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        Bangkok's financial centre status slips further
        Bangkok's status as a financial centre is declining while Singapore continues to outrank Hong Kong as the top money hub in Asia, according to the latest edition of the semi-annual Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI).

      

      
        Woman nabbed for facilitating B50m scam with mule accounts
        SONGKHLA: A woman wanted for owning mule accounts to facilitate fraud, which caused more than 50 million baht worth of damage to victims, has been arrested in Rattaphum district of this southern province.

      

      
        Pol Gen Roy transferred from police post to be new NSC chief
        Deputy police chief Roy Inkhapairote has been appointed as the new National Security Council (NSC) secretary-general following a royal endorsement.

      

      
        Insurgents wreak havoc in deep South
        Suspected insurgents set fire to multiple spots in the three southernmost border provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat overnight, police reported on Friday.

      

      
        Bank of Thailand to weigh recalibrating neutral stance in April
        Thailand's monetary policymakers will weigh the need to adjust the central bank's neutral interest-rate stance at its meeting next month after reviewing any structural drags on economic growth, Bank of Thailand Assistant Governor Piti Disyatat said.

      

      
        Magnitude 6.1 quake strikes off Indonesia's Java island
        JAKARTA - A magnitude 6.1 earthquake struck off the shore of Indonesia's Java island on Friday, at a depth of 10 kilometres (6.21 miles), Indonesia's geophysics agency (BKMG) said.

      

      
        Inflation slowing, seen at 1% this year
        The Finance Ministry hopes to see monetary policy easing soon, a senior official said on Friday, adding that inflation was slowing and was expected to be at 1% for the year, bottom of the 1% to 3% target range.

      

      
        Thai fans, football chief hail War Elephants after shocking South Korea with 1-1 draw
        The Thailand men's football team have received praise from supporters, including Football Association of Thailand (FAT) president Nualphan Lamsam, after they deservedly earned a 1-1 draw with favoured South Korea in the second round of Asia's qualifying match for the 2026 World Cup on Thursday night.

      

      
        Robinho arrested in Brazil to serve rape sentence
        BRASILIA - Former football player Robinho was arrested by Brazilian federal police on Thursday to serve out a nine-year prison sentence for rape after a court decision this week authorised the transfer of the sentence from Italy.

      

      
        BMA explains 'stinky' chemical cocktail
        The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) clarified that an unpleasant odour detected in many parts of the capital last night was caused by a sudden change of weather mixed with chemical reactions involving pollutants in the air.
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                  Bangkok's financial centre status slips further                

                Singapore keeps Asian crown, outranks Hong Kong in all competitiveness factors
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                                Bangkok's status as a financial centre is declining while Singapore continues to outrank Hong Kong as the top money hub in Asia, according to the latest edition of the semi-annual Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI).
The Thai capital ranks 93rd in the world and third in Southeast Asia after Singapore (3) and Kuala Lumpur (77) in the report released on Thursday. Manila is 101st, one notch above Jakarta, and Ho Chi Minh City ranks 108th.

Bangkok's ranking dropped from 86th and 71st in the previous two editions of the semi-annual survey.

One of the weaknesses of Bangkok has been the development of financial technology, deemed an important element for any financial centre. The Thai capital is ranked 102nd for fintech, down two spots from the earlier survey.

Singapore and Hong Kong rank third and fourth, behind New York and London but ahead of San Francisco, as the global top five remain unchanged in the 35th edition, according to the South China Morning Post. Singapore overtook Hong Kong to become Asia's top financial centre in 2022, reflecting growing concerns among international businesspeople about the rule of law in Hong Kong as Beijing continues to tighten political control.

The study by the China Development Institute in Shenzhen and the London think tank Z/Yen Partners covers 133 financial centres. Among the top 20 ranked centres, none moved up or down by more than four spots.

"This suggests no major changes in the economic outlook across the leading economies in the world," the report said. "New York continues to have a clear lead over second-place London in the index. Singapore and Hong Kong rank third and fourth with only one point separating them. San Francisco held on to fifth place."

By area of competitiveness, Singapore was deemed better than Hong Kong in all five criteria used: business environment, human capital, infrastructure, financial sector development, and reputational and general factors.

In Asia-Pacific, the average increase in rankings was 1.89%.

Shanghai rose one notch to sixth place, while Seoul also improved by one place to take 10th position. Beijing, meanwhile, fell two places to 15th.

Respondents from western Europe and North America rated Asia-Pacific financial centres above the world average.

When respondents were asked which centres they expected to become more significant in the next two to three years, cities in Asia took eight of the top 15 spots, with Seoul getting the most mentions, followed by Singapore.

Dubai garnered the third-most mentions, followed by Hong Kong. Other financial centres that made this list were Shanghai, Busan (South Korea), Beijing, Gift City in Gujarat, India; and Shenzhen.

"In general, people are more optimistic about the future of their own centre than people outside that centre," the study said. "Those in Hong Kong and Singapore are most confident about the future competitiveness of their centre."

The report ranks financial centres using a "factor assessment" model, with two sets of ratings, one from survey respondents and one generated by a statistical model based on quantitative data. The two are combined to generate the final ranking.

The survey portion is an online questionnaire that asks respondents from the financial sector to rate each centre as a place to do business, using a 10-point scale from very poor to excellent. The statistical model uses quantitative data about each financial centre.
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                                SONGKHLA: A woman wanted for owning mule accounts to facilitate fraud, which caused more than 50 million baht worth of damage to victims, has been arrested in Rattaphum district of this southern province.
Pol Maj Gen Supakorn Chanthabutr, commander of the Special Service Division, led police to arrest Ms Tawanna Tarawasant, 55, at a house in tambon Khuan Ru on Friday.

The woman was wanted under arrest warrants issued by the Surat Thani Provincial Court and the Phuket Provincial Court for colluding in public fraud and inputting false information into a computer system.

Ms Tawanna had allegedly opened mule bank accounts for scammers who duped people into buying non-existent products online.

The suspect denied any involvement in fraud. She told police that she used to open a bank account for a close friend who run a firm selling construction materials in Surat Thani several years ago. She said she did not know that her friend had got involved in fraud. At the time, she was arrested for fraud in 2018 and released from jail in 2022. 

While serving her jail term, she met other people who had allegedly been deceived by her friend into opening mule accounts.

Ms Tawanna said she only became aware of the additional arrest warrants against her when police came to her house on Thursday. The former convict claimed she never fled because she had never swindled anyone, and she earned her living by selling artwork online.

A criminal record showed that Ms Tawanna had five arrest warrants on public fraud. Two warrants were from Muang police station in Udon Thani, two more from Muang station in Surat Thani and another from Muang station in Phuket.

The opening of mule accounts for scammers caused approximately 50 million baht worth of damage to victims, according to the police.

She was later handed over to police in Surat Thani for legal action. The investigation was being extended to arrest those who hired the suspect to open those mule accounts.

[image: ]
The woman with five arrest warrants for public fraud is taken to a police investigation room for questioning following her arrest on Friday.  (Photo: Assawin Pakkawan)
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                                Deputy police chief Roy Inkhapairote has been appointed as the new National Security Council (NSC) secretary-general following a royal endorsement.
According to the Royal Gazette released on Thursday, His Majesty the King approved the appointment of Pol Gen Roy as the new NSC secretary-general, effective last Tuesday (March 12).

The official transfer followed a cabinet decision in January, following the vacancy at the council's top position after the retirement of Gen Supot Malaniyom in September last year.

Pol Gen Roy was among the four candidates for the national police chief position last year, but Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol was selected for the post.

The new NSC chief will retire in October.


	Read more: PM transfers police chief Torsak and his deputy Surachate
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                                Suspected insurgents set fire to multiple spots in the three southernmost border provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat overnight, police reported on Friday.
In Pattani, four convenience stores in Muang, Yaring, Yarang and Khok Pho districts were set ablaze. Car tyres were set on fire at three locations - two in Khok Pho and another in Panare.

Pol Col Jeffrey Saimankun, chief of Pattani's Muang district police, led officers to investigate a 7-Eleven convenience store in tambon Puyud after receiving reports that the place was torched around 1am. 

Firefighters and fire trucks were deployed to the scene, taking about one hour to bring the blaze under control.

Employees told police that three armed men arrived at the store, fired shots into the sky and threatened to kill them if they refused to leave. This prompted all to flee. The gunmen then poured petrol over the counter and set it alight before fleeing on a motorcycle.

Police found three cartridges and one bullet at the scene.

Shortly later, an unknown number of assailants set fire to other locations in Pattani, including a convenience store in tambon Bang Poo of Yaring and another store in tambon Makrud of Khok Pho. Car tyres were burned on Na Pradu-Sai Khao road and another road in an area between Sai Buri and Panare.

[image: ]
Police cordon off a convenience store in Yala on Friday morning after it was set on fire. (Photo: Abdullah Benjakat)



Combined teams of police, soldiers and local officials set up road checkpoints in many areas to search suspected vehicles to prevent assailants from carrying out more attacks.

According to a local source, insurgents wreaked havoc in many locations in 12 districts of the three southern border provinces. 

In Yala, arson attacks occurred in seven locations. A furniture shop in Bannang Sata district was set on fire in the early hours of Friday. A power pole in Raman district and a telephone signal pole in Yaha district were also torched. Car tyres were set on fire and metal spikes scattered over on several roads. 

In Narathiwat, car tyres were burned in Bacho district.

Col Ekwarit Chobchuphon, spokesman to the Internal Security Operations Command (Isoc) Region 4 Forward Command, said on Friday that assailants wreaked havoc on more than 30 locations in Narathiwat, Pattani and Yala.

One person was found dead at a new petrol station in Pattani, said Col Ekwarit.

A source at Isoc said one death was a Myanmar woman working at a convenience store in the compound of the petrol station in Pattani's Mayo district. There were 39 attacks that took place from 1am until Friday morning, said the source.

"Security authorities believe the attack are intended to create unrest to mark the 20th anniversary of the Tak Bai tragedy according to the 11 cycles of the Islamic calendar during the Ramadan. The date is not the same (as our calendar) as the 20th anniversary will be on Oct 25," said the spokesman.

He said the insurgents aimed to destroy the local economy, undermine public confidence in security officers, and create unrest to disrupt the atmosphere of the holy month of Ramadan, which begins from March 11 to April 9 this year.
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                                Thailand's monetary policymakers will weigh the need to adjust the central bank's neutral interest-rate stance at its meeting next month after reviewing any structural drags on economic growth, Bank of Thailand Assistant Governor Piti Disyatat said.
The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) would consider if there is a need or not to recalibrate, as well as the appropriate timing for such a move, Piti said in an interview with Bloomberg Television on Friday. The MPC is due to meet on April 10.


"It's hard to prejudge the decision right now, but whatever is being considered is more like a recalibration rather than an easing cycle to support the economy," he said, adding that the economy is actually recovering.


His comments come amid rising bets for lower interest rates. Economists including Bangkok-based Siam Commercial Bank are penciling in a rate cut at the April meeting, given still weak economic readings. The central bank has so far resisted repeated calls from Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to urgently lower borrowing costs to boost consumption and economic growth.


Consumer prices printing negative since October was cited by Mr Srettha as evidence of waning demand in the economy. While the BoT explained the spell of disinflation as an effect of government subsidies, other indicators are also pointing to sluggish demand.


Factory output has shrunk for more than a year, while business sentiment has deteriorated for five straight months since October. Thailand's automobile sales slumped to a 29-month low in January, as banks rejected about 50% of total auto loan requests amid alarming household debt levels. That's contributed to the economy's expansion remaining the slowest among Southeast Asian peers.


"It is true that there seems to be slower trend growth than we had anticipated, maybe looking back a year or two years ago," Mr Piti said. "That would figure in whether there is a need or not to recalibrate the neutral stance."


He said it depends also on the strength or the stage of the cyclical recovery in the first half of this year, while counting any delay in actual budget spending as a key risk to supporting growth.


The BoT has maintained that the current rate is at a neutral level, where it is supportive of growth while also helping check inflation. Still, a 5-2 vote for standing pat at the last policy review -- the first split decision in nine meetings -- signalled the readiness of some rate-setters to drive borrowing costs down. 


The nation's lawmakers are on Friday expected to pass a nearly 3.48 trillion baht annual spending plan for the 2024 fiscal year, clearing the way for Mr Srettha's administration to ramp up public investment. The budget, which has been delayed since October last year during a transition to the new government, is expected to provide a prop to growth through fiscal steps.
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                                JAKARTA - A magnitude 6.1 earthquake struck off the shore of Indonesia's Java island on Friday, at a depth of 10 kilometres (6.21 miles), Indonesia's geophysics agency (BKMG) said.
The quake has no potential to trigger a tsunami, BMKG said. 
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                                The Finance Ministry hopes to see monetary policy easing soon, a senior official said on Friday, adding that inflation was slowing and was expected to be at 1% for the year, bottom of the 1% to 3% target range.
High interest rates were affecting the public and businesses, while purchasing power was weak, Pornchai Thiraveja, head of the ministry's Fiscal Policy Office (FPO), told a briefing, adding that five projects were being prepared to help with credit access for low income groups.

Thailand's household debt is at about 91% of gross domestic product (GDP), among the highest in Asia, much of it informal loans. The government says that is weighing heavy on Southeast Asia's second-biggest economy, which is lagging peers.

The projects include credit for low income earners and businesses including firms in tourism and wellness, aligned with the government's plan to boost tourism, a key growth driver, said Pornchai.

Other state banks will provide welfare emergency loans to help at least 10 million people, pending cabinet approval, he added.

"These measures must work in conjunction with monetary policy, which we hope to see easing in the future," Mr Pornchai said.

[image: ]
Prime Minister and Finance Minister Srettha Thavisin. (Photo: Chanat Katanyu)



Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, also the finance minister, has locked horns with the Bank of Thailand (BoT) recently over an interest rate currently at 2.5%, which he has repeatedly urged be cut to help consumers and businesses suffering at decade-high borrowing costs.

He maintains the economy is at a "critical" stage and monetary policy easing could help significantly as the economy faces challenges from household debt and China's slowdown.

On Tuesday, permanent secretary for finance Lavaron Sangsnit said government revenue collection has missed the target, signalling an economic slowdown, largely attributed to diminished purchasing power caused by high interest rates.


	Opinion: Structural flaws impeded economy
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                Korean captain looks positive after disappointing result, as Pheu Thai MPs receive warnings
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: South Korean players look dejected after the match against Thailand at Seoul World Cup Stadium on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)]
                                              
                          South Korean players look dejected after the match against Thailand at Seoul World Cup Stadium on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)                        

                                          

                  

                                The Thailand men's football team have received praise from supporters, including Football Association of Thailand (FAT) president Nualphan Lamsam, after they deservedly earned a 1-1 draw with favoured South Korea in the second round of Asia's qualifying match for the 2026 World Cup on Thursday night.
"Thank you for the valuable one point that brings happiness to Thais," Ms Nualphan posted her congratulatory message on her Facebook account in early hours of Friday.

"I'm very proud. Come back for another fight on 26," she added.

The 101st ranked Thailand earned one point from the draw  with the 22nd ranked South Korea on their home turf at Seoul World Cup Stadium, thanks to the well-disciplined performances of the players under Japanese coach Masatada Ishii. The return leg is scheduled for Tuesday (March 26) at Rajamangala National Stadium, Bangkok.

The match grabbed national attention, with messages praising the War Elephants and their coach continued to pile on the Facebook page of the FAT and other social media channels. Many people now have high expectations of a good result on the second match hosted by Thailand.

"All Korean players are top class. Ishii has led Thailand's football to another level," one commenter wrote.

"It's up to the next match whether we can keep this momentum. Another point from South Korea in Thailand would give the Thai team a chance to move to the next round," another commented.

The two best teams from each group will advance to the third round.

The War Elephants are in the same group as China and Singapore, and the result on Thursday was also in favour of Thailand as China, another favourite side in the group, could manage only a 2-2 draw with Singapore.

Thailand is second after South Korea in the standings after three matches.

South Korean captain and forward Song Heung-min, who scored for the Koreans, said after the game that he remained positive on the team after another disappointing showing against Thailand. It followed the turbulence at the Asia Cup tournament in Qatar last month when they were upset by Jordan in the semifinals.


[image: ]




"The most positive element of tonight's match was that we tried to play together as a team," Song, who also plays for Premier League club Tottenham Hotspur, said after the match against Thailand," he told Yonhap news agency. "We needed to show people that every player, from those on the pitch down to guys sitting on the bench, would try to become one."

The Thailand-South Korea match on Thursday topped the most viewed sports news on the Yonhap website.

Meanwhile, a news cameraman managed to film Pheu Thai Party MPs watching the game via an illegal streaming service during the budget debate in Parliament. 

When reporters asked her about the incident on Friday, Pheu Thai leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra said that watching a match during the debate was inappropriate, and the lawmakers needed to be cautioned.

When questioned about people visiting illegal websites, Ms Paetongtarn said, "Does anyone here also watch games via illegal websites? We actually have to take care of this issue because these websites are accessible to everyone."


[image: ]
A news cameraman takes a video of Pheu Thai MPs watching a football match between Thailand and South Korea via livestream during a parliamentary session on Thursday. (Screenshot)
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                                BRASILIA - Former football player Robinho was arrested by Brazilian federal police on Thursday to serve out a nine-year prison sentence for rape after a court decision this week authorised the transfer of the sentence from Italy.
In a statement, police said Robinho will undergo a medical examination and a custody hearing before being sent to prison.

A Milan court in 2017 found Robinho and five other Brazilians guilty of gang raping a 22-year-old Albanian woman after getting her drunk in a nightclub in 2013. The conviction was confirmed by an appeals court in 2020 and validated by Italy's Supreme Court in 2022.

On Wednesday, Brazil's top court for non-constitutional matters upheld Robinho's rape conviction, determining he had to serve his nine-year prison sentence in Brazil.

The Brazilian court did not reopen discussions about the rape conviction, focusing only on whether the sentence in Italy was valid in Brazil.

The 40-year-old Robinho, whose full name is Robson de Souza, now resides in his native Brazil and has always denied the charges.

Robinho, who played as a forward, had previously played for clubs including Santos, Real Madrid, Manchester City, AC Milan, as well for Brazil's national team.

Apart from rare exceptions, Brazil does not extradite its citizens, so Italy requested last year that Robinho serve the prison sentence in his home country.

His arrest occurred after judge Luiz Fux rejected an appeal earlier on Thursday by Robinho's legal team to the decision from the day before, upholding the order for his immediate arrest, a legal document showed.

Fux wrote in his decision that he did not see any violation of constitutional or legal rules or international treaties in Wednesday's ruling, which had been made by another court.

In an interview broadcast on Sunday by a local TV station, Robinho said he "was unfairly convicted in Italy for something that did not occur."
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                                The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) clarified that an unpleasant odour detected in many parts of the capital last night was caused by a sudden change of weather mixed with chemical reactions involving pollutants in the air.
Pornphrom Vikitsreth, an adviser to Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt, made the remarks on Thursday after many citizens complained about a burning smell and smog blanketing the city on Wednesday night.

Mr Pornphrom said the wind direction had shifted and was coming in from the east rather than from the Gulf of Thailand as usual.

Many smog hotspots were also detected in nearby provinces over the past 24 hours.

The fluctuating climate aggravated by thunderstorms and high air pressure from the Northeast led to the increase in dust accumulation, he said.

This was compounded by the high humidity, which exacerbated the level of PM2.5 pollution derived from nitrogen and ammonia, Mr Pornphrom said.

The haze was also likely caused by gases, including nitrogen oxide and sulphur dioxide, that react to the sunlight and turn into dust, he said, adding this has been a problem for several months.

Sulphur dioxide is produced by coal, fuel, metal-smelting facilities and oil refineries, whereas nitrogen oxide is produced in combustion processes, partly from nitrogen compounds in fuel, but mostly by a direct combination of atmospheric oxygen and nitrogen in flames.

Nitrogen oxide turns into a more dangerous reddish-brown-coloured nitrogen dioxide gas when it hits the ozone, causing irritation to the eyes, nose and throat, he added.

According to the Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency (Gistda), the level of PM2.5 fine dust rose to high-risk levels in 47 districts of Bangkok at midnight on Wednesday.

Don Muang peaked at 143.5 microgrammes per cubic metre, followed by Laksi (143 mg/m3), Bang Sue (139 mg/m3), Chatuchak (128.1 mg/m3) and Phaya Thai (127 mg/m3).

High dust levels were also detected in many other provinces in the Central Region.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2762809/bma-explains-stinky-chemical-cocktail



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Breaking News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News
          
        

      

      Top Stories

      
        Bangkok's financial centre status slips further
        Bangkok's status as a financial centre is declining while Singapore continues to outrank Hong Kong as the top money hub in Asia, according to the latest edition of the semi-annual Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI).

      

      
        Your horoscope for Mar 22-28
        Your spot-on horoscope for work, money and relationship from Guru by the Bangkok Post's famously accurate fortune teller. Let's see how you will fare this week and beyond.

      

      
        Insurgents wreak havoc in deep South
        Suspected insurgents set fire to multiple spots in the three southernmost border provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat overnight, police reported on Friday.

      

      
        Thai fans, football chief hail War Elephants after shocking South Korea with 1-1 draw
        The Thailand men's football team have received praise from supporters, including Football Association of Thailand (FAT) president Nualphan Lamsam, after they deservedly earned a 1-1 draw with favoured South Korea in the second round of Asia's qualifying match for the 2026 World Cup on Thursday night.

      

      
        Mini-dramas key to pushing soft power
        The Commerce Ministry recommends entrepreneurs use mini-dramas to promote the country's soft power to the global market in terms of culture, traditions and tourism.

      

      
        Defence to cut back on personnel, restructure forces
        The Ministry of Defence plans to cut back the number of service personnel by 700 over the next three years and will restructure the military, expecting to save up to 34 million baht.

      

      
        SPCG presses ahead with delayed solar farm in EEC
        SET-listed SPCG, a pioneer in solar farm development, anticipates the smooth development of its much-delayed solar farm project in the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC), as the construction cost is likely to decrease by 25%.

      

      
        Retail investors snap up government savings bonds
        Government savings bonds drew overwhelming interest from retail investors this month as interest rates are expected to decline.

      

      
        Hungary keen to develop bilateral trade ties
        Hungary is looking forward to developing deeper bilateral ties with Thailand in terms of trade, investment and tourism, partly to support the Central European nation's goal of 4% economic growth this year, says Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Szijjarto.

      

      
        Police rift probe 'will find truth'
        A probe into a conflict in the Royal Thai Police (RTP) will not end up as a mere token gesture to the public, and the truth must be uncovered within 60 days, according to former deputy police chief Pol Gen Winai Thongsong, who sits on a committee looking into the matter.
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                  Bangkok's financial centre status slips further                

                Singapore keeps Asian crown, outranks Hong Kong in all competitiveness factors
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                                Bangkok's status as a financial centre is declining while Singapore continues to outrank Hong Kong as the top money hub in Asia, according to the latest edition of the semi-annual Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI).
The Thai capital ranks 93rd in the world and third in Southeast Asia after Singapore (3) and Kuala Lumpur (77) in the report released on Thursday. Manila is 101st, one notch above Jakarta, and Ho Chi Minh City ranks 108th.

Bangkok's ranking dropped from 86th and 71st in the previous two editions of the semi-annual survey.

One of the weaknesses of Bangkok has been the development of financial technology, deemed an important element for any financial centre. The Thai capital is ranked 102nd for fintech, down two spots from the earlier survey.

Singapore and Hong Kong rank third and fourth, behind New York and London but ahead of San Francisco, as the global top five remain unchanged in the 35th edition, according to the South China Morning Post. Singapore overtook Hong Kong to become Asia's top financial centre in 2022, reflecting growing concerns among international businesspeople about the rule of law in Hong Kong as Beijing continues to tighten political control.

The study by the China Development Institute in Shenzhen and the London think tank Z/Yen Partners covers 133 financial centres. Among the top 20 ranked centres, none moved up or down by more than four spots.

"This suggests no major changes in the economic outlook across the leading economies in the world," the report said. "New York continues to have a clear lead over second-place London in the index. Singapore and Hong Kong rank third and fourth with only one point separating them. San Francisco held on to fifth place."

By area of competitiveness, Singapore was deemed better than Hong Kong in all five criteria used: business environment, human capital, infrastructure, financial sector development, and reputational and general factors.

In Asia-Pacific, the average increase in rankings was 1.89%.

Shanghai rose one notch to sixth place, while Seoul also improved by one place to take 10th position. Beijing, meanwhile, fell two places to 15th.

Respondents from western Europe and North America rated Asia-Pacific financial centres above the world average.

When respondents were asked which centres they expected to become more significant in the next two to three years, cities in Asia took eight of the top 15 spots, with Seoul getting the most mentions, followed by Singapore.

Dubai garnered the third-most mentions, followed by Hong Kong. Other financial centres that made this list were Shanghai, Busan (South Korea), Beijing, Gift City in Gujarat, India; and Shenzhen.

"In general, people are more optimistic about the future of their own centre than people outside that centre," the study said. "Those in Hong Kong and Singapore are most confident about the future competitiveness of their centre."

The report ranks financial centres using a "factor assessment" model, with two sets of ratings, one from survey respondents and one generated by a statistical model based on quantitative data. The two are combined to generate the final ranking.

The survey portion is an online questionnaire that asks respondents from the financial sector to rate each centre as a place to do business, using a 10-point scale from very poor to excellent. The statistical model uses quantitative data about each financial centre.
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									Your horoscope for Mar 22-28

									
								

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



 Aries

Mar 21 - Apr 19

([?]) Sudden bad news and difficult situations are on the cards, making your work harder than it normally is. You know how to manage priorities and resources effectively. Make sure you send your message to the right recipient when communicating online. 

([?]) As your social circle expands, you attend more events and parties. An opportunity to make extra cash may present itself unexpectedly. Real estate agents, you'll close a big sale. 

() Couples know when to spend time together and when to be alone. Some time and distance apart make you two miss each other more. Unmarried couples may finally receive a green light from their parents to tie the knot.

([?]) You meet several potential lovers in the flesh and online. However, you can't decide who is your favourite as each has different appeals. You enjoy being a chooser.   

 Taurus

Apr 20 - May 20

([?]) Your main job and side hustle eat up most of your waking hours. Be ready for difficult assignments and toxic people. Keep yourself motivated by focusing on rewards and paycheques. Employers, someone may try to access your confidential info. 

([?]) The more money you make the higher your expenses. If you can't lower your standard of living, then you'll have to work harder to maintain it. Beware of online shopping scams. 

() Couples become busier due to more responsibilities related to their respective families of orientation. You may notice a slight in communication with your partner and address it to prevent any hard feelings.   

([?]) Even though you prefer staying single, you still catch the attention of several admirers without trying. If you're having a situationship with someone, it may get upgraded into a relationship.    

 Gemini

May 21 - Jun 20

([?]) You may have to work longer hours due to a sudden change of plans. However, you'll be able to cope with extra pressure well. You know your boundaries and try to stick to them and know how to say no politely. 

([?]) You may fall behind with your savings goal. If you're travelling to a country known for being one of the safest places on Earth, take due precautions and don't let your guard down. 

() Faithful couples bicker and banter in moderation. They may explore a new place or try a new activity this weekend. If you're cheating, you may get caught and be forced to choose who you want to be with immediately.

([?]) Someone already taken may slide into your DMs to see if you're interested. Dating app users, you may meet someone for a casual hook-up. 

 Cancer

Jun 21 - Jul 22

([?]) Colleagues come to see you as reliable and are confident in your ability. You radiate positive energy and they're drawn to be near you. You may reach a new personal benchmark. You may go out with your team to celebrate your success.  

([?]) A financial negotiation is likely to end in a win-win situation. Unexpected windfall may fall into your laps. There are no financial struggles on the cards and you put more money into your savings than usual.

() Couples enjoy healthier communication and iron out their differences. They do something fun this weekend to nurture their inner child. A smooth childbirth is on the cards. 

([?]) Love at first sight/swipe is on the cards for those who are experienced with love. Whether you're trying to turn your friend into your boyfriend/girlfriend or win back your ex, Cupid is on your side.  

 Leo

Jul 23 - Aug 22

([?]) You're gifted with an ability to explain complicated stuff in layman's terms. When you notice a possible misunderstanding, you'll rectify it before it can cause any conflicts. If you're struggling to finish a difficult assignment, a colleague may help you out.

([?]) Someone presents you with a gift or reward. A compensation or refund that you're waiting for will arrive as promised. You have no problems paying for all your necessities but don't have spare money to spend on anything lavish.

() You may have to tell your partner a white lie to keep your relationship peaceful. Someone may slide into your DMs. They're well aware that you're already taken but they don't care. 

([?]) Someone in your circle of friends may fancy you but you have no idea. If you've been chatting with someone online, you may get to meet them IRL for the first time soon.     

 Virgo

Aug 23 - Sept 22

([?]) You know how to deal with office politics and conflicts. You deliver more in terms of quality and quantity. You tick off all items on your to-do list. A promotion may come with higher pay but also more responsibilities and headaches. 

([?]) Breadwinners, you may have to pay for a few things outside your usual expense. Don't sign on to be a guarantor for anyone regardless of how close you're with them.

() Spouses may sit down to map out their future together. Being honest and open about each other's finances may be difficult but it needs to be done. Don't try to hide any debts or bad money habits.   

([?]) If you've been casually dating someone, they may want to be in a serious relationship.  

 Libra

Sept 23 - Oct 22

([?]) If you're stuck on something, you may experience a eureka moment. You become more creative, intuitive and proactive next week and surpass your personal benchmark. You deliver what you promised and people respect you for it.

([?]) You indulge in a few nice things. You may reward yourself too hard and fall behind your savings goal. You may buy something because it's trending only to regret it. 

() Couples know when to spend time together and when to spend time apart. Some time and distance apart do your relationship good. Unmarried couples may discuss moving in together or getting married.  

([?]) If you're trying to win someone's heart, love is on your side. Dating app users may meet their matches within the same day after they exchanged pleasantries online.  

 Scorpio

Oct 23 - Nov 21

([?]) Brace yourself for unexpected challenges and assignments. You may find your true calling and may need to make a big change in order to pursue it. Those in the creative industry won't experience creative blocks.

([?]) Whatever you try to sell, it'll go quickly like hot cakes. Beware of charity and fundraising scams.   

() Staying friends with your ex may irk your partner even though they say otherwise.  Soon-to-be-parents can expect smooth delivery of their firstborns.  

([?]) The first date with someone you met through work or a friend or your friend is on the cards. You feel excited about it as you have a very good first impression of them. 

 Sagittarius

Nov 22 - Dec 21

([?]) You're better at reading situations and people. Someone whom you suspect to be a troublemaker proves you right. You meet all deadlines whether they're for solo or group tasks. A promotion offer may trigger an imposter syndrome. You're worthy of good things that happen to you. 

([?]) Speculators and investors may rake in huge profits. You make a lot of money and reward yourself with a few nice things while keeping up with your savings plan. 

() Couples spend quality time and sexy time together. They communicate with each other well. Unmarried or gay couples may decide to move in together.

([?]) Those who're inexperienced with love may experience love at first sight/swipe. Those who gave up on love may meet someone who make their hearts flutter.   

 Capricorn

Dec 22 - Jan 19

([?]) An opportunity to learn new skill or tool on the company's dime is on the cards. Make sure you're up to date with the latest trend in your industry. You can deliever the same results with less effort and in less time. An opportunity to work with someone from another culture is on the cards. 

([?]) If you're waiting for compensation, reimbursement or refund, it'll arrive as promised. If you're trying to sell your asset or someone's else, you'll be contacted by a serious buyer. 

() Someone may slide into your DMs to see if you're interested. They know you're already taken and you can't deny that you're flattered and interested.

([?]) Dating app users should beware of scammers and catfishes. Someone who ghosted you may try to reconnect. Your heart already knows whether to respond. Trust your heart. 

 Aquarius

Jan 20 - Feb 18

([?]) You become more proactive and productive next week. You communicate with colleagues well and are on good terms with all of them. You can be a team player but also can work by yourself without any help. 

([?]) You feel like you work hard enough to reward yourself with a few wants. You may buy something very expensive that your parents disapprove of but you know that it's a highly sought after item among collectors. 

() Couples know when to be joined at the hip and when to spend time on their own. Unmarried couples may feel the pressure from their parents to get married already. They also want to see grandkids before they die. 

([?]) The first date with someone you really like is on the cards. Someone from another culture may show romantic interest in you even though you consider yourself not the type that foriegners usually go for.  

 Pisces

Feb 19 - Mar 20

([?]) You understand things quickly. You make sure everyone in your team is on the same page and know what's expected of them. Your content or campaign may go viral for a good reason. You'll do well in any competition.

([?]) Someone in your circle of friends may ask you for a small loan. A good opportunity may unexpectedly present itself. You have no problems paying all your bills. 

() A difficult situation brings you two closer. Cross-cultural couples may discuss their plans to settle down and build a family but can't decide which country should be their base. It may be neither of their homecountries.

([?]) A well-intentioned cousin or close friend introduces you to someone interesting but you don't fancy them. If you've been seeing someone who's already taken and you're well aware of this, a rude wake-up call is on the cards.
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                  Insurgents wreak havoc in deep South                

                Convenience stores, tyres and power poles were set on fire, resulting in one death during Ramadan
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                                Suspected insurgents set fire to multiple spots in the three southernmost border provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat overnight, police reported on Friday.
In Pattani, four convenience stores in Muang, Yaring, Yarang and Khok Pho districts were set ablaze. Car tyres were set on fire at three locations - two in Khok Pho and another in Panare.

Pol Col Jeffrey Saimankun, chief of Pattani's Muang district police, led officers to investigate a 7-Eleven convenience store in tambon Puyud after receiving reports that the place was torched around 1am. 

Firefighters and fire trucks were deployed to the scene, taking about one hour to bring the blaze under control.

Employees told police that three armed men arrived at the store, fired shots into the sky and threatened to kill them if they refused to leave. This prompted all to flee. The gunmen then poured petrol over the counter and set it alight before fleeing on a motorcycle.

Police found three cartridges and one bullet at the scene.

Shortly later, an unknown number of assailants set fire to other locations in Pattani, including a convenience store in tambon Bang Poo of Yaring and another store in tambon Makrud of Khok Pho. Car tyres were burned on Na Pradu-Sai Khao road and another road in an area between Sai Buri and Panare.

[image: ]
Police cordon off a convenience store in Yala on Friday morning after it was set on fire. (Photo: Abdullah Benjakat)



Combined teams of police, soldiers and local officials set up road checkpoints in many areas to search suspected vehicles to prevent assailants from carrying out more attacks.

According to a local source, insurgents wreaked havoc in many locations in 12 districts of the three southern border provinces. 

In Yala, arson attacks occurred in seven locations. A furniture shop in Bannang Sata district was set on fire in the early hours of Friday. A power pole in Raman district and a telephone signal pole in Yaha district were also torched. Car tyres were set on fire and metal spikes scattered over on several roads. 

In Narathiwat, car tyres were burned in Bacho district.

Col Ekwarit Chobchuphon, spokesman to the Internal Security Operations Command (Isoc) Region 4 Forward Command, said on Friday that assailants wreaked havoc on more than 30 locations in Narathiwat, Pattani and Yala.

One person was found dead at a new petrol station in Pattani, said Col Ekwarit.

A source at Isoc said one death was a Myanmar woman working at a convenience store in the compound of the petrol station in Pattani's Mayo district. There were 39 attacks that took place from 1am until Friday morning, said the source.

"Security authorities believe the attack are intended to create unrest to mark the 20th anniversary of the Tak Bai tragedy according to the 11 cycles of the Islamic calendar during the Ramadan. The date is not the same (as our calendar) as the 20th anniversary will be on Oct 25," said the spokesman.

He said the insurgents aimed to destroy the local economy, undermine public confidence in security officers, and create unrest to disrupt the atmosphere of the holy month of Ramadan, which begins from March 11 to April 9 this year.
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                  Thai fans, football chief hail War Elephants after shocking South Korea with 1-1 draw                

                Korean captain looks positive after disappointing result, as Pheu Thai MPs receive warnings
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                                The Thailand men's football team have received praise from supporters, including Football Association of Thailand (FAT) president Nualphan Lamsam, after they deservedly earned a 1-1 draw with favoured South Korea in the second round of Asia's qualifying match for the 2026 World Cup on Thursday night.
"Thank you for the valuable one point that brings happiness to Thais," Ms Nualphan posted her congratulatory message on her Facebook account in early hours of Friday.

"I'm very proud. Come back for another fight on 26," she added.

The 101st ranked Thailand earned one point from the draw  with the 22nd ranked South Korea on their home turf at Seoul World Cup Stadium, thanks to the well-disciplined performances of the players under Japanese coach Masatada Ishii. The return leg is scheduled for Tuesday (March 26) at Rajamangala National Stadium, Bangkok.

The match grabbed national attention, with messages praising the War Elephants and their coach continued to pile on the Facebook page of the FAT and other social media channels. Many people now have high expectations of a good result on the second match hosted by Thailand.

"All Korean players are top class. Ishii has led Thailand's football to another level," one commenter wrote.

"It's up to the next match whether we can keep this momentum. Another point from South Korea in Thailand would give the Thai team a chance to move to the next round," another commented.

The two best teams from each group will advance to the third round.

The War Elephants are in the same group as China and Singapore, and the result on Thursday was also in favour of Thailand as China, another favourite side in the group, could manage only a 2-2 draw with Singapore.

Thailand is second after South Korea in the standings after three matches.

South Korean captain and forward Song Heung-min, who scored for the Koreans, said after the game that he remained positive on the team after another disappointing showing against Thailand. It followed the turbulence at the Asia Cup tournament in Qatar last month when they were upset by Jordan in the semifinals.


[image: ]




"The most positive element of tonight's match was that we tried to play together as a team," Song, who also plays for Premier League club Tottenham Hotspur, said after the match against Thailand," he told Yonhap news agency. "We needed to show people that every player, from those on the pitch down to guys sitting on the bench, would try to become one."

The Thailand-South Korea match on Thursday topped the most viewed sports news on the Yonhap website.

Meanwhile, a news cameraman managed to film Pheu Thai Party MPs watching the game via an illegal streaming service during the budget debate in Parliament. 

When reporters asked her about the incident on Friday, Pheu Thai leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra said that watching a match during the debate was inappropriate, and the lawmakers needed to be cautioned.

When questioned about people visiting illegal websites, Ms Paetongtarn said, "Does anyone here also watch games via illegal websites? We actually have to take care of this issue because these websites are accessible to everyone."


[image: ]
A news cameraman takes a video of Pheu Thai MPs watching a football match between Thailand and South Korea via livestream during a parliamentary session on Thursday. (Screenshot)
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                  Mini-dramas key to pushing soft power                
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                                The Commerce Ministry recommends entrepreneurs use mini-dramas to promote the country's soft power to the global market in terms of culture, traditions and tourism.
Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai led actors to meet with Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, showcasing government support and promotion of local products globally through Y-Yuri Series.

The ministry, in collaboration with famous actors Pakphoom "Mile" Romsaithong and Nattawin "Apo" Wattanakitipat from B On Cloud Company and Rebecca "Becky" Patricia Armstrong and Sarocha "Freen" Chankimha from Idol Factory Co Ltd, selected community products to be included in the film Shine featuring Mile and Apo, as well as Pin Phak by Freen and Becky.

The film was shot in the northern and northeastern parts of the country, showcasing local culture including clothes and food as well as tourist attractions.

According to data from the Department of International Trade Promotion (DITP), the market value for Y content series in 2023 grew to roughly 1 billion baht, with 45 content operators and 67 stories.

The ministry held 69 business-matching activities, with a total value of 8.4 billion baht.

Apart from the direct market value generated by Y-Yuri series, the presentation of local products through films and series could indirectly stimulate demand for Thai products and services which will result in further economic value.

Phusit Ratanakul Sereroengrit, director-general of the DITP, said he ordered commercial counsellors stationed abroad to explore opportunities and markets for Thai exports to the countries where they are stationed.

Nunnaphas Ngamman, director of the Thai Trade Center in Xiamen, China, reported there is an opportunity to promote soft power to the Chinese market by using mini-dramas that portray Thai culture and tradition, and tourist attractions to become more widely known to the market.

Ms Nunnaphas said China's online mini-drama market is expected to see robust growth over the next few years.

In 2023, the mini-drama market in China hit 37.4 billion yuan ($5.2 billion), up 268% year-on-year, according to data from market consultancy iiMedia Research.

And the figure is expected to reach nearly 100 billion yuan in 2027.
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                  Defence to cut back on personnel, restructure forces                
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                                The Ministry of Defence plans to cut back the number of service personnel by 700 over the next three years and will restructure the military, expecting to save up to 34 million baht.
Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang said such details were decided upon at a Defence Council meeting on Thursday in which the council agreed on an initial phase of downsizing the armed forces over the 2025-2027 fiscal years.

Mr Sutin's goal of downsizing the forces had been raised during a debate on the budget bill for the 2024 fiscal year on Jan 4. He said he had issued a new regulation focused on early retirement that aims to reduce the number of  high-ranking officers in the three military branches by 50%, or about 380, by 2027.

Rear Admiral Thanitpong Sirisawetsak, Defence Spokesman, said on Thursday that the committee also agreed on combining some divisions to reduce work redundancy.

One example is the Office of the Secretary of the Reserve Personnel Committee and the Recruitment Division, Department of Defence Resources, which are expected to be combined with the Ministry's Office Permanent Secretary.

R Adm Thanitpong said the committee also planned to reform some military structures, such as the Defence Information and Space Technology Department, in order to make the  work more cohesive with the Military Cyber Centre, which will soon be elevated to become the Military Cyber Command.

Some organisations will be transformed, such as the Asean Office of Defense Policy and Planning, which will become the Office of International and Asean Cooperation, while the Royal Initiative Project and Security Coordination Centre will turn into the Royal Initiative Project Development Office.

In related news, Mr Sutin said he had ordered the Judge Advocate General's Department to amend regulations related to servicemen's job descriptions.

The order follows a viral video posted by a former conscript on March 10, who depicted his navy life as an officer's indentured house servant, which included him washing his boss's wife's underwear.

There must be an official work description for conscripts required  to work at the residences of their superiors, he said.
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                  SPCG presses ahead with delayed solar farm in EEC                
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                                SET-listed SPCG, a pioneer in solar farm development, anticipates the smooth development of its much-delayed solar farm project in the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC), as the construction cost is likely to decrease by 25%.
The company adjusted its cost estimate, including the prices of equipment used for solar panel installation, believing the cost should drop from 20 billion baht to 15 billion baht, said Pipat Viriyatranon, vice-president for finance.

This is a good prospect for the installation work which was delayed for almost three years due to the lengthy process selecting areas suitable for the project and the need to wait for a new secretary-general of the EEC Office to grant a licence.

The company had to wait for the formation of a new coalition government during the second half of last year in order to push ahead with the project.

New solar farms will be built on 61 areas, spanning 3,000 rai of land, in the EEC, which consists of three provinces -- Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao.

The construction is expected to last around one year, said Mr Pipat.

SPCG earlier said the new solar farms required 12 billion baht for the first phase of development, with a capacity of 300MW and another 8 billion baht for the second phase, adding capacity of 200MW.

The new solar farms could serve as a new source of revenue partly offsetting loss of revenue from its existing 36 solar farms in Thailand, with combined electricity generation capacity of 260MW, because the adder tariff granted to the solar farms will expire next year, said Mr Pipat.

The adder tariff of eight baht per kilowatt-hour has been given to power companies to encourage them to develop renewable energy.

SPCG can also earn revenue from its 36 solar farms once it joins the Renewable Energy Certificate (REC) scheme. The company expects to earn 20 million baht in the first year.

REC is an incentive aimed at encouraging power plant owners to produce electricity from clean fuels. Each REC, which certifies that the bearer generates one megawatt-hour from renewable energy resources, can be traded as an energy commodity.

SPCG also provides a rooftop solar panel installation service. It expects revenue from this business in 2024 to increase to 1.2-1.5 billion baht, up from 1.05 billion baht last year and 512 million baht in 2022.
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                                Government savings bonds drew overwhelming interest from retail investors this month as interest rates are expected to decline.
According to Jindarat Viriyataveekul, public debt advisor for the Public Debt Management Office (PDMO), government savings bonds issued in March worth 40 billion baht have been  fully subscribed, with individual investors avid buyers, surpassing past issuances.

For the portion allocated to retail investors, which allowed reservations via the Pao Tang app and bookings through representative banks, PDMO allocated 35 billion baht worth of saving bonds.

Demand was immense, exceeding the available reservation amount by double.

Making a reservation through the Pao Tang app takes 95 seconds. Reservations via this channel were limited to 10 billion baht, which quickly reached full capacity, she said.

Mrs Jindarat attributed the significant interest from individuals to the likelihood of interest rate cuts in the near future, coupled with the relatively high coupon rates offered by the bonds.

"The returns on government savings bonds, considered sovereign bonds with high stability, are relatively high compared with instruments that have similar maturities issued by the private sector," she said.

Mrs Jindarat said the March tranche offered individual investors yields of 3% for a five-year maturity and 3.40% for a 10-year term. For non-profit organisations, the yield is 3% for a 10-year term.

The returns offered to retail investors in the recent issuance were higher than the previous issuance of government savings bonds in May 2023.

The previous series offered a yield of 2.70% for a seven-year term and 2.60% for a 10-year term for non-profit organisations.

For fiscal 2024, she said PDMO set a target to issue savings bonds totalling 100 billion baht.

The second issuance this year worth an estimated 40 billion baht is expected around July, with the remainder possibly issued by the end of the fiscal year, said Mrs Jindarat.

However, the office may not issue 100 billion baht worth of bonds if government revenue collection exceeds the target, she said.

Mrs Jindarat said the issuance aims to promote savings alternatives for the public, which is why the interest rates are slightly higher than usual.

Though public demand was significant, the PDMO must also take into account the government's financial cost burden, she said.

The state expenditure budget for fiscal 2024 is set at 3.48 trillion baht, with an estimated net income of 2.787 trillion.

This budget creates a deficit arrangement, requiring government borrowing to bolster its fiscal budget for another year, said Mrs Jindarat.

The government plans to borrow 693 billion baht in fiscal 2024 to offset the budget deficit. The deficit represents 19.9% of the total expenditure budget.
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                                Hungary is looking forward to developing deeper bilateral ties with Thailand in terms of trade, investment and tourism, partly to support the Central European nation's goal of 4% economic growth this year, says Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Szijjarto.
Last year, trade between the two countries reached a record of more than US$730 million, with Thailand making some very important investments in Hungary in the food and hospitality sectors, Mr Szijjarto said during his visit to Bangkok.

"More Hungarian companies are investing in the Thai market in medical and pharmaceutical products," he said.

Tourism numbers have doubled, with 10,005 Thais visiting Hungary and more than 30,000 Hungarians travelling to Thailand last year, said Mr Szijjarto.

"I tried to convince Thai AirAsia to launch a flight to Hungary, as it is exploring some Central European destinations at the moment," he said.

Hungarian exports to Thailand increased by 9% in 2023 and the country is Thailand's 11th-largest business partner.

Thai exports to Hungary are three times the amount it imports from Hungary, according to statistics provided by the Hungarian Embassy in Bangkok.

"Food, hospitality, automotive and medical are traditional trade fields. Our target is to begin a new chapter in our bilateral trade relations, working closer together in the defence sector," the embassy noted in response to a Bangkok Post inquiry.

To improve bilateral ties, Mr Szijjarto said Hungary is working to accelerate free trade agreement negotiations between Thailand and the European Union, which recently resumed.

"We will also start discussing the possibility of a visa facilitation agreement between the EU and Thailand," he said.

Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows to Hungary amounted to EU6.5 billion in 2022, a new record, increasing to EU13 billion last year.

Some 82% of all investments last year came from Asia, particularly China, South Korea and Japan.

The automotive sector is prominent in Hungary, as it is the only country other than Germany and China where all three premium German automakers each have a factory.

Mercedes-Benz is constructing a second factory in Hungary and BMW Group is about to start production on its first purely electric platform in the country.

Japan's Suzuki Motor has its sole European factory in Hungary and Chinese automaker BYD recently decided to build its first European plant in the country.

While its first major European investment was in Germany, CATL, the world's largest electric battery manufacturer, invested EU7.3 billion to build a second European factory in Hungary.

Mr Szijjarto said Hungary has the most stable political system in Europe, with a single-party government ruling the country for 14 years.

Corporate income tax in Hungary is competitive at 9%, the only single-digit rate in Europe, noted the embassy.

The country also offers a generous cash incentive to investors, reimbursing up to 60% of their investment based on the level of development in the specific region of the country in which they choose to invest, he said.
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                                A probe into a conflict in the Royal Thai Police (RTP) will not end up as a mere token gesture to the public, and the truth must be uncovered within 60 days, according to former deputy police chief Pol Gen Winai Thongsong, who sits on a committee looking into the matter.
Pol Gen Winai said the conflict has received considerable public attention, so it is important to provide regular updates on the probe.

On Wednesday, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin ordered the transfer of national police chief Torsak Sukvimol and his deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn to the Prime Minister's Office in the wake of the conflict.

The transfer order follows weeks of tensions, which saw Pol Gen Surachate, also known as "Big Joke", accused of money laundering related to the BNK Master online gambling website.

Police investigators failed to summon him to acknowledge the charge on Sunday.

On Monday, Pol Gen Torsak said Pol Gen Surachate was summonsed to appear at Tao Poon police station today and that he would face an arrest warrant and be suspended from duty should he fail to answer a second summons.

Tensions intensified on Tuesday as a team of lawyers representing Pol Gen Surachate accused 30 officers of taking kickbacks from the BNK Master network -- the same gambling network allegedly linked to Pol Gen Surachate.

Pol Gen Winai said that the prime minister was concerned that the recriminations between the conflicting parties would tarnish the RTP's reputation, so the PM decided to set up a committee comprising impartial members to look into the matter.

The committee has 60 days to work, and during this period, deputy national police chief Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet will serve as acting national police chief.

It will look into the accusations ranging from accepting a bribe to making false accusations against Pol Gen Surachate to thwart his chances of being considered for the police chief post.

But if the committee cannot finish the probe within the 60-day time frame, an extension will be sought, Pol Gen Winai said. After the probe is completed, it will be forwarded to the prime minister, he said.

"I insist the probe will not end up as a mere token gesture without any concrete action taken," Pol Gen Winai said.

Mr Srettha said on Thursday that the transfer of Pol Gen Torsak and Pol Gen Surachate was intended to pave the way for justice and public service.

The prime minister's remarks came after he chaired a meeting of the Police Commission at the Office of the Royal Thai Police on Thursday.

After the meeting, the prime minister told reporters that he was against any form of interference while stressing that the police force 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 an investigation by a probe committee, and their transfer is intended to facilitate due process and prevent any potential interference, he said.

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

All parties should also stop giving interviews about Pol Gen Torsak and Pol Gen Surachate's situation, he said.
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        Bangkok's status as a financial centre is declining while Singapore continues to outrank Hong Kong as the top money hub in Asia, according to the latest edition of the semi-annual Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI).

      

      
        Bank of Thailand to weigh recalibrating neutral stance in April
        Thailand's monetary policymakers will weigh the need to adjust the central bank's neutral interest-rate stance at its meeting next month after reviewing any structural drags on economic growth, Bank of Thailand Assistant Governor Piti Disyatat said.
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                  Bangkok's financial centre status slips further                

                Singapore keeps Asian crown, outranks Hong Kong in all competitiveness factors
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                                Bangkok's status as a financial centre is declining while Singapore continues to outrank Hong Kong as the top money hub in Asia, according to the latest edition of the semi-annual Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI).
The Thai capital ranks 93rd in the world and third in Southeast Asia after Singapore (3) and Kuala Lumpur (77) in the report released on Thursday. Manila is 101st, one notch above Jakarta, and Ho Chi Minh City ranks 108th.

Bangkok's ranking dropped from 86th and 71st in the previous two editions of the semi-annual survey.

One of the weaknesses of Bangkok has been the development of financial technology, deemed an important element for any financial centre. The Thai capital is ranked 102nd for fintech, down two spots from the earlier survey.

Singapore and Hong Kong rank third and fourth, behind New York and London but ahead of San Francisco, as the global top five remain unchanged in the 35th edition, according to the South China Morning Post. Singapore overtook Hong Kong to become Asia's top financial centre in 2022, reflecting growing concerns among international businesspeople about the rule of law in Hong Kong as Beijing continues to tighten political control.

The study by the China Development Institute in Shenzhen and the London think tank Z/Yen Partners covers 133 financial centres. Among the top 20 ranked centres, none moved up or down by more than four spots.

"This suggests no major changes in the economic outlook across the leading economies in the world," the report said. "New York continues to have a clear lead over second-place London in the index. Singapore and Hong Kong rank third and fourth with only one point separating them. San Francisco held on to fifth place."

By area of competitiveness, Singapore was deemed better than Hong Kong in all five criteria used: business environment, human capital, infrastructure, financial sector development, and reputational and general factors.

In Asia-Pacific, the average increase in rankings was 1.89%.

Shanghai rose one notch to sixth place, while Seoul also improved by one place to take 10th position. Beijing, meanwhile, fell two places to 15th.

Respondents from western Europe and North America rated Asia-Pacific financial centres above the world average.

When respondents were asked which centres they expected to become more significant in the next two to three years, cities in Asia took eight of the top 15 spots, with Seoul getting the most mentions, followed by Singapore.

Dubai garnered the third-most mentions, followed by Hong Kong. Other financial centres that made this list were Shanghai, Busan (South Korea), Beijing, Gift City in Gujarat, India; and Shenzhen.

"In general, people are more optimistic about the future of their own centre than people outside that centre," the study said. "Those in Hong Kong and Singapore are most confident about the future competitiveness of their centre."

The report ranks financial centres using a "factor assessment" model, with two sets of ratings, one from survey respondents and one generated by a statistical model based on quantitative data. The two are combined to generate the final ranking.

The survey portion is an online questionnaire that asks respondents from the financial sector to rate each centre as a place to do business, using a 10-point scale from very poor to excellent. The statistical model uses quantitative data about each financial centre.
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                                Thailand's monetary policymakers will weigh the need to adjust the central bank's neutral interest-rate stance at its meeting next month after reviewing any structural drags on economic growth, Bank of Thailand Assistant Governor Piti Disyatat said.
The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) would consider if there is a need or not to recalibrate, as well as the appropriate timing for such a move, Piti said in an interview with Bloomberg Television on Friday. The MPC is due to meet on April 10.


"It's hard to prejudge the decision right now, but whatever is being considered is more like a recalibration rather than an easing cycle to support the economy," he said, adding that the economy is actually recovering.


His comments come amid rising bets for lower interest rates. Economists including Bangkok-based Siam Commercial Bank are penciling in a rate cut at the April meeting, given still weak economic readings. The central bank has so far resisted repeated calls from Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to urgently lower borrowing costs to boost consumption and economic growth.


Consumer prices printing negative since October was cited by Mr Srettha as evidence of waning demand in the economy. While the BoT explained the spell of disinflation as an effect of government subsidies, other indicators are also pointing to sluggish demand.


Factory output has shrunk for more than a year, while business sentiment has deteriorated for five straight months since October. Thailand's automobile sales slumped to a 29-month low in January, as banks rejected about 50% of total auto loan requests amid alarming household debt levels. That's contributed to the economy's expansion remaining the slowest among Southeast Asian peers.


"It is true that there seems to be slower trend growth than we had anticipated, maybe looking back a year or two years ago," Mr Piti said. "That would figure in whether there is a need or not to recalibrate the neutral stance."


He said it depends also on the strength or the stage of the cyclical recovery in the first half of this year, while counting any delay in actual budget spending as a key risk to supporting growth.


The BoT has maintained that the current rate is at a neutral level, where it is supportive of growth while also helping check inflation. Still, a 5-2 vote for standing pat at the last policy review -- the first split decision in nine meetings -- signalled the readiness of some rate-setters to drive borrowing costs down. 


The nation's lawmakers are on Friday expected to pass a nearly 3.48 trillion baht annual spending plan for the 2024 fiscal year, clearing the way for Mr Srettha's administration to ramp up public investment. The budget, which has been delayed since October last year during a transition to the new government, is expected to provide a prop to growth through fiscal steps.
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                                The Finance Ministry hopes to see monetary policy easing soon, a senior official said on Friday, adding that inflation was slowing and was expected to be at 1% for the year, bottom of the 1% to 3% target range.
High interest rates were affecting the public and businesses, while purchasing power was weak, Pornchai Thiraveja, head of the ministry's Fiscal Policy Office (FPO), told a briefing, adding that five projects were being prepared to help with credit access for low income groups.

Thailand's household debt is at about 91% of gross domestic product (GDP), among the highest in Asia, much of it informal loans. The government says that is weighing heavy on Southeast Asia's second-biggest economy, which is lagging peers.

The projects include credit for low income earners and businesses including firms in tourism and wellness, aligned with the government's plan to boost tourism, a key growth driver, said Pornchai.

Other state banks will provide welfare emergency loans to help at least 10 million people, pending cabinet approval, he added.

"These measures must work in conjunction with monetary policy, which we hope to see easing in the future," Mr Pornchai said.

[image: ]
Prime Minister and Finance Minister Srettha Thavisin. (Photo: Chanat Katanyu)



Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, also the finance minister, has locked horns with the Bank of Thailand (BoT) recently over an interest rate currently at 2.5%, which he has repeatedly urged be cut to help consumers and businesses suffering at decade-high borrowing costs.

He maintains the economy is at a "critical" stage and monetary policy easing could help significantly as the economy faces challenges from household debt and China's slowdown.

On Tuesday, permanent secretary for finance Lavaron Sangsnit said government revenue collection has missed the target, signalling an economic slowdown, largely attributed to diminished purchasing power caused by high interest rates.


	Opinion: Structural flaws impeded economy
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                                Ascend Money, a financial technology firm backed by Charoen Pokphand (CP) Group, aims to list on the Nasdaq stock exchange within two years, Suphachai Chearavanont, the company's founder and chairman, told the Bangkok Post.
"The listing would strengthen its growth after becoming Thailand's  first fintech unicorn," Mr Suphachai said.

Ascend Money operates under CP Group's online business arm, Ascend Group. In September 2021, Ascend Money hit a US$1.5 billion valuation  following a $150 million funding infusion.

He recently said CP Group is in the process of preparing documents and ensuring readiness before applying for a virtual bank licence.

The development of the virtual bank service would be jointly led by CP Group's TrueMoney, a Southeast Asian e-payment and financial service provider, together with Ant Group.

CP Group's retail channels such as 7-Eleven convenience stores could be touchpoints for the virtual bank service.

In 2023, TrueMoney was profitable and posted revenue growth that beat expectations, Ascend Money co-president Monsinee Nakapanant told the Bangkok Post.

She said Ascend Money will raise more money in the near future to increase funds for its lending business.

As of January 2024, TrueMoney digital wallet had 30 million users and it targets 35 million users by year-end, said Ms Monsinee. The number of active monthly users is 19 million.

She said the company has not been affected by economic challenges. Last year usage of TrueMoney wallet increased from 14 times per month per user to 18.5 times.

Users' average spending via the wallet rose from 1,700 baht monthly to 2,000 baht monthly.

"We increased average usage from 2.5 types of service use to 3.5 types of service use, particularly for payments for online products and services," said Ms Monsinee.

Wallet users' spending for online shopping averages 250 baht. TrueMoney wants to increase its market share through the planned launch of a loyalty programme.

The company plans to use artificial intelligence to automate lending approval for new users, but will be cautious because of the country's high household debt, she said.

TrueMoney also expects to raise credit limits for existing customers who have good credit scores, said Ms Monsinee.

The lending business accounts for 20% of TrueMoney's total revenue and 5% of total profit, while the payment service accounts for 80% of revenue and 95% of profit. Lending is expected to account for more than half of total profit within three years, she said.

New Segments

This year TrueMoney predicts higher customer payments on over-the-top operators such as Netflix and online platforms like Lazada and TikTok.

Payments are also expected to rise in the food delivery sector.

"We partner with TikTok as the e-wallet for its content creators and sellers," Ms Monsinee said.

She said this year TrueMoney has tapped more new segments, including underserved groups of people, including around 6.5 million migrant workers in Thailand.

In addition, the company tapped students aged 7-12, enabling money payments at schools. TrueMoney wants to expand points of payment to cover 300 schools this year, said Ms Monsinee.

In April, TrueMoney scheduled a fan meeting between its users and K-pop singer Lalisa "Lisa" Manoban, a member of the group Blackpink. Lisa is TrueMoney's brand ambassador.

The company expects to gain 500,000 new users from having her as its ambassador.

Ms Monsinee said use of TrueMoney wallet to pay for online products and services is increasing rapidly.

Some 80% of transactions via the wallet are payments to offline merchants and 20% to online merchants, she said.

As local banks plan to charge holders of Visa and Mastercard credit and debit cards a fee of 1% for foreign currency conversion when they make purchases in baht from merchants and online shops registered outside the country, Ms Monsinee said customers could use the True Money e-wallet more to avoid the fee.
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                                Four organisations are teaming up to lay overhead cables underground along 116 routes in Bangkok and the provinces this year, covering a combined length of 213 kilometres.
The plan also includes rearranging overhead cables in Bangkok and the provinces along 1,407 routes, covering a combined length of 2,498km.

The task of laying cables underground set to take place this year along 116 routes was originally scheduled to take place last year.

The four organisations joining forces to carry out this task are the Metropolitan Electricity Authority (MEA), the Provincial Electricity Authority (PEA), the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) and Bangkok Metropolitan Administration, which will work with the private operators who own the telecom and broadcasting cables.

Management representatives from the four parties recently discussed this year's plan, settling on the operation cost for each party in order to avoid further delays.

In principle, NBTC will subsidise the cost of the removal of the cables,  while the MEA and PEA will provide financial support for some parts of the equipment involved in the removal process.

State telecom enterprise National Telecom (NT) owns conduits along 4,360km of roads nationwide, of which around 3,500km are in Bangkok, with the remainder located in the provinces. NT agreed to reconsider a new rental rate to attract telecom operators to rent its conduits over the long term.

According to a previous plan pertaining to 2023, the parties planned to lay the cables underground on 158 routes covering a total length of 267km, including 56 routes in Bangkok covering 126km and 102 routes in the provinces covering a distance of 141km.

However, last year cables were laid underground on only three routes in Bangkok, covering 7.4km, and 39 routes in the provinces, covering 47km.

As a result, the work that was not completed last year, comprising 116 routes, covering a distance of 213km, made up of 53 routes in Bangkok and 63 routes in the provinces, would be carried out this year.

In the previous plan for rearranging existing overhead cables covering operations in both 2023 and 2024, the organisations planned to rearrange the cables along 1,594 routes, covering a distance of 3,047km.

Of the total routes referred to in this plan, 970 routes are in the provinces, 542 routes are in densely populated areas of Bangkok, and 82 routes are located in other areas of Bangkok and adjacent areas.

However, the work carried out in 2023 only managed to cover 187 routes with a combined length of 548km, of which 145 routes are in the provinces, 12 routes in densely populated areas of Bangkok, and 30 routes in other areas in Bangkok.

As a result, the organisations involved have to pursue the outstanding target of 1,407 routes, covering a distance of 2,498km this year.

A telecom industry source who requested anonymity said the previous government was serious in both laying overhead cables underground and rearranging overhead cables to improve the appearance of the country's cities and provinces.

However, the effort failed to meet the targets set as the result of the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and uncertainty regarding the political transition, the source noted.

Between 2018 and 2023, the organisations involved in the task managed to rearrange overhead cables along 290 routes covering a distance of 1,606km in Bangkok and adjacent areas, and along 8,168 routes covering a distance of 16,844km in the provinces.

Meanwhile, between 2017 and 2023, they laid overhead cables underground on 129 routes both in Bangkok and the provinces covering a combined length of 183km.
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                                MR DIY continues to expand in Thailand despite the hike in the daily minimum wage.
The increase in the minimum wage could pose a slight impact to the company as costs rise, but it will benefit the economy, said Andy Chin, chief executive of MR DIY Thailand.

As wages increase, it will have a positive impact on the overall retail sector as people will have more income or purchasing power, possibly leading to higher consumption, he noted.

"Overall, the minimum wage hike will not have significant impact on the company, and we are ready to follow suit," Mr Chin said.

MR DIY currently has more than 9,000 employees and the figure is expected to reach around 11,000 as a result of its plan to open more stores this year.

At present, the tripartite wage committee is considering raising the minimum daily wage of some provinces, with the next meeting scheduled for March 26.

Mr Chin said Thailand still offers business potential for home improvement retailers.

In Malaysia, the company has over 1,000 home improvement stores nationwide. The country's population stood at 34.4 million as of January 2024.

"Thailand's population is more than double that of Malaysia, and with our 770 existing stores here, I think there's still room for growth in Thailand," Mr Chin said.

The company recently unveiled its strategic expansion plan, under which it aims to have a total of 934 stores in Thailand by the end of 2024, using an investment budget of 2 billion baht.

The company aims to have 1,130 stores in the country within 2025.

"This not only increases accessibility for consumers but also creates significant job opportunities, promotes economic growth, and empowers local communities," Mr Chin said.

MR DIY has over 770 stores in 73 provinces across the country as of March 2024, making it the leading home improvement retailer with the largest number of outlets in the country.

Most of the new stores will be located in the Bangkok metropolitan area, the Northeast and the South. Some 80% of these outlets will take the form of a stand-alone shop in a community area or near a school, and the other 20% will be attached to a department store.

"This year, we hope to open our branches in every province of Thailand as currently MR DIY doesn't have any branches in the provinces of Mae Hong Son, Ranong, Phangnga and Yala," Mr Chin said.
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                                The Commerce Ministry recommends entrepreneurs use mini-dramas to promote the country's soft power to the global market in terms of culture, traditions and tourism.
Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai led actors to meet with Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, showcasing government support and promotion of local products globally through Y-Yuri Series.

The ministry, in collaboration with famous actors Pakphoom "Mile" Romsaithong and Nattawin "Apo" Wattanakitipat from B On Cloud Company and Rebecca "Becky" Patricia Armstrong and Sarocha "Freen" Chankimha from Idol Factory Co Ltd, selected community products to be included in the film Shine featuring Mile and Apo, as well as Pin Phak by Freen and Becky.

The film was shot in the northern and northeastern parts of the country, showcasing local culture including clothes and food as well as tourist attractions.

According to data from the Department of International Trade Promotion (DITP), the market value for Y content series in 2023 grew to roughly 1 billion baht, with 45 content operators and 67 stories.

The ministry held 69 business-matching activities, with a total value of 8.4 billion baht.

Apart from the direct market value generated by Y-Yuri series, the presentation of local products through films and series could indirectly stimulate demand for Thai products and services which will result in further economic value.

Phusit Ratanakul Sereroengrit, director-general of the DITP, said he ordered commercial counsellors stationed abroad to explore opportunities and markets for Thai exports to the countries where they are stationed.

Nunnaphas Ngamman, director of the Thai Trade Center in Xiamen, China, reported there is an opportunity to promote soft power to the Chinese market by using mini-dramas that portray Thai culture and tradition, and tourist attractions to become more widely known to the market.

Ms Nunnaphas said China's online mini-drama market is expected to see robust growth over the next few years.

In 2023, the mini-drama market in China hit 37.4 billion yuan ($5.2 billion), up 268% year-on-year, according to data from market consultancy iiMedia Research.

And the figure is expected to reach nearly 100 billion yuan in 2027.
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                                SET-listed SPCG, a pioneer in solar farm development, anticipates the smooth development of its much-delayed solar farm project in the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC), as the construction cost is likely to decrease by 25%.
The company adjusted its cost estimate, including the prices of equipment used for solar panel installation, believing the cost should drop from 20 billion baht to 15 billion baht, said Pipat Viriyatranon, vice-president for finance.

This is a good prospect for the installation work which was delayed for almost three years due to the lengthy process selecting areas suitable for the project and the need to wait for a new secretary-general of the EEC Office to grant a licence.

The company had to wait for the formation of a new coalition government during the second half of last year in order to push ahead with the project.

New solar farms will be built on 61 areas, spanning 3,000 rai of land, in the EEC, which consists of three provinces -- Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao.

The construction is expected to last around one year, said Mr Pipat.

SPCG earlier said the new solar farms required 12 billion baht for the first phase of development, with a capacity of 300MW and another 8 billion baht for the second phase, adding capacity of 200MW.

The new solar farms could serve as a new source of revenue partly offsetting loss of revenue from its existing 36 solar farms in Thailand, with combined electricity generation capacity of 260MW, because the adder tariff granted to the solar farms will expire next year, said Mr Pipat.

The adder tariff of eight baht per kilowatt-hour has been given to power companies to encourage them to develop renewable energy.

SPCG can also earn revenue from its 36 solar farms once it joins the Renewable Energy Certificate (REC) scheme. The company expects to earn 20 million baht in the first year.

REC is an incentive aimed at encouraging power plant owners to produce electricity from clean fuels. Each REC, which certifies that the bearer generates one megawatt-hour from renewable energy resources, can be traded as an energy commodity.

SPCG also provides a rooftop solar panel installation service. It expects revenue from this business in 2024 to increase to 1.2-1.5 billion baht, up from 1.05 billion baht last year and 512 million baht in 2022.
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                                Government savings bonds drew overwhelming interest from retail investors this month as interest rates are expected to decline.
According to Jindarat Viriyataveekul, public debt advisor for the Public Debt Management Office (PDMO), government savings bonds issued in March worth 40 billion baht have been  fully subscribed, with individual investors avid buyers, surpassing past issuances.

For the portion allocated to retail investors, which allowed reservations via the Pao Tang app and bookings through representative banks, PDMO allocated 35 billion baht worth of saving bonds.

Demand was immense, exceeding the available reservation amount by double.

Making a reservation through the Pao Tang app takes 95 seconds. Reservations via this channel were limited to 10 billion baht, which quickly reached full capacity, she said.

Mrs Jindarat attributed the significant interest from individuals to the likelihood of interest rate cuts in the near future, coupled with the relatively high coupon rates offered by the bonds.

"The returns on government savings bonds, considered sovereign bonds with high stability, are relatively high compared with instruments that have similar maturities issued by the private sector," she said.

Mrs Jindarat said the March tranche offered individual investors yields of 3% for a five-year maturity and 3.40% for a 10-year term. For non-profit organisations, the yield is 3% for a 10-year term.

The returns offered to retail investors in the recent issuance were higher than the previous issuance of government savings bonds in May 2023.

The previous series offered a yield of 2.70% for a seven-year term and 2.60% for a 10-year term for non-profit organisations.

For fiscal 2024, she said PDMO set a target to issue savings bonds totalling 100 billion baht.

The second issuance this year worth an estimated 40 billion baht is expected around July, with the remainder possibly issued by the end of the fiscal year, said Mrs Jindarat.

However, the office may not issue 100 billion baht worth of bonds if government revenue collection exceeds the target, she said.

Mrs Jindarat said the issuance aims to promote savings alternatives for the public, which is why the interest rates are slightly higher than usual.

Though public demand was significant, the PDMO must also take into account the government's financial cost burden, she said.

The state expenditure budget for fiscal 2024 is set at 3.48 trillion baht, with an estimated net income of 2.787 trillion.

This budget creates a deficit arrangement, requiring government borrowing to bolster its fiscal budget for another year, said Mrs Jindarat.

The government plans to borrow 693 billion baht in fiscal 2024 to offset the budget deficit. The deficit represents 19.9% of the total expenditure budget.
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                                Hungary is looking forward to developing deeper bilateral ties with Thailand in terms of trade, investment and tourism, partly to support the Central European nation's goal of 4% economic growth this year, says Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Szijjarto.
Last year, trade between the two countries reached a record of more than US$730 million, with Thailand making some very important investments in Hungary in the food and hospitality sectors, Mr Szijjarto said during his visit to Bangkok.

"More Hungarian companies are investing in the Thai market in medical and pharmaceutical products," he said.

Tourism numbers have doubled, with 10,005 Thais visiting Hungary and more than 30,000 Hungarians travelling to Thailand last year, said Mr Szijjarto.

"I tried to convince Thai AirAsia to launch a flight to Hungary, as it is exploring some Central European destinations at the moment," he said.

Hungarian exports to Thailand increased by 9% in 2023 and the country is Thailand's 11th-largest business partner.

Thai exports to Hungary are three times the amount it imports from Hungary, according to statistics provided by the Hungarian Embassy in Bangkok.

"Food, hospitality, automotive and medical are traditional trade fields. Our target is to begin a new chapter in our bilateral trade relations, working closer together in the defence sector," the embassy noted in response to a Bangkok Post inquiry.

To improve bilateral ties, Mr Szijjarto said Hungary is working to accelerate free trade agreement negotiations between Thailand and the European Union, which recently resumed.

"We will also start discussing the possibility of a visa facilitation agreement between the EU and Thailand," he said.

Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows to Hungary amounted to EU6.5 billion in 2022, a new record, increasing to EU13 billion last year.

Some 82% of all investments last year came from Asia, particularly China, South Korea and Japan.

The automotive sector is prominent in Hungary, as it is the only country other than Germany and China where all three premium German automakers each have a factory.

Mercedes-Benz is constructing a second factory in Hungary and BMW Group is about to start production on its first purely electric platform in the country.

Japan's Suzuki Motor has its sole European factory in Hungary and Chinese automaker BYD recently decided to build its first European plant in the country.

While its first major European investment was in Germany, CATL, the world's largest electric battery manufacturer, invested EU7.3 billion to build a second European factory in Hungary.

Mr Szijjarto said Hungary has the most stable political system in Europe, with a single-party government ruling the country for 14 years.

Corporate income tax in Hungary is competitive at 9%, the only single-digit rate in Europe, noted the embassy.

The country also offers a generous cash incentive to investors, reimbursing up to 60% of their investment based on the level of development in the specific region of the country in which they choose to invest, he said.
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																The news of the Central Criminal Court for Corruption and Misconduct this week handing a 480-year-plus jail term to a former abbot for embezzling temple donations is shocking enough. But the story gets even more convoluted.
The court on Wednesday sentenced Khom Kongkeo -- formerly known as Phra Ajarn Khom Apiwaro -- to 486 years behind bars. Khom gained fame in 2021 for providing sermons and meditation sessions at a monastery in a pristine forest to Thai elites, including high-ranking military officers, millionaires and politicians.

So it was shocking to learn last year that Khom, along with the abbot who preceded him, Phra Maha Wuthima Thaomor, were both disrobed for allegedly stealing at least 180 million baht of temple money, among other infractions.

The police also found 130 million baht of temple money in Khom's personal bank account and 51 million baht in cash at the house of Khom's sister, Jutatip Pubodeewachorupan, who was placed under arrest.

Wuthima was sentenced to 312 years and Jutatip got a 308-year jail term. Another six defendants who pled guilty but cooperated received lighter sentences of two years each.

Khom's case is just one of many involving Thai monks in saffron robes swindling temple donations.

Despite around 30,000 Buddhist temples receiving sufficient financial support from the National Office of Buddhism (NOB) to support their needs, many temples still encourage and benefit from donations by visiting Buddhists.

In an average year, they each receive 3.2 million baht in support -- 2 million baht of which comes from public donations -- as well as 1.4 million from selling sacred objects and amulets, and another 1.05 million baht from ordination ceremonies and other rites, according to the National Institute of Development Administration (NIDA) in 2014.

With sums of that kind, any efforts to ensure temple funds are transparent have been challenging at best and often in vain.

While many Buddhists blame individual greed, the National Office of Buddhism (NOB)--the state's regulatory body--also deserves blame for failing to regulate financial audits of these temples.

While they are supposed to submit financial reports to the NOB every year, most fail to do so. But the NOB has taken no action against them.

Meanwhile, one of the Supreme Sangha Council's criteria for promoting senior monks is based on how many activities and much structural development they can take credit for, which incentivises rampant fundraising.

Lest we forget, the Office of the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) back in 2020 submitted five recommendations to the NOB for it to improve its financial auditing.

These included the introduction of web-based financial data for temples to file budget requests, impartial auditors, and a requirement for temples to disclose the budget they receive from the state.

The NACC has also noted that most abbots lack financial management skills, paving the way for exploitation.

The NOB must establish an independent check-and-balance system and mandate external financial audits by professionals.

Protecting monks from financial temptation or their own incompetence in money matters will also help restore the public's faith in Thai Buddhism.
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									The AI assembly line ends with the tech giants								

															

																It's almost impossible for an artificial intelligence startup to build anything as good as ChatGPT, but Inflection was getting there.
Last year the Palo Alto, California-based firm raised US$1.3 billion (46.7 billion baht) in a single fundraising round to turn its chatbot Pi into a personal assistant for everything. It built up a phenomenal cache of computing power, gaining access to thousands of coveted graphics-processing unit chips from Nvidia Corp and was on track to surpass OpenAI's free version of ChatGPT with a model it had built, remarkably, from scratch.

Compared to most startups, Inflection's path to success looked smooth. So it came as a shock to the industry on Tuesday when Inflection announced that its co-founders Mustafa Suleyman and Karen Simonyan, along with most of its employees, were joining investor Microsoft Corp as employees and that Mr Suleyman would lead the software giant's consumer AI business.

What happened? Had Inflection run out of all that money in less than a year? If large portions of the funding were in cloud credits, perhaps it had, and those credits can now flow back to Microsoft. Mr Suleyman also told Bloomberg last year that Inflection lacked a business model. But plenty of tech startups have coasted on venture capital dollars for years before being able to open the revenue spigots. That Inflection has been swallowed so quickly by Microsoft underscores a stark new reality: With AI, legacy tech companies are sucking the innovation out of the room like a giant squid and more rapidly than with previous waves of technology. And they're doing it right under the noses of regulators.

Requirements around computing power and talent have made it too expensive for most companies to build cutting-edge generative AI models without the patronage of a tech giant like Microsoft, Google or Meta Platforms Inc. Case in point: Apple is thinking of outsourcing its generative AI efforts to Google.

Until now, Microsoft's strategy seemed to be one of hedging its bets. It made a major investment in OpenAI, but it also invested in hot AI rivals including Inflection and Mistral. Now, it's starting to adopt the Mark Zuckerberg School of Competition playbook, blasting smaller contenders out of existence so they're no longer a threat, and pulling their talent into its orbit as it's now doing with Inflection.

That may have been the plan all along for Inflection, whose other co-founder is Reid Hoffman, the billionaire who sold LinkedIn to Microsoft and then joined the software giant's board. Mr Hoffman went on to broker the meetings that led to Microsoft's investment in OpenAI, so he may well have been pivotal to the Inflection deal. (The night before Tuesday's announcement, I happened to spot him walking out of an AI conference in Paris and into a private meeting with Kevin Scott, Microsoft's chief technology officer.)

Hiring Inflection's staff, rather than buying the company outright, is a clever sleight of hand by Microsoft in the face of rising antitrust scrutiny of Big Tech behaviour in the AI space. According to Bloomberg News, Inflection's investors will be made whole, possibly by a licensing deal between Inflection and Microsoft.

That sounds a lot like an acquisition wrapped up in a hiring spree -- the kind of shrewd move you'd expect from a company that's spent years learning how to bat away antitrust regulators ever since its bouts with the European Union in the early 2000s. That's likely why Microsoft has managed to purchase large players like Activision Blizzard (for $69 billion in 2022) and Nuance Communications ($19 billion in 2021) and side-step antitrust probes into those deals, while Meta was blocked by British antitrust authorities for trying to buy a gif site called Giphy for just $315 million.

Because big tech buys, rather than innovates, the strategy benefits Microsoft. So long as the company can keep finding novel ways to capture the world's top AI talent -- and on that, Inflection's Mr Simonyan is a major coup -- Microsoft can maintain pole position in the AI arms race.

It's worth noting that Inflection co-founder Mr Suleyman had noble goals for the firm that weren't so different from those of OpenAI once upon a time. Having previously worked at Google's DeepMind, where he tried building an independent ethics council for its AI efforts, he'd made Inflection a public benefit corporation, meaning it had to legally prioritise its social and environmental impact at the same level as its commercial obligations.

AI's builders often start their journeys with humanitarian objectives, before realising they're caught in a system where there's only one logical outcome: helping to fatten up legacy tech companies and entrench their dominance. Inflection seems to have done that more quickly than anyone expected by joining Microsoft. Antitrust regulators will probably take note -- but whether Microsoft will avoid their sanctions yet again is another question. (c)2024 Bloomberg LP

Parmy Olson is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering technology. A former reporter for the 'Wall Street Journal' and 'Forbes', she is the author of 'We Are Anonymous.'
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									Give disabled women a chance								

															

																It is well known that women in developing economies have fewer educational and employment opportunities than their male counterparts, leading to higher rates of poverty.
In Ghana, for example, men have higher employment rates and incomes than women, and are less likely to be engaged in vulnerable jobs. Less widely recognised is that, by some metrics, the gap is not narrowing quickly enough: women in developing economies continue to account for a significant share of the economically disadvantaged. Add disability to the mix, and the challenges facing women are even greater.

There are over one billion people living with disabilities worldwide, some 80% of whom reside in developing countries. While there are many models for measuring disability, some conclusions are indisputable: disability is more prevalent among women (19%) than men (12%); people with disabilities face high barriers to education and employment, leading to higher rates of lifelong poverty; and outcomes for women with disabilities are even worse than those for their male counterparts.

Ghana's experience is a case in point. Women are disproportionately represented among the 8% of the population who face functional limitations related to sight, hearing, mobility, cognition, self-care, and/or communication. And, as the chart shows, 68% of men with disabilities are in vulnerable employment, compared to 80% of women with disabilities, while 40% of men with disabilities have attained secondary and post-secondary education, compared to just 31% of women with disabilities.

These poor outcomes partly reflect social biases. Expectations of the capabilities of people with disabilities tend to be low, so households are often unwilling to spend limited resources on educating and training family members with disabilities, and employers tend to be reluctant to hire them. Since women and girls are more often underestimated than men and boys -- nearly 90% of people worldwide hold fundamental biases against women -- they are more likely to be left behind.

Though legal protections for people with disabilities are in place -- Ghana ratified its Persons with Disability Act (Act 715) in 2012, and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities has been in force since 2008 -- they have been insufficient to counteract entrenched biases. A key reason may well be the lack of comprehensive data on disability-related issues, particularly in Africa. Such data is essential to design and implement more effective policies.

The first step toward addressing discrimination against persons (especially women) with disabilities is thus to ensure adequate collection of relevant information, especially labour-market data, not least by emphasising more inclusive sampling. This would facilitate disability-disaggregated research and enable robust evidence-based policymaking.

Strengthening disability laws requires the use of sufficiently precise language -- and implementation of supportive policies -- to ensure that people can take advantage of the opportunities to which their right is guaranteed. For example, Ghana's Persons with Disability Act 715 guarantees persons with disabilities a free education but fails to clarify to which level, let alone establish relevant supportive structures. The consequences of these failings are far-reaching: a comprehensive, high-quality education is vital to lift people with disabilities out of poverty, vulnerability, and exclusion.

So is access to quality employment. But here, too, laws in many countries -- including Ghana -- are lacking. Since the public sector can provide only so many jobs, governments must encourage private employers to ensure that (suitably qualified) persons with disabilities account for a certain share of their workers. Both "carrots" (like tax rebates) and "sticks" (repercussions for non-compliance) can be used. In Ghana, the Disability Common Fund -- a social protection programme aimed at alleviating poverty among people with disabilities -- should also be scaled up.

But economic empowerment is just the beginning. Women with disabilities in Ghana and elsewhere grapple with reduced access to health care and higher risks of sexual exploitation. Policymakers must, therefore, devise laws ensuring that all people have equal access to health care and other social services, including domestic violence shelters.

All such efforts must recognise and account for the diverse challenges faced by people with different kinds of disabilities, as well as the reality that women face even greater discrimination than men. For example, while healthcare access must be improved for all people with disabilities, special attention must be paid to the provision of sexual- and reproductive health services -- including breast cancer screenings and family-planning services -- for women with disabilities.

Furthermore, organisations working to protect persons with disabilities must design programmes tailored for different groups. And relevant NGOs should promote participatory approaches to the development of interventions aimed at supporting vulnerable groups, including those with disabilities.

But all the policies and programmes in the world cannot ensure full social and economic inclusion for people with disabilities. Campaigns are also needed to reduce the social stigma that contributes significantly to the marginalisation faced by people with disabilities.

The fact is that disability is both a cause and a consequence of poverty. If the world is to have any hope of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals -- especially eliminating poverty, achieving gender equality, and enhancing social and economic inclusion -- the needs of people with disabilities must be fully considered. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Nkechi S. Owoo, a health and demographic economist at the University of Ghana, is a non-resident research fellow at the Center for Global Development in Washington, DC, and at the Partnership for Economic Policy in Nairobi, Kenya.
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																For decades, the United States' positioning in the international arena has been a battle between the desire to remain isolated within the confines of its own territory and the urge to extend beyond its boundaries to induce and cajole others on the values and benefits of democracy, freedom and a free market.
In the former case, many in the United States feel comfortable and secure with their lives in the land of the bountiful, knowing that they are protected by two great oceans on its coasts and neighboured in the north and south by less endowed and rather innocuous countries. In such a situation, there exists a general feeling that the United States should go about its own affairs, be content with itself and disassociate from the affairs of others, as no harm could ever come to the shores of the United States.

On the other hand, many Americans also believe that the United States has a moral obligation to help the world and ensure that all can live in peace and prosperity. Some in the United States even contend that the country should not be complacent and wait for challenges and threats to occur but instead be proactive in its approach towards installing the values that they hold so dear. They believe that it is better to establish a series of forward defence lines while ensuring that the United States' ships and aeroplanes could always roam freely in the high seas and skies.

As there are arguments to be made and examples to be referenced supporting and decrying each side of the issue, it would seem wise that the superpower moves forward, taking a more central approach which does not veer towards the extreme in either direction. It would be impractical and dangerous to suggest that the United States should completely extricate itself from the geopolitical scene and take a hands-off approach to the world at large. It is just the way of the world that some situations call for global powers to intervene for the greater good. However, what type of intervention occurs should be carefully deliberated, as it is of the utmost importance that diplomacy and dialogue are balanced with the need for military intervention.

The United States entered the First World War to prevent the rising imperial Germany from successfully establishing its dominance over Europe and adjacent areas. However, it then withdrew inward, as it was not ready to play the role of a global guardian by choosing to forgo participation in the League of Nations. After the Second World War, which the United States entered to oppose the global threat of German fascism, they immediately accepted such a global position, taking a forward approach to the world and leading the opposition against the expansion of communism.

The United States became the supreme global power after the destruction of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union and its leadership of communism. The world began to embrace and accept democracy and capitalist globalisation, but there was discontentment in both the United States and the world at large that had to do with the rapidly expanding concentration of wealth and power, the inequality between the haves and have-nots and the erosion of cultural identities, traditional values, self-respect and self-confidence. All are issues that have led to anti-globalisation sentiments and movements, which are further compounded by the decades of forced regime changes and the countless atrocities that coincided with them, which were all initiated and imposed by the United States and its allies in the name of anti-communism. The United States lost many wars, not because of its military weakness, but because it lacked the understanding and appreciation of the force of nationalism and human dignity among those who interpreted the United States' purportedly well-meaning and good-intended actions as an outright immoral intervention and imposition of view. The latest episode was the humiliating departure of the United States forces from Afghanistan, which started under former president Donald Trump, whose promotion of "America first" and constant complaints about the security arrangement of alliances reflected his position and isolationist thinking and posturing. The current President Joe Biden offers a return to the idea of "Manifest Destiny", the idea of the "white man's burden", and the forward defence concept.

These two juxtapositions have once again taken over American debates, namely moving forward with a policy of isolationism or internationalism that incorporates interventionism. As the United States is a global power with corresponding interests, which the international community depends on as a guarantor of peace, security and common prosperity, its decision moving forward will have far-reaching and long-lasting consequences. Interdependency and connectivity have dictated that the international community must live and work together.

Taking the middle path would strike a perfect balance between promoting the betterment of the world while still serving the interests of the American people. The key change, however, is that it would require the United States to stop and listen before isolating and intervening. They would be a mediator instead of acting as the global policeman. With such a change, they would still support their longtime friends and allies, but in a strategic manner instead of a militaristic one. Providing assistance in ways that go beyond helping the military would promote security throughout the world and also gain the truly genuine backing of the citizens.

An obvious example of where such a policy would be immediately beneficial is in Southeast Asia. China is an autocratic behemoth that has been successfully expanding its influence throughout the region and world. Instead of focusing solely on increasing its militaristic support of countries like the Philippines and Vietnam, the United States could counter China with greater soft-power support. If, for example, they helped countries in the region improve their education systems and helped build growing industries, said countries would not only potentially develop to the point of being able to counter China's influence on their own but their positive ties to the United States would actually be seen by the civilian populations, instead of only by their semi-authoritarian leaders and the military-industrial complex. If the United States were to present countries in the region a reason to move forward with them, beyond merely saying that they should not move forward with their neighbour China and supporting their militaries, they are likely to have much more success.

The countries that maintain a stronger position in the world share a greater responsibility and that is the reason why there is the United Nations Security Council, permanently composed of the United States, Russia, China, the United Kingdom and France. The United States thus owes a legal obligation, as well as an international mandate, to serve the world at large. That said, the United States also has an obligation to its own citizens, and thus, a careful balancing of domestic interests and international involvement must occur. In other words, the United States should take the principle of the middle path to simultaneously handle its foreign policy and its domestic policy through the strengthening of its prosperity and stability at home, as well as strengthening its friendship and cooperation with friends abroad.
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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.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2762224/protect-forest-fresh-water-resources



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Structural flaws impede our economy								

								ECONOMY TALK
							

																	
										
											[image: Pedestrians cross an intersection in Bangkok on Jan 14. Thailand is Southeast Asia's second-largest economy, but its GDP growth is consistently lower than key Asean nations. (Photo: Bloomberg)]
																							
													Pedestrians cross an intersection in Bangkok on Jan 14. Thailand is Southeast Asia's second-largest economy, but its GDP growth is consistently lower than key Asean nations. (Photo: Bloomberg)												

																					

									

																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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									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.
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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        From April 21-26, the Thai Film Archive will host the FIAF Congress 2024, an annual conference of the International Federation of Film Archives, with more than 200 participants from 80 countries attending. This is the first time Thailand has chosen by FIAF to host this important gathering. A FIAF Congress will also take place this year to mark the Thai Film Archive's 40th year anniversary.
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        The launch of the Eichi II in 2014 marked two milestones -- Credor's 40th anniversary and 15 years of the Spring Drive watch.
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        Passion and Peace are the themes for this year's spring concert by the Bangkok Combined Choir and Orchestra (BCCO), which will take place in the Main Hall of Thailand Cultural Centre, Ratchadaphisek Road, on Sunday, at 7pm.
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        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        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
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        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.

      

      
        
          	
            Auto
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Tech
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Your horoscope for Mar 22-28

									
								

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



 Aries

Mar 21 - Apr 19

([?]) Sudden bad news and difficult situations are on the cards, making your work harder than it normally is. You know how to manage priorities and resources effectively. Make sure you send your message to the right recipient when communicating online. 

([?]) As your social circle expands, you attend more events and parties. An opportunity to make extra cash may present itself unexpectedly. Real estate agents, you'll close a big sale. 

() Couples know when to spend time together and when to be alone. Some time and distance apart make you two miss each other more. Unmarried couples may finally receive a green light from their parents to tie the knot.

([?]) You meet several potential lovers in the flesh and online. However, you can't decide who is your favourite as each has different appeals. You enjoy being a chooser.   

 Taurus

Apr 20 - May 20

([?]) Your main job and side hustle eat up most of your waking hours. Be ready for difficult assignments and toxic people. Keep yourself motivated by focusing on rewards and paycheques. Employers, someone may try to access your confidential info. 

([?]) The more money you make the higher your expenses. If you can't lower your standard of living, then you'll have to work harder to maintain it. Beware of online shopping scams. 

() Couples become busier due to more responsibilities related to their respective families of orientation. You may notice a slight in communication with your partner and address it to prevent any hard feelings.   

([?]) Even though you prefer staying single, you still catch the attention of several admirers without trying. If you're having a situationship with someone, it may get upgraded into a relationship.    

 Gemini

May 21 - Jun 20

([?]) You may have to work longer hours due to a sudden change of plans. However, you'll be able to cope with extra pressure well. You know your boundaries and try to stick to them and know how to say no politely. 

([?]) You may fall behind with your savings goal. If you're travelling to a country known for being one of the safest places on Earth, take due precautions and don't let your guard down. 

() Faithful couples bicker and banter in moderation. They may explore a new place or try a new activity this weekend. If you're cheating, you may get caught and be forced to choose who you want to be with immediately.

([?]) Someone already taken may slide into your DMs to see if you're interested. Dating app users, you may meet someone for a casual hook-up. 

 Cancer

Jun 21 - Jul 22

([?]) Colleagues come to see you as reliable and are confident in your ability. You radiate positive energy and they're drawn to be near you. You may reach a new personal benchmark. You may go out with your team to celebrate your success.  

([?]) A financial negotiation is likely to end in a win-win situation. Unexpected windfall may fall into your laps. There are no financial struggles on the cards and you put more money into your savings than usual.

() Couples enjoy healthier communication and iron out their differences. They do something fun this weekend to nurture their inner child. A smooth childbirth is on the cards. 

([?]) Love at first sight/swipe is on the cards for those who are experienced with love. Whether you're trying to turn your friend into your boyfriend/girlfriend or win back your ex, Cupid is on your side.  

 Leo

Jul 23 - Aug 22

([?]) You're gifted with an ability to explain complicated stuff in layman's terms. When you notice a possible misunderstanding, you'll rectify it before it can cause any conflicts. If you're struggling to finish a difficult assignment, a colleague may help you out.

([?]) Someone presents you with a gift or reward. A compensation or refund that you're waiting for will arrive as promised. You have no problems paying for all your necessities but don't have spare money to spend on anything lavish.

() You may have to tell your partner a white lie to keep your relationship peaceful. Someone may slide into your DMs. They're well aware that you're already taken but they don't care. 

([?]) Someone in your circle of friends may fancy you but you have no idea. If you've been chatting with someone online, you may get to meet them IRL for the first time soon.     

 Virgo

Aug 23 - Sept 22

([?]) You know how to deal with office politics and conflicts. You deliver more in terms of quality and quantity. You tick off all items on your to-do list. A promotion may come with higher pay but also more responsibilities and headaches. 

([?]) Breadwinners, you may have to pay for a few things outside your usual expense. Don't sign on to be a guarantor for anyone regardless of how close you're with them.

() Spouses may sit down to map out their future together. Being honest and open about each other's finances may be difficult but it needs to be done. Don't try to hide any debts or bad money habits.   

([?]) If you've been casually dating someone, they may want to be in a serious relationship.  

 Libra

Sept 23 - Oct 22

([?]) If you're stuck on something, you may experience a eureka moment. You become more creative, intuitive and proactive next week and surpass your personal benchmark. You deliver what you promised and people respect you for it.

([?]) You indulge in a few nice things. You may reward yourself too hard and fall behind your savings goal. You may buy something because it's trending only to regret it. 

() Couples know when to spend time together and when to spend time apart. Some time and distance apart do your relationship good. Unmarried couples may discuss moving in together or getting married.  

([?]) If you're trying to win someone's heart, love is on your side. Dating app users may meet their matches within the same day after they exchanged pleasantries online.  

 Scorpio

Oct 23 - Nov 21

([?]) Brace yourself for unexpected challenges and assignments. You may find your true calling and may need to make a big change in order to pursue it. Those in the creative industry won't experience creative blocks.

([?]) Whatever you try to sell, it'll go quickly like hot cakes. Beware of charity and fundraising scams.   

() Staying friends with your ex may irk your partner even though they say otherwise.  Soon-to-be-parents can expect smooth delivery of their firstborns.  

([?]) The first date with someone you met through work or a friend or your friend is on the cards. You feel excited about it as you have a very good first impression of them. 

 Sagittarius

Nov 22 - Dec 21

([?]) You're better at reading situations and people. Someone whom you suspect to be a troublemaker proves you right. You meet all deadlines whether they're for solo or group tasks. A promotion offer may trigger an imposter syndrome. You're worthy of good things that happen to you. 

([?]) Speculators and investors may rake in huge profits. You make a lot of money and reward yourself with a few nice things while keeping up with your savings plan. 

() Couples spend quality time and sexy time together. They communicate with each other well. Unmarried or gay couples may decide to move in together.

([?]) Those who're inexperienced with love may experience love at first sight/swipe. Those who gave up on love may meet someone who make their hearts flutter.   

 Capricorn

Dec 22 - Jan 19

([?]) An opportunity to learn new skill or tool on the company's dime is on the cards. Make sure you're up to date with the latest trend in your industry. You can deliever the same results with less effort and in less time. An opportunity to work with someone from another culture is on the cards. 

([?]) If you're waiting for compensation, reimbursement or refund, it'll arrive as promised. If you're trying to sell your asset or someone's else, you'll be contacted by a serious buyer. 

() Someone may slide into your DMs to see if you're interested. They know you're already taken and you can't deny that you're flattered and interested.

([?]) Dating app users should beware of scammers and catfishes. Someone who ghosted you may try to reconnect. Your heart already knows whether to respond. Trust your heart. 

 Aquarius

Jan 20 - Feb 18

([?]) You become more proactive and productive next week. You communicate with colleagues well and are on good terms with all of them. You can be a team player but also can work by yourself without any help. 

([?]) You feel like you work hard enough to reward yourself with a few wants. You may buy something very expensive that your parents disapprove of but you know that it's a highly sought after item among collectors. 

() Couples know when to be joined at the hip and when to spend time on their own. Unmarried couples may feel the pressure from their parents to get married already. They also want to see grandkids before they die. 

([?]) The first date with someone you really like is on the cards. Someone from another culture may show romantic interest in you even though you consider yourself not the type that foriegners usually go for.  

 Pisces

Feb 19 - Mar 20

([?]) You understand things quickly. You make sure everyone in your team is on the same page and know what's expected of them. Your content or campaign may go viral for a good reason. You'll do well in any competition.

([?]) Someone in your circle of friends may ask you for a small loan. A good opportunity may unexpectedly present itself. You have no problems paying all your bills. 

() A difficult situation brings you two closer. Cross-cultural couples may discuss their plans to settle down and build a family but can't decide which country should be their base. It may be neither of their homecountries.

([?]) A well-intentioned cousin or close friend introduces you to someone interesting but you don't fancy them. If you've been seeing someone who's already taken and you're well aware of this, a rude wake-up call is on the cards.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/2763089/your-horoscope-for-mar-22-28



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Last call to see Muebon's exhibition

									
								

								It's the last chance to catch a glimpse of art from globally acclaimed Thai artist Muebon whose works are now on display at the Bangrak Central Post Office until today. The exhibition ends at 8pm.
								Hosted by Sanctuary Gallery, the inaugural exhibition of Muebon's art series titled "The Analogous Sphere" encompasses a diverse array of artworks, spanning from paintings to sculptures.

Recognised for his collaborations with prestigious brands such as Hermes in Melbourne, Australia, and his notable contributions to the World Cup wall in Moscow, Muebon has showcased his talents in solo exhibitions at Gallery Ether Tokyo, a premier venue for international art festivals, on two occasions. Most recently, he participated in showcasing his works at the "PSG Event In Bangkok," which was hosted by the Paris Saint-Germain Football Club in partnership with beIN Sports.


[image: ]
Artwork by Muebon.



"'The Analogous Sphere' is akin to embarking on an adventure into uncharted territory where the boundless expanse of the cosmos unfolds before us. This exhibition presents an array of objects with diverse shapes, sizes as well as compositions, alongside life forms that defy convention. Exploring this celestial realm unveils the vast, intricate and beautiful expanse of the universe. Embracing diversity reveals the complex tapestry of humanity, challenging all forms of biases or prejudices. It beckons us to appreciate and honour a myriad of perspectives, further inspiring us to venture into a collective expedition of our shared planet," the artist said of the inspiration behind this latest collection.


"The Analogous Sphere" is now on view at the Bangrak Central Post Office and ends today.
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									Thai Film Archive to host international FIAF Congress

									
								

								From April 21-26, the Thai Film Archive will host the FIAF Congress 2024, an annual conference of the International Federation of Film Archives, with more than 200 participants from 80 countries attending. This is the first time Thailand has chosen by FIAF to host this important gathering. A FIAF Congress will also take place this year to mark the Thai Film Archive's 40th year anniversary.
								"We are honoured that FIAF has entrusted us to host the FIAF Congress, because the founding of the Thai Film Archive was partly supported by FIAF itself," said Chalida Uabumrungjit, director of the Thai Film Archive. "To host the Congress in the year we also celebrate our 40th anniversary shows that the Thai Film Archive has grown to become a part of the world's archival community."

FIAF was founded in 1932 by founders of four film archives in France, Germany, England and the US to promote film preservation efforts and to recognise film as an important recorder of history and human memory and experience. Today, FIAF has 94 full members and 80 affiliated members, comprising of film archives, film institutes and audiovisual preservation bodies. The Thai Film Archive officially joined FIAF in 1986, or two years after its founding.

Every year, members take turns hosting the FIAF Congress. This will be the first time that the Congress will take place in Thailand, and in Asean. To highlight the unique characteristic of Thai cinema, the Thai Film Archive is collaborating with contemporary artist Nakrob Moonmanus to design the Congress poster, a collage piece that synthesises the allure of Thai film posters with contemporary pop-aesthetics.

On April 21, the Congress will begin with the screening of three classic films. Syndromes And A Century, directed by Apichatpong Weerasethakul from Thailand; Shaihu Umar, a recently rediscovered gem from Nigeria; and Camila, directed by Maria Luisa Bemberg from Argentina. The screenings are open to the public free of charge.

From April 22-23, there will be a FIAF Symposium under the theme "Film Archives In The Global South", where scholars, archivists and curators present their papers to participants to highlight the importance and challenges of film preservation efforts in the less developed parts of the world.

"Our staff at the Thai Film Archive are ready to welcome international participants to the Congress, which we believe will be a driving force in our ongoing preservation efforts," Chalida added.

To reserve tickets for films screening on April 21, visit the Thai Film Archive website at fapot.or.th.
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									Simply the best

									Credor Eichi II dress watch combines tech with material elegance
								

								The launch of the Eichi II in 2014 marked two milestones -- Credor's 40th anniversary and 15 years of the Spring Drive watch.
								Described as the "ultimate in simplicity", the second-generation Eichi is a larger and refined version of the original released in 2008. The power reserve indicator was even moved to the back side for a pure and uncluttered dial.

Credor's minimalist model is made by an elite team of watchmakers at the Micro Artist Studio, located within Seiko Epson Corporation's plant in Shiojiri, Nagano Prefecture.

Two of them, Tetsuo Oguchi and Masatoshi Moteki, were recently in Bangkok for a Credor event that highlighted the beauty of the Eichi II and other masterpieces.

The Micro Artist Studio, at heart, was established in the year 2000 to pass on watchmaking crafts to the next generation. Oguchi has been in charge of manufacturing the characteristic porcelain dials since 2014.

[image: ]
Rose gold version of Eichi II with a white porcelain dial.



"The dial looks very simple and clean. Yet the porcelain painting goes into great details to give the Eichi II the perfect face in order to aesthetically enhance the value of this elegant model," said Oguchi, who began his career at Seiko Epson in 1981.

Two decades later he became a member of the Micro Artist Studio team and took charge of polishing movement parts. The veteran recalled how he attended a training course on painting china organised by a high-end tableware producer so as to acquire new skills for the dial-making.

"As the watch dial is much smaller than plates and dishes, the porcelain painting requires more dexterity. In addition, we need to master how to achieve the right and consistent colour, the repeated firing and other tasks in the painstaking process," he said.

The Credor Eichi II in a 39mm platinum or a rose gold case features a white porcelain dial. Oguchi personally loves the platinum version with the hand-painted hour indices and Credor logo as well as the three hands in a contrasting blue colour against the white face.

[image: ]
Eichi II Ruri Edition with the platinum case paired with a deep blue dial.



"The dial of this model is inspired by the winter landscape in the mountainous Shinshu region while the blue seconds hand evokes a bird flying around the snowy scenery," he said.

Crafting the blued steel hands is another demanding process involving over 20 steps. Each hand is tempered individually by an artisan, who knows exactly when to remove the hand from the flame to achieve the exact shade of blue required. Not only the hour, minute and seconds hands but also the power reserve hand and screws are tempered in the same way.

The hands and indices are in white on another platinum variation boasting a porcelain dial in lapis lazuli blue known as Ruri in Japan. The Eichi II Ruri Edition debuted in 2021 as one of the commemorative models for Seiko's 140th anniversary.

The Japanese company introduced Credor in 1974 as its luxury dress watch line and subsequently positioned it as a high-end brand, whose name comes from the French Crete d'Or and refers to "the ultimate of gold".

Japanese for wisdom, Eichi reflects on the fusion of Seiko's heritage and the technically-advanced Spring Drive movement.

[image: ]
Movement designer Masatoshi Moteki, left, and porcelain painter Tetsuo Oguchi.



After joining Seiko Epson in 1993, Masatoshi Moteki was engaged in the second phase of developing this technology, which merges know-how on mechanical and electronic micro-engineering to achieve quartz-like accuracy.

The Spring Drive epic began in the late 1970s, when engineer Yoshikazu Akahane at Suwa Seikosha (currently Seiko Epson) conceived the original concept.

The primary development on the groundbreaking mechanism started in 1982 but was cancelled a year later. Likewise, it resumed in 1993 for only another year.

"Despite the aborted attempts, I personally did not give up on this project. The third development phase continued in 1997 and this time round we made it happen," said Moteki.

Basically, the Spring Drive technology combines the high torque of a mechanical watch with the high precision integrated circuit (IC) control system of an electronic watch.

One of the technical challenges was to develop an IC capable of being driven by low power. Eventually, the circuit design team found a way to reduce the power consumption with a breakthrough IC for the Spring Drive movement.

Moteki, who's currently the Micro Artist Studio supervisor and movement designer, still wears an original Spring Drive watch released in 1999.

"The beauty of the Spring Drive movement is that it makes the seconds hand glide silently, without a tick or shudder, around the dial to represent the continuous flow of time. Ideally, the larger the dial, the longer the seconds hand for this mesmerising glide motion," said Moteki.

The Credor Eichi II is powered by Calibre 7R14, a Spring Drive and mechanical manual-winding movement with an accuracy of -1/+1 seconds per day. The proprietary Torque Return System, developed in 2008, contributes to a high power reserve of 60 hours.

The caseback's sapphire crystal displays the calibre with a two-piece bridge structure and the power reserve indicator in a well-balanced position. A closer look reveals Credor's finest craftsmanship such as the hairline finishing of the bridges, whose contours and bevelling are expertly polished to a mirror-like finish with a circular motion.

The rims of the bridges, the holes for rubies and screws are polished by hand with a special wooden tool to ensure that light hitting each round edge enhances the metal's natural beauty with no distortion.

"The movement is not only about Japanese technology. We artistically designed the Calibre 7R14 and our artisans further make it a work of art," said Moteki. "We imagine the rubies as little flowers, a stream leading to the mainspring barrel, whose cutout motif depicts a Japanese bellflower, which is a symbol of Shiojiri -- home to the Micro Artist Studio."

Besides delivering Eichi timepieces, the studio is also the birthplace of Credor Spring Drive Sonnerie (2006) and Spring Drive Minute Repeater (2011) that had the dedicated movement designer working on chiming complications in expanding the Japanese brand's haute horlogerie.
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									BCCO's spring concert to present Easter harmonies

									
								

								Passion and Peace are the themes for this year's spring concert by the Bangkok Combined Choir and Orchestra (BCCO), which will take place in the Main Hall of Thailand Cultural Centre, Ratchadaphisek Road, on Sunday, at 7pm.
								The "BCCO Spring Concert 2024: From Passion To Peace" will feature a carefully curated selection of sacred and classical compositions from the legends such as Mozart, Vivaldi and Beethoven.

The evening promises to be an unforgettable experience, guiding the audience through an intricate interplay of the two words in human's lives -- the trials and the tribulations through the biblical and worldly lens, our intense fervour and zeal, and the transcending power of mankind's unwavering faith and music that brings peace, joy and harmony onto Earth.

Coinciding with Easter season, the evening offers a unique opportunity for BCCO to showcase an array of masterpieces meticulously chosen to depict the word Passion -- ranging from the anguish of Jesus Christ (The Passion of Christ, as narrated in Mozart's Ave Verum Corpus and Vivaldi's Et Resurrexit From Credo) to the paralleled tragic story in Beethoven's Coriolan Overture that reflects myriad intense emotions and experiences encountered in our journey through life.


[image: ]
Charunee Hongcharu. photos courtesy of BCCO




The concert will also delve into the theme of Peace. Through the melodic lines of Vivaldi's Gloria, audiences will experience a prayerful ode to God and His Prince of Peace, encapsulating the essence of divine tranquillity.

Furthermore, Beethoven's Choral Fantasy will serve as a testament to the unparalleled beauty and transformative power of music as a force for unity and joy within society. This piece celebrates music's capacity to foster harmony and peace, underscoring its significance as a vital medium for societal cohesion and happiness.

The evening will see the return of Nat Yontararak, one of Thailand's most esteemed pianists, and soloists Barbara Zion and Jenny Onyu Park, with the ensemble led by distinguished conductor Charunee Hongcharu.

There is no admission fee but donations to support the BCCO's endeavours are welcome.

For reservations, visit ticketmelon.com.
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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).



 

[image: ]

 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.
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'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.
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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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