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      Breaking News

      
        Aung San Suu Kyi 'remains in prison'
        Informed sources in Myanmar say that Aung San Suu Kyi remains in prison in Nay Pyi Taw, dismissing reports that the former head of the civilian government had been moved to a house, according to The Irrawaddy, an independent Myanmar news outlet.

      

      
        'Big Joke' suspended from police force
        The acting national police chief has suspended deputy chief Surachate Hakparn and four subordinates accused of involvement with an online gambling network, according to a source familiar with the case.

      

      
        BAAC union queries lending capacity
        The labour union of the Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) is seeking legal opinions about whether the government can borrow from the state-owned bank to support its costly digital wallet handout.

      

      
        Russia seeks more contract soldiers
        Russia is preparing to enlist more contract soldiers as it presses its invasion of Ukraine, aiming to avoid -- at least for now -- another mass call-up that could undermine popular support for the war.

      

      
        Diesel subsidy possible if excise tax cut ends
        The Oil Fuel Fund Office (Offo) says it will continue to subsidise retail diesel prices if the government decides to end the diesel excise tax cut.

      

      
        Final high-speed rail contracts to be signed soon
        The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) expects the last two construction contracts for the first phase of the Thai-Chinese high-speed railway to be signed soon, according to Deputy Transport Minister Surapong Piyachote.

      

      
        Suriya vows 20-baht flat fare next year
        Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit says he is pushing for a 20-baht flat fare for all electric train lines to be introduced by September 2025 through a common ticketing system.

      

      
        India ready for election marathon
        NONGRIAT, India - India was preparing on Thursday for the world's largest general election, as polling officers clambered up hills, travelled deep into areas riven by violent insurgencies and crossed rivers to reach millions of voters across the sprawling nation of 1.4 billion.

      

      
        Cadmium waste buyer faces charge
        Police have charged the buyer of cadmium waste from Tak who stored tailings in Bangkok and Samut Sakhon with illegally possessing a hazardous substance.

      

      
        Visa waiver for Kazakh tourists made permanent
        The cabinet on Thursday approved the permanent waiving of visas for tourists from Kazakhstan, a government spokesperson said.
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                  Aung San Suu Kyi 'remains in prison'                

                Sources say Myanmar junta never said anything about overthrown former leader being moved
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                                Informed sources in Myanmar say that Aung San Suu Kyi remains in prison in Nay Pyi Taw, dismissing reports that the former head of the civilian government had been moved to a house, according to The Irrawaddy, an independent Myanmar news outlet.
A "pro-regime media outlet" in Myanmar was the first to report the claim that Aung San Suu Kyi and former president U Win Myint, who have been in custody since shortly after the 2021 military coup, had been moved to new locations, The Irrawaddy said.

An hour later, Maj Gen Zaw Min Tun, a regime spokesman, told the Burmese services of Voice of America and the BBC: "Not only Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and U Win Myint but also some [other] older prisoners were given necessary care since the weather is extremely hot."

He did not say anything about prisoners being moved, the report noted.

However, many media outlets in Myanmar and abroad appear to have interpreted the comments differently.

"Informed sources familiar with Suu Kyi and Nay Pyi Taw Prison said she remained there, adding that the regime may have provided air conditioners to protect her and other elderly prisoners from the current high temperatures," The Irrawaddy said.

Radio Free Asia reported recently that Aung San Suu Kyi, 78, is believed to be in solitary confinement in the Nay Pyi Taw prison in the capital.

Each week, it said, her legal team receives a list of items she needs in detention, which they deliver every Monday. However, they are not allowed to see her when they go to the prison.

Aung San Suu Kyi has been detained by the Myanmar military since it overthrew her government in 2021. She is serving a combined 27 years in prison on convictions ranging from treason and bribery to violations of the telecommunications law.

The Nobel Peace Prize laureate denied all the charges, which her supporters say were politically motivated, but she has lost all of her appeals so far before the country's Supreme Court.

Media outlets reported that during her months-long trial, Aung San Suu Kyi had suffered dizzy spells and vomiting. She is also said to have been suffering from dental problems while in prison.
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                  'Big Joke' suspended from police force                

                Acting chief signs order as investigation into gambling links and money laundering continues
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                                The acting national police chief has suspended deputy chief Surachate Hakparn and four subordinates accused of involvement with an online gambling network, according to a source familiar with the case.
The source said Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet signed the order, which took immediate effect on Thursday.

Apart from Pol Gen Surachate, aka Big Joke, the order applied to Pol Col Kittichai Sangkhathaworn, deputy police commander of Songkhla province; Pol Lt Col Krit Pariyaket, deputy chief of the Phra Samut Chedi police station in Samut Prakan; and two traffic patrol policemen: Pol Sgt Natthawut Wadwaew and Pol Sgt Natthanan Chuchak.

All five are suspected of being involved in money-laundering in relation to the BNK Master gambling network.

The source said that Pol Gen Kitrat based the decision on a disciplinary investigation, noting that the courts had approved warrants for the arrest of the five suspects.

Pol Gen Kitrat discussed the decision with Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin at Government House after a cabinet meeting on Thursday morning, the source said.

The five have the right to petition against the order.

On March 20, the prime minister transferred Pol Gen Surachate and national police chief Torsak Sukvimol to inactive posts and named Pol Gen Kitrat as the acting chief.

The two sidelined senior officers had been engaged in a long-running feud, with public accusations flying back and forth about involvement with illegal gambling networks.

Pol Gen Surachate on April 2 turned himself in to police to answer charges of money laundering, just hours after investigators obtained a warrant for his arrest. He was subsequently released on bail.

A committee set up by the prime minister to investigate the affair said recently that it had found there were grounds to the allegation that Pol Gen Surachate was involved in money laundering.

On Thursday Pol Gen Kitrat also formed a new investigative committee to look into the roles of the five suspects he suspended.

The committee consists of 14 police officers who range in rank from lieutenant colonel up to general.

It is headed by Pol Gen Sarawut Karnpanich, a deputy national chief, and also includes Pol Lt Gen Nopawat Arayangkun, a deputy police inspector-general; and Pol Maj Gen Montree Theskhan, head of the Crime Suppression Division.

The new panel will follow up on the work of an earlier investigation by a committee that included detectives from the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau.

The previous investigation found that the administrator of the BNK Master gambling website transferred money to a bank account held by Pol Lt Col Krit, though not in his name.

Money was then transferred from that account to the accounts of the two suspected sergeants. They in turn were reportedly ordered to deliver envelopes of cash to Pol Gen Surachate's residence. The transactions took place between Feb 8 and Nov 3, 2022, the investigators found.

[image: ]
Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet has been serving as acting national police chief since last month when Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin transferred Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol, who held the chief's office, and Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn to inactive posts in the PM's Office pending an investigation into allegations against both men.
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                Legal opinions sought on whether government can use state bank to support digital wallet handout
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                                The labour union of the Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) is seeking legal opinions about whether the government can borrow from the state-owned bank to support its costly digital wallet handout.
Opinions differ among the membership, union president Supachai Vongvekin said on Thursday. Some suggest the government can borrow from the bank, under an amendment to the BAAC Act of 1966.

The amendment, Section 9(3), says the BAAC operates as a financial institution for rural development, providing financial assistance or management to individuals, groups, entrepreneurs, village or community funds, or organisations established to support the livelihoods of farmers or communities to enhance productivity or products, investment, production, processing, marketing, or community economic development.

The handout of 10,000 baht to some 50 million Thais aged 16 and up is expected to cost 500 billion baht. Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat has said the money would come from three sources: 153 billion baht from the fiscal 2025 budget; 175 billion from budget reallocation for the current fiscal year; and 172 billion via a loan from the BAAC.

The amount borrowed from the BAAC would be earmarked for farmers who register for the digital wallet, the government has said.

Whether the government can borrow money from the bank to provide to farmers and whether this is considered lending to farmers are the questions that need to be answered based on the interpretation of Section 9(3), said Mr Supachai.

In the past, governments have used Section 28 of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act to order the BAAC to allocate money in advance to support state-sponsored projects, such as the rice-pledging scheme.

However, in those instances the bank transferred money directly to farmers' accounts. In this case, it is uncertain which method the government will employ, Mr Supachai said.

"To ensure legal compliance, relevant agencies such as the Bank of Thailand, Ministry of Finance and the Council of State should help interpret whether the BAAC's laws align with the government's intended policies," he said.

According to a source who requested anonymity, although the BAAC's liquidity totals roughly 200 billion baht, exceeding the amount the government seeks to borrow for the digital wallet project, a portion of this amount must be kept as a reserve, in line with Bank of Thailand policy.

The proposal to borrow 172 billion baht from the BAAC requires prior approval from the cabinet, followed by a presentation to the BAAC board for further consideration, the source said.


	Commentary: Handout difficult without BoT help
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                  Russia seeks more contract soldiers                

                Authorities hope to avoid unpopular draft that could undermine support for war
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                                Russia is preparing to enlist more contract soldiers as it presses its invasion of Ukraine, aiming to avoid -- at least for now -- another mass call-up that could undermine popular support for the war.
The Kremlin is anxious not to repeat the mobilisation it staged in September 2022, which shook public confidence and triggered an exodus of as many as a million Russians from the country, three people informed about discussions on the matter said.

With as many as 30,000 new recruits a month, Russia could reinforce army ranks by 300,000 this year, said Ruslan Pukhov, head of the Moscow-based Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies.

Bolstered by its advantage in ammunition, the Russian army is continuing to advance as Ukraine's forces struggle because of delays in US and European military aid and personnel shortages. To be sure, relying on a gradual influx of new troops to replace losses and build up numerical strength rather than simply calling up another 300,000 in one go limits Russia's military options.

Gaining control of Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city, or capturing Zaporizhzhia in the southeast would likely require a major new fighting force. An assault on the strategic southern port city of Odesa would be an even tougher goal.

Still, concerns are mounting that Russia may make major gains in the coming weeks by punching through overstretched Ukrainian lines, people familiar with the matter in the US and Europe said. Russian troops are at the outskirts of their next key target in the eastern Donetsk region, Chasiv Yar, whose elevated position makes it crucial to Ukraine's defence of the area.

Ukraine at the same time is facing a daily barrage of missiles, drones and bombs that is knocking out important power infrastructure because of a lack of air defences and hitting army positions.

Looking to also bolster their frontlines, lawmakers in Kyiv approved a watered-down version of controversial legislation to recruit more troops.

Russia has detailed plans to expand its armed forces to 1.5 million people from 1.15 million now, of which 650,000 have had combat experience in Ukraine, Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu said in December. In January, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said Kyiv's forces numbered just short of 900,000.

'Five-to-one advantage'

"The shape of the Russian offensive that's going to come is pretty clear," the former commander of the UK's Joint Forces Command, General Sir Richard Barrons, told the BBC.

"We are seeing Russia batter away at the front line, employing a five-to-one advantage in artillery, ammunition, and a surplus of people reinforced by the use of newish weapons."

The Russian Defence Ministry on April 3 said more than 100,000 new recruits had signed up so far this year, with as many as 1,700 people volunteering a day.

Russia is using generous financial incentives to attract people to the war. Since the beginning of the year, regional payouts to new contract soldiers have increased by 40% to an average of 470,000 roubles (around $5,000), according to calculations by Re: Russia, a Vienna-based research group. That's in addition to a flat-rate federal payment of 195,000 roubles.

"The Russian authorities are trying not to carry out a new mobilisation, as long as they have the opportunity to avoid it," said Pavel Luzin, a Russian military expert and senior fellow at the Jamestown Foundation.

Ultimately, any call-up would be President Vladimir Putin's decision. The Russian leader has stoked speculation that the Kremlin is preparing the ground for a potential next mobilisation of reservists by accusing Ukraine without evidence of involvement in the Moscow concert hall attack last month that killed more than 140 people, even as Islamic State claimed responsibility.

Contracts for conscripts

For now, the army command is in part relying on getting some current conscripts to sign contracts, according to two people familiar with the situation. This spring, 150,000 Russians will be drafted for standard military service.

The law allows those conscripts to be sent to the battlefield after four months of military service, said Luzin.

However, that would violate repeated public pledges not to deploy conscripts to the war zone, so army officials are pushing them to switch to a professional contract, which they can do from the first day of their service under legislative changes approved last year.

"Everything happens on an absolutely transparent and voluntary basis," Andrei Kartapolov, a former deputy defence minister who's head of the lower chamber of parliament's defence committee, told RTVI channel.

In fact, an increasing number of draftees are complaining of significant psychological and in some cases physical pressure, according to Idite Lesom, or Get Lost, a non-government organisation that helps people who want to avoid being sent to fight in Ukraine.

"They put one boy into a pit and kept him there for several days without food until he agreed to sign a contract," said the group's head, Grigory Sverdlin.

The contracts are officially for one year, but can only be revoked by the Defence Ministry during wartime mobilisation, so they are effectively permanent until the conflict ends, he said.


	Related: Ukraine 'ran out of missiles' to save power plant
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                  Diesel subsidy possible if excise tax cut ends                

                Oil Fuel Fund Office seeks ways to stabilise pump prices amid volatile global conditions
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                                The Oil Fuel Fund Office (Offo) says it will continue to subsidise retail diesel prices if the government decides to end the diesel excise tax cut.
The tax cut of one baht a litre is scheduled to expire on Friday, but the issue was not raised at the cabinet meeting on Thursday.

If and when the tax cut is scrapped, a subsidy would help cushion the effects of oil price fluctuations, as Middle East tensions are expected to drive up global crude prices, said Wisak Watanasap, the Offo director.

He did not reveal the amount of any new subsidy sourced from the dwindling fund.

The fund had an accumulated loss of 104 billion baht as of April 8, after using 56.4 billion to subsidise diesel, gasohol and gasoline prices, as well as 47.2 billion for subsidies for liquefied petroleum gas.

Authorities are currently spending 4.77 baht a litre from the fund, in addition to the one-baht excise tax reduction, to keep diesel prices in check.

The normal excise tax rate on the fuel is 6 baht a litre.

A government vow to keep diesel prices below 30 baht a litre led to a subsidy programme that officially ended on March 31. Diesel prices have since increased to 30.44 baht a litre from 29.94 baht at the start of the month.

Budget update

In a related development, the cabinet on Thursday approved the latest reviewed expenditure budget framework for fiscal 2025, with the total budget set at 3.75 trillion baht, a 7.8% increase from the fiscal 2024 budget of 3.44 trillion.

The 2025 budget includes a deficit of 866 billion baht, up 24.9% from the figure earmarked for 2024.

The government expects net revenue of 3.45 trillion baht in 2025, up 3.6% from 2024.

Regular expenditure amounts to 2.73 trillion baht, up 7.7% from fiscal 2024, accounting for 72.9% of the total budget.

Investment expenditure stands at almost 866 billion baht, up 21.9% and accounting for 23.1% of the total budget. Expenditure for repayment of loan principal is 150.1 billion baht, an increase of 26.9% from 2024, accounting for 4% of the total budget.

Fiscal 2025 starts on Oct 1, 2024.

The government expects the country's gross domestic product (GDP) to grow in a range of 2.8% to 3.8% in 2025 (with an average of 3.3%), supported by continuous export growth in line with an economic recovery, expansion of private consumption and investment, as well as the recovery of tourism.

However, there are still significant limitations and risks from prolonged geopolitical conflicts that may affect the global economy and create fluctuations in the money and capital markets, including declines in fiscal stimulus in the future.

The government expects inflation to stand at between 1.1% and 2.1%, with an average of 1.6%.

The House of Representatives is scheduled to hold the first reading of the 2025 budget draft on June 5 and 6.
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                  Final high-speed rail contracts to be signed soon                

                Progress expected on long-delayed first phase from Bangkok to Nakhon Ratchasima
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                                The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) expects the last two construction contracts for the first phase of the Thai-Chinese high-speed railway to be signed soon, according to Deputy Transport Minister Surapong Piyachote.
The 179.4-billion-baht project connects Bangkok and Nakhon Ratchasima stretching 251 kilometres. The construction work is divided into 14 contracts with just two remaining to be signed.

According to Mr Surapong, contract No 4-5 covers the 13.3km Ban Pho-Phra Kaeo section in Ayutthaya with a budget of 9.9 billion baht. It will be signed after a heritage impact assessment (HIA) report on the proposed Ayutthaya station is completed, he said.

The Office of Natural Resources and Environmental Policy expects to submit the HIA report to Unesco this month, Mr Surapong said. Approval is expected as the UN agency has been closely monitoring the HIA process, he added.

"There shouldn't be a problem because the HIA, the first of its kind in Thailand, was conducted [voluntarily] even though the planned construction of the railway section and the attached Ayutthaya station does not even pass through any part of Ayutthaya's World Heritage site," he said.

The other construction contract, No 4-1, concerns a 15.2km section between Bang Sue and Don Muang in Bangkok. The initial design called for it to be linked to the high-speed railway linking three airports -- Don Mueang, Suvarnabhumi and U-tapao.

Construction of the latter has not yet started as Asia Era One Company -- the CP Group-led consortium that holds the concession -- sought to renegotiate some terms of its contract. Those issues have been largely resolved and Board of Investment (BoI) approval is expected by May 22.

If the BoI does not approve investment promotion for the project, the government must find another solution, said Mr Surapong. One option would be for the SRT to invest solely in the Bang Sue-Don Muang section to ensure its high-speed rail line does not fall even further behind schedule.

Delayed numerous times since first being agreed on by Thailand and China in 2015, the first-phase line is now scheduled to be completed in 2028.

A final decision by the SRT on the matter is expected later next month, Mr Surapong said.
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                  Suriya vows 20-baht flat fare next year                

                Transport minister says fund that will compensate transit operators to be proposed to cabinet soon
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                                Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit says he is pushing for a 20-baht flat fare for all electric train lines to be introduced by September 2025 through a common ticketing system.
He made the remark on Thursday in response to an interview given by Move Forward Party MP Surachet Pravinvongvuth on Wednesday about a rumoured cabinet reshuffle.

He said Mr Suriya should be removed because he had not achieved anything while in the post, not even the 20-baht flat fare.

Currently, the 20-baht fare is in place only on the Red and Purple lines.

Mr Suriya affirmed his commitment that all mass rapid transit services would charge commuters a maximum of 20 baht per trip by Sept 25, 2025.

"I will show you [Mr Surachet] that I can make it happen," the minister said.

The ministry is now working on the draft of a common ticketing system management law. Successive governments over the past 15 years have pressed transit operators to adopt a common system for the sake of public convenience, but to no avail.

The proposed law would allow passengers to travel on any mode of public transport using a single ticket, which in turn would cap electric train fares at 20 baht, he said.

Fares on the two most widely used mass-transit systems vary by distance, ranging from 17 to 43 baht on the MRT routes and 15 to 62 baht on the BTS.

The ministry will establish a fund to compensate business operators for the costs incurred in capping fares at 20 baht. The total cost of the subsidies is not yet known. The plan will be put to cabinet for approval soon, said Mr Suriya.

"I'm delighted to hear criticism from all people and from the opposition, but I cannot accept Mr Surachet's insult," he said.

"If the ministry can't introduce the 20-baht flat rate on every electric train system, the maximum one passenger will need to pay [through various connections] is up to 192 baht which is too much and this is a burden for people."

The flat-rate fare will also encourage people to use trains more and that will help reduce air pollution, he added.
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                  India ready for election marathon                

                First votes to be cast Friday in 7-phase process that will last until June 4
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                                NONGRIAT, India - India was preparing on Thursday for the world's largest general election, as polling officers clambered up hills, travelled deep into areas riven by violent insurgencies and crossed rivers to reach millions of voters across the sprawling nation of 1.4 billion.
The first vote in the seven-phase election will be cast on Friday, with results expected to be announced on June 4. Prime Minister Narendra Modi is widely expected to win a historic third term in the face of a straggling opposition challenge.

The Election Commission has to set up more than 1 million polling stations for the nearly two-month duration, with 15 million officials and security personnel fanning out for the task.

"Whether the polling officers have to climb down mountains, go through rivers or fly by choppers, the Election Commission is doing its job to ensure that nobody misses out on their voting rights," said W Moning Belgit, one of its officials.

He was speaking after having led a small crew that trekked for hours on Thursday to reach 139 voters in a remote, hilly village in the eastern state of Meghalaya.

His team went up 12 kilometres of mountains, climbed down hundreds of steps and crossed a river to reach the village of Nongriat, where they will set up a polling booth under the thatched roof of a school.

In Friday's first phase of voting in 21 states and territories, people in as many as 102 constituencies will exercise the franchise, from a total of 543 in the lower house of parliament.

The effort is the "world's largest election mobilisation exercise of man and material", the Election Commission said in a social media post on Wednesday.

Scores of polling officers have been flown to remote areas in the rugged Himalayas and the central Indian constituency of Gadchiroli-Chimur, beset by Maoist violence, to which 850 polling staff are being sent, the poll body said.

Besides the insurgents, officers must keep a lookout for a wild elephant roaming the Gadchiroli area after killing two farmers, although trackers are trying to keep it from further mayhem, the Indian Express newspaper said.



	Commentary: What Narendra Modi has figured out that Trump hasn't
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                  Cadmium waste buyer faces charge                

                Foundry owner says hazardous material was acquired legally but admits he had no permission to sell it
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                                Police have charged the buyer of cadmium waste from Tak who stored tailings in Bangkok and Samut Sakhon with illegally possessing a hazardous substance.
Jetsada Kengrungruangchai is the director of J&B Metal Co based in Samut Sakhon, where authorities earlier this month discovered 13,800 tonnes of cadmium tailings that he had bought from a landfill in Tak province.

More tailings were later found in Chon Buri and at the premises of a company Mr Jetsada owned in Bang Sue district of Bangkok.

Officials checked the facilities and concluded that they did not meet legal requirements for the safe storage of the hazardous substance, said Pol Maj Gen Wacharin Pusit, commander of the police Natural Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division.

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

Pol Maj Gen Wacharin said that J&B Metal bought the tailings under a contract that required the company to dispose of them. The terms did not allow the company to resell the waste. However, police have not yet filed a charge related to the resale, which is also being investigated.

J&B Metal had a licence for the disposal but the disposal equipment it imported from Britain was being repaired, the commander said.

The tailings were purchased from Bound & Beyond Plc at 1.25 baht per kilogramme, he said.

SET-listed Bound & Beyond Plc was formerly known as Padaeng Industry Plc, which operated a zinc-mining business in Tak until 2016. It exited the mining business and disposed of the cadmium waste at several pits constructed in line with environmental protection regulations in Tak. The company now operates a hotel business.

Pol Maj Gen Wacharin said on Thursday that industrial authorities in Samut Sakhon were duty-bound to check the legality of cadmium waste storage in the province.

Speaking to reporters at the offices of the police division, Mr Jetsada said he had earlier planned to export the tailings for melting in Laos where he had a potential Chinese buyer. He expected to resell them for 8.25 baht per kilogramme.

Before that deal could be made, he said, a Mr Zhang contacted him to buy 5,000 tonnes of the tailings and he sold them at 8.25 baht per kilogramme. The buyer took the cadmium waste to Chon Buri.

Mr Jetsada said he had sourced the tailings legally because he had a foundry licence. He said he had been in the business for four decades.

However, he admitted that he did not have any permission to resell the tailings. He said he needed to sell some of the material to shore up the working capital of his companies.


	Related: Tailings to be returned from May 7

	Editorial: Cadmium plan lacking



[image: ]
Officials inspect bags containing cadmium tailings at a J&B Metal foundry in Samut Sakhon early this month. (Police photo)
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                  Visa waiver for Kazakh tourists made permanent                

                Central Asian country a fast-growing market with 220,000 arrivals expected this year
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                                The cabinet on Thursday approved the permanent waiving of visas for tourists from Kazakhstan, a government spokesperson said.
Kazakhstan is one of the fastest-growing markets for the Thai tourism industry, which is a key driver of the country's growth.

According to the Tourism Authority of Thailand, 172,000 Kazakhs entered Thailand last year, up from 60,000 the year before. Most Kazakh travellers in Thailand are families and couples.

They stayed on average for 14 days, mostly in beach resorts, spending about 75,000 baht per person, the TAT said. It has forecast that the country will welcome more than 220,000 Kazakh tourists this year.

The Kazakh carrier Air Astana has been increasing flights to Thailand in response to higher travel demand.

The government last September approved visa exemptions for Kazakh passport holders as part of a pilot project, and in February it extended the policy until Aug 31.

Thai passport holders have benefited from a visa exemption since 2019, allowing them to remain in Kazakhstan for up to 30 days.

A permanent visa waiver for visitors from China took effect on March 1, with China doing the same for Thai visitors under a bilateral agreement.
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                  'Big Joke' suspended from police force                

                Acting chief signs order as investigation into gambling links and money laundering continues
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                                The acting national police chief has suspended deputy chief Surachate Hakparn and four subordinates accused of involvement with an online gambling network, according to a source familiar with the case.
The source said Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet signed the order, which took immediate effect on Thursday.

Apart from Pol Gen Surachate, aka Big Joke, the order applied to Pol Col Kittichai Sangkhathaworn, deputy police commander of Songkhla province; Pol Lt Col Krit Pariyaket, deputy chief of the Phra Samut Chedi police station in Samut Prakan; and two traffic patrol policemen: Pol Sgt Natthawut Wadwaew and Pol Sgt Natthanan Chuchak.

All five are suspected of being involved in money-laundering in relation to the BNK Master gambling network.

The source said that Pol Gen Kitrat based the decision on a disciplinary investigation, noting that the courts had approved warrants for the arrest of the five suspects.

Pol Gen Kitrat discussed the decision with Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin at Government House after a cabinet meeting on Thursday morning, the source said.

The five have the right to petition against the order.

On March 20, the prime minister transferred Pol Gen Surachate and national police chief Torsak Sukvimol to inactive posts and named Pol Gen Kitrat as the acting chief.

The two sidelined senior officers had been engaged in a long-running feud, with public accusations flying back and forth about involvement with illegal gambling networks.

Pol Gen Surachate on April 2 turned himself in to police to answer charges of money laundering, just hours after investigators obtained a warrant for his arrest. He was subsequently released on bail.

A committee set up by the prime minister to investigate the affair said recently that it had found there were grounds to the allegation that Pol Gen Surachate was involved in money laundering.

On Thursday Pol Gen Kitrat also formed a new investigative committee to look into the roles of the five suspects he suspended.

The committee consists of 14 police officers who range in rank from lieutenant colonel up to general.

It is headed by Pol Gen Sarawut Karnpanich, a deputy national chief, and also includes Pol Lt Gen Nopawat Arayangkun, a deputy police inspector-general; and Pol Maj Gen Montree Theskhan, head of the Crime Suppression Division.

The new panel will follow up on the work of an earlier investigation by a committee that included detectives from the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau.

The previous investigation found that the administrator of the BNK Master gambling website transferred money to a bank account held by Pol Lt Col Krit, though not in his name.

Money was then transferred from that account to the accounts of the two suspected sergeants. They in turn were reportedly ordered to deliver envelopes of cash to Pol Gen Surachate's residence. The transactions took place between Feb 8 and Nov 3, 2022, the investigators found.

[image: ]
Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet has been serving as acting national police chief since last month when Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin transferred Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol, who held the chief's office, and Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn to inactive posts in the PM's Office pending an investigation into allegations against both men.


              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2778182/big-joke-suspended-from-police-force



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  BAAC union queries lending capacity                

                Legal opinions sought on whether government can use state bank to support digital wallet handout
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                                The labour union of the Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) is seeking legal opinions about whether the government can borrow from the state-owned bank to support its costly digital wallet handout.
Opinions differ among the membership, union president Supachai Vongvekin said on Thursday. Some suggest the government can borrow from the bank, under an amendment to the BAAC Act of 1966.

The amendment, Section 9(3), says the BAAC operates as a financial institution for rural development, providing financial assistance or management to individuals, groups, entrepreneurs, village or community funds, or organisations established to support the livelihoods of farmers or communities to enhance productivity or products, investment, production, processing, marketing, or community economic development.

The handout of 10,000 baht to some 50 million Thais aged 16 and up is expected to cost 500 billion baht. Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat has said the money would come from three sources: 153 billion baht from the fiscal 2025 budget; 175 billion from budget reallocation for the current fiscal year; and 172 billion via a loan from the BAAC.

The amount borrowed from the BAAC would be earmarked for farmers who register for the digital wallet, the government has said.

Whether the government can borrow money from the bank to provide to farmers and whether this is considered lending to farmers are the questions that need to be answered based on the interpretation of Section 9(3), said Mr Supachai.

In the past, governments have used Section 28 of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act to order the BAAC to allocate money in advance to support state-sponsored projects, such as the rice-pledging scheme.

However, in those instances the bank transferred money directly to farmers' accounts. In this case, it is uncertain which method the government will employ, Mr Supachai said.

"To ensure legal compliance, relevant agencies such as the Bank of Thailand, Ministry of Finance and the Council of State should help interpret whether the BAAC's laws align with the government's intended policies," he said.

According to a source who requested anonymity, although the BAAC's liquidity totals roughly 200 billion baht, exceeding the amount the government seeks to borrow for the digital wallet project, a portion of this amount must be kept as a reserve, in line with Bank of Thailand policy.

The proposal to borrow 172 billion baht from the BAAC requires prior approval from the cabinet, followed by a presentation to the BAAC board for further consideration, the source said.


	Commentary: Handout difficult without BoT help
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                  Diesel subsidy possible if excise tax cut ends                

                Oil Fuel Fund Office seeks ways to stabilise pump prices amid volatile global conditions
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                                The Oil Fuel Fund Office (Offo) says it will continue to subsidise retail diesel prices if the government decides to end the diesel excise tax cut.
The tax cut of one baht a litre is scheduled to expire on Friday, but the issue was not raised at the cabinet meeting on Thursday.

If and when the tax cut is scrapped, a subsidy would help cushion the effects of oil price fluctuations, as Middle East tensions are expected to drive up global crude prices, said Wisak Watanasap, the Offo director.

He did not reveal the amount of any new subsidy sourced from the dwindling fund.

The fund had an accumulated loss of 104 billion baht as of April 8, after using 56.4 billion to subsidise diesel, gasohol and gasoline prices, as well as 47.2 billion for subsidies for liquefied petroleum gas.

Authorities are currently spending 4.77 baht a litre from the fund, in addition to the one-baht excise tax reduction, to keep diesel prices in check.

The normal excise tax rate on the fuel is 6 baht a litre.

A government vow to keep diesel prices below 30 baht a litre led to a subsidy programme that officially ended on March 31. Diesel prices have since increased to 30.44 baht a litre from 29.94 baht at the start of the month.

Budget update

In a related development, the cabinet on Thursday approved the latest reviewed expenditure budget framework for fiscal 2025, with the total budget set at 3.75 trillion baht, a 7.8% increase from the fiscal 2024 budget of 3.44 trillion.

The 2025 budget includes a deficit of 866 billion baht, up 24.9% from the figure earmarked for 2024.

The government expects net revenue of 3.45 trillion baht in 2025, up 3.6% from 2024.

Regular expenditure amounts to 2.73 trillion baht, up 7.7% from fiscal 2024, accounting for 72.9% of the total budget.

Investment expenditure stands at almost 866 billion baht, up 21.9% and accounting for 23.1% of the total budget. Expenditure for repayment of loan principal is 150.1 billion baht, an increase of 26.9% from 2024, accounting for 4% of the total budget.

Fiscal 2025 starts on Oct 1, 2024.

The government expects the country's gross domestic product (GDP) to grow in a range of 2.8% to 3.8% in 2025 (with an average of 3.3%), supported by continuous export growth in line with an economic recovery, expansion of private consumption and investment, as well as the recovery of tourism.

However, there are still significant limitations and risks from prolonged geopolitical conflicts that may affect the global economy and create fluctuations in the money and capital markets, including declines in fiscal stimulus in the future.

The government expects inflation to stand at between 1.1% and 2.1%, with an average of 1.6%.

The House of Representatives is scheduled to hold the first reading of the 2025 budget draft on June 5 and 6.
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                                The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) expects the last two construction contracts for the first phase of the Thai-Chinese high-speed railway to be signed soon, according to Deputy Transport Minister Surapong Piyachote.
The 179.4-billion-baht project connects Bangkok and Nakhon Ratchasima stretching 251 kilometres. The construction work is divided into 14 contracts with just two remaining to be signed.

According to Mr Surapong, contract No 4-5 covers the 13.3km Ban Pho-Phra Kaeo section in Ayutthaya with a budget of 9.9 billion baht. It will be signed after a heritage impact assessment (HIA) report on the proposed Ayutthaya station is completed, he said.

The Office of Natural Resources and Environmental Policy expects to submit the HIA report to Unesco this month, Mr Surapong said. Approval is expected as the UN agency has been closely monitoring the HIA process, he added.

"There shouldn't be a problem because the HIA, the first of its kind in Thailand, was conducted [voluntarily] even though the planned construction of the railway section and the attached Ayutthaya station does not even pass through any part of Ayutthaya's World Heritage site," he said.

The other construction contract, No 4-1, concerns a 15.2km section between Bang Sue and Don Muang in Bangkok. The initial design called for it to be linked to the high-speed railway linking three airports -- Don Mueang, Suvarnabhumi and U-tapao.

Construction of the latter has not yet started as Asia Era One Company -- the CP Group-led consortium that holds the concession -- sought to renegotiate some terms of its contract. Those issues have been largely resolved and Board of Investment (BoI) approval is expected by May 22.

If the BoI does not approve investment promotion for the project, the government must find another solution, said Mr Surapong. One option would be for the SRT to invest solely in the Bang Sue-Don Muang section to ensure its high-speed rail line does not fall even further behind schedule.

Delayed numerous times since first being agreed on by Thailand and China in 2015, the first-phase line is now scheduled to be completed in 2028.

A final decision by the SRT on the matter is expected later next month, Mr Surapong said.
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                Foundry owner says hazardous material was acquired legally but admits he had no permission to sell it
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Jetsada Kengrungruangchai (left), the director of J&B Metal Co, speaks to reporters at the police Natural Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division on Thursday. (Photo supplied)]
                                              
                          Jetsada Kengrungruangchai (left), the director of J&B Metal Co, speaks to reporters at the police Natural Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division on Thursday. (Photo supplied)                        

                                          

                  

                                Police have charged the buyer of cadmium waste from Tak who stored tailings in Bangkok and Samut Sakhon with illegally possessing a hazardous substance.
Jetsada Kengrungruangchai is the director of J&B Metal Co based in Samut Sakhon, where authorities earlier this month discovered 13,800 tonnes of cadmium tailings that he had bought from a landfill in Tak province.

More tailings were later found in Chon Buri and at the premises of a company Mr Jetsada owned in Bang Sue district of Bangkok.

Officials checked the facilities and concluded that they did not meet legal requirements for the safe storage of the hazardous substance, said Pol Maj Gen Wacharin Pusit, commander of the police Natural Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division.

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

Pol Maj Gen Wacharin said that J&B Metal bought the tailings under a contract that required the company to dispose of them. The terms did not allow the company to resell the waste. However, police have not yet filed a charge related to the resale, which is also being investigated.

J&B Metal had a licence for the disposal but the disposal equipment it imported from Britain was being repaired, the commander said.

The tailings were purchased from Bound & Beyond Plc at 1.25 baht per kilogramme, he said.

SET-listed Bound & Beyond Plc was formerly known as Padaeng Industry Plc, which operated a zinc-mining business in Tak until 2016. It exited the mining business and disposed of the cadmium waste at several pits constructed in line with environmental protection regulations in Tak. The company now operates a hotel business.

Pol Maj Gen Wacharin said on Thursday that industrial authorities in Samut Sakhon were duty-bound to check the legality of cadmium waste storage in the province.

Speaking to reporters at the offices of the police division, Mr Jetsada said he had earlier planned to export the tailings for melting in Laos where he had a potential Chinese buyer. He expected to resell them for 8.25 baht per kilogramme.

Before that deal could be made, he said, a Mr Zhang contacted him to buy 5,000 tonnes of the tailings and he sold them at 8.25 baht per kilogramme. The buyer took the cadmium waste to Chon Buri.

Mr Jetsada said he had sourced the tailings legally because he had a foundry licence. He said he had been in the business for four decades.

However, he admitted that he did not have any permission to resell the tailings. He said he needed to sell some of the material to shore up the working capital of his companies.


	Related: Tailings to be returned from May 7

	Editorial: Cadmium plan lacking
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Officials inspect bags containing cadmium tailings at a J&B Metal foundry in Samut Sakhon early this month. (Police photo)
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                                There were 287 fatalities and 2,060 injuries in traffic accidents during the government's road safety campaign week for the Songkran festival, according to Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul.
Mr Anutin said on Thursday that the casualties happened in 2,044 traffic accidents from April 11 to 17.

During the so-called "seven dangerous days" of travelling, the northernmost province of Chiang Rai recorded the highest number of accidents at 82 and related deaths at 17. Seven out of 77 provinces remained free of road fatalities.

The northern province of Phrae registered the highest number of injuries at 80.

The minister said there was a decrease in the number of traffic accidents and injuries compared to the previous year, while fatalities saw an increase. Authorities pledged to maintain rigorous road safety campaigns throughout the year, he added.

On April 17, there were 224 traffic accidents, resulting in 28 deaths and 224 injuries. Speeding caused 46% of the accidents, followed by cutting in front of other vehicles with 19% and drink-driving with 12%.


						
							
RT@KatieCcat : #thnnmitrphaaph chwngmwkehlk khaaekhaakthm. haangaethwklaangdng #rthtid pic.twitter.com/Bsc3qCD88e

-- JS100Radio (@js100radio) April 18, 2024

						






Inbound traffic to Bangkok on Mittraphap Road in Muak Lek district, Saraburi, on Thursday. (Video: JS100Radio)

During New Year travelling from Dec 29 to Jan 4, a total of 2,288 traffic accidents occurred nationwide, resulting in 284 fatalities and 2,307 injuries. Speeding also remained the major cause of road accidents, accounting for 48.5%.

During the Songkran festival from April 11-17 last year, there were 2,203 road accidents, causing 264 deaths and 2,208 injuries. Most of the deaths and injuries were people riding motorcycles without a crash helmet.


[image: ]
Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul. (Photo: Government House)
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                  Ammonia leak in Chon Buri affects 100 people                

                Emergency response underway, public warned against consuming food potentially exposed to gas leak
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                                CHON BURI: An ammonia leakage from an ice factory in tambon Nong Prue of Bang Lamung district has affected about 100 people within a one-kilometre radius early Thursday morning.
Bang Lamung district chief Weekit Manarotekit was informed of the incident at Banglamung Ice Plant Ltd at 11.36pm on Wednesday.

Rescue workers rushed to the scene and found that the leaked ammonia had impacted an area with a radius of about one kilometre around the facility. Workers at the plant and residents within a two-kilometre radius were immediately evacuated.

Witnesses reported hearing a loud explosion at the plant followed by billows of smoke. They experienced strong irritation in their eyes and nose upon inhaling the leaked gas, with some people even losing consciousness.

Affected individuals continued to seek first aid from rescue workers. By 5am on Thursday, about 40 people had received assistance, and the number had doubled to around 100 by late Thursday morning. The injured were sent to several local hospitals after receiving initial aid.

Mr Weekit said firefighters from Pattaya closed all ammonia valves in the factory and sprayed water to neutralise the leaked gas.

Bang Lamung health officials advised residents against consuming any food that may have been exposed to the leaked ammonia.

Public Health Minister Cholnan Srikaew said that the ammonia leak situation is now under control and public health officials have been deployed to inspect the affected area.

A total of 160 people were injured in the incident, nine of them seriously, he said.
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                  Aviation bodies see recovery in passenger figures by 2025                

                IATA points to range of potential threats
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                                Aviation bodies project Thailand's passenger numbers to recover by next year, though economic uncertainties and the slow rebound of some supply chains still hamper the industry.
Yongyut Lujintanon, area manager for Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar at the International Air Transport Association (IATA), said there are several factors to consider, even as the Tourism Authority of Thailand targets almost 40 million arrivals this year.

The Civil Aviation Authority of Thailand (CAAT) confirmed it received more slot requests.

Mr Yongyut said those factors include war and geopolitical tensions, as well as the rise of expenses, especially fuel costs that surged by 3-5 times from the pre-pandemic level.

Other supply chain issues, such as fleet resumption and outdated infrastructure, along with a lack of spare parts and staff in the aviation sector also play a crucial role.

In 2023, Thailand was fourth in terms of traffic recovery in Southeast Asia, following the Philippines, Singapore and Vietnam.

Vietnam was the only country last year to post traffic exceeding the 2019 level.

As of January 2024, revenue passenger kilometres for Asia-Pacific recovered to 93% of the level in 2019, still below the global average, which recorded a full recovery to 2019 levels.

International passengers should match the 2019 level next year as some markets, such as China, opened borders slower than others, according to IATA.

Sarun Benjanirat, deputy director-general of CAAT, said it forecast a full recovery in Thailand with 165 million passengers by end of this year at the earliest, while the base-case forecast should be within 2025, similar to IATA's prediction.

Mr Sarun said a fast recovery would depend on how airlines ramp up their fleets, as the number of aircraft is only 80% of the pre-Covid level.

Additional seat capacity will help lower airfares and drive more travel demand.

Another critical factor is the resumption of major markets like China, which is now only 60-70% of the 2019 level.

The Chinese market accounted for more than 25% of total international passengers in 2019.

In 2023, Thailand recorded 121 million passengers, or 74% of the 2019 level, in which 60 million took international flights and 61 million domestic flights.

Airlines with the most international flights were Thai Airways, serving 15.1% of total passengers, followed by Thai AirAsia with 10.8% and Emirates at 3.6%.

Thai AirAsia also dominated the domestic market with a 36.9% share last year, followed by Nok Air at 14.6% and Thai Vietjet at 14.2%.

In 2019, Thailand served over 88 million international passengers and 76 million passengers on domestic flights.

After more than 20 airline representatives inspected provincial airports under the "Air-mazing Thailand" project earlier this month, Mr Sarun said some international carriers requested slots in airports in Udon Thani and Surat Thani.

For airlines, Surat Thani is capable of accommodating large aircraft and can substitute Samui Airport.
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                Price wars  destabilise the sector
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                                Electric vehicle sales in Thailand are expected to miss the estimate of 130,000 units this year as prices are likely to keep changing, attributed to a price war among Chinese EV makers, says Hyundai Mobility Thailand, a subsidiary of the Korean automaker.
"The price war is an obstacle in the EV market as it causes unstable car prices, making buyers hesitant," said Wallop Chalermvongsavej, managing director of Hyundai Mobility Thailand.

"They prefer to wait and see as they don't know whether EV prices will keep decreasing."

The price war in the local market started last year when some Chinese firms cut EV prices to draw customers as competition intensified.

Some Chinese automakers also wanted to clear stock so they reduced prices, said Mr Wallop.

The unstable prices are not good for the EV industry because they do not reflect real demand from customers, he said.

Hyundai, which is marketing its EVs in the premium category, previously estimated up to 130,000 EVs would be sold this year, but now downgraded the projection to 100,000 units.

Last year EV sales in Thailand totalled 80,000.

The rapid growth of the Thai EV market followed government incentive packages to promote production and consumption of EVs in the country.

Mr Wallop expects EV sales to gain a market share of 10-15% of domestic sales in Thailand, which are still dominated by internal combustion engine (ICE) cars.

"Car companies continue to launch EV models to attract buyers," he said.

"This should help increase the proportion of EV sales."

Last year total domestic car sales, including ICE and electric cars, tallied 780,000 units.

Car sales were sluggish during the first two months of this year, plunging by 21.9% year-on-year to 107,657 units, according to the Federation of Thai Industries' Automotive Industry Club.

The decrease was mainly attributed to banks' stricter criteria for car loans as high household debt levels increase the likelihood of non-performing loans.

Hyundai set a sales target of 1,500 EVs this year and 1,000 in 2025.

The company launched a payment plan for Hyundai customers, increasing instalment periods from five to eight years.

Hyundai also introduced its Ioniq cars, featuring the use of recycled polyethylene terephthalate bottles to make fabric for car seats, as well as waste from the sea transformed into eco-friendly upholstery.
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                                The cabinet last week offered Thai New Year's gifts to potential homeowners, approving measures that extend the price range of houses eligible for a cut in transfer and mortgage registration fees to 7 million baht, up from a ceiling of 3 million baht.
Amid sluggish spending and slow GDP growth projected for this year, the government hopes the measures will entice people who still have strong purchasing power, as expensive low-rise houses are predicted to have strong sales this year.

Q: WHAT ARE THE LATEST PROPERTY MEASURES?

Deputy Finance Minister Krisada Chinavicharana said the measures last week supported home ownership and aimed to create an economic impact in the property sector and related businesses in the supply chain, which is estimated to account for 10% of GDP.

The government previously offered a discount on transfer fees from 2% to 1% of the transaction value for homes priced up to 3 million baht, but the new stimulus trims the fee to 0.01%.

The reduction on the mortgage registration fee from 1% to 0.01% of the transaction value remains the same.

The new measures apply to single houses, duplexes, townhouses, commercial buildings, land with buildings and condominium units, with a purchase price and assessed property value not exceeding 7 million baht.

They can either be new or second-hand properties.

The mortgage amount must not exceed 7 million baht per contract.

The new measures are limited to Thai nationals and are effective once published in the Royal Gazette, ending on Dec 31, 2024.

In addition, individual taxpayers wanting to construct a house can receive a tax deduction on construction expenses paid to contractors who are registered value-added tax operators for payments made between April 9, 2024, and Dec 31, 2025.

The tax deduction is 10,000 baht for every 1 million baht of construction expense, up to 100,000 baht specifically for construction costs for one house in the tax year the construction was completed.

The contract must be signed, with construction running from April 9, 2024 until Dec 31, 2025.

[image: ]
People explore deals for units at a recent property fair. (Photo: Varuth Hirunyatheb)



Another measure covers the promotion of residential projects for low-income earners as part of a Board of Investment (BoI) housing project.

The BoI announced on March 15, 2024 it planned to grant tax benefits to real estate developers, including an exemption from corporate income tax for three years, for up to 100% of the investment amount (excluding land and working capital) for the construction of residential properties for low-income earners.

These units can have a maximum value of 1.5 million baht, including the land price.

Q: HOW WILL THESE MEASURES AFFECT THE MARKET?

The latest property measures could have a significant impact on the residential market as they cover both the low-end and middle- to upper-end segments, including self-built homebuyers.

Expansion of the price maximum to 7 million baht for the reduced transfer and mortgage fees is expected to have a major effect on supply and demand, according to property researchers.

This extension should stimulate home demand for units priced between 3-7 million baht, a segment which has never received government support before.

This segment of housing units priced between 3-7 million baht is quite large chunk of the supply.

According to a market survey in the fourth quarter of last year by the Real Estate Information Center (REIC), new sales of units priced at 3 million baht and lower in Greater Bangkok totalled 9,411 units worth 22.5 billion baht.

Sales of units priced between 3-7.5 million baht totalled 6,256 units worth 30.2 billion baht, accounting for 66%.

Q: HOW DO THEY BENEFIT BUYERS AND DEVELOPERS?

The pricing extension to a maximum of 7 million baht per unit reflects how housing prices have increased every year, driven by both land and development costs.

If house prices rise by 3% per year, a unit priced at 3 million baht five years ago will now be priced 3.45 million baht in the same location.

The new measure can encourage homebuyers to purchase a unit by saving on transfer and mortgage fees.

Developers will benefit as many of them have housing inventory in the price ranges covered by these measures.

According to REIC, the remaining residential supply in Greater Bangkok at the end of 2023 totalled 209,894 units worth around 1.17 trillion baht.

Of this number, 80,878 units worth 386 billion baht were priced between 3-7.5 million baht.

One of the new measures offers mortgages with an interest rate ceiling of 3% for units priced at 3 million baht and lower, up from 1.5 million baht and lower.

This measure should help the mid- to lower-end segments access finance with low interest rates, according to a statement issued by seven property associations.

Q: ARE THERE OTHER ECONOMIC IMPACTS?

Developers view these measures as beneficial for both the property sector and related businesses, as residential supply nationwide, for both new  and second-hand units priced 7 million baht and lower, accounts for more than 85%.

Related businesses such as construction materials, furniture, electrical appliances, decorative items, employment, and utilities such as electricity and water supply should also reap benefits from the measures.

Financial institutions restructuring debt by selling residential properties that serve as collateral should be able to do so more easily with these measures, said the property associations.

These measures, though they are short term, remain necessary as the economy continues to slow, said the associations.

The measures include self-built homebuyers, which could stimulate people who have delayed making a decision in that segment.

The measures also encourage homebuilders to register as legal entities, from which the government will eventually collect taxes, said the associations.
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                                The labour union of the Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) is seeking legal opinions about whether the government can borrow from the state-owned bank to support its costly digital wallet handout.
Opinions differ among the membership, union president Supachai Vongvekin said on Thursday. Some suggest the government can borrow from the bank, under an amendment to the BAAC Act of 1966.

The amendment, Section 9(3), says the BAAC operates as a financial institution for rural development, providing financial assistance or management to individuals, groups, entrepreneurs, village or community funds, or organisations established to support the livelihoods of farmers or communities to enhance productivity or products, investment, production, processing, marketing, or community economic development.

The handout of 10,000 baht to some 50 million Thais aged 16 and up is expected to cost 500 billion baht. Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat has said the money would come from three sources: 153 billion baht from the fiscal 2025 budget; 175 billion from budget reallocation for the current fiscal year; and 172 billion via a loan from the BAAC.

The amount borrowed from the BAAC would be earmarked for farmers who register for the digital wallet, the government has said.

Whether the government can borrow money from the bank to provide to farmers and whether this is considered lending to farmers are the questions that need to be answered based on the interpretation of Section 9(3), said Mr Supachai.

In the past, governments have used Section 28 of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act to order the BAAC to allocate money in advance to support state-sponsored projects, such as the rice-pledging scheme.

However, in those instances the bank transferred money directly to farmers' accounts. In this case, it is uncertain which method the government will employ, Mr Supachai said.

"To ensure legal compliance, relevant agencies such as the Bank of Thailand, Ministry of Finance and the Council of State should help interpret whether the BAAC's laws align with the government's intended policies," he said.

According to a source who requested anonymity, although the BAAC's liquidity totals roughly 200 billion baht, exceeding the amount the government seeks to borrow for the digital wallet project, a portion of this amount must be kept as a reserve, in line with Bank of Thailand policy.

The proposal to borrow 172 billion baht from the BAAC requires prior approval from the cabinet, followed by a presentation to the BAAC board for further consideration, the source said.


	Commentary: Handout difficult without BoT help
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                                The Oil Fuel Fund Office (Offo) says it will continue to subsidise retail diesel prices if the government decides to end the diesel excise tax cut.
The tax cut of one baht a litre is scheduled to expire on Friday, but the issue was not raised at the cabinet meeting on Thursday.

If and when the tax cut is scrapped, a subsidy would help cushion the effects of oil price fluctuations, as Middle East tensions are expected to drive up global crude prices, said Wisak Watanasap, the Offo director.

He did not reveal the amount of any new subsidy sourced from the dwindling fund.

The fund had an accumulated loss of 104 billion baht as of April 8, after using 56.4 billion to subsidise diesel, gasohol and gasoline prices, as well as 47.2 billion for subsidies for liquefied petroleum gas.

Authorities are currently spending 4.77 baht a litre from the fund, in addition to the one-baht excise tax reduction, to keep diesel prices in check.

The normal excise tax rate on the fuel is 6 baht a litre.

A government vow to keep diesel prices below 30 baht a litre led to a subsidy programme that officially ended on March 31. Diesel prices have since increased to 30.44 baht a litre from 29.94 baht at the start of the month.

Budget update

In a related development, the cabinet on Thursday approved the latest reviewed expenditure budget framework for fiscal 2025, with the total budget set at 3.75 trillion baht, a 7.8% increase from the fiscal 2024 budget of 3.44 trillion.

The 2025 budget includes a deficit of 866 billion baht, up 24.9% from the figure earmarked for 2024.

The government expects net revenue of 3.45 trillion baht in 2025, up 3.6% from 2024.

Regular expenditure amounts to 2.73 trillion baht, up 7.7% from fiscal 2024, accounting for 72.9% of the total budget.

Investment expenditure stands at almost 866 billion baht, up 21.9% and accounting for 23.1% of the total budget. Expenditure for repayment of loan principal is 150.1 billion baht, an increase of 26.9% from 2024, accounting for 4% of the total budget.

Fiscal 2025 starts on Oct 1, 2024.

The government expects the country's gross domestic product (GDP) to grow in a range of 2.8% to 3.8% in 2025 (with an average of 3.3%), supported by continuous export growth in line with an economic recovery, expansion of private consumption and investment, as well as the recovery of tourism.

However, there are still significant limitations and risks from prolonged geopolitical conflicts that may affect the global economy and create fluctuations in the money and capital markets, including declines in fiscal stimulus in the future.

The government expects inflation to stand at between 1.1% and 2.1%, with an average of 1.6%.

The House of Representatives is scheduled to hold the first reading of the 2025 budget draft on June 5 and 6.
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                                SINGAPORE - Apple Inc plans to invest more than US$250 million to expand its regional campus or operations in Ang Mo Kio, Singapore, according to a company statement on Wednesday.
Two buildings acquired in 2022, located across from Apple's existing offices, will undergo a major upgrade, the US technology giant said.

"Singapore is truly a one-of-a-kind place, and we are proud of the connection we've built with this dynamic community of creators, learners, and dreamers," Tim Cook, Apple's CEO, said in a statement.

Apple opened its first facility in Singapore in 1981 with 72 employees focused on Apple II, its early personal computer.

It has since grown to house more than 3,600 employees in the city-state, which serves as an operations centre for Apple in the region.

Cook will meet Singapore's prime minister-designate Lawrence Wong as well as the city-state's incumbent leader Lee Hsien Loong this week as part of his Southeast Asia tour, Bloomberg News reported earlier on Wednesday, citing a person familiar with the matter.
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                                Aviation bodies project Thailand's passenger numbers to recover by next year, though economic uncertainties and the slow rebound of some supply chains still hamper the industry.
Yongyut Lujintanon, area manager for Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar at the International Air Transport Association (IATA), said there are several factors to consider, even as the Tourism Authority of Thailand targets almost 40 million arrivals this year.

The Civil Aviation Authority of Thailand (CAAT) confirmed it received more slot requests.

Mr Yongyut said those factors include war and geopolitical tensions, as well as the rise of expenses, especially fuel costs that surged by 3-5 times from the pre-pandemic level.

Other supply chain issues, such as fleet resumption and outdated infrastructure, along with a lack of spare parts and staff in the aviation sector also play a crucial role.

In 2023, Thailand was fourth in terms of traffic recovery in Southeast Asia, following the Philippines, Singapore and Vietnam.

Vietnam was the only country last year to post traffic exceeding the 2019 level.

As of January 2024, revenue passenger kilometres for Asia-Pacific recovered to 93% of the level in 2019, still below the global average, which recorded a full recovery to 2019 levels.

International passengers should match the 2019 level next year as some markets, such as China, opened borders slower than others, according to IATA.

Sarun Benjanirat, deputy director-general of CAAT, said it forecast a full recovery in Thailand with 165 million passengers by end of this year at the earliest, while the base-case forecast should be within 2025, similar to IATA's prediction.

Mr Sarun said a fast recovery would depend on how airlines ramp up their fleets, as the number of aircraft is only 80% of the pre-Covid level.

Additional seat capacity will help lower airfares and drive more travel demand.

Another critical factor is the resumption of major markets like China, which is now only 60-70% of the 2019 level.

The Chinese market accounted for more than 25% of total international passengers in 2019.

In 2023, Thailand recorded 121 million passengers, or 74% of the 2019 level, in which 60 million took international flights and 61 million domestic flights.

Airlines with the most international flights were Thai Airways, serving 15.1% of total passengers, followed by Thai AirAsia with 10.8% and Emirates at 3.6%.

Thai AirAsia also dominated the domestic market with a 36.9% share last year, followed by Nok Air at 14.6% and Thai Vietjet at 14.2%.

In 2019, Thailand served over 88 million international passengers and 76 million passengers on domestic flights.

After more than 20 airline representatives inspected provincial airports under the "Air-mazing Thailand" project earlier this month, Mr Sarun said some international carriers requested slots in airports in Udon Thani and Surat Thani.

For airlines, Surat Thani is capable of accommodating large aircraft and can substitute Samui Airport.
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                                Thailand has developed a roadmap to become a member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a group of developed countries, aiming to elevate the country's standards and broaden trade and investment opportunities.
However, some international economists have warned that joining the affluent club of countries may bring more drawbacks than benefits.

The OECD was founded in 1961 by developed countries. Fifty years on, its membership has expanded geographically to include Latin America, Asia and the Pacific.

There are only two members from Asia -- Japan and South Korea -- though Indonesia is in the process of applying for membership.

Within the Asean bloc, no countries are members of the OECD. Thailand recently submitted a letter of intent expressing its commitment to join the bloc to the OECD secretary-general in February, but the approval process is lengthy.
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Prommin Lertsuridej, secretary-general to the prime minister



Once an application is submitted for approval by the OECD's 38-member council, it typically takes 7-8 years.


For Thailand, the government's planning unit, the National Economic and Social Development Council (NESDC), which functions as the secretary-general of the OECD accession task force, has set a goal to shorten this timeline to five years.

To reach this goal, the government and private sector need to collaborate on elevating various standards in the nation to OECD levels, said the council.

HIGHER STANDARDS

"Why does Thailand need to become a member of the OECD? Just think, when we get sick, where do we want to seek treatment? What medicine do we want to take? Do we prefer over-the-counter drugs or herbal remedies, or do we want certified medications? Do we want to be treated by a general practitioner or a renowned specialist? Certainly, we desire standards and acceptance by others," said Prommin Lertsuridej, secretary-general to the prime minister.

"At the same time, if we are to invite foreign investment into Thailand, establishing contacts for investment or trade necessitates having various standards for the country that are widely accepted. The keyword on why Thailand needs to join the OECD is the high standards of developed countries."

According to Mr Prommin, for a country to become an OECD member, it must have (1) open, transparent and free-market economies and political freedom, (2) safety and good governance, (3) strong rule of law, (4) a quality education system, and (5) environmental sustainability.

"The main goal is to improve the quality of life for our people. We're trying to compare standards not to show off but to improve our people's lives. The entire process is aimed at that point," he said.

Thailand began considering joining the OECD around 20 years ago during the administration of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. However, after the 2006 coup, all progress halted.

The initiative was revived in the later years of Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha's government and within the incumbent administration led by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, the first step of the application process commenced, with the submission of a letter of intent to the secretary-general of the OECD for consideration, said Mr Prommin.

According to Mr Prommin, in terms of legal readiness and regulations to facilitate investment, the government has established a working group on the ease of doing business to amend various laws for the convenience of business operations, potentially enacting a business facilitation act to enhance business convenience.

He cited one example that hinders doing business in Thailand, namely the requirement to obtain 19 licences from 19 different agencies when establishing a factory. The One Stop Service initiative for investment through the Board of Investment (BoI) or the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC) also often falls short of expectations.

Mr Prommin emphasised the need for reforms to shorten and simplify these processes.

"The government's task is to streamline and support rather than hinder business operations," said Mr Prommin, adding that the government is in the process of implementing the digital government initiative to enhance the transparency of state operations, aligning with the requirements of the OECD.

In the financial sector, he said discussions have been held with the secretary-general of the Thai Bankers' Association to improve the settlement system through digital platforms, aiming to streamline settlement processes and enhance transparency, reliability and security.

ADJUSTMENTS NEEDED

Wanchat Suwankitti, the NESDC deputy secretary-general, said Thailand submitted the letter of intent to the OECD on Feb 21 and had received a positive response from the OECD's secretary-general. This marks a crucial step towards formalising Thailand's OECD membership, he said.

According to Mr Wanchat, the evaluation process for OECD membership will consider various aspects, including Thailand's readiness and commitment to the OECD's values and obligations.

Mr Wanchat highlighted the need for substantial adjustments in Thailand's public sector management and institutional structure to demonstrate the country's commitment to becoming a member of the OECD.

According to Mr Wanchat, some countries take 7-8 years to complete the accession process, but the average duration is around 6-7 years.

For Thailand, responsible parties are requesting around five years to complete the ascension procedures, but Thailand must be prepared to make necessary adjustments, he said.

More importantly, Mr Wanchat said the private sector plays a crucial role in propelling Thailand towards OECD membership. If the private sector is invited to participate in providing insights on various group policies, it should actively engage to showcase the commitment of the private sector to address vital issues such as anti-corruption, responsible business practices, tax systems and environmental concerns.

"If Thailand becomes an OECD member, it would also help raise the standards of its private sector to match global standards. This would enable Thailand to compete on the global stage and establish partnerships within a global network," said Mr Wanchat.

On a cautionary note, he said that if the private sector ignores Thailand's OECD accession efforts, development opportunities might be missed and existing competitiveness could be terminated. For instance, neglecting to adhere to standards related to the enhancement of labour rights and environmentally friendly production could lead to the imposition of trade barriers, he said.

Regarding the impact on SMEs, he said increased foreign investment is anticipated if Thailand successfully joins the OECD, but the question is whether Thai SMEs can compete with foreign investors. This issue is a concern for the government because SMEs have been encountering intense competition.

Nevertheless, even if Thailand becomes an OECD member, reciprocal trade openness with other member countries is not obligatory for all sectors.

Reservations in specific areas are allowed, provided there are justifiable reasons. Examples include reserving certain occupations for Thai nationals and other restrictions, as observed in countries like the United States and South Korea.

For example, the US government reserves the right to prohibit foreigners from owning or controlling the production of energy using nuclear reactors and plutonium.

Private sector entities are thus allowed to engage and provide their perspectives on reservations in specific matters, he said.

In this context, Mr Wanchat said the prime minister established a committee to drive the OECD membership process, with members including representatives from both the public and private sectors like the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI). This committee is considered a national-level entity, demonstrating the commitment to OECD accession, he said.

"The OECD accession evaluation involves multiple committees, but one particularly rigorous committee is the transparency committee, where some applicant countries have spent up to seven years without successful approval," he said.

HIGH AMBITIONS

Sompop Manarungsan, president of the Panyapiwat Institute of Management and a specialist on the Chinese and US economies, said the OECD is a club of wealthy nations, representing countries with per capita incomes exceeding US$13,000. Among the current 38 OECD member countries, there is only one country in Latin America that falls below the threshold of high income, instead categorised within the group of middle-income nations.

Thailand's current per capita income, meanwhile, stands at around $8,000, placing it in the middle-income bracket.

Therefore, if Thailand and Indonesia become members of the OECD, they would be minority countries within the organisation.

More importantly, if Thailand becomes a member of the OECD, it would change Thailand's status from a middle-income country, and the nation would need to contribute funds to less developed nations.

In the case of China, it is observed that China prefers not to be classified as a developed country within the World Trade Organization because it would entail additional obligations for developed nations, he noted.

"The OECD does not have cooperation guidelines with binding agreements, unlike free trade agreements [FTA] or groups like the EU, which have shared commitments. Therefore, the trade and investment benefits that Thailand would gain from OECD membership are less substantial compared to the potential drawbacks," he said.

As a matter of fact, Mr Sompop said Thailand has been a partial member of the OECD for over a decade, and even without full membership, the country can still elevate its standards.

"Being an advanced economy country as an OECD member does not necessarily imply that other countries would be inclined to invest more. Developed nations typically have more stringent criteria than developing countries," said Mr Sompop.
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                                The Revenue Department says there are significant challenges this year achieving tax collection targets because of the slowdown in economic activities, although it has identified five sectors that show promise.
According to Kulaya Tantitemit, director-general of the department, for fiscal 2024 the department raised its revenue collection target to 2.27 trillion baht, up from 2.02 trillion in 2023, representing an increase of about 3%.

The increase is in line with projected Thai GDP expansion of 2.7% this year, according to an estimate by the National Economic and Social Development Council, while the Fiscal Policy Office predicted 2.8% growth.

"Achieving this year's tax collection target is considered challenging because of various factors, including external problems affecting the export market, elevated energy prices and interest rates, and government expenditure being delayed until April. Trade conflicts and barriers could also affect tax collection," she said.

"However, there is still confidence we will meet the tax collection target."

Tax collection for the first five months of this fiscal year (October 2023 to February 2024) amounted to 766 billion baht, 11.7 billion baht or 1.6% higher than the corresponding period of fiscal 2023.

[image: ]
The Revenue Department has raised its revenue collection target to 2.27 trillion baht for the 2024 fiscal year.



Declining profits

In terms of corporate income tax for fiscal 2024, the Revenue Department set a target of 811 billion baht, 5.7% higher than the target last year.

Of the 817 companies listed on the Stock Exchange of Thailand, their net profits decreased by 10.7% in 2023 compared with the previous year.

For non-listed corporations that submit figures to the Business Development Department and Revenue Department, usually by late May, their profit figures are expected to roughly align with the performance of listed companies, said Ms Kulaya.

PROJECTED WINNERS

The Revenue Department also monitors sectors that demonstrate growth potential and provides tax advice similar to preparations for an audit.

The following are sectors expected to expand based on data from 2023:

1. Energy-related businesses, benefiting from the increase in oil prices and higher sales volumes in the natural resources sector, while electricity generation has increased at power plants.

2. Medical and beauty businesses, driven by the growing elderly population, increasing tourism arrivals leading to higher demand for medical services, and a growing interest in cosmetics and personal care.

3. The operating results of retail and wholesale businesses stood out in 2023, as domestic consumption gained and government initiatives promoted spending, such as the Easy E-Receipt tax measure and longer opening hours for entertainment venues.

4. Tourism-related sectors continue to grow thanks to the government's support policies such as visa exemptions. The Tourism Authority of Thailand reported a 50% year-on-year increase in foreign arrivals to 6.38 million in the first two months this year.

5. E-commerce platforms, sellers, accommodation booking platforms, and influencers and YouTubers all indicate promising growth.

The department has a dedicated team to monitor and update its e-commerce regulations to suit the changing business landscape, such as requiring platforms to provide it with special account information.

TAX AVOIDANCE

Ms Kulaya said the department also has measures in place to prevent tax avoidance by large businesses that use transfer pricing.

Transfer pricing refers to an accounting practice that presents the price that one division within a company charges another division for goods and services provided.

This year, she said the department has a team in place to closely monitor transactions, especially international transactions, to prevent the inappropriate shifting of Thailand's tax base to other countries.

Though the economic recovery may be insubstantial, focusing on sectors that show good potential reveals many parts of the economy are still competitive and can adapt for growth, said Ms Kulaya.

[image: ]
Presenters promote the Revenue Department's e-tax system. Ms Kulaya says that the Revenue department has raised its revenue collection target to 2.2767 trillion baht for the fiscal year 2024. (Photo: Varuth Hirunyatheb)



GLOBAL MINIMUM LEVY

She said the department is also in the process of expanding the tax base to create revenue stability by drafting the "Top-up Tax Act (Pillar 2: Global Anti-Base Erosion Rules)".

Pillar 2 involves implementing a global minimum tax on large multinational corporations to reduce tax competition between countries.

The concept mandates corporations pay a minimum effective tax rate (ETR) of 15%. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) supports the concept to foster cooperation and halt the global race to lower corporate income tax rates, which has been ongoing for more than 40 years to attract investment.

This tax rate competition destabilises countries' tax bases, according to the OECD.

Regarding expanding the tax base to online businesses, Ms Kulaya said the department created the E-Business Monitoring Committee to track and propose policies and supervisory measures for both foreign and domestic platforms to ensure compliance.

For instance, Measure 17 requires platforms to submit special account information.

She said collaboration with platforms to educate business owners have started, while revisions to duties on imported goods valued at less than 1,500 baht ensure fairness for domestic operators. This measure was approved by the cabinet.

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

On another front, the department participated in a project called Tax Inspectors Without Borders, which is a partnership between the UN and OECD aiming to exchange knowledge, support and enhance the auditing capabilities of Thai officials in overseeing digital businesses.

This project wants to make oversight more effective and recommend regulatory improvements to accommodate new businesses, said Ms Kulaya.

Tax authorities from more than 140 countries are negotiating an agreement to compel large digital companies such as Google, Facebook, Amazon and Apple to allocate a certain portion of their profits to pay tax in countries where these companies operate, including Thailand.

This initiative, known as Pillar 1, is in the process of finalising the details, with large countries considering the proposal. A conclusion is expected within this year, she said.

If an agreement is reached, the taxes collected from these digital businesses are expected to increase, said Ms Kulaya.

Pillar 1 addresses profit allocation and the right to tax multinational enterprises to ensure greater fairness.
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                                Electric vehicle sales in Thailand are expected to miss the estimate of 130,000 units this year as prices are likely to keep changing, attributed to a price war among Chinese EV makers, says Hyundai Mobility Thailand, a subsidiary of the Korean automaker.
"The price war is an obstacle in the EV market as it causes unstable car prices, making buyers hesitant," said Wallop Chalermvongsavej, managing director of Hyundai Mobility Thailand.

"They prefer to wait and see as they don't know whether EV prices will keep decreasing."

The price war in the local market started last year when some Chinese firms cut EV prices to draw customers as competition intensified.

Some Chinese automakers also wanted to clear stock so they reduced prices, said Mr Wallop.

The unstable prices are not good for the EV industry because they do not reflect real demand from customers, he said.

Hyundai, which is marketing its EVs in the premium category, previously estimated up to 130,000 EVs would be sold this year, but now downgraded the projection to 100,000 units.

Last year EV sales in Thailand totalled 80,000.

The rapid growth of the Thai EV market followed government incentive packages to promote production and consumption of EVs in the country.

Mr Wallop expects EV sales to gain a market share of 10-15% of domestic sales in Thailand, which are still dominated by internal combustion engine (ICE) cars.

"Car companies continue to launch EV models to attract buyers," he said.

"This should help increase the proportion of EV sales."

Last year total domestic car sales, including ICE and electric cars, tallied 780,000 units.

Car sales were sluggish during the first two months of this year, plunging by 21.9% year-on-year to 107,657 units, according to the Federation of Thai Industries' Automotive Industry Club.

The decrease was mainly attributed to banks' stricter criteria for car loans as high household debt levels increase the likelihood of non-performing loans.

Hyundai set a sales target of 1,500 EVs this year and 1,000 in 2025.

The company launched a payment plan for Hyundai customers, increasing instalment periods from five to eight years.

Hyundai also introduced its Ioniq cars, featuring the use of recycled polyethylene terephthalate bottles to make fabric for car seats, as well as waste from the sea transformed into eco-friendly upholstery.
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                                Major creditors have agreed to infuse fresh liquidity into cash-strapped Italian-Thai Development (ITD) Plc, to support the company's business operations without requiring a rehabilitation plan.
Chartsiri Sophonpanich, president of Bangkok Bank (BBL) and a major ITD creditor, emphasised ITD's robust long-term business potential despite encountering short-term liquidity challenges.

BBL, alongside other major creditors, stands prepared to extend financial assistance to ITD, he said.

"BBL is committed to assisting the customer by providing supplementary liquidity, working capital and facilitating debt restructuring. In addition, every major creditor has assisted ITD with its debt restructuring efforts, so ITD does not need to prepare any rehabilitation plans," said Mr Chartsiri after a bank shareholders meeting last Thursday.

BBL, the country's largest lender by total assets and ITD's major creditor, refrained from disclosing the exact amount of loans extended to the cash-strapped contractor and did not confirm who its largest lender was among the major creditors.

Besides BBL, major ITD creditors include Kasikornbank, Krungthai Bank, and Siam Commercial Bank.

Last week, ITD informed the Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) that the company had been negotiating with major creditors to secure both short-term and long-term financial backing to address its liquidity problems.

Partial support has been received, with expectations of finalising loan agreements to support the company's uninterrupted operations.

Moreover, creditors have initially agreed to waive ITD's debt-to-equity ratio requirements, following the company's inability to maintain the financial ratio condition.

However, ITD is implementing changes to its operational and control systems aimed at reducing expenses and enhancing performance, ensuring the company's ability to compete effectively and generate profits from its operations.

Regarding the Dawei Special Economic Zone (DSEZ) full-phase investment project in Myanmar, ITD reassured all of the stakeholders, according to its statement to the SET, that its reimbursement rights for prior investments remain safeguarded under the Tripartite Memorandum.

Addressing the situation in Myanmar, Mr Chartsiri said operations were normal at BBL's Yangon branch despite ongoing civil unrest, with contingency plans in place to ensure continuity of services.

BBL's Yangon branch caters exclusively to corporate clients, including local, Thai and international companies.

Mr Chartsiri said large Thai corporate entities still show a positive trajectory in regional business expansion, aligning with Asean's growth potential.
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                                State-run logistics provider Thailand Post is considering expanding its scope by becoming a "neutral virtual banking agent", with the aim of complementing the operations of nascent virtual banks, says chief executive Dhanant Subhadrabandhu.
The state agency would leverage its 1,600 branches nationwide and door-to-door delivery network comprising 25,000 employees to support such a mission, he said.

Becoming a neutral virtual bank agent would provide a new business opportunity for the company's existing financial and retail business, said Mr Dhanant.

Thailand Post plans to decide by June how it may participate in the development of virtual banks, three months ahead of the September deadline set for virtual bank applications by the Bank of Thailand.

Although virtual banks would mainly provide services via their virtual systems and digital application forms, Thailand Post could make such operations easier by serving as a contact point through its branches and network of delivery employees, he said.

For example, Mr Dhanant said  Thailand Post could help unbanked people or migrant labourers who receive daily cash wages to deposit their funds through the virtual banking system.

Delivery employees could promote services to customers in their homes using a variety of virtual bank services, he said.

Thailand Post could provide related services as a virtual bank agent through its 1,600 branches nationwide, said Mr Dhanant.

The company already operates a banking agent service for all banks, accepting deposits and withdrawals using bank account passbooks at its postal branches.

He said Thailand Post is in talks with some banks that have the potential to become virtual banks to jointly explore the possibility of a proposed neutral banking agent partnership.

The state enterprise could also consider securing shares in a group planning to apply for a virtual bank licence, said Mr Dhanant.

"We have talked with some big commercial banks as well as non-bank companies that operate various businesses through a retail consumer base," he said.

"However, the talks have yet to be concluded."

Mr Dhanant said Thailand Post believes it could help provide several operations to lenders.

"Apart from Thais, one target group for virtual bank service is migrant workers who do not receive a pay slip from their employer," he said.

Mr Dhanant said this latest shift aligns with the enterprise's core strategy to switch from last-mile delivery to become a first-mile service, aiming to be known by Thais for its services and trusted for its quality.

Recently Thailand Post set an aggressive profit target for this year of 350 million baht, up sharply from 78 million last year.

Last year was the first time the state enterprise recorded a net profit in three years.
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                                While electric vehicles (EVs) gain in popularity as an option to replace oil-powered cars, hydrogen still holds promise as a future energy that may suit mobility technology and help reduce air pollutants, says national oil and gas conglomerate PTT Plc.
The company, through its subsidiary Arun Plus, plans to make EVs domestically this year under a collaboration with Taiwan-based Hon Hai Precision Industry Co.

PTT is also working with other firms to develop hydrogen fuel.

The company announced earlier it signed a memorandum of understanding with the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand and ACWA Power, a Saudi Arabia-based firm specialising in renewable energy, to co-develop green hydrogen and ensure its production is financially viable.

Making hydrogen fuel on a commercial scale to serve the automotive industry is not easy, though Japanese automakers have spent years studying development of this fuel, said Buranin Rattanasombat, chief of new business and infrastructure at PTT.

"If you ask me which one is better for cars -- a battery or hydrogen -- I would say it's a battery now," he said.

But this does not mean the development of hydrogen fuel should be ignored, said Mr Buranin.

Hydrogen has been used in large vehicles such as trucks and buses as well as in some factories, he said.

Making green hydrogen is expensive as the fuel is derived from renewable energy to split water molecules into oxygen and hydrogen.

Some countries eager to shift to hydrogen fuel may start with grey hydrogen, made from natural gas, though it is not the best choice to support campaigns to reduce carbon dioxide.

According to an article on energy transition on the World Economic Forum website, grey hydrogen is made through a steam reforming process, which generates a smaller amount of emissions than using black (bituminous) or brown (lignite) coal to make hydrogen.

"Making grey hydrogen at a gas separation plant or an oil refinery is also easier than producing batteries for cars," said Mr Buranin.

He said he believes one reason Japanese firms are interested in developing hydrogen fuel is this type of fuel requires fewer changes in oil-powered engine technology than those required if automakers shift to electric mobility technology.
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        It's not often an American ally addresses the US Congress, but when they do, it's time to listen. That was the case on April 12 when Japan's Prime Minister Fumio Kishida spoke before a joint session of Congress in Washington to both thank America for its post-war friendship and to reaffirm the continuing political and strategic partnership between Japan and the US.
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        The purpose of this article is to educate the public about the real issue of the digital wallet scheme. The issue is not "HOW to get the 500 billion baht?" but "Is there 500 billion baht AVAILABLE to be borrowed?"

      

      
        Iran, Israel is a panto crisis, not a real war
        Ayatollah Khamenei, Iran's "Supreme Leader", is embarrassed and humiliated by the complete failure of his drone and missile attack on Israel, but does US President Joe Biden have the empathy to feel sorry for his old adversary in his time of trouble?

      

      
        Thai-EU free trade deal on the horizon
        If everything goes as planned, Thailand and the EU could sign a free trade agreement by mid-next year, in what is another example of the European Union's increasing engagement in the Indo-Pacific region.

      

      
        Port saga never ends
        Governments have tried to move Bangkok Port in Klong Toey to Laem Chabang deep-sea port in Chon Buri province many times.

      

      
        Cadmium plan lacking
        In an effort to quash the public health scare that followed the discovery of illegal cadmium tailings that were illegally transported from Tak to several locations around the capital, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has ordered the toxic waste be returned to its source.

      

      
        A Songkran downer
        Songkran festivities across Thailand continue to draw in both local and foreign tourists, all eager to partake in the joyful water-splashing celebration.

      

      
        Solar geoengineering won't help
        At the most recent United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA), held in Nairobi, African countries took a strong stand against potential new technologies that, if developed, could tip an already disrupted climate into chaos.

      

      
        Taking a dip in Hua Hin a long time ago
        It is not often I can remember what I was doing five days ago let alone 55 years, but a moth-eaten diary confirms that on April 14, 1969 I was in the Thai resort town of Hua Hin. A brief explanation is necessary.
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									International challenges demand action								

															

																It's not often an American ally addresses the US Congress, but when they do, it's time to listen. That was the case on April 12 when Japan's Prime Minister Fumio Kishida spoke before a joint session of Congress in Washington to both thank America for its post-war friendship and to reaffirm the continuing political and strategic partnership between Japan and the US.
"China's current external stance and military actions present an unprecedented and the greatest strategic challenge, not only to the peace and security of Japan but to the peace and stability of the international community at large," Mr Kishida warned. "While such a challenge from China continues, our commitment to upholding a free and open international order based on the rule of law, as well as peace, will continue to be the defining agenda."

All certainly true, but there are a few unspoken issues here. Japanese leaders traditionally are far more politically circumspect and diplomatically elliptical even when speaking to friends concerning the most pressing challenges. Mr Kishida was clear and unequivocal.

Building on the close political relationship between former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and former President Donald Trump, the geopolitical side of this vital trans-Pacific relationship has reached new heights with Mr Kishida (who, by the way, was Abe's Foreign Minster). What has also changed Japan's political views has been the clear and menacing strategic tilt in East Asia from an assertive People's Republic of China (PRC) and an increasingly hostile North Korea.

Provocative ballistic missile firings by the quaintly titled Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK), as well as the Ukraine war, have jolted the region's attention from Seoul to Tokyo and Manila.

As Mr Kishida told Congress, "North Korea's nuclear and missile program is a direct threat...North Korea's provocations have an impact beyond the region."

He added significantly, "It has also exported its ballistic missiles to support Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine, greatly increasing the suffering of the Ukrainian people." He continued, "As I often say, Ukraine of today may be East Asia of tomorrow." He stressed, "Japan has transformed its national security strategy. Uncertainty about the future stability of the Indo-Pacific region caused us to change our policies and our very mindset."

Japan has also openly addressed the long-standing thorny issue of Japan's military spending: too little for an economy and country Japan's size, but historically rationalised in the post-war era as acceptable given the longstanding defence treaty with the US. Thus, for the longest time, even going back to the Reagan administration, Japan was comfortable spending only 1% of GDP on its defence despite polite chiding from Washington; yet given Japan's economic strength, that 1%, few realized, remained quite formidable.

That's now changed. "In 2022, we announced that we would secure a substantial increase of our defence budget by FY 2027 to 2% of GDP," Mr Kishida announced, adding, "Today, the deterrence that our alliance provides is stronger than ever."

Viewing the role of American leadership internationally, Mr Kishida stated, "Although the world looks to your leadership, the US should not be expected to do it all, unaided and on your own. Yes, the leadership of the United States is indispensable." He added realistically, "Without the presence of the United States, how long before the Indo-Pacific would face even harsher realities?"

Using a metaphor, Mr Kishida stressed, "On the spaceship called 'Freedom and Democracy,' Japan is proud to be your shipmate. We are on deck, we are on task. And we are ready to do what is necessary ... The democratic nations of the world must have all hands on deck."

He stressed, "I am here to say that Japan is already standing shoulder to shoulder with the United States. You are not alone. We are with you."

Shortly after his address to Congress, Mr Kishida joined President Joe Biden and Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr for a trilateral summit to reinforce security ties, especially countering Beijing's aggressiveness in the South China Sea. Mr Biden stressed, "The United States' defence commitments to Japan and to the Philippines are ironclad."

Hopefully, but these events must be viewed in the context of nervous unease concerning US leadership. Leadership is a proven quality, not a talking point. Failure to maintain serious US deterrence in the midst of unserious debate and theatrics, political unreliability facing the Ukraine war and Israel's war in Gaza brings the Biden administration tiptoeing to the brink of wider conflicts.



John J. Metzler is a United Nations correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues. He is the author of 'Divided Dynamism: The Diplomacy of Separated Nations; Germany, Korea, China'.
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																As the Songkran water-splashing festival draws to a close in Thailand and Cambodia, the war of words among netizens -- sparked by a Thai influencer who made sarcastic comments about the Khmer New Year -- drags on.
The influencer, who arrived in Siem Riep on Saturday, compared the Songkran celebrations in both countries. A poor choice of words and an unsavoury attitude upset a large number of local netizens, resulting in the online spat between audiences from both countries.

The influencer eventually corrected the misinformation at the end of his clip, but it was too late. The damage was done.

The Songkran drama suggests the influencer -- and many Thai netizens -- know little about the traditions and culture of Cambodia, leading the Khmer audience to protest strongly.

As the debate went on, misguided nationalism effectively blinded both sides as they struggled to claim ownership of this traditional new year festival, which originated in India and is also celebrated by people in Myanmar and Laos.

Looking back, the Cambodian public's sense of disgruntlement surfaced last year when "Songkran in Thailand" won Unesco recognition as an intangible cultural heritage item in accordance with the namesake convention.

The Culture Ministry of Cambodia proceeded to register its version of the Khmer New Year, widely known as "Chol Chhnam Thmey" by local people, to the world cultural body. It's understood that it will also soon get the recognition it deserves.

Fierce competition by hardline elements concerning the traditional new year registration and other cultural products like Khol Lakhol of Cambodia and the Khon mask dance of Thailand -- both previously listed by Unesco -- is unfortunate given the two neighbours shared much cultural heritage before their national boundaries were settled.

Some may still remember the kun Khmer boxing vs muay Thai saga that almost spoiled last year's SEA Games.

It should be noted that this kind of competition for Unesco recognition is a widespread phenomenon. It's affected Indonesia and Malaysia -- another set of neighbours that share common cultural heritage in the form of pancak silat, a martial art, and other kinds of cultural products.

Given such cultural conflicts, perhaps it's time for Unesco to consider itself part of the solution, instead of distancing itself from the problem.

At least it should advise countries with similar heritage to consider joint registration under the programme, like Thailand's pha kaoma loincloth or the Khmer kroma.

The agency has already achieved this by encouraging five Asean countries including Thailand which jointly nominate bekaya, a piece of traditional clothing, which Unesco then approved. The other countries are Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore

Unesco should suspend registration if governments refuse to cooperate, insisting on individual submission that would cause needless strife. After all, a shared culture should be cherished together.

Cambodia and Thailand should also promote constructive competition among their respective citizenries when it comes to promoting cultural knowledge.

Everyone should appreciate that shared cultural heritage has no borders.
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								ECONOMY TALK
							

																The purpose of this article is to educate the public about the real issue of the digital wallet scheme. The issue is not "HOW to get the 500 billion baht?" but "Is there 500 billion baht AVAILABLE to be borrowed?"
The legality of financing sources is the government's problem, not the public's. They just have to make sure that obtaining the 500 billion baht is done in a way that will not land them in jail. It seems like the government has found the legally correct means now.

The answer to the availability issue is that, without the Bank of Thailand's (BoT) liquidity support, it is almost impossible to find money unless the government decides to pull some nasty tricks -- as there is no dormant 500 billion baht in the monetary system to borrow in 2024.

With no liquidity injection by the BoT, one can be 90% sure there will be no cash-handout in the fourth quarter of this year. I leave the possibility of 10% for a surprise massive inflow of capital, or the government pulling nasty tricks.

The financing plan of the 500 billion baht digital wallet (DW) scheme was announced last week. Instead of issuing an Emergency Borrowing Act, funding will come from three sources: (1) 2024 fiscal budget to the amount of 175 billion baht, (2) 2025 fiscal budget to the amount of 152.7 billion baht, and (3) an advance by the Bank of Agricultural and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) to the amount of 172.3 billion baht.

The complicated financing plan of splitting the funding into three sources was drawn up to avoid breaching the Public Debt Management Act of 2005.

[image: ]

Section 21 says the "government shall not borrow more than 20% of the expense budget to finance deficit in each fiscal year". Previously, the government attempted to bypass this legal borrowing limitation by issuing a separate Emergency Borrowing Act/Decree. The Office of National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) advised against such a move as the economic situation now does not qualify as an "emergency". Therefore, the government abandoned Plan A that was the Emergency Borrowing Act and went to Plan B -- splitting funding sources.

I still have some legal doubts about the new funding plan, such as managing the 2024 fiscal budget to save cash for the DW scheme to be launched in the 2025 fiscal year, and the authority of the BAAC to make an advance. However, those legal risks are not my concern. My concern is "where is the money?"

It really does not matter how the financing of the DW scheme would legally come about, as long as there is money in the system to borrow. The money could be borrowed under the Emergency Borrowing Decree/Act, under this year's fiscal budget, under next year's fiscal budget, from state bank(s), from commercial banks, or even from donations from rich Thais. The bottom line is that the government has the necessary money ready for distribution.

Let me give an example: if rich Thais decide to head to commercial banks to withdraw 500 billion baht to "donate" to this DW scheme, commercial banks will say HOLD ON, as the entire Thai banking system currently holds cash in the amount of 223.3 billion baht. There are three possible ways for banks to raise the remaining 276.7 billion baht of cash: (1) borrow from abroad in dollars and convert into baht at the BoT; (2) recall loans, which is not possible as borrowers have no way to find cash; and (3) borrow from the central bank. It is clear that without the liquidity support of the central bank, financing the extra 500 billion baht will not be possible.

The prime directive of the BoT is to make sure that inflation rates are at acceptable levels through proper management of the money supply (broad money). The attached table in this article proves the BoT is good at its job, except for in 2022, probably because the economy needed to recover from the Covid economic crisis and the central bank obviously released too much liquidity. The result was a 6.08% inflation rate.

To keep inflation below 2% in 2024, according to my own estimation, the BoT will likely need to keep broad money supply growth at 2.4%, implying 499.9 billion baht of the money supply will increase. This amount of new money supply is to be shared by the public and private sectors for funding requirements. The government needs 693 billion baht to cover its 2024 budget deficit. Therefore, there would already be a liquidity fight between the public and private sectors, even without the additional 500 billion baht funding for the DW scheme.

So, is the DW scheme hopeless? Not exactly. The BoT is powerful enough to release a large amount of extra liquidity/money supply. The BoT did just that in 2020 and 2021. To finance Emergency Borrowing Decrees of 1 trillion baht and 0.5 trillion baht, the central bank injected 1.26 trillion baht of liquidity in 2020 and injected another 852.9 billion baht in 2021 respectively.

I should explain the BoT was able to do the liquidity injection because conditions were conducive to do so. The BoT is bound by law under the Currency Act of 1958 and cannot create liquidity at will. The liquidity injection of 2020 was possible because of the US$27.4 billion of net foreign capital inflow and the liquidity injection of 2021 was possible through the "asset revaluation" technique.

Before crying that the BoT is being unfair to the current government because it supported the previous government's financing needs and (are likely to) reject this government's financing needs, please note the inflation rates of 2020 and 2021. I am certain that if 2024/25's inflation rates can be managed to be below 2%, the BoT could be agreeable to a liquidity injection for DW programme.

When the government talks about the DW scheme, it only claims how much gross domestic product (GDP) growth will be boosted, but never mentions the effects on inflation. I really do not understand how the government can be proud of the DW programme as, according to the government own's statement, the GDP boost would be 1.2% to 1.8% while the cost of the scheme to taxpayers is 2.8% of GDP.

The new financing plan is a good effort but it will not work unless the BoT cooperates. It should be noted that if the BoT ignores the government's request to inject liquidity to lower the policy interest rate due to concerns over inflation, I see no logical reason why the central bank would yield to the liquidity requirement of the DW scheme.

Some wicked thought just flashed into my head. What if, worse comes to worse, the final DW token recipients cannot redeem their tokens for cash, but get tax credits or even government bonds in exchange? Interesting?
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									Iran, Israel is a panto crisis, not a real war								

															

																Ayatollah Khamenei, Iran's "Supreme Leader", is embarrassed and humiliated by the complete failure of his drone and missile attack on Israel, but does US President Joe Biden have the empathy to feel sorry for his old adversary in his time of trouble?
Maybe he does, because it was almost certainly Mr Biden's people, working through back channels, who persuaded the Iranians that this was a safe way of retaliating for Israel's unprovoked attack on the Iranian embassy in Damascus two weeks ago.

Just fire a few drones at Israel, one or two will get through, Iran's honour will be satisfied, and we can all avoid the big war we don't want.

Israel's Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu does want a bigger war, of course. He let Hamas carry out a horrific attack on Israel, he's now trapped in a "forever war" with Hamas in the Gaza Strip, the horrendous civilian casualties Israel is inflicting on the Palestinians are alienating US public opinion, and the pressure from Mr Biden for a ceasefire is getting hard to resist.

Mr Netanyahu would lose power almost instantly if he accepted a ceasefire, because his hard-right coalition government would collapse.

The obvious way for him to escape from this dilemma was to make the war bigger by dragging Iran in. Then the United States would feel obliged to save Israel from the Iranians, and all that ugly stuff in Gaza would just fade into the background.

That was the purpose of Israel's unprovoked missile attack on the Iranian embassy in Syria on April 1, which killed seven officers of Iran's Revolutionary Guard including two generals (plus six Syrian civilians).

Israel had never attacked an Iranian embassy before, because embassies are regarded as sovereign territory of the country that owns them.

The Iranians would treat an attack on their embassy as an attack on Iran itself, and who needs a war with Iran? Well, Binyamin Netanyahu does, actually.

The Israelis knew that Iran's leaders would feel obliged to respond with a precisely similar attack from Iranian territory on Israeli territory -- no substitutes, no proxies -- because of the rigorously precise moral accountancy of Twelver (Shia) Islamic jurisprudence.

Interpreting that law is what the ayatollahs do for a living, so you can be sure they will respond the right way.

Neither the United States nor Iran wants that bigger war Mr Netanyahu was aiming at, so between them they cobbled together an (unwritten) plan to avoid it. Iran would launch its counter-attack and satisfy its honour, but superior American and Israeli technology would keep the number of Israeli casualties low enough that Washington could stop Mr Netanyahu from further retaliation.

You doubt this analysis? Too clever by half? Consider this: just as the Iranian counter-strike was launched, Iran's mission to the United Nations released the following statement: "Iran's military action was in response to the Zionist regime's aggression against our diplomatic premises in Damascus. The matter can be deemed concluded.

"However, should the Israeli regime make another mistake, Iran's response will be considerably more severe. It is a conflict between Iran and the rogue Israeli regime, from which the US MUST STAY AWAY!"

With Washington's tacit cooperation, that outcome has been achieved. There will be no bigger war -- at least, not for now -- although Mr Netanyahu still has some cards to play. Well done, everybody. But there is one unforeseen consequence of this elaborate charade. Iran now looks like a paper tiger, at least to the general public at home and elsewhere.

Military professionals would not necessarily agree. Drones are particularly vulnerable to interception (as Ukraine was demonstrating every day before the US Congress cut off its arms supplies), and Israel's David's Sling and Arrow systems are very efficient at stopping ballistic missiles. Besides, Iran was probably not trying very hard.

Nevertheless, just one seven-year-old girl injured (and she's not even Jewish) for a 300-weapon attack is a surprisingly low hit rate, and the Iranians may feel the need to restore the credibility of their weapons by a successful operation somewhere else (but not Israel) in the near future.

The main cost of this operation is that it lets Mr Netanyahu claim a great success and divert public attention from the appalling situation in the Gaza Strip.

Even the artificial famine now devastating the territory will be ignored for a while. However, a real war between the United States and Iran would have been far worse. Sufficient unto the day.

Gwynne Dyer is an independent journalist whose articles are published in 45 countries. His latest book is 'Intervention Earth', an examination of the state of play in the climate game, and a proposal for how to proceed.
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									Thai-EU free trade deal on the horizon								
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																If everything goes as planned, Thailand and the EU could sign a free trade agreement by mid-next year, in what is another example of the European Union's increasing engagement in the Indo-Pacific region.
Thailand is considered as Europe's strategic hub. The EU wants to use Thailand, as the Southeast Asian region's second-largest economy, as a gateway to promote trade and investment in the broader region.

After nearly a decade of neglect, Europe is now fostering cooperation with Thailand.

The Thai government in September provided fertile ground for an improvement in bilateral ties, especially the expediting of the Thai-EU free trade agreement.

This all comes as Thailand has also recently applied to join the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

Thailand should have concluded the free-trade framework a long time ago had it not been for the latest coup, to which Brussels responded by delaying Bangkok's free trade efforts by nearly a decade.

Both Singapore and Vietnam completed their frameworks with the EU in 2019 and 2020, respectively. Both Indonesia and the Philippines have also made progress in their negotiations.

Before Songkran, senior officials from Thailand and the EU met in Bangkok to discuss ways to move ties forward, including the free trade framework, green transition, a Schengen visa waiver, and more frequent visits at all levels.

As part of the Thai-EU Comprehensive Partnership and Cooperation Agreement, both sides still have outstanding issues to tackle bilaterally, in particular, combatting illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing and capacity building to help Thai exporters adapt to the EU's green measures.

However, the prospect of the Thai-EU free trade agreement is the most important aspect.

In the beginning, after four initial rounds of negotiations in 2013 with the EU, the whole process was terminated due to the seizure of power a year later, in May 2014, by Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha.

Now after almost a decade, the EU and Thailand agreed to jump-start the negotiation process. Six months after the March 2019 election, the EU normalised ties with Thailand.

But it was in March 2023 that Thailand and the EU agreed to relaunch negotiations for "an ambitious, modern and balanced free trade agreement (FTA), with sustainability at its core".

The first round of renewed talks was held in September in Brussels, followed by another round in Bangkok in early January. For the rest of this year, two additional rounds are planned, in Brussels in June and in Bangkok in September. It is hoped that by the year-end, both sides will be able to iron out the nitty gritty in all the legal documents so a deal can be signed by next year.

Under the current government, the Thai-EU free trade agreement is a top priority.

The free trade framework will also boost Thailand's bargaining power to get the Schengen visa waivers. Bangkok hopes more visa waivers will promote tourism and people-to-people exchanges.

Thailand also hopes to conclude similar trade deals with Sri Lanka, the United Arab Emirates and the European Free Trade Association (Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland).

Apart from the continued dispute over the fishery sector, there are still five major issues that both sides are wrangling over.

First of all, it has to deal with better access to services and investment. Thailand still places a low limit on the percentage of foreign investment, which the EU would like to see expanded and liberalised.

Secondly, the EU wishes Thailand to allow foreign investors to have a bigger portion in government procurement.

The current law mandates that 60% of the materials acquired must come from local businesses. The EU would like the government to open up its procurement policy.

Thirdly, the labour rights issue remains controversial. Thailand is now considering acceding to two additional conventions of the International Labour Organization that would allow freedom of association and the right to organisation and bargaining.

Fourthly, the EU would like the Thais to set up a multilateral investment court to handle investment disputes if need be. This remains a point of contention.

The final outstanding points are miscellaneous issues such as sanitary and phyto-sanitary (SPS) matters, the protection of intellectual property rights, including geographical indications and the removal of obstacles to digital trade and trade in energy and raw materials.

In 2023, the EU was Thailand's fourth largest trading partner after China, Japan, and the US, with total Thai-EU bilateral trade amounting to US$41.6 billion (1.5 trillion baht).

Last year, Thailand's exports to the EU totalled US$21.8 billion, while imports from the EU were valued at US$19.8 billion.

Key Thai exports are machinery and electronics and transport equipment, miscellaneous manufactured articles, as well as food products. EU exports are machinery and transport equipment, chemicals and related products, and manufactured goods.

Among Asean members, Thailand is one of the most important destinations for European investments. In 2022, investment reached US$42 billion. Major European companies include Mercedes Benz, BMW, Ducati, Bosch, Continental, Diageo Moet and Hennessy, for instance. The EU is the second-largest investor in Thailand after Japan.

What is interesting is the growing number of large Thai companies that have chosen to invest in Europe. In 2022 alone, Thai companies invested well over US$30 billion in food processing, hotels, beverages, and jewellery in, among others, France, Italy and Germany.

Looking forward, Thai-EU relations are stronger and more comprehensive thanks to geopolitical factors, which call for closer collaboration and cooperation.

In addition, both countries know that to expand trade and investment in the future, they have to be conscious of the impacts of climate change and environmental protection. Thai entrepreneurs are increasingly aware of these criteria when they want to venture abroad, so the so-called green economy and other related measures must be factored in.

Thai-EU ties could have been better and more dynamic, especially in terms of the strategic arena. However, domestic Thai political developments that attracted strong reactions resulted in unexpected negative impacts that linger.

Thailand-EU ties are underdeveloped in comparison with other Asean members. Other countries are in a better position than Europe regarding utilising Thailand as a hub or a strategic partner.

Kavi Chongkittavorn is a veteran journalist on regional affairs.
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																Governments have tried to move Bangkok Port in Klong Toey to Laem Chabang deep-sea port in Chon Buri province many times.
The relocation follows an urban development trend in which commercial ports are located outside capital cities. However, most of these attempts to move logistic operations which remain at Klong Toey to Chon Buri have failed.

The latest attempt by the Srettha government does not seem to have made any real advance. Early this month, PM Srettha Thavisin made a bold announcement about the government's vision to move the rest of the port facility to Chon Buri, starting with facilities on a 32-rai plot facing the Chao Phraya River, which will be turned into a public space, commercial zones and a new marina for tourism cruises.

Apart from land development, politicians like PM Srettha and Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt also share the belief that relocating Klong Toey Port can solve the city's PM2.5 air pollution and floods.

Just a week later, PM Srettha changed his tone. He said that "only parts" of the port's operations will be moved to Laem Chabang.

The big question is, which part?

Most of Klong Toey Port's logistics were moved to Laem Chabang in Chon Buri several years ago. Some 10 million containers are regularly shipped to the Laem Chabang facility; by contrast just one million containers still use Bangkok Port in Klong Toey.

The Port Authority of Thailand (PAT) insisted that keeping some operations there is vital for local exporters and businesses. The agency under the Transport Ministry has an ambitious plan to modernise remaining operations into a modern major transport hub, alongside the existing port structure. The hub will handle goods delivered along the Chao Phraya River from provinces further north.

The PAT is also planning to develop some of the 2,300-rai facility into smart community residences and a commercial zone that includes retail shops, hotels, department stores, warehouses and a sports complex.

To reduce air pollution and traffic congestion in the area, the PAT also announced the plan to move some truck depots to Ayutthaya, to divert lorries from entering the inner city. The PAT also plans to have a 2-kilometre expressway built to re-route lorries through Bang Na.

It seems the politicians and the PAT are not on the same page. The debate over the future of Klong Toey Port has been going for years without any signs of a conclusion.

The bigger question is, who stands to gain the most benefit from the relocation?

Is it Bangkok residents, who stand to get a large public park along the river?

Or will it be commercial land developers, as in the case of the Makkasan Railway Depot?

What will be future of Klong Toey's communities? Will they be evicted so the city can get a new mixed-use and marina?

Lawmakers or even a neutral think-tank like the Office of the National Economic and Social Development Council should launch a study to provide answers as to how the 2,300-rai land plot should be developed.

Meanwhile, the PAT must remember that the site is public property and that it might be time for the agency to hand over some land for public space.

Even if the debate continues for the next several years or even another decade, the BMA and PAT must work harder to reduce air pollution by forcing lorries and operators to comply with air pollution standards.
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																In an effort to quash the public health scare that followed the discovery of illegal cadmium tailings that were illegally transported from Tak to several locations around the capital, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has ordered the toxic waste be returned to its source.
The process is scheduled to begin today and is expected to be finished by the end of the month. The order, however, has raised more questions than provided answers.

The prime minister is mistaken if he truly believes the scandal will end quickly simply by sending the waste back to its source. Since the news broke this month, authorities have been focusing on finding the 15,000 tonnes of cadmium tailings illegally removed from a landfill in Tak, which used to be the old Padaeng mine.

Several thousand tonnes were found at recycling plants in Samut Sakhon and Chon Buri, but public alarm peaked when a few hundred tonnes of the toxic waste were found in two locations in Bangkok.

While the Chinese owner of J&B Metal Co -- the company which owns one of the warehouses where the tailings were found -- and his associates have been arrested, questions about the government's plan to hold the seller of the tailings accountable remain.

This isn't the first time Thailand had faced issues involving cadmium. The first incident took place in 2004, when the International Water Management Institute (IWMI) found excessive levels of cadmium in cash crops and waterways around the Mae Tao River basin in Tak.

Tests of residents also showed abnormally high concentrations of cadmium in their bloodstream, which could cause kidney failure and various cancers. It resulted in 114 local residents suing Padaeng Industry Plc and Tak Mining Co for damages.

The zinc mine ceased operations in 2016, and the company rebranded as Bound & Beyond Plc. Cadmium tailings produced as a byproduct of the mine's operations were buried in a secure landfill approved by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment.

Had the House Committee on Industry not launched an investigation into the matter, no one of would have known that cadmium tailings from the landfill were being sold off to foreign buyers. Akadet Wongpitakroj, who chairs the House Committee on Industry, noted that purified cadmium can fetch up to 200,000 baht per tonne.

The PM's plan to put the toxic waste back into the landfill also raises questions about safety. The landfills from which the cadmium tailings were excavated for sale contained over 300,000 tonnes of toxic waste.

Now unsealed, they pose a serious threat to the environment and nearby residents. Given the toxicity of cadmium tailings, standard practice demands they be professionally treated before disposal. Yet the government is treating the cadmium tailings as if they were just ordinary rubbish that could be thrown out in a landfill.

Neutralising toxic waste and ensuring the safety of landfills with expert supervision may be costly, but the government doesn't need to worry about that, as the polluters are legally required to cover the costs.

In emergencies, the Pollution Control Department can initially cover the cost, but it can seek reimbursement from the polluters. This was done in the removal of toxic lead sediments in Klity Creek, Kanchanaburi. In addition, the government must roll out blood tests for everyone exposed to the toxic waste, especially children. Without these actions, the PM risks being seen as merely sweeping the rubbish under the rug.
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																Songkran festivities across Thailand continue to draw in both local and foreign tourists, all eager to partake in the joyful water-splashing celebration.
However, the government's handling of this year's festival paints a rather different picture -- one of confusion and constant miscommunication, which reflects a fundamental flaw with the administration.

The government, especially the Tourism Authority of Thailand, must learn from this year's failures to improve the organisation and management of future celebrations and festivals. At the heart of this confusion is the government's decision to announce a 21-day "Maha Songkran World Water Festival" back in February, and what actually transpired during the period.

The government promised to hold a series of Songkran celebrations nationwide over the course of three weeks, as opposed to the usual three days of water splashing. The move, it said, was meant to celebrate Unesco's decision to recognise the annual festival as an Intangible Cultural Heritage item.

Under the plan announced in February, Songkran celebrations would be held in major tourism hubs, such as Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Phuket and Pattaya from April 1-21, as opposed to April 13-15.

However, the announcement left out crucial details, including where and when the celebrations would be held, resulting in unmet expectations and disappointed tourists.

Many visitors, especially those who came from abroad, misunderstood the announcement to mean that water fights would be a daily occurrence nationwide for the entire 21-day period, commencing on April 1. A notable incident involved a bewildered Chinese tourist, who ventured outside a popular Bangkok shopping mall armed with a water gun only to discover no one else was partaking in water fights. His clip went viral on both Chinese and Thai social media platforms.

The government had envisioned the Maha Songkran World Water Festival to be a multi-day celebration featuring various activities -- not just water fights -- curated by provinces across the country.

These were supposed to be highlighted on the TAT's tourism calendar, with the aim of attracting tourists. However, this vision remained a concept, as it lacked a clear action plan and implementation. The government's eagerness to promote the festival for public relations purposes clearly exceeded its ability to come up with a coherent plan.

As a result, this year's 21-day Maha Songkran World Water Festival is nothing but the same as previous years, with water-centred activities concentrated between April 13-15, and in subsequent weeks in select areas such as Chon Buri and Phra Pradaeng in Samut Prakan, where Songkran festivities traditionally occur later than in other regions. Beyond these events, there is uncertainty regarding any other activities occurring elsewhere.

This confusion highlights the government's inability to properly execute its policies, which can be seen in other programmes, such as its flagship digital wallet cash handout.

Such instances reflect a fundamental flaw of this administration -- that is, the penchant for rhetoric without substantive action. This not only breeds confusion among tourists and businesses, but also erodes confidence and trust in the government and the nation as a whole. Effective PR is essential, but it must be grounded in reality, supported by substantive plans and transparency.
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																At the most recent United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA), held in Nairobi, African countries took a strong stand against potential new technologies that, if developed, could tip an already disrupted climate into chaos.
The continent's leaders, with the support of other developing countries, helped shoot down a resolution that called for more research into the benefits and risks of solar radiation modification (SRM). Also known as solar geoengineering, SRM is the controversial idea that deliberately modifying the atmosphere to reflect some of the sun's rays back into space could help cool a warming planet. Instead, these policymakers supported the International Non-Use Agreement on Solar Geoengineering and emphasised the need for effective and equitable climate solutions.

Geoengineering encompasses a range of speculative technologies, of which SRM is just one, intended to address the effects, not the root causes, of climate change. Many solar-geoengineering techniques have been proposed, but the most contemplated is stratospheric aerosol injection, which envisages fleets of high-flying airplanes continuously spraying large amounts of sulphur dioxide into the stratosphere to mimic the temporary cooling effects of volcanic eruptions.

In reality, such measures would likely destabilise an already severely disrupted climate. Consider that volcanic eruptions have historically precipitated extreme weather events and famines. Moreover, climate models have long indicated that stratospheric aerosol injection could alter Indian monsoons and cause more frequent and persistent droughts in the volatile Sahel region. According to the UN Human Rights Council, solar geoengineering could "seriously interfere with the enjoyment of human rights for millions and perhaps billions of people".

Some SRM proponents argue that if spraying sulphate aerosols into the stratosphere does not achieve the desired result, it is always possible to stop. But that could prove dangerous: the masking effect of the injected particles would disappear, causing a rapid rise in temperatures. This so-called termination shock would be a nightmare scenario.

Africans see how their continent is being used as a testing ground for these dangerous technologies. Africa is the continent most vulnerable to climate change, the argument goes, and thus would benefit the most from geoengineering. In fact, Africans have the most to lose from failed geoengineering technologies.

Furthermore, disagreements over the use of SRM could exacerbate geopolitical conflicts and even trigger wars. And, given that geoengineering technologies are largely promoted by US-based interests and institutions funded by tech billionaires, African countries have good reason to fear that they would have little to no say in decisions about their deployment.

In addition to concerns about security and equity, geoengineering raises serious ethical questions. SRM and other related technologies appeal to those who repudiate the need for rapid, transformative societal change to limit global warming. Even entertaining this fantasy could become a dangerous distraction, especially as it gains traction as a tactic of delay for the fossil-fuel industry.

That is why African countries -- together with Mexico, Colombia, Fiji and Vanuatu -- pushed back forcefully against Switzerland's solar-geoengineering resolution at the UNEA, arguing that research has already demonstrated the catastrophic risks. They advocated for the UNEA to reaffirm a precautionary approach to these speculative technologies and to acknowledge the African Ministerial Conference on the Environment's call for a non-use agreement - a pioneering decision taken in August 2023. But the United States, Saudi Arabia, and Japan opposed this. Given the lack of consensus, Switzerland was forced to withdraw its resolution.

The negotiations underscored the importance of the call for the International Non-Use Agreement on Solar Geoengineering, an initiative that has been endorsed by more than 500 scholars and backed by almost 2,000 civil-society groups. The agreement concludes that because solar geoengineering poses unacceptable risks and is inherently ungovernable, countries must reject outdoor experimentation, patents, public funding, or deployment of the technology.

The international community should adopt a strict ban on solar geoengineering, as it has done for human cloning and chemical weapons, and it must do so before the technology is commercialised. In fact, governments agreed to a de facto moratorium on geoengineering under the Convention on Biological Diversity more than a decade ago. The Non-Use Agreement would further reinforce this prohibition.

But it is not enough to resist dangerous distractions like SRM. Addressing the climate crisis requires a razor-sharp focus on real solutions and South-South cooperation. Two of us, as part of the Independent Expert Group on Just Transition and Development, recently outlined how African countries can pursue an effective climate and development agenda -- and how efforts such as the Least Developed Countries Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Initiative could support this. Likewise, the proposed Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation Treaty, a binding plan to phase out oil, gas, and coal rapidly and equitably, is gaining momentum. We anticipate and welcome a wave of countries joining Colombia, Fiji, and Vanuatu in simultaneously championing the International Non-Use Agreement on Solar Geoengineering and the Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Susana Muhamad, Colombia's environment minister, put it succinctly in her powerful closing plenary statement at the UNEA: "Pollution is not the solution for pollution." African leaders have warned that the world must not be hoodwinked and find itself on a slippery slope toward catastrophic geoengineering. It is time for the international community to listen. (c)2024 Project Syndicate

Yacob Mulugetta is a fellow of the African Academy of Sciences and a member of the Independent Expert Group on Just Transition and Development. Dean Bhekumuzi Bhebhe is a member of the Hands Off Mother Earth Alliance's Don't Geoengineer Africa working group. Niclas Hallstrom is a member of the Independent Expert Group on Just Transition and Development.
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																It is not often I can remember what I was doing five days ago let alone 55 years, but a moth-eaten diary confirms that on April 14, 1969 I was in the Thai resort town of Hua Hin. A brief explanation is necessary.
A few days earlier I had arrived in Thailand after an exhausting overland trip across Asia from London. With me in Bangkok was one of the travelling companions on that journey, fellow Brit Clarence Shettlesworth. We were both broke and our immediate aim was to get to Alor Satar in Malaysia where Clarence had a bank transfer awaiting. We were so low on funds we opted to hitchhike.

So that's why on April 14 all those years ago we were standing by the Petchkasem Highway in Thonburi thumbing a lift. The heat was overwhelming and we bought a couple of sombrero-type straw hats to keep off the sun. That did not stop me succumbing to heat stroke later.

We were picked up by a friendly Shell tanker driver who didn't know a word of English and we didn't know a word of Thai but somehow we communicated. It was a slow journey as in those days the only road to the South took a circuitous route via Nakhon Pathom.

We eventually arrived in Hua Hin in the late afternoon and the beach was crammed with Thai holidaymakers celebrating Songkran. We found a 20-baht hotel and then headed for the beach. The crowds had thinned out and Clarence and I plunged into the sea with unashamed delight.

After three months of backpacking it was absolute bliss. It was the first time we had seen the sea since the English Channel, let alone have a swim. It was my first taste of warm tropical waters and went down very well. It was certainly an improvement on Bognor. That was 55 years ago... and I still haven't got a tan.

Hospital hospitality

The second day of hitching saw us arrive in Chumphon and by this time I was really suffering from the heat and had a splitting headache. I staggered into Chumphon hospital desperate for medical attention. The nurses fussed over me above and beyond the call of duty. After a couple of hours I was feeling better and somewhat reluctantly announced I was fit to leave.

Then came the awkward bit. I was presented with the bill and didn't have nearly enough. In fact I only had 60 baht for the remainder of the journey. I offered it to them explaining that's all I had. To my relief the nurses said " mai bpen rai" (never mind). They explained I was the first farang they had treated in a long time and because they enjoyed this unexpected opportunity of speaking English there would be no charge.

That early taste of Thai hospitality is something I will always savour.

Buckets and bowls

In my early days in Thailand I was young enough to regard Songkran as fun. Throwing water and getting drenched seemed a welcome diversion from the overwhelming April heat. Everyone seemed so happy. Importantly there were no tourists with those silly giant plastic water guns. If you got wet it was from old fashioned buckets and bowls, admittedly also plastic.

It will come as no surprise that five decades later I am of a somewhat different persuasion and take refuge at home during the Songkran festivities. I think they call it "growing old".

Last hurrah

It was many moons ago when I was last a willing participant in Songkran water throwing. We were in Udon Thani and I knew I was in trouble when the wife presented me with a garish yellow Songkran shirt and shorts with multi-coloured blobs. With some trepidation I clambered aboard the back of a pickup with assorted kids and giant-sized buckets of water. The children at least were ready for action.

Our pickup took us to Nong Prajak park, the centre of Songkran activities in Udon town. It was total mayhem, but in a nice sort of way. Being soaking wet seemed to make total sense despite the sunburn and numb backside. I couldn't imagine anything remotely like this happening in England. It would all end up in an almighty punch-up.

Back seat blues

One Songkran trip I won't forget was aboard a bus from Chumphon to Bangkok in the mid 1970s. It was swelteringly hot and along with Post colleague Peter Finucane we arrived at a chaotic Chumphon bus terminal with hundreds of people trying to cram onto each Bangkok-bound bus.

It was in the days before air conditioned buses and eventually we squeezed onto the back seat of an overcrowded Orange Crush. That was unpleasant enough but there was an added complication. The back seat had somehow detached itself from the rest of the bus so that every time the driver braked the seat continued its forward momentum, dumping us all on the floor. We laughed the first time it happened but the joke quickly wore thin.

Adding to the discomfort was that because of the heat all the windows were open allowing kids lining the highway to lob in plastic water bombs. We had to endure this for about 10 hours and I can safely say that by journey's end we were not in a festive mood.



Contact PostScript via email at oldcrutch@hotmail.com
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									New movies out this week: April 18-24

									'Abigail' features Angus Cloud's final role before his passing in July 2023
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 Re la gun tang (Yolo)


Directed by Ling Jia.

Who's in it?

Ling Jia, Jiayin Lei and Xiaofei Zhang.

What's it about?

After an argument with her younger sister, Le Ying moves out on her own. She meets a boxing trainer and starts boxing.

Why watch it?

Ling Jia gained weight from 90kg to 105kg, then lost weight to 55kg in nearly one year, filming her character.
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 Abigail


Directed by Matt Bettinelli-Olpin and Tyler Gillett.

Who's in it?

Giancarlo Esposito, Dan Stevens and Kathryn Newton.

What's it about?

After a group of criminals kidnap the ballerina daughter of a powerful underworld figure, they retreat to an isolated mansion, unaware that they're locked inside with no normal little girl.

Why watch it?

Angus Cloud's final role before his passing in July 2023. Although production wasn't completed until months after his death due to the SAG-AFTRA strike, Cloud still managed to film all of his scenes before production was shut down.
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 Something In The Water


Directed by Hayley Easton Street.

Who's in it?

Hiftu Quasem, Lauren Lyle and Natalie Mitson.

What's it about?

Follows a group of five girlfriends who must fight for their lives in open water after a dream wedding transformed into a nightmare.

Why watch it?

Shark attack.



Premieres on April 24
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 Aespa World Tour In Cinemas


Directed by Oh Yoon-Dong.

Who's in it? 

Aespa.

What's it about?

Aespa's concert at London's O2 Arena, their first-ever U.K. show, featuring fan-favorite performances, "Next Level," "Savage," "Girls," "Spicy,","Black Mamba" and showcases individual member performances and behind-the-scenes interviews.

Why watch it?

"Features songs occasionally containing mildly sexualised lyrics and dancing", which sounds more like a Bollywood movie than a South Korean pop group's concert.
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									Artist pays tribute to Myanmar heroines

									
								

								After a two-week debut in Bangkok in late January before moving to Chiang Mai in March, "Thread Under Threat: Myanmar Women Out Of The 3-Year Coup Shadow" will showcase at the BACC, Gallery 1 of MMAD, 3rd floor of Seacon Srinakarin, until May 6.
								Presented by SEA Junction, this is a solo exhibition by Chuu Wai, a painter, performance artist and activist from Myanmar who presents a powerful portrayal of women figures through paintings.

The exhibition is born out of solidarity with the opposition movement in Myanmar which has been fighting for democracy since the coup d'etat led by Gen Min Aung Hlaing three years ago. It resonates the resilience of the people of Myanmar, especially the women among them.

Wai's paintings shine a spotlight on the strength, resilience and indomitable spirit of women who have stood against the oppressive forces of both patriarchal and authoritarian values.

These figures have become symbols of defiance, challenged preconceptions and inspired a movement towards a more just and democratic society.

Utilising handwoven fabric, vintage photos and newspaper clippings, the exhibition celebrates the country's uniqueness while also unveiling and challenging the complex tapestry meticulously woven by those in power through education, religion and traditional normative systems directed at perpetuating an authoritarian and patriarchal system, which people are set to change.

Wai has lived in exile in Paris following the 2021 Myanmar coup d'etat. She has had solo and group exhibitions both in Myanmar where she is considered a media figure and a young influencer artist, and internationally.

Visit seajunction.org or call 097-002-4140.
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									Group exhibit focuses on the human condition

									
								

								Tang Contemporary Art presents "Intersection Of Existence", a group exhibition featuring artworks by eight renowned contemporary artists from Thailand, from Saturday until June 11.
								On show will be a selection of historical and new creations influenced by individual perspectives and the life experiences of Kamin Lerchaiprasert, Sriwan Janehuttakarnkit, Pannaphan Yodmanee, Sakarin Krue-On, Navin Rawanchaikul, Suntur, Gongkan and Kitti Narod.

The artistic expressions of each artist are the result of their diverse upbringings, backgrounds and influences. However, regardless of variations in visual aesthetics, conceptual approach and artistic medium, their pieces share themes centred around the human experience and existence.

Kamin's sculptures embody characteristics that imply emptiness and nothingness; Sriwan employs the symbolism of skeletons to express the idea of life's uncertainties and unforeseeable future; and Pannaphan uses skeletons and human figures to contrast the cycles of life and death.

[image: ]
A sculpture by Kamin Lertchaiprasert. 



Meanwhile, Sakarin explores the subject of faith and belief, Navin depicts the basic and profound concept of life in his paintings and Suntur portrays human emotions which can be subject to various interpretations. Similarly, Gongkan explores the dynamics of relationships, whether they are between individuals or within one's own self. As an expert in embedding layers of meaning and symbolism underneath his colourful and vibrant works, Kitti portrays the relationship between cats and personal space while also depicting a sense of security and contentment in his daily routine.

Even though all eight artists are of different backgrounds and generations, this exhibition demonstrates the interconnectedness of their art, and focuses on where individual narratives and universal truths meet to stimulate reflection on our shared experience of existence.

The opening reception is Saturday at 4pm. Tang Contemporary Art is located at Room 201-206 at River City Bangkok, Charoen Krung 24, and opens Tuesday to Sunday from 11am to 7pm.

Visit tangcontemporary.com.
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									Join the paw-ty and adopt a puppy at UnionSPACE

									
								

								Looking to expand your family with a furry companion? This Saturday, join animal lovers at UnionSPACE cafe in Bangkok for a delightful experience. Savour your favourite coffee or smoothie while surrounded by adorable puppies, and who knows, you might just find your perfect match among them. Every puppy at the event is eagerly seeking a forever home.
								The Adoptable Puppy Cafe is a monthly event at UnionSPACE's cafe, aiming to connect visitors with rescue puppies and dogs in a comfortable setting. This month, multiple dog rescue groups have collaborated to present a charming selection of puppies, each with its own unique story. Even if you're not able to adopt, visitors are more than welcome to join. It's a chance for dog lovers to spend quality time with furry companions, free of any obligations. Additionally, guests can learn more about the mission, explore opportunities for fostering or volunteering and support the cause through optional donations.

All puppies available for adoption have undergone a comprehensive vetting process, including a minimum two-week quarantine period, flea treatment, deworming and initial vaccines. However, it's kindly requested that attendees leave their own pets at home to ensure the comfort and safety of all visitors.

Mark your calendars for the next instalment of the Adoptable Puppy Cafe this Saturday from noon to 4pm at UnionSPACE Work Cafe, on Sukhumvit 61. Admission is free and there is no adoption fee. Let's get together for a day filled with wagging tails and heartwarming connections and remember, please leave your pets at home.

[image: ]
(Photos courtesy of The Adoptable Puppy Cafe)
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									Songkran celebrations continue with Wan Lai Festival

									
								

								As Songkran festivities end in most parts of the country, Chon Buri is continuing Thai New Year celebrations with the Wan Lai Festival -- which began on Tuesday and runs until Sunday -- on the mainland and islands.
								In tambon Bang Phra, local villagers from the Kho Khao Bang Phra community have crafted a huge sculpture of the occult deity Baphomet out of bamboo, rice straw and paper to maintain their traditions. When a pandemic hit this region more than 100 years ago, people worshipped Baphomet for protection.

The sculpture will be released into the sea after a parade through the streets and an eye-opening ceremony scheduled for Friday. There will also be the water pouring ritual, a variety of cultural performances, a chess competition and concerts.

In parallel, Koh Si Chang is celebrating Songkran on Thursday and people can sprinkle water onto Buddha statues and build sand pagodas. Tourists can also take part in the tradition of carrying girls into the sea or watching water muay Thai.

In Sri Racha district, Sri Racha Park will be turned into a major entertainment venue for celebrations from tomorrow until Sunday. The festival will begin with a parade of beautifully decorated floats and a ceremonial worship to the Earth and heaven.

To pay homage to spirits, a variety of food and sweets are stacked high during the Kong Khao ceremony while cultural performances evoke a vibrant festive ambience.

[image: ]
(Photo: Emirates)



Emirates named for best inflight entertainment

Due to top-notch content available on its flights, Emirates Airline recently won the Best Inflight Entertainment Award at the Airline Ratings 2024 Airline Excellence Awards.

Each month, the airline constantly adds new movies, TV shows, podcasts and music to its extensive entertainment library with exclusive partnerships with the best content providers.

The list features more than 2,000 highly regarded Hollywood and international movies, including many 2024 Academy Award winners. Additionally, hundreds of TV shows and box sets are offered, including the newest shows from leading streaming platforms and media brands such as HBO Max, Discovery+, BBC, Bloomberg Originals and Shahid.

More alternatives for viewers include over 200 documentaries and TV docu-series, more than 150 Arabic films and TV shows, global cinema in over 50 languages, and more than 600 international movies from Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin America.

In addition, there is a music library with at least 3,500 songs and well curated playlists and 250 family-friendly channels featuring several preschool-level programmes. Emirates Skywards members can also enjoy complimentary connectivity to Wi-Fi onboard.

Customers can customise their experience before takeoff by selecting their favourite movies or TV shows on the Emirates app which maximises the travel experience.

[image: ]
Club Wyndham Chikumakan Nagano



Club Wyndham South Pacific adds new property

Club Wyndham Chikumakan Nagano has become the newest addition to one of Asia Pacific's largest vacation clubs. Approximately 60,000 members of Club Wyndham South Pacific will get a chance to indulge in the authentic holiday experience.

This classic Ryokan resort offers a meticulously prepared breakfast and dinner, both Western and Japanese bedding styles, tatami flooring, cultivated gardens and both indoor and outdoor onsen with natural spring water.

With a flexible, points-based form of ownership in holiday properties, members can select the dates, location, size and standard of accommodation. After an ownership purchase, points return year after year for the life of the club, and can be used, saved or borrowed.

Club Wyndham South Pacific boasts 53 properties across Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Indonesia, Thailand, Japan, Hawaii and Europe. Through additional benefits programmes, members can utilise thousands of timeshare properties, the Wyndham Rewards loyalty programme and other exchange methods to explore the world.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 17-23

									8 new titles from Netflix, HBO Go and Prime Video
								

								Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!
								NETLFIX
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 Don't Hate The Player


Premieres on April 17

Starting from nothing, 13 players compete for a spot in a luxury villa and a shot at EU150,000 in this unpredictable game of strategy and survival.
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 The Circle: Season 6


Premieres on April 17

For the first time in the show's history, an AI bot will enter the game as a catfish, trying to evade detection from its fellow players.
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 Our Living World 


Premieres on April 17

This stunning nature series narrated by Cate Blanchett explores the intelligence, resourcefulness and interconnectedness of life on our planet.
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 The Djinn's Curse


Premieres on April 18

A family tries to make a fresh start after moving to Narathiwat, only to be tormented by a murderous spirit that haunts their new home.

 

[image: ]

 Rebel Moon: Part Two: The Scargiver


Premieres on April 19

The rebel warriors gear up for battle against the ruthless forces of the Motherworld as unbreakable bonds are forged, heroes emerge -- and legends are made. A Zack Snyder film.
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 Anatomy Of A Fall


Premieres on April 19

With her son -- who is blind -- as the only witness, an enigmatic author's freedom hangs in the balance when she's charged with murdering her husband.



HBO/ HBO GO
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 Book Club: The Next Chapter


Premieres on April 20

The highly anticipated sequel catches up with best friends Diane, Vivian, Sharon and Carol as they take their book club to Italy for the trip of a lifetime.



PRIME VIDEO

 

[image: ]

 Going Home With Tyler Cameron


Premieres on April 18

Tyler Cameron follows his dream of starting a construction and home renovation company. After the sudden loss of his mother, Tyler moved back to his hometown, Jupiter, Florida, to reunite with his family and finally achieve his goal of launching his business, Image One. With the help of his team members, house-flipping expert, Robb Ritch, and Miami-based interior designer, Jessica Quintero, Tyler builds his company from the ground up, exceeding his clients' expectations one home renovation at a time. As the projects get bigger, better and more complex, Tyler navigates the challenges of entrepreneurship, demonstrating his growth and resilience.
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									A Korean twist

									Parasyte: The Grey on Netflix presents Hitoshi Iwaaki's manga through a fresh lens
								

								For over three decades, Hitoshi Iwaaki's Japanese manga Parasyte has captivated audiences with its blend of science fiction, horror and societal commentary. Now, a new chapter unfolds as South Korea brings this iconic tale to life in Parasyte: The Grey. Streaming on Netflix, this six-episode miniseries, directed by Yeon Sang-ho of Hellbound and Train To Busan, offers a fresh perspective on the story and explores themes of survival, identity and humanity.
								Parasyte: The Grey imagines a world where parasite-type beings fall from the sky and infect humans to feed on their brains and take over the body. The story follows a young woman who forms a symbiotic relationship with an alien parasite, leading to a morally complex journey as they confront other parasites threatening humanity. This adaptation adds a unique twist, focusing on the grey areas of survival, identity and the essence of being human.

Yeon Sang-ho describes Parasyte: The Grey as an expanded story set in Korea that explores the consequences of alien parasites descending upon humanity. "The series is an expanded story of what would happen if parasites appeared in Korea," he said.

Despite the shift in setting, Parasyte: The Grey retains the depth of the original. "The manga is intriguing, intense and has a unique universe," Yeon said. However, he added it was also an honour to expand this universe.

In crafting the series, Yeon aimed to preserve the core message. "As I was creating Parasyte: The Grey, I contemplated how to include the original message. To me, Parasyte is about coexistence, so I wanted Parasyte: The Grey to be about coexistence as well."


[image: ]
Director Yeon Sang-ho. Netflix Thailand




In Parasyte: The Grey, the main protagonist Shinichi and his alien buddy Migi do not feature and have been replaced by Jeon So-nee, playing the lead character Jeong Su-in who becomes host to the alien parasite Heidi. Jeong coexists with Heidi following a failed attempt to take over her brain and body, just like the manga, which allows her to have a separate personality and intellect.

"There's no special meaning behind the main character being female," Yeon said. Jeong's symbiotic relationship with parasite Heidi sees her navigate the complexities of acceptance, understanding, and personal growth.

Family dynamics play a significant role in shaping each character's identity as Yeon explains: "Jeong's dysfunctional relationship with her family causes her to keep to herself." This trauma and resilience drives the character's motivations and interactions and is what makes the series so relatable.

The title Parasyte: The Grey has multiple meanings and reflects an exploration of moral ambiguity and societal complexity. "The title means both the anti-parasite taskforce 'The Grey' and 'grey' as in what is in between," Yeon added. This dual interpretation captures the theme of navigating murky waters, between right and wrong, human and parasite, and individual and community.

The visual effects in Parasyte: The Grey are a testament to modern filmmaking. Yeon acknowledges the challenges of bringing parasites to life. "The VFX work was quite a lot." However, thanks to the collaborative efforts and hard work of everyone, the show is able to present intricate creature designs and the CGI elevates the viewing experience.


[image: ]
Jeon So-nee as Jeong Su-in in Parasyte: The Grey. Netflix Thailand




Creating a seamless experience requires collaboration across multiple departments, from cinematography to visual effects. "Many teams prepared test shoots in advance, which allowed us to anticipate the result of post-production," Yeon said. This meticulous planning and coordination ensured that every aspect of the series, from action choreography to CGI integration, aligned to deliver a cohesive narrative experience.

Despite the challenges of production, Yeon fondly recalls: "All actors were delightful and know each other well, so it felt like a family gathering for a holiday." This camaraderie and shared purpose permeated every aspect of the production. "I talked about old movies with Kwon Hae-hyo, Lee Jung-hyun and Kim In-kwon, who have been in the industry for a while, and Koo Kyo-hwan also knows a lot about old movies. We had a great time taking trips down memory lane. Jeon So-nee is a great listener, so there was always laughter on set," he said.

As audiences embark on the journey of Parasyte: The Grey, Yeon encourages them to expect suspense, unexpected twists and thought-provoking themes. Parasyte: The Grey promises to captivate viewers with its narrative, visuals and exploration of what it means to coexist in a world filled with uncertainty and complexity.

"The Grey is an interesting series with continuous twists in the story. Even people who don't typically watch the horror thriller genre can enjoy it. I hope you enjoy it from the start," the director concluded.


[image: ]
Lee Jung-hyun as Choi Jun-kyung in Parasyte: The Grey. Netflix Thailand
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									Enjoy a night of laughter with Vir Das

									
								

								Emmy award-winning and global comedy sensation Vir Das will be in town for a night of laughter at KBank Siam Pic-Ganesha, 7th floor of Siam Square One, Rama I Road, on May 19 at 8pm.
								As part of his "Mind Fool Tour", the stand-up comedy show will see the Indian comedian and actor perform his unique style of comedy, which often blends observational humour with social commentary.

Das is one of the most beloved global comedic voices of the 21st century who tackles complex issues with humour and insight. Known for his sharp wit and clever storytelling, he has performed more than 180 shows in countries across the globe including a wildly successful run at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival.

He won the International Emmy Award for his stand-up Netflix special Vir Das: Landing which premiered in late 2022 to universal praise from fans and critics alike.

The special, which he also directed, is a story about freedom, foolishness, the West, the East, the notion of home and what it means to be a citizen of one nation in a global world. His previous special with Netflix was Vir Das: For India which received a 2021 International Emmy Nomination for Best Comedy.

In addition to his global success on the stand-up comedy stage, Das has created, produced and starred in multiple series, including the ABC spy drama-comedy Whiskey Cavalier, the thriller Hasmokh for Netflix, and the travel show Jestination Unknown for Amazon.

The 44-year-old is currently developing his own single-camera comedy with Fox, CBS Studios and Andy Samberg's production company Party Over Here.

Tickets cost 1,800, 2,800 and 3,500 baht and can be purchased from Thai Ticket Major outlets (visit thaiticketmajor.com).

Visit livenationtero.co.th.
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									Disney's animation  magic comes to life  at Emsphere

									
								

								The magic of animation will unfold before your eyes during "Immersive Disney Animation", which will stop in Bangkok for almost two months at Em Tower, 1st floor of Emsphere, Sukhumvit Road, from April 26 to June 20.
								Held to celebrate a century of Disney animation excellence, the exhibition offers a once-in-a-lifetime journey through the enchanting realms of beloved Disney characters, allowing audiences to be part of scenes from over 60 Disney animations.

The 90-minute exhibition promises to be a new world of magical experiences for Disney enthusiasts of all ages who will get the chance to explore the art, technology and creativity behind Disney's iconic animated films.

Besides featured animated films such as Frozen, Encanto, Zootopia and Big Hero 6, the exhibition pays tribute to the extensive legacy of Walt Disney Animation Studios, which has brought timeless classics like The Little Mermaid, Peter Pan and The Lion King to life.


[image: ]
Immersive Disney Animation Singapore 2023/24




On display at the pre-exhibition area will be rarely-seen exhibits from Walt Disney Animation Research Library, including a series of animator's character sketches, an interactive drawing table that teaches visitors how to draw their favourite Disney characters, an animator's desk displaying time lapses of character creation, and introductions to some amazing animators behind the legacy.

Then, immerse in the magic of Disney's storytelling with a breathtaking 360-degree environment at the gallery area or traverse the unforgettable scenes and encounter the timeless characters that have captivated audiences worldwide.

More excitement awaits on the interactive floor which features a responsive floor projection design that moves in sync with our wristbands that illuminate based on our movements through the galleries.

Visitors will also have an extraordinary opportunity to gain a comprehensive understanding of how Disney animated films come to life. They will get a hands-on and educational adventure learning the art and craft of animation.


[image: ]


Bangkok is the second stop in Southeast Asia for this immersive experience after it visited Singapore last year. The exhibition has touched the hearts of millions around the world since its world premiere in Toronto in late 2022.

There will be eight rounds a day, starting at 10am. Tickets for the Premiere Period (April 26 to May 5) range from 1,499 to 2,099 baht, while tickets for the General Period (from May 6 onwards) range from 699 to 1,599 baht.

Visit thaiticketmajor.com and trip.com.
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									Explore the beauty of Rayong and Chon Buri with Siam Society

									
								

								Siam Society is holding a two-day study trip to explore ancient forests and vibrant nature in Rayong and Chon Buri, from May 24-25.
								Located on the east coast of the Gulf of Thailand, the two provinces are recognised as one of the country's most popular tourist destinations that boast abundant natural resources. Both are celebrated for their excellent natural environment, delightful beaches, tropical fruit and fresh seafood.

Popular among Bangkokians seeking an escape, the coastal provinces are also known for their natural fertilisation and tropical climate. Both Rayong and Chon Buri are home to a huge agricultural industry in terms of both economic fruits and valuable natural resources.

Led by naturalist and scientist Weerachai Nanakorn, the trip will stop at Rayong Botanical Garden where participants will explore the natural wetlands and botanicals by boat and on foot along the trail. The garden is reputed for over 400 species of native and endangered plants. Then, they will proceed to the Flora Exhibition Hall where winter flowers such as tulips, hydrangeas and daffodils have been displayed in an energy-saving and environmentally-friendly building.

The last destination will be Nong Nooch Garden, a world-class tropical botanical garden and learning centre in Chon Buri.

The fee is 8,700 baht (7,700 baht for members).

Email studytrips@thesiamsociety.org or call 02-661-6470--3 ext 205.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/travel/2777304/explore-the-beauty-of-rayong-and-chon-buri-with-siam-society
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