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                  Cancer claims OJ Simpson at 76                

                Former NFL star best known for acquittal of wife's killing in 'trial of the century'
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                                OJ Simpson, the American football star who was acquitted in a sensational 1995 trial of murdering his former wife but was found responsible for her death in a civil lawsuit and was later imprisoned for armed robbery and kidnapping, has died at the age of 76.
Simpson, cleared by a Los Angeles jury in what the US media called "the trial of the century", died on Wednesday, surrounded by his children and grandchildren, his family said.

"On April 10th, our father, Orenthal James Simpson, succumbed to his battle with cancer," read the message signed by the family and posted on Simpson's X account.

Simpson avoided prison when he was found not guilty in the 1994 stabbing deaths of former wife Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend Ronald Goldman in Los Angeles. But he later served nine years in a Nevada prison after being convicted in 2008 on 12 counts of armed robbery and kidnapping two sports memorabilia dealers at gunpoint in a Las Vegas hotel.

Nicknamed "The Juice", Simpson was one of the best and most popular athletes of the late 1960s and 1970s. He overcame childhood infirmity to become an electrifying running back at the University of Southern California and won the Heisman Trophy as college football's top player.

After a record-setting career in the National Football League with the Buffalo Bills and San Francisco 49ers, he was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Simpson parlayed his football stardom into a career as a sportscaster, advertising pitchman and Hollywood actor in films including the Naked Gun series.

All that changed after Nicole Brown Simpson and Goldman were found fatally slashed in a bloody scene outside her Los Angeles home on June 12, 1994.

Simpson quickly emerged as a suspect. He was ordered to surrender to police but five days after the killings, he fled in his white Ford Bronco with a former teammate -- carrying his passport and a disguise.

A slow-speed chase -- carried live on cable news networks and drawing millions of viewers -- through the Los Angeles area ended at Simpson's mansion and he was later charged in the murders. (Story continues below)

[image: ]
OJ Simpson displays his hands in the bloodstained gloves found by police at the scene of his wife's murder and entered into evidence in his murder trial in 1995. His defence lawyer Johnnie Cochran (looking on at right) memorably said, "If the glove doesn't fit, you must acquit", and the jury ultimately agreed. (Reuters File Photo)



Media circus, prosecution disaster

What ensued was one of the most notorious trials in 20th century America and a media circus. It had everything: a rich celebrity defendant; a Black man accused of killing his white former wife out of jealousy; a woman slain after divorcing a man who had beaten her; a "dream team" of pricey and charismatic defence lawyers; and a huge gaffe by prosecutors.

Simpson, who at the outset of the case declared himself "absolutely 100 percent not guilty", waved at the jurors and mouthed the words "thank you" after the predominately Black panel of 10 women and two men acquitted him on Oct 3, 1995.

Prosecutors argued that Simpson killed Nicole in a jealous fury, and they presented extensive blood, hair and fiber tests linking Simpson to the murders. The defence countered that the celebrity defendant was framed by racist white police.

The trial transfixed America. In the White House, President Bill Clinton left the Oval Office and watched the verdict on his secretary's TV. Many Black Americans celebrated his acquittal, seeing Simpson as the victim of bigoted police. Many white Americans were appalled by his exoneration.

Simpson's legal team included prominent criminal defence lawyers Johnnie Cochran, Alan Dershowitz and F Lee Bailey, who often out-maneuvered the prosecution. Prosecutors committed a memorable blunder when they directed Simpson to try on a pair of bloodstained gloves found at the murder scene, confident they would fit perfectly and show he was the killer.

In a highly theatrical demonstration, Simpson struggled to put on the gloves and indicated to the jury they did not fit.

Delivering the trial's most famous words, Cochran referred to the gloves in closing arguments to jurors with a rhyme: "If it doesn't fit, you must acquit." Dershowitz later called the prosecution decision to ask Simpson to try on the gloves "the greatest legal blunder of the 20th century".

"What this verdict tells you is how fame and money can buy the best defence, can take a case of overwhelming incriminating physical evidence and transform it into a case riddled with reasonable doubt," Peter Arenella, a UCLA law professor, told the New York Times after the verdict.

"A predominantly African-American jury was more susceptible to claims of police incompetence and corruption and more willing to impose a higher burden of proof than normally required for proof beyond a reasonable doubt," Arenella said.

After his acquittal, Simpson said that "I will pursue as my primary goal in life the killer or killers who slayed Nicole and Mr Goldman. ... They are out there somewhere. ... I would not, could not and did not kill anyone."

The Goldman and Brown families subsequently pursued a wrongful death lawsuit against Simpson in civil court. In 1997, a predominately white jury in Santa Monica, California, found Simpson liable for the two deaths and ordered him to pay $33.5 million in damages.

"We finally have justice for Ron and Nicole," Fred Goldman, Ron Goldman's father, said after the verdict.

Simpson's "dream team" did not represent him in the civil trial in which the burden of proof was lower than in a criminal trial -- a "preponderance of the evidence" rather than "beyond a reasonable doubt." New evidence also hurt Simpson, including photographs of him wearing the type of shoes that had left bloody footprints at the murder scene.

After the civil case, some of Simpson's belongings, including memorabilia from his football days, were taken and auctioned off to help pay the damages he owed.

Kidnapping and robbery conviction

On Oct 3, 2008, exactly 13 years after his acquittal in the murder trial, he was convicted by a Las Vegas jury on charges including kidnapping and armed robbery. These stemmed from a 2007 incident at a casino hotel in which Simpson and five men, at least two carrying guns, stole sports memorabilia worth thousands of dollars from two dealers.

Simpson said he was just trying to recover his own property but was sentenced to up to 33 years in prison.

"I didn't want to hurt anybody," Simpson, donning a blue prison jumpsuit with shackles on his legs and wrists, said at his sentencing. "I didn't know I was doing anything wrong."

Simpson was released on parole in 2017 and moved into a gated community in Las Vegas. He was granted early release from parole in 2021 due to good behaviour at age 74.

His life saga was recounted in the Oscar-winning 2016 documentary OJ: Made in America as well as various TV dramatisations.

Orenthal James Simpson was born in San Francisco on July 9, 1947. He contracted rickets at age 2 and was forced to wear leg braces until he was 5 but recovered so thoroughly that he became one of the most celebrated football players of all time.

During nine seasons for the Buffalo Bills and two for the San Francisco 49ers, Simpson became one of the greatest ball carriers in NFL history. In 1973, he became the first NFL player to rush for more than 2,000 yards in a season. He retired in 1979.

Simpson also became an advertising pitchman, best known for years of TV commercials for Hertz rental cars. As an actor, he appeared in movies including The Towering Inferno (1974), Capricorn One (1977) and the Naked Gun cop spoof films in 1988, 1991 and 1994, playing a witless detective.

Simpson married his first wife, Marguerite, in 1967 and they had three children, including one who drowned in the family's swimming pool at age 2 in 1979, the year the couple divorced.

Simpson met future wife Nicole Brown when she was a 17-year-old waitress and he was still married to Marguerite. Simpson and Brown married in 1985 and had two children. She later called police after incidents in which he struck her. Simpson pleaded no contest to spousal abuse charges in 1989.
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                                SONGKHLA: A man from Myanmar has been arrested for using a hammer to bash the head of his Belgian boyfriend in a fit of jealousy at an apartment in Hat Yai.
The 56-year-old victim was found on Wednesday with serious head injuries when police arrived at the room, where there were traces of blood stains.

Kyaw Zin Htike, 32, was arrested inside the room with a hammer.

The Myanmar man admitted he used the hammer after quarrelling with his boyfriend.

Police took him to the Hat Yai police station, where he tested positive for drug use. He told police he had taken drugs three days earlier.

Officers initially pressed charges of attempted murder and having a narcotic substance in his body.

The suspect man told reporters that he was jealous that his Belgian partner might have been seeing someone else. A quarrel then erupted before he attacked him with the hammer.

Kyaw Zin Htike said that he and the Belgian met on Koh Samui and became lovers. They later moved to Hat Yai. Before the attack, they had talked about celebrating Songkran in Hat Yai before going to Phuket.

He insisted he still loved his boyfriend and wanted to apologise for his actions.


[image: ]
Police seize the hammer used by the Myanmar suspect. (Photo: Assawin Pakkawan)
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                                Police in London are facing public criticism of their slow response to calls from worried friends of a 27-year-old Thai woman who was found stabbed to death in her home in a PS4-million property in Westminster.
The victim has been identified as Kamonnan "Angela" Thiamphanit. She was found dead on Monday morning in Stanhope Place, near Hyde Park.

British media reports quoted neighbours as saying they heard screams before her body was found.

Police are still looking for a suspect.

The Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs confirmed on Thursday evening that the dead person was a Thai who had been stabbed.

The Thai embassy in London has contacted the victim's relatives and is following up the case closely with police, the ministry said.

According to the Daily Mail, officers were contacted on Sunday evening by a friend of the 27-year-old who was concerned about her welfare, but they did not go to the scene until 13 hours later.

The Metropolitan Police confirmed that they had received a call at 7.05pm on Sunday and another one from the same person at 9.34 pm, the BBC reported.

"The woman was initially graded as a medium risk missing person prior to the discovery of her body," the force said in a statement.

Officers went to the home on Stanhope Place at 8.30am Monday. When they forced entry they found a woman dead with "a number of stab injuries". A post-mortem investigation found the cause of death was "sharp force trauma".

Neighbours told the Daily Mail that Kamonnan lived at the address in the affluent neighbourhood in the City of Westminster. Located just a stone's throw from Hyde Park, the PS4-million (185 million baht) property housed the Ethiopian Embassy until four years ago but had since been converted into a number of Airbnb units, they said. It was not known what parts of the property had been rented by the victim.

The five-bedroom terraced home that dates from the 1820s is set over three floors. A hotel owner in the street said the property was rented but was unaware of the identity of the occupier.

Neighbours said they heard two "high-pitched screams" and then a harrowing silence hours before the body was found.

It is thought the victim might have known her attacker as the house has a video entry system at the front door, and there was no sign of forced entry before officers entered on Monday morning.

The Metropolitan Police, meanwhile, said it had referred itself to the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) over its handling of the investigation.

Det Ch Insp Adam Clifton said: "I would appeal to anyone who has information that could assist us, no matter how insignificant you think that may be, to come forward and speak to us.

"Kamonnan's family and friends have been devastated by this murder and we must ensure whoever is responsible is held to account."

[image: ]
Kamonnan Thiamphanit was found stabbed to death in a room in a PS4-million home on Stanhope Place, an affluent neighbourhood in the City of Westminster in London. (Photo: Anthony O'Neil via Wikimedia Commons)
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                                Samana Phothirak, founder of the Santi Asoke movement, passed away on Thursday morning from natural causes at the age of 89, according to a post on the Facebook account of Boonniyom TV.
Samana Phothirak, the founder of the Santi Asoke movement, died on Thursday morning from natural causes at the age of 89, according to a post on the Facebook account of Boonniyom TV.

It put the time of death of the spiritual leader and founder of Santi Asoke, an ascetic sect of Theravada Buddhism, at 6.40am.

Samana had reportedly been receiving treatment for pneumonia at Warinchamrab Hospital in Ubon Ratchathani before he returned to Ratchathani Asok village in early February.

Samana was born Mongkol Rakpong on June 5, 1934 in Sri Sa Ket. He grew up living with his mother in Ubon Ratchathani and went to high school and college in Bangkok.

He changed his name to Rak Rakpong while at college. After graduation, he worked as a TV host and a part-time art tutor, songwriter and paperboy.

After learning about Buddhism he was ordained as a Dhammayuttika Nikaya monk at Wat Asokaram on Nov 7, 1970, when he was given the monastic name Phothirak.

He founded Santi Asoke after declaring independence from the Sangha Supreme Council of Thailand in 1975.

Samana was billed as a heretic due to his ascetic practices of avoiding eating meat, using money, raising funds, or engaging in supernatural rituals.

He was also a political activist, having founded the Palang Dharma Party and been involved in the Black May events of 1992 and later protests against former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra.
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                                A former illegal overseas migrant worker has been placed on suicide watch after being arrested for killing his 10-year-old daughter at a resort in Uttaradit, the provincial police said on Thursday.
Sitthanan (surname not given), 25, was caught in Tha Pla district on Wednesday while on the run after murdering his daughter, Koi, on Monday.

Police said Mr Sitthanan confessed to the killing, saying he had been under tremendous pressure from having gone overseas to work illegally and being deported back to Thailand.

The illegal employment resulted in a large amount of debt, which he was unable to repay. Believing there was no way out of his financial predicament, he decided to kill his daughter and then himself.

However, when the time came, he became fearful about killing himself.

Pol Maj Gen Sutthipong Pekthong, commander of the Uttaradit provincial police, said Mr Sitthanan had been transferred from the Tha Pla police station and was being held in the Muang station.

Police have been keeping watch on Mr Sitthanan around the clock as he is thought to be a suicide risk.

The commander said the man had admitted trying to take his own life several times, even after backing out of killing himself after killing his daughter.

According to Pol Maj Gen Sutthipong, Mr Sitthanan had planned the murder for at least two days before taking Koi from his parents' home in tambon Sri Phanom Mat in Laplae district to a resort in Muang district.

There, Mr Sitthanan smothered his daughter with a pillow before cutting her wrists.

He then fled on a motorcycle to Tha Pla, where police apprehended him.

The police commander said Mr Sitthanan is a single parent, although Koi, his only child, had been living with her grandparents in tambon Sri Phanom Mat.

Mr Sitthanan told police he was desperate on account of the large debt he owed.

He said he wanted to attend his daughter's funeral to apologise to her, but police have denied the request.

Mr Sitthanan was charged with murder and could face more charges soon.

Pol Col Kraisit Pompatima, chief of Muang district police, said Mr Sitthanan's parents had told police their son was suffering from depression. However, investigators were not convinced as sufferers tend to hurt themselves rather than others.

Mr Sitthanan's father, who was not named, said that after returning from overseas, his son had landed a job at a courier company in Uttaradit. He was a loving father to his daughter, he said.

He said his son picked Koi up from his home to take her for a meal and see a movie together.

Later, when the grandparents texted Mr Sitthanan asking where he was taking his daughter, he replied with what looked like a suicide note, they said.
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                                Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered the Phuket governor not to allow lobbying in an assault case involving a Swiss man, amid reports that the complainant had been approached about withdrawing her case.
Mr Anutin even posted a screenshot of the Line message he sent to Sophon Suwannarat about the assault case brought by a Thai doctor on the tourist island.

"Don't let it (lobbying) happen, Phuket governor," reads the message that the minister copied to his Facebook page. "Hold a press conference to confirm your stance that you will not let bribe-taking happen to have the case overturned. Follow up the case closely."

The minister was responding to unconfirmed reports that an anonymous caller had contacted Dr Thandao Chandam to offer her money in exchange for withdrawing an assault complaint against Urs Fehr, a Swiss man accused of physically attacking her.

Mr Fehr, the 45-year-old managing director of Elephant Sanctuary Park Co in Phuket, faces a charge of physical assault for kicking the back of Dr Thandao, a doctor at Dibuk Hospital, on Feb 24, near his villa in Thalang district.

The incident occurred while the doctor and her friend were watching the moon from steps leading to the beach near the villa rented by the Swiss man and his Thai wife.

Mr Fehr has denied the charge. He claimed he slipped on the steps and fell as he approached the two women, whom he thought were trespassing. However, the steps were in fact built on public land and were later demolished.

The Fehr case caused an uproar, and was followed by a series of other reports of foreigners behaving badly. Mr Sophon subsequently set up a special task force to keep an eye on foreigners on Phuket, and last week said that it had filed 400 cases for various offences.

The Phuket governor said the case was currently before the courts and nobody could interfere with the process.

Mr Anutin earlier ordered Mr Fehr's visa revoked in response to the public outcry over the incident. The visa expired in March 13 but the Swiss man is allowed to remain in the country until his trial is concluded.

Dr Thandao's father stood firm that his family would not accept any money in exchange for withdrawing the case.

On Wednesday, he submitted a letter to the attorney-general, requesting a review of Phuket prosecutors' decision to indict the defendant on a charge using force to physically attack a person without causing physical or mental harm.

Dr Thandao, he said, viewed the charges against the defendant were "not consistent with the facts" that his action had caused her mental and physical harm.
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                                The Thai Industry Sentiment Index (TISI) rose to 92.4 points in March, driven by more goods production ahead of the Songkran festival and growing domestic demand for durable goods, according to the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI).
The indicator, which gauges business confidence as well as concerns of factory operators, stood at 90 points in February, a drop from 90.6 in January, as people were cautious about spending amid high household debt.

In March, production volume, goods orders and sales increased, resulting in more purchases of certain products, especially air conditioners, and "artificial demand," said FTI chairman Kriengkrai Thiennukul.

"Manufacturers produced more to stock up on goods for delivery in April. This is needed because many workers may be still on vacation, not coming back to work after Songkran," he said.

"This artificial demand occurs before the festival every year."

The Thai traditional New Year officially runs from April 13-15 but the government has approved a five-day holiday from April 12-16.

The increase in the March sentiment index was also attributed to people buying more household appliances and furniture.

"Air conditioners enjoyed very good sales because the weather is so hot this year," said Mr Kriengkrai.

More foreign tourist arrivals as a result of expanded visa-free policies and better exports also drove up the index, he added.

"Tourism acts as a direct injection of money into the economy through tourists' spending and more employment," he said.

Exports also improved in March, attributed to better economic conditions in Thailand's trading partners, notably the US, India and Australia.

Official trade figures for March have not yet been released by the Ministry of Commerce. The dollar value of exports rose 3.6% in February from a year earlier, slightly below economists' forecasts of 4.4% in a Reuters survey.

The economy in the United States is getting stronger even though inflation remains high, said Mr Kriengkrai. This may cause the US Federal Reserve to hold interest rates steady, he said, though the Fed is expected to make and adjustment in the second half of this year.

The March TISI was based on a survey of 1,336 entrepreneurs across 46 industry clubs under the FTI. High loan interest rates were at the top of their list of growing concerns, mentioned by 75% of respondents, followed by high oil prices (55.8%) and the sluggish economy in the country (50.2%).

On April 10, the Bank of Thailand kept its policy interest rate at 2.5%, the highest level in a decade. The decision drew renewed criticism from Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, who said the country needed a rate cut as the economy remains sluggish.

Most FTI members are small and medium-sized enterprises and high loan interest rates mean they must shoulder higher financial costs.

The federation earlier asked the central bank to better regulate commercial banks' interest rates and come up with new measures to set an appropriate net interest rate spread, the difference between loan and deposit rates.

"The spread between loan and deposit rates set my major banks are currently very high," said Montri Mahaplerkpong, vice-chairman of the FTI.
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                                HANOI - A court in Vietnam on Thursday sentenced real estate tycoon Truong My Lan to death for her role in a $12.5-billion financial fraud case, the country's biggest on record,
Lan, 67, the chairwoman of the real estate developer Van Thinh Phat Holdings Group, was found guilty of embezzlement, bribery and violations of banking rules at the end of a trial in Ho Chi Minh City, state media reports said.

The trial, which began on March 5 and ended earlier than planned, came as part of a campaign against graft that the leader of the ruling Communist Party, Nguyen Phu Trong, has pledged for years to stamp out, although with few tangible results.

The crackdown, dubbed "blazing furnace", has resulted in hundreds of senior state officials and high-profile business executives prosecuted or forced to step down.

At one point in 2022, Vietnamese stocks suffered a $40-billion wipeout following a series of big corporate arrests, rattling investor confidence at a delicate moment for the fast-growing economy.

Lan's lawyers were not immediately available for comment.

Lan and her accomplices were accused of siphoning off more than 304 trillion dong ($12.5 billion) from Saigon Joint Stock Commercial Bank (SCB), which she effectively controlled through dozens of proxies, according to investigators.

From early 2018 through October 2022, when the state bailed out SCB after a run on its deposits, Lan appropriated large sums by arranging unlawful loans to shell companies, investigators said.

The sum looted exceeded the market capitalisation of most Vietnamese banks. Her arrest, initially on bond fraud charges, led to panic among depositors of SCB, triggering a run on the bank. The events resulted in the State Bank of Vietnam taking control of the lender.

Lam will appeal the ruling, a family member told Reuters before it was issued.

According to the BBC, Lan started out as a market stall vendor, selling cosmetics with her mother, but began buying land and property after the Communist Party ushered in economic reforms in 1986. By the 1990s, she owned many hotels and restaurants.

In 2011, Lan was allowed to arrange the merger of three smaller, struggling banks into a larger entity that became Saigon Commercial Bank.

Lan's company, also known as VTP, owns some of the most prestigious properties in Ho Chi Minh City, the country's commercial hub. During the trial, Lan offered to hand in several of her family-owned assets to make up for the losses caused to the bank, according to VnExpress.
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                  Cadmium waste buyer postpones meeting with police                

                More tailings found at premises of Bangkok company owned by buyer's wife
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                                The owner of mishandled cadmium waste has postponed his meeting with police, while his wife also faces charges after more of the hazardous substance was found at a company she owns in Bangkok.
Jetsada Kengroongruangchai, the director of J&B Metal Co, asked to postpone a meeting scheduled for Thursday to April 18 as he was upcountry, said Pol Col Apisant Chaiyarat, chief of Sub-Division 5 of the Natural Resources and Environment Crime Suppression.

Mr Jetsada promised to show up on April 18 and disclose the sourcing of cadmium tailings in his possession, Pol Col Apisant said.

The waste originated in Tak province and was not supposed to have left there. But some of it has since been found in Samut Sakhon and Chon Buri, with another discovery made on Wednesday in Bangkok.

Pol Col Apisant quoted Mr Jetsada, 64, as saying that it is possible that authorities have now discovered all the waste they were seeking.

Pol Maj Gen Watcharin Phusit, commander of the division, said that police had initially been unable to contact Mr Jetsada after cadmium waste was found at his foundries in Samut Sakhon last week.

Police planned to press several charges relating to building control violations, public health and hazardous substances, the commander said.

On Wednesday police charged Mr Jetsada's wife, Wanna, with possessing hazardous substances without permission. The 65-year-old woman owns LLT Metal Co on Pracharat Road in Bang Sue district of Bangkok, where found 150 tonnes of cadmium waste while delivering a summons to her husband there. The property was cordoned off and declared a dangerous area.

According to Pol Maj Gen Watcharin, the tailings had been kept in Bang Sue since December last year and are believed to be among the initial lot of about 15,000 tonnes acquired from a specially equipped landfill operated by Bound and Beyond Plc in Tak province.

Mr Jetsada has houses in Bangkok, Chon Buri and Samut Sakhon. Officials have found about 12,500 tonnes of cadmium waste at various locations in the three provinces.

Police say they have found documents indicating that Chinese-owned companies were buying the cadmium waste. Transactions was made in Chinese currency and it was likely that the tailings were destined for China.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin on Wednesday ordered authorities to ensure the cadmium tailings are transported back to Tak by the end of the month.

He also reportedly said that the licence held by Bound and Beyond to transport the material would be revoked.

Bound and Beyond is a SET-listed hospitality and hotel company that began life as Padaeng Industry in 1981 and became Southeast Asia's largest zinc miner before making a radical change in 2021 and renaming the business.

The Ministry of Finance was an original investor in Padaeng and is still the third-largest shareholder in Bound and Beyond (BEYOND) with 10.76%, SET records show.

Hazardous mining waste and residues have been deposited in seven pits on the Tak site operated by Bound and Beyond in accordance with environmental impact assessment (EIA) regulations. One pit was successfully closed in 2018.

In a statement to the SET on Wednesday, the company said it entered into a cadmium waste sale and purchase agreement with J&B Metal on May 30, 2023, and that the two companies are not related in any way.

"The company is aware of the public's concerns regarding the incident," it said, referring to the recent discoveries. "For this reason, the company is pleased to cooperate with relevant government agencies in order to terminate or mitigate the incident to alleviate the public's concerns."


	Editorial: Crisis in waste management
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                                A young man and his teen brother have been arrested for making and selling guns online, with 28 home-made guns, more than 1,500 bullets and other items seized in Muang district of Chachoengsao province.
Sarawut Wanit, 23, of Bang Khla district, and his 17-year-old brother (name withheld), were arrested during a police raid on a commercial building in tambon Bang Phra of Muang district, Pol Maj Gen Theeradet Thumsuthee, investigative commander of the Metropolitan Police Bureau (MPB), said on Thursday.

Mr Sarawut was initially wanted on an arrest warrant issued by the Chachoengsao Provincial Court for evading military conscription.

During the raid on Wednesday, police seized 28 home-made guns, 1,559 rounds of ammunition, 28 gun barrels and other items.

The brothers have been charged with colluding in having guns and ammunition in their possession without permission; and making, repairing and modifying guns or ammunition for sale without permission.

Pol Maj Gen Theeradet said police were alerted to a Facebook page called Khlang Saeng Dek Chang (technical college students' arsenal) Facebook page. They found it was popular among gun buyers, particularly vocational and technical college students.

MPB investigators learned that the illegal guns were made in Chachoengsao and sold to young customers across the country, said Pol Maj Gen Theeradet.

When they went to Chachoengsao to gather information, they learned from the Facebook page about a gun-making site along the Bang Pakong River in Muang district of the eastern province. They later learned that a commercial building near downtown Muang district had been used as a gun-making factory.

When they raided the latter site, they found the two suspects making guns on the upper floorGuns, ammunition and other items used for making guns were found inside the building.

[image: ]
Gun parts are seized during a police raid on a building in Muang district of Chachoengsao province. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)



Pol Maj Gen Theeradet said the extended investigation showed that the brothers had sold over 1,000 guns before they were arrested.

During questioning, Sarawut confessed to all charges. He told police that he had completed Mathayom Suksa 6 but had not studied mechanics or related fields. He learned how to make guns by himself, and when he found he could they returned handsome profits he decided to make it his career. He posted the guns for sale via Khlang Saeng Dek Chang Facebook.

As his page was popular, he said, there were some fake Facebook pages using the same name. Those pages had duped people into sending money but did not deliver guns, he complained.

Mr Sarawut and his brother were handed over to officers at the Muang police station for legal action. 
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                  Thai woman stabbed to death in London                

                Police under fire for slow response to calls from worried friend of 27-year-old victim
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                                Police in London are facing public criticism of their slow response to calls from worried friends of a 27-year-old Thai woman who was found stabbed to death in her home in a PS4-million property in Westminster.
The victim has been identified as Kamonnan "Angela" Thiamphanit. She was found dead on Monday morning in Stanhope Place, near Hyde Park.

British media reports quoted neighbours as saying they heard screams before her body was found.

Police are still looking for a suspect.

The Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs confirmed on Thursday evening that the dead person was a Thai who had been stabbed.

The Thai embassy in London has contacted the victim's relatives and is following up the case closely with police, the ministry said.

According to the Daily Mail, officers were contacted on Sunday evening by a friend of the 27-year-old who was concerned about her welfare, but they did not go to the scene until 13 hours later.

The Metropolitan Police confirmed that they had received a call at 7.05pm on Sunday and another one from the same person at 9.34 pm, the BBC reported.

"The woman was initially graded as a medium risk missing person prior to the discovery of her body," the force said in a statement.

Officers went to the home on Stanhope Place at 8.30am Monday. When they forced entry they found a woman dead with "a number of stab injuries". A post-mortem investigation found the cause of death was "sharp force trauma".

Neighbours told the Daily Mail that Kamonnan lived at the address in the affluent neighbourhood in the City of Westminster. Located just a stone's throw from Hyde Park, the PS4-million (185 million baht) property housed the Ethiopian Embassy until four years ago but had since been converted into a number of Airbnb units, they said. It was not known what parts of the property had been rented by the victim.

The five-bedroom terraced home that dates from the 1820s is set over three floors. A hotel owner in the street said the property was rented but was unaware of the identity of the occupier.

Neighbours said they heard two "high-pitched screams" and then a harrowing silence hours before the body was found.

It is thought the victim might have known her attacker as the house has a video entry system at the front door, and there was no sign of forced entry before officers entered on Monday morning.

The Metropolitan Police, meanwhile, said it had referred itself to the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) over its handling of the investigation.

Det Ch Insp Adam Clifton said: "I would appeal to anyone who has information that could assist us, no matter how insignificant you think that may be, to come forward and speak to us.

"Kamonnan's family and friends have been devastated by this murder and we must ensure whoever is responsible is held to account."

[image: ]
Kamonnan Thiamphanit was found stabbed to death in a room in a PS4-million home on Stanhope Place, an affluent neighbourhood in the City of Westminster in London. (Photo: Anthony O'Neil via Wikimedia Commons)
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                Anutin tells Phuket governor to look into reports of attempt to derail assault case against Swiss man
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                                Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered the Phuket governor not to allow lobbying in an assault case involving a Swiss man, amid reports that the complainant had been approached about withdrawing her case.
Mr Anutin even posted a screenshot of the Line message he sent to Sophon Suwannarat about the assault case brought by a Thai doctor on the tourist island.

"Don't let it (lobbying) happen, Phuket governor," reads the message that the minister copied to his Facebook page. "Hold a press conference to confirm your stance that you will not let bribe-taking happen to have the case overturned. Follow up the case closely."

The minister was responding to unconfirmed reports that an anonymous caller had contacted Dr Thandao Chandam to offer her money in exchange for withdrawing an assault complaint against Urs Fehr, a Swiss man accused of physically attacking her.

Mr Fehr, the 45-year-old managing director of Elephant Sanctuary Park Co in Phuket, faces a charge of physical assault for kicking the back of Dr Thandao, a doctor at Dibuk Hospital, on Feb 24, near his villa in Thalang district.

The incident occurred while the doctor and her friend were watching the moon from steps leading to the beach near the villa rented by the Swiss man and his Thai wife.

Mr Fehr has denied the charge. He claimed he slipped on the steps and fell as he approached the two women, whom he thought were trespassing. However, the steps were in fact built on public land and were later demolished.

The Fehr case caused an uproar, and was followed by a series of other reports of foreigners behaving badly. Mr Sophon subsequently set up a special task force to keep an eye on foreigners on Phuket, and last week said that it had filed 400 cases for various offences.

The Phuket governor said the case was currently before the courts and nobody could interfere with the process.

Mr Anutin earlier ordered Mr Fehr's visa revoked in response to the public outcry over the incident. The visa expired in March 13 but the Swiss man is allowed to remain in the country until his trial is concluded.

Dr Thandao's father stood firm that his family would not accept any money in exchange for withdrawing the case.

On Wednesday, he submitted a letter to the attorney-general, requesting a review of Phuket prosecutors' decision to indict the defendant on a charge using force to physically attack a person without causing physical or mental harm.

Dr Thandao, he said, viewed the charges against the defendant were "not consistent with the facts" that his action had caused her mental and physical harm.
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                                The owner of mishandled cadmium waste has postponed his meeting with police, while his wife also faces charges after more of the hazardous substance was found at a company she owns in Bangkok.
Jetsada Kengroongruangchai, the director of J&B Metal Co, asked to postpone a meeting scheduled for Thursday to April 18 as he was upcountry, said Pol Col Apisant Chaiyarat, chief of Sub-Division 5 of the Natural Resources and Environment Crime Suppression.

Mr Jetsada promised to show up on April 18 and disclose the sourcing of cadmium tailings in his possession, Pol Col Apisant said.

The waste originated in Tak province and was not supposed to have left there. But some of it has since been found in Samut Sakhon and Chon Buri, with another discovery made on Wednesday in Bangkok.

Pol Col Apisant quoted Mr Jetsada, 64, as saying that it is possible that authorities have now discovered all the waste they were seeking.

Pol Maj Gen Watcharin Phusit, commander of the division, said that police had initially been unable to contact Mr Jetsada after cadmium waste was found at his foundries in Samut Sakhon last week.

Police planned to press several charges relating to building control violations, public health and hazardous substances, the commander said.

On Wednesday police charged Mr Jetsada's wife, Wanna, with possessing hazardous substances without permission. The 65-year-old woman owns LLT Metal Co on Pracharat Road in Bang Sue district of Bangkok, where found 150 tonnes of cadmium waste while delivering a summons to her husband there. The property was cordoned off and declared a dangerous area.

According to Pol Maj Gen Watcharin, the tailings had been kept in Bang Sue since December last year and are believed to be among the initial lot of about 15,000 tonnes acquired from a specially equipped landfill operated by Bound and Beyond Plc in Tak province.

Mr Jetsada has houses in Bangkok, Chon Buri and Samut Sakhon. Officials have found about 12,500 tonnes of cadmium waste at various locations in the three provinces.

Police say they have found documents indicating that Chinese-owned companies were buying the cadmium waste. Transactions was made in Chinese currency and it was likely that the tailings were destined for China.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin on Wednesday ordered authorities to ensure the cadmium tailings are transported back to Tak by the end of the month.

He also reportedly said that the licence held by Bound and Beyond to transport the material would be revoked.

Bound and Beyond is a SET-listed hospitality and hotel company that began life as Padaeng Industry in 1981 and became Southeast Asia's largest zinc miner before making a radical change in 2021 and renaming the business.

The Ministry of Finance was an original investor in Padaeng and is still the third-largest shareholder in Bound and Beyond (BEYOND) with 10.76%, SET records show.

Hazardous mining waste and residues have been deposited in seven pits on the Tak site operated by Bound and Beyond in accordance with environmental impact assessment (EIA) regulations. One pit was successfully closed in 2018.

In a statement to the SET on Wednesday, the company said it entered into a cadmium waste sale and purchase agreement with J&B Metal on May 30, 2023, and that the two companies are not related in any way.

"The company is aware of the public's concerns regarding the incident," it said, referring to the recent discoveries. "For this reason, the company is pleased to cooperate with relevant government agencies in order to terminate or mitigate the incident to alleviate the public's concerns."
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                Phnom Penh rejects claim that project could have military applications and threaten regional security
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                                A proposed canal in Cambodia is the latest China-funded infrastructure project in Washington's crosshairs.
The United States is urging greater transparency from Cambodia over a planned $1.7-billion canal that observers say could be used to bolster China's military presence in the country, posing a potential security threat to regional neighbours like Vietnam.

Spanning some 180 kilometres from Phnom Penh to the coastal province of Kep, construction on the the Techo Funan Canal is scheduled to begin later this year after the state-owned China Bridge and Road Corporation landed a deal to develop it during a Belt and Road summit in October.

"The Cambodian people -- along with people in neighbouring countries and the broader region -- would benefit from transparency on any major undertaking with potential implications for regional water management, agricultural sustainability, and security," Wesley Holzer, public diplomacy officer at the US Embassy in Phnom Penh, wrote in response to questions from Bloomberg regarding the project.

Former Cambodian prime minister Hun Sen claims the canal would only be used to stimulate economic activity.

Touted as Cambodia's first inland river dredging project, the Techo Funan Canal will take around four years to complete and will boast a total length just 15km shorter than that of the Suez Canal. Like many infrastructure projects, it could potentially be used for military purposes and is drawing similar concerns from Vietnam.

Vietnamese academics worry that the project could support the transport of military ships from the Gulf of Thailand where Washington believes China is building its first overseas base in the Indo-Pacific region -- and is also concerned about the canal's environmental impact, including that it will direct water away from the Mekong river.

"We urge authorities to coordinate closely with the Mekong River Commission to provide additional project details and to participate fully in any appropriate environmental impact studies to help the MRC and member countries fully understand, assess, and prepare for any possible impacts of the project," Holzer said.

China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

The project comes as Prime Minister Hun Manet has deepened already close ties with Beijing since taking the reins from his father less than a year ago. Cambodia's relationship with the US remains rocky, with considerable strain over a range of issues including human rights, press freedom and the suppression of political opposition.

Washington has repeatedly expressed concern over what it sees as the growing influence of China's military in the country, including the Beijing-supported redevelopment of the Ream Naval Base.

Military experts say the canal "will create the necessary depth, enough for military ships to travel from the Gulf of Thailand, or from the Ream base, deep into the interior", Vietnam's state-controlled People's Public Security Political Academy said in a commentary published on its website last month, citing external research.

"The Funan Techo Canal is not simply a socio-economic development project but also has great military value and has a strong impact on the defense and security situation of the entire region."

Hun Sen, who is now president of Cambodia's senate, this week dismissed unspecified "slanderous reports about the presence of Chinese troops at the Ream," from "non-friends" who he said are now twisting the real use of the canal.

"Why would Cambodia bring Chinese troops into its country, which violates the constitution? And why would China bring its troops to Cambodia, which is contrary to the principle of respect for Cambodia's independence?" he wrote in a post on X.

"This vital infrastructure facilitates agricultural activities by providing water for crop cultivation, is good for water management during the rainy season, and increases freshwater fish production, among other benefits."
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                Thai military says any fleeing soldiers allowed to cross must be disarmed first
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                                MYAWADDY - Some 200 Myanmar military personnel withdrew to a bridge connecting the border town of Myawaddy to Thailand on Thursday following a days-long assault in the area by anti-junta Karen rebels.
Myanmar's military-run government is battling armed rebel groups on several fronts and has suffered a string of defeats in frontier areas.

The retreat of junta troops in Myawaddy, which is adjacent to Mae Sot in Tak province of Thailand, signals the potential loss of another key border trading outpost that has direct highway access to parts of central Myanmar.

Myawaddy is also home to the "special economic zone" of Shwe Kokko. The infamous "scam city" operates under the protection of the Kayin State Border Guard Force, a breakaway Karen group that had allied itself with the Myanmar army but severed those ties in January, Frontier Myanmar reported.

On Thursday, around 200 fleeing soldiers were gathered at a border crossing into Thailand, said Saw Taw Nee, spokesperson for the Karen National Union (KNU), an anti-junta group leading the assault on Myawaddy.

Thai authorities temporarily shut down the second Thai-Myanmar Friendship Bridge linking Myawaddy with Mae Sot after the fleeing junta troops took shelter at the bridge there.

The local news outlet Khit Thit reported Thai authorities were in talks with the soldiers to decide whether to grant them refuge.

A spokesperson for the Myanmar junta did not respond to calls for comment.

The KNU has been involved in an armed struggle against the central government of Myanmar, formerly Burma, for nearly seven decades. It said last week that its troops had attacked a junta camp near Myawaddy, forcing some 600 security personnel and their families to surrender.

Border crossings in the area were open for civilians who have been coming into Thailand from Myanmar in large numbers, said Pol Col Borwornphop Soontornlekha, Superintendent of Immigration in Tak.

"Usually there are about 2,000 people who cross into Mae Sot from Myawaddy each day but the last three days the number was almost 4,000 per day," Pol Col Borwornphop told Reuters.


	Opinion: Dealing with Myanmar



The Thai military has stepped up security on its side of the border, deploying army vehicles equipped with roof-mounted machine guns.

Col Nathakorn Rueantip, commander of the Ratchamanu special unit that is responsible for the Tak border with Myanmar, told Thai PBS on Thursday that the last stronghold of Myanmar government troops in Myawaddy was under attack.

He said the priority of his unit was to ensure safety of Thai people and their property. His unit would also provide humanitarian help to refugees, and should any escaping soldiers be among them, they would be disarmed first, Col Nathakorn said.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday that fighting near the border with Myanmar cannot be allowed to spill into Thailand's airspace.

At least 2,000 people have been displaced within Myanmar by the latest round of fighting between the Karen rebels and the military, according to the civil society group Karen Peace Support Network.

Myanmar's military carried out the 2021 coup that deposed the elected civilian government led by Aung San Suu Kyi, who is now in jail after being convicted of various offences.

In recent months the Tatmadaw, as the Myanmar army is known, has faced a series of setbacks against a loose alliance of ethnic rebel groups and the civilian militia movement known as the People's Defence Force.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2774734/myanmar-troops-retreat-to-thai-border-bridge-after-days-of-fighting



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  PM orders return of toxic waste                

                Cadmium tailings to be sent back to Tak
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                                Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has ordered relevant parties to ensure cadmium tailings recently found at various locations are transported back to Tak by the month's end, said government spokesman Chai Watcharonke.
Mr Chai said the order came during Wednesday's meeting between the prime minister, representatives from the Industry Ministry and executives of Bound & Beyond Plc, a company that owned the cadmium waste.

He said the company agreed to transport the cadmium tailings back to Tak and have it buried by the deadline.

A total of 3,678 tonnes of cadmium tailings were on Wednesday found at two separate locations.

The first 300 tonnes were found at a facility in Bangkok's Bang Sue area during a search made by the Environment and Natural Resources Crime Suppression Division. Police found 190 bags of cadmium tailings during the search at the premises in Soi Reangpreecha on Pracharat Road.

The inspection was made after police examined documents and found that the premises were linked to J&B Metal Co.

Wanna Kengrungruangchai, 65, who identified herself as the facility owner, faces a charge of having hazardous substance in her possession without permission, police said.

About 3,040 tonnes were found at a smelting factory owned by J&B Metal Co in tambon Bang Nam Jued in Samut Sakhon's Muang district last Thursday.

Natthapol Rangsitpol, permanent secretary for industry, on Wednesday led a team of officials to inspect another factory in Samut Sakhon, where some 3,040 tonnes of cadmium tailings were discovered.

He said the inspection found another 3,378 tonnes at the factory, bringing the total of waste found to 6,378 tonnes. He said the waste would be transported back to Tak by April 30 and buried in a landfill within 15 days.

The cadmium waste is believed to be part of 13,450 tonnes shown in a document submitted by a company in Tak seeking permission from the Tak industry office in August last year to transport them to Samut Sakhon.

The Environment and Natural Resources Crime Suppression Division reportedly summonsed two people linked to J&B Metal Co for questioning over the cadmium tailings.

Identified only as Jetsada and Wanna, the pair are scheduled to meet police on Thursday.
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                  Economists predict reduction by mid-year                

                              

                                The Bank of Thailand is expected to start cutting the policy rate before mid-year as inflationary pressure has eased following six consecutive months of prices contracting, while the economy is underperforming, according to economists.
Pipat Luengnaruemitchai, emerging Asia economist at Bank of America, said weak core inflation figures imply higher real interest rates and a tighter policy stance.

This should open the door for the central bank to cut rates, especially if the incoming economic data also resonates weak domestic demand, he said.

The consumer price index fell 0.47% in March year-on-year after contracting 0.77% in February.

The market consensus for March was a contraction of 0.40%.

Headline inflation remained negative for a sixth consecutive month.

Inflation is expected to remain negative until at least April as government subsidies remain in place, Mr Pipat said.

"We reiterate our call for two rate cuts in 2024, with the first one in June and signals of a changing stance from the Monetary Policy Committee [MPC] at the April 10 meeting," he said.

"Upside risks to headline inflation include a discontinuation of government subsidies and a potential hike in global oil prices, which could lower the chance of an MPC rate cut."

BMI, a unit of New York-based financial information service company Fitch Solutions, shared a similar view, saying the delay in the digital wallet scheme presents the Bank of Thailand with an option to loosen monetary policy earlier than forecast.

"We previously expected the bank to cut rates sometime in the second half when it fully processed the inflationary impact of the government's fiscal plans," BMI said in recent research.

But price pressures have "become less of a constraint lately" as the economy has fallen into deflationary territory since October 2023 based on weak domestic and external demand, noted the research.

The absence of any substantial stimulus will not reverse the trend of falling prices and the economy's underperformance provides another reason for the central bank to act sooner rather than later, according to BMI.

The delay of the digital wallet scheme prompted BMI to lower Thailand's 2024 GDP growth forecast from 3.8% to 3%, with the country's post-pandemic recovery continuing to lag regional peers.

"We think there is an increasing likelihood the central bank will cut rates earlier, possibly even before the first half of the year concludes," noted the information service.
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                  Songkran expected to provide revenue kick-start in Q2                
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                                Although the second quarter is considered the low season, Thai tourism is forecast to earn 614 billion baht in revenue as domestic trips exceed the first-quarter tally thanks to Songkran events this month, according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT).
TAT governor Thapanee Kiatphaibool said the nation is projected to earn 246 billion baht from 44.4 million domestic trips, as well as 368 billion baht in revenue from 8.27 million foreign tourists in the second quarter.

Ms Thapanee said the number of domestic trips should exceed the level in the second quarter of 2019, with domestic income recovering to 97% of that period.

In the first quarter this year, local tourists took 41.1 million trips and spent 228 billion baht.

She said growth in the second  quarter would be propelled by the 21-day Songkran celebration, including the "Maha Songkran World Water Festival" on Bangkok's Ratchadamnoen Klang Road.

Several holidays, such as Visakha Bucha Day, HM Queen's birthday and the school summer season, should also bolster the number of trips, said Ms Thapanee.

However, TAT noted negative factors could hamper purchasing power, including high living costs, household debt and volatile energy prices.

Many Thais are eager to travel abroad, with some commenting that domestic destinations such as Phuket and Samui could cost as much as trips to foreign countries, according to the agency.

The foreign market enters the low season in the second quarter, with trips estimated to dip from 9.3 million generating 476 billion baht in the first quarter to 8.27 million trips earning 368 billion in the second quarter.

The number of visitors and revenue tally from international markets is projected to grow 29% and 25%, respectively, year-on-year, recovering to 92% and 95% of the 2019 level in the respective categories, noted the TAT.

Ms Thapanee said Asian markets should continue to stabilise this quarter, with long holidays in key markets, led by Japan's Golden Week and China's Labour Day in early May.

Tourists from the Middle East are eager overseas travellers in April after ending a month of prayer and fasting during Ramadan, she said.

"TAT has been targeting tourists in the middle- to upper-income segments, including first-time visitors from second-tier cities in China and India, the meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibitions segment, and niche markets with special interests, such as health and wellness as well as sports," Ms Thapanee said.

She said challenges for international markets include the sluggish Chinese economy, Russia's war in Ukraine, the Israel-Gaza conflict, and the El Nino weather phenomenon.

Expensive international travel costs also continue to hamstring families and long-haul tourists keen to visit Thailand, said Ms Thapanee.
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                                The Ombudsman has been asked to petition the Constitutional Court to rule whether the Thai-Cambodian memorandum of understanding (MoU) signed in 2001 on joint development in the Gulf of Thailand is in breach of the Thai constitution.
Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP) deputy leader Paiboon Nititawan made the request to the Office of the Ombudsman on Wednesday.

The 2001 MoU had not been approved by the Thai parliament before it was signed, which has resulted in it "having no legal effect from inception", according to Mr Paiboon's petition to the Ombudsman.

He named the Department of Treaties and Legal Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as the first and second parties to be held responsible for what he believed was a breach of the constitution.

Mr Paiboon said that despite previously acknowledging that the MoU had not won parliamentary approval, the two parties continue using the MoU as a reference to what has been agreed by both nations regarding the 26,000km2 of territorial waters in the Gulf of Thailand, which Thailand has sovereignty over.

The 2001 MoU is being referred to whenever the two countries try to reach further agreement on the possibility of sharing natural resources existing in these territorial waters, which are estimated to be worth more than 20 trillion baht, he said.

When the Ombudsman petitions the court to rule on this matter, Mr Paiboon said he requested that the Ombudsman ask the court to order the department and the ministry to stop using the 2001 MoU in its work pertaining to the demarcation of the territorial waters in question.

He said if the court rules the 2001 MoU to be unconstitutional and has no legal effect based on the grounds it was incomplete from the start, as stated in the 1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, Thailand will be in a better position when fresh disputes over Thai-Cambodian overlapping claims arise.

He said Cambodia has always cited the 2001 MoU to back its position that Thailand had formally recognised these territorial waters as both nations' areas of overlapping claims.

Mr Paiboon also urged the Thai government to turn to the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea in Hamburg, Germany, if the Cambodian government cannot agree that the 2001 MoU is invalid.
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                  MFP may get more time to file its dissolution defence                

                Court ruling not likely this month
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                                The Constitutional Court may allow the Move Forward Party (MFP) more time to file its defence in the dissolution case against it, the court's president, Nakharin Mektrairat, said on Wednesday.
He said if the MFP seeks more time to submit its defence, the court will consider extending the deadline for submitting the documents by another 15 days, starting on April 17.

In light of this, it is impossible for the court to hand down a ruling in the dissolution case this month, Mr Nakharin said, adding that it is still not known whether the MFP will also seek witness hearings in the case.

On April 3, the Constitutional Court accepted a petition by the Election Commission (EC) seeking the MFP's dissolution and gave the MFP 15 days to file its defence.

MFP leader Thawatchai Tulathon earlier said the MFP was compiling rebuttals of the dissolution allegations.

The case is complex and involves a great deal of paperwork. The court has the power to extend the deadline for submitting essential defence documents, he said.

Mr Thawatchai said the party needs more time to study the petition filed by the EC. He would have to establish if the petition implicates the 44 MFP lawmakers who co-signed a document calling for changes to the lese majeste law.

The EC has urged the court to dissolve the MFP under Section 92 of the Political Parties Act.

Under the law, the EC is empowered to propose the dissolution of a party to the court if it has obtained enough evidence of an act deemed hostile to the democratic system with the King as head of state.

The action was taken in response to a court ruling on Jan 31 in which the MFP was found to have pushed for changes to Section 112 of the Criminal Code, also known as the lese majeste law, indicating an intention to undermine the constitutional monarchy.

As an agency enforcing the Political Parties Act, the EC acted against the MFP as the Jan 31 ruling presented grounds for dissolution.

In its ruling on Jan 31, the court also ordered the MFP to cease all attempts to rewrite Section 112.

It said campaigning on the issue is considered an attempt to end the constitutional monarchy and violates the constitution.

The judges pointed to the past actions of Pita Limjaroenrat, the party's former leader, as well as those conducted by the MFP in general, including its applications to grant bail for suspects in lese majeste cases.

[image: ]
Nakharin: Deadline may be extended
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                  Songkran drives up industrial sentiment                

                High interest rates top the list of concerns for members, says Federation of Thai Industries
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                                The Thai Industry Sentiment Index (TISI) rose to 92.4 points in March, driven by more goods production ahead of the Songkran festival and growing domestic demand for durable goods, according to the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI).
The indicator, which gauges business confidence as well as concerns of factory operators, stood at 90 points in February, a drop from 90.6 in January, as people were cautious about spending amid high household debt.

In March, production volume, goods orders and sales increased, resulting in more purchases of certain products, especially air conditioners, and "artificial demand," said FTI chairman Kriengkrai Thiennukul.

"Manufacturers produced more to stock up on goods for delivery in April. This is needed because many workers may be still on vacation, not coming back to work after Songkran," he said.

"This artificial demand occurs before the festival every year."

The Thai traditional New Year officially runs from April 13-15 but the government has approved a five-day holiday from April 12-16.

The increase in the March sentiment index was also attributed to people buying more household appliances and furniture.

"Air conditioners enjoyed very good sales because the weather is so hot this year," said Mr Kriengkrai.

More foreign tourist arrivals as a result of expanded visa-free policies and better exports also drove up the index, he added.

"Tourism acts as a direct injection of money into the economy through tourists' spending and more employment," he said.

Exports also improved in March, attributed to better economic conditions in Thailand's trading partners, notably the US, India and Australia.

Official trade figures for March have not yet been released by the Ministry of Commerce. The dollar value of exports rose 3.6% in February from a year earlier, slightly below economists' forecasts of 4.4% in a Reuters survey.

The economy in the United States is getting stronger even though inflation remains high, said Mr Kriengkrai. This may cause the US Federal Reserve to hold interest rates steady, he said, though the Fed is expected to make and adjustment in the second half of this year.

The March TISI was based on a survey of 1,336 entrepreneurs across 46 industry clubs under the FTI. High loan interest rates were at the top of their list of growing concerns, mentioned by 75% of respondents, followed by high oil prices (55.8%) and the sluggish economy in the country (50.2%).

On April 10, the Bank of Thailand kept its policy interest rate at 2.5%, the highest level in a decade. The decision drew renewed criticism from Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, who said the country needed a rate cut as the economy remains sluggish.

Most FTI members are small and medium-sized enterprises and high loan interest rates mean they must shoulder higher financial costs.

The federation earlier asked the central bank to better regulate commercial banks' interest rates and come up with new measures to set an appropriate net interest rate spread, the difference between loan and deposit rates.

"The spread between loan and deposit rates set my major banks are currently very high," said Montri Mahaplerkpong, vice-chairman of the FTI.
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                                Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday that an interest rate cut by the Bank of Thailand (BoT) would have been good for the Thai economy, in response to the bank's decision to hold interest rates steady.
"The independence of the central bank should not be independent of the suffering of the people," said Mr Srettha, also the finance minister.

He has repeatedly stressed the need for rate cuts, citing waning demand and lacklustre growth to support his case. 

The BoT on Wednesday voted 5-2 to hold rates at 2.50%, again resisting government pressure to make a cut. The next rate review is on June 12.

Mr Srettha has been at loggerheads with the central bank for months, urging it to cut rates that are a decade high to try to drive an economy he insists is in crisis, and lagging regional peers.

"Most academics agree that it is time to cut rates, it would help exports, tourism and help the economy ... everybody would benefit," he said on Thursday.

Mr Srettha has repeatedly said rate cuts would help as the economy confronts the challenges of high household debt and China's slowdown.

Southeast Asia's second-largest economy unexpectedly shrank 0.6% in the final quarter of 2023 from the third, prompting the state planning agency to cut its 2024 growth outlook to between 2.2% and 3.2% from the 2.7% to 3.7% earlier projected.

Growth was 1.9% in 2023, lower than expected and less than the 2.5% expansion recorded in 2022.

The Bank of Thailand said on Wednesday that the current interest rate was appropriate for the country's economic outlook and did not hinder growth.

It also revised down its 2024 GDP growth forecast to 2.6% from an earlier range of 2.5% to 3.0%.
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                                The Federation of Thai Capital Market Organizations' (Fetco) Investor Confidence Index (ICI) remained in the neutral zone in March as the market expects more economic stimulus, while fund outflows continued and delays to the US Federal Reserve's interest rate cuts undermined sentiment.
Fetco chairman Kobsak Pootrakool said the ICI for March, which anticipates market conditions for the next three months, was at 106.91, barely changed from February.

Investors are hopeful that the government's stimulus package and a local economic recovery can lead to fund inflows, said Mr Kobsak.

The Fed has been keeping the US policy rate steady and international conflicts have held back confidence, resulting in continuing fund outflows, he said.

The confidence of institutional investors is in the bullish zone while that of retail, proprietary and foreign investors is in the neutral zone. The most attractive sector is tourism and leisure, while property development is the least attractive.

The Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) index moved in a tight range between 1,359.26 to 1,394.93 points in March as the market "looked for fresh cues while foreign investors had yet to return", Mr Kobsak said. However, the market was brought to life after the Bank of Japan ended an era of negative interest rates, while the Fed kept its policy rate unchanged at 5.25-5.50% as expected with indications that rates will likely be cut three times in 2024.

At month-end, the Thai index closed at 1,377.94, up 0.5% from a month earlier. The average daily trading volume was 45.7 billion baht. Foreign investors were net sellers of 41.2 billion baht and accumulatively cashed out 68.8 billion baht in the first quarter.

Investors are monitoring interest  rate moves by key global central  banks such as the Fed, European Central Bank and Bank of England as inflation has been in decline, Mr Kobsak noted.

He said the Russia-Ukraine conflict will impact assets perceived as a strong safe haven such as gold, which has continued to rise in price. In addition, China's manufacturing activity rebound supports Thailand's exports.

Locally, the Bank of Thailand is facing rate cut calls to help stimulate economic recovery and shore up the stock market. Eyes are also on the tourism recovery, the government's fiscal budget disbursement and clarity on the government's 10,000-baht digital wallet scheme, Mr Kobsak added.
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                  Online scam crackdown focuses on P2P crypto channel                

                              

                                State authorities working to suppress online scams have joined forces, pushing for the development of rules to supervise the purchase and sale of cryptocurrencies on a peer-to-peer (P2P) basis.
According to these agencies, scammers spend the money obtained from their nefarious activities to buy cryptocurrencies P2P, aiming to reduce the risk of being traced following the fraud.

The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) needs to adjust or develop existing regulations related to digital assets to regulate P2P activities and limit the channel for scammers, said Prasert Jantararuangthong, digital economy and society (DES) minister.

Of total online fraud damage estimated at 100 million baht per day, roughly 80% of fraudsters use the P2P channel for money transfers because it is not regulated, according to the ministry.

Mr Prasert said the SEC may have to study and consider launching additional conditions to supervise the P2P channel of crypto exchange activities.

Existing regulations focus on regulating crypto trading on unauthorised market exchanges.

He said the focus on the P2P channel is part of a series of measures to develop complete solutions to handle online fraud and call centre gangs.

Mr Prasert said there are 2 million crypto accounts held by individuals, according to the SEC.

"The move to regulate the P2P platform would not affect cryptocurrency traders on authorised exchanges," he said.

Mr Prasert held a meeting on April 9 with related authorities to address call centre gangs and suppress all forms of online crimes.

The meeting included representatives from the SEC, the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC), National Electronics and Computer Technology Center, Bank of Thailand, Thai Bankers' Association, Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo), Department of Special Investigation, Royal Thai Police, Interior Ministry, Defence Ministry and Foreign Affairs Ministry.

The meeting follows an April 1 order by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin that state authorities show concrete results related to the crackdown on rampant online fraud within 30 days.

Mr Prasert said he will inform the premier about a new scheme to regulate P2P cryptocurrency purchases if the SEC shows no progress in developing existing regulations to deal with the issue.

Apart from the focus on the P2P channel, the meeting also outlined measures to comprehensively prevent online fraud and call centre scams.

First, the relevant parties are expected to jointly accelerate their data integration. The DES Ministry and the Anti-Online Scam Operation Centre (AOC) are co-hosting the integration. All agencies must submit related information to them, such as mule accounts, mule SIM cards and suspected URL/Line information of gambling websites.

Second, the central bank and the Thai Bankers' Association are expected to immediately remove the mule accounts.

Last week Amlo closed 318,298 mule bank accounts, while the AOC closed 102,900 mule accounts.

The NBTC has been working to control the problem of mule SIM cards. The regulator asked people with more than 100 SIM cards to re-register their SIM cards and verify their identities by Feb 14.

Some 2.57 million SIM card owners verified their identities. The DES Ministry and Royal Thai Police deactivated more than 800,000 mule SIM cards.

The Defence Ministry, NBTC and Royal Thai Police are expected to step up efforts to remove illegal telecom signal towers along the borders.

The meeting also assigned the Royal Thai Police to prepare an action plan to suppress call centre gangs and online crime with a clear goal.

The DES Ministry and Royal Thai Police are expected to seek cooperation from neighbouring countries to solve online crime problems.
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                  Economists predict reduction by mid-year                

                              

                                The Bank of Thailand is expected to start cutting the policy rate before mid-year as inflationary pressure has eased following six consecutive months of prices contracting, while the economy is underperforming, according to economists.
Pipat Luengnaruemitchai, emerging Asia economist at Bank of America, said weak core inflation figures imply higher real interest rates and a tighter policy stance.

This should open the door for the central bank to cut rates, especially if the incoming economic data also resonates weak domestic demand, he said.

The consumer price index fell 0.47% in March year-on-year after contracting 0.77% in February.

The market consensus for March was a contraction of 0.40%.

Headline inflation remained negative for a sixth consecutive month.

Inflation is expected to remain negative until at least April as government subsidies remain in place, Mr Pipat said.

"We reiterate our call for two rate cuts in 2024, with the first one in June and signals of a changing stance from the Monetary Policy Committee [MPC] at the April 10 meeting," he said.

"Upside risks to headline inflation include a discontinuation of government subsidies and a potential hike in global oil prices, which could lower the chance of an MPC rate cut."

BMI, a unit of New York-based financial information service company Fitch Solutions, shared a similar view, saying the delay in the digital wallet scheme presents the Bank of Thailand with an option to loosen monetary policy earlier than forecast.

"We previously expected the bank to cut rates sometime in the second half when it fully processed the inflationary impact of the government's fiscal plans," BMI said in recent research.

But price pressures have "become less of a constraint lately" as the economy has fallen into deflationary territory since October 2023 based on weak domestic and external demand, noted the research.

The absence of any substantial stimulus will not reverse the trend of falling prices and the economy's underperformance provides another reason for the central bank to act sooner rather than later, according to BMI.

The delay of the digital wallet scheme prompted BMI to lower Thailand's 2024 GDP growth forecast from 3.8% to 3%, with the country's post-pandemic recovery continuing to lag regional peers.

"We think there is an increasing likelihood the central bank will cut rates earlier, possibly even before the first half of the year concludes," noted the information service.
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                                Although the second quarter is considered the low season, Thai tourism is forecast to earn 614 billion baht in revenue as domestic trips exceed the first-quarter tally thanks to Songkran events this month, according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT).
TAT governor Thapanee Kiatphaibool said the nation is projected to earn 246 billion baht from 44.4 million domestic trips, as well as 368 billion baht in revenue from 8.27 million foreign tourists in the second quarter.

Ms Thapanee said the number of domestic trips should exceed the level in the second quarter of 2019, with domestic income recovering to 97% of that period.

In the first quarter this year, local tourists took 41.1 million trips and spent 228 billion baht.

She said growth in the second  quarter would be propelled by the 21-day Songkran celebration, including the "Maha Songkran World Water Festival" on Bangkok's Ratchadamnoen Klang Road.

Several holidays, such as Visakha Bucha Day, HM Queen's birthday and the school summer season, should also bolster the number of trips, said Ms Thapanee.

However, TAT noted negative factors could hamper purchasing power, including high living costs, household debt and volatile energy prices.

Many Thais are eager to travel abroad, with some commenting that domestic destinations such as Phuket and Samui could cost as much as trips to foreign countries, according to the agency.

The foreign market enters the low season in the second quarter, with trips estimated to dip from 9.3 million generating 476 billion baht in the first quarter to 8.27 million trips earning 368 billion in the second quarter.

The number of visitors and revenue tally from international markets is projected to grow 29% and 25%, respectively, year-on-year, recovering to 92% and 95% of the 2019 level in the respective categories, noted the TAT.

Ms Thapanee said Asian markets should continue to stabilise this quarter, with long holidays in key markets, led by Japan's Golden Week and China's Labour Day in early May.

Tourists from the Middle East are eager overseas travellers in April after ending a month of prayer and fasting during Ramadan, she said.

"TAT has been targeting tourists in the middle- to upper-income segments, including first-time visitors from second-tier cities in China and India, the meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibitions segment, and niche markets with special interests, such as health and wellness as well as sports," Ms Thapanee said.

She said challenges for international markets include the sluggish Chinese economy, Russia's war in Ukraine, the Israel-Gaza conflict, and the El Nino weather phenomenon.

Expensive international travel costs also continue to hamstring families and long-haul tourists keen to visit Thailand, said Ms Thapanee.
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                  FTI wary of conflict's impact on border trade                

                Fighting will affect transport, logisitics
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                                Recent armed conflict in Myanmar is causing concern over a possible further decline in border trade near Tak's Mae Sot district and a spike in illegal workers from Myanmar in Thailand, says the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI).
Border trade between Thailand and Myanmar is valued at 100 billion baht a year, though it tends to decrease when the conflict escalates, said Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the FTI.

"We are concerned the trade value will drop, affecting both sellers and buyers as Myanmar usually imports a variety of consumer products from Thailand," he said.

The conflict will affect transport and logistics, possibly leading to shortages of goods among Myanmar nationals, said Mr Kriengkrai.

Foreign Affairs Minister Parnpree Bahiddha-Nukara said earlier the Thai authorities had recently discussed the border trade situation following a 30% drop in activity in Mae Sot district.

The government is also prepared to accept 100,000 displaced people fleeing the conflict in Myanmar after rebel forces seized control of Myawaddy, a border town opposite Mae Sot district.

"We are closely monitoring illegal migrant workers from Myanmar as the numbers are expected to increase following the conflict," said Suchart Chantaranakaracha, vice-chairman of the FTI.

Myanmar nationals are only permitted to work in Thailand under a memorandum of understanding signed between Bangkok and Naypyidaw.

Workers from Myanmar represent the majority of migrant workers in Thailand, accounting for 1.6 million of a total of 2.6-3 million migrant workers in the country.

Myanmar workers are employed in a range of industries, including food processing, fisheries, garments and textiles, automotive parts, electronics, rubber plantations, and construction.

They are also a major workforce when it comes to sugar cane farming, which is a labour-intensive occupation.

Many sugar cane farmers need to resort to harvesting by burning their crops, although this method causes a significant increase in the quantity of PM2.5 ultra fine dust particles. Harvesting by cutting fresh sugar cane requires a significant number of workers, but there is currently a problem in this regard due to a labour shortage.

Myanmar has faced trade sanctions imposed by the United States and several major European countries, following a military coup that took place against the democratically elected government in 2021.

"Thai companies in Myanmar are not affected by the sanctions because they produce products to only serve the Myanmar market without exporting them to the US and European countries," said Mr Kriengkrai.
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                  Bank of Thailand maintains policy rate at 2.5%                

                Bank encouraged by positive trends
              

                                The Bank of Thailand has resisted government pleas for a reduction of the policy rate, deciding on Wednesday to keep the rate unchanged at 2.5% for a third straight meeting, noting the Thai economy is sustaining its growth trajectory and surpassing the level of 2023.
According to Piti Disyatat, secretary of the Bank of Thailand's Monetary Policy Committee (MPC), Thai GDP is projected to grow by 2.6% this year, closely aligning with its potential growth rate.

"The central bank foresees higher GDP growth for the first quarter of this year than the fourth quarter of 2023," said Mr Piti.

"Growth is expected to improve quarter-on-quarter throughout the year."

This positive momentum should bolster Thai GDP growth next year, with the central bank projecting expansion of 3% for 2025, he said.

The National Economic and Social Development Council reported economic growth for the fourth quarter of 2023 was 1.7%, while it was 1.9% for the full year.

Buoyed by positive trends, the MPC voted 5-2 on Wednesday to maintain the policy rate at 2.5%.

Two members voted to cut the policy rate by 0.25 percentage points.

"The MPC's decision is based on the overall economy, weighing both downside and upside risks," said Mr Piti.

"The 5-2 vote reflects differing perspectives, and the prime minister may hold an alternative viewpoint."

The central bank factored in the government's recent stimulus measures, including the property incentives and the 500-billion-baht budget allocated to the digital wallet scheme, into its GDP growth assessments for 2024 and 2025.

He said growth this year will primarily be driven by two factors: tourism and private consumption.

Foreign tourist arrivals in the first three months of the year tallied roughly 10 million, in line with the central bank's projection of 35.5 million for 2024, up from 28.2 million in 2023.

Government budget disbursements for fiscal 2024, expected in the fourth quarter of this year, are expected to accelerate public expenditure, stimulating the economy from late 2024 into 2025, said Mr Piti.

"Looking ahead, there are many uncertainties related to the Thai economy, particularly regarding an export recovery, government budget disbursement, fiscal stimulus measures, and the monetary policy of major global economies," he said.

"The MPC will monitor these developments and take into account growth and inflation outlooks in deliberating monetary policy going forward."

Theerasate Prompong, an analyst at Maybank Securities Thailand, said the MPC's resolution to keep the rate unchanged aligns with the market consensus, with around 70% of analysts predicting such an outcome.

"The central bank views the current rate as conducive to sustaining economic stability and supporting monetary policy," he said, adding the stock market reacted with moderation to the move.

Though the rate was maintained, Mr Theerasate said the Thai stock market and the economy still have upside potential, supported by possible government stimulus measures in addition to the digital wallet policy, a robust export performance, and  more state infrastructure projects following the approval of the fiscal 2024 budget.

The brokerage anticipates economic growth of 2.6% this year and 3% in 2025, supported by tourism growth, improving domestic consumption and a projected increase in government spending, he said.

Therdsak Thaveeteeratham, executive vice-president of Asia Plus Securities, said it would be a surprise if the MPC were to cut the rate before the Federal Reserve reduces its rate, likely to occur after June.

The Bank of Thailand maintained the policy rate to ease baht fluctuation, even though inflation has been declining for several months, said Mr Therdsak.
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                  Consumer confidence slips for first time in 8 months                

                              

                                Consumer confidence fell for the first time in eight months in March, attributed to a slow economic recovery and higher living costs, according to a survey by the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC).
Thanavath Phonvichai, president of the UTCC, said the consumer index dropped to 63.0 from 63.8 in February.

The dip in March was attributed to heightened concerns among consumers regarding the country's sluggish economic recovery, higher energy prices, the global economic slowdown, escalating conflicts in the Middle East as well as lower agricultural production due to the impact of the El Nino phenomenon.

An index reading below 100 points signifies weak confidence, related to the slow economic recovery, higher living costs, elevated interest rates, and geopolitical conflicts affecting consumer purchasing power and their confidence in spending.

A separate survey of chamber members from across the country marked a fourth consecutive month of growth, reaching 55.2, above the median of 50.

This reflects increasing confidence among business operators.

However, the increase is still stable due to the concentration of tourism in primary cities, the impact of the high level of PM2.5 in the northern region as well as prolonged drought which has severely impacted agricultural production.

However, the decline in public  confidence is likely to persist in the short term but would improve in the future due to economic stimulus measures, particularly the digital wallet handout scheme, property stimulus measures, and the disbursement of state budget.

The extent of the economic impact of the digital wallet handout would depend on the aggregate amount and the timing of the implementation. If it's implemented in the fourth quarter, it would stimulate the economy by only 0.5% compared to 1-1.5% if following the original timeline set for May.

As for the method of payment, blockchain technology would be used to ensure the scheme will be transparent and corruption-free.
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                  Central Phuket expands luxury offerings                
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                                Central Phuket reaffirms its position as a global shopping destination, providing luxury and relaxation for tourists from around the world.
The shopping centre recently welcomed three world-renowned brands to its roster -- Christian Louboutin, Gucci and Louis Vuitton.

Nattakit Tangpoonsinthana, chief marketing officer for Central Pattana Plc (CPN), said Central Phuket is more  than just a shopping destination,  catering to all lifestyles from around the world.

"The three leading luxury brands emphasise the new 'luxury vibes' phenomenon by presenting an exclusive collection to lure high purchasing power," he said.

Mr Nattakit said CPN continues to stimulate tourism and promote Phuket as a world-class tourist destination.

He added that Central Phuket is a crucial destination that global brands tend to select, in addition to Bangkok.

"Phuket province is a world-class tourist destination and a province that generates significant economic revenue from tourism. It attracts both Thai and international visitors," he noted.

Due to the strategic location of Central Phuket, which is situated in the heart of the city, the shopping centre serves as a landmark among locals and foreign visitors.

[image: ]
The Louis Vuitton store at Central Phuket.



"The shopping centre saw its traffic recover in 2023, rising by 120% from 2019, with the highest spending international tourists coming from five countries: China, Russia, South Korea, Hong Kong [China], and the United States," said Mr Nattakit.

Thailand welcomed over 3.5 million Chinese tourists last year, he added.

According to Bloomberg, it is estimated that the luxury goods market in Thailand is valued at roughly 1.6 trillion baht, and it is expected to expand with a compound annual growth rate of 5.62% until 2028, nearing the value of the luxury goods market in Singapore.

Central Phuket provides a comprehensive collection of world-class luxury brands including Balenciaga, Bottega, Veneta, Burberry, Dior, Hermes and Omega.

[image: ]
The Gucci store at Central Phuket.
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									Southeast Asian banks must stop funding coal								

															

																Indonesia is by far a major top producer of dangerous climate emissions -- more than any country in the Southeast Asian region, mainly due to its burning of coal. The country is also feeling the full force of worsening climate disasters, from floods and storms to deadly landslides. My hometown, Jakarta, is sinking -- and this is compounded by regular catastrophic flooding and air pollution that disrupts millions of lives. Indonesia faces huge risks as it currently sits as the second most disaster-prone country in the world, according to the World Risk Report 2023.
Yet Asian banks are providing a lifeline for massive new coal plants to power smelters producing aluminium and nickel, many of which are being used to manufacture electric cars. Major banks must make significant environmental, social, and governance (ESG) reforms to usher in a new era for Indonesia's green economy. Much more capital has to be urgently pumped into renewable energy and green infrastructure. Our big financial institutions need to end support for fossil fuels, which are worsening climate disasters.

The era of coal is ending in Indonesia. Coal power is fated to sunset completely within the next 25 years, consistent with achieving net zero emissions by 2050, according to the Just Energy Transition (JETP) public investment plan announced by the Indonesian government in November last year. Hence, Indonesian banks have a duty to their shareholders and customers to play a role in ending financial support for all coal-fired power plants.

Industrial coal-fired so-called "captive power plants" used for firing metals such as aluminium and nickel have not yet been included in Indonesia's energy transition plan. Captive coal power for industry accounts for a quarter of Indonesia's current electricity generation, but three quarters of its total planned new coal power capacity, according to Bank Track, which is an international tracking, campaigning and NGO support organisation focused on private sector commercial banks and the activities they finance.

Indonesian banks must align with global climate goals by preventing decades of emissions that would threaten the future of hundreds of millions of Indonesian children for generations to come. None of Indonesia's largest four banks' environment, social and governance policies are aligned with achieving net zero emissions by 2050. Major Indonesian financial institutions are financing huge coal projects, posing a growing threat to our economy and our climate.

Bank Track early this year released the "Coal Policy Tracker" that analyses the coal policies of 30 major banks with over US$8 trillion (291 trillion baht) in collective assets under management across India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand. Indonesian banks are lagging far behind peers from Singapore and Malaysia in green banking rankings. The four largest Indonesian banks all score zero for their environmental policies, which include enabling the expansion of coal mining and power, according to the Coal Policy Tracker.

All Asian banks have much work to do in ending their business with dirty coal. A recent report released last year by Bank Track highlights that Asia's top 28 banks, including Thai, Singaporean and Indonesian banks, are all failing to rule out finance to companies expanding coal.

There has been progress. More than 200 financial institutions, including the major banks from Singapore and Malaysia, have all ruled out funding new coal projects, consolidating their commitment by joining the Net Zero Banking Alliance (NZBA) to align with global climate goals. No Indonesian banks have yet joined the NZBA.

The Indonesian Presidential Regulation for renewable energy has a loophole that allows new coal power plants to fire smelters for metals such as nickel and aluminium inside industrial parks.

But leading scientists and International Energy Agency experts agree there can be no new coal mines or power plants in order to limit global warming to 1.5C. There is no question that burning coal is a major contributor to rising global temperatures and the worsening climate crisis, according to the United Nations.

The United Nations also warns of multiple risk-tipping points, which could lead to irreversible damage and climate disasters.

Green finance means doubling down on investments in all sectors towards renewable energy, transport, and sustainable land use projects while shrinking and ultimately ceasing all financial support to the fossil fuel industry.

Leading global research institute, the Science Based Target Initiative, urged financial institutions to decarbonise with a clear path to ending investment in companies unwilling to transition in line with achieving net zero emissions by 2050.

It's a dangerous contradiction for Indonesian financial institutions to be promoting green financing initiatives while funding the coal sector. Indonesian major banks must catch up with global standards.

In May last year, Indonesia's three major state-owned banks, along with two others, signed a deal to back a risky aluminium smelter project, which includes the construction of a major new coal-fired power plant, developed and owned by Adaro.

The deal flies in the face of public statements by Bank Negara Indonesia (BNI), BRI, and Mandiri to end coal financing.

Indonesia is at a critical crossroads. We face a whopping 20GW of coal-fired power plants, according to JETP and immense more toxic emissions if the industry continues to receive a financial lifeline from Indonesian banks.

Governments and regulators in Southeast Asian countries must put their foot down on the side of climate science and a safer future.



Nabilla Gunawan is Asia Energy Campaigner, Market Forces, in Jakarta.
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									Seek casino referendum								
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																If the Srettha government is to proceed with its plan to build entertainment complexes with casinos, it must first seek a referendum.
On Monday, the cabinet endorsed a special House committee report on legalising such contentious complexes, which will be built in several tourist provinces. Rather than using state money, the government is to invite the private sector to invest in the project.

The plan is mostly welcomed by people in the business sector, hoping it will help boost tourism and the economy. The government has also claimed that the legalisation of casinos will help solve underground gambling that is widespread in the country. Yet others, including a group of university academics, are profoundly against casino legalisation, which, in their opinion, could do more harm than good.

According to Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat, the prime minister has instructed the Ministry of Finance to organise public consultations and public hearings about the plan within 30 days. After that, the ministry will assign a specific agency to draft a bill and propose it to parliament.

Mr Julapun said that unless there are major obstacles, he believes the complexes could be opened within three years before the Pheu Thai-led coalition government ends its term.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has vigorously pushed for the contentious complexes, citing Singapore's successful experience in promoting a similar plan: the city-state has drawn more than 300 billion baht in investment, while the Singaporean government can earn over 20 billion baht in tax revenue every year, and over 20,000 jobs were created.

Indeed, that looks tempting.

However, questions remain, particularly about whether casinos can really serve as economic stimuli or if they are to siphon ordinary people's money to casino owners. Besides, it's quite unclear if the income from casinos would be distributed to the poor, with economic benefits reaching the grassroots. The study report suggested while casinos can lead to job creation, income distribution and cash flow in the economic system, income from casinos accounts for 5% of such complexes, which means the government would be able to earn handsome revenues from the complexes without casinos.

More importantly, as casinos target only wealthy tourists, it means lower-income people will still go to illegal gambling dens as before, and society will continue to see gambling-related debts, crime, and robberies, among others. With regard to social maladies, disadvantages outdo advantages.

In fact, the government need not be worried if it backtracks on its casino plan, given that it has never enlisted legalised casinos as one of its flagship policies. Nor did it submit entertainment complex plans to the Election Commission for consideration during the election campaign.

At the same time, the government should not try to justify casino legalisation by citing the parliamentary committee report, like the way it previously did with the controversial Land Bridge project that the prime minister tried to promote during his trips abroad, resulting in a public outcry.

When it comes to casino legalisation, public hearings that involve only groups of people are not enough. Instead, the government should allow the public to have a say in this plan by having a referendum, which is possible under the charter.
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									Implications of an ageing population								

															

																Thailand is racing to both revive -- and renovate -- the economy, bringing with it profound social changes. Infamous for its role in Asia's financial meltdown a generation ago, the country is today running headlong into a hurdle confronting the region: a dwindling and greying population.
Japan, South Korea and Singapore attract much attention for their low birthrates and multiplying ranks of seniors. This trio were fortunate enough to become rich before they grew old; they have the financial capacity to manage the transition. Malaysia and the Philippines, nowhere near as wealthy, face a slowdown in births that hasn't yet become a consuming policy challenge.

But Thailand is squeezed in a way these neighbours aren't. The country is an emerging market with advanced economy demographics: Few babies are coming into the world while ranks of seniors are swelling, but without the social safety net that typifies some wealthy regional counterparts, or the US, or Western Europe. Its fertility rate is barely half the level at which a population can naturally replenish itself; headcount could shrink by 50% over the next six decades in the absence of urgent measures, the health ministry warned recently. The number of working-age people will shrivel to a mere 14 million from 46 million currently, according to the projections.

The jeopardy appears to have been acknowledged. An overhaul of surrogacy services is in the works that would end a ban on foreigners availing themselves and allow gay and lesbian couples to have children. It will also burnish the kingdom's reputation as a hub for medical tourism. The change would take effect once moves to allow gay marriage become law.

There are also more immediate needs, such as lifting an anaemic rate of growth and ending a worrisome decline in consumer prices. Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is pushing the Bank of Thailand to cut interest rates immediately; the bank has resisted. While it's often counterproductive to try to publicly bludgeon a central bank into submission, Mr Srettha has a point: Inflation certainly isn't a problem, and the economy is losing altitude. Officials now project gross domestic product will expand by 2.7% this year, down from a prior estimate of 3.2%. The expansion has crawled along at an average of less than 2% over the past decade.

The government is also championing looser fiscal policy. The cabinet last week signed off on spending plans that will widen the budget deficit and boost borrowing. Mr Srettha has promised a 500-billion-baht cash handout, a so-called digital wallet, that will put 10,000 baht into each adult's pocket. The pledge has become bogged down in bureaucratic disputes about how to finance the stimulus: taxes, borrowing or some combination of the two. The premier says the money is urgently needed.

Tourism, one of the economy's big earners, hasn't escaped this policy activism. The PM has signed a visa waiver deal with China -- the largest source of visitors -- and offered temporary visa waivers for travelers from India, Taiwan and Kazakhstan. He's advocating a single visa with neighbours modelled on the European Union's Schengen arrangements. Also under consideration: casinos inside large entertainment complexes.

Quite the to-do list for Mr Srettha, a political neophyte who took office at the head of a coalition government after elections last year. Does Mr Srettha's ambitious approach reflect a newcomer's idealism or a fatalism that sooner or later, the military will again turf out an elected team? Thailand has a long history of coups. It would be foolish to think the most recent one, in 2014, will be the last.

Civilian leaders come and go. One thing that does have staying power is the punishing demographic maths. Thailand's total fertility rate, the average number of children a woman can expect to bear over the course of her life, has been stubbornly below the replacement level of 2.1 for decades. It was around 1.3 in 2021, according to the World Bank. That's lower than Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines. Singapore's rate reached a record low of 0.97 last year, according to preliminary estimates, though the city-state has a long-standing policy of topping up the local population with foreign workers.

The trends are stark. The global TFR of more than 4.8 in 1950 declined to around 2.2 in 2021 and is projected to retreat to 1.8 in 2050 and 1.6 in 2100, according to a study published in The Lancet last month. Only half a dozen of the 204 nations surveyed will be above replacement level at the end of the century. The implications for economics are profound. "Unless governments identify unforeseen innovations or funding sources that address the challenges of population ageing, this demographic shift will put increasing pressure on national health insurance, social security programs, and healthcare infrastructure," joint first authors Natalia V Bhattacharjee and Austin E Schumacher wrote. "These same programs will receive less funding as working-age, tax-paying populations decline, further exacerbating the problem."

This challenge will outlast the current Thai premier or any of the generals who may aspire to succeed him. The innovation and urgency are well-placed. The direction is correct. The trick will be sustaining the pace of innovation. Thailand's reinvention is one for the long haul. (c)2024 Bloomberg




Daniel Moss is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering Asian economies. Previously, he was executive editor for economics at Bloomberg News.
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									Diabolical toy pods merit firm ban								
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																The latest news on the rising popularity of "toy pods" -- as well as the Bangkok Post's editorial titled "Save children from toy pods" -- reminded me of commercial determinants of health (CDoH), a topic which was addressed at the Prince Mahidol Award Conference in January.
Evidence suggests the largest transnational corporations in such industries as tobacco, alcohol, ultra-processed food, and fossil fuels now account for at least a third of global deaths.

Powerful commercial actors have created a pathological system, causing harm to people's health on a global scale. Unhealthy commodity industries, such as the aforementioned, should have no role in the formation of national or international health policy.

The Lancet published a series of articles on CDoH in 2023 that called for minimising the industries' engagement in policy formulation, creating enforceable policies related to conflict of interest, lobbying, and transparency, ensuring transparency in policy consultation (public disclosure and details of funding), and implementing enforceable legislation on bribery and corruption.

Electronic cigarettes are a new example of the transnational tobacco industry (TI), which hook new customers from among the predominantly non-smoking younger generation.

The industry and its allies promote e-cigarettes as a safer product for those who want to quit regular cigarettes, but they are now disguising them as popular toys to hook children as young as primary school students.

The TI has been lying to the public for decades about the harmful effects of cigarettes and repeating more of the same for e-cigarettes.

England reversed its policy on e-cigarettes by banning disposable ones to curb the youth vaping epidemic. UK PM Rishi Sunak announced the ban last October to protect children's health over the long term.

Last May, Australia banned all e-cigarettes except for those administered to help people quit smoking under the supervision of a physician. One month later, the New Zealand government implemented a similar measure for e-cigarettes and accused the industry of trying to hook the next generation on nicotine.

Thailand has banned vapes since 2014, prompting the British Medical Journal to applaud its "swift decision". But supporters of these in Thailand argue the ban is failing because these illegal products are still easily available both online and on the street.

The same argument was heard by a special parliamentary committee set up to study the appropriate laws and measures to control e-cigarettes. Certainly, illegal vapes and similar products can be found everywhere, but legalising them is not the answer.

TI frequently lies to the public, deceives authorities, and tries to undermine scientific evidence. The theme of World No Tobacco Day this year is "Stop Lying, Tobacco Industry". In order to protect our youth from getting hooked on nicotine, policy makers should not believe the TI or its allies.

The government and related agencies should strictly implement the law, measures and policy of banning e-cigarettes by coordinating, collaborating and cooperating with academics, civil society, researchers and international experts. As we have learned from case studies in Hong Kong and Singapore, policymakers in parliament should listen to parents, teachers, health advocates and international public health experts rather than the propaganda of the TI and its networks.

This is undermining our nation's security by hooking our youths on nicotine through deadly toy pods. After Tuesday's cabinet meeting, PM Srettha Thavisin instructed the Ministry of Public Health, the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Higher Education, Science, Research and Innovation to collaborate on measures preventing the use of e-cigarettes. Members of the parliamentary committee studying the law and measures to control these nefarious devices should pay attention to the premier's message. If the special committee members genuinely want to help, they should go to Singapore or Hong Kong and learn how to strictly implement such a ban rather than visiting e-cigarette factories in China. Action speaks louder than words.




Nithat Sirichotiratana, PhD, is a committee member of the Thai Health Promotion Institute, National Health Foundation.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2774484/diabolical-toy-pods-merit-firm-ban



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									India needs more leaders like Manmohan Singh								

															

																	
										
											[image: This file photo dated Jan 14, 2014, shows then Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, wearing a turban, at the end of an All India Congress Committee (AICC) meeting in New Delhi. REUTERS]
																							
													This file photo dated Jan 14, 2014, shows then Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, wearing a turban, at the end of an All India Congress Committee (AICC) meeting in New Delhi. REUTERS												

																					

									

																Almost 10 years after he gave way to Narendra Modi as prime minister of India, Manmohan Singh retired last week from public life. During his long career, Mr Singh also served as chief economist, central bank governor, finance minister, and foreign minister. Although he disappointed many who hoped he would accomplish more, India today owes much of its success to the reforms he implemented.
Indeed, no other individual deserves more credit for the decades of economic liberalisation that have lifted so many Indians out of poverty. Even as the economy impresses many as a bright spot for growth and progress, nobody who lived through Mr Singh's heyday as a policymaker in the 1990s and 2000s would deny that some energy, some momentum, has been lost.

Last week, Mr Singh closed out his final term in the Rajya Sabha or Council of States, India's Upper House. Some would argue that his 33 years in that chamber, elected by state assemblies, are a reminder not just of the longevity of his political career but also of its limits: He was never a member of the directly elected Lower House, unlike most of his predecessors as well as Mr Modi. Mr Singh could thus never claim the popular legitimacy that his successor wears so effortlessly.

The standard critique of Mr Singh mingles this lack of legitimacy with his retiring manner and stilted speechmaking to create a picture of a weak man who just happened to make history. That narrative, however, falls apart at the slightest probing. As prime minister, Mr Singh successfully managed an unwieldy coalition that was rarely in sympathy with his aims. On multiple occasions, he defied those erstwhile allies to ram through changes -- opening up domestic sectors to foreign investment, signing a landmark nuclear deal with the US -- that pushed India closer to the vision he had for the country.

Nor does Mr Singh's personal story -- he walked kilometres to an Urdu-language school, studied by the light of a kerosene lamp, and eventually won a place at Oxford and an economics doctorate -- speak to any sort of weakness. It would be truer to say he was cautious and careful about wielding power.

That may have been partly because of his lack of popular legitimacy. He also had an economist's realism about the limitations of the Indian state.

Most importantly, Mr Singh was mindful of the brittleness of Indian political consensus in a way only someone born before independence in 1947 could be. He was the last of that generation in power; our political class no longer carries within it a sense of the fragility of India's growth story and political unity.

Some of Mr Singh's caution and realism would come in handy today. India has grown a little too confident about its future. Economic growth is not our birthright; it must be earned through a constant stream of reforms and pro-growth policies.

Mr Singh's decade as prime minister was spent struggling with the global financial crisis, soaring oil prices, and his rancorous, left-leaning coalition. It is not hard to argue that, had he been granted the positive global climate and comfortable parliamentary majorities that Mr Modi enjoys, he would have moved much quicker than his successor to implement the essential pro-growth reforms India needs. And he almost certainly would have been more careful about preserving the country's federal structure and defending its liberal institutions.

Mr Singh's generation had a clear sense of the delicate nature of the Indian project: to bring the turbulence of growth to a disparate, poor nation while also keeping the country united and democratic. Former US president Barack Obama wrote that Mr Singh once warned him: "In uncertain times, the call of religious and ethnic solidarity can be intoxicating." It's clear Mr Singh felt his job was to resist that call.

Almost alone in his generation, Mr Singh also had a clear vision for how that project should end -- with India as a comfortably off bastion of liberal democracy, celebrating both its economic success and its diversity. Ten years after voters threw out Mr Singh's coalition, India's future looks a lot murkier, and the visions contending for that future are far less serene. Mr Singh predicted, in his final press conference as prime minister, that history would judge him kindly. Perhaps it already has. (c)2024 Bloomberg 

Mihir Sharma is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist. A senior fellow at the Observer Research Foundation in New Delhi, he is author of 'Restart: The Last Chance for the Indian Economy'.
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																Extreme overcrowding in Thai prisons forces inmates to endure deplorable conditions, stripping away their dignity and humanity. It's a humanitarian crisis that demands immediate action.
Due to terribly cramped spaces, inmates barely have room to sleep. They also suffer poor sanity from insufficient toilets and bathing facilities, in addition to poor-quality food and substandard healthcare.

It's crucial to reduce the unnecessary number of inmates in order to alleviate overcrowding strains and enhance inmates' quality of life.

Statistics from the past 10 years of the Department of Corrections show that there were an average of 310,000 new inmates per year nationwide, with figures peaking at 350,000 to 360,000 between 2018 and 2020. The inmate population exceeds capacity by at least 40,000 to 50,000 people.

According to the International Federation for Human Rights, Thai prisons have a population more than double the intended capacity, based on a standard of providing 2.25m2 of surface area per prisoner. Thailand also has the 6th highest prison population in the world and the highest prison population in Asean.

The prison overcrowding crisis has a serious health impact on inmates, leading to numerous physical and mental health problems such as tuberculosis, asthma, scabies, stress, insomnia, weight loss, and depression, sometimes resulting in suicidal tendencies.

Compounding these concerns is the inadequate healthcare in prisons. A 2022 report from the Ministry of Public Health reveals that dental and mental health services in prison hospitals are subpar, further exacerbating the inmates' plights.

When Covid-19 hit Thailand, the prisons were the hardest impacted by the pandemic due to overcrowding. According to the Department of Corrections, 40% of inmates contracted Covid-19, resulting in 139 deaths in 2022.

Multiple factors fuel prison overcrowding. They include the excessive use of imprisonment, unnecessary sentencing, and the imposition of extreme penalties with lengthy prison terms. The inadequate implementation of alternatives to imprisonment further exacerbates the situation, culminating in an explosive inmate population.

While there have been attempts to utilise electronic monitoring (EM) as an alternative to incarceration with the aim of alleviating overcrowding and facilitating inmates' reintegration into society, its effectiveness in rehabilitating offenders remains questionable. The social stigma attached to wearing the device often hinders successful reintegration and may contribute to repeat offences.

According to a 2023 TDRI study, the justice system often overlooks and fails to support alternatives to imprisonment, especially public service work as a detention substitute. In fact, community service not only benefits inmates but also contributes to the economy.

Currently, Thai law supports social service work as an alternative to imprisonment. People who are unable to pay fines, those under court-ordered supervision, or those whose sentences have been suspended or reduced -- typical verdicts for minor or non-violent offences -- may choose to perform community service instead.

Social service work lets offenders stay at home and lead regular lives while doing their community duties as ordered by the court. This option helps reduce the financial burden on their families, who would otherwise struggle to support them in prison. Plus, the convicts can keep working and return to normal life after serving their sentences.

However, the existing system of social service work faces at least two limitations. Firstly, there are no clear guidelines regarding the duration of service, resulting in inconsistencies. Secondly, the available assignments are limited and mainly involve manual labour tasks like cleaning, municipal sanitation work, government building maintenance, or blood donations. This approach often overlooks the diverse skills and abilities of individuals who could otherwise contribute meaningfully to society and the economy.

Compared with international practices, their approach to public service work is clear about work hours and the diversity of tasks that meet the economic and social needs of the country.

The United Kingdom, for example, has clear guidelines both for the duration and variety of social service work based on the severity of the offences committed. The UK courts have the authority to set working hours and the types of social service work according to the offence. For minor offences, the duration is between 40-80 hours; moderate offences, 80-150 hours; and for severe offences, 150-300 hours of service.

In Los Angeles, USA, the court has clear guidelines on the type of community service work. Offenders are assigned to work in various public and nonprofit organisations such as city parks, animal shelters, and cleaning centres. Depending on individuals' skills, these tasks can support government staff or directly benefit the public. For example, helping with paperwork, public relations, or accounting can generate economic and social benefits.

Setting suitable work hours not only reflects the severity of the given sentence but also helps make up for the lost hours in public service work. Statistics from the UK show that such community service helps offset the workforce shortage by 4.8 million hours, while in Los Angeles, it can compensate for up to 8.5 million hours, generating an economic value of around $100 million (3.6 billion baht).

To adopt similar approaches successfully, the government should swiftly maximise the existing public service initiatives to their fullest potential. This entails two critical steps: first, clearly defining the duration of community work to ensure offenders understand how long they are required to serve, and second, identifying the types of work that contribute economically to society and foster individual growth beyond mere labour-intensive tasks and basic skills.

Furthermore, the government should collaborate with other state agencies, particularly the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Labour, to develop mechanisms for job placement, supervision, and oversight of offenders involved in community service work. These initiatives not only alleviate prison overcrowding and enhance the welfare of inmates but also help them transition back into society by enabling them to contribute meaningfully to society.

Embracing alternatives like community service not only addresses the dire conditions of overcrowded prisons but also fosters inmates' self-esteem and belief in their potential -- essential for their successful return to society. It also underscores the importance of a justice system that balances accountability with compassion, offering those who have erred a pathway to rehabilitation and a fresh start.

Khemmapat Trisadikoon is a senior researcher and Chutima Suttiprapa is a researcher at the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI).
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																As the civil war between Myanmar junta forces and ethnic rebel groups builds, Thailand will be a focal point for providing humanitarian support to large numbers of refugees expected to flee across the border. Thailand -- as an Asean member and Myanmar neighbour -- is also expected to play a role in fostering negotiations and helping Myanmar return to peace.
Before that, the Srettha government must ensure its diplomatic policies and systems for humanitarian support are fair, respected and transparent. Without neutrality, Thailand risks being dragged into a highly complex internal political situation.

The latest news over the weekend about chartered aircraft from Myanmar landing at Mae Sot airport in Tak province shows that the Thai government might lack the ability to handle such tough tasks. Rumours have reportedly gained ground that the Myanmar aircraft was being used to mobilise military personnel, supplies, or even money back to Myanmar.

Critics and lawmakers from the opposition party have criticised the government for mishandling the situation and making Thailand's international image suffer. It turned out that the aircraft was permitted by the Thai government to evacuate Myanmar officials and their dependents who fled from the border town of Myawaddy after rebel groups seized control of it. Despite the government trying to clear the air about the matter, local people still have questions over what was in the plane's cargo. Such doubts stem from the Thai government's policy with the Myanmar government in the past.

The Prayut government had close ties with Snr Gen Min Huang Lai and the Myanmar military. A few months after the coup in February of 2021, the Thai military reportedly gave food to the Myanmar military (both armies also conducted joint border patrols before the coup).

The Thai military two years ago was likewise criticised for keeping quiet when Myanmar fighter jets flew over Thai territory after dropping bombs on rebel strongholds along the Thai border.

Human rights groups also raised concerns that the Thai armed forces' policy of sending back refugees might put anti-government activists in danger. Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin and Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang must ensure our soldiers play a neutral role.

To deal with an increasingly unstable situation, Lt Gen Paradorn Pattanathabutr, a former National Security Council member, has urged the government to set up a special centre and public relations team to communicate with the public and the international community about Myanmar. He has also urged the government to set up a special centre close to the border to monitor refugees and record their profiles.

The Srettha government is facing perhaps its toughest test in handling the situation in Myanmar, which includes the need to decouple links between the Thai military and the Tatmadaw. The last thing the kingdom needs is for it to be embroiled in Myanmar's internal politics. The government will also need to oversee the aid given to those fleeing Myanmar to Thailand while also being aware of the rise of illicit trade -- narcotics, illegal betting and human trafficking. The Thai government must be aware that foreign countries are also involved in supporting certain ethnic groups.

Lastly, the Thai government must be a good and sincere neighbour. All policies and efforts from Thailand must reflect the Thai people's wish -- to see peace return to Myanmar.
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																On a recent trip to China with my Northwestern Kellogg students, we were all struck by how few Americans had returned to the country since the end of its zero-Covid policy in December 2022.
In Shanghai, our tour guide had hosted only one other US school group, and she expected to have only one more this year -- a marked decline from the 30-plus she booked each year prior to the pandemic. In Guilin, where the iconic mountains, a Unesco World Heritage site, had previously been among the most visited places on earth, we were allegedly the first American group to visit since the beginning of 2020. This sharp decline comes at a time when US-China relations have reached their lowest point since President Richard Nixon visited Chairman Mao Zedong in 1972. The public discourse in both countries has become almost exclusively about zero-sum competition, if not outright hostility. While US politicians and commentators from across the political spectrum portray China as the economic and geopolitical threat, Chinese media insist that American democracy is false and that the US is unfairly containing China's growth and development.

With most of the news coverage in both countries focused on macroeconomic and geopolitical issues, little attention is paid to the lives and perspectives of ordinary people. Opportunities to generate empathy are scarce, and the results are increasingly apparent. In US opinion polls, only 15% of respondents viewed China favourably in 2023, down from 53% in 2018 and from 72% in 1989.

Some concerns are well-founded. In 2018, Americans and Canadians were shaken by China's three-year-long detention of two Canadian NGO workers in retaliation for the relatively mild house arrest of Meng Wanzhou, a Huawei executive who had been charged with helping her company evade sanctions on Iran. Then came China's pandemic lockdowns, which prompted most Americans to leave the country.

While completely understandable, the mass exodus of Americans and other expatriates has further curtailed the flow of information and in-person exchanges between the two countries' business and NGO sectors. Add the fact that Western journalists' activities are extremely restricted in China, and it is easy to see why the country feels so foreign and opaque to many outsiders.

My class saw as much of the country as possible in just two weeks. We visited three cities and saw many Chinese and American firms-- some thriving, others fighting for survival. Students also dashed around cities on their own to conduct independent projects.

On our last day, when I asked them what stood out the most, perspectives varied. Some were impressed by China's transportation infrastructure and cleanliness and by the sophistication of its economy. Others remarked on the apparent poverty amid the glamour of Shanghai and Hong Kong, and many noted the constant presence of government surveillance. But all had been surprised by their in-person encounters with Chinese people -- from people on the street to heirs of billion-dollar family businesses. They found Chinese people to be warm and humble.

Students who had been suspicious were heartened by the experience. One had previously helped draft anti-China legislation when she worked in government, and another had experienced an intense US-China standoff in the South China Sea. A US Department of State travel advisory had left many students worried, but they wanted to know more about the country beyond what they had read.

The joy and sense of relief were mutual. Chinese children and their parents giggled when one of my students picked up a toddler and tossed him in the air. Women selling bowls of noodles for six renminbi (30 baht) made sure that students who could not read Chinese received the same discounts offered to Chinese customers. They had missed these Americans. After years of isolation and negative press, they had grown worried that Americans had changed.

Of course, not all Chinese and Americans would get along, and the trip did not suddenly transform my students into China super-fans. But it did help them appreciate the complexity of the world's second-most-populous country. They saw that the Chinese people -- almost entirely absent from US news coverage -- are not the same as the Chinese government or what US news headlines might suggest.

The US and China must work through many differences, which will not happen overnight. In the meantime, it is crucial that we preserve in-person interactions. Chinese and Americans must not lose sight of their common humanity. The greater the tension between their governments, the more important this becomes. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Nancy Qian, Professor of Economics at Northwestern University, is Co-Director of Northwestern University's Global Poverty Research Lab and Founding Director of China Econ Lab.
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																Thailand has an incredible reputation for being LGBTQ-friendly, but its national laws and policies don't quite match the open-minded brand that its government projects. This dissonance -- what the UN called "tolerance but not inclusion" in a 2019 report -- is what the Thai parliament is on the brink of changing in a seismic decision to legalise same-sex marriage that will have a positive far-reaching impact on Thailand's economy for years to come (and hint: it's much more than the millions of dollars to be generated by the weddings themselves).
Why? Because passing the Marriage Equality Act will not only be good for the LGBTQ+ citizens of Thailand, but it will also be great news for the global business community who seek to do business in the country. Thailand can soon learn what every other country in the world has learned after enacting marriage equality -- that economic and talent benefits very quickly follow. This is a monumental opportunity that Thai policymakers should actively consider.

Global multinational companies take LGBTQ discrimination extremely seriously. Discrimination negatively affects companies' ability to recruit and retain top talent, and it can prevent companies from locating their best talent within countries with hostile environments for LGBTQ people. And it's not just LGBTQ people who are impacted. Allies, friends, parents, and family of LGBTQ people also seek out LGBTQ-friendly places to work, live, and support businesses with values that align with theirs. Companies have significant bottom-line-driven incentives to build inclusive organisations, which is why 96% of companies in the Fortune 500 prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin -- dubbed the nation's "top salesman" -- has made his ambitions for Thailand clear, declaring "Thailand is now open and ready for business. There's no better time to invest in Thailand than now."

That eagerness for growth and openness in business must go hand in hand with an openness to LGBTQ rights -- because it will generate what I like to call the "Return on EqualityTM" -- the economic benefits that businesses and governments can expect when they put LGBTQ people on equal legal footing with everyone else. By legalising same-sex marriage, Thailand will enable companies in high-value industries to expand their operations and create high-paying jobs that promote innovation, foster entrepreneurship, and attract significant foreign investment for the benefit of the Thai people.

Numerous studies have highlighted the precarious economic well-being of LGBTQ people in Thailand over the years, all demonstrating how legal inequality prevents them from being fully integrated into the country's economy, and thus preventing government and businesses in Thailand from reaping the benefits of their productivity. Businesses squander valuable employees' productivity and opportunities when they are expected to cover their identities at work (which 83% of LGBTQ+ employees do). On the other hand, global research shows that over 66% of LGBTQ+ professionals say that being out has had a positive impact on impact on their ability to do business and engage with clients. Moreover, LGBTQ+ inclusion drives measure gains for the stock performance of multinational corporations. In 2016, an analysis from Credit Suisse showed that LGBTQ-friendly businesses outperformed the MSCI All Country World Index, which measures global stock movements, by an average of 3%. If fuller engagement from employees helps spur innovation, bolster productivity, and decrease turnover, why would a country consciously decide to exclude LGBTQ+ talent from its economy?

Without marriage equality, the costs are countless - from insurance redundancies to tax implications to spousal benefits -- companies and governments around the world waste billions by failing to extend the synergies of marriage to LGBTQ+ families.

In a 2018 report assessing Thailand's economy related to LGBTQ people's rights, the World Bank recommended that the first step to addressing a number of these costs "would be to revise the Civil and Commercial Code and family and marriage laws to recognise same-sex relationships and families and to allow same-sex couples to register their marriage." The World Bank has conducted a range of studies with the Williams Institute, a US-based research organization, on just how much LGBTQ exclusion costs economies around the world. Ten years ago, Lee Badgett found that the economic cost of homophobia in India could exceed 1.7% of India's GDP, or $7.7bn. That was ten years ago. Imagine the cost in today's dollars.

Thailand's national tourism authority has also signalled its acceptance in its "Go Thai, Be Free" campaign, where it touts Thailand as "the most LGBTQ-welcoming country in Asia". As LGBTQ+ tourists, who constitute up to 10% of global travellers, are expected to grow the LGBTQ+ tourism market to $610 billion by 2032, Thailand has a real opportunity to solidify its position as the go-to destination for LGBTQ-friendly tourism by becoming Southeast Asia's first country to legalise same-sex marriage. And as lawmakers consider this important opportunity, they should know that the hundreds of CEOs and global corporations are both supportive -- and paying close attention. When Thailand does break forward, it can expect that a Return on Equality will come in more than just tourist dollars, but from gaining the approval of multi-national firms who will see the country as a place where they can easily recruit, retain, and move global talent. Who wouldn't want that?



Todd Sears is the founder and CEO of Out Leadership, a global LGBTQ+ equality firm with more than 100 multinational corporate members.
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																US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen's nearly weeklong visit to China, now underway, will most likely focus on US concerns about Chinese subsidies to producers of electric vehicles and other clean-tech goods.
While the availability of cheap EVs is good news for the planet and for consumers everywhere, it is bad news for shareholders and employees of Western car companies, and both the United States and the European Union are considering imposing import tariffs on Chinese EVs. But tariffs are the wrong approach.

EVs are superior to ICE (internal combustion engine) cars in many ways. They are the world's best hope for decarbonising passenger vehicles, short of moving away from cars altogether. They can provide crucial energy storage capacity for the electric grid, aiding broader decarbonisation efforts, which in turn will cut EVs' carbon footprint further. And their faster acceleration and smoother ride underpinned the early success of Tesla and other high-end EVs.

That first-mover advantage has since dissipated. Tesla has lost 30% of its market value since January, struggling to keep up with BYD and other much cheaper Chinese competitors.

That, too, is good news for the climate. Chinese oil demand is likely to have peaked last year, according to China's state oil company. The reason is obvious: EVs and hybrids now account for roughly 40% of new car sales, twice the global share.

Some of the Chinese government's EV subsidies are justified, both on the supply and the demand sides. They can represent the best option for internalising positive learning-by-doing and scale externalities and for helping producers climb the learning curve and slide down the cost curve beyond what the market would deliver on its own.

That is especially true for batteries, a key input in the EV supply chain. The patent system provides crucial incentives for private innovation, but it does so highly imperfectly. Research and development has positive social spillovers, making it deserving of taxpayers' support.

Targeted demand subsidies are similarly justified, because they speed up EV adoption, helped by positive learning-by-doing and network externalities. The latter calls for direct support for an increase in the number of charging stations, itself deserving of direct subsidies (though over time, policymakers should phase down subsidies and instead increase gasoline taxes).

While the success of Chinese EVs has spooked Western car manufacturers, some of the pain is self-inflicted. Having bet on massive gas-guzzlers for too long, they delayed the all-but-inevitable switch to EVs. But that's not all: Chinese EVs are cheaper for the same reason that most everything manufactured in China tends to be cheaper than American or European products.

Introducing EV tariffs in response to intense lobbying by Western car manufacturers might make for good election-year politics. After all, taxing one's own citizens -- including via carbon taxes -- is politically difficult, while "taxing" others is sometimes viewed more favourably, especially by those with lower trust in government.

But while some tariffs, like Europe's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), are eminently justifiable because they specifically address the negative carbon externality, those aimed at Chinese EVs or other products such as solar panels, which are crucial for the global green transition, are not.

A much better idea is to subsidise domestic manufacturing, an approach reflected in the US Inflation Reduction Act and Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, and in targeted EU subsidies. Some of these subsidies can be justified simply as a politically feasible, second-best alternative to carbon pricing, including as a stepping stone toward pricing policies.

Tariffs may be preferred on "public finance" grounds: they generate government revenues, while subsidies cost taxpayers money. But that calculus is shortsighted. Early analyses of the Inflation Reduction Act show that its hundreds of billions of dollars' worth of subsidies raise economic output in the US and elsewhere, both during and after the initial decade of government spending.

European car manufacturers have realised this and are themselves now calling for further subsidies in lieu of tariffs, seeking an Airbus-like, cross-country alliance to subsidise European EV manufacturing. While any subsidy scheme is messy and raises a host of thorny political-economy and economic-efficiency questions, such subsidies are surely preferable to EV tariffs.

The threat of tariffs can serve a useful purpose, especially if, like the EU's CBAM, it is aimed at the carbon content of traded goods, with the explicit goal being to encourage higher carbon prices elsewhere. Given the carbon intensity of Chinese manufacturing, such carbon tariffs alone could give a boost to US and especially EU EV manufacturers. But a punitive tariff that raises the prices of EVs and reduces competition is counterproductive. A subsidy race, together with stronger efforts at pricing carbon dioxide emissions, is vastly superior to a tariff war. The world will be both richer and cleaner for it. (c)2024 Project Syndicate 

Gernot Wagner is a climate economist at Columbia Business School. Shang-Jin Wei, a former chief economist at the Asian Development Bank, is Professor of Finance and Economics at Columbia Business School and Columbia University's School of International and Public Affairs.
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        New movies out this week: March 11-17
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        Surveying efforts to halt cybercrime
        Despite attempts by state authorities to suppress cybercrime, the number of cases and damage have yet to decline as fraudsters continue to devise increasingly sophisticated ways to deceive people.

      

      
        South African songwriter Alice Phoebe Lou  to perform at Decommune in Bangkok in May
        Renowned concert promoter HAVE YOU HEARD? proudly presents the debut Bangkok performance of South African singer-songwriter Alice Phoebe Lou. Prepare to be captivated by her soul-stirring tunes such as Glow, Open My Door and Lose My Head as she takes the stage on May 26 at Decommune.

      

      
        Applications open for grant programme
        100 Tonson Foundation is accepting applications for the second "Open Call For Art Projects". A complete proposal with a recent or newly developed project should be submitted by April 30.

      

      
        Two artists join hands to push boundaries
        When two virtuosos from the realm of street art join hands in an art show, there must be something special about their work. This is true in "The Other Side", which is running at Trendy Gallery, until May 26.

      

      
        The charm of Songkran
        After being listed as a Unesco Intangible Cultural Heritage late last year, Songkran is gaining momentum in drawing tourists to Thailand. In an attempt to boost tourism, Thai New Year celebrations get under way today and will last until April 17 in various places.

      

      
        Places to ring in Thai New Year
        To ring in Thai New Year, temples and public spaces around the country have been transformed into entertainment hubs. During the Songkran Festival, tourists can experience religious ceremonies, cultural performances and water fights, all of which honour the charm of Thai cultural heritage.

      

      
        New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 10-16
        Looking for a tile to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!

      

      
        Lenovo expounds on 'AI for All' vision
        Lenovo is transitioning from a PC company into a global technology powerhouse by empowering customers' digital intelligence transformation in the age of artificial intelligence (AI), says a senior executive.

      

      
        Farewell to a maestro
        The world of molam has been in mourning since news emerged that Thailand's greatest phin player Thongsai Thap Thanon passed away on March 20 at his home in Warin Chamrap district, Ubon Ratchathani, at the age of 77. The phin is a two- or three-stringed Isan Lao lute that is part of the trinity of molam instruments, along with the iconic khaen (free reed bamboo mouth organ) and the sor (fiddle).
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									New movies out this week: March 11-17

									'Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire' is the sequel to 'Ghostbusters: Afterlife' and the fifth film in the franchise
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
								 

[image: ]

 Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire


Directed by Gil Kenan.

Who's in it?

Paul Rudd, Carrie Coon and Finn Wolfhard.

What's it about?

The Spengler family returns to where it all started - the iconic New York City firehouse - to team up with the original Ghostbusters, who've developed a top-secret research lab to take busting ghosts to the next level. But when the discovery of an ancient artifact unleashes an evil force, Ghostbusters new and old must join forces to protect their home and save the world from a second Ice Age.

Why watch it?

The movie opens with a 1923 part poem from Robert Frost's Fire and Ice: "But if it had to perish twice, I think I know enough of hate, To say that for destruction ice, Is also great, And would suffice..."
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 Morrison


Directed by Phuttiphong Aroonpheng.

Who's in it?

Hugo Chulachak Chakrabongse, Chicha Amatayakul and Joe Cummings.

What's it about?

Jimmy, a 40-year-old former pop-star turned engineer, is sent to the region of his childhood to supervise the renovation of an old hotel. Once settled, Jimmy finds out the once flamboyant hotel has become a ruin, a maze of narrow corridors and a relic of a bygone era, which still bears the scars of the American occupation. In the heart of this mysterious place, Jimmy will wander between dream and fantasy and retrace his family's history.

Why watch it?

The hotel today is composed of the remnants of a paradise, while the people who remain struggle with a life of hardship. Through the decaying hotel, Morrison presents a projection of the aftermath of American power during the Cold War, whose wounds still haunt Thai society decades later.
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 Civil War


Directed by Alex Garland.

Who's in it?

Nick Offerman, Kirsten Dunst and Wagner Moura.

What's it about?

A journey across a dystopian future America, following a team of military-embedded journalists as they race against time to reach DC before rebel factions descend upon the White House.

Why watch it?

Alex Garland's last film as director.



 

[image: ]

 April, Come She Will


Directed by  Tomokazu Yamada

Who's in it?

Takeru Satoh, Masami Nagasawa and Nana Mori.

What's it about?

Shun Fujishiro is a psychiatrist and works at a university hospital in Tokyo. He is engaged to Yayoi Sakamoto. One day in April, when he is about to marry Yayoi Sakamoto, he receives a letter from his first love Haru Iyoda. They dated 10 years ago. Suddenly, his fiance Yayoi Sakamoto disappears.

Why watch it?

Based on novel Shigatsu ni Nareba Kanojo wa by Genki Kawamura (published November 4, 2016).
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									Surveying efforts to halt cybercrime

									EXPLAINER: Fraudsters use innovative tactics, but authorities are mustering a coordinated response to the threat
								

								Despite attempts by state authorities to suppress cybercrime, the number of cases and damage have yet to decline as fraudsters continue to devise increasingly sophisticated ways to deceive people.
								Q: Why has cybercrime continued unabated?

According to Prasert Jantararuangthong, the digital economy and society (DES) minister, the number of cybercrime cases remains constant and damage averages 100 million baht daily, though the ministry's Anti-Online Scam Operation Centre (AOC) was established as a one-stop service point to tackle rampant online scams.

He attributed the ongoing online scams to more sophisticated strategies.

More importantly, there is not seamless integration among all relevant agencies working to reduce online crime, said Mr Prasert.

"Handling online scammers and preventing damage cannot be accomplished by some agencies. A concerted effort is needed by all state agencies to create comprehensive protection," he said.

A source in the telecom industry who requested anonymity said one crucial issue is the "full-circuit connection", as Thai telecom operators install underground cables near border areas and expand into neighbouring countries through cooperative agreements with local companies in those nations.

This infrastructure is meant to lower telecom costs for clients under these agreements, but these connections are being used by scammers to make calls to phone numbers in Thailand, said the source.

Q: What measures have been implemented?

In the past, state authorities introduced a series of efforts to deal with cybercrime, such as measures suppressing mule accounts and mule SIM cards.

These included the removal of illegal telecom towers, internet cable and telephone lines along border areas.

The National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) has been working on mule SIM cards. The commission requested people with more than 100 SIM cards to re-register them and verify their identities by Feb 14 this year.

Some 2.57 million card owners verified their identities. The DES Ministry and Royal Thai Police deactivated more than 800,000 mule SIM cards.

Recently Google Thailand partnered with the DES Ministry to launch initiatives to keep Thais safe online.

An enhanced Google Play Protect feature safeguards Android mobile phone users against scams and financial fraud. The feature blocks the installation of potentially risky "sideloaded" apps.

Sideloading is the installation of software or apps from other downloaded sources that are not authorised.

The feature was rolled out to users in Thailand, the second country after Singapore.

Google also has multiple layers of built-in protections on Android and Google Play, including spam protection in messages, safe browsing on Chrome, and Google Play Protect, which now includes real-time scanning.

Q: What new measures can consumers expect in the future?

Mr Prasert held a meeting on April 9 with related authorities to deal with call centre gangs, aiming to suppress all forms of online crime.

The meeting included representatives from the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), NBTC, Bank of Thailand, Thai Bankers' Association, Anti-Money Laundering Office, Department of Special Investigation, Royal Thai Police, Interior Ministry, Defence Ministry, and Foreign Affairs Ministry.

The meeting follows an order by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin on April 1 that related state authorities show concrete results of their crackdown on rampant online fraud within 30 days. This fraud includes call centre scams, illegal online gambling and fake news.

The meeting called for several measures to tackle cybercrime and call centre scams, but Mr Prasert acknowledged everything could not be accomplished within 30 days, as some measures require agencies to revise their rules.

The state agencies also asked the Office of the Consumer Protection Board to revise rules related to cash on delivery to prevent scams from the sale of online products. Progress on this revision is expected by May.

Relevant agencies were also instructed to accelerate their data integration. The DES Ministry and the AOC are expected to co-host the integration.

All agencies must submit related information to the AOC and the ministry, such as mule accounts, mule SIM cards, suspected URL/Line information of gambling websites, or other information the AOC requests.

The meeting on Tuesday also assigned the Royal Thai Police to prepare an action plan to suppress call centre gangs and online crime, devising a clear goal.

The DES Ministry and Royal Thai Police are expected to seek cooperation with neighbouring countries to solve online crime problems. They are also instructed to ask the Department of Provincial Administration to survey migrants living in Thailand and report the information to the AOC, which will examine whether the migrants are members of call centre gangs.

Q: How many scams are occurring in Thailand?

According to the Royal Thai Police, there were 461,044 cybercrime cases from March 1, 2022 to March 15, 2024, resulting in damage of 63.6 billion baht.

The scam with the highest amount of damages was tricking people into making an online investment, with 37,829 cases and damage of 20.7 billion baht.

Call centre scams totalled 31,184 cases with damage of 7.84 billion baht.

There were 59,187 reported cases where victims transferred money to scammers in exchange for jobs, resulting in damage of 7.4 billion baht, and 3,558 cases related to digital assets with damage of 3.67 billion baht.

During the period, victims requested 294,097 suspicious bank accounts be frozen with a value of 20 billion baht, of which 4.87 billion was frozen.

In the 2023 Asia Fraud Annual Report by Whoscall, an app that identifies unknown callers and prevents smartphone scams, scam attempts in Thailand increased by 12.2 million from 2022.

The report found Thailand is the biggest target for SMS scams in Asia, receiving 58 million suspicious messages throughout the year.

Scammers used fake links, fake log-in requests, prompts to download malicious software and fake one-page shopping sites in their attempts to trick users.

Though scams decreased in Asia and globally, the study found Thais are at greater risk than ever of online fraud, with 79 million fraudulent calls and scam SMS messages attempted, an 18% increase from 66.7 million attempts in 2022.

Last year Thais received 20.8 million scam calls, up by 22% from 17 million in 2022.

Fraudulent SMS messages increased by 17% to 58 million in 2023.

Thais have the highest risk of SMS fraud in Asia. Whoscall reported Thais received an average of 20.3 fraudulent SMS messages last year, followed by the Philippines with 19.3 and Hong Kong 16.2.

Fraudulent SMS scams in Thailand focus on online gambling and loans, attracting victims with phrases such as "new username", "free giveaways" and "get 500 baht free when making your first deposit".

In addition, scammers also started impersonating government agencies, such as the electricity authority.

The annual report warned about such tactics, including impersonating delivery services in attempts to defraud the public.

The report tallied 347 million phone and SMS scams worldwide, a 14% decrease from 405 million recorded in 2022.

In Asia, the fraud trend decreased for a second consecutive year because of cooperation to raise awareness of online fraud threats between governments, business and the public, according to the company.

In June 2023, Whoscall introduced features to allow users to scan URLs and detect suspicious SMS messages.

As a result, it found 4.5% of messages contained suspicious links, with the three most common messages featuring fake log-in requests (27%), prompts to download malicious software (20%) and links to fake one-page shopping sites (8%).
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									South African songwriter Alice Phoebe Lou  to perform at Decommune in Bangkok in May

									
								

								Renowned concert promoter HAVE YOU HEARD? proudly presents the debut Bangkok performance of South African singer-songwriter Alice Phoebe Lou. Prepare to be captivated by her soul-stirring tunes such as Glow, Open My Door and Lose My Head as she takes the stage on May 26 at Decommune.
								Hailing from Cape Town, South Africa, Alice Phoebe Lou embarked on her musical journey as a busker upon relocating to Berlin in 2012. Despite facing adversity from critics and fellow musicians vying for prime performance spots, she persevered and honed her craft. With sheer determination, she discovered her ability to craft songs imbued with profound meaning, resonating deeply with audiences. Transitioning into a fully-fledged artist, Alice Phoebe Lou's musical prowess caught the attention of audiences, leading to performances at prestigious events such as TEDx and SXSW.  Despite lucrative offers from music labels, she remained steadfast in her pursuit of artistic freedom.

Her musical journey has been a testament to her growth and introspection, culminating in a series of evocative albums. From the introspective musings of Orbit to the poignant reflections in Paper Castles, each album serves as a chronicle of her personal evolution. In her latest offering Shelter, Alice Phoebe Lou explores the complexities of life with newfound confidence and maturity.

At the age of 30, Alice Phoebe Lou's perspective on life has evolved, imbuing her songs with a depth of emotion and wisdom that resonates with audiences of all ages. Through her music, she invites listeners to embrace change and growth, embracing the beauty of life's journey.

Alice Phoebe Lou will play in Bangkok at Decommune, 469 Phra Sumen Road, on May 26. Tickets are 1,600 baht, available at ticketmelon.com.
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									Applications open for grant programme

									
								

								100 Tonson Foundation is accepting applications for the second "Open Call For Art Projects". A complete proposal with a recent or newly developed project should be submitted by April 30.
								Eligible applicants are Thai contemporary artists in any discipline, Thai or international curators and scholars working on a project about Thai contemporary art, as well as international contemporary artists who want to present their collaborative projects with Thai contemporary artists, Thai curators or Thai scholars.

The selected project will be exhibited at 100 Tonson Foundation in Bangkok for six months from November this year to May 2025. It will also receive marketing and organising support from the foundation's team and also an exhibition budget of 500,000 baht.

The project is one of the grant programmes that aim to elevate the stature of Thai contemporary art further internationally and support the progress of the local art community. The first "Open Call For Art Projects" was a resounding success in 2022.

The selected artists were Savinee Buranasilapin and Tom Dannecker from Thingsmatter, who created a remarkable site-specific architecture-based installation, Field Collapse, together with six well-attended public programmes.

Beyond a physical exhibition space, 100 Tonson Foundation bolsters  and nurtures Thai art's infrastructure by giving generous grants to artists, curators, writers, researchers, and art institutions to fulfil independent projects and exhibitions worldwide.

This year, it plans to build upon its collaborative projects through funding and partnering with the Bangkok Art Biennale Foundation to showcase The Spirits Of Maritime Crossing, curated by Apinan Poshyananda.

This major project from Southeast Asia will be part of the 60th International Art Exhibition at Venice Biennale 2024.

For the project application form,  visit 100tonsonfoundation.org.
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									Two artists join hands to push boundaries

									
								

								When two virtuosos from the realm of street art join hands in an art show, there must be something special about their work. This is true in "The Other Side", which is running at Trendy Gallery, until May 26.
								This is the first-ever collaborative art exhibition by Takrit Krutphum, aka October29, and Kasemwit Chaweewat, aka Poorboy, who redefine their characters and perspectives and offer a glimpse into another aspect of their creativity. Viewers are invited to inspect another side of the cheeky furry monkey that Poorboy created to reflect the concept of saving the world. This time, the artist has chosen to portray this signature character, also called Poorboy, in bold tones. October29, meanwhile, presents his sly character Hele, a red and black rabbit demon with a provocative expression, in pastel hues.

Their collaborative artwork, including that of the artists themselves, demonstrates the versatility that comes with breaking away from conventional moulds. This freshness doesn't discard their original essence, rather, it constructs new spirits within familiar forms.

The show reflects the fact that within this diversity we should learn to explore every facet of each other. It's the aesthetics of life we should have as long as we live in society.

Trendy Gallery is on the 2nd floor of River City Bangkok, Charoen Nakhon Road.

Visit trendygallery.co.th.
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									The charm of Songkran

									Life explores options to celebrate Thai New Year in Bangkok and Samut Prakan
								

								After being listed as a Unesco Intangible Cultural Heritage late last year, Songkran is gaining momentum in drawing tourists to Thailand. In an attempt to boost tourism, Thai New Year celebrations get under way today and will last until April 17 in various places.
								As streets turn into lively battlefields for water splashing from tomorrow, some people might prefer to spend the long weekend in the capital to escape gridlock. This year, Life is providing day-trip options in Bangkok and Samut Prakan where people of all ages can get involved in splashing water and take part in the charm of Thai culture.
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Wat Phra Chetuphon Wimon Mangkhalaram is offering a range of cultural performances and leisure activities for people of all ages.




Bangkok

Built in the Ayutthaya era and reconstructed in the reign of King Rama I, Wat Chana Songkhram Ratchaworamaha- wihan is an ideal spot to begin the New Year, since its name denotes victory.

Just a stone's throw from Khao San Road, this temple was formerly known as Wat Klang Na before being renamed to honour Viceroy Maha Surasinghanat, who won a trio of victories against the Burmese army. Thus, it seems that visiting there on New Year's Day is a blessing of a trouble-free future.

Inside, the ubosot houses a lacquered and gilded stucco statue of Phra Phuttha Norasi Trilokchet Mahetthisak Puchaniyajayanta Gautama Boromasasada to which worshippers can pray for success and peace. Outside, visitors can sprinkle scented water on statues and Buddha's footprints and pay homage to statues of the Goddess of Mercy, and Katyayana (Laughing Buddha), which sit in a Chinese-style shrine.

Afterwards, visitors can take a 2km tuk tuk ride to Wat Phra Chetuphon Wimon Mangkhalaram in Rattanakosin island. There, visitors can dress in vintage Thai outfits and visualise themselves in the Ayutthaya period when this historic temple was built.
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When King Rama I relocated the capital to the eastern banks of the Chao Phraya River, the temple was renovated and King Rama III expanded the monastery compound by building two viharas, Missakawan Park, a library hall and a teaching hall.

Upon arrival, visitors can pour fragrant water over Buddha statues and create sand pagodas against the backdrop of stone sculptures illustrating classic Thai yoga poses. You can also write your name and wishes on a long yellow robe that will be used to wrap a sacred Bodhi tree on April 17.

The temple's ubosot enshrines a statue of Phra Buddha Theva Patimakorn and some ashes of King Rama I, while the walls are covered with striking murals that depict Mahosatha Pandita (The Great Bachelor of Mithila City), the disciple Phra Etadagga and eight effigies of the Holy Priests standing on the lowest pedestal.

In the main hall, visitors can worship the tremendous 46m statue of the Reclining Buddha, whose mother-of-pearl-inlaid soles depict 108 auspicious symbols, for prosperity, good health and achievement in the forthcoming year.
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From 12.30pm to 10pm, the temple ground will be turned into an entertainment venue featuring a wide range of interesting cultural performances from different regions such as phi ta khon (an Isan-style ghost mask parade), klong sabat chai (Lanna-style drum show), khon mask dance, likay (Thai  folk theatre) and southern-style nora dance as well as a luk thung singing contest.

Experts will also demonstrate how to make kites and traditional fragrances, while 110 vendors will set up booths to offer a variety of local delicacies, lifestyle products and handicrafts. There will also be 40 experienced fortune tellers on hand for consultations.

Today, the Maha Songkran World Water Festival 2024 officially kicks off at 5.30pm and visitors can watch 20 magnificent processions of Buddha images, Mahodhara Devi (the Nang Songkran goddess of 2024), Songkran traditions from 16 provinces with 1,000 performers, and a march from Phan Fa Lilat Bridge to the Ratchadamnoen Klang Avenue and Sanam Luang.

Until April 15, Sanam Luang will also serve as a colourful cultural square where visitors can sprinkle water on sacred Buddha images for blessings and enjoy cultural performances from five different regions, vibrant light displays, striking projection mapping and drone shows that highlight the charm of Thai traditions.
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In Samut Prakan, the Mon community is showcasing a grand procession of mythical creatures to celebrate Songkran Festival.




Samut Prakan

From Saturday until April 15, Mon descendants will gather in Phra Pradaeng district for the Phra Pradaeng Songkran Festival to celebrate their unique cultural heritage. Visitors can see the stunning procession of huge swan-like sculptures and sand pagodas adorned with centipede-like flags making its way to Wat Klang Na.

Built in the reign of King Rama III, the old temple houses the ancient Lopburi-style statue of Luang Pu Mon and its ritual ground welcomes Buddhist pilgrims to offer prayers in hope of receiving blessings. Younger generations will also take to the stage for various cultural performances during the day.

Alternatively, those wanting to keep away from chaos can start their day by worshiping a colossal 32m-tall statue of Phra Phutthalokchet Wiset Kittipan Mahachonbuchit at Wat Bang Ping. It comes in a posture of disclosing three worlds and visitors can pray for explicit vision, prosperity and good health.
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Situated on Srinagarindra Road, the ubosot's astonishing 3D illuminated murals chronicle the story of Lord Buddha's life and a multitude of small Buddha statues are set on the walls to represent the belief of 108 Buddhas. As pilgrims pass through the gateway, they can imagine themselves ascending to the centre of the Buddhist universe.

When the lights are dimmed, the path leads to Mount Meru, which is surrounded by Khao Sattaboriphan (the Seven Mountains) and Himmapan Forest, with a backdrop of Phra Samut Chedi and Bhumibol Bridges showcasing a co-existence of old and new.

On the other side, visitors can observe His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej the Great's royal projects such as the Thailand Royal Rainmaking Project, Bhumibol Dam, the Chang Hua Man Royal Initiative and Agricultural Project, and the Doi Inthanon Royal Project.

Before leaving the temple, visitors can ascend the 179m-tall Samut Prakan Learning Park and City Observation Tower to take in the significant trading hub on the banks of Chao Phraya River. With a budget of 593 million baht, it combines a museum, a kids' learning centre, a public library and an observation deck all under one roof.


[image: ]
Wat Bang Ping boasts a 32m-tall statue of Phra Phutthalokchet Wiset Kittipan Mahachonbuchit and 3D illuminated murals.
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The Phra Chulachomklao Fort, Bhumibol Bridges, the Phra Samut Chedi, and the mouth of the Chao Phraya River are just a few of the famous sights of Samut Prakan that can be seen from the observation deck on the 25th floor.

Also, the interactive exhibition "From Tales To Town" will transport visitors back to the heydays of the Ayutthaya era when this old town functioned as the frontline for marine commerce and the defence of the Kingdom's borders.

It is divided into six zones, one of which is titled "Pioneering The Old Front Pier" and tells the tale of the ancient Dutch trading port of New Amsterdam using projection mapping and cutting-edge light and sound diorama techniques.

The "Advancing Defensive Turret" zone is designed to resemble a mini theatre, where visitors can immerse themselves in the 1893 Franco-Siamese War, which ended when Siam agreed to cede occupied land in Laos to France in exchange for peace. As a result of this fight, Siam advanced into modernisation and formed Thailand's modern navy.
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In Muang Boran visitors can experience a traditional water battle and cultural rituals.
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Located 10km away from the observation tower, Muang Boran celebrates Songkran from Saturday until April 16 with a wide range of cultural performances and leisure activities such as muay Thai boxing. Visitors in colourful floral-inspired shirts can pour water on Buddha images for blessings and create sand pagodas before fighting against domesticated elephants in a water war.

Those avoiding water splashing can take a break at the Old Market Town and savour some traditional Thai delicacies and drinks in a nostalgic setting. It is home to barbers, old-fashioned boutiques, a traditional casino, a bawdy house as well as theatres for nang yai shadow plays and Chinese opera to capture the lifestyle of the old days.

This largest outdoor museum in Thailand boasts several landmarks from the four regions and visitors who want to tour the country on a quick trip can rent bicycles or ride trams. For example, the Phra Maha That Chaiya stupa in Surat Thani is influenced by Chandi Pawana in Indonesia and its pediments are engraved with Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara stuccos in different postures.
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The Samut Prakan Learning Park and City Observation Tower provides breathtaking views of the Chao Phraya River and an exhibition that highlights the history of the province.
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Standing in the heart of the Central Region zone, a replica of Sanphet Throne Hall takes visitors back to the reign of King Phra Baromtrai Lokanat when it served as a ceremonial site for coronations and other important events. Inside, there is a private collection of old porcelain, and silver and gold nielloware as well as spectacular murals of the Hindu god Narayana on view.

Perched atop a hill, the Mondop of the Footprint of the Lord Buddha is the best viewpoint to take in panoramic perspectives of the ancient city. This Ayutthaya-style building is modelled from the original in Saraburi which houses a Buddha footprint from India.

Travel info

Wat Phra Chetuphon Wimon Mangkhalaram is organising Songkran celebrations from today until April 17. It's open from 9am to 10pm. For more information, call 083-057-7100 or visit facebook.com/watphonews.

The Maha Songkran World Water Festival 2024 at Sanam Luang takes place from today until April 15. For more details, visit facebook.com/ThailandFestival.

Samut Prakan Learning Park and City Observation Tower is open daily from 10am-5pm (except Monday). For more details, call 098-241-9495 or visit facebook.com/horchommuangsamutprakan (in Thai).

Muang Boran is hosting Songkran celebrations from Saturday until April 16. Tickets are 200 baht for adults. It's open daily from 9am to 7pm. For more details, call 02-026-8800-9 or visit facebook.com/muangborantheancientcity.
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									Places to ring in Thai New Year

									
								

								To ring in Thai New Year, temples and public spaces around the country have been transformed into entertainment hubs. During the Songkran Festival, tourists can experience religious ceremonies, cultural performances and water fights, all of which honour the charm of Thai cultural heritage.
								In Chiang Mai, Paweni Pi Mai Mueang continues until April 20, allowing worshippers to pour water on revered Buddha statues at 11 temples, including Wat Chiang Yuen, Wat Jet Lin, Wat Lok Moli, Wat Pa Pao and Wat Chiang Man, in an effort to conserve Lanna-style traditions.

From Saturday until April 15, the Songkran Chiang Mai Water Fest will take place at Tha Phae Gate and feature a beauty pageant, Lanna lantern and sand pagoda competitions, a Lanna-style offerings contest as well as a three-day water splashing celebration.

Until tomorrow, the ancient town of Sukhothai is hosting the Song Nam Oi Tan ceremony at Phraya Lithai Monument and Si Satchanalai Historical Park to mark the start of the new year. In Mueang district, visitors can gather on Khao Tok Road and wear colourful floral shirts to join in the Flowery Shirt Songkran festival from tomorrow until April 15.

The northeastern town of Nakhon Phanom will organise a Songkran festival on Khao Pun Road and Hat Sai Thong Sikotbun from tomorrow until April 16. It will feature a visually striking parade of floral floats, nine different ethnic cultures, a khao pun eating contest, a som tam competition, building of sand pagodas, a water tunnel and a handicraft exhibition.

The southern town of Songkhla is drawing tourists with the Hatyai Midnight Songkran festival tomorrow and on Saturday. To greet guardian deities at the start of the new year, a procession of the Rap Thiamda rite, which includes various offerings, and banana floats with triangular flags will take place from Thammanoon Vithi Road to Saneha Nusorn Road. The midnight water splash fight will begin with a grand carnival parade and a Songkran beauty pageant.

In the old town of Ayutthaya, Songkran fun is scheduled to take place from Saturday until April 15. At a temple, pilgrims can see a parade of elephants, Buddha statues, the goddess Nang Songkran and Thai customs. Meanwhile, on Saturday, Wat Thong Bor in the Bang Pa-in district will have a Songkran celebration in honour of the distinctive Mon cultural heritage. Visitors dressed in traditional Mon outfits can pour water on Buddha images and participate in a swan and centipede flag procession and a robe procession to wrap around a pagoda.

Visit facebook.com/ThailandFestival.
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Fusion Suites Phuket Patong.




Beat the heat at Fusion Suites Patong

To celebrate the Songkran festival, Fusion Suites Phuket Patong is offering a special "Beat The Heat" package for those booking a stay until April 20. With prices starting at 4,599 baht per night, it offers a Grand Deluxe Jacuzzi Room for two persons, breakfast, a cocktail bucket, a crispy spicy fried chicken meal and a 45-minute spa treatment.

Visit fusion-suites.com.
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Visama Mae Chan.




Special Songkran deal at Visama Mae Chan luxury camp

Visama Mae Chan luxury camp in Chiang Rai rings in the Thai New Year with the Songkran Bliss package, available until the end of the month.

Starting at 9,000 baht per person, vacationers can book a two- or three-night stay and enjoy round-trip transfers from Chiang Rai airport, daily breakfast and dinner, on-call butler service, one signature excursion per stay, 20% off food and drink, one in-house activity per stay for two, and a movie night at the Ambalama fire pit.

Visit visamalodges.com. 
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 10-16

									15 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, HBO Go, Discovery, TLC and Prime Video
								

								Looking for a tile to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!
								APPLE TV+
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 Franklin


Premieres on April 12

A limited series based on Pulitzer Prize winner Stacy Schiff's book, "A Great Improvisation: Franklin, France, And The Birth Of America". The series explores the story of the greatest gamble of Benjamin Franklin's career. In December 1776, Franklin is world famous for his electrical experiments, but his passion and power are put to the test when -- as the fate of American independence hangs in the balance -- he embarks on a secret mission to France. At age 70, without any diplomatic training, Franklin convinced an absolute monarchy to underwrite America's experiment in democracy. By virtue of his fame, charisma and ingenuity, Franklin outmanoeuvred British spies, French informers and hostile colleagues to engineer the Franco-American alliance of 1778 and the peace treaty with England in 1783. The eight-year French mission stands as Franklin's most vital service to his country, without which America could not have won the Revolution. Diplomats and historians still regard it as the greatest single tour of duty by an ambassador in US history.



NETFLIX
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 Unlocked: A Jail Experiment 


Premieres on April 10

At an Arkansas detention facility, a sheriff implements a radical social experiment to grant men who are incarcerated more agency in this reality series.
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 Anthracite 


Premieres on April 10

An old case is wrenched open when a reporter goes missing, leading his web sleuth daughter to a small mountain town haunted by a sect, secrecy and death.
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 What Jennifer Did 


Premieres on April 10

When Jennifer Pan calls 911 to report that her parents have been shot, she becomes the primary focus of a captivating criminal case. 
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 The Hijacking Of Flight 601 


Premieres on April 10

After a plane is hijacked, two flight attendants must outwit their assailants amid intense negotiations in the air and on the ground.
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 Death Whisperer


Premieres on April 10

When a bloodthirsty spirit possesses a young girl in a remote village, her older brother leads the charge to banish it before she's consumed by evil.
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 Baby Reindeer 


Premieres on April 11

When a struggling comedian shows one act of kindness to a vulnerable woman, it sparks a suffocating obsession, which threatens to wreck both their lives.
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 Midsummer Night


Premieres on April 11

Carina brings her family together for a traditional Swedish midsummer, but the happy occasion goes awry when long-held secrets start to come to light.
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 Stolen 


Premieres on April 12

A young woman from Sweden's indigenous Sami community tracks down a killer to settle a personal score in this emotional drama inspired by real events.
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 Love, Divided 


Premieres on April 12

Valentina is a young pianist starting over. Her neighbour David is an inventor who hates noise. And a paper-thin wall is about to become their matchmaker.
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 Shin Godzilla


Premieres on April 15

When government forces fail to stop a colossal monster that has risen from the bay, an ad hoc team must find its weakness before it destroys mankind. 



HBO/HBO GO

Little Dixie 

Premieres on April 13

Doc facilitates a fragile truce between the governor and cartel, trading prosecutorial leniency for finance. With no more truce, Doc is left to fend for himself and protect the one untainted thing in his life: his daughter, Little Dixie.
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 The Sympathizer 


Premieres on April 15

Based on Viet Thanh Nguyen's Pulitzer Prize-winning novel of the same name, the movie is an espionage thriller and cross-culture satire about the struggles of a half-French, half-Vietnamese communist spy during the final days of the Vietnam War and his resulting exile in the United States.



DISCOVERY CHANNEL
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 The Curious Case of Natalia Grace: Natalia Speaks


Premieres on April 12

Picking up where the shocking finale of "The Curious Case Of Natalia Grace: left off, "Natalia Speaks" dives headfirst into the questions, controversies, and secrets unearthed in the first instalment, but this time, Natalia shares her side of the story. The six-part docu-series will also showcase an extensive, emotional sit down between Natalia and adoptive father Michael Barnett as they sit face-to-face for the first time and come to terms with the accusations that have been thrown around in both directions.



TLC
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 In the Kitchen with Abner and Amanda


Premieres on April 16

Abner and Amanda Ramirez have fun in the kitchen while whipping up their favourite recipes. As parents to three kids and professional musicians, they embrace the madness of cooking while juggling family life and creative endeavours.



PRIME VIDEO
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 Fallout


Premieres on April 11

Based on one of the greatest video game series of all time, the story of haves and have-nots in a world in which there's almost nothing left to have. Two-hundred years after the apocalypse, the gentle denizens of luxury fallout shelters are forced to return to the irradiated hellscape their ancestors left behind--and are shocked to discover an incredibly complex, gleefully weird, and highly violent universe waiting for them.
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									Lenovo expounds on 'AI for All' vision

									Firm wants to power digital revamp
								

								Lenovo is transitioning from a PC company into a global technology powerhouse by empowering customers' digital intelligence transformation in the age of artificial intelligence (AI), says a senior executive.
								Matt Codrington, vice-president and regional general manager of Lenovo Greater Asia-Pacific, said the company's "AI for All" vision focuses on unleashing the power of AI to drive intelligent transformation in every aspect -- from pockets to the cloud -- with its purpose-built AI-ready devices, infrastructure, solutions, and services that empower industries, enterprises and individuals.

Lenovo is working on the next generation of AI-ready and optimised infrastructure to bring powerful, tailored, scalable, and energy-efficient AI to customers through a hybrid approach, Mr Codrington said.

The new era of hybrid AI will help businesses unlock the power of their data wherever it is created and simplify the path to intelligent transformation by extending AI beyond the cloud and delivering it to businesses at the far edge in real-time.

"We offer an end-to-end portfolio, speedy digital transformation and give the customer the choice to choose a private or public foundation model. The hybrid approach can provide greater cost reduction," he said.

Mr Codrington said by planning to embrace intelligence transformation, customers have to understand technology and consider using the appropriate AI tech. Secondly, they will have to consider the operating areas in which to apply AI. Then implementation can be a learning process in which they can adjust the use of AI if necessary.

More importantly, customers need data strategies to ensure their data security, he noted.

Earlier this year, Lenovo introduced a full line-up of more than 40 new devices and solutions powered by AI, include new AI PC innovations across the company's Yoga, ThinkBook, ThinkPad, ThinkCentre, and Legion sub-brands that personalise the computing experience for both consumers and businesses.

NEURAL PROCESSING UNIT

By the second half of this year, the market will see AI PCs that include a neural processing unit (NPU) that is designed to specifically support AI tasks, said Mr Codrington.

"We expect to be the first in the market to launch new AI-based PCs that integrate an NPU," he said.

An NPU is an AI chip that performs AI tasks faster than a graphic processing unit or central processing unit (CPU).

For consumers, AI PCs will be a digital extension and act as a personal assistant to users. They will have the ability to understand user behaviour, preferences and predict what users need.

As well as hardware, Lenovo needs extensive partnerships and an ecosystem to provide more killer apps, Mr Codrington said. It now has 162 partners on board, he said.

Lenovo is also committing a further US$1 billion in investment in AI over three years focused on providing AI devices, AI-ready and AI-optimised computing infrastructure, as well as to embed AI-generated content into the intelligence solutions of vertical industries to help customers improve their productivity.

Mr Codrington also sees various business sectors transitioning towards the adoption of AI, ranging from finance and banking to healthcare, manufacturing and logistics.

"Businesses still need to innovate to gain a comparative advantage, pushing the possibilities and analytic capability, with an increase in productivity being the main reason for businesses to embrace the technology."

Mr Codrington said the market is signalling a rebound. Lenovo's third-quarter results revealed group revenue increased 3% year-on-year to $15.7 billion and revenue from non-PC businesses accounted for 42% of total group revenue.

The contribution of non-PC revenue reflects the success of the company's reorganisation into three core business groups: solutions and services; infrastructure solutions; and intelligence devices.

"The revenue performance reveals green shoots in the market where consumers and businesses are increasingly confident."

Thailand a key market

"Thailand is a very important market for Lenovo, and it is ranked in the top four among 14 markets in the Greater Asia-Pacific region, excluding Japan and India," said Mr Codrington.

Thailand has the second-largest market among the digital economies of Southeast Asia and the No.4 device market in the region.

"We are considering investment in the country in various forms from manufacturing-based to sales opportunities as an early adopter market," he said.

Mr Codrington said Lenovo is the only computer manufacturer to have factories in Mexico, the US, Japan and Taiwan. Lenovo was No.1 in Gartner's "Asia/Pacific Supply Chain Top 10" in 2023.

During the pandemic, the company learned the importance of a resilient supply chain. It uses AI to improve its efficiency to serve the "just in time" model for the delivery of parts as technology is constantly changing.

Woraphot Thavornwan, the newly appointed general manager of Lenovo Thailand and the rest of Indochina, said Thailand still has growth opportunities as the PC market signalled a rebound based on many factors. One major factor is the average replacement cycle for a PC is three years, he said.

Other factors include: the migration to Windows 11 as the end of support for Windows 10 is slated for Oct 14, 2025; the emergence of a new generation of CPUs; the government's approval of fiscal 2024 budget spending pertaining to technology projects; and the arrival of AI-enabled PCs.

In the past three quarters, Lenovo has become market leader in Thailand's combined commercial and consumer market, said Mr Woraphot.

"My goal is to maintain the company's leadership in Thailand," he said.

Mr Woraphot predicts stronger corporate customer demand for device-as-a-service and digital workplace solutions, which is a combination of state-of-the-art digital technologies and innovative services that deliver work-related technology, security, efficiency, along with employee satisfaction.

"With the signal for economic recovery, we think this is good year for Lenovo as it already offers end to end solutions from client devices to commercial and enterprise solutions and services," he said.

Thaneth Angkasirisan, newly appointed key account business lead at Lenovo Greater Asia-Pacific, said for the key account business, he sees a corporate trend to adopt AI for business transformation.

Mr Thaneth said Lenovo set a goal to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. Currently the company's manufacturing processes, logistics partners, and suppliers are minimising waste as part of this decarbonisation drive.
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									Farewell to a maestro

									Thongsai Thap Thanon was an exceptional phin player and a pioneer in the Isan music scene
								

								The world of molam has been in mourning since news emerged that Thailand's greatest phin player Thongsai Thap Thanon passed away on March 20 at his home in Warin Chamrap district, Ubon Ratchathani, at the age of 77. The phin is a two- or three-stringed Isan Lao lute that is part of the trinity of molam instruments, along with the iconic khaen (free reed bamboo mouth organ) and the sor (fiddle).
								Ajarn Thongsai was a key member of one of the region's most influential bands, Phet Phin Thong band, which, under the leadership of Noppadon Duangporn (1941-2019) developed Isan music, especially luk thung Isan country music.

Thongsai and Noppadon used a guitar pick-up to electrify what up until then had been a purely acoustic instrument. Thongsai created his own instrument using two bicycle brake wires, thereby enabling the instrument to accompany singing or strike out as a lead instrument.

Born on Nov 14, 1947, in Ban Nong Kin Phen in Ubon Ratchathani into a molam family, his father Pin Thap Thanon was a student of the legendary molam Thongkham Pengdee and well known in the region. Thongsai, who began his studies aged four, was encouraged to work hard. He was conscripted into the army in 1968, joining the Artillery Battalion Band where he performed international music. This experience helped him develop the phin sound and incorporate elements from outside molam music.

Noppadon set up the Petch Phin Thong Band in 1970, and Thongsai joined using the nickname Thongsai Hua Nak, which was derived from the famous naga head of the instrument. Just a year later, Thongsai led a molam troupe to perform in front of a Buddha statue at Ubonrat Dam and later presented a golden phin to HM King Bhumibol Adulyadej at a graduation ceremony at Khon Kaen University, who said that the instrument was the crown jewel of Isan's musical instruments. And so the band changed its name from Isan Luk Thung Phin Prasit Band to Phet Phin Thong.

[image: ]
Thongsai Thap Thanon. (Photo: Jason Lamai)



Thongsai's influence cannot be underestimated. His work with Phet Phin Thong and his own compositions left an indelible mark on the recording industry, but he was also a tireless educator who taught many phin players. Paradise Bangkok's Chris Menist noted on my Facebook page that Phet Phin Thong was a model for their band in the early days, and of course Khammao, Paradise Bangkok's phin player, studied with Thongsai.

Arthit Khamhongsa, a lecturer in traditional music at Mahasarakham University and leader of the All-Thidsa Molam Band, said that when he was a child, he would listen to Thongsai's cassettes.

"At that time," he said, "we could only study Thai classical music at school, and there were no phin lessons, so I would listen to Ajarn Thongsai's cassettes and play along. I really liked his sound because his technique was different, he made his own road, his own way. In the summer, I would go and seek him out."

Arthit said that not everyone appreciates that Thongsai was a prolific composer or that his work with Phet Phin Thong was crucial for the development of luk thung Isan. He regularly took his phin students to visit Thongsai to get tips on how to get a good sound; he was also willing to share his knowledge and skills with students of molam music. Thongsai also made his own phins, so students could learn how to place an electric pick-up or how to create the artistic neck of the instrument.

[image: ]
Phins belonging to Thongsai. (Photo: Jason Lamai)



The rise in popularity of the phin over the past 30 years was partly due to this energetic maestro -- without him there would have been no international release by Khun Narin's Electric Phin Band a few years back. I have recently seen and heard some very good foreign electric phin players, some of whom made the pilgrimage to pay homage to the master.

Thongsai won many awards in his long career, such as Outstanding Artist (Isan music) by the Office of the National Culture Commission in 2000. As there is no National Artist category for phin or khaen players, Thongsai never received the kind official support he deserved, although he did receive an Outstanding Artist award in the field of performing arts (Isan music) from the Office of the National Culture Commission in 2000.

Thongsai has appeared in many documentaries and news reports. You can see some of these and lots of live clips on YouTube. RIP maestro Thongsai Thap Thanon.




John Clewley can be contacted at clewley.john@gmail.com.
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