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                  US files antitrust suit against Apple                

                Smartphone maker accused of using market power to drive up prices and hurt rivals
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                                WASHINGTON - The US government has sued Apple, alleging it used the powerful demand for its iPhone and other products to drive up prices for its services and hurt smaller rivals.
The case filed on Thursday by the federal Department of Justice and 15 states is the first major antitrust effort against the smartphone maker by the Biden administration.

Apple joins a list of major tech companies sued by US regulators, including Google, Meta Platforms and Amazon.com under the administrations of both former president Donald Trump and President Joe Biden.

"Consumers should not have to pay higher prices because companies violate the antitrust laws," Attorney General Merrick Garland said in a statement. "If left unchallenged, Apple will only continue to strengthen its smartphone monopoly."

The Justice Department alleges that Apple uses its market power to get more money from consumers, developers, content creators, artists, publishers, small businesses and merchants.

The 88-page lawsuit, filed in US federal court in Newark, New Jersey, said it was focused on "freeing smartphone markets from Apple's anticompetitive and exclusionary conduct and restoring competition to lower smartphone prices for consumers, reducing fees for developers, and preserving innovation for the future".

Apple disagreed in a statement, saying: "This lawsuit threatens who we are and the principles that set Apple products apart in fiercely competitive markets. If successful, it would hinder our ability to create the kind of technology people expect from Apple -- where hardware, software, and services intersect."

Apple has already been subject to antitrust investigations and orders in Europe, Japan and Korea, as well as lawsuits from corporate rivals such as Epic Games.

One of Apple's most lucrative businesses -- its App Store, which charges developers commissions of up to 30% -- has already survived a lengthy legal challenge under US law by Epic. While the lawsuit found that Apple did not violate antitrust laws, a federal judge ordered Apple to allow links and buttons to pay for apps without using Apple's in-app payment commission.

App Store reforms

In Europe, Apple's App Store business model has been dismantled by a new law called the Digital Markets Act that went into effect earlier this month. Apple plans to let developers offer their own app stores -- and, importantly, pay no commissions -- but rivals such as Spotify and Epic argue Apple is still making it too hard to offer alternative app stores.

The rulings on Apple's App Store forced the Justice Department to look at Apple's other practices for the basis of a complaint, such as how Apple allows outside firms to access the chips and sensors in the iPhone.

Consumer hardware firms, such as the smart-tracker maker Tile Inc, have long complained that Apple has restricted the ways in which they can work with the iPhone's sensors while developing competing products that have greater access.

Apple began selling AirTags -- which can be attached to items like car keys to help users find them when they are lost -- several years after Tile had been selling a similar product.

Similarly, Apple has restricted access to a chip in the iPhone that allows for contactless payments. Credit cards can only be added to the iPhone by using Apple's own Apple Pay service.

And Apple has also faced criticism over its iMessage service, which only works on Apple devices.

Apple has long argued that it restricts access to some user data and some of the iPhone's hardware by third-party developers for privacy and security reasons.
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                                Surgeons in Boston have transplanted a kidney from a genetically engineered pig into an ailing 62-year-old man, the first procedure of its kind. If successful, the breakthrough offers hope to hundreds of thousands of people whose kidneys have failed.
So far, the signs are promising. The new kidney began producing urine shortly after the surgery last weekend and the patient's condition continues to improve, according to physicians at Massachusetts General Hospital. He is already walking the halls of the hospital and may be discharged soon.

The patient is a Black man, and the procedure may have special significance for Black patients, who suffer high rates of end-stage kidney disease.

A new source of kidneys "could solve an intractable problem in the field -- the inadequate access of minority patients to kidney transplants", said Dr Winfred Williams, associate chief of the hospital's nephrology division and the patient's primary kidney doctor.

If kidneys from genetically modified animals can be transplanted on a large scale, dialysis "will become obsolete", said Dr Leonardo Riella, medical director for kidney transplantation at Mass General. The hospital's parent organisation, Mass General Brigham, developed the transplant programme.

More than 800,000 Americans have kidney failure and require dialysis, a procedure that filters toxins from the blood. Over 100,000 are on a waiting list to receive a transplanted kidney from a living or dead human donor.

In addition, tens of millions of Americans have chronic kidney disease, which can lead to organ failure.

While dialysis keeps people alive, the gold-standard treatment is an organ transplant. Thousands of patients die annually while waiting for a kidney, however, because there is an acute shortage of organs. Just 25,000 kidney transplants are performed each year.

Xenotransplantation -- the implantation of an animal's organ into a human -- has for decades been proposed as a potential solution that could make kidneys much more widely available. But the human immune system rejects foreign tissue, causing life-threatening complications, and experts note that long-term rejection can occur even when donors are well matched.

In recent years, scientific advances including gene editing and cloning have edged xenotransplants closer to reality, making it possible to modify animal genes to make the organs more compatible and less likely to be rejected by the immune system.

The kidney came from a pig engineered by the biotech company eGenesis, which removed three genes involved in potential rejection of the organ. In addition, seven human genes were inserted to enhance human compatibility. Pigs carry retroviruses that may infect humans, and the company also inactivated the pathogens.

In September 2021, surgeons at NYU Langone Health in New York attached a kidney from a genetically modified pig to a brain-dead man and watched as it began to function and make urine. Shortly afterward, scientists at the University of Alabama at Birmingham announced they had performed a similar procedure with similar results.

Surgeons at the University of Maryland have twice transplanted hearts from genetically modified pigs into patients with heart disease. While the organs functioned and the first did not appear to be rejected, both of the patients, who had advanced disease, died shortly afterward.

(Patients who agree to these cutting-edge experimental treatments are usually extremely ill and have few options available. Often they are too sick to qualify for the waiting list for a precious human organ or are not eligible for other reasons.)

The transplant patient in Boston, Richard Slayman, a state transport department supervisor, had suffered from diabetes and high blood pressure for many years, and had been under treatment at Mass General for over a decade.

After his kidneys failed, Slayman was on dialysis for seven years, eventually receiving a human kidney in 2018. But the donated organ failed within five years, and he developed other complications, including congestive heart failure, Williams said.

When Slayman resumed dialysis in 2023, he experienced severe vascular complications -- his blood vessels were clotting and failing -- and he needed recurrent hospitalization, Williams said.

Slayman, who kept working despite his health problems, faced a long wait for another human kidney, and "he was growing despondent", Williams said. "He said, 'I just can't go on like this. I can't keep doing this.' I started to think about extraordinary measures we could take."

"He would have had to wait five to six years for a human kidney. He would not have been able to survive it," Williams added.

When Williams asked Slayman about receiving a pig's kidney, Slayman had many questions but eventually decided to proceed.

"I saw it not only as a way to help me, but a way to provide hope for thousands of people who need a transplant to survive," he said in a statement provided by Mass General.

Slayman's new kidney seems to be functional, so far, and he has been able to stop dialysis. The new pig kidney is making urine as well as creatinine, a waste product.

Other measures are also improving daily, his doctors said. Doctors will continue to monitor Slayman for signs of organ rejection.

"He looks like his own self. It's remarkable," Williams said.


	This article originally appeared in The New York Times
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                Suphanat quiets Seoul crowd with second-half equaliser
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                                SEOUL - Thailand fought back to secure a 1-1 draw against South Korea in a World Cup qualifying match on Thursday night.
The result was a disappointment for a favoured Korean side playing its first match since the sacking of coach Jurgen Klinsmann. Belated revelations of a physical bust-up between two of their stars, Lee Kang-in and captain Son Heung-min, have further sapped morale.

With under-23 coach Hwang Sun-hong taking charge following the dismissal of Klinsmann, the hosts took the lead three minutes before half-time at Seoul World Cup Stadium.

Tottenham Hotspur attacker Son was the man on the spot, turning in from close range to put the hosts on the way to a third qualifying win from as many matches.

But the capacity crowd was stunned into silence on 61 minutes when Suphanat Mueanta stayed onside to rifle a shot past exposed goalkeeper Jo Hyeon-woo to give Thailand the equaliser.

South Korea had several chances to score the winner, but they failed to take them against an increasingly overworked Thailand defence.

South Korea, ranked 22nd in the world, remain atop Group C in the Asian Football Confederation (AFC) qualification with seven points, while 101st-ranked Thailand remain in second place with four points.

There are nine groups of four in the current second qualifying round. The two best teams from each group will advance to the third round.

The two sides will meet again on Tuesday at Rajamangala National Stadium in Bangkok.
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                Woman was angered by shop owner's request to remove her shoes
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                                A Russian tourist who kicked a pregnant shop owner in Koh Phangan has been fined 500 baht and given a suspended 15-day jail sentence.
Immigration authorities in Surat Thani are considering whether her visa will be revoked due to the criminal offence.

Alena Kupriyanova, 41, admitted to kicking the shop owner, who is eight months pregnant, on Monday in frustration after the latter asked her to take off her shoes before entering the shop.

The shop owner decided to press charges to prevent such an incident from happening again. Kupriyanova claimed she was menstruating that day, which had affected her mood. Her Thai visa was said to be valid until May 22.

The incident was the latest in a string of reports of tourists behaving badly. Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul downplayed public concerns over a perceived increase in such incidents, adding that foreigners who break Thailand's laws will be prosecuted.

He cited the case this week in which two New Zealand brothers were prosecuted and subsequently lost their visas after assaulting a police officer in Phuket.

Visa revocation, he said, is decided on a case-by-case basis and not that every foreigner who breaks the law will end up being deported.

According to statistics compiled by the Royal Thai Police from last October until this month, 614 foreigners faced legal action for committing a crime in Thailand, and 98 were deported as a consequence.

In many cases, police said these foreigners had been prosecuted for using nominees to hold shares on their behalf in a company set up with a hidden agenda to offer work permits to other foreigners.
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                  Nine dead after Korean ship capsizes off Japan                

                Chemical tanker sent distress call but no spill detected
              

                                SEOUL - At least nine people were killed when a South Korean-flagged vessel capsized off Japan, the South Korean foreign ministry said on Thursday.
Two South Korean nationals were among the dead, it said, adding that the Japanese coast guard had rescued an Indonesian crew member and that another member of the crew of 11 was missing.

The ministry did not provide the name of the vessel.

The Japanese public broadcaster NHK, citing the coast guard, reported on Wednesday that a South Korean-flagged chemical tanker had capsized off the coast of Yamaguchi prefecture in western Japan, with seven deaths confirmed among the crew of 11.

The tanker, Keoyoung Sun, had been anchored because of bad weather and requested assistance after 7am on Wednesday, saying it was tilting over, NHK reported.

The tanker was carrying 980 tonnes of acrylic acid, but no spillage has been detected, NHK said.
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                                The popular dating app Tinder has met its match in Nakhon Ratchasima, in the form of angry local women denouncing a billboard campaign that compares them to tasty food.
One of the billboards is located on a building in the centre of Muang district, less than 500 metres away from the statue of Thao Suranari, a local heroine.

The billboards display text in Thai that hail "Nakhon Ratchasima's Tasty Treats", with a choice of phad mi Korat (a famous local noodle dish) and phu sao Korat (Korat girls). The first carries a red X while the latter has a green check mark.

Such a comparison is disrespectful towards women, says Chanyanut Surachat, leader of the Korat Women's Rights Protection group, who is demanding that the billboards be taken down.

Ms Chanyanut said local women are proud of their identity as descendants of Thao Suranari, known locally as Lady Mo.

"Women should be treated with respect, not only in this province but also in other areas," she said.

Prom Noktajan, a local folk song artist, said that using the word "tasty" to describe local women is inappropriate, as it has a hint of sexual suggestion.
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                More Chinese and Indians found to be taking positions reserved for Thais, say officials
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                                Chinese and Indians are among the growing ranks of foreign nationals taking jobs reserved for Thais, according to the Department of Employment.
Deputy spokesman Karom Phonphonklang said on Thursday  that the department had launched random inspections of workplaces in popular tourist and commercial areas across the country after receiving complaints about jobs being taken illegally by foreign nationals.

From Oct 1 to March 18, he said, a total of 25,628 workplaces were inspected, with 820 facing legal action for allowing violations of the labour law.

The workplaces inspected employed a total of 306,577 foreign nationals. The figure included 232,106 from Myanmar, 42,698 from Cambodia, 18,001 from Laos and 236 from Vietnam.

A total of 1,689 workers faced legal action, with 721 found to be doing jobs that are off-limits to foreigners.

Of the violators, 316 were from Myanmar, 175 from Cambodia, 106 from Laos, 65 from India, 42 from Vietnam and five from China.

Among the restricted jobs being done by non-Thais were street hawkers, barbers, public transport drivers, and traditional masseuses and masseurs.

Some of the foreign workers were hired in non-restricted jobs but failed to comply with rules, Mr Korn said, citing such positions as store salespersons as well as construction workers and other menial work.

In a related development, Chalermpong Sangdee, a Move Forward Party MP for Phuket, has petitioned the House committee on economic development to inspect shady businesses in the island province after receiving complaints about them.

Some illegal businesses were found to be operated by foreign nationals on long-stay visitor visas, said Mr Chalermpong. He urged the committee to inspect businesses, notably real estate firms, that are suspected of using Thai nominees.

Move Forward MP Sittiphol Viboonthanakul, the committee chairman, said he would work with the authorities to study how the law can be updated to make enforcement stronger and more effective in dealing with illegal foreign business ownership.


	Related: Nominee search turns up 400 firms
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                Phiphat favours one casino complex for each of the country's five regions
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                                Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has come out in support of legalising casinos in Thailand, saying it would stimulate the economy and create at least 50,000 jobs across five regions.
The Pheu Thai-led government is considering establishing casinos and entertainment complexes, after a House committee recently completed a study of the issue.

"Legalising activities such as gambling in casinos will create more benefits for the economy," Mr Phiphat said on Thursday.

He said developing a casino could be likened to establishing a new city, as they both attract people and create jobs.

At least 10,000 positions would be required for one casino, and their wages might exceed the minimum, said Mr Phiphat.

He proposes locating casinos in secondary provinces across all five regions of the country. Five casinos would create a minimum of 50,000 jobs.

The chosen cities should have other tourist attractions and the potential to accommodate a large number of visitors, said the minister. They also must have supporting infrastructure and transport, such as airports and train stations. Potential locations include Songkhla and Chiang Rai.

"Having casinos will not only lure foreign tourists, but local tourists won't have to travel abroad to engage in such activities," said Mr Phiphat, who served as tourism and sports minister in the previous government.

However, he said strict screening rules and enforcement should be imposed to vet domestic visitors. Employment and income status must be checked to ensure the person can afford to gamble.

While the tourism industry is making a healthy recovery this year, with some forecasters saying arrivals could reach 40 million, many operators are worried about labour shortages in the sector.

Mr Phiphat acknowledged their concerns and said the Department of Employment has been addressing the issue with short-term measures.

The department has organised a recruitment programme to match workers and employers in different provinces. It is also working with educational institutions to recruit students for part-time positions.

In the long run, it aims to create a learning ecosystem where workers can access training and upskilling programmes regularly.

Mr Phiphat also said his ministry was looking to help Thais who want to work abroad. Labour exports have been affected this year by the Israel-Hamas conflict and the suspension of visas for berry-pickers in Finland.

He said the ministry would focus on sending workers to other countries such as Japan, South Korea and Australia.

It will also educate people about overseas work and raise their awareness about job scams that could lead to human trafficking.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2762526/labour-minister-backs-legal-casinos



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  58 more illegal migrants from Myanmar arrested                

                Group caught in Kanchanaburi said they had paid job brokers B15,000-25,000 each
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Soldiers and police arrest 58 illegal job seekers from Myanmar in a forested area of Thong Pha Phum district in Kanchanaburi on Thursday morning. (Photo: Piyarach Chongcharoen)]
                                              
                          Soldiers and police arrest 58 illegal job seekers from Myanmar in a forested area of Thong Pha Phum district in Kanchanaburi on Thursday morning. (Photo: Piyarach Chongcharoen)                        

                                          

                  

                                KANCHANABURI: Fifty-eight Myanmar nationals have been arrested after illegally crossing the border into Thong Pha Phum district on Thursday morning.
Local officials, soldiers and police found the 45 men and 13 women hiding in a forested area near a reservoir in tambon Tha Khanum of the border district at around 6am, said Chakrit Tanpiroon, chief of Thong Pha Phum district.

All were Myanmar nationals without travel documents.

During questioning, they told authorities that they had paid 15,000 to 25,000 baht each to job brokers for promised work in Thailand.

All were handed over to local police for legal action.

It was the second arrest of illegal border crossers in the area in just over a week. On March 13, authorities detained 22 illegal migrants -- 17 men and five women -- in Thong Pha Phum district.

The Myanmar nationals said they had paid between 13,000 and 15,000 baht each to brokers for jobs in Thailand. They had crossed the border illegally and were waiting for transport to their places of work.
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                                KABUL - A suicide bombing in front of a bank killed at least three people and injured 12 others in Afghanistan's Kandahar city on Thursday, local police said.
The blast mostly killed civilians who had gathered in front of the bank to withdraw cash, the Kandahar police department said in a statement.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/world/2762511/three-killed-12-injured-in-afghanistan-suicide-bombing-say-kandahar-police



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Breaking News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News
          
        

      

      Top Stories

      
        Man receives pig kidney in medical milestone
        Surgeons in Boston have transplanted a kidney from a genetically engineered pig into an ailing 62-year-old man, the first procedure of its kind. If successful, the breakthrough offers hope to hundreds of thousands of people whose kidneys have failed.

      

      
        Labour minister backs legal casinos
        Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has come out in support of legalising casinos in Thailand, saying it would stimulate the economy and create at least 50,000 jobs across five regions.

      

      
        PM transfers police chief, deputy for 'justice'
        National police chief Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol and his deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn have been transferred to the Prime Minister's Office in a move aimed at facilitating justice and public service, according to Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.

      

      
        Smoking out the truth up north
        In the early months of recent years, residents in northern Thailand, particularly Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son, have braced for choking PM2.5 air pollution.

      

      
        Privilege Card posts solid profit
        The growth in membership of the Thailand Privilege Card has been attributed in a large part to geopolitical conflict and political unrest in numerous countries, with the number of members from such countries surging to 3,871, according to the operator of the card.

      

      
        Lifestyle products seen as key Thai export
        Thailand wants to export lifestyle products to promote local identity, soft power and highlight the calibre of new-generation small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to the world market.

      

      
        Isuzu allocates B32bn for Thailand investments
        Yokohama, Japan-based automaker Isuzu Motors plans to spend Y=1 trillion (240 billion baht) to fuel its investments through 2030, with part of the budget allocated for battery cell and electric pickup manufacturing in Thailand, which will serve as the company's electric vehicle (EV) export base.

      

      
        Trio vie for virtual bank licences
        Three consortiums are expected to apply for virtual bank licences, as the application period for submissions to the Bank of Thailand (BoT) started on Wednesday, running to Sept 19.

      

      
        Gulf presents plan for energy, digital asset and virtual bank
        Gulf Energy Development, one of Thailand's largest private power producers, has outlined strategies to expand to digital asset exchange and virtual banking businesses, while continuing to build its key energy segment.

      

      
        King's second son obtains Thai ID
        Vacharaesorn Vivacharawongse, the second-eldest son of His Majesty the King, says he is delighted he can now call himself a Thai citizen as he recently obtained his first-ever ID card after living abroad for almost 30 years.
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                                Surgeons in Boston have transplanted a kidney from a genetically engineered pig into an ailing 62-year-old man, the first procedure of its kind. If successful, the breakthrough offers hope to hundreds of thousands of people whose kidneys have failed.
So far, the signs are promising. The new kidney began producing urine shortly after the surgery last weekend and the patient's condition continues to improve, according to physicians at Massachusetts General Hospital. He is already walking the halls of the hospital and may be discharged soon.

The patient is a Black man, and the procedure may have special significance for Black patients, who suffer high rates of end-stage kidney disease.

A new source of kidneys "could solve an intractable problem in the field -- the inadequate access of minority patients to kidney transplants", said Dr Winfred Williams, associate chief of the hospital's nephrology division and the patient's primary kidney doctor.

If kidneys from genetically modified animals can be transplanted on a large scale, dialysis "will become obsolete", said Dr Leonardo Riella, medical director for kidney transplantation at Mass General. The hospital's parent organisation, Mass General Brigham, developed the transplant programme.

More than 800,000 Americans have kidney failure and require dialysis, a procedure that filters toxins from the blood. Over 100,000 are on a waiting list to receive a transplanted kidney from a living or dead human donor.

In addition, tens of millions of Americans have chronic kidney disease, which can lead to organ failure.

While dialysis keeps people alive, the gold-standard treatment is an organ transplant. Thousands of patients die annually while waiting for a kidney, however, because there is an acute shortage of organs. Just 25,000 kidney transplants are performed each year.

Xenotransplantation -- the implantation of an animal's organ into a human -- has for decades been proposed as a potential solution that could make kidneys much more widely available. But the human immune system rejects foreign tissue, causing life-threatening complications, and experts note that long-term rejection can occur even when donors are well matched.

In recent years, scientific advances including gene editing and cloning have edged xenotransplants closer to reality, making it possible to modify animal genes to make the organs more compatible and less likely to be rejected by the immune system.

The kidney came from a pig engineered by the biotech company eGenesis, which removed three genes involved in potential rejection of the organ. In addition, seven human genes were inserted to enhance human compatibility. Pigs carry retroviruses that may infect humans, and the company also inactivated the pathogens.

In September 2021, surgeons at NYU Langone Health in New York attached a kidney from a genetically modified pig to a brain-dead man and watched as it began to function and make urine. Shortly afterward, scientists at the University of Alabama at Birmingham announced they had performed a similar procedure with similar results.

Surgeons at the University of Maryland have twice transplanted hearts from genetically modified pigs into patients with heart disease. While the organs functioned and the first did not appear to be rejected, both of the patients, who had advanced disease, died shortly afterward.

(Patients who agree to these cutting-edge experimental treatments are usually extremely ill and have few options available. Often they are too sick to qualify for the waiting list for a precious human organ or are not eligible for other reasons.)

The transplant patient in Boston, Richard Slayman, a state transport department supervisor, had suffered from diabetes and high blood pressure for many years, and had been under treatment at Mass General for over a decade.

After his kidneys failed, Slayman was on dialysis for seven years, eventually receiving a human kidney in 2018. But the donated organ failed within five years, and he developed other complications, including congestive heart failure, Williams said.

When Slayman resumed dialysis in 2023, he experienced severe vascular complications -- his blood vessels were clotting and failing -- and he needed recurrent hospitalization, Williams said.

Slayman, who kept working despite his health problems, faced a long wait for another human kidney, and "he was growing despondent", Williams said. "He said, 'I just can't go on like this. I can't keep doing this.' I started to think about extraordinary measures we could take."

"He would have had to wait five to six years for a human kidney. He would not have been able to survive it," Williams added.

When Williams asked Slayman about receiving a pig's kidney, Slayman had many questions but eventually decided to proceed.

"I saw it not only as a way to help me, but a way to provide hope for thousands of people who need a transplant to survive," he said in a statement provided by Mass General.

Slayman's new kidney seems to be functional, so far, and he has been able to stop dialysis. The new pig kidney is making urine as well as creatinine, a waste product.

Other measures are also improving daily, his doctors said. Doctors will continue to monitor Slayman for signs of organ rejection.

"He looks like his own self. It's remarkable," Williams said.


	This article originally appeared in The New York Times
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                                Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has come out in support of legalising casinos in Thailand, saying it would stimulate the economy and create at least 50,000 jobs across five regions.
The Pheu Thai-led government is considering establishing casinos and entertainment complexes, after a House committee recently completed a study of the issue.

"Legalising activities such as gambling in casinos will create more benefits for the economy," Mr Phiphat said on Thursday.

He said developing a casino could be likened to establishing a new city, as they both attract people and create jobs.

At least 10,000 positions would be required for one casino, and their wages might exceed the minimum, said Mr Phiphat.

He proposes locating casinos in secondary provinces across all five regions of the country. Five casinos would create a minimum of 50,000 jobs.

The chosen cities should have other tourist attractions and the potential to accommodate a large number of visitors, said the minister. They also must have supporting infrastructure and transport, such as airports and train stations. Potential locations include Songkhla and Chiang Rai.

"Having casinos will not only lure foreign tourists, but local tourists won't have to travel abroad to engage in such activities," said Mr Phiphat, who served as tourism and sports minister in the previous government.

However, he said strict screening rules and enforcement should be imposed to vet domestic visitors. Employment and income status must be checked to ensure the person can afford to gamble.

While the tourism industry is making a healthy recovery this year, with some forecasters saying arrivals could reach 40 million, many operators are worried about labour shortages in the sector.

Mr Phiphat acknowledged their concerns and said the Department of Employment has been addressing the issue with short-term measures.

The department has organised a recruitment programme to match workers and employers in different provinces. It is also working with educational institutions to recruit students for part-time positions.

In the long run, it aims to create a learning ecosystem where workers can access training and upskilling programmes regularly.

Mr Phiphat also said his ministry was looking to help Thais who want to work abroad. Labour exports have been affected this year by the Israel-Hamas conflict and the suspension of visas for berry-pickers in Finland.

He said the ministry would focus on sending workers to other countries such as Japan, South Korea and Australia.

It will also educate people about overseas work and raise their awareness about job scams that could lead to human trafficking.
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                                National police chief Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol and his deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn have been transferred to the Prime Minister's Office in a move aimed at facilitating justice and public service, according to Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.
The prime minister's statement came after he chaired a meeting of the Police Commission at the Office of the Royal Thai Police on Thursday morning, following the transfer of Pol Gen Torsak and Pol Gen Surachate the previous day.

After the meeting, the prime minister told reporters that he was against any form of interference, while stressing that the Royal Thai Police should be able to work with dignity in serving the public interest.

"If we were busy with the issue, people would be in trouble and everyone would not focus on their work," Mr Srettha said.

Pol Gen Torsak and Pol Gen Surachate remain innocent pending investigation by a probe committee, and their transfer is intended to facilitate due process and prevent any potential interference, he said.

The prime minister said he outlined his policies for the police force, which were acknowledged by the acting national police chief, Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet.

Mr Srettha said the police should seriously address the issues of narcotics, loan sharks, influential people, smuggled goods and illegal firearms.

The prime minister also ordered all parties to stop giving interviews regarding the situation between Pol Gen Torsak and Pol Gen Surachate.

Responding to questions from reporters about potential objections or repercussions of the transfer order, Mr Srettha said the transfer decision had to be made to provide clarity on the matter to society.

Pol Gen Winai Thongsong, a member of the prime minister's probe committee, said on Thursday that he still could not confirm if the investigation would finish within the assigned 60 days or before the retirement of Pol Gen Torsak at the end of this September.

He said that his committee would look into allegations regarding bribery associated with gambling websites, and that the issue was serious and concerned many people.

However, he assured that his committee would acquire all relevant information necessary for the clarification of the matter.

Pol Gen Winai denied claims that the establishment of his probe committee was a tactic to delay proceedings, asserting that it operated impartially to resolve the issue.

Pol Gen Winai is a former deputy national police chief and is a member of the Police Commission.


[image: ]
Winai: Penal's not buying time




Earlier the national police chief and his deputy had made frequent headlines amid reports that Pol Gen Surachate could face charges of money laundering in connection with online gambling networks.

On Sunday Bangkok police attached a notice to the gate of Pol Gen Surachate's residence in Laksi district, requiring him to acknowledge a money-laundering charge related to a suspected gambling website network. That same day, Pol Gen Surachate questioned the legitimacy of the legal action against him.

On Monday Pol Gen Torsak told reporters that if Pol Gen Surachate ignored repeated summonses, he could face an arrest warrant and suspension from duty. Moreover, he said, he expected the cases concerning his deputy would be concluded before his retirement.

At a press conference on Tuesday, lawyers representing Pol Gen Surachate said there were ongoing attempts to discredit his client due to his potential succession as the national police chief later this year.
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                EXPLAINER: Though PM2.5 levels are hazardous in and around Chiang Mai, the government doesn't want to declare the area a disaster zone for tourism purposes
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                                In the early months of recent years, residents in northern Thailand, particularly Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son, have braced for choking PM2.5 air pollution.
Surrounded by mountains and hills, these provinces have repeatedly been ranked as the most air-polluted areas in the world.

The effect has levied a heavy toll on the public healthcare system, while residents buy air purifiers and face masks to protect themselves.

Those with resources can afford to pay for private health insurance, but most people in the province are unable to do so.

Opposition political parties, doctors and civic groups are urging the government to consider designating the affected provinces a disaster area.

Though the smog could have severe long-term effects on tourism once tourists become aware of the issue and opt for other destinations with cleaner air, the government has insisted it does not want to designate these provinces disaster areas.

Q: Why is the disaster designation a disputed topic?

With the fiscal budget allocation delayed from October 2023 until likely next month, opposition political parties on Saturday urged the government to declare Chiang Mai a disaster area, saying this status would allow the province to use an additional budget to help control forest fires.

However, the government and some locals disagreed with the declaration, saying it would prompt insurance companies to reject claims from any incidents occurring within the disaster area.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said the government had to protect the tourism industry. He said the decision to hold off on the disaster designation was the result of thoughtful discussions with agencies, as such a move might discourage tourists from visiting Thailand.

Punlop Saejew, president of Chiang Mai Tourism Council, said a disaster designation would likely decrease tourist flow, though the causes of the smog have yet to be fixed.

He said from March 1-16, Chiang Mai had direct flights with more than 52,000 tourist arrivals, generating at least 1 billion baht for the province, especially for supply chains in the tourism sector.

Without tourists, tourism operators might accumulate debts, leading to an avalanche of non-performing loans, said Mr Punlop.

He previously said a mechanism such as the Clean Air Act is essential for dealing with PM2.5 haze.

The air pollution problem requires all stakeholders to cooperate in implementing appropriate regulations, including severe punishment for rulebreakers and valuable rewards for those who follow the rules, said Mr Punlop.

For instance, farmers who eschew slash-and-burn farming should be rewarded by the government, offering support for their crops, he said.

Mr Punlop encouraged the government to establish a fund to reduce air pollution through a fundraising scheme in exchange for investor incentives, such as a tax reduction.

The fund could be used to transform local communities that burn fields by offering more environmentally friendly jobs, he said.

Other options include providing sufficient tools and equipment to reduce burning and smog, such as supporting air purifiers in communities and firebreaks during burning.

Mr Punlop admitted operators were concerned about the perception a polluted Chiang Mai would have on long-stay visitors and digital nomads.

These groups tend to travel back to their home countries during March and April, the peak period for smog, he said.

Meanwhile, commenters on the prime minister's X account said he should prioritise the health of people in Chiang Mai rather than concerns about the tourism industry.

Q: How is this issue affecting locals?

Kamonsan Srivirach, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce of Phayao, said declaring Chiang Mai a disaster zone based on excessive levels of PM2.5 dust requires careful consideration as it may dampen the tourism sector.

However, one upside to a declaration would be more funding for disaster mitigation and healthcare.

Thomas Wilson, president and chief executive of Allianz Ayudhya Assurance, said pollution is an issue for Thailand.

In the northern region, he said the pollution is caused by forest fires and burning crop fields, while Bangkok faces heavy traffic congestion, factories, construction and the effects from fires in the northern provinces.

A recent article indicated the high air pollution levels were a concern for the Public Health Ministry, which recently warned public hospitals across the country to prepare for a spike in respiratory problems because of atmospheric conditions, said Mr Wilson.

"Increased levels of pollution are a health problem. According to the Respiratory Health Association, air pollution causes irritation, shortness of breath, coughing, wheezing, asthma episodes and chest pain," he told the Bangkok Post.

"Extended exposure to air pollution puts individuals at risk for lung cancer, heart attacks and stroke, with more pronounced potential impact on individuals with higher respiratory rates, such as children and the elderly, those that work outdoors and those with pre-existing heart and lung conditions.

"An air quality index of between 150-200 potentially affects everyone, especially more sensitive groups."

Q: What is the effect on the insurance industry?

The potential impact on the private insurance industry has been muted compared with the public health effect because of a variance in insurance penetration rates in the North versus Bangkok.

In general, health insurance penetration rates are greater in Bangkok because of higher levels of income and education about the industry.

As such, the impact on respiratory disease claims is likely to be higher in Bangkok than in the North, but "lower than the impact on the general population in both areas," said Mr Wilson.

He said there are many potential government and private responses to address this issue, including strict enforcement of forest burning bans, greater incentives to work from home and commute less whenever possible, and reduced electricity utilisation.

"These public and private measures should be investigated and implemented before more drastic measures," said Mr Wilson.



Additional reporting by Phusadee Arunmas
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                                The growth in membership of the Thailand Privilege Card has been attributed in a large part to geopolitical conflict and political unrest in numerous countries, with the number of members from such countries surging to 3,871, according to the operator of the card.
Manatase Annawat, president of Thailand Privilege Card Co (TPC), the operator of the card, said with the benefit of a long-stay visa in all four membership categories, ranging in duration from 5-20 years, the company has been able to attract more members from countries that are facing serious political issues, such as Russia. The number of Russian card members has doubled since the outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war, Mr Manatase noted.

Of the card's 36,397 members, the Russian market has risen to fifth place, up from seventh and eighth previously, with 1,132 members at present. As of Feb 29, there were 86 Ukrainian members.

Other emerging markets include Myanmar, with 535 members, and Taiwan, which has 1,236 members.

However, he said the leading market for membership of the Thailand  Privilege Card, formerly known as the Thailand Elite card, was still China,  which accounted for 45% of the total membership, up from 38% in 2022, followed by Japan, the US, the UK, and Russia.

Mr Manatase said TPC members tend to stay longer in Thailand than regular visitors, with an average of 3.6 trips per year, spending an average of 50 days per trip. The average expenditure per head tallied 7,000-10,000 baht, which helped generate revenue of around 38 billion to tourism in the country last year.

He said 75% of members were active travellers as they still frequently visited the country during the first three months of 2024, prompting the company to target 8,000 new members in 2024. Overall trips by card members should contribute at least 50 billion baht to the economy this year, he added.

The company last year was able to record 841 million baht in profit for its biggest shareholder -- the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), said Mr Manatase.

Last year was the third consecutive year that the company was able to maintain profitability, after generating profits of 138 million baht in 2021 and 628 million baht in 2022.

The total repayment of 1.6 billion baht which the profits represent already exceeds the 700 milion baht in registered capital which the TAT allocated to the company in its early stage.

Mr Manatase said as the company restructured the Thailand Privilege Card in October 2023, which included a 50% price hike, the number of new members this year may be fewer than the 11,846 recorded last year.

However, as the current price now starts from 900,000 baht and runs up to 5 million baht depending on the membership category, the company expects to secure revenue growth from 7.6 billion baht last year to 8 billion this year.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2762139/privilege-card-posts-solid-profit



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Lifestyle products seen as key Thai export                

                              

                                  
                    
                      [image: 'STYLE Bangkok 2024', which runs through Sunday, showcases the potential of Thai manufacturers, exporters and designers and serves as a platform for promoting Thai lifestyle products to the world market. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)]
                                              
                          'STYLE Bangkok 2024', which runs through Sunday, showcases the potential of Thai manufacturers, exporters and designers and serves as a platform for promoting Thai lifestyle products to the world market. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)                        

                                          

                  

                                Thailand wants to export lifestyle products to promote local identity, soft power and highlight the calibre of new-generation small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to the world market.
Following the opening of "STYLE Bangkok 2024", the largest international trade fair for lifestyle and fashion products, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin welcomed both Thai and international business operators to negotiate on trade and establish partnerships by capitalising on the diverse and dynamic landscape of Thai design and manufacturing.

This is the seventh edition of the trade show organised by the Department of International Trade Promotion (DITP), in collaboration with the Board of Trade, to showcase the full potential of Thai soft power.

The lifestyle product and fashion industry plays a vital role in driving the country's economy, with SMEs constituting over 90% of industry entrepreneurs and employing more than 2 million people.

Thai exports of lifestyle and fashion products have been internationally recognised for their quality, craftsmanship, eco-friendly raw materials,  and uniquely Thai designs which reflects the unwavering determination of Thai entrepreneurs to develop  products tailored to changing global trends.

The event serves as a platform for local craftsman, designers and SMEs to enhance their competitiveness in the global markets, reinforcing the national agenda in promoting inclusive and sustainable economic and social development.

This year's highlight is the Pha Thai Sai Hai Sanook pavilion, an initiative of Her Royal Highness Princess Sirivannavari Nariratana Rajakanya that promotes sustainability and improves quality of life for Thais by promoting apparel and textile products from local producers to global markets.

In related news, Mr Srettha witnessed the signing of two memorandums of understanding between DITP, the Commerce Ministry and the Interior Ministry, as well as between Bangchak Corporation Plc and Khwanta Handicraft Learning Centre of Nong Bua Lamphu province to improve the quality of life of local weavers.

Aiming to accelerate export volumes and create added value, the event is expected to create trading value of at least 1.6 billion baht.

STYLE Bangkok 2024 is scheduled from March 20-24 at Halls 1-4, Level G, Queen Sirikit National Convention Center.

Export revenues of lifestyle and fashion products are predicted to surpass 323 billion baht in 2024, according to DITP.
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                                Yokohama, Japan-based automaker Isuzu Motors plans to spend Y=1 trillion (240 billion baht) to fuel its investments through 2030, with part of the budget allocated for battery cell and electric pickup manufacturing in Thailand, which will serve as the company's electric vehicle (EV) export base.
The battery cell and electric pickup production forms part of a 32-billion-baht investment budget allocated for Thailand. A portion of the funds will support projects aiming to achieve carbon neutrality as well as digital transformation in the logistics sector.

"We are considering how much we will spend for a battery cell factory and EV assembly. We are also deciding  on battery cell production capacity," said Takashi Oodaira, executive vice-president of the carbon neutral strategy and engineering divisions at Isuzu Motors.

The company has yet to decide where it will build its battery production facility but has already chosen the Samrong area of Samut Prakan province as the location for the construction of a plant to assemble D-Max electric pickups.

It wants to export battery-powered pickups to countries in Europe in 2025. Australia would be the next country where it plans to market its EVs for export.

Thailand is already a major manufacturing base for internal combustion engine (ICE)-powered vehicles, producing 1.8-1.9 million cars per year. This is the highest number of ICE-powered vehicles produced within Asean.

Thailand is the world's 10th largest manufacturer of ICE-powered cars.

Last year, 786,383 pickups were exported from Thailand, accounting for 70% of all car exports.

According to Takashi Hata, president of Tri Petch Isuzu, the local distributor of Isuzu vehicles, Isuzu joined the state's EV3.0 incentive scheme, which was launched by the Prayut Chan-o-cha administration to promote EV production and consumption between 2022 and 2023.

EV3.0, which is made up of tax cuts and subsidies, requires participating companies to produce electric vehicles in Thailand starting from 2024.

Isuzu Motors is also developing hydrogen fuel for trucks and working on a project regarding vehicles that align with carbon neutrality campaigns.
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                                Three consortiums are expected to apply for virtual bank licences, as the application period for submissions to the Bank of Thailand (BoT) started on Wednesday, running to Sept 19.
SCB X, a financial technology conglomerate and holding company of Siam Commercial Bank (SCB), said it is in the process of applying for a licence and plans to announce a new Chinese partner this week.

SCB X

According to SCB X chief executive Arthid Nanthawithaya, the company entered into an agreement with a Chinese technology firm to establish a consortium to set up a virtual bank, with the new partner scheduled to be announced within a few days.

SCB X is working with KakaoBank, the largest digital bank in South Korea, to set up a consortium in preparation for applying for the new banking licence.


[image: ]
Large banks and corporations have expressed interest in applying for new virtual banking licences.



SCB X holds the majority of shares, with KakaoBank holding at least 20%.


Mr Arthid did not disclose any changes in the shareholding structure of the consortium following the addition of the new partner.

"The new partner will bolster our virtual bank's technological capabilities, while KakaoBank brings expertise in customer engagement," he said.

"We are committed to putting our best effort into the licence application process, although the final decision rests with the central bank's evaluation."

The regulator's initial plan was to limit the number of virtual bank licences to three, but the final decision placed no limit on the number as the Finance Ministry wants to open up the process to qualified applicants, allowing the central bank to determine an appropriate amount to stimulate competition without jeopardising the stability of the financial system.

Mr Arthid said the business model of its prospective virtual bank will target underserved and unserved customers, in line with central bank requirements.

Technology will play a pivotal role in the operation of a virtual bank, with a particular focus on an artificial intelligence (AI)-driven organisation, he said.

The integration of AI technology would enhance efficiency and control operating costs, representing a cornerstone of the business model, said Mr Arthid.

He said SCB X's pursuit of the new banking model is not hindered by any financial constraints.

With a robust capital base of 400 billion baht, the new venture offers capacity for the company's loan expansion, said Mr Arthid.

However, the venture's primary focus under the new business model would not be loan growth, but rather seizing new business opportunities, enhancing cost efficiency and improving access to financial services for underserved individuals, he said.

CP Group

Suphachai Chearavanont, chief executive of Charoen Pokphand (CP) group and board chairman of True Corporation, said the group is in the process of preparing the necessary documents and ensuring readiness before applying for a virtual bank licence.

He said development of the virtual bank service would be jointly led by CP Group's TrueMoney, a Southeast Asia e-payment and financial service provider, together with Ant Group and the CP Group's retail channels such as 7-Eleven convenience stores, which could be touchpoints for the service.

The group is eager to start a virtual bank to serve unbanked people, as well as to complement the group's business portfolio, Mr Suphachai said.

He did not specify a timeline for when the group would submit the licence application.

TrueMoney is part of CP's Ascend Group and a partner of Ant Group, an affiliate of China's Alibaba Group. Ant Group is a shareholder of Ascend Group.

A telecom analyst who requested anonymity said the virtual banking service under Ascend and Ant Group would be supported by their conglomerates, which have strong engagement in people's daily lives through their products and services.

This alliance's virtual bank service could become a strong competitor, said the source.

Another consortium, comprising major corporations Gulf Energy Development, Advanced Info Service (AIS), PTT Oil and Retail Business (OR) and Krungthai Bank (KTB), also expressed interest in applying for a new banking licence.

Gulf

Sarath Ratanavadi, chief executive of Gulf, said on Wednesday that the consortium intends to apply for a virtual bank licence.

"We believe both KTB and AIS are ready to expand to a new business and we are in the process of discussing with OR how it can participate in the plan," he said.

The virtual bank venture is expected to have registered capital of 5 billion baht as the initial investment, including technology expenses. Gulf, KTB and AIS will have an equal shareholding of 33.3%, said Mr Sarath.

After receiving a licence, the joint venture partners will look at how to deploy technology to develop services for customers, he said.

KTB and AIS have a large customer base for the virtual bank. In general, virtual bank clients do not seek large loans, said Mr Sarath.

The credit limit should be 30,000 to 200,000 baht, accessible to most people using collateral such as a mobile phone, meaning a car or land as collateral are not needed, he said.

"New players are entering the virtual bank business. Competition in the banking industry has increased. However, I believe long-term competition depends on stable technology for services and access to customer groups. The nature of the business does not compete directly with large banks," said Mr Sarath.

Virtual banks have a different business model from that of Gulf and other joint venture partners. Customers can access virtual bank services at all times, similar to the crypto market.

The technology must be stable, he said.
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                                Gulf Energy Development, one of Thailand's largest private power producers, has outlined strategies to expand to digital asset exchange and virtual banking businesses, while continuing to build its key energy segment.
The SET-listed conglomerate is in the process of applying for a virtual bank licence from the Bank of Thailand with initial investment of 5 billion baht.

Meanwhile, the company's joint venture with Binance, which operates the world's largest crypto exchange, launched a service in Thailand.

Gulf also plans to develop renewable power, especially after the government's introduction of the green utility tariff (GUT) to regulate renewable power prices, said chief executive Sarath Ratanavadi.

GREEN ENERGY

The GUT reflects state efforts to promote clean energy, aiming to draw foreign investors that want cleaner energy to run their businesses, said Mr Sarath.

According to the Energy Regulatory Commission, Thailand may take two years to fully adopt the GUT, recently launched to regulate renewable power prices, as many businesses need time to adapt to the global campaign against carbon-intensive manufacturing.

The time frame is an estimate following a public hearing on the GUT, which is a new tariff used to calculate the price of electricity generated by renewable resources.

There are two GUT rates. GUT 1 rates, which refer to rates for existing renewable power generating facilities, are slightly higher than the current power tariff of 4.18 baht per kilowatt-hour (unit).

GUT 2 rates, used for new renewable power projects, are estimated to be in the range of 4.55-4.56 baht a unit.

Mr Sarath said Gulf is pushing ahead with projects to develop solar and wind energy to serve demand from investors.

The company recently announced it will allocate 90 billion baht over the next five years to support plans to increase its electricity generation capacity, with a focus on renewable resources.

Up to 80% of the budget will go to renewable energy projects, including solar and wind power, hydropower and waste-to-energy power plant development, said Ratthaphol Cheunsomchit, deputy chief executive of Gulf.

Some 16% of the budget supports its gas-fired power generation facilities, with the remainder for other business projects.

Gulf wants renewable power to make up 40% of its total electricity generation capacity by 2035, up from 10% at present.

BUSINESS OF THE FUTURE

Gulf Binance chief executive Nirun Fuwattananukul said the company aims to be the leading digital asset  and cryptocurrency trading platform in Thailand by next year, with the highest trading volume and number of users.

Its crypto exchange, Binance TH, offers more than 120 tokens of digital assets, the largest number of coin pairs available on any digital asset exchange in Thailand.

The platform also offers a fee structure of 0.1% for trades between USDT pairs, and 0.25% for trades between baht pairs and digital assets.

Binance views Thailand as an important market with potential to grow the digital asset industry, said chief executive Richard Teng.

Thailand has a 10% adoption rate for digital assets, indicating Thais have technological expertise, he said. In addition, there is a government policy that promotes business operations, giving Thailand an advantage and a strong foundation, said Mr Teng.

"In recent years, many events occurred in the cryptocurrency industry. The governments in many countries are beginning to open up to digital assets by regulating the market," he said.

Recently the US regulator approved spot Bitcoin exchange-traded funds.

Cryptocurrency blockchain is an adaptable technology and is always growing, said Mr Teng.

"Gulf Binance expects to play an important role in shaping the digital asset landscape in Thailand," said Mr Nirun.

"Gulf can draw on Advance Info Service [AIS] to help expand, promote and provide knowledge on the use of digital assets in Thailand."

DEEPER COOPERATION

Mr Sarath said AIS is developing an IT backup system to link Binance's cryptocurrency exchange and AIS's app MyAIS.

Gulf is a major shareholder of SET-listed AIS, the country's biggest mobile operator by revenue market share.

He said the backup system is expected to be launched next month.

The applications linkage should help expand the channel for cryptocurrency investment and daily trading, as well as ease mass demand to access the exchange, said Mr Sarath.

MyAIS app, which provides categories of products and services for  customers, would link to the Binance app.

"Digital assets and cryptocurrency are a core portion of the new economy, which have been accepted by the public for years," he said.

Previously AIS chief executive Somchai Lertsutiwong said the company was transitioning the MyAIS app from December 2023 to a "super-app" scheme under a "mobile first - app first" concept, aiming to provide a wider array of categories of products and services.

The move is part of AIS's shift of operating model to become a cognitive tech company by early 2025.

A cognitive technology company means AIS will be able to provide customers personalised services, real-time offers, and interactive information and autonomous network service, he said.

Features on the app include entertainment, insurance, finance, health, food and beverage, and deals from AIS partners.
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                  King's second son obtains Thai ID                

                After living in the US for almost 30 years, Vacharaesorn Vivacharawongse, now on his third trip to Thailand, shares why he's back
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                                Vacharaesorn Vivacharawongse, the second-eldest son of His Majesty the King, says he is delighted he can now call himself a Thai citizen as he recently obtained his first-ever ID card after living abroad for almost 30 years.
On his latest trip to Thailand on March 6, he arrived in the country as a Thai citizen holding a Thai passport.

On his previous visit in December, Mr Vacharaesorn, 42, fondly known to Thais as "Than Aon", applied for an ID card at a local registration office in Nonthaburi before proceeding to apply for a passport and open a bank account. He made his first return visit to the country in August.

"I am very happy that I now have an ID card and have officially become a Thai citizen. I felt like something was missing during the last 20 years," said Mr Vacharaesorn in an exclusive interview with the Bangkok Post.

"I am recognised as Mr Vacharaesorn on my ID card. I am proud of myself. I have made a life for myself through my own efforts, my patience and my own learning. This way, I gained more experience and strength," he said.

Asked how he felt when he arrived at Suvarnabhumi airport on his first return, he said jokingly: "I felt like prostrating myself on the ground to pay respects to my homeland. But I thought better of it, as that would have been too much.

"But at the time, I had many feelings and emotions. I left the country a long time ago, and I have since gained a lot of experience. A close bond [with the country] remains. I want to see changes -- and travel around and see the country that remains in my memory," he said.

Why the visit?

Asked if he had any particular purpose for his return to Thailand, Mr Vacharaesorn said: "I only wanted to return to my homeland. This is the feeling of a person who left over 27 years ago.

[image: ]
Mr Vacharaesorn is greeted by editorial staff of the 'Bangkok Post'.



"I came here privately. No one told me to come. I am not representing anyone. I don't want to compete for anything ... I have no resources, no power. I don't have aspirations beyond providing value in my own capacity," he said.

He went on to say that he intends to move from the US, where he is currently living, to Thailand and get permanent residency here -- though several factors, including his career, must be taken into account.

Mr Vacharaesorn said he worked as a lawyer in New York State and Florida for 15-16 years. Currently, he works as a legal adviser, particularly on energy issues.

"I am also thinking of opening a firm that offers advice to foreign investors and international businesses seeking to invest in Thailand," he said.

"It's just a thought. Whether it can or will materialise is a matter for the future," he said.

Helping others

He is also keen to work in the civil sector to help people with legal issues.

"But I will also have to take into account whether the people who will work with me will be comfortable with me. Moreover, the laws in the US are different from those in Thailand," he said.

"Everyone should help family members, the people around us, and contribute to society. I cannot say that I will be able to make big contributions or change society. But at the very least, I can do good things for myself, for my neighbours and for my family. We must not act beyond our limitations. Helping only one person means you are already a helpful person," he said.

He added that he hopes Thais will gain better access to equality under the law, social and economic equality, as well as freedom and human rights.

"I believe in human dignity and aim to treat each person I encounter with respect and understanding. In a divided world, I am open to hearing and understanding even opinions that are opposed to mine," he said.

"I also visited the Lawyers Council of Thailand. I really admired the volunteer lawyers who are helping people with their legal issues.

"Many people who were in trouble queued up for legal advice there. Among them was a visually-impaired and helpless grandmother. She was in tears, and I offered to comfort her.

"So, I thought I should do what I could to help raise funds to support the work of volunteer lawyers there," he said.

Quizzed if he is keen to pursue a career in politics, he said: "Absolutely not. Politics is scary. I have to be careful. I won't meet any politicians because I don't want to be seen as taking sides or as somebody's tool."

Touring Thailand

On his first trip in August, he stayed in Thailand for 10 days; on his second trip in December, he stayed about 14 days.

On this current visit, he plans to stay until after Songkran.

"I have to plan each visit in advance. I have my job in the US to take care of, so I cannot stay in Thailand for a long time," he said.

During the latest trip, he said he visited Siam Paragon and several other places, such as the Nonthaburi canal and other provinces like Khon Kaen, Kanchanaburi, Nakhon Sawan, as well as Chiang Mai.

"I also had the opportunity to pay respects to Phra That Phanom pagoda in Nakhon Phanom and I took part in a chanting session there. I was impressed," he said.

He also said his favourite Thai dishes include khana moo krob (Chinese broccoli stir-fried with crispy pork belly) and pak bung fai daeng (stir-fried morning glory), adding that he also had a chance to sample street food in Chinatown on Yaowarat Road.

During visits to the provinces in the Northeast, such as Khon Kaen, he also sampled dishes made using ant eggs.

"It was very tasty... and expensive, costing up to 1,000 baht per kilogramme," he said.

"During my three trips here, I still haven't had the chance to visit any seaside provinces. I plan to go to the South, maybe Phangnga, Krabi and Phuket, which all are known to have beautiful beaches," he said.

He added that he also wanted to buy a pair of Muay Thai shorts as he once practised Thai boxing.

Asian in America

Mr Vacharaesorn also recounted his experiences as an Asian man living in the US, where people do not know who he is.

"I had to be patient and soldier on. That's a life experience and it makes me understand others better," he said.

He also recalled his first job selling hot dogs at a race track after arriving in the US. He also sold premium vacuum cleaners door-to-door. The vacuum cleaners cost US$3,000 (108,000 baht) each and he received a commission of $500 for each sale, he said. "I sold three of them and received $1,500 in commission.

"I have made a life for myself in my 27 years in the United States. Although my private life is still subject to scrutiny and speculation, it is a private matter with no relevance to any of my activities in Thailand.

"As a private citizen, I am entitled to a modicum of peace and privacy in my personal life," he said.



HM the King's 2nd son is back, and tells us why

Arriving at the 'Bangkok Post' building in the afternoon, Vacharaesorn "Than Aon" Vivacharawongse, the second eldest son of His Majesty the King, pulled up in a sleek black van accompanied by 2-3 private cars. With a small number of close friends and acquaintances by his side, he stepped out of the vehicle, with his smile lighting up the scene, and made his way into the Bangkok Post.

[image: ]

It marked a significant moment for everyone present as the Bangkok Post was the first media outlet he had visited in three trips back to Thailand. Once inside, he sought not only to engage in casual conversation but also to take a glimpse at the editorial department's workings.

After 27 years away from Thailand, this is the first time he has returned under a Thai passport. He said is also very happy and proud that he now has a Thai identification card. Than Aon explained that he is highly intrigued by the country's sweeping transformation and wishes to return to live here, but that depends on various factors, especially his career aspirations. As a lawyer and legal consultant in the United States, he has always envisioned himself playing a key role in assisting foreign investors drawn to Thailand and the region.

His return after a nearly three-decade absence from Thailand might inevitably raise some suspicions about his motives, but he confirmed his intention was simply to see his homeland once more, witness the country's changes and travel throughout the kingdom with no particular agenda.

Thailand's cuisine, cultural heritage, and eco-tourism sector are among Than Aon's interests and passions when he stays in the Kingdom. He also plans to visit the beaches in the southern region, as he has not had the time to enjoy any of the nation's famous seaside resorts on previous returns.
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                  US files antitrust suit against Apple                

                Smartphone maker accused of using market power to drive up prices and hurt rivals
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                                WASHINGTON - The US government has sued Apple, alleging it used the powerful demand for its iPhone and other products to drive up prices for its services and hurt smaller rivals.
The case filed on Thursday by the federal Department of Justice and 15 states is the first major antitrust effort against the smartphone maker by the Biden administration.

Apple joins a list of major tech companies sued by US regulators, including Google, Meta Platforms and Amazon.com under the administrations of both former president Donald Trump and President Joe Biden.

"Consumers should not have to pay higher prices because companies violate the antitrust laws," Attorney General Merrick Garland said in a statement. "If left unchallenged, Apple will only continue to strengthen its smartphone monopoly."

The Justice Department alleges that Apple uses its market power to get more money from consumers, developers, content creators, artists, publishers, small businesses and merchants.

The 88-page lawsuit, filed in US federal court in Newark, New Jersey, said it was focused on "freeing smartphone markets from Apple's anticompetitive and exclusionary conduct and restoring competition to lower smartphone prices for consumers, reducing fees for developers, and preserving innovation for the future".

Apple disagreed in a statement, saying: "This lawsuit threatens who we are and the principles that set Apple products apart in fiercely competitive markets. If successful, it would hinder our ability to create the kind of technology people expect from Apple -- where hardware, software, and services intersect."

Apple has already been subject to antitrust investigations and orders in Europe, Japan and Korea, as well as lawsuits from corporate rivals such as Epic Games.

One of Apple's most lucrative businesses -- its App Store, which charges developers commissions of up to 30% -- has already survived a lengthy legal challenge under US law by Epic. While the lawsuit found that Apple did not violate antitrust laws, a federal judge ordered Apple to allow links and buttons to pay for apps without using Apple's in-app payment commission.

App Store reforms

In Europe, Apple's App Store business model has been dismantled by a new law called the Digital Markets Act that went into effect earlier this month. Apple plans to let developers offer their own app stores -- and, importantly, pay no commissions -- but rivals such as Spotify and Epic argue Apple is still making it too hard to offer alternative app stores.

The rulings on Apple's App Store forced the Justice Department to look at Apple's other practices for the basis of a complaint, such as how Apple allows outside firms to access the chips and sensors in the iPhone.

Consumer hardware firms, such as the smart-tracker maker Tile Inc, have long complained that Apple has restricted the ways in which they can work with the iPhone's sensors while developing competing products that have greater access.

Apple began selling AirTags -- which can be attached to items like car keys to help users find them when they are lost -- several years after Tile had been selling a similar product.

Similarly, Apple has restricted access to a chip in the iPhone that allows for contactless payments. Credit cards can only be added to the iPhone by using Apple's own Apple Pay service.

And Apple has also faced criticism over its iMessage service, which only works on Apple devices.

Apple has long argued that it restricts access to some user data and some of the iPhone's hardware by third-party developers for privacy and security reasons.
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                Phiphat favours one casino complex for each of the country's five regions
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                                Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn has come out in support of legalising casinos in Thailand, saying it would stimulate the economy and create at least 50,000 jobs across five regions.
The Pheu Thai-led government is considering establishing casinos and entertainment complexes, after a House committee recently completed a study of the issue.

"Legalising activities such as gambling in casinos will create more benefits for the economy," Mr Phiphat said on Thursday.

He said developing a casino could be likened to establishing a new city, as they both attract people and create jobs.

At least 10,000 positions would be required for one casino, and their wages might exceed the minimum, said Mr Phiphat.

He proposes locating casinos in secondary provinces across all five regions of the country. Five casinos would create a minimum of 50,000 jobs.

The chosen cities should have other tourist attractions and the potential to accommodate a large number of visitors, said the minister. They also must have supporting infrastructure and transport, such as airports and train stations. Potential locations include Songkhla and Chiang Rai.

"Having casinos will not only lure foreign tourists, but local tourists won't have to travel abroad to engage in such activities," said Mr Phiphat, who served as tourism and sports minister in the previous government.

However, he said strict screening rules and enforcement should be imposed to vet domestic visitors. Employment and income status must be checked to ensure the person can afford to gamble.

While the tourism industry is making a healthy recovery this year, with some forecasters saying arrivals could reach 40 million, many operators are worried about labour shortages in the sector.

Mr Phiphat acknowledged their concerns and said the Department of Employment has been addressing the issue with short-term measures.

The department has organised a recruitment programme to match workers and employers in different provinces. It is also working with educational institutions to recruit students for part-time positions.

In the long run, it aims to create a learning ecosystem where workers can access training and upskilling programmes regularly.

Mr Phiphat also said his ministry was looking to help Thais who want to work abroad. Labour exports have been affected this year by the Israel-Hamas conflict and the suspension of visas for berry-pickers in Finland.

He said the ministry would focus on sending workers to other countries such as Japan, South Korea and Australia.

It will also educate people about overseas work and raise their awareness about job scams that could lead to human trafficking.
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                  Malaysia Airlines posts first profit in over a decade                

                Strong demand and high airfares lead to optimistic outlook
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                                Malaysia Airlines has reported its first annual profit in more than a decade as strong demand and elevated airfares propel a rebound for the troubled carrier.
The carrier's parent, Malaysia Aviation Group, posted a profit of 766 million ringgit (US$163 million) profit, compared with a loss of 344 million ringgit a year earlier, it said in a statement on Thursday. 

The result was helped by a strong performance for the airline unit, which disclosed an operating profit of 1.1 billion ringgit. The unit report its first profit since 2010, according to the statement.

The bottom line was helped by factors including robust passenger traffic from the premium segment and increased international networks, said managing director Izham Ismail. That outweighed higher operational and labour costs, a weaker ringgit and supply-chain challenges, he said.

The airline carried 14.5 million passengers in 2023, up 46% from a year earlier. It reached 86% of pre-pandemic capacity by December, and expects a full recovery in the second quarter of 2024.

"While 2023 marked a remarkable resurgence, 2024 is poised to be the year where we solidify our credibility" Izham said. The group will add 12 new aircraft to its fleet in 2024, and wants to operate 100 by 2033.

Malaysia Airlines has been mired in turmoil for the past decade after enduring double tragedies in 2014, with the disappearance of MH370 and the downing of MH17 over Ukraine.

The incidents deepened its financial losses, drove a share price slump and eventually resulted in the company being delisted from the Kuala Lumpur stock exchange.
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                                Shopping mall owner Siam Piwat Company is moving closer to what would be Thailand's biggest initial public offering (IPO) in about two years, according to people with knowledge of the matter.
The Bangkok-based company is asking international banks to submit proposals for a potential first-time share sale that may take place before the end of this year, the people said, asking not to be identified as the process is private. Siam Piwat is aiming to raise US$500 million to $750 million in the IPO, they said, adding that deliberations are ongoing and it could decide not to list. 

The considerations coincide with a rebound in tourism to Thailand after travel dried up during the coronavirus pandemic, with overseas visitors topping 8 million this year already, government figures show. 

A representative for Siam Piwat referred a query from Bloomberg News to a September statement, where the company said it was planning to expand in Thailand and elsewhere in Asia. At the time, it said it had appointed Kiatnakin Phatra Securities and Kasikorn Securities to advise on its expansion and fundraising, including a possible listing in Bangkok at some point. 

The country's most recent major IPO was Thai Life Insurance Public Company Limited's in 2022, when it raised over $1 billion. First-time share sales in Thailand total $253 million so far this year, down from $297 million over the same period in 2023, according to data compiled by Bloomberg.

Founded in 1959 as Bangkok Inter-Continental Hotels Co, Siam Piwat adopted its present name in 2003 and owns several high-end shopping centres, including Siam Paragon and Iconsiam in Bangkok.
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                  Hollywood Stars Secret To Defined Jawlines In 2024                

                Y-LOCK 360deg- LOCK & DEFINE FACIAL JAWLINES IN DEEPEST DEPTH 'NO SURGERY REQUIRED'
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                                BEYOND BEAUTY BY DR. NIDA:
"Hi everyone, welcome back again to our latest episode of Beyond Beauty Channel by Dr. Nida with me. Today's recent topic comes from a popular trend of "a perfectly well-defined or chiseled jawline" which has been talked about worldwide thanks to the Zoom Effects and Social Media Fever. The trend began with Hollywood superstars and celebrities such as Kim Kardashian and Victoria Beckham as you can see a similarity from their Instagram account, showing her side profile with a sculpted strong jawline which demonstrate a sign of good health and beauty."
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"That's why there' are a lot of requests asking from my patients from worldwide of how these superstars are able to possess such perfect jawlines and how this can be achieved?"

[image: ]

At Nida Esth' Medical Centre, we stand as the no.1 Beauty Destination in South East Asia for celebrities and elites from around the world as where completely offers technological laser advancements and cellular surgical techniques that no one else can. Our superior uniqueness is a collaboration between a laser expert and a plastic surgeon in carefully designing and combining various new procedures both surgical and non-surgical to obtain desirable results.

DR. NIDA'S OPINIONS
Two reasons cause our jawlines to appear poorly defined are sagging skin and excess fat accumulation in lower two thirds, double chin and accumulation under jawlines. They play an integral role in a snatched jawline. When there is a bit too much of those mentioned areas and the skin begins sagging, it can obscure the jaw's sharp lines to be shown.
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I could say that there are numerous approaches to the well-defined jawline for those who have problems of sagging skin, ranging from 100% surgical to non-surgical methods. Before the invention of non-surgical treatments, the only reliable options for contouring jawline from sagging skin for a perfect profile is lower facelift and neck lift surgery. Although downtime and possibilities of visible scars may occur, the results of sagging skin can completely be gone in only one single operation. However, if you're looking for another less invasive procedure, I'd recommend a semi-surgical J-Plasma+ by Renuvion introduced in 2022 from USA which is a skin tightening technology for neck and body that effectively targets sagging skin tissue. Plus, the formation of collagen under the skin is stimulated, giving the skin additional firmness and a longer-lasting youthful appearance without any downtime. J-Plasma+ by Renuvion offers almost similar results to the lower facelift and neck lift surgery but with much less downtime and scarring.

For more information, please click: J-Plasma by Renuvion Double Chin 
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Another problem which is commonly occur with sagging skin that causes less satisfying jawlines is excessive fat, occurring from a combination of genetics, aging, and diet. As the face descends with gravity and age, the facial fat drops to lower positions along the jawline, which creates jowls. It is true that this can simply be treated by double chin liposuction to get rid of fat in the neck and chin area to get a slimmer jawline; however, we also provide another advanced technology which can get rid of fat like double chin liposuction but with tighter skin, smaller incisions and with less recovery time which is a semi-surgical procedure called Slim Melt by Slim Lipo. It is the most well-liked semi-surgical laser technology that has gained the acceptance of surgeons around the world as it directly melts fat into oil like melted ice-cream with a 0.3 mm. Fiber Optic laser tip which can eliminate fat in many areas, including chin, more than any other liposuction methods, with higher safety, no downtime and flexibility properties.

For more information, please click: Slim Melt by Slim Lipo Double Chin 
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Actually, from my experience, most of my patients who come to consult with me suffer from a problem of aging appearance. So, after an analysis in a collaboration with a plastic surgeon, the main reason causes aging looks is poorly defined jawlines, occurring from both sagging skin and excessive fat. More and more patients ask for a non-surgical procedure as they come from other countries and they requires least downtime possible. Therefore, I as a laser expert and our plastic surgeon - Dr. Piya Rungruxsiri - two CEOs of Nida Esth Medical Centre have brainstormed using over 24 years of experience in cosmetic industry, beginning with a study of facial structure in 360 degree by mimicking the lower facelift surgery and chin liposuction based on a principle of Y-Lock Technique used in surgical industry which includes

[image: ]


	Upper Y-Lock focuses on the upper portion of both sides of jawlines to hairline and ears. 

	Lower Y- Lock focuses on the lower portion of jawlines to underside of the and neck. 



Furthermore, we continue a constant search for the one technology that satisfies our design requirements, which include the ability to tighten facial skin around jawlines and remove excess fat cells. It has to be able to perform well in facial upper and lower Y-zone regions, supported by scientific research papers and well-trusted studies. Lastly, the results need to be validated in actual cases around the world.

Until we come across 'Define Technology,' an A.C.E Technology (Acquire Control Extend), hugely favored by Hollywood superstars such as Victoria Beckham, Eva Longoria, Kim Kardashian, and many more in recent years, which we are privileged to receive authorization to be the first medical centre in Asia Pacific to employ a full functions of Define Technology."

[image: ]

[image: ]

When combining Y-Lock Technique and Define Technology together with Dr. Nida's experience and expertise in personalized beauty design, Y-Lock 360deg program can lock & define facial jawlines in deepest depth without the need for surgery.

UNCOVER HOLLYWOOD SUPERSTARS SECRETS TO PERFECT JAWLINES WITH Y-LOCK 360deg 

[image: ]

To get a perfectly well-defined or chiseled jawline through a non-surgical way, I have combined 4 programs that utilize state-of-the-art technologies from USA that can focus on 4 different levels of skin layer depth in various positions so it can be defined in all 360 degrees to solve all facial contour problems and aging appearance, creating an outstanding defined jawlines while still maintaining firmness and youthfulness.

So, this program does not only create perfectly defined jawlines but it also fulfills the facial firmness for a perfect younger-looking result. That's why Fotona 6D from USA is included to design an exclusive program, utilizing 4 exceptional technologies that can directly go into 4 depth layers of skin dimensions so the jawlines can be completely defined in 360 degrees which includes.
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	1st Lock: with SmoothLifting Mode by Fotona 6D - Tighten the skin in the deepest layer of facial structure by utilizing a laser energy from within an oral mucosa with the Inside-out lifting technique to reduce cheek lines, lift the corners of the mouth, and fill in the lips for the most satisfying and youthful appearance.
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	Double Lock: with Define Lock - Tighten facial jawlines at the depth of 5 mm under the skin with the MicroLipo technique to dissolve fat around jawline as well as under chin area to reveal a perfect well-defined jawline hidden under layers of fat cells. 
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	Triple Lock: with Forma Lock - This energy specially penetrates to define jawlines at the 4 mm layer beneath the skin with the MicroLift technique, lifting and tightening the facial structure in both upper & lower Y-zone through the neck. It can also be used even in sensitive areas such as around eyes.
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	Tetra Lock: with Morpheus Infinity Lock - Tetra Lock is able to go deep into the skin at the depth of 2-6 mm (at the depth of SMAS) with the MicroLock technique to tighten the overall skin and solve sagging problems, enhancing and defining facial jawlines with healthy and glowing skin quality for the entire face, including both upper & lower Y-zone.



From my experience of treatments, we found out that a well-defined jawline can be immediately noticed from the first treatment with some degree of more well-defined jawline. And, a week after, it results in youthful appearance. Once a week or every two week is recommended, depending on severity of problems which must be examined first before the procedure. 

At Nida Esth, we offer a variety of cosmetic procedures for different problems and desires of each patients. For jawline problems, I have summarize everything into the table below so you can consider what is best for you.
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"For any of you who want to get a perfect well-defined jawline that requires no surgery and downtime, 

you should definitely consider Y-LOCK 360deg. Let's visit us and witness the majesty of a masterpiece of art in the hands of skilled medical professionals 

at Nida Esth' Medical Centre Siam Square Soi 9, Bangkok Thailand."

Reference:
https://www.womanandhome.com/beauty/beauty-news/victoria-beckham-reveals-must-have-summer-product-for-looking-kissed-by-the-sun-in-all-the-right-places-and-its-gorgeous/

https://www.glamourmagazine.co.uk/article/eva-longoria-minimalist-fashion

https://www.businessinsider.com/fans-ask-kim-kardashian-denounce-balenciaga-amid-holiday-ad-scandal-2022-11

more information at 
Tel: +662-252-2121
Line Official Account: @Nida_Esth
WhatsApp: +66859665333
https://www.nidaskincosmetic.com/en

You can also follow the news and various privileges of Nida Esth' Medical Centre at
Facebook: Dr. Nida Nida Esth' 
Instagram: Nidaesthcenter
Tiktok: Nida_Esth
YouTube: Nida Esth' Skin Laser & Cosmetic Surgery Bangkok
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                  Gold jumps above $2,200 an ounce for first time on Dovish Powell                
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                                Gold jumped above $2,200 an ounce for the first time after the Federal Reserve maintained its outlook for three rate cuts this year, suggesting it isn't alarmed by a recent uptick in inflation.
Bullion advanced to a record in early trading, before paring gains. It's surged since mid-February, underpinned by long-standing supports including heightened geopolitical risks and buying by central banks, led by China. The rapid ascent has surprised many seasoned market observers, however, as there hasn't been a clear catalyst.

The rally has been partially driven by expectations for looser monetary policy in the US, and that was reaffirmed by the Fed on Wednesday. Chair Jerome Powell continued to highlight officials would like to see more evidence that prices are coming down, but "it's still likely in most people's view that we will achieve that confidence and there will be rate cuts," he said.

"What we saw last night was the green light really for gold traders to come back in," said Chris Weston, head of research for Pepperstone Group Ltd. "The Fed have said that right now they're tolerant of the inflation that we've seen, they're tolerant that the labor market strength is not going to be the impediment."

Speculation around the timing of the Fed's long-anticipated pivot may have provided the trigger for recent gains, with data showing that traders boosted their net long positions on gold last week by the most since 2019. The metal stands to benefit even more when US interest rates actually do come down, as bullion-backed exchange traded funds look likely to increase their holdings, according to UBS Group AG.

On the geopolitical front, there are a number of risks boosting gold's allure as a haven asset. Russia appears to be gaining the upper hand in its war in Ukraine, the Israel-Hamas conflict continues unabated and has led to a re-routing of global shipping, while the US presidential election at the end of the year could prove massively consequential for markets. 

Chinese buying has also underpinned the market. As well as the central bank, regular people have been stocking up on coins, gold bars and jewelry to safeguard their wealth from a yearslong property downturn and losses in the country's stock market.

Spot gold rose 0.7% to $2,201.94 an ounce as of 9:40 a.m. in Singapore. The Bloomberg Dollar Spot Index declined 0.2%. Silver, platinum and palladium were all higher. 
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                                Corporations are urged to embrace a sustainable intelligence paradigm empowered by artificial intelligence (AI) to deal with the changing industry landscape.
Speaking at a seminar hosted by Prachachat Turakij newspaper, Suphachai Chearavanont, chief executive of Charoen Pokphand (CP) Group, said six fundamental challenges and transformations will take place globally between 2023 and 2030.

These encompass inclusive capital, digital transformation such as smart industry and cybercrime, climate change, the political polarisation of the global economy, consumer behaviour such as e-commerce and cryptocurrency adoption, and human welfare including the silver economy, according to McKinsey and the World Economic Forum.

Moreover, the World Bank and Unicef highlight four essential requisites for fostering equality: quality education, financial accessibility, connectivity and access to computing technology, and availability of life insurance.

In terms of inequality, there are 1.7 billion unbanked people and 2 billion students who don't have a computer, said Mr Suphachai.

He said a sustainable intelligence society embedded with AI technology requires digital literacy, a proper mindset and ethical values.

The International Monetary Fund predicts Thailand's GDP is expected to rise 2.7% this year, compared with 6.5% growth for India and 4.2% for Asean.

Mr Suphachai said average GDP in Asean countries between 2023 and 2024 was higher than the average  GDP globally. However, anticipated GDP growth for Thailand of 2.7% for 2024 is the lowest rate among Asean countries.

In terms of competitiveness rankings, Thailand was ranked 35th last year among 64 countries, up from 40th in 2022.

This new era is being driven by AI, which requires ethical literacy to prevent spam and cybercrime, he said.

In terms of manpower, the country needs skilled digital workers to handle the AI tech-driven era, comprising around 10% of the total workforce in the country, or around 5 million people, said Mr Suphachai.

Thailand has around 40,000 IT-related graduates per year.

He said policymakers should add computer science to the curriculum for schools to increase the number of students with computer skills, paving the way to enhance their capabilities in high-skilled or deep-tech literacy in the future.

Thailand has high potential as a hub in several sectors such as food security, tech, smart cities, logistics, trade and finance, said Mr Suphachai.

Arthid Nanthawithaya, chief executive of SCB X, a financial technology conglomerate and holding company of Siam Commercial Bank (SCB), said amid evolving landscapes both locally and globally, business transformation is to be continued.

He cited SCB X's business transformation programme in which the company has divided its operations into two distinct groups: the incumbent business, housed under SCB, and the startup ventures operating under SCB X.

These businesses are further categorised into three generations based on their operational dynamics.

According to Mr Arthid, for the incumbent business, also known as the "cash cow", the company will maintain its current operations by leveraging its longstanding expertise, market strength and established business scale.

For startups, he said SCB X's startup ventures benefit from a lack of business legacy but face the disadvantage of not having a cash cow portfolio.

Consequently, they are tasked with driving innovation and exploring new opportunities, capabilities and business models within a data-driven framework led by AI, he said.
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                                Omoda & Jaecoo (Thailand) Co, a subsidiary of Chery Automobile, a Chinese state-owned electric vehicle manufacturer, plans to build an EV factory in Rayong, with production scheduled to start next year.
The plant, which will initially produce cars to serve the domestic and Asean markets, is set to become the company's export base, selling cars worldwide, said Qi Jie, vice-managing director for South Asia at Chery International Co.

The company plans to export cars in the future to countries in Oceania and the Middle East.

"We plan to divide our manufacturing into two phases. In the first phase, which starts in 2025, annual production capacity will stand at 50,000 units. The number will increase to 80,000 units a year in 2028," he said.

"Our BEVs will make up 70% of total car production, with the remaining 30% belonging in the PHEV category," said Mr Qi.

He believes Thailand has great potential to develop an EV industry, thanks to the government's EV3.5 scheme.

Mr Qi was referring to the country's EV incentive scheme, which comprises subsidies and a reduction in import duties and excise tax to promote EV production and consumption between 2024 and 2027.

The Prayut Chan-o-cha administration launched the first-phase of the EV incentive scheme known as EV3.0, comprising tax cuts and subsidies. This scheme aimed to promote EV consumption and production between 2022 and 2023.

Omoda & Jaecoo is considering an investment budget to support its EV business in Thailand. The funds are required for the purchase of land, factory construction and the development of EV charging facilities.

Its parent company is expected to conclude the investment details in April, said Mr Qi.

Omoda & Jaecoo has set a sales target for the Omoda EV5 and Jaecoo7 at 6,000 units this year.

Pichayuth Vongpattanasin, vice-president for sales and marketing at Omoda & Jaecoo (Thailand), said the firm plans to set up 35 showrooms, with 20 of them to be located in Bangkok.

The firm is also in talks with local partners to jointly develop EV charging facilities.
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                                To achieve the government's target of 3.5 trillion baht in tourism revenue this year, Thailand needs to attract more segments apart from leisure travellers to compete with other destinations, said Dusit International.
Dusit group chief executive Suphajee Suthumpun said the new visa-free scheme might facilitate travel, but it's not enough to stimulate income.

To create quality tourism, Thailand should develop infrastructure and demand for other travel purposes, including Mice (meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibitions) and wellness and medical tourism, said Mrs Suphajee.

"Tourism is a major economic driver this year, amid sluggish exports and weakened domestic spending," Mrs Suphajee said.

Mrs Suphajee said hotels should learn to adapt to the situation, capturing specific markets and preventing a price war in hospitality, which happened before the pandemic.

Given the proposal to legalise casinos, the move should help improve the economy as this would attract tourists to spend in Thailand.

However, she said this sector must be properly regulated with  clear zoning and stringent safety measures.

Mrs Suphajee said the government should focus on legalising hotels to include them in the registered system, and improving tax incentives for tourism operators who incorporate green or sustainable systems in their services.

In the first quarter, hotels across the Dusit portfolio are expected to record a 75% average occupancy rate and would maintain a high room rate, due to the high season and consistent demand from high-spending clients.

In Thailand, properties with the strongest performance are those in Pattaya, Phuket and Hua Hin.

Its hotels in Kyoto gained a majority of domestic tourists and an increasing number of Thai tourists, thanks to the popularity of Japan among the Thai outbound market.

Despite entering the low season, healthy bookings should continue in the second quarter, driven by demand during Songkran, which will have Thai guests filling in available rooms in some locations, including Hua Hin, Pattaya, Phuket and Khao Yai.

On Wednesday, its subsidiary Dusit Foods launched the Pinto Hub, a new food business, in a joint venture with Farm to Plate Processor.

It attracts small popular local vendors and restaurants into a cloud kitchen platform, which can be ordered through Grab food delivery.

At present, it operates seven outlets in Bangkok and plans to open three more, which also include dine-in services within 2-3 months.

Manisa Mitpaibul, managing director of Dusit Foods, said the food business targeted 2.5 billion baht revenue by 2027, up from 1.3 billion baht in 2023.
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                EXPLAINER: Though PM2.5 levels are hazardous in and around Chiang Mai, the government doesn't want to declare the area a disaster zone for tourism purposes
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                                In the early months of recent years, residents in northern Thailand, particularly Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son, have braced for choking PM2.5 air pollution.
Surrounded by mountains and hills, these provinces have repeatedly been ranked as the most air-polluted areas in the world.

The effect has levied a heavy toll on the public healthcare system, while residents buy air purifiers and face masks to protect themselves.

Those with resources can afford to pay for private health insurance, but most people in the province are unable to do so.

Opposition political parties, doctors and civic groups are urging the government to consider designating the affected provinces a disaster area.

Though the smog could have severe long-term effects on tourism once tourists become aware of the issue and opt for other destinations with cleaner air, the government has insisted it does not want to designate these provinces disaster areas.

Q: Why is the disaster designation a disputed topic?

With the fiscal budget allocation delayed from October 2023 until likely next month, opposition political parties on Saturday urged the government to declare Chiang Mai a disaster area, saying this status would allow the province to use an additional budget to help control forest fires.

However, the government and some locals disagreed with the declaration, saying it would prompt insurance companies to reject claims from any incidents occurring within the disaster area.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said the government had to protect the tourism industry. He said the decision to hold off on the disaster designation was the result of thoughtful discussions with agencies, as such a move might discourage tourists from visiting Thailand.

Punlop Saejew, president of Chiang Mai Tourism Council, said a disaster designation would likely decrease tourist flow, though the causes of the smog have yet to be fixed.

He said from March 1-16, Chiang Mai had direct flights with more than 52,000 tourist arrivals, generating at least 1 billion baht for the province, especially for supply chains in the tourism sector.

Without tourists, tourism operators might accumulate debts, leading to an avalanche of non-performing loans, said Mr Punlop.

He previously said a mechanism such as the Clean Air Act is essential for dealing with PM2.5 haze.

The air pollution problem requires all stakeholders to cooperate in implementing appropriate regulations, including severe punishment for rulebreakers and valuable rewards for those who follow the rules, said Mr Punlop.

For instance, farmers who eschew slash-and-burn farming should be rewarded by the government, offering support for their crops, he said.

Mr Punlop encouraged the government to establish a fund to reduce air pollution through a fundraising scheme in exchange for investor incentives, such as a tax reduction.

The fund could be used to transform local communities that burn fields by offering more environmentally friendly jobs, he said.

Other options include providing sufficient tools and equipment to reduce burning and smog, such as supporting air purifiers in communities and firebreaks during burning.

Mr Punlop admitted operators were concerned about the perception a polluted Chiang Mai would have on long-stay visitors and digital nomads.

These groups tend to travel back to their home countries during March and April, the peak period for smog, he said.

Meanwhile, commenters on the prime minister's X account said he should prioritise the health of people in Chiang Mai rather than concerns about the tourism industry.

Q: How is this issue affecting locals?

Kamonsan Srivirach, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce of Phayao, said declaring Chiang Mai a disaster zone based on excessive levels of PM2.5 dust requires careful consideration as it may dampen the tourism sector.

However, one upside to a declaration would be more funding for disaster mitigation and healthcare.

Thomas Wilson, president and chief executive of Allianz Ayudhya Assurance, said pollution is an issue for Thailand.

In the northern region, he said the pollution is caused by forest fires and burning crop fields, while Bangkok faces heavy traffic congestion, factories, construction and the effects from fires in the northern provinces.

A recent article indicated the high air pollution levels were a concern for the Public Health Ministry, which recently warned public hospitals across the country to prepare for a spike in respiratory problems because of atmospheric conditions, said Mr Wilson.

"Increased levels of pollution are a health problem. According to the Respiratory Health Association, air pollution causes irritation, shortness of breath, coughing, wheezing, asthma episodes and chest pain," he told the Bangkok Post.

"Extended exposure to air pollution puts individuals at risk for lung cancer, heart attacks and stroke, with more pronounced potential impact on individuals with higher respiratory rates, such as children and the elderly, those that work outdoors and those with pre-existing heart and lung conditions.

"An air quality index of between 150-200 potentially affects everyone, especially more sensitive groups."

Q: What is the effect on the insurance industry?

The potential impact on the private insurance industry has been muted compared with the public health effect because of a variance in insurance penetration rates in the North versus Bangkok.

In general, health insurance penetration rates are greater in Bangkok because of higher levels of income and education about the industry.

As such, the impact on respiratory disease claims is likely to be higher in Bangkok than in the North, but "lower than the impact on the general population in both areas," said Mr Wilson.

He said there are many potential government and private responses to address this issue, including strict enforcement of forest burning bans, greater incentives to work from home and commute less whenever possible, and reduced electricity utilisation.

"These public and private measures should be investigated and implemented before more drastic measures," said Mr Wilson.



Additional reporting by Phusadee Arunmas
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        What Modi has figured out that Trump never has
        Excitement and uncertainty used to accompany general elections in India. Polls swung back and forth, coalitions formed and reformed, analysts dissected policy platforms and assessed the prospects of hundreds of individual candidates. As India embarked on its 18th general election campaign on Tuesday, there is no electricity in the air. It is hard to find anyone who believes Prime Minister Narendra...

      

      
        Protect forest, fresh water resources
        United we stand, divided we fall -- it's an old cliche, but when talking about access to fresh water in this Asia and Pacific region, it's worth reminding ourselves how imperative it is to work together, within countries and across borders, to share and protect this precious resource.

      

      
        Structural flaws impede our economy
        It took Japan 17 years to learn that a macroeconomic policy is for stabilising an economy, not stimulating growth. Due to low economic growth in the "lost decade" following the financial crisis in the autumn of 1997, the Bank of Japan adopted an unthinkable monetary policy of a negative interest rate in 2007 by pushing the short-term policy rate down to -0.1%.

      

      
        Haiti's ticking humanitarian timebomb
        As waves of gang violence engulf an already poor and destitute land through a reckless orgy of shootings and looting, the Caribbean Island of Haiti equally faces a widening domestic humanitarian crisis along with a ticking migrant exodus.

      

      
        Handling a police feud
        Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin deserves praise for promptly transferring two high-ranking police officers -- national police chief Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol and his deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn -- to inactive posts at Government House.

      

      
        No escaping Thaksin
        Pheu Thai's attempt to prevent any discussion concerning former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra in the upcoming general debate may prove to be counterproductive to the party's efforts to win back its popularity.

      

      
        Death sentence for drug convicts is not acceptable
        Nearly half of all state-sanctioned deaths around the world are for drug-related offences. This is not acceptable or justifiable and needs to end. My home country of Malaysia has taken steps to change this. Thailand and other countries should follow suit.

      

      
        Taking steps towards climate action
        In response to escalating global concerns over climate change, Thailand has taken a stride by drafting its Climate Change Act that, if enacted, will be the country's first climate change law.

      

      
        Bolstering UK-Thai shared interests
        Britain and Thailand are two nations on either side of our world. And yet, returning to Bangkok this week, I am struck by our many similarities.

      

      
        Green tech bans not implausible
        In a world riven by great-power conflict, economic decoupling, high inflation, and worries that the interests of capital are being put ahead of workers, an obvious enemy can emerge: technology. The best way to preserve the status quo is to destroy the machinery that promises a change to existing ways.
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									What Modi has figured out that Trump never has								

															

																Excitement and uncertainty used to accompany general elections in India. Polls swung back and forth, coalitions formed and reformed, analysts dissected policy platforms and assessed the prospects of hundreds of individual candidates. As India embarked on its 18th general election campaign on Tuesday, there is no electricity in the air. It is hard to find anyone who believes Prime Minister Narendra Modi will lose his bid for a third term in office.
Mr Modi can make a case for being the world's most popular political leader. Opinion polls suggest three out of four Indians approve of his performance; perhaps only Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador boasts comparable ratings. Elsewhere, populist strongmen such as Brazil's Jair Bolsonaro have been voted out or, like Turkey's Recep Tayyip Erdogan, faced close electoral calls. By contrast, Mr Modi can look forward to India's once-competitive elections with confidence.

How has Mr Modi maintained his political dominance after a decade in power? Some ingredients of his success are depressingly illiberal -- and familiar. As in Viktor Orban's Hungary, the ruling establishment has methodically delegitimised or rendered irrelevant criticism from academia, civil society, and the media. And, as in Vladimir Putin's Russia, opposition politicians have been starved of financial support, subjected to regular and questionable investigations, and given no space to regroup. India's elections are still free, but they may no longer be completely fair.

Still, while such tactics tilt the political playing field in favour of the incumbent, they don't guarantee victory in a country as large and varied as India. (Even with Mr Modi at the helm, remember, his Bharatiya Janata Party [BJP] has never won more than 40% of the national vote.) Mr Modi's real secret is this: Unlike almost all other strongman leaders, including Donald Trump, and in contrast to the BJP itself, he now focuses less on stoking his base's resentments than co-opting other elements of the electorate.

Mr Trump and his authoritarian peers are convinced their success comes from magnifying and exploiting divisions in their societies. That might make sense in countries where the smallest differences in enthusiasm in a leader's base can win or lose an election.

India, however, is a high-turnout society; 67% of the electorate voted in the last general election. Mr Modi, in particular, is so confident his core supporters will vote that he now invests more political capital in trying to persuade others that he is really an apolitical figure.

For many Indians, even those who may not vote for the BJP, their prime minister is now one part king, one part high priest, and one part Mister Rogers. Mr Modi delivers avuncular warnings against studying too hard for examinations and is constantly photographed meditating in the Himalayas or officiating at temples. His face is everywhere in our cities and towns, especially at any place Indians might interact with the machinery of the welfare state -- even on our vaccine certificates during the pandemic.

This makes him impossible to run against. Criticism about political stances or policy decisions simply doesn't stick to someone who refuses to be bound by such mundane considerations. Mr Modi presents himself as more welfarist than those to his left, more nationalist than those to his right, and more globalist than the liberal centre.

The prime minister is a master at selling such political contradictions. One day he will say Indians need to rise above caste-based mobilisation, hoping to appeal to upper-caste voters tired of identity politics. The next day his party will promise individual caste groups the recognition and concessions that they want. Voters appear undisturbed by the inconsistencies.

Opposition politicians are left disarmed and outmanoeuvred. Every single possible narrative -- the economy, national security, climate change, jobs, corruption, public services -- has already been colonised by the incumbent, leaving them no line of attack.

Mr Modi's dominance hasn't been achieved overnight, or easily. He and the BJP have worked at it 24-7, year after year. They fight every election, even the ones they are going to win, as if a loss would be catastrophic. (That helps explain why even apparently inconsequential opposition politicians are wooed and bullied in turn.) In the months between elections, the party's high command constantly prunes and perfects narratives with specific voting groups in mind. Their outreach factory is continually given new policy proposals, slogans or controversies to keep voters occupied.

Mr Modi certainly bears his share of blame for the erosion of India's liberal institutions. Yet he remains unabashedly enthusiastic about Indian electoral politics. Given that this election has largely failed to stir Indians' imaginations, I wonder if the person most excited about them may be Mr Modi himself. (c)2024 Bloomberg 

Mihir Sharma is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist. A senior fellow at the Observer Research Foundation in New Delhi, he is author of 'Restart: The Last Chance for the Indian Economy.'
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																United we stand, divided we fall -- it's an old cliche, but when talking about access to fresh water in this Asia and Pacific region, it's worth reminding ourselves how imperative it is to work together, within countries and across borders, to share and protect this precious resource.
Like water, our forests recognise no boundaries, but they are equally vulnerable and play such an important part in our region's commonly shared ecosystem. They too need a united front to protect and restore our forests for the common good.

Taken together, water and forests are two of mother nature's children.

This month, the world and our Asia-Pacific region observes two special days, back-to-back -- International Day of Forests on March 21, and World Water Day on the 22nd.

While each day has its own theme, "Forests and Innovation" and "Water for Peace", their natural bond is evident and essential. The latter reminds us that water can be a tool for peace, but unfair advantage by one country or community, or lack of access to water, can spark and intensify conflict and hostility. Likewise, neglect and over-exploitation of forests can lead to land disputes that can spill across borders, and impact communities, particularly those of indigenous peoples in our region.

This is why countries in Asia and the Pacific need to work together to protect and enhance our common forest and water resources for this generation and for those still to come.

From the perspective of forests and water's link to agrifood systems in Asia and the Pacific -- the systems that provide us with the nutrition we need each day to survive and thrive -- the stakes are high. In this region, water resources form the basis of agrarian prosperity and economic development. The vast majority of aquaculture produced in the world comes from this region, as just one example.

Yet more than 90% of this region's population is on the brink of a water crisis, with water scarcity increasing across Asia and the Pacific. Transboundary water resources add a layer of complexity to the water scarcity challenges, with over 780 million people depending on transboundary rivers in the Asia-Pacific region.

And so governance of these shared water resources is vital for sustaining livelihoods, agriculture, and development, as well as for securing regional and international peace and prosperity. However, national water policy and regulatory responses in the Asia-Pacific region are often limited and, in some cases, not effectively operationalised in practice. In the meantime, transboundary water treaties and institutions need greater political support.

Hence, there is an urgent need to support countries in building stronger policy frameworks to navigate water scarcity, ensure inclusion in water management decisions, collect data, and establish sustainable and equitable water allocation systems. Working together, with shared commitments and actions, water and peace can coexist.

In this region, the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO), has established an FAO Asia-Pacific Water Scarcity Programme to bring water use to within sustainable limits. The FAO is also helping to improve transboundary cooperation for effective management of shared water resources, working with eight countries in the Asia-Pacific region.

Reducing degradation of forests goes hand-in-hand with securing water resources. In forestry, the FAO has worked with partners to compile a range of innovative technologies in the forest sector. Many of these innovations are being successfully applied in the region. Examples include the use of drones and advance remote sensing in forest management. Many countries in this region, with help from FAO, are deploying geospatial technologies for strengthening national forest monitoring.

Such innovations are important in the context of promoting sustainable supply and use of forest ecosystem services and crucial for advancing a sustainable bioeconomy. Employing them further can help achieve many other objectives too, like mapping and securing customary land which can empower the region's indigenous peoples. Indeed, innovative approaches under the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration can contribute one third of the total climate mitigation needed to limit warming to below 2degC by 2030, while boosting food security and livelihoods.

We can already see the power of research and science and how they are pushing the boundaries of what we can do to protect and make better use of our forests and our water resources. By doing so, we can provide significant socio-economic and environmental benefits for countries in the Asia and the Pacific region. Let's work together to help Mother Nature's children not only survive but thrive.



Jong-Jin Kim, is assistant director-general and regional representative, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). This article marks the International Day of Forests today, March 21 and the World Water Day tomorrow, March 22.
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																It took Japan 17 years to learn that a macroeconomic policy is for stabilising an economy, not stimulating growth. Due to low economic growth in the "lost decade" following the financial crisis in the autumn of 1997, the Bank of Japan adopted an unthinkable monetary policy of a negative interest rate in 2007 by pushing the short-term policy rate down to -0.1%.
The government of Japan was also in the game of stimulating the sleepy economy by running high levels of government deficits. Intense fiscal policy raised government debt to GDP by 79%, from 173% in 2007 to 252% in 2023.

The result was a total failure. One might think extreme monetary-fiscal policies would have energised Japan's economic growth to beyond 5%. The fact is the opposite. Average GDP growth for the 17-year period was a measly 0.38%.

Theoretically, the purpose of a macroeconomic policy is to prevent an economy from undesirable inflation, chronic current account deficits, and high levels of unemployment so as to foster economic growth, on which wealth and improved living standards depend. Sustainable growth must come from increased production volume and value, not from a macroeconomic policy push.

The golden rule of economic management is that a macroeconomic policy is for solving macroeconomic problems, while a structural change policy is for raising the production value of the economy. If one wants economic growth, one goes for a structural change policy. If one wants economic stability, one goes for a macroeconomic one.

After 17 years of error, the Bank of Japan changed the direction of its monetary policy by raising the short-term policy rate from -0.1% to 0.0-0.1% on Tuesday. Concurrently, Japan's government has also re-targeted growth through the structural change policy of AI chip production. Time will tell whether the Japanese government will restrain the habit of running fiscal deficits. However, without a carte blache from the Bank of Japan to print an indefinite amount of money, the Japanese government has no choice but to seriously think about the adverse effects of deficit financing.

Japan has learnt an expensive lesson. How about Thailand? The government is still obsessed with asking the Bank of Thailand to lower its policy rate and dreaming about a big fiscal push with the digital wallet scheme. Will it take Thailand 17 years to learn the mistake that a macroeconomic policy is not the path for growth?

Fortunately, I do not have to worry about such mistakes. First, it is unlikely the Bank of Thailand would yield to the government's demand to lower interest rates. Second, a lack of excess liquidity to support the 500 billion baht digital wallet scheme would make the scheme impossible, whether through the Emergency Borrowing Act or the 2025 fiscal budget.

Thailand's economic problems arose from structural flaws, not from an unsupportive macroeconomic policy. Key structural flaws are (1) the low value-added manufacturing sector and tourism sector, (2) a desire for a higher standard of living than income can support, and (3) increased competition from abroad.

The production system yields an income of about US$5,000 (180,470 baht) per capita per year. Instead of going for high value-added products from heavy industry and high-tech industry, the economy concentrates on middle value-added products. Some 20% of our production is in the food and beverage category. Even our automotive industry is an assembling business, not building vehicles from the ground up with homegrown technology. If a country does not move to higher value-added products, it is difficult to see sustainable GDP growth.

The second structural flaw is that consumers are not satisfied with $5,000 per capita income. Thais want to consume much, much more. The only way to supplement earned income is by heavy borrowing. The desire for a higher standard of living caused household debt to GDP to rise from 43.5% two decades ago to 78.6% a decade ago and to 90.9% nowadays. It could be concluded that Thailand's two decades of growth came from debt, not income.

The tourism boom was not exactly a game changer. According to my own estimation, the tourism industry's value-added is about $6,000 -- not enough to satisfy consumer's desire to spend. Despite 40 million tourists spending the equivalent of 12% of GDP in 2019, households still had to borrow more to supplement their income. Household loan growth averaged 5.5% that year.

While Thailand is distracted by a booming tourism industry, the manufacturing sector has been suffering, and no government has addressed this. The Manufacturing Production Index (MPI) was 105.5 in 2018 and plummeted to 98.5 in 2023 -- an alarming 7.1% decline in five years! This could be the very reason why Thai GDP growth is consistently lower than key Asean nations.

What might be the cause of the deterioration in the Thai manufacturing sector? I will not make any conclusions here but, some information to consider: Imports from China rose from 9.3% of GDP in 2019 to 13.8% of GDP in 2023. The quick rise in Chinese imports widened trade deficits from 673 billion baht to 1.3 trillion baht during that period. The trade deficit with China increased to 1.62 billion baht in January, pointing to a possible 1.94 trillion baht deficit this year. With cheap and better products from China, why should Thais bother with expensive "Made in Thailand" products?

An inflow of cheap imports might be the main cause of a negative inflation rate. Domestic consumption is not weak and, thus, cannot put downward pressure on prices. On the contrary, private consumption increased by 6.2% in 2022 and 7.1% in 2023. Could it be that regularly priced domestic products might be replaced by much lower-priced imports?

With (1) low-value-added manufacturing products, (2) a low-value-added tourism industry, and (3) a non-competitive manufacturing sector, it is no surprise that all economic research houses revised their GDP growth projections for 2024 downward by about 0.5%. The downward revision is not something unusual. But to revise projections downward at the beginning of the year is not usual. One of the research houses, SCB EIC, said the downward revision was due to lower economic potential. Thai economic potential slid from 3.4% in pre-Covid years to 2.7% at present.

Before I end this article, I have a piece of important data to reveal. Tourist spending is now much lower, 44% lower to be exact, than in pre-Covid years. It used to be 45,700 baht per tourist in Q3/2019 and was 31,730 baht in Q3/2023. Tourist authorities, please do not argue that the agencies have different numbers. My numbers are derived from the balance of payments, not from surveys. Reduced spending means a reduced impact on GDP, and economic research houses might need to revise Thai GDP growth downward (again) soon.

It is clear that Thailand's economic problems are structural. Under this assumption, lower interest rates and fiscal stimulus packages could be counter-productive and should be considered as social programmes rather than economic ones. My advice is that the government and the Bank of Thailand should refrain from making policy mistakes like Japan.
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																As waves of gang violence engulf an already poor and destitute land through a reckless orgy of shootings and looting, the Caribbean Island of Haiti equally faces a widening domestic humanitarian crisis along with a ticking migrant exodus.
Though no stranger to civil conflict in recent years, Haiti's precarious situation sadly took a turn for the worse when gang violence forced the recent resignation of Prime Minister Ariel Henry, letting the country slide into free fall. The UN migration agency cites that 362,000 people are already displaced in Haiti; a further 5.5 million people, almost half the population, need humanitarian aid.

The G-9, a loose federation of the nine major gangs led by rogue policeman Jimmy "Barbecue" Cherizier, has filled an uneasy political vacuum in Haiti stemming from the 2021 assassination of President Jovenel Moise and the ouster of current American-backed premier Mr Henry. Gangs such as the G-9 group now control 80% of the capital Port au Prince and are embedded in the city's sprawling slums. A warlord "culture" permeates the island.

For the past few years, gang violence has plagued the Caribbean country. During 2023, Haiti suffered violence, with 8,400 people killed along with many others kidnapped. The National Police force has been overwhelmed and outgunned by the militants. Recently, more than 4,000 criminals were released from prisons by gangs, adding to the chaos and ranks of rioters.

Observers describe Mr Cherizier as a charismatic "left-wing populist".

Haiti remains the hemisphere's poorest country and the most likely place for the next humanitarian crisis spillover.

Sadly, this once beautiful land slips closer to dystopia as corruption, ineffective government, and the socio/economic aftershocks of the devastating 2010 earthquake, which took 300,000 lives, followed by the Covid-19 pandemic. A poor country has gotten much poorer but equally less accessible.

Currently, aid agencies have trouble delivering assistance given that the principal Port au Prince airport is closed and streets and towns are controlled by competing gangs. Despite the urgent need, assistance is slow in coming. The UN's 2024 humanitarian appeal for US$674 million (24.3 billion baht) is grossly underfunded at just 6.5%, with only $43 million delivered!

The chaotic security situation is growing ever more dangerous, according to the UN's Philippe Branchat. "The capital is surrounded by armed groups and danger; it is a city under siege," he said. A UN humanitarian report cited widespread looting at the main port, where the overwhelming majority of goods and supplies are transported.

Not too many years ago the UN Security Council dispatched a peacekeeping force to the Caribbean island from 2004 to 2017. The peacekeepers were sent to Haiti after a rebellion led to the ouster of the radical leftist priest turned president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide.

Last autumn amid widening violence and calls from the previous government for assistance, the UN authorised a police mission for the island. The East African country of Kenya decided to participate, as did some Caribbean countries. The police are yet to arrive.

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken has announced $33 million in immediate humanitarian assistance for the Haitian people. The Biden administration is contributing $300 million for the planned Multinational Security Support Mission police forces.

But for anyone who feels Haiti is remote or isolated, just look at the map; the country sharing the island of Hispaniola with the Dominican Republic is only 700 nautical miles from Florida.

Significantly, the ongoing Haitian crisis could trigger a humanitarian migrant spillover with a small boat exodus from the beleaguered island. Migrants don't wish to go to Cuba, but may try to sail to Florida.

Yet realistically, given the region's geography, Haiti is just across the Windward Passage from Cuba and near the American Naval base at Guantanamo! Guantanamo has a bigger landmass than most people realise: 116 square kilometres, a large bay, and medical and lodging facilities.

Senator Marco Rubio warned in a letter to the Biden administration, "We believe that the people of Haiti deserve our sympathy, targeted American assistance and the support of the international community. However, Floridians and the rest of the American public will not tolerate your administration again opening the floodgates for countless, unvetted foreign nationals to stream into our country, putting our national security at grave risk."

It's time for the US to wake up and prepare for what may soon happen. Nearby Guantanamo holds the key to properly processing fleeing Haitians and offering them a safe temporary refuge.

John J Metzler is a United Nations correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues.
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																Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin deserves praise for promptly transferring two high-ranking police officers -- national police chief Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol and his deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn -- to inactive posts at Government House.
A war of words between the two had turned ugly and was corroding public trust; that is, if there was any left in the Royal Thai Police (RTP) force to lose.

Amidst it all, Mr Srettha displayed his crisis management skills by appointing Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet, deputy police chief, as acting national police chief.

Last evening, the PM also ordered a committee consisting of experienced experts to look into problems of graft at the RTP and submit a report to him directly every two weeks.

The decisions come a day after Pol Gen Surachate's legal team claimed police investigators had unfairly sought his and his subordinates' arrest over alleged money laundering activities in relation to the BNK Master illegal online gambling network.

The national police chief, who is supposed to stay above the fray, got into a public dispute with Pol Gen Surachate -- aka "Big Joke" -- after the latter failed to receive a summons to speak with police who suspect him of being involved in the money laundering. Three of his subordinates earlier faced court warrants over this case.

Pol Gen Surachate has insisted he is innocent and accused his colleagues of trying to remove him as a contender as the next national police chief when the post becomes available later this year.

Now the onus falls on Mr Srettha and the acting national police chief, Pol Gen Kitrat, to clear up and resolve this issue, which involves a police feud and allegations of corruption.

Needless to say, previous police investigations into Pol Gen Surachate's case and others need to be re-examined to ensure they were fair.

As part of this, investigators must look into accusations made by Pol Gen Surachate's lawyers that earlier probes ignored how 30 other police -- among them high-ranking police officers and their relatives -- received bribes from the BNK Master network.

Pol Gen Kitrat must communicate with the public and media about the probe and make it transparent.

The last thing the public needs is another probe behind closed doors.

Mr Srettha and the new acting police chief must treat Pol Gen Surachate fairly, just like everyone else, despite Pol Gen Surachate's constant boasts that he is a strong candidate to be the next national police chief, as he shredded his and the RTP's image to pieces.

When his colleagues accused him of corruption, Pol Gen Surachate threatened to expose the names of high-ranking police involved in graft.

Since then, he has not reported such details to the RTP or the Office of the National Anti-Corruption Commission despite the supposed urgency or public interest in doing so.

Pol Gen Surachate has also undermined the police judicial investigation process by refusing to accept a police summons on the money laundering accusation. He must enter the justice process like everyone else.

If he finds the police investigation unfair, he can sue police investigators in court, as other officials do.

This all comes after six months in office for Mr Srettha, who has so far shown strong leadership.

Perhaps the prime minister now finds himself in the position where he can begin cleaning up the RTP.
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																Pheu Thai's attempt to prevent any discussion concerning former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra in the upcoming general debate may prove to be counterproductive to the party's efforts to win back its popularity.
Krumanit Sangphum, a Pheu Thai MP for Surin, recently insisted the party won't allow anyone to bring up any issues relating to the paroled ex-PM, citing a House regulation which prohibits discussions of a personal nature during debates.

The MP for Surin, who is also a deputy government whip, said as Thaksin is an "outsider", there cannot be any discussion about him in parliament. He even threatened to file a lawsuit against MPs who chose to ignore his warnings.

Whether Thaksin is truly an outsider, as Mr Krumanit claimed, is up for debate. Some observers see him as just another public figure, while others see him as the de facto leader of Pheu Thai.

Thaksin was sentenced to prison shortly after he decided to end his 17-year-long self-imposed exile over several graft charges. While he was sentenced to eight years in jail, he did not even stay one night in prison -- instead, he spent 180 days at the Police General Hospital, citing various health problems. The fact that his jail term was slashed to just one year by a royal pardon right before his hospital stay raises further questions about the special privileges rendered to the former prime minister.

His claims of ill health have come under further scrutiny after he was seen healthy when he received Cambodian strongman Hun Sen at his Ban Chan Song La residence on Feb 21 -- just two days after he left the hospital on Feb 19.

Recently, he sought permission from the Probation Department to visit his hometown in Chiang Mai, saying he wanted to pay his respects to his ancestors after a long period of absence. Once again, he appeared in good health throughout the three-day private trip, which ended up becoming a public spectacle as he ended up meeting with senior government officials. He even had dinner with Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin and former PM Somchai Wongsawat, Thaksin's brother-in-law.

Thaksin is already planning another trip to Chiang Mai to celebrate Songkran next month. By picking Chiang Mai, a former Pheu Thai stronghold, as his destination, many are wondering if the trips are part of a larger plan to win back political support.

Like it or not, Mr Krumanit and Pheu Thai have to learn that our society has a "Thaksin problem". This is not a matter of finding faults or splitting hairs, as claimed by the Surin MP and others in the party.

Calls are growing for the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) to investigate if any regulations were abused for the benefit of Thaksin.

The Ministry of Justice and the various state agencies it oversees owe the public an explanation of what appears to be a case of double standards, especially since the case has eroded public trust in the country's justice system.

Pheu Thai should be aware that its supporters have changed over the years, with many having shifted their loyalty elsewhere. The party support base was substantially eroded when it failed to keep its promise not to align with junta-leaning parties under the past administration. This is the cost Pheu Thai must pay for its actions in the last election. Unless the party comes clean and allows Thaksin to be scrutinised, the cost will be dearer.
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																Nearly half of all state-sanctioned deaths around the world are for drug-related offences. This is not acceptable or justifiable and needs to end. My home country of Malaysia has taken steps to change this. Thailand and other countries should follow suit.
At least 467 people were executed for drug-related offences last year, making up approximately 42% of all known global executions. In other words, almost one in two convicts -- known to be executed in 2023 -- were executed for drug-related offences. The proportion of total global executions imposed for drug-related offences has been steadily rising in recent years. In 2023 alone, at least 375 people were sentenced to death for drug offences -- a stark rise of over 20% from the previous year.

Every year, hundreds of people continue to be sentenced to death for drug-related offences. Based on available data, there are at least 3,000 people on death row worldwide, and there are likely many more in future. In 2023, drug-related executions were confirmed to have taken place in China, Iran, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Singapore. It is also highly likely that executions took place in Vietnam and North Korea, but could not be confirmed due to censorship. Harm Reduction International found a 44% increase in executions for drug-related offences since 2022 and a staggering 1,450% increase since 2020.

All of these numbers are likely a gross undercount. They are coloured by a lack of data transparency and availability. Many countries do not disclose their use of the death penalty.

Drug-related offences also appear to drive the imposition of capital punishment in Thailand. Official figures indicate that more than half of all the people on death row in Thailand are there for drug-related offences. Among the women on death row in Thailand, this number rises to 92%. In Thailand, too, information on the use of the death penalty for drug-related offences is difficult to access, so these numbers could be a partial picture.

The use of the death penalty for drug-related offences is in clear contravention of international human rights standards, as it does not meet the threshold of "most serious crimes" to which capital punishment should be limited. Yet 34 countries retain the death penalty for drug-related offences, at least five countries are known to be actively executing people for such offences, and at least 19 countries have people on death row.

Amid these distressing developments are some glimmers of hope. In my home country of Malaysia, parliament adopted two landmark laws in 2023. The Abolition of Mandatory Death Penalty Act 2023 and Revision of the Sentence of Death and Imprisonment for Natural Life (Temporary Jurisdiction of The Federal Court) Act 2023. These legal changes removed the death penalty as a mandatory punishment for a number of offences, including drug trafficking. This allows for full judicial discretion for the court to consider the mitigating circumstances of each person before meting out the death sentence, including cases involving drugs. These landmark laws also let people sentenced to death for drug-related offences prior to the reform have their sentences reviewed by the Federal Court.

The Malaysian government took its first step towards the abolition of the death penalty by instating a moratorium on executions in 2018. A year later, in 2019, they established a Special Committee (Special Committee to Review Alternative Sentences to the Mandatory Death Penalty) to consider death penalty abolition in the country. The resulting study was presented in 2022, which was followed by a statement by the minister in the Prime Minister's Department (Parliament and Law) that the government had agreed to abolish the mandatory death penalty.

A total of 906 prisoners sentenced to mandatory death and having exhausted their appeals have submitted their applications for their sentences to be reviewed. The Federal Court, in these review proceedings, has not affirmed any death sentence for drug trafficking offences. Not long ago, this would have seemed impossible in Malaysia. This should give us hope for those countries where it seems impossible today.

In 2023, Pakistan became the first country in over a decade to abolish the death penalty for drug-related offences. In recent years, Pakistan's Supreme Court has not handed down many death sentences or execution orders for drug-related offences. This reform could benefit hundreds of people who may remain on death row for drug-related sentences imposed by lower courts in Pakistan. It is also a powerful statement in support of the many Pakistanis who are on death row in other countries for similar offences.

While these are positive changes, they are not enough. The use of the death penalty has to be systematically and permanently curbed. Death penalty sentences for drug-related offences make up such a large proportion of executions that we cannot abolish the death penalty without reforming drug policies. Drug policies must be based on human rights, have proportional sentences, and follow due process and fair trial rights.



Adeeba Kamarulzaman is a Professor of Medicine and Infectious Diseases and Pro Vice Chancellor and President of Monash University, Malaysia. She is also a commissioner of Global Commission on Drug Policy.
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																In response to escalating global concerns over climate change, Thailand has taken a stride by drafting its Climate Change Act that, if enacted, will be the country's first climate change law.
This week, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment announced that it would submit the draft law to the cabinet for approval in June. If the cabinet does not object, it will be sent to parliament for reading.

However, critics have raised doubts about whether this draft will help the country reduce emissions and cope with climate change in a sustainable manner. Some wonder whether it is just a paper tiger.

But the draft reaffirms Thailand's commitment to achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and net-zero Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions by 2065.

At COP28 -- the latest global summit last December -- Environment Minister Pol Gen Patcharawat Wongsuwan said the country's emissions are expected to peak in 2025 before gradually declining, as Thailand aims to increase renewable energy to 68% by 2040 and 74% by 2050.

The proposal was written in 2021 and got a green light from the former Prayut Chan-o-cha cabinet. It was kept in drawers for three years before the Department of Climate Change and Environment (DCCE) put it up for public hearing between February and April 2024.

The draft bill is expected to be read and vetted by the cabinet and parliament by mid-year.

ANATOMY OF CLIMATE DRAFT LAW

The draft law empowers the National Climate Change Committee (NCCC) to develop a comprehensive Climate Change Master Plan (CCMP) -- a blueprint for the country's climate mitigation and adaptation efforts.

The draft law requires responsible public and government agencies to establish climate mitigation and adaptation objectives that align with the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDC) and the Long-term Low Greenhouse Gas Emission Development Strategy (LT-LEDS).

The draft also stipulates strong penalties, with climate offenders liable for paying hefty fines as high as 5 million baht while a minimal fine will be 10,000 baht.

PRO-CARBON MARKET

It is noteworthy that this legal proposal gives weight to carbon trading. Roughly one-third of this draft legislation, approximately 62 out of 180 clauses, is for the carbon market. The rest are legal details such as legal terms, details of organisational structures, and the scope of authorities.

Its main objective is to promote the voluntary carbon market through existing state agencies, such as the Thailand Greenhouse Gas Management Organization (TGO) and the industrial sector, as well as emissions trading with countries within the European Union.

This proposal promotes emission reporting and monitoring. For instance, Section 6 of the climate change draft bill requires targeted businesses to report their greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and the amount of removed emissions to the DCCE under the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. Targeted businesses in this draft law are emission-intensive.

The draft provides the basic structure of an Emission Trading Scheme (ETS), which is a market-based carbon pricing tool for emission trading among emission-intensive businesses. For example, Section 8 legally enables businesses to receive, pay and manage transactions from emission trading and how these businesses can buy or sell surplus emissions.

This proposal also stipulates the pilot "voluntary" emissions trading scheme that will take place in Thailand during 2029-2030.

In Section 10, the draft bill establishes definitions of carbon credits and licensing requirements for carbon credit businesses, including exchanges and certification providers, as stipulated in upcoming sub-regulation. Additionally, registered carbon credits that have been certified by the TGO can be converted into allowances under the ETS, provided they meet the NCCC's criteria.

Apart from emissions trading, this legal draft also introduces a carbon tax. The proposed emission levy will be applicable to industrial operators, manufacturers, and importers only.

Additionally, it establishes the Climate Change Fund (CCF) that will help fund climate change initiatives and support businesses in emission reduction efforts that align with national climate change policy and targets.

MISSING ELEMENTS

As most of the draft's content concerns the carbon market, carbon tax, and funding mechanisms, it is not surprising that critics and conservationists see this draft law as pro-business.

Critics also raised concerns that the draft has a loophole for the prosecution of climate offenders. While Section 6 requires related bodies and businesses to record carbon emission databases in Section 6, article 49 in the same draft ironically prevents public disclosure of emission data if it harms and causes damage to individuals.

Such conflicting codes will provide an escape clause for polluters to evade public scrutiny and hide evidence of pollution.

Climate change adaptation plans and objectives are not clear either. While Articles 134-141 of the draft law mention adaptation plans for climate change, these plans, which are related to the community and society to copy and adjust to climate change problems, are broadly termed.

The draft leaves the duty of the NCCC to define the nature of the climate adaptation plan. That is unnecessary because the government and related agencies have already developed community climate adaptation plans.

The draft law also did not touch on regulations, rights protection, resource allocation, budgeting, and participation mechanisms for running climate change adaptation plans. This means traditional bureaucratic mechanisms will be responsible for designing and running climate change adaptation projects.

While this draft law tries to promote the carbon market and carbon credits, it lacks oversight provisions regarding "greenwashing" activities that are prevalent in carbon trading.

The government should look at the United Nations; for example, in 2022, the UN High-Level Expert Group on the Net-Zero Emissions Commitments of Non-State Entities proposed measures to prevent greenwashing activities.

One of the measures is separating intensive carbon emission businesses, such as petrochemicals, from other businesses until such high-emission businesses use more environmentally sustainable production.

CLIMATE CHANGE FUND

The formation of the Climate Change Fund (CCF), detailed in Article 24 of the draft bill, inspires hope. But accessibility to the money might not be easy.

In the draft law, the money will be given to government entities, state-owned enterprises, and private organisations to execute various climate mitigation plans within legal frameworks.

It is dismaying that CCF does not provide a stipulation for the fund to be used for offering assistance for issues pertaining to loss and damage, supporting vulnerable groups, and engaging the public in fund management.

In short, under this draft law, CCF might serve government projects and businesses and might overlook marginalised and vulnerable communities. For instance, Section 6 outlines a capacity-building program for helping business operators in pilot schemes to reduce emissions.

However, Article 28, which is related to access to CCF's financial grant, prioritises government agencies and state enterprises over small and medium-sized operators.

OVERLY AMBITIOUS

Some critics even call this draft law overly ambitious for Thailand. But compared to our Asean neighbours, our country is already falling behind in implementing climate measures.

Look no further than Vietnam, which in 2021 saw a remarkable 337% increase in solar generation and subsequent reduction in coal and gas consumption.

In 2022, Indonesia joined the Just Energy Transition Partnership (JETP), which is an intergovernmental partnership for accelerating the phasing out of fossil fuels. Jakarta has pledged to cap total power sector emissions at 290 million tonnes of CO2 by 2030.

Indonesia also launched its national emission trading scheme for coal-fired power plants in 2023, which aligns with a revised unconditional NDC target of a 31.9% emissions reduction by 2030.

Both Indonesia and Vietnam also signed the Coal Exit and Methane Pledge agreement at COP26.

Regrettably, Thailand has not joined these accelerating fossil-fuel phase-out partnerships.

That said, the draft of Thailand's climate change legislation should be amended to serve all related sectors. Apart from giving weight to carbon credit and climate funding, this draft should have included, if not prioritised, transitioning the energy and agricultural sectors to low-carbon industries. Our farm sector is carbon intensive, too.

This draft law should help consumers and businesses access affordable technology such as solar energy, and it should immediately help to promote low-carbon rice production. Market-based solutions like ETS could then complement these efforts.



Kongpob Areerat is a communication manager and researcher at Climate Finance Network Thailand (CFNT), a think tank devoted to propelling sustainable financial practices and assisting in Thailand's transition towards a low-carbon economy in line with the 1.5degC climate target.
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									Bolstering UK-Thai shared interests								
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																Britain and Thailand are two nations on either side of our world. And yet, returning to Bangkok this week, I am struck by our many similarities.
Similarly large populations. Thriving capital cities. Royal dynasties dating back centuries.

Crucially, we are both nations with a similar outlook on the world. We live in an age in which new powers are rising, and uncertainty about the future feels dominant. Geopolitical tensions. Technological change. The global economy stuttering.

Against that backdrop, Britain and Thailand both recognise the gains for our security and prosperity from strong ties with one another.

Thailand sits in the new epicentre of global growth, with 60% of global shipping passing through the Indo-Pacific region. Britain is an innovative, highly skilled economy: we have four of the top 10 universities worldwide, the third most tech unicorns, and the most globally connected economy in the G20.

In a world facing a daunting set of challenges, Britain and Thailand have much to offer one another.

We do not start from scratch.

Next year marks the 170th anniversary of our diplomatic relations. More recently, as prime minister, I was proud to launch a ministerial strategic dialogue with Thailand.

There have been four formal meetings since then, driving forward cooperation in a wide range of sectors. Britain has also become Asean's first new Dialogue Partner in 25 years.

Almost 50,000 Brits have made Thailand their home. Britain is the most popular destination for Thais on English-speaking higher education courses abroad.

Consider just a couple of examples of what this work together means in practice.

In Britain, Thai investors PTTEP are backing the Seagreen Offshore Wind Farm project, the largest offshore wind farm in Scotland.

Here in Thailand, British development experts helped catalyse the successful listing of Thai Credit Bank. This is the only licensed bank in Thailand focused on nano-finance, micro-finance and loans to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), absolutely vital for empowering those excluded from banking services.

My message, therefore, is simple. Britain and Thailand are investing smartly in one another. And there are other smart investments we can make together.

Look at bilateral trade and investment.

During my visit, I will sign a UK-Thailand Air Services Agreement. This will improve travel links between our two countries -- facilitating trade, tourism, and business investment. It will open up even closer cooperation and grow our economies. A smart investment.

Or take defence ties.

During my visit, I will see one of the Royal Thai Air Force's existing Gripen fighter jets. British firms supply up to 40% of the components of this Swedish-built jet, from the control stick to the escape system.

We need to build our defence capabilities with such state-of-the-art fighters. This will enable us to work together to tackle common threats and keep our citizens safe. That also seems a smart investment.

Or consider science and tech. Three years ago, Britain delivered almost half a million Covid vaccines to Thailand. Since then, researchers from the University of Sheffield and Chulalongkorn University have been working together to strengthen vaccine manufacturing in Southeast Asia.

Britain is now launching a PS6 million (274.9 million baht) fund for research collaboration on sustainable transport, green finance and carbon pricing. Backing joint research which addresses global challenges is another smart investment.

Finally, there is upholding peace and stability.

Both British and Thai nationals tragically lost their lives in the brutal terrorist attacks of Oct 7 in Israel. Palestinian civilians are facing a devastating and growing humanitarian crisis in Gaza. We both want the fighting to stop now. Britain is calling for an immediate pause to get aid in and hostages out, then progress towards a sustainable, permanent ceasefire, without a return to destruction, fighting and loss of life.

Both Britain and Thailand, too, want to see Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity respected. And neither Britain nor Thailand wish to see further violence against civilians in Myanmar, leaving whole communities displaced and causing instability in the region.

Here too, therefore, greater dialogue and cooperation, bilaterally and through our partnership with Asean, is a worthwhile investment.

Many of these opportunities are captured in our new Strategic Partnership Roadmap, which we will launch during my visit, committing us to unlocking the potential in our relationship.

I am looking forward on my visit to discovering the huge range of opportunities before us. And to ensuring we make the most of them.



David Cameron is the Foreign Secretary of the United Kingdom.
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									Green tech bans not implausible								

															

																In a world riven by great-power conflict, economic decoupling, high inflation, and worries that the interests of capital are being put ahead of workers, an obvious enemy can emerge: technology. The best way to preserve the status quo is to destroy the machinery that promises a change to existing ways.
That was the thinking of the Luddites, a movement of textile workers in early 19th-century England. Discomfited by the trade embargoes and financial crisis of the Napoleonic wars, they smashed up powered looms and weaving frames, hoping to slow the tide of innovation they saw as undercutting their livelihoods.

It's an example with worrying parallels to the present. China's widening lead in clean technology, coupled with its vast trade surplus and Beijing's desire to export its way out of a domestic slump, are combining with faltering efforts on decarbonisation in developed countries to produce a toxic mix.

If green technology such as electric vehicles, solar panels and home batteries gets badged as foreign and threatening and finds itself excluded via laws and tariff policies, then drastically falling costs aren't going to be enough to get it into the hands of consumers. Spurious national security and industrial policy concerns will be sufficient to banish it.

We're already seeing evidence of this on multiple continents. Local content requirements and tariff barriers on solar panels, designed to build up domestic manufacturing industries, have operated in many places (including India, the US, South Africa, and Indonesia) as soft bans that have pushed up costs, slowed deployments, and favoured incumbent fossil-fired power generation and emissions.

The European Union, which doesn't impose tariffs on photovoltaic imports, installed nearly twice as much solar last year as the US and more than seven times as much as India, despite weather that's far less suited for the technology.

Electric vehicles look like being the next front in this conflict. China's shift from one of the world's biggest car importers to among its biggest exporters has troubled its trading partners. Most of the export drive to date has come from conventional automobiles, but China's innovative technological edge in EVs has put electric models in the spotlight.

So far, the outrage has been fairly muted. Tariffs of 25% imposed under the Trump administration mean that few Chinese vehicles appear on US roads anyway, and in Europe, they're still not a dominant presence. Nonetheless, Brussels last October announced an investigation into whether Chinese cars had benefited from unfair subsidies, and the White House last month started an inquiry into Chinese technology in "connected vehicles", a category that sweeps in electric cars as well as many conventional ones.

With European and US automakers slowing their decarbonisation targets and slumping prices for battery metals likely to push Chinese EVs well below the cost of conventional cars, the perceived threat of cheaper, cleaner, better imported automobiles will only grow.

"Imagine if there were thousands or hundreds of thousands of Chinese-connected vehicles on American roads that could be immediately and simultaneously disabled by somebody in Beijing," US Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo said in February.

That Red Dawn scenario seems weirdly fixated on cars, when you consider about 60% of the sensor-packed mobile phones the US imported over the past decade were made in China, rising to about 90% when if you include those produced in Mexico and Southeast Asian countries that are typically used as backdoor trade routes.

This trajectory could grow a good deal darker if elections this year replace the centrist administrations of presidents Ursula von der Leyen in Brussels and Joe Biden in Washington with more nativist and protectionist politicians. As we've seen in Japan, South Africa and India, minor tweaks to obscure regulations can be remarkably effective at stopping clean technology in its tracks.

That suggests there's still scope for right-wing populists to try out more draconian anti-green legislation than the largely rhetorical opposition practised by the Trump administration and UK Prime Minister Rishi Sunak.

Both sides of the trade conflict can do things to avert this fate.

Developed countries need to clear red tape standing in the way of their ambitious decarbonisation plans and offer further support for green technology demand. Manufacturers quite reasonably suspect that decarbonisation targets will be abandoned when the going gets tough, so don't invest as aggressively as Chinese competitors, convinced they have the state's backing. The result is ever-growing Chinese dominance.

They also need to remember that what they have right now is not energy security. Ms Raimondo's nightmare vision of foreign authoritarians playing havoc with transport networks doesn't need secret kill switches.

Petroleum exporters already have enough sway in energy markets to raise costs on industries and households to devastating levels. Beijing can't stop the sun from shining on Chinese-made solar panels in Germany -- but Moscow really did cut the flow of gas to Europe.

China, for its part, needs to recognise that it can't export its way out of its current economic troubles -- and that attempts to do so will only accelerate the protectionist currents growing stronger by the day in its trading partners. A push toward more household consumption, rather than another export boom, is the best way to rebalance its economy.

To confront the common global challenge of a warming planet, every part of the world needs to work in unison. An acceleration in trade wars will only slow our path to zero. (c)2024 Bloomberg

David Fickling is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering energy and commodities. Previously, he worked for Bloomberg News, the 'Wall Street Journal' and the 'Financial Times'.
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        RBSO pays tribute to women
        With continuing support from the Tourism Authority of Thailand and B.Grimm, the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra celebrated International Women's Day in style recently at the Thailand Cultural Centre with a feast of varied music directed by up-and-coming French conductor Chloe Dufresne, alongside spectacular Spanish violin sensation Leticia Moreno.

      

      
        'Lumpini Waltz Festival' proves a resounding success
        B.Grimm recently debuted the first-ever "Lumpini Waltz Festival" commemorating the opening of the B.Grimm Pavilion standing alongside Sala Bhirombhakdi, which has served the people for over 30 years, playing classical music generously sponsored by Boon Rawd Brewery.

      

      
        Iconsiam presents art on wheels
        Cute toy characters designed by leading Thai artists are showcased alongside American custom cars during "Carventure Classic Car", which is running at River Park Iconsiam until Sunday.

      

      
        R2 to present a night of film music magic
        R2, a violin and cello duo, will turn Sala Sudasiri Sobha concert hall into a cinematic world where the powerful sounds of strings bring the magic, excitement and suspense of favourite films to life, during "R2 Play Film Music" on Saturday, at 7.30pm.

      

      
        New stickers boost good cause
        Dusit Central Park has released "Park For Life" charity Line stickers with inspiration drawn from the 7 rai elevated lush green Roof Park that will link the four components of Dusit Central Park: Dusit Thani Bangkok, Dusit Residences and Dusit Parkside, Central Park Retail, and Central Park Offices.

      

      
        Dive into summer at CentralWorld
        It's time to immerse yourself in the ultimate summer vibe as Made By Legacy has joined hands with Central to present "Summer Fest Flea Market", at the Event Arena on the first floor of Central@CentralWorld, Ratchadamri Road, from tomorrow to March 26.
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        A feast for the senses
        The seaside town of Phetchaburi was recognised as a creative city of gastronomy in 2021 and as a result the Phra Nakhon Khiri Festival provides an opportunity for visitors to discover the local culinary scene, history and charming heritage all in one place. This year, the festival returns for its 37th edition and continues until Saturday.
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									New movies out this week: March 21-27

									In 'Exhuma', the actors studied rituals from shamans in order to accurately portray them
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 Kyrie: Directors Cut

Directed by Shunji Iwai.

Who's in it?

Aina the End, Hokuto Matsumura, Haru Kuroki and Suzu Hirose.

What's it about?

The story of the love, life and dreams of four people. Kirie, a street musician, cannot speak but has outstanding singing ability. Natsuhiko is a young man who is trying to find his fiancee who disappeared. Fumi, a kindergarten teacher hides her past and some secrets in her heart. Ikko is a mysterious girl who abandons her name and past. 

Why watch it?

The movie was shot in four major cities in Japan: Ishimaki, Osaka, Obihiro and Tokyo, and marks the reunion of director Shunji Iwai and musician Takeshi Kobayashi after Swallowtail Butterfly (1996) and All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001).
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 Love Lies Bleeding

Directed by Rose Glass.

Who's in it?

Anna Baryshnikov, Kristen Stewart and Dave Franco.

What's it about?

Gym manager Lou falls for Jackie, a bodybuilder who is passing through town en route to a competition in Las Vegas.

Why watch it?

The film began test screening in February 2023. According to one account, the "audience was having visceral reactions to the gore, blood and puking throughout" during a screening in New York.
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 Marmalade

Directed by Keir O'Donnell.

Who's in it?

Joe Keery, Camila Morrone and Aldis Hodge.

What's it about?

Baron is a naive and kind young man who lives with his dying mother in a small town. He falls in love with Marmalade, a mysterious woman who grew up in foster care. She convinces him to rob a bank with her, but things go wrong and he ends up in prison. There, he meets Otis, his cellmate, who offers to help him escape. However, Otis has a secret agenda that will change Baron's life forever

Why watch it?

An edge-of-the-seat crime-tinged romance tale.
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 Immaculate

Directed by Michael Mohan.

Who's in it?

Sydney Sweeney, Simona Tabasco and Alvaro Morte.

What's it about?

Cecilia, a woman of devout faith, is warmly welcomed to the picture-perfect Italian countryside where she is offered a new role at an illustrious convent. But it becomes clear to Cecilia that her new home harbors dark and horrifying secrets.

Why watch it?

Not all convents are safe places for worship.
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 Pamyo (Exhuma)

Directed by Jae-hyun Jang.

Who's in it?

Kim Go-eun, Choi Min-sik and Lee Do-hyun.

What's it about?

A shaman is offered a large amount of money to move a tomb. He moves with his companion, Ji Gwan.

Why watch it?

According to the director, the actors studied real rituals from shamans in order to accurately portray them in this film.
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									RBSO pays tribute to women

									
								

								With continuing support from the Tourism Authority of Thailand and B.Grimm, the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra celebrated International Women's Day in style recently at the Thailand Cultural Centre with a feast of varied music directed by up-and-coming French conductor Chloe Dufresne, alongside spectacular Spanish violin sensation Leticia Moreno.
								Gabriel Faure's famous Pavane In F-sharp Minor opened the concert in a most soothing manner, giving conductor Dufresne the perfect platform on which to introduce herself and her charming Gallic personality to Bangkok music aficionados. The flute solo was handled quite expertly and with admirable nerve by principal flautist Teerat Ketmee. This is a piece which can set the tone and atmosphere for an entire concert in a positive way, and the sympathetic pizzicato accompaniment from the string section throughout certainly contributed to a fine reading of this well-known orchestral warhorse.

Natural successor to Faure in French music history is, of course, Maurice Ravel, and his brilliant Tzigane For Violin And Orchestra introduced a new violin soloist to the Bangkok music scene -- one who will most certainly not be forgotten quickly. The opening gypsy-infused four-minute pyrotechnic violin display of this performance alone was a mighty tour-de-force as Moreno coaxed every possible tonal nuance out of her priceless 1762 Nicola Gagliano instrument.

This is music of the utmost refinement, emanating from the very highest level of compositional genius, and the TCC audience in attendance on this occasion were truly privileged to hear a level of ensemble clarity between orchestra and soloist -- mediated attentively by the conductor -- which truly brought this elusive work to life.

Notoriously difficult artificial harmonic sequences were dispatched with seemingly effortless ease by Moreno, alongside left-hand pizzicato wizardry and phenomenal left-hand dexterity, which remain the preserve of only the very finest players. The gypsy-spirit was perhaps best captured in the chromatically driven episode between the viola section and violin soloist, where Ravel's own compositional virtuosity and scoring prowess towers so conspicuously above most others.

Pablo de Sarasate's Carmen Fantasy then welcomed the brilliant Leticia Moreno back to the stage for yet another display of exceptional virtuosity. Trained by the very greatest pedagogues -- Zakhar Bron, Maxim Vengerov and Mstislav Rostropovich -- she has won numerous international violin competitions and firmly established herself as one of today's most impressive soloists.


[image: ]
Violin soloist Leticia Moreno and conductor Chloe Dufresne. RBSO




Moreno has worked with A-list conductors such as Zubin Mehta, Esa-Pekka Salonen, Paavo Jarvi and Vladimir Ashkenazy, and clearly has absolutely no inhibitions on any stage. Naturally, her passionate Spanish nationality came across directly in her simply scintillating interpretation of the Carmen Fantasy, which was not only of the highest technical standard but also transmitted an authentic mood and atmosphere of the most genuine, moving kind.

As an encore Moreno chose not to concentrate on the virtuosic -- after all, she had just shown the audience exactly what she is capable of from that point of view. Instead she cast the most sublime spell of atmosphere, with a short gem by her compatriot composer Manuel de Falla titled Nana. This was simply entrancing, aided by incredibly sensitive accompaniment by RBSO harpist Ema Mitarai.

Antonin Dvorak's Symphony No.7 In D Minor, whilst often eclipsed in estimation and popularity by its gorgeous predecessor and legendary successor, respectively, is a supremely brilliant composition in its own right -- and the RBSO's accomplished rendition of this masterpiece at this concert, under the sure baton of Chloe Dufresne, reaffirmed this most resoundingly. It is, in fact, the most technically challenging of all Dvorak symphonies, not least for the 1st violin section, and the entire ensemble is to be praised for rising to the score's considerable challenges.
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									'Lumpini Waltz Festival' proves a resounding success

									
								

								B.Grimm recently debuted the first-ever "Lumpini Waltz Festival" commemorating the opening of the B.Grimm Pavilion standing alongside Sala Bhirombhakdi, which has served the people for over 30 years, playing classical music generously sponsored by Boon Rawd Brewery.
								The event not only establishes the pavilion as a new landmark for public enjoyment but also signifies the city's commitment to promoting a prosperous community through cultural and music development. Apart from the music, this event was made truly special by the abundance and joy of the audience, especially when interacting with the performance.

Gradually, the dance floor and platform were filled with energetic participants. Even those at the back of the audience joined in swaying to the rhythm of the music.

During the intermission, dance instructors helped people learn the basic steps of the waltz. It was clear that this concert was a success, as shown by the positive atmosphere and community engagement. In particular, it was heartwarming to see the children smile and dance to the music.

This concert was for the people; the audience consisted of a variety of nationalities and ages as well as embassy representatives. HE Evgeny Tomikhin, ambassador of Russia, and HE Ambassador Gustavo A. Martino of Argentina graced the occasion and joined in the pleasantries.

The festival featured a premiere of specially selected waltz music, brought to life by renowned conductor Charles Olivieri-Monroe and the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra. The music was varied, from electrifying and relaxing to entertaining pieces.

Each song had its distinctive form based on the timing and long-flowing movements characteristic of waltz. Johann Strauss III's Blue Danube Waltz had a beautiful melody that resonated across the entire Park.
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									Iconsiam presents art on wheels

									
								

								Cute toy characters designed by leading Thai artists are showcased alongside American custom cars during "Carventure Classic Car", which is running at River Park Iconsiam until Sunday.
								Held for the first time in Thailand in collaboration with ArtVentureNFT, this is the first chance to see nine toy figures riding their favourite vehicles inspired by nine rare classic cars exhibited on the same grounds.

Each toy character has a unique personality and visitors can experience holographic technology for copyright scanning, which offers AR motion images embedded with fun features through the ArtVentureNFT application.

The nine toy characters include "Splash Racer x 1958 Chevrolet Impala" designed by Pexcil to evoke childhood memories of building paper cars with tape, glue and coloured pencils; "Greenie & Elfie x 1960 Cadillac Convertible" by Too Natthapong who took inspiration from car racing in the 60s and 70s; and "World Boy x 1952 Cadillac" by Puck which is reminiscent of a time traveller.

[image: ]
'Bored Ape Colonel Gold Fang x 1955 Cadillac'. photos courtesy of Iconsiam



A creation by Nonworld, "Qtako x 1959 Lincoln Convertible" is inspired by the adventures of Dr Slump and Arale in the famous Japanese cartoon series of the 1980s; "Korn Doll x 1948 Ford F1" by Korn Neeyabhan symbolises resilience and toughness; while "Dylie x 1967 Cadillac" by Jwon evokes classic Italian mafia imagery with a mafia boss at the wheel.

The last three characters are "Kongrit x 1955 Dodge Town Panel" which comes with a mafia-style security guard with a tommy gun by Kaze Studio; "Ai-Sam-Ta x 1950 Buick Custom" by Pakorn; and "Bored Ape Colonel Gold Fang x 1955 Cadillac" by Jeerawut Boonchuynampon that invites viewers to connect the past with the digital world through NFT Bored Ape Yacht Club.

Visit facebook.com/ICONSIAM or call 1338.
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'Greenie & Elfie x 1960 Cardillac Convertible'. Iconsiam
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'Ai-Sam-Ta x 1950 Buick Custom'. Iconsiam
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'World Boy x 1952 Cadillac'. Iconsiam
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									R2 to present a night of film music magic

									
								

								R2, a violin and cello duo, will turn Sala Sudasiri Sobha concert hall into a cinematic world where the powerful sounds of strings bring the magic, excitement and suspense of favourite films to life, during "R2 Play Film Music" on Saturday, at 7.30pm.
								The evening will be an unforgettable musical experience where every melody is a journey and every performance is an experience to remember. The duo will perform beloved songs from movies by acclaimed composers John Williams, Danny Elfman and Lalo Schifrin.

From the iconic melodies of Star Wars to the secret themes of Harry Potter and the adventurous tunes of Pirates Of The Caribbean, the programme will transport the audiences to the heart of cinematic wonder where every note tells a legendary story.

[image: ]
Rhys Watkins. Sala Sudasiri Sobha



Welsh violinist Rhys Watkins brings his rich experience as a soloist and orchestra leader to R2's dynamic performance. A graduate of the Royal Academy of Music and a former member of the prestigious London Symphony Orchestra, he has captivated audiences in major concert halls worldwide.

British cellist Rowena Calvert, known for her captivating solo performances and collaborations with esteemed artists such as Carlos Acosta, adds her exceptional talent to R2's repertoire. As a recording artist at Abbey Road Studios, she has contributed to blockbuster film soundtracks and worked with renowned musicians like Paul McCartney and Shirley Bassey.

Sala Sudasiri Sobha is on Lat Phrao 41 yaek 7-2. Tickets cost 500, 1,000, 1,800 and 2,500 baht and can be purchased from salasudasirisobha.com.

Call 063-441-0005.
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									New stickers boost good cause

									
								

								Dusit Central Park has released "Park For Life" charity Line stickers with inspiration drawn from the 7 rai elevated lush green Roof Park that will link the four components of Dusit Central Park: Dusit Thani Bangkok, Dusit Residences and Dusit Parkside, Central Park Retail, and Central Park Offices.
								To celebrate the ecological diversity of this upcoming urban oasis, the new stickers come in designs of blossoms, flora, waterfalls, birds, fishes and snails, which reflect the project's commitment to sustainable urban ecosystem and quality of life.

All the proceeds from sale of the Line stickers will be contributed to healthcare operations at the Division of Pulmonary Disease and Pulmonary Critical Care, Department of Medicine, King Chulalongkorn Memorial Hospital, the Thai Red Cross Society.

Respiratory diseases are a growing global issue. In 2023, Thailand's health data centre revealed that over 7 million Thais are affected by these conditions. King Chulalongkorn Memorial Hospital, the Thai Red Cross Society, plays a critical role in treating respiratory issues, especially vulnerable groups like children, the elderly and the people with disabilities. These patients need long-term care from a variety of medical professionals. Some of these patients also need multidisciplinary treatments and excellence of medical experts across various fields. As a result, the hospital continuously works to improve its facilities, equipment, and medical staff to address these challenges effectively.

The "Park For Life" charity sticker set can be downloaded for 69 baht on LINE Sticker Shop or by visiting line.me/S/sticker/25873775 from now until June 30.
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									Dive into summer at CentralWorld

									
								

								It's time to immerse yourself in the ultimate summer vibe as Made By Legacy has joined hands with Central to present "Summer Fest Flea Market", at the Event Arena on the first floor of Central@CentralWorld, Ratchadamri Road, from tomorrow to March 26.
								Running daily from 10am to 10pm, the pop-up flea market will bring fashion vendors, lifestyle products and community spirit for a five-day summer shopping like never before in a lively atmosphere.

Prepare to rub shoulders with like-minded people while shopping for swimwear, summer apparel, eyewear, watches, vintage clothing, lifestyle essentials, jewellery, shoes, accessories, handcrafted leather work, modern home decor items, as well as delicious treats from local brands including Chuanpisamai, Everything Est Ok, Eyesmyth, Many Hours, Muzina, Palini, Rosepte, Thak and Use Me Repeat.

Also, let the rhythm of good music guide you as you explore the treasures. Ready to perform live tomorrow will be Tam & Pez (RomRom), Jet Jazz Man x Soulberry, Vell (BCR), Nava and Peachy.

The line-up of artists also includes Kyrin & Riot Hunt, Slip On Stump and Duke O Phive on Saturday; Mz Juno, BKK Beat Cipher and Monster P on Sunday; Dove Soul and KhunJett on March 25; and Jasper, Kaitod and Krit Su on March 26.

Visit facebook.com/madebylegacy or  email contact@madebylegacy.com.
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									Swatch embraces the elements of nature

									
								

								Swatch has unveiled its latest Power Of Nature collection inspired by the beauty of Mother Nature to capture the force of glacial mountains, waterfalls, deserts and forests. Innovative accents and textures on dials and straps incorporate each natural element to create a seamless combination of beauty and functionality for modern watches.
								The Waterfalls series conjures stimulating natural phenomena through the 7,900 baht Splash Dance model that features a 42mm textured dial in metallic blue and its stainless steel case and bracelet. At 3,150 baht, the Frozen Waterfall watch has an ombre-effect strap and a 34mm blue dial with metallic blue textured design in the outer ring.

[image: ]
Waterfalls Splash Dance. 



The Desert theme has serene, compact dials with a characteristic sandy finish that depicts rolling, majestic dunes, waves, ripples and limitless stretches of sand. Simultaneously, the varying textures of the straps subtly mirror the intricacy of the environment. It comprises the 4,900 baht Coral Dunes watch with grained texture and coral features, and the 7,650 baht Sunbaked Sandstone model with grained texture and 3D indices.

[image: ]
Forest By The Bonfire. 



The Forest line highlights the soothing effects of nature with strong, rugged casings and earthy colours that serve as a backdrop for dappled dial designs. The raised dial design evokes images of raindrops on leaves, the microscopic elements of the ecosystem typical of the entire forest, and the floating embers of a bonfire.

[image: ]
Forest Fall-iage. 



The ideal options are the 5,500 baht Fall-iage timepiece with its 47mm lacquered, textured black dial and orange strap with black and green loops, and the 9,400 baht By Bonfire chronograph with its 43mm textured black dial and khaki textile strap.

[image: ]
Icy Mountain Frostbloom. 



Icy Mountain creates the illusion of being surrounded by glaciers and steep inclines. The cold hues of the complex dial structures contrast with the rocky crags and steep cliffs, while the frosty, slippery surfaces are highlighted by the grip tread patterns. The lightweight yet rugged look is completed by bioceramic and stainless steel cases and straps, and layered dials that add depth and perspective.

The 3,550 baht Good To Gorp chronograph features a 41mm textured metallic blue dial with 3D indices and black textured straps, while the 7,900 baht Frostbloom watch boasts a 47mm textured dial with 3D indices, a stainless steel case and an integrated bracelet.

Find out more details at swatch.com.
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									A feast for the senses

									The Phra Nakhon Khiri Festival is the perfect opportunity to take in Phetchaburi's culinary delights and history
								

								The seaside town of Phetchaburi was recognised as a creative city of gastronomy in 2021 and as a result the Phra Nakhon Khiri Festival provides an opportunity for visitors to discover the local culinary scene, history and charming heritage all in one place. This year, the festival returns for its 37th edition and continues until Saturday.
								After arriving in the afternoon, we ascended to Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park to begin our sightseeing tour. Within a dome-like tram station, passengers were greeted with striking stuccos that depict Cha-am beach and daily life to celebrate the glorious days of Phetchaburi. Though the temperature was rising, the quick tram ride helped us cool off while offering stunning views of the surrounding greenery.

King Rama IV constructed Phra Nakhon Khiri, a summer palace, on the summit of Mahai Sawan Mountain between 1859 and 1862 and arriving at the top provided a sense of time travel back to that period. With a perfect blend of neoclassical, Thai and Chinese architectural designs, this is the first hilltop palace in Thailand.

After arriving at the top, visitors can wander along the maze of unique Koh Yor clay tiled walkways to immerse themselves in a nostalgic ambience while taking in the gardens. The mountainous land is shrouded with towering native trees and flowers like white frangipani and kanchanika that bloom in January and February, and starry wild jasmine that shine in April and May.

Perched on three mountain peaks, the compound can be divided into three parts -- the residential palace to the west, the main stupa in the middle and Wat Phra Kaew Noi to the east. Nowadays, Phra Thinang Phetphum Phairot and Phra Thinang Pramot Mahaisawan have been converted into Phra Nakhon Khiri National Museum to display an assortment of artefacts that were used by King Rama IV and King Rama V.

[image: ]
Phra Nakhon Khiri, built by King Rama IV.



When King Rama IV stayed here, Phra Thinang Phetphum Phairot served as the main hall where he conducted audience with his courtiers. It is decorated with an intricately carved collection of Chinese-style wood furniture that was once popular in Malaysia and Singapore, and its floor is made of Italian marble to add an opulent touch.

Inside is a dining space with a large collection of ceramic wares collected from Japan, England, Australia and Scotland. There's also a gaming room and a contemporary bathroom with a vintage brass bathtub and a dressing table full with glass bottles of fragrances and creams.

The adjacent Chinese-style building is Phra Thinang Pramot Mahaisawan. King Rama IV and King Rama V's bedroom is located on the 2nd floor and complete with an elaborately carved wood bed, a built-in vanity and a living area where visitors can learn more about their daily routines.

Just a stone's throw away, Phra Thinang Wechayan Wichien Prasat houses a statue of King Rama IV wearing a round Scottish-style beret and Thai-Western outfit. King Rama IV originally designed it as a present for Napoleon III of France, but he passed away before it could be finished.

A short stroll from the castle-style pavilion, visitors can climb a spiral staircase to the top of Chatchawan Wieng Chai Observatory and gaze at the view of Phetchaburi. This circular building features several arched doors, a dome-shaped glass roof, and a small balcony that overlook Wat Phra Kaew Noi and Phra That Chom Phet, an Ayutthaya-style stupa with a spire adorned with glittering Indian crystals.

[image: ]
Phra Thinang Phetphum Phairot museum.



After our two-hour walking tour, we began to sweat and wanted some refreshment. Nevertheless, we continued on by trekking down the mountain rather than taking the tram. At the foot of the hill, King Mongkut Memorial Park Phra Nakhon Khiri serves as a major entertainment venue where hundreds of local vendors provide a wide range of street food and sweet treats along with a variety of cultural performances by local artisans and students.

At the cultural square, skilled local artisans from many fields gather to share their expertise with future generations. For instance, third-generation goldsmith Sirilux Srithongkom of Baan Thong Pahchew welcomes visitors to watch as she uses her family's age-old traditions to create old-style gold jewellery.

"My grandma began training at Baan Thong Chubodin when she was 18 years old. It's a famous goldsmith workshop in Phetchaburi which specialises in artistic old-style gold jewellery. Her strong affection for goldsmith art was evident as the master chose to train her in the craft. In the past, craftsmen only imparted their knowledge to their own kin," Sirilux said.

"In order to maintain our cultural tradition, I was initially forced to learn the basic skills of making gold jewellery and I have become passionate about it. To gain more skills, I started creating a line of customised gold buttons for bureaucrats. Later, I expanded my collection to include necklaces, rings and earrings."

[image: ]
Phra Thinang Wechayan Wichien Prasat.



The surroundings, local flora and murals in the temples all had an influence on more than 100 distinctive designs, which include head rings shaped like Chinese lanterns, earrings fashioned like mahod or tao rang (Phetchaburi paper lantern), and rings that resemble buttons. They are adorned with precious stones, including sapphires from Kanchanaburi and rubies from Chanthaburi and Myanmar.

"The majority of our customers these days are collectors since each piece of jewellery we make takes a few months to create and costs more than typical gold jewellery. To give our consumers additional options at a lower cost during the Covid-19 pandemic, we added silver jewellery to our product line. At the same time, we developed our designs to be more contemporary, like the charms that resemble kanom tan," she added.

Young artist Montachai Tanomnuch demonstrates how to create one-of-a-kind khon masks that draw inspiration from famous characters from the Ramakien epic, including Hanuman, Tossakan, Phra Ram and Phra Lak. After completing the 10 Disciplines of Royal Craftsmanship programme at Poh Chang Academy of Arts, he is currently employed with the Fine Arts Department's Office of Traditional Arts. All masks are made with khoi paper and painted with acrylic colours using age-old methods.

Visitors can roam around and enjoy some local delicacies like khanom chin with fried fish cake, bua loy look tan (yellow rice balls are mixed with toddy palm fruit and served in coconut milk) and pad Thai from Tha Yang district. At 9pm, Phra Nakhon Khiri comes alive with a fireworks display, which is sure to satisfy your visual cravings.

[image: ]
Chatchawan Wieng Chai Observatory.



The next morning, we headed to the Ban Rai Krang community in Ban Lat district to observe the way of local farmers who have been growing rice and palmyra trees for many generations. A fleet of e-tan trucks have been modified to provide a half-day farm tour, while former teacher Chuchai Meenuch and her family have transformed their 33 rai rice fields into an agricultural learning centre.

"We turned our village into a learning centre in 2003 to preserve traditional wisdom and boost income during the off-season. We were added to the list of Otop Nawatwithi seven years ago in an attempt to promote sustainable tourism. Here, visitors can learn more about traditional wisdom and local cuisine that uses toddy palms as main ingredients," said village head Prasong Homruen.

With the backdrop of blue skies and greenery, Prasong gave us a quick lesson about growing toddy palms and how to collect fresh toddy palm juice and fruit. At the nearby pavilion, Chuchai leads a culinary class where she makes freshly baked khanom tan (yellow toddy palm cake) using her family's traditional recipes to produce a soft, sponge-like texture.

Boonyuen Ketaim has transformed his toddy palm garden into a shady playground, where people of all ages can show creativity in making decorative mobiles and toys out of palm leaves and shells. As our stomachs started growling when lunchtime rolled around, Ban Suan Kaset served a local lunch set that included toddy palm meat spicy salad, young toddy palm curry, toddy palm clear soup with chicken, and spicy chilli paste paired with fresh vegetables and fried salted fish.

[image: ]
Sirilux Srithongkom of Baan Thong Pahchew demonstrates how to create elaborate old-style gold jewellery.



Our farm hopping trip came to a conclusion at Fresh 1 Lemon Farm, which stretches 30 rai. It's the brainchild of Thawsak Vattanavicharana, who moved from Bangkok to fulfil his retirement dream of getting into farming. Without any understanding when he established a fig garden in the coastal town of Cha-am seven years ago, the new career path wasn't all sunshine and roses.

"Cha-am is a popular tourist destination close to Bangkok. All I wanted at first was a lovely garden, but farming is not an easy task. Having no agricultural experience, I planted figs and set aside space for 300 lemon trees. As a result, I gave up growing figs, realising that the climate and soil in Cha-am were ideal for lemons. That sparked the idea to change my goal to a lemon farm five years ago," Thawsak said.

Promoting itself as a smart farm, it has three species of lemon -- Eureka, Lisbon and Hawaii. All three have pleasing aromas and forms, making them perfect home decorative items. He also creates organic lemon food and personal care items including refreshing juice, jam, lotion, shampoo, essential oil and a multi-purpose cleaner.

During the day, visitors can go on a farm tour and learn how to grow lemons and create a multi-purpose cleaner. Thawsak is also in charge of the kitchen and prepares home-cooked meals for private groups.

[image: ]
Delicacies for sale at Phra Nakhon Khiri Festival.



Travel info

 


	The Phra Nakhon Khiri Festival runs until Saturday at Phra Nakhon Khiri Historical Park and King Mongkut Memorial Park Phra Nakhon Khiri in Phetchaburi province. 

	The Ban Rai Krang community is in Ban Lat district, Phetchaburi. For more details, call 081-019-5545 or visit facebook.com/banraikrangtourism. 

	The Fresh 1 Lemon Farm is in Cha-am district, Phetchaburi. For more details, call 089-922-9060 or visit facebook.com/fresh1lemonfarm.




[image: ]
Craftsmen showcase their skills at Phra Nakhon Khiri Festival.
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A farm tour in the Ban Rai Krang community.
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									Centara offers 33% savings for Bangkok bookings

									
								

								For visitors who book three-night or longer consecutive stays between now and June 30, Centara Hotels & Resorts is offering the "Urban Escape: Unlock 33% Savings In Bangkok" deal to the end of the month.
								The Centara Grand & Bangkok Convention Centre at CentralWorld, the Centara Grand at CentralPlaza Lardprao Bangkok, the Centara Watergate Pavillion Hotel Bangkok, the Centara Life Government Complex Hotel & Convention Centre Chaeng Watthana, and the Centara Life Hotel Bangkok Phra Nakhon are options available to guests.

Apart from the 33% discount, guests can also enjoy an extensive selection of accommodation choices and complimentary stays for a maximum of two children under the age of 12.

Visit centarahotelsresorts.com/urban-escape.

[image: ]
Hok Peng.



Nan's Hok Peng Festival to run until Sunday

In the ancient town of Nan, Wat Phra That Chae Haeng is hosting the seven-day Hok Peng Festival until Sunday to worship the relics ahead of the Full Moon of the sixth northern Thai lunar month.

This year's annual celebration got underway on Monday with a procession of several Buddhist offerings such as Lanna-style flags, khan dok trees and replicas of gold, bell-shaped pagodas. To honour local wisdom and rich cultural heritage, pilgrims from different ethnic groups including the Tai Yuan, Hmong, Mien, Tai Lue, Thai Phuan and Tai Khuen dress in distinctive traditional outfits.

As legend has it, Phaya Kan Muang built a 55.5m-high pagoda in 1353 to house Buddha relics including hair and the left wrist which were obtained from Sukhothai. Buddhists believe that worshiping Phra That Chae Haeng brings auspiciousness, thus a procession of local villagers will bring a variety of offerings from their hometowns to show their respect.

During the day, visitors may browse a handicraft market, where local artisans showcase a wide range of refined silver jewellery, cotton woven Lanna-style clothing adorned with elaborate embroidery and home decor items as well as local delicacies.

At 7pm, the temple ground is turned into an entertainment venue, where pilgrims can enjoy interesting cultural performances from four regions, a drum contest, a molam concert and the Bang Fai Dok rocket competition.

Visit facebook.com/watphrathatchaehang.

[image: ]

Thai AirAsia reports profit growth

Asia Aviation (AAV), the sole shareholder of Thai AirAsia, has revealed its financial results for the fourth quarter of 2023, reporting a net profit of 2.81 billion baht.

Revenue from sales and services reached 12.45 billion baht, a 51% increase compared to the previous year, resulting in earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortisation (EBITDA) of 3.1 billion baht, an increase of 89% from the same period last year.

Passenger traffic reached 5.1 million, a 26% increase, with an average load factor of 90%. Regarding post-pandemic recovery, the airline achieved over 94% of domestic seat capacity compared to the fourth quarter of 2019 while international seat capacity recovered by 84%, indicating recovery of the aviation industry.

For the entire year of 2023, AAV reported revenue from sales and services of 41.2 billion baht, a 135% increase from the previous year. EBITDA was 7 billion baht while net profit was 465.8 million baht, a significant improvement from a net loss of 8.2 billion baht in the previous year. With a load ratio of 90%, passenger traffic was 18.9 million, a 90% growth compared to the previous year.
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