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        March headline inflation misses central bank target for 11th month
        Thailand's headline consumer price index dropped for the sixth straight month in March, the commerce ministry said, and was outside the central bank's target range for the 11th straight month.
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        Attacks on a Malaysian convenience store chain over an insult to Islam have the potential to rock Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim's fragile coalition in the Muslim-majority nation.

      

      
        S&P, Fitch say govt debt binge poses risk to fiscal consolidation
        The government's surprise move this week to take on more debt to stimulate the economy risks a setback for its fiscal consolidation efforts though it's likely to accelerate growth in the near-term, according to ratings companies.

      

      
        Airports brace for Songkran
        Six international airports will welcome about 2.61 million passengers during the Songkran festival, according to the Transport Ministry.
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        The opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) accused the government yesterday of failing to honour its promise to stamp out call centre gangs operating on the other side of the Thai-Myanmar border -- a growing threat to Thailand and other countries.

      

      
        Govt accused of navy fund graft bid
        The main opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) accused the government of attempting to embezzle budget funds for the navy's procurement of a new frigate in parliament.

      

      
        Teguramori praises Pathum's response
        Makoto Teguramori was happy with a point after BG Pathum United held Thai League 1 leaders Buriram United to a 1-1 draw on Wednesday night.

      

      
        Injury forces Suphanat out of squad
        Suphanat Mueanta was not included in Thailand's U23 squad for the upcoming AFC U23 Asian Cup in Qatar.

      

      
        Raimon preps trio of deluxe projects
        SET-listed developer Raimon Land plans to launch three new luxury low-rise housing projects worth a combined 16 billion baht, while selling the One City Centre office building to generate revenue more quickly, aiming to turn a profit next year.

      

      
        Krungsri bullish on SME loan growth
        Bank of Ayudhya (Krungsri) is upbeat about achieving small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) loan growth of 2-3% this year, following an uptick in the first quarter as the Thai economy gradually recovers.
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                                Thailand's headline consumer price index dropped for the sixth straight month in March, the commerce ministry said, and was outside the central bank's target range for the 11th straight month.
The headline consumer price index (CPI) in March fell 0.47% from a year earlier, compared with a forecast drop of 0.40% in a Reuters poll and outside the central bank's target range of 1% to 3%.

The decline was driven by government energy subsidies, consumer goods, and lower food prices, Director of Trade Policy and Strategy Office, Poonpong Naiyanapakorn told a press conference.

"Inflation in Q2 is likely to be higher than in Q1 due to higher world oil prices and a weaker baht," he said.

In March, core CPI, which excludes volatile food and energy prices, rose 0.37% year-on-year, compared to a forecast increase of 0.40% in the poll.

The ministry adjusted its 2024 inflation forecast to 0.00%-1.00% from -0.30% to +1.7% seen previously.
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                                Attacks on a Malaysian convenience store chain over an insult to Islam have the potential to rock Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim's fragile coalition in the Muslim-majority nation.
Three KK Super Mart stores were hit with molotov cocktail explosives after calls for boycotting the chain over the sale of socks bearing the word "Allah" turned violent in recent days.

That prompted the secular Democratic Action Party, a key partner of Anwar's alliance, to issue calls for harmony in the neighbouring nation.

Police said they have stepped up patrols around all KK Super Mart outlets after the attacks. But the events underscored the delicate balancea that Anwar must maintain between not wanting to upset the country's majority Muslims and retaining support of key political allies who help prop up his administration. 

"This is a slippery slope down lawlessness which none of us want to see," said Helen Ting Mu Hung, an associate professor of political science at the National University of Malaysia. "Inappropriate handling of such highly publicised and sensitive incidents could have long term political ramifications."

Anwar rose to power in 2022 promising to temper religious and racial tensions following a divisive general election that led to a right-wing Islamist party gaining the most seats. Since then he's taken on more pro-Islamic views to appeal to ethnic Malays who are Muslim by law.

At the same time, he can't afford to ignore calls from DAP, whose top leaders are mostly ethnic Chinese, and the Borneo-based United Progressive Kinabalu Organisation. Without the DAP's 40 lawmakers, Anwar's alliance is bound to slip below the 112 seats required for a simple majority in the 222-member parliament.

Any escalation of violence meanwhile risks distracting the government from the economy and hamstringing its efforts to stimulate growth. Malaysia, whose A3 credit score at Moody's Ratings is the highest among peers in developing Southeast Asia, needs to attract foreign investment in high-value industries to support stronger economic expansion.

The attacks have rocked the usually peaceful multi-ethnic nation, with simmering tensions bound to make investors nervous.

A leader from the United Malays National Organisation, another member of the ruling coalition, said he would continue his boycott against KK Super Mart over the socks, placing UMNO at odds with Anwar's other allies.

UMNO had amplified the outcry against the chain after the socks were discovered at its stores several weeks ago. KK Super Mart said it wasn't aware the socks, manufactured in China, would have the word Allah printed on them and immediately pulled them from the shelves. It found 14 pairs of the offending items among thousands in stock.

DAP Chairman Lim Guan Eng, in a Facebook post, cited the UMNO's continued boycott of the supermart as a reason for the government to step in to "prevent any fueling of anger to spiral dangerously out of control."

Police have yet to make any arrests, though the cabinet agreed action should be taken against the perpetrators of the petrol bomb attacks. Meanwhile, executives from the supermart and its supplier were charged in court with hurting religious feelings on March 26 for the sale of the socks, while its founder and CEO had an audience with the king on Wednesday to apologize over the matter.

Malaysia's King Ibrahim Iskandar said KK Super Mart should have been more careful about the products it sells, and added that he didn't want the issue to be prolonged. "Again, I stress that no party should take advantage of this matter, including inciting the people," he said on social media.

Anwar last week urged the public not to take matters into their own hands, and said that police have been instructed to make no compromises on those who commit violence. But his allies expect more from the leader. 

"PM Anwar Ibrahim, this is the time for leadership. Get tough on democratic terrorists. Enough of moral persuasion. Actions please," said Wilfred Madius Tangau, a Sabahan lawmaker and former president of UPKO.

The current situation doesn't reflect well on Anwar and has left his support base demoralised, according to Wong Chin Huat, political analyst at Sunway University. 

"Anwar has been a great letdown for many middle ground Malaysians," he said. "His inaction has made him look like a weak and ineffective leader, held at ransom by a junior politician from his junior partner."
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                                The government's surprise move this week to take on more debt to stimulate the economy risks a setback for its fiscal consolidation efforts though it's likely to accelerate growth in the near-term, according to ratings companies.
The cabinet on Tuesday revised the medium-term budget plan, lifting the deficit next fiscal year to 4.42% from 3.56% of gross domestic product, which will be plugged by additional borrowing of 153 billion baht. The debt will fund various stimulus measures to support the economy, according to officials. 

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is pushing for looser fiscal policy settings to lift the nation's economy from a decade of average sub-2% growth after the central bank snubbed his repeated calls to cut interest rates. A higher deficit has also sparked speculation that the government may finance a 500 billion baht cash handout through the state budget, as its original plan to fund it through borrowing faces potential legal challenges. 

S&P Global Ratings expects an increase in the budget gap from next year amid efforts by the government to restore a more supportive fiscal stance going forward, especially as economic growth momentum remains soft, according to sovereign analyst Andrew Wood.

Still, Thailand's economic growth is likely to accelerate over the near-term as the fiscal impulse shifts from negative to positive, the tourism sector continues to recover, and external demand conditions stabilise, Wood said in an email. The timing, scale, and implementation of the proposed digital wallet scheme will also be meaningful for economic growth, depending on how it plays out, he said. 

"Fitch expects burgeoning budget deficits, as part of the recent revision to the government's medium-term budget framework, to potentially accommodate the pledged digital wallet scheme," said George Xu, a director at Fitch Ratings. "This would imply slippage in the planned fiscal consolidation."

The handout programme, if fully implemented, can boost private consumption and pose an upside risk to Thailand's growth prospects, according to Xu. Fitch forecasts the economy to expand 3% this year and 3.5% next year, accelerating from 1.9% in 2023.

However, the government debt trajectory would further weaken with negative spillovers to the country's credit profile, particularly if rising public spending fails to address the country's structural growth shortcomings, but provides only a short-lived boost to the economy, Xu said.
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                                Six international airports will welcome about 2.61 million passengers during the Songkran festival, according to the Transport Ministry.
Speaking after a meeting on Thursday, Transport Minister Suriya Juengrungreangkit said the ministry had instructed Airports of Thailand (AoT), which operates the airports, and all transport-related agencies to ensure the safety of passengers.

Between April 11 and 17, the AoT expects the number of visitors at the six airports will reach 2.61 million, up 28.50% compared to the same period last year, he said. Among those passengers, about 1.65 million will be international, up 46% from last year while local passengers will reach about 962,362, up 6.59%.

There will be 15,113 flights, up 16.71% from the same period last year, 8,682 of which will be international and 6,431 domestic flights.

Suvarnabhumi airport will welcome 1.34 million passengers from 7,022 flights, and Don Mueang airport will have 625,530 passengers on 4,117 flights.

Chiang Mai airport will welcome 199,563 passengers on 1,152 flights. Mae Fah Luang Chiang Rai airport will see 41,318 passengers on 281 flights.

Phuket airport will see 355,501 passengers on 2,161 flights. The corresponding numbers for Hat Yai will be 53,894 and 380.

Mr Suriya said the Transport Ministry and AoT have arranged for parking zone D at Suvarnabhumi airport to offer free parking from April 12-16. Dong Mueang airport will provide free parking at warehouse building 2 and a five-storey parking zone from April 11-17.

The minister also instructed the AoT to work closely with immigration police and ground service staff to ensure smooth services at the airports.

Kirati Kijmanawat, director of the AoT, said the AoT has established a facilitation and coordinating centre and a transport safety centre to monitor airports' services around the clock.

He also suggested passengers use common-use self-service (CUSS) kiosks and common-use bag drops (CUBD) so they can check in and drop off their luggage without the need for ground staff for faster service.

Meanwhile, Deputy Transport Minister Surapong Piyachote said the State Railway of Thailand has been instructed to ensure it is ready to provide a good service for travellers during the Songkran festival.

Earlier, the SRT extended the period for booking express train tickets from 30 days to 90 days. Mr Surapong said during the Songkran period, most people booked their tickets to go up country from April 10-11 and to return to Bangkok from April 16-17.
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                                The opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) accused the government yesterday of failing to honour its promise to stamp out call centre gangs operating on the other side of the Thai-Myanmar border -- a growing threat to Thailand and other countries.
According to Rangsiman Rome, an MFP list-MP, the widespread call centre scams led to speculation that the government may be turning a blind eye to the problem because a coalition party has close ties with some influential figures linked to casinos in Myanmar, which are also connected to call centre gangs.

"It has even added to the fact that the government is lacking work efficiency," Mr Rangsiman said during the general debate against the government in the House of Representatives.

He said there were more than 1.7 million scam calls made in the country in 2020. That number jumped tenfold to 17 million in 2022. The scams caused at least 40 billion baht worth of damage, which is more than the budget of some ministries, he said.

Myanmar's Myawaddy township, just north of the Thai border town of Mae Sot, is known as a criminal hub for online gambling, scamming and trafficking, Mr Rangsiman said. At least 17 casinos in Myawaddy have Thai business partners.

Myawaddy Complex, for one, is owned by a former police major general who has a close connection with the government, he said.

Another casino called Sky Complex is owned by a former police sub-lieutenant, while the Eastern Complex casino is owned by a gang of scammers, he said.

One more casino is owned by a former permanent secretary for defence, according to Mr Rangsiman.

"Are these people an obstacle to the [Thai] government in dealing with Myawaddy?" he asked.

He wondered if the government has neglected its duty to take action against the scammers because it is afraid that any serious suppression efforts could expose the link between high-ranking officials and the criminal network.

"We [Thailand] still allow internet connections and mobile phone signals to be used to support these criminal operations [on the other side of the border], and we haven't taken any serious action to stop it," he said.

He said the government should adopt a negotiation model involving China and the Myanmar junta to combat the gangs.
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                                The main opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) accused the government of attempting to embezzle budget funds for the navy's procurement of a new frigate in parliament.
The issue, known as the "change money" scandal, was raised by Wiroj Lakkhanaadisorn, an MFP list MP,  on Thursday, the last day of the two-day general debate in which no censure vote was cast. The claims sparked a heated exchange between the government and the opposition.

The "change money" scandal refers to when a buyer purchases a product at a pre-arranged, inflated price, and the seller gives the amount of money, which is the difference between the actual price and the inflated one, back to the buyer. In this case, it is seen as an act of alleged embezzlement of state funds.

Mr Wiroj claimed a navy informant told him that someone from the government tried to contact the navy to ask for the "change money" from the navy's procurement of the frigate, but the navy refused.


[image: ]
Wiroj Lakkhanaadisorn, a Move Forward Party list MP, accuses the government of attempting to embezzle budget funds for the navy's procurement of a new frigate on Thursday in parliament. (Photo: Chanat Katanyu)



As a result, the source claimed a special House committee tasked with vetting the 2024 budget rejected the navy's request for a budget to buy the new frigate in the 2024 fiscal year. The committee also dismissed the navy's appeal against its decision to reject its request for the budget.


Mr Wiroj said the new frigate, which would be assembled locally under the procurement plan, is crucial to the navy's core mission as HTMS Rattanakosin is scheduled for decommissioning in two years.

In light of this, the country will have only three frigates in service, which may not be enough for the navy's maritime defence missions, he said.

Mr Wiroj also said the new frigate would be the first of its kind to be assembled in Thailand.

He said the assembly process will generate employment and income for local workers, transfer technical know-how in shipbuilding, and use locally made construction materials.

"The rejection of the budget request means a lost opportunity, and the navy may have to wait until 2026 before it can request a budget again," he said.

Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang earlier said the navy's plan to buy a new frigate will remain unchanged despite the House committee vetting the 2024 budget bill rejecting its request for a budget to fund the purchase.

Mr Sutin insisted that the frigate purchase project will still go according to plan, but it may happen in other fiscal years, not the current 2024 fiscal year.

The navy had earlier asked for 17 billion baht from the 2024 budget to fund its frigate procurement plan, which it looked to use over the next five years. Approximately 1.7 billion baht would be spent in the first year.

The new frigate would be deployed along the Andaman coast, a source said.

A number of shipyards, including several from the Netherlands, Germany, Spain, Italy, Turkey, and South Korea, as well as local companies, have expressed interest in building a frigate for the navy.

Responding to Mr Wiroj's claims about the "change money" scandal, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said during the general debate that Mr Wiroj should produce evidence to back up his claims.

"In principle, the procurement of a new frigate that will be locally assembled is a good idea. But several issues, such as international relations, must also be taken into account. Talks are being held to ensure the navy gets the best deal," he said.

"As I have been listening to you for 40 minutes and I am very surprised [about the MFP's backing of the frigate purchase project]. You previously suggested the navy's warships should be replaced by fishing trawlers. But I am baffled when you are supporting the purchase of the new frigate."

Mr Sutin also said during the general debate that the MFP opposes the military procurement projects every year but this time, the government was surprised as the MFP has backed the purchase of the frigate.
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                                Makoto Teguramori was happy with a point after BG Pathum United held Thai League 1 leaders Buriram United to a 1-1 draw on Wednesday night.
Teerasil Dangda's second-half strike cancelled out Lucas Crispim's 37-minute goal as the Rabbits stayed fourth on 38 points with seven games remaining.

The Thunder Castle remained on top with 50 points, five ahead of second-placed Bangkok United, who were due to play one of their two games in hand, last night at Ratchaburi.

Teguramori's team came under a lot of criticism after they lost at lowly Trat on Saturday and the Japanese tactician said the draw against Buriram was a good response from his players.

"Today we proved that we are not a bad team as people say after our loss to Trat at the weekend. We managed to get a point from a great team like Buriram, who have collected points in almost all of their games this season," said Teguramori.

"We tried to control the game but it was a pity that we conceded in the first half. We did send the ball into the net "

Buriram coach Jorginho rued his team's lack of control in the second half.

"We were too defensive in the second half and couldn't control the game like we did in the first half which led to them [BG Pathum] scoring the equaliser," said the Brazilian.

"BG sent on players like Teerasil [Dangda] and Chanathip [Songkrasin] who changed the game for them in the second half and made our lives difficult."

In other games, hosts Muang Thong United came back from two goals down to hammer Uthai Thani 5-2, Chonburi defeated visiting Chiang Rai 2-0 and Khon Kaen crushed Police Tero 4-0.
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                                Suphanat Mueanta was not included in Thailand's U23 squad for the upcoming AFC U23 Asian Cup in Qatar.
The OH Leuven player was not on the list of 23 players announced by the Football Association of Thailand (FAT) yesterday due to an injury picked up during training.

U23 coach Issara Sritaro said he was informed that Suphanat's injury would require at least two weeks to recover but added it was not something serious.

The coach said Suphanat's absence would not affect the team as their preparation was done mostly without the OH Leuven star.

"Suphanat's absence is not that big of a deal because we have been preparing the team without him. It's a bit unfortunate since he would have brought something extra to the team," said Issara.

The 23 players will join the training camp next Monday.

The Qatar tournament, which will take place between April 15-May 3, will act as the AFC qualifiers for the Olympic Games.

The top three teams of the tournament will qualifying for Paris 2024 as the AFC representatives while the fourth-best team will play an AFC-CAF play-off match for the qualification.

Thailand are in Group C with Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Tajikistan.
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                                SET-listed developer Raimon Land plans to launch three new luxury low-rise housing projects worth a combined 16 billion baht, while selling the One City Centre office building to generate revenue more quickly, aiming to turn a profit next year.
Korn Narongdej, director and chairman of the executive committee, said each of the new projects will have unit prices starting from 450 million baht as they will target wealthy individuals with assets in excess of US$50 million.

"The number of wealthy individuals is increasing every year, as their wealth is passed down from generation to generation. This group of buyers has potential," he said.

"We will only launch low-rise houses as they allow us to realise revenue more quickly than condos."

The first project, worth 3 billion baht, which will be launched in the third quarter, will be located on Sukhumvit Soi 28.

It will comprise two single-detached houses and three townhouses priced between 500 and 700 million baht.

The second, Rosewood Residences Kamala, located on Kamala Beach in Phuket, will consist of 25 units worth 12 billion baht. Phase one, comprising nine units priced from 450 million baht, will be launched in the fourth quarter.

Additionally, there will be one riverfront house priced over 1 billion baht situated on the banks of the Chao Phraya River on the Thon Buri side.

Brenton Mauriello, chief executive, who replaced Mr Korn on April 1, said the funding for the new projects will be sourced through the establishment of private equity (PE) trusts which the company will set up and act as the anchor investor.

"The Thai real estate market is challenging," he said. "One of these challenges is access to funds, not only for customers but also developers."

To bolster its balance sheet, the company will also monetise One City Centre, a grade A office tower on Phloenchit Road, through either a PE trust or a real estate investment trust, with an estimated value of $100 million.

"The plan will be completed by the fourth quarter of this year to ensure that we turn a profit in 2025," said the new chief executive, who was formerly chief executive of renowned architecture firm DWP and joined Raimon Land as a director in February 2023.

Last year, Raimon Land recorded a net loss of 837 million baht, worsening from a net loss of 315 million in 2022.

"We will expand overseas next year through partnerships with local firms and introduce Raimon Land's brand to international markets," said Mr Mauriello. "One of the potential destinations is Australia."
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                                Bank of Ayudhya (Krungsri) is upbeat about achieving small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) loan growth of 2-3% this year, following an uptick in the first quarter as the Thai economy gradually recovers.
According to Duangkamol Limpuangthip, head of the SME banking group, Krungsri expanded its SME loans by more than 2% as of the end of March this year and the bank intends to sustain this momentum, keeping pace with the country's economic expansion.

Krungsri, the country's fifth-largest lender by total assets, booked aggressive SME loan growth of 11% in 2023, with outstanding SME loans tallying 340 billion baht.

The more conservative target of 2-3% growth this year remains a challenge because of sluggish economic conditions, she said.

The bank anticipates Thai GDP growth of 2.7% in 2024.

According to Ms Duangkamol, the bank adjusted its SME loan criteria to suit the post-pandemic economic landscape, ensuring normalisation.

Despite the stagnant economic growth, the bank is maintaining its SME loan standards without tightening conditions, she said.

However, the bank will selectively offer loan products to maintain asset quality, said Ms Duangkamol.

"SMEs need to adapt their business operations, focusing on financial restructuring," she said.

"Enhancing their financial structure will bolster liquidity and cash flow, fortifying their capacity for debt repayment."

Financial restructuring can also help SMEs alleviate their financial burdens and better manage funding costs, especially with elevated interest rates.

Inefficient financial structures are a partial factor for non-performing loans (NPLs) among SMEs, said Ms Duangkamol.

She said Krungsri stands prepared to assist vulnerable clients through both financial and debt restructuring initiatives.

This year the bank aims to keep SME NPLs at a ceiling of 2.5% of SME outstanding loans, which are projected to reach 350 billion baht by year-end, said Ms Duangkamol.

She also highlighted the bank's focus on environmental, social and governance (ESG) loans for this year.

Krungsri expects to issue about 4.5 billion baht worth of new ESG loans to SME customers this year, up from 4 billion the previous year.

These ESG loan products encompass solar energy, electric vehicle charging stations, transformation loans, and initiatives promoting gender equality.

The bank also wants to concentrate on digital banking services to facilitate business expansion this year.

The digital banking platform for SMEs, known as Krungsri Biz Online, encourages digital transactions.

With 40% growth in digital transactions for SMEs last year, the bank anticipates sustained positive growth in digital transactions this year.
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                                The opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) accused the government yesterday of failing to honour its promise to stamp out call centre gangs operating on the other side of the Thai-Myanmar border -- a growing threat to Thailand and other countries.
According to Rangsiman Rome, an MFP list-MP, the widespread call centre scams led to speculation that the government may be turning a blind eye to the problem because a coalition party has close ties with some influential figures linked to casinos in Myanmar, which are also connected to call centre gangs.

"It has even added to the fact that the government is lacking work efficiency," Mr Rangsiman said during the general debate against the government in the House of Representatives.

He said there were more than 1.7 million scam calls made in the country in 2020. That number jumped tenfold to 17 million in 2022. The scams caused at least 40 billion baht worth of damage, which is more than the budget of some ministries, he said.

Myanmar's Myawaddy township, just north of the Thai border town of Mae Sot, is known as a criminal hub for online gambling, scamming and trafficking, Mr Rangsiman said. At least 17 casinos in Myawaddy have Thai business partners.

Myawaddy Complex, for one, is owned by a former police major general who has a close connection with the government, he said.

Another casino called Sky Complex is owned by a former police sub-lieutenant, while the Eastern Complex casino is owned by a gang of scammers, he said.

One more casino is owned by a former permanent secretary for defence, according to Mr Rangsiman.

"Are these people an obstacle to the [Thai] government in dealing with Myawaddy?" he asked.

He wondered if the government has neglected its duty to take action against the scammers because it is afraid that any serious suppression efforts could expose the link between high-ranking officials and the criminal network.

"We [Thailand] still allow internet connections and mobile phone signals to be used to support these criminal operations [on the other side of the border], and we haven't taken any serious action to stop it," he said.

He said the government should adopt a negotiation model involving China and the Myanmar junta to combat the gangs.
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                                The main opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) accused the government of attempting to embezzle budget funds for the navy's procurement of a new frigate in parliament.
The issue, known as the "change money" scandal, was raised by Wiroj Lakkhanaadisorn, an MFP list MP,  on Thursday, the last day of the two-day general debate in which no censure vote was cast. The claims sparked a heated exchange between the government and the opposition.

The "change money" scandal refers to when a buyer purchases a product at a pre-arranged, inflated price, and the seller gives the amount of money, which is the difference between the actual price and the inflated one, back to the buyer. In this case, it is seen as an act of alleged embezzlement of state funds.

Mr Wiroj claimed a navy informant told him that someone from the government tried to contact the navy to ask for the "change money" from the navy's procurement of the frigate, but the navy refused.


[image: ]
Wiroj Lakkhanaadisorn, a Move Forward Party list MP, accuses the government of attempting to embezzle budget funds for the navy's procurement of a new frigate on Thursday in parliament. (Photo: Chanat Katanyu)



As a result, the source claimed a special House committee tasked with vetting the 2024 budget rejected the navy's request for a budget to buy the new frigate in the 2024 fiscal year. The committee also dismissed the navy's appeal against its decision to reject its request for the budget.


Mr Wiroj said the new frigate, which would be assembled locally under the procurement plan, is crucial to the navy's core mission as HTMS Rattanakosin is scheduled for decommissioning in two years.

In light of this, the country will have only three frigates in service, which may not be enough for the navy's maritime defence missions, he said.

Mr Wiroj also said the new frigate would be the first of its kind to be assembled in Thailand.

He said the assembly process will generate employment and income for local workers, transfer technical know-how in shipbuilding, and use locally made construction materials.

"The rejection of the budget request means a lost opportunity, and the navy may have to wait until 2026 before it can request a budget again," he said.

Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang earlier said the navy's plan to buy a new frigate will remain unchanged despite the House committee vetting the 2024 budget bill rejecting its request for a budget to fund the purchase.

Mr Sutin insisted that the frigate purchase project will still go according to plan, but it may happen in other fiscal years, not the current 2024 fiscal year.

The navy had earlier asked for 17 billion baht from the 2024 budget to fund its frigate procurement plan, which it looked to use over the next five years. Approximately 1.7 billion baht would be spent in the first year.

The new frigate would be deployed along the Andaman coast, a source said.

A number of shipyards, including several from the Netherlands, Germany, Spain, Italy, Turkey, and South Korea, as well as local companies, have expressed interest in building a frigate for the navy.

Responding to Mr Wiroj's claims about the "change money" scandal, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said during the general debate that Mr Wiroj should produce evidence to back up his claims.

"In principle, the procurement of a new frigate that will be locally assembled is a good idea. But several issues, such as international relations, must also be taken into account. Talks are being held to ensure the navy gets the best deal," he said.

"As I have been listening to you for 40 minutes and I am very surprised [about the MFP's backing of the frigate purchase project]. You previously suggested the navy's warships should be replaced by fishing trawlers. But I am baffled when you are supporting the purchase of the new frigate."

Mr Sutin also said during the general debate that the MFP opposes the military procurement projects every year but this time, the government was surprised as the MFP has backed the purchase of the frigate.
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                                Bank of Ayudhya (Krungsri) is upbeat about achieving small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) loan growth of 2-3% this year, following an uptick in the first quarter as the Thai economy gradually recovers.
According to Duangkamol Limpuangthip, head of the SME banking group, Krungsri expanded its SME loans by more than 2% as of the end of March this year and the bank intends to sustain this momentum, keeping pace with the country's economic expansion.

Krungsri, the country's fifth-largest lender by total assets, booked aggressive SME loan growth of 11% in 2023, with outstanding SME loans tallying 340 billion baht.

The more conservative target of 2-3% growth this year remains a challenge because of sluggish economic conditions, she said.

The bank anticipates Thai GDP growth of 2.7% in 2024.

According to Ms Duangkamol, the bank adjusted its SME loan criteria to suit the post-pandemic economic landscape, ensuring normalisation.

Despite the stagnant economic growth, the bank is maintaining its SME loan standards without tightening conditions, she said.

However, the bank will selectively offer loan products to maintain asset quality, said Ms Duangkamol.

"SMEs need to adapt their business operations, focusing on financial restructuring," she said.

"Enhancing their financial structure will bolster liquidity and cash flow, fortifying their capacity for debt repayment."

Financial restructuring can also help SMEs alleviate their financial burdens and better manage funding costs, especially with elevated interest rates.

Inefficient financial structures are a partial factor for non-performing loans (NPLs) among SMEs, said Ms Duangkamol.

She said Krungsri stands prepared to assist vulnerable clients through both financial and debt restructuring initiatives.

This year the bank aims to keep SME NPLs at a ceiling of 2.5% of SME outstanding loans, which are projected to reach 350 billion baht by year-end, said Ms Duangkamol.

She also highlighted the bank's focus on environmental, social and governance (ESG) loans for this year.

Krungsri expects to issue about 4.5 billion baht worth of new ESG loans to SME customers this year, up from 4 billion the previous year.

These ESG loan products encompass solar energy, electric vehicle charging stations, transformation loans, and initiatives promoting gender equality.

The bank also wants to concentrate on digital banking services to facilitate business expansion this year.

The digital banking platform for SMEs, known as Krungsri Biz Online, encourages digital transactions.

With 40% growth in digital transactions for SMEs last year, the bank anticipates sustained positive growth in digital transactions this year.
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                                The likelihood of bonds defaults in the second quarter is relatively low, with total default value projected at less than 1% of the total outstanding market value, says the Thai Bond Market Association (ThaiBMA).
Ariya Tiranaprakit, executive vice-president of ThaiBMA, said the trend of postponing bond payments started following the pandemic, driven by higher interest rates the past three years.

However, systemic risk is not a big problem as most of the postponements are in the high-yield bond group, with only a few cases of fraud or "window dressing", she said.

"Most of the companies that have problems asked for an extension of their payment terms and an interest reduction from their creditors. I believe these businesses can recover and eventually meet their payment obligations," said Ms Ariya.

Roughly 690 billion baht in bonds are due this year, including more than 250 billion in the second quarter. Most companies are expected to roll over their debts in April, particularly large companies with investment credit-rated bonds, she said.

"The advantage of issuing bonds is it allows you to lock in fixed interest expenses," said Ms Ariya.

"These businesses still have the opportunity to borrow money from financial institutions with floating interest rates during periods when the yield curve surges. Companies can compare financial costs to choose the cheaper method."

The association anticipates fundraising via corporate bonds this year will range from 900 billion to 1 trillion baht.

As of March, outstanding bonds in the market amounted to 17 trillion baht, up 3% from the end of 2023, mostly bonds issued by the government and the Bank of Thailand.

Corporate long-term bonds totalled 207 billion baht, down 1% year-on-year, 93% of which were investment-grade bonds. The top three sectors for issuance were property, finance and food and beverage.

ThaiBMA surveyed its members about expectations for rate cuts by the Bank of Thailand, with most predicting two reductions starting from June, making the policy rate 2% by year-end, down from 2.5% now.

Respondents expect the five-year and 10-year Thai bond yields will decrease by an average of 5-10 basis points (bps) from the first quarter to 2.13% and 2.44%, respectively, by the end of the year.

"The main factors affecting bond yields in the future are the direction of interest rates for leading economies and the economic situation in Thailand," said ThaiBMA president Somjin Sornpaisarn.

As of the first quarter, the five-year corporate bond yield curve in the AAA-A rating group decreased 15-21 bps from the same period of 2023. Bonds rated BBB+ and BBB rose to 4.68% and 5.46%, respectively, reflecting the flight to equity among more cautious investors, according to the association.

Foreign investors were net sellers of 34.3 billion baht in the Thai bond market for the period, still holding bonds worth 900 billion baht. Foreigners hold bonds with an average remaining maturity of 8.8 years, up from 8.6 years at the end of 2023. Last year, foreign net selling exceeded 80 billion baht.
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                                Phuket is battling the spread of black-headed caterpillars, which are threatening to decimate the iconic palmyra palm trees that grow around Laem Phromthep, a famous sunset lookout.
During a trip to inspect the situation around the cape on Thursday, governor Sophon Suwannarat said the caterpillars' population exploded because of the unusually long absence of rain in the past couple of months.

[image: ]
The iconic palm trees on Laem Phromthep. (Photo: Tourism Authority of Thailand)



If nothing is done to contain the spread of the caterpillars, the palm trees might die off, which would adversely alter the landscape around Laem Phromthep, he said.

Jarassri Khampeesing, the head of Phuket's agriculture office, said the leaves of palm trees that come under attack from the caterpillars would turn brown and wilt.

The way to stamp out the problem is to burn the leaves, as moving them for disposal elsewhere risks spreading the caterpillars to another area.

Alternatively, Habrobracon hebetors, or minute wasps, may be released to control their population, she said.

Ms Jarassri said pesticides could also be used.

Arun Solas, Rawai municipality mayor, said the palmyra palm trees have been a permanent fixture of the Laem Phromthep landscape, attracting many visitors to the area.

A fund has been set aside to eradicate the caterpillars and prevent future attacks on the trees around the cape.
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                                Asset World Corporation (AWC) would be the main beneficiary of the government plan to legalise casinos as part of entertainment complexes as the company operates luxury hotels and retail centres near potential sites for these developments, says Tisco Securities.
As a first step towards legalisation, the government has been looking to attract high-spending tourists to support the economy, while also checking revenue leaks from illegal gambling.

The government is considering opening the first entertainment-casino complex in Hat Yai to boost tourism, with only foreigners initially allowed to enter the premises.

The research department of Tisco Securities said some of the biggest beneficiaries would be operators of luxury hotels and retail centres near those locations, with a focus on high-end customer markets such as AWC.

AWC has several mixed-use projects planned over the next five years that could be good candidates for building a casino or developing a destination for luxury tourists.

"We chose AWC as a recommended stock. The hotel operator has the potential to increase revenue per room, which is still slowly increasing, and steadily penetrate into the tourism market in Thailand," Tisco said in a research note.

Tisco said AWC's combined assets are strategically located near major airports.

"Any casino would be established near a major airport. According to a preliminary government study, casino-type entertainment venues may be located within 100 kilometres of three major airports -- Suvarnabhumi, Don Mueang, U-tapao -- or within the Eastern Economic Corridor and Southern Economic Corridor," said the brokerage.

AWC has at least three large mixed-use projects fall within these parameters. The company's meetings, incentives, conventions, and exhibitions (Mice) business has been slow to recover in terms of occupancy rates.

With regards to casino licensing plans, Tisco said AWC's construction of large-scale entertainment venues may happen sooner than expected with a shorter break-even point.

The brokerage maintained a "buy" recommendation for AWC with an appropriate price of 5.80 baht per share.
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                                Local traders have increased their forecasts for global and domestic prices of gold to US$2,350 and 40,500 baht, respectively, after the price of bullion set another record high of more than $2,300 an ounce on sustained demand from central banks and heightened geopolitical conflict.
Repeated Federal Reserve comments about potential interest rate cuts this year spurred gold prices to $2,304.96 early Thursday.

Domestically, the Gold Traders Association (GTA) updated the price by 400 baht per baht-weight before noon, with gold bars trading at 39,950 baht and gold jewellery at 40,450 baht per baht-weight.

Pawan Nawawattanasub, chief executive of YLG Bullion International, said the group is now projecting gold to hit $2,350 this year after the price touched its original target of $2,300 in the first half.

In her view, the main reason for price rallies is Fed statements regarding three possible cuts of US interest rates this year, resulting in a drop in dollar and bond yields.

There is also strong gold demand from China and global central banks, led by Turkey, said Ms Pawan.

The latest data compiled by the World Gold Council indicated central banks continued to add to their reserves in February, marking the ninth straight month of accumulation.

China dominated purchases, with India and Kazakhstan also eager buyers.

GTA president Jitti Tangsithpakdi said the association predicts gold jewellery prices to potentially reach 42,000 baht this year.

Chutikarn Santimetvirul, assistant director of securities analysis at Phillip Securities, said the next resistance level for spot gold prices is estimated at $2,335 after an airstrike by Israel on an Iranian embassy complex in Syria's capital Damascus on Tuesday, sparking demand for safe-haven assets such as gold.

The likelihood of Fed rate cuts this year and rising oil prices, which could drive global inflation, have driven investor demand for gold to hedge against potential risks, she said.

Kavee Chukitkasem, head of research and content at Pi Securities, said uncertainties surrounding the US economy and interest rate cuts have prompted investors to buy gold.

"This is especially the case for institutional and Chinese investors who are starting to see that holding dollars is risky, so they sold dollars and US securities to buy gold," said Mr Kavee, attributing the trend to recent rallies in gold.
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                                Thai tourists appear to be unfazed by Taiwan's biggest earthquake in 25 years and a string of quakes in Japan, as they intend to take planned trips during the Songkran holiday.
Though a 7.4-magnitude earthquake struck Taiwan on Wednesday, most Thai tourists have already paid for their tour packages, air tickets and accommodation, said Charoen Wangananont, president of the Thai Travel Agents Association (TTAA).

He said if tour companies and airlines maintain their services as usual, tourists cannot obtain a refund if they opt to cancel their trips.

Mr Charoen said many Thai tourists asked tour companies about the safety of their trips after seeing news reports from Taiwan yesterday.

After learning that affected areas are on the eastern part of the island, he said tourists decided to continue with their tour programmes as planned.

Though southern Japan did have earthquake and tsunami warnings on Wednesday, the incidents did not disrupt outbound tour programmes planned for Japan during Songkran, said Mr Charoen.

Japan remains the most popular destination for Thais during Songkran, followed by China, South Korea and Taiwan.

"Tourists are more aware of natural disasters and realise that such incidents could happen at any time. They know how to use the internet to get updated information," he said. "When they know that it's safe to travel, they are deciding not to cancel their trips."

Mr Charoen said tour operators are not concerned about natural disasters as much as weak purchasing power, as the outbound travel after Songkran is not as strong as expected.

"Earlier we expected growth of 15-20%, but the market is quite stable with no significant increase in sales," he said.

Chotechuang Soorangura, vice-president of TTAA, said the quake-hit areas in Taiwan are concentrated along the eastern coast, which is not a preferred destination for Thai travellers. As a result, he said outbound trips to Taiwan this month are continuing as usual.

Mr Chotechuang said Thais are quite flexible and can change their travel routes to unaffected areas, instead of cancelling their entire trip when unexpected events occur such as earthquakes, which happened several times recently.
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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 ambassador 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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                                Thailand's headline consumer price index dropped for the sixth straight month in March, the commerce ministry said, and was outside the central bank's target range for the 11th straight month.
The headline consumer price index (CPI) in March fell 0.47% from a year earlier, compared with a forecast drop of 0.40% in a Reuters poll and outside the central bank's target range of 1% to 3%.

The decline was driven by government energy subsidies, consumer goods, and lower food prices, Director of Trade Policy and Strategy Office, Poonpong Naiyanapakorn told a press conference.

"Inflation in Q2 is likely to be higher than in Q1 due to higher world oil prices and a weaker baht," he said.

In March, core CPI, which excludes volatile food and energy prices, rose 0.37% year-on-year, compared to a forecast increase of 0.40% in the poll.

The ministry adjusted its 2024 inflation forecast to 0.00%-1.00% from -0.30% to +1.7% seen previously.
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                                The government's surprise move this week to take on more debt to stimulate the economy risks a setback for its fiscal consolidation efforts though it's likely to accelerate growth in the near-term, according to ratings companies.
The cabinet on Tuesday revised the medium-term budget plan, lifting the deficit next fiscal year to 4.42% from 3.56% of gross domestic product, which will be plugged by additional borrowing of 153 billion baht. The debt will fund various stimulus measures to support the economy, according to officials. 

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is pushing for looser fiscal policy settings to lift the nation's economy from a decade of average sub-2% growth after the central bank snubbed his repeated calls to cut interest rates. A higher deficit has also sparked speculation that the government may finance a 500 billion baht cash handout through the state budget, as its original plan to fund it through borrowing faces potential legal challenges. 

S&P Global Ratings expects an increase in the budget gap from next year amid efforts by the government to restore a more supportive fiscal stance going forward, especially as economic growth momentum remains soft, according to sovereign analyst Andrew Wood.

Still, Thailand's economic growth is likely to accelerate over the near-term as the fiscal impulse shifts from negative to positive, the tourism sector continues to recover, and external demand conditions stabilise, Wood said in an email. The timing, scale, and implementation of the proposed digital wallet scheme will also be meaningful for economic growth, depending on how it plays out, he said. 

"Fitch expects burgeoning budget deficits, as part of the recent revision to the government's medium-term budget framework, to potentially accommodate the pledged digital wallet scheme," said George Xu, a director at Fitch Ratings. "This would imply slippage in the planned fiscal consolidation."

The handout programme, if fully implemented, can boost private consumption and pose an upside risk to Thailand's growth prospects, according to Xu. Fitch forecasts the economy to expand 3% this year and 3.5% next year, accelerating from 1.9% in 2023.

However, the government debt trajectory would further weaken with negative spillovers to the country's credit profile, particularly if rising public spending fails to address the country's structural growth shortcomings, but provides only a short-lived boost to the economy, Xu said.
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                                Bank of Ayudhya (Krungsri) is upbeat about achieving small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) loan growth of 2-3% this year, following an uptick in the first quarter as the Thai economy gradually recovers.
According to Duangkamol Limpuangthip, head of the SME banking group, Krungsri expanded its SME loans by more than 2% as of the end of March this year and the bank intends to sustain this momentum, keeping pace with the country's economic expansion.

Krungsri, the country's fifth-largest lender by total assets, booked aggressive SME loan growth of 11% in 2023, with outstanding SME loans tallying 340 billion baht.

The more conservative target of 2-3% growth this year remains a challenge because of sluggish economic conditions, she said.

The bank anticipates Thai GDP growth of 2.7% in 2024.

According to Ms Duangkamol, the bank adjusted its SME loan criteria to suit the post-pandemic economic landscape, ensuring normalisation.

Despite the stagnant economic growth, the bank is maintaining its SME loan standards without tightening conditions, she said.

However, the bank will selectively offer loan products to maintain asset quality, said Ms Duangkamol.

"SMEs need to adapt their business operations, focusing on financial restructuring," she said.

"Enhancing their financial structure will bolster liquidity and cash flow, fortifying their capacity for debt repayment."

Financial restructuring can also help SMEs alleviate their financial burdens and better manage funding costs, especially with elevated interest rates.

Inefficient financial structures are a partial factor for non-performing loans (NPLs) among SMEs, said Ms Duangkamol.

She said Krungsri stands prepared to assist vulnerable clients through both financial and debt restructuring initiatives.

This year the bank aims to keep SME NPLs at a ceiling of 2.5% of SME outstanding loans, which are projected to reach 350 billion baht by year-end, said Ms Duangkamol.

She also highlighted the bank's focus on environmental, social and governance (ESG) loans for this year.

Krungsri expects to issue about 4.5 billion baht worth of new ESG loans to SME customers this year, up from 4 billion the previous year.

These ESG loan products encompass solar energy, electric vehicle charging stations, transformation loans, and initiatives promoting gender equality.

The bank also wants to concentrate on digital banking services to facilitate business expansion this year.

The digital banking platform for SMEs, known as Krungsri Biz Online, encourages digital transactions.

With 40% growth in digital transactions for SMEs last year, the bank anticipates sustained positive growth in digital transactions this year.
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                                The likelihood of bonds defaults in the second quarter is relatively low, with total default value projected at less than 1% of the total outstanding market value, says the Thai Bond Market Association (ThaiBMA).
Ariya Tiranaprakit, executive vice-president of ThaiBMA, said the trend of postponing bond payments started following the pandemic, driven by higher interest rates the past three years.

However, systemic risk is not a big problem as most of the postponements are in the high-yield bond group, with only a few cases of fraud or "window dressing", she said.

"Most of the companies that have problems asked for an extension of their payment terms and an interest reduction from their creditors. I believe these businesses can recover and eventually meet their payment obligations," said Ms Ariya.

Roughly 690 billion baht in bonds are due this year, including more than 250 billion in the second quarter. Most companies are expected to roll over their debts in April, particularly large companies with investment credit-rated bonds, she said.

"The advantage of issuing bonds is it allows you to lock in fixed interest expenses," said Ms Ariya.

"These businesses still have the opportunity to borrow money from financial institutions with floating interest rates during periods when the yield curve surges. Companies can compare financial costs to choose the cheaper method."

The association anticipates fundraising via corporate bonds this year will range from 900 billion to 1 trillion baht.

As of March, outstanding bonds in the market amounted to 17 trillion baht, up 3% from the end of 2023, mostly bonds issued by the government and the Bank of Thailand.

Corporate long-term bonds totalled 207 billion baht, down 1% year-on-year, 93% of which were investment-grade bonds. The top three sectors for issuance were property, finance and food and beverage.

ThaiBMA surveyed its members about expectations for rate cuts by the Bank of Thailand, with most predicting two reductions starting from June, making the policy rate 2% by year-end, down from 2.5% now.

Respondents expect the five-year and 10-year Thai bond yields will decrease by an average of 5-10 basis points (bps) from the first quarter to 2.13% and 2.44%, respectively, by the end of the year.

"The main factors affecting bond yields in the future are the direction of interest rates for leading economies and the economic situation in Thailand," said ThaiBMA president Somjin Sornpaisarn.

As of the first quarter, the five-year corporate bond yield curve in the AAA-A rating group decreased 15-21 bps from the same period of 2023. Bonds rated BBB+ and BBB rose to 4.68% and 5.46%, respectively, reflecting the flight to equity among more cautious investors, according to the association.

Foreign investors were net sellers of 34.3 billion baht in the Thai bond market for the period, still holding bonds worth 900 billion baht. Foreigners hold bonds with an average remaining maturity of 8.8 years, up from 8.6 years at the end of 2023. Last year, foreign net selling exceeded 80 billion baht.
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                                The International Institute for Trade and Development is proposing the acceleration of seamless connectivity in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) countries via the Cross-Border Transport Facilitation Agreement (CBTA) with member countries to establish common measures and rules that foster effective cross-border movement of people, goods and services.
During a keynote speech on Thursday at the institute's research forum entitled "Upgrading Thailand's Gateway and MSMEs' Export", Narongchai Akrasanee, chairman of the Steering Committee and Council Committee of the Mekong Institute and chairman of Khon Kaen University Council, said the CBTA is a flagship initiative of the GMS Economic Cooperation Program to facilitate the cross-border movement of people and goods.

With support from the Asian Development Bank, the CBTA was initiated in 1992 by six GMS countries -- Cambodia, China (specifically Yunnan province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam -- to reap the benefits of greater economic connectivity through three pillars: improved connectivity, greater competitiveness and the spirit of community.

For a seamlessly connected subregion, connectivity is important, especially along the GMS East-West Economic Corridor and North-South Economic Corridor, and should be promoted using roads, railways and airports to increase trade and investment in the region, said Mr Narongchai.

Jittima Nakamano, director of the Bureau of Asean Economic Community, Trade Negotiations Department, said cross-border and trade via border checkpoints tallied 1.4 trillion baht, with a target of 2 trillion baht by 2027 under the government's investment promotion strategy for 2024-27.

The four objectives comprise improving competitiveness, upgrading trade checkpoints, leveraging trade agreements and promoting investment in border areas.

This involves negotiation with member countries to accept the rules and standards associated with the implementation of the CBTA via mutual recognition agreements to promote transport and trade facilitation.

Wimon Punkong, deputy executive director at the institute, said after the GMS CBTA agreement came into force, both border officials and business operators were not fully utilising the agreement as some member states amended their national regulations in response to the implementation requirements.

When fully implemented, the CBTA will improve the efficiency of transport services by facilitating cross-border transport, complement economic corridors and physical infrastructure and investment, and create a more favourable environment for cross-border trade, investment and tourism, he said.

However, institutional mechanisms for monitoring and ensuring the accelerated implementation of the CBTA should be put in place, said Mr Wimon.

Joint committee meetings should be held semi-annually with consideration of integration with other potential cooperation frameworks such as the Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy, the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation or Asean-China connectivity, he said.
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                                Asset World Corporation (AWC) would be the main beneficiary of the government plan to legalise casinos as part of entertainment complexes as the company operates luxury hotels and retail centres near potential sites for these developments, says Tisco Securities.
As a first step towards legalisation, the government has been looking to attract high-spending tourists to support the economy, while also checking revenue leaks from illegal gambling.

The government is considering opening the first entertainment-casino complex in Hat Yai to boost tourism, with only foreigners initially allowed to enter the premises.

The research department of Tisco Securities said some of the biggest beneficiaries would be operators of luxury hotels and retail centres near those locations, with a focus on high-end customer markets such as AWC.

AWC has several mixed-use projects planned over the next five years that could be good candidates for building a casino or developing a destination for luxury tourists.

"We chose AWC as a recommended stock. The hotel operator has the potential to increase revenue per room, which is still slowly increasing, and steadily penetrate into the tourism market in Thailand," Tisco said in a research note.

Tisco said AWC's combined assets are strategically located near major airports.

"Any casino would be established near a major airport. According to a preliminary government study, casino-type entertainment venues may be located within 100 kilometres of three major airports -- Suvarnabhumi, Don Mueang, U-tapao -- or within the Eastern Economic Corridor and Southern Economic Corridor," said the brokerage.

AWC has at least three large mixed-use projects fall within these parameters. The company's meetings, incentives, conventions, and exhibitions (Mice) business has been slow to recover in terms of occupancy rates.

With regards to casino licensing plans, Tisco said AWC's construction of large-scale entertainment venues may happen sooner than expected with a shorter break-even point.

The brokerage maintained a "buy" recommendation for AWC with an appropriate price of 5.80 baht per share.
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                                Local traders have increased their forecasts for global and domestic prices of gold to US$2,350 and 40,500 baht, respectively, after the price of bullion set another record high of more than $2,300 an ounce on sustained demand from central banks and heightened geopolitical conflict.
Repeated Federal Reserve comments about potential interest rate cuts this year spurred gold prices to $2,304.96 early Thursday.

Domestically, the Gold Traders Association (GTA) updated the price by 400 baht per baht-weight before noon, with gold bars trading at 39,950 baht and gold jewellery at 40,450 baht per baht-weight.

Pawan Nawawattanasub, chief executive of YLG Bullion International, said the group is now projecting gold to hit $2,350 this year after the price touched its original target of $2,300 in the first half.

In her view, the main reason for price rallies is Fed statements regarding three possible cuts of US interest rates this year, resulting in a drop in dollar and bond yields.

There is also strong gold demand from China and global central banks, led by Turkey, said Ms Pawan.

The latest data compiled by the World Gold Council indicated central banks continued to add to their reserves in February, marking the ninth straight month of accumulation.

China dominated purchases, with India and Kazakhstan also eager buyers.

GTA president Jitti Tangsithpakdi said the association predicts gold jewellery prices to potentially reach 42,000 baht this year.

Chutikarn Santimetvirul, assistant director of securities analysis at Phillip Securities, said the next resistance level for spot gold prices is estimated at $2,335 after an airstrike by Israel on an Iranian embassy complex in Syria's capital Damascus on Tuesday, sparking demand for safe-haven assets such as gold.

The likelihood of Fed rate cuts this year and rising oil prices, which could drive global inflation, have driven investor demand for gold to hedge against potential risks, she said.

Kavee Chukitkasem, head of research and content at Pi Securities, said uncertainties surrounding the US economy and interest rate cuts have prompted investors to buy gold.

"This is especially the case for institutional and Chinese investors who are starting to see that holding dollars is risky, so they sold dollars and US securities to buy gold," said Mr Kavee, attributing the trend to recent rallies in gold.
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                                Thai tourists appear to be unfazed by Taiwan's biggest earthquake in 25 years and a string of quakes in Japan, as they intend to take planned trips during the Songkran holiday.
Though a 7.4-magnitude earthquake struck Taiwan on Wednesday, most Thai tourists have already paid for their tour packages, air tickets and accommodation, said Charoen Wangananont, president of the Thai Travel Agents Association (TTAA).

He said if tour companies and airlines maintain their services as usual, tourists cannot obtain a refund if they opt to cancel their trips.

Mr Charoen said many Thai tourists asked tour companies about the safety of their trips after seeing news reports from Taiwan yesterday.

After learning that affected areas are on the eastern part of the island, he said tourists decided to continue with their tour programmes as planned.

Though southern Japan did have earthquake and tsunami warnings on Wednesday, the incidents did not disrupt outbound tour programmes planned for Japan during Songkran, said Mr Charoen.

Japan remains the most popular destination for Thais during Songkran, followed by China, South Korea and Taiwan.

"Tourists are more aware of natural disasters and realise that such incidents could happen at any time. They know how to use the internet to get updated information," he said. "When they know that it's safe to travel, they are deciding not to cancel their trips."

Mr Charoen said tour operators are not concerned about natural disasters as much as weak purchasing power, as the outbound travel after Songkran is not as strong as expected.

"Earlier we expected growth of 15-20%, but the market is quite stable with no significant increase in sales," he said.

Chotechuang Soorangura, vice-president of TTAA, said the quake-hit areas in Taiwan are concentrated along the eastern coast, which is not a preferred destination for Thai travellers. As a result, he said outbound trips to Taiwan this month are continuing as usual.

Mr Chotechuang said Thais are quite flexible and can change their travel routes to unaffected areas, instead of cancelling their entire trip when unexpected events occur such as earthquakes, which happened several times recently.
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                                The Board of Investment (BoI) is preparing to meet with leading electric vehicle battery cell manufacturers in China to encourage them to invest in Thailand in order to support the country's fast-growing EV industry.
Authorities are promoting battery manufacturing after launching EV incentive packages to promote the production and consumption of electric vehicles, part of an ambitious plan to make Thailand a regional hub for the EV industry.

"We will organise a roadshow in Fujian and Guangdong between April 7-10 to provide details of a battery cell investment opportunity," said Narit Therdsteerasukdi, secretary-general of the BoI.

Officials plan to meet 10 of the largest battery cell manufacturers in China, including Contemporary Amperex Technology and China Aviation Lithium Battery, to discuss investment incentive packages.

The BoI will also meet EV manufacturer XPeng Motor to encourage the company to invest in Thailand.

Xpeng Motor is participating in the 45th Bangkok Internationa Motor Show to showcase its electric mobility technology. The 12-day event will end on April 7.

Mr Narit believes Chinese battery cell manufacturers will be interested in expanding their businesses into Thailand due to the growth of the EV industry and the latest incentive package the government has granted to battery producers.

In February, the National Electric Vehicle Policy Committee resolved to endorse cash grants for EV battery cell manufacturers.

The committee plans to promote the local production of battery cells for EVs and energy storage systems, providing financial support via the Competitiveness Enhancement Fund.

To qualify for investment promotion under this scheme, companies must meet certain criteria, including being a leading and well-recognised battery manufacturer providing batteries to EV producers and having a clear plan to produce battery cells for batteries used in EVs.

The BoI has so far granted investment incentives to 103 projects, including EV development and its supply chain. The projects have a total value of 77 billion baht.

The BoI held a roadshow last year in Guangzhou, Shanghai and Shenzhen to encourage EV manufacturers to build production facilities in Thailand.
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                                To position Thailand as a regional event hub, the government needs to elevate traditional events and invest in licensed international events while developing infrastructure and offering incentives, says Index Creative Village Plc, an event organiser and marketing company.
Kreingkrai Kanjanapokin, the company's founder and group chief executive, said depending largely on domestic attendees won't help grow and sustain the event business.

He said the profiles of traditional events originating in Thailand, including Songkran, Loy Krathong or Ubon Ratchathani's Candle Festival, should be improved to stimulate new experiences and attract more foreign tourists.

Related authorities should support the expansion of home-grown events to become large-scale festivals, as happened with some local music fairs, in addition to persuading more licensed international events to choose Thailand, said Mr Kreingkrai.

He said the government's push to become an aviation hub, which includes increasing flights and offering tourists easier criteria for value-added tax refunds, serves as an appropriate model to bolster the event and festival sector.

Regarding the bidding for popular electronic dance music festival Tomorrowland, Mr Kreingkrai said there is a good chance Thailand can secure the rights to host the event because the country is more attractive to foreign visitors than other locations in Asia such as China or India, which are dominated by the domestic market.

The event industry has grown robustly this year, in part because the first quarter was the peak season for travel in Thailand, he said.

The positive momentum should continue in the second quarter, said Mr Kreingkrai.

He said the value of Thailand's events industry should fully recover to the pre-pandemic level of 14 billion baht this year, though challenges include wars, a sluggish global economy and the delayed fiscal budget.

Index Creative Village projects 39% revenue growth this year to reach 1.43 billion baht.

In partnership with the Thai Chamber of Commerce, the company is scheduled to host international fairs in Phnom Penh in August this year, comprising Cambodia Architect and Deco 2024, Cambodia Foodplus Expo 2024 and Cambodia Health and Beauty Expo 2024.

Index Creative is also slated to organise the International Mega Fair 2024 in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia between Nov 15-17.

Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the chamber, said the organisation sees  potential in both Cambodia and Saudi Arabia as new emerging trade markets given their strong purchasing power and major development plans proposed by their governments.

Mr Kreingkrai said Index Creative plans to launch a Mega Fair in a new location next year, potentially in Africa or Southeast Asia.
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        We need climate adaptation now
        The announcement made by the Thai Meteorological Department (TMD) is a grim warning of record-high temperatures. The entire nation is bracing for scorching hot weather this month, with forecasters saying temperatures look set to reach 44.5 degrees Celsius in some parts of the country. For example, the mercury level in the Thoen district of the northern Lampang province reached 42C on Monday and...

      

      
        Deliver riders work rights
        The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) recently issued a praiseworthy landmark ruling regarding the status of hundreds of thousands of food delivery platform riders in Thailand, many of whom have been complaining of unfair treatment from the platform owners.

      

      
        Economics, at its core, is irredeemably sexist
        Economics has an intractable "women problem". High-school girls avoid it. Female undergraduates abandon it. And the problem runs deeper than the difficulty of attracting enough women to mathematics, science, and engineering. Even women who have reached the discipline's summit, like Christine Lagarde, president of the European Central Bank, consider economists "a tribal clique" and their models...

      

      
        Russian moves block UN probe of North Korea
        In a classic under-the-political radar ploy, Russia has vetoed a UN committee investigating North Korean nuclear missile and banking sanctions violations. The low-profile but highly significant sanctions committee regularly monitors illicit actions by Pyongyang to develop, improve and implement the regime's nuclear weapons and offensive missile programmes.

      

      
        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,...

      

      
        Eye on police probes
        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.

      

      
        2024 financial crisis may be a silent one
        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.

      

      
        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.

      

      
        People-to-people diplomacy a better fit
        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.

      

      
        How to save the pandemic treaty
        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.
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																The announcement made by the Thai Meteorological Department (TMD) is a grim warning of record-high temperatures. The entire nation is bracing for scorching hot weather this month, with forecasters saying temperatures look set to reach 44.5 degrees Celsius in some parts of the country. For example, the mercury level in the Thoen district of the northern Lampang province reached 42C on Monday and yesterday, the hottest temperatures for this year's summer so far. Meanwhile, the TMD reported the temperature of Muang district was not far behind at 41.8C.
What is more worrying is that the rise in temperature is likely to be a new normal, not a cyclical climate issue. This week, leading climate expert Assoc Prof Seree Supratid -- director of the Center for Climate Change and Disasters at Rangsit University -- publicly warned that Thailand could see temperatures hit 50C in the next 60 years.

Such an unprecedented quick rise of mercury level is a display of climate change impact. Some of the effects currently felt in Thailand are the warming land and ocean temperatures. Back in January, many countries already experienced record-breaking temperatures, and February 2024 was the warmest February on record globally. The seasonal hot and dry weather this summer, combined with the effects of El Nino, is going to result in lower-than-usual rainfall by 30%.

To deal with drought, local farming communities have been warned to brace for water shortage, and government agencies responsible for water resource management are scrambling to secure water by digging underground water and digging up ponds in local areas. Yet, the effects of extra hot and dry weather are far more than just water scarcity. The solution for climate change is more than just finding more water to combat the heat.

Indeed, the impacts of climate change differ between social groups and sectors.

For example, members of low-income communities in both rural and urban areas are likely to experience greater socioeconomic and health impacts of the unusually hot weather. Outdoor workers, such as construction labourers, street vendors and farmers, must endure the heat during the day and without respite at night as they live in poorly ventilated shelters. A portion of their daily income will also be spent on buying water at higher prices.

Economic sectors also face different impacts, and the solution is not water security. For example, having a high heat index will drive demand for electricity, which leads to the consumption of fossil fuels. Competing for energy in different sectors, such as industry and tourism, means poorer areas will be left without electricity and running water as pumps will stop working. The urban poor will be most affected as they are faced with higher costs of electricity and water.

Rising global land and sea surface temperatures will also drive stronger storms and changes in sensitive ecosystems, such as coral reefs. Coastal communities, particularly traditional fishers, are faced with multiple effects of the heat. Unseasonal and stronger storms and more frequent storm surges will prevent locals from fishing, reducing their income while increasing expenses for repairing damages to their houses. When they can fish, reduced productivity means fewer catches and lower income.

That said, the most vulnerable groups are often poor and marginalised, and the country needs climate change adaptation plans that are responsive to different groups.

Climate adaptation involves changes in both individual practices and institutional approaches. Local communities need to rethink their livelihood strategies. Likewise, governments need to consider climate risks and impacts and integrate adaptation plans into development plans. Business-as-usual approaches will not work in the face of changing climate. While action plans might vary from sector to sector and community to community, the heart of climate adaptation lies in the real participation of all stakeholders, especially local communities.

The question is whether Thailand has a national adaptation plan. Indeed, Thailand has a National Adaptation Plan that focuses on six sectors: water resources management, agriculture and food security, tourism, public health, natural resources management and human settlement, and security. Yet, little has been done. There has been no planning, financing, or implementation of the adaptations.

The establishment of a new department for climate change under the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment is a good sign of climate commitment and efforts. Under the direction of the new department, all provinces across the country are developing plans for climate change for the first time. Yet, most of the plans involve emission reduction. Provincial climate plans primarily focus on greenhouse gas emission reduction efforts to fulfil the country's net zero pledge.

Reducing emissions is highly important. The goal of climate mitigation is to prevent the planet from warming, ensuring better climate futures. But climate is already changing now, and the impacts are inevitable. So, what the country needs is "climate adaptation" solutions to reduce harmful impacts on humans.

Provincial climate adaptation plans need to guide local administrations and government agencies in addressing critical vulnerability issues of local communities. Socially vulnerable groups, such as the poor, disabled, elderly, women and children, will need additional support in building the adaptive capacity to deal with climate impacts. But the impacts of climate change are not restricted to these groups. Climate adaptation must begin with identifying climate-vulnerable groups and assessing why they are vulnerable.

The engagement of local communities and vulnerable groups is critical to developing locally-led adaptation options. Adaptation plans are context-specific. One size does not fit all. Local adaptation approaches need to involve the collaboration of multiple stakeholders. Ecosystem-based approaches must be integrated into adaptation plans. Building more structures and relying on engineering approaches alone will not protect vulnerable communities from increasingly complex climate impacts.



Pakamas Thinphanga is Project Lead of EU-funded initiative, 'Strengthening urban climate governance in Thailand', at Thailand Environment Institute (TEI), and the Adaptation Research Alliance supported project, 'Empowerment of coastal communities for climate adaptation', at Songkhla Community Foundation (SCF).
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																The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) recently issued a praiseworthy landmark ruling regarding the status of hundreds of thousands of food delivery platform riders in Thailand, many of whom have been complaining of unfair treatment from the platform owners.
The commission ruled that the riders are not business partners of the platform owners or freelancers, but rather they are their employees and their relationship is in accordance with Section 575 of the Civil and Commercial Code and Section 5 of the Labour Protection Act BE 2541.

This means the riders are entitled to rights and welfare under the labour protection law and social security law just like employees in other businesses.

In coming up with this landmark ruling, the rights commission took into consideration court rulings in countries like France, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and the US state of California regarding the relationship between the platform operators and their delivery workers.

It concluded that the platform operators have the power to control and punish riders and, hence, they have an employer-employee relationship.

Since the NHRC's ruling is not legally binding on the platform owners, including Line Man, Grab and Robinhood, it should serve as an important wake-up call for the Ministry of Digital Economy and Society and the Ministry of Labour to ensure the ruling is enforced and ensure the fair treatment of platform riders.

Platform riders of several service providers have complained about "batch orders" which require them to make more food deliveries to more customers in one round without getting extra pay and, sometimes, results in delayed deliveries and complaints by customers.

Such complaints can often lead to a reprimand and brief suspension of work by the platform owners.

Platform food delivery services are a big business in Thailand after the industry received a shot in the arm during the Covid pandemic from 2020-22 when most people, especially in Bangkok and other big cities, chose to stay home for their safety and order food to their doorstep. Ever since, eating indoors in privacy instead of going out to restaurants or street food stalls has become a normal lifestyle choice for many urban citizens.

According to the Kasikorn Research Centre, the food delivery industry was estimated to be worth 42 billion baht a year in 2014. It jumped to 68 billion baht in 2020 when Covid struck Thailand that January. The trade volume expanded in tandem with the pandemic to 76 billion baht in 2022 and 82 billion baht the following year as home deliveries became the new normal.

Despite the booming trade, riders used to protest against the platform owners for unfair treatment, such as reduced pay for each round of deliveries, averaging 10 to 16 a day, with an increased workload from batch orders. They protested to both the Pheu Thai and Move Forward parties but to no avail.

It is high time for the government, especially the Labour Ministry, to ensure fairness to all parties concerned, riders in particular.

The first thing to do is determine the riders' legal status so they are entitled to basic rights afforded employees under the law. More importantly, they must be brought into the tax system so they can enjoy full welfare benefits.
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																Economics has an intractable "women problem". High-school girls avoid it. Female undergraduates abandon it. And the problem runs deeper than the difficulty of attracting enough women to mathematics, science, and engineering. Even women who have reached the discipline's summit, like Christine Lagarde, president of the European Central Bank, consider economists "a tribal clique" and their models defective.
One reason women detest the field is the male chauvinist pig standing in the middle of it, masquerading as the avatar of economic rationality. Economic models of anything from the demand for potatoes to the effects of the interest rate on inflation and investment are founded on the assumption of Homo economicus: a fictional, Robinson Crusoe-like, hyper-rational fool who always gets what he likes and likes what he gets (among all feasible alternatives).

No sensible woman looks at this model and recognises herself in the depiction of the rational person as an algorithmic bot, ever ready to burn down the planet for the slightest private net gain, permanently incapable of doing what is right (just because it is right). Thoughtful men are also deterred by Homo economicus, leaving only the more brutish to adopt "him" as the archetype of rational behaviour.

The discipline's approach to the question of justice is similarly repulsive to women. To seem objective and impartial when Jill is demanding a change that will make Jack worse off, economists adopted the advice of the Mussolini-sympathising Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto: "Scientific" economics must recommend only policies that make at least one person better off without leaving anyone worse off. In a patriarchal world, where most assets are in men's hands, so-called Pareto efficiency constitutes a staunch defence of the sexist status quo.

That's not all. Consider four people or groups (A, B, C, D) and three possible collective decisions (X, Y, Z) that affect them all. For example, suppose the four (A, B, C, D) are friends who, a week ago, agreed that tonight they will go to the theatre (X) rather than to the cinema (Y) or to a restaurant (Z). Say that their preferences are as follows:

- A prefers the cinema to the theatre and the theatre to the restaurant (A: Y>X>Z)

- B prefers a nice dinner to the cinema and the cinema to the theatre (B: Z>Y>X)

- C is indifferent between the theatre and the cinema but prefers either to the restaurant (C: X=Y>Z)

- D would love to go to dinner but, otherwise, prefers the cinema to the theatre (D: Z>Y>X).

The question is: Should they change their minds and, rather than the theater (as originally planned), go to the cinema or perhaps to dinner? Economics has a clear answer. If they switch from the theatre (X) to the restaurant (Z), two of them (A & C) will be worse off, thus violating the Pareto criterion. But if they switch from the theatre (X) to the cinema (Y), no one will be upset, and three of them (A, B, and D) will be better off. Thus, economists would conclude that the rational and just decision is to drop the theatre in favour of the cinema.

This seems logical. But a closer look exposes the callousness of the whole approach. Note that the recommendation to switch from the theatre (X) to the cinema (Y) was motivated solely by their preference rankings. Neither who these people (A, B, C, D) are, nor the reasons behind their preferences (X, Y, Z), played any role in the verdict. To see why this is scandalous, consider a drastically different story yielding precisely the same preference rankings.

A sadistic warlord (A) has led his gang to a village where they round up the inhabitants (D) with a view to killing them (outcome X). At that moment, you (B) are trekking in the area and stumble across the village to witness the horrific scene. Meanwhile, a film crew (C) is hidden in the bushes, recording everything. The warlord welcomes you with open, menacing arms and makes you an offer: "If you take my gun and kill one of the villagers at random, I shall spare the rest (outcome Y). If you don't, I will kill them all (outcome X)."

It is highly plausible that the preferences of the four participants (A, B, C, D) over outcomes X, Y, and Z are exactly as in the case of the four friends planning a night out: The warlord (A) is eager to make you his accomplice (he prefers outcome Y to X) while never entertaining the possibility of outcome Z (no one dies). The peasants (D) are begging you to do as the warlord says (to help bring about Y over X). The film crew's members (C) don't care what happens as long as there is at least one murder to record (X or Y).

So, what should you do if you place at the bottom of your rankings the outcome that no villager lives? (B: Z>Y>X) This is the definition of a hard choice -- a clash between your ethical objection to killing an innocent and your urge to save lives.

Not so for economists, who consider it an easy decision. Structurally unable to differentiate this cruel choice from four friends debating how to spend a night out, economics instructs you to take the warlord's gun and kill a villager (to switch from X to Y, regardless of whether Y is a cinema or a murder).

No room is left to acknowledge that some choices are wrong, whatever the decision-making calculus, and are irreducible to preference satisfaction. Is it any wonder that women, who in patriarchal societies are more in tune with context and unquantifiable reasons for action, disdain economics?

It is not just economists' physics envy, the field's dearth of female role models, or seminars dominated by testosterone-fueled bullies that deter women from the field. Given that asking economists to drop the model that brought them enormous influence is like asking a tribe to denounce the fake creed that made it dominant, why should women want to enter a field whose philosophical sexism effectively sets them up to be the random villager? (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Yanis Varoufakis, a former finance minister of Greece, is leader of the MeRA25 party and Professor of Economics at the University of Athens.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2771163/economics-at-its-core-is-irredeemably-sexist



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Russian moves block UN probe of North Korea								

															

																	
										
											[image: ]
																					

									

																In a classic under-the-political radar ploy, Russia has vetoed a UN committee investigating North Korean nuclear missile and banking sanctions violations. The low-profile but highly significant sanctions committee regularly monitors illicit actions by Pyongyang to develop, improve and implement the regime's nuclear weapons and offensive missile programmes.
The 15-member UN Security Council established the North Korean overview committee in 2009 through resolution #1718, hence the group's name. But when the council was set to renew the annual mandate in what was usually a pro-forma move, Russia last week used its veto to stop the renewal. China abstained in the vote.

Why is this important? Because the committee has been watching and monitoring the sanction-busting actions of the quaintly titled Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK).

The Russian veto is hardly surprising. Since at least 2011, Moscow, and often Beijing, has opposed council cooperation and accord over such key international security concerns as Syria, Myanmar, Ukraine, Gaza, and Israel. The DPRK is hardly an exception to this deep diplomatic rift. Vetoes and the once-rare double vetoes are now commonplace in the council. Indeed, they are symptoms of the rift between Washington and Moscow.

But why this report?

The Security Council has imposed a series of sanctions on North Korea since 2006 over the regime's nuclear weapons programme. The 1718 Committee details and provides specific descriptions of the ongoing shadow game of North Korean sanctions and outlines its methodology. Since 2019, Moscow and Beijing have attempted to persuade the Security Council to ease DPRK sanctions.

Following the veto, the ambassadors of the US, France, Japan, South Korea and the UK issued a statement: "For the past 15 years, the 1718 Panel of Experts has been the gold standard for providing fact-based, independent assessments, analysis, and recommendations bearing on the implementation of the Security Council resolutions on the DPRK."

The envoys concluded: "We must ask ourselves: Why would any council member break 14 years of unanimous support for this mandate? The answer is clear: Russia chose to silence the DPRK Panel of Experts' reporting on Moscow's own violations of Security Council resolutions."

"Russia's veto today jeopardizes international peace and security, " they added.

The committee has issued its final report, covering the period from July 29, 2023, to Jan 26, 2024. It brings transparency into the dark shadows of North Korea's illegal missile programmes and proliferation, the routes through which Pyongyang gets materials, and equally cites cryptocurrency schemes sustaining North Korea.

The report's summary asserts that the DPRK "continued to flout Security Council sanctions. It further developed nuclear weapons and produced nuclear fissile materials, although its last known nuclear test took place in 2017 ... At least seven ballistic missiles were launched" during the past year, including a third launch of a Hwasong-18 three-stage ICBM in 2023.

US Ambassador Linda Thomas-Greenfield added, "In recent years, the DPRK has only continued its unlawful activity, including launching over 100 ballistic missiles since 2022, all in violation of existing Security Council resolutions. These ballistic missile launches are destabilising to the region and undermine the global non-proliferation regime."

Naturally, the report also mentions conventional weapons and details Moscow's transgressions and the transfers from North Korea to Russia last autumn when, in September, 300 containers of weapons were shipped from the North Korean port of Nanjin to Russia.

The report says the Russian merchant vessel Angara and four other ships transported the weapons to Russia via the Black Sea; the arms, including rockets and artillery shells, arrived in October. Given the increasingly closer scientific, military and political cooperation between Moscow and Pyongyang, there's probably a good reason why Russia wants to stay "off the radar" on what has become a more formalised weapons and technology transfer with the isolated DPRK regime.

Furthermore, DPRK leader Kim Jong-un ventured to Vladivostok, Russia, last year to meet Vladimir Putin. The Russian president plans to visit Pyongyang in the coming months for follow-up consultations with the North Koreans. Given the tense situation in East Asia, Mr Putin may be pandering to Pyongyang for needed munitions and playing a political spoiler role in the region through an axis of connivance.




John J Metzler is a United Nations correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues. He is the author of 'Divided Dynamism: The Diplomacy of Separated Nations; Germany, Korea, China'.
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																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.
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																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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									People-to-people diplomacy a better fit								
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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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        Kimpton's Chilli Fest: Spice, Dine, and Compete Returns!
        Full-on fiery feasting, scorching entertainment, and a blazing chilli-eating competition light up Langsuan's premier location. Thailand's hottest "Chilli Fest" returns to the Urban Oasis at Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok on Saturday, 27th April 2024, brimming with an even spicier array of dishes from Bangkok's top restaurants and Michelin-calibre chefs, sizzling entertainment including a fire...

      

      
        A refreshing modern return
        In an era saturated with 3D animations and live-action Marvel movies, X-Men '97, with its old-school animation style picks up where the original 90s series left off and is a much-needed breath of fresh air. With the first four out of 10 episodes of the debut season now available on Disney+, the verdict so far is surprisingly satisfying.

      

      
        Let there be light
        Brooches shone as Michelle Yeoh's statement jewellery. At the 2024 Vanity Fair Oscar Party, the Malaysian actress donned a Balenciaga gown adorned with the Lumiere Feather Brooch by Cindy Chao The Art Jewel.

      

      
        Pray for good fortune at these Hong Kong temples
        Pilgrims have long been attracted to Hong Kong to pray for favours. In response, the Hong Kong Tourism Board has created the "Ultimate Guide To A Prosperous Year Of The Dragon" campaign in collaboration with feng shui master Mak Ling Ling to serve as a handbook, which provides the list of sacred temples and the traditional ways to give prayers to deities.

      

      
        Moulding a new food future
        In the culinary world, the name David Zilber is synonymous with fermentation.

      

      
        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...
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									Kimpton's Chilli Fest: Spice, Dine, and Compete Returns!

									Coming in Hot! Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok's iconic "Chilli Fest" returns for a second year
								

								Full-on fiery feasting, scorching entertainment, and a blazing chilli-eating competition light up Langsuan's premier location. Thailand's hottest "Chilli Fest" returns to the Urban Oasis at Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok on Saturday, 27th April 2024, brimming with an even spicier array of dishes from Bangkok's top restaurants and Michelin-calibre chefs, sizzling entertainment including a fire show, a tear-jerking chilli-eating competition, and much more. This year's festival is spiced up further with a global, five-course dinner by the renowned Chef Ian Kittichai.
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 Chilli Fest Feasting

Spice enthusiasts are invited to tantalise their palates with global flavours, featuring fiery dishes from Myanmar, India, China, South Korea, Pakistan, Mexico, Malaysia, Spain, and Thailand. Prestigious Bangkok restaurants and chefs will offer a selection of dishes in a vibrant market setting, with prices starting at only THB 120, including plant-based options for vegetarian chilli lovers.

[image: ]

Featured chefs and restaurants, along with their scorching offerings, include:


	Thep Nakorn: Chef "Ton" Thitid Tassanakajohn of Le Du, one of Asia's 50 Best Restaurants, returns with his renowned Thai boat noodles and enticing krapow.

	Saneh Jaan: A one Michelin-starred gem known for its premium Thai ingredients. Chef "Toi" Pilaipon Kamnag prepares spicy stir-fried noodles with shrimp, coconut milk, Thai Jinda chilli paste, and spicy pork with lime and Prik Ki Nu Suan.

	Inddee: Chef Sachin Poojary brings a modern Indian fine dining experience with his Bhut Jolokia momo, kanthari chili paniyaram with pork and butternut squash, following his experience at the Taj Mahal Palace kitchen.

	Restaurant Avant: Chef Haikal Johari, known for his unique fusion of modern European cuisine with Asian influences, offers grilled koshihikari with mentaiko and pineapple gazpacho with mint and gochujang.

	And many more, including Restaurant Coda Bangkok, Vaso, Urban Refugee Kitchen by Na Projects, Aromkwan, CANES, Lady GooGoo, Gaby, Megan & Diego, Summer Palace, ANJU, and Bar.Yard. 
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 Exclusive Chilli-Fest Dinner

[image: ]

For an exclusive experience, Stock.Room presents a five-course tasting menu by Chef Ian Kittichai, featuring dishes inspired by his global restaurant concepts. This intimate dinner at THB 2,999++ per person, including Chilli Fest entry, offers a chance to engage with the chef himself. A premium beverage pairing is available at an additional THB 1,199++. Advance reservations are required.

Chilli-Eating Competition

[image: ]
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Daring participants are invited to the chilli-eating competition, facing off with chilli peppers up to 2,400,000 Scoville heat units. Prizes will be awarded to the top three contestants. The competition is free and open to all brave souls to register prior to the event. For more information, please visit their website.

Chilli Market

[image: ]
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Guests can explore a market of local chilli products and exclusive Chilli Fest merchandise in a cool collaboration with Akkara Bangkok.

[image: ]

Chilli Fest will be held on Saturday, 27th April 2024, from 2:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. Tickets are available online with early bird pricing at THB 200. Proceeds will support the Sati Foundation, dedicated to improving healthcare and education for at-risk youth. For more information, please visit the official website or call +66 2 056 9999.
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									A refreshing modern return

									X-Men '97 is a great introduction into the classic series for a new generation
								

								In an era saturated with 3D animations and live-action Marvel movies, X-Men '97, with its old-school animation style picks up where the original 90s series left off and is a much-needed breath of fresh air. With the first four out of 10 episodes of the debut season now available on Disney+, the verdict so far is surprisingly satisfying.
								It has been nearly three decades since the original X-Men finale, which ran for five seasons from 1992 to 1997. For a generation of kids and teens, including myself, this was our gateway into the Marvel universe, which was nothing like the cinematic juggernaut that is the MCU today. The original X-Men holds a special place in fans' hearts as it is lauded as one of the best adaptations of the comics, even when compared to its later live-action counterparts.

One of the most delightful aspects of X-Men '97 is the return of original voice cast, including Cal Dodd as Wolverine, Lenore Zann as Rogue and Alison Sealy-Smith as Storm, alongside the introduction of new talents like Ray Chase as Cyclops, taking over from the late Norman Spencer. This reunion adds an authentic layer of nostalgia to the series and instantly transports viewers back to the heyday of Saturday morning cartoons.

X-Men '97 begins one year after the events of its predecessor, which thrusts the X-Men into a series of new and dangerous challenges following the absence of their leader, Professor Charles Xavier. Cyclops steps into a leadership role, adding an intriguing dynamic to the storyline.

Over the years, we've witnessed numerous attempts to recapture the magic of beloved classics through adaptations, continuations, and sequels. X-Men '97, however, successfully recaptures the essence of what made the original so beloved in its initial run. The creators have managed to strike a delicate balance, maintaining the core elements that fans adore while infusing it with new energy and modern storytelling sensibilities.

What truly sets X-Men '97 apart is its ability to blend nostalgic aesthetics with cutting-edge animation technology. While the series retains a 2D animation style, it also incorporates modern design elements and visual effects that breathe new life into the action sequences. From the first episode where scenes such as the exhilarating rescue with Morph or Storm's creative use of her powers against Sentinels showcase visual effects that wouldn't really have been possible in the original.

Episodes 2 and 3 delve deeper into the narrative, focusing on Magneto's takeover of the X-Men and his subsequent trial at the United Nations. This storyline resonates with the original's exploration of mutant persecution. The pacing remains steady throughout, balancing plot progression with character development seamlessly.

X-Men '97 is not merely a nostalgic cash grab but a well-crafted story featuring beloved characters. The series pays homage to its roots while carving out a unique identity in today's landscape. As the first season unfolds, there is optimism that X-Men '97 will not only meet, but possibly exceed the lofty expectations set by its predecessor.

Overall, the new series offers a nostalgic but modern experience for fans old and new. The blend of classic charm, engaging storytelling, and updated visuals makes X-Men '97 a must-watch for anyone craving a superhero journey that honours the past while embracing the future. With promising episodes ahead, X-Men '97 proves that some legacies are timeless and worth revisiting for a new generation of viewers.
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									Let there be light

									Cindy Chao's haute joaillerie pieces dazzle with their gem-count and wearable delicacy
								

								Brooches shone as Michelle Yeoh's statement jewellery. At the 2024 Vanity Fair Oscar Party, the Malaysian actress donned a Balenciaga gown adorned with the Lumiere Feather Brooch by Cindy Chao The Art Jewel.
								Last September, she wore the Pamir Brooch on another black outfit when attending the opening of the jewellery house's exhibition at the Long Museum West Bund in Shanghai.

The showstopping brooches are two of the 2023 Black Label Masterpieces, recently showcased at the Capella Bangkok in an exclusive exhibition which gave a closer look of how Cindy Chao has redefined high jewellery in making every piece a miniature work of art.

Twenty years ago, she established her eponymous maison with the opening of a private showroom and design studio in Taipei.

Her vision has made Cindy Chao The Art Jewel the only Asian brand inducted into the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC, the Musee des Arts Decoratifs in Paris, and the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.

The ongoing metamorphosis of both artistry and technique as well as the marriage of the rarest gemstones with innovative designs are illustrated by the latest museum-calibre pieces presented at the exhibition.


[image: ]
Michelle Yeoh at the 2024 Vanity Fair Oscar Party.




Totalling 5,786 gemstones, purple garnet, demantoid and tsavorites as well as diamonds and sapphires in different colours sparkle on the 2023 Black Label Masterpiece II Pamir Brooch with a titanium base.

"Our newly developed 'gradual immersive' technique is incorporated into crafting the Pamir Brooch. The anodised titanium branches delicately intertwine among a bed of gemstones, spanning across different planes. Depending on the angle you view it from, the brooch completely transforms. Its length, depth, even its very essence, shifts before your eyes," Chao said.

"I've taken a bold step away from traditional gemstone placement, finding this perfect balance that just showcases three-dimensional beauty. It's a testament to my dedication to pushing the boundaries of artistry and craftsmanship in every piece I create."

Resembling a luxuriant plant, the ethereal brooch pays tribute to the Pamir Plateau, formerly known as the Onion Range -- a significant stop along the ancient Silk Road.

Chao also drew inspiration from diverse glacial terrain for this one-of-a kind piece, which exemplifies the characteristic architectural, sculptural and organic qualities of her works.


[image: ]
Cindy Chao The Art Jewel's exhibition at Capella Bangkok.




Her grandfather, a renowned architect, and her father, an established sculptor, transmitted their know-how to Chao, who applies it to constructing her White Label jewellery and Black Label Masterpieces.

She employs an 18th century artisanal technique (cire perdue) to carve wax models. The intricate sculptures are then crafted with precious metal and gemstones.

The hardest metal is used to fashion the softest curvatures. Titanium's toughness and high melting point pose significant challenges during forging and setting. Any mistake would cause the whole process to start all over again.

Exhaustive research and refinement, however, culminated in elaborate metalwork which has been mastered by European craftsmen who work on each titanium piece.

"I've minimised the metallic component ratio to its absolute for the delicate and slender Pamir Brooch with a mere 76g in total weight," Chao noted. "Likewise, the 2023 Black Label Masterpiece VI Lumiere Feather Brooch adorned with nearly 2,500 gemstones yet weighing less than 60g -- it is really as light as a piece of feather."


[image: ]
2023 Black Label Masterpiece VI Lumiere Feather Brooch.




Inspired by the white peacock, the Lumiere Feather Brooch boasts a heart-shaped diamond, complemented by diamonds in white, yellow and brown hues as well as conch pearls, sapphires and rhodolites for a captivating play of light and contrast.

"Larger pieces provide more space to unleash my creativity, which is why I love creating brooches. Unlike the conventional use of gold in jewellery, titanium serves as a lightweight foundation. This unique choice of material also offers an artistic appeal with practical wearability,'' she said.

Other titanium stunners include the Black Label Masterpiece XI Spring Cardamom Brooch and Black Label Masterpiece II Picasso's Dream Earrings from the 2022 collection.

The brooch's articulated leaves move slightly with the motion of the wearer while the stylised pod houses an oval-shaped cabochon Colombian emerald and a diamond sphere composed of several fancy rose-cut diamonds, held by invisible settings.

The earrings are inspired by Pablo Picasso's oil painting Le Reve. Chao's palette of gemstones include fancy dark brown-yellow diamonds, green emeralds, greyish blue sapphires and colour-change garnets.


[image: ]
2023 Black Label Masterpiece X Spring Riverside Bangle.




The French Ministry of Culture recognised how she pushed the limits of her art and her contribution to the transmission of jewellery savoir faire. Accordingly, in November 2021, Chao was appointed Chevalier dans l'Ordre des Arts et Lettres.

In the same year, she unveiled her second ode to the Seine in Paris. The series began with the 2020 Black Label Masterpiece VI Reflection Bangle, followed by the 2021 Black Label Masterpiece XVII The Seine at Dawn Bangle.

The exhibited 2023 Black Label Masterpiece X Spring Riverside Bangle is in white, yellow and rose gold, illuminated by 1,936 gemstones. The 10 pink sapphires serve as the main stones amid a harmony of sapphires in other colours along with yellow diamonds, tourmalines, garnets, tsavorites and paraiba.

Chao pictured swaying branches, blooming flowers on rippling waters and the blue sky tinged with the morning Sun when designing the bangle. The meticulous arrangement of rose-cut gems and a groundbreaking layered technique makes its surface shimmer subtly, revealing the brilliance of the stones set beneath.

Some stones swivel at a certain angle, thanks to hidden mechanisms at specific positions, while the gemsetting's play of natural light echoes the undulations of the Seine River.

Cindy Chao The Art Jewel also brought some iconic White Label pieces to the Bangkok exhibition. The white and yellow gold Emerald Ribbon Necklace, for instance, charms with a cushion-shaped vivid green Colombian emerald while its three-dimensionality invokes the sensation of a gently-swaying ribbon.
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2022 Black Label Masterpiece II Picasso's Dream Earrings.
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Crafting the cardamom pod with a Colombian emerald and diamond sphere.



[image: ]
2023 Black Label Masterpiece II Pamir Brooch.
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2022 Black Label Masterpiece XI Spring Cardamom Brooch.
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									Pray for good fortune at these Hong Kong temples

									
								

								Pilgrims have long been attracted to Hong Kong to pray for favours. In response, the Hong Kong Tourism Board has created the "Ultimate Guide To A Prosperous Year Of The Dragon" campaign in collaboration with feng shui master Mak Ling Ling to serve as a handbook, which provides the list of sacred temples and the traditional ways to give prayers to deities.
								For instance, the famed Man Mo Temple in Sheung Wan houses the statues of the Civil God (god of literature) and the Martial God (god of martial arts). Office workers can worship the Civil God for career advancement and touch the Man Cheong Writing Brush for good luck.

Business owners can pay homage to the Martial God and touch his sword to pray for success. For academic achievement, students can bring their stationery and pencil case to the altar, and beg the deity to bless for better results.

The historic Kwun Yum Temple is located in the Hung Hum community and worshippers can pray to the Goddess of Mercy for prosperity, romantic life and good health. On the 26th day of the first lunar month, visitors can observe the Kwun Yum Treasury Opening Festival. It is believed that on this day, Kwun Yum opens her treasury and lends money to people.

Situated in Kowloon City, the Hau Wong Temple is home to 60 deities in charge of the 12 Chinese zodiac signs. This year, those born in the Year of the Dragon, Dog, Rabbit and Ox may write their names and dates of birth on a joss paper and ask Tai Sui to protect them from bad luck.

Offering flowers and fruits to the statue of Yuelao with a couple of Golden Boy and Jade Maiden at Wong Tai Sin Temple is one way for people to pray for love and a happy marriage. To complete the ritual, worshippers will touch the feet of Golden Boy or Jade Maiden. According to legend, Yuelao will tie a red thread around the feet of a pair who are destined for marriage.

Upon entering Che Kung Temple, visitors will beat the drum three times and spin the fan-bladed wheel of fortune in a prayer for good luck. Spin the wheel clockwise to maintain the upward trend if you had a prosperous year prior. If not, spin the wheel counterclockwise to spin away the misfortune.

For an extra dose of good fortune, pilgrims can bring a pinwheel home and set it in the southwest or northeast direction which is this year's lucky positions. According to feng shui, a location is associated with water and mountains to attract wealth.
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Hau Wong Temple. Hong Kong Tourism Board (HKTB)
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Man Mo Temple. photo:
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Che Kung Temple photo:
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									Moulding a new food future

									Chef, fermentation guru and food scientist David Zilber on feeding the world a few microbes at a time
								

								In the culinary world, the name David Zilber is synonymous with fermentation.
								[image: ]
Chef David Zilber. jupeter



Once known as the head of fermentation at the world-renowned restaurant Noma, Zilber co-authored The Noma Guide To Fermentation with Rene Redzepi. Zilber is one of the few people to make the leap from chef to fermentation guru to food scientist, which Zilber says he can be "all those things at once".


"I think a pandemic, having the world shake beneath your feet is a good way to reassess your life. In 2020, I'd been in Noma for over six years. I was part of the great resignation and the big pivot. I felt it wasn't the end, it was just the beginning. I read a lot of history books and thought this isn't going to go away quickly. I didn't think it's going to be very enjoyable to work in this restaurant setting. So I decided I'd put in my time; I did good work there. I'd achieved more than I'd ever imagined I would when I first stepped through those doors. So I took a leap," explains Zilber.

However, he did not think that it would be the end of fine dining as we know it.

"I thought it would be a contraction. There will always be a desire for the very wealthy to feel like they're being pampered; and for special occasion restaurants for normal people. I don't think it can go away that easily," he says.
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Chef David Zilber. jupeter




"But I did and even before the pandemic, I'd talked about how maybe the world of fine dining or the amounts of restaurants trying to do very ambitious food was oversaturated and that you were seeing symptoms within the industry. Not having a talent pool large enough to support the ambitions of everyone who had their doors open to do thoughtful, ambitious tasting menus, things like that.

"So that kind of signalled to me that maybe the industry was due for a bit of a shrink. That has in fact happened. A lot of restaurants, very good restaurants, have closed over the past few years. The strong ones have survived and a lot of people got out of the industry, myself included."

But where does one go after working at Noma?

"I had no idea what I was going to do when I quit. There's this book I love by Julia Cameron, called The Artist's Way. It's like a workshop of a book that teaches you how to be creative whether you're a painter or a designer or a writer. It's like exercises in creativity. One of my favourite quotes from that book is, 'Jump and the net will appear'. That's what happened. Right after I quit, Chr. Hansen called me, a bioscience company from Denmark," says Zilber.

A talk with Chr. Hansen, which develops natural solutions for the food, nutritional, pharmaceutical and agricultural industries, morphed into building Zilber's laboratory, "basically a playground for me to experiment with in their sandbox, recipe develop and put their bacteria to work in the food industry. It is important to me to work within sustainability, to try to do good and apply what I know to better the world in whatever small way I can", says Zilber.
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"Even when I was at Noma, we were doing joint research together. They would send me fun microbes, I would mess around with them and tell them what I thought. When they reached out to me, it was a chance to kind of flip the script on its head.

"I wrote an open letter that I published online where I talked about this kind of inverse relationship to the clout that chefs in food get, the press, the influence, the airtime and the media, for the amount of people that they actually feed. You see a cover of Time magazine labelled 'The Gods Of Food' with three chefs, who have restaurants that seat maybe 40 people each.

"Are they really the gods of food or are the gods of food the food scientists working in some of the largest corporations like Mondelez group, Nestle, Unilever, who you never hear about? You wouldn't know them unless you were on the food science page and LinkedIn.

"Isn't it more effective to work in that arena? Knowing what you know, if you really think that you're trying to affect change? That's what I wanted to do and that's what I'm getting to do. I would say it's more of an uphill battle than I might have thought. The food industry has a way of being conservative, even when they're trying to be progressive. It's very slow moving, but nonetheless, there are a lot of people out there who have great intentions and want to do a lot of good and make food better for people."

Lots of stuff has come Zilber's way since leaving Noma. He even came to Thailand towards the end of last year and cooked and conducted a masterclass at the Intercontinental Phuket's fermentation-focused restaurant, Hom.
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"Sure, I may not be as active in fermentation communities as some of the other big fermenters who do circuits at festivals and tons of workshops, and that's amazing. I love doing a little bit of that. But I've done the work," says Zilber emphatically.  So much work he's writing another book. "I wish I was writing it faster. I would love it to be finished this coming year; I would love to hand in the manuscript in 2024. I've been working on it for a couple of years now."

But how does fermentation play into the impact of food in today's world, especially with climate change, sustainability and food waste?

"I would say that the average person already eats a ton of fermented food. Fermentation definitely already makes the system far more sustainable than it could potentially be. If you took fermented foods out of our diet, if we only ate fresh or processed food, the world would be a far less sustainable place than it is. Is it a panacea? Can we only eat fermented foods? No. I always like to say that we have a future in the past.

"Fermentation before the kind of green revolution was a huge staple of people's diets and it did allow people's food to last -- that made food more sustainable. Literally. It sustains food. I like to say that if there are again contractions in the agricultural supply chain or food system, that it will kind of be like the natural default to eat more of those foods or processed foods in those moments. Like they haven't gone anywhere, in spite of all of the technological revolutions that have brought everything from chocolate bars to Twinkies to every corner of the busy streets on Earth. But I'd like to say that if the going gets tough, fermented foods will be there to kind of cushion our fall.
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"I got into fermentation because it was made my job at Noma. The kind of revelations about the philosophy and the meaning behind it came out afterwards by doing it where I'm like, 'Oh, this is profound'. But I do love fermentation, because of its transformations. How has it transformed me? It gets you to look at nature, differently at the natural world, differently to humanity's place within the natural world, differently. I have a one-year-old so I'm reading all these baby books with them. Baby books have a really great way of simplifying concepts and spoon-feeding them to a child, who's trying to make sense of the world. Fermentation does that, too.

"Fermentation teaches you about the relationships between organisms and the requirements of symbiosis. And the importance of reciprocity, care, attention and intention through these very simple microcosms of food production. When you bake bread, it gets you to consider the histories of the interactions, microbes and weeds or certain vegetables and people who have come together."

Of course, food is always changing even if it seems like we're stuck in a rut.

"People's habits of consumption need to change for food to change for the better. I think humanity has a bad track record of voluntarily giving things up. Humans over the past, say 60 to 70 years since World War II, have had a pretty bad track record of like, 'Oh no, I'll leave the cake on the table'. But when push comes to shove we make do with what we have.

"The optimist in me goes to work every day and puts on experiments and talks to the R&D teams and says 'Hey, we could take this waste product and turn it into something that you could sell that would really improve people's food, or we could take all these chemicals out of your product and make it healthier for people'; you know look for grains to work with that could sequester carbon in the soil. We could be the supplier that affects that change in the world.

"I keep putting it out there. Some gets taken up, maybe at a slower pace than I would like. The optimist in me keeps going to work and wanting to make these things real. The pessimist in me thinks that they won't."

Listen to David Zilber on "The Fermentation Speaker Series" podcast in collaboration with The Center for Human Microbiome Studies at Stanford University's School Of Medicine.
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Zilber's fermentation workshop. jupeter
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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.



 

[image: ]

 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.
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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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