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        Thailand joins new call for Hamas to free hostages
        WASHINGTON - The United States and 17 other countries including Thailand on Thursday issued an appeal for Hamas to release sick, elderly and wounded hostages as a pathway to end the crisis in Gaza.
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        Sidelined deputy police chief Surachate "Big Joke" Hakparn went to police headquarters on Thursday to appeal against his suspension and vowed to take legal action against any opponents who try to block him from becoming the next national police chief.

      

      
        Toyota pilots EV pickups in Pattaya
        PATTAYA - Toyota has launched a public transport pilot project in this beach resort city with nine fully electric Hilux Revo pickup trucks.
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                  Thailand joins new call for Hamas to free hostages                

                All 18 countries with citizens held in Gaza sign statement but Hamas says Israel must make first move
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                                WASHINGTON - The United States and 17 other countries including Thailand on Thursday issued an appeal for Hamas to release sick, elderly and wounded hostages as a pathway to end the crisis in Gaza.
All 18 countries have citizens still being held by Hamas six months after the Palestinian militant group launched its assault on southern Israel and killed 1,200 people. Eight Thais are among those hostages.

But Hamas reiterated its demand that Israel end the Gaza war as part of any deal to release hostages held in the territory. US pressure on Hamas "has no value", said spokesman Sami Abu Zuhri. 

"We call for the immediate release of all hostages held by Hamas in Gaza now for over 200 days," the statement by the 18 countries said, in what a senior US official called an "extraordinary display of unanimity".

The signatories were the leaders of the United States, Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia, Spain, Thailand and the United Kingdom.

"We emphasise that the deal on the table to release the hostages would bring an immediate and prolonged ceasefire in Gaza, that would facilitate a surge of additional necessary humanitarian assistance to be delivered throughout Gaza, and lead to the credible end of hostilities," the statement said.

"Gazans would be able to return to their homes and their lands with preparations beforehand to ensure shelter and humanitarian provisions."

A senior US official, briefing reporters about the statement, said there were some indications that there might be an avenue for an agreement on the hostage crisis but that he was not totally confident.

He did not elaborate but said the resolution was dependent on "one guy": Hamas leader, Yahya Sinwar.

Israeli officials did not immediately confirm or comment on the offer detailed in the statement.

Israeli government spokesperson David Mencer told reporters when asked about hostage diplomacy that "it is Hamas that is dragging their feet" on an agreement.

"It is Hamas that continues to walk away from the table. It is Hamas that refuses to let our people go. They must be let go right now," he said.
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                Top New York court says major errors made in trial that triggered #MeToo movement
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                                NEW YORK - The highest court in New York state has overturned the 2020 sex crimes conviction of former Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein, in the case that helped trigger the #MeToo movement.
In a 4-3 decision, the state Court of Appeals said the trial judge made a mistake by letting prosecutors introduce testimony from women who claimed that Weinstein assaulted them, even though they were not part of the charges he faced.

The appeals court also said the trial judge compounded the error by letting Weinstein be cross-examined in a way that portrayed him in a "highly prejudicial" light.

"The remedy for these egregious errors is a new trial," the court said.

The Weinstein case emboldened many other women who had been victims of sexual abuse by powerful figures to come forward with their stories, and the campaign spread beyond the United States as well. It came to be known as the #MeToo movement after the hashtag used online by supporters. 

Weinstein, 71, has been serving a 23-year prison sentence for the conviction.

It will now be up to Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg -- already in the midst of a trial against former president Donald Trump -- to decide whether to seek a retrial of Weinstein.

Arthur Aidala, Weinstein's lawyer, told the New York Times: "This is not just a victory for Mr Weinstein but for every criminal defendant in the state of New York, and we compliment the Court of Appeals for upholding the most basic principles that a criminal defendant should have in a trial."

Spokespeople for the Manhattan district attorney's office did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

It was not immediately clear how the decision would affect Weinstein, who is being held in a prison in Rome, New York, 300 kilometres north of New York City. But he is not a free man.

In addition to the possibility that he may be tried again, he was sentenced in 2022 to 16 years in prison in California after being convicted of raping a woman in a Beverly Hills hotel.

Weinstein was accused of sexual misconduct by more than 100 women; in New York he was convicted of assaulting two of them. The Court of Appeals decision, which comes more than four years after a New York jury found Weinstein guilty, complicates the disgraced producer's story and underscores the legal system's difficulty in delivering redress to those who say they have been the victims of sex crimes.

Judges identified two major issues that led them to overturn the conviction: testimony from four women who told the jury about encounters with Weinstein that were unrelated to the crimes with which he was charged; and the trial judge's decision to permit prosecutors to question the producer about uncharged allegations -- spanning decades -- if he decided to testify.

That decision, Weinstein's lawyers wrote in their appeal, kept their client from testifying in his own defence and, in combination with the testimony from the four women, "destroyed even the semblance of a fair trial".
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                                The National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) has decided not to appeal the Supreme Court ruling that cleared former premier Yingluck Shinawatra and five others of malfeasance in connection with a 240-million baht public relations campaign, said a source close to the matter.
The NACC voted unanimously against appealing the case after the court found there was no intent on the defendants' part to issue the promotional fund in 2013 to favour a specific party that would constitute a conflict of interest.

The anti-graft body had pressed charges against Yingluck, former PM's Office minister Niwatthamrong Boonsongpaisan, Yingluck's then-secretary-general Suranand Vejjajiva, Matichon Plc, Siam Sport Syndicate Plc, and Siam Sport director Ravi Lohtong.

From August 2013 to March 2014, the NACC alleged, Yingluck, Mr Niwatthamrong and Mr Suranand abused their authority by failing to call public tenders for the PR campaign. This ended up favouring the media companies Matichon and Siam Sport, which won the contracts.

Without a bidding contest, Yingluck, Mr Niwatthamrong and Mr Suranand contracted Matichon to carry out a campaign in 12 provinces to promote infrastructure projects for which the government planned to borrow 2 trillion baht.

When the Constitutional Court later ruled that proposed legislation to allow the borrowing was unconstitutional, the promotional roadshow was cancelled. The 240 million baht spent on the campaign was wasted, said the NACC.

The Supreme Court said government organisations and the cabinet at the time had approved the Yingluck government's transport infrastructure projects. As well, the Budget Bureau agreed that she, as the prime minister, could allocate a contingency fund for the PR project.

As such, the court ruled, no damage was caused to the state over the disbursement of the PR funds and the awarding of the contract to Matichon and Siam Sport.

Consequently, the NACC had no legal basis on which to pursue an appeal, the source said.

The NACC's decision not to pursue the case means one more obstacle has been removed from the path to former premier Thaksin Shinawatra regaining full political control of the government, said Thepthai Senapong, a former Democrat Party MP for Nakhon Si Thammarat.

Both Thaksin and his sister Yingluck fled the country at different times to avoid sentences handed down by the Supreme Court -- Thaksin for helping his then-wife obtain prime land in Bangkok at a discount while he was prime minister, and Yingluck for dereliction of duty in connection with a rice-pledging programme that ran up at least 500 billion baht in losses, some of it from corruption.

Now that Thaksin is back in the country and has been granted parole without ever spending a night behind bars, it has been speculated that Yingluck could follow suit.

They would both work to cement the hold of the ruling Pheu Thai Party -- now led by Thaksin's daughter Paetongtarn -- on power, said Mr Thepthai.
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                                A third-year student at Thammasat University who admitted stabbing and seriously wounding her younger boyfriend -- a fellow student -- could face more charges as the police investigation deepens.
The 23-year-old student, identified only as Ms B, stabbed her 19-year-old freshman boyfriend -- named only as A -- in the neck with a fruit knife on Sunday in a dormitory. Both are students in the Faculty of Science and Technology.

The young man had gone to tell her he wanted to break up with her and to return a key card to the dorm where they were staying.

She attempted to persuade him to change his mind, but he refused, according to police.

Angered by his rejection, the woman grabbed the knife and plunged it into his neck, causing serious injuries. He was rushed to Thammasat University Hospital, where doctors said he was in stable condition.

Messages were circulated on social media that Ms B was still attending classes at the university's Rangsit campus despite having been charged initially with assault posing a threat to life. This has supposedly unnerved other students.

Pol Col Wissanurak Prommet, deputy commander of the Pathum Thani police, confirmed the assault charge and said the woman had been remanded in police custody but later released on 100,000-baht bail

Police were interviewing the victim in hospital and are waiting for details about his treatment before deciding if more charges should be pressed.

The university's Faculty of Science and Technology has initiated a student disciplinary inquiry into the incident.
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                Former director and deputy at Samsenwittayalai School will appeal 20-year prison terms
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                                The former director and deputy director of Samsenwittayalai School have each been sentenced to 20 years in prison for taking "tea money" bribes from six parents in exchange for enrolling their children in 2017.
The sentencing order was issued on Thursday by the Central Criminal Court for Corruption and Misconduct Cases. It also ordered the pair to pay a forfeiture of 700,000 baht.

Viroj Samluan, the former director, and Phusit Prayoonanuthep, the former deputy, were found guilty of malfeasance under Sections 147, 148 and 157 of the Criminal Code, and bribery under the Organic Act on Supplementing the Constitution Relating to the Prevention and Suppression of Corruption, BE 2542 (1999).

Viroj was found to have accepted 400,000 baht from a parent in exchange for their son's enrolment. He was also found to have ties to other bribery cases worth up to 8 million baht, according to an earlier report.

According to the court warrants, Viroj and Phusit, along with a teacher named Prajern Chotphongsakul, were found to have received the bribes from January to June of 2017. The court said they abused their power by forcing the school's financial officers to write false information on the school receipts.

The charges against Mr Prajern were dropped due to lack of evidence, according to the warrants.

Viroj and Phusit claimed in testimony to the court that the funds were handed to the Student Recruitment Network Committee, which was established by Phusit earlier.

The investigation showed that the committee's operations violated resource recruitment measures set out by the Office of the Basic Education Commission, and the Regulations for Disbursing Money from the Treasury, BE 2551 (2008).

Both were also found to have embezzled school donations, the warrant said.

The investigation showed that no receipts were issued for the supposed donations, and the money was kept in a safe in Phusit's office instead of the school's central safe.

According to the warrants, only 30,000 baht in funds are legally allowed to be kept at the school and must be put into the school's bank account within three days.

The warrants said Viroj's attempt to issue retroactive receipts was meant to conceal the crime.

Both men are being detained at the Bangkok Remand Prison pending an appeal.



	Special report: Tea money scandal brews concern
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                  Turncoat warlord at centre of Myanmar drama                

                Army headed by Saw Chit Thu said to earn $190 million a year from Myawaddy gambling and crime hub
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                                Armed soldiers loyal to a turncoat warlord patrol the streets of the border town of Myawaddy, as troops of the ruling Myanmar junta and rebels jostle for control of the outpost that handles more than $1 billion in border trade every year.
The struggle for Myawaddy has highlighted the role played by Colonel Saw Chit Thu, his militia and sprawling business enterprises, underlining his outsized influence in the strategically vital territory.

The Karen National Army (KNA) that he leads has long had a presence in the region lying across from Tak province of Thailand, which has become a key battleground in recent weeks as an anti-junta resistance gains momentum against the powerful military.

Saw Chit Thu's ties to Myanmar's military rulers, evidenced by an honorary title for "outstanding performance" conferred on him by junta chief Gen Min Aung Hlaing in November 2022, have helped him build his position.

But Britain has imposed sanctions on him for serious human rights violations such as people-trafficking, and analysts have flagged his ties to border scam centres run by Chinese-led crime networks.

Saw Chit Thu and a junta spokesman did not respond to telephone calls from Reuters seeking comment.

Early in April, Myawaddy became the frontline as resistance fighters led by the Karen National Union (KNU), one of the country's oldest ethnic armies, pushed into the area and dislodged hundreds of junta troops from their bases.

But the KNA, once entirely loyal to the junta, stood aside after Saw Chit Thu declared that the militia, previously known as the Border Guard Force (BGF), would stop accepting salaries and rations from the military.

"We do not want to fight among our Karen people," he told the media in January.

Lack of logistical and tactical support from the KNA impeded the junta's ability to fight back in Myawaddy, the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) said in a report this week, estimating the strength of the militia at about 8,000 soldiers.

At the time, the loss of Myawaddy was yet another battlefield defeat for the junta, which is locked in a widening civil war with established ethnic minority armies and a grassroots resistance movement that emerged after its 2021 coup.

But the KNA's status as being neither entirely loyal to the junta nor pledging alliance to the rebels has thrust it into the spotlight.

The military, which retains significant firepower, has mounted a counteroffensive for the town, forcing a temporary withdrawal from Myawaddy by KNU resistance forces, some moving about 12 kilometres away to control key routes, the group's spokesman, Saw Taw Nee, told Reuters.

It was the support of Saw Chit Thu's KNA militia that enabled the return of some junta troops to Myawaddy, Saw Taw Nee added.

Other sources have said that the warlord switched sides again after Myanmar military commanders said it would be in his best interests, unless he wanted to see his businesses bombed from the air.

On Thursday, small groups of KNA soldiers drove through the town of about 200,000 people that remains peaceful, two Myawaddy residents told Reuters, speaking on condition of anonymity.

"The town is normal," a 42-year-old resident said. "The government offices are open." (Story continues below)


[image: ]
A soldier from the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) carries a rocket-propelled grenade launcher in Thingyan Nyi Naung village on the outskirts of Myawaddy on April 15. (Photo: Reuters)




Criminal empire

Saw Chit Thu's militia emerged out a faction of the armed wing of the KNU around 2010, siding with Myanmar's military to take on their opponents, including the KNU and its military wing, the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), in parts of the southeastern highlands mainly home to the Karen ethnic group.

By 2017, the warlord become involved in the construction of Shwe Kokko, a so-called Special Economic Zone along the Thai-Myanmar border.

The project has become a centre for transnational crime and gambling backed by Chinese-origin gangs, earning the KNA around $190 million a year, analysts say.

Gambling is illegal in mainland China and online gaming operators, mostly targeting Chinese gamblers, have flourished in parts of Southeast Asia, including Myanmar, in recent years.

Shwe Kokko expanded rapidly, satellite images show, transforming within decades from a largely barren tract of riverside land into a sprawling settlement of low-rise and multi-storied buildings.

Britain sanctioned Saw Chit Thu late last year for serious violations of human rights, accusing him of involvement in "trafficking of individuals".

Taken to Shwe Kokko, they were forced to work as scammers and subject to cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment, the sanctions notice issued in December said.

In recent months, as authorities in China have cracked down on scam compounds along the border with Myanmar, some criminal syndicates have relocated to Thai-Myanmar border, including areas controlled by Saw Chit Thu, according to the USIP.

"The dozens of scam centres established in Karen State by Chinese-led crime networks have grown visibly along the Thai border since the compounds on the Chinese frontier shut down," the think-tank said in its April report.

"Chit Thu has remained focused on reinforcing his crime empire and ensuring that it retains access to key support services, such as security, communications connectivity and electricity."
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                                Two sisters in Lampang face charges of running a gambling website that had about 700 million baht in circulation, police say.
The women were arrested along with four staff members in raids on three houses in the northern province on Thursday.

Two companies in Lampang and Chiang Mai that sent millions of online messages to encourage betting were also raided and their owners arrested.

Punika Arayasuwan, 41, and Pratthana Arayasuwan, 39, were wanted on arrest warrants issued by the Chiang Mai Provincial Court for running an online gambling operation or persuading people to gamble, and for laundering money.

Officers from the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB) searched three houses in tambon Bo Haew of Lampang, said Pol Lt Gen Worawat Watnakhonbancha, commissioner of the CCIB.

Along with the two sisters, officers arrested four staff members -- three men and one woman -- who were website administrators and marketing staff.

The four were identified as Tiyanon Arayasuwan, 39, Bodin Jaita, 33, Chaiyawit Arwad, 39, and Thippapha Seekham, 25

Seized from the houses were four cars, four motorcycles, more than 200,000 baht in cash, diamond ornaments and brand-name bags. The seized items were worth about 20 million baht.

Pol Lt Gen Worawat said investigators had found that the website "hppoipet" had posted advertisements to persuade people to bet online. They subsequently learned that the operation was run from three houses in Lampang.

When police arrived at one of the houses, they found the two sisters and staff chatting with gambling customers online. The location had a grocery shop in the front, while a bedroom inside had been fitted out with IT gear to run the website, said Pol Lt Gen Worawat.

During questioning, Ms Punika and Ms Pratthana told officers that they used to work as PR staff for a casino in the Cambodian border town of Poipet, which attracts thousands of Thai punters.

When they returned to Thailand, their brother-in-law saw an opportunity to make money. He contacted a Cambodian operator to purchase a franchise to run the HPPOIPET website in Thailand, and also held shares in the gambling website in Cambodia.

The two women said they had been running the business in Lampang for 7 years and received commissions of 10-20% of the amounts bet. The website had more than 5,000 customers, both Thais and Cambodian nationals, and more than 700 million baht in circulation, according to the CCIB chief.

The other suspects who worked as website administrators were paid 8,000 to 14,000 baht a month. Another woman, identified as Kotchakorn Iang-on, 28, was being sought as she opened a bank account for proceeds from the website, said Pol Lt Gen Worawat.

Also on Thursday, another team of CCIB officers raided two firms in Lampang and Chiang Mai after learning that that they had provided online messaging services to persuade people to gamble.

The officers arrested the owners of the two firms and charged them with supporting a gambling operation, said the CCIB chief.

According to the police investigation, Havesms Co in Chiang Mai sent one billion messages a year and earned about 100 million baht. Dav Fong Co in Lampang sent 40 million messages a year and earned 4 million baht.

[image: ]
Pol Lt Gen Worawat Watnakhonbancha, head of the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau, points at a chart detailing the operations of one of two firms that sent online messages to promote gambling. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)
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                                Sidelined deputy police chief Surachate "Big Joke" Hakparn went to police headquarters on Thursday to appeal against his suspension and vowed to take legal action against any opponents who try to block him from becoming the next national police chief.
Pol Gen Surachate, wearing a suit and tie instead of his uniform, said he had sent his complaints to the Police Commission and an ethics committee of the Royal Thai Police.

He said the order by acting national chief Kitrat Panphet was illegitimate because the rules state that a suspension must be proposed by relevant investigators first. But in his case, he said, the investigation committee was formed on the same day he was suspended.

He said he also planned to file complaints with the Central Criminal Court for Corruption and Misconduct Cases against Pol Gen Kitrat, other commissioners and commanders who, he alleged, were involved in a movement to suspend him from the force.

Those involved in the movement, he said, had raised allegations that he was involved in laundering money from online gambling businesses. The allegations and his suspension were intended to block him from promotion to police chief in October.

Pol Gen Surachate, 53, said he was now the most senior candidate for the top job. He was also seen as a contender for the chief's post last year but it went instead to Pol Gen Torsak, whose brother is the head of the Crown Property Bureau. The two men and their supporters have been feuding ever since.

Last month Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin shifted the two men to inactive posts in the Prime Minister's Office and named Pol Gen Kitrat as the acting chief.

Pol Gen Surachate claimed that the person who wants to be the new chief talked the prime minister into transferring him back to the Royal Thai Police office from the PM's Office, so that he could face the suspension order.

He emphasised that pending the outcome of an investigation by the National Anti-Corruption Commission, he remained innocent and was thus the most senior deputy national chief.

Pol Gen Surachate reported to police on April 2 to answer charges of money laundering. He was subsequently released on bail.

[image: ]
Acting national police chief Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet ordered the suspension of Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn pending the outcome of investigations into money-laundering charges against him.
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                Battery-powered Hilux models converted into songtaews for public transport trial
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                                PATTAYA - Toyota has launched a public transport pilot project in this beach resort city with nine fully electric Hilux Revo pickup trucks.
The project reflects the growing determination of Japanese automakers to challenge Chinese players that have made big inroads in the EV market in Thailand.

The battery EV Revo models have been modified into songtaews for public transport, Toyota Motor Thailand executive vice-president Surapoom Udomwong said Thursday,  using the Thai word for pickups that have been repurposed for public transit.

A motorcade of electric pickups drove through the seaside city in Chon Buri, 100km east of Bangkok, where the vehicles were deployed for fixed-route transit.

Japanese carmakers, such as Toyota, Honda and Isuzu, have for decades dominated the Thai auto sector.

But government subsidies and tax incentives have brought a wave of investment from China, with its EV automakers committing more than $1.4 billion worth of investments in Thailand.

Chery Automobile is about to become the eighth Chinese brand to invest in the country, following the likes of BYD, state-owned Changan Automobile and Great Wall Motors, the government said this week.

Toyota, which controls about a third of the Thai market, will deliver a dozen electric pickup trucks to Pattaya.

"This is a memorable day," said Pattaya Mayor Poramet Ngampichet. "Pattaya is a major tourist city for Thailand and so lowering pollution is important."

Mr Poramet said he hoped to convert Pattaya's total fleet of 700 songtaews into EVs.

Toyota has previously announced plans to mass-produce the battery Hilux pickup truck by 2025, but did not specify where they would be made.

Pickup trucks account for about half of all vehicle sales in Thailand.

Isuzu plans set up a plant in Thailand to make the electric version of its D-Max pickup, with plans for domestic sales and exports, according to the government.
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                                Arrest warrants have been issued for two Japanese men accused of killing a compatriot in Nonthaburi. Police suspect all three have links to a big yakuza syndicate.
The Nonthaburi Provincial Court on Wednesday approved the warrants for the arrest of Takuya Kato, 50, and Hiroto Suzuki, 33.

They are accused of shooting Ryosuke Kabashima, 47, in a warehouse in Bang Bua Thong district of Nonthaburi province on the night of March 27. Police say the pair then dismembered the body and had their Thai driver, who has already been arrested, take them to drop off the body parts.

Parts of the victim's body were found at different locations in Nonthaburi last Friday and on Tuesday. They included a skull with a bullet hole in it.

According to sources familiar with the investigation, police believe the two Japanese suspects and the victim were members of a large yakuza syndicate called Yamaguchi-gumi.

Their Thai driver, Kritsakorn Jaiphitak, 30, was arrested on Tuesday and insisted he had nothing to do with the murder. He told police that the Japanese men had ordered him to drive a car so that they could drop off bags of body parts.

Police at the Bang Bua Thong station are handling the case. They have charged the Japanese suspects with premeditated murder, concealing a body and illegally possessing firearms and ammunition.

The statute of limitations for the case is 20 years.

The Yamaguchi-gumi gang earlier made headlines when a former gang leader was arrested in Lop Buri at the age of 72 in 2018. He was later extradited to Japan.

[image: ]
Police have released the photos and names of two Japanese and one Thai suspect in the murder and dismemberment of Ryosuke Kabashima. (Police photo)
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                                The National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) has decided not to appeal the Supreme Court ruling that cleared former premier Yingluck Shinawatra and five others of malfeasance in connection with a 240-million baht public relations campaign, said a source close to the matter.
The NACC voted unanimously against appealing the case after the court found there was no intent on the defendants' part to issue the promotional fund in 2013 to favour a specific party that would constitute a conflict of interest.

The anti-graft body had pressed charges against Yingluck, former PM's Office minister Niwatthamrong Boonsongpaisan, Yingluck's then-secretary-general Suranand Vejjajiva, Matichon Plc, Siam Sport Syndicate Plc, and Siam Sport director Ravi Lohtong.

From August 2013 to March 2014, the NACC alleged, Yingluck, Mr Niwatthamrong and Mr Suranand abused their authority by failing to call public tenders for the PR campaign. This ended up favouring the media companies Matichon and Siam Sport, which won the contracts.

Without a bidding contest, Yingluck, Mr Niwatthamrong and Mr Suranand contracted Matichon to carry out a campaign in 12 provinces to promote infrastructure projects for which the government planned to borrow 2 trillion baht.

When the Constitutional Court later ruled that proposed legislation to allow the borrowing was unconstitutional, the promotional roadshow was cancelled. The 240 million baht spent on the campaign was wasted, said the NACC.

The Supreme Court said government organisations and the cabinet at the time had approved the Yingluck government's transport infrastructure projects. As well, the Budget Bureau agreed that she, as the prime minister, could allocate a contingency fund for the PR project.

As such, the court ruled, no damage was caused to the state over the disbursement of the PR funds and the awarding of the contract to Matichon and Siam Sport.

Consequently, the NACC had no legal basis on which to pursue an appeal, the source said.

The NACC's decision not to pursue the case means one more obstacle has been removed from the path to former premier Thaksin Shinawatra regaining full political control of the government, said Thepthai Senapong, a former Democrat Party MP for Nakhon Si Thammarat.

Both Thaksin and his sister Yingluck fled the country at different times to avoid sentences handed down by the Supreme Court -- Thaksin for helping his then-wife obtain prime land in Bangkok at a discount while he was prime minister, and Yingluck for dereliction of duty in connection with a rice-pledging programme that ran up at least 500 billion baht in losses, some of it from corruption.

Now that Thaksin is back in the country and has been granted parole without ever spending a night behind bars, it has been speculated that Yingluck could follow suit.

They would both work to cement the hold of the ruling Pheu Thai Party -- now led by Thaksin's daughter Paetongtarn -- on power, said Mr Thepthai.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2782120/yingluck-in-the-clear-over-funding-scandal



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Turncoat warlord at centre of Myanmar drama                

                Army headed by Saw Chit Thu said to earn $190 million a year from Myawaddy gambling and crime hub
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                                Armed soldiers loyal to a turncoat warlord patrol the streets of the border town of Myawaddy, as troops of the ruling Myanmar junta and rebels jostle for control of the outpost that handles more than $1 billion in border trade every year.
The struggle for Myawaddy has highlighted the role played by Colonel Saw Chit Thu, his militia and sprawling business enterprises, underlining his outsized influence in the strategically vital territory.

The Karen National Army (KNA) that he leads has long had a presence in the region lying across from Tak province of Thailand, which has become a key battleground in recent weeks as an anti-junta resistance gains momentum against the powerful military.

Saw Chit Thu's ties to Myanmar's military rulers, evidenced by an honorary title for "outstanding performance" conferred on him by junta chief Gen Min Aung Hlaing in November 2022, have helped him build his position.

But Britain has imposed sanctions on him for serious human rights violations such as people-trafficking, and analysts have flagged his ties to border scam centres run by Chinese-led crime networks.

Saw Chit Thu and a junta spokesman did not respond to telephone calls from Reuters seeking comment.

Early in April, Myawaddy became the frontline as resistance fighters led by the Karen National Union (KNU), one of the country's oldest ethnic armies, pushed into the area and dislodged hundreds of junta troops from their bases.

But the KNA, once entirely loyal to the junta, stood aside after Saw Chit Thu declared that the militia, previously known as the Border Guard Force (BGF), would stop accepting salaries and rations from the military.

"We do not want to fight among our Karen people," he told the media in January.

Lack of logistical and tactical support from the KNA impeded the junta's ability to fight back in Myawaddy, the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) said in a report this week, estimating the strength of the militia at about 8,000 soldiers.

At the time, the loss of Myawaddy was yet another battlefield defeat for the junta, which is locked in a widening civil war with established ethnic minority armies and a grassroots resistance movement that emerged after its 2021 coup.

But the KNA's status as being neither entirely loyal to the junta nor pledging alliance to the rebels has thrust it into the spotlight.

The military, which retains significant firepower, has mounted a counteroffensive for the town, forcing a temporary withdrawal from Myawaddy by KNU resistance forces, some moving about 12 kilometres away to control key routes, the group's spokesman, Saw Taw Nee, told Reuters.

It was the support of Saw Chit Thu's KNA militia that enabled the return of some junta troops to Myawaddy, Saw Taw Nee added.

Other sources have said that the warlord switched sides again after Myanmar military commanders said it would be in his best interests, unless he wanted to see his businesses bombed from the air.

On Thursday, small groups of KNA soldiers drove through the town of about 200,000 people that remains peaceful, two Myawaddy residents told Reuters, speaking on condition of anonymity.

"The town is normal," a 42-year-old resident said. "The government offices are open." (Story continues below)


[image: ]
A soldier from the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) carries a rocket-propelled grenade launcher in Thingyan Nyi Naung village on the outskirts of Myawaddy on April 15. (Photo: Reuters)




Criminal empire

Saw Chit Thu's militia emerged out a faction of the armed wing of the KNU around 2010, siding with Myanmar's military to take on their opponents, including the KNU and its military wing, the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), in parts of the southeastern highlands mainly home to the Karen ethnic group.

By 2017, the warlord become involved in the construction of Shwe Kokko, a so-called Special Economic Zone along the Thai-Myanmar border.

The project has become a centre for transnational crime and gambling backed by Chinese-origin gangs, earning the KNA around $190 million a year, analysts say.

Gambling is illegal in mainland China and online gaming operators, mostly targeting Chinese gamblers, have flourished in parts of Southeast Asia, including Myanmar, in recent years.

Shwe Kokko expanded rapidly, satellite images show, transforming within decades from a largely barren tract of riverside land into a sprawling settlement of low-rise and multi-storied buildings.

Britain sanctioned Saw Chit Thu late last year for serious violations of human rights, accusing him of involvement in "trafficking of individuals".

Taken to Shwe Kokko, they were forced to work as scammers and subject to cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment, the sanctions notice issued in December said.

In recent months, as authorities in China have cracked down on scam compounds along the border with Myanmar, some criminal syndicates have relocated to Thai-Myanmar border, including areas controlled by Saw Chit Thu, according to the USIP.

"The dozens of scam centres established in Karen State by Chinese-led crime networks have grown visibly along the Thai border since the compounds on the Chinese frontier shut down," the think-tank said in its April report.

"Chit Thu has remained focused on reinforcing his crime empire and ensuring that it retains access to key support services, such as security, communications connectivity and electricity."
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                                Sidelined deputy police chief Surachate "Big Joke" Hakparn went to police headquarters on Thursday to appeal against his suspension and vowed to take legal action against any opponents who try to block him from becoming the next national police chief.
Pol Gen Surachate, wearing a suit and tie instead of his uniform, said he had sent his complaints to the Police Commission and an ethics committee of the Royal Thai Police.

He said the order by acting national chief Kitrat Panphet was illegitimate because the rules state that a suspension must be proposed by relevant investigators first. But in his case, he said, the investigation committee was formed on the same day he was suspended.

He said he also planned to file complaints with the Central Criminal Court for Corruption and Misconduct Cases against Pol Gen Kitrat, other commissioners and commanders who, he alleged, were involved in a movement to suspend him from the force.

Those involved in the movement, he said, had raised allegations that he was involved in laundering money from online gambling businesses. The allegations and his suspension were intended to block him from promotion to police chief in October.

Pol Gen Surachate, 53, said he was now the most senior candidate for the top job. He was also seen as a contender for the chief's post last year but it went instead to Pol Gen Torsak, whose brother is the head of the Crown Property Bureau. The two men and their supporters have been feuding ever since.

Last month Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin shifted the two men to inactive posts in the Prime Minister's Office and named Pol Gen Kitrat as the acting chief.

Pol Gen Surachate claimed that the person who wants to be the new chief talked the prime minister into transferring him back to the Royal Thai Police office from the PM's Office, so that he could face the suspension order.

He emphasised that pending the outcome of an investigation by the National Anti-Corruption Commission, he remained innocent and was thus the most senior deputy national chief.

Pol Gen Surachate reported to police on April 2 to answer charges of money laundering. He was subsequently released on bail.

[image: ]
Acting national police chief Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet ordered the suspension of Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn pending the outcome of investigations into money-laundering charges against him.
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                                Arrest warrants have been issued for two Japanese men accused of killing a compatriot in Nonthaburi. Police suspect all three have links to a big yakuza syndicate.
The Nonthaburi Provincial Court on Wednesday approved the warrants for the arrest of Takuya Kato, 50, and Hiroto Suzuki, 33.

They are accused of shooting Ryosuke Kabashima, 47, in a warehouse in Bang Bua Thong district of Nonthaburi province on the night of March 27. Police say the pair then dismembered the body and had their Thai driver, who has already been arrested, take them to drop off the body parts.

Parts of the victim's body were found at different locations in Nonthaburi last Friday and on Tuesday. They included a skull with a bullet hole in it.

According to sources familiar with the investigation, police believe the two Japanese suspects and the victim were members of a large yakuza syndicate called Yamaguchi-gumi.

Their Thai driver, Kritsakorn Jaiphitak, 30, was arrested on Tuesday and insisted he had nothing to do with the murder. He told police that the Japanese men had ordered him to drive a car so that they could drop off bags of body parts.

Police at the Bang Bua Thong station are handling the case. They have charged the Japanese suspects with premeditated murder, concealing a body and illegally possessing firearms and ammunition.

The statute of limitations for the case is 20 years.

The Yamaguchi-gumi gang earlier made headlines when a former gang leader was arrested in Lop Buri at the age of 72 in 2018. He was later extradited to Japan.

[image: ]
Police have released the photos and names of two Japanese and one Thai suspect in the murder and dismemberment of Ryosuke Kabashima. (Police photo)
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                                WASHINGTON: TikTok's chief executive said on Wednesday the social media company expects to win a legal challenge to block legislation signed into law by President Joe Biden that he said would ban its popular short video app used by 170 million Americans.
"Rest assured - we aren't going anywhere," CEO Shou Zi Chew said in a video posted moments after Biden signed the bill that gives China-based ByteDance 270 days to divest TikTok's U.S. assets or face a ban. "The facts and the Constitution are on our side and we expect to prevail again."

Biden's signing sets a Jan. 19 deadline for a sale - one day before his term is set to expire - but he could extend the deadline by three months if he determines ByteDance is making progress. Biden is seeking a second term against former President Donald Trump.

"We don't want to see a ban," White House spokeswoman Karine Jean-Pierre said on Tuesday. "This is about PRC ownership," she added, referring to the People's Republic of China.

In 2020, Trump was blocked by the courts in his bid to ban TikTok and Chinese-owned WeChat, a unit of Tencent, in the United States. Trump, the Republican presidential candidate, has reversed course and said on Monday that Biden was "pushing" for a ban on TikTok and would be the one responsible if a ban were imposed, urging voters to take notice.

"Make no mistake - this is a ban on TikTok," Chew said, emphasizing that TikTok would continue to operate as the company challenges the restrictions.

Many experts question if any potential buyer has the financial resources to buy TikTok and if China and U.S. government agencies would approve a sale.

Driven by widespread worries among U.S. lawmakers that China could access Americans' data or surveil them with the app, the bill was overwhelmingly passed late on Tuesday by the U.S. Senate. The U.S. House of Representatives approved it on Saturday.

The four-year battle over TikTok is a significant front in a war over the internet and technology between Washington and Beijing. Last week, Apple said China had ordered it to remove Meta Platforms' WhatsApp and Threads from its App Store in China over Chinese national security concerns.

TikTok is set to challenge the bill on First Amendment grounds and TikTok users are expected to again take legal action. A U.S. judge in Montana in November blocked a state ban on TikTok, citing free-speech grounds.

The American Civil Liberties Union said banning or requiring divestiture of TikTok would "set an alarming global precedent for excessive government control over social media platforms."

However, the new legislation is likely to give the Biden administration a stronger legal footing to ban TikTok if ByteDance fails to divest the app, experts say.

If ByteDance failed to divest TikTok, app stores operated by Apple, Alphabet's Google and others could not legally offer TikTok or provide Web hosting services to ByteDance-controlled applications or TikTok's website.

Senator Laphonza Butler, a California Democrat, urged the White House to consider the fate of 8,000 U.S. employees of TikTok, many of whom are in New York or California.

"We must acknowledge the impact on TikTok workers, and our local economies, as we determine a path forward," Butler told Biden in a letter.

The bill would also give the White House new tools to ban or force the sale of other foreign-owned apps it deems to be security threats.

Democratic Senator Ron Wyden said he was concerned the bill "provides broad authority that could be abused by a future administration to violate Americans' First Amendment rights."

Biden's re-election campaign plans to continue using TikTok, a campaign official said on Wednesday. Trump's campaign has not joined TikTok.

Biden signed legislation in late 2022 that barred U.S. government employees from using TikTok on government phones.
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                                The office market recorded negative absorption in the first quarter of 2024, ending a consecutive seven-quarter rise from mid-2022, as demand shifted from non-green to green spaces and downsized offices, according to property consultant Knight Frank Thailand.
Panya Jenkitvathanalert, executive director and head of office strategy and solutions, said net absorption for non-green office spaces saw a further decline to -35,100 square metres, while that for green office spaces remained strong at 29,600 sq m.

"The total occupied space in the Bangkok office market decreased by 5,500 sq m, remaining at 4.7 million sq m," he said. "This quarter marked the onset of negative net absorption for Grade B."

He said Grade B offices continued to underperform, with an occupancy rate of 75%.

Many offices previously classified as Grade A have been downgraded  to Grade B, losing key tenants to  newer buildings of the same or higher grade.

Despite experiencing the lowest year-on-year decrease of 1.4%, Grade B was the only segment with an occupancy rate below the market average of 77%, while Grade C had an occupancy rate of 78% and Grade A reached 80%.

However, all were below the 10-year average, with a market average of 88%, Grade A at 92%, Grade B at 88%, and Grade C at 85%.

The largest year-on-year decrease in occupancy rate was in Grade A with a decline of 4.7%, mainly attributed to supply-side pressure, while Grade C was the only segment with a quarter-on-quarter rise, at 0.3%.

Throughout the last year, all grades showed positive net absorption. Grade A saw the largest increase in total occupied space at 70,500 sq m, primarily driven by large or well-established corporations seeking new, modern facilities in prime locations.

Nearly half of Grade A offices achieved green certification, making them particularly appealing to companies required to occupy spaces that adhere to stringent environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria.

Over the past year, annual net absorption highlighted a trend where new leases increasingly prioritised green office space, totalling 138,700 sq m, in contrast to -37,000 sq m for office spaces without green certifications.

This quarter also saw the office market outside the central business district (CBD) demonstrate robust demand, with a net absorption of 20,800 sq m, in stark contrast to the CBD area, where net absorption was -26,300 sq m.

The activities in the CBD were primarily driven by relocations from older to newer buildings, which offered greater incentives.

This is especially notable given that the new supply in the CBD is expected to reach a historic high in 2024.

A notable observation during this quarter was the increasing preference for smaller unit sizes, reflecting a possible adjustment in the market towards more compact and cost-effective office solutions.
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                                The coalition government led by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin made a significant pivot on its flagship scheme, which aims to hands out 10,000 baht each to 50 million Thais via a digital wallet, shifting from government borrowing, which drew sharp criticism and raised concerns about potential violations of financial and fiscal discipline regulations.
Instead, the government opted to utilise funds from the annual expenditure budget, which is the original approach the ruling Pheu Thai Party employed to garner support during election campaigns.

The funding structure for the digital wallet project, which requires a substantial budget of up to 500 billion baht, stems from three sources.

First, the budget expenditure for fiscal 2025 is 153 billion baht.

Second, under Section 28 of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act, utilising funds from the Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) worth 172 billion baht. The government is expected to reimburse this budget expenditure at a later date.

Third, expenditure management from the fiscal 2024 budget worth 175 billion baht, which partially comes from the central budget.

Q: Does the quasi-fiscal policy constitute a public debt burden?

Government expenditure via Section 28 states that state agencies are tasked with helping to support state-sponsored projects by allocating money in advance, while the government pledges to reimburse these expenditures later.

This expenditure method is termed "quasi-fiscal" and the debt incurred through this channel is not considered public debt.

Section 28 specifies that assigning state agencies to carry out activities, measures or projects, with the government bearing the responsibility to compensate for expenses or revenue losses incurred in such operations, should only be done in cases where it falls within the legal mandate and authority of the agencies, aligning with the objectives of respective state agencies for the purpose of economic revival or stimulation, enhancing livelihood, or improving the quality of public life. This can also involve assistance for the recovery of those affected by acts of nature or sabotage.

In this assignment process, the cabinet must consider the potential fiscal burden on the state, both present and future, and its impact on the operations of the assigned state agencies. The government must also outline its fiscal management strategy and the consequences of such actions.

The total outstanding burden the state must compensate for under this provision must not exceed the rate set by the committee for state agencies assigned under Section 28, regardless of whether the assignment occurs before this royal decree is enforced, appraising the financial cost and management plans the state will bear for these activities, measures or projects, and informing both the committee and the Finance Ministry.

Q: Can the BAAC's money be used to support the digital wallet project?

There is a legal discussion regarding whether the BAAC can legally proceed with this populist initiative as Section 28 states that utilising funds through state financial institutions is permissible only within their legal mandates. For the BAAC to utilise funds for this project, it must align with the core objectives of the bank.

As a consequence, whether economic stimulus via a digital wallet aligns with the responsibilities of the BAAC is being debated.

The cabinet meeting on Tuesday delineated the objectives of the project: to invigorate the economy by fostering monetary flow in all provinces, easing the burden of living for Thais, and improving the quality of life for people needing assistance, including vulnerable groups and farmers.

The scheme is meant to strengthen economic resilience and self-reliance among these populations and communities, as well as increase opportunities to improve people's livelihoods, according to the cabinet.

The scheme also aims to promote the development of digital technology innovations to benefit the economy and society, noted the meeting.

According to the government, these objectives align with Section 9(3) of the BAAC Act, which indicates 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. These goals are meant to promote the efficient development of agricultural products, including through investment, production, processing and marketing, as well as to strengthen the community's economy or improve the quality of life.

To ensure legal compliance, the government is referring the matter to the Council of State to help determine whether the BAAC law allows it to utilise provisions of Section 28 to use the bank's funds to support the digital wallet project.

Q: How much does the government already owe the BAAC?

The BAAC is considered the government agency with the most projects assigned under Section 28.

The government owes the bank around 600 billion baht, excluding interest.

Each year, the government allocates a budget of around 60-90 billion baht to repay its outstanding debt to the BAAC.

[image: ]
The funding structure for the digital wallet project, estimated to cost 500 billion baht, stems from three sources.



Q: What is the purpose of the Section 28 rule?

The genesis of Section 28 stems from the aftermath of the military coup in 2014, led by Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha, head of the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO). The NCPO observed that employing populist policies through state financial institutions, or quasi-fiscal policies, might not be conducive to the financial and fiscal discipline of the state.

These concerns were incorporated into the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act of 2018 to establish stricter criteria and frameworks for expenditure through quasi-fiscal policies.

Initial implementation of the rule created a State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Committee, chaired by the prime minister, setting the spending limit via Section 28 at no more than 30% of the expenditure budget. However, during the pandemic crisis in 2020-2021, the government increased the ceiling to 35%. Following the pandemic, the maximum level was reduced to 32%.

Paopoom Rojanasakul, secretary to the finance minister, said recently after the government endorsement of utilising Section 28 for the digital wallet project that by allowing the BAAC to allocate 172 billion baht to support the initiative, the spending ceiling for Section 28 would only be 30% of the expenditure budget.

The government increased the expenditure budget for fiscal 2025 by 152 billion baht, reducing the proportional budget limit under Section 28.

Q: Is Section 28 funding legal for such projects?

Nonarit Bisonyabut, senior economic researcher at Thailand Development Research Institute, said in principle he disagrees with large-scale economic stimulus via a digital wallet project, which carries a significant cost of 500 billion baht.

Current economic conditions do not necessitate such a large-scale economic stimulus, said Mr Nonarit.

The government's choice to utilise funds from the yearly expenditure budget has placed its spending under close scrutiny by both parliament and various organisations such as the National Anti-Corruption Commission.

As a consequence, the government has taken measures, such as appointing committees to probe potential corruption issues, he said.

Expenditure through Section 28 complies with the legal framework of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act, which sets conditions and maximum budget limits to avoid affecting fiscal discipline, said Mr Nonarit.

If the government can adhere to these laws, funding of the scheme should be deemed legal, he said. If the government decides to expand the Section 28 spending limit beyond the current level, Mr Nonarit said he disagrees with this move.
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                  Central bank urges banks to help vulnerable                

                Srettha pushes for lower lending rates
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                                The Bank of Thailand (BoT) is allowing commercial banks to adapt their business models to help vulnerable customers, in response to the prime minister's directive urging large local banks to lower lending interest rates for vulnerable groups and small businesses.
Speaking at a monetary policy forum on Wednesday, Piti Disyatat, the central bank's assistant governor for the monetary policy group, said banks have the flexibility to vary their business models, including both product offerings and interest rates, to support vulnerable borrowers in alleviating their debt burden in line with economic conditions, market dynamics, and each bank's cost of funds.

"The central bank is ready to support banks that adjust their business models or introduce new programmes aimed at easing the financial strain on vulnerable borrowers. We will monitor the market to ensure overall financial stability," Mr Piti said.

He said that assisting vulnerable borrowers, both in the business and household sectors, has been a primary focus of the central bank since the onset of the pandemic.

The regulator has implemented various debt relief schemes to support borrowers adversely affected by the pandemic. The central bank also adopted a responsible lending approach to enhance the quality of household debt and reduce the long-term debt ratio, he said.

Thailand's household debt-to-GDP ratio is relatively high at 91%, compared with an average of 60% among other emerging economies.

In response to the premier's call to reduce lending rates for vulnerable groups and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the Thai Bankers' Association on Wednesday convened a meeting to discuss interest rates.

On Tuesday, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin met chief executives of the country's four largest banks -- Bangkok Bank, Kasikornbank, Krungthai Bank and Siam Commercial Bank -- to advocate for reduced interest rates for struggling borrowers.

Mr Srettha, also the finance minister, had pushed the central bank previously to lower borrowing costs from decade-high levels.

At its latest meeting on April 10, the regulator decided to keep the policy rate unchanged at 2.5% for a third consecutive meeting, resisting government pleas for a rate cut, noting the Thai economy is sustaining its growth trajectory, surpassing the 2023 level.

Mr Piti said the central bank acknowledges the challenges faced by some vulnerable borrowers, particularly SMEs and low-income households, who are encountering tighter credit conditions.

This tightening stems from commercial banks using stricter credit standards because of weakened debt serviceability, resulting from a sluggish income recovery, he said.

Over the past four years, the number of SME loan accounts in the banking industry has doubled from 500,000 to 1 million, with a shift towards smaller entrepreneurs. However, some of these entrepreneurs are unable to access bank loans due to varying risk profiles, said Mr Piti.

Yet he insisted overall financial conditions remain conducive to continued economic growth.

Both businesses and households are still obtaining new credit, despite a moderation in total outstanding loans, primarily due to repayments, said Mr Piti.

Moreover, businesses and households have on average been able to service their debts as usual, he said.
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                                Hotel operators anticipate high expenses from power bills, food prices and labour wages as the low season arrives amid scorching temperatures.
Thienprasit Chaiyapatranun, president of the Thai Hotels Association (THA), said during the  hot season, electricity expenses could rise to 20% of total costs, compared with 10% in the cool season.

The Energy Regulatory Commission is maintaining the tariff rate at 4.18 baht per kilowatt-hour from May to August.

Along with rising fuel costs, which affect food prices, and the minimum wage hike to 400 baht, these factors pose a challenge for hotels, said Mr Thienprasit.

He said hotels may not be able to pass on these costs to guests, particularly small hotels recovering at a slower pace than upper-tier hotels, which still rely on price competition during the low season.

Only large hotels can maintain high daily  room rates as they have sufficient funds for renovation and upgrading their services, said Mr Thienprasit.

He said the occupancy rate in May this year should be similar to May of 2023, at roughly 50%.

The government should urgently disburse this year's fiscal budget scheduled for May, as well as support hotels through government meeting and incentive budgets, said Mr Thienprasit.

Udom Srimahachota, vice-president of the THA's western chapter, said the government should consider offering a low interest rate of 2-3% for small and independent hotels that want to invest in clean energy or install energy-saving equipment such as solar cells or energy-efficient air conditioning.

This would help hotels reduce energy costs and aligns with global net-zero campaigns, said Mr Udom.

The government would also collect more tax from these transactions, he said.

Mr Udom, also chairman of environmental policy at THA, said most hotels cannot access loans as they are still reeling from the pandemic, unlike large operators that can raise more capital.

Purchasing new energy-saving air conditioners and compressors for 35-room hotels could cost up to 10 million baht, he said.

Mr Udom said hotels in Hua Hin, Phuket and Krabi also face water shortages during the hot season, requiring a larger budget to reserve water supply for their operations.
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                                Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit will visit China next month to discuss the Thai-Chinese high-speed railway project and further promote the 1-trillion-baht Land Bridge megaproject.
Mr Suriya said on Wednesday that he will lead a team to attend the 31st Thailand-China joint ministerial committee meeting on May 7-9.

One of the discussion topics will be the high-speed rail project to provide an update on the progress of the project's first phase linking Bangkok to Nakhon Ratchasima.

It will be the first face-to-face meeting in five years following the Covid-19 pandemic, he said.

Mr Suriya said the first phase is about 32% complete and is expected to be finished by 2028.

The government will also discuss its readiness to proceed with the second phase of the project connecting Nakhon Ratchasima to Nong Khai, which could eventually link up with the Chinese-Laos high-speed train system.

The second phase of the project will be 357.12 kilometres long with a total investment of 341.35 billion baht.

The route will be divided into two parts, comprising a 202.48km elevated section and a 154.64km ground-level stretch. There will be five stations along the route: Bua Yai, Ban Phai, Khon Kaen, Udon Thani and Nong Khai.

He said details of the second phase are being examined by the National Environment Board for its environmental impact assessment (EIA). The ministry expects e-bidding will be held within the next year. The project is expected to be completed by 2031.

During his trip, the transport minister will also meet with Chinese investors to promote the Land Bridge megaproject, which aims to develop a logistics network connecting Chumphon on the Gulf of Thailand to Ranong on the Andaman coast.

The project will have deep-water ports in both provinces, a motorway cutting across the land to connect the two provinces and a railway system, he said.

The ministry will finish drafting the Southern Economic Corridor (SEC) law within the fourth quarter of this year and will invite foreign investors by the fourth quarter of next year. Bidding is scheduled to take place in the second quarter of 2026 before the start of land expropriation in the fourth quarter of the same year.

Construction of the Land Bridge is expected to begin in 2026 and be ready in 2030.
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                                PATTAYA - Toyota has launched a public transport pilot project in this beach resort city with nine fully electric Hilux Revo pickup trucks.
The project reflects the growing determination of Japanese automakers to challenge Chinese players that have made big inroads in the EV market in Thailand.

The battery EV Revo models have been modified into songtaews for public transport, Toyota Motor Thailand executive vice-president Surapoom Udomwong said Thursday,  using the Thai word for pickups that have been repurposed for public transit.

A motorcade of electric pickups drove through the seaside city in Chon Buri, 100km east of Bangkok, where the vehicles were deployed for fixed-route transit.

Japanese carmakers, such as Toyota, Honda and Isuzu, have for decades dominated the Thai auto sector.

But government subsidies and tax incentives have brought a wave of investment from China, with its EV automakers committing more than $1.4 billion worth of investments in Thailand.

Chery Automobile is about to become the eighth Chinese brand to invest in the country, following the likes of BYD, state-owned Changan Automobile and Great Wall Motors, the government said this week.

Toyota, which controls about a third of the Thai market, will deliver a dozen electric pickup trucks to Pattaya.

"This is a memorable day," said Pattaya Mayor Poramet Ngampichet. "Pattaya is a major tourist city for Thailand and so lowering pollution is important."

Mr Poramet said he hoped to convert Pattaya's total fleet of 700 songtaews into EVs.

Toyota has previously announced plans to mass-produce the battery Hilux pickup truck by 2025, but did not specify where they would be made.

Pickup trucks account for about half of all vehicle sales in Thailand.

Isuzu plans set up a plant in Thailand to make the electric version of its D-Max pickup, with plans for domestic sales and exports, according to the government.
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                                Stock Exchange of Thailand chairman Pichai Chunhavajira has resigned in a move that is seen as paving the way for his appointment as finance minister in a cabinet reshuffle.
Mr Pichai, 76, also quit as chairman of the energy company Bangchak Corp and the renewable power producer BCPG Plc, effective from April 25, according to separate filings to the SET on Thursday.

He is the top candidate to become finance minister as Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin wants to give up the post, local media have reported.

Mr Srettha named Mr Pichai as one of his advisers when he assumed the premiership last year.

The premier said earlier this week that the reshuffle will be done at the "appropriate timing".

On Thursday Mr Srettha and Deputy PM Phumtham Wechayachai were seen arriving at the Rosewood Hotel, owned by the Shinawatra family, for lunch with former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, according to local media reports. It was speculated that they discussed the cabinet reshuffle. Mr Srettha later departed without talking to reporters.

Mr Pichai holds a master's degree in business administration from Indiana University of Pennsylvania. He was a member of the Bank of Thailand board from 2014 to 2017, and a director at PTT Exploration and Production from 2001 to 2013.

Picking Mr Pichai, a capital markets veteran, as finance minister may help ease tension between the government and the Bank of Thailand, with which Mr Srettha has frequently disagreed on approaches to reviving Southeast Asia's second-biggest economy.

The central bank has ignored Mr Srettha's frequent calls to cut its policy interest rate as a quick-fix to spur growth amid a seven-month spell of negative inflation.It kept the key rate steady on April 10 at a decade-high of 2.50%, prompting the premier this week to meet with executives of the country's biggest banks to nudge them to lower borrowing costs.

On Thursday, the banks agreed to cut loan rates by a quarter percentage point for vulnerable groups and small businesses.

If confirmed as finance minister, Mr Pichai would face a tough task of reviving the economy, which lags regional peers, as it faces high household debt and borrowing costs as well as China's slowdown.

He would be tasked with overseeing key government policies, including the flagship 500-billion-baht digital wallet, which would transfer 10,000 baht each to 50 million Thais to spend in their communities starting later this year.

The stimulus has been delayed twice already due to a lack of funding and concerns about the impact on public debt.

The economy unexpectedly shrank in the final quarter of 2023 from the third quarter. Last year's growth was 1.9%, below the 2.5% growth seen in 2022.

The National Economic and Social Development Council in February lowered its 2024 economic growth outlook to between 2.2% and 3.2% from a previous forecast of 2.7% to 3.7%.
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                  Banks to cut rates by 25 bps for 'vulnerable groups'                

                Move follows appeal from PM frustrated with central bank for leaving policy rate unchanged
              

                                Banks will cut lending rates by 25 basis points for vulnerable groups for a period of six months, the Thai Bankers Association (TBA) said on Thursday, responding to a government request to help small businesses.
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has been repeatedly pressing the central bank to cut rates from a more than decade high of 2.50%, saying it is hurting businesses as the economy confronts stubbornly high household debt and China's slowdown. He this week said he had asked Thailand's four largest lenders to lower their rates.

The banks' rate cuts will be for both individual and SME customers and will help reduce their interest burden and support their recovery, the bankers' association said in a statement.

"Thailand member banks will expedite consideration of implementing the aforementioned principle and prepare the work system to answer the needs of vulnerable customers of each bank in the appropriate context as quickly as possible," it said.

The Bank of Thailand left its key interest rate unchanged for a third straight meeting on April 10, resisting government pressure to ease, saying the rate still supported the economy. The next rate review is on June 12.

The association said its move was in the same direction as the government in driving the economy and in line with the central bank's responsible lending. An official said it was up to each participating bank to decide when they would implement the measure.

On Wednesday, the central bank said the current policy rate was close to neutral, robust and could handle future risks to the economy, but the rate could be adjusted if needed.

In a message on his X account on Thursday, Mr Srettha thanked the TBA and its members for their gesture.

"I applaud the cutting of interest rates, which reflects that the TBA and its bank members have given more importance to taking care of customers, particularly vulnerable groups, and understood the expense burden of individuals and small operators who live from hand to mouth," he qwrote.

"Even though the interest reduction is only for six months, it helps provide breathing room to bring profits to do something further. This measure helps both the business sector and people.

"As for other groups of people, the government will try to look for ways and measures to ease the expense burden as much as possible," he added.
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                Domestic vehicle sales down
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                                Car production in Thailand dropped 23.08% in March from a year earlier to 138,331 units, the Federation of Thai Industries said on Thursday.
The figure compared with February's 19.28% year-on-year drop. In the January-March period, car production fell 18.45% from a year earlier to 414,123 units, the FTI said.

The federation has said car production has been down because of lower pick-up truck output following weaker demand due to tighter auto loans from financial institutions.

Domestic car sales dropped 29.83% in March from a year earlier, after a fall of 26.15% year-on-year in the previous month, the federation said.

Thailand is Southeast Asia's biggest autos production centre and an export base for some of the world's top carmakers, including Toyota and Honda, with pickup trucks among the key vehicles manufactured. In recent years, Chinese electric vehicle brands like BYD and Great Wall Motor have been making inroads into the Thai auto sector, helped by government tax incentives and subsidies.

The federation has predicted car production at 1.9 million vehicles this year after 1.84 million made in 2023. On Wednesday, the excise department said Thailand expected to produce between 350,000 and 525,000 electric vehicle units by 2027.  
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                                The coalition government led by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin made a significant pivot on its flagship scheme, which aims to hands out 10,000 baht each to 50 million Thais via a digital wallet, shifting from government borrowing, which drew sharp criticism and raised concerns about potential violations of financial and fiscal discipline regulations.
Instead, the government opted to utilise funds from the annual expenditure budget, which is the original approach the ruling Pheu Thai Party employed to garner support during election campaigns.

The funding structure for the digital wallet project, which requires a substantial budget of up to 500 billion baht, stems from three sources.

First, the budget expenditure for fiscal 2025 is 153 billion baht.

Second, under Section 28 of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act, utilising funds from the Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC) worth 172 billion baht. The government is expected to reimburse this budget expenditure at a later date.

Third, expenditure management from the fiscal 2024 budget worth 175 billion baht, which partially comes from the central budget.

Q: Does the quasi-fiscal policy constitute a public debt burden?

Government expenditure via Section 28 states that state agencies are tasked with helping to support state-sponsored projects by allocating money in advance, while the government pledges to reimburse these expenditures later.

This expenditure method is termed "quasi-fiscal" and the debt incurred through this channel is not considered public debt.

Section 28 specifies that assigning state agencies to carry out activities, measures or projects, with the government bearing the responsibility to compensate for expenses or revenue losses incurred in such operations, should only be done in cases where it falls within the legal mandate and authority of the agencies, aligning with the objectives of respective state agencies for the purpose of economic revival or stimulation, enhancing livelihood, or improving the quality of public life. This can also involve assistance for the recovery of those affected by acts of nature or sabotage.

In this assignment process, the cabinet must consider the potential fiscal burden on the state, both present and future, and its impact on the operations of the assigned state agencies. The government must also outline its fiscal management strategy and the consequences of such actions.

The total outstanding burden the state must compensate for under this provision must not exceed the rate set by the committee for state agencies assigned under Section 28, regardless of whether the assignment occurs before this royal decree is enforced, appraising the financial cost and management plans the state will bear for these activities, measures or projects, and informing both the committee and the Finance Ministry.

Q: Can the BAAC's money be used to support the digital wallet project?

There is a legal discussion regarding whether the BAAC can legally proceed with this populist initiative as Section 28 states that utilising funds through state financial institutions is permissible only within their legal mandates. For the BAAC to utilise funds for this project, it must align with the core objectives of the bank.

As a consequence, whether economic stimulus via a digital wallet aligns with the responsibilities of the BAAC is being debated.

The cabinet meeting on Tuesday delineated the objectives of the project: to invigorate the economy by fostering monetary flow in all provinces, easing the burden of living for Thais, and improving the quality of life for people needing assistance, including vulnerable groups and farmers.

The scheme is meant to strengthen economic resilience and self-reliance among these populations and communities, as well as increase opportunities to improve people's livelihoods, according to the cabinet.

The scheme also aims to promote the development of digital technology innovations to benefit the economy and society, noted the meeting.

According to the government, these objectives align with Section 9(3) of the BAAC Act, which indicates 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. These goals are meant to promote the efficient development of agricultural products, including through investment, production, processing and marketing, as well as to strengthen the community's economy or improve the quality of life.

To ensure legal compliance, the government is referring the matter to the Council of State to help determine whether the BAAC law allows it to utilise provisions of Section 28 to use the bank's funds to support the digital wallet project.

Q: How much does the government already owe the BAAC?

The BAAC is considered the government agency with the most projects assigned under Section 28.

The government owes the bank around 600 billion baht, excluding interest.

Each year, the government allocates a budget of around 60-90 billion baht to repay its outstanding debt to the BAAC.
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Q: What is the purpose of the Section 28 rule?

The genesis of Section 28 stems from the aftermath of the military coup in 2014, led by Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha, head of the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO). The NCPO observed that employing populist policies through state financial institutions, or quasi-fiscal policies, might not be conducive to the financial and fiscal discipline of the state.

These concerns were incorporated into the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act of 2018 to establish stricter criteria and frameworks for expenditure through quasi-fiscal policies.

Initial implementation of the rule created a State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Committee, chaired by the prime minister, setting the spending limit via Section 28 at no more than 30% of the expenditure budget. However, during the pandemic crisis in 2020-2021, the government increased the ceiling to 35%. Following the pandemic, the maximum level was reduced to 32%.

Paopoom Rojanasakul, secretary to the finance minister, said recently after the government endorsement of utilising Section 28 for the digital wallet project that by allowing the BAAC to allocate 172 billion baht to support the initiative, the spending ceiling for Section 28 would only be 30% of the expenditure budget.

The government increased the expenditure budget for fiscal 2025 by 152 billion baht, reducing the proportional budget limit under Section 28.

Q: Is Section 28 funding legal for such projects?

Nonarit Bisonyabut, senior economic researcher at Thailand Development Research Institute, said in principle he disagrees with large-scale economic stimulus via a digital wallet project, which carries a significant cost of 500 billion baht.

Current economic conditions do not necessitate such a large-scale economic stimulus, said Mr Nonarit.

The government's choice to utilise funds from the yearly expenditure budget has placed its spending under close scrutiny by both parliament and various organisations such as the National Anti-Corruption Commission.

As a consequence, the government has taken measures, such as appointing committees to probe potential corruption issues, he said.

Expenditure through Section 28 complies with the legal framework of the State Fiscal and Financial Discipline Act, which sets conditions and maximum budget limits to avoid affecting fiscal discipline, said Mr Nonarit.

If the government can adhere to these laws, funding of the scheme should be deemed legal, he said. If the government decides to expand the Section 28 spending limit beyond the current level, Mr Nonarit said he disagrees with this move.
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                                The Bank of Thailand (BoT) is allowing commercial banks to adapt their business models to help vulnerable customers, in response to the prime minister's directive urging large local banks to lower lending interest rates for vulnerable groups and small businesses.
Speaking at a monetary policy forum on Wednesday, Piti Disyatat, the central bank's assistant governor for the monetary policy group, said banks have the flexibility to vary their business models, including both product offerings and interest rates, to support vulnerable borrowers in alleviating their debt burden in line with economic conditions, market dynamics, and each bank's cost of funds.

"The central bank is ready to support banks that adjust their business models or introduce new programmes aimed at easing the financial strain on vulnerable borrowers. We will monitor the market to ensure overall financial stability," Mr Piti said.

He said that assisting vulnerable borrowers, both in the business and household sectors, has been a primary focus of the central bank since the onset of the pandemic.

The regulator has implemented various debt relief schemes to support borrowers adversely affected by the pandemic. The central bank also adopted a responsible lending approach to enhance the quality of household debt and reduce the long-term debt ratio, he said.

Thailand's household debt-to-GDP ratio is relatively high at 91%, compared with an average of 60% among other emerging economies.

In response to the premier's call to reduce lending rates for vulnerable groups and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the Thai Bankers' Association on Wednesday convened a meeting to discuss interest rates.

On Tuesday, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin met chief executives of the country's four largest banks -- Bangkok Bank, Kasikornbank, Krungthai Bank and Siam Commercial Bank -- to advocate for reduced interest rates for struggling borrowers.

Mr Srettha, also the finance minister, had pushed the central bank previously to lower borrowing costs from decade-high levels.

At its latest meeting on April 10, the regulator decided to keep the policy rate unchanged at 2.5% for a third consecutive meeting, resisting government pleas for a rate cut, noting the Thai economy is sustaining its growth trajectory, surpassing the 2023 level.

Mr Piti said the central bank acknowledges the challenges faced by some vulnerable borrowers, particularly SMEs and low-income households, who are encountering tighter credit conditions.

This tightening stems from commercial banks using stricter credit standards because of weakened debt serviceability, resulting from a sluggish income recovery, he said.

Over the past four years, the number of SME loan accounts in the banking industry has doubled from 500,000 to 1 million, with a shift towards smaller entrepreneurs. However, some of these entrepreneurs are unable to access bank loans due to varying risk profiles, said Mr Piti.

Yet he insisted overall financial conditions remain conducive to continued economic growth.

Both businesses and households are still obtaining new credit, despite a moderation in total outstanding loans, primarily due to repayments, said Mr Piti.

Moreover, businesses and households have on average been able to service their debts as usual, he said.
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                                The Association of Investment Management Companies (AIMC) is preparing to ask the government to provide support to the Thai mutual fund industry, citing efforts in Japan and India to boost the growth of their capital markets.
AIMC chairwoman Chavinda Hanratanakool said Japan and India outperformed most of their peers in Asia, as their bourses more than doubled over the past five years, particularly after the pandemic eased.

The AIMC recently held a brainstorming session to gather opinion from experts in relevant fields, aiming to determine what the industry needs to build confidence and grow sustainably.

"We want guidelines based on real international experience. We found the measures that caused the capital markets and mutual funds in Japan and India to grow the most are related to support from the government in four different areas," she said.

First is government measures to reform the economy and the holistic capital market, including monetary and fiscal policies, in addition to policies to promote investment and private consumption, capital market restructuring, as well as tax-related measures for savings.

Second, the government can support establishing a central digital infrastructure so the financial and investment sectors, small and medium-sized enterprises, and startups nationwide can use it for identity verification, said Mrs Chavinda.

This move will help reduce the cost of opening an account as well as transaction costs, she said.

"This allows investments to be quickly accessible to users, enhances safety and significantly reduce money laundering and investment fraud," said Mrs Chavinda.

Digitalisation should also be enhanced to expand the investor base to younger people living in the provinces, while the government should work with related agencies to improve the public's financial knowledge, she said.

The AIMC believes many of these measures can be applied to benefit Thailand, said Mrs Chavinda.

"We will present these as a guideline, in collaboration with agencies such as the Federation of Thai Capital Market Organizations, the Stock Exchange of Thailand and the Securities and Exchange Commission [SEC] to related government agencies," she said.

In a related development, the Capital Market Supervisory Board under the SEC has agreed in principle to allow asset management firms to launch mutual funds that can raise funds from retail, as well as investing in digital assets, including crypto and investment tokens.

The plan is subject to a public hearing because these are high-risk investments, the regulator said on Wednesday.
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                                Policymakers will draw up more new artificial intelligence (AI) rules to prevent the violation of AI ethics and promote AI development through good governance and planned guidelines for generative AI.
Meanwhile, legal experts expect that many countries, including Thailand, will develop comprehensive AI legal frameworks following the European Union's AI Act, which is considered to be the world's first comprehensive AI law.

The European Parliament approved the law last month, with the aim of constraining the risks of AI.

Putchapong Nodthaisong, secretary-general of the National Digital Economy and Society Commission, told the Bangkok Post the commission has AI ethic guidelines in place.

By the end of May, its digital economy promotion subcommittee will convene to consider drafting AI regulations to enforce upon those who violate AI ethics as part of its supervision of AI developers and AI service providers.

Chaichana Mitrpant, executive director of the Electronic Transactions Development Agency (ETDA), told the Bangkok Post that the agency and Thammasat University had jointly studied AI regulations in Europe and Brazil for almost two years and found the continent and country, respectively, have managed to prohibit high risk AI.

They also promoted AI within a sandbox and offered incentives to accelerate the development of AI.

He added that Thai regulators feel there is no need to urgently impose strong comprehensive AI regulations, while startups prefer self-regulation in the future and consumers are concerned about scams and the use of deepfake technology.

Mr Chaichana said Thailand could learn from other major countries regarding the impact of the enforcement of AI regulations.

The ETDA currently has an AI governance clinic to assess the level of risk, make recommendations and monitor the use of AI-related projects.

It is now drafting generative AI governance guidelines for AI developers, so they can avoid AI hallucinations and avoid intellectual property infringements.

"AI hallucinations" refers to the AI generation of incorrect or misleading output.

The ETDA has also drafted a law on the application of AI with good governance. The key components of this draft law include an AI innovation testing centre, an important mechanism for AI research and development that requires the testing of algorithmic systems.

The other core component is information sharing. It requires the ETDA to promote, support and provide assistance to government agencies, the private sector and the general public in promoting information sharing to develop AI innovation.

The draft law also requires the creation of AI standards by setting and certifying standards and creating an AI standard logo. All these would provide necessary information to consumers in order to make informed decisions when choosing products or services.

The law also requires the ETDA to prepare criteria and methods for assessing risks from the use of AI in order to prepare various measures or methods for dealing with dangers that may occur in the future from high risk AI.

The law will also govern the standardisation of contracts between service providers and users of AI products or services. The contracts must provide greater clarity in terms of legal relations between service providers and users. This is to prevent problems that may arise from not knowing or not understanding the complex systems of AI.

Apivadee Piyatumrong, a researcher at the National Electronics and Computer Technology Center, said AI standards are an important part of building consumer acceptance.

Pattaraphan Paiboon, an IP tech partner of Baker & McKenzie Ltd, said it is likely that many countries will follow in the footsteps of the EU's AI Act and come up with their own AI act.

For Thailand, the current laws may not be sufficient to support or regulate AI due to the uniqueness of the technology. However, as Thailand is at the early stage of implementing AI for businesses and services, it might be too early to impose comprehensive AI regulations.

Ms Pattaraphan added that the government also has an overarching national AI development roadmap, requiring that an AI law has to be enacted by 2027.

The government will likely study the effects of the EU's AI Act and will adopt and adjust draft AI laws for Thailand accordingly.

Dhiraphol Suwanprateep, an IP tech of counsel at Baker & McKenzie, said the government should mainly aim to support and promote the use and development of AI and AI businesses, similar to China's regulations on the promotion of the AI industry in the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone, rather than strictly regulating and hindering AI development in Thailand.

If any AI regulation is necessary, Thailand may focus on regulating generative AI first, similar to China's interim measures for the management of generative AI services, instead of issuing comprehensive AI legislation, he said.

Given that the draft AI laws are still in the early development stage, stakeholders may voice their opinions to the regulators to help shape AI laws for Thailand in the future, Ms Pattaraphan said.

Christina Montgomery, vice-president and chief privacy and trust officer at IBM, said the EU's AI Act is essentially a product safety law, which means that if companies develop or deploy AI products in the EU, businesses fall under the scope of its risk-based rules.

"That is why IBM encourages companies everywhere to understand and prepare for these incoming regulations," said Ms Montgomery.
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                                Hotel operators anticipate high expenses from power bills, food prices and labour wages as the low season arrives amid scorching temperatures.
Thienprasit Chaiyapatranun, president of the Thai Hotels Association (THA), said during the  hot season, electricity expenses could rise to 20% of total costs, compared with 10% in the cool season.

The Energy Regulatory Commission is maintaining the tariff rate at 4.18 baht per kilowatt-hour from May to August.

Along with rising fuel costs, which affect food prices, and the minimum wage hike to 400 baht, these factors pose a challenge for hotels, said Mr Thienprasit.

He said hotels may not be able to pass on these costs to guests, particularly small hotels recovering at a slower pace than upper-tier hotels, which still rely on price competition during the low season.

Only large hotels can maintain high daily  room rates as they have sufficient funds for renovation and upgrading their services, said Mr Thienprasit.

He said the occupancy rate in May this year should be similar to May of 2023, at roughly 50%.

The government should urgently disburse this year's fiscal budget scheduled for May, as well as support hotels through government meeting and incentive budgets, said Mr Thienprasit.

Udom Srimahachota, vice-president of the THA's western chapter, said the government should consider offering a low interest rate of 2-3% for small and independent hotels that want to invest in clean energy or install energy-saving equipment such as solar cells or energy-efficient air conditioning.

This would help hotels reduce energy costs and aligns with global net-zero campaigns, said Mr Udom.

The government would also collect more tax from these transactions, he said.

Mr Udom, also chairman of environmental policy at THA, said most hotels cannot access loans as they are still reeling from the pandemic, unlike large operators that can raise more capital.

Purchasing new energy-saving air conditioners and compressors for 35-room hotels could cost up to 10 million baht, he said.

Mr Udom said hotels in Hua Hin, Phuket and Krabi also face water shortages during the hot season, requiring a larger budget to reserve water supply for their operations.
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                                The Commerce Ministry is promoting government-to-government (G2G) sales of rice to Indonesia, while pledging to move ahead with plans to negotiate a similar sale with China.
Late last year at the Japan-Asean Summit, Indonesia expressed its intent to purchase 1 million tonnes of rice from Thailand via a G2G deal.

The first lot of 55,000 tonnes has been sold to Indonesia, with delivery expected within this month.

The ministry said it is working on a deal for the second lot.

Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said the ministry is awaiting the outcome of an extended G2G rice delivery period for an additional 280,000 tonnes under a contract with China.

Mr Phumtham said the ministry is also working on G2G deals with other countries, but declined to reveal the details to prevent price undercutting by competitors.

Last year, Thailand exported 8.76 million tonnes of rice, the highest level in five years.

The value of these exports amounted to 178 billion baht, marking a 28% increase.

Thai hom mali fragrant rice maintained a healthy export volume despite a higher price than competitors, with shipments of 1.32 million tonnes in 2023, up 5.6% from the previous year, he said.

"Thailand's key rice export markets include the United States, China, Canada and Hong Kong," Mr Phumtham said.

"Though our prices may be higher than those of competitors, our rice quality is also second to none, especially Thai hom mali rice, which is known globally for its tender texture and unique natural fragrance."

In related news, he presided over the 41st edition of the National Hom Mali Rice Competition 2023 hosted by the Internal Trade Department on Wednesday.

The department holds the competition to raise awareness of Thailand's signature rice products, grown by more than 4.7 million farmers.

The awards help to identify and conserve top-quality Thai jasmine rice, promoting cultivation standards and creating a model for sustainable agriculture, said Mr Phumtham.

Many consumers prefer high-quality Thai jasmine rice, he said.

The competition also serves as a platform for buyers to sign purchase contracts with farmers, according to the department.
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																In Thailand's National Energy Plan (NEP) -- a blueprint outlining the country's energy strategy from 2023 to 2037 -- a small portion of nuclear energy is included as one form of alternative energy.
The NEP has set the goal that 50% of energy for consumption must come from clean and renewable sources like wind, solar, hydro, biomass and small modular reactors (SMRs), according to Prasert Sinsukprasert, the permanent secretary of the Ministry of Energy.

Small modular reactors (SMRs) are advanced nuclear reactors that have a power capacity of up to 300 MW(e) per unit, which is about one-third of the generating capacity of traditional nuclear power reactors. The small size makes them easy to build, transport and install.

Thailand's nuclear ambitions

Thailand was the pioneer in Southeast Asia for nuclear research. The country launched its first nuclear reactor in 1962, albeit for research purposes. In the early 1970s, the government launched a plan to build the first nuclear power plant in Chon Buri province. The initiative did not take off, however, because of the high cost, time-consuming construction and the fear of a nuclear accident.

Two decades ago, policymakers at the Ministry of Energy tried to revive the nuclear energy plan. But the dream was curtailed by a tsunami-driven accident that damaged a nuclear power plant in Fukushima, Japan, in 2011.

The advancement of SMR technology has revived Bangkok's interest in nuclear energy. SMRs, while generating less power than standard reactors, are considered safer. Several countries, including the US, UK and China, are making significant progress in advancing SMR technology.

The dream drew closer in November 2022 when the US reportedly pledged technical support for SMRs to the Thai government under the leadership of then-prime minister Prayut Chan-o-cha.

The current leader, PM Srettha Thavisin, mentioned that he discussed the possibility of introducing nuclear power with US Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo during their meeting in Bangkok on March 14.

Mr Srettha also stated that Thailand would assess the safety of SMRs and seek public opinion.

Economic viability

Nuclear energy is often seen as a clean energy source because it generates almost no carbon dioxide or other greenhouse gases.

It is also considered more reliable for supplying consistent electricity compared to renewable sources like solar and wind.

However, challenges persist in managing spent fuel from reactors. So far, there is no risk-free disposal method.

Nuclear energy is used in 32 countries globally, accounting for roughly 10% of the world's total electricity capacity.

Leading users of nuclear power include the United States, France and China.

Meanwhile, nations such as Bangladesh, Egypt and Turkey are in the process of adopting nuclear power. Worldwide, there are over 400 active nuclear power plants, with more than 50 currently being built.

Barriers to entry

The key barrier to implementing nuclear power plants in Thailand is not the technological limitations but rather commercial feasibility.

Despite its potential, the Levelized Cost of Electricity (LCOE) for nuclear power plants is still higher than those of other renewable energy sources.

The LCOE is the average cost of a reactor during its lifespan, including construction, fuel as well as operation and maintenance costs.

The current cost of generating electricity from nuclear power is US$180 (6,664 baht) per megawatt-hour, which is higher than the cost of electricity from popular fossil fuels like natural gas and coal, as well as from renewable energy sources.

Nuclear energy is 2.5 to 3 times more expensive than solar and wind power.

Energy grid and nuclear energy?

Thailand is not lacking in terms of its electricity supply. The country's power generation capacity exceeded demand by 34 percent in 2022, with a total capacity of 49,099 megawatts, higher than the peak demand of 32,250MW.

The surplus comes from the over-projection of energy demand by policymakers. The surplus is transferred to consumers. The cost of surplus electricity is factored into the FT (fuel transfer) in monthly utility bills.

Introducing nuclear power into the grid could increase costs further. As nuclear comes with higher overheads, the government should use other renewable energy forms like solar energy -- something that can be produced locally.

Greenpeace states that Thailand has the capacity for more than 35,000MW of renewable energy, based on their research. However, the government is only buying 100MW a year, which falls short of this potential.

Thai policymakers can emulate Vietnam. According to the Ember Global Electricity Review, Vietnam is acting aggressively in adopting solar and wind energy while also trying to reduce its dependence on fossil fuel. In 2021, solar power generation increased by 337%, leading to more reductions in coal and gas use.

The International Renewable Energy Agency (Irena) notes that renewable energy projects launched in emerging economies in 2020 could save up to $156 billion throughout their lifetimes. This highlights the importance of accelerating renewable adoption as a cost-effective route to decarbonising power systems.

Looking ahead, the cost of solar and wind energy is expected to continue declining due to ongoing research and development. In contrast, nuclear power, except for nuclear fusion, may lack such support, making it an unlikely alternative energy option in Thailand due to the higher costs.



Kongpob Areerat is a communications manager and researcher at Climate Finance Network Thailand (CFNT), a think tank devoted to propelling sustainable financial practices and assisting in Thailand's transition towards a low-carbon economy. Access to previous articles and related data can be found at https://climatefinancethai.com
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																Through its endorsement of three referendums that would amend Thailand's entire charter, a proposal that was forwarded by a study panel under Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai, the government has now set in motion the charter drafting process. It is looking like it will proceed at a snail's pace.
The decision to endorse the three referendums was made at a cabinet meeting on Tuesday.

Previously, the opposition was of the opinion that two referendums would suffice, as there are ongoing concerns about the size of the budget needed and how burdensome it will be.

It's estimated that each referendum is set to cost more than three billion baht. On top of this, there are suspicions that this could also be a delaying tactic of the government. The Move Forward Party, in particular, has also questioned the Pheu Thai-led coalition government's sincerity in pushing for a new supreme law.

It could be said that Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin wants to play it safe. There are concerns about the legal technicalities around having two referendums, which may give an excuse for some opponents to file complaints with the Constitutional Court, and that would be a bad omen for the process. If the court shoots it down, everything will go back to square one.

The Srettha cabinet also gave the nod to the amendment of the Referendum Act 2021 in order to abolish what is known as the "double majority" rule, a requirement that each referendum must have participation from over 50% of eligible voters -- or more than 13.5 million out of 26 million voters -- and also for a majority of those voting to approve the new charter. If the "double majority" had remained, the rewriting would have been impossible.

The first referendum that may take place in July or August, delayed by a few months from the initial timeline set, is to ask voters if they agree with writing a new charter, all of it apart from Chapters 1 and 2.

With regards to the untouched chapters, Chapter 1 defines Thailand as an indivisible kingdom with a constitutional monarchy, and this cannot be edited; while Chapter 2 covers sections about royal prerogatives, which also cannot be changed.

If the majority gives the nod and the amendment of Section 256, which allows for a charter rewrite, is approved, a second referendum will be organised.

Once a new draft is completed, the government will hold a third referendum that would ask voters to decide whether or not the new charter should be adopted.

Despite having had a jumpstart, the path ahead remains rough, given the political complications and the many technicalities. It also remains uncertain whether a charter drafting panel can finish its work during this government's four-year term. And there is a risk with each referendum; if the majority of voters voice "no", the entire process could collapse.

Yet, the government and the other political parties have a moral obligation to get things done and put in the effort -- which has been long overdue since the days of the previous administration under Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha, former head of the National Council for Peace and Order, which made no progress on the charter. Charter amendment was a pre-election promise made by all the political parties in the last election.

All parties must pitch in to ensure that the current charter -- a political product of the military junta that ruled Thailand for a decade after seizing power in 2014 and is the source of conflicts and divisiveness -- must come to an end.
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																Despite the relentless stream of bad news from around the world, there are still reasons for optimism. One notable example is the renewed push to localise pharmaceutical production in Africa, demonstrating how even catastrophic events like a pandemic can lead to positive, unforeseen outcomes.
The Covid-19 shock underscored the critical need to fund public health systems and expand access to essential technologies and preventive and therapeutic drugs, and should have served as a wake-up call for policymakers and the public worldwide. But once the virus was brought under control, wealthy countries reverted to the policies and practices that had made the initial pandemic response so unequal.

No part of the world has suffered more from these extreme global inequalities than Africa. African countries were the last to receive Covid-19 vaccines, having been crowded out by vaccine-hoarding wealthier countries and denied access to the technologies necessary for domestic production. Although Africa accounts for 18% of the world's population, the continent received only 3.3% of all administered vaccines by the end of 2021. By the end of 2022, its share had barely increased to 5.5%.

Even before Covid-19, Africa was already grappling with the global neglect of major epidemics such as Ebola, Zika, and monkeypox, as well as endemic diseases like sleeping sickness. One of the biggest obstacles to tackling these health crises is the continent's dependence on imported drugs. Despite bearing one-quarter of the global disease burden, only 2% of medical research is conducted in Africa, and more than 90% of the continent's vaccines and 70% of its medicines are imported. Moreover, of the roughly 375 pharmaceutical manufacturers operating in Africa, just 15% are locally owned, and most of these companies focus on formulations rather than the active pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs) crucial for drug production.

Fortunately, the bitter experience of Covid-19 appears to have catalysed a much-needed policy shift. During the pandemic, the Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention laid the groundwork for inter-governmental cooperation by bolstering collective regional responses under extremely difficult conditions.

The African Pharmaceutical Technology Foundation, backed by the African Development Bank, is a prime example. The foundation has pledged to invest up to US$3 billion (111 billion baht) over the next decade to develop pharmaceutical products in Africa, thereby reducing the continent's dependence on imports.

Another example is the Medicine Patent Pool's mRNA technology transfer programme, supported by the World Health Organization and the United Nations. The goal of this initiative is to develop the necessary technological capacity and technical know-how to enable 15 low- and middle-income countries to manufacture mRNA vaccines. Initially focused on Covid-19 vaccines, the programme has since expanded to other diseases prevalent across Africa, as well as more affordable cancer treatments.

These initiatives face significant challenges, especially their reliance on voluntary technology transfers, which have proven to be very limited in scope. To access essential knowledge and force multinational companies (MNCs) to share their technologies, African countries must expand their use of compulsory licensing in line with their own patent laws and the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (Trips) Agreement.

Another major obstacle is competition from large pharmaceutical companies. Novartis, which has previously initiated patent disputes in countries like India, has already announced its intention to achieve a fivefold increase in patient outreach in Sub-Saharan Africa by 2025. For localisation efforts to succeed, it is crucial to emphasise local ownership and ensure that the benefits are not monopolised by Big Pharma.

Given that Africa's rich genetic diversity makes it a veritable treasure trove of genomic data, the risk of knowledge and data theft is a pressing concern. While the African CDC's Pathogen Genomics Initiative was celebrated as a major achievement when it was launched in 2019, there are now valid concerns that the pandemic treaty could make these data globally accessible, potentially benefiting large pharmaceutical companies in rich countries without ensuring fair compensation for Africa. Tellingly, foreign powers are already squabbling over who should control access to this invaluable database.

The challenges confronting African countries' efforts to take control of their healthcare destiny are immense. Their determination to localise drug and vaccine production is a promising start. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Jayati Ghosh, Professor of Economics at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, is a member of the Club of Rome's Transformational Economics Commission.
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									The future of Bangkok-Dhaka ties								

															

																With Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina having arrived in Bangkok to attend the eightieth session of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and Pacific (Escap) from April 24-29, the stage is set for Bangladesh and Thailand to embark on a journey of enhanced cooperation.
This cooperation is not only a testament to Bangladesh's commitment to regional cooperation but also a significant step towards mutual benefit for both nations. With a delegation comprising esteemed ministers and officials, this visit at the invitation of her Thai counterpart, Srettha Thavisin, signifies the growing importance of fostering stronger ties between the two nations.

Since assuming office in 2009, the present government in Bangladesh has made significant strides in deepening and strengthening relations with neighbouring countries. Thailand, in particular, has been a key focus of Bangladesh's foreign policy.

Thailand has been one of Bangladesh's oldest allies in East Asia, with a bilateral relationship that has spanned 52 years. From trade and tourism cooperation to the construction of Bangladesh's first metro rail system, the partnership between the two countries has seen remarkable progress over the past five decades.

Bangladesh sees Thailand as a reliable partner, and Thailand's growth along global economic lines has been nothing but impressive. Over the last four decades, Thailand has made remarkable progress in social and economic development, moving from a low-income country to an upper-middle-income one in less than a generation.

As both countries explore new avenues for cooperation and seek to leverage their cultural affinities and economic complementarities, it is high time for Bangladesh to boost relations with Thailand and involve itself with Asean, East Asia, China, and Japan in a broader "Asian home" to nurture the economic diplomacy adopted in recent times.

During Ms Hasina's visit, Bangladesh and Thailand may sign at least six MoUs on trade, investment, and cooperation in energy and tourism. During the Thai Permanent Secretary for Foreign Affairs' visit to Bangladesh, these issues were discussed to brainstorm cooperation.

Both countries have previously set a goal of increasing bilateral trade to US$2 billion (about 74 billion baht). Bangladesh has faced a historical trade imbalance on this side. Bilateral trade is over $1.5 billion, but Bangladesh's exports to Thailand are only about $80 million. MOUs on trade and investment will foster ways for greater trade cooperation.

There is a huge opportunity to export readymade garments, leather goods, and fish from Bangladesh. Thailand has even shown interest in promoting demand for Bangladeshi products in Thailand. The country has also previously stated that Bangladesh's economy would be more resilient provided it diversifies its sources of income rather than relying heavily on the readymade garment industry.

Only increasing exports from Bang- ladesh won't be optimal. Thai investment is needed to reduce trade inequality. To this end, Dhaka is considering allocating land to establish a special economic zone for Thailand. Bangladesh should try to attract Thai investors for the agro-processing industry, hi-tech manufacturing, electric vehicles (EV), and the tourism sector.

Discussing a free trade agreement between the two countries may also be a top priority. The slow progress of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between Thailand and Bangladesh could be given a boost during the visit, considering that an FTA will be essential for Bangladesh's economic development following its expected graduation out of the group of least developed countries in 2026, as the country will lose some market advantage in the world economy.

Exploring cost-effective sea transport routes between the Andaman coast of Thailand and the Bay of Bengal presents another opportunity to enhance smoother trade flows. Through this, Bangladesh will have an alternative route to export its products to countries in the Pacific Ocean that is cost-effective in addition to the Malacca Strait.

Chattogram Port had previously signed an MoU with Ranong Port in Thailand to establish a direct coastal shipping service to reduce shipment times. The decision to implement it is still to be made. Ms Hasina's visit could spur this to happen.

The mutually beneficial potential of easing visa regulations between Thailand and Bangladesh also deserves attention. Bangladeshis contribute significantly to Thailand's economy through medical tourism, business, and leisure travel, generating billions in revenue. The current visa process is cumbersome for Bangladeshis.

By facilitating easier access, Thailand could potentially double its Bangladeshi visitors, fostering stronger economic and cultural ties. Also, Thai investment in Bangladesh remains limited. The tourism MOU can be beneficial to the promotion of Buddhist historical sites in Bangladesh as part of the Buddhist circuit that is connected with India, Nepal, Bhutan and Sri Lanka to attract more pilgrims and travellers.

Moreover, amidst pressing global challenges such as climate change, Bangladesh and Thailand share a common imperative to pursue sustainable development pathways. Thailand's adoption of the Bio-Circular-Green (BCG) economy model aligns with Bangladesh's efforts to mitigate the adverse effects of climate change through initiatives like the Mujib Climate Prosperity Plan. By forging a "green partnership", both nations can exchange best practices, collaborate on renewable energy projects, and advocate for environmentally sustainable policies.

Amidst the challenges and opportunities of the 21st century, Bangladesh and Thailand stand at a crossroads of history. As they navigate the complexities of a rapidly changing world, they must draw strength from their shared values and aspirations. By fostering dialogue, cooperation, and mutual understanding, they can build a future of peace, prosperity, and sustainable development for their peoples and the wider region. As the bonds between Bangladesh and Thailand continue to strengthen, let us look forward to a future marked by cooperation, friendship, and shared success.




S A Korobi is a student of Peace and Conflict Studies (MSS) at Dhaka University.
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									It's getting too hot to vote in India								

															

																How do you run a democracy when the mercury rises above 40 degrees Celsius? That's the problem faced by voters in India. A swath of the country's east is sweltering under a heatwave. The city centre of Kolkata has emptied out, schools have cancelled classes, and one TV presenter collapsed on air with heat stroke.
The first round of seven-phase general elections, which took place on Friday, seems to have been another casualty: turnout was down four percentage points relative to the last poll in 2019, the Indian Express newspaper reported. Multiple officials quoted by the paper cited the effect of extreme heat, adding also that a busy wedding season and general apathy may have been factors.

Some of the most intense temperatures last week were on the east coast, keenly watched battlegrounds where Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party has traditionally been weak relative to its performance in the rest of the country. There were roughly 7.6 million fewer voters in the 102 seats polled Friday, according to estimates by Yogendra Yadav, an election analyst and political activist.

The world's largest democracy is only going to struggle more with this as the planet warms. It will have to overhaul its hulking electoral machinery to keep up.

The length of voting lines in US federal elections (especially in majority-black districts) is a perennial scandal, prompting lawsuits, protests, and a Curb Your Enthusiasm storyline. The challenges you'll face standing around in the middle of fall in the US are nothing, however, compared to an Indian pre-monsoon heatwave.

There's both idealistic and cynical reasons to change. Encouraging the highest possible turnout ought to be an end in itself for any democracy. (My own country, Australia, is one of more than a dozen where voting is mandatory.) US elections have been held at the start of November since the mid-19th century because farmers in what was then a largely agricultural society had completed the harvest and the coldest winter weather was yet to come. That was seen as the best way of boosting turnout.

India may have ended up with its recent run of summer elections for similar reasons. Prime ministers, as in the UK, get to choose the date of the polls. Between monsoons, wedding seasons, religious festivals, three separate cropping seasons, and surprisingly intense winters, however, there just aren't that many suitable dates. As a result, every Indian general election since 2004 has been held in April and May.

There's a more wily reason to target the changing seasons, too. Climate seems to have measurable, if much-debated, effects on voter behaviour. In the UK, all but one of the 11 general elections since 1979 have also happened in April, May or June when politicians appear to believe the spring sunshine will imbue people with a feeling of optimism that will benefit incumbents. By the same token, waiting in line in furnace-like temperatures might not be the best way to convince wavering voters the government has its priorities straight.

There are plenty of fixes that could be made here. India has nearly a billion registered voters but few provisions to make the ballot process easier. Postal and absentee voting is only available to people with disabilities, those over 85 (raised this time around, from 80 in 2019), and certain essential services workers. Everyone else needs to turn up on the day or miss the opportunity. Roughly half a billion people who've migrated from other areas of the country face barriers to voting in their hometowns, an issue the country's Election Commission is only starting to address.

In-person pre-poll voting may be a challenge given the sheer scale of the vote. There simply aren't enough poll workers to run it in a country with a million voting booths. Still, postal ballots ought to be far more widely used.

Above all, though, Indian politicians need to reconsider the timing of the vote. Punishing monsoon seasons aren't going away any time soon. Indeed, they're only likely to get worse as the accumulated carbon pollution from richer countries, as well as that resulting from Mr Modi's own failing renewables programs, raises temperatures in April and May to still more unbearable levels. An earlier ballot, perhaps kicking off after Republic Day in late January, would avoid the worst times.

It's possible the current election could provide the catalyst for such a change. Despite the BJP's roots as an urban, upper-caste party, the constituencies that Mr Modi has increasingly relied upon since coming to power in 2014 have been precisely the rural, lower-income and lower-caste voters who are most likely to be put off by sweltering weather on election day. The low turnout Friday appears to have rattled him.

We should normally worry when populist leaders start messing around with the mechanics of elections. If it would mean more voters getting to India's polls without withering in the summer heat, that might be a risk worth taking. (c)2024 Bloomberg

David Fickling is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering climate change and energy. Previously, he worked for 'Bloomberg News', the 'Wall Street Journal' and the 'Financial Times'.
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									A fund for toxic waste								
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																Accidents involving toxic waste are not unusual in Thailand. With weak law enforcement and irresponsible operators, Thai society has been affected by several accidents and threats caused by toxic waste management or the lack thereof.
A fire at a deserted factory in Rayong province's Ban Khai district is the latest testament that confirms something is utterly wrong with this country's waste management. 

Lest we forget, the fire which prompted the local authority to evacuate villagers took place at a closed-down factory owned by Win Process Co. The company had declared bankruptcy in the face of environmental charges raised by local residents. It was found to be violating factory law by running hazardous waste treatment despite having been granted a permit to conduct metal smelting and paper compressing.

The company just closed the door and left, leaving behind a stockpile of waste. There were five buildings in the compound that were used to store wastewater, toxic chemicals, contaminated sediment, old oil, used tyres, acid and industrial waste, including scrap plastic, circuit boards and used syringes. Tens of pools and ponds were filled with used lubricant and chemical liquids.

The company has been ordered by the Ministry of Industry and the Pollution Control Department (PCD) to relocate this waste and dispose of it appropriately. But the company has been dragging its feet and leaving the toxic waste in the factory.

The fire that started on Monday morning and was still raging by Tuesday evening has incinerated toxic chemical and hazardous waste the company should have sent elsewhere for treatment.

This prompted questions about how the responsible ministries are enforcing the law on polluters and dealing with the pollution these irresponsible companies leave behind.

Win Process Co is just one of scores of industrial sites that leave pollution behind after making money and closing down their business.

Despite the local environmental law obliging them to clean up their waste from business activities, a few prefer to save money and leave the problem behind.

The precedent trendsetter is Lead Concentrates (Thailand), a local mining company that runs a lead mine deep in the forest in Kanchanaburi province.

It was found to have been discharging an avalanche of toxic lead sediment in Klity Creek for years, causing lead poisoning among ethnic Karen villagers -- as well as some deaths. The company later closed its doors and declared bankruptcy. The PCD has yet to win its lawsuit to get compensation from the company. Meanwhile, taxpayers continue to fund the cleaning up of Klity Creek.

It is no surprise that taxpayers' money will be used to foot the bill to clean up the waste from Win Process Co. It will take years for the ministry and the PCD to reclaim the money.

After the fire has been subdued and the villagers return home safely, the government must launch an investigation into what caused the blaze.

But this is far from enough. To guard against any recurrence, it must revise the law and set up an environmental clean-up fund. Activists and experts have urged the government to set up this fund and draft a law that forces business operators to chip in the money.

The fire at the toxic waste depot in Rayong reminds us that the idea of an environmental clean-up fund needs to be expedited as soon as possible.
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									Are all of us ready for AI creative destruction?								

															

																The ancient Chinese concept of yin and yang attests to humans' tendency to see patterns of interlocked opposites in the world around us, a predilection that has lent itself to various theories of natural cycles in social and economic phenomena. Just as the great medieval Arab philosopher Ibn Khaldun saw the path of an empire's eventual collapse imprinted in its ascent, the twentieth-century economist Nikolai Kondratiev postulated that the modern global economy moves in "long wave" super-cycles.
But no theory has been as popular as the one -- going back to Karl Marx -- that links the destruction of one set of productive relations to the creation of another. Writing in 1913, the German economist Werner Sombart observed that, "from destruction a new spirit of creation arises".

It was the Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter who popularised and broadened the scope of the argument that new innovations perennially replace previously dominant technologies and topple older industrial behemoths. Many social scientists built on Schumpeter's idea of "creative destruction" to explain the innovation process and its broader implications. These analyses also identified tensions inherent in the concept. For example, does destruction bring creation, or is it an inevitable by-product of creation? More to the point, is all destruction inevitable?

In economics, Schumpeter's ideas formed the bedrock of the theory of economic growth, the product cycle, and international trade. But two related developments have catapulted the concept of creative destruction to an even higher pedestal over the past several decades. The first was the runaway success of Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen's 1997 book, The Innovator's Dilemma, which advanced the idea of "disruptive innovation". Disruptive innovations come from new firms pursuing business models that incumbents have deemed unattractive, often because they appeal only to the lower end of the market. Since incumbents tend to remain committed to their own business models, they miss "the next great wave" of technology.

The second development was the rise of Silicon Valley, where tech entrepreneurs made "disruption" an explicit strategy from the start. Google set out to disrupt the business of internet search, and Amazon set out to disrupt the business of bookselling, followed by most other areas of retail. Then came Facebook with its mantra of "move fast and break things". Social media transformed our social relations and how we communicate in one fell swoop, epitomising both creative destruction and disruption at the same time.

The intellectual allure of these theories lies in transforming destruction and disruption from apparent costs into obvious benefits. But while Schumpeter recognised that the destruction process is painful and potentially dangerous, today's disruptive innovators see only win-wins. Hence, the venture capitalist and technologist Marc Andreessen writes: "Productivity growth, powered by technology, is the main driver of economic growth, wage growth, and the creation of new industries and new jobs, as people and capital are continuously freed to do more important, valuable things than in the past."

Now that hopes for artificial intelligence exceed even those of Facebook in its early days, we would do well to re-evaluate these ideas. Clearly, innovation is sometimes disruptive by nature, and the process of creation can be as destructive as Schumpeter envisaged it. History shows that unrelenting resistance to creative destruction leads to economic stagnation. But it doesn't follow that destruction ought to be celebrated. Instead, we should view it as a cost that can sometimes be reduced, not least by building better institutions to help those who lose out, and sometimes by managing the process of technological change.

Consider globalisation. While it creates important economic benefits, it also destroys firms, jobs, and livelihoods. If our instinct is to celebrate those costs, it may not occur to us to try to mitigate them. And yet, there is much more that we could do to help adversely affected firms (which can invest to branch out into new areas), assist workers who lose their jobs (through retraining and a safety net), and support devastated communities.

Failure to recognise these nuances opened the door for the excessive creative destruction and disruption that Silicon Valley has pushed on us these past few decades. Looking ahead, three principles should guide our approach, especially when it comes to AI.

First, as with globalisation, helping those who are adversely affected is of the utmost importance and must not be an afterthought.

Second, we should not assume that disruption is inevitable. As I have argued previously, AI need not lead to mass job destruction. If those designing and deploying it do so only with automation in mind (as many Silicon Valley titans wish), the technology will create only more misery for working people. But it could take more attractive alternative paths. After all, AI has immense potential to make workers more productive, such as by providing them with better information and equipping them to perform more complex tasks.

The worship of creative destruction must not blind us to these more promising scenarios or to the distorted path we are currently on. If the market does not channel innovative energy in a socially beneficial direction, public policy and democratic processes can do much to redirect it. Just as many countries have already introduced subsidies to encourage more innovation in renewable energy, more can be done to mitigate the harms from AI and other digital technologies.

Third, we must remember that existing social and economic relations are exceedingly complex. When they are disrupted, all kinds of unforeseen consequences can follow. Facebook and other social media platforms did not set out to poison our public discourse with extremism, misinformation, and addiction. But in their rush to disrupt how we communicate, they followed their own principle of moving fast and then seeking forgiveness.

We urgently need to pay greater attention to how the next wave of disruptive innovation could affect our social, democratic, and civic institutions. Getting the most out of creative destruction requires a proper balance between pro-innovation public policies and democratic input. If we leave it to tech entrepreneurs to safeguard our institutions, we risk more destruction than we bargained for. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Daron Acemoglu, Institute Professor of Economics at MIT, is a co-author (with Simon Johnson) of 'Power and Progress: Our Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technology and Prosperity' (PublicAffairs, 2023).
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									Will US military aid to Ukraine tip the scales?								

															

																'I've said before, you do the right thing and you let the chips fall where they may," said Mike Johnson, the Speaker of the US House of Representatives. The chips being the 10 or 20,000 extra Ukrainians who died needlessly during the six months when the Republican Party blocked the sending of any more US military aid to Ukraine.
But that's a fuzzy number. Neither side issues regular updates on military casualties, and Ukrainian civilian deaths from Russian bombs, shells and rockets are only about 11,000 in the past 26 months. However, Ukrainian military deaths have at least doubled since the US Congress stopped sending artillery shells and other weapons six months ago.

To be even fairer, a significant number of Republican members of the House support Ukraine, and only a small number are actively pro-Russian. (The rest are simply isolationists or are cowed by Donald Trump.) Mr Johnson may lose his job for defying the hard-liners in his own party, but they cannot reverse Saturday's vote. The Senate has returned from recess to approve the amended House vote, which authorises $61 billion (2 trillion baht) in military aid to Ukraine. President Joe Biden will sign the bill before the end of this week, and the US armed forces claim that fresh supplies of 155 mm shells and other urgently needed kit will start reaching exhausted Ukrainian troops by next week.

Is that soon enough to avert collapse? Probably, but it has been a very near-run thing. As the US-supplied munitions ran out, the Russians were able to fire 10 shells for every one expended by the Ukrainians -- and since the fighting increasingly resembled World War I-style artillery duels with added electronics, that gave the Russians the upper hand.

"We are trying to find some way not to retreat," said Ukraine's President Volodymyr Zelensky recently, but in fact, they are retreating. They lost Andriivka in February after holding the front line there for two years, and since then, the Russians have advanced to the suburbs of Chasiv Yar, the last high ground held by the Ukrainians in Donetsk province.

The Russians have been building up for a June offensive, but they might launch it early in the hope of breaking through before the US arms arrive. That would probably be a mistake, however, because the rasputitsa (mud season) that makes off-road movement by vehicles almost impossible is now often lasting into early May.

So if the renewed US military aid prevents a Russian victory at least until the end of 2024 -- and if Mr Trump does not return as president next January -- what are Ukraine's chances of surviving over the longer term as an independent country?

If the analogy of World War I is relevant, then the next step, for one side or the other, is military mutiny and/or political collapse. So far, the analogy has held up quite well. The first few months of rapid movement (August 1914/March 2022) is rapidly followed by a surprise shift into trench warfare and stalemate. This lasts for three years, punctuated by occasional big offensives that cause high casualties but gain little or no ground.

And then, by mid-to-late 1917, the sheer futility of the war has undermined morale so badly that the armies start to mutiny or just collapse. The Russians leave the war entirely and have a revolution instead. The French and Italian armies mutiny, and their officers dare not order any more offensives.

The equivalent point on our 21st-century Ukraine War timeline would be early next year. True, the analogy is far from perfect, but that's a problem with all historical analogies. This war directly involves only two countries, not all the great powers, but the experience of the soldiers is very similar -- and it was the soldiers who mutinied in 1917, not the generals.

Which side will collapse first this time around? Hard to say. There has already been one mutiny in the Russian forces. (Prigozhin's aborted putsch last June). He was duly killed for his presumption, but he came close enough to success to inspire others.

Ukrainian morale has already taken a battering because of the capricious stop-and-start character of US military and financial aid, and Ukrainian soldiers will always face three-to-one odds or worse because of their country's smaller population.

"Gallant little Ukraine" is a great slogan, but God (as Voltaire remarked) "is on the side of the Big Battalions".

All that this analogy can tell us, therefore, is that the war is unlikely to be decided by a military victory for either side. It will probably be settled by which side's soldiers get sick of it first, and if you are not actually living amongst them, you cannot know how close either side is to that point.
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									Sustainability ratings just a gimmick?								
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																Amid mounting criticism of business operations' environmental and social impacts, businesses are proudly showcasing their sustainability ratings and awards to demonstrate their commitment to sustainable development. Yet, do these accolades credibly reflect such commitment, or are they just a public relations tool?
This scepticism resurfaced recently when a prominent Thai conglomerate was named one of the world's most ethical companies in 2024, despite public criticism about their operations.

These sustainability awards and ratings are sought after by the business sector because investors and creditors no longer solely focus on financial performance. Also important for them is business sustainability practice, referred to as ESG -- short for environment, social, and governance.

A survey by the Thailand Research Development Institute (TDRI) showed a growing trend among companies listed on the SET100 Index between 2015 and 2021 to disclose more and more of their ESG data.

This is because they realise that corporate sustainability is an important factor in getting support from investors and financial institutions, as well as fostering cooperation between their business and society.

ESG data is also used to evaluate ratings and corporate sustainability awards from various institutions, domestically and internationally. These accolades have become indicators of success and are used to promote the company's image. They are also used in the company's internal communications to motivate their personnel to attain their sustainability goals together. However, there are growing concerns about data accuracy and data sources used for the assessment of these ratings and awards.

Ethisphere's "World's Most Ethical Companies" is among the awards facing questions.

This year, Ethisphere named 136 companies from 20 countries as the World's Most Ethical Companies. But many questions surround its assessment. For instance, Elbit Systems of America has won this award six times, despite the fact that it is connected to Elbit Systems of Israel, which provides weapons and drones for use in warfare.

Ethisphere also charges high application and assessment fees of US$3,500-4,500 (129,600-166,600 baht) for the assessment. It also costs companies US$35,000 to use the award logo, which raises conflict of interest concerns about the assessing body.

Different corporate sustainability ratings and awards may have varying objectives. For example, the assessment by S&P for listing companies on the Dow Jones Sustainability Indices (DJSI), the assessment by The Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) for Thai stocks' ESG ratings, or the assessments by EcoVadis on business sustainability within value chains.

Besides assessments for such ratings, awards grading related to corporate sustainability have different assessment procedures and objectives. For example, the SET Sustainability Awards select companies that meet ESG ratings and seek additional information for a final decision. The SEAL Business Sustainability Awards, meanwhile, focus on environmentally friendly innovations or products and services based on sustainability practices.

Although some assessments seek information from different sources, some may rely on publicly available data from business organisations with additional self-reports, which makes it highly possible to omit negative business impacts.

In addition, some rating systems and awards do not clearly explain how they judge companies. They might also keep the details of their assessment criteria hidden from public access. As a result, this makes it difficult to see what part of ESG practice a company is doing well in or where they need to improve.

Some sustainability assessment bodies have attempted to overcome these limitations. For example, the DJSI assessment includes media and stakeholder analysis (MSA) to track negative news about these businesses and collect their responses and risk management with continuous follow-ups.

To ensure the accuracy and transparency of ESG ratings and methodologies, the European Union has set out rules to regulate ESG rating agencies operating in the EU, requiring them to get approval from the European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA). If they give a single ESG rating number that combines different dimensions, they have to provide information on the weighting for each dimension.

Additionally, all other activities of rating agencies must be clearly separated from rating assessment activities to prevent conflicts of interest. Failure to comply with regulations may result in fines of up to 10% of revenue. These regulations aim to make ESG ratings as trustworthy as credit ratings.

These regulations might not entirely solve the problems of assessing corporate sustainability or the disparities between rating agencies. But knowing how assessments are done and how much each aspect of ESG practice counts could help people understand the data better.

So, ESG ratings or awards should not be accepted unquestioningly. It is important to look closely at how the assessments are made and how trustworthy the assessing institutions are. It is also useful to check the alignments or discrepancies of the assessment results with other information sources so that the results of these sustainability ratings and awards are not seen as a mere high-profile public relations tool, detaching from genuine corporate sustainability actions.




Charika Channuntapipat, PhD, is a research fellow. Khajornphong Prasastranuvat is a researcher at the Thailand Development and Research Institute.
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									Your allergies really are getting much worse								

															

																If you've sensed that your allergies are getting worse each year, it's not your imagination: Allergy season in the US is getting longer and more intense. You can thank climate change for your misery. And yet we're not doing enough -- to slow down climate change, of course, but to recognise and respond to its very clear health effects.
These weigh on the economy, too. Estimates for direct costs, for things like antihistamines and inhalers, and indirect ones, for office absences or lower productivity, range in the billions of dollars. And while much of the research stems from an era when better allergy meds were just being introduced, one more recent study out of Sweden found that was costing the country of 9.5 million people upwards of EU1.3 billion (51.2 billion baht) per year.

Allergies are a prime example of a common condition getting worse because of a warmer world. "When you turn up the temperatures on plants, especially in a controlled setting like a greenhouse, or you increase carbon dioxide concentrations, plants put out quite a bit more pollen," explains William Anderegg, director of the Wilkes Center for Climate Science and Policy at the University of Utah.

Dr Anderegg conducted an oft-cited study of pollen trends that found seasons now start 20 days earlier than they did in 1990, and last about 8 days longer. Meanwhile, there's about 20% more pollen filling the air. Much of that shift is due to climate change.

"Pollen is a really clear example of how climate change is with us here and now, in our backyards and already affecting our health," he says.

That could have real ramifications for the quarter of adults and nearly 20% of children in the US with seasonal allergies. They will be wheezier and sneezier for more of the year. And they might be caught unprepared when allergens appear earlier than expected (to be most effective, allergy medicine should be taken before exposure).

When the lungs are aggravated by pollen, it can make people more vulnerable to certain illnesses, like the common cold and sinus infections. And it's downright dangerous for people with asthma: An analysis of asthma patients in Maryland found that very early-onset spring led to a 17% increase in hospitalisations.

As the climate worsens, so too could pollen's health effects. A 2019 study found that tree and grass pollen combined were responsible for some 35,000 to 60,000 emergency room visits each year, many of those cases in children. The researchers predicted climate change could push those numbers up by 14% by 2090, with grass pollen becoming a bigger problem, particularly in the Northeast, Midwest and Southern Great Plains regions.

Many more people could eventually be living in allergy misery. Each of us has an individual pollen threshold, above which the immune system is triggered and allergy symptoms appear, explains Kenneth Mendez, CEO and President of the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America. A more intense pollen season will make someone with a lower threshold feel worse and could tip people with higher thresholds into the ranks of allergy sufferers.

People with seasonal allergies should stay on top of their symptoms by starting their meds at the first signs of spring -- even if those occur in February. Antihistamines need to be taken regularly for about two weeks before pollen season starts to be effective, Mr Mendez says. If over-the-counter medicines seem to have lost their punch, see a specialist, who might recommend allergy shots.

Allergy sufferers should also lean into tried-and-true methods of lessening pollen exposure, like keeping windows shut and showering before bed, and getting a good home air purifier.

But it can't just be on individuals to cope. Workplaces could ensure that indoor air quality, an issue that got attention during the peak pandemic years, continues to be a priority. And local and federal governments should be doing more to blunt the impact of longer allergy seasons.

A good starting place would be to do a better job of tracking pollen counts. Large swaths of the country, including some major cities and several states, don't even have pollen stations, which are run and funded by volunteers in coordination with the National Allergy Bureau. Dr Anderegg notes that only one exists for his entire home state of Utah. That lack of coverage makes it harder for people like him to effectively study long-term allergen patterns, as well as warn the public about signs of changes that could make them sicker. Cities or states could throw a few dollars at expanding this network.

City planners should also be taking pollen into account as they design vegetation to mitigate the effects of climate change. Increasing tree cover is a vital way to cool down urban heat islands. But tree pollen also is the primary driver of spring allergy woes (grass is typically the main culprit in the summer, and ragweed and mold in the fall), which means urban planners need to make smart planting choices. For decades, cities tended to plant male rather than female trees, as they don't bear fruit that litters the ground. But male trees make much more pollen, meaning allergy sufferers pay a price for that botanical bias.

"There is a huge potential for trees to cool down cities and help us adapt to heat waves," Dr Anderegg says. "We just want to plant the right species in the right places for the right reasons."

A bad allergy season not only results in human suffering, but in high costs for treatments, doctors' visits and hospitalisations. People miss work due to hay fever and asthma. More often, they head into the office with symptoms and are less productive because of it. Without action, the toll on both our sinuses and the economy will only get worse. (c)2024 Bloomberg 

Lisa Jarvis is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering biotech, health care and the pharmaceutical industry. Previously, she was executive editor of 'Chemical & Engineering News'.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2780409/your-allergies-really-are-getting-much-worse



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Opinion
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Leisure
          
        

      

      Travel

      
        
          	
            Opinion
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Leisure
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Travel
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Entertainment
          
        

      

      Leisure

      
        
          	
            Travel
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Entertainment
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Leisure
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Auto
          
        

      

      Entertainment

      
        
          	
            Leisure
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Auto
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Entertainment
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Life
          
        

      

      Auto

      
        
          	
            Entertainment
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Life
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Auto
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Tech
          
        

      

      Life

      
        Enigmatic powers crystallise thoughts, distort identities and histories
        "the Frozen" group exhibition, curated by Penwadee Nophaket Manont, opens at SAC Gallery on April 27 and runs till July 27.

      

      
        New movies out this week: April 25-31
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        Taiwanese artists share their visions in ink
        For those who appreciate Eastern art, don't miss the convergence of Eastern philosophy and contemporary art at "The Stroke", an intriguing art exhibition featuring collaborative works of two talented female artists from Taipei, Lee Kuan Lian and Wang Kuan Ya. Hosted at ARDEL's Third Place Gallery in Thong Lor until May 23, this exhibition offers a unique exploration of ink paintings and...

      

      
        Join Natee Utarit on a journey across time
        Richard Koh Fine Art Bangkok invites art lovers to explore the phenomenon of recalling scenes and events as they have happened before during "Deja Vu: The Last Chapter", which will kick off on Saturday and run until May 11.

      

      
        A taste of art
        We were told from the beginning to not think of Street Food Theatre as performance art, but rather an "experience". We were also informed of the belief of the project's creator that art can take place everywhere.

      

      
        Reflections on a Thai massacre
        The effect of education on the formation of memories and values is reflected through artwork by Preecha Raksorn during "Once Upon A Time at Sanamluang", at VS Gallery, until June 23.

      

      
        Michelin Guide Thailand expands to Chon Buri
        Travellers will have more dining options as Michelin Guide Thailand 2025 is set to feature the coastal province of Chon Buri to highlight Thailand's diverse culinary landscapes. Last year, the guide expanded its list to include Nakhon Ratchasima, Khon Kaen, Ubon Ratchathani and Udon Thani, as well as Koh Samui and Surat Thani this year.

      

      
        A coastal gem
        Throughout my work life I have gone on many group tours, but this was my first solo trip to Koh Lan in Chon Buri. About a 90-minute drive from Bangkok, Koh Lan is the perfect destination for anyone wanting an island vacation without having to take a flight south.

      

      
        New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 24-30
        Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!

      

      
        Bringing classic French brasserie fare to Bangkok
        Amidst the lush greenery of the Four Seasons Hotel Bangkok at Chao Phraya River, Palmier By Guillaume Galliot makes an impressive debut.

      

      
        
          	
            Auto
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Tech
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Enigmatic powers crystallise thoughts, distort identities and histories

									A new world crisis through 'the Frozen' group exhibition
								

								"the Frozen" group exhibition, curated by Penwadee Nophaket Manont, opens at SAC Gallery on April 27 and runs till July 27.
								[image: ]

A profound reflection on the epochal ideas and stories shaping the challenges and transformations of the century, the exhibition unveils itself through the artistic explorations of Prach Pimarnman and Surasit Mankong. The 10 diverse mixed-media pieces, ranging from small to large, tell of a burgeoning global crisis, where human effort to adapt within a world teeming with complexity and uncertainty. 

It critically examines the mass media's role in normalising societal myths, revealing significant shifts across social, economic and political domains that influence our cultural consciousness. Delve into the local lore and historical truths from two distinct regions: the historical Patani Kingdom, which are the Southernmost border provinces today, and the mystical Kham Chanot Forest in Udon Thani, both marked by the subtle influences of deep-state powers.

[image: ]

The Saen Saep by Prach presents a varied ensemble of works, including wood-assembled sculpture, cement sculpture, gold leaf-covered ceramic sculpture, fragments of local gold and ceramics made from Patani local clay, moving images and sounds from interviews, lighting arrangements and shadows. These pieces, crafted from Pattani's local materials, portray the persistent struggle and cultural preservation among the villagers, depicting the vitality and resilience of a culture that continues to thrive despite centuries of upheaval.

[image: ]

Prach masterfully narrates the history of the Patani Kingdom, intertwining its downfall with the enduring scars on the Patani Malays, who were enslaved during the early Rattanakosin era. The long-lasting impact of these historical events continues to shape the lives of the Pattani people, even today. The presentation of these works not only perpetuates ancient tales but also connects them to today's realities, encouraging us to reflect on the influence these historical narratives exert on our current existence and well-being.

A visual artist interested in exploring the historical narratives and stories of the Malays in Narathiwat, Pattani and Yala, including ancient cities such as Patani, Kelantan, and Terengganu, which are linked from Bangkok along the Saen Saep canal area, Prach uses ready-made materials and found objects to create works that interpret meanings from the traces of these stories and documents. He founded the Satu Padu Collaborative in 2021 and is a network of people from various backgrounds, from grassroots philosophers and homemakers to activists, in Narathiwat and its vicinity.

[image: ]

The Creative Universe by Surasit draws inspiration from a journey back to origins in Udon Thani and the revelation of hidden realities. This series examines the dynamic relationship between humanity and the shifting environments during the Covid-19 pandemic, pulling the artist back to his roots to scrutinise government policies impacting rural livelihoods, particularly in the Kam Chanot area.

This series showcases brass sculptures encased in a refrigerator, accompanied by semi-sculptural photographs and auditory creations that invite the viewer to traverse the sacred realms of Kham Chanot forest and its water sources, now sanctified.

[image: ]

From the mystical depths of Kham Chanot, where legends like "The Screen At Kamchanod" meet the cultural tide of the "Nakee" phenomenon, these narratives stir the soul and draw millions, circulating vast wealth. Wrapped in the aura of ghosts, Brahmanism and Buddhism, Kham Chanot is reborn, emerging as what one might call a "cultural artefact".

The arrival of outsiders kindles a flux of ideas, merging into new beliefs, novel ritualistic forms, and myriad activities, including those where sanctity shapes the destiny of individuals. This further cements Kham Chanot not merely as a forest lush with natural bounty but as a revered sacred land.

Exploring more than the socio-cultural impacts of state-controlled resources and habitats, Surasit probes the state-induced interventions and evolutions, potentially mismatched with the local ways and needs, challenging the sustainability and fittingness of such developments.

Surasit lives in Udon Thani and is interested in issues arising from the allocation of basic resources such as arable land, water sources and climatic conditions, managed jointly by rural people and the state. He organises workshops to exchange knowledge on pottery and ceramics, and drives the "Art In Front Of Home" initiative, supporting the management of art spaces to create opportunities for the new generation searching for a venue to express their artistic and craft skills. 

"the Frozen" exhibition extends beyond a mere exploration of history and culture. It provokes discussions and questions about our methods of remembering and interpreting historical experiences. Furthermore, it initiates dialogues and reflections on the trajectory of future development that should be pursued sustainably and equitably.

The exhibition will be on display from April 27 to July 27 at SAC Gallery, with the inauguration on April 27 at 5pm. Both artists will be present to engage in an exchange of ideas with attendees. Visit the gallery's website. 
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									New movies out this week: April 25-31

									'The Fall Guy' is loosely based on American series of the same name
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
								 

[image: ]

The Fall Guy

Directed by David Leitch.

Who's in it?

Aaron Taylor-Johnson, Ryan Gosling and Emily Blunt.

What's it about?

A down-and-out stuntman must find the missing star of his ex-girlfriend's blockbuster film.

Why watch it?

The movie is loosely based on American TV series of the same name, which ran from 1981-86.



[image: ]

Love You To Debt

Directed by Wasuthep Ketpetch.

Who's in it?

Vachirawit Chivaaree, Urassaya Sperbund and Thanaboon Kiatniran.

What's it about?

Follows Bright, a debt collector who starts to rethink everything after collecting a debt from a beautiful girl.

Why watch it?

The trailer was shot within a day at Pattaya.



[image: ]

Pa-Cha-Da

Directed by Theeradej "Arun" Saphanyu.

Who's in it?

Kong Huayrai, Double Pathumrat, Thanadol Siriwaew, Somchai Khemglad, Prawphitsa Suntharak, Panitchada Kongsawanya, Jirawat Wachirasarunphat and  Chatnapa Khieokham.

What's it about?

Two homeless kids living on the streets, grow up in a city where they have witnessed the atrocities of the Eagle gang. Living large, these two gangs rule the city by their huge manpower, collecting protection fees from merchants, gambling dens and prostitutes. An action comedy movie with a secret mission.

Why watch it?

Kong says, "If it's not fun, it means it's not right to buy lottery tickets. If you like it, post it publicly. If you don't like it, post it privately."
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									Taiwanese artists share their visions in ink

									
								

								For those who appreciate Eastern art, don't miss the convergence of Eastern philosophy and contemporary art at "The Stroke", an intriguing art exhibition featuring collaborative works of two talented female artists from Taipei, Lee Kuan Lian and Wang Kuan Ya. Hosted at ARDEL's Third Place Gallery in Thong Lor until May 23, this exhibition offers a unique exploration of ink paintings and installations that explore profound themes.
								During her studies at CAFA (Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing), Lee produced numerous works in the form of East-meets-West fusion. Her latest contribution titled Symbiosis is a beautiful series of ink paintings presented as an installation with a carpet on the floor. Drawing inspiration from the philosophy of Laozi, the ancient Chinese thinker credited with formulating the concept of Tao, Symbiosis embodies the unity of opposites, mirroring the principles found in Laozi's Tao Te Ching. Occupying the space from eye level to the ground, this immersive artwork encourages viewers to look through their own perspectives while navigating the ever-changing dynamics of nature for sustainable existence.

[image: ]

Meanwhile, Wang's contribution, Hot Doooog Cart, presents a contemporary reinterpretation of calligraphy through exquisite brushstrokes. She refers to herself as "an ink painter who likes to draw dogs and cats". However, with meticulous precision, Wang crafts exquisite depictions which invite viewers to appreciate the beauty inherent in simplicity and poetry. The space surrounding the artwork is integral to its essence and prompts contemplation on the subjective nature of perception and significance.

This special exhibition promises an enriching journey through the intersection of tradition and innovation and invites audiences to explore profound philosophical concepts through the lens of contemporary art. The two artists themselves also invite you to delve deeper into the realms of cultural wisdom and aesthetic expression.

"The Stroke" will run from today until May 4 at ARDEL's Third Place Gallery, Thong Lor Soi 10. The gallery is open Monday to Saturday, from 10am to 6pm (closed on Sunday). For more information, call 08-7323-7577, 02-422-2092. 
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									Join Natee Utarit on a journey across time

									
								

								Richard Koh Fine Art Bangkok invites art lovers to explore the phenomenon of recalling scenes and events as they have happened before during "Deja Vu: The Last Chapter", which will kick off on Saturday and run until May 11.
								On showcase will be the latest series of thought-provoking works of esteemed Thai artist Natee Utarit, whose skilful re-envisioning of the past and present will take viewers on a journey of the intersections of culture, identity and history.

Conceived in 2019, the series unfolds the hypothetical journey of Buddha to the West, where he encounters Greco-Roman culture and other symbols from both the Eastern and Western worlds.

His exploration is deeply rooted in his quest for identity amidst the remnants of colonial conditioning still present in Thailand. Through a reflective analysis of his own culture, he engages in dialogue with the colonial discourse, utilising Buddhism as a conduit to navigate Asia's spiritual and cultural landscape.

The exhibition features a diverse array of genres and compositions, including painting, sculpture, embroidery, stained glass and woodcut. Each medium corresponds to historical moments that have shaped Western canon, challenging conventional notions of cultural and historical probability.

The exhibition will be presented in three parts. The first part, starting in April, will focus on stained glass works; the second part, in May, will showcase objects and embroidery; and the final part, in June, will feature paintings.

The opening reception is on Saturday at 1pm. Richard Koh Fine Art is located on the 9th floor of Peterson Building, Sukhumvit Road, and opens Tuesday to Saturday from 11am to 7pm.

Visit kfineart.com.
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									A taste of art

									Street Food Theatre's innovative premise and enjoyable performances were let down by poor execution
								

								We were told from the beginning to not think of Street Food Theatre as performance art, but rather an "experience". We were also informed of the belief of the project's creator that art can take place everywhere.
								Street Food Theatre, by Theatre To Go, is another audio performance that has cropped up in Bangkok since 2020. It ran for seven evenings from April 4-10, with three start times each night. Each time slot was limited to 50 people. I took part on Saturday, April 6, at 6pm, the first time slot.

In her curatorial statement, curator and project director Nattaporn Thapparat writes that Street Food Theatre is inspired by French sociologist Henri Lefebvre's spatial triad. She doesn't explain Lefebvre's theory or how it's been applied to the show. It doesn't matter really, because Street Food Theatre is basically a food tour with an audio experience and outdoor performances.

Of all the performances of this sort that I've seen in Bangkok, Street Food Theatre was the most loose and poorly designed creation. The result was a confusing and distracting experience, even though it was based on a simple and charming idea -- you walk, you listen, you watch and you eat in a neighbourhood. This time, the neighbourhood was Phraeng Phuthon near the Giant Swing in Old Bangkok.

Why confusing? You come to an art event called Street Food Theatre and are told immediately not to think of it as performance art. You download the Echoes app onto your phone to follow the route and listen to the tracks that have been created for sites along the way. Then, you're told that the 3D audio can be disorienting and that you can hit pause and stop listening at any time. So the performance and the walk don't require the audio?

You are then encouraged to roam free with no tour guide. But you're also told that different performances at different sites have specific start times and that you could miss them. So you actually have to follow the route laid out for you and have to show up on time if you want to see the performance part of this "experience" called Street Food Theatre.

[image: ]
Saphan Hok And More.



With a poorly communicated introduction and instructions, we were let loose into the streets, phones in hand.

The three short performances, directed by Kwin Bhichitkul, were enjoyable and had the young director's characteristic whimsy. Something You Might Forget While Eating, which he co-directed and performed with clown artist Kazumi Ishigami in front of Im en Ville restaurant, was the most endearing and visually striking of the three.

All the food was delicious, but the stories of the people behind the food were flimsily told. It also had no connection to the three performances. And since the food belonged to the neighbourhood and the performances were imports, it raised the question of why these performances had to be in this particular spot at all.

Could Saphan Hok And More just change its title and be performed at another bridge of similar size? Could Something You Might Forget While Eating take place in front of another streetside restaurant? Could After Work happen on another street corner opposite another food vendor?

And why distracting? Because the Echoes app and the sound design proved unnecessary during the walk and performances. The entire route was so short that when you ambled from one performance site to the next, you never got to fully experience the audio. The sounds in our ears distracted us from the sound of the street, while the sounds of life in the street distracted us from the audio track.

And what was the point of having sounds from the neighbourhood -- cars, temple bells, birds -- amplified and flushed into our ears when we were already in the neighbourhood? This type of audio experience makes more sense in an indoor environment when you want to bring the atmosphere and sounds of one place into another physical space. In a street environment, the route would have to be designed in such a way that allows for a more sizeable pause from walking.

I sometimes find the notion art should be everywhere, and the insistence on bringing art into any space, to be presumptuous and arrogant.

[image: ]
After Work across from a hoi thod cart in Phraeng Phuthon.



Can art really be anywhere? What does it take to be able to be just about everywhere?

In 2022, a similar but better-realised walking performance, Hope It's Mostly Sunny In Samyan by Circle Theatre, took place in the streets and cafes in Sam Yan. The performance, along with other art projects, was part of a festival and research project supported by Chulalongkorn University, which is also the landlord of those shops.

Street Food Theatre was supported by the Ministry of Culture and other government organisations and took place in a neighbourhood that has been hosting arts festivals for years. It was also free of charge.

According to a recent article in The New York Times, luxury brands and high-end real estate developers are now paying graffiti artists handsome fees to emblazon facades and interiors of residential buildings in big cities around the world, driving up real estate prices and pushing out residents.

And these are the easier projects. The audacious and costly public installations of the late artist duo Christo and Jeanne-Claude sometimes took decades of persuading governments and local residents to be approved and realised. And their policy was to self-fund their projects solely through the sales of their art and to never accept any donations, grants or public money.

How do these realities complicate the notion that art can be anywhere? Perhaps more artists and cultural workers could instead try turning it from a declaration into a question.
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									Reflections on a Thai massacre

									
								

								The effect of education on the formation of memories and values is reflected through artwork by Preecha Raksorn during "Once Upon A Time at Sanamluang", at VS Gallery, until June 23.
								He took an inspiration from Once Upon A Time In Hollywood, a comedy-drama based on the actual murder of a Hollywood actor in the 1960s. It was directed by Quentin Tarantino who re-imagined the ending in which the victim survives while the murderers die.

In a similar way, Preecha presents the massacre by Thai police and paramilitary of innocent students on Oct 6, 1976, using a historic picture of The Chair Man (photographed by Neal Ulevich), but he adapts the content to reach new conclusions.

This artistic approach is imagined through his paintings and the accompanying illustration and colouring books for children.

Weeks before the opening of the exhibition, these supplemental items were sent to participating groups of people of different ages, who were either aware or unaware of the incident. They were invited to read the material, paint the colouring books and provide their opinion on the content they had viewed. Their responses and the items they read and modified are displayed and constitute elements in Preecha's exhibit.

The artist has also transformed the gallery space into a school auditorium with a podium and exhibition boards to present artefacts from educational institutions that have been left behind since the Cold War era.

The exhibition aims to encourage viewers to consider how educational textbooks can instil memories and values in the country's citizens.

VS Gallery is on Narathiwat Ratchanakarin Road and opens Wednesday to Sunday from 12.30pm to 6pm.

Visit facebook.com/VSGalleryBangkok.
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									Michelin Guide Thailand expands to Chon Buri

									
								

								Travellers will have more dining options as Michelin Guide Thailand 2025 is set to feature the coastal province of Chon Buri to highlight Thailand's diverse culinary landscapes. Last year, the guide expanded its list to include Nakhon Ratchasima, Khon Kaen, Ubon Ratchathani and Udon Thani, as well as Koh Samui and Surat Thani this year.
								This newest addition to the Michelin Guide Thailand map will provide inspiration for both gourmets and travellers to explore the culinary scene in different provinces and territories across the country.

Promoting itself as one of the world's best gastronomic tourism destinations, this move supports the government's national soft-power strategy focusing on food, fashion, film, fight, and festival so that Thailand can compete in tourism.

A 80km drive from Bangkok, Chon Buri is a popular holiday destination among Bangkokians and foreign tourists seeking an escape from hectic schedules to experience local traditions and fresh seafood. It's also a haven for beach lovers with renowned destinations such as Bang Saen, Pattaya and Koh Lan.

"Chon Buri has enough to keep travellers occupied during their stay -- beautiful beaches, peaceful temples, local cultural performances, varied festival activities, diverse eateries, stalls and nightlife. The fresh seafood, unique local delicacies and beachfront dining experiences are also among other features. All these make Chon Buri a lively tourist destination," said Gwendal Poullennec, international director of the Michelin Guides.

Visit guide.michelin.com.

[image: ]

Spring K-Royal Culture Festival kicks off in Seoul

To mark its 10th anniversary, the Spring K-Royal Culture Festival will return to Seoul's historic royal palaces -- Gyeongbokgung, Changdeokgung, Deoksugung, Changgyeonggung and Gyeonghuigung -- and Jongmyo Shrine from Saturday to May 5.

In collaboration with the Korea Cultural Heritage Foundation, this year's opening ceremony is designed under the "Love For The People" theme to reimagine King Sejong the Great's historic proclamation of the Hunminjeongeum script in 1446.

Gyeongbokgung Palace will take visitors back to the glorious days of the Joseon Dynasty and showcase royal court customs through immersive activities. From May 1-5, the "Time Travel, King Sejong" programme will offer a glimpse into court life under the reign of King Sejong the Great, while the "Royal Music Concert - Harmony Of 100 Court Musicians' Song In Peaceful Times" will take place between May 4 and 5.

The historic Geunjeongjeon Hall presents Palace Musical - Sejong, 1446 from April 28-30 to portray King Sejong's pivotal role in creating the Korean alphabet. At the same time, Gyeongbokgung Heungnyemun Square is turned into a vibrant K-heritage market offering traditional crafts and cultural products amidst a lively atmosphere.

Deoksugung Palace will conduct the engaging "Royal Hobby Club" programme and a talk show that delves into the palace's history during the Japanese colonial era. Families can continue their journey to Gyeonghuigung Palace and enjoy a variety of educational activities, exhibitions and performances tailored to children.

Changgyeonggung Palace will serve as a playground for the Children's K-Royal Culture Festival, where families can participate in interactive activities and the enchanting "Changgyeonggung Night Tour - Water Splendour" programme.

Visit www.chf.or.kr.

[image: ]

Cosi Vientiane Nam Phu offers discounts

To celebrate its opening, Cosi Vientiane Nam Phu is offering an exclusive 30% discount plus US$3 (110 baht) in daily food and drink credit for up to two guests for bookings and stays from now until July 31. CentaraThe1 members will receive an extra 15% on-top discount and the opportunity to earn triple points for future stays at Centara Hotels & Resorts worldwide.

Opened last month, this brand-new hotel boasts a fresh lifestyle, eco-friendly rooms which range in sizes from 18m2 to 39m2, a serene rooftop pool and a buzzing social hub for round-the-clock action.

Visit centarahotelsresorts.com. 
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									A coastal gem

									Just off Pattaya, Koh Lan is an ideal island for those wanting a quick escape with stunning beaches
								

								Throughout my work life I have gone on many group tours, but this was my first solo trip to Koh Lan in Chon Buri. About a 90-minute drive from Bangkok, Koh Lan is the perfect destination for anyone wanting an island vacation without having to take a flight south.
								Standing on Pattaya beach, the scene at Bali Hai Pier was the usual -- a huge wave of tourists and speedboats racing for position at sea. Crew members were calling out to tourists along the path, offering them a 15-minute boat ride to the island for 150 baht. Not in a rush, I chose to pay 30 baht to hop on the ferry that would take 30 minutes.

When a boat pulled up to the Ta Waen Beach Pier at 9.30am, the lively atmosphere brought me back to my first trip here 12 years ago with friends. Time flies by so fast and so much has changed. However, the beach is still dotted with hundreds of umbrellas and chairs, and the narrow streets are lined with hip cafes, restaurants, boutique hotels and stores selling colourful beachwear.

Wandering down a promenade and surveying the white-sand beach, visitors may get a flashback of days when villagers learned how to plant many kinds of tropical fruits such as watermelon, custard apple, jackfruit, pineapple and mango, then shipped them across the Gulf of Thailand to Phetchaburi. At that time, fishermen also acquired the skill of producing dried seafood for daily life.

In 1982, when the US and Thailand started the collaborative military exercise Cobra Gold, this island became a popular vacation destination for US Navy troops on leave. To boost their income during the off-season, islanders had the idea to transform their homes and gardens into bungalows for anyone wanting to spend the night on the island.

In 2007, small resorts and restaurants began popping up all over the island to accommodate the growing number of Thai vacationers as well as tourists from China, Japan, South Korea, India, Vietnam and Europe. Thanks to the recovery of Thailand's tourism, this island currently welcomes an estimated 5,000 visitors a day and up to 20,000 during the holidays.
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Ta Waen Beach.
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"Only 10% of the island's population still live like fishermen, with 90% entering the tourism industry. Our island was once affected by zero-dollar tours when Chinese tour operators created their own chain of restaurants and souvenir shops. Fortunately, only homegrown business owners operate in water sports and beach amenity services. Our island was isolated from the outside world during the Covid-19 pandemic, and we returned to our traditional way of life," said Sorasak Tongbongpet, who operates the New Express & Fishing Kohlarn.

"Local business owners used the island's temporary shutdown as an opportunity to makeover their businesses, including restaurants, cafes and boutique resorts, in the hopes of attracting tourists when the country reopens. To facilitate smooth traffic and convenience, authorities also enhanced the road networks and scenery. More than 200 CCTV cameras have been installed across the island, and the Safety Control Center continuously monitors them to ensure safety."

There are many options for organising your own sightseeing tour. Visitors can take a songtaew to several beaches, the fare starting at 20 baht per ride. A full day or half-day tour will cost between 1,000 to 1,500 baht. However, I decided to hire a motorcycle for 300 baht a day and explore popular tourist spots.

Just a short distance from the Ta Waen Pier, visitors can walk down a narrow wood bridge to Sangwan Beach Villa Cafe and Restaurant to unwind on a Lamborghini or Ferrari-inspired sofa while sipping refreshing drinks and admire the views of the crystal sand beach and turquoise waters of the Gulf of Thailand.

Amateur riders may find it challenging to reach a viewpoint atop a cliff from where you can look down on Ta Waen Beach and watch the crowds enjoying wave riding on jet skis, banana boats, surfboards and lovely animal-like swim tubes.
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Thong Lang Beach.



Encircled by a peaceful jungle, the entrance of Khao Yai Yanwarodom Wararam Monastery is located at the end of the road. Enormous sculptures of Luang Pu Thuad and Guan Yin stand in the centre to greet worshippers against a backdrop of bright blue skies. This sacred site is another popular spot to take in breathtaking vistas of Koh Lan during the day.

I then continued on my way from a monastery to the serene Thian and Nual beaches where wood swings provide a scenic setting for Instagram photos. There, parents relaxed on beach chairs as children built a complex of sand castles on a white beach and a small rock field.

During the trip, I noticed there were no English-language signs and travellers relied on Google Maps to navigate. However, when tourists ask for directions or suggestions, locals are always willing to help.

As the temperature rose, I couldn't help but stop at the new Ice Cream Sai Chone shop, which is becoming a favourite for both locals and tourists. This simply decorated pavilion serves a selection of 25 different ice creams such as taro, ovaltine, Thai tea, jackfruit, passion fruit, durian and coconut. There's a variety of toppings and the prices range from 15-65 baht.

Reaching Thong Lang Beach in the afternoon, I had a light lunch and a delightful blended mango drink while listening to the sound of the waves. I started to see the positive aspects of travelling alone at this time. It's a good chance to get back in touch with the environment, learn how to remain peaceful and let the beauty of nature heal our spirit.
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Sang Wan Beach.



Before leaving the island, I visited Vibe Bar, which stands between the beaches of Ta Waen and Thong Lang. Run by famous actress Woranuch Bhirom Bhakdi, this cafe and bar offers a laid-back beach vibe with a touch of Western flair, making it one of the favourite places for travellers to see beautiful sunsets.

"During the rainy season, the mountains can provide protection from the strong winds and waves, allowing visitors to enjoy beach activities all year round. With shallow waters, Nual and Thong Lang beaches are excellent places for snorkelling since they have coral reefs. Our island has been experiencing coral bleaching in recent years due to climate change," Sorasak added.

The following day, I continued my journey to the century-old Bang Saray Fishing Village, which has managed to retain its traditions. The walls are now adorned with street art depicting the everyday life of fishermen, while the narrow alleyways are lined with a string of classic shophouses, some of which have been converted into relaxing cafes, restaurants, art studios and boutique hotels.

A fleet of fishing boats are moored at a wharf and a group of fishermen demonstrate how to prepare dried squid. Not far, visitors can learn about the life cycle of blue swimming crabs and how to safeguard our food supplies at a nearby crab bank. Established five years ago, it is a collective endeavour between the Bang Saray Fishing Club and the Department of Fisheries to increase the population of marine life in the Gulf of Thailand.

[image: ]
Thian Beach.
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"We discovered the decline in the quantity of crabs in the Gulf of Thailand following over 30 years of illegal fishing by commercial vessels. In an effort to raise awareness of marine ecology and promote sustainable living, the Marine Fisheries Research and Development Division teamed up with fishing communities to set up crab banks in Bang Saray, Ang Sila and Koh Si Chang," said Boonyong Nakrong, vice-president of the Bang Saray Fishing Club.

"We have more than 50 fishing boats in our neighbourhood, but we focus more on capturing fish and octopus. We want to restore the local marine biological systems. Here, berried female crabs will take a day to spawn before being sent back to the ocean. By nature, crabs are able to learn how to survive. So far, we have been able to rescue between 200,000 and 2 million roe and released over 100,000 crabs back into the water."

My trip came to an end at the Royal Thai Navy's Sea Turtle Conservation Center, which is situated in Sattahip district. The freshly refurbished exhibition hall is designed to resemble the underwater world and takes visitors back to 1979 when Her Majesty Queen Sirikit initiated the Sea Turtle Conservation Project after learning that sea turtles were being consumed by local villagers.

A short stroll away, the turtle nursery houses more than 20 ponds where visitors can see how hundreds of green and hawksbill turtles, ranging in age from one month to five years, have matured before going back to the sea.

"Turtles usually lay their eggs from May to August on Koh Khram, Koh Chan and Koh Yira. Some will be brought to this centre once they hatch, which takes two months. There are 1,800 turtles left on the islands and about 1,000 here now. We built a hospital in 2013 to treat ill and injured turtles because they sometimes eat plastic bags, which resemble jellyfish and seaweed," said CPO Boonyarit Rattanathaweekate of the Sea Turtle Conservation Center.
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Khao Yai Yanwarodom Wararam Monastery.



Travel info

 


	Ferries and speedboats to Koh Lan are available from 7am to 6.30pm at Bali Hai Pier in Pattaya, Chon Buri. 

	Sea Turtle Conservation Center is in The Royal Thai Navy, Sattahip district. It's open daily from 8.30am to 5pm. Admission is free. For more details, call 038-431-477 or visit facebook.com/seaturtlesattahip.
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Bang Saray Fishing Village.
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The Sea Turtle Conservation Center is a great place for families to learn more about marine biological systems.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: April 24-30

									8 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, HBO Go, Animal Planet, AFN and Prime Video
								

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


Premieres on April 24

Based on M.O. Walsh's novel, "The Big Door Prize" season two follows the residents of Deerfield as the Morpho machine readies them for the mysterious "next stage". As everyone's potentials are exchanged for visions, new relationships form and new questions are asked. Dusty and Cass decide to take time apart while Trina and Jacob learn that they can shed their old labels. Giorgio and Izzy each find romance while Hana and Father Reuben attempt to discover the purpose of the machine. The small town is once again left questioning what they thought they knew about their lives, relationships, potentials, and about the Morpho itself.



NETFLIX
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 City Hunter


Premieres on April 25

An exceptional marksman and hopeless playboy, private eye Ryo Saeba reluctantly forms an alliance with his late partner's sister to investigate his death.
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 Dead Boy Detectives


Premieres on April 25

Do you have a pesky ghost haunting you? Has a demon stolen your core memories? You may want to ring the Dead Boy Detectives.
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 Talk To Me


Premieres on April 29

A group of teens turn an embalmed hand that can possess the holder into a rowdy, risky party game. But once the rules are broken, there's no going back.



HBO/HBO GO
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 Asteroid City 


Premieres on April 27

Set in the fictional American desert town of Asteroid City circa 1955, a Junior Stargazer/Space Cadet convention that brings together students and parents from across the country is spectacularly disrupted by world-changing events. Stars Tom Hanks, Scarlett Johansson, Jason Schwartzman, Steve Carell, Tilda Swinton, Adrien Brody and Jeffrey Wright.



ANIMAL PLANET
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 Saving The Gorillas: Ellen's Next Adventure


Premieres on April 22

What begins as Portia de Rossi's simple desire to come up with a nice birthday gift for her wife, Ellen DeGeneres, snowballs into something bigger than anybody could have imagined. The couple find themselves embarking on one of the largest architectural and landscaping projects in the history of Rwanda, only to collide with challenges like volcanoes, earthquakes, and a global pandemic. It all culminates in a once-in-a-lifetime experience for them, their family and friends as they celebrate the opening of The Ellen DeGeneres Campus of the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund.



AFN
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 Travel With Mommy


Premieres on April 25

Join Chinese chef Jeremy Pang on a culinary journey across the United Kingdom as he aims to inspire enthusiastic and adventurous home cooks to try more Asian recipes. As he takes in the rich landscape of the United Kingdom, he samples a variety of eclectic ingredients from various food producers and incorporates them in his recipes.



PRIME VIDEO
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 Them: The Scare


Premieres on April 25

Set in Los Angeles County (the first instalment took place in Compton circa 1952 but will move the time frame forward to 1991). The new story centers on LAPD Homicide Detective Dawn Reeve who is assigned to a new case: the gruesome murder of a foster home mother that has left even the most hardened detectives shaken. Navigating a tumultuous time in Los Angeles, with a city on the razor's edge of chaos, Dawn is determined to stop the killer. But as she draws closer to the truth, something ominous and malevolent grips her and her family.
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									Bringing classic French brasserie fare to Bangkok

									Palmier By Guillaume Galliot opens at the Four Seasons Bangkok on April 26
								

								Amidst the lush greenery of the Four Seasons Hotel Bangkok at Chao Phraya River, Palmier By Guillaume Galliot makes an impressive debut.
								Drawing inspiration from chef Galliot's childhood and French ingredients, the rebranded restaurant will blend the charm of traditional French brasserie cuisine with elevated flavours and execution in an ambiance that is casual and unpretentious.
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No stranger to the food world in Asia, chef Galliot is executive chef of three Michelin-starred Caprice at the Four Seasons Hotel Hong Kong, where he brings his vision of French cuisine, flavours of France dancing in unison with the tastes of the world, to life.

"Palmier by Guillaume Galliot will serve casual food but with the best ingredients, cooked using classic techniques. It's comfort food that you can eat every day," chef Galliot tells the Bangkok Post. "I believe in finding prestige in even the humblest ingredients, transforming them into unforgettable dishes. At Palmier, I'm excited to bring the essence of French brasserie cuisine to life, drawing from my experiences in fine dining to elevate classic flavours. Diners must try the Pate en croute bursting with savoury richness and the Roasted chicken with a delicate yellow wine sauce," he adds. 
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The kitchen in Bangkok will be helmed by Caprice executive sous chef, Keith Cheung. "The menu makes way for simple things. When you eat a fish, it will taste of fish, when you eat vegetables, you will taste the vegetables. That's the concept of the food at Palmier," says chef Cheung.
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Begin as I would (or not) with the Cuisses de grenouilles or the Frog legs. I first had this dish as a child, when my grandmother used to cook it for me, and it still never fails to satisfy. A traditional dish from Burgundy, at Palmier it is served with a spinach puree and parsley emulsion. To add flavour and texture, sauteed mushrooms are also on the dish. 
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A dish that is classic brasserie-style is the Bouillabaisse. "This is my take on a bouillabaisse with a tantalising rouille sauce," says chef Galliot. A traditional Provencal fish soup originating in the port city of Marseille, the Palmier version uses fresh catch or what is available at the market on the day. I had some lovely sea bass and Japanese squid. To add some freshness, it is topped with a a fennel salad. The rouille, which is a spicy, garlicky, flavourful mayonnaise-like spread, is served separately so you can add as much or as little as you like. 

The next dish is one of the chef's many signatures at Caprice. "L'oeuvre de mon voyage a Singapore le laksa au crabe royal, oeuf confit et citron sudachi", roughly translates as "The Work Of My Journey To Singapore: The Laksa With King Crab, Confit Egg and Sudachi Lime" is not a dish that one would expect in a French brasserie. It may not be traditional, but yet it's so French in taste. At Palmier, the dish uses Alaskan king crab. Save a bit of the crusty French bread to mop this dish up!

There may be few things quite as decadent as a whole lobster for lunch. At Palmier, Canadian lobster is slow-cooked in lobster butter and served with sauteed mushrooms, mushrooms puree and gnocchi in a yellow wine sauce with a mint emulsion. For dessert I chose another signature of chef Galliot at Caprice. The Banana chocolate mille-feuille topped with cocoa sorbet. No better way to end this meal (unless the desserts change, of course)!

"The menu will not change entirely," says chef Cheung, "but will keep in mind the French seasons and serve seasonal dishes, too." The Plats du Jour menu will also be served, as per usual. 

Indulgence at Palmier By Guillaume Galliot while enjoying the panoramic views from the riverfront terrace, if the weather permits, is further enhanced on Sunday afternoons with a brunch that will be launched on May 19. Accompanying the small plates and roasted meat of the day will be live entertainment. Visit the hotel's website. 
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