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        SURAT THANI: A Russian suspect wanted in the extortion of 1.8 million baht in cryptocurrency from a Russian realtor couple on Koh Samui was arrested in Kazakhstan almost two years after being the run, bringing the total number of all six foreign suspects caught.
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        Scientists from several research centres are jointly studying the newly discovered plant, Jaeng Suranaree, to find its benefits and genetic distinction among other closely related plants.
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                                SURAT THANI: A Russian suspect wanted in the extortion of 1.8 million baht in cryptocurrency from a Russian realtor couple on Koh Samui was arrested in Kazakhstan almost two years after being the run, bringing the total number of all six foreign suspects caught.
Interpol arrested Danil Ugay in Kazakhstan and was sent back to Thailand via Suvarnabhumi airport by Air Astana flight on Friday evening. 

The 43-year-old Russian was wanted on an arrest warrant issued by the Koh Samui Provincial Court on Oct 3, 2022, for collusion in theft, physical assault without causing bodily or mental harm and coercing people through implied threats. 

Pol Lt Gen Suraphong Thanomjit, commissioner of the Provincial Police Region 8, assigned a police team to bring the suspect back to Koh Samui, a popular tourist island in Surat Thani province.

The police team showed him the arrest warrant, and the suspect admitted to being the person described in the warrant. The officers then escorted him to board a flight to Koh Samui airport. He was subsequently taken to Koh Samui police station.


[image: ]
Danil Ugay, 43, Russiann national, 43, the last suspect in the Samui extortion case is handed over to police at Suvarnabhumi airport on Friday. (Photo supplied/ Supapong Chaolan)




Evgenii Abdullin, 31, and his wife Ekaterna Abdullin, 31, both Russian nationals, filed their complaint with Pol Lt Col Udomsak Thappa, investigation chief at Koh Samui station, on Sept 15, 2022.

The couple reported that four foreign men arriving in a black van and two other foreign men on a red motorcycle confronted them in a coffee bar on Koh Samui. The group threatened them and extorted 1.8 million baht.

Police began the investigation that led to the identification of the suspects - three Kazakhstani nationals, two German nationals and one Russian.  

Among the suspects, Andrey Nizhegorodtsev, a 37-year-old Kazakhstani who was the gang leader, was arrested in Pattaya, Chon Buri, on Sept 28, 2022. Four others were caught on Koh Samui, while Mr Ugay, the last suspect, managed to flee before being caught by Interpol.

Police said the suspects involved in the extortion case had run businesses and travelled between four provinces of Chon Buri, Samut Prakan, Phuket and Surat Thani before they were caught.


[image: ]
A police chart details the  arrest of the six foreign suspects involved in extorting 1.8 million baht in cryptocurrency from a Russian realtor couple on Koh Samui in 2022. (Photo: Supapong Chaolan)
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                                NAKHON RATCHASIMA: Rice farmers in this northeastern province are grappling with severe water shortages after taking the gamble of cultivating off-season rice during the dry season. Three mid-sized reservoirs currently have low water supplies, causing many rice fields to dry out.
The water level in Nong Kok Reservoir in Nakhon Ratchasima's Non Thai district is rapidly decreasing. It currently holds only 498,000 cubic metres of water, or 16.78% of its capacity.

As a result, the reservoir has stopped distributing water to farmers engaged in off-season rice cultivation. The reservoir is currently prioritising the supply of water to villagers in Non Thai and Pra Thong Kham for consumption, with the aim of preventing drought and water shortages from impacting them during next year's dry season.

Sanong Kosantia, a 59-year-old villager in Non Thai, said this year's drought came extremely early and Nong Kok Reservoir's water supply is running out quickly.

[image: ]
Sanong Kosantia, a 59-year-old villager in Nakhon Ratchasima's Non Thai district, says Nong Kok Reservoir's water supply is running out quickly. (Photo: Prasit Tangprasert)



Much of its supply has been sent to Pra Thong Kham Hospital and the Sa Chon Khe area in Non Thai, which has raised concerns among villagers, said Ms Sanong.

According to the provincial office of the Royal Irrigation Department (RID), three mid-sized reservoirs in the area, including Huay Prasat Yai Reservoir in Dan Khun Thot, Bueng Kraton Reservoir in Prathai and Nong Kok Reservoir, are facing critical water shortages, with their water levels dipping below 30% of capacity. Notably, Nong Kok Reservoir is at its lowest, with only 16.78% remaining.

Other villagers said rice farmers in many areas in this northeastern province who took the risk of cultivating off-season rice during this dry spell are experiencing acute water scarcity.

Tang Prachitkhonburi, a rice farmer in Khon Buri district which has been hit by the shortages, is struggling as water sources near his farm are rapidly drying up due to the hot and dry weather conditions. Hundreds of rai of rice fields in neighbouring farms have died, he said.

Mr Tang said although many farmers in Khon Buri knew that Moon Bon Dam served as Khon Buri's main water source and would cease supplying water due to its low supply, they still opted to grow off-season rice during the dry spell. This was due to the high price of rice fetching around 10 baht per kilogramme.

[image: ]
A water reservoir in Nakhon Ratchasima province is below its standard operating level. (Photo: Prasit Tangprasert)
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                                COPENHAGEN - Faced with a shortfall of renewable plastic for its colourful toy bricks, the man in charge of Lego A/S is engaging with producers of the raw material in a race to meet sustainability targets.
Lego has started direct talks with manufacturers to convince them to invest in more production capacity and is buying renewable resin at prices with a premium as high as 70%, according to Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Niels B. Christiansen.

At stake for Lego is to find a way to reach its promise of using sustainable materials in its plastic building blocks by 2032 and becoming net carbon neutral in 2050.

"Now we have decided to make a real effort to influence the industry and speed up the pace of this development," the CEO said in an interview. "There isn't enough of the material on the market today, but sometimes things only happen when big players like us start paying a premium for materials."

The company suffered a setback last year when it had to ditch what had been a promising prototype material -- made of recycled plastic bottles -- because it turned out it would not lower overall carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions.


[image: ]
An attendee looks at a Lego Star-Wars AT-AT model at Comic-Con International in San Diego, California, on July 23, 2022. (Photo: Reuters)




"We had to drop the idea that we could find one thing in the market, one new sustainable material, that solved all the problems," the CEO said. "What we have learned so far is that this is much, much harder than we expected."

Instead, Lego has turned to the market for raw plastic with certified renewable and recycled components, he said. Lego procured in 2023 about 125,000 tonnes of resin, the unprocessed plastic it uses to make its bricks and minifigures.

About 18% of the total was sourced under the mass-balance principle, which provides an auditable way to track the net amount of sustainable materials through the supply chain, allowing them to be allocated to finished goods as appropriate. That ratio will rise further in 2024, according to Christiansen, who said he was not yet able to provide a number.


[image: ]
A pool of Lego pieces at a shopping mall in Bangkok. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)




According to BloombergNEF, the market for bioplastics, which includes the mass-balance principle products Lego buys, could double by 2025, although from a low base. Asia, mainly China, has taken over from the rest of the world as the primary place of production. But big European players are also interested, including German chemical giant BASF SE.

"We're going to become an active buyer in these certified products and help accelerate the industry toward that," the Lego CEO said. "That money is now helping create supply chains that create sustainable and more green materials and we're doing it in the hope that it will accelerate the development."

Lego has set aside US$1.4 billion in the four years through 2025 to improve sustainability. Christensen said he won't pass on the higher costs to customers, pledging that the prices for the toy sets will not rise due to the more expensive renewable plastic, which costs 30% to 70% extra. Even if the supply of renewable plastic grows, the prices will remain high for years, the CEO said, because demand will keep growing rapidly as well. 

"We probably thought it was easier to get this done but it's a giant shift for a chemical supply chain with suppliers and sub-suppliers," he added.
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                                A research team at Chulalongkorn University has genetically modified a strain of yeast to enhance its ability to produce a high level of body fat which could be further developed and turned into biofuel for aircraft.
The CU-TPD4 strain of the Saccharomyces cerevisiae (S. cerevisiae), which is normally used in making beer and bread, has been genetically engineered so it can produce and store body fat accounting for 20-25% of dry body cells, said Prof Warawut Chulalaksananukul, lecturer and researcher at the Department of Botany of Chulalongkorn's Faculty of Science.

Because this type of yeast feeds on excess biomass left unused in the agricultural sector, using it in the mass production of biofuel will also help reduce the volume of farming biomass, which is normally burned by irresponsible farmers and causes haze problems, he said.

The body fat produced by this newly grown strain of yeast could be used in producing fuel such as bio diesel, he said.

"Using yeast to produce a material for producing biofuel has more advantages than using a plant. It has a far shorter life span than plants, can be grown by several means, is cheaper and requires less labour," he said. "It helps make biofuel production of the same type produced using plant oil a lot easier, while the product is proved to be safe to humans and environmentally friendly."

The research project is jointly funded by the National Research Council of Thailand and a Thai-Chinese cooperation programme on renewable energy which focuses on research and development of new microbial lipid synthesis and bio-refinery of jet fuel from biomass resources, he said.

The research team consists of an assistant professor in the department at Chulalongkorn, Chompunuch Glinwong, three Thai PhD candidates in the department, a researcher at the National Centre for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology (Biotec) and a group of Chinese researchers.

The three Thai PhD candidates are Nattha Chuengcharoenphanit, Wannaphon Watsunthon and Thanaphong Tangwanaphrai, while the Biotec researcher is Surisa Suwannarangsee.

The Chinese team is led by Prof Zhongming Wang and Prof Wei Qi from Guangzhou Institute of Energy Conversion, Chinese Academy of Science.
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                                Finland's Ministry for Foreign Affairs has decided to suspend the reception of wild-berry pickers' visa applications in Thailand.
The suspension applies to all applicants in countries within the consular district of the Embassy of Finland in Bangkok: Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar. This means that Schengen visas will not be issued to wild-berry pickers from these countries for the summer 2024 harvest season, according to a press statement by Finland's Foreign Ministry.


	Read more: Thai ex-ministers bribery charges over labour exports



In February 2023, the ministry significantly tightened the guidelines for processing wild-berry pickers' visa applications. After the 2023 harvest season, the ministry carried out a thorough assessment of the conditions for issuing Schengen visas. The assessment was carried out against the backdrop of the allegations made in autumn 2023 about serious crimes relating to the 2023 harvest season.

Visas for wild-berry picking have been issued on the assumption that pickers enter the country for a purpose comparable to tourism, collect wild berries freely under the right of public access ('Everyman's Right') and sell the natural products that they have harvested to the party of their choice. However, it is evident that the current practice in the sector contradicts this assumption. It has come to the Foreign Ministry's attention that wild-berry pickers have generally entered into employment contracts. 

The charges and suspicions related to aggravated trafficking in human beings involve hundreds of victims. The clear and serious risk of exploitation and trafficking of human beings must be taken into account when visa applications are considered. As the visa authority and the authority guiding the issuing of visas by the missions, the ministry takes the exploitation of Thai wild-berry pickers very seriously. 

The Finnish government's aim is to find a comprehensive long-term solution to the entry of wild-berry pickers into Finland from the 2025 harvest season onwards. To this end, a working group appointed by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment and Pellervo Economic Research PTT will conduct impact assessments of different regulatory options in spring 2024.

Visa applications of applicants other than berry pickers will continue to be received and processed as usual at the Embassy of Finland in Bangkok, and the applications will be individually processed in accordance with the Visa Code.
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                                A report on a progressive state pension system by the Committee on Social Welfare recently received House approval with an execution plan expected in the 2030 fiscal year.
This new edition of the pension plan is reported to be an improvement from one made by the former set of House committees in 2021 and proposed during the government of Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha.

The plan looks to use the progressive rate, which promises to pay every elderly person 3,000 baht per month, instead of the current staircase rate in which the rate starts at 600 baht a month and rises by 100 baht every 10 years.

The study cites Chulalongkorn University's Faculty of Economics research on the feasibility of establishing a National Basic Pension Fund, that a better pension system will lead to a better economy.

The study suggested the government view the payment as a pension, not a donation, and that the pension was a basic right that citizens should receive. It should give the elderly enough money to pay for their daily lives.

Regarding the budget burden, the study suggested further research on efficiency and coverage based on the principle of public economics.

The government should focus on how to avoid redundancy in the system, such as monthly pensions for civil sector retirees, the study said.

Because a large amount of money is needed for the pension system, the government needs to look for sources of funding, the study said.

Should the tax system be managed effectively, up to 40 billion baht annually can be allocated to pay for pensions.

Some duty fee collections were suggested to fund the pension, such as a sin tax, fuel tax, motor-vehicle tax, visa fee, and media licence fee.

Pension spending will increase rapidly over the next two decades, most of it from the government pension.

It should be an opportunity to fix structural problems by reforming the economy to be fairer and create a welfare system to make everyone's quality of life better.

The government should shape budget priorities by reducing unnecessary spending and abolishing special privileges and tax deductions for billionaires and large capital groups, including the Board of Investment (BOI), and a capital gains tax.

A less discriminatory method for income tax collection, a value-added tax increase, and a so-called tax revolution were also included in the study.

"As the government has to source for more pension funds, this is a good opportunity for the country to improve its infrastructure in a way that provides fairness while constructing welfare systems that encourage life quality improvement," said the study.
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                                The government is promoting royal fabric patterns designed by Her Royal Highness Princess Sirivannavari Nariratana Rajakanya under a project aimed at preserving traditional handicrafts, improving local people's living conditions and boosting sustainability in villages.
Suttipong Juljarern, permanent secretary for the Interior Ministry, recently presided over a ceremony to present the princess' royal fabric patterns to all 76 provincial governors at a hotel in Bangkok.

The princess' patterns include the Chaba Pattani motif inspired by local patterns in Pattani as well as her new set of motifs called Sirivajiraporn.

In particular, the Sirivajiraporn set is designed by the princess to mark His Majesty the King's 72nd birthday on July 28, Mr Suttipong said. The design is based on the princess' study of local fabric patterns from all regions of the country.

The royal patterns will be passed on to local weavers and fabrics makers so they can blend them with local patterns and traditional wisdom in making hand-woven fabrics to innovate new designs, Mr Suttipong said.

He said that textile products using the patterns will be certified by the "Sustainable Fashion" logo bestowed and designed by the princess.

The "Sustainable Fashion" concept is aimed at making Thai fabrics and handicrafts environmentally friendly, Mr Suttipong added.

Following in the footsteps of her grandmother, Her Majesty Queen Sirikit the Queen Mother, the princess is dedicated to reviving and popularising local handicrafts and textiles, helping weavers earn better wages and improve their living conditions, he said.

The princess has shown her talent by combining her creative fashion sense and the traditional art of handloom weaving to design fabric patterns that keep up with the latest trends in the industry while retaining each local community's distinct identity, Mr Suttipong said.

Mr Suttipong said the Community Development Department (CDD) under the Interior Ministry and provincial governors nationwide are working together to promote Thai fabrics through the "Pha Thai Sai Hai Sanuk" (Thai Fabrics Are Fun to Wear) project initiated by the princess.

The project is aimed at improving the livelihoods of local weavers and textile makers, he said.

Local Thai fabrics also took centre stage during the Silk Festival 2023 at Impact Exhibition Hall, Muang Thong Thani, between Nov 29 and Dec 3 last year. The princess presided over the opening.

Held under the "Silk Success Sustainability" concept by the CDD and the Ministry of Interior's Ladies Association, the event marked the 36th birthday of the princess and highlighted the "Thai Fabrics Are Fun to Wear" project.

A myriad of local Thai fabrics and luxury One Tambon One Product (Otop) handicrafts that are certified with the Sustainable Fashion logo were presented at the event.
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                                Dhanarak Asset Development Co Ltd (DAD) plans to inject 449 million baht into a project to turn rooftops and surrounding areas of carpark buildings around the Government Complex on Chaeng Wattana Road into a public park. It expects to add more green zones in the capital.
DAD managing director Nalikatibhag Sangsnit said the firm wanted to add 40.9 rai (1 rai equals 1,600 square metres) of green zones by creating five new public parks at the complex. 

This year, DAD, a state enterprise under the Ministry of Finance, has started planting trees which it expects to finish by the fourth quarter of this year. It will take about two years for the trees to grow strong and in 2026 the government complex will be greener as a result, he said.

Under the plan, the first public park will be on the rooftop of Building D, a carpark. The space is 2,789m2 and will be developed under the concept of urban farming. The rooftop of Building A, another carpark, has 5,872m2 and will be developed with the concept of a "Welcoming Garden". The park will also have an activity zone.

Between Building D and A, a connection on the second floor will be planted with decorative plants and trees. The 205-metre skywalk connecting the first floor of Building D and the Government Complex Pink Line monorail station will also be renovated with trees.

Another public park, covering 5.7 rai, will be built near the Erawan shrine intersection. The park will also be open for public use. 

It is expected to be a popular zone for hosting outdoor activities such as Loy Krathong or garden food truck events, Mr Nalikatibhag said, adding the development also aligns with the concept of a "Healthy City".

The DAD also plans to spruce up the landscape from Soi Chaeng Wattana 7 to Ratthaprasasanabhakti Building (or Building B) in the complex by planting more than 1,200 trees along the road to reduce air pollution. The company also aims to elevate Chaeng Wattana Road as a new city landmark.

Another public park will be built in front of the Ratthaprasasanabhakti Building, spanning 12.65 rai.

The park will also connect with the Erawan Shrine. Finally, the last green zone will serve as a connection between Building B and C, spanning 5.1 rai. DAD has constructed an underpass for pedestrian safety, as well as sprucing up the landscape at the complex.
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                                Disparities in access to learning resources originating in the pre-school period are to blame for poor basic life and work skills, which accounted for about 3.3 trillion baht in economic opportunity losses in 2022, says the Equitable Education Fund (EEF).
Prasarn Trairatvorakul, chairman of the EEF's governing board, said on Saturday that this "crisis of foundational skills" was detected in a 2022 survey jointly conducted by the EEF, World Bank, Thammasat University and National Statistical Office among people aged 15 to 64.

Two-thirds of adolescences and adults could not comprehend short messages they were required to read and understand before solving an easy problem, while three-quarters of youths and people of working age were found to have difficulties using websites for an easy task they were required to complete, said Mr Prasarn, a former governor of the Bank of Thailand (BoT).

In addition, more than 30% of people in the sample were found to lack enthusiasm to initiate something new for society, he said.

"All these problems were estimated to have cost Thailand more than 3.3 trillion baht in the value of economic opportunity losses, or 20% of the country's gross domestic product (GDP) in 2022," he said.

He attributed this crisis to learning hindrance which was found to exist from the pre-school period and carries on to compulsory education -- from primary school to high school -- and up until these people enter the labour market.

Last year, the EEF found that up to 1.8 million students were considered "extremely poor" and critically in need of financial assistance, while only 1.24 million received help from the EEF, he said.

The number of extremely poor students rose dramatically from about 994,400 recorded in 2020, he said.

"Being extremely poor is an important factor barring children from gaining sufficient access to opportunities and resources, which causes many to eventually drop out of school," said the former central bank chief.

Between 2019 and 2023, only one-tenth of students who were extremely poor could continue their education at higher education level, he said.

Schooling costs at the higher education level were found to be between 13,200 and 29,000 baht per semester, equal to the average annual income of the family of these poor students, he said.

[image: ]
Prasarn: Being extremely poor causes many to drop out of school



The schooling costs included entrance examination fees, accommodation rent, uniforms and tuition fees, he said.

In a related study jointly conducted by the EEF and Weerachart Kilenthong, a researcher at Research Institute for Policy Evaluation and Design, at the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC), found that more than 25% of primary school students nationwide had poor listening comprehension skills, while every province has on average 15% of students who scored fairly poorly in listening comprehension tests, said Mr Prasarn.

And according to an evaluation by the Programme for International Student Assessment (Pisa), two-thirds of Thai students aged 15 had a lower level of reading and mathematical skills than the standard level of students their age.

The EEF said the government should invest more in human capital development starting from the primary school level, Mr Prasarn said.
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                                Scientists from several research centres are jointly studying the newly discovered plant, Jaeng Suranaree, to find its benefits and genetic distinction among other closely related plants.
Kanjana Thammanu, a scientist at the Ministry of Higher Education, Science, Research and Innovation's Thai Synchrotron National Lab, said recently that her lab is cooperating with other research centres in using infrared radiation from synchrotron light to analyse Maerea koratensis Srisanga & Watthana, commonly known as Jaeng Suranaree in Thai.

They are also studying its genetic characteristics to classify it accurately as well as analyse its medical benefits.

The research organisations teaming up with the Thai Synchrotron National Lab to study the plant include Suranaree University of Technology's Plant Genetic Conservation Project Center, under the royal initiative of Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn and the research centre dedicated to studying the anatomy of Jaeng Suranaree and Jaeng Siam.

Jaeng Suranaree was discovered by a team from Suranaree University of Technology in Nakhon Ratchasima's Sikhiu and Dan Khun Thot districts in 2021. It cannot be found in any other province.

The word "koratensis" in its scientific name comes from Nakhon Ratchasima's second name, Korat. It was named Jaeng Suranaree to honour Thao Suranaree, a well-known historical figure from Korat, and Suranaree University of Technology.

The research team used the synchrotron radiation (SR) infrared (IR) microspectroscopy technique to compare Jaeng Suranaree's seeds with those of Jaeng Siam, a similar plant found in Sikhiu.

It was found that Jaeng Suranaree's seeds contain higher fat while Jaeng Siam's seeds contain higher protein and carbohydrate.

The information will lead to further studies to find its benefits which will add value to it by allowing it to be used for medical or cosmetic product development.
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                                SURAT THANI: A Russian suspect wanted in the extortion of 1.8 million baht in cryptocurrency from a Russian realtor couple on Koh Samui was arrested in Kazakhstan almost two years after being the run, bringing the total number of all six foreign suspects caught.
Interpol arrested Danil Ugay in Kazakhstan and was sent back to Thailand via Suvarnabhumi airport by Air Astana flight on Friday evening. 

The 43-year-old Russian was wanted on an arrest warrant issued by the Koh Samui Provincial Court on Oct 3, 2022, for collusion in theft, physical assault without causing bodily or mental harm and coercing people through implied threats. 

Pol Lt Gen Suraphong Thanomjit, commissioner of the Provincial Police Region 8, assigned a police team to bring the suspect back to Koh Samui, a popular tourist island in Surat Thani province.

The police team showed him the arrest warrant, and the suspect admitted to being the person described in the warrant. The officers then escorted him to board a flight to Koh Samui airport. He was subsequently taken to Koh Samui police station.


[image: ]
Danil Ugay, 43, Russiann national, 43, the last suspect in the Samui extortion case is handed over to police at Suvarnabhumi airport on Friday. (Photo supplied/ Supapong Chaolan)




Evgenii Abdullin, 31, and his wife Ekaterna Abdullin, 31, both Russian nationals, filed their complaint with Pol Lt Col Udomsak Thappa, investigation chief at Koh Samui station, on Sept 15, 2022.

The couple reported that four foreign men arriving in a black van and two other foreign men on a red motorcycle confronted them in a coffee bar on Koh Samui. The group threatened them and extorted 1.8 million baht.

Police began the investigation that led to the identification of the suspects - three Kazakhstani nationals, two German nationals and one Russian.  

Among the suspects, Andrey Nizhegorodtsev, a 37-year-old Kazakhstani who was the gang leader, was arrested in Pattaya, Chon Buri, on Sept 28, 2022. Four others were caught on Koh Samui, while Mr Ugay, the last suspect, managed to flee before being caught by Interpol.

Police said the suspects involved in the extortion case had run businesses and travelled between four provinces of Chon Buri, Samut Prakan, Phuket and Surat Thani before they were caught.


[image: ]
A police chart details the  arrest of the six foreign suspects involved in extorting 1.8 million baht in cryptocurrency from a Russian realtor couple on Koh Samui in 2022. (Photo: Supapong Chaolan)
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                                NAKHON RATCHASIMA: Rice farmers in this northeastern province are grappling with severe water shortages after taking the gamble of cultivating off-season rice during the dry season. Three mid-sized reservoirs currently have low water supplies, causing many rice fields to dry out.
The water level in Nong Kok Reservoir in Nakhon Ratchasima's Non Thai district is rapidly decreasing. It currently holds only 498,000 cubic metres of water, or 16.78% of its capacity.

As a result, the reservoir has stopped distributing water to farmers engaged in off-season rice cultivation. The reservoir is currently prioritising the supply of water to villagers in Non Thai and Pra Thong Kham for consumption, with the aim of preventing drought and water shortages from impacting them during next year's dry season.

Sanong Kosantia, a 59-year-old villager in Non Thai, said this year's drought came extremely early and Nong Kok Reservoir's water supply is running out quickly.

[image: ]
Sanong Kosantia, a 59-year-old villager in Nakhon Ratchasima's Non Thai district, says Nong Kok Reservoir's water supply is running out quickly. (Photo: Prasit Tangprasert)



Much of its supply has been sent to Pra Thong Kham Hospital and the Sa Chon Khe area in Non Thai, which has raised concerns among villagers, said Ms Sanong.

According to the provincial office of the Royal Irrigation Department (RID), three mid-sized reservoirs in the area, including Huay Prasat Yai Reservoir in Dan Khun Thot, Bueng Kraton Reservoir in Prathai and Nong Kok Reservoir, are facing critical water shortages, with their water levels dipping below 30% of capacity. Notably, Nong Kok Reservoir is at its lowest, with only 16.78% remaining.

Other villagers said rice farmers in many areas in this northeastern province who took the risk of cultivating off-season rice during this dry spell are experiencing acute water scarcity.

Tang Prachitkhonburi, a rice farmer in Khon Buri district which has been hit by the shortages, is struggling as water sources near his farm are rapidly drying up due to the hot and dry weather conditions. Hundreds of rai of rice fields in neighbouring farms have died, he said.

Mr Tang said although many farmers in Khon Buri knew that Moon Bon Dam served as Khon Buri's main water source and would cease supplying water due to its low supply, they still opted to grow off-season rice during the dry spell. This was due to the high price of rice fetching around 10 baht per kilogramme.

[image: ]
A water reservoir in Nakhon Ratchasima province is below its standard operating level. (Photo: Prasit Tangprasert)
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                                Finland's Ministry for Foreign Affairs has decided to suspend the reception of wild-berry pickers' visa applications in Thailand.
The suspension applies to all applicants in countries within the consular district of the Embassy of Finland in Bangkok: Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar. This means that Schengen visas will not be issued to wild-berry pickers from these countries for the summer 2024 harvest season, according to a press statement by Finland's Foreign Ministry.


	Read more: Thai ex-ministers bribery charges over labour exports



In February 2023, the ministry significantly tightened the guidelines for processing wild-berry pickers' visa applications. After the 2023 harvest season, the ministry carried out a thorough assessment of the conditions for issuing Schengen visas. The assessment was carried out against the backdrop of the allegations made in autumn 2023 about serious crimes relating to the 2023 harvest season.

Visas for wild-berry picking have been issued on the assumption that pickers enter the country for a purpose comparable to tourism, collect wild berries freely under the right of public access ('Everyman's Right') and sell the natural products that they have harvested to the party of their choice. However, it is evident that the current practice in the sector contradicts this assumption. It has come to the Foreign Ministry's attention that wild-berry pickers have generally entered into employment contracts. 

The charges and suspicions related to aggravated trafficking in human beings involve hundreds of victims. The clear and serious risk of exploitation and trafficking of human beings must be taken into account when visa applications are considered. As the visa authority and the authority guiding the issuing of visas by the missions, the ministry takes the exploitation of Thai wild-berry pickers very seriously. 

The Finnish government's aim is to find a comprehensive long-term solution to the entry of wild-berry pickers into Finland from the 2025 harvest season onwards. To this end, a working group appointed by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment and Pellervo Economic Research PTT will conduct impact assessments of different regulatory options in spring 2024.

Visa applications of applicants other than berry pickers will continue to be received and processed as usual at the Embassy of Finland in Bangkok, and the applications will be individually processed in accordance with the Visa Code.
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                                The Move Forward Party's (MFP) reluctance to mount a censure motion against the government in parliament is lending credence to rumours of a backroom deal being struck between the main opposition party and the ruling Pheu Thai Party.
However, if such a deal exists, it must benefit both parties, and some pundits are wondering what it would mean for the MFP.

A source said a censure debate did not rank high on the MFP's agenda from the outset. In fact, two prominent figures connected to the party sounded sympathetic toward the government when asked by reporters if the opposition planned to initiate a no-confidence motion any time soon.

The MFP, as the main opposition party, announced recently that the opposition was opting for a general debate rather than a no-confidence one. The significance of this is that a general debate entails no censure vote that could lead to the government's demise if enough "dirt" was dug up against it.

MFP list-MP Pakornwut Udompipatskul, the opposition chief whip, and Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit, former leader of the now-defunct Future Forward Party (FFP) and chairman of the Progressive Movement (PM), were lukewarm about holding a censure debate even though the motion would be potent enough, if prepared well, to sink the government.

Mr Pakornwut said it made no sense to grill the administration when it has been in office barely six months. He and Mr Thanathorn agreed the government deserved more time to prove its worth.

The political source noted it was uncharacteristic of opposition politicians not to be enthused by the opportunity to keep the government in check, especially when the law permits it to have a censure debate once a year.

An observer added it was untypical of the MFP to be soft on the government, considering that it jumped at every chance it had to attack the Prayut Chan-o-cha administration.

Brushing aside such observations, Mr Thanathorn explained that when he led the Future Forward Party in opposition, he would not agree to lodge a censure motion until he was certain he had enough evidence of government mismanagement to go in for the kill.

It would be counterproductive to initiate a no-confidence move for the sake of censuring.

"This government has been in office for six or seven months and there's nothing amiss about the cabinet's budgeting practice.

"We should, by good measure, be fair to both Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin and the MFP," he said.

Mr Thanathorn warned that staging a censure attack without solid evidence would backfire on the opposition, while the government being let off the hook was bound to emerge stronger.

"A censure motion represents the opposition's primary tool in maintaining checks and balances. But it shouldn't be overused," said the former leader of the FFP which morphed into the MFP after it was ordered disbanded by the Constitutional Court over an illegal loan the FFP secured from Mr Thanathorn in February 2020.

He also insisted he did not believe the MFP had entered into a secret deal with Pheu Thai, in which both parties would avoid ruffling one another's feathers so that they could one day reunite as coalition partners.

"That's a matter of opinion. It has nothing to do with any deal and everything to do with the MFP needing to preserve its integrity to function with a well-maintained working standard," he said.

On the same day, Mr Pakornwut also defended his party's position, saying if the MFP knew it was unable to put together an effective censure debate, it would not initiate it in the first place.

He admitted he felt heavy-hearted about following a "ritual" of filing a censure motion every year. The old-school censure debate centred heavily on personal issues and not much else in the way of administrative failures, which rendered the motion ineffective in bringing down a government.

"Let's take a moment to think. If the opposition decided to invoke the motion, as it can rightfully do, and gave a lousy censure performance, that would be what fuels allegations of a secret deal by creating an impression of deliberately helping the government sail through the debate.

"The government would be seen as having passed with flying colours at the expense of the opposition's reputation," the MP said.

However, Mr Pakornwut said that the MFP has remained watchful of the government as it is monitoring 40 to 50 issues related to its performance, which could come in handy if and when the party decides to submit a censure motion.

According to the source, many critics have found the explanations furnished by both Mr Thanathorn and Mr Pakornwut less than convincing and have not ruled out the possibility of a Pheu Thai-MFP secret deal.

If such intrigue was being covered up, the underlying question is: what does the MFP stand to gain politically from the deal? Should an alliance between the two parties be unfolding, it would involve Pheu Thai ditching its neo-conservative cloak and betraying the ultra-conservative bloc which helped the party rise to power in last year's election.

Judgement day looms for MFP

The fate of the main opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) and its key party figures hangs in the balance now that the Election Commission (EC) has decided to seek the party's dissolution over its stance on the controversial lese majeste law.

[image: ]
Chaithawat: Dissolution no answer



According to the EC, its unanimous decision to petition the Constitutional Court to disband the MFP led by Chaithawat Tulathon is rooted in the Jan 31 ruling handed down by the court.

The court said the MFP's continuous efforts to change Section 112 of the Criminal Code, also known as the lese majeste law, constitutes an attempt to end the constitutional democracy with the King as head of state, a violation of Section 49 of the charter.

Section 49 prohibits people from using their rights and freedoms to overthrow the constitutional monarchy.

In its Jan 31 ruling the court did not prescribe any punishment, only ordered the MFP to cease all activities related to its campaign to amend Section 112. However, the decision left the party at risk of being dissolved and sparked calls for the EC to initiate dissolution proceedings against the party and political bans for its executives.

Having studied the court's ruling in full, the poll agency this week resolved to move against the party on the grounds that it had breached Section 92 of the organic law on political parties.

Under Section 92, if the EC has evidence that a political party has engaged in activities aimed at overthrowing the constitutional monarchy, it is required to petition the Constitutional Court to consider dissolving that party and banning its party executives from applying to run in elections for 10 years.

While some observers believe the party's demise is imminent, others argue that the MFP could still weather the storm.

Jade Donavanik, a legal scholar and ex-adviser to a charter drafting panel, told the Bangkok Post that the court's Jan 31 ruling described a series of events providing a comprehensive account leading to the decision.

The MFP proposed a bill to amend the lese majeste law in 2021, which was aimed at lowering the status of the royal institution because it required the Royal Household Bureau to file any lese majeste complaints. Consequently, the institution would be placed in direct opposition against members of the public in defamation cases, according to the court.

But the bill was not put on the House agenda. This should have been the end of the matter but instead of letting it rest, the MFP adopted the proposed amendment as a party policy. The party and its former leader Pita Limjaroenrat also took part in campaigns with youth groups opposing Section 112 and applied for bail for suspects in lese majeste cases.

These activities were deemed as undermining the institution and the party was told to halt these activities.

"I think the court wants the party to stop all these activities. If the party no longer engages in them, the case is over. If the party stops, the case stops, too," he said.

But the party dissolution is not off the table considering that there are two separate paragraphs in Section 92. The distinction between Paragraph 1 and Paragraph 2 involves different criteria or conditions under which a party can be dissolved.

Paragraph 1 involves actions that overthrow the system of the constitutional monarchy or acquire the power to govern through an unconstitutional means. Paragraph 2 deals with actions that are hostile to the system of constitutional monarchy.

The party is still likely to be spared dissolution if the case is filed under Paragraph 1, especially if it has taken concrete action such as removing the policy to amend the lese majeste law and ceasing the campaign related to it.

On the other hand, if the case is lodged under Paragraph 2, the situation becomes more complex and could lead to a less predictable outcome.

"So the party has to wait for the details of the EC's official petition to the court. If the petition contains more details than what is mentioned in the EC's statement issued this week, anything can happen to the party," said the analyst.

On Wednesday, Mr Chaithawat insisted the party would do everything in its power to defend itself in court. However, he admitted the Constitutional Court's Jan 31 ruling would make it a hard case to contest.

He added the party held out hope that it would be allowed the time and opportunity it needed to mount a defence in court.

"Disbandment of a political party will not solve any political problems. On the contrary, it is likely to escalate political conflict," Mr Chaithawat added.
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                                Ubon Bio Ethanol (UBE), a SET-listed ethanol producer, is increasing productivity at its cassava plantations in Ubon Ratchathani after harvests plunged, resulting in a loss of 96 million baht last year.
The company is applying research findings and advice from researchers and experts to increase crop yields, following a flood that inundated parts of the province in the final months of 2022, said managing director Sureeyot Khowsurat.

The problem, blamed for a shortage of cassava at UBE's factory, led the company to team up with state research houses early last year to jointly find ways to increase productivity and reduce costs at a pilot cassava plantation, covering 36 plots of land, in Ubon Ratchathani's Tan Sum district.

Participating researchers included the National Science and Technology Development Agency, the Thailand Research Fund and the Agricultural Research Development Agency.

Using techniques advised by experts, cassava harvests soared by 56% to 7.2 tonnes per rai, up from 4.6 tonnes per rai, according to the research findings.

Fresh starch content was 27% per tuber weight, above the average level of 26%.

The increase was attributed to improved soil quality and usage of organic fertiliser, suggested by the Agricultural Research Development Agency, said Ms Sureeyot.

She said waste from processing cassava at the factory was used to make bio-fertiliser, which was then used to improve soil quality.

Ms Sureeyot believes the cassava cultivation techniques will help UBE better deal with the impact of natural disasters, especially flooding.

UBE is planning to apply the techniques to 10,000 rai of plantations farmed by 800 households under contract farming this year, rising to 50,000 rai in 2025.

The company also continues to adopt the bio-, circular and green economic development model to its business by using solid waste and waste water from cassava processing to make biogas, which is used to generate electricity.

UBE's 7.5-megawatt biogas-fired power plant supplies electricity to the factory, with the excess power sold to the state grid.

Waste-derived bio-fertiliser is also used to grow napier grass to feed cows raised by villagers in nearby communities.
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                                Thai Drinks, the marketer and brand manager of est Cola, is keen on regional expansion in Asia, targeting the Gen Z segment.
Suporn Denpaisarn, head of division for non-alcoholic beverages at Thai Drinks, said the company expects the Thai carbonated soft drink market to grow by 25% in the hot season because of warmer weather and intensive marketing campaigns from brands.

According to data collected from February 2023 to January 2024 by Nielsen IQ, the company achieved 15% growth, surpassing the market average of 12%, with a market value of 66 billion baht.

Est Cola maintained its market share at 8.6%, with revenue from Bangkok comprising 37%, the central region 28%, the Northeast 19%, the North 10% and the South 5%.

Ms Suporn said this year the company will continue to expand its Gen Z customer base, which accounts for 36% of its sales, as well as other age groups, including customers in the Northeast, the most populous region in the country.

The Thai population was 66 million in January 2024, with more than 21.7 million living in the Northeast, according to the National Economic and Social Development Council.

She said over the past few years, a new generation of Asians have emerged on the global stage, gaining recognition and popularity worldwide while building soft power in the fields of entertainment, music, sports, fashion and food.

The company wants to tap the Gen Z market, expanding est Cola's customer base in Thailand and Asia.

Thai Drinks aims to promote est Cola in Southeast Asia.

"The growth opportunity in the region is phenomenal," Ms Suporn said. "We see a huge opportunity for our branded beverages to gain market share in the region."

The cola's revenue derives mainly from Thailand at present.

"In January, we expanded our brand in Cambodia as we have a local distributor there, in conjunction with Oishi green tea," she said.

"Est is also showcasing idols who represent the Asian new generation, including Jeff Sator, a popular Thai artist who won an award on the reality show Call Me by Fire Season 3, and Ink Waruntorn, a top Thai female singer."

The company plans to distribute up to 1 million product samples throughout 2024, across Thailand and Asia.

The samples will be showcased during Jeff Sator's Asia tour, which is scheduled for stops in five major cities across the continent.
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                                Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin vowed to address the debts of almost three million civil servants and stressed the necessity of lowering interest rates to help reduce their debt burden.
Speaking after a meeting with the heads of 11 state agencies to follow up on their attempts to tackle the debts of civil servants and state employees, Mr Srettha said on Friday the efforts over the past two months were showing positive results.

He said the government would continue its efforts to help relieve the public sector's debt burden, emphasising that the issue could lead to a national disaster if not addressed.

Mr Srettha, also the finance minister, said the heads of various state agencies requested that financial institutions lower interest rates to reduce the debt burden and make it more manageable for borrowers, but the Bank of Thailand remained firm on its stance.

He said he also asked the Cooperative Promotion Department (CPD) to join the government's debt solution programme as soon as possible as many civil servants and state employees owed large sums to the cooperatives of their organisations.

The prime minister said he would hold talks with the management of the Student Loan Fund (SLF) to discuss the possibility of reducing interest rates for defaulters who are charged 18% interest a year.

Pol Gen Kittirat Phanphet, deputy police chief who serves as deputy chair of the government committee on people's debts, told the meeting on Friday that out of 3.1 million civil servants, about 2.8 million collectively owe more than 3 trillion baht to the cooperatives of their organisations.

He said while these debtors do make payments, many are left with barely enough to cover their living expenses after servicing their debts.

They are in need of urgent assistance, he noted.

Pol Gen Kittirat said non-performing debts are increasing across all types of lending, noting that to solve the problem effectively, relevant laws will need to be amended to allow for proper debt negotiation and settlement.

Defence permanent secretary Gen Sanitchanok Sangkhachan told the meeting that the ministry has implemented several measures to help its personnel who face financial difficulties.
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                Raft of events eyed for record 2025
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                                The government has set itself an ambitious goal to make 2025 "the biggest year for tourism" to date as it plans to host a raft of engaging cultural events, concerts, festivals as well as an international motor racing series throughout the year.
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin made the remarks as he presided over the opening of a brainstorming session under the government's "Ignite Thailand: Tourism" strategy at the Queen Sirikit National Convention Center on Friday.

He previously announced his vision for Thailand's future, dubbed "Ignite Thailand".

The plan seeks to establish the country as a world-class hub for eight sectors, namely tourism, medical and wellness tourism, food and agriculture, aviation, logistics, future mobility, digital economy, as well as finance.

"During my overseas trips, I announced that next year would be the biggest year for tourism in Thailand," the prime minister said.


[image: ]
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin says the government has set itself an ambitious goal to make 2025 "the biggest year for tourism as he presided over the opening of a brainstorming session at the Queen Sirikit National Convention Center on Friday. (Photo: Ministry of Tourism and Sports)



"The government has attached [great] importance to several policies. Tourism is one of the flagship policies,'' said Mr Srettha, who also serves as finance minister.


The government is improving the ease of travel for foreign tourists, with examples being the temporary visa exemptions granted to visitors from India, Russia, Kazakhstan, and Taiwan, he said.

As part of such efforts, Thailand and China also signed a reciprocal visa exemption agreement, which came into effect on March 1.

The government is likewise pushing to reach visa-free travel arrangement deals with European states in the Schengen area.

"The visa-free travel deal with the Schengen states is not just a dream," the prime minister said.

Mr Srettha also stressed the need to improve infrastructure and upgrade immigration control systems to prepare for international visitors.

"We have to make sure they are impressed from the moment they set foot in Thailand until they leave the country," he said.

The prime minister also said that during his recent trip to Germany and France, he met with Formula E executives who expressed interest in Thailand as a potential site for hosting a Formula E electric-car racing championship series.

He said Formula E executives would come to explore an area in Chiang Mai next week to study the feasibility of holding a Formula E competition in Thailand for the first time. That would help promote Thailand as a regional tourism hub, he said.

Formula E is officially known as the ABB FIA Formula E World Championship. It was launched in Beijing in 2014 and later earned the FIA world championship status.

The premier previously said Thailand was making a shift towards using EV cars, with them accounting for 40% of total car orders made since the end of last year.

Mr Srettha said the government is making the most of Thailand's cultural heritage or "soft power".

"This brainstorming session will not end up like a firework fizzling out. It should be used as a platform for a further push for tourism alongside infrastructure development. Next year will be the biggest year for tourism, but we will have to begin later this year. But first, we also need six months to prepare," Mr Srettha said.

"Thailand will host cultural and sports events, concerts, Formula E, world food festivals and much more," he said.

Mr Srettha also said the government is working with retail business operators from Central Group, Siam Piwat, the Mall Group and King Power to promote products made by local communities under an initiative called "Thainess Station: Thai Products Unify Thai Communities".

Thai handicrafts, including pha khao ma or Thai loincloth, basketry from kra jood or bulrush and indigo-dyed fabric are now being sold at shopping malls like IconSiam and King Power's retail outlets at all Thai international airports until April 30.
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                                Large local banks are moving forward with plans to introduce transition products in the third quarter of this year, in line with sustainable finance requirements set down by the Bank of Thailand.
According to Chartsiri Sophonpanich, president of Bangkok Bank (BBL), the bank is progressing in transition finance as part of the regulator's sustainability requirements and the global trend of monitoring carbon emissions.

BBL expects to submit transition products to the central bank in the third quarter this year, he said.

Transition finance refers to financial products and services designed to support businesses and industries in transitioning to more sustainable practices, particularly in the context of environmental, social and governance factors.

The practice aims to facilitate the shift from traditional, often environmentally harmful, practices to more sustainable and responsible alternatives.

Transition finance typically involves providing funding or investment to support initiatives that promote sustainability, such as projects focused on renewable energy, energy efficiency improvements, waste reduction,  pollution control, and other environmentally friendly practices. This can include loans, bonds, equity investments, or other financial instruments tailored to meet the specific needs of companies undergoing transition.

The bank currently offers a range of green financial products, including green loans, green bonds and sustainability-focused index bonds, catering to diverse customer segments such as large corporations, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and individual clients.

Renewable energy and conversion of biofuel projects are the bank's key focus.

BBL, the country's largest lender by total assets, launched the Bualuang Transformation Loan scheme at the beginning of this year to support SMEs in transitioning to sustainable business practices.

The loan scheme, worth 20 billion baht, features a fixed interest rate of 5% per year, with a maturity period of five years.

"The bank expects the loan programme to not only bolster SMEs, but also enhance their competitiveness and sustain growth in the long term," Mr Chartsiri said.

He said while large corporations have clearly outlined goals aimed at striking a balance between sustainability and profitability, it is more challenging for smaller companies to make the transition and become informed about sustainability.

Incentives can help smaller firms transition to sustainable practices, said Mr Chartsiri.

BBL also provides green property loans to retail customers, such as for solar panel installation.

Ronadol Numnonda, deputy governor of the Bank of Thailand, said the central bank requires banks to submit transition products by the third quarter to assist local businesses in transitioning to greener activities.

For the next step, he said the regulator requires domestic systemically important banks to submit transition plans for at least one priority sector by 2025.

The Bank of Ayudhya (Krungsri), the country's fifth-largest player, is also gearing up to submit transition products to the central bank in the third quarter.

Krungsri was the first Thai bank to launch sustainable deposits, a term-deposit product for commercial and corporate clients to support social and sustainable projects.

The bank's suite of green financial services encompasses sustainability-linked loans, green and blue loans, as well as green and blue debentures.

Kasikornbank (KBank) is also focusing on sustainable finance, aiming to offer green financial services worth 200 billion baht by 2030.

KBank wants to grow its green loans to 100 billion baht by the end of this year.
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                                AirAsia Move, the online travel platform of AirAsia, aims to be the top low-cost online travel agency (OTA) in Thailand by next year and Southeast Asia by 2026, says chief executive Nadia Omer.
Thailand is the second-largest market for AirAsia Move and will be No.1 in the future, she said.

"The platform's new strategies focus on our strengths while making travel accessible and affordable for everyone," said Mrs Omer, who was appointed to the post in October last year.

AirAsia Move, formerly known as airasia Superapp, aims to increase both its user base and average spend per user.

The company plans to launch its BigPay e-wallet in Thailand in April, beginning with a payment service for travellers before offering savings and loan services later.

She said AirAsia Move is the only OTA with an e-wallet, while its users can use a loyalty scheme to gain more discounts.

"The online travel sector in Southeast Asia is worth US$30 billion. We have a 7% share and the leader needs to gain a 15% share," said Mrs Omer, adding AirAsia Move plans to launch an initial public offering in the future.

She said in order to become the market leader, the company needs more airline partners, mainly in Europe, combining the best flight deals with hotels.

The app will also have to increase transaction rides to airports and hotels, as well as add more duty-free shopping, said Mrs Omer.

"In a nutshell, we will increase bookings by users and then increase revenue by bookings," she said.

The majority of the app's revenue stems from airlines, but the contribution from hotels will increase rapidly as the app is the only one that shares commission fees with hotels, said Mrs Omer.

AirAsia Move serves Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines and Indonesia. Monthly active users last year totalled 15 million, with 2.4 million in Thailand.

"We are not burning money to make a profit, with gross business value at 116 billion baht in Asean and 40.4 billion in Thailand as of 2023. This year we aim to double the number users in Asean and in Thailand," she said.

The company plans to introduce app-exclusive pricing on March 28, offering travellers better value for money to book on the app instead of the website, along with a host of other benefits such as the ability to book flights and hotels together for a lower price.

The app-exclusive pricing offers at least 1% cheaper ticket prices for AirAsia flights, said Mrs Omer.

Another new offering is the Asean International Pass, a monthly subscription-based ticket expected to go on sale March 25.

The pass enables users to redeem seats on international flights along Asean routes operated by AirAsia for a full year.

She acknowledged the challenge of high fuel costs, but lower airfares will enable carriers to earn more from ancillary services.

When airlines have vacant seats, this model can keep airfares low, maximising occupancy, said Mrs Omer. This enables airlines to tap new targets such as retirees, youngsters and freelancers.

In Thailand, the company's ride-hailing service focuses on city transfers from airports to hotels, while partnering with Foodpanda.

"We are focusing on core competitiveness and a sustainable business model," she said.

The company recently refreshed its brand and logo with a green colour scheme, including a new user interface and design on its app. The move depends on word of mouth and influencers, rather than mass media, said Mrs Omer.

Apirudee Prachyaset, country head of BigPay Thailand, said after its success in Singapore and Malaysia, BigPay obtained a licence from the regulator to provide services in Thailand.

The e-wallet will target travellers and be tied to its planned prepaid card issued by Visa, she said.

Users of BigPay do not need to pay a 1% fee for foreign currency conversion when they make purchases in baht from merchants and online shops registered outside the country, as AirAsia and BigPay have local entities in Thailand, said Ms Apirudee.

Recently local credit card issuers announced a dynamic currency conversion for payments in baht using Visa and Mastercard cards. The measure takes effect from May 1.

"People in Southeast Asia love travelling and the company needs to enable them to travel more by enhancing their financial management," she said.

Tourist arrivals to Thailand have yet to return to the record level set in 2019, but a more diverse range of travellers are visiting.

Thai tourists are visiting Chiang Mai and Phuket, as well as South Korea, Japan, Bali, Europe and the US.
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                                Ubon Bio Ethanol (UBE), a SET-listed ethanol producer, is increasing productivity at its cassava plantations in Ubon Ratchathani after harvests plunged, resulting in a loss of 96 million baht last year.
The company is applying research findings and advice from researchers and experts to increase crop yields, following a flood that inundated parts of the province in the final months of 2022, said managing director Sureeyot Khowsurat.

The problem, blamed for a shortage of cassava at UBE's factory, led the company to team up with state research houses early last year to jointly find ways to increase productivity and reduce costs at a pilot cassava plantation, covering 36 plots of land, in Ubon Ratchathani's Tan Sum district.

Participating researchers included the National Science and Technology Development Agency, the Thailand Research Fund and the Agricultural Research Development Agency.

Using techniques advised by experts, cassava harvests soared by 56% to 7.2 tonnes per rai, up from 4.6 tonnes per rai, according to the research findings.

Fresh starch content was 27% per tuber weight, above the average level of 26%.

The increase was attributed to improved soil quality and usage of organic fertiliser, suggested by the Agricultural Research Development Agency, said Ms Sureeyot.

She said waste from processing cassava at the factory was used to make bio-fertiliser, which was then used to improve soil quality.

Ms Sureeyot believes the cassava cultivation techniques will help UBE better deal with the impact of natural disasters, especially flooding.

UBE is planning to apply the techniques to 10,000 rai of plantations farmed by 800 households under contract farming this year, rising to 50,000 rai in 2025.

The company also continues to adopt the bio-, circular and green economic development model to its business by using solid waste and waste water from cassava processing to make biogas, which is used to generate electricity.

UBE's 7.5-megawatt biogas-fired power plant supplies electricity to the factory, with the excess power sold to the state grid.

Waste-derived bio-fertiliser is also used to grow napier grass to feed cows raised by villagers in nearby communities.
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                                Thai Drinks, the marketer and brand manager of est Cola, is keen on regional expansion in Asia, targeting the Gen Z segment.
Suporn Denpaisarn, head of division for non-alcoholic beverages at Thai Drinks, said the company expects the Thai carbonated soft drink market to grow by 25% in the hot season because of warmer weather and intensive marketing campaigns from brands.

According to data collected from February 2023 to January 2024 by Nielsen IQ, the company achieved 15% growth, surpassing the market average of 12%, with a market value of 66 billion baht.

Est Cola maintained its market share at 8.6%, with revenue from Bangkok comprising 37%, the central region 28%, the Northeast 19%, the North 10% and the South 5%.

Ms Suporn said this year the company will continue to expand its Gen Z customer base, which accounts for 36% of its sales, as well as other age groups, including customers in the Northeast, the most populous region in the country.

The Thai population was 66 million in January 2024, with more than 21.7 million living in the Northeast, according to the National Economic and Social Development Council.

She said over the past few years, a new generation of Asians have emerged on the global stage, gaining recognition and popularity worldwide while building soft power in the fields of entertainment, music, sports, fashion and food.

The company wants to tap the Gen Z market, expanding est Cola's customer base in Thailand and Asia.

Thai Drinks aims to promote est Cola in Southeast Asia.

"The growth opportunity in the region is phenomenal," Ms Suporn said. "We see a huge opportunity for our branded beverages to gain market share in the region."

The cola's revenue derives mainly from Thailand at present.

"In January, we expanded our brand in Cambodia as we have a local distributor there, in conjunction with Oishi green tea," she said.

"Est is also showcasing idols who represent the Asian new generation, including Jeff Sator, a popular Thai artist who won an award on the reality show Call Me by Fire Season 3, and Ink Waruntorn, a top Thai female singer."

The company plans to distribute up to 1 million product samples throughout 2024, across Thailand and Asia.

The samples will be showcased during Jeff Sator's Asia tour, which is scheduled for stops in five major cities across the continent.
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                                As the insurance industry expands, with new players entering the market and novel products being launched to capture consumer interest, insurance firms in Thailand have developed strategies to drive business growth.
At Allianz Ayudhya General Insurance (AAGI), part of Allianz Group, a leading financial multinational group, the growth strategies focus on new products, strengthening distribution channels, personnel development, and leveraging the global expertise and network of the German parent firm.

MANAGING RISK

Earlier this week, AAGI launched Allianz Commercial, an insurance solutions provider for corporate customers, including mid-sized businesses, large enterprises and multinationals.

The new company can manage specialist risk in the areas of construction engineering, big infrastructure projects and marine, as well as providing casualty and liability insurance.

The new initiative supports AAGI's target to achieve 20% growth in its corporate business portfolio this year, said president and chief executive Lars Heibutzki.

"This year, one of our key strategies is to continue the expansion of our corporate insurance business to address specific risks faced by large corporations, including business disruptions, natural disasters, cyberthreats and the challenges posed by emerging technologies, which were identified as Thailand's primary concern in our annual Risk Barometer report," he said.

Allianz Commercial is backed by the unique wealth of knowledge, expertise, financial strength and the international network of the Allianz Group spanning more than 70 countries, said Mr Heibutzki.

"The expansion plans in Thailand are part of a broader strategy for growing the business across Asia," said Christian Sandric, regional managing director of Allianz Commercial Asia.

"Thailand is one of our core markets with significant opportunities to leverage our commercial products and capabilities to support the developing needs of local clients. The country's commitment to driving its economy to become a regional economic hub with strong infrastructure readiness makes it an attractive business development opportunity."

Mr Heibutzki said the strategic focus on insuring large corporations through Allianz Commercial should contribute to rapid growth for AAGI, bolstered by the support of Allianz Group and the company's strong foundation as a leading international insurer.

CONTINUOUS GROWTH

He said the non-life insurance business of Allianz in Thailand has grown from about 4 billion baht in gross written premiums (GWP) in 2018 to 6 billion in 2021 and 10.1 billion last year.

"Our 6% increase in GWP beat the Thai industry average of 3.6%," said Mr Heibutzki, who joined AAGI in 2019.

"These achievements include health protection products that are more accessible to customers of all ages, technological advancements in customer service on online platforms, and the acquisition of Aetna health insurance [in May 2022]."

With the strength of Allianz Group, ranked by Interbrand as the world's No.1 insurance brand, the Thai unit has gained the trust of customers worldwide to manage and protect their lives and property, driving business growth, he said.

Globally, Allianz recorded total business volume growth of 5.5% last year to EU162 billion (6.3 trillion baht).

By segment, AAGI's health insurance business grew 14% last year, generating 3.2 billion baht in premiums, while its motor insurance business premiums rose only 3% in a "very fragmented insurance market" to 3.3 billion baht.

Non-motor insurance premiums gained 5% to 3.5 billion baht.

"AAGI aims for continuous growth by strengthening distribution channels, developing products and providing superior customer experiences. We are committed to developing and maintaining a professional team and talent, retaining our position as an employer of choice," said Mr Heibutzki.

"With the focus on health and commercial insurance, we are confident 2024 will be another excellent year for our business, with a target for GWP of nearly 12 billion baht."

PRINCIPAL STRATEGIES

To drive growth in 2024, AAGI plans to build on three strategies, the first of which is distribution channels.

By offering comprehensive insurance solutions that meet customers' needs, ranging from retail to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), policyholders can rest easy, enjoying coverage of occupational properties and unforeseen business disruptions, he said.

A new SME insurance package is expected to launch along with international private health insurance later this year, said Mr Heibutzki.

AAGI is taking a cautious approach on offering motor insurance protection for electric vehicles, he said.

The second strategy involves the creation of a modern digital business platform to enhance the customer experience, offering fast and efficient access to services.

Over the past year, Allianz Ayudhya scored higher than average in the Thai market in terms of net promoter score, which reflects how likely customers are to recommend the company to others.

"Our customer satisfaction score was high at 4.8 out of 5, reflecting our continuous improvement," Mr Heibutzki said.

The third strategy is building an organisation of excellence, both in terms of developing the professionalism of its employees and driving employee engagement, he said.

"Employee engagement is another crucial focus for Allianz group. We engage in activities that create and strengthen the bonds for every generation of our employees," said Mr Heibutzki.

Along with benefits that help build employee satisfaction and loyalty, Allianz was ranked one of the most desirable firms to work for in Asia for three consecutive years, according to a survey by HR Asia.
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                                Large local banks are moving forward with plans to introduce transition products in the third quarter of this year, in line with sustainable finance requirements set down by the Bank of Thailand.
According to Chartsiri Sophonpanich, president of Bangkok Bank (BBL), the bank is progressing in transition finance as part of the regulator's sustainability requirements and the global trend of monitoring carbon emissions.

BBL expects to submit transition products to the central bank in the third quarter this year, he said.

Transition finance refers to financial products and services designed to support businesses and industries in transitioning to more sustainable practices, particularly in the context of environmental, social and governance factors.

The practice aims to facilitate the shift from traditional, often environmentally harmful, practices to more sustainable and responsible alternatives.

Transition finance typically involves providing funding or investment to support initiatives that promote sustainability, such as projects focused on renewable energy, energy efficiency improvements, waste reduction,  pollution control, and other environmentally friendly practices. This can include loans, bonds, equity investments, or other financial instruments tailored to meet the specific needs of companies undergoing transition.

The bank currently offers a range of green financial products, including green loans, green bonds and sustainability-focused index bonds, catering to diverse customer segments such as large corporations, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and individual clients.

Renewable energy and conversion of biofuel projects are the bank's key focus.

BBL, the country's largest lender by total assets, launched the Bualuang Transformation Loan scheme at the beginning of this year to support SMEs in transitioning to sustainable business practices.

The loan scheme, worth 20 billion baht, features a fixed interest rate of 5% per year, with a maturity period of five years.

"The bank expects the loan programme to not only bolster SMEs, but also enhance their competitiveness and sustain growth in the long term," Mr Chartsiri said.

He said while large corporations have clearly outlined goals aimed at striking a balance between sustainability and profitability, it is more challenging for smaller companies to make the transition and become informed about sustainability.

Incentives can help smaller firms transition to sustainable practices, said Mr Chartsiri.

BBL also provides green property loans to retail customers, such as for solar panel installation.

Ronadol Numnonda, deputy governor of the Bank of Thailand, said the central bank requires banks to submit transition products by the third quarter to assist local businesses in transitioning to greener activities.

For the next step, he said the regulator requires domestic systemically important banks to submit transition plans for at least one priority sector by 2025.

The Bank of Ayudhya (Krungsri), the country's fifth-largest player, is also gearing up to submit transition products to the central bank in the third quarter.

Krungsri was the first Thai bank to launch sustainable deposits, a term-deposit product for commercial and corporate clients to support social and sustainable projects.

The bank's suite of green financial services encompasses sustainability-linked loans, green and blue loans, as well as green and blue debentures.

Kasikornbank (KBank) is also focusing on sustainable finance, aiming to offer green financial services worth 200 billion baht by 2030.

KBank wants to grow its green loans to 100 billion baht by the end of this year.
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                                AirAsia Move, the online travel platform of AirAsia, aims to be the top low-cost online travel agency (OTA) in Thailand by next year and Southeast Asia by 2026, says chief executive Nadia Omer.
Thailand is the second-largest market for AirAsia Move and will be No.1 in the future, she said.

"The platform's new strategies focus on our strengths while making travel accessible and affordable for everyone," said Mrs Omer, who was appointed to the post in October last year.

AirAsia Move, formerly known as airasia Superapp, aims to increase both its user base and average spend per user.

The company plans to launch its BigPay e-wallet in Thailand in April, beginning with a payment service for travellers before offering savings and loan services later.

She said AirAsia Move is the only OTA with an e-wallet, while its users can use a loyalty scheme to gain more discounts.

"The online travel sector in Southeast Asia is worth US$30 billion. We have a 7% share and the leader needs to gain a 15% share," said Mrs Omer, adding AirAsia Move plans to launch an initial public offering in the future.

She said in order to become the market leader, the company needs more airline partners, mainly in Europe, combining the best flight deals with hotels.

The app will also have to increase transaction rides to airports and hotels, as well as add more duty-free shopping, said Mrs Omer.

"In a nutshell, we will increase bookings by users and then increase revenue by bookings," she said.

The majority of the app's revenue stems from airlines, but the contribution from hotels will increase rapidly as the app is the only one that shares commission fees with hotels, said Mrs Omer.

AirAsia Move serves Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines and Indonesia. Monthly active users last year totalled 15 million, with 2.4 million in Thailand.

"We are not burning money to make a profit, with gross business value at 116 billion baht in Asean and 40.4 billion in Thailand as of 2023. This year we aim to double the number users in Asean and in Thailand," she said.

The company plans to introduce app-exclusive pricing on March 28, offering travellers better value for money to book on the app instead of the website, along with a host of other benefits such as the ability to book flights and hotels together for a lower price.

The app-exclusive pricing offers at least 1% cheaper ticket prices for AirAsia flights, said Mrs Omer.

Another new offering is the Asean International Pass, a monthly subscription-based ticket expected to go on sale March 25.

The pass enables users to redeem seats on international flights along Asean routes operated by AirAsia for a full year.

She acknowledged the challenge of high fuel costs, but lower airfares will enable carriers to earn more from ancillary services.

When airlines have vacant seats, this model can keep airfares low, maximising occupancy, said Mrs Omer. This enables airlines to tap new targets such as retirees, youngsters and freelancers.

In Thailand, the company's ride-hailing service focuses on city transfers from airports to hotels, while partnering with Foodpanda.

"We are focusing on core competitiveness and a sustainable business model," she said.

The company recently refreshed its brand and logo with a green colour scheme, including a new user interface and design on its app. The move depends on word of mouth and influencers, rather than mass media, said Mrs Omer.

Apirudee Prachyaset, country head of BigPay Thailand, said after its success in Singapore and Malaysia, BigPay obtained a licence from the regulator to provide services in Thailand.

The e-wallet will target travellers and be tied to its planned prepaid card issued by Visa, she said.

Users of BigPay do not need to pay a 1% fee for foreign currency conversion when they make purchases in baht from merchants and online shops registered outside the country, as AirAsia and BigPay have local entities in Thailand, said Ms Apirudee.

Recently local credit card issuers announced a dynamic currency conversion for payments in baht using Visa and Mastercard cards. The measure takes effect from May 1.

"People in Southeast Asia love travelling and the company needs to enable them to travel more by enhancing their financial management," she said.

Tourist arrivals to Thailand have yet to return to the record level set in 2019, but a more diverse range of travellers are visiting.

Thai tourists are visiting Chiang Mai and Phuket, as well as South Korea, Japan, Bali, Europe and the US.
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                  Call to boost tourism investment in provinces                

                Prime minister makes the industry a top economic priority
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                                With Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin claiming Thailand will be a tourism hub next year, the private sector is worried about a lack of preparations in second-tier cities as high-potential segments such as sports tourism have yet to receive full support.
"Next year is going to be the greatest year for Thai tourism in history," Mr Srettha said at a tourism workshop at Queen Sirikit National Convention Center on Friday, insisting tourism will be one of three key sectors to drive the economy.

The government set out five efforts to elevate the industry, with one of them to promote second-tier cities, but Marisa Sukosol Nunbhakdi, president of the Thai Hotels Association, said most of these provinces still lack facilities, services and man-made attractions that are essential components to stimulate tourism income.

"Before hotels can promote their accommodation to guests, other tourism supply should be strong enough to facilitate tourists," said Mrs Marisa.

She said the main obstacle that must be addressed is connectivity from major cities to second-tier provinces as it will drive traffic to new destinations and help absorb congestion, preventing overtourism in major cities.

Educating local communities about sustainability and promoting sustainable tourism in those destinations is also critical, enabling them to learn to efficiently accommodate the flow of tourists and attract younger travellers who care about sustainability, said Mrs Marisa.

She said more tourism jobs in new destinations could indirectly fix the labour shortage if it lures back Thai workers, after many of them moved overseas to earn a higher income.

Meanwhile, negative perceptions from tourism scams should be addressed, as some of these problems remain unresolved, said Mrs Marisa.

Chatri Sityodtong, founder and chief executive of One Championship, a martial arts and combat sports promoter, said the value of sports tourism in Thailand is still tiny, though it offers a great opportunity to stimulate the economy.

In the US, the sports industry is valued at more than US$35 billion and attracts fans from around the world, exceeding the value of Hollywood at $5 billion, said Mr Chatri.

He said sports promotion in Thailand still lacks sufficient funding from the government and does not have adequate venues to host large-scale events.

This year the government set the tourism revenue target at 3.5 trillion baht after securing 2.13 trillion baht in 2023, contributing 12.8% of GDP.

Tourism and Sports Minister Sudawan Wangsuphakijkosol said the tourism industry contributed 18.6% of GDP in 2017, which was its highest level on record.

She said the five key strategies to elevate the industry to a regional hub consist of: elevating soft power; promoting tourism in major and secondary cities; attracting world-class events and upgrading local festivals to global festivals; enhancing connectivity within Southeast Asia; and ensuring tourism confidence.

The Tourism and Sports Ministry said it will evaluate the workshop results and integrate them into its policies.
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                  Schneider Electric seeks to become industrial tech firm                

                              

                                Schneider Electric, a leading digital transformation company in energy management, automation and sustainability, is shifting to become an industrial technology firm providing software and solutions, catering to enterprises' corporate sustainability strategies.
Mongkhon Tangsiriwit, cluster president of Schneider Electric Thailand, Laos and Myanmar, said climate change is a huge challenge that requires collaboration across all levels globally.

He said the company is transforming to become an industrial technology leader, aiming to unlock the potential of Thai organisations in terms of sustainability via digital technology, software and artificial intelligence (AI).

Schneider aims to help customers achieve decarbonisation, resiliency and efficiency through sustainability, focusing on digitisation of power management via decarbonised electrical networks and distributing energy through micro grids that decarbonise and optimise energy while ensuring resilience.

The company invested in AI and machine learning technology to help clients, providing energy and sustainability consultancy.

Mr Mongkhon said the company is committed to innovations supporting sustainability, enhancing its software portfolio.

Schneider's electrification, digitisation and automation solutions reduce customers' emissions, cutting carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions by 112 million tonnes last year, he said.

Recently Schneider Electric and Milieu Insight conducted a sustainability goals survey among 4,500 corporate leaders in Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, Vietnam and Thailand to gather their perspectives on sustainability and the environment.

The respondents were mid-level to senior executives in the private sector, answering 30 sustainability-related questions, including the impact on their businesses.

A key finding was more than 90% of businesses acknowledged digital transformation is a crucial sustainability driver. Many organisations also focused on energy efficiency as a fundamental component of their sustainable strategies.

In Thailand, 98% of the 500 organisations involved said they have sustainability plans and objectives. However, only 53% have clearly implemented a comprehensive sustainability strategy.

The Thai government has committed to reducing CO2 emissions by 30% and making renewable energy account for 30% of power generation by 2030.

The country is also committed to making electric vehicles account for 100% of new car production by 2035, as well as achieving "net zero" by 2065, a balance between emissions and absorption.

Schneider Electric has operated in Thailand for more than 40 years.

The company has 1,500 local employees and more than 5,000 partners and customers.

Schneider Electric posted record revenue last year of EU36 billion, growth of 13%, and expects global revenue growth of 6-8% in 2024, attributed to a strong and dynamic global market.
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                  Shares retreat as rate-cut bets weaken                

                              

                                RECAP: Asian stocks retreated on Friday, tracking tech-led declines on Wall Street after hotter-than-expected US inflation weakened the case for imminent interest rate cuts by the Federal Reserve.
Thai shares moved in a range of 1,374.69 and 1,395.88 points this week, before closing yesterday at 1,386.04 points, unchanged from the previous week, with daily turnover averaging 45.05 billion baht.

Foreign investors were net buyers of 2.17 billion baht. Institutional investors were net sellers of 1.79 billion baht, followed by retail investors at 208.65 million and brokerage firms at 178.26 million.
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 NEWSMAKERS: The US producer price index rose 1.6% year-on-year in February from a year earlier, the largest advance since September, signalling persistent inflation. The consumer price index also recorded an unexpected uptick to 3.2%, from 3.1% in January. The data raised concerns that the Fed may delay plans to start cutting interest rates.


	The Federal Open Market Committee is widely expected to keep rates on hold when it meets on Tuesday and Wednesday. Markets are currently pricing in a 60% chance of the Fed cutting rates in its June meeting, down from 74% earlier, according to the CME FedWatch Tool.

	US retail sales rebounded by less than expected, growing just 0.6% year-on-year in February, suggesting a slowdown in consumer spending amid rising inflation and high borrowing costs.

	Crude oil prices surged 3% to a four-month high on Wednesday after the US Energy Information Administration revised up its 2024 global oil demand growth projection to 1.3 million barrels per day, up by 110,000 from an earlier forecast.

	Bitcoin extended its retreat yesterday to around $68,400, after hitting a fresh all-time high of $73,664 on Wednesday, as the debate intensified about whether the bull run in cryptocurrencies is evidence of speculative froth in global markets.

	Gold remains close to record levels above $2,100 an ounce but was on pace for its first weekly drop in four weeks, as US inflation figures caused traders to rethink how swiftly and deeply the Fed could cut rates.

	The UK economy rebounded in January, registering modest growth after falling into a technical recession in the second half of last year. GDP rose 0.2% following a 0.1% decline in December.

	Japan's economy is no longer in deflation, and a strong trend of wage hikes is taking place, Finance Minister Shunichi Suzuki said yesterday. The country's largest trade union confederation, Rengo, is seeking pay rises of 5.85% this year, topping 5% for the first time in 30 years.

	Bank of Japan Governor Kazuo Ueda said the economy was recovering but was still showing some signs of weakness. The remarks came ahead of a policy meeting next week at which the BoJ will debate whether the outlook is bright enough to start phasing out its massive monetary stimulus.

	The US House of Representatives has passed a bill that would require the TikTok owner ByteDance to sell the popular social media platform within 6 months or face a total ban in the US on security grounds. China said it would use all necessary measures to protect the interests of Chinese companies.

	Chinese state-backed funds have suspended purchases of exchange-traded funds (ETFs) after spending over US$50 billion in the past five months.

	Dai-ichi Life Holdings is buying a minority stake in the US alternative investment manager Canyon Partners. The Japanese company will invest $255 million for a 19.9% stake.

	Nissan Motor and Honda Motor are assessing a cooperation agreement on EV production in a bid to cut costs and improve competitiveness, with an announcement expected soon, sources familiar with the matter said yesterday.

	The Hong Kong carrier Cathay Pacific on Wednesday reported its first annual net profit in four years, citing a surge in demand as it emerges from the impact of Covid isolation. Operating profit of US$1.9 billion was the highest on record, it added.

	Country Garden Holdings missed a coupon payment on a yuan bond for the first time, adding to the woes of the Chinese developer that is facing a lawsuit seeking its liquidation offshore.

	China's new home prices dropped for an eighth straight month in February, falling 1.4% year-on-year, faster than the 0.7% drop in January and the biggest decline in 13 months.

	The e-commerce giant Alibaba plans to invest over $1 billion in South Korea in the next three years. It also plans to build a $200-million distribution centre there this year.

	The Japanese manufacturer Toppan Holdings has broken ground for a $450-million semiconductor packaging materials plant in Singapore, with production to begin at the end of 2026.

	Several Chinese wheat importers have cancelled or postponed orders from Australia totaling 1 million tonnes, with higher global wheat supplies pushing prices down.

	El Salvador eliminated income tax on investment from overseas and remittances as leader Nayib Bukele seeks to attract capital and wealthy foreigners to the Central American nation.

	The US is ready to renew the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) scheme of tariff breaks for Thailand that expired in 2020, Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said on Wednesday following a meeting with US Secretary of Commerce Gina Raimondo.

	Thailand is a top priority for US multinational firms looking to diversify supply chains, and they are ready to "supercharge" investments into the country, Ms Raimondo said.

	Italian-Thai Development has confirmed reports that it is in talks with banks for new loans to ride out a liquidity crisis that led to delayed payments to some workers and contractors. The company said it had total liabilities of 108 billion baht including bonds, loans and trade credit as of Sept 30.

	The Securities and Exchange Commission is watching high-risk bonds. It will require issuers to disclose more data at the offering stage and to report financial statements every six months. It is preparing to hold public hearings to build confidence after an upturn in defaults.

	The Thai Bankers' Association had introduced measures to address chronic debt issues, focusing on assisting individual borrowers with revolving credit, aiming to clear debts within five years with an interest rate capped at 15%, effective from April 1.

	Central Pattana Plc (CPN), the operator of Central shopping centres, plans to invest 121 billion baht over five years for store renovation and to open two new projects as customer purchasing power increases and foreign tourist arrivals grow.

	SCB EIC, the research arm of Siam Commercial Bank, expects the Bank of Thailand to start cutting its policy rate at its April 10 meeting because of structural economic problems. It forecasts the Monetary Policy Committee will reduce the policy rate by 50 basis points before the first half is out.

	The public this week bought government savings bonds worth 35 billion baht, with the portion sold through the Pao Tang mobile app of Krungthai Bank selling out within seconds.

	The Federation of Thai Industries (FTI) is conducting a study of a plan to set standards for renewable resources that can be turned into sustainable aviation fuel.

	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 generating capacity since 2019.

	Foreign tourists are seeking to extend their stays in April as the government is lengthening Songkran festivities this year to 21 days, according to the online travel agent Klook.

	The Songkran festival is expected to generate 24.4 billion baht during the five-day holiday, drawing 510,000 foreign travellers and 4.29 million domestic trips, according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand.
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 COMING UP: The euro zone will report updated inflation and trade data on Monday, and Japan will reports monthly industrial production. On Tuesday, the Bank of Japan and Reserve Bank of Australia will hold policy meetings and the People's Bank of China will announce its loan prime rate. On Wednesday the US Federal Reserve will release its rate decision and outlook. Due the same day are UK consumer and producer prices and New Zealand GDP.


	On Thursday, Britain and Switzerland will announce interest rate decisions and the US will update existing home sales. On Friday, Britain reports monthly retail sales and Russia announces a rate decision.

	Locally, Gulf Binance on Tuesday will hold its Digital Asset Forum, with Binance chief executive Richard Teng discussing the future of the digital asset business.
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 STOCKS TO WATCH: Yuanta Securities expects the SET index will respond positively to final consideration of the fiscal 2024 budget in the House and Senate this month, with disbursements expected to be accelerated shortly to stimulate economic growth. That will boost construction, building materials, banks, power plants, communications, retail and finance stocks.


	Yuanta also recommends stocks with good performance and ESG ratings, among them CK, SCC, SCB, GULF, THCOM, SYMC, BE8, CPALL, BJC, OSP and SAWAD.

	InnovestX Securities recommends selective buys in three main themes: speculative stocks with strong fundamentals being bought back to cover shorts and bringing in fund inflows. Beneficiaries from plans to better regulate short selling will include AOT, KBANK, BBL and PTT.

	The second group is small-cap speculative stocks with strong fundamentals and a good growth outlook, for which prices have already bottomed. They include AU, ONEE, SECURE, KLINIQ and HTC.

	The third theme involves stocks recommended for dollar-cost averaging as the SET has fallen significantly, risks are low and stocks are undervalued. Top picks are BBL, BDMS, BEM, CPALL, PTT and SCC.



TECHNICAL VIEW: DBS Vickers Securities sees support at 1,360 points and resistance at 1,405. InnovestX Securities sees support at 1,380 and resistance at 1,410.
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                  SET building new base as risk appetite improves                
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                                Thai shares moved sideways over the past week as the benchmark SET index built a new base 10 to 15 points higher than before. Three key investment flows were observed:

	Short covering in beaten-down blue chips;

	Sector/stock rotation, particularly in commerce and energy shares; and

	Trading buys with specific catalysts or news flows, such as crypto-linked plays amid the Bitcoin spike, and refinery plays following reports of a drone attack at a major refinery in Russia.



We also detected more buying interest in Alpha plays, or broad-based small to medium-sized stocks with positive stories, reflecting a return of punters and improving risk appetite for Thai shares. Most market players, however, are still in quick in-out mode with little consistency.

We expect the SET to move sideways in a step-up pattern in the coming week. However, macroeconomic factors -- both at home and abroad -- could substantially affect market movement and trigger more volatility.

We anticipate the SET index will trade between 1,365 and 1,420 points, or a narrower range of 1,375 to 1,400, barring any surprises. Among key factors to monitor are the US Federal Reserve policy meeting on March 19 and 20, the Bank of Japan meeting on March 18 and 19, and final consideration of Thailand's long-delayed fiscal 2024 budget bill.

POSITIVE FACTORS

Pending more clarity on external factors, we expect them to have only limited or temporary impact on the Thai market, but we see some positive domestic factors.

The fiscal 2024 budget is scheduled to be considered by the House on March 20-21 and the Senate March 25-26, then submitted for royal endorsement on April 3, paving the way for immediate disbursement. We see this progress as a key factor to drive a recovery of economic fundamentals, as well as earnings of Thai listed companies.

The push for public spending and investment right after passage of the budget bill could trigger speculation in building materials, construction and system contractors.

Sustained tourism momentum could ignite interest in trading buys in tourism-related shares ahead of earnings preview releases. In recent analysts' meetings, many have mentioned target price revisions for both airlines and hotels, pending more actual proof of volume increases.

Measures to control short selling and program trading, which have been blamed for malaise in the local market, are expected to take effect in the third quarter. Any reports about the issues or progress updates on preparations could be positive, given the market has already anticipated worst-case scenarios.

We maintain a similar view towards external positive factors in the medium to long run. US bond yields are clearly on the downtrend, pending the outcome of next week's Federal Open Market Committee meeting.

Inflows into emerging markets could pick up as investors take profits from developed markets after the initial Fed rate cut, expected in June.

NEGATIVE FACTORS

Among the negative factors are the same old global problems, comprising the Russia-Ukraine conflict and Middle East/Red Sea tensions.

The US presidential election campaign has begun in earnest, with the Biden and Trump campaigns starting to stake out positions on foreign affairs.

Donald Trump could again highlight a tariff wall that could obstruct international trade and affect China's economy, which would have implications for supply chain links with Thailand.

On the other hand, such a move could provide opportunities for Thai industrial estates as manufacturers look at relocation within Asia.

Chinese authorities have clearly indicated they will not bail out distressed companies that have suffered from overexpansion in the property sector. The market previously anticipated more aid.

This could be interpreted to mean any liquidity injections that do take place will be for economic stimulation rather than plugging leaks.

We have yet to monitor how much liquidity the state plans to inject and into which elements of the economy.
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                  McDonald's faces IT disruptions in Japan, Australia, Hong Kong                
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                                TOKYO: McDonald's Japan on Friday said it had halted operations at many stores nationwide due to a system disruption, with media reporting technical issues were also reported in Australia and Hong Kong.
A McDonald's Australia spokesperson told the Guardian newspaper that it was aware of a technology outage currently affecting its restaurants in the country and was working to resolve it.

The New York Times said that McDonald's Hong Kong was also experiencing a "computer system failure", stating that the mobile ordering and self-ordering kiosks were not functioning.

Many McDonald's shops in Japan stopped taking in-person and mobile customer orders because of a system disruption, the spokesperson at McDonald's Holdings Company Japan said, adding that the company was working to restore operations soon.

The chain has nearly 3,000 shops across Japan, it says on its website.

McDonald's Corp did not immediately respond to a Reuters' request for a comment.
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        Does religious freedom trump animal welfare?
        Last month, the European Court of Human Rights decided a case, The Executive Committee of Muslims of Belgium and Others v. Belgium, that required balancing religious freedom and animal welfare.

      

      
        Wild jumbos not the issue
        To mark National Elephant Day -- which is celebrated every year on March 13 -- the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment has rolled out a conservation plan to protect elephants. The highlight of this year's celebrations was a scheme by the Department of National Parks and Wildlife to develop "training centres" to tame "angry elephants", according to Attapon Charoenchansa, director-general...

      

      
        Buddhism is always oddly political
        This year, His Majesty King Maha Vajiralongkorn Phra Vajiraklaochaoyuhua is turning 72. Following the sexagenary cycle, the Thai government organised a month-long royal procession of the Buddha's relics from Feb 24 to this coming Monday including tours of four major Thai cities -- Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Ubon Ratchathani and Krabi.

      

      
        Justice for Chaiyaphum
        Just days before the relatives and friends of slain human rights activist Chaiyaphum Pasae mark the seventh anniversary of his death in Chiang Mai, they have learnt that prosecutors have decided not to press murder charges against the soldier who gunned him down.

      

      
        The Thaksin factor in Thai politics
        Thai politics in the near term will likely be dominated by the fate of the two largest vote winners from the general election in May 2023, the Move Forward (MFP) and Pheu Thai parties. While the MFP is at risk of another dissolution, the same as its predecessor Future Forward Party suffered in 2020, Pheu Thai's political future appears to hinge on Thaksin Shinawatra and his return from exile in...

      

      
        UN condemns Iran's treatment of girls, women
        The Iranian regime has been firmly condemned by a UN fact-finding mission investigating the unprovoked killing of Mahsa Amini two years ago, in an incident that set off nationwide protests. Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old student, according to a UN fact-finding mission, died in police custody after violating the Islamic Republic's strict "morality rules" requiring women to wear the headscarf.

      

      
        Boeing needs organisational shift to end crisis
        Boeing's mounting crises are beginning to resemble an aviation thriller cooked up in Hollywood. In addition to a piece of fuselage falling off midair during a recent commercial passenger flight, there was the nail-biting discovery of mis-drilled holes in undelivered planes and revelations that an inspector had found an "excessive amount of defects" in a supplier's operations.

      

      
        A free and fair Senate
        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.

      

      
        More affordable climate finance
        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...

      

      
        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...
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									Does religious freedom trump animal welfare?								

															

																Last month, the European Court of Human Rights decided a case, The Executive Committee of Muslims of Belgium and Others v. Belgium, that required balancing religious freedom and animal welfare.
The Belgian provinces of Flanders and Wallonia had passed laws requiring that all animals slaughtered for human consumption must be stunned before being killed. Muslim and Jewish communities sought to overturn the legislation, claiming that it violated their freedom to slaughter animals in the manner prescribed by their dietary laws.

Previous applications to the Belgian Constitutional Court and the Court of Justice of the European Union were unsuccessful, so the applicants turned to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR). All members of the Council of Europe must ratify the European Convention on Human Rights.

According to Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights, "Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others."

If animal welfare falls under any of these headings, "public morals" seems the most likely. The applicants argued, however, that the Convention's reference to the protection of "public morals" should be understood as aimed solely at protecting human dignity between individuals. The ECHR had never previously heard a case requiring it to weigh the right to religious freedom against the welfare of animals, so it was not easy to predict how it would decide.

The ECHR's ruling on Feb 13 found that laws requiring prior stunning do restrict the applicants' religious freedom. It also found, however, that protecting the welfare of animals is part of the legitimate government objective of protecting public morals. The notion of "morality," the court said, is evolving, and what is held to be acceptable at one time may cease to be so later.

The ECHR's view is that it should give significant weight to decisions taken by legislatures, especially when they enact laws by large majorities -- and in both provinces, the legislatures were almost unanimous in their support of the legislation in question. The court also noted that the Belgian Constitutional Court and the Court of Justice of the European Union had both held, in their prior judgments upholding the legislation, that animal welfare, as an ethical value, is of increasing importance in contemporary democratic societies and that this should be taken into account when assessing restrictions on how religious beliefs manifest themselves in actions affecting animal welfare.

The ECHR was not persuaded by the applicants' argument that the Convention limits "public morals" to the protection of human dignity. The court noted previous cases in which the court had paid attention to the protection of animal welfare and also to the environment. Accordingly, the ECHR held: "the Convention cannot be interpreted as promoting the absolute upholding of the rights and freedoms it enshrines without regard to animal suffering".

To judge that the laws were not an unreasonable restriction of freedom of religion, the court still needed to consider whether the restriction was proportionate to the objective. It noted that the legislation was based on a "scientific consensus that prior stunning was the optimum means of reducing the animal's suffering at the time of slaughter." The legislatures, while requiring the use of that optimum method within their jurisdiction, had taken care to formulate their legislation in a manner that minimized the restriction of religious freedom and had not attempted to prohibit the sale of meat imported from outside the provinces, even if the animals were killed in ways prohibited within the provinces.

Here, the legislatures may have been too cautious. I doubt that it would be a violation of religious freedom to prohibit the sale of meat from animals whose throats are cut while they are fully conscious. Jewish religious beliefs, as I understand them, do not require Jews to eat meat. So why is it a restriction of religious freedom to say: if this is what you believe, then don't eat meat.

The case is less clear for Muslims because some Muslims believe that they are required to eat meat at the Eid ad-Adha, or Feast of Sacrifice. If that claim is accepted, then legislatures could pass a law allowing meat from animals slaughtered without prior stunning to be sold during the week before Eid. In that way, infringements of religious freedom would be kept to an absolute minimum, while the protection of animals, both within and beyond the jurisdiction of the legislature, would be maximized. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Peter Singer, Professor of Bioethics at Princeton University, is Founder of the organisation The Life You Can Save.
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									Wild jumbos not the issue								

															

																To mark National Elephant Day -- which is celebrated every year on March 13 -- the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment has rolled out a conservation plan to protect elephants. The highlight of this year's celebrations was a scheme by the Department of National Parks and Wildlife to develop "training centres" to tame "angry elephants", according to Attapon Charoenchansa, director-general of the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation (DNP).
Under the scheme, training centres will be built at Khao Ang Ruenai Wildlife Sanctuary, which extends over adjoining forests in Chachoengsao, Chon Buri, Prachin Buri, Rayong and Sa Kaeo provinces. This forest complex is known as a flashpoint area where a number of incidents have been reported involving wild elephants roaming around farming communities, causing injuries and even deaths.

In the future, the department will develop similar centres in other areas, such as Salakpra Wildlife Sanctuary in Kanchanaburi province, Phuluang Wildlife Sanctuary in Loei, Khlong Saeng Wildlife Sanctuary in Surat Thani and Dong Yai Wildlife Sanctuary in Buri Ram.

The scheme is part of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment's response to the problem. Since 2015, wild elephants attacked and killed 221 people, according to the DNP. The problem is expected to rise as the birth rate of wild elephants has risen by 8% in 16 forest areas and complexes across the country. The area with the highest wild elephant population is the eastern forest complex, where the birth rate exceeds 10% yearly.

Meanwhile, the area of forest spaces -- particularly where food sources for these wild jumbos can be found -- has severely diminished. In a search for more food and water, wild elephants stray into farming communities, and that's when confrontations can become deadly.

The DNP has tried many solutions -- such as building fences. The attempts failed as elephants often damaged the fences and even found ways to escape.

Therefore, the DNP came up with the idea of "training centres" as a solution. While the project has good intentions and could be useful, the problem still won't just go away. At the training centres, angry wild jumbos will be detained and released only when they learn to "coexist peacefully" with people.

While the centres can pacify angry jumbos and train them to co-exist with humans, the big question remains: What will happen when they return to the jungle and again are faced with the same problem, where they lack food and adequate forest areas to roam about? How will these "trained" but wild jumbos react when tourism brings its heavy traffic, loud noises and a multitude of activities? How will these wild jumbos react when forest areas are declared as Sor Por Kor land and are then developed into commercial areas?

Of course, the training centres can serve as good for emergency rescues, but they are just a short-term band-aid solution. What wild jumbos need is a buffer zone -- like the successful one at Kui Buri National Park in Prachuap Khiri Khan province, where a large area of shrubland is being created as a buffer zone that also offers food sources for wild animals. Kui Buri National Park indeed has become a tourism magnet -- known as a safari spot for local and foreign tourists to watch wild elephants and gaurs.

That said, the crux of the problem is not the "angry elephants"; it is the humans who invaded the territory of these wild animals. Without solving this issue, the wild jumbos will only get angrier.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2759613/wild-jumbos-not-the-issue



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Buddhism is always oddly political								
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																This year, His Majesty King Maha Vajiralongkorn Phra Vajiraklaochaoyuhua is turning 72. Following the sexagenary cycle, the Thai government organised a month-long royal procession of the Buddha's relics from Feb 24 to this coming Monday including tours of four major Thai cities -- Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Ubon Ratchathani and Krabi.
The exhibited relics, four pieces in total, are referred to as the "Kapilvastu Relics" as they were discovered at the suspected ruins of ancient Kapilvastu (the Buddha's hometown) in 1898.

These bone fragments have been long kept in the National Museum of India as national treasures. Unlike many historical objects at museums, they are not regularly lent for foreign exhibitions except for some extraordinary occasions, like this diplomatic mission in Thailand.

In Bangkok alone, the nine-day procession attracted a million worshippers. The relics have proven equally popular among Buddhist worshippers in Chiang Mai, Ubon Ratchathani and Krabi, where they are being displayed until Monday.

Culture Minister Sermsak Pongpanit stated that, for such an auspicious and special event, Buddhists from Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, and Myanmar would come to Thailand to worship the relics.

The event was also widely covered by Indian news outlets and brewed much national pride. Some Indian officials affirmed it was a "diplomatic achievement for New Delhi".

Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, India's minister of external affairs, remarked that the millions of Thai Buddhist devotees deeply moved him. He called Buddhism a shared culture and heritage between the two nations.

The irony is Buddhism has been disappearing from modern India since before the mid-20th century Dalit Buddhist movement led by B R Ambedkar (1891-1956). Unlike its persistent and vibrant development in mainland Southeast Asia, Buddhism is more a heritage than a living culture in India.

My point is that even though Buddhism has been commonly regarded as some sort of personal and apolitical spirituality, the tradition itself has always been an active player in Asian politics and diplomacy. The most apparent evidence is none other than the veneration for and procession of the Buddha's relics.

Since the dawn of Buddhism, the relics of the Buddha (in Sanskrit, Sarira, or Dhatu) are the centre of Buddhist devotion as well as politics. In public discourse, a Buddha relic refers to the physical remains of the Buddha after he attained nirvana -- such as the bone fragments retrieved from the Buddha's cremated ashes, a strand of hair, or remnants of the Buddha's footprints.

Since the third century BCE, the spread of Buddhism has followed the movement of the Buddha's relics. One Buddhist scripture mentions that the Buddha's bone ashes were divided into eight parts and shared by seven clans plus one royal house.

The legend of King Asoka further states that after conquering more than half of the Indian subcontinent, Asoka collected seven of the eight portions and gave pieces to the missionaries for a better promulgation of the Buddha Dharma.

If the locals convert, the relics signify the sacredness of the Buddha and would be enshrined in a particular architecture which we typically call a pagoda or stupa. Yes, all pagodas are intended to house the Buddha's relics and to remind us about his noble teachings.

Historical evidence in Thailand suggests the importance of the Buddha's relics within Thai territory. In the Ram Khamhaeng Inscription -- commonly seen as the first example of Thai writing -- King Ram Khamhaeng of Sukhothai allegedly discovered some holy relics of the Buddha in his reign and built a stupa to house them in 1285.

In the 14th century, stories of Tai monks in Sri Lanka and the legends about the Buddha's relics started spreading in the Lanna Kingdom (northern Thailand).

In Saraburi, Wat Phra Phutthabat was built in 1624 because locals found a chunk of stone that resembles the footprint of the Buddha and thus has been regarded as a genuine relic left by the Buddha.

Foreign travellers might discover that almost every major Thai city has a temple named "Wat Mahathat". The prefix "maha" means big and great, and "that" is transliterated from the Pali term "dhatu" which refers to natural elements and bodily relics. The coined term "Mahathat" refers exclusively to the holy relics of the Buddha.

All these Mahathat temples were believed to contain some material remains of the Buddha. In this sense, the Buddha's bodily relics are the irrefutable material witness of the Buddha's power, compassion, and noble teachings.

The veneration of the Buddha's relics is far from a unique Thai or Southeast Asian phenomenon.

Irrespective of time, space, and denomination, Buddhists have always been fanatic about these bodily remains. In Tang Dynasty China (819AD), a relic believed to have come from the Buddha's little finger was invited to the palace in Chang'an for a three-day royal procession.

Han Yu (768-824AD), a famous Chinese literati, complained that people had been "burning the scalp, singeing the fingers, selling clothes and properties, queuing up from dawn to dusk, and abandoning their jobs" to witness the relic procession.

Han Yu submitted this complaint letter to the Chinese emperor. The emperor, out of anger, threatened to execute him for his anti-Buddhist speech. After rounds of entreaties from his fellow courtiers, Han Yu was only banished to the southmost town, Teochew -- where coincidentally (or fatefully) most of the Chinese-Thai people originally immigrated from.

The chaotic scene stirred up by the Buddha's little finger in medieval China seems to have little difference from what is happening in contemporary Thailand.

The procession of the Buddha's relics symbolises an unparalleled level of religious orthodoxy and centrality -- the Buddha went to nirvana, but his relics remained. The veneration of the relics is one of the most virtuous acts -- a direct homage to the Buddha. Nonetheless, the point is not how Buddhists express their devotion but how politicians use Buddhist objects to exercise diplomatic and political power.

The Chinese Communist Party -- famous (or infamous) for its Marxist "religion as the opium of the people" policy -- has also taken great advantage of the Buddha's relics for diplomatic purposes.

In 1900, the British invasion of Beijing led to the destruction of Lingguang Temple. From the stupa ruins, a monk accidentally discovered an inscribed casket with a part read as "the Sacred Tooth Relic of the Sakyamuni Buddha". Later, this tooth relic was widely acknowledged as being genuine, and a new stupa was built to preserve it.

On Oct 15, 1955, this piece of tooth was sent on a chartered flight from Beijing to Yangon. This was the relic's first of four trips to Myanmar. At the airport, the relic, as well as the Chinese delegation, were warmly received by Myanmar's president and prime minister.

During its eight-month stay in Myanmar, the relic attracted a million people. Long story short, the second 45-day procession happened in 1994 and was worshipped by more than 4 million people. In 1996 and 2011, the Chinese and Myanmar governments jointly organised the procession another two times.

Whenever Beijing needs to showcase its religious freedom and the Myanmar junta attempts to boost its Buddhist nationalism, the two countries collaborate on a procession of relics.

Moreover, these activities strengthen bilateral ties, indicate the everlasting friendship between the Chinese and Myanmar people, and fulfil the sincere wish of the Myanmar Buddhists.

Ironically, China has erased and denied much of its own Buddhist culture and heritage, and Myanmar is still enforcing its Burmese chauvinism with appalling discrimination and oppression of ethnic minority groups.

From a Buddhist insider perspective, places with venerated relics can be considered the regional centres of Buddhism -- where the Buddha chose to stay and preach the Dharma.

However, the Buddha's relics can provide much cultural capital for politics and diplomacy.

For the international exhibitions of Buddha's relics, the lender upholds a sense of religious orthodoxy and cultural superiority, whereas the receiving side can only be grateful for the opportunity.

It happened in the legend of King Asoka when he ordered the monks to bring relics to convert locals and build a stupa. It happened during the Cold War when Communist China generously helped the Myanmar junta. And it is happening in Thailand now.

The "not-for-lend" Buddha relics from the National Museum of India, in fact, have taken trips to many nations, including Sri Lanka (1976 and 2012), Mongolia (1993 and 2022), South Korea (1995), Thailand (1995), and Singapore (1994 and 2007).

In Thailand, India is being portrayed as "Buddha-land". It is where the Buddha was born, enlightened, preached, and died.

At Sanam Luang, the relics procession was buoyed by a minor exhibition promoted by the Indian Ministry of Tourism. About a dozen tourist companies were selling the "Indian pilgrimage tour package" to worshippers.

Unfortunately, most Buddhists may never notice how they are being manipulated by these not-so-Buddhist politicians.




Guanxiong Qi is a Thai Studies PhD student at Chulalongkorn University specialising in Thai Buddhism.
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									Justice for Chaiyaphum								
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																Just days before the relatives and friends of slain human rights activist Chaiyaphum Pasae mark the seventh anniversary of his death in Chiang Mai, they have learnt that prosecutors have decided not to press murder charges against the soldier who gunned him down.
On March 4, the police sent a note to Chaiyaphum's family to inform them of the prosecutors' decision. Adding insult to injury was the fact that the decision to drop the charges was made three years ago. It remains unclear why the police chose not to notify the family sooner.

Chaiyaphum was arrested and killed on March 17, 2017, at Ban Rin Luang checkpoint in Chiang Mai's Chiang Dao district. The soldiers at the checkpoint claimed they had to take action as the activist attempted to throw a grenade at them when trying to flee after 2,800 narcotic pills were found in his car.

Their allegations caused a public uproar. A member of the ethnic Lahu tribe, Chaiyaphum was known to be a keen advocate for the rights of the area's indigenous people.

He was only 17 years old when he was killed.

His family has experienced an agonising, years-long wait for justice to be served.

They have been frustrated with the reactions from senior military officers and government officials -- including then-deputy prime minister Prawit Wongsuwon -- some of whom pointed their fingers at the young activist.

Some even cast doubts on the legitimacy of the activist's activities, going as far as calling his savings "drug money".

More importantly, it is obvious that the Royal Thai Army is still protecting the officer who pulled the trigger, as the shooter's identity remains a secret, and there has been no mention of a probe into the soldiers involved in Chaiyaphum's death.

What's worse, while the army has said that there is CCTV footage of the incident, the clips have yet to be made public, despite the fact that they could prove (or disprove) the officer's involvement.

In 2020, the Civil Court dismissed the Pasae family's demand for compensation from the military on the grounds that the fatal shooting was self-defence.

However, a witness told local media that Chaiyaphum was, in fact, dragged out of the car, beaten and shot.

Two years later, the family was further frustrated as the Appeal Court upheld the Civil Court's ruling, throwing the case out.

However, the family decided to continue their fight for justice.

Last November, the Supreme Court, while viewing that the March 17 killing was unintentional, ordered the military to give 2.07 million baht in compensation plus interest to Chaiyaphum's mother. The ruling was not just a legal triumph for the family, as it also absolved Chaiyaphum from the drug allegations.

As such, the decision of prosecutors to drop the murder charges against the perpetrator was a heavy blow to the family emotionally.

What's worse, it gives the impression that the state nurtures a culture of impunity.

The extrajudicial killing of Chaiyaphum has left a stain on Thailand's already patchy human rights record.

Those involved should see to it that the just course of action is taken.

Otherwise, it would be a setback for the country, as it is seeking a seat at the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC).
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																Thai politics in the near term will likely be dominated by the fate of the two largest vote winners from the general election in May 2023, the Move Forward (MFP) and Pheu Thai parties. While the MFP is at risk of another dissolution, the same as its predecessor Future Forward Party suffered in 2020, Pheu Thai's political future appears to hinge on Thaksin Shinawatra and his return from exile in what is believed to be a deal that follows the assumption of the premiership under Srettha Thavisin, and for Thaksin, a royal pardon and early release on parole.
To many Thailand watchers, the decapitation of the MFP is a foregone conclusion. The Election Commission has followed up on the Constitutional Court's earlier ruling that the MFP had violated the 2017 constitution for trying to overthrow the democratic system with the King as head of state by pledging during the election campaign to amend the lese majeste law against royal insult.

After seeing off the MFP threat along with its reform agenda to modernise Thailand, the establishment will be watching Mr Thaksin closely. He is already being kept on a leash, figuratively speaking, by a lese majeste charge immediately after he was allowed parole to return to his home, preceded by the royal pardon that shaved his jail sentence on corruption convictions from eight years to one year. He spent just under six months of it in a comfortable unit at Police General Hospital.

Notwithstanding the political drama and conjecture surrounding Mr Thaksin's local movements and intentions, the issue is whether his return will be a net gain or an extra destabiliser for Thailand's political stability and effectiveness. Mr Thaksin is a consummate newsmaker, dealmaker, and mover and shaker who has intrigued Thailand watchers since he rose to power in 2001 and was overthrown in the 2006 coup. He is expected to wield political influence behind Pheu Thai. While his political clout will be undeniable, Mr Thaksin's hand in politics is weaker than it used to be on at least three counts. First, his Pheu Thai Party lost the last election narrowly to the MFP, an unprecedented defeat. Thaksin-aligned parties won elections resoundingly in 2001, 2005, 2007, 2011, and 2019. Losing to the MFP meant the electoral landscape shifted from Pheu Thai's once-invincible populist platform to the MFP's new paradigm of structural reforms.

Second, Mr Thaksin now presides over a constellation of power sources within his Shinawatra family, including his wife Potjaman Na Pombejra, daughter Paetongtarn, sister and ex-prime minister Yingluck, and Mr Srettha as the current head of government. The Shinawatra clan's power structure is more diffuse, less top-down and personalised. Third, the passage of time, with two coups and multiple judicial interventions over two decades, has eroded Mr Thaksin's political prowess. Although still influential, Thai politics has somewhat gone past Mr Thaksin as he turns 75 this year, as evident in Move Forward's and its leaders' meteoric rise.

Mr Srettha will likely be increasingly beholden to Mr Thaksin. The sitting prime minister has been under growing pressure to perform and deliver because, as a political newcomer, he lacks a patronage base within Pheu Thai. This means Mr Srettha will try all he can to come up with the goods, including low-hanging fruits like visa exemptions for Chinese and Russian tourists. He also has gone out of his way to drum up foreign investments in higher value chains, such as data centres. But, his success at attracting investments in higher value-added industries has been limited thus far.

Meanwhile, Mr Srettha and Pheu Thai's two-ocean "land bridge" strategy to logistically link the Gulf of Thailand with the Andaman Sea, bilateral free-trade agreements, "soft-power" projects, and the consumption boost around a 500-billion-baht digital wallet scheme have yet to find traction over the past six months. These structural policies are worth watching closely in the near term because they are necessary to unlock Thailand's growth constraints and keep the Thai economy from stagnation.

Thailand's projected growth this year has come down to 1.9% from more than 2.5%, partly owing to headwinds in the global economy. If the digital wallet plan gets off the ground by mid-2024, GDP growth may expand a notch upwards to 3%. Otherwise, there is a risk of structurally lower growth on the horizon, whereby the Thai economy will be stuck in labour-driven doldrums without structural breakthroughs to propel the economy up global value chains. Cheap labour from migrant workers in Cambodia and especially Myanmar reinforces this prospect.

A Thaksin gambit would likely require a cabinet reshuffle for Pheu Thai to reorganise its policymaking team. As the Senate's term expires in May, a rearranged cabinet line-up may well be in the offing, featuring Mr Thaksin's preferences. For the foreseeable future, Mr Srettha's premiership position appears secure as long as he stays away from bombshell scandals and disasters while being seen to work hard even if deliverables are in short supply. Because the 2017 constitution requires prime minister candidates of up to three per party to be designated before the poll, Mr Srettha's alternates under Pheu Thai would effectively be Ms Paetongtarn, as Chaikasem Nitisiri is elderly.

Putting Ms Paetongtarn in the coveted but hot seat of prime minister may still be too soon for the Shinawatra family. Other candidates, such as Pirapan Salirathavibhaga of the pro-military United Thai Nation party, simply do not have enough hands in the lower house to take over. Only a clear preference from the powers that be could put up Mr Pirapan to replace Mr Srettha and forestall Ms Paetongtarn. Others, such as Gen Prawit Wongsuwon of Palang Pracharath or Anutin Charnvirakul of the Bhumjaithai Party, do not appear to have what it takes to get to the top.

If Mr Thaksin gets more involved in politics behind the scenes or overtly, it is plausible that his policy experience, business acumen, world-class connections, and backroom dealmaking skills could bolster the Srettha government's pro-growth projects. But such a possibility depends on the "super deal" he struck with the established centres of power and whether they would allow him and Pheu Thai to take charge and move Thailand forward. While the establishment evidently wants power and control in politics, at issue will be whether it cares enough about economic growth and well-being of Thais.
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									UN condemns Iran's treatment of girls, women								

															

																The Iranian regime has been firmly condemned by a UN fact-finding mission investigating the unprovoked killing of Mahsa Amini two years ago, in an incident that set off nationwide protests. Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old student, according to a UN fact-finding mission, died in police custody after violating the Islamic Republic's strict "morality rules" requiring women to wear the headscarf.
Amini's death triggered widespread pro-democracy demonstrations, which rocked Iran for months. The crackdown by Islamic Republic militia and security forces killed more than 500 civilians and injured thousands more. The UN mission cited "disproportionate use of lethal force" by the regime.

Mandated by the Human Rights Council, the UN Fact Finding Mission clearly cites, "Pervasive and deep-rooted structural and institutionalised discrimination against women and girls, permeating all areas of their public and private lives, was both a trigger and an enabler of the widespread serious human rights violations and crimes under international law committed against women and girls in the Islamic Republic of Iran."

The report adds, "Authorities encouraged, sanctioned and endorsed violations of human rights through statements justifying the acts and conduct of the security forces; engaged in a disinformation campaign depicting protesters as 'terrorists' or 'separatist' groups."

Still, for months, massive demonstrations of women rocked Iran, bringing huge international sympathy and solidarity in world capitals from Paris to London and Berlin to New York. While the world rallied to the cause of the long-suffering Iranian women, the regime eventually quelled protests. The demonstrators' slogan "Women, Life, Freedom" became a global clarion call.

The UN fact-finding mission said the security forces used shotguns and submachine guns against demonstrators, "thereby committing unlawful and extrajudicial killings".

Moreover, regime security and the quaintly-titled "morality police" regularly used sexual intimidation, rape and humiliation against women who were seen as flouting Islamic rules.

"These acts form part of a widespread and systematic attack directed against the civilian population in Iran, namely against women, girls, boys and men who have demanded freedom, equality, dignity and accountability," stressed Sara Hossain, chair of the UN inquiry, urging the Iranian authorities to "halt the repression".

The killing of Masha Amini, an ethnic Kurd, for not wearing the obligatory headscarf further radicalised Iran's youth, who are increasingly frustrated and fed up with the mantra of religious regulations promulgated but equally enforced by the ruling Islamic Republic. The massive women's pro-democracy demonstrations which followed Amini's death ignited a long-smouldering frustration with the theocratic regime in Tehran.

Now, the long-simmering revolt has reached another stage; nationwide parliamentary elections for the Islamic Republic early this month were overwhelmingly boycotted by voters, especially the young. Iran's Interior Minister said 25 million of 61 million eligible voters cast ballots in the elections for the parliament and the Assembly of Experts, which chooses Iran's supreme leader. The regime claimed a 41% turnout, the lowest since the 1979 Islamic Revolution toppled the pro-Western reformist Shah.

Interestingly, former reformist president Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005), chose not to vote, having warned that Iran was "very far from free and competitive elections".

Voter apathy was particularly evident in the capital, Tehran, which holds the most seats in the 290-seat parliament. In Tehran, only 1.8 million of the 7.7 million eligible voters, 24%, cast their ballots. Significantly, nearly 400,000 invalid ballots, many blank, were cast, a sign of voter frustration. About 40 moderates won seats in the new parliament, yet the legislature remains dominated by hard-liners.

Younger people are "tuned out" to the appeals and demands of the Tehran authorities, whom they see as distant and socially discriminatory. Even though the wearing of the hijab is mandated for women, a recent conversation with a young Iranian from a provincial city outside Tehran told this writer that "almost all young women" are flouting the rules. Yet he cites deep desperation and disillusion inside Iran, where corruption runs rife, and the future seems bleak even for an educated population. This 30-something fellow sees an internal collapse within five years.

The clock is ticking for the authoritarian theocratic regime which has ruled Iran for 45 years. Iranians will soon celebrate the Persian New Year on the first day of spring. It symbolises the triumph of light over darkness. Hopefully it is a fitting metaphor for Iran's future.



John J Metzler is a United Nations correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues. He is the author of 'Divided Dynamism The Diplomacy of Separated Nations; Germany, Korea, China'.
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									Boeing needs organisational shift to end crisis								

															

																Boeing's mounting crises are beginning to resemble an aviation thriller cooked up in Hollywood. In addition to a piece of fuselage falling off midair during a recent commercial passenger flight, there was the nail-biting discovery of mis-drilled holes in undelivered planes and revelations that an inspector had found an "excessive amount of defects" in a supplier's operations.
If those problems weren't bad enough, in late February the Federal Aviation Administration delivered a scathing review of Boeing's corporate culture and called on the company to implement more than 50 safety-related changes. Boeing was given 90 days to devise a plan to overcome its deep-seated quality-control issues.

Boeing has acknowledged responsibility, committed to slow down its breakneck manufacturing pace, and promised to do better. Its CEO, Dave Calhoun, has met with US senators; Boeing factories have held day-long "stand down" events to halt production and focus on quality control; and the company's latest earnings call was all about safety, quality, and trust. But to deal with all its issues, Boeing needs to change its organisational culture.

Or, more specifically, it needs to tighten up a culture that has become too loose. As our research shows, every organisation or unit within it can be classified as tight or loose. In organisations characterised by tight cultures, the people, practices, and leadership typically follow a pattern that creates order through coordination, efficiency, and self-discipline. Practices are standardised, formal, and carefully transmitted, and employees focus on following the rules and preventing mistakes. Such organisations often exhibit a hierarchical, pyramid-like shape, with decision-making centralised to give the top leadership command and control. This creates a tightly regulated environment where organisational excellence is achieved through disciplined action.

In contrast, loose cultures place an emphasis on openness by embracing latitude, showing tolerance, and fostering creativity. Practices in these settings tend to be less standardised, allowing for more flexibility, informality, and experimentation. Employees are encouraged to take risks and think outside the box. Organisations with loose cultures typically have flatter and more decentralised structures, with leaders adopting a collaborative approach and challenging the status quo.

These cultural codes aren't random. They evolve to fit the demands of their ecosystems. Industries with a high degree of public accountability or where errors and failures are potentially catastrophic tend to veer toward tightness. Strict rules and accountability throughout the system help people coordinate in the face of threats. Industries with fewer and less severe threats can afford to be looser.

Typically, organisations become naturally aligned with the requisite levels of tightness or looseness demanded by their environments. But in some cases, they can become misaligned, resulting in what we call a cultural mismatch. They might become excessively stringent, thus stifling innovation -- as happened years ago at United Airlines. Or they may become too lax, leading to inefficiencies or unmitigated risks -- as occurred at Tesla.

Boeing needs a cultural pivot. While its operating environment shares many similarities with other high-risk industries, it has deviated from this cultural programming and become too loose. One reason is its growing prioritisation of profit over-engineering. In a strategic manoeuvre to secure tax credits, Boeing shifted its headquarters from Seattle to Chicago, creating a geographical gap of more than 3,200 kilometres between senior management and numerous engineers and employees. Then, in 2022, it announced another move, to Arlington, Virginia. This physical separation hampers effective communication and limits the ability to monitor and enforce rules, making it more difficult to achieve a cohesive alignment throughout the company.

The lack of accountability has also spilled over to suppliers. To boost profitability, Boeing outsourced much of its production to a wide array of subcontractors. Again, this shift toward a more expansive, decentralised network promotes looseness and makes it harder to monitor and enforce rules.

The turbulence within Boeing also has contributed to its cultural loosening. Frequent changes of leadership -- there have been five CEOs over the past two decades -- have made it difficult to maintain tight control. The constant turnover of leadership means that most of the attention from the top focuses on quick, short-term fixes rather than on longer-term strategic objectives -- as seen in the case of a software update after the Lion Air crash in 2018.

Likewise, the robust socialisation that typically characterises tight organisations has deteriorated. The FAA report finds that procedures and training "are complex and in a constant state of change, creating employee confusion, especially among different work sites and employee groups". Maintaining cultural tightness and adhering to core values might not immediately or directly produce profits, but it is necessary and nonnegotiable for sound operations.

The good news is that organisations can recalibrate their culture when they have become misaligned. We would advise Boeing to introduce more accountability into its overly loose culture by adopting our SECURE model. The acronym stands for: setting clear expectations, establishing structure, centralising decision-making, upholding oversight through increased monitoring, and making sure rules are enforced.

Boeing must work to propagate the core value of safety not only throughout the company but also throughout all external partners. A tight culture must be maintained by closely aligning everyone from the top leadership to the shop floor. It should also make clear that workers who raise concerns about the violation of safety norms will be rewarded. One of the most concerning parts of the FAA report was its finding that workers who raise safety concerns face retaliation. Such sanctioning speaks to the loosening of the firm's safety culture, which increasingly values silence and expedited production over safety.

As Boeing grapples with these challenges, it must recalibrate its cultural compass. Accountability, stability, and commitment to safety as a core value are essential to rebuilding trust, enhancing safety measures, and upholding organisational excellence within the aviation industry. Boeing's current course will inevitably lead to organisational and competitive decline. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Ashley Fulmer is Assistant Professor in Management at Robinson College of Business at Georgia State University. Michele Gelfand is Professor of Cross-Cultural Management and Psychology at the Stanford Graduate School of Business.
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									A free and fair Senate								
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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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        Guru's Weekly Buzz: March 15-21
        Guru By Bangkok Post's pick of the most exciting products, activities, food and travel to indulge in.

      

      
        'Squid Game' actor gets suspended sentence for sex harassment
        SEOUL: South Korean actor O Yeong-su, who starred in the first season of the hit Netflix series "Squid Game", was convicted on Friday on charges of sexual harassment and handed a suspended prison sentence, a court official said.

      

      
        Your horoscope for Mar 15-21
        Your spot-on horoscope for work, money and relationship from Guru by the Bangkok Post's famously accurate fortune teller. Let's see how you will fare this week and beyond.

      

      
        Alec Baldwin asks judge to dismiss charges in 'Rust' shooting
        NEW MEXICO - Actor Alec Baldwin's lawyers on Thursday asked a judge to dismiss manslaughter charges against him for the 2021 fatal shooting of cinematographer Halyna Hutchins during filming of a Western movie, alleging prosecutorial misconduct.

      

      
        A bloody tale of power games
        At first glance, it's easy to describe the new historical miniseries Shogun as Game Of Thrones meets The Last Samurai. The show's premise is an Englishman who finds himself in the middle of a fight for supremacy in feudal Japan. However, the 10-episode series is more than that as it blends elements of political intrigue, cultural clash and warfare in a gripping narrative. Produced by FX...

      

      
        A selection of Oscar-winner Cillian Murphy's best works
        Irish actor Cillian Murphy won his first Oscar for Best Actor on Sunday for his portrayal of physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer, the inventor of the atomic bomb.

      

      
        Elemental creations
        Last year marked the centennial of Italo Calvino (1923-1985), the first Italian to be invited to deliver the Charles Eliot Norton Lectures at Harvard University.

      

      
        A Coca-Cola culinary collab
        Coca-Cola just dropped Foodmarks in the Asean and South Pacific region, and it is next level.

      

      
        New movies out this week: March 14-20
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        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.
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									Guru's Weekly Buzz: March 15-21

									So many things to enjoy, so little time
								

								Guru By Bangkok Post's pick of the most exciting products, activities, food and travel to indulge in.
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Summertime cooking / The Siam Tea Room / Until March 31


The Siam Tea Room at Asiatique The Riverfront is celebrating the summer in Thailand with a khao chae promotion. Until March 31, experience the fragrant flavours of khao chae, the summer dish of chilled jasmine rice with traditional condiments. The "Khao Chae Chao Phraya" experience includes a choice of set menus for one or two people, or a delectable selection of a la carte dishes. Indulge in a classic khao chae bowl of chilled aromatic jasmine rice in fragrant water, accompanied by Fried young pepper stuffed with pork and shrimp in a fluffy egg, Fried dried chilies stuffed with sweet fish, Fried marinated shrimp paste bun, Sweet shredded fish, Marinated pork with steamed salted fish topped with egg yolk, Roasted coconut mango salad, Sweet pickled turnip, Sweet shredded pork, Fried butterfly pea stuffed with chicken, Fried frangipani flowers stuffed with shrimp, Deep-fried shallot stuffed with chicken, Deep-fried salted egg and Fresh mixed vegetables. The dessert is Sugar palm, rose water and fruit jelly on ice. The a la carte dishes include Sweet shredded beef with coriander seeds, Sweet and crispy fish in spicy sweet and sour sauce, Sweet and crispy dried shrimp, Sweet and crispy dried squid and Crispy-fried golden beans. Visit the restaurant's website.
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Thai BBQ  / Khao by Four Seasons Resort Chiang Mai / Until March 31 


The Four Seasons Resort Chiang Mai will offer a "Moo Kra Ta Thai BBQ" every evening in March. Experience a family Thai BBQ under the stars, featuring a sumptuous array of premium meats and seafood per set for two persons, including free-flow soft beverages, coffee, tea and welcome cocktails. Visit the resort's website.
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Dining promotions / Sirimahannop / Until Dec 30


The reimagined Thai tall ship, Sirimahannop on the Chao Phraya River is offering a host of dining promotions this month. Fish lovers can indulge in the Sublime sea bream roasted with butter, lemon and capers, until March 31. Enjoy a six-course set menu that highlights Freshly-shucked French oysters, House-cured salmon, Baked pork chop on the bone and more. With two complimentary cocktails and a Polaroid picture to take home, the offer is available until June 30. Happy Hour offers a"buy one get one free" offer on nine signature cocktails that highlight tropical fruits, is available until Dec 30. Slide into the groove every Wednesday at Funky Night, being held until March 27. Visit the restaurant's website. 
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California feeling / SoCal Social / March 22


SoCal, the California-inspired gem at the InterContinental Bangkok, will hold an extravaganza connecting food and wine enthusiasts on March 22. Highlighting the essence of the West Coast of the US, expect California-style canapes with French and California wines, all set to the rhythmic tracks spun by DJs. Choose from a variety of wines, three from California and three from France. The weekend night will be filled with activities, including a 360-photo opportunity and exciting prizes, promising an atmosphere of celebration and joy. Visit the hotel's website.
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Dinner collab / Clara Bangkok / March 22 


Chefs Pierre Chomet of Paris' Ambos and Christian Martena of Clara Bangkok will join forces to offer a seven-course menu on March 22. Chef Pierre Chomet is a familiar face on the Bangkok culinary scene, having previously worked at Joel Robuchon Bangkok and Chef's Table. The four-hand dinner will highlight a symphony of Italian and French cuisine. Visit the restaurant's website. 



[image: ]

Chocolate and cognac / Cocoa XO 


Find your slice of chocolate bliss at Cocoa XO on the 57th floor of Centara Grand at CentralWorld. It's not about satisfying your sweet tooth, it's about enjoying a haven that rises above the ordinary, with views that stretch out over the city. Treat yourself to our celebrated Chocolatier Buffet and savour an array of Cognac cocktails. In collaboration with Remy Martin Cognac and French chocolatier Cacao Barry, the Cocoa XO Pod's 49 cacao barry artisanal creations are paired with the cocktails. Indulge in chocolate pralines, velvety ganache, decadent chocolate cakes and dip into white or dark chocolate, or enjoy a Cognac-infused soft serve ice cream. Visit the hotel's website. 
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Earth hour dinner / Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok / March 23


To celebrate Earth Hour on March 23, Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok flicks off the switch for a special four-course dinner that celebrates the ingenuity of primitive cooking. The dinner will be served in Maa-Lai Library. A string trio will also perform. Highlights include Charcoal-smoked duck salad and Grilled halloumi salad, Salmon ceviche and Heart of palm ceviche, Lamb mandi,  Pepes ikan, Grilled fruit kabobs and Vanilla flan with barbequed pineapple. Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok will donate one tree to the BangkokTree project for every guest joining the dinner. Visit the hotel's website.  
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New outlet / Gordon Ramsay's Street Pizza


Gordon Ramsay's Street Pizza has opened at The Emsphere on the GM floor. Originally opened in London in 2018, Street Pizza offers a variety of toppings, from timeless classics like Margherita to Tandoori paneer, Corn & chorizo, and Pepperoni with a range of dipping sauces. Side dishes include wings in five delectable flavours: Sweet chili kimchi, G.F.C, Chocolate BBQ, Street hot sauce and Hotter than hell, along with Dirty fries, Mac & cheese, Chopped salad and a selection of signature cocktails and mocktails. Visit the restaurant's website.  
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Beach blues / Hua Hin Marriot Resort & Spa x Bourbon Street / March 23

"Blues On The Beach" returns to Hua Hin Marriott Resort & Spa and will be in collaboration with Bourbon Street, the Bangkok restaurant, known for its Cajun and Creole cuisine since 1986. On March 23, sip cool drinks paired with Bourbon Street's signature dishes, such as Shrimp and crabmeat gumbo, Suckling pig, spare ribs and Creole-style pork and red beans, accompanied with a fresh selection of seafood on ice, a live barbecue and delightful desserts. All this while live blues music takes over the beach. Visit the resort's website.  
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 Irish specials / Anantara Siam Bangkok Hotel / Until March 17


The luck of the Irish will be in full swing at Anantara Siam Bangkok Hotel's Aqua Bar and Cafe Wolseley on St. Patrick's Day, with a menu featuring Irish-inspired delights. Indulge in six Irish oysters served with condiments, rye bread and butter, or warm up with a hearty Fish chowder brimming with salmon, clams and mussels. Delight your taste buds with a classic Guinness beef stew or tender Roast lamb chops, and finish on a sweet note with Apple crumble paired perfectly with Jameson whiskey ice cream. Toast to the occasion with an authentic Irish coffee. Visit the hotel's website. 



TRAVEL
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 Date night / Anantara Bophut Koh Samui 


Anantara Bophut Koh Samui Resort's new "Romantic Cocoon Dinner" is part of the resort's "Dining By Design" programme, a new experience in a secluded and cosy setting inspired by the shape and symbolism of a cocoon. The elegant rattan structure, in a warm sand tone, contrasts beautifully with the orange hues of the sunset sky, creating a stunning backdrop for an unforgettable evening. The dinner will consist of a multi-sensory culinary journey with a personal chef and butler. Set menu options include Mediterranean allure, Ocean's treasure and Southern Thai relish, while the ambiance can be further enhanced by adding flickering candles, live music, fire show or themed decorations. Visit the resort's website.

 

[image: ]

 Avec amour / Le Meridien Chiang Rai Resort / Until April 30


Romance is still in the air in Chiang Rai at Le Meridien. Awaken the senses with a chocolate moments welcome amenity, a complimentary classic Kir Royale at Latitude 19 and a mouth-watering Le Meridien breakfast. Package includes stay in a Deluxe Garden View Room for two persons, with daily breakfast. Visit the resort's website. 
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 Padel paradise / The Sanchaya / March 20-27


The Sanchaya in Bintan, Indonesia's Riau Archipelago, will hold the first padel tournament in the region from March 23-24. The Sanchaya Padel Cup will also have open play with Spanish-professional padel player and expert coach Luis Ruiz. The Sanchaya is offering two packages tailored for padel enthusiasts under "The Sanchaya Padel Cup: Stay & Play". Both packages are inclusive of the joining fee for the tournament, a private coaching clinic for two, padel equipment fees, padel T-shirt and Cap, as well as healthy snacks and drinks. Bookings made from March 20-27 will enjoy a 20% off the best available rate. From March 25-26, a private coaching clinic will be led by Ruiz, who is also the champion of the Thailand padel series. Padel, a blend of tennis and squash, has captivated sports enthusiasts globally with its fast-paced action and accessible gameplay. Visit the resort's website.



JOIN
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 Mix and mingle / Guilty Bangkok / March 17 and March 31


Guilty Bangkok at Anantara Siam Bangkok and OMG Matchmaking will host the "Fast & Flirtatious" speed-dating night, where singles can mix, meet and mingle. March 17 is for straight people while a LGBTQ+ night will be held on March 31. Participants will speed-date with 20+ singles, both Thai and expats, and will be eligible for a complimentary drink and a 20% discount on food and drinks, during the session. Visit the hotel's website.
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Italian symphony & Citron magic / Capella Bangkok / March 22 and March 23-24

The inaugural edition of "Capella & Friends", a series of open-air soirees hosted quarterly at Capella Bangkok's tropical courtyard on the banks of the Chao Phraya River, will be held on March 22. The event is a celebration of friendship and local community spirit, welcoming people and pets to indulge in the pleasures of food and the outdoors. The hotel has collaborated with seven Italian chefs and restaurants for the event. Expect Giglio, Italian Osteria, L'Oliva, Cetara, Appia, Pizza Massilia and Peppina. Highlights include La porchetta, Pizza finocchiona, Arrosticini abruzzesi and Spaghetti alla chitarra al ragu delle. An Italian guest bartender will be on hand to mix up classic aperitivi -- think Negronis and Spritzes, while live entertainment and a unique lucky draw with a grand prize will enhance the festivities. Meanwhile, for two nights only, dive into the magical world of Menton citrons in an exclusive citrus-themed dining experience by chef Mauro Colagreco at Cote, Capella Bangkok. Chef Colagreco will put the prized fruit in the spotlight at a dinner on March 23, and lunch and dinner on March 24. The experience is an unscripted "Carte Blanche" menu of five courses for lunch and seven courses for dinner. For the two days, Capella Bangkok is offering the "Stay In The Mood For Citron Room Package" in a Riverfront Premier room, including dinner dinner for two and breakfast for two the following morning. Visit the hotel's website. Visit the hotel's website.
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 Cantonese delights / Banyan Tree Bangkok x Hotel Icon / March 21-22


Banyan Tree Bangkok will join forces with Hotel Icon, a unique teaching and research hotel in Hong Kong, where the focus will be on influential culinary delights and a cultural exchange through a tasting menu. The gastronomic event will include chef's collaboration dinner at Banyan Tree Bangkok's Bai Yun, and Thai cuisine showcase at Hotel Icon's The Market. The collab begins with a Thai Food Influence Festival, featuring Thai sous Renu Homsombat from Banyan Tree Bangkok and Hotel Icon's executive chef Danny Ho in Hong Kong. The festival will bring forth a delightful array of authentic northern Thai delicacies to The Market from March 12 to April 30. From March 21-22, Bai Yun will present "4-Hand Symphony of Cantonese Flavours" between executive Chinese chef Chi Ki Wong from Hotel Icon and Banyan Tree Cantonese resident chef Simon Kin Man Kwok. The two master chefs will join forces to craft an exquisite eight-course culinary journey that blends traditional Cantonese cuisines with local influences. The four-hand collab at Bai Yun will showcase the culmination of culinary expertise that has been honed for decades, perfected with modern techniques, and laced with epicurean flair of local premium ingredients. Diners can expect Jelly fish, Crispy pork and Bird's nest; Hong Kong-style sauteed Phuket lobster; Classic steamed grouper in lotus leaf with a modern twist; and Abalone steak with egg noodles. Chefs Man Kwok and Ki Wong will then travel to Phuket for an exquisite three-day event from March 26-28, where they will present their Cantonese creations at Veya restaurant at Banyan Tree Phuket. Visit the hotel's website.
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 Mojito week / Diplomat Bar / March 18-24


Partake in Mojito Week at Diplomat Bar at the Conrad Bangkok, which is a celebration dedicated to one of the world's most coveted libations -- the iconic Cuban cocktail. Succumb to the allure of this elixir, whose ingredients include rum, sugar, lime and mint. Enjoy five handcrafted mojito creations, namely the Lychee Mojito, Strawberry Mojito, Tom Yum Mojito, Cucumber Mojito and the Chocolate Mojito. On March 22, for one night only, festivities will reach their peak. Visit the hotel's website. 
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 District party / Soho Hospitality / March 23


The annual Soho District Party returns with a New York theme on March 23, at the front garden of Fraser Suites Sukhumvit 11. Expect a variety of food and drink options from Soho Hospitality's seven participating outlets: Above Eleven, Charcoal Tandoor Grill & Mixology, Cantina Italian Kitchen, Havana Social, Soho Pizza, Yankii Robatayaki & Bar and the newly-opened El Santo. Entertainment will include DJ performances, hip hop battles, dance performances, make-up artists, a photo booth, beer pong, live saxophonist, street art and more. Tickets can be purchased via Megatix.
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 Combat office syndrome / Lifestyles On 26 / March 19


Lifestyles On 26 at Centara Grand at CentralWorld will hold a 90-minute revitalising yoga programme designed to combat the strains of office work on March 19. Under the guidance of Kru Nam, a seasoned yoga professional, and crystal singing bowl maestro, the session is tailored to address and alleviate the symptoms commonly associated with office syndrome. The Yoga For Office Syndrome And Crystal Singing Bowl sessions are open for registration. Visit the hotel's website. 
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 Guest shift / Aqua Bar x Bitter Burro / March 20


Aqua  Bar will host Taipei mixology virtuoso, Allen Chien, from Bitter Burro in Datong district, on March 20. The collab promises an unforgettable evening of innovative cocktails and flavour sensations. From tantalising twists on classic concoctions to bold, inventive creations, each drink promises a bittersweet symphony that celebrates the complexity of flavour in every glass. Visit the hotel's website. 
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 Chef's table / Centara Reserve Samui / March 21


Illuminating Koh Samui's culinary landscape on March 21 at The Terrace at Centara Reserve Samui will be the "Samui Chef's Table: Baan Suan Lung Khai At The Terrace". The event is a celebration of Thai flavours, with a menu curated by the chef from Baan Suan Lung Khai, which is set in a lush coconut plantation. The collaboration between The Terrace and Baan Suan Lung Khai symbolises a fusion of the best that Koh Samui has to offer. The evening's menu features signature dishes such as Stir-fried blue crab in coconut sauce, Grilled prawns with green curry, Grilled fish wrapped in banana leaves and Kanom co with young coconut. Visit the resort's website.
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 Mental health festival / Slowcombo / March 23-24 and March 30-31


Love Frankie, a renowned social impact agency, has announced "We're Being", a unique mental health festival set to take place on March 23-24 and 30-31. The festival will host more than 80 wellness workshops led by industry experts, an interactive exhibition, a curated marketplace, and enlightening talks and panels. Attendees will experience a range of activities, from expressive writing to movement therapies, aimed at building resilient communities and fostering long-term well-being. The festival will be held at Slowcombo, a space known for its commitment to nurturing creativity and wellness. Free admission.  
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 Beach parties / The Standard, Hua Hin / April 13-14


In anticipation of the Thai New Year, The Standard, Hua Hin has joined forces with Corona Sunsets to host DJ-led beach parties. This year's Songkran Edition will be a two-day extravaganza of fun, sounds and sunsets. On both days, The Standard Hua Hin's beachfront lawn will be transformed into a playground of sound and celebration as guests revel in the chill vibes and relaxed ambience. Central to the event is the curated line-up of top local DJs, who will spin an eclectic mix of tunes, from bossa and jazz to deep house and tropical techno. A Heinz and Quickie Burger collab will roll in a food truck, in addition to Praca's izakaya pop-up. On the extensive beverage list are Corona bottles and buckets, chilled rose, bubbly, white wine, selected liquors and cheerful summer cocktails. Visit the hotel's website.



STUFF

Beauty hack / Colgate Optic White Purple

Colgate launches its first purple toothpaste, the Colgate Optic White Purple that instantly colour-corrects yellow tones with the very first brush. Colgate Optic White Purple is an all-purple formula, which contains Purple Brighteners in every tube and incorporates Colgate's exclusive and cutting-edge micropolishing technology. The combination of Colgate's advanced technology with clinically proven ingredients helps to remove surface stains, achieving a brighter smile. Colgate Optic White Purple is available at retailers all over Thailand.

 

[image: ]

 Collection giveaway / Lenovo / Until March 31


Lenovo Thailand unveiled its new collectible giveaways for the Year Of The Dragon in collaboration with Line Friends.  Until March 31, Lenovo and Line Friends fans can anticipate receiving collectible gifts themed around the 2024 New Year when purchasing selected Lenovo laptops and desktops at authorised Lenovo partner stores nationwide. Participating Lenovo products include IdeaPad, IdeaPad Flex, IdeaPad Duet, IdeaCentre, IdeaCentre All-in-One and Yoga. These New Year-themed gift items showcase the three most beloved characters - Brown, Cony and Sally donning a dragon costume to celebrate the Lunar New Year. 

 

[image: ]

 Footwear collection  / Jim Thompson X FitFlop 


Jim Thompson and FitFlop recently launched the "House On The Klong" Collection, a collaboration that marries traditional Thai patterns with bio-mechanically engineered footwear. The collection aims at delivering style and comfort, offering a product that reflects the aesthetic of Jim Thompson's heritage along with the smart, ergonomic design of FitFlop. Available online and in select Jim Thompson and FitFlop stores globally.
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									'Squid Game' actor gets suspended sentence for sex harassment

									
								

								SEOUL: South Korean actor O Yeong-su, who starred in the first season of the hit Netflix series "Squid Game", was convicted on Friday on charges of sexual harassment and handed a suspended prison sentence, a court official said.
								The Seongnam branch of the Suwon District Court sentenced O to eight months in prison, suspended for two years, as well as 40 hours of attendance at a sexual violence treatment programme, the court official said by telephone.

The 79-year-old actor, who was charged with two counts of sexual harassment in 2017, had denied the accusations.

As he was leaving the court, O told reporters he planned to appeal against the decision. He has seven days to appeal or the ruling will be upheld.

O was indicted in 2022 and prosecutors had previously sought a sentence of one year in prison, according to media reports.

Womenlink, a women's rights group in South Korea, welcomed the ruling and urged O to apologise to the victim.

"The defendant resembles other offenders of sexual violence in theatre in the past who tried to cover up their sexual violence as 'favour' and 'friendship'," the group said in a post on X.

O won best supporting actor in television at the Golden Globes for his role in "Squid Game" in 2022, becoming the first South Korean to snatch the award.

He played the elderly character Oh II-nam, one of the main antagonists of the first season.

The controversy over the accusations of sexual harassment saw him dropping out of an upcoming film in South Korea.
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									Your horoscope for Mar 15-21

									
								

								Your spot-on horoscope for work, money and relationship from Guru by the Bangkok Post's famously accurate fortune teller. Let's see how you will fare this week and beyond.
								Note:
- ([?]) is for work, ([?]) is for money, () is for coupled life and ([?]) is for single life
- Horoscope by Chaiyospol Hemwijit & translated by Pornchai Sereemongkonpol
- You can also view previous ones at https://bit.ly/353fcoa



 Aries

Mar 21 - Apr 19

([?]) Your team may become smaller. Difficult assignments and challenges may land on your desk when you feel unprepared. You may have to work longer hours. Employers, products or work equipment may get stolen.

([?]) You may fall a bit behind with your savings plan as the cost of living rises. You may have to have your car or bad cosmetic surgery fixed. Read any contracts twice before signing your name.   

() Couples withstand and survive a difficult situation together. They grow closer after going through hardship, proving that they're there for each other no matter what. 

([?]) Dating app users may get to meet their match a few hours after their first chat. This may lead to a casual hook-up but it's unlikely to develop further.   

 Taurus

Apr 20 - May 20

([?]) You're gifted with the ability to explain complicated stuff in layman's terms. You quickly notice possible misunderstandings and rectify them to prevent any serious issues. Colleagues may come to view you as a pacifist in the office. 

([?]) Speculators and investors can expect high returns. Breadwinners, your dependents need more money than usual. Someone may ask if you can lend them money after seeing your online flexes.

() Couples enjoy healthier communication. An opportunity to address lingering issues in your relationship may present itself. Couples may let their inner child come out as they try a new activity together. 

([?]) Love at first sight/swipe awaits. If you're competing for someone's heart, your opponent will put up a good fight but you're likely to emerge victorious.    

 Gemini

May 21 - Jun 20

([?]) You become more noticeably creative, intuitive and proactive. You accomplish more without having to try harder. The content or campaign that you're about to launch will succeed. You may gain many new customers and/or followers.

([?]) Whether you're trying to sell your assets or someone else's, someone will soon make a serious buying offer. You may buy something you really like at a heavily discounted price or a pre-loved item in minty condition for a fraction of its original price. 

() You may feel under appreciated by your partner and vice versa. Someone may slide into your DMs, not knowing that you're already taken.

([?]) You meet several potential admirers, male and female. If you've thought that you already figured out your sexuality, you may realise you're more fluid than you thought. If you've been chatting with someone online, you'll finally get to meet them IRL.   

 Cancer

Jun 21 - Jul 22

([?]) You may be asked to finish a task much sooner than first told. Your supervisor may assign you to a very important task and you don't see it coming. It'll be an opportunity to show off your skills but you have to work longer hours. A carrot will be dangled in front of you.

([?]) You make enough money to easily cover your day-to-day necessities. Read contracts twice before putting your name on them. You have no luck when it comes to any form of gambling, state-sanctioned or otherwise.

() Couples from different countries may face unexpected legal problems and/or cultural challenges. A common friend may cause a fight between you two because of their unsolicited opinion about your relationship.  

([?]) You meet someone who's physically your type. However, it won't be easy to get to know them as you two are worlds apart in many ways, from socioeconomic status to mindset.  

 Leo

Jul 23 - Aug 22

([?]) A sudden change of plans makes your work harder than it has to be. However, you'll realise that you're more resilient and adaptable than you think. You may realise that you've grown so much mentally within a span of a few years. Employers, your employees may steal from you. 

([?]) The payment you're expecting will arrive as expected. Online communities and friends may give you leads to opportunities to earn extra income or secure a side hustle. Beware of charity/fundraising scams.

() Couples know when to spend time together and when to give each other personal space and time. Some time apart helps keep your relationship fresh and exciting. Don't be too adventurous in the bedroom or else you may injure yourself or your partner. 

([?]) If you're not seeing anyone, you may come across a hottie online and slide into their DMs. Your bestie or cousin plays Cupid and matches you up with someone interesting.   

 Virgo

Aug 23 - Sept 22

([?]) Someone irresponsible may break their promise or abruptly quit. You may have to clean up the mess that they caused. If you're looking for a new job, you may be offered a position in the service industry.

([?]) You may buy sought-after collectables or brand-name items that you intend to resell down the road. You may incur a good debt that would be used to generate more income.   

() Don't twice before you say something. You two disagree with each other more often. A bad incident may cause you two to start to distrust each other. There are a few types of infidelity. 

([?]) Should you decide to ask someone out on a date, you should brace yourself for a rejection. If your ex is trying to win you back, something may remind you why you two broke up in the first place and make you realise that you don't want them back.   

 Libra

Sept 23 - Oct 22

([?]) Brace yourself for sudden bad news and difficult situations. You have to multi-task throughout next week but you already what needs to get done first. The workload may look overwhelming but if you tackle it one-by-one you won't feel stressed out or burnt out. 

([?]) Your earnings may be lower than expected after losing an income source. Luckily, it isn't your main source. Go over your expenses and you cut out a few wants. Gambling makes no one rich, except the house. 

() You feel you're being taken for granted by your partner. If you want more TLC, you can simply just ask. If you've been unfaithful, you may be caught in action. A very uncomfortable drama ensues. Scandolo!  

([?]) You get to know someone you really like but you shouldn't be too eager or available for them. Don't get handsy with them this early either.     

 Scorpio

Oct 23 - Nov 21

([?]) An opportunity to learn new skills and tools that are trending in your industry is on the cards. Important paperwork and equipment will arrive on time. A business negotiation or job interview will yield good results. 

([?]) Someone who hired you for a freelance job may hire you for another. If you're waiting for a refund or compensation, it'll arrive soon. You live below your means and save a good portion of your income.

() Couples enjoy healthly communcation. They try to see things from the other's POV. They trust each other deeply and don't ask to see the phone. Unmarried couples are on their quest to find a wedding planner. 

([?]) Your close friend or family member may play Cupid and introduce you to something who's quite a catch and comes from a similar background. If you've been chatting with someone, you two may decide to go Facebook official.   

 Sagittarius

Nov 22 - Dec 21

([?]) Colleagues consider you reliable and professional. You may set a new personal record. You tick off all items on your to-do list. What seems bad may turn out to be good. Your supervisor may grant you power to make big decisions.

([?]) A cousin or friend may ask you for a small loan. If they've been good to you, why not? A fundraising campaign will hit its goal. You have no problem paying all the bills. 

() Couples inspire each other to be the better version of themselves. A romantic date night may happen this weekend. 

([?]) If you decide to ask someone out on a date, they will say yes. You may catch the attention of an older admirer.  

 Capricorn

Dec 22 - Jan 19

([?]) Brace yourself from difficult assignments, toxic colleagues and bad work-life balance. Keep yourself motivated by focusing on your long-term goals. You may be offered a new job that you're excited about.

([?]) You may decide to buy something that you've been obsessed with for some time. You may find what you recently lost. Good fortune awaits you. Money-making opportunities come yourself but you'll have work for it. 

() Couples disagree more often so they need to be more patient with each other. Think before you say anything in the heat of the moment.

([?]) You prefer to stay single as you're on a quest for self-development and self-love. If you knowingly see someone already taken, a rude wake-up call is on the cards.   

 Aquarius

Jan 20 - Feb 18

([?]) Sudden bad news or unexpected difficult situations may increase your workload and difficulties in managing your budgets and resources. A colleague is on standby to help you out when you need it. You're not a one-man show and asking for help isn't a crime.  

([?]) You can pay for your necessities without difficulty. A cousin or friend may ask you for a small loan. You have no luck when it comes to gambling. Brand-name collectors should beware of grade-A counterfeits.

() Couples treat each other in the same way whether they're at home or out in public. They continue to be each other's source of support, comfort and safe space. 

([?]) Those who are inexperienced in love may experience love at first sight/swipe. If you went through a bad break-up, you'll finally move on from it and believe in love again.   

 Pisces

Feb 19 - Mar 20

([?]) Your main job and side hustle take up most of your waking hours. You have a full plate but you also pride yourself on being productive. You have no problems meeting all deadlines. If you recently sent out your CVs, you'll hear some good news. 

([?]) The payment you're waiting for will arrive as expected. If you're trying to sell your assets or someone else's, you'll be able to close the sale soon. You treat yourself to a few nice things but nothing too extravagant. 

() Couples know when to spend time together and when to spend time apart. They may enjoy a new activity to strengthen their relationship this weekend. A smooth childbirth is on the cards. 

([?]) If you've been chatting with someone, you two become infatuated with each other and may go Facebook official.
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									Alec Baldwin asks judge to dismiss charges in 'Rust' shooting

									
								

								NEW MEXICO - Actor Alec Baldwin's lawyers on Thursday asked a judge to dismiss manslaughter charges against him for the 2021 fatal shooting of cinematographer Halyna Hutchins during filming of a Western movie, alleging prosecutorial misconduct.
								Trial is set for July 10 in New Mexico.

"Enough is enough. This is an abuse of the system, and an abuse of an innocent person whose rights have been trampled to the extreme," said the motion, filed eight days after a jury found the film's armorer Hannah Gutierrez guilty of involuntary manslaughter in a separate trial.

Hutchins died when the reproduction Colt. 45 revolver Baldwin was rehearsing with fired a live round that also wounded director Joel Souza during filming of "Rust".

Criminal defendants routinely seek to dismiss charges, which judges rarely do. But charges against Baldwin were dropped once already and the trial of Gutierrez was Hollywood's first for an on-set fatal shooting in nearly 30 years. She is due to be sentenced on April 15 and faces up to 18 months in state prison.

Baldwin's lawyers argued that prosecutors have "publicly dragged Baldwin through the cesspool created by their improprieties."

Apart from those broadsides, defence lawyers offered legal arguments including that the state withheld "substantial exculpatory and favourable evidence" from the grand jury.

For example, they said prosecutors failed to call a witness who would have testified that Baldwin's role as producer was purely for creative purposes, and he had no role in enforcing safety protocols or hiring crew.

They cited precedents where judges dismissed indictments when prosecutors kept evidence favourable to the defence from being heard by the grand jury.

Special prosecutor Kari Morrissey did not immediately respond to a request for comment.


[image: ]
Actor Alec Baldwin appears in court in the Manhattan borough of New York City, New York, the United States, on Jan 23, 2019. (Photo: Reuters)




Baldwin faces two counts of manslaughter, one for negligent use of a firearm and another for failure to exercise due caution. The fourth-degree felonies carry a maximum sentence of 18 months in prison.

Baldwin was first charged with involuntary manslaughter in January of 2023. The charge was dismissed three months later when his lawyers presented evidence the revolver Baldwin was using had been modified and it could fire without the trigger being pulled.

The "30 Rock" actor has denied responsibility for Hutchins' death, saying the gun went off without him pulling the trigger.

Morrissey in January called a grand jury to indict Baldwin after an independent test of the gun found it would not fire without the trigger being pulled. The test confirmed a previous Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) examination.
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									A bloody tale of power games

									FX's new miniseries Shogun is an intriguing adventure in feudal Japan
								

								At first glance, it's easy to describe the new historical miniseries Shogun as Game Of Thrones meets The Last Samurai. The show's premise is an Englishman who finds himself in the middle of a fight for supremacy in feudal Japan. However, the 10-episode series is more than that as it blends elements of political intrigue, cultural clash and warfare in a gripping narrative. Produced by FX Productions and based on James Clavell's acclaimed 1975 novel, the series transports viewers to Japan in the year 1600.
								Set against the backdrop of a civil war, Hiroyuki Sanada stars as Lord Yoshii Toranaga who is embroiled in a life-and-death struggle against adversaries within the Council of Regents. However, the arrival of a mysterious European ship and its English pilot John Blackthorne (Cosmo Jarvis) introduces a complex web of secrets and alliances that could shift the balance of power. Alongside them is the enigmatic Christian noblewoman Toda Mariko (Anna Sawai) who is navigating loyalty, faith, and duty in a treacherous political landscape.

Shogun features striking visuals, meticulously crafted sets, intricate costumes, and a diverse colour palette that transports audiences back to feudal Japan. Central to the series are exceptional performances all around, including Cosmo Jarvis who stands out with his portrayal of John Blackthorne and captures the essence of a fish out of water grappling with cultural and linguistic barriers. His character's evolution is compelling and a testament to Jarvis' skill and dedication. Hiroyuki Sanada also commands the screen with stoic authority as Lord Toranaga and embodies depth and complexity. His character is clever and isn't afraid to get his hands dirty or sacrifice his pawns to get from point A to point B without hesitation. Anna Sawai also shines as Mariko and if you liked her in Fast & Furious 9 (2021), you'll like her even more here as she brings grace and strength and complements the interplay among the central trio.

Shogun focuses on power and conflicting agendas among Toranaga and Ishido (Takehiro Hira) within the Council of Regents, clashes between the Jesuits and Blackthorne, and the schemes of ambitious subordinates. The series expertly presents a landscape of political manoeuvring and strategic alliances to keep viewers engaged and guessing.

[image: ]
Anna Sawai as Toda Mariko in Shogun.



While I cannot speak to the fidelity of the adaptation to Clavell's novel, Shogun succeeds in creating a world of gripping manipulation and intrigue. The narrative is like a chess match, with each move and countermove adding layers of suspense and complexity. Viewers are drawn into a realm where loyalty is tested, alliances are fragile, and power is a precarious prize.

At its core, Shogun is a narrative of shifting allegiances and moral dilemmas, where characters navigate treacherous waters fraught with danger and ambition. The series delves into themes of identity, honour, loyalty and explores the intricate bonds that bind individuals in times of turmoil. While the series juggles multiple storylines and character arcs, it manages to weave them together seamlessly, building towards a convergence that promises satisfying payoffs for invested viewers. The series has created these games of manipulation for you to sink your teeth into and keep you guessing till the end.

[image: ]
Cosmo Jarvis as a British sailor John Blackthorne. 





	Shogun

	Starring Hiroyuki Sanada, Cosmo Jarvis, Anna Sawai

	Now streaming on Disney+ Hotstar
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									A selection of Oscar-winner Cillian Murphy's best works

									
								

								Irish actor Cillian Murphy won his first Oscar for Best Actor on Sunday for his portrayal of physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer, the inventor of the atomic bomb.
								But before Oppenheimer, the 47-year-old actor starred in a number of films -- many of which also bagged various awards.

Here are some of Murphy's movies and series worth checking out.

Inception

Available on Apple TV+

The 2010 Christopher Nolan film won four Oscars in 2011 including Best Cinematography, Best Sound Mixing, Best Sound Editing and Best Visual Effects.

In the film, Murphy plays Robert Fischer, a wealthy heir to a large energy firm. He was the target of the entire inception operation, which aims to extract crucial information from his memories and bring him as well as his father's business empire down for good. In Inception, Murphy stars alongside big names like Leonardo DiCaprio, Joseph Gordon-Levitt, Elliot Page, Tom Hardy and Ken Watanabe.

[image: ]

Peaky Blinders

Available on Netflix

The show won Best Drama Series at the Bafta Awards in 2018, among other accolades. Murphy plays Thomas Shelby, the leader of the Birmingham criminal gang, the Peaky Blinders. Shelby is determined to move his family up in the world so that the powers who have always mistreated them can no longer touch them.

Six seasons of Peaky Blinders are available on Netflix.

[image: ]

Batman Begins

Available on Netflix

In this Christopher Nolan film, Murphy plays Dr Jonathan Crane, aka The Scarecrow, a Gotham city supervillain and a major enemy of Batman. The movie also stars Christian Bale, Michael Caine, Ken Watanabe, Liam Neeson and Gary Oldman.

Besides Batman Begins, Murphy also starred as The Scarecrow in The Dark Knight and The Dark Night Rises.

[image: ]

In Time

Available on Netflix

Murphy plays a Timekeeper Raymon Leon who is the main antagonist in this 2011 live action film starring Justin Timberlake and Amanda Seyfried. In Time is a sci-fi film set in the year 2169 where all of humanity stops ageing at 25. After that, they survive through "living time" which can be transferred among individuals on body contact.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/arts-and-entertainment/2759179/a-selection-of-oscar-winner-cillian-murphys-best-works



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Elemental creations

									The 'Van Cleef & Arpels: Time, Nature, Love' exhibition celebrates the universal in high jewellery
								

								Last year marked the centennial of Italo Calvino (1923-1985), the first Italian to be invited to deliver the Charles Eliot Norton Lectures at Harvard University.
								His series for the 1985/86 academic year would revolve around the preservation of literary values in the 3rd millennium. The renowned writer completed five of the six planned lectures -- Lightness, Quickness, Exactitude, Visibility and Multiplicity.

The sixth titled Consistency was to have been written at Harvard University, but unfortunately he passed away on Sept 19, 1985, before leaving Italy for the US.

Calvino's recipe for great literature was posthumously published in Six Memos For The Next Millennium, which is the basis for Alba Cappellieri's curatorial project for Van Cleef & Arpels.

The parallelism of the five memos and the core values of the French jewellery house is portrayed in the "Van Cleef & Arpels: Time, Nature, Love" exhibition, which returned to Asia last November for a five-month run at the D Museum in Seoul, South Korea.

"These 'values or qualities or specificities' defined by Italo Calvino represent absolute virtues for both literature and jewellery, as well as for any other object, and support the analysis and the understanding of our time beyond any specific discipline. The values are still relevant today, testifying to their veracity, and help us understand Van Cleef & Arpels' ability to interpret, chisel and transfer time in its precious objects," said Cappellieri, who's the head of Jewellery and Fashion Accessory at the Politecnico di Milano.

[image: ]
Curator Alba Cappellieri.



The exhibition was premiered in Milan in 2019. After the Covid-19 pandemic, it travelled to Shanghai in 2022 and Saudi Arabia in the first half of 2023.

The Seoul edition showcases over 300 jewellery creations, timepieces, precious objects as well as archival documents and sketches illustrating the creative process.

Five components that further reflect on the maison's DNA have been added to Calvino's five memos for the first part of the exhibition -- Time.

The resulting 10 zones comprise Paris, Elsewhere, Lightness, Quickness, Visibility, Exactitude, Multiplicity and Intersections with Fashion, Dance and Architecture.

"In the case of Paris, it is much more than a tribute to the city where the Van Cleef and Arpels families started this extraordinary story in 1906, as the French capital was the centre of the arts and beauty at the beginning of the 20th century," said Cappellieri.

[image: ]
Dichroic Confetti sculpture in the Love room.



"Likewise, the Elsewhere allows us to better understand the visionary skill of the maison's founders in exploring distant worlds, searching for unique gems but also filtering inspirations, colours and motifs from other cultures."

The five sections based on Calvino's literary values boast exceptional pieces, particularly from the 1930s.

Lightness is embodied in the Collaret from 1939. Formerly in the collection of Queen Nazli of Egypt, this Art Deco necklace is crafted in platinum and set with 673 diamonds for 204.03 carats.

Created in the same year, Cadenas represents Quickness. Attached to a double snake chain, the wristwatch evokes a padlock in yellow gold. Crowned by a row of calibrated rubies, the inclined dial allows reading the time discreetly with a slight tilt of the wrist.

Expressing Visibility, a bird clip from the early 1970s is a transformable piece as its detached tail and wings can be worn as a brooch and earrings. Adorned with emeralds, sapphire and diamonds, the yellow gold bird carries a 96.62 carat briolette-cut yellow diamond, which once belonged to opera singer and socialite Ganna Walska who wore it as a pendant in the 1930s.

Exactitude is illustrated by a brooch in platinum, white and yellow gold from 1936. The sprig of gently curving leaves adorned with Mystery Set rubies partially covers a stylised palm leaf paved with diamonds.

[image: ]
Lightness: Collaret necklace (1939).



The most spectacular and surprising precious objects have been curated for the Multiplicity section.

"For Calvino, Multiplicity is a method of knowledge, a bridge between people and ideas, which is exactly what Van Cleef & Arpels has always done," said Cappellieri. "This space reveals objects ranging from the Minaudiere -- the precious box invented by Charles Arpels in 1933 -- to powder cases, lighters, glasses and fragrance bottles. Less known compared to its jewellery creations, these objects are unique and extraordinary in terms of craftsmanship and style. They say something about beauty, art, handwork and talent."

The idea for the Minaudiere came after Charles Arpels saw one of his clients tossing her stuff into a Lucky Strike cigarette tin. His functional design provides many compartments for women to easily keep their accessories.

The exhibited Wild Rose Minaudiere from 1938 also features a removable ruby-embellished clasp that can be worn as a clip.

[image: ]
Visibility: Bird clip and Walska pendant (1971-1972).



Echoing Multiplicity, the Passe-Partout patented in 1938 can be converted into a necklace, a bracelet or a belt while the central motif can also be detached and worn alone as a clip or, in some models, as earrings.

Cappellieri's favourite exhibit is the Zip necklace displayed in the Intersection-Couture section. Created in 1951, the yellow and rose gold piece with rubies and diamonds can be transformed into a bracelet.

"I selected the Zip necklace for its ability to mix the highest goldsmith craftsmanship with the functionalism of the industrial zipper initially used for US uniforms. A masterpiece of concept, innovation, creativity and technique to be discovered in every detail," said the curator.

The exhibition's second theme explores the beauty of nature through the Fauna, Botanica and Flora sections while the third part celebrates the most mythical romances of the 20th century through its selection in the Love room with a sculpture named Dichroic Confetti.

Architect Johanna Grawunder designed this luminous sculpture as well as the immersive scenography, which plays on transparency, light and colour. In addition graphic designer Michal Batory reflects the Van Cleef & Arpels style in a special typography and video for the exhibition, which runs until April 14 at the D Museum in Seongdong-gu, Seoul.

For more information, visit  vancleefarpels.com.

[image: ]
Exactitude: Brooch with Mystery Set rubies (1936).
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Multiplicity: Wild Rose Minaudiere (1938).
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Couture: Zip necklace (1951)
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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).
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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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