.

He first publicly claimed to be Satoshi in 2016 and has since taken legal action against cryptocurrency developers and exchanges.

Copa, however, said Wright had never provided any genuine proof, accusing him of repeatedly forging documents to support his claim, which Wright denied.

Wright's lawyer Anthony Grabiner told the court during an earlier hearing that it was "striking" that no one else had publicly claimed to be Satoshi.

"If Dr Wright were not Satoshi, the real Satoshi would have been expected to come forward to counter the claim," he said.
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                                BRUSSELS - The European Union has reached provisional agreement on new rules to make the legitimate trade in firearms more transparent in a bid to combat illegal trafficking and keep arms out of the hands of criminals.
The new rules, agreed by lawmakers and the Belgian EU presidency, will replace a patchwork of different national rules, which have made it difficult to trade firearms and establish ownership.

When the European Commission made its original proposal in October 2022, it pointed to data showing there were some 35 million illicit firearms in the EU -- about 56% of all firearms -- and that 630,000 firearms were listed as stolen or lost.

The new EU regulation is designed to increase traceability.

The bloc will replace mostly paper-based national licensing with an EU-wide electronic system for manufacturers and dealers.

For hunters, exhibitors or those using guns for sport, or for historical re-enactments, EU residents will not need import or export authorisation if they hold a European Firearms Pass.

Imports of semi-finished firearms and components will only be possible for licensed dealers and brokers.

All imported guns and essential components would need to be marked to limit the availability of unmarked homemade "ghost guns".

The new rules, which will still have to be formally approved by EU governments and the European Parliament, do not relate to the export of firearms for military purposes to Ukraine.
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                Passage in House possible by end of March with enactment expected by year-end
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                                Thailand is pushing ahead with its plan to legalise same-sex marriage, with lawmakers set to approve changes that would make the country the first in Southeast Asia to guarantee equal marital rights.
A committee set up by the House of Representatives on Thursday approved the draft amendment to the country's Civil and Commercial Code, according to Akaranun Khankittinan, a deputy chairman of the panel. Lawmakers are expected to take up the amended bill on March 27 for the second and third readings, he said. 

Once the bill clears the elected lower house, it will need a final approval from the Senate and then a royal endorsement before it can be enforced. The process is expected to be completed by the end of the year, Mr Akaranun told reporters.

The bill proposes a key fundamental change to the composition of a marriage, from "a man and a woman" to "two individuals," and a change in the official legal status from "husband and wife" to a genderless "married couple." The bill is aimed at guaranteeing LGBTQ couples the same fundamental rights that heterosexual couples currently enjoy under the Civil and Commercial Code. 

The so-called "marriage equality bill" is one of the key promises of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin's administration, which took power in September last year. Mr Srettha's cabinet cleared the proposal in December and the parliament approved it in the first reading days later. 

The latest version of the bill allows marriage of same-sex partners aged 18 and above, said Tunyawaj Kamolwongwat, another deputy chairman of the committee. It will also grant them rights to inheritance, tax allowances and child adoption among other guaranteed rights. 

It's set to go steps further than the previous military-backed government's civil union bill, which sought to recognise same-sex civil partnerships in Thailand. That bill would have allowed LGBTQ couples the right to adopt children, jointly manage assets and liabilities, and inherit properties, while stopping short of legalising marriage. The bill failed to secure parliament nod before the lower house was dissolved by then-prime minister Prayut Chan-o-cha ahead of a general election in May last year.

Only two places in Asia -- Taiwan and Nepal -- currently recognise same-sex marriage, among fewer than 40 countries worldwide. 
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                One owner also caught in operation targeting eight unregistered facilities in Bangkok and Chiang Mai
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                                Five bogus doctors and a clinic owner have been arrested during raids on eight unregistered cosmetic and medical clinics in Bangkok and Chiang Mai.
Officers from the police Consumer Protection Division (CPPD) and officials from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) raided six clinics in Bangkok and two in Chiang Mai, said Pol Maj Gen Witthaya Sriprasertpap, the CPPD commander.

The raid followed complaints from the public that some clinics were dispensing ampoules and vials of cosmetic products as if they were medicines and making extravagant claims for them. It was reportedly claimed that the products had medical properties that could improve brain, heart and blood vessel functions, repair DNA and various free radical reactions, prevent ageing and boost the immune system.

The products posed a danger to life if they were injected into the body and the bloodstream, said Pol Maj Gen Witthaya.

During the operation, six suspects -- five unlicensed doctors and one clinic owner -- were apprehended. A total of 205 items worth over 2 million baht, mostly cosmetic products, medicines and medical equipment, were seized, said the CPPD commander.

During questioning, all of the suspects confessed, authorities said. They were charged with providing treatment without a practitioner's licence, illegally using unregistered medicines, and using cosmetic products in inappropriate ways by injecting them into the body.

The suspects have been handed over to police at CPPD Sub-division 4 and the Saraphi police station in Chiang Mai for legal action.


[image: ]
Police and health officials question a staff member at one of the eight unregistered clinics raided this week. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)
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                  Sanctioned Russian plane spotted in Pyongyang                

                Unannounced trip raises concerns about illegal arms transfers from North Korea
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                                A Russian cargo plane under US sanctions touched down in Pyongyang this week for an unannounced trip that raised concerns about illegal arms transfers, a specialist news service has reported.
The Ilyushin 76TD linked to Russia's military departed from Shanghai on Monday and made a sharp turn towards North Korea, NK News reported on Wednesday, based on data from the commercial tracking service FlightRadar24.

The plane departed for Tianjin, southeast of Beijing and then left for Moscow on Tuesday, it said. NK News, a Seoul-based provider of news on North Korea, said there was no commercial satellite imagery showing the Russian cargo plane on the ground in Pyongyang. But the South Korean newspaper DongA Ilbo said it was there for several hours, giving workers enough time to unload and load cargo.

There was no mention on the flight in North Korea's official media. NK News said the tail number of the plane was the same as on an Ilyushin 76TD cargo plane sanctioned by the US Treasury in January 2023 when it took action to "degrade the Russian Federation's capacity to wage war against Ukraine".

South Korea's Ministry of National Defence did not comment on the flight. It did say in a statement that "South Korea and the US have been tracking and monitoring related signs".

While it is uncertain what may have been on board the plane, flights of military-related planes between Russia and North Korea have been rare in recent years. They are thought by weapons experts to be linked to the transfer of arms by Kim Jong Un's regime to help President Vladimir Putin in his assault on Ukraine.

Last year, there were two flights tracked by FlightRadar24 that caught attention, including a Russian military VIP plane that touched down in Pyongyang days after Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu travelled to the North Korean capital to attend a military parade hosted by Kim, who also gave him a tour of a weapons exhibit.

Another Russian military VIP plane landed in Pyongyang in September, stoking concerns that it transported officials for arms deals.

North Korea and Russia did not comment on either flight and have denied accusations from the US, Japan, South Korea and others of the arms transfers.

After the flights, satellite imagery showed sea traffic picking up between the once sleepy North Korean port of Najin near the border of Russia and Dunay, a former Soviet submarine base about 180 kilometres away. The White House provided imagery that it said showed weapons being sent on the route and delivered thousands of kilometres away to a depot in the Russian town of Tikhoretsk for use in Ukraine.

North Korea has shipped containers that could hold as many as 3 million rounds of artillery shells to Russia, South Korean Defence Minister Shin Wonsik told reporters last month. This could allow Putin to maintain his assault on Ukraine as Kyiv's stocks of ammunition dwindle.

Kyiv is estimated to need at least 200,000 rounds a month to keep up the fight against Russia's invading forces, whose average daily shell use can be anywhere from three to five times what Ukrainian forces can fire.

Russia, in return for munitions and ballistic missiles, is providing North Korea with food, raw materials and parts used in weapons manufacturing, Shin said.

The food aid has helped Kim Jong Un stabilise prices for necessities, he said, adding that if the arms transfers grow, Russia is set to send more military technology to Kim, which increases Pyongyang's ability to threaten the region.

The sea trade may have briefly slowed in the past few weeks. One of the vessels named by the US as involved in the trade and subject to US Treasury sanctions, the Russian cargo ship Angara, appears to be at a dry-dock facility in China for repairs, maritime tracking data indicates.

Satellite imagery from Sunday showed another Russia cargo ship thought to have gone in for repairs, the Lady R, has returned to the port in North Korea, NK News reported.

President Joe Biden announced on Tuesday that the US is offering a fresh package of $300 million for Ukraine, with the funds coming from contract savings on weapons bought to replenish those sent to Kyiv earlier. Biden cautioned that package was "not nearly enough".
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                                HONG KONG: Hong Kong restaurants are ready for next month's ban on throwaway plastic tableware but are concerned about the costs of shifting to wooden and paper alternatives, catering sector representatives have said.
Simon Wong Kit-lung, honorary president of the Institute Of Dining Professionals, on Thursday pushed back against claims made by the environment minister, who cited a survey, that up to 80% of small and medium-sized restaurants were not prepared.

Wong said restaurants might appear "unprepared" because of a six-month grace period which would take effect after the implementation of the ban on April 22, adding that they had to use up their inventory of plastic materials.

"It wouldn't be surprising if they found out that many restaurants hadn't shifted to using wooden tableware," he told a radio programme.

"Wooden tableware can be as much as twice the price of conventional plastic tableware. This is why many restaurants would choose to put it off until the last moment."

But he noted the situation would be "worth being concerned about" if the minister was instead referring to the number of restaurants that were unaware of the new policy.

On Wednesday, Secretary for Environment and Ecology Tse Chin-wan told lawmakers that the Environmental Protection Department had begun surveying 20,000 small and medium-sized restaurants late last year, of which 80% were not ready for the ban.

After the first phase of the ban is introduced, restaurants can no longer offer customers any polystyrene products, disposable plastic straws, stirrers, cutlery or plates for dine-in and takeaway services.

They are also not allowed to provide single-use cups, cup lids or food containers to dine-in customers.

Some lawmakers said many residents did not understand the new regulations even if they approved of measures to support environmental protection.

"When it comes to the specific operations, there will be a lot of questions," lawmaker Gary Chan Hak-kan said. "It is particularly challenging for small and medium-sized enterprises to grasp the policy content."

The government has faced criticism over a lack of public education on the ban in the run-up to the implementation of the first phase of the two-stage process.

Tse on Wednesday also admitted that past publicity work had not been helpful enough.

Wong stressed that finding non-plastic alternatives was not difficult, but the government should instead pay more attention to the ban's ultimate purpose, which was to reduce waste by eliminating disposable tableware.

Simon Wong Ka-wo, president of the Hong Kong Federation of Restaurants and Related Trades, said the policy had yet to be implemented, so most restaurants had not started using the non-plastic alternatives.

The sector had not raised any concerns to indicate that the ban should be postponed, he noted.

Greenpeace campaigner Leanne Tam Wing-lam warned that simply switching to non-plastic disposable tableware would not help solve the city's chronic waste issues.

"Every day, 227 tonnes of disposable plastic tableware are sent to landfills," she said.

"It actually won't help reduce waste if we just turn these plastics into other disposable substitutes."

Authorities should instead try to reduce waste with a multipronged approach, such as establishing an ecosystem for reusable containers and tableware for food takeaways, she said.

The environment minister earlier said authorities would strengthen support for the restaurants and warned that they would resort to law enforcement actions even during the six-month grace period if repeated advice failed.

People found to have breached the ban are subject to a maximum fine of HK$100,000 (455,600 baht). Law enforcement officers can also issue HK$2,000 tickets if the retailers or people in charge of such catering premises are caught red-handed.

The ban also covers products with non-plastic alternatives, such as cotton buds, umbrella covers and glow sticks.

A lack of public knowledge about a separate waste-charging scheme has already forced the government to delay its implementation from April 1 to Aug 1.
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                                BEIJING - China called on the United States to stop "unreasonably suppressing" TikTok, as the popular video-sharing application used by 170 million Americans moves to the centre of lingering tensions between the superpowers.
"The US should respect the market economy and the principle of fair competition," Commerce Ministry spokesman He Yadong said at a regular press briefing in Beijing on Thursday. "China will take all measures to resolutely defend its lawful rights and interests."

Speaking at a separate briefing in Beijing, Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin said the US has not shown that TikTok is a threat to national security.

"The handling of the incident by the US will allow the world to see more clearly whether the so-called rules and order of the US are for the benefit of the world or only serve the US itself," Wang added.

On Wednesday, the House of Representatives passed a bill to ban TikTok in the US unless its Chinese owner sells the video-sharing service, mounting the most serious challenge yet to an app critics call a national-security threat.

If it becomes law, the bill will force a fresh showdown with China, whose leaders came out against a sale when President Joe Biden previously pressed TikTok's owner ByteDance Ltd to sell. Biden has said he would sign the legislation if it passed. The bill now moves to the US Senate.








						
							
						


Relations between China and the US have stabilised since Biden met Chinese leader Xi Jinping in California in November, repairing a relationship that frayed for much of 2023. 

China's Commerce Ministry also hit out at the US after Biden pledged to look into a petition from a group of unions asking his administration to review Beijing's subsidies for shipbuilders.

The accusations are unfounded, He said, and Washington should not blame Beijing for issues in its shipbuilding industry.
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                                A transgender woman has been sentenced to a total of 25 years in prison for royal defamation and related computer crimes, according to Thai Lawyers for Human Rights (TLHR).
The Southern Bangkok Criminal Court handed down the ruling on Thursday in the case against a 26-year-old defendant identified only as "Maggie".

The convictions stemmed from 18 messages about the royal institution posted on Twitter between December 2022 and October 2023, the lawyers said.

Fourteen of the messages violated the lese-majeste law, Section 112 of the Criminal Code, as well as the Computer Crime Act. Four other messages violated only the Computer Crime Act.

The court sentenced the Yasothon native to three years for each of the first 14 counts, for a total of 42 years, and two years each for the other four convictions, bringing the total to 50 years. Because the defendant confessed, the sentence was reduced to 25 years, the lawyers said.

Maggie has been in custody at the Bangkok Remand Prison since her arrest by Special Branch police on Oct 20 last year. Her lawyers said her mobile phone was confiscated so she was unable to contact anyone, and she was initially questioned without a lawyer present.

When police showed her details of the charges against her, she said she signed a confession out of fear, her lawyers quoted her as saying.

Born into a farm family in Yasothon, Maggie attended school only to Mathayom 3 (Grade 9), and later moved to Bangkok where she worked in a restaurant. After losing her job during the pandemic, she found part-time work at a department store but struggled from month to month.

As someone affected by government policies, she told her lawyers, she started to become more interested in politics in 2018. In 2020, she started going to some of the pro-democracy rallies that were just starting to take place in opposition to the military-linked administration.

According to data from TLHR to Feb 29 this year, 1,951 people have been prosecuted for political participation and expression since the beginning of the Free Youth protests in July 2020. At least 268 are facing lese-majeste charges under Section 112, and 150 have been charged with sedition under Section 116.
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                Rangsiman Rome says public is sceptical about claims officials made to justify ex-PM's hospital stay
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                                The sight of a seemingly healthy Thaksin Shinawatra touring Chiang Mai has increased public scepticism about whether he was ever as ill as the government claimed, says an opposition MP.
Rangsiman Rome of the Move Forward Party made the comment on Thursday as the former prime minister turned parolee began a three-day visit to the northern province where he grew up.

Serious illness was one of the reasons government officials gave for approving Thaksin's early release after serving half of his one-year prison sentence -- not a single night of it in a jail cell.

"Then days afterwards Thaksin was able to leave hospital and days after returning home he is able to travel to Chiang Mai," Mr Rangsiman said on Thursday.

"Did the government lie to us? ... If Thaksin was not ill, I think that ... the government will then be held responsible," he said.

Thaksin, 74, was discharged from Police General Hospital on the morning of Feb 18. He had stayed there for six months, ostensibly due to serious and life-threatening illnesses.

When he was released, his family posted a photograph showing him wearing a brace on his neck and a sling on his right arm. Those who saw him over the next few days said he was unable to walk on his own and needed a wheelchair. They described him as very weak and able to speak only in a whisper.

According to judicial authorities, Thaksin met the criteria for parole because he is over 70 years old, was seriously ill and was considered to have served at least six months of his jail term despite having spent all of that time in hospital.

After his return to the country on Aug 22, 2023, Thaksin was brought to the Supreme Court, which sentenced him to eight years in jail for abuse of authority and conflict of interest while in office prior to 2006.

He was then taken to the Bangkok Remand Prison, but not long after midnight, corrections officials moved him to Police General Hospital, saying he needed modern treatment equipment for several critical conditions, including chest pain, hypertension and low blood oxygen.

His eight-year term was subsequently reduced to one year by a royal pardon in September 2023.
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"If Thaksin was not ill, I think that ... the government will then be held responsible," says Move Forward Party MP Rangsiman Rome.
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        Frigate damaged by ammunition from another naval ship
        A gun shot from HTMS Chonburi accidentally struck HTMS Khirirat on Thursday, causing a fire and injuring 13 soldiers. Both Thai navy vessels were anchored at Laem Thian Pier, Sattahip Naval Base, in Chon Buri province.
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                                A gun shot from HTMS Chonburi accidentally struck HTMS Khirirat on Thursday, causing a fire and injuring 13 soldiers. Both Thai navy vessels were anchored at Laem Thian Pier, Sattahip Naval Base, in Chon Buri province.
The incident took place at 11.50am when the naval gun shot discharged from the front gun of HTMS Chonburi hit the rear section of HTMS Khirirat.

Firefighters swiftly responded to control the blaze aboard the warship.

The Royal Thai Navy said 13 soldiers were injured, 10 of them in serious conditions.  According to media reports, many suffered from smoke inhalation.

An earlier report said three people were injured.

HTMS Chonburi had returned from a firing drill on Wednesday and had returned to the base for repairs, as one of its guns had malfunctioned during the operation, with an unexpended round still in its ported barrel.
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                                Former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra on Thursday began a three-day visit to his home province of Chiang Mai, his first trip outside Bangkok since his release on parole last month.
Accompanied by his daughter and Pheu Thai Party leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra, her husband Pitaka Suksawat and their daughter Thitarn, Thaksin arrived by private jet at Wing 41 in Chiang Mai at 9.28am. It was his first trip to his native province in 17 years.

The visit had every appearance of an official VIP inspection tour, with ministers and civil servants fussing over their guest as they delivered updates on various public works projects.

Deputy national police chief Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn was on hand to oversee security for the occasion.

Away from official-looking business, the 74-year-old parolee also had time to mingle with members of the public who greeted him warmly.

The former police officer turned telecommunications tycoon was dressed casually in blue shirt and jeans. Wearing a neck brace and a face mask, he held his daughter's hand throughout the trip, while a nurse closely attended to his needs.

Ms Paetongtarn kept a protective eye on her father, seeking to keep physical contact to a minimum. She asked people not to tug at his arms because they still hurt.

"Missed you," one supporter told the former premier, who offered a wai before she took a selfie with him.

"Prime Minister of our hearts," read the caption under a picture of Thaksin emblazoned on the jacket of another well-wisher.

Thaksin's health was the big question on the minds of many who came out to see him, given his well-publicised six-month stay at Police General Hospital before his release last month.

While he declined to answer questions from reporters, he said simply that he was gradually getting better.

[image: ]
Thaksin Shinawatra greets the public as he boards a black Lexus to travel to the Royal Park Rajapruek in Muang district of Chiang Mai on Thursday. (Photo: Panumet Tanraksa)



Thaksin's long day began at the auspicious time of 5.19am Thursday, when he paid his respects to the City Pillar Shrine in Bangkok before leaving for Chiang Mai.

His first stop in his home province was Royal Park Rajapruek, a 200-acre botanical garden built in Muang district in 2006, when he was prime minister.

Phudit Insuwan, a former MP of the now-defunct Thai Rak Thai Party, was among the waiting supporters, and presented Thaksin with a Buddha statue as a token of respect.

Accompanying Thaksin were former prime minister Somchai Wongsawat and his wife Yaowapa, who is Thaksin's sister; Chatuporn Burutphat, the permanent secretary for natural resources and environment; and Chiang Mai Governor Nirat Wongsitthithavorn.

Also on hand were Agriculture Minister Thamanat Prompow and Prayoon Insakul, the ministry's permanent secretary.

Other stops on Thaksin's itinerary were the Nong Khiao reservoir behind the Chiang Mai provincial hall, Mae Sa water management centre in tambon Don Kaew of Mae Rim district and Khlong Mae Kha canal village in Muang district.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, just back from an official visit to Europe, is scheduled to arrive in Chiang Mai on Friday. The main purpose of his visit is to get an update on forest fires and pollution in the North, but he has indicated that he and Thaksin might get together.

Ramet Rattanachaweng, a spokesman for the opposition Democrat Party, said the public would be watching closely to see if Thaksin is being given special treatment while in Chiang Mai.

"He [Thaksin] is still on parole and if he gets something beyond regular regulations, the Department of Probation and the Department of Corrections will have to explain themselves," Mr Ramet said.
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Former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, centre, listens to a briefing by Agriculture Minister Thamanat Prompow, second from left, during his trip to Chiang Mai on Thursday. (Photo: Panumet Tanraksa)
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                                A cash crunch at Thailand's largest construction company is fuelling concern among investors, regulators and rating agencies already unnerved by a series of local corporate scandals and debt defaults.
Italian-Thai Development Plc (ITD) confirmed on Wednesday reports that it is in talks with banks for new loans to tide over the liquidity crisis that led to delayed payments to some workers and contractors. Trading of ITD shares, which had total liabilities of 108 billion baht including bonds, loans and trade credit as of Sept 30, was suspended this month after the contractor missed the deadline for submitting its full-year 2023 financial statement.

The contractor posted a cumulative loss of about 6 billion baht from 2020 to 2022 as it took on engineering projects in places including India, Taiwan and Myanmar -- where imposition of military rule led to delays, shutdowns and write-downs. 

The financial squeeze has forced the company to explore the sale of a mining unit and extend the maturity period of about 15 billion baht worth of bonds by two years. ITD shares have halved since a 2023 high of 1.69 baht, giving the firm a market value of 4.5 billion baht. 

"The market is nervous about the banks that are owed and how much loan exposure they have," said Narongsak Plodmechai, chief executive officer of SCB Asset Management. "It just adds more noise to the already weak market sentiment."

ITD had total revenue of 47 billion baht in the first nine months of 2023. It swung to a loss of 45 million baht in the July-September quarter. The company has requested the Stock Exchange of Thailand to extend the financial statement filing deadline until March 29, citing ongoing information processing and reviews by its auditor.   

"We have been in close discussion with related parties about Italian-Thai," Pornanong Budsaratragoon, secretary-general of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), said on Monday. "The impact will probably be much greater than other cases if the company really has financial trouble given its size." 

The SEC is stepping up supervision of risky bond issuers to boost payment safeguards and investor confidence. Demand for high-yield debt in Thailand has waned after series of payment delays and corporate scandals, including one related to Stark Corp.

ITD's revenue from construction projects is insufficient to cover overall expenses and some employees have not been paid their full salaries, it said in an exchange filing on Wednesday in response to media reports about its liquidity status.

Rating risk

TRIS Rating posted a negative "CreditAlert" on ITD's "BB+" rating on Jan 12 following the firm's move to amend financial covenants and extend bond maturities. A downgrade is likely "should there be a significant deterioration in its financial position after the auditor's extended review," TRIS said last week.  

ITD's biggest contracts include those with government agencies on infrastructure such as a new high-speed train line, expressways and an intercity motorway. It was also the major contractor on Suvarnabhumi Airport, the country's largest facility, and the nation's first subway line in Bangkok. 

The construction giant was set up in the 1950s after Chaijudh Karnasuta and Italian Giorgio Berlingieri cooperated in salvaging five ships that sunk in the Chao Phraya River. Children of Chaijudh, including company President Premchai Karnasuta and Nijaporn Charanachitta, are also among the top shareholders of the operating firm of the Mandarin Oriental Bangkok hotel, according to data compiled by Bloomberg. 

Mr Premchai is no stranger to controversy. He went to prison after being convicted in December 2021 for wildlife poaching, including of a rare black panther about four years earlier. He was released on parole in October 2023.


[image: ]
Premchai Karnasuta is seen leaving Thong Pha Phum prison in Kanchanaburi prior to the completion of his term on Dec 7, 2021. (Photo: Piyarach Chongcharoen)
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                                Former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra paid respect to the City Pillar Shrine in Bangkok early Thursday morning, showing signs of improved health, before leaving for his native province of Chiang Mai.
Thaksin arrived at the shrine, which opens daily for service from 6.30am to 6.30pm, on a black Mercedes-Benz van at 5.19am. He was accompanied by his youngest daughter and Pheu Thai Party leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra and her husband Pitaka Suksawat.

The convicted former premier made his way to the sacred site, wearing a face mask and a neck brace. Unlike last month, the 74-year-old did not require an arm brace or a wheelchair, showing signs of improvement since being paroled last month.

At the shrine, Thaksin paid respect to the city's guardian spirits, placing offerings, attaching gold leaf and tying colour bands around a replica of the pillar.

After 26 minutes, he left without giving interviews, as reporters were barred from approaching the police-guarded shrine.

The former business tycoon was scheduled to leave for the northern province of Chiang Mai on his private jet at Don Mueang airport at 7am and return to Bangkok on Saturday.

Thaksin was discharged from Police General Hospital in the morning of Feb 18. He had stayed there for six months, ostensibly due to serious and life-threatening illnesses, after he returned to the country in the morning of Aug 22, 2023.

According to judicial authorities, he met the criteria for parole because he is over 70 years old, was seriously ill and was considered to have served at least six months of his jail term despite being admitted to Police General Hospital.

After his return to the country on Aug 22, 2023, Thaksin was brought to the Supreme Court, which sentenced him to eight years in jail in three cases.

He was then taken to the Bangkok Remand Prison, but late that night - or early the next morning -  corrections officials moved him to Police General Hospital, saying he needed modern treatment equipment for several critical conditions, including chest pain, hypertension and low blood oxygen.

The eight-year term was reduced to one year in a royal pardon in September 2023.
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									Springtime splendour

									If you're in Nakhon Pathom this week, don't miss the pink trumpet trees at Kasetsart University
								

								As the temperature approaches 40C, Kasetsart University Kamphaeng Saen Campus in Nakhon Pathom evokes the springtime vibe of Ueno Park in Japan as a sea of pink trumpet trees begin to blossom.
								According to the university, the best time to see the bloom is from Sunday until March 16. On Wattana Satien Sawat Road, the university spent more than 30 years growing over 200 pink trumpet trees to create a floral path, with the full bloom occurring between late February and mid-March.

It has become a popular destination for residents and tourists to celebrate the arrival of summer in Thailand. While horses grazed over the meadow, I chose to wander by a small canal and observe tourists posing like models and immersing themselves in the 3.5km tunnel of pink flowers.

After an hour admiring the natural beauty, visitors can pretend to be treasure hunters and explore the historic town of Nakhon Pathom, which was once a major trading hub along the banks of the Tha Chin River. Situated in the heart of the city, Wat Phra Ngam transports visitors back to the 12th and 16th Buddhist centuries when Dvaravati culture expanded its territory into Kamphaeng Saen and Nakhon Pathom.

This temple was declared a national historical monument in 1935 and boasts a sizable, ruined stupa on a hill, which is believed to have been built during the 11th and 12th centuries. A rare collection of white stone Buddha statues, lifelike demon-shaped sculptures, and clay votive tablets from the Dvaravati period were discovered during the excavation five years ago and relocated to the National Museum Bangkok.

During the Ayutthaya period, an old viharn with a Chinese junk-like base was erected to transport pilgrims through the cycle of life, according to Buddhist beliefs. Then, it was abandoned before being restored in the reign of King Rama V and a clay Buddha head was found by Prince Damrong Rajanubhab as he was touring the country to bring improvements to rural areas.

[image: ]
Floating among red lotuses.
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At the Red Lotus Floating Market, a sea of red lotuses blossom all day.



Located 5km away, the remnants of the Dvaravati civilisation can be seen at Wat Phra Pathon Chedi Worawihan where a massive Dvaravati-style stupa was constructed out of red bricks and laterite. It was reconstructed on the same location after collapsing during the Ayutthaya period, and its base was embellished with stuccos that portrayed the life of the Lord Buddha.

Restored during the reign of King Rama IV, this stupa was classified as a national historical monument by the Fine Arts Department in 1940 and underwent renovations in 1968 and 2007. In order to invoke wealth and good fortune, pilgrims may sit in the ubosot and offer prayers to the highly revered Chiang Saen-style statue of Luang Pho To, the sandstone statue of Luang Pho Dam-Daeng, and relics of Buddha.

According to legend, the Thon Phrom Brahmin family, who immigrated to this town from India, built a stone house to contain an old gold scale that was formerly used to gather Buddha's relics. In 590, Thao Sri Sitthichai Phromthep asked the Brahman family for some gold measure so that he could exchange Buddha relics with the ruler of Lanka (modern-day Sri Lanka), but they were denied.

For this reason, Thao Sri Sitthichai Phromthep dispatched an army to take their gold and might have built Phra Pathom Chedi to house Buddha's relics from Lanka. Later, Phra Chao Kaka Wannadisarat of the Lavo kingdom built Phra Pathon Chedi in 656 to contain an archaic gold measure.

[image: ]
A ruined stupa from the Dvaravati era located in Wat Phra Ngam.
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Another legend has it that Phraya Phan Thong was exiled from the palace because an astrologer had prophesied that he would murder his father, Phraya Kong, the monarch of the Nakhon Chai Si kingdom. Raised by poultry farmer Yai Hom, he learned from a wise ascetic until a ruler from Ratchaburi adopted him and appointed him a viceroy.

During that time, the Nakhon Chai Si kingdom ruled over Ratchaburi, so Phraya Phan Thong assisted his adoptive father in rebelling and killing Phraya Kong in a battle. When he realised Yai Hom raised him, he became furious and murdered her. As a penance, he built Phra Pathom Chedi and Phra Pathon Chedi as a tribute for Phraya Kong and Yai Hom.

This is the reason why worshippers today bring a large number of duck-shaped figurines to the Yai Hom Shrine, which is situated next to a pavilion of the Buddha's footprint. When it comes to finding a place for dinner after a long day, Phra Pathom Chedi's ground and the old market are both excellent options as they provide a wide selection of affordable street cuisine, local sweets and beverages.

The next morning, I headed to Bang Len district where a fish farm has been transformed into the Red Lotus Floating Market to reflect rural life. Opened in 2017, this old market resumed business nine months ago after a three-year hiatus and it is currently attracting domestic tourists and visitors from China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea.

Located along an irrigation canal, it is away from the highway and stretches 45 rai among a labyrinth of verdant plantations and rice paddies. At its heart, there's a massive 24 rai pond where visitors can take a pleasant 30-minute boat ride to fully immerse themselves in the vibrant sea of native red lotus and pink-purple lotus in full bloom.

[image: ]
Wat Phra Pathon Chedi Worawihan was built in the Dvaravati period.
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"About 10 years ago, our owners noticed that Nakhon Pathom's tourist industry was expanding, so we transformed a fish farm into a tourist attraction where visitors could come and experience the way of life and wisdom of the waterside community. We grew two different kinds of lotus throughout the course of two years: the pink-purple Dang Mamuea lotus and the native red lotus found at Nong Han Lake in Udon Thani," said manager Suppachai Sunthonwiphat of the Red Lotus Floating Market.

"Using conventional agricultural practices, we eliminated chemicals from our land, and have improved the quality of water and soil to extend the life of our lotuses. We employ smart switch on/off technology to prevent chemical spills from surrounding fish and shrimp farms into our lotus pond."

A fleet of over 10 paddle boats, each accommodating five passengers, is moored at a dock and offers a 100 baht voyage against the backdrop of the azure sky. To capture priceless vacation moments with natural marvels, visitors can pay an extra 200 baht for vintage Thai costume services and 300 baht for drone photography services.

Visitors can view lotuses in bloom at any time of the day or night, as the natural red lotus usually shines from 9pm to 10.30am and the Dang Mamuea blooms from 8am to 7pm. Meanwhile, local vendors offer a variety of street food for a light meal and Bua Cafe serves miang kleeb bua (fresh lotus petals comes with dried shrimp, peanuts, sliced lemons, chilli, shallots, ginger and salt-chilli dip).
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Sireeruckhachati Nature Learning Park is covered with an extensive array of herbal plants.
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My next stop was the hidden Sireeruckhachati Nature Learning Park in Mahidol University Salaya Campus. In addition to providing a refuge for students to unwind and breathe fresh air, it allows guests to take a stroll and discover Thailand's herbal plants.

Covering 140 rai under the canopy of tall native trees, it is divided into seven zones where visitors can rent a bike or scooter for an hour-long self-guided tour. I decided to explore on foot, starting with the herbal garden and moved on to a zingiberaceous plant collection and a herbal area.

Visitors can learn about the various properties by scanning a QR code with their smartphone. For instance, the husks and seeds of Indian putat may heal mouth ulcers, the root of a star gooseberry can treat skin conditions and lower fever, the fruit and seeds of the java plum can relieve diarrhoea and dysentery, and wild teas can nourish impaired kidneys.

A wooden walkway along the lake is a good viewpoint to take in the striking scenery of green landscapes, while the nearby bird watching towers provide visitors with the opportunity to observe the lifestyles of the Asian brown flycatcher, taiga flycatcher, scarlet-backed flowerpecker, yellow-vented bulbuls and large hawk cuckoo.

After a quick walk from the herbal park to the Little Tree Grocery, I ended up cooling myself on a hot day with an iced matcha latte and a matcha soya chocolate cake. Opened in December, this is the latest addition to the College of Music's Artist Residency, which is designed to be a community space where people of all ages may gather and exchange experiences.

Standing between a large pond and a lush garden, the cafe uses organic herbal plants from the owner's home in Sam Phran district to create a wide range of healthy pastries, beverages and other condiments such as mulberry and roselle jam, lemon olive oil cakes, chilli cheese bagels and double chocolate cranberry sourdough.

[image: ]
Little Tree Grocery offers a wide range of pastries and coffee with organic herbs.
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"This is the second branch of Little Tree Grocery in Sam Phran district. It is close to Bangkok, and provides convenience for our urban customers to stop by and grab some of their favourites like grandma's custard in coconut. We use organic herbs to spice up pastries and beverages, while a coffee roaster in Nakhon Pathom supplies us coffee blends," said Sirilak Riubamrung, an owner of Little Tree Garden and Whispering Cafes.

For those seeking keepsakes, this shop also provides a range of selected daily goods from different communities as well as home-cooked food alternatives, such as small shrimp paste and nipa palm sugar from Chumphon, and honey from Lamphun and Nakhon Si Thammarat.

Travel info

 


	Red Lotus Floating Market is located on Kan Prapa Nakhon Luang Road, Bang Len district, Nakhon Pathom. It's open Monday to Friday from 8am-5pm, and Saturday to Sunday from 7am-6pm. Call 081-259-7667 or visit facebook.com/RedLotusFloatingMarket.

	Sireeruckhachati Nature Learning Park is located in Mahidol University Salaya Campus on Phutthamonthon Sai 4 Road, Nakhon Pathom. It's open Wednesday to Sunday from 6am-6pm. Tickets are priced at 30 baht for students, 50 baht for adults and 150 baht for foreigners. Call 02-441-5272-4 or visit sireepark.mahidol.ac.th.

	Little Tree Grocery is in Artist Residency, College of Music, Mahidol University. It's open daily from 8am-6pm. Call 086-306-4852 or visit facebook.com/LittleTreeGrocery.
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The iconic pink trumpet tree tunnel at Kamphaeng Saen Campus of Kasetsart University is expected to reach peak bloom this weekend.
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                                The US is ready to renew the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) scheme for Thailand that expired in 2020, says Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai.
Following a meeting with US Secretary of Commerce Gina Raimondo and an executive from the President's Export Council, Mr Phumtham said the talks provided a valuable opportunity to forge a strategic partnership and strengthen trade relations between the two countries.

Both sides addressed Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) negotiations and how to best realise the pact's potential to deliver benefits to the US, Thailand, and other IPEF members through long-term economic cooperation envisioned under its supply chain agreement.

Thailand requested the US expedite renewal of the GSP scheme, which expired in 2020, to ensure Thai exporters and US importers continue to benefit from these privileges.

Mrs Raimondo expressed confidence in the Thai government and vowed  to speed up the renewal of GSP privileges.

Thailand also requested the US consider removing the country from the watch list for intellectual property (IP) enforcement.

Thai officials said the country has made progress in improving IP protection and enforcement, working to seize counterfeit and pirated goods, including online, while enhancing cooperative measures among governmental agencies.

The US acknowledged Thailand's positive developments in this regard, said Mr Phumtham.

"This is the first time the two sides met after a hiatus of more than four years caused by the pandemic," he said.

"The meeting reflects the importance of the Thailand-US alliance and strategic partnership."

The commerce ministries of both nations are ready to cooperate, as well as the President's Export Council, on strengthening economic relations and promoting bilateral trade and investment, said Mr Phumtham.

He said the meeting provided an opportunity for Thailand to present its economic and trade policies, including soft power initiatives, schemes to reduce expenses and increase income for farmers, producers and consumers, and stimulus measures such as the digital wallet handout and promotion of small business exports.

These efforts aim to capitalise on utilising free trade agreements and amending laws and regulations that impede trade to enhance capabilities and business opportunities in the private sector, said Mr Phumtham.

Both sides highlighted the importance of supply chain development, with Thailand ready to partner with the US by being a production base for modern US industries such as digital, artificial intelligence, electronics, semiconductors, electric vehicles, clean energy, aviation and pharmaceuticals, he said.

The US government will support American firms investing in Thailand, said Mr Phumtham.

IPEF negotiations have made significant progress since starting in 2023, he said, with Thailand ready to cooperate with the US and IPEF partners to conclude negotiations on the first pillar -- fair trade.

The US is ready to drive economic cooperation under the pact, aiming to connect supply chains in the Indo-Pacific region, said Mr Phumtham.

In 2023, the US was Thailand's second-largest trade partner after China, with trade value totalling US$68.3 billion.

The US is Thailand's No.1 export market with a value of $48.9 billion.

Key exports include computers and computer parts, rubber products, telephone and telephone parts, semiconductors, transistors and diodes, and electric transformers and components.

The US is Thailand's third-largest import market, with import value of $19.5 billion.

Key imports include crude oil, machinery and components, electrical circuits, airplanes, gliders, aviation equipment and components.
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                                Thailand's smartphone market is projected to grow 3% in 2024, driven by replacement purchases and advanced technology features, according to a global research firm.
In 2023, the smartphone market inched up 2% year-on-year, while other Southeast Asian markets declined, indicating Thailand was the only nation to see a marginal growth in a tough market last year, thanks to the strong performance of the budget smartphone segment, according to Counterpoint Research's Southeast Asia Monthly Smartphone Tracker report.

"The growth of smartphone shipments in 2024 may be up to 3% year-on-year, driven by the increased demand to renew smartphones, with 5G and the latest technologies embedded in the newer smartphones. Furthermore, the government's commitment to accelerating digital transformation will help drive the need to have a more reliable phone due to increasingly digital lifestyles," Febriman Abdillah, senior analyst at Counterpoint Research, told the Bangkok Post.

The research house expects to see continued growth in the lower price segment as more smartphones in this segment are improved in terms of specifications such as bigger storage and battery capacity.

Consumers may opt to upgrade their smartphones to keep up with the latest technology such as artificial intelligence (AI), new camera systems and new designs. Growth of the high-end and premium segment can be expected when the latest technology is implemented.

The 5G network continues expanding its coverage and the telecom regulator's initiative to roll out another new spectrum marked increased demand for high data speed in the country. Mobile operators continue to encourage customers to switch to 5G as more 5G smartphones become available at lower prices.

Thailand's economy is expected to grow well in 2024 even though the GDP projection is lower than in 2023.

[image: ]

The growth stems from increased domestic consumption and private investment as well as rising foreign tourist arrivals and expanding exports. The government also plans to provide a stimulus in the form of a digital wallet to encourage the digital economy and tax incentives to push consumption.

However, potential global and regional economic headwinds could impact inflation due to Thailand's dependence on energy imports.

Glen Cardoza, senior analyst at Counterpoint, noted that Thailand's smartphone market expanded 2% year-on-year in 2023 due to improved consumer sentiment towards year-end. The budget smartphone segment priced lower than US$200 grew by 17% year-on-year in 2023, while all other price ranges showed a decline, he said.

The budget segment showed remarkable improvement in the Thai market and the bleak overall economic situation was a driving factor. Political uncertainty surrounding the formation of a new government and a consistently subdued economy discouraged consumers from spending big.

However, this changed as the labour market began showing signs of recovery and average wages increased, giving consumers a respite. This, in turn, contributed to increasing demand for smartphones, especially among price-conscious consumers, he said.

Samsung led the smartphone market with a 21% share. However, its shipments declined by 4% year-on-year in 2023.

The brand's focus on mid- to high-end smartphones cost them some share in the budget segment. Chinese players like Xiaomi, Oppo, Vivo and Realme have all seen single-digit growth due to their focus on the promising budget segment priced lower than $200.

However, Apple enjoyed the biggest growth in volume, rising 26% year-on-year, despite belonging to the premium category.

Operators saw strong demand for iPhones throughout the year with the volume rising further following the launch of the 15 series.

Smartphones across price ranges fared differently as well. Compared to other countries in the region, Thailand has been more receptive to 5G smartphones in the budget segment.

"The 5G share was affected due to lower shipments of mid- to high-end smartphones but 5G smartphones witnessed a 139% increase in the below $200 segment in 2023," said Mr Cardoza.

"This jump can be attributed to the ease with which consumers can get 5G and affordable prepaid and postpaid 5G plans. Operators are also seeing an uptick in trade-ins and package deals, especially for iPhones. The iPhone 14 and 15 series sold well through operators like Advanced Info Service and True Corporation in 2023."

Mr Cardoza added that as the economy further improves, consumers across price tiers will look to upgrade and 5G smartphone shipments will increase further. The below-$200 segment will be the key here as these smartphones will sell more than any other segment.
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                                The Election Commission (EC) is in the middle of processing a party dissolution petition it has received against the Bhumjaithai Party, EC chairman Itthiporn Boonpracong said on Wednesday.
The EC was in the process of gathering evidence to prove an allegation that Bhumjaithai unlawfully received donations from a construction company allegedly owned by nominees of Saksayam Chidchob, the suspended transport minister from the previous government, who is also the party secretary-general.

Mr Saksayam was suspended as minister by the Constitutional Court for allegedly concealing shares in Burijarearn Construction Limited Partnership, which afforded him the power to control the firm. The law prohibits a cabinet minister from having such a stake in a commercial firm.

Only when the EC obtains sufficient evidence to believe the allegation is true will the Bhumjaithai dissolution case be forwarded to the EC's main committee, Mr Itthiporn said. He added this panel would then decide whether to seek Bhumjaithai's dissolution.

Deputy Prime Minister and Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, in his capacity as Bhumjaithai leader, said there is no need for the party to panic over the dissolution investigation.

However, it cannot afford to be complacent about the likelihood of disbandment, either. The party's legal team was looking into the matter and preparing a defence, he said.

"Bhumjaithai has full confidence in the country's judicial system and even if the Constitutional Court rules the party is at fault, it will accept that.

"However, if the court raises any questions about the alleged misconduct, the party stands ready to explain," he said.

He said he does not believe Bhumjaithai will face the same fate as the Move Forward Party (MFP).

On Tuesday, the EC decided to call on the Constitutional Court to dissolve the main opposition MFP, citing the court's recent ruling against the party's stance on the lese majeste law.

The court ruled unanimously on Jan 31 that the MFP's push to amend Section 112 of the Criminal Code posed a threat to the constitutional monarchy.

The court also ordered the party to cease all attempts to rewrite Section 112.

It said campaigning on the issue was considered an attempt to end  the constitutional monarchy and was in violation of Section 49 of the  constitution.

Meanwhile, Mr Anutin said it was premature to mull setting up another party in case Bhumjaithai was dissolved.

When asked if he expected MFP MPs to defect to Bhumjaithai in light of the EC's decision on Tuesday, Mr Anutin simply smiled and said that no dissolution has happened yet.
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                                Energy Absolute Plc (EA), a renewable energy and electric vehicle (EV) developer and operator, is preparing to expand its power business again after halting new projects to increase electricity generation capacity since 2019.
The current capacity from the company's wind and solar farms is 664 megawatts.

EA decided to diversify into EV-related businesses after the feed-in tariff, granted by the government to renewable power operators to promote clean energy, was lower than expected, according to EA chief executive Somphote Ahunai in a 2020 interview.

Now EA sees a new opportunity to earn revenue in renewable energy development and will partner with a Chinese company to push ahead with a new project, said Vasu Klomkliang, executive vice-president of EA.

The project details will be concluded in the middle of this year, he said.

EA will focus on rooftop solar power, solar farms and waste-to-energy businesses.

The company's EV battery production facility should support the solar power business because the factory can develop stationary batteries to use with solar panels, said Mr Vasu.

"We expect the government's new national alternative energy development plan to promote more development of solar farms with energy storage systems. This will be a business opportunity for our battery factory," he said.

In the waste-to-energy business, EA has already been awarded a solid waste management project in Chon Buri's Ko Lan area and a 9.9MW waste-fired power plant project in Phuket.

Mr Vasu said the company is also planning to take part in a new round of auctions for power projects under the second phase of the state renewable scheme, with a capacity of 3.6 gigawatts.

In 2024, EA expects its revenue to grow by 5-10%, up from the 27.5 billion baht it earned last year, though the firm will lose 4 billion baht in revenue due to the expiry of the adder tariff given to some of its renewable power generation facilities.

New purchase orders of electric buses and trucks assembled by the company should offset the drop in this revenue, said Mr Vasu.

Last year, renewable energy made up 40% of EA's total revenue, with 37% from EV and batteries, 16% from biodiesel and the remainder from other businesses, including investment in other companies.

Revenue from EV and batteries is expected to increase to 50% of the total over the next few years, the company said.
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                Hotel owner focuses on higher room rates
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                                Central Plaza Hotel (Centel) has allocated capital expenditure of 13-20 billion baht for the next three years, in a bid to double the revenue of its food and hotel business by 2029.
Thirayuth Chirathivat, chief executive of Centara Hotels and Resorts (CHR), a subsidiary of Centel, said that for this year the company is reporting a strong hotel performance in Thailand and abroad, including Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket, Samui, Krabi, Dubai and Osaka.

Revenue from hotel bookings in the first quarter is expected to grow  15% from the corresponding period of 2023.

Last year, CHR recorded 10.9 billion baht in revenue from hotel operations, including joint venture projects, such as in Dubai with over 770 million baht profit, improving from a loss in 2022 which prompted it to target 12.5 billion baht in revenue this year.

Mr Thirayuth said the post-pandemic trend saw a steady growth of independent tourists with high spending, so the company is focusing more on driving up room rates than occupancy rates.

Its room rate across the portfolio is expected to reach 5,500-6,000 baht this year on an occupancy rate of 70-73%, which is higher than the average of 5,100 baht in 2023.

Thailand should see at least 10% revenue growth, while Osaka will be driven by domestic tourists. The Maldives is expected to see consistent flows of Chinese tourists.

For its three-year plan, about 5.6 billion baht will be dedicated to the hotel business in 2024, Mr Thirayuth said.

Around 3.2 billion baht will be used for developing two new hotels in the Maldives, 1 billion baht for renovating the Centara Grand Mirage Beach Resort Pattaya, and 600 million baht to revamp the Centara Karon Resort.

Another 700 million baht will be used for annual hotel renovation, while the rest is for land rental payments for Centara Grand Beach Resort & Villas Hua Hin.

[image: ]

About 2.8 billion baht and 2.2 billion baht capital expenditure will be allotted to hotel renovation and development in 2025 and 2026, respectively.

Meanwhile, the food business will have an investment budget of 1-1.2 billion baht per year between 2024-2026, according to Gun Srisompong, chief financial officer of Centel.

Mr Gun said that with a capital expenditure of up to 20 billion baht, the company is also considering a fifth hotel in the Maldives and another hotel next to its existing Centara Mirage Beach Resort Dubai.

This year, CHR will open six hotels, comprising three in Thailand, two in Laos and a third hotel in the Maldives named Centara Mirage Lagoon Maldives, featuring 145 rooms.

By the end of 2023, CHR had 51 hotels with 11,166 rooms in its portfolio, with 44 hotels with 9,861 rooms in the development pipeline.

Mr Gun said the group aimed to sign 10-15 management contracts this year.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2758343/centel-targets-ambitious-revenue-increase



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Top Stories
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business
          
        

      

      News

      
        
          	
            Top Stories
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinion
          
        

      

      Business

      
        Court rejects claim of bitcoin 'inventor'
        LONDON - An Australian computer scientist who claims he invented bitcoin is not the pseudonymous inventor of the cryptocurrency, a judge at London's High Court ruled on Thursday.

      

      
        Italian-Thai Development faces B108bn debt crunch as overseas projects fail
        A cash crunch at Thailand's largest construction company is fuelling concern among investors, regulators and rating agencies already unnerved by a series of local corporate scandals and debt defaults.

      

      
        Hong Kongers among top spenders on pet care in Asia-Pacific
        HONG KONG: Hong Kong's pet industry has seen steady growth over the past few years, with animal owners shelling out close to HK$700,000 (3.2 million baht) on average on care items and services during their pets' lifetime, making them one of the top spenders in this category in the Asia-Pacific region.

      

      
        China faces 3% GDP loss as heatwaves intensify
        More frequent and severe global heatwaves will disrupt future supply chains around the world, a new study has found.

      

      
        Thailand, US work to renew GSP perks
        The US is ready to renew the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) scheme for Thailand that expired in 2020, says Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai.

      

      
        Smartphone market to see 3% uptick
        Thailand's smartphone market is projected to grow 3% in 2024, driven by replacement purchases and advanced technology features, according to a global research firm.

      

      
        EA restarts expansion of power capacity
        Energy Absolute Plc (EA), a renewable energy and electric vehicle (EV) developer and operator, is preparing to expand its power business again after halting new projects to increase electricity generation capacity since 2019.

      

      
        Centel targets ambitious revenue increase
        Central Plaza Hotel (Centel) has allocated capital expenditure of 13-20 billion baht for the next three years, in a bid to double the revenue of its food and hotel business by 2029.

      

      
        Unease over Japan visa-free policy
        Tour operators have allayed public concern over a possible revocation of visa-free privileges granted by Japan as the number of Thais overstaying has soared.

      

      
        A sneak peek at looming debt balloon
        Non-performing loans (NPLs), debt accumulation and stagnant purchasing power have weighed on domestic consumption since last year.

      

      
        
          	
            News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinion
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Court rejects claim of bitcoin 'inventor'                

                Australian computer scientist asserted the right to sue other crypto developers
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                                LONDON - An Australian computer scientist who claims he invented bitcoin is not the pseudonymous inventor of the cryptocurrency, a judge at London's High Court ruled on Thursday.
Craig Wright has long claimed to have been the author of a 2008 white paper, the foundational text of bitcoin, published under the name "Satoshi Nakamoto".

The Crypto Open Patent Alliance (Copa) took Wright to court to stop him from suing bitcoin developers, asking for a ruling that Wright is not Satoshi.

"Dr Wright is not the person who adopted or operated under the pseudonym Satoshi Nakamoto. ... Dr Wright is not the person who created the Bitcoin system," High Court judge James Mellor said on Thursday, calling the evidence "overwhelming".

He said he would give his full reasons for his decision at a later date.

Wright had argued that he owned the copyright to the 2008 white paper and had intellectual property rights over the bitcoin blockchain.

He first publicly claimed to be Satoshi in 2016 and has since taken legal action against cryptocurrency developers and exchanges.

Copa, however, said Wright had never provided any genuine proof, accusing him of repeatedly forging documents to support his claim, which Wright denied.

Wright's lawyer Anthony Grabiner told the court during an earlier hearing that it was "striking" that no one else had publicly claimed to be Satoshi.

"If Dr Wright were not Satoshi, the real Satoshi would have been expected to come forward to counter the claim," he said.
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                                A cash crunch at Thailand's largest construction company is fuelling concern among investors, regulators and rating agencies already unnerved by a series of local corporate scandals and debt defaults.
Italian-Thai Development Plc (ITD) confirmed on Wednesday reports that it is in talks with banks for new loans to tide over the liquidity crisis that led to delayed payments to some workers and contractors. Trading of ITD shares, which had total liabilities of 108 billion baht including bonds, loans and trade credit as of Sept 30, was suspended this month after the contractor missed the deadline for submitting its full-year 2023 financial statement.

The contractor posted a cumulative loss of about 6 billion baht from 2020 to 2022 as it took on engineering projects in places including India, Taiwan and Myanmar -- where imposition of military rule led to delays, shutdowns and write-downs. 

The financial squeeze has forced the company to explore the sale of a mining unit and extend the maturity period of about 15 billion baht worth of bonds by two years. ITD shares have halved since a 2023 high of 1.69 baht, giving the firm a market value of 4.5 billion baht. 

"The market is nervous about the banks that are owed and how much loan exposure they have," said Narongsak Plodmechai, chief executive officer of SCB Asset Management. "It just adds more noise to the already weak market sentiment."

ITD had total revenue of 47 billion baht in the first nine months of 2023. It swung to a loss of 45 million baht in the July-September quarter. The company has requested the Stock Exchange of Thailand to extend the financial statement filing deadline until March 29, citing ongoing information processing and reviews by its auditor.   

"We have been in close discussion with related parties about Italian-Thai," Pornanong Budsaratragoon, secretary-general of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), said on Monday. "The impact will probably be much greater than other cases if the company really has financial trouble given its size." 

The SEC is stepping up supervision of risky bond issuers to boost payment safeguards and investor confidence. Demand for high-yield debt in Thailand has waned after series of payment delays and corporate scandals, including one related to Stark Corp.

ITD's revenue from construction projects is insufficient to cover overall expenses and some employees have not been paid their full salaries, it said in an exchange filing on Wednesday in response to media reports about its liquidity status.

Rating risk

TRIS Rating posted a negative "CreditAlert" on ITD's "BB+" rating on Jan 12 following the firm's move to amend financial covenants and extend bond maturities. A downgrade is likely "should there be a significant deterioration in its financial position after the auditor's extended review," TRIS said last week.  

ITD's biggest contracts include those with government agencies on infrastructure such as a new high-speed train line, expressways and an intercity motorway. It was also the major contractor on Suvarnabhumi Airport, the country's largest facility, and the nation's first subway line in Bangkok. 

The construction giant was set up in the 1950s after Chaijudh Karnasuta and Italian Giorgio Berlingieri cooperated in salvaging five ships that sunk in the Chao Phraya River. Children of Chaijudh, including company President Premchai Karnasuta and Nijaporn Charanachitta, are also among the top shareholders of the operating firm of the Mandarin Oriental Bangkok hotel, according to data compiled by Bloomberg. 

Mr Premchai is no stranger to controversy. He went to prison after being convicted in December 2021 for wildlife poaching, including of a rare black panther about four years earlier. He was released on parole in October 2023.


[image: ]
Premchai Karnasuta is seen leaving Thong Pha Phum prison in Kanchanaburi prior to the completion of his term on Dec 7, 2021. (Photo: Piyarach Chongcharoen)
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                                HONG KONG: Hong Kong's pet industry has seen steady growth over the past few years, with animal owners shelling out close to HK$700,000 (3.2 million baht) on average on care items and services during their pets' lifetime, making them one of the top spenders in this category in the Asia-Pacific region.
Pet insurance company OneDegree surveyed 526 pet owners in Hong Kong and found that they spend an average of HK$680,000 raising their animal friends, according to a report published on Tuesday.

The top spending categories were pet food and snacks, accounting for 19.4% of the total, veterinary visits and medication, accounting for 17.2% and health check-ups and dental care, accounting for 9.8%.

"Uninvolved or permissive [pet] parenting are no longer the norm for pet owners," said Emily Chow, OneDegree's deputy CEO. "They highly value daily care, diet and their pets' well-being and health."

Owning pets has become increasingly popular in Hong Kong over the past five years, with the number of cats, dogs, birds and other pets jumping by 50,000 to 1.19 million between 2018 and 2023, according to Statista. The industry has seen sales grow by 50% over these five years to US$1.2 billion (42.8 billion baht) last year, according to Euromonitor data.

An ageing population, Covid-19-related social isolation and the high costs of raising children are among key factors that have driven the growth of the city's pet industry, according to separate reports by the German Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong and OneDegree.

OneDegree's Chow said that pet owners these days not only seek vet care when their pets fall ill, but they also schedule regular check-ups and enrol their pets in insurance plans. "They consider pets as family and provide their four-legged companions the same love and care," she added.

However, despite the money and effort that Hongkongers are spending to take care of their pets, the city's pet insurance industry is still in its nascency, with an estimated use rate of around 5%.

The report shows that as many as 16% of the 526 owners polled by OneDegree had never heard about pet insurance, and among those who had heard of pet insurance, less than half had enrolled their pets in an insurance plan.

Chow attributed the low use of pet insurance in Hong Kong to a lack of education in past decades and insufficient understanding of veterinary expenses among pet owners.

"We believe [that] by continuing to educate pet owners, providing transparent product information, as well as a seamless and efficient online insurance purchase-and-claim experience, the market will grow and boom in Hong Kong," she said.

Meanwhile, mainland China's pet industry is also seeing positive growth, even though the growth momentum has slowed over the past few years due in part to Covid-19 and its impact on households' disposable incomes.

Last year, mainland pet owners spent an average of 2,875 yuan (14,000 baht) per year on their dogs and 1,870 yuan on their cats, marking declines of 0.2% and 0.75%, respectively, compared to 2022 levels. Nonetheless, the market recorded total sales of US$13.6 billion, close to a 100% increase from 2018, according to reports published separately by industry bodies such as the Chinese Veterinary Medical Association and Euromonitor.

Pet food dominated owners' spending with a 52.3% share, while medical products and services, including medication, physical examinations and vaccines, account for 28.5%, the association's report shows.

The mainland pet economy is expected to reach 81.1 billion yuan in sales next year, according to estimates by iiMedia Research.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2758593/hong-kongers-among-top-spenders-on-pet-care-in-asia-pacific



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  China faces 3% GDP loss as heatwaves intensify                

                              

                                More frequent and severe global heatwaves will disrupt future supply chains around the world, a new study has found.
This is expected to trigger a domino effect of losses in major economies including China, which could see GDP loss of up to 5% in just over 25 years, according to the international team of scientists behind the study.

Even temperate countries rarely affected directly by heat stress will not be spared, the study suggests. These are likely to face the knock-on effects as extreme heat hits production in supplier nations, posing risks to food security, energy and mineral products supply worldwide.

The frequency and intensity of heatwaves is forecast to increase as global temperatures rise under climate change. Exposure to extremely high temperatures can cause heat exhaustion and heatstroke, leading even to permanent disability or death.

"By 2060, expected global economic losses will range from 0.6 to 4.6%," the team of climate scientists and economists said in their findings published in the peer-reviewed journal Nature on Thursday.

Developing countries suffer disproportionately from global warming, according to the researchers from universities in Britain, Canada, China and the United States.

The impact includes higher health loss in South-Central Africa, of between two and four times above the global average, and up to 3.3 times more in terms of labour productivity loss in West Africa and Southeast Asia.

"The supply-chain disruption effects are [likely to be] much more widespread, with manufacturing-heavy countries such as China and the US strongly hit," the article said. It forecast economic losses of around 2.7% and 1.8%, respectively, for the world's top two economies.

The study of the likely socioeconomic impact of heat stress by mid-century took into account climate, epidemiological and global trade models.

"We consider health costs related to heat exposure, the value of heat-induced labour productivity loss and indirect losses due to economic disruptions cascading through supply chains," the article said.

Lead author Guan Dabo, a professor of climate change economics at Tsinghua University, said the ripple effect of heatwaves on workers and crops would spread through global supply chains.

"In China, under the scenario of warming of 4 to 7 degrees Celsius (about 39 to 45deg Fahrenheit), heatwaves will cause 3 to 5% GDP loss by 2050," he said.

"The loss will partly be caused by a labour productivity drop in China, but more importantly in smaller economies."

These will include close trade partners of China, such as in Africa, which are ill-equipped to adapt to climate change.

"Sectors like construction, mining and agriculture are vulnerable to heatwaves, with few countermeasures available. When raw material imports for these sectors fall, corresponding industries in China face losses," Guan said.

The same goes for major Western economies closely connected to the world's supply chains. As for China, the world's largest soybean importer could see import prices jump if heatwaves were to damage the crop in the Americas and slash supplies, he added. This would have a knock-on effect on Chinese consumers.

A fast-warming world is setting carbon reduction targets, but governments should place equal emphasis on measures to adapt to climate change, Guan urged.

The world has just experienced the hottest January on record as climate change continues to push up temperatures. US scientists have said 2024 has a one-in-three chance to be hotter than last year, and a 99% chance of being one of the top five warmest years ever.

"Even if we limit global warming to below 1.5 degrees by the end of the century, the world will continue to be hit by increasingly frequent and severe climate extreme events in the coming decades," Guan said.

"Building a resilient international trade network is as important as reducing emissions."
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                                The US is ready to renew the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) scheme for Thailand that expired in 2020, says Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai.
Following a meeting with US Secretary of Commerce Gina Raimondo and an executive from the President's Export Council, Mr Phumtham said the talks provided a valuable opportunity to forge a strategic partnership and strengthen trade relations between the two countries.

Both sides addressed Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) negotiations and how to best realise the pact's potential to deliver benefits to the US, Thailand, and other IPEF members through long-term economic cooperation envisioned under its supply chain agreement.

Thailand requested the US expedite renewal of the GSP scheme, which expired in 2020, to ensure Thai exporters and US importers continue to benefit from these privileges.

Mrs Raimondo expressed confidence in the Thai government and vowed  to speed up the renewal of GSP privileges.

Thailand also requested the US consider removing the country from the watch list for intellectual property (IP) enforcement.

Thai officials said the country has made progress in improving IP protection and enforcement, working to seize counterfeit and pirated goods, including online, while enhancing cooperative measures among governmental agencies.

The US acknowledged Thailand's positive developments in this regard, said Mr Phumtham.

"This is the first time the two sides met after a hiatus of more than four years caused by the pandemic," he said.

"The meeting reflects the importance of the Thailand-US alliance and strategic partnership."

The commerce ministries of both nations are ready to cooperate, as well as the President's Export Council, on strengthening economic relations and promoting bilateral trade and investment, said Mr Phumtham.

He said the meeting provided an opportunity for Thailand to present its economic and trade policies, including soft power initiatives, schemes to reduce expenses and increase income for farmers, producers and consumers, and stimulus measures such as the digital wallet handout and promotion of small business exports.

These efforts aim to capitalise on utilising free trade agreements and amending laws and regulations that impede trade to enhance capabilities and business opportunities in the private sector, said Mr Phumtham.

Both sides highlighted the importance of supply chain development, with Thailand ready to partner with the US by being a production base for modern US industries such as digital, artificial intelligence, electronics, semiconductors, electric vehicles, clean energy, aviation and pharmaceuticals, he said.

The US government will support American firms investing in Thailand, said Mr Phumtham.

IPEF negotiations have made significant progress since starting in 2023, he said, with Thailand ready to cooperate with the US and IPEF partners to conclude negotiations on the first pillar -- fair trade.

The US is ready to drive economic cooperation under the pact, aiming to connect supply chains in the Indo-Pacific region, said Mr Phumtham.

In 2023, the US was Thailand's second-largest trade partner after China, with trade value totalling US$68.3 billion.

The US is Thailand's No.1 export market with a value of $48.9 billion.

Key exports include computers and computer parts, rubber products, telephone and telephone parts, semiconductors, transistors and diodes, and electric transformers and components.

The US is Thailand's third-largest import market, with import value of $19.5 billion.

Key imports include crude oil, machinery and components, electrical circuits, airplanes, gliders, aviation equipment and components.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2758168/thailand-us-work-to-renew-gsp-perks



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Smartphone market to see 3% uptick                
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                                Thailand's smartphone market is projected to grow 3% in 2024, driven by replacement purchases and advanced technology features, according to a global research firm.
In 2023, the smartphone market inched up 2% year-on-year, while other Southeast Asian markets declined, indicating Thailand was the only nation to see a marginal growth in a tough market last year, thanks to the strong performance of the budget smartphone segment, according to Counterpoint Research's Southeast Asia Monthly Smartphone Tracker report.

"The growth of smartphone shipments in 2024 may be up to 3% year-on-year, driven by the increased demand to renew smartphones, with 5G and the latest technologies embedded in the newer smartphones. Furthermore, the government's commitment to accelerating digital transformation will help drive the need to have a more reliable phone due to increasingly digital lifestyles," Febriman Abdillah, senior analyst at Counterpoint Research, told the Bangkok Post.

The research house expects to see continued growth in the lower price segment as more smartphones in this segment are improved in terms of specifications such as bigger storage and battery capacity.

Consumers may opt to upgrade their smartphones to keep up with the latest technology such as artificial intelligence (AI), new camera systems and new designs. Growth of the high-end and premium segment can be expected when the latest technology is implemented.

The 5G network continues expanding its coverage and the telecom regulator's initiative to roll out another new spectrum marked increased demand for high data speed in the country. Mobile operators continue to encourage customers to switch to 5G as more 5G smartphones become available at lower prices.

Thailand's economy is expected to grow well in 2024 even though the GDP projection is lower than in 2023.

[image: ]

The growth stems from increased domestic consumption and private investment as well as rising foreign tourist arrivals and expanding exports. The government also plans to provide a stimulus in the form of a digital wallet to encourage the digital economy and tax incentives to push consumption.

However, potential global and regional economic headwinds could impact inflation due to Thailand's dependence on energy imports.

Glen Cardoza, senior analyst at Counterpoint, noted that Thailand's smartphone market expanded 2% year-on-year in 2023 due to improved consumer sentiment towards year-end. The budget smartphone segment priced lower than US$200 grew by 17% year-on-year in 2023, while all other price ranges showed a decline, he said.

The budget segment showed remarkable improvement in the Thai market and the bleak overall economic situation was a driving factor. Political uncertainty surrounding the formation of a new government and a consistently subdued economy discouraged consumers from spending big.

However, this changed as the labour market began showing signs of recovery and average wages increased, giving consumers a respite. This, in turn, contributed to increasing demand for smartphones, especially among price-conscious consumers, he said.

Samsung led the smartphone market with a 21% share. However, its shipments declined by 4% year-on-year in 2023.

The brand's focus on mid- to high-end smartphones cost them some share in the budget segment. Chinese players like Xiaomi, Oppo, Vivo and Realme have all seen single-digit growth due to their focus on the promising budget segment priced lower than $200.

However, Apple enjoyed the biggest growth in volume, rising 26% year-on-year, despite belonging to the premium category.

Operators saw strong demand for iPhones throughout the year with the volume rising further following the launch of the 15 series.

Smartphones across price ranges fared differently as well. Compared to other countries in the region, Thailand has been more receptive to 5G smartphones in the budget segment.

"The 5G share was affected due to lower shipments of mid- to high-end smartphones but 5G smartphones witnessed a 139% increase in the below $200 segment in 2023," said Mr Cardoza.

"This jump can be attributed to the ease with which consumers can get 5G and affordable prepaid and postpaid 5G plans. Operators are also seeing an uptick in trade-ins and package deals, especially for iPhones. The iPhone 14 and 15 series sold well through operators like Advanced Info Service and True Corporation in 2023."

Mr Cardoza added that as the economy further improves, consumers across price tiers will look to upgrade and 5G smartphone shipments will increase further. The below-$200 segment will be the key here as these smartphones will sell more than any other segment.
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                                Energy Absolute Plc (EA), a renewable energy and electric vehicle (EV) developer and operator, is preparing to expand its power business again after halting new projects to increase electricity generation capacity since 2019.
The current capacity from the company's wind and solar farms is 664 megawatts.

EA decided to diversify into EV-related businesses after the feed-in tariff, granted by the government to renewable power operators to promote clean energy, was lower than expected, according to EA chief executive Somphote Ahunai in a 2020 interview.

Now EA sees a new opportunity to earn revenue in renewable energy development and will partner with a Chinese company to push ahead with a new project, said Vasu Klomkliang, executive vice-president of EA.

The project details will be concluded in the middle of this year, he said.

EA will focus on rooftop solar power, solar farms and waste-to-energy businesses.

The company's EV battery production facility should support the solar power business because the factory can develop stationary batteries to use with solar panels, said Mr Vasu.

"We expect the government's new national alternative energy development plan to promote more development of solar farms with energy storage systems. This will be a business opportunity for our battery factory," he said.

In the waste-to-energy business, EA has already been awarded a solid waste management project in Chon Buri's Ko Lan area and a 9.9MW waste-fired power plant project in Phuket.

Mr Vasu said the company is also planning to take part in a new round of auctions for power projects under the second phase of the state renewable scheme, with a capacity of 3.6 gigawatts.

In 2024, EA expects its revenue to grow by 5-10%, up from the 27.5 billion baht it earned last year, though the firm will lose 4 billion baht in revenue due to the expiry of the adder tariff given to some of its renewable power generation facilities.

New purchase orders of electric buses and trucks assembled by the company should offset the drop in this revenue, said Mr Vasu.

Last year, renewable energy made up 40% of EA's total revenue, with 37% from EV and batteries, 16% from biodiesel and the remainder from other businesses, including investment in other companies.

Revenue from EV and batteries is expected to increase to 50% of the total over the next few years, the company said.
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                  Centel targets ambitious revenue increase                

                Hotel owner focuses on higher room rates
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Tourists paddle a canoe near Centara Grand Island Resort & Spa Maldives.]
                                              
                          Tourists paddle a canoe near Centara Grand Island Resort & Spa Maldives.                        

                                          

                  

                                Central Plaza Hotel (Centel) has allocated capital expenditure of 13-20 billion baht for the next three years, in a bid to double the revenue of its food and hotel business by 2029.
Thirayuth Chirathivat, chief executive of Centara Hotels and Resorts (CHR), a subsidiary of Centel, said that for this year the company is reporting a strong hotel performance in Thailand and abroad, including Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket, Samui, Krabi, Dubai and Osaka.

Revenue from hotel bookings in the first quarter is expected to grow  15% from the corresponding period of 2023.

Last year, CHR recorded 10.9 billion baht in revenue from hotel operations, including joint venture projects, such as in Dubai with over 770 million baht profit, improving from a loss in 2022 which prompted it to target 12.5 billion baht in revenue this year.

Mr Thirayuth said the post-pandemic trend saw a steady growth of independent tourists with high spending, so the company is focusing more on driving up room rates than occupancy rates.

Its room rate across the portfolio is expected to reach 5,500-6,000 baht this year on an occupancy rate of 70-73%, which is higher than the average of 5,100 baht in 2023.

Thailand should see at least 10% revenue growth, while Osaka will be driven by domestic tourists. The Maldives is expected to see consistent flows of Chinese tourists.

For its three-year plan, about 5.6 billion baht will be dedicated to the hotel business in 2024, Mr Thirayuth said.

Around 3.2 billion baht will be used for developing two new hotels in the Maldives, 1 billion baht for renovating the Centara Grand Mirage Beach Resort Pattaya, and 600 million baht to revamp the Centara Karon Resort.

Another 700 million baht will be used for annual hotel renovation, while the rest is for land rental payments for Centara Grand Beach Resort & Villas Hua Hin.

[image: ]

About 2.8 billion baht and 2.2 billion baht capital expenditure will be allotted to hotel renovation and development in 2025 and 2026, respectively.

Meanwhile, the food business will have an investment budget of 1-1.2 billion baht per year between 2024-2026, according to Gun Srisompong, chief financial officer of Centel.

Mr Gun said that with a capital expenditure of up to 20 billion baht, the company is also considering a fifth hotel in the Maldives and another hotel next to its existing Centara Mirage Beach Resort Dubai.

This year, CHR will open six hotels, comprising three in Thailand, two in Laos and a third hotel in the Maldives named Centara Mirage Lagoon Maldives, featuring 145 rooms.

By the end of 2023, CHR had 51 hotels with 11,166 rooms in its portfolio, with 44 hotels with 9,861 rooms in the development pipeline.

Mr Gun said the group aimed to sign 10-15 management contracts this year.
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                                Tour operators have allayed public concern over a possible revocation of visa-free privileges granted by Japan as the number of Thais overstaying has soared.
The Department of Consular Affairs addressed this issue in December last year, as the number of Thais overstaying grew from 8,688 in 2021 to 9,549 in 2022 and 11,472 in 2023.

According to news reports, the  Japanese government wants Thailand to urgently address this issue as it  might affect the continuity of the  visa-free policy in 2025 if it is not remedied.

Chotechuang Soorangura, vice-president of the Thai Travel Agents Association, said the number of Thais overstaying the 15-day visa remains relatively small compared with the 995,500 outbound tourists from Thailand in 2023, less than 2% of the outbound market to Japan.

If the Japanese government intends to reintroduce visa requirements, he said it would likely start after Osaka hosts Expo 2025, which runs from April to October, as Tokyo pledged to facilitate the massive flow of tourists attending the six-month event.

Mr Chotechuang said the problem of illegal workers is not as much of a challenge in Japan as South Korea because of the weak yen.

Workers in recent years earn less than usual when converting their salaries from yen to baht.

There is also much less demand for illegal workers from Japanese employers as they can legally hire workers from other Southeast Asian countries who often have more required skills than Thais, he said.

Thai travellers should not worry about a stricter immigration screening process upon arrival in Japan, unlike in South Korea, as Japan still depends on tourism to drive the economy, said Mr Chotechuang.

[image: ]
Pedestrians walk across Shibuya Crossing in the Shibuya district of Tokyo on February 27, 2024. (Photo: AFP)



Thai tourists tend to comply with Japanese customs and cause fewer  concerns than other nationalities, he said.

However, with tourism congestion persisting in many places in Japan, there is a possibility more attractions and destinations will impose a levy or even a ban to reduce visitor numbers, said Mr Chotechuang.

Recently travellers to Mount Fuji were informed of a US$13 fee and a quota for visitors each day.

Osaka is considering a new levy on foreign travellers, in addition to its existing accommodation tax of Y=100.

Gion, a famous district in Kyoto, is imposing a ban on foreign tourists in a bid to prevent them from entering private streets from April, as local residents are uneasy about the rapid increase in the number of visitors.

According to the Japan National Tourism Organization, 90,600 Thais visited Japan in January, while 74,205 Japanese travelled to Thailand in the same period.

Since July 2013, the Japanese government has waived visas for Thai visitors to drive the tourism industry after the incident at Fukushima nuclear power plant.

The scheme was temporarily halted during the pandemic, but the measure resumed in October 2022.
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                Domestic consumption remains inert as lenders are wary and individuals are more careful about spending
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                                Non-performing loans (NPLs), debt accumulation and stagnant purchasing power have weighed on domestic consumption since last year.
The property and automotive sectors have recorded the greatest impact as the home loan rejection rate and car seizures remain elevated.

A string of interest rate hikes last year contributed to the financing problems, as some economists argue the long stretch of low interest rates before the increases led to the overwhelming level of debt at present.

According to the latest data from the National Economic and Social Development Council (NESDC), the household debt-to-GDP ratio of 90.9% as of the third quarter of 2023 is considered elevated and can constrain the spending of individuals.

Though the recent household debt level is not the highest in the past five years, the concern is with the quality of household debt.

People wanting to buy a house might find it difficult to obtain a loan as financial institutions take a cautious approach amidst fragile purchasing power. Officials also regard car seizures as a critical figure to monitor this year.

Q: Why did the mortgage rejection rate skyrocket?

Alongkot Boonmasuk, secretary-general of the Housing Finance Association, said the current mortgage rejection rate exceeds 50%, compared with a rate of below 50% before the pandemic.

The uptick was attributed to low-income earners wanting to purchase residential units priced below 3 million baht.

Property developers said the higher rejection rate was driven by factors such as the economic slowdown, several interest rate hikes, a high level of household debt, a lack of prepared financial plans, and developers eager to increase sales, all resulting in developers missing their revenue targets.

Typically prospective homebuyers book a unit and make a down payment worth 5-15% of the unit price. This expense is paid on a monthly basis for 6-12 months for a low-rise house, or up to three years for a condo unit, depending on the project and developer.

[image: ]
Debtors and creditors mediate debt via local agencies at a 'debt settlement market' in Nonthaburi in January 2024. (Photo: Varuth Hirunyatheb)



When homebuyers are confident in the economy, they are more likely to book a unit via this scheme.

However, if the economy turns unfavourable during the down payment period, some mortgage applications are rejected once it is time for the property transfer.

The reasons for the rejections might be related to details about the homebuyers or the policies of financial institutions. For example, a poor economy might mean some buyers are earning less income, while banks may take a more cautious approach to lending.

"Sometimes an employer's business is affected by the economy, leading banks to reject the employee's mortgage application," said Kessara Thanyalakpark, managing director of Sena Development Plc.

Five interest rate hikes last year also contributed to a higher rejection rate as it reduced consumer purchasing power.

The higher rates also prompted banks to impose stricter lending rules for both those who already booked units and new buyers.

Q: How did the interest rate hikes affect buyers and developers?

For buyers that completed their down payment, the higher rates at the time of property transfer compared with when they booked the unit reduced their borrowing capability.

"Every one percentage point increase in interest rates causes a 7-8% decrease in home purchasing power," said Uthai Uthaisangsuk, president of SET-listed Sansiri. "The increase in interest rates over the past two years, as the policy rate rose from 0.5% to 2.5%, has affected home purchasing power by 15%."

This means homebuyers who could afford a residential unit priced at 5 million baht last year can no longer afford it now, opting for a unit priced at 4.25 million instead, he said.

In general, homebuyers tend to prefer units priced higher than what they can afford, said Mr Uthai. For example, for people who can afford a 5-million-baht unit, they often choose a unit priced at 6 million, he said.

Developers are now screening homebuyers' mortgage repayment ability before allowing them to book a unit to prevent mortgage rejections from banks.

With elevated interest rates, prospective homebuyers often need to pay a higher down payment or seek a co-borrower to be approved for a mortgage.
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A digital ad promotes mortgages at Money Expo 2023. (Photo courtesy of Money Expo Facebook page)



However, not all potential homebuyers are successful utilising these options, leading to higher mortgage rejection rates.

In addition, some homebuyers  misunderstand the developer's screening process on the booking date, thinking it guarantees mortgage approval, according to developers.

Some potential homebuyers accumulate new debt, whether from credit cards or a car purchase, during the down payment period. As a result, they are sometimes rejected for mortgages because of the additional debt.

Some developers also sought to increase sales without considering the mortgage payment ability of potential buyers. However, many of them abandoned this strategy after realising it was a waste of sales time.

The impact of the higher rejection rates was evident in the fourth quarter of 2023 when many developers, even the bigger players, posted lower revenue than expected.

Q: Will NPLs in the automotive industry escalate this year?

NESDC data indicates in the third quarter of 2023, the quality of household debt deteriorated for all types of credit, with NPLs amounting to 152 billion baht, or 2.79% of total loans, up from 2.71% in the previous quarter.

At the end of 2022, NPLs totalled 140 billion baht, making up 2.62% of total loans.

The top four categories for highest household NPLs in the third quarter of 2023 were credit cards (3.34% of total loans), residential mortgages (3.24%), personal loans (2.38%) and auto loans (2.10%).

Though auto NPLs ranked fourth on the list, special mention (SM) auto loans were remarkably high for the quarter at 14.6%, followed by personal loans at 6.66%.

SM loans refer to debts unpaid for 30-90 days, the category before NPLs, described by banking officials as requiring special attention.

SM loans serve as a warning signal, according to bankers. If SM auto loans and car seizures in 2023 are combined, it is reasonable to forecast NPLs in the auto sector could increase this year.

In 2023, up to 250,000 cars were seized, compared with the typical average of 180,000 seizures a year, said Surapong Paisitpatanapong, the Federation of Thai Industries' vice-chairman and spokesman for its Automotive Industry Club.

The seizures tallied the highest level in five years, according to the Office of Industrial Economics (OIE).

Banks maintained stricter lending criteria for auto loans, hampering domestic car sales.

According to the club, sales of pickups remained sluggish in January, plummeting more than 43% year-on-year as banks remain cautious in determining loan requests.

The decline in pickup sales was the main reason overall vehicle sales sagged in Thailand in January, said Mr Surapong.

The slowdown in the domestic automotive industry was a key factor affecting January's Manufacturing Production Index, which decreased by 2.94% year-on-year to 99.2 points, according to the OIE.
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																With the election of a new set of senators on the horizon, curiosity is growing to see if past blunders can be avoided so as not to stigmatise the Upper House.
The current Senate's term is due to end on May 10 but it will carry on until July when the next set of 200 senators -- all of whom are indirectly elected -- take office.

The Election Commission (EC) published a set of regulations for the elections in the Royal Gazette on Feb 15.

The poll agency said it has set up Senate election centres in all the provinces and Bangkok. Soon it will name poll committees at the district and national levels.

The main duty of senators is to scrutinise the administration's performance and endorse appointments to independent public agencies such as the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) and Constitutional Court.

Unlike the junta-appointed Senate, members of the new Upper House will not be allowed to co-elect a prime minister.

The 2017 charter stipulates that applicants must vote among themselves.

They will be selected from 20 professional groups, with 10 seats available for each group at district, province and national levels.

The EC debuted this electoral system in the 2018 Senate polls. Back then, 10 professional groups voted for 200 candidates, 50 of whom were confirmed by the junta.

The EC anticipated there will be around 100,000 applicants for the three levels this time.

Under the current system, 55,680 people -- or the three candidates with the highest votes in each professional group in all 928 districts nationwide -- will be shortlisted.

That number will then be screened down to 3,080, or two candidates at the top of each professional group for 77 provinces.

The 200 top candidates, or the 10 who garner the highest votes in the 20 groups, will become senators. There will also be a reserve list of five candidates in each group.

In principle, the Senate must remain neutral and free of political influence. But so far there has been no evidence of any recruitment process that can ensure their impartiality.

When the senators were directly elected, many were found to have close links to parties -- for example, a family member serving in the Lower House, with their spouse in the Senate.

Such affiliations badly affected the Upper House's performance in scrutinising the government.

At the same time, the Senate -- which was under the shadow of the former junta -- could hardly win public trust. Its role in blocking Pita Limjaroenrat, then-leader of the Move Forward Party (MFP), in his bid to become prime minister last July triggered public uproar.

Amid such controversy, pro-democracy groups are impatiently waiting for the term of the current Senate to expire.

There are also concerns over legal loopholes and the risk of manipulation and collusion among candidates for the election, especially at the district level.

More clarity is needed on what social media channels they can use ahead of the poll, and so on.

The EC must fix these, while watchdog agencies and the public have to be vigilant, so as to ensure the new Senate is truly independent and free.
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																Emerging-market and developing economies (EMDEs) will need an estimated US$2.4 trillion (86 trillion baht) in climate investment annually to meet climate goals, according to the Independent High-Level Expert Group on Climate Finance, with $1 trillion coming from external sources. Achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will require even more financing: an increase of $3.5 trillion in new investments annually by 2030. These are daunting figures. But they are also non-negotiable.
Raising trillions of dollars in new external finance would be difficult at the best of times. It is even trickier when the world is facing an escalating debt crisis. After examining newly available data on 108 EMDEs, the Boston University Global Development Policy Center found that more than half -- 62 countries -- are already at high risk of debt distress.

Moreover, an additional 33 countries are severely constrained in their ability to access capital markets, owing largely to poor economic growth prospects following the Covid-19 pandemic, advanced-economy interest-rate hikes, and below-investment-grade bond ratings.

The vast majority of EMDEs are thus facing debt distress or prohibitively high borrowing costs. But these are precisely the countries that are most in need of financing to meet climate and development goals. Of these 95 countries, 83 have higher needs for investment in climate-change mitigation (lowering emissions) or adaptation (building resilience against extreme weather events) than the typical (median) country. And 73 of them have more potential to expand their national protected areas, either on land or in their coastal waters, than the typical country.

A key problem is that investments in, say, protecting nature do not necessarily boost short-term economic growth. Instead, they build long-term resilience -- including a greater ability to withstand extreme weather events like hurricanes and droughts -- thereby making future crises less likely. This includes future debt crises: climate vulnerability and nature loss can undermine debt sustainability, and climate change increases sovereign risk and the cost of capital.

To break the cycle of environmental and economic crises and move toward a new cycle of sustainable growth, countries must invest now. That is why any strategy for addressing climate change and delivering on the SDGs must include measures to lower barriers to new finance, including targeted debt relief and more creative financing arrangements.

Debt relief is unavoidable. An ambitious debt-relief initiative akin to the Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative, which the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank established in 1996, should be created to provide meaningful debt relief for the dozens of countries facing full-blown sovereign-debt crisis.

For this to work, all creditors must actively participate. To understand why, consider that at least half of the total external sovereign debt stock in 27 debt-distressed countries -- many of which are low-income countries or small island developing states -- is owed to multilateral creditors. This means that even if all bilateral and private debt were cancelled, some of the world's most vulnerable countries would remain weighed down by debt.

Major creditors must also take steps to reduce the cost of capital for certain types of investments, such as those that advance climate goals. To this end, many proposals have already been put forward. For example, Sustainable Future Bonds may allow for longer repayment terms and lower interest rates, making them better suited for investments with longer-term payouts.

Multilateral development banks (MDBs) also have an important role to play in providing EMDEs with easier access to capital. For example, they can raise the threshold for countries to access concessional lending, pursue capital increases that support higher lending, and work with governments and the private sector to reduce and share risks.

Making financing for climate action and conservation affordable is among the most urgent challenges confronting the world. The solution is clear: a combination of targeted debt relief, credit enhancements, and MDB reform. But so far, there has been a lack of will to implement it. If this does not change soon, we will learn firsthand that the costs of inaction far outweigh the costs of prevention. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Rebecca Ray is a senior academic researcher at the Boston University Global Development Policy Center. Ulrich Volz, Professor of Economics and Director of the Centre for Sustainable Finance at SOAS, University of London, is Co-Chair of the Debt Relief for Green and Inclusive Recovery Project.
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									What 'Barbie' can really teach working-class men								

															

																Economists spend a lot of time talking about jobs. Work is not only how people support themselves financially, it can also be the way in which they contribute to society, create unique identities and find meaning in the world. When work disappears or shifts, people can feel as unmoored and confused as Ken in Greta Gerwig's Barbie, who had one last moment in the spotlight at this week's Academy Awards, when Ryan Gosling performed the Oscar-nominated song I'm Just Ken.
Gosling lost -- to his fellow Barbie nominee Billie Eilish -- just as Ken is emotionally lost in Barbieland. Ken's identity crisis, born from the lack of a clearly defined purpose, mirrors a narrative that has been unfolding for American working-class men for decades. The economy has shifted beneath their feet, leaving many like Ken: struggling with a mix of anger, hurt and confusion.

In the mid-1960s, roughly a third of US jobs involved manufacturing and other goods-producing sectors. Men held roughly 80% of those jobs. In the decades since, the number of jobs in the goods-producing sector has been largely stable. At the same time, the service sector has exploded, adding about 100 million jobs.

Men still hold 77% of jobs in the goods-producing sector. Unfortunately, the US and global economy have moved on -- and the shift has happened without the creation of a new narrative for men. So working-class men like Ken are stumbling around a socioeconomic landscape seeking a foothold in a society that seems to have no role for them, largely eschewing the new working-class job opportunities in the service sector.

The result is that job growth has disproportionately gone to women, 92% of whom work in services. But unlike in Barbieland, in the real world the division is not just between men and women, but between college-educated and working-class men. Men with college and advanced degrees have high labour force participation rates, high marriage rates and high earnings. These elite men have thrived in an economy that evolved to prioritise intellectual prowess.

In Barbie, Ken confronts this contrast when he goes into the real world. He is granted respect and authority from the patriarchy, but once they learn what his skill set is -- "beach" -- men turn their backs on him. When Ken tells a male executive that the executive isn't "doing patriarchy very well", the response is a knowing smile and reassurance that patriarchy is still being "done well" -- it is just better hidden.

The moment reflects the tensions between highly educated and working-class men. The first group continues to give their male colleagues a slight edge in promotions and hiring, and to abandon working-class men, who lack the power or position to leverage the patriarchy to their advantage.

In the real world, working-class men are often seen at the centre of attempts to roll back the social clock, perhaps because they have witnessed the biggest losses, both socially and economically. But making divorce harder, or passing policies to revive the moribund goods-producing sector, cannot solve the problems of men.

Trapping people in marriage is not a good way to make it work. Marriage takes real work -- the work of blending identities and narratives. With men struggling to understand their place in society, it is hardly surprising that they are struggling to build a shared vision for a life as a father and a partner.

So how can men move forward when the traditional roles and economic pathways no longer hold the same promise? The answer is to take the advice of Barbie. At the end of the movie, she implores Ken to find himself. Working-class men now have an opportunity to find their passions and use them to form a new narrative for their life. What does masculinity look like in a society that has little room for physical toughness, sexual prowess, dominance and aggression? Or a society in which emotional vulnerability and connection is central?

The world is on the cusp of another technological wave that will reshape the economic landscape by giving an increasing number of tasks to robots and artificial intelligence. Efforts to protect or revive the US manufacturing sector are like adding more water to a draining bathtub. It will keep the water level higher for a while, but eventually the tub will empty.

In a world in which artificial technology increasingly replaces our work, our humanity will become ever more important. As humans, we have never been more free to make the life and relationships we want. But unless we update our expectations, we won't be able to take full advantage of these technologies.

The challenges of working-class men today are a problem for all of us -- and a warning for all of our futures. Working-class men need a new narrative that allows them to embrace a vision of masculinity that emphasises their humanity and their relationships. Creating a new role for working-class men in the 21st century won't be easy, but doing so is essential. And if we can forge a new narrative for men and masculinity, it might just be "Kenough". (c)2024 Bloomberg

Betsey Stevenson is a professor of public policy and economics at the University of Michigan. She was on the president's Council of Economic Advisers and was chief economist at the US Department of Labor.
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									Hope on horizon for starving Palestinians?								

															

																Good news! The US logistical support ship General Frank S. Besson Junior has just sailed from Norfolk, Virginia, carrying the equipment needed to build a temporary pier off the coast of Gaza. That will enable the US to deliver food to the starving (yes, literally starving) Palestinian population of the Israeli-occupied Gaza Strip.
Once President Joe Biden finally decides to do something, it happens fast. Only three days after the White House's announcement the General Frank etc. was at sea, and in only 15 more days (at an average speed of 16 knots), it will reach the Gaza coast.

Then it's only a question of time until the floating pier is in place because the US Navy is very good at this sort of thing.

The Pentagon says 60 days max, so with luck, the surviving children of northern Gaza should be tucking into scrumptious American hamburgers by mid-May.

This is, of course, a far better solution to the problem of starving Palestinians than the current US practice of air-dropping meal packets to them.

A total of 112,896 meals in the past week divided up among several million Palestinians doesn't go very far, and when the parachutes don't open, the heavy pallets tend to squash unwary Palestinians.

When White House officials announced this brilliant plan to build what will probably be called the Pier of Hope, there was only one possible hitch. They were very clear that under no circumstances would there be any American "boots on the ground".

So how will the American Seabees (Naval Construction Battalions) connect that pier to the shore?

Speculate no further; a solution is at hand.

They will not dangle Seabees from hovering helicopters to put the final few metres of the roadway in place.

Neither will they build a sort of reverse drawbridge that they can lower from the pier onto the beach. That would be ridiculous.

Promises must be kept, but all the White House said was that there would no American "boots" on the ground. The Seabees will finish the job themselves, but they will do it either barefoot or in stocking feet. Or in ballet slippers, if that's their preference.

Forgive the sarcasm, but this cruel farce has nothing whatever to do with saving Palestinian children from starving to death under the Israeli siege.

It's about saving face in Washington, where a wave of sympathy among potential pro-Biden voters for hungry, helpless Palestinian civilians is breaking on the rocks of Joe Biden's lifelong love for Israel.

There is no need for piers, ships or aircraft to get food into the Gaza Strip. There are lots of roads available, most of them a bit cluttered with debris at the moment but the Israelis have lots of bulldozers. If they wanted the Palestinians to have food, then the Palestinians would have food.

More to the point, if Joe Biden really wanted the Palestinians to have food, he would order the Israelis to let them have it or face losing American support with arms, money and the regular loan of the US veto at the UN Security Council. But he can't bring himself to do that, no matter what Israel does.

In late January, before the International Court of Justice agreed to consider genocide charges against Israel, an average of 147 trucks a day were delivering food into the Gaza Strip. That's only a third of the peacetime amount, but it was enough to feed two and a half million people at bare survival level.

Nothing else has changed, but since the court's ruling, food deliveries to Gaza have collapsed: only 57 trucks went in between Feb 9 and 21.

Why did Israel's Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu order that cut? It could just be anger at the court's decision -- or it could be a strategy for driving Palestinians out of the Strip by an artificial famine.

That's clearly what the Egyptians think because they are clearing a 16-square-kilometre area just across the border from Gaza and building a wall around it, presumably to contain a flood of starving refugees from the Strip. (Cairo claims that it is a "logistical hub", but that is palpable nonsense.)

Yet Mr Biden ignores all this and goes along with the fiction that there is some sort of undefined problem causing a famine in Gaza that must be solved by this elaborate charade about delivering food by sea.

Various Nato/European Union countries are launching their own equally nonsensical plan to ship food into Gaza by sea.

They are either fools or poltroons -- whereas both the Hamas leadership and Mr Netanyahu's government definitely belong in both categories at once.

They are both determined to continue the war until the other side caves in, and neither has any hope of achieving that aim.
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									Service a must to drive THAI forward								
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																A passenger on a flight TG652 had to ask crew members twice for a sandwich and wine after waking up from a short sleep which made him miss the inflight service. When one of the attendants handed him the snack, he asked her again for wine. The cabin staff looked annoyed and told him that he should have told her from the beginning that he wanted both so that she could have done it in one trip instead of two.
The attendant might be right that the passenger should have told her that he wanted both in the first place. But he should not also have been treated that way. The incident on that Bangkok-Seoul flight of Thai Airways International may be too trivial to get the attention of THAI chief executive officer Chai Eamsiri, who promises to fly the airline back to respectable rankings amid tense aviation competition. He is also piloting it back to the Stock Exchange of Thailand, planned for next year after it was delisted in 2020.

The airline under his leadership has signed a megadeal to acquire 45 new 787-9 Dreamliners to replace the ageing fleet and use the modern, fuel-saving aircraft to serve future routes. With about four decades of experience at THAI, Mr Chai undoubtedly knows well about what went wrong with the airline, as he saw it going down in global rankings from once being the best airline in the world -- with inflight service being one of the trademarks.

To get the same type of airplanes in that high number is one of the steps the CEO has been taking to fix its woes as the airline has too many aircraft models and that can be translated into higher maintenance costs. He also introduced flights from Bangkok to Istanbul in December as a strategic route to try to woo passengers to and from Europe from rich airlines in the Middle East by using the Turkish main city as a base to feed passengers to other destinations in eastern and western Europe due to short flights from there.

Having new planes and new routes like the one to Istanbul -- which will be followed by Milan this year -- are not enough to bring the airline back to business and respect until THAI has shown that it is free from outside interference.

One of the causes that led to the bankruptcy of the airline was politicians and outsiders using their authority to put their own, unqualified men to lead the company, or to sit on the board. Some even forced the plane to operate on questionable routes.

One of the best examples of political interference was what Thaksin Shinawatra did when he was the prime minister. The airline was forced to operate a route from Chittagong to Chiang Mai in 2002. The route was set to promote business and tourism between the Bangladeshi capital and his home city -- with him and his cabinet members on the inaugural flight, to highlight his visit to Bangladesh. The route did not last long and that was no surprise due to no signs of profit from the beginning.

The THAI rehabilitation plan gives Mr Chai a great chance to take THAI off the ground to compete with other rivals. Getting rid of the company's state-enterprise status gives him more freedom to steer the airline out of this turbulent period -- although there is still no guarantee that THAI will be truly free from political muscle because the Finance Ministry remains a major shareholder -- holding 47.86% of the total.

The CEO would certainly have no problems flying THAI back to the stock market planned for next year when he shows regulators healthy profits -- thanks to the rebound of the industry and vacationers hungry for travel after the Covid-19 pandemic.

His new planes that are more efficient in fuel use would allow THAI to compete more with other airlines in the business and the new THAI status as a non-state enterprise gives him more flexibility to guide the company.

But the airline still needs more than a new fleet and more freedom in administration. A small thing like the unwillingness of some attendants to service passengers or handle the passengers' demands -- like what happened on that TG652 flight -- would be detrimental to the CEO's goal of restoring the glory of the airline. It would leave passengers with an unimpressive experience of the airline. And in the airline business, services in all classes, not new planes, come first for customers.

Saritdet Marukatat is a Bangkok Post columnist and former Digital Media News Editor at the paper. Contact Saritdet at saritdet@yahoo.com
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									Held Uyghurs need asylum								
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																Today, exactly 10 years ago, Thai police arrested 350 Uyghurs in a forest along the Thai-Malaysian border in Songkhla on suspicion of passing illegally through the country en route to Malaysia to seek asylum. After the arrests, which grabbed global headlines, the Uyghurs were separated to face different destinies. The Prayut government sent 109 back to China, as requested by Beijing.
Nevertheless, 172 -- mainly women and children were spared from enforced repatriation by the Thai government, and more than 100 were sent to Malaysia or Turkey to begin new lives, while 48 remained detained in Thai immigration cells.

During the decade that followed, some of the 48 have suffered health conditions and passed away in custody. In April 2018, Aziz Abdullah, 49, died in the overcrowded Suan Phlu immigration facility in central Bangkok. Two months later, Mattohti Mattursun, a 40-year-old, passed away in a Bangkok hospital.

Following a decade behind bars with no apparent release in sight, a few managed to escape their immigration cells and run away to Malaysia.

That is understandable, too, especially considering that former Malaysian PM Mahathir Mohamad in 2018 released 11 of them and sent them to Turkey, disregarding China's request to hand them to Beijing.

For those left behind bars, making an escape to Malaysia became the only option for them to win freedom and get away from the violence in their old homeland and the claustrophobic interiors of their dank immigration cells.

The big questions are how much longer will they have to stay in detention, and what is the Thai government going to do next?

Over the past decade, there have been accusations that international humanitarian groups have tried to help them and were always denied access. Meanwhile, the mouths of the Thai government and police officials have seemed zipped shut when asked about the case.

It is no surprise to hear rumours that Chinese authorities have regularly sent officials to check up on the detained Uyghurs during these 10 long years.

In making discussions about their present circumstances off limits, the Thai government has started tongues wagging among many about the influence China has here.

The truth of the matter is it is simply immoral to detain illegal migrants for 10 years.

So instead of kicking the can down the road and whistling while he walks, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, who proudly painted himself and his team of MPs as champions of democracy, must now show they have the backbone to resolve this conundrum.

The government must allow the National Human Rights Commission to visit, and it is about time the Uyghurs were granted access to opportunities to seek asylum in other countries.

Lest we forget, local law -- The Prevention and Suppression of Torture and Enforced Disappearance Act, 2022 -- prevents the Thai government from returning refugees and illegal entrants back to their country of origin if there are grounds that their lives will be endangered.

The government better act sooner rather than later. Do not forget that this year, the Thai government is vying for a seat on the United Nations Human Rights Commission later this year. Apart from doing the right thing, letting these Uyghurs seek asylum would also be prudent.
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									Education woes aren't about funding								
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																The education ministry has always received the largest share of the fiscal budget. The Thai government's investment in education is actually comparable to that of developed nations based on the percentage of national budgets.
In the past decade, the education ministry has consistently received the highest budget allocation. It was only this year that it came second to the interior ministry. Nevertheless, the 328 billion baht it received for 2024 is essentially the same as the year before.

Therefore, it is a mystery why Thai students still fall far behind their global peers. Can more funding remedy this? No, the money might not be a solution as long as the Thai education system is entrenched in bureaucratic inertia, failing to keep up with the world.

What hinders Thai education is not the lack of funding. It is the education bureaucracy's lack of will to fix the inefficient system for fear of losing the status quo. Therefore, this significant budget has not translated into quality education.

Thai students' performance has been declining over the past decade. The Programme for International Student Assessment (Pisa) assessment evaluates 15-year-olds' skills in math, science, and reading across 81 countries every three years. The Pisa tests consistently reveal that Thai students seriously lag behind other nations. Their poor performance in 2022 was even worse than in 2018, continuing a downward trend since 2012.

This calls for a serious overhaul of the educational system.

The allocation of the 2024 education budget shows which direction Thailand will head to and how much we can hope.

According to the draft budget for the 2024 fiscal year, which received House approval in its first reading in January, the education ministry received 328 billion, almost the same as the previous year. The Office of the Basic Education Commission (Obec) gets the largest share of 252 billion (77%), an increase of 400 million baht from the previous year.

Obec oversees over 29,000 public schools, more than 245 regional offices, and over 500,000 personnel in the universal education system.

The breakdown shows that salaries for personnel take up the biggest share, at 184 billion baht (73%). This is followed by a subsidy scheme for the "15-year Free Education Programme" (FEP) for six million students from kindergarten to high school, amounting to 39 billion baht (16%).

Meanwhile, 10 billion baht (11%) goes to building construction and renovation, 8 billion baht (4%) for additional personnel, 5.9 billion baht for operational costs, 3 billion baht for special projects, and 900 million baht for some 40 extra projects.

Devils in the detail

A close look at the budget reveals a big gap between the budget for ordinary schools and those focusing on science and mathematics, or STEM education, so-called "science- and STEM-focused schools". While students in ordinary public schools receive about 6,100 baht per person, science- and STEM-focused schools receive 770 million baht for 4,620 students, averaging 16,826 baht per student, a difference of 27 times.

This year's educational budget introduces a 482-million-baht project called "Learning Any Time, Any Place" to promote digital learning. Although this project can complement in-class teaching, measures must be taken to prevent overlap with existing online platforms and avoid giving teachers extra administrative burdens.

Meanwhile, schools are assigned to conduct more than 40 projects unrelated to classroom instruction. This year's budget for these projects is 626 million baht, a decrease from the previous year's allocation of 710 million baht. While most projects receive less funding, the anti-drug and morally responsible young entrepreneur programmes receive more financial support.

Teachers must provide financial reports for these extracurricular programmes as well as 20 other subsidy schemes that target different groups of students.

Hope for change?

Following Thai students' latest poor Pisa test results in 2022, researcher Pongtat Vanichanan of the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI) recommended three measures to improve education quality.

First and foremost, reduce teachers' administrative burdens so they can focus on improving classroom teaching. Next, reform the outdated core curriculum. Equally important, improve small schools' education quality and efficiency by merging, creating school networks, and increasing local community participation.

The 2024 education budget allocations do not provide much hope for change, however.

The current core curriculum has been in use for 15 years without major change. The same old syllabus still gives weight to passive rote learning over analytical training and other learning skills. Therefore, our education, as a result, fails to foster critical thinking and creativity.

While this curriculum needs a major overhaul, it does not receive any budget allocation, not even for some adjustments or any preparations for a new curriculum. Apparently, the essential change needed to improve education equality will not happen in the near future.

According to the TDRI survey, the biggest barrier to teachers' primary duty of teaching is the time-consuming task of completing and submitting financial reports for numerous projects. To enable teachers to fully concentrate on teaching, the next education budget should, therefore, cut the number of these projects. This is possible by cutting some, merging similar projects, or using the same school performance indicators to reduce teachers' administrative burdens and ensure accountability.

Paradoxically, despite a sizeable share of the budget going to educational personnel, a large number of schools still face teacher shortages, especially small primary schools, where 94% lack full staffing.

This situation is reflected in the Pisa results, where small, understaffed schools perform significantly worse, reflecting disparity in the school system. Since it requires an extra 50,000 teachers to address the teacher shortage in every school, merging small schools in the same area would be more cost-effective and enable students to have a better quality education.

However, community participation is vital. Local communities should have a say in the management, with a clear commitment from the government to support these merged schools adequately. Closing down small schools in remote areas where merging is not possible should be avoided. Instead, the government should provide sufficient support and incentives to attract teachers based on each school's different needs rather than adhering to uniform rules and regulations.

Judging from the allocation of the new education budget, the best one can hope for is the new digital learning platform, a possible decline in drug problems in schools, and better performance in a few science- and STEM-focused schools.

For the majority of schools, however, the outlook is grim. The pain points persist, whether it's in the core curriculum, teachers' workload, or management inefficiency.

Without education reform, Thailand is condemning its future generations to a perpetual cycle of underperformance, hindering their ability to thrive in an increasingly competitive global landscape.



Thunhavich Thitiratsakul is a researcher at TDRI. Policy analyses from the TDRI appear in the Bangkok Post on alternate Wednesdays.
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									The concept of degrowth leads to a dead end								

															

																The concept of degrowth has recently captured the imagination of academics, activists, and politicians -- particularly in rich countries -- who are concerned about environmental sustainability and socioeconomic justice.
Last May, the European Parliament organised a Beyond Growth Conference. Since then, a spate of articles (including in leading scientific journals) has documented the rise of this once-niche movement, which calls for abandoning GDP growth as a goal, reducing energy and material use, and focusing economic activity on human well-being.

But despite the fervour of its adherents, the degrowth movement lacks a coherent theory of change and is thus a dead end. While the ideals that underpin the movement and some of its proposals, such as universal access to public services and a green jobs guarantee, resonate powerfully, its overarching goals are politically impractical. Moreover, because degrowth is an all-or-nothing strategy, it would actually impede progress on climate policy.

For starters, degrowth is premised on the idea that "the system" is to blame for our climate predicament, which implies that the solution is to abolish capitalism. In this context, advocates do not view incremental progress toward the movement's stated goals, such as reduced working hours or targeted bans on highly polluting activities, as a step in the right direction; on the contrary, they interpret such changes as a way for policymakers to defend the current system against criticism. In other words, reform is anti-revolutionary.

At the international level, degrowth calls for actively shrinking rich economies and launching a voluntary transfer of resources to the Global South. Notwithstanding abstract social-justice considerations, this would be a political non-starter: when fewer resources are available, countries become less, not more, generous. Even now, when advanced economies are expanding, securing adequate funding for the Loss and Damage Fund operationalised at last year's United Nations Climate Change Conference in Dubai has proven difficult.

On a societal level, degrowthers urge a collective moral awakening. If only people fully grasped the damage caused by the current economic model, the thinking goes, they would rapidly embrace an ascetic lifestyle. They would give up meat, flying, SUVs, and other carbon-intensive products and services.

But while proponents of degrowth imagine an enlightened society, betting on the moral improvement of humankind is a poor wager. As philosopher Emrys Westacott has shown, most world religions have long preached simple living. It is safe to assume, given the state of the planet, that these calls for moderation have done little to tame the relentless drive for consumption. Expecting a moral revolution to kickstart structural transformation is like waiting for Godot.

In fact, a backlash against the current pace of climate action -- which is far from sufficient -- is already gaining steam, with nationalist parties running in several upcoming elections exploiting fears about greener lifestyles. In this context, the idea that a swift change of heart among the rich would make degrowth politically feasible looks even more unrealistic.

The politics of climate change and environmental policy are complex precisely because of the need to balance people's immediate demands for quality of life, affordable energy, and economic security with long-term sustainability. As the New York Times' Ezra Klein eloquently put it, the degrowth movement is "trying to take the politics out of politics" and is "attacking the flaws of the current strategy as not moving fast enough when the impediments are political, but then not accepting the impediments to its own political path forward".

Instead of trying to halt growth, we must redefine and reorient our growth patterns toward sustainability so that we can reconcile the persistent desire to consume more with the imperative to make greener choices. Technological advances, renewable energy, and a shift toward a circular economy offer ways to align economic progress with environmental stewardship.

The political obstacles facing the degrowth movement are insurmountable, which is why its newfound prominence will prove ephemeral. The most degrowthers can hope to achieve is to prod a privileged few toward more sustainable consumption habits. To the extent that it is successful, the movement will contribute, albeit modestly, to mitigating the effects of climate change.

As climate experts often remind us, there is no silver bullet for global warming. Avoiding a climate catastrophe demands a multifaceted strategy comprising multiple solutions. But degrowth is not one of them. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Alessio Terzi is an economist at the European Commission and the author of 'Growth for Good: Reshaping Capitalism to Save Humanity from Climate Catastrophe'.
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									Not all are celebrating this year								

															

																Last week, just days before International Women's Day, the United Nations Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, Pramila Patten, issued a report following her team's visit to Israel and the West Bank.
This visit was prompted by the heinous attack by Hamas terrorists on Israel on Oct 7, 2023, in which more than 1,200 people, including 39 Thai nationals, were killed. Thousands more were injured, and more than 240 were taken to Gaza to be used as hostages and human shields. Some 134 hostages remain in Gaza, including eight Thai nationals.

The visit aimed to shed light on allegations of conflict-related sexual violence -- a grievous violation of human rights and dignity.

The evidence gathered during this meticulously conducted visit is both thorough and harrowing. Ms Patten's team, equipped with a vast array of technical expertise, engaged in meetings with Israeli national institutions, conducted confidential interviews with survivors, witnesses, and first responders, and reviewed thousands of photographic images and footage.

Despite the challenges faced in evidence collection -- amplified by the brutality of the attacks and the complexities of an active conflict zone -- the findings present a clear and convincing picture of sexual violence, including rape, sexualised torture, and inhuman treatment against hostages, that are likely ongoing against those still held in captivity.

The mission found that sexual violence occurred at multiple locations during the Oct 7 attacks, with victims subjected to unspeakable atrocities. This violence not only scars the survivors and the families of the victims, but also our collective humanity. On International Women's Day, a day dedicated to celebrating the social, economic, cultural, and political achievements of women worldwide, these findings are a stark reminder of the vulnerabilities women face, particularly in conflict zones.

Hamas, recognised globally for its terror activities, has once again shown a blatant disregard for human life and dignity. These acts of sexual violence serve as a grim testament to the terror inflicted by Hamas not just on Israelis but also on the very fabric of our shared humanity. Such actions cannot and should not be separated from the broader context of terrorism that seeks to destabilise and destroy.

The call by Ms Patten for a fully-fledged investigation into these violations is not only welcome but essential. It is a call to the international community to stand united in the face of terror and to ensure that those responsible for such heinous acts are held accountable. Justice for the victims and survivors of these attacks is non-negotiable.

Furthermore, the immediate and unconditional release of all individuals held in captivity by Hamas is imperative. The protection of these individuals, including from sexual violence, is a matter of urgent humanitarian concern. The international community must exert pressure on Hamas and other groups to adhere to basic human rights standards.

In the spirit of International Women's Day, I urge the global community to condemn in the strongest terms the actions of Hamas and to stand in solidarity with the victims and survivors of sexual violence. It is also a moment to reaffirm our commitment to the safety and empowerment of women and girls worldwide, ensuring their voices are heard and their rights protected, especially in conflict situations.

This is a call to action for all nations and individuals who cherish human dignity and justice. Let us work together to address and eliminate sexual violence in conflict, holding perpetrators accountable, supporting survivors, and moving towards a world where the rights and dignity of every individual are upheld.



Orna Sagiv is the Ambassador of Israel to Thailand.
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									The push African women need to escape poverty								

															

																What do poverty, climate change, and conflict have in common? They are among the biggest challenges confronting Africa, and they all disproportionately affect women living in poverty or on the margins of society.
African countries seeking to drive sustainable development -- and address the triple challenge of poverty, climate change, and conflict -- must help women in poverty realise their potential. By investing in and scaling up evidence-backed interventions that increase women's control over income, ownership of productive assets, and decision-making in the household, policymakers can boost human capital, improve gender equality, and expand inclusive economic opportunities.

One approach that has been working in several countries is to provide people living in extreme poverty with a productive asset (such as cows, goats, or supplies for small-scale trade like a sewing machine), support to meet their basic needs, and intensive coaching for a roughly two-year period. Often referred to as the Graduation approach, this set of interventions was developed by the Bangladesh-based NGO Building Resources Across Communities (Brac) to give people the multifaceted "big push" they need to escape poverty.

Women, in particular, have benefited greatly from the Graduation approach. For starters, there is rigorous evidence that it can increase women's productivity. In Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, Graduation interventions contributed to an increase in women's off-farm enterprise employment and, thus, the labour supply. In Bangladesh, they significantly increased earnings from women-led income-generating activities.

Moreover, a multifaceted approach that includes gender-sensitive coaching, life-skills training, and community engagement can help women in poverty overcome the psychological and social challenges stemming from gender-based discrimination, social exclusion, and limited education. For example, women who received psychosocial support through the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program reported improvements in psychological well-being and social cohesion, as well as a reduction in domestic violence. And after a Graduation pilot in Kenya provided women in poverty with mentorship and training, women's empowerment -- as measured by confidence, leadership, and local committee membership -- increased significantly.

Such progress in social and economic empowerment has had positive spillover effects. In Kenya, the two-year Rural Entrepreneur Access Programme (Reap) - which provided training, mentorship, and asset grants to small groups of women to start businesses -- yielded substantial economic benefits for both participants and their non-enrolled neighbours. This is partly because Reap increased the value participants placed on economic advancement, which they passed along to other women in their communities.

Recognising the importance of a big-push approach, several African governments, including Kenya, Rwanda, and South Africa, are exploring Graduation-style programmes and how to incorporate them into existing systems. For example, the government of Rwanda launched a national Graduation strategy in 2022 to empower people in more than 900,000 households in poverty to develop sustainable, long-term livelihoods.

Another evidence-backed Brac initiative that shows promise at scale is the Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescents (ELA) model, whereby young women and adolescent girls work with "near peer" mentors who provide training sessions on life skills including reproductive and sexual health, as well as financial literacy and entrepreneurship. In Uganda, adolescent girls in communities with ELA programmes were more likely to earn a livelihood, while their rates of teen pregnancy and early marriage fell sharply.

Building on these proven approaches, Brac, in partnership with the Mastercard Foundation, has devised Accelerating Impact for Young Women. This five-year programme aims to equip adolescent girls and young women with age-appropriate entrepreneurship, employability, and life-skills training. In 2023 -- the first year of implementation -- more than 70,000 participants enrolled in the programme in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, and Uganda, and more than 630 savings groups were formed. Participants have collectively saved US$140,000 (4.9 million baht), and nearly 20,000 of them have received support to start their own livelihoods.

The evidence is clear: investing in marginalised women and girls can lead to transformative change. By embracing proven approaches, African countries can improve their economic future and help build a better, more equitable world. They already have the resources, the evidence, and the technical knowledge. All that is needed now is the political will to act. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Rudo Kayombo is Regional Director of Africa at BRAC International.
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        Springtime splendour
        As the temperature approaches 40C, Kasetsart University Kamphaeng Saen Campus in Nakhon Pathom evokes the springtime vibe of Ueno Park in Japan as a sea of pink trumpet trees begin to blossom.

      

      
        Siam Society presents a talk on conservation
        Siam Society is holding a lecture on "One Planet, One Chance", conducted by Joakim Odelberg, one of Sweden's most respected conservation film and photojournalists, producers and underwater filmmakers, on March 21 at 7pm.

      

      
        Aussie film festival returns to Bangkok
        The Australian short film festival Flickerfest will return to Bangkok as part of a selection of movies to be screened at Chulalongkorn University Centenary Park, Phaya Thai Road, tomorrow from 6pm to 8pm.

      

      
        Places to enjoy nature's beauty around Asia
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									A Coca-Cola culinary collab

									Thailand gets hyped with F.hero and chef Pom
								

								Coca-Cola just dropped Foodmarks in the Asean and South Pacific region, and it is next level.
								Foodmarks is all about creating a cultural movement that celebrates local flavours and rhythms. For Coca-Cola, it's all about uncovering hidden gems in your city. Turning legendary food shops that have been cookin' up magic for generations into epicentres of real magic. Think epic eats, unforgettable nights with your crew, great beats, and the perfect ice-cold bottle of Coca-Cola to fuel it all.

Thailand is kicking off Foodmarks with a music video that'll have you craving all the street food while bopping your head. Titled "Epic Night Out", the video features the legendary Thai rapper F.Hero and the OG foodie boss, chef Pom.

Originally composed by F. Hero, the lyrics are peppered with famous street food delicacies and locations where Thailand's Gen Zs often frequent. The music video tells the story of two legends meeting for the first time and having an epic night out with Bangkok street food and ice-cold Coca Cola. Badmixy, one of the most trending influencers in Thailand and well-known for documenting the latest food and beverage trends in the country, also joins in the fun with a cameo appearance in the film. A trail of Easter eggs in the film is sure to surprise and excite fans.

According to TeeJae Sonza, Coca Cola's senior director, marketing, "By blending the scene's culinary attributes as represented by chef Pom with one of the hottest names in the Thai music scene, F.Hero, we hope to provide fresh ways for Gen Z trailblazers to bring their tribe together to enjoy and vibe with these often-iconic food destinations." 

The dream team, along with F.Hero's fashion-forward Coke Cutlery Crew (it's a vibe!) in this MV takes you on an exciting ride through Bangkok's electrifying street food scene. Get ready for drool-worthy close-ups, a catchy #CokeFlip dance move you gotta learn and even custom Coca-Cola tuk-tuks because why not? The "Epic Night Out" is just the appetiser for the Coca-Cola Foodmarks experience. There's more exciting happenings to hit the streets such as Interactive Food Fests where Bangkok's vibrant street food scene gets an epic audiovisual takeover in April Get ready for a mind-blowing sensory experience that'll leave you hungry for more.

Watch the music video here youtube.com/watch?v=t-ZaL_Ad9fQ.
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									New movies out this week: March 14-20

									Let's see how Poj Arnon included the recreation of Sukhumvit 11 brawl into the latest instalment of 'Hor Taew Tak'
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 Bob Marley: One Love


Directed by Reinaldo Marcus Green.

Who's in it?

Kingsley Ben-Adir, Lashana Lynch and James Norton.

What's it about?

The story of how reggae icon Bob Marley overcame adversity and the journey behind his revolutionary music.

Why watch it?

Bob Marley's son, Ziggy Marley, approved the casting of Kingsley Ben-Adir as his late father.
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 Hor Taew Tak: The Finale


Directed by Poj Arnon.

Who's in it?

Jaturong Mokjok, Jaroenporn Onlamai, Wiradit Srimalai, Channarong Khuntee-tao, Kanticha Chumma and Archariya Sritha. 

What's it about?

The film mocks the trends of Thailand. Strange stories occur, both ghosts and people, in this "sapayod" village.  Who or what exactly is this from? How can the evil ghost who is said to be better than the mother?  

Why watch it?

The end of the trilogy of "Oh My Ghost". 
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 Gekijo-ban Supai Famiri Kodo: Howaito (Spy X Family Code: White)


Directed by Kazuhiro Furuhashi.

Who's in it?

Takuya Eguchi, Atsumi Tanezaki and Saori Hayami.

What's it about?

After receiving an order to be replaced in Operation Strix, Loid decides to help Anya win a cooking competition at Eden Academy by making the principal's favorite meal in order to prevent his replacement.

Why watch it?

Follows "Spy x Family" (2022).
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 Perfect Blue


Directed by Satoshi Kon.

Who's in it?

Junko Iwao, Rica Matsumoto, Shiho Niiyama, Masaaki Okura, Shinpachi Tsuji and Emiko Furukawa.

What's it about?

A pop singer gives up her career to become an actress, but she slowly goes insane when she starts being stalked by an obsessed fan and what seems to be a ghost of her past.

Why watch it?

Based on the anime film of the same name, which is loosely based on the novel "Pafekuto Buru: Kanzen Hentai" (Perfect Blue: Complete Metamorphosis) by Yoshikazu Takeuchi.
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 No Way Up


Directed by Claudio Fah.

Who's in it?

Colm Meaney, Will Attenborough and Jeremias Amoore.

What's it about?

Characters from different backgrounds are thrown together when the plane they're travelling on crashes into the Pacific Ocean. A nightmare fight for survival ensues with the air supply running out and dangers creeping in from all sides.

Why watch it?

For the goofs. The landing gear shown is from a wide body or jumbo jet. The Vista jet in the movie is a single aisle 737/A320 series plane not utilising this gear.
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 May December


Directed by Todd Haynes.

Who's in it?

Natalie Portman, Julianne Moore, Chris Tenzis and Charles Melton.

What's it about?

Middle aged Gracie lives a happy, well settled life with her husband. Some years ago she was involved in an unsavory scandal but for her it is all in the past. Movie actress Elizabeth is on a visit to this home and she is on a mission. This visit is a part of her preparation to play the role of Gracie in a movie being made. As she goes about talking to the family members Gracie wonders whether Elizabeth will uncover some secrets from her past and will some skeletons be revealed.

Why watch it?

Moore did not notice Portman was improvising by mimicking her mannerisms in some scenes until later into filming.
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									Springtime splendour

									If you're in Nakhon Pathom this week, don't miss the pink trumpet trees at Kasetsart University
								

								As the temperature approaches 40C, Kasetsart University Kamphaeng Saen Campus in Nakhon Pathom evokes the springtime vibe of Ueno Park in Japan as a sea of pink trumpet trees begin to blossom.
								According to the university, the best time to see the bloom is from Sunday until March 16. On Wattana Satien Sawat Road, the university spent more than 30 years growing over 200 pink trumpet trees to create a floral path, with the full bloom occurring between late February and mid-March.

It has become a popular destination for residents and tourists to celebrate the arrival of summer in Thailand. While horses grazed over the meadow, I chose to wander by a small canal and observe tourists posing like models and immersing themselves in the 3.5km tunnel of pink flowers.

After an hour admiring the natural beauty, visitors can pretend to be treasure hunters and explore the historic town of Nakhon Pathom, which was once a major trading hub along the banks of the Tha Chin River. Situated in the heart of the city, Wat Phra Ngam transports visitors back to the 12th and 16th Buddhist centuries when Dvaravati culture expanded its territory into Kamphaeng Saen and Nakhon Pathom.

This temple was declared a national historical monument in 1935 and boasts a sizable, ruined stupa on a hill, which is believed to have been built during the 11th and 12th centuries. A rare collection of white stone Buddha statues, lifelike demon-shaped sculptures, and clay votive tablets from the Dvaravati period were discovered during the excavation five years ago and relocated to the National Museum Bangkok.

During the Ayutthaya period, an old viharn with a Chinese junk-like base was erected to transport pilgrims through the cycle of life, according to Buddhist beliefs. Then, it was abandoned before being restored in the reign of King Rama V and a clay Buddha head was found by Prince Damrong Rajanubhab as he was touring the country to bring improvements to rural areas.

[image: ]
Floating among red lotuses.
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At the Red Lotus Floating Market, a sea of red lotuses blossom all day.



Located 5km away, the remnants of the Dvaravati civilisation can be seen at Wat Phra Pathon Chedi Worawihan where a massive Dvaravati-style stupa was constructed out of red bricks and laterite. It was reconstructed on the same location after collapsing during the Ayutthaya period, and its base was embellished with stuccos that portrayed the life of the Lord Buddha.

Restored during the reign of King Rama IV, this stupa was classified as a national historical monument by the Fine Arts Department in 1940 and underwent renovations in 1968 and 2007. In order to invoke wealth and good fortune, pilgrims may sit in the ubosot and offer prayers to the highly revered Chiang Saen-style statue of Luang Pho To, the sandstone statue of Luang Pho Dam-Daeng, and relics of Buddha.

According to legend, the Thon Phrom Brahmin family, who immigrated to this town from India, built a stone house to contain an old gold scale that was formerly used to gather Buddha's relics. In 590, Thao Sri Sitthichai Phromthep asked the Brahman family for some gold measure so that he could exchange Buddha relics with the ruler of Lanka (modern-day Sri Lanka), but they were denied.

For this reason, Thao Sri Sitthichai Phromthep dispatched an army to take their gold and might have built Phra Pathom Chedi to house Buddha's relics from Lanka. Later, Phra Chao Kaka Wannadisarat of the Lavo kingdom built Phra Pathon Chedi in 656 to contain an archaic gold measure.

[image: ]
A ruined stupa from the Dvaravati era located in Wat Phra Ngam.
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Another legend has it that Phraya Phan Thong was exiled from the palace because an astrologer had prophesied that he would murder his father, Phraya Kong, the monarch of the Nakhon Chai Si kingdom. Raised by poultry farmer Yai Hom, he learned from a wise ascetic until a ruler from Ratchaburi adopted him and appointed him a viceroy.

During that time, the Nakhon Chai Si kingdom ruled over Ratchaburi, so Phraya Phan Thong assisted his adoptive father in rebelling and killing Phraya Kong in a battle. When he realised Yai Hom raised him, he became furious and murdered her. As a penance, he built Phra Pathom Chedi and Phra Pathon Chedi as a tribute for Phraya Kong and Yai Hom.

This is the reason why worshippers today bring a large number of duck-shaped figurines to the Yai Hom Shrine, which is situated next to a pavilion of the Buddha's footprint. When it comes to finding a place for dinner after a long day, Phra Pathom Chedi's ground and the old market are both excellent options as they provide a wide selection of affordable street cuisine, local sweets and beverages.

The next morning, I headed to Bang Len district where a fish farm has been transformed into the Red Lotus Floating Market to reflect rural life. Opened in 2017, this old market resumed business nine months ago after a three-year hiatus and it is currently attracting domestic tourists and visitors from China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea.

Located along an irrigation canal, it is away from the highway and stretches 45 rai among a labyrinth of verdant plantations and rice paddies. At its heart, there's a massive 24 rai pond where visitors can take a pleasant 30-minute boat ride to fully immerse themselves in the vibrant sea of native red lotus and pink-purple lotus in full bloom.
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Wat Phra Pathon Chedi Worawihan was built in the Dvaravati period.
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"About 10 years ago, our owners noticed that Nakhon Pathom's tourist industry was expanding, so we transformed a fish farm into a tourist attraction where visitors could come and experience the way of life and wisdom of the waterside community. We grew two different kinds of lotus throughout the course of two years: the pink-purple Dang Mamuea lotus and the native red lotus found at Nong Han Lake in Udon Thani," said manager Suppachai Sunthonwiphat of the Red Lotus Floating Market.

"Using conventional agricultural practices, we eliminated chemicals from our land, and have improved the quality of water and soil to extend the life of our lotuses. We employ smart switch on/off technology to prevent chemical spills from surrounding fish and shrimp farms into our lotus pond."

A fleet of over 10 paddle boats, each accommodating five passengers, is moored at a dock and offers a 100 baht voyage against the backdrop of the azure sky. To capture priceless vacation moments with natural marvels, visitors can pay an extra 200 baht for vintage Thai costume services and 300 baht for drone photography services.

Visitors can view lotuses in bloom at any time of the day or night, as the natural red lotus usually shines from 9pm to 10.30am and the Dang Mamuea blooms from 8am to 7pm. Meanwhile, local vendors offer a variety of street food for a light meal and Bua Cafe serves miang kleeb bua (fresh lotus petals comes with dried shrimp, peanuts, sliced lemons, chilli, shallots, ginger and salt-chilli dip).

[image: ]
Sireeruckhachati Nature Learning Park is covered with an extensive array of herbal plants.
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My next stop was the hidden Sireeruckhachati Nature Learning Park in Mahidol University Salaya Campus. In addition to providing a refuge for students to unwind and breathe fresh air, it allows guests to take a stroll and discover Thailand's herbal plants.

Covering 140 rai under the canopy of tall native trees, it is divided into seven zones where visitors can rent a bike or scooter for an hour-long self-guided tour. I decided to explore on foot, starting with the herbal garden and moved on to a zingiberaceous plant collection and a herbal area.

Visitors can learn about the various properties by scanning a QR code with their smartphone. For instance, the husks and seeds of Indian putat may heal mouth ulcers, the root of a star gooseberry can treat skin conditions and lower fever, the fruit and seeds of the java plum can relieve diarrhoea and dysentery, and wild teas can nourish impaired kidneys.

A wooden walkway along the lake is a good viewpoint to take in the striking scenery of green landscapes, while the nearby bird watching towers provide visitors with the opportunity to observe the lifestyles of the Asian brown flycatcher, taiga flycatcher, scarlet-backed flowerpecker, yellow-vented bulbuls and large hawk cuckoo.

After a quick walk from the herbal park to the Little Tree Grocery, I ended up cooling myself on a hot day with an iced matcha latte and a matcha soya chocolate cake. Opened in December, this is the latest addition to the College of Music's Artist Residency, which is designed to be a community space where people of all ages may gather and exchange experiences.

Standing between a large pond and a lush garden, the cafe uses organic herbal plants from the owner's home in Sam Phran district to create a wide range of healthy pastries, beverages and other condiments such as mulberry and roselle jam, lemon olive oil cakes, chilli cheese bagels and double chocolate cranberry sourdough.

[image: ]
Little Tree Grocery offers a wide range of pastries and coffee with organic herbs.
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"This is the second branch of Little Tree Grocery in Sam Phran district. It is close to Bangkok, and provides convenience for our urban customers to stop by and grab some of their favourites like grandma's custard in coconut. We use organic herbs to spice up pastries and beverages, while a coffee roaster in Nakhon Pathom supplies us coffee blends," said Sirilak Riubamrung, an owner of Little Tree Garden and Whispering Cafes.

For those seeking keepsakes, this shop also provides a range of selected daily goods from different communities as well as home-cooked food alternatives, such as small shrimp paste and nipa palm sugar from Chumphon, and honey from Lamphun and Nakhon Si Thammarat.

Travel info

 


	Red Lotus Floating Market is located on Kan Prapa Nakhon Luang Road, Bang Len district, Nakhon Pathom. It's open Monday to Friday from 8am-5pm, and Saturday to Sunday from 7am-6pm. Call 081-259-7667 or visit facebook.com/RedLotusFloatingMarket.

	Sireeruckhachati Nature Learning Park is located in Mahidol University Salaya Campus on Phutthamonthon Sai 4 Road, Nakhon Pathom. It's open Wednesday to Sunday from 6am-6pm. Tickets are priced at 30 baht for students, 50 baht for adults and 150 baht for foreigners. Call 02-441-5272-4 or visit sireepark.mahidol.ac.th.

	Little Tree Grocery is in Artist Residency, College of Music, Mahidol University. It's open daily from 8am-6pm. Call 086-306-4852 or visit facebook.com/LittleTreeGrocery.
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The iconic pink trumpet tree tunnel at Kamphaeng Saen Campus of Kasetsart University is expected to reach peak bloom this weekend.
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									Siam Society presents a talk on conservation

									
								

								Siam Society is holding a lecture on "One Planet, One Chance", conducted by Joakim Odelberg, one of Sweden's most respected conservation film and photojournalists, producers and underwater filmmakers, on March 21 at 7pm.
								Storytelling is a powerful tool for raising awareness about conservation. By crafting compelling narratives, one can create emotional connections and foster public engagement in ways that facts and statistics cannot alone achieve.

In this lecture, Odelberg exemplifies the impactful use of narrative, addressing crucial environmental issues such as endangered species, coral bleaching, and plastic pollution's impact on marine life.

His projects and lectures effectively convey the urgency of these issues, serving as a call to action by inspiring collective action towards environmental stewardship and sustainable living.

In sparking important conversation topics surrounding the climate crisis, he's currently focusing his attention on the environmental challenges faced in Thailand and he is eager to use his platform to help build a more sustainable future.

Through the lens of photojournalism and storytelling, his unique approach emphasises emotional connection, which catalyses fostering empathy and driving positive change in land and sea conservation efforts globally.

Odelberg is also a renowned lecturer and content creator who has lectured throughout Sweden and internationally.

The fee is 300 baht (free for members and students).  To book a seat, email pinthip@thesiamsociety.org or  call 02-661-6470--3 ext 203.
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									Aussie film festival returns to Bangkok

									
								

								The Australian short film festival Flickerfest will return to Bangkok as part of a selection of movies to be screened at Chulalongkorn University Centenary Park, Phaya Thai Road, tomorrow from 6pm to 8pm.
								Presented by the Australian embassy, the festival will showcase Australian filmmaking talent through eight short films. They include a parody of a dating reality show where an 18th century couple live together in the modern day; a retired Aussie superhero who tries to rejoin the workforce; and a young office worker who uncovers the flaws in his stop-motion universe.

The line-up includes four comedy short films -- Wonder Down Under directed by Declan Arrighi; White Lies by Greg Moran; The Best Dumplings In Melbourne by Brendan Wan; and Married At First Fleet by Blythe Ashton.

The others will be An Ostrich Told Me The World Is Fake And I Think I Believe It, an animation by Lachlan Pendragon; Somethings Not Quite Right, a drama by Tom Cornwall; The Moogai, a horror by Jon Bell; and Bunker: The Last Fleet, a sci-fi by Stephen Potter and Rowan Pullen.

[image: ]
Wonder Down Under. Australian Embassy



Flickerfest is Australia's leading competitive international short film festival that celebrates masterful, creative and impactful storytelling and the most original voices from filmmakers across the globe.

For 33 years, it has hailed filmmakers from at home in Australia and around the world to celebrate their stories on the big screen.

All films have Thai subtitles. The event is open to the public free of charge.

To register, visit bit.ly/AusFlickerfest.
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									Places to enjoy nature's beauty around Asia

									
								

								To celebrate the launch of Eco Deals 2024, which will contribute US$1 million (35.6 million baht) to World Wide Fund for Nature, Agoda has revealed Asia's Top 9 Nature Destinations based on searches conducted on its platform in January and is offering savings of up to 15%.
								Travellers seeking ideas on how to spend Thailand's upcoming holiday season have the chance to revitalise their spirits and re-establish a connection with nature.

Khao Yai, Thailand

Khao Yai is a natural oasis and home to Thailand's first Unesco national park renowned for diverse wildlife. Just a two-hour drive from Bangkok, visitors can experience sprawling rainforests, go on safari to observe food-seeking activities of wild elephants, the Asian black bear and hornbills, or trek to famous waterfalls like Haew Narok and Haew Suwat.

[image: ]
Pykara Lake in Ooty, India. photo courtesy of Naufal MQ



Ooty, India

Known as the Queen of Hills, Ooty is nestled in Nilgiri Hills and is part of the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve. It has the largest protected forest area in India and is a charming town with beautiful lakes and gardens. Ooty is a sanctuary for nature enthusiasts to enjoy boating, safaris and hiking, which makes it the perfect getaway to experience India's natural beauty.

[image: ]
Mount Rinjani-Lombok Unesco Global Geopark. photo courtesy of rob_travel



Lombok, Indonesia

Mount Rinjani-Lombok Unesco Global Geopark in Indonesia boasts diverse landscapes, including savannas and tropical forests shaped by volcanic rocks. Standing at 3,726m, Mount Rinjani offers a breathtaking view from the summit and Segara Anak Lake attracts Hindu pilgrims.

[image: ]
Mount Fuji. photo courtesy of nutty45934



Hakone, Japan

Surrounded by mountains, Hakone greets visitors with breathtaking scenery and a rich history. It is famous for hot springs, and cultural attractions like Lake Ashi and the Hakone Shrine throughout seasons. In addition to having easy access to Mount Fuji, visitors can enjoy diverse dining options and unique souvenirs.

Miri, Malaysia

The town of Miri serves as a gateway to the Unesco Gunung Mulu National Park, home to rainforests, wildlife and the Sarawak Chamber, the world's largest cave chamber. Visitors can hike Mount Api for breathtaking views, explore karst formations, and marvel at bat exoduses in Deer Cave via natural trails and boat trips.

Siquijor Island, Philippines

Known as the Mystical Island of Central Visayas, Siquijor is home to Mount Bandilaan where hikers can observe over 100 different species of butterflies and native flowers. Nestled in a lush rainforest, the enchanting Cambugahay Falls is said to have restorative powers, making it a serene escape from  urban life.

Jeongseon-gun, Gangwon-do,  South Korea

Gangwon's Jeongseon County provides a wide range of seasonal outdoor activities, from autumn explorations of Gariwangsan to winter excursions on Hambaeksan. Auraji Lake is perfect for rafting, and visitors can enjoy breathtaking views of the surrounding mountains and valleys while strolling along the thrilling Byeongbangchi Skywalk.

Hualien, Taiwan

The coastal town of Hualien offers stunning landscapes, rich cultural heritage and outdoor adventures. Taroko National Park boasts dramatic marble cliffs, lush forests and crystal-clear rivers, with hiking trails leading to breathtaking viewpoints, waterfalls and mountain temples.

Dalat, Vietnam

Dalat is a popular holiday destination surrounded by lakes, waterfalls and pine forests. Its moderate climate makes it a haven for adventurers to relish trekking, canyoning and botanical garden visits.

Find out more details atagoda.com/ecodeals.
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									Muay Thai boxers to mark World Wai Kru event

									
								

								Visitors to Ayutthaya Historical Park this Saturday and Sunday will have a chance to witness the World Wai Kru Muay Thai Ceremony 2024, with Wat Mahathat and Wat Langkha Khao serving as the major ritual grounds.
								Hundreds of Muay Thai boxers from all over the world will be participating in this year's holy ceremony to commemorate the age-old martial art of muay Thai and to express their thanks to masters and trainers in the traditional manner.

Highlights include the procession of muay Thai masters and boxers, the ritual of blessing and wearing the auspicious headband, and the highly anticipated Wai Kru Muay Thai dance. A muay Thai exhibition, Thai martial art performances, and the teaching of historic Thai boxing methods from several regions are also on view.

Alternatively, visitors can take part in various stamina tests and traditional muay Thai training drills like kicking a sack. When shopping for mementos, tourists will find a wide range of lovely handicrafts influenced by Aranyik bladesmithing, Yantra writing and tattooing.

Visit thailandfestival.org.

[image: ]
Sakura.



Cherry blossom season is around the corner

This year, the cherry blossom season in Tokyo and Kyoto is predicted to start on March 23 and last until April 1. Thus, Japan invites visitors to enjoy the beauty of Mother Nature in spring.

In Tokyo, when twilight descends, Ueno Park will be brightened by cherry blossom illuminations from Saturday until April 7. In addition, visitors can enjoy the Tokyo Spring Music Festival 2024, colourful parades, professional wrestling matches and the Hakubi Kyoto Kimono Academy's Kimono Show from March 22-31.

One of the best ways to spend time in Kyoto is to stroll down the 582m Keage Incline railway track at your own pace. During the Meiji period, the main mode of transportation was this old railway network, which moved boats up and down the steep slope by connecting the Kamo River with the Lake Biwa Canal.

It was restored in 1977 after the transportation system switched to road, and since then it has grown in popularity as a destination for tourists wanting to take in the sea of vivid cherry blossoms against a backdrop of verdant surroundings and the quaint old town.

Visit facebook.com/visitjapannow.

[image: ]
De L'Europe Amsterdam.



Celebrate tulip season with De L'Europe Amsterdam

De L'Europe Amsterdam is celebrating the magnificence of tulip season as spring bursts into full swing by giving a free night to guests who book a three-night stay. Prices for a Deluxe Room start at EU501 (19,393 baht) per night, and the package includes a complimentary breakfast for two as well as a dining experience at the canal-side brassiere Marie between March 21 and April 1.

The concierge team at the hotel can assist in organising exclusive access to Keukenhof, and guests will have a guided tour that starts with a picturesque drive through the charming streets of Lisse and ends at the fanciful gardens, which are brimming with tulips, daffodils, crocuses and hyacinths.

In addition, the Wunderkammer crew will provide a unique flower masterclass so that you enjoy the delights of spring.

Visit deleurope.com. 
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									Asia's 50 Best Restaurants announces 51-100 list

									Bangkok is represented by seven restaurants
								

								Asia's 50 Best Restaurants has  announced the list of restaurants ranked between 51st and 100th in the region ahead of its live awards ceremony.
								This year's 51-100 list welcomes 12 new entries.

The 51-100 list: A Snapshot

* Spanning the region, the 51-100 list includes restaurants from 16 cities. 

* Singapore and Tokyo lead the rankings with eight spots each with two and three new entries,

respectively. 

* Lamdre in Beijing is the 2024 recipient of the American Express One To Watch Award, and

debuts on the list at No.97. 

* Bangkok is represented by seven restaurants, including new entrant Haoma at No.90. 

* Hong Kong has six places on the list and a new entry with Howard's Gourmet at No.100

* Seoul occupies five spots on the list with three new entries: Solbam (No.65), Kwonsooksoo. 

(No.89) and Alla Prima (No.91)

* Shanghai and Mumbai claim three places each with a new entrant for the latter, The Bombay

Canteen at No.70. 

* The cities of Colombo, Gurugram, Kuala Lumpur, Macau, Manila, New Delhi, Shenzhen and Toyama each have one restaurant on the list. 

In Bangkok, Ms. Maria & Mr. Singh is No. 54; Blue by Alain Ducasse at No.63: Haoma at No.90; Wana Yook at No.92; Cote by Mauro Colagreco at No.93; Gaa at No.94 and Raan Jay Fai at No.95. 


[image: ]
Ms. Maria & Mr. Singh at No. 54
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Haoma at No.90.



[image: ]
Blue by Alain Ducasse at No.63.




The 2024 list of Asia's 50 Best Restaurants will be revealed at the awards ceremony held on March 26, 2024 in Seoul, South Korea. Hosted in collaboration with destination partner Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs (MAFRA) and the Seoul Metropolitan Government, the event programme will also comprise #50BestTalks, a thought-leadership forum exploring some of the most pertinent topics affecting the hospitality world today, with the title 'Food of the People'; the 50 Best Signature Sessions series of collaborative dining events open to the public, which sees 50 Best chefs cooking alongside renowned local talent for exclusive dining opportunities; a Chefs' Feast showcasing the finest cooking and ingredients that Seoul is renowned for; a 'Meet the Chefs' media roundtable event and the awards ceremony itself.

For the full 51-100 list, visit theworlds50best.com/asia/en.
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									Elevated yakiniku

									Prime cuts with price tags to match at The Great Yakiniku
								

								After having opened in Japan, Hong Kong and Malaysia, Yakiniku Great, which was founded by Shoji Tsugawa in Utsunomiya, opened its first and only Thai branch at Yard 49, a community mall in Sukhumvit 49, last year.
								[image: ]

In Bangkok where the word "yakiniku" often brings to mind all-you-can-eat do-it-yourself grilled meat, Yakiniku Great Bangkok offers something different by elevating a yakiniku meal through prime cuts, precise grilling technique and omakase experience. It also promises to offer only A5-rated, auction-grade wagyu with marbling scores from 11-12 from Shibaura Meat Market in Tokyo. The prized meat is flown in chilled, not frozen, to preserve its quality.

[image: ]

While you can order a la carte, Yakinuki Great can host an omakase yakiniku experience in a private room. If you're a beef buff with a deep wallet, you should go for one of the three omakase options, namely Premium, Kiwami and Great. Each costs a few grey notes.  

[image: ]

The "Omakase Great" option, the priciest, comes with 16 items, half of which are premium cuts, and a dedicated host who grills prized pieces of meats with specific precision for you and educates you on them along the way. 

[image: ]

Yukke tarte and Great salad kicked off the long meal. The former had parmesan sprinkles atop wagyu sashimi and the latter was refreshing and crisp with pecan crumbles. 

[image: ]

The Yakisashi part was served next alongside soy sauce cubes and fresh wasabi. It was the first melt-in-your-mouth moment and there were many more to come. Each side of the thin slice was cooked for seven seconds each and your host will clean the thong with lemon between pieces. There's an anatomy chart to show where these cuts come from a cow in case you're a wagyu geek.

The Fillet was next and cooked to a medium-rare perfection. Accompanying it was Sweet potato topped with melting butter and salt sprinkles. 

The Misuji slice was cooked for only three seconds on each side and complemented by tare sauce. The Tougarashi cut offered a leaner and chewier sensation, being cooked for three seconds on each side. 

[image: ]
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After several marbling pieces of meat, Warabimochi, aka water mochi jelly, was served next as a palate cleanser before the host cooked you Scallops topped with egg tartare and ikura pearls. Simply an explosion of flavours. Next, the mushroom, sprayed with seaweed-infused sake, offered an earthy and meaty sensation.

[image: ]

The highlight came with a slight fanfare as Chateaubriand with uni and rice, aka Uni Briand Don, was served on a special paper placemat bearing its name printed in gold colour, complete with an exclamation mark. It was such a tease as the meat of considerable thickness was cooked twice with a resting period in between so the meat retained all juiciness inside with the crusty surface. The succulent prime cut was topped with Bafun uni for a creamy texture and dressed with garlic butter soy sauce for extra umami.  

Next, the Kosan cut was briefly cooked and served with dashi soup and scallions before beef balls made of different parts in a cow's front leg were served and drenched in a tasty sauce. 

The Saikyo cut was marinated with miso before being grilled for seven seconds per side and it was served on top of Cold somen as a penultimate course. The Dessert of the day came in as a waffle with red beans and mochi stuffing.  

[image: ]

The Great Yakiniku closes on Wednesday and opens for lunch and dinner. Their beef cuts are prime but with price tags to match. Visit Yakiniku Great Bangkok on Facebook. 
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: March 13-19

									10 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, Prime Video, Discovery and Animal Planet
								

								Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!
								APPLE TV+

 

[image: ]

 Manhunt


Premieres on March 15

The seven-part true crime limited series revolves around one of the best-known but least-understood crimes in American history: the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. Based on the Edgar Award-winning and New York Times bestselling non-fiction book, "Manhunt: The 12-Day Chase for Lincoln's Killer" from author James L. Swanson, the series is a conspiracy thriller about Booth's dramatic escape from Ford's Theater in the final days of the American Civil War. He was chased by authorities through the streets of Washington D.C., across the swamps of Maryland, and into the forests of Virginia as the nation watched on in horror. 



NETFLIX

 

[image: ]

 Girls5eva: Season 3


Premieres on March 14

Sara Bareilles, Renee Elise Goldsberry, Busy Philipps, and Paula Pell star are the surviving members of a one-hit wonder girl group from the 90s who reunite in the present to try their hand at pop stardom one more time, all while juggling the responsibilities of adulthood (spouses, kids, jobs, debt, aging parents and shoulder pain). The members have reunited and recorded a new album, Returnity, so it's time for the next logical step: a comeback tour.  With no plan, tour manager, or venues secured, the ladies pile into a van and hit the great unknown, doing their damnedest to promote their album and get back on top.  In the process, Girls5eva will grapple with life on the road, see their relationships tested, play a billionaire's birthday party, sow their oats, confront parents they believe held them back, cross paths with the biggest pop star on the planet, and question if they really want "the big time" again.  Will Girls5eva fast-track their comeback and sell their tour documentary in the process? Or will the road destroy them?

 

[image: ]

 Irish Wish


Premieres on March 15

Maddie's dream guy is days away from marrying her best friend when a wish for true love made on an ancient stone in Ireland magically alters her fate.

 

[image: ]

 Chicken Nugget


Premieres on March 15

A woman steps into an odd machine and becomes... a chicken nugget?! Now, it's up to her father and admirer to embark on a zany quest to bring her back.

 

[image: ]

 Below Deck: Season 7


Premieres on March 15

As staff on a luxury yacht, a young crew navigates life at sea as workplace romances, demanding guests and waves of drama threaten their happy voyage.

 

[image: ]

 The Outreau Case


Premieres on March 15

A tragic affair of child abuse and catastrophic judicial error, this docuseries revisits the Outreau case, one of the biggest scandals in French history.



PRIME VIDEO

 

[image: ]

 Invincible: Season 2, Part 2


Premieres on March 14

Based on the ground-breaking comic book by Robert Kirkman, Cory Walker and Ryan Ottley, the story revolves around 18-year-old Mark Grayson, who's just like every other guy his age -- except his father is (or was) the most powerful superhero on the planet. Still reeling from Nolan's betrayal in Season One, Mark struggles to rebuild his life as he faces a host of new threats, all while battling his greatest fear -- that he might become his father without even knowing it.

 

[image: ]

 Frida


Premieres on March 15

An intimately raw and magical journey through the life, mind and heart of iconic artist Frida Kahlo is told through her own words for the very first time, drawn from her famed illustrated diary, revealing letters, essays and candid print interviews -- and brought vividly to life by lyrical animation inspired by her unforgettable artwork. Covering more than 40 years of her life, the filmmakers received unrestricted access to research materials, much never shown to the general public before.



DISCOVERY CHANNEL

 

[image: ]

 On the Roam: Season 1


Premieres on March 13

An eight-part cinematic docu-series following Jason Momoa as he travels the US chasing art, adventure and friendship through the lens of craftsmanship. 



ANIMAL PLANET

 

[image: ]

 Deadly By Nature


Premieres on March 14

The series reveals the methods and motivations of some of the world's most fascinating predators from their perspective. Evolution is a race and just as predators develop deadly devices, other animals find ways to avoid or exploit them.
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