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        Taiwan proves that disaster preparedness pays off
        HUALIEN, Taiwan - When a 7.2 magnitude earthquake hit Taiwan's scenic and largely rural east coast county of Hualien on Wednesday, local official Chang Tung-yao knew exactly what to do, having experienced a similar temblor six years before.

      

      
        Cadmium disaster zone declared
        SAMUT SAKHON: The governor of Samut Sakhon province has declared two foundries in Muang district disaster zones after finding 15,000 tonnes of carcinogenic cadmium waste illegally acquired from Tak province.

      

      
        Chery to build $800m EV plant in Vietnam
        HANOI - The Chinese automaker Chery has signed a joint venture agreement with a local company to set up an $800-million electric vehicle plant, the Vietnamese trade ministry said on Thursday.

      

      
        UN: Myanmar landmine casualties up 170%
        The number of civilian casualties, including children, killed or maimed by landmines and explosive ordnance in Myanmar more than doubled last year to 1,052, the UN children's agency said on Thursday.

      

      
        No change to 'five-pill rule', says minister
        Public Health Minister Cholnan Srikaew insists no more changes will be made to a new regulation that specifies the maximum amounts of certain drugs that will be considered for personal use if found on someone's person.

      

      
        Air rifle sales lead to arrest
        A police lieutenant with the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB) in Nonthaburi province has been arrested on charges of assembling air rifles and selling them online.

      

      
        Phuket task force files 400 cases against foreigners
        PHUKET: At least 400 criminal cases have been filed against foreigners by the province's new special task force set up to watch out for bad behaviour by visitors, according to Phuket governor Sophon Suwannarat.

      

      
        110kg of crystal meth seized at Bangkok hotel
        Police seized 110 kilogrammes of crystal methamphetamine along with other drugs and arrested two smugglers at a hotel in downtown Bangkok on Thursday.

      

      
        Singapore approves lab-grown quail meat
        An Australian company that created a woolly mammoth meatball has won approval from Singapore to sell its cultured quail meat in the city-state.

      

      
        Foreign condo sales top pre-Covid level
        Chinese and Russians topped the list of foreign buyers of condominiums in Thailand last year, with visa waivers and geopolitical conflict driving demand above pre-Covid levels, according to the Real Estate Information Center (REIC).
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                  Taiwan proves that disaster preparedness pays off                

                Rapid response to limit earthquake damage the product of coordination and regular civil-defence drills
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                                HUALIEN, Taiwan - When a 7.2 magnitude earthquake hit Taiwan's scenic and largely rural east coast county of Hualien on Wednesday, local official Chang Tung-yao knew exactly what to do, having experienced a similar temblor six years before.
Within two hours of the quake, which struck just before 8am as people were getting ready for work, Chang said an emergency shelter was arranged at a nearby school where more than 130 residents ended up spending the night.

"Joined-up contact with government departments was key," Chang, a neighbourhood chief, the lowest level of elected official in Taiwan, told Reuters.

The number of people injured in the quake climbed past 1,000 on Thursday. And while the death toll remained steady at nine, 42 workers on their way to a hotel in a national park were still missing.

Since the 2018 earthquake of magnitude 6.4, in which seven people died, Chang said local authorities have strengthened coordination with government units and non-governmental organisations for disaster response and relief.

This time, county officials and police along with other units who helped evacuate residents in affected areas of downtown Hualien city worked together to clear one of the damaged buildings before it could collapse in any aftershocks.

"Everyone is doing their job. The county government and the local administrative office worked together to minimise the damage as much as possible," Chang said. (Story continues below)


[image: ]
An injured woman is taken for a medical check-up after being rescued from a remote area following the earthquake in Hualien, Taiwan. (Photo: Reuters)




Lots of experience

Taiwan is no stranger to earthquakes, being located near the junction of two tectonic plates, and many are concentrated along the picturesque, mainly rural and sparsely populated east coast. The region is also a major draw for tourists with its rugged mountains, hot spring resorts and tranquil farms.

More than 100 people were killed in an earthquake in southern Taiwan in 2016, while a 7.3 magnitude quake killed more than 2,000 people in 1999.

That 1999 quake, commonly referred to as the "921 quake" as it hit on Sept 21, was a spur for the government to revise building codes and strengthen disaster management laws.

Sept 21 is now a designated day for Taiwan-wide disaster drills and on this day mock alert messages for disasters such as earthquake and tsunami are sent to people's mobile phones, and schools around the island stage evacuation drills.

Yet Tai Yun-fa, a structural engineer who runs Taiwan's Alfa Safe that develops quake-resistant building materials, said that while a tightening of building codes had helped better prepare the island for disaster, some developers were still cutting corners.

"The focus when it comes to development is still the lowest price, so in that case you can't have the best quality." (Story continues below)


[image: ]
Tents are seen at a temporary reception centre following the earthquake in Hualien. (Photo: Reuters)




Lessons learned

In Hualien, Donna Wu, deputy director of the county branch of The Mustard Seed Mission, a Christian group, said the response in 2018 had been chaotic and they had learned their lesson.

"Everyone was doing the same thing. Tasks were not coordinated," she said. "This time, each group has different tasks."

Taiwan has another compelling reason to ready its response -- the potential for attack from China, which has been ramping up military and political pressure to try and force Taiwan's democratically-elected government to give in to Beijing's sovereignty claims.

The earthquake alert system, with its piercing alarm sounding on mobile phones, is the same one the government would use to warn of an impending Chinese air raid.

Taiwan holds its Min'an civil defence drills annually, nominally to focus on natural disasters, though last year it also covered how to respond to the aftermath of a Chinese attack as part of those exercises.

Taiwan's Ministry of Digital Affairs, which only began operating in 2022 and has been leading the charge to ensure the resilience of communication networks, reported largely unaffected networks after the latest quake, especially internet services.

Taiwanese cities and counties have rescuers on stand-by 24 hours a day, ready to respond almost at a moment's notice to disasters.

Less than an hour after the latest quake struck, for example, the government in the southern city of Kaohsiung had mobilised its rescue teams to go to Hualien and sent them to the nearby air base in Pingtung to be flown in by the air force.

Those teams regularly go to other disaster zones around the world, including Turkey when it was hit by a major quake last year, offering a "soft power" diplomacy for Taiwan whose government has close to no official diplomatic recognition despite its strong democratic credentials.

Sandra Oudkirk, the de facto US ambassador to Taiwan, praised the response in a message to the Taiwanese people carried on Facebook. "Taiwan has demonstrated a successful model of disaster prevention, disaster management, and humanitarian rescue to communities around the world," she wrote.

Chip giant unscathed

In a related development, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co (TSMC), the world's largest contract chip manufacturer, resumed work at its construction sites after pausing it for a day for inspections.

The quake had raised fears of disruptions to chip supply as TSMC produces a big share of the most advanced semiconductors, and its customers include Apple and the AI chip leader Nvidia.

TSMC said its initial checks showed that safety systems at its Taiwan-based chip fabs were operating normally. Some fabs were evacuated but all personnel were safe and had returned to their workplace shortly after the quake, it said.

TSMC said its overall tool recovery of its fabrication facilities exceeded 80% as of Thursday. New fabs such as the Fab 18 in Tainan were expected to reach full recovery later in the night.
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                  Cadmium disaster zone declared                

                15,000 tonnes of mishandled cadmium waste transported illegally from Tak found in Samut Sakhon
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                                SAMUT SAKHON: The governor of Samut Sakhon province has declared two foundries in Muang district disaster zones after finding 15,000 tonnes of carcinogenic cadmium waste illegally acquired from Tak province.
Phol Damtham issued the order on Thursday after inspecting two foundries operated by a company on Soi Kong Phananphon off Ekachai Road in tambon Bang Nam Jued. Officials found about 1,600 large bags of cadmium and zinc waste there.

The governor said the foundries had about 15,000 tonnes of cadmium waste acquired from Tak province, and that about 100 of the bags were placed outdoors.

The facilities will be cordoned off for 90 days. The governor also prohibited the waste being melted and ordered all of it returned within seven days to the landfill in Tak where it originated.

Pending transport, all of the bags of cadmium waste will be kept indoors at one foundry.

The governor said industrial authorities in Tak should answer how the waste was allowed to be transported to Samut Sakhon.

Phutthikorn Wichaidit, the industrial chief of Samut Sakhon, said operator of the foundries was licensed only to store and grind industrial waste and melt aluminium. It was not allowed to melt cadmium waste.

The company stored the hazardous substance without permission and was suspected of having melted cadmium without authorisation. Its executives could be liable to both imprisonment and fines, he said. The name of the company was withheld.

Cadmium has many uses, notably in the production of rechargeable batteries, pigments, metal coatings and plastics. Cadmium and its compounds are highly toxic and can cause damage to human tissues and organs when they enter the food chain. Because of this risk, its disposal is tightly regulated.

Although the cadmium waste had been neutralised before being moved to its landfill in Tak, its transport from the landfill for melting was totally illegal, Mr Phutthikorn said.

Officials had yet to find out if any of the cadmium waste had been released from the foundries or had been melted, he said.

A representative of the company said the transport of the cadmium waste to Samut Sakhon started in August last year and took about three months.
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                  Chery to build $800m EV plant in Vietnam                

                Chinese firm will import EV models until locally made ones become available
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                                HANOI - The Chinese automaker Chery has signed a joint venture agreement with a local company to set up an $800-million electric vehicle plant, the Vietnamese trade ministry said on Thursday.
The venture would be the first EV facility in the country, it said.

The manufacturing plant will be jointly established by the Chery affiliate Omoda & Jaecoo and the Vietnamese company Geleximco in the costal province of Thai Binh, the ministry said in a statement following a signing ceremony.

With a capacity of 200,000 vehicles per year, the factory will produce the Chinese company's Omoda and Jaecoo electric models. The first phase of construction is expected to be completed in the first quarter of 2026, the statement added.

In the meantime, Chery, which is also selling cars in Europe and considering a plant in Italy, will import two electric models into Vietnam that will make their debut by the end of this year, the ministry said.

China-based BYD, the world's largest EV maker, has also sought to set up a factory in Vietnam, although Reuters reported last week it may slow down the plan. 

BYD began construction of its first plant in Thailand in March last year, at the WHA Rayong 36 Industrial Estate in Rayong. The factory is expected to have an annual capacity of 150,000 vehicles with production to start in the third quarter of 2024.

BYD overtook Tesla as the world's top EV maker in the fourth quarter last year, though both companies have seen a slowdown in sales so far this year.
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                  UN: Myanmar landmine casualties up 170%                

                Children made up 20% of all victims of mines being used by all sides in post-coup conflict
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                                The number of civilian casualties, including children, killed or maimed by landmines and explosive ordnance in Myanmar more than doubled last year to 1,052, the UN children's agency said on Thursday.
Landmines and explosive remnants of war caused a 170% jump in casualties in 2023, including 188 killed and 864 wounded, Unicef said, up from 390 casualties in 2022. Children made up more than 20% of all landmine victims last year, it said.

Myanmar has been in turmoil since the military seized power from an elected government in a 2021 coup, ending tentative steps towards a democracy. The conflict has turned Myanmar into one of the most landmine-contaminated countries in the world.

Over the past few years, an armed civilian resistance has joined forces with longstanding ethnic armed groups to take on the military. The junta leadership has been under unprecedented pressure following battlefield defeats in a sweeping offensive by rebel groups that started in October.

Unicef said landmines and other explosive ordnance were being indiscriminately used by all sides in the escalating conflict.

A junta spokesman did not respond to a call from Reuters seeking comment.

"The use of landmines is not only reprehensible but also illegal under international humanitarian law," said Debora Comini, the Unicef regional director for East Asia and the Pacific.

The agrarian heartland of Sagaing accounted for over 35% of all landmine-related casualties in 2023, according to Unicef data.
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                Cholnan hits back at critics of new 'personal use' limit intended to get more meth users into treatment
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                                Public Health Minister Cholnan Srikaew insists no more changes will be made to a new regulation that specifies the maximum amounts of certain drugs that will be considered for personal use if found on someone's person.
The minister was responding to widespread criticism of the regulation, which says people with up to five methamphetamine pills will be considered users -- rather than suppliers or traffickers -- if they agree to undergo rehabilitation.

The new five-pill rule has been blamed for a spike in the number of drug users. Previously, anyone with more than one speed pill in their possession was deemed a drug dealer.

Asked if the limit would be lowered, Dr Cholnan said it would depend on the government's policy and so far there was no sign of any change.

He said the new regulation was related to one of the three core objectives in tackling narcotics: stemming trafficking, strengthening communities and treating drug users as patients.

The rule was introduced to encourage drug users to undergo rehabilitation on the assumption this would keep them away from illicit drugs and therefore help eliminate small-scale drug dealers.

The minister said he did not think the five-pill limit had anything to do with the alleged increase in the number of drug users, noting that when authorities intensified their efforts, more users would be identified.

According to some media reports, small-time dealers have been exploiting the new rule by separating speed pills into packs of five. Some even offered to sell meth on social media platforms.

Dr Cholnan declined to comment on the reports but said the prime minister has assigned local administrative officials, police, military, public health officials and local communities in each province to tackle the narcotics problem.

If authorities fail to do their job properly, then action should be taken against them, he said.

"This indicates that some elements don't function as they are supposed to," he said. "Public health officials are responsible for rehabilitation and they can't succeed if others don't do their work.

"It's not fair to single me out when problems arise."

The minister also said that during the government of Thaksin Shinawatra from 2001-06, officials who failed to do their job were transferred.

In a related development, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said he had instructed the army chief, the acting police chief and the Office of Narcotics Control Board to step up their drug crackdown along the nation's borders.

Writing on his X account, he also asked authorities to outline measures to deal with people found in possession of fewer than five speed pills.

He said all parties had agreed to collaborate and intensify their work to keep society safe from the scourge of illegal narcotics.
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                  Air rifle sales lead to arrest                

                Police officer had thriving side business with YouTube and Line accounts, say investigators
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                                A police lieutenant with the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB) in Nonthaburi province has been arrested on charges of assembling air rifles and selling them online.
The officer, identified only as Pol Lt Punnatad, 35, was arrested at his townhouse in tambon Bang Rak Noi of Muang district, said Pol Lt Gen Worawat Watnakornbancha, the CCIB commissioner.

Police found and seized three high-pressure air rifles, 200 round pellets, 150 scopes, 100 air rifle stocks and other components, including air pumps and hand grips, he said.

Pol Lt Gen Worawat said the arrest by a CCIB team was part of a campaign to crack down on illegal online businesses. He said the suspect had a YouTube channel, showing him assembling air rifles, and a Line account that he used to sell them.

Pol Lt Gen Worawat said the suspect had been selling air rifles for three years at 15,000 baht each, adding that he earned about 300,000 baht a month.

His customers were gun enthusiasts and farmers who bought the air rifles to protect their land from wild animals, he said.

The suspect has been charged with assembling, importing, possessing and trading firearms and ammunition without authorisation as well as unlawful ownership of weapons and ammunition, Pol Lt Gen Worawat said.
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                  Phuket task force files 400 cases against foreigners                

                Authorities on tourist island step up efforts to root out bad behaviour
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                                PHUKET: At least 400 criminal cases have been filed against foreigners by the province's new special task force set up to watch out for bad behaviour by visitors, according to Phuket governor Sophon Suwannarat.
The centre was established a month ago following several incidents involving foreigners, including the highly publicised case of a Swiss man who kicked a female Thai doctor on Yamu Beach in February.

Mr Sophon said that almost 100 foreigners have had their visas revoked, adding that it had to be done for public safety.

On Wednesday, a taxi driver in Thalang district was physically assaulted by an Austrian visitor, leading to a minor car crash.

According to Pol Col Patsakorn Sonthikul, the deputy commander of Phuket provincial police, the Austrian, identified as Gernot Leoben, 59, put Wutthiporn Chaimongkol, the taxi driver, in a headlock as they were heading from Phuket Airport to tambon Chalong.

Mr Wutthiporn told police that Mr Leoben grabbed him from behind after he told the passenger not to smoke in the car.

It caused the driver to lose control of his taxi and hit another car in front driven by Thanongsak Sonpetch on Thep Kasattree Road.

Mr Wutthiporn called for help and was assisted by Mr Thanongsak and several bystanders.

The Austrian passenger was arrested for assault and taken to Thalang Police Station, Pol Col Patsakorn said.

In a related development, US ambasador Robert Godec, on Thursday met the Phuket governor to discuss safety measures for tourists. The two also discussed efforts to ensure that foreign visitors follow Thai laws and respect local traditions.
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                  110kg of crystal meth seized at Bangkok hotel                

                Two arrested while follow-up investigation finds more drugs at nearby condo
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                                Police seized 110 kilogrammes of crystal methamphetamine along with other drugs and arrested two smugglers at a hotel in downtown Bangkok on Thursday.
The drugs were believed to be destined for sale in Bangkok and surrounding provinces during the coming Songkran festival.

The haul of crystal methamphetamine and 60kg of ketamine were found hidden in a Honda H-RV parked at a hotel in the Rong Muang area of Pathumwan district on Thursday morning.

Police extended the investigation that led to the seizure of more drugs -- 7,000 speed pills, 1.4kg of heroin, 8kg of crystal meth or "ice", 1.5kg of ketamine and 2,000 ecstasy pills -- at a nearby condominium unit, said Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet, the acting national police chief, who led senior officers to the hotel.

The operation was conducted by officers from the Patrol and Special Operation Division, also known as the 191 police, and the Metropolitan Police Bureau.

After learning that drugs would be brought to the hotel for others to pick up, police went to the parking area where they found the two suspects.

The duo confessed to having transported the drugs from Saraburi province to the hotel.

One of the suspects, Khwan Arsaphorn, 35, drove the car containing the drugs. He told police this was his third delivery and he was paid 50,000 baht for each one.

Khwan Ploysrisuai, 25, was arrested as he arrived on a motorcycle with another man to pick up the drugs at the car park around 7am. The third suspect managed to flee.

Pol Gen Kitrat said police were seeking a warrant for the arrest of the third suspect.

According to a police report, the seized drugs were to be sold to Thais and foreigners at various tourist venues in Bangkok and surrounding areas during the Songkran festival.

[image: ]
Packs of crystal methamphetamine seized from the smugglers' vehicle are displayed at a Bangkok hotel on Thursday. (Photo: Police TV)
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                  Singapore approves lab-grown quail meat                

                Cutting-edge Australian food company also offers a woolly mammoth burger
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                                An Australian company that created a woolly mammoth meatball has won approval from Singapore to sell its cultured quail meat in the city-state.
The lab-grown parfait made from the cells of a Japanese quail doesn't require any animal slaughter, Vow said in a statement on Thursday.

Singapore, which imports the bulk of its food, was the first country to allow the sale of lab-created meat in 2020. Vow is the second company after Eat Just Inc to get the green light from the city-state.

The Singapore Food Agency (SFA) approved the sale of Vow's cultured quail cells last month. "SFA has assessed that the novel food is safe for consumption," the regulator said in an emailed response to a query from Bloomberg News.

Singapore is Vow's first overseas market. The company last year created a meatball from the DNA of a woolly mammoth that gives flavour to red meat and filled in gaps with DNA from an African elephant.

"The future of cultured meat is not in replicating what already exists, but in creating deliberately different foods designed for meat-eaters," Vow chief executive officer George Peppou said.

The once-hot lab-grown meat industry is struggling with an investment pull-back and increased production costs. Eat Just, which had plans to open Asia's largest cultivated meat plant in Singapore, paused operations in the city-state earlier this year, the Straits Times reported.
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                  Foreign condo sales top pre-Covid level                

                Chinese and Russians lead the way as visa waivers, impact of geopolitical tensions spur demand
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                                Chinese and Russians topped the list of foreign buyers of condominiums in Thailand last year, with visa waivers and geopolitical conflict driving demand above pre-Covid levels, according to the Real Estate Information Center (REIC).
A total of 14,449 units worth 73.2 billion baht were sold to foreigners in 2023, according to data compiled by the REIC, managed by the state-owned Government Housing Bank. That represented a 25% jump from 2022.

Chinese buyers snapped up 6,614 units, or almost 46% of the total, for 34.1 billion baht, the centre said, citing property registration data. Russians ranked a distant second at 1,260 units, followed by buyers from Myanmar and the United States in third and fourth spots, respectively.

The REIC noted that the highest average price per unit, at 6.6 million baht, was paid by buyers from Myanmar.

About 41% of the condos sold to foreigners were in Chon Buri, home to the resort city of Pattaya as well as a number of industrial estates.

Bangkok accounted for 38% of the sales to foreigners, the REIC said. Condos priced at no more than 3 billion baht accounted for almost 50% of the total sales.

Condos bought by foreigners accounted for about 13.4% of all condos transferred in 2023. Under the law, foreigners can own up to 49% of the usable space in a condominium development.

Temporary visa waivers for tourists from China and some other countries last year, and a permanent bilateral waiver with Beijing from March 1, have helped accelerate sales, the REIC said.

Its report also cited geopolitical conflicts, such as Russia's ongoing war on Ukraine and the political unrest in Myanmar.

"This shows that foreigners' condominium purchases are improving and returning to normal," said Wichai Wiratkaphan, acting director of the REIC.

Condominium sales to foreigners last year were 13% higher than the 12,798 units sold for a combined value of 50.6 billion baht in 2019, according to REIC data.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is counting on tourism to drive the country's sluggish economic growth. The sector is directly responsible for about 12% of gross domestic product and nearly a fifth of jobs.

Last year, the government waived visas for travellers from China, Russia, Kazakhstan, India and Taiwan, and Mr Srettha ordered airlines to add more routes while streamlining airport operations to reduce waiting times.

The Tourism Authority of Thailand expects a further recovery to between 35 million and 40 million visitors this year, including 8.2 million from China. That would bring the country closer to the record of almost 40 million set in 2019, the year before the pandemic.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/property/2770978/foreign-condo-sales-top-pre-covid-level



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Breaking News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News
          
        

      

      Top Stories

      
        Cadmium disaster zone declared
        SAMUT SAKHON: The governor of Samut Sakhon province has declared two foundries in Muang district disaster zones after finding 15,000 tonnes of carcinogenic cadmium waste illegally acquired from Tak province.
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                  Cadmium disaster zone declared                

                15,000 tonnes of mishandled cadmium waste transported illegally from Tak found in Samut Sakhon
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                                SAMUT SAKHON: The governor of Samut Sakhon province has declared two foundries in Muang district disaster zones after finding 15,000 tonnes of carcinogenic cadmium waste illegally acquired from Tak province.
Phol Damtham issued the order on Thursday after inspecting two foundries operated by a company on Soi Kong Phananphon off Ekachai Road in tambon Bang Nam Jued. Officials found about 1,600 large bags of cadmium and zinc waste there.

The governor said the foundries had about 15,000 tonnes of cadmium waste acquired from Tak province, and that about 100 of the bags were placed outdoors.

The facilities will be cordoned off for 90 days. The governor also prohibited the waste being melted and ordered all of it returned within seven days to the landfill in Tak where it originated.

Pending transport, all of the bags of cadmium waste will be kept indoors at one foundry.

The governor said industrial authorities in Tak should answer how the waste was allowed to be transported to Samut Sakhon.

Phutthikorn Wichaidit, the industrial chief of Samut Sakhon, said operator of the foundries was licensed only to store and grind industrial waste and melt aluminium. It was not allowed to melt cadmium waste.

The company stored the hazardous substance without permission and was suspected of having melted cadmium without authorisation. Its executives could be liable to both imprisonment and fines, he said. The name of the company was withheld.

Cadmium has many uses, notably in the production of rechargeable batteries, pigments, metal coatings and plastics. Cadmium and its compounds are highly toxic and can cause damage to human tissues and organs when they enter the food chain. Because of this risk, its disposal is tightly regulated.

Although the cadmium waste had been neutralised before being moved to its landfill in Tak, its transport from the landfill for melting was totally illegal, Mr Phutthikorn said.

Officials had yet to find out if any of the cadmium waste had been released from the foundries or had been melted, he said.

A representative of the company said the transport of the cadmium waste to Samut Sakhon started in August last year and took about three months.
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                                PHUKET: At least 400 criminal cases have been filed against foreigners by the province's new special task force set up to watch out for bad behaviour by visitors, according to Phuket governor Sophon Suwannarat.
The centre was established a month ago following several incidents involving foreigners, including the highly publicised case of a Swiss man who kicked a female Thai doctor on Yamu Beach in February.

Mr Sophon said that almost 100 foreigners have had their visas revoked, adding that it had to be done for public safety.

On Wednesday, a taxi driver in Thalang district was physically assaulted by an Austrian visitor, leading to a minor car crash.

According to Pol Col Patsakorn Sonthikul, the deputy commander of Phuket provincial police, the Austrian, identified as Gernot Leoben, 59, put Wutthiporn Chaimongkol, the taxi driver, in a headlock as they were heading from Phuket Airport to tambon Chalong.

Mr Wutthiporn told police that Mr Leoben grabbed him from behind after he told the passenger not to smoke in the car.

It caused the driver to lose control of his taxi and hit another car in front driven by Thanongsak Sonpetch on Thep Kasattree Road.

Mr Wutthiporn called for help and was assisted by Mr Thanongsak and several bystanders.

The Austrian passenger was arrested for assault and taken to Thalang Police Station, Pol Col Patsakorn said.

In a related development, US ambasador Robert Godec, on Thursday met the Phuket governor to discuss safety measures for tourists. The two also discussed efforts to ensure that foreign visitors follow Thai laws and respect local traditions.
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                Chinese and Russians lead the way as visa waivers, impact of geopolitical tensions spur demand
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                                Chinese and Russians topped the list of foreign buyers of condominiums in Thailand last year, with visa waivers and geopolitical conflict driving demand above pre-Covid levels, according to the Real Estate Information Center (REIC).
A total of 14,449 units worth 73.2 billion baht were sold to foreigners in 2023, according to data compiled by the REIC, managed by the state-owned Government Housing Bank. That represented a 25% jump from 2022.

Chinese buyers snapped up 6,614 units, or almost 46% of the total, for 34.1 billion baht, the centre said, citing property registration data. Russians ranked a distant second at 1,260 units, followed by buyers from Myanmar and the United States in third and fourth spots, respectively.

The REIC noted that the highest average price per unit, at 6.6 million baht, was paid by buyers from Myanmar.

About 41% of the condos sold to foreigners were in Chon Buri, home to the resort city of Pattaya as well as a number of industrial estates.

Bangkok accounted for 38% of the sales to foreigners, the REIC said. Condos priced at no more than 3 billion baht accounted for almost 50% of the total sales.

Condos bought by foreigners accounted for about 13.4% of all condos transferred in 2023. Under the law, foreigners can own up to 49% of the usable space in a condominium development.

Temporary visa waivers for tourists from China and some other countries last year, and a permanent bilateral waiver with Beijing from March 1, have helped accelerate sales, the REIC said.

Its report also cited geopolitical conflicts, such as Russia's ongoing war on Ukraine and the political unrest in Myanmar.

"This shows that foreigners' condominium purchases are improving and returning to normal," said Wichai Wiratkaphan, acting director of the REIC.

Condominium sales to foreigners last year were 13% higher than the 12,798 units sold for a combined value of 50.6 billion baht in 2019, according to REIC data.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is counting on tourism to drive the country's sluggish economic growth. The sector is directly responsible for about 12% of gross domestic product and nearly a fifth of jobs.

Last year, the government waived visas for travellers from China, Russia, Kazakhstan, India and Taiwan, and Mr Srettha ordered airlines to add more routes while streamlining airport operations to reduce waiting times.

The Tourism Authority of Thailand expects a further recovery to between 35 million and 40 million visitors this year, including 8.2 million from China. That would bring the country closer to the record of almost 40 million set in 2019, the year before the pandemic.
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                                PHUKET: Police raided eight locations in this southern island province on Wednesday and Thursday, suspecting a Russian of money laundering and some Thais of setting up bogus firms to facilitate foreigners' visa and work permit applications.
Pol Maj Gen Montree Theskhan, commander of the Crime Suppression Division (CSD), said these raids were launched in response to officials' discovery of suspicious financial transactions involving a Russian man.

Before this discovery, a scammer posing as a provincial electricity official lured a victim into installing an application software that transferred 500,000 baht from the victim's bank account to the Russian's account. The cash was then withdrawn from the Phuket-registered account.

The suspect also received cryptocurrencies from non-custodial wallets, said the CSD commander. After the cryptocurrencies were sold, the proceeds were transferred to his bank accounts in Thailand, and the cash was immediately withdrawn.

Detectives found that the Russian also withdrew a total of 186 million baht from three bank accounts at various banks and automatic teller machines (ATMs) between July 7 and Nov 19 last year. The amount of money withdrawn was suspiciously high, and the transactions could be indicative of money laundering, Pol Maj Gen Montree said. 

The Russian man had previously presented a document identifying him as an employee of a Phuket-based company.

Pol Col Phatrawut Onchuai, chief of the Crime Suppression Sub-division 5, said the company was not operational and appeared to have been established to produce counterfeit documents supporting foreigners' work permit and visa applications.

The company had two Thai women and a Russian woman as directors and shareholders. The women also served as shareholders and directors for 37 other companies. 

Investigators suspected them of supporting criminal activities by foreigners, prompting the raids on the eight locations associated with the suspected companies, Pol Col Phatrawut said.

During the raids, the officers found mostly empty rooms. The two Thai women also confessed to setting up bogus companies to assist foreign visa and work permit applicants. They were also involved in processing such applications, Pol Col Phatrawut said.

Police also found stamps for more than 50 companies during the operation.
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                Suffocation reported; panel set up to determine cause of fire
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                                A night ferry carrying almost 100 Thai and foreign passengers caught fire off Koh Tao in Surat Thani on Thursday morning. All passengers and crew were rescued, and no injuries were reported.
The fire broke out on Ko Jaroen 2 ferry, which operates on the Surat Thani-Koh Tao route, about two to three nautical miles off the island in Koh Phangan district, said Pol Col Chokchai Sutthimek, chief of Koh Tao police station. The incident was reported around 7am.

The sleeper boat, carrying 97 passengers, 11 crew members and goods, left Surat Thani about 11pm on Wednesday en route to Koh Tao. As the vessel approached Koh Tao pier, a fire broke out in the engine room.

After being alerted, boat operators and officials on the island immediately dispatched boats to the sea to rescue the people onboard. All were brought to shore. However, some passengers suffered slight injuries due to suffocation.

[image: ]
A fire occurs at a ferry operating between Surat Thani and Koh Tao in Surat Thani. (Photo supplied/Supapong Chaolan)



Marine Department chief Kritphet Chaichuai said officials were notified of the fire at 6.40am when the ferry was about 2 nautical miles off the shore near Chalok Ban Kao bay in tambon Koh Tao.

Boats from Koh Tao were dispatched to assist passengers and crew, all of whom were safely rescued. The fire was brought under control by 8.20am. 

Mr Kritphet said the fire-gutted boat reportedly carried 90 passengers and eight crew members, although police claimed there were 97 passengers and 11 crew members.

A fact-finding panel was set up to investigate the incident, said the department chief.

						

							
						


A fire erupts at Ko Jaroen 2 ferry off Koh Tao in Surat Thani on Thursday morning. (Video: Fire & Rescue Thailand Facebook)
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                                The Phuket Provincial Court will reopen its tourist section to help visitors to the province settle court cases following a recent surge in litigation linked to tourists.
Acting chief justice of the Phuket Provincial Court, Kriangsak Rodpunshoo, recently presided over a meeting about reopening the section.

He said the large number of Thai and foreign tourists in Phuket has caused a surge in criminal and civil cases in which tourists are involved.

The rise in cases is affecting tourists' confidence in their personal safety and the potential risks to their property, and is also having a spillover effect on tourism in general across the nation, said Mr Kriangsak.

"Proceedings in the tourist case section will help ensure justice for tourists when a criminal or civil dispute, or a dispute with a state agency, arises so they can receive legal protection," he said "This will build tourists' confidence and create a good image of Phuket province and tourism in Thailand as a whole."

The section first opened on Sept 24, 2017, but its operations ceased due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Some of its functions include assisting tourists in filing complaints in consumer protection cases, arranging negotiations, tracking down witnesses who are also tourists, and issuing subpoenas to sued entrepreneurs.

The development follows a recent case in Phuket involving two New Zealand tourists who have been banned from visiting the country again after attacking a traffic police officer on March 16. They were charged with robbery, obstructing an officer while on duty, attacking an officer of the law, driving without a licence, and bribery.
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                  YouTube sees spike in short video views                

                Format grows 130% in Southeast Asia
              

                                Average daily views for the video format YouTube Shorts grew by more than 130% year-on-year in Southeast Asia as of July 2023, says Niharika Kapoor, Asia-Pacific lead for Shorts scaled partnerships.
YouTube Shorts are 60 seconds or less in length, and the format is bringing new creators into its global YouTube Partner Program (YPP), in a bid to compete with the fast-rising TikTok.

Ms Kapoor said average daily log-in viewers of YouTube Shorts grew by more than 35% year-over-year in Southeast Asia.

In Thailand, Ms Kapoor said content growth has been tremendous on YouTube Shorts, spanning lifestyle, travel, food, tech, beauty, and arts and craft.

The YouTube Shorts video format, which hit the market in 2021, now has an average of over 70 billion daily views worldwide and has opened up new avenues for content creators to earn money.

"16 years ago, YouTube made a decision to share revenue with creators, and starting from a handful of creators then, we now have 3 million channels under YouTube," said Thomas Kim, product director for YPP.

Over the last three years, YouTube has paid out more than US$70 billion to creators, artists and media partners in the YPP programme, he said.

Todd Sherman, product lead for YouTube Shorts, said that last year YouTube Shorts allowed shorts creators with 1,000 subscribers and 10 million shorts views in the last 90 days to join the YouTube Partner programme and launched revenue sharing on shorts ads.

"This is really important because we want to support creator choice. If a creator only wants to do Shorts, they can do that and earn. If a creator wants to do different formats they can earn as well," said Mr Sherman.

Since introducing revenue sharing on Shorts last year, more than 25% of channels in the YouTube Partner programme are now earning through this revenue stream.

"Shorts is continuing to grow. It's really a thriving community of creators and viewers are continuing to engage deeply with Shorts," said Mr Sherman.

YouTube Shorts recently introduced live streaming. This enables creators to go live from their mobile phones and also be discovered in the Shorts feed. This makes it easier to connect with new audiences and also build a community by interacting with people in the chat.
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                EXPLAINER: Authorities are urging the government to find other methods to subsidise diesel prices as the Oil Fuel Fund depletes
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                                The expiry of the diesel price subsidy programme using the state Oil Fuel Fund on March 31 caused energy authorities to call on the government to change the way it regulates domestic diesel prices.
While agreeing with the need to continue with a cap on the retail price of diesel, the Oil Fuel Fund Office (Offo) suggested the government focus more on other methods such as a diesel excise tax cut or new budget allocation to ease the financial burdens of motorists and business operators.

The fund is facing a huge loss and needs to control its spending, said authorities.

Q: Why does Offo have to spend less money from the fund?

Offo is concerned the depleted coffers will make it more difficult to manage fund flow, causing the office to ask for more loans to maintain the fund's financial status.

On March 28, the fund reported a total loss of 98.2 billion baht, with 51.1 billion attributed to the subsidy for oil, including diesel and gasohol, and 47.1 billion for the liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) price subsidy.

Offo is authorised to request a loan totalling 110 billion baht to support the fund. As of February this year, up to 75 billion baht has been granted by banks.

An energy official who requested anonymity said in February the fund still had enough cash to serve as a buffer against energy price fluctuations after the fund posted a loss of 84.3 billion baht.

But last Friday, Offo director Wisak Watanasap expressed concern over the liquidity of the fund, following considerable spending to regulate diesel and LPG prices.

Diesel prices are subsidised by 4.17 baht a litre from the fund and a diesel excise tax cut of 1 baht a litre.

In order to keep diesel prices below 30 baht a litre, it costs Offo 8.7 billion baht a month, quickly eroding its liquidity.

Officials want the government to search for ways to better manage and support the fund.

Prasert Sinsukprasert, the energy permanent secretary, said earlier officials from the Energy and Finance ministries must hold talks to set a direction for the subsidy programmes.

Among the options are a continued reduction of the diesel excise tax or budget allocation to subsidise diesel prices, said Veerapat Kiatfuengfoo, director-general of the Energy Policy and Planning Office.

The moves aim to reduce the subsidy from the fund by 1-2 baht a litre, he said.

According to Offo, global diesel prices are expected to remain above $100 after averaging $104.03 from March 1-20.

At this level, it is not good for the fund's status if the current diesel price subsidy programme continues without adjustment, said Mr Wisak.

He said measures to carefully manage the fund are needed as the impact of geopolitical conflicts in the Middle East and Ukraine threaten to increase global crude oil prices.

If there is no aid from the state budget, the domestic prices of diesel may gradually increase, said Mr Wisak.

Q: Is it possible to continue the diesel excise tax cut?

With the diesel excise tax cut scheduled to expire on April 19, Deputy Finance Minister Krisada Chinavicharana said the ministry is in the process of considering whether to extend the reduction.

Authorities normally impose an excise tax of five baht on diesel users.

Mr Krisada said a key factor in the decision is government revenue collection.

If the government manages to meet or slightly surpass revenue targets, it could provide further support to oil prices. Conversely, if revenue collection falls short of targets, it will affect the fiscal position, he said.

The excise tax cut has reduced state revenue collection, which tallied 981 billion baht from October 2023 to February 2024, 25.1 billion or 2.5% lower than targets.

The government capped diesel prices at 30 baht per litre to ease the cost of living.

The strategy is common in recent years, with the diesel excise tax reduced nine times, resulting in the Finance Ministry losing revenue of 179 billion baht. For every 1 baht reduction per litre in tax, the state loses revenue of 2 billion baht per month.

The details of the nine diesel excise tax cuts since 2022:



	The first reduction, from Feb 18 to May 20, 2022, lowered the tax by three baht per litre, resulting in a loss of government revenue of 18 billion baht.

	A cut from May 21 to July 20, 2022, decreased the tax by five baht per litre, resulting in lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From July 21 to Sept 20, 2022, a cut of five baht per litre caused lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Sept 21 to Nov 20, 2022, a reduction of five baht per litre resulted in lost state revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Nov 21, 2022 to Jan 20, 2023, a cut of five baht per litre caused lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Jan 21 to May 20, 2023, a reduction of five baht per litre resulted in lost state revenue of 40 billion baht.

	From May 21 to July 20, 2023, a cut of five baht per litre led to lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Sept 20 to Dec 31, 2023, a reduction of 2.50 baht per litre resulted in lost state revenue of 15 billion baht.

	From Jan 10, 2024 to April 19, 2024, a cut of one baht per litre caused an estimated loss of government revenue worth 6 billion baht.
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                Producers unlikely to hike goods prices
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                                Manufacturers are unlikely to increase the prices of goods if the government decides to allow the price of domestic diesel to exceed 30 baht a litre, following the expiry of a subsidy scheme using the Oil Fuel Fund on March 31, says the Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB).
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Tuesday he is waiting for the Energy Ministry to propose measures to regulate diesel prices.

The one-baht diesel excise tax cut is scheduled to end on April 19.

Biodiesel B7, which is blended with 7% palm oil-derived methyl ester, was still being sold at 29.94 baht a litre on Wednesday, in line with the government's plan to keep the price less than 30 baht a litre, according to media reports citing prices listed at PTT petrol stations.

If the government needs to increase diesel prices by 1-2 baht a litre, the JSCCIB would not oppose such a move, said Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the Federation of Thai Industries, a key member of the committee.

"We understand the Oil Fuel Fund has a huge financial burden after the authorities used it to subsidise the diesel price since September last year," he said.

As of March 28, the fund reported a loss of 98.2 billion baht, with 51.1 billion attributed to the subsidy for oil,  including diesel and gasohol, and 47.1 billion for the liquefied petroleum gas price subsidy, according to energy officials.

Mr Kriengkrai said higher diesel prices would increase the logistics and operating costs of manufacturers, prompting them to consider hiking the prices of products and services.

"However, the JSCCIB does not think it is the right time to increase goods prices," he said.

"We believe manufacturers can cope with the situation."

Businesses will not increase prices of consumer products because the economy has yet to fully recover, said Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, another member of the committee.

The JSCCIB also repeated its plea to the Bank of Thailand to reduce the policy interest rate, noting interest rates in other countries are starting to decrease.

If the central bank cuts the rate, it would reduce financial costs for entrepreneurs, said Mr Kriengkrai.

"The Thai economy needs time to fully recover," he said.

"We need measures to drive the economy and an interest rate cut should contribute to economic growth and help businesses and households deal with financial burdens."

The JSCCIB asked the central bank in January to cut the policy rate, but the Monetary Policy Committee decided to maintain the rate at 2.5%, the highest level in a decade, at its meeting in February.

The committee on Wednesday maintained its GDP growth forecast at 2.8-3.3% for this year, with exports projected to grow by 2-3% and inflation expected to tally 0.7-1.2%.
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                                The Department of National Parks, Wildlife, and Plant Conservation (DNP) denies claims that it is moving macaques from Lop Buri to Khao Yai National Park.
DNP director-general Atthapol Charoenchansa spoke to the media on Wednesday about an action plan to get rid of the pests and the move to set up a command centre for catching macaques in Lop Buri. He said he had ordered the DNP's Protected Area Regional Office (Saraburi) to start capturing aggressive monkeys that are causing trouble for locals in Lop Buri municipality on March 25.

Mr Atthapol said the DNP's unit caught a total of 37 macaques during March 25-27 and April 1-3. They will be held at the macaque facility in tambon Pho Kao Ton in Muang district of Lop Buri.

He said all the captured monkeys were getting good care and sterilised before being sent to the facility.

Mr Atthapol also denied recent rumours the authorities are transferring the macaques that have been caught to Khao Yai National Park in Prachin Buri.

He said the reports may have arisen due to a misunderstanding caused by the fact the authorities are temporarily holding them at the Wildlife Rescue Center No 1 in Nakhon Nayok, which is part of Khao Yai National Park.

Meanwhile, director of the DNP's Wildlife Conservation Office Phadet Laithong, said the DNP is looking to move about 800 macaques in Lop Buri's Muang district to the macaque facility in tambon Pho Kao Ton during the first phase of the plan to relocate the primates to the facility.

The plan's first phase will be divided into three stages, with the first to take place between April 18 and 20 and the last to start in May.

The remaining 1,500 macaques will be captured and sent to the facility during the second phase, which will begin once new cages have been built at the facility, Mr Phadet said.

Some may be sent to another location, he added.
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                  Chery to build $800m EV plant in Vietnam                

                Chinese firm will import EV models until locally made ones become available
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: A Jaecoo 7 plug-in hybrid electric vehicle, manufactured by Chery Auto, is displayed in Milan, Italy on March 20. (Photo: Reuters)]
                                              
                          A Jaecoo 7 plug-in hybrid electric vehicle, manufactured by Chery Auto, is displayed in Milan, Italy on March 20. (Photo: Reuters)                        

                                          

                  

                                HANOI - The Chinese automaker Chery has signed a joint venture agreement with a local company to set up an $800-million electric vehicle plant, the Vietnamese trade ministry said on Thursday.
The venture would be the first EV facility in the country, it said.

The manufacturing plant will be jointly established by the Chery affiliate Omoda & Jaecoo and the Vietnamese company Geleximco in the costal province of Thai Binh, the ministry said in a statement following a signing ceremony.

With a capacity of 200,000 vehicles per year, the factory will produce the Chinese company's Omoda and Jaecoo electric models. The first phase of construction is expected to be completed in the first quarter of 2026, the statement added.

In the meantime, Chery, which is also selling cars in Europe and considering a plant in Italy, will import two electric models into Vietnam that will make their debut by the end of this year, the ministry said.

China-based BYD, the world's largest EV maker, has also sought to set up a factory in Vietnam, although Reuters reported last week it may slow down the plan. 

BYD began construction of its first plant in Thailand in March last year, at the WHA Rayong 36 Industrial Estate in Rayong. The factory is expected to have an annual capacity of 150,000 vehicles with production to start in the third quarter of 2024.

BYD overtook Tesla as the world's top EV maker in the fourth quarter last year, though both companies have seen a slowdown in sales so far this year.
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                                Thailand's Bond Market Association (ThaiBMA) on Thursday said it expects the Bank of Thailand (BoT) to cut rates twice this year starting from June and totalling 50 basis points.
"Data shows a weak economy and low inflation therefore the view is that interest rates will come down earlier," ThaiBMA President Somjin Sornpaisarn told a press conference, citing its survey of bond traders and fund managers.

The BoT has so far resisted government pressure to ease policy, holding the key interest rate at 2.50% in February, the highest in more than a decade, in a split vote. Its next rate review is on April 10.

The bond association maintained its outlook expecting 900 billion baht to 1 trillion baht (US$24.54 billion to $27.27 billion) in corporate bond issuance this year.

Southeast Asia's second-largest economy unexpectedly shrank 0.6% in the final quarter of 2023 from the third, with full-year growth at 1.9%, lower than the 2.5% growth in 2022.

Last month, the central bank lowered its 2024 growth outlook to 2.5% to 3.0% from 3.2%.
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                                Despite growing market anticipation of monetary policy easing, Kasikorn Research Center (K-Research) is ruling out the possibility of a Bank of Thailand (BoT) policy rate cut at its April 10 meeting amid growing concerns about a weakening baht.
Kanjana Chockpisansin, head of the research, banking and financial sector at the think tank, said K-Research is maintaining the view of its parent Kasikornbank that the central bank's Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) will keep rates unchanged at its meeting next week as "economic conditions haven't changed much from its previous gathering".

The MPC kept the policy rate at a 10-year high of 2.5% for two previous meetings.

As the country's economic outlook dims, partly because of delays to the 10,000-baht digital wallet scheme, some analysts mused on the possibility of a rate cut next week.

On Monday, the World Bank downgraded its Thai GDP growth forecast this year to 2.8% from 3.2%, citing a global trade slowdown and delays in fiscal budget disbursement.

"Comments from Bank of Thailand officials show they want more time to evaluate economic conditions and monitor the timing of an economic recovery once the rate is cut," Ms Kanjana told the Bangkok Post.

Officials have repeatedly stated the slowdown is mainly caused by the country's structural problems and economic cycles, while support from a rate cut "is unlikely to be significant", she said.

In addition, cutting Thai interest rates before the Federal Reserve, which the market expects will occur in June at the earliest, could fuel fund outflows and pressure the baht to slide further, said Ms Kanjana.

This year, the Thai currency has depreciated by 7%, quoted at near a six-month low of 36.69 baht to the dollar on Wednesday.

The Kuala Lumpur-based Maybank predicted the Bank of Thailand would cut the policy rate once this year and again in 2025, helping to pump up the Thai stock exchange.

"We think a domestic rate cut will provide a tailwind for the Stock Exchange of Thailand [SET] index's performance, in addition to up to three potential Fed rate cuts this year," the research department of Maybank said in a report.

During the previous five rate-cut cycles since 2001, the SET index returned an average of 7% one month after the first rate cut by the Thai central bank.

Comparable figures for three and six months after the first rate cut show even greater returns of 11% and 23%, respectively.
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                                Thailand is holding talks with Laos to expedite the reopening of border checkpoints to facilitate border trade and tourism between the two countries.
Following discussions held with Lao ambassador to Thailand Seng Soukhathivong, Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said the meeting reflected the longstanding friendship between Thailand and Laos as neighbours that enjoy cultural similarities and a close bond at the people level.

Most of the trade between the two countries is via border trade, which utilises checkpoints as a gateway for trade and investment into other countries such as China.

This year also marks the 30th anniversary of the opening of the first Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge (Nong Khai-Vientiane).

Therefore, the Commerce Ministry is accelerating discussions with Laos to alleviate trade obstacles and revitalise border trade.

Mr Phumtham said he asked Mr Seng to expedite related Lao agencies to consider the reopening of four border checkpoints that have been closed since the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in order to facilitate the smoother transportation of Thai products into Laos.

Thailand is ready to cooperate with Laos in the promotion of economic activities between the border provinces of both countries to support increasing cross-border trade.

He said the government of Laos is firmly committed to reopening the checkpoints as quickly as possible to revitalise trade and tourism between the two countries.

Mr Phumtham also proposed the arrangement of a memorandum of understanding between Phayao and the Lao province of Sainyabuli to stimulate the border economy and facilitate tourism between the two provinces.

He informed Mr Seng that Thailand is ready to cooperate with Laos in exporting live cattle to China, providing technical assistance as well as facilitating participation in various trade fairs including business matching activities organised by the Commerce Ministry to strengthen bilateral trade and investment.

Currently, Laos is Thailand's seventh largest trading partner within Asean and the country ranks third in terms of border trade.

The value of trade between Thailand and Laos in 2023 stood at around 264 billion baht, a decline of 3.68% from the previous year, with Thailand registering a trade surplus of 55.9 billion baht.

Thai-Lao border trade tallied almost 261 billion baht, up by 0.18% from the previous year, accounting for 98.5% of total trade between the two countries.

In terms of border trade, Thailand reported a surplus of 56.5 billion baht.

Key Thai exports to Laos include refined oil, sugar cane, automobiles and parts, chemical products, and cosmetics.

Key imports from Laos include electricity, fruits and vegetables, machinery and parts, fertilisers and pesticides, and cement.
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                                Vietnamese electric vehicle maker Vinfast is competing with Chinese car companies to market its EVs in Southeast Asia, aiming to benefit from the Asean Free Trade Agreement (Afta).
The company plans to first export EVs to Thailand before deciding whether to invest in building an EV assembly plant here, said Vu Dang Yen Hang, chief executive of Vinfast Auto (Thailand).

Thailand is a target country because of the rapid growth of its EV market, which promises good business prospects, she said.

"The Thai government is promoting the EV industry through incentive packages. They are attractive and prompted Vinfast to expand its business into the country," said Ms Hang.

The company is in talks with the Board of Investment on investment privilege packages for foreign firms, she said.

"We have yet to make a decision on building an EV factory in Thailand. We are just at the stage of conducting a study. A final decision will be made by our parent company in Vietnam," said Ms Hang.

Vinfast initially wants to focus on selling more EVs in Asean. The company expects to see good sales because it is not subject to tariffs when exporting to countries under the Afta.

Vinfast was established in 2017 and started producing EVs in 2021.

The company is building EV factories in the US state of North Carolina and India and also plans to build a new plant in Indonesia.

Vinfast set a target to export EVs to 50 countries this year, said Ms Hang. Besides the US, Canada and European countries, it is introducing its electric mobility technology to countries in Asean, the Middle East and Africa.

In Thailand, Vinfast has formed a network of 15 car dealers running 22 showrooms in Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Khon Kaen, Ubon Ratchathani, Ayutthaya and Chon Buri.

"This marks our first step to introduce EVs in Thailand. Our dealers also see an opportunity to benefit from the trend in sustainable transport," said Ms Hang.
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                  YouTube sees spike in short video views                

                Format grows 130% in Southeast Asia
              

                                Average daily views for the video format YouTube Shorts grew by more than 130% year-on-year in Southeast Asia as of July 2023, says Niharika Kapoor, Asia-Pacific lead for Shorts scaled partnerships.
YouTube Shorts are 60 seconds or less in length, and the format is bringing new creators into its global YouTube Partner Program (YPP), in a bid to compete with the fast-rising TikTok.

Ms Kapoor said average daily log-in viewers of YouTube Shorts grew by more than 35% year-over-year in Southeast Asia.

In Thailand, Ms Kapoor said content growth has been tremendous on YouTube Shorts, spanning lifestyle, travel, food, tech, beauty, and arts and craft.

The YouTube Shorts video format, which hit the market in 2021, now has an average of over 70 billion daily views worldwide and has opened up new avenues for content creators to earn money.

"16 years ago, YouTube made a decision to share revenue with creators, and starting from a handful of creators then, we now have 3 million channels under YouTube," said Thomas Kim, product director for YPP.

Over the last three years, YouTube has paid out more than US$70 billion to creators, artists and media partners in the YPP programme, he said.

Todd Sherman, product lead for YouTube Shorts, said that last year YouTube Shorts allowed shorts creators with 1,000 subscribers and 10 million shorts views in the last 90 days to join the YouTube Partner programme and launched revenue sharing on shorts ads.

"This is really important because we want to support creator choice. If a creator only wants to do Shorts, they can do that and earn. If a creator wants to do different formats they can earn as well," said Mr Sherman.

Since introducing revenue sharing on Shorts last year, more than 25% of channels in the YouTube Partner programme are now earning through this revenue stream.

"Shorts is continuing to grow. It's really a thriving community of creators and viewers are continuing to engage deeply with Shorts," said Mr Sherman.

YouTube Shorts recently introduced live streaming. This enables creators to go live from their mobile phones and also be discovered in the Shorts feed. This makes it easier to connect with new audiences and also build a community by interacting with people in the chat.
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                  Finding new levers for energy subsidies                

                EXPLAINER: Authorities are urging the government to find other methods to subsidise diesel prices as the Oil Fuel Fund depletes
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                                The expiry of the diesel price subsidy programme using the state Oil Fuel Fund on March 31 caused energy authorities to call on the government to change the way it regulates domestic diesel prices.
While agreeing with the need to continue with a cap on the retail price of diesel, the Oil Fuel Fund Office (Offo) suggested the government focus more on other methods such as a diesel excise tax cut or new budget allocation to ease the financial burdens of motorists and business operators.

The fund is facing a huge loss and needs to control its spending, said authorities.

Q: Why does Offo have to spend less money from the fund?

Offo is concerned the depleted coffers will make it more difficult to manage fund flow, causing the office to ask for more loans to maintain the fund's financial status.

On March 28, the fund reported a total loss of 98.2 billion baht, with 51.1 billion attributed to the subsidy for oil, including diesel and gasohol, and 47.1 billion for the liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) price subsidy.

Offo is authorised to request a loan totalling 110 billion baht to support the fund. As of February this year, up to 75 billion baht has been granted by banks.

An energy official who requested anonymity said in February the fund still had enough cash to serve as a buffer against energy price fluctuations after the fund posted a loss of 84.3 billion baht.

But last Friday, Offo director Wisak Watanasap expressed concern over the liquidity of the fund, following considerable spending to regulate diesel and LPG prices.

Diesel prices are subsidised by 4.17 baht a litre from the fund and a diesel excise tax cut of 1 baht a litre.

In order to keep diesel prices below 30 baht a litre, it costs Offo 8.7 billion baht a month, quickly eroding its liquidity.

Officials want the government to search for ways to better manage and support the fund.

Prasert Sinsukprasert, the energy permanent secretary, said earlier officials from the Energy and Finance ministries must hold talks to set a direction for the subsidy programmes.

Among the options are a continued reduction of the diesel excise tax or budget allocation to subsidise diesel prices, said Veerapat Kiatfuengfoo, director-general of the Energy Policy and Planning Office.

The moves aim to reduce the subsidy from the fund by 1-2 baht a litre, he said.

According to Offo, global diesel prices are expected to remain above $100 after averaging $104.03 from March 1-20.

At this level, it is not good for the fund's status if the current diesel price subsidy programme continues without adjustment, said Mr Wisak.

He said measures to carefully manage the fund are needed as the impact of geopolitical conflicts in the Middle East and Ukraine threaten to increase global crude oil prices.

If there is no aid from the state budget, the domestic prices of diesel may gradually increase, said Mr Wisak.

Q: Is it possible to continue the diesel excise tax cut?

With the diesel excise tax cut scheduled to expire on April 19, Deputy Finance Minister Krisada Chinavicharana said the ministry is in the process of considering whether to extend the reduction.

Authorities normally impose an excise tax of five baht on diesel users.

Mr Krisada said a key factor in the decision is government revenue collection.

If the government manages to meet or slightly surpass revenue targets, it could provide further support to oil prices. Conversely, if revenue collection falls short of targets, it will affect the fiscal position, he said.

The excise tax cut has reduced state revenue collection, which tallied 981 billion baht from October 2023 to February 2024, 25.1 billion or 2.5% lower than targets.

The government capped diesel prices at 30 baht per litre to ease the cost of living.

The strategy is common in recent years, with the diesel excise tax reduced nine times, resulting in the Finance Ministry losing revenue of 179 billion baht. For every 1 baht reduction per litre in tax, the state loses revenue of 2 billion baht per month.

The details of the nine diesel excise tax cuts since 2022:



	The first reduction, from Feb 18 to May 20, 2022, lowered the tax by three baht per litre, resulting in a loss of government revenue of 18 billion baht.

	A cut from May 21 to July 20, 2022, decreased the tax by five baht per litre, resulting in lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From July 21 to Sept 20, 2022, a cut of five baht per litre caused lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Sept 21 to Nov 20, 2022, a reduction of five baht per litre resulted in lost state revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Nov 21, 2022 to Jan 20, 2023, a cut of five baht per litre caused lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Jan 21 to May 20, 2023, a reduction of five baht per litre resulted in lost state revenue of 40 billion baht.

	From May 21 to July 20, 2023, a cut of five baht per litre led to lost government revenue of 20 billion baht.

	From Sept 20 to Dec 31, 2023, a reduction of 2.50 baht per litre resulted in lost state revenue of 15 billion baht.

	From Jan 10, 2024 to April 19, 2024, a cut of one baht per litre caused an estimated loss of government revenue worth 6 billion baht.
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                  Panel unfazed by higher diesel cost                

                Producers unlikely to hike goods prices
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                                Manufacturers are unlikely to increase the prices of goods if the government decides to allow the price of domestic diesel to exceed 30 baht a litre, following the expiry of a subsidy scheme using the Oil Fuel Fund on March 31, says the Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB).
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Tuesday he is waiting for the Energy Ministry to propose measures to regulate diesel prices.

The one-baht diesel excise tax cut is scheduled to end on April 19.

Biodiesel B7, which is blended with 7% palm oil-derived methyl ester, was still being sold at 29.94 baht a litre on Wednesday, in line with the government's plan to keep the price less than 30 baht a litre, according to media reports citing prices listed at PTT petrol stations.

If the government needs to increase diesel prices by 1-2 baht a litre, the JSCCIB would not oppose such a move, said Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the Federation of Thai Industries, a key member of the committee.

"We understand the Oil Fuel Fund has a huge financial burden after the authorities used it to subsidise the diesel price since September last year," he said.

As of March 28, the fund reported a loss of 98.2 billion baht, with 51.1 billion attributed to the subsidy for oil,  including diesel and gasohol, and 47.1 billion for the liquefied petroleum gas price subsidy, according to energy officials.

Mr Kriengkrai said higher diesel prices would increase the logistics and operating costs of manufacturers, prompting them to consider hiking the prices of products and services.

"However, the JSCCIB does not think it is the right time to increase goods prices," he said.

"We believe manufacturers can cope with the situation."

Businesses will not increase prices of consumer products because the economy has yet to fully recover, said Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, another member of the committee.

The JSCCIB also repeated its plea to the Bank of Thailand to reduce the policy interest rate, noting interest rates in other countries are starting to decrease.

If the central bank cuts the rate, it would reduce financial costs for entrepreneurs, said Mr Kriengkrai.

"The Thai economy needs time to fully recover," he said.

"We need measures to drive the economy and an interest rate cut should contribute to economic growth and help businesses and households deal with financial burdens."

The JSCCIB asked the central bank in January to cut the policy rate, but the Monetary Policy Committee decided to maintain the rate at 2.5%, the highest level in a decade, at its meeting in February.

The committee on Wednesday maintained its GDP growth forecast at 2.8-3.3% for this year, with exports projected to grow by 2-3% and inflation expected to tally 0.7-1.2%.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2770555/panel-unfazed-by-higher-diesel-cost



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Ministry considers health scheme for foreign tourists                

                              

                                  
                    
                      [image: A caution flag prohibiting swimming is posted on Patong beach in Phuket. Bangkok Post]
                                              
                          A caution flag prohibiting swimming is posted on Patong beach in Phuket. Bangkok Post                        

                                          

                  

                                Road and water accidents are the leading causes of injuries among foreign travellers, with some rental car shops and tourists deliberately not following the rules.
The Tourism and Sports Ministry and the National Institute for Emergency Medicine plan to discuss the possibility of extending the Universal Coverage for Emergency Patients (UCEP) programme to cover foreign tourists.

Tourism and Sports Minister Sudawan Wangsuphakijkosol said the ministry already raised this issue with the Public Health Ministry and is awaiting a blueprint as the government determines a safety scheme as a key element of its strategy to elevate Thailand to become a tourism hub next year.

She said foreign tourists should be included in emergency medical services at all hospitals across Thailand.

A Taiwanese tourist was severely injured in a car crash last December and was denied admittance by a private hospital, creating a media stir.

As of March 31, 128 tourists were injured while travelling in Thailand this year, with 64 fatalities.

Road accidents caused 82 injuries, according to the tourism permanent secretary's office.

Water accidents, mainly recreational cases, caused the largest number of deaths totalling 18, followed by 15 fatalities from road accidents, 12 deaths from personal health issues and two cases of suicide.

In 2023, there were 400 injured tourists and 185 deaths.

Ms Sudawan said adding foreign tourists to the UCEP scheme would help ensure their safety, complementing the current assistance programme covering foreign tourists' injuries or death.

The current programme offers compensation of up to 1 million baht in the event of death and 500,000 baht for injury, in effect from Jan 1 to Aug 31.


[image: ]
A tourist is seen while parasailing at Patong beach in Phuket. Patipat Janthong




The government allocated 50 million baht for the assistance scheme to last eight months for the current fiscal year.

She said the ministry needs to evaluate the actual amount of compensation in this trial period before deciding how much to propose to extend this scheme from September.

As of March, the scheme paid out around 2 million baht to tourists entitled to compensation.

An executive from the Tourism and Sports Ministry who requested anonymity said some of these injury issues have links to other ministries.

For instance, the Commerce Ministry should regulate car and motorcycle rental shops that are registered with the ministry, said the executive.

Some operators do not comply with the law, such as not asking for a driving licence before renting out a vehicle, or not providing insurance to tourists, said the executive.

Meanwhile, some tourists don't follow safety rules, particularly driving motorbikes without wearing helmets, said the executive.

Some governments have raised concerns with the ministry regarding tourist safety, including Saudi Arabia, which inquired about a large number of motorbike accidents among Saudi tourists in Phuket and Pattaya, mostly among people age 20-35.
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                  Ttb's digital platform pivotal to lifting fee income growth                

                Bank targets 15% increase this year
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                                TMBThanachart Bank (ttb) is developing its digital banking platform to cater to commercial customers, with a keen focus on aggressively increasing fee income in this segment this year.
According to Saran Phuphatana, chief commercial banking officer, ttb established ambitious growth targets for fee-based income for its commercial banking business, encompassing both corporate and small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) customers.

The bank expects a substantial 15% increase this year, rising from the 3% growth rate tallied in 2023, he said.

Mr Saran said the digital platform development for commercial banking will play a pivotal role in driving fee-based income across various business areas, particularly those related to export and import, such as trade finance and foreign exchange management services.

In addition, cash management and insurance services are expected to bolster the bank's fee income within the commercial banking segment this year.

In 2024, ttb anticipates that commercial banking transactions via the digital platform will make up 96% of total transactions for the business segment.

Mr Saran said ttb expects the country's export performance would improve this year, aligning with the global economic recovery.

This improvement is expected to bolster export and import growth rates to 3% and 2%, respectively, for this year, he said.

"Given the increased volatility of foreign exchange rates globally and the uncertainty in the economic and money markets, more attention should be paid to foreign exchange risk protection. Local currency settlement provides a solution to mitigate these risks effectively," said Mr Saran.

In 2023, the dollar-baht volatility was relatively high at 9%, whereas the Asian-baht currency exhibited only a 3% volatility rate.

According to Mr Saran, the bank also encourages customers to utilise local currency as a means to mitigate foreign exchange risks. Additionally, it offers various instruments to assist clients in foreign exchange hedging, such as the ttb multi-currency account, and baht-yuan settlement service through the Yuan Pro Rata Forward product.

He said ttb's primary focus is on maintaining the asset quality of its commercial banking business rather than solely pursuing loan growth for this year.

The bank aims to reduce the risk cost within the business segment to 0.7% for this year, down from 0.86% in the previous year.

Ttb, the country's sixth-largest lender by total assets, plans for commercial outstanding loans to surpass 500 billion baht by year's end, representing growth of 2-3%.

Mr Saran said the bank plans to introduce SME digital lending services in the fourth quarter, starting with small-ticket loans with credit lines worth 2-5 million baht per SME client.

In addition, the bank anticipates expanding its green and blue loans to 10 billion baht this year, up from 8 billion baht last year, while aiming to further grow such loan products to 60 billion baht by 2028.
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									Democracies can win tech race								

															

																The world is on the precipice of a technological cold war. As authoritarian regimes develop new digital tools that endanger open societies and threaten democratic values, the West must decide whether to compete or concede. Today, the battle for freedom is being fought in Ukraine; but the frontline could one day be in Taiwan, a global technology hub, producing the world's most advanced microchips, and a flourishing democracy less than 160 kilometres off the coast of China, which seems bent on annexing the island.
Winning the race for future technologies demands a united front. Just as the West came together to deter Soviet expansionism and stop the spread of communism in the postwar period, the United States and the European Union must revitalise the transatlantic alliance to win the competition for global tech leadership. That means developing a new joint strategy, pooling resources and capabilities, streamlining regulations, and leveraging their strengths -- such as advanced tools for semiconductors and lasers, artificial intelligence, quantum computing, and genomics in Europe, and fusion energy, commercial space operations, and synthetic biology in the US.

It will also be necessary to build resilient supply chains. With China dominating the supply of metals and rare-earth elements necessary for batteries, semiconductors, and other technologies, the US and the EU are sleepwalking into a critical-minerals crisis. For example, China's market share of high-powered permanent magnets for offshore wind turbines is nearly 90%.

Lastly, both the US and the EU must focus their efforts on achieving new breakthroughs in vital sectors, including AI, biotech, advanced networks, clean energy, and the manufacturing technologies of tomorrow. To that end, the US CHIPS Act and the European Chips Act offer a blueprint -- or at least the beginnings of one -- for bolstering competitiveness in the next big technologies.

Cooperation on technology is not new. From the Council of Europe in Strasbourg to the International Telecommunication Union in Geneva, from the OECD to the European AI Act, the race to artificial intelligence seems sometimes to be a policymaking race, to control and coordinate it -- and rightly so, in some cases. For example, the main risks identified by the interim report of the UN's AI Advisory Body include risks to the stability of financial systems and to critical infrastructure, as well as strains on the environment, climate, and natural resources.

These issues are too important to be overlooked. In a recent report, the French AI Commission called for the creation of a World AI Organization to "evaluate and oversee AI systems". This could be a good idea, but it is not the only way to move forward. After all, the existence of the WHO is fundamental, but while it has played a vital role in the eradication of some diseases, it did not prevent the Covid-19 pandemic.

Moreover, regulation should be a means to an end, not an end in itself. Despite the so-called Brussels effect, the EU's alleged ability to set global standards, the bloc's landmark regulations on electric vehicles or the General Data Protection Regulation have hardly made the EU a superpower in electric mobility or in data privacy. That is why transatlantic cooperation should be broadened to include research and development programmes and large "moonshot" projects.

Just as sanctions alone have not curbed Russia's aggression against Ukraine, regulation will not be enough to prevent bad actors from misusing AI. Similarly, the West will have to go on the offensive against China's techno-authoritarian model. Sharing intelligence can identify supply-chain vulnerabilities and facilitate "friend-shoring". In addition to developing technological ecosystems with like-minded partners, it will be crucial for US and EU policymakers to expose short-sighted private ventures that play into the hands of those who see technology as a tool of oppression, not liberation.

Moreover, the US and the EU cannot expect to win the technology race -- which is also a war of ideas -- when their citizens have been herded into social-media echo chambers, and when 44% of children globally use TikTok.

On this cognitive battlefield, the West must lead the charge to develop technologies that encourage critical thinking and protect privacy, and to stop the destabilising fragmentation of the digital sphere and the spread of online hate and disinformation.

A revitalised transatlantic alliance must ensure that emerging technologies reflect democratic principles and boost strategic autonomy. Forging partnerships with like-minded countries, including Australia, India, Japan, and South Korea, and enhancing cooperation among the G7 and the OECD could support these efforts.

Together, they could develop an alternative model of technological empowerment -- free of digital repression and authoritarianism -- for developed and developing countries alike.

Western leaders should take inspiration from the Covid-19 vaccines, which, building on collaboration, massive experimentation, and decades of fundamental science, were developed in a record eight months. We must keep this spirit alive.

Democracies risk being outmanoeuvred in the technologies that will shape the future, with dire economic and security consequences. A robust transatlantic tech partnership is an imperative. The destiny of free and open societies depends on it. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Ylli Bajraktari, a former chief of staff to the US National Security Adviser and a former executive director of the US National Security Commission on Artificial Intelligence, is CEO of the Special Competitive Studies Project. Andre Loesekrug-Pietri is Chairman and Scientific Director of the Joint European Disruptive Initiative, the European advanced research projects agency.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2770470/democracies-can-win-tech-race



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Eye on police probes								

															

																	
										
											[image: ]
																					

									

																The Criminal Court's move to issue an arrest warrant for Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn, who is accused of laundering money from online gambling, was a much-needed decision amid an ugly row between two high-ranking policemen.
After fighting tooth and nail for over a month, Pol Gen Surachate -- aka Big Joke -- had to report to police on Tuesday night. Despite being seen as a strong contender as the next national police chief, he previously ignored police arrest warrants and insisted the money laundering case must be investigated by the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) only.

Pol Gen Surachate also accused his superior, Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol, and the officer's relatives of being involved in money laundering for the same online gambling network.

The court made it clear the case must be treated as a criminal charge -- and hopefully Pol Gen Surachate will cooperate. As a senior officer, Pol Gen Surachate must respect the judicial process and his own office by playing ball. This will also show his leadership mettle.

The Royal Thai Police (RTP) must also not ignore the accusation against Pol Gen Torsak, the national police chief. Early this week, lawyer-activist Sittra Biabangkerd filed a charge against him with the RTP.

Mr Sittra is perceived as a friend of Big Joke's. Police investigators nevertheless must show they are professional in dutifully carrying out their probe into Pol Gen Surachate.

Allegations against both policemen have already shamed the RTP. Any double standards in how they are treated would just add insult to injury. This is a reminder to the public that the RTP needs to reform to be more transparent and accountable. For over a decade, the previous governments of Prayut Chan-o-cha had pledged to reform the police. Yet it achieved little.

Many committees were appointed to conduct studies, with 18 on police reform having been conducted in the past few decades.

Many good solutions have been offered by luminaries in the Thai judicial system and esteemed officers such as the late former deputy police chief, Pol Gen Vasit Dejkunjorn.

Their ideas are exciting and progressive -- for example, the creation of a police ministry, creating separate bureaus of investigation, moving some police tasks to provincial investigators, and ensuring promotions are based on merit and verifiable work experience.

Sadly, those studies have been kept in a drawer gathering dust. PM Srettha Thavisin would be doing a great service in revisiting them and trying them out on the RTP.

Mr Srettha, as chair of the National Police Committee, never made police reform one of his flagship policies, and he rarely discusses his views on this topic. But as the person to whom the national police chief reports, he should seize this opportunity to make some changes. And the public is watching.

The media are also waiting to report on the three-person probe team which the PM appointed last month to investigate conflicts and accusations related to Pol Gen Torsak and Pol Gen Surachate.

People expect the probe will have a big impact, akin to Vicha Mahakun's probe that implicated around 20 people, including policemen and public prosecutors who helped the Red Bull scion Vorayuth "Boss" Yoovidhya evade criminal charges in a hit-and-run case over a decade ago. The ball is in Mr Srettha's court. He needs to score.
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																When an economy faces a financial crisis, it can create a big bang like the mass collapse of financial institutions such as during the Great Depression of the 1930s, the Thai Tum Yum Kung crisis of 1997, the Japanese financial crisis in late 1997, and the US Hamburger crisis of 2008.
However, a Thai financial crisis in 2024 could be equally damaging but a quite one. One may term it the silent killer. Commercial banks camouflage bad debt problems with debt restructuring and underreporting outstanding non-performing loans (NPLs). However, with or without a bang, the effects on the economy would be the same -- the banking system stops providing loans to (and even recalling loans from) the private sector, bringing the economy to a standstill or even contraction.

But before I start explaining the reasons for the doomsday prediction, let me briefly analyse last week's economic data for February, released by the Bank of Thailand (BOT). The data is not good and indicates a continued slowdown of the economy. It's no wonder why economic research houses, including the World Bank, revised their Thai GDP growth projection for 2024 downward by about 0.5% to around 2.7% to 2.8%. I am certain that they might lower growth projections further once the actual Q1 growth figure comes out.

During the first two months of 2024, agricultural output declined 6.45% and the manufacturing production index contracted 2.85%. Only the service index expanded -- by 8.3%. High growth in the service sector was in part a result of foreign tourist spending. Based on two months of output data, Q1/2024 GDP growth is estimated to be around 0.8%--1.1%. If this trend continues throughout the year, the 2.7%--2.8% growth target will be out of reach.

Just for clarification. When calculating GDP value using an "output" approach like in the paragraph above, service output will include foreign tourist spending. But when calculating GDP using the "expenditure" approach, consumption of service activities will be limited to the spending of locals. Foreign tourist spending will be recorded separately under the category of "export of services".

Apart from the February data, there are a few interesting points to be noted from the updated data of Q4/2023. First, household debt increased by 143 billion baht in Q4/2023, pushing the household debt/GDP ratio higher to 91.3%. Second, Thailand borrowed US$3.2 billion (117.3 billion baht) more from abroad in Q4/2023 to support domestic liquidity. Third, foreign tourist spending dropped further to 30,951 baht per person from 31,729 baht per person a quarter before. The spending/head figure used to average 45,820 baht before Covid. The reduced per head spending made Q4/2023 tourism income only 51.5% of Q4/2019 tourism income, despite a 22% headcount reduction.

Back to the main story.

How can I be confident that a financial crisis will happen in 2024? The answer is the capital inadequacy of Thai banks due to the high level of NPLs. Based on BOT data, the banking system has a capital adequacy ratio, commonly known as a BIS ratio, of 19.6%, which is six times higher than the official NPL ratio of 2.7%. This is a healthy banking system as the international standard only requires a BIS ratio of 10.5%--8.0% of main capital and 2.5% of buffered capital.

The problem is that 2.7% might not be the real NPL figure. The real figure is more likely to be 12.6%, making the "real" BIS ratio fall below 8.0%. According to the international standard, banks must cease their operations. Please read on, and I will explain.

It is well known that Thai household debt ranks 6th globally at 91.3% of GDP. But what is not really known is that our problematic household debt ratio is the highest in the world by a wide margin. Thailand's problem household debt is 19.8% of the total household debt portfolio.

The number comes from these three sources: (a) Past bad debt (restructured debt) of 7.7% of portfolio, (b) Present bad debt (NPLs) of 7.7% of portfolio; and (c) Future bad debt (special mentioned) of 4.5% of portfolio. By the way, the figures are from the National Credit Bureau (NCB) which covers 13.7 trillion baht of household debt, about 84% of the portfolio. Basically, NCB monitors all household debt in the country except from cooperatives and government student loans.

Special mentioned debt is debt that has less than three months of non-payment. It is also known as "skipping debt" among creditors as borrowers avoid legal threats of NPLs by keeping non-payment instalments to be less than three months. For example, a borrower would pay instalments for months 1, 2, 4, 6, and 8 and skip instalments for months 3, 5, and 7. Therefore, such borrowing would not become an official NPL until month 9.

If one looks at the world's top 10 highest household debt to GDP list, Thailand has per capita income at least five times lower than its peers, indicating a much lower ability to service debt. The top 10 list, from top to bottom, comprises Switzerland, Australia, Canada, South Korea, Hong Kong, Thailand, Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Norway, and the United States. In all these countries, except Thailand, more than half of household debt is mortgage debt which has strong collateral backups. Mortgage debt accounts for 97% of total household debt in the case of Switzerland and 53% in South Korea. But mortgage debt is only one-third of Thai household debt.

Here is the hidden problem of underreporting NPLs. Under the BOT's reporting system, the overall NPL ratio is 2.66%--2.88% for personal consumption loans and 4.38% for manufacturing loans. How would the BOT's 2.88% household NPLs (outstanding 158 billion baht) reconcile with the NCB's 19.8% NPLs (outstanding 1,047 billion baht) in the same category? The figures are wide apart.

Shall we look at an example from the automobile loan portfolio? While the BOT shows the automobile loan's NPL ratio at only 2.13% with an outstanding NPL of 25 billion baht, the NCB reports a 20.9% NPL ratio with 230 billion baht outstanding, plus another 208 billion baht for special-mentioned auto loans waiting to join the NPL's team. Given that over 300,000 vehicles were repossessed last year, the NCB auto loan data looks much more reliable.

Do the BOT and NCB live in the same country called Thailand?

Since BOT data is obviously under-reported (probably by banks who do not want to provide a loan-loss reserve), I again have to estimate more reliable NPL data myself. The number I come up with is an overall NPL ratio of 12.6%, not 2.66%. That is a crisis-level NPL. This is the very reason why I referred to this article as a "silent crisis." The financial system is already in crisis, but the Bank of Thailand lives in a make-believe world of 2.66% NPLs.

Unfortunately, reporting data is just numbers, but the dire debt payment situation is real. Commercial banks know the quality of their assets best, whether it is 2.66% NPLs or 12.6% NPLs, and they will behave accordingly. If they are uncertain about asset qualities, they would be very selective in loan issuing and recall dubious loans as much as possible. Such a practice would lead to the collapse of the business sector, much like what we witnessed after July 1997.

At this point, readers may decide whether to believe the "Hello Kitty" NPL situation of the BOT or the harsh real world NPL numbers of the NCB. Am I smelling Tom Yum Kung cooking in the kitchen?
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									Democracy survives crucial test in Senegal								

															

																The crisis in Senegal, the one country in West Africa that has never had a military coup, has passed. Few people outside Africa were paying close attention to it, but I'm sure you will be pleased to know that democracy has survived.
Lucky Senegal doesn't even an Islamist insurgency killing hundreds or thousands of people a month. (Most other countries in the "Sahel" belt -- just south of the Sahara -- do.) In fact, the recent turmoil in Senegal didn't involve soldiers at all, just an elected president who wanted to overstay his welcome.

Amidst the violence and misery that plague the rest of the Sahel, Senegal is a beacon of hope: very poor, to be sure, and with an exploding population (the median age is 19), but it is peaceful and democratic. It even has reasonably efficient public services, good roads and a high-speed train.

Nowhere else in the Sahel has those things, but Senegal's relative success signals to the other countries of the Sahel that they are not cursed. They could hope to have those things too, if only they could get their act together. A slim hope, maybe, but better than nothing, so the crisis in Senegal really got the attention of other West Africans.

To cut to the chase, Senegal's President Macky Sall, nearing the end of his second term in office, tried to postpone the next presidential election, legally scheduled for last February. His chosen successor seemed certain to lose and he couldn't legally run again, so most people assumed that Mr Sall was planning to hang on to power illegally.

Maybe he was and maybe he wasn't, but youthful protesters came out on the streets, and sixteen were shot dead. by the police. Some opposition leaders were jailed on questionable charges.

Everybody has seen this movie, and it doesn't end usually end well -- but this is Senegal, and the players changed the script.

The Constitutional Council (a panel of senior judges) ruled that the election must be held on time. Macky Sall accepted the judgement and agreed to leave power.

The election went off peacefully last week, and the opposition candidate, Bassirou Diomaye Faye, won with 54% of the votes. A happy ending, or so it would seem.

However. the new president is just a stand-in for the real opposition leader, Ousmane Sonko, who couldn't run for president because of his recent conviction for "acting immorally" towards a 20-year-old massage therapist. (He was cleared of raping her, though she claimed that he did.) Does this case remind you of some American politician?

Mr Sonko is adored by the radical youth of Senegal, who have lots to be radical about because they can see no jobs in their future. (More than 60% of the population is under 25.) Mr Sonko is a "firebrand" who says things like "those who have ruled Senegal deserve to be shot", and promises to make things better by breaking things.

It's a marriage made in Heaven (although Mr Sonko is actually 49 years old). He rants and the alienated youth cheer. His political style, in fact, is quite similar to Donald Trump's, although neither man would welcome the comparison. Mr Trump is most appealing to the old, ignorant, and angry; Mr Sonko appeals to the young, ignorant and desperate.

So this may really be the swansong of Senegal's half-century of democracy. It always seemed likely to develop in that direction, rather than other West African countries "levelling up" to Senegal's standard. Sonko will be happy to read the funeral service.

Every country has problems, but these countries have every problem at once. They have a heritage of brutal colonialism. Education for most is basic or even non-existent. Health care is virtually non-existent in rural areas. Corruption is rampant (mostly because people are so poor).

There have been six military coups in West Africa in the past three years: one each in Guinea and Niger and two each in Mali and Burkina Faso. Every one of these countries except Senegal is besieged by Islamist fanatics who belong to al-Qaeda or Islamic State, and now Russian mercenaries are adding to the carnage.

It sounds trite to say it, but the only escape from all this is economic growth: growth that will create the jobs, the schools and the hospitals, which will in turn will create a workforce that has the skills -- well, you know the rest.

West African economies are actually growing, with a couple of exceptions, but the high birth rates throughout the region mean that the per capita income is stagnant or declining in the Sahel countries. Even Senegal's population is growing at 2.5%; Niger is at 3.7%.

What West Africa need is a virtuous circle of growth. What it has is the biggest vicious circle in the world.
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																A large crowd gathered near the 2nd Thai-Myanmar Friendship Bridge in Mae Sot district on the morning of March 25 as the Thai government, through the Thai Red Cross Society and its Myanmar counterpart, released the first batch of humanitarian aid to those affected by fighting between Myanmar army and ethnic resistance forces.
Presiding over the handover ceremony was Thailand's Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Sihasak Phuangketkeow. A group of Thai media was flown to the ceremony by the Thai army.

The aid is part of Thailand's initiative known as a humanitarian corridor. Witnessing the delivery were some key figures of the ethnic resistance forces. Yet, they were asked by the Thai security apparatus to remain low profile as the Thai authorities did not want to upset the junta or the State Administration Council (SAC).

The Thai army, as well as former PM Prayut Chan-o-cha, has been criticised for forging close ties with Snr Gen Min Aung Hlaing, who staged a coup in 2021, ousting the civilian government under the National League for Democracy. However, some critics question if such ties would really serve the national interest, particularly when the ethnic forces have gained momentum over the weak Tatmadaw.

Some are wondering why the Thai army and security agencies still attach great importance to the junta regardless of the fact that most of the border extending over 2,400-plus kilometres is under the control of ethnic forces, including the Karen, Karenni, Shan and Mon, which have fought the Tatmadaw for a long time. Not to mention that many people living close to the border have relatives on the other side.

But continuing to be the junta's best friend may not be in Thailand's best interests due to the insecurity and conflict raging along the border.

Such a setback could be seen when the Thai government made little progress in its attempts to rescue a group of Thais being lured into online scam networks in Kokang's Laukkaing Township in Northern Shan State bordering China through Nay Pyi Taw. It's well known that the junta and the then-Laukkaing leaders were on good terms and shared benefits provided by Chinese mafias. Under such circumstances, the gangsters were one step ahead when Thai workers called for help

However, things changed remarkably in October of last year when the Chinese government shifted its support to ethnic forces in the northern part of Myanmar, known as the Three Brotherhood Alliance -- comprised of the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army, Ta'ang National Liberation Army and Arakan Army --which conducted a successful offensive against the Tatmadaw in what was known as Operation 1027. The Brotherhood Alliance managed to seize Laukkaing and the surrounding areas, suppressing the Chinese mafias and freeing a large number of workers trapped in slave-like conditions.

The alliance attacked and seized several military bases in the north of Shan state. This enabled the Thai workers to escape. In other words, while the junta just watched on helplessly, it was the ethnic forces who helped the Thai workers so they could safely return to Thailand via boats along the Mekong River.

Now that the junta has lost power in several areas, keeping government-to-government alignment with Nay Pyi Taw and a friendship with Min Aung Hlaing may not be helpful in securing peace along the extensive border.

[image: ]
Thai and Myanmar government and Thai Red Cross Society officials at the second Thai-Myanmar Friendship Bridge in Mae Sot district release the first batch of humanitarian aid for those affected by the conflict in Myanmar. Thailand's Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Sihasak Phuangketkeow (far left) presided over the handover ceremony.



This is different to China which manages to pursue flexible "two-sided" diplomacy. On the one hand, Beijing remains close to the junta to help maintain its strategic interests, but on the other hand, it supports the ethnic forces to crush the mafia businesses, which have also landed some innocent Chinese citizens in trouble. With Chinese support, the ethnic forces have occupied a large area close to the Thai border in Chiang Rai and Chiang Mai.

While Beijing can have such an open operation, the Thai Foreign Affairs Ministry and security agencies are overly careful in their humanitarian efforts. The trucks carrying food and necessities will not be able to reach KNU- and BGF-controlled areas without the resistance forces' consent.

This raises a question about the Thai government's perception of these ethnic states. By maintaining conventional diplomacy toward its neighbour, particularly the close alignment with the junta, and without recognising the importance of ethnic states, Thailand may have lost an opportunity to pursue its national interest.

The government may have to review its policies toward Myanmar and weigh between people-to-people ties and those at the top, which one really hopes leads to genuine, long-lasting security.
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																Recent drafts of a global pandemic treaty have been widely criticised as "shameful and unjust". When the latest round of negotiations opened on March 18, it was clear that a key lesson of the Covid-19 pandemic was being ignored: public health and the health of the economy are interdependent.
Achieving both requires rewriting the rules of how health and well-being are valued, produced, and distributed -- and how economies are governed. The treaty's success will depend on member states' willingness to hardwire equity into its terms. And that, in turn, will require a new economic paradigm. If the treaty is whittled down to become as inoffensive as possible, it will fail.

The World Health Organization Council on the Economics of Health for All, which I chaired, has already issued recommendations for how to proceed. For starters, negotiators from all countries must remain focused on the overarching goal of preventing future health threats from becoming catastrophic. That means designing the terms of the treaty -- including those related to innovation, intellectual property (IP), public-private collaboration, and funding -- to be mission-oriented. Equity must be the top priority, because everyone -- and every economy -- ultimately suffers in a pandemic if tests, vaccines, and lifesaving therapeutics are not accessible to all.

Moreover, how innovation and knowledge are governed is as critical as the innovation itself. Governments have powerful levers for determining who benefits from innovation. They are major funders of everything from early-stage research and development to product development and manufacturing. The mRNA Covid-19 vaccines, for example, benefited from about US$31.9 billion in US public investment. Stronger conditions on private-sector access to public funding would help to ensure equitable and affordable access to the resulting products, as well as facilitating profit sharing and reinvestment in productive activities (like R&D) rather than unproductive ones (like shareholder buybacks).

The point, in each case, is to establish a more symbiotic relationship with the private sector -- one based on shared goals, and on shared risks and rewards. As we saw with the repeated spread of new Covid-19 variants, a vaccine that only some can afford will not stop a pandemic. Any pandemic treaty should unapologetically commit to this shift and avoid clauses designed to serve private rent-seeking interests.

A key part of getting public-private collaboration right is to establish an approach to knowledge governance and IP rights that serves the common good, rather than protecting monopoly profits. This issue has become a major flashpoint in the treaty negotiations. Lower-income countries are being asked to share pathogen data (which aids the development of new tests, vaccines, and treatments) without any guarantee that they will have access to the resulting products.

While the current draft alludes to the importance of IP rules that do not limit affordability and access, it merely "encourages", rather than requires, measures aimed at knowledge sharing and limiting royalties. Even weak language asking governments to "consider supporting" patent waivers has become a sticking point.

This suggests that a misplaced drive to preserve current IP rules is complicating the negotiations. To incentivise innovation and deliver broadly shared societal benefits, patents must be narrower; they must encourage productive follow-on innovation and collective intelligence; and they must be accompanied by commitments to transfer the knowledge and technology required for production.

Another obstacle to the pandemic treaty's success is that it currently seems to be delinked from clear funding commitments. The International Monetary Fund estimates that the global economy suffered losses of at least $13.8 trillion as Covid-19 lockdowns and supply-chain disruptions tipped the world into recession. Governments then spent trillions more responding to the crisis. It should be obvious that scaling up investments in prevention is preferable -- in terms of health, prosperity, and justice -- to incurring the costs of a crisis that has spun out of control. As the WHO council pointed out, "it is more cost effective to prevent than to cure".

The quality of financing is as important as its quantity. Lower-income countries need long-term financing for critical investments in health. The treaty's nod to the importance of debt relief to free up fiscal capacity for pandemic prevention, preparedness, and response is welcome, but the language is worryingly noncommittal. Financing for health must be understood as a long-term investment, rather than as a cost that can be reduced to serve short-sighted budget targets. It is also a responsibility that transcends national borders.

Lastly, since the scope of the pandemic treaty cuts across government ministries and sectors, health should not be left solely to health ministries. Health is massively impacted by economic policy choices (for example, related to IP rights), and decisions across government impact the social, environmental, and economic determinants of health. Governments -- across all ministries -- can and should redesign how innovation is governed, how the public and private sectors relate to one another, and how finance is structured to shape markets in the interest of human and planetary health. Failure to prioritise "health for all" will have far-reaching ramifications for the resilience and stability of economies worldwide.

As member states cavil over clauses -- removing references to health as a human right and watering down IP restrictions, financial commitments, and monitoring provisions -- there should be no ambiguity about the choice they face. Centering the treaty on the goal of preventing or minimising pandemics would compel policymakers to see it clearly -- and to abandon the myopic assumptions that have limited international and public-private collaboration. As member states prepare for the World Health Assembly in May, this imperative should be front of mind. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Mariana Mazzucato, Founding Director of the UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose, is Chair of the World Health Organization's Council on the Economics of Health for All.
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									Energy shift calls for open markets, more renewables								
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																The awaited new Power Development Plan (PDP) will be finalised by the second quarter of this year. The PDP -- which is scheduled to be implemented between 2024 and 2037, will focus more on renewable energy.
Prasert Sinsukprasert, the permanent secretary of the Ministry of Energy, says the new PDP aligns with Thailand's climate change goal to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050. Therefore, the plan throws its weight behind alternative energy sources over fossil fuels -- with a proposed ratio of 70% to 30%.

The PDP is part of the National Energy Plan (NEP) -- the country's blueprint for energy management from 2023 to 2037. It consists of five plans: a power development plan, alternative energy development plan, energy efficiency plan, oil plan and gas plan. In tandem, a responsible government body is reworking the NEP to make 50% of electricity in Thailand from renewable energy sources by 2037. The new NEP will give Thailand new energy sources like hydrogen fuel and small nuclear reactors.

In addition, the new PDP boosts the country's policy to phase out fossil fuels like coal and gas power plants.

Thailand's energy landscape

The new PDP -- or even NEP -- attests to Thailand's bid to have its energy readjusted. Thailand has always relied on fossil fuel -- mainly coal and gas. In past years, the government has capped coal consumption.

Nevertheless, the country still relies heavily on gas. Currently, two-thirds of electricity is produced by gas-fired power plants, according to information from the Energy Policy and Planning Office (EPPO).

Some 17% of electricity comes from coal-fired power plants while 12% of electricity is imported from either hydro-power or coal-fired power plants in neighbouring countries such as Laos and Myanmar. Another 10% of electricity is powered by cheap bunker oil and another 10% from renewable energy -- mainly solar-power plants.

In terms of natural gas, the government has tried to reduce its lopsided use of natural gas. In the old days, natural gas was a rational choice as Thailand's reserves in the Gulf of Thailand were aplenty.

Later, the country had to use imported natural gas to run power plants after its own reserve ran low. Since 2019, Thailand's liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports have surged by 127%.

The Thai government has affirmed its commitment to ensuring that renewable energy constitutes at least 50% of new power generation capacity by 2050. According to the Long-term Low Greenhouse Gas Emission Development Strategy (LT-LEDS), the proportion of renewable electricity is anticipated to rise to 68% by 2040 and further to 74% by 2050, aligning with the nation's objective of achieving carbon neutrality.

Apart from switching to green and clean fuel, the changing energy plan also promotes the use of new innovations such as carbon dioxide capture and storage (CCS) at fossil-fuel power plants and gas turbines capable of using a blend of natural gas and carbon-free green hydrogen.

The new plan also introduces carbon offsetting through Land Use, Land-Use Change, and Forestry (LULUCF), which is carbon emission offsetting by planting trees and climate change-friendly land use.

Ensuring a just and clean energy transition

Thailand's new PDP and related energy plans clearly show the country's commitment to reducing emissions. The big question is whether or not such lofty goals can be met, and whether or not the country can overcome its inconsistent action plans and bureaucracy.

While the new PDP calls for the "phasing out" of mainstream power plants, the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat) is still signing deals to buy electricity from natural-gas powered plants amid the ongoing approval of new gas power plant construction. These plants, with an average lifespan of 20-25 years, will chain the country to natural gas dependency -- and imported natural gas for decades.

The ongoing deals will not only put the country at risk of oscillating natural gas prices; these deals will also affect consumers. Every power purchase deal that Egat signs with power producers includes an "availability payment" (AP) cost, which is transferred to consumers through their electricity bills, further raising electricity prices in addition to the impact of LNG price hikes. So when the price of natural gas rises, so do consumers' electricity bills.

JustPow, a coalition advocating for fair and sustainable energy transition, has urged the government to steer clear of buying electricity from big energy firms and supporting small businesses that sell clean energy.

JustPow -- consisting of Data Hatch, Epigram, Greenpeace Thailand, JET in Thailand, and Rocket Media Lab, also want Egat to stop signing deals to buy electricity produced by new fossil fuel power plants or large hydroelectric dams in neighbouring countries. The group argues that the country's energy reserve is in surplus.

The group also wants the government to restructure the cost of natural gas by letting the energy sector access use of natural gas reserves from the Gulf of Thailand which is currently being consumed mostly by the petrochemical industry which should not receive preferential treatment over ordinary Thai consumers in accessing cheaper gas from Thailand and neighbouring Myanmar.

Game changing

Energy saving is also a path to net zero. It is unfortunate that Thai governments have not taken this cleaver measure seriously.

Sarinee Achavanuntakul, head researcher at Fair Finance Thailand, emphasised the importance of prioritising energy efficiency. "In almost every country, if we look at how they manage their energy and what they prioritise the most, many countries will say they prioritise energy efficiency. Because economically, it has been proven without requiring further data that it is most cost-effective. If we can increase energy efficiency, it means we don't need to build new power plants or increase production capacity," Ms Sarinee says.

Furthermore, authorities should implement a net metering system to promote the expansion of clean electricity. This system would enable households to offset their electricity costs by utilising electricity generated from their rooftops, in contrast to the current "net billing" system where households selling excess electricity to the government receive lower prices than they pay for it.

Chariya Senpong, head of the energy transition campaign at Greenpeace Thailand, says Egat needs to buy renewable energy. Greenpeace estimates that renewable energy in Thailand can produce 35,000 megawatts. "But the government is only purchasing 100 megawatts per year, which goes against that potential. It cannot lead to an energy transition at that rate," she says.

In terms of transmission, the current government policy doesn't support market accessibility.

Access to transmission systems and grids is controlled by Egat, which only sells electricity to two state utilities and a few private firms. Thailand should transition towards a more open electricity system, where power producers participate in auctions to sell electricity to retailers at the wholesale market level.

Retailers, including state-owned enterprises like the Metropolitan Electricity Authority and Provincial Electricity Authority, alongside private retailers and individual household electricity producers, can compete to sell electricity to consumers. This arrangement offers consumers the flexibility to choose their electricity provider either through a trading platform or directly, without intermediaries.

Shifting away from gas power plants poses challenges due to their current prevalence in Thailand's energy sector. Nonetheless, the government can facilitate this transition by establishing a transparent plan to harness renewable energy sources and by fostering fair competition in the energy market.

This will ensure that Thailand will remain competitive amidst the global push towards a low-carbon economy.



Kongpob Areerat is a communication manager and researcher at Climate Finance Network Thailand (CFNT), a think tank devoted to propelling sustainable financial practices and assisting in Thailand's transition towards a low-carbon economy in line with the 1.5degC climate target. Access to previous articles and related data at
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									Parliament tug-of-war								

															

																	
										
											[image: ]
																					

									

																The Pheu Thai-led coalition government and the opposition are bracing for a showdown in a general debate which starts today.
But they remain at odds over the allocation of debate time, with the opposition getting 22 hours against six hours for cabinet ministers.

Government chief whip Visuth Chainaroon, a Pheu Thai MP for Phayao, said the allocation is unfair and urged the opposition to reduce its time from 22 to 18 hours and give the government four hours.

But the opposition bloc leader Move Forward Party (MFP) has poured cold water on Mr Visuth's calls, saying the two whips previously agreed upon the proportion.

According to opposition chief whip Pakornwut Udompipatskul, it was Pheu Thai who proposed the six-hour slot. Therefore, the party should respect the original agreement and be responsible.

Pheu Thai has said it would maintain its stance and raise the issue in the debate. Meanwhile, there is speculation that it and its coalition may seek to vote on the matter, using its majority to get its way.

But Pheu Thai should think again. It's a bad idea to use debate time to resort to voting to get their way over such a matter.

Although the two-day session -- unlike a no-confidence debate -- is considered to have no real effect, critics said it's the opposition's golden opportunity, especially for the MFP, to rub salt into the government's wounds.

After over seven months in office and plenty of globe-trotting by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, the government has little to brag about. Most of its flagship policies have not been delivered.

Some critics claim Pheu Thai's only major achievement is its mission to bring Thaksin Shinawatra back to Thailand after 17 years of self-imposed exile.

Like it or not, Pheu Thai has to come to terms with the fact that Thaksin, who many see as its de facto leader, is now a negative for the party, with its popularity declining substantially, as per opinion polls.

Now, Pheu Thai and the coalition must learn that misuse of the House majority can also be a setback.

Last week, Paradon Pridsananandakul of Bhumjaithai, who was clearly upset during a House session, challenged fellow MPs by saying the government was capable of dumping all the bills proposed by the opposition.

While true, such a threat is appalling. It made Mr Paradon look vindictive and placed the coalition government in a bad light.

Instead of making a big deal over time allocation, Pheu Thai should prepare itself for the enquiries.

It's a must that all the MPs, the government and the opposition, make the parliamentary sessions constructive, accountable and responsible to public needs without gamesmanship and foul tactics just to make political gains.

Should Pheu Thai be stubborn and vote for more time reallocation today, the party will further place itself in a poor light.
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									Business lessons to be had from the fall of Icarus								

															

																Balancing corporate social responsibility (CSR), which implies a long-term vision of how businesses can contribute to the broader social good, with a company's daily operations is a formidable task.
To understand this dynamic and the challenges that it poses, we would do well to ditch the spreadsheets and seek insight in a sixteenth-century Flemish Renaissance masterpiece: Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, attributed to Pieter Bruegel the Elder.

Viewed from the right perspective, Bruegel's portrayal of the ancient Greek myth of Daedalus and his son Icarus provides unique insights into the excesses of the market economy, as well as recent efforts to rein them in.

Imprisoned on the island of Crete, Daedalus constructs wings of wax and feathers for himself and his son. Despite his father's instructions not to fly too high or too low, Icarus flies so close to the sun that his wings melt, and he falls into the sea and drowns (the painting depicts a pair of white legs disappearing into the water). The moral of the tale is straightforward: hubris can be fatal.

It is tempting to draw parallels between Milton Friedman and Icarus. Generations of business students have been bottle-fed the Friedman doctrine: the social responsibility of business is to maximise profits.

The ideas of Friedman and the rest of the Chicago school of economics helped create the freewheeling capitalism of postwar Western economies.

But the 2008 global financial crisis, coupled with rapid global warming, marked the end of the dominant consensus that "the business of business is business".

Now, the ruthless pursuit of profit at all costs seems doomed to disappear like Icarus beneath the waves, one hand waving helplessly in the air.

As Colin Mayer put it in his 2018 book Prosperity: Better Business Makes the Greater Good, "the social purpose of the company must be to find profitable solutions to the problems of our planet and its inhabitants".

Bruegel's painting also serves as a reminder of CSR's aims. The ploughman guiding the horse and digging a shallow furrow highlights the importance of sustainable agriculture, biodiversity, and companionship between man and animal.

Meanwhile, the fisherman casting his line draws our attention to the sea -- an important common good that should be cared for accordingly.

Their modest efforts underscore that we cannot deplete the sources of our well-being, which must be accessible to and shared by all.

This should remain at the forefront of our thinking as we take responsibility for the worsening climate crisis and pursue the radical changes needed to preserve the planet and prevent catastrophic global warming.

On Bruegel's horizon, the sun illuminates ships transporting people and goods. Is it setting on the old world, or rising on a new one? The question forces us to contemplate who will steer our ship -- the global economy -- to calmer waters in the long term.

In 2015, Mark Carney, then Governor of the Bank of England, explained in a speech in London that climate change "will be felt beyond the traditional horizons of most actors -- imposing a cost on future generations that the current generation has no direct incentive to fix". It is thus our responsibility to overcome what Mr Carney described as "the tragedy of the horizon".

Lastly, the shepherd peers up at Daedalus in the sky, seemingly transfixed by the possibility of flight. Neither he nor his dog, tied up at his side, is minding the sheep.

The scene invites us to seek help from others to unleash the energies needed to protect the climate and preserve nature.

It also highlights the challenge of balancing current concerns with aspirations for the future -- a dilemma that has become more acute as corporations shift to new ways of doing business.

When implementing these changes, we must avoid alienating our fellow citizens and potentially inciting unrest.

To be sure, interpreting a work of visual art almost always requires an understanding of its historical context.

The social, political, religious, economic, and cultural settings of the period help us understand the work's meaning.

But, once presented to the public, art takes on a life of its own because it belongs to us all. In that way, it can open a window that allows us to get a better view of the challenges of our own time.

Only by understanding what is at stake can today's businesspeople develop coherent and effective CSR strategies.

For corporate leaders who want to be good stewards of the social and environmental systems in which they operate, pondering Landscape with the Fall of Icarus is an ideal way to see the full picture. (c)2024 Project Syndicate

Vanessa Badre, a faculty fellow at American University, is a lawyer and art historian.
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									What joining OECD means to Thailand								

															

																Thailand's bid to become a member of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) could be extremely challenging owing to the ever-changing geopolitical landscape, particularly in the Indo-Pacific region. Since the release of the OECD's Indo-Pacific Strategic Framework last year, the Paris-based intergovernmental organisation has been doubling its efforts to woo more members from the region. Both the region's No.1 and No.2 economies, Indonesia and Thailand, are high on the list.
Southeast Asia has always been the OECD's main priority area. Yet countries in the region appear reluctant as membership demands countries align their political and economic direction with the OECD's standards and practices. However, with the new strategic environment emerging, the OECD has decided to move beyond the current scope to engage with the broader Indo-Pacific. OECD -- known as the world's largest consortium of modern and industrialised economies, perceives the Indo-Pacific region as a harbinger of the global economy in the years, if not decades, to come. More than half of the world's population lives in the Indo-Pacific, and almost 60% of global GDP and two-thirds of global growth are generated in the Indo-Pacific.

Notably, some of the OECD strategic objectives align with the Thai government's national development goals. Like the OECD, Thailand also wants to build a strong, inclusive, sustainable economic recovery, particularly from the Covid's impact. On climate change, Thailand and the OECD will work together to mitigate and adapt to climate change and strengthen sustainable marine governance. Another important objective is managing the digital transformation and working to improve trusted connectivity. In the post Covid world, it is imperative to increase resilient and sustainable supply chains and protect as well as strengthen the global rules-based trading system.

Over the past decades, Thailand has wanted to become an advanced economy and participate in international economic governance and cooperation. However, domestic issues -- political instability and numerous military coups -- have prevented the country from moving in that direction. Despite the odds, Thai policymakers have never given up hope of joining the OECD.

Thailand officially submitted its letter to the OECD to begin the accession process on Feb 8 after some delay. At the first OECD Council meeting in Paris on March 20, the members expressed general support for the country's ambition to become an OECD member. In a letter to Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, Mathias Cormann, Secretary General of OECD, updated him on the council's meeting and discussion around the evidence-based Framework for Consideration of Prospective Members. The meeting also highlighted Thailand's longstanding cooperation with the OECD through the Country Programme since 2018 and the Southeast Asia Regional Programme since 2014. Mr Cormann reiterated the OECD's strategic objective to enhance its engagement and membership with the Indo-Pacific countries.

To further boost Thailand's bid, Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Parnpree Bahiddha-Nukara is scheduled to visit the OECD headquarters after Songkran. Foreign Minister Parnpree will have the opportunity to lobby the OECD Council and present Thailand's reasons and motivations for joining the organisation.

Accession is a lengthy process -- it takes five years. During that time, Thailand must be steadfast in maintaining its conducive foreign and economic policies. Costa Rica, the latest country to join the OECD, took exactly five years to complete the accession procedure. Given the reality inside the country, all unexpected diversions must be avoided. Otherwise, the deadline for the country to become an advanced economy by 2037 will remain elusive. Thailand has tried to join other global cooperation platforms. It was among more than three dozen countries wishing to join Brics -- an intergovernmental organisation then made up of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa.

Last year, Brics opened the door to more members, including Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt, Ethiopia, and the United Arab Emirates.

Yet, Thailand must hold off on joining Brics until the OECD accession plan is completed. Last year, former Thai Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Don Pramudwinai attended the third Brics summit in South Africa as part of the Brics Plus dialogue. To avoid any misunderstanding, future activities related to Brics will be carried out only under the Brics Plus dialogue and in a low-profile manner.

Among the countries joining the Brics outreach programme, Thailand supports the multilateral system, especially advocating for developing countries to play a bigger role. Furthermore, it is also pushing for more developing countries to have access to financial sources to develop competitiveness and fulfil the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Indonesia, an aspiring OECD member, is facing challenges, too. At first, there was no consensus to accept Indonesia's application due to its stand on the Israel-Hamas conflict. After Jakarta's intense lobbying, the council gave the green light -- joining the OECD indicates the membership's preference for liberal values and rules-based principles.

Thailand values its South-South cooperation, which has been going on for decades. Its sufficiency economy and sustainable development strategies have already gained traction in developing countries in Africa, the South Pacific, and Asia-Pacific. Thailand served as the chair of Group 77 in 2016 and its main agenda was to promote the United Nations Sustainable Development goals. Currently, the country is also the coordinator of the programme for the UN and Asean.

Looking forward, Thailand must ensure that its OECD ambition does not undermine its cooperation with friends and allies throughout the world, especially the developing countries with which Thailand has cultivated very close ties.
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        New movies out this week: April 4-10
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        KISS sells song catalogue to Pophouse for over $300m
        LOS ANGELES - American rock band KISS is selling its song catalog, as well as its name, image and likeness, to Pophouse Entertainment Group AB, the Swedish company behind the popular ABBA Voyage live avatar performance.

      

      
        5 best Thai restaurants in Hong Kong
        Hong Kong-born Vita Chan was seven years old when she first visited her mother's home city, Phitsanulok, in northern Thailand.

      

      
        Places to enjoy the Songkran celebrations
        As part of the Maha Songkran World Water Festival, Ratchadamnoen Avenue and Sanam Luang will serve as major splashing battlegrounds from April 11-15 allowing locals and tourists an opportunity to appreciate the beauty of Thai cultural heritage while escaping the summer heat.

      

      
        Legendary DJ Roman Flugel set for Bangkok gig
        Prepare for a night of cutting-edge electronic music as HUH? proudly presents legendary German DJ Roman Flugel live in Bangkok on April 11. As part of their We Dance Series, the event will be held at Siwilai Radical Club in Thong Lor and it promises to be a mesmerising experience for music enthusiasts. Joining Flugel on stage will be talented Thai DJs Tada, b2b, Jirus and GodDam, ensuring a...

      

      
        Art takes to the skies at Iconsiam
        The sky above the picturesque Chao Phraya River has become a vast gallery for "Iconsiam Thailand's Kite Festival 2024", which also sees River Park at Iconsiam transformed into a massive kite-flying area until April 8.

      

      
        Free webinar explores the future of packaging
        "Forming Tomorrow's Opportunities with Packaging Innovation" promises to be an insightful webinar as it explores the latest trends and innovations shaping the global packaging industry. It will be held on April 9 from 2-3.30pm via Zoom and is open to all interested persons.

      

      
        New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 3-9
        Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!

      

      
        Alert: Recognising gynaecologic cancer signs
        Gynaecologic cancers represent a significant health concern for women worldwide, with varying symptoms that can often go unnoticed until advanced stages. In an effort to raise awareness and improve outcomes, Prof. Siriwan Tangjitgamol of MedPark Hospital outlines the crucial warning signs and symptoms associated with these cancers. By focusing on the entirety of the female reproductive system,...

      

      
        Fendi x Kengo Kuma = architectural accessories
        Fendi has launched an exclusive series of accessories designed with noted Japanese architect Kengo Kuma.
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									New movies out this week: April 4-10

									'The First Omen' is the prequel to 'The Omen' which came out nearly fifty years ago
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 The First Omen


Directed by Arkasha Stevenson.

Who's in it?

Nell Tiger Free, Ralph Ineson and Sonia Braga.

What's it about?

A young American woman is sent to Rome to begin a life of service to the church, but encounters a darkness that causes her to question her faith and uncovers a terrifying conspiracy that hopes to bring about the birth of evil incarnate.

Why watch it?

"The Omen" horror prequel.
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 Mothers' Instinct


Directed by Benoit Delhomme.

Who's in it?

Anne Hathaway, Jessica Chastain and Josh Charles.

What's it about?

Alice and Celine live a traditional lifestyle with successful husbands and sons of the same age. Life's perfect harmony is suddenly shattered after a tragic accident. Guilt, suspicion and paranoia combine to unravel their sisterly bond.

Why watch it?

Third movie starring Chastain and Hathaway. however, this is the first in which they share scenes.
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 Lahn-Mah


Directed by Pat Bunnithipat.

Who's in it?

Biwkin Puttipong Assarattanakul, Taew Usa Samekham, Du Sanya Kunakorn, Puek Phongsathorn Jongwilas, Jia Sarinrat Thomas, Tu Tawan Tantivejkul.

What's it about?

A Thai family drama film capturing the precious moments of what is family.

Why watch it?

Biwkin Puttipong's first film is inspired by true events.



April 10
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 Suga | Agust D Tour 'D-Day' The Movie


Who's in it?

Suga aka Agust D.

What's it about?

A film of the encore concert by Agust D, also known as Suga of BTS. Tune in to relive the moments from the concert encompassing his rich musical world and performances, explosive energy and joint performance. The cinematic cut will also include special guest stages with fellow BTS members RM, Jimin, and Jungkook.

Why watch it?

The cinematic cut will also include special guest stages with fellow BTS members RM, Jimin, and Jungkook.
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									KISS sells song catalogue to Pophouse for over $300m

									
								

								LOS ANGELES - American rock band KISS is selling its song catalog, as well as its name, image and likeness, to Pophouse Entertainment Group AB, the Swedish company behind the popular ABBA Voyage live avatar performance.
								Pophouse is paying more than US$300 million, according to a person familiar with the matter who asked not to be identified discussing the terms of a private deal. The agreement includes master recordings and publishing rights.

Pophouse wants to turn KISS into an act that remains popular in culture long after its members stop making new music and performing. The company has announced plans to make a biopic about the group, as well as a live music show featuring avatars of its members.

Pophouse has already made a live show featuring the members of ABBA, the legendary Swedish pop group. That show, called ABBA Voyage, is making more than $1 million a week in London. Tens of thousands of fans flock to an arena purpose-built for the show to watch avatars of the group perform hits like Dancing Queen and Chiquitita. ABBA's Bjorn Ulvaeus founded Pophouse with Swedish investor Conni Jonsson.

						

							
						


Bassist and KISS co-lead singer Gene Simmons and his band mates started talking to the team at Pophouse a couple of years ago in the midst of their final tour, the End of the Road World Tour. The rock band, formed by Simmons and Paul Stanley in the early 1970s, has sold more than 100 million albums worldwide, and their final tour stretched over five years. 

KISS and Pophouse and have spent many months working through future projects, and the members of KISS have already flown to Walt Disney Co's Industrial Light & Magic to put on bodysuits and have cameras capture their performances for the avatar show.

"Kiss the touring band is over -- we've stopped touring after 50 years," Simmons said in an interview. "What Pophouse will do with our images, our music and our personas is unlike anything anyone has ever seen."
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									5 best Thai restaurants in Hong Kong

									
								

								Hong Kong-born Vita Chan was seven years old when she first visited her mother's home city, Phitsanulok, in northern Thailand.
								Chan, whose father is Chinese, fell in love instantly with the country's food and festivals. Songkran, a Thai New Year celebration that is held around mid-April, struck a chord.

"I've celebrated Songkran in Thailand many times over the years, from Chiang Mai [in the north] to Pattaya [in the southeast]," says Chan.

With Thailand consistently ranking among the five most popular destinations for Hongkongers - the three-hour flight to Bangkok appeals to travellers' seeking a short-haul holiday - Chan was determined to promote Thai culture in Hong Kong.

In 2015, she founded Songkran HK. While last year's celebrations landed some participants in legal hot water, the festival, Chan says, is all about washing away misfortune - a time to cleanse the mind and body.

"If you did something wrong to your parents or grandparents, then Songkran is about washing away those problems and starting fresh," she says of one of the most important events on the Buddhist calendar.

Songkran HK 2024 will be held at The Space at D2 Place One in Lai Chi Kok from April 4-8, with Hong Kong celebrating the festival before the official April 13-16 dates to avoid clashing with another event in the city.

While a water party on April 6 will be one of the highlights, Chan says the festival offers a lot more - from traditional Thai dancing, Muay Thai displays, a Buddha bathing and monk offering ceremony to stalls selling Thai-made goods. Thai food will also be served.

For those hungry for Thai food options, Chan recommends Kowloon City, Hong Kong's "Little Thailand". The moment you step out of the MTR's Sung Wong Toi station (exit B1), you are greeted by dozens of Thai restaurants and grocery stores.

Thai flags flap in front of shops selling street snacks, Thai Singha beer and ready-made soups and sauces (green curry, tom yum), while Buddha offerings of fruit, flower garlands (phuang malai) and incense are everywhere.

The community grew in the 1970s when Chiu Chow men and the women they married in Thailand settled in the area. Today, it is set for a facelift under a HK$15 billion (US$1.9 billion) redevelopment scheme that will impact around 1,600 households and 140 shops.

Chan shares some of her favourite Thai restaurants in the neighbourhood and beyond.
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Pepper crab with jelly noodles is a popular dish at Thai Palace Restaurant in Kowloon City. (Photo: Thai Palace Restaurant)




1. Thai Palace Restaurant

Two adjoining restaurants have the same name, owner and menu, which is not just vast but heavy on seafood: its pepper crab with jelly noodles is a bestseller.

The pad Thai, a traditional stir-fried dish made with rice noodles, shrimps, peanuts, scrambled egg and bean sprouts - this one is topped with plump prawns - is also popular. Wash it down with a young coconut.

15 Nga Tsin Long Road, Kowloon City, tel: 2382 0900
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Crispy pork knuckle at BTS Food Station in Kowloon City. (Photo: BTS Food Station)




2. BTS Food Station

On an Easter public holiday, this cheap and cheerful local favourite was packed with customers. Chan loves the yellow curry seashell and crispy pork knuckle.

The owner, she adds, operates another of her favourite restaurants - the Minibangkok Thai Food Station with outlets in Kowloon City and Causeway Bay.

G/F, 11 Nam Point Road, Kowloon City, tel: 27167828
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Grilled pork neck at Golden Aroy Thai Restaurant in Lai Chi Kok. (Photo: Golden Aroy Thai Restaurant)




3. Golden Aroy Thai Restaurant

At this popular spot in Lai Chi Kok, Chan cannot resist the grilled pork neck boat noodles.

"Twenty years ago, people in Hong Kong didn't eat grilled pork neck," she says. That changed when Thai people started serving the dish. "Today, many Hong Kong people like it but it's become expensive and difficult to find."

Those with a sweet tooth and a love for coconut can dip into the coconut pudding with crispy shredded coconut, a layered dessert with coconut sugar on the surface, frozen coconut milk in the middle and frozen coconut water on the bottom.

Shop 102, 1/F, Elite Industrial Centre, 883 Cheung Sha Wan Road, Lai Chi Kok, tel: 2889 3478
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Tom yum kung at Here Thai Market in Sha Tin. (Photo: Here Thai Market)




4. Here Thai Market

Chan's go-to dish at this Sha Tin hotspot is tom yum kung, Thailand's much-loved hot and sour soup with shrimp. She also likes the fried rice with crabmeat.

There is a good reason people are hitting this new restaurant in New Town Plaza: Thitid Tassanakajohn, the top Thai chef behind Bangkok's Le Du and Hong Kong fine-dining Thai restaurant Niras, helped with the menu.

Shop A216, 2/F, Phase III, New Town Plaza, 18 Sha Tin Centre Street, Sha Tin, tel: 31082197

5. Siam Garden Thai Restaurant

Thailand has more than 1,000 islands, so it is not surprising that seafood is a big part of the nation's cuisine.

Chan gets her fish fix at Siam Garden Thai Restaurant in North Point, where she loves the salt baked sea bass and the basa fish with plum sauce.

Shop B, G/F, 116-122 Tsat Tsz Mui Road, North Point, tel: 2561 7288
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Basa fish with plum sauce at Siam Garden Thai Restaurant in North Point. (Photo: Siam Garden Thai Restaurant)
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									Places to enjoy the Songkran celebrations

									
								

								As part of the Maha Songkran World Water Festival, Ratchadamnoen Avenue and Sanam Luang will serve as major splashing battlegrounds from April 11-15 allowing locals and tourists an opportunity to appreciate the beauty of Thai cultural heritage while escaping the summer heat.
								At 5.30pm on Thursday, a procession of more than 20 Songkran-themed floats will march from Phan Fa Lilat Bridge to Ratchadamnoen and Sanam Luang where visitors can sprinkle water on sacred Buddha images and pray for blessings.

A variety of cultural performances from five different regions, sparkling light displays, striking projection mapping and drone shows will illuminate the night and illustrate the allure of Thai traditions.

Outside Bangkok, the modest town of Phitsanulok will celebrate Songkran from April 11-20. Visitors can witness a holy water procession honouring Pho Khun Si Inthrathit Monument and enjoy a range of captivating cultural performances.

Meanwhile, from April 13-15, Central Department Store will host the three-day Songkran Night Party which will make use of cutting-edge water systems to create a new water fight experience.

In the northeastern town of Buri Ram, Wat Klang in Muang district invites villagers to join in the building of sand pagodas while wearing vintage Thai costumes. In Satuk district, Wat Non Sung Thung Sawang will perform a ritual involving the pouring of water and the change of a new robe for Luang Pho Yai Dong Saen Tor. The Cultural Plaza also offers performances and the Otop market during the day.

[image: ]
Keukenhof Tulip Gardens.



Tulip Festival marks start of spring in Netherlands

In the Netherlands, the Tulip Festival is back to mark the start of spring. In celebration of its 75th anniversary, the Keukenhof Tulip Gardens in the town of Lisse will be covered in a vivid carpet of more than 7 million flower bulbs and an assortment of 800 distinct tulips until May 12.

The blossom field stretches 32 hectares and the Juliana Pavilion is hosting the "Tulipomania" exhibition to educate about the Dutch tulip. Visitors can take in the beauty of nature while dining at different eateries, enjoy a leisurely stroll around the ponds or see the largest statue park in Holland.

During the day, families can also enjoy a maze, a petting zoo, treasure hunts, and the Miffy playground.

Visit keukenhof.nl.

[image: ]
Wyndham Hua Hin Pranburi Resort and Villas.



Wyndham Hua Hin unveils new wellness retreat

With AirAsia launching new daily flights between Hua Hin and Chiang Mai from May to June, Wyndham Hua Hin Pranburi Resort and Villas has taken this opportunity to offer the Looking Better, Feeling Better package that runs from May 12 to May 18.

Aiming to revitalise the mind, body and spirit, this seven-day wellness retreat provides luxury accommodation with holistic wellness activities, including hatha yoga, guided meditations and seaside walks. Rates range from 37,300 baht for Garden View room to 53,500 baht for a Pool Villa, all with single occupancy.

The retreat features 48 group classes, two personalised coaching sessions and an optional digital detox for a comprehensive wellness experience. Guests will enjoy complimentary limousine transfers from Bangkok and Hua Hin Airport, a six-night stay with breakfast, vegetarian meals, complimentary laundry services, a Good Night Sleep massage, and access to a wide range of activities like archery, tennis and beach volleyball.

Visit wyndhamhuahin.com.
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									Legendary DJ Roman Flugel set for Bangkok gig

									
								

								Prepare for a night of cutting-edge electronic music as HUH? proudly presents legendary German DJ Roman Flugel live in Bangkok on April 11. As part of their We Dance Series, the event will be held at Siwilai Radical Club in Thong Lor and it promises to be a mesmerising experience for music enthusiasts. Joining Flugel on stage will be talented Thai DJs Tada, b2b, Jirus and GodDam, ensuring a night filled with pulsating beats and unforgettable rhythms. The event kicks off at 9pm and runs until the early hours of the morning.
								Renowned as one of the biggest names in the German electronic music scene, Flugel is known for his innovative and boundary-pushing approach to music. His signature blend of house, quirky techno, futuristic italo-disco and electronica will be journey like no other. Flugel's versatility as a DJ, live performer, producer, remixer and label owner showcases his deep passion and understanding of music which ensure each performance is an unforgettable experience.

Described as a musical chameleon, Flugel defies categorisation as he constantly surprises and delights audiences with eclectic and dynamic sets. His deep respect for music is evident in the way he carefully curates each track, allowing it to unfold and resonate with the crowd. From intimate club settings to renowned international venues, Flugel's performances are always a masterclass in musical storytelling and creativity.

Flugel's musical journey traces back to Darmstadt, Germany, where his love for electronic sounds first took hold. Over the years, he has become a fixture in the global electronic music scene with groundbreaking productions and performances. His contributions to the contemporary electronic music scene in Germany and beyond are unparalleled and make him a true icon of the genre.

Roman Flugel and special guests will play at at Siwilai Radical Club on April 11. Advance tickets are available for 600 baht at ticketmelon.com and door tickets are priced at 750 baht. This event is age restricted to 20+. More info at web.facebook.com/HUHBKK
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									Art takes to the skies at Iconsiam

									
								

								The sky above the picturesque Chao Phraya River has become a vast gallery for "Iconsiam Thailand's Kite Festival 2024", which also sees River Park at Iconsiam transformed into a massive kite-flying area until April 8.
								Held under the theme "Embrace The Art Of The Sky" to preserve Thailand's cultural heritage and showcase the soft power of kite flying, the festival features a one-of-a-kind collaboration with Thai artists and other influencers who have created exclusive kite patterns to be flown amid the summer breeze.

They include Wasinburee "Tew" Supanichvoraparch, Phannapast "Yoon" Taychamaythakool, Kritpan "Kenz" Suvanwattanasuk and Sakkatarit "Anar" Intaravisha.

Expect to witness a long dragon kite created to mark Year of the Dragon and other exquisite kites from the four regions including chula, puk pao and e-lum kites from the Central Region; ngao, phra ruang and e-phraed kites from the North; Aek kites from the Northeast; and crescent, buffalo and Beramas kites from the South. This is an opportunity to learn about Thai kites, enjoy a competition between chula and puk pao kites, and witness kite-related performances.

There is also kite-painting and kite-making workshops, and an LED show at night featuring gigantic kites in various shapes including octopus, elephant and whale.

Every 3,000 baht spent within the same day at Iconsiam including Siam Takashimaya and ICS will entitle you to a special kite designed by the four aforementioned artists.

Visit iconsiam.com or call 1338.
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									Free webinar explores the future of packaging

									
								

								"Forming Tomorrow's Opportunities with Packaging Innovation" promises to be an insightful webinar as it explores the latest trends and innovations shaping the global packaging industry. It will be held on April 9 from 2-3.30pm via Zoom and is open to all interested persons.
								Held as a lead-up to Propak Asia 2024, which is scheduled for June in Bangkok, the webinar will feature an expert panel who will delve into key topics driving the future of packaging, from packaging trends to sustainable practices, legislation, regulatory updates and automation design.

Participants will gain knowledge and stay ahead in this field with talks from four speakers. Soha Atallah, vice-president for Marketing World Packaging Organisation, will touch on "Global Packaging Trends", while Nerida Kelton, vice-president for Sustainability World Packaging Organisation, will talk about "Global Sustainability Perspective Through The Lens Of The WPO, Including Best Practice Samples, Design Principles And Guidelines".

Meanwhile, Charlotte Werner, team lead at Circular Analytics & WPO Member in Austria, will focus on "PPWR & The New Green Claims Legislation" while "Packing Automation Design Through Lean Automation" will be delivered by Viwat Pantsra, vice-president of Denso Innovative Manufacturing Solution Asia.

The webinar will be conducted in English and there is no admission fee. Registrations can be made via bit.ly/4ay8ZA8.

For more information, email Putthaporn.P@informa.com or call 02-036-0500 ext 263.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 3-9

									14 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, HBO Go and Prime Video
								

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

Premieres on April 3 

A year after Molly Wells settles her very public divorce from tech billionaire John Novak, we find her thriving in her role as the head of her philanthropic organisation, the Wells Foundation. Focused mainly on her charity work, Molly has sworn off any new relationships with men. Fabulously single but not particularly independent, Molly keeps her trusty assistant Nicholas by her side. He diligently caters to her every whim ... and occasionally feeds her a kale smoothie spiked with gin. Sofia Salinas, the no-nonsense executive director of the Wells Foundation, continues to run things with compassionate efficiency, but her all-business ethos is thrown for a loop when she meets Molly's charismatic architect friend Isaac. The bromance between Howard and Nicholas also continues to flourish as they support each other in their endeavours both inside and outside the workplace. Meanwhile, Arthur has moved past his feelings for Molly and has adopted a new devil-may-care attitude on life, a change encapsulated by a very lame leather bracelet. The Wells Foundation team, including Rhonda and Ainsley, must pull together as co-workers and friends as Molly strives to publicly live up to her promise of giving away all of her vast fortune.
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Sugar

Premieres on April 5

The eight-episode drama is a contemporary, unique take on one of the most popular and significant genres in literary, motion picture and television history: the private detective story. John Sugar, an American private investigator is on the heels of the mysterious disappearance of Olivia Siegel, the beloved granddaughter of legendary Hollywood producer Jonathan Siegel. As Sugar tries to determine what happened to Olivia, he will also unearth Siegel family secrets; some very recent, others long-buried.
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Girls State

Premieres on April 5

The documentary follows 500 teenage girls from across Missouri as they gather for a week-long immersion in an elaborate laboratory of democracy. They build a government from the ground up, campaign for office and form a Supreme Court to weigh the most divisive issues of the day. The backdrop of "Girls State" is a country deep in democratic crisis, with civil discourse and electoral politics increasingly fragile under extreme political polarisation. As questions of race and gender equality in a representational democracy reach a fever pitch, these young women confront the complicated paths women must navigate to build political power. Following a distinctly female perspective and filled with teenage insecurity, biting humour and a yearning for true friendship, the young leaders of "Girls State" win hearts and minds -- not just elections.



NETFLIX
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Crime Scene Berlin: Nightlife Killer

Premieres on April 3

In 2012, a string of grisly murders sent shock waves through the Berlin party scene. The killer remained at large -- until one of his targets survived. 
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Files Of The Unexplained 

Premieres on April 3

Eerie encounters, bizarre disappearances, haunting events and more perplexing phenomena are explored in this chilling investigative docuseries. 
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Ripley

Premieres on April 4

Tom Ripley, a grifter scraping by in early 1960s New York, is hired by a wealthy man to travel to Italy and convince his vagabond son to return home. Tom's acceptance of the job is the first step into a complex life of deceit, fraud and murder. The limited series drama is based on Patricia Highsmith's bestselling Tom Ripley novels. 
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 The Tearsmith

Premieres on April 4

Adopted together after a tough childhood in an orphanage, Nica and Rigel realize that unexpected but irresistible feelings pull them together. 

 

[image: ]

 Crooks 

Premieres on April 4

A priceless coin puts rival gangs across Europe at odds, forcing a retired safecracker to team up with a two-bit gangster for one last heist. 
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 I Woke Up A Vampire: Season 2

Premieres on April 4

Carmie starts high school, but a charming sophomore drives a wedge in her friend group. Can Carmie balance boys, school -- and an ancient prophecy? 
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Parasyte: The Grey

Premieres on April 5

When unidentified parasites violently take over human hosts and gain power, humanity must rise to combat the growing threat.
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 Scoop

Premieres on April 5

Inspired by real events, this fictional dramatisation gives an insider account of how the women of Newsnight secured Prince Andrew's infamous interview. 



HBO/HBO GO
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Mission: Impossible - Dead Reckoning

Premieres on April 6

In this seventh part of the Mission: Impossible film series, Ethan Hunt and his IMF team face off against a rogue AI, "the Entity" and must track down a dangerous weapon before it falls into the wrong hands. 



PRIME VIDEO
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 Musica

Premieres on April 4

Rudy Mancuso, a charismatic but directionless young street performer from Newark's Ironbound neighborhood, has a unique view of the world. Thanks to a rare condition called synesthesia, he experiences everyday noises -- from car horns to water droplets to doors slamming -- as a series of complex rhythms. He struggles to keep the music in his head at bay, but it's not so easily accomplished. 
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 How To Date Billy Walsh

Premieres on April 5

Teenagers Amelia and Archie have been best friends since childhood. Archie has always been there to fight Amelia's battles and laugh at her jokes all whilst keeping his lifelong love for her a secret. Just when he builds up the courage to declare his feelings, Amelia falls head over heels for Billy Walsh, the new American transfer student. Heartbroken Archie goes to great lengths to try and keep Amelia and Billy away from each other but ends up pushing them closer together and risks losing his best friend in the process.
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									Alert: Recognising gynaecologic cancer signs

									Prof. Siriwan Tangjitgamol from MedPark Hospital emphasises the importance of early detection and knowledge of gynaecologic cancer symptoms for effective treatment and improved outcomes
								

								Gynaecologic cancers represent a significant health concern for women worldwide, with varying symptoms that can often go unnoticed until advanced stages. In an effort to raise awareness and improve outcomes, Prof. Siriwan Tangjitgamol of MedPark Hospital outlines the crucial warning signs and symptoms associated with these cancers. By focusing on the entirety of the female reproductive system, from the vulva to the ovaries, this comprehensive overview seeks to empower women with the knowledge necessary for early detection and prompt treatment.
								In women, reproductive organs are classified as either external or internal genitalia. The external components include the vulva, while the internal genitalia encompass the vagina, cervix (lower portion of the uterus or womb), uterine body, and adnexa, which consists of the fallopian tubes and ovaries.

Any part of the female reproductive system can be affected by gynaecologic cancer. The location of the lesion determines the signs and symptoms, which can often be subtle and easily missed. Early detection, when cancer is still pre-invasive or in its early stages, dramatically improves the chances of curative treatment.

The dynamic and progressive changes in hormonal levels during the reproductive age and post-menopausal phase are often deemed physiological. However, certain fluctuations could indicate underlying pathology or abnormalities. Women who experience any warning signs or symptoms are advised to consult their doctor for a thorough medical history review, physical examinations, and appropriate laboratory tests.

Below are the warning signs and symptoms to be aware of:

Vulvar cancer may present through anomalies such as changes in colour, thickening or nodules, persistent itching, or ulcers. Despite its external location, the vulva differs from its male counterpart (the penis) in that it is not easily visible without the aid of a mirror or inspection by others. Hence, it is crucial to perform self-palpation during bathing and be attentive to any soreness, burning sensation, chronic itching, swelling, irregularities in the skin or mucosal tissue, or the presence of nodules or lumps. Any of these changes should be promptly addressed.

While vaginal cancer is rare, it shares common risk factors with cervical cancer, notably the primary cause being human papillomavirus (HPV), particularly the high-risk strains. Although HPV vaccination protects against this viral infection, women beyond the age covered by government provisions may not have received it due to a lack of information or financial constraints. The challenge with both cancers lies in their often subclinical or asymptomatic nature. Therefore, regular check-ups are strongly advised. Alongside routine pelvic examinations and cancer screening tests (cytology and HPV testing) for detecting subclinical cancer, any woman experiencing abnormal symptoms should seek medical consultation. These symptoms may include chronic or increased vaginal discharge with an unpleasant or unusual odour, changes in colour, or vaginal bleeding occurring outside the normal menstrual cycle, such as post-coital bleeding, inter-menstrual bleeding (bleeding between periods), or post-menopausal bleeding.

Uterine cancer involves the abnormal growth of either endometrial tissue, known as endometrial cancer, or mesenchymal tissue, referred to as uterine sarcoma. Typically occurring during the peri- or post-menopausal period, endometrial cancer can manifest at a younger age in women with specific risk factors. These risk factors include obesity, metabolic disorders such as diabetes mellitus, dyslipidaemia, hypertension, and chronic anovulation leading to irregular and prolonged menstrual cycles, prolonged use of estrogenic supplements, hormonal therapy for breast cancer, and a family history of cancers like colon, breast, or ovary. Most women with endometrial cancer present with abnormal uterine bleeding, including heavy or prolonged menstrual bleeding or post-menopausal bleeding. Routine annual pelvic examinations, with or without ultrasonography, may be sufficient for women without specific risk factors. Additional investigations, such as ultrasonography combined with endometrial sampling or tumour marker testing, may be warranted for women deemed to be at higher risk.

In the context of uterine sarcoma, women may be more familiar with its benign counterpart, known as fibroid tumours. However, it is crucial to be mindful of the potential for malignancy when certain characteristics are present. These include a large mass, the rapid growth of the mass, the persistence of the mass even after menopause, when oestrogen levels naturally decline, as well as symptoms such as frequent urination, constipation, and pelvic pain, which may suggest invasion of neighbouring organs. Additionally, systemic symptoms like weight loss, loss of appetite, and coughing should raise awareness of the possibility of malignancy.

Ovarian cancer is often referred to as a "silent killer" because it tends to exhibit subtle or nonspecific symptoms until it reaches an advanced stage. There are two primary types of ovarian cancer. The first originates from epithelial cells lining the surface of the ovarian capsule, known as ovarian carcinoma. This type typically occurs in older women, often after menopause, although it can manifest at any age. In the early stages of ovarian cancer, a woman may experience no symptoms or only nonspecific symptoms due to a small tumour, such as gastrointestinal discomfort like dyspepsia. As the tumour grows larger, it may exert pressure on surrounding organs, leading to symptoms like early satiety, frequent urination, constipation, pelvic pain, etc. Systemic symptoms, including weight loss, fatigue, and respiratory symptoms, may also develop as the cancer progresses.

The other form of ovarian cancer arises from germ cells, or ova, known as malignant germ cell tumours. The common counterpart is the benign dermoid cyst, which contains hair or fat. Malignant germ cell tumours are more prevalent in young girls or adolescents and are often self-palpable or noticeable by parents while bathing their daughters. Due to their rapid growth, these tumours may lead to acute presentations characterised by pain or other complications, such as rupture.

While some of these symptoms may be attributable to benign lesions, maintaining awareness of the potential for cancer is crucial. Prompt and timely medical evaluation is essential, as it can detect early-stage cancer, allowing for appropriate management and potentially increasing the chance of a cure. Therefore, any concerning symptoms should be taken seriously, and individuals should seek medical attention promptly to ensure thorough evaluation and proper treatment.

In conclusion, the importance of recognising the early warning signs and symptoms of gynaecologic cancers cannot be overstated. As Prof. Siriwan Tangjitgamol emphasises, awareness and vigilance are key to ensuring that these potentially life-threatening conditions are detected and treated in their earliest stages. Women are encouraged to be proactive in their health care, seeking medical advice when any concerning symptoms arise. Through education and awareness, we can improve the prognosis for women diagnosed with gynaecologic cancers, moving closer to a future where these diseases are no longer a major threat to women's health.




Author: Prof. Siriwan Tangjitgamol, MD, Obstetrician and Gynaecologist, specialised in Gynaecologic Oncology Obstetrics and Gynaecology Clinic, MedPark Hospital. Tel. +66 2023 3333.

Series Editor: Katalya Bruton, Healthcare Content Editor and Director, Dataconsult Ltd. Dataconsult's Thailand Regional Forum at Sasin provides seminars and extensive documentation to update business on future trends in Thailand and the Mekong Region. Contact: info@dataconsult.co.th Tel: 662-233-5606/7
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/2770349/alert-recognising-gynaecologic-cancer-signs



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Fendi x Kengo Kuma = architectural accessories

									The iconic Fendi Baguette reimagined using Japanese paper
								

								Fendi has launched an exclusive series of accessories designed with noted Japanese architect Kengo Kuma.
								[image: ]


Celebrated for his naturalist approach to built environments and the movement of "negative architecture", Kuma's rigorous design principles, experimental approach to natural materials and dedication to craftsmanship align with Fendi's approach to material innovation, research and development. 
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Silvia Venturini Fendi, the artistic director of accessories and menswear, introduced the partnership at the newly-inaugurated Fendi Factory in Tuscany, Italy, expressing her admiration for Kuma's mastery of naturalist architecture. "He was one of the first to understand the importance of building nature into architecture both inside and outside," she said. 

With a concise focus on the Fendi Peekaboo bag, the Fendi Baguette Soft Trunk and the Fendi Flow Sneakers, Kuma has applied ancient Japanese craftsmanship and raw natural materials to create subtly radical new iterations of these Fendi icons. Invoking the age-old art of paper-making by hand, Kuma has worked with waranshi -- a hybrid style of washi paper made from cotton and tree bark fibres -- as the principal intervention across each design. 
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Traditionally made for origami, lantern-making and even kimono details, this dry, soft, textural fabric forms a strong structural base with a mottled, imperfect facade for the Peekaboo, Baguette Soft Trunk and Fendi Flow sneakers, echoing Kuma's philosophy of integrating man-made objects into nature. A second Peekaboo design is constructed from fine skeins of pale birch bark, in a subtle nod to the Fendi Pequin stripe, with an internal frame sculpted from Tuscan olivewood. 

"Nature and craft have always been at the centre of my work as an architect and a designer. When Fendi asked me to reflect on their bags and shoes, I thought of them like small architectural projects on a human scale. I have transformed some of Silvia Venturini Fendi's signature men's designs with traditional Japanese techniques and materials, showing our shared passion for nature, lightness, and innovative design," says Kuma. 

Elsewhere, Kuma invokes the practice of yatara ami weaving -- an "irregular plaiting" technique using fine bamboo strands to create a strong woven lattice work. This Japanese tradition is applied to the internal frame of the waranshi Peekaboo and inspires a 3D-printed sole on the Fendi Flow sneaker with a recycled poly-cotton knit or waranshi upper. The Fendi Flow is also re-imagined with a laced and zipped upper, a cork insole, and a moulded FF sole in undyed, bio-based EVA.
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