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        Thaksin's trip to Phuket under scrutiny
        Paroled former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra's trip to Phuket, which he claimed to be a private leisure trip, has drawn flak as he was seen meeting several local administrative officials and business figures on the island.

      

      
        California police flatten UCLA protest camp
        LOS ANGELES - Hundreds of helmeted police swarmed the site of a pro-Palestinian protest at the University of California at Los Angeles early on Thursday, arresting defiant demonstrators and dismantling their encampment.

      

      
        Thousands evacuated after latest Indonesian eruption
        TAGULANDANG, Indonesia - Antelmus Paulus, 67, is in despair after the eruption on Tuesday of Mount Ruang rendered his home on Tagulandang island uninhabitable and prompted authorities to evacuate more than 12,000 people.

      

      
        India starts deporting Myanmar refugees
        GUWAHATI, India - India on Thursday deported the first group of Myanmar refugees who had sought shelter there after the 2021 military coup, a state minister said.

      

      
        Ayutthaya and Rayong chemical blazes linked
        AYUTTHAYA - A warehouse where a chemical fire caused the evacuation of a hospital in this central province is owned by a company that is linked to a firm in Rayong where illegally stored chemicals caught fire last month, police say.

      

      
        Maid 'inherits' B100m in assets
        SURAT THANI: A French businesswoman reportedly left about 100 million baht worth of assets to her Thai maid after she died on Koh Samui on Monday.

      

      
        Taliban touts regional energy trade hub
        KABUL - The Taliban has agreed with Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan to build a logistics hub in western Afghanistan aimed at making the war-torn nation a major logistics point for regional exports, including oil from Russia to South Asia, the country's commerce minister said.

      

      
        Summer storms likely from Friday to Tuesday
        Summer storms are expected to bring some relief from weeks of punishing heat from Friday through Tuesday, but people need to be on alert for high winds and hail, according to the Meteorological Department.

      

      
        Four stranded French divers rescued off Sattahip
        Four French divers were rescued on Thursday after being stranded on an island off Sattahip in Chon Buri overnight after their boat broke free of its mooring and floated away.

      

      
        Govt confirms B400 minimum wage by October
        The government plans to increase the daily minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide from October but some affected businesses might get help, spokesman Chai Wacharonke said on Thursday.
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                  Thaksin's trip to Phuket under scrutiny                

                Paroled ex-PM says it was a leisure trip, opposition asks why was he inspecting projects and meeting officials
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                                Paroled former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra's trip to Phuket, which he claimed to be a private leisure trip, has drawn flak as he was seen meeting several local administrative officials and business figures on the island.
The trip has also raised questions about its real purpose and whether it violated the conditions of Thaksin's parole.

Thaksin, still viewed by most as the de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, arrived in Phuket on Monday and left on Thursday.

Chaithawat Tulathon, the leader of the opposition Move Forward Party, said his impression was that Thaksin's visit had something to do with the government's plan to push for the establishment of a new entertainment complex, complete with a casino on the premises.

Phuket, he said, is among the cities the government believes have the potential to host such an entertainment complex.

In the last general election, Move Forward secured a surprising clean sweep of all three constituencies on the resort island.

Nattacha Boonchaiinsawat, an Move Forward MP for Bangkok, said no one would have questioned the purpose of Thaksin's trip had he kept a low profile instead of going around inspecting various development projects and pitching his suggestions.

"What Thaksin is doing might not be illegal, but the bigger question is, was it appropriate?" he said, noting that even though Thaksin has been released on parole, he is still on probation.

Thaksin was sentenced last August to eight years in prison -- later reduced to one year under a royal pardon -- for conflict of interest and abuse of authority while in power from 2001-06. He never spent a night behind bars but instead spent six months in Police General Hospital. He qualified for parole in February based on his age and health condition and the fact that he had served half his sentence.

Technically, Thaksin remains a prisoner even after his release on parole, meaning he must limit his travels.

He said corrections officials and even the justice minister would have a hard time explaining why other parolees were not given the same privileges as Thaksin appears to enjoy, said Mr Nattacha.

The MP noted that Thaksin's trips gained more attention from the media than the government's mobile cabinet meetings.

He said every move Thaksin has made since his release on parole was meant to send the message that he could do whatever he pleases now that the government is on his side.

Thepthai Senapong, a former Democrat Party MP for Nakhon Si Thammarat, said Thaksin is often met by high-ranking officials and business leaders on his provincial trips.


	Related: Justice minister shrugs off misconduct petition in Thaksin case
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                  California police flatten UCLA protest camp                

                Tensions remain high as pro-Palestinan demonstrations continue at US universities
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                                LOS ANGELES - Hundreds of helmeted police swarmed the site of a pro-Palestinian protest at the University of California at Los Angeles early on Thursday, arresting defiant demonstrators and dismantling their encampment.
The pre-dawn crackdown at UCLA marked the latest flashpoint in mounting tensions on US college campuses, where protests over Israel's war in Gaza have led to student clashes with each other and with law enforcement.

Prior to moving in, police urged demonstrators in repeated loudspeaker announcements to clear the protest zone, which occupied a central plaza about the size of a football field.

"If you fail to leave and remain present in the encampment or unauthorised tents or structures ... you will be in violation of the law and those who choose to remain could face sanctions," UCLA said in an early morning alert before police closed on the encampment.

After massing around the campus for hours, officers eventually moved through the area in lines holding batons as protesters -- some in white helmets -- linked arms, attempting to block their advance.

Live TV video showed officers taking down tents and removing the encampment, while arrested protesters sat with their hands restrained behind their backs with zip-ties.

Students have rallied or set up tent encampments at dozens of schools in recent days, calling for an immediate ceasefire in Gaza and demanding schools divest from companies that support Israel's government. Many of the schools, including Columbia University in New York City, have called in police to quell the protests. (Story continues below)

[image: ]
Demonstrators react during a protest at an encampment in support of Palestinians at the University of California Los Angeles on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)



Campus clashes

At UCLA, dozens of loud explosions were heard during the clash from flash-bang charges, or stun grenades, fired by police as the moved into the camp in the early hours of the morning.

Demonstrators, some carrying makeshift shields and umbrellas, sought to block the officers' advance by their sheer numbers, while chanting, "push them back" and flashing bright lights in the eyes of the police.

Others on the opposite side of the camp gave up quickly, and were seen walking away with their hands over their heads under police escort.

The police operation had started around sunset on Wednesday, when officers in tactical gear had begun filing onto the UCLA campus and taking up positions adjacent to a complex of tents occupied by throngs of demonstrators.

The local television station KABC-TV estimated 300 to 500 protesters were hunkered down inside the camp, many wearing the traditional Palestinian keffiyeh scarves, while around 2,000 more had gathered outside the barricades in support.

Those numbers dwindled on Thursday as protesters left the camp and were arrested.

Some of the protesters had been seen donning hardhats, goggles and respirator masks in anticipation of the siege a day after the university declared the encampment unlawful.

The protests follow the deadly Oct 7 attack on southern Israel by Hamas militants from the Gaza Strip, which killed 1,200 people and saw dozens taken hostage, and an ensuing Israeli offensive that has killed about 34,000 and created a humanitarian crises.

The demonstrations at UCLA and other campuses have been met with counter-protesters accusing them of fomenting anti-Jewish hatred. The pro-Palestinian side, including some Jews opposed to Israeli actions in Gaza, say they are being unfairly branded as antisemitic for criticising Israel's government and expressing support for human rights.

The issue has taken on political overtones in the run-up to the US presidential election in November, with Republicans accusing some university administrators of turning a blind eye to antisemitic rhetoric and harassment. (Story continues below)

[image: ]
Law enforcement officers enter a pro-Palestinian protest encampment at the University of California Los Angeles early Thursday morning. (Photo: Reuters)



Classes cancelled

UCLA had cancelled classes for the day on Wednesday following a violent clash between the encampment's occupants and a group of masked counter-demonstrators who mounted a surprise assault late Tuesday night on the tent city.

The occupants of the camp, set up last week, had remained mostly peaceful before the melee, in which both sides traded blows and doused each other with pepper spray.

Members of the pro-Palestinian group said fireworks were thrown at them and they were beaten with bats and sticks. University officials blamed the disturbance on "instigators" and vowed an investigation.

The confrontation went on for two or three hours into early Wednesday morning before police restored order. A spokesperson for California Governor Gavin Newsom, a Democrat, later criticised the "limited and delayed campus law enforcement response" to the unrest as "unacceptable".

As the much-expanded police force entered the campus on Wednesday night to clear the encampment, some of the protesters were heard yelling at them, "Where were you yesterday?"

Taylor Gee, a 30-year-old pro-Palestinian protester and UCLA law student, said the police action felt "especially galling" to many protesters given the slow police response a night earlier.

"For them to come out the next night to remove us from the encampment, it doesn't make any sense, but it also makes all the sense in the world."

UCLA officials said the campus, with nearly 52,000 students, would remain shuttered except for limited operations on Thursday and Friday.

The police action at UCLA came after police in New York City on Tuesday arrested pro-Palestinian activists who occupied a building at Columbia University and removed a tent city from the campus of the Ivy League school.

Police arrested a total of about 300 people at Columbia and City College of New York, Mayor Eric Adams said. Many of those arrested were charged with trespassing and criminal mischief.

The clashes at UCLA and in New York were part of the biggest outpouring of US student activism since the anti-racism rallies and marches of 2020.

Ninety pro-Palestinian demonstrators -- students and outsiders -- were arrested at Dartmouth University in New Hampshire on Wednesday, the Hanover Police Department said. They were charged with criminal trespass and resisting arrest.
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                  Thousands evacuated after latest Indonesian eruption                

                Ruang volcano becoming more active, leaving islanders to wonder if they will be able to return
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                                TAGULANDANG, Indonesia - Antelmus Paulus, 67, is in despair after the eruption on Tuesday of Mount Ruang rendered his home on Tagulandang island uninhabitable and prompted authorities to evacuate more than 12,000 people.
Antelmus' zinc-roofed house, about 7 kilometres from the 725-metre-high volcano, was heavily damaged by the ejected material.

"There were rocks that were spewed (from the volcano), it lasted at least three hours," he told Reuters on Thursday while awaiting evacuation. "I have no place to live now."

The Center for Volcanology and Geological Hazard Mitigation (PVMBG) has also warned of a potential tsunami triggered by volcanic material collapsing into the ocean.

Another island resident, Sulce Ansar, said Tuesday's eruption was "worse" than the series of eruptions last month that forced hundreds to evacuate.

"I remember seeing the fiery red clouds (of) lava (spewing) into the air, along with gravels, volcanic ash raining down the island. I had to run very far that night," she said.

Video shared by Indonesia's disaster agency showed lightning flashing above Ruang's crater when it erupted on Tuesday.

Reuters witnessed collapsing roofs on most houses on Tagulandang island, with roads and building debris blanketed in a thick layer of volcanic ash.

Sulce and Antelmus are awaiting evacuation to Manado, the capital of North Sulawesi province in the north-central region of the sprawling Indonesian archipelago.

The Disaster Agency (BNPB) said that, as of Thursday afternoon, 3,364 people had been evacuated from Tagulandang island, with more than 5,000 inhabitants remaining.

BNPB head Suharyanto, who goes only by one name, expects the remaining residents to be evacuated within the next three days.

A state of emergency, effective until May 14, has been declared by local government to facilitate aid access though authorities said the airport at Manado will remain closed until Friday.
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                  India starts deporting Myanmar refugees                

                First deportations follow weeks of delays because of fighting in neighbouring country
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                                GUWAHATI, India - India on Thursday deported the first group of Myanmar refugees who had sought shelter there after the 2021 military coup, a state minister said.
The deportations followed weeks of efforts that were hampered by fighting between rebel forces and the ruling junta in neighbouring Myanmar.

Thousands of civilians and hundreds of troops from Myanmar have crossed the border to India since the coup. This has worried New Delhi, which has announced plans to fence its border with Myanmar and end a visa-free movement policy.

At least 38 refugees were deported on Thursday by the border state of Manipur, which plans send back a total of 77 people as it copes with sporadic violence that has killed at least 220 people since ethnic clashes broke out in May last year.

"Without any discrimination, we have completed the first phase of deportation of illegal immigrants from Myanmar," Manipur Chief Minister N Biren Singh said in a social media post. "The state government is continuing the identification of illegal immigrants."

One Indian national was also repatriated by Myanmar, Singh added.

Like Thailand, India has not signed the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, which spells out refugee rights and states' responsibilities to protect them, and it does not have its own laws protecting refugees.

Singh, who is from Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party, said in March that deportations had begun, but Indian security officials said the efforts were held up by the fighting in Myanmar.

Modi is seeking a rare third straight term in ongoing national elections. His government has blamed the refugee influx as one reason for violence that has roiled Manipur.
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                  Ayutthaya and Rayong chemical blazes linked                

                Police searching for culprits after latest fire causes evacuation of hospital in Ayutthaya
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                                AYUTTHAYA - A warehouse where a chemical fire caused the evacuation of a hospital in this central province is owned by a company that is linked to a firm in Rayong where illegally stored chemicals caught fire last month, police say.
Thick smoke from the fire at the deserted chemical warehouse in Phachi district of Ayutthaya forced the temporary closure of the nearby Phachi Hospital on Wednesday night.

Of the 35 patients at the hospital, four were discharged and the rest were transferred to four other hospitals in the province, said Opas Karnkawinpong, permanent secretary for the Ministry of Public Health.

The fire broke out at about 6pm on Wednesday, engulfing the warehouse and sending smoke, tinged with the smell of chemical substances, to the hospital, which was about 600 metres away. The blaze was brought under control at about 2am Thursday.

According to officials, about 4,000 tonnes of mishandled chemicals, seized long ago and awaiting disposal, were stored at the warehouse on Uthai-Phachi Road.

Residents affected by the fire sought shelter at Wat Khok Muang, which also houses a school.

Health officials were checking on the affected people given the widespread smoke from the scene, said Dr Thongchai Keeratihattayakorn, director-general of the Department of Disease Control.

Government spokesman Chai Wacharonke said Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin had instructed the relevant agencies to work together to identify any remaining chemicals at the site and help people affected by the fire and smoke.

Thira Kaewphimon, an officer at the Ayutthaya industry office, said that after the fire, toxic chemicals had spread to areas around the warehouse and come into contact with concrete and metal nearby, causing chemical reactions and creating plumes of smoke that billowed up into the air.

Various agencies are working together to bring the situation under control and residents nearby have been advised to wear face masks, he said. (Story continues below)

[image: ]
Phachi Hospital in Ayutthaya was closed on Wednesday night after a fire broke out at a nearby warehouse. Thirty-one of its 35 patients were moved to other hospitals and four were discharged. (Photo: Sunthorn Pongpao)



Business links

A source at the Central Investigation Bureau said that Aek Uthai Co, based in Phachi district, rented the warehouse to store the chemical waste.

Police launched an investigation against the company under the Hazardous Substances Act last year, and are expected to conclude their work shortly, the source said.

The police Natural Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division (NED) also found a link between the company and Win Process Co in Ban Khai district of Rayong, where two fires broke out at its hazardous waste storage site last month.

The first fire on April 22 affected 100 residents nearby. Officials did not rule out arson as the cause, noting the plant's electricity supply had long been disconnected. A second blaze broke out on April 24, with authorities detecting high levels of dangerous chemicals in the air over the surrounding areaa.

The source said that some of the chemicals at the Rayong plant owned by Win Process had been transferred to five warehouses and plants owned by companies affiliated with Aek Uthai Co, including the warehouse at Phachi in Ayutthaya.

The other warehouses and plants are located in Uthai district in Ayuthaya, Nakhon Ratchasima and Phetchabun, the source said, adding that the NED is also pursuing legal action against them under the Hazardous Substances Act.

Police are also monitoring the other warehouses and plants to prevent any possible fire breaking out, the source added.

Pol Maj Gen Watcharin Phusit, the NED commander, said the fire at the warehouse in Phachi was the second one to have occurred there. Authorities are gathering evidence to take legal action against those involved, he said.


	Special report: Menace of toxic waste lingers on



[image: ]
A driver captured this image of smoke from the Ayutthaya chemical fire on Thursday. (Photo: @bartelsv X account)
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                  Maid 'inherits' B100m in assets                

                Windfall follows death of wealthy French businesswoman on Koh Samui
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                                SURAT THANI: A French businesswoman reportedly left about 100 million baht worth of assets to her Thai maid after she died on Koh Samui on Monday.
Catherine Delacote, 59, the landlord of five pool villas on the resort island, reportedly granted 100-million-baht worth of assets to Nutwalai Phupongta, 49, her housemaid of 17 years.

Ms Nutwalai said the assets included the villa she was living in at the time of Delacote's death, a two-rai land plot near the villa, cash, a car and other assets.

Delacote and her ex-husband, who is also French, moved to the island 12 years ago, Ms Nutwalai said, adding that the couple later divorced and the deceased lived in the villa alone.

According to Pol Maj Yannaphat Malai, the local station inspector, Delacote was reported to have died by a firearm on Monday.

Her body was found on a daybed next to the swimming pool in her villa, with a gunshot wound on her left temple and gunshot residue on her left wrist, he said.

[image: ]
French businesswoman Catherine Delacote was found dead from a gunshot at her villa on Koh Samui (Photo: Supapong Chaolan)



A 45mm automatic firearm, a bullet shell, a glass of vodka, a pair of sunglasses and a pack of cigarettes were found near the body, he said.

A spent bullet was found inside the house, and a gunshot hole was found in a villa door, Pol Maj Yannaphat said.

A pool maintenance worker found Delacote's unresponsive body and a pool of blood at 8am, he said, adding that the worker then called his supervisor to notify the police.

A medical team from a nearby hospital was called in and later moved her body to the floor in an attempt at resuscitation before the police arrived, he said.

Further investigation showed that Delacote had previously transferred 500,000 baht to Ms Nutwalai to pay for her funeral, he said.

Ms Nutwalai, who resided in another house, believed her employer committed suicide, saying that Delacote sent messages to several people shortly before her death saying that she would give her assets to her maid.

The deceased had reportedly told Ms Nutwalai that she was suffering from cancer. However, she did not say anything about wishing to commit suicide, the maid said.

The gun found at the scene was acquired by Delacote following a break-in robbery at the villa earlier, according to Ms Nutwalai.

A funeral ceremony for Delacote will be held at Wat Bo Pud in Samui district sometime later, Ms Nutwalai told reporters.
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                  Taliban touts regional energy trade hub                

                Afghanistan and neighbours see big potential for handling Russian oil shipments
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                                KABUL - The Taliban has agreed with Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan to build a logistics hub in western Afghanistan aimed at making the war-torn nation a major logistics point for regional exports, including oil from Russia to South Asia, the country's commerce minister said.
Following a meeting between representatives of the three countries in the Afghan capital last week, Taliban acting commerce minister Nooruddin Azizi told Reuters that technical teams would draw up a written agreement within two months on the formal plans for the hub, which all three countries would invest in after six months of talks.

As foreign aid to Afghanistan falls and the predominantly agricultural economy is marred by persistent drought, its officially unrecognised Taliban government has faced questions over how to fund development and avoid economic stagnation.

Azizi said the new hub was part of broader efforts to take advantage of Afghanistan's strategic location, once a thoroughfare for the ancient Silk Road trade route, lying between South and Central Asia and sharing borders with China and Iran.

"Based on our discussions, a logistics centre is going to be established in Herat province, which can connect the north to South Asia," Azizi said, adding that the Taliban were eyeing the millions of tonnes of oil they expected Russia would be selling in coming years to South Asian countries, particularly Pakistan, to pass through the new hub.

"The three countries have done their best to prove Afghanistan's claim as a connectivity point," he said.

"Reaching Pakistan through Afghanistan will be the best option," Azizi added, saying they were focused on Russian petroleum exports and that Kazakhstan was also planning to export goods through Herat into South Asian markets.

Kazakhstan's trade ministry said in a statement to Reuters that it wanted to develop roads and a railway through Afghanistan to connect with South Asia and the Gulf, with the hub serving as an important logistics point.

"The creation of the hub will allow for the development of multi-modal services by consolidating truck shipments in the dry port where they will be sorted and sent along railroads on the North-South corridor to sea ports in the Gulf, Pakistan, and Indian Ocean, towards India," the statement said.

Azizi said the logistics hub's initial capacity would be one million tons of oil but he did not give a date for when it would be operational.

Turkmenistan's government did not immediately respond to a request for comment and the Russian government did not respond to a request for comment during a national holiday.

Pakistan's foreign office and energy minister did not respond to a request for comment. Pakistan is a major trading partner with Afghanistan and has signed on to regional energy connectivity agreements.

However, Islamabad has had strained relations with the Taliban in recent years over accusations Afghanistan is harbouring anti-Pakistan militants, which Kabul denies.

Cash-strapped Pakistan last year became Russia's latest customer, snapping up discounted crude that has been banned from European markets due to Russia's war on Ukraine.

Afghanistan also buys oil, gas and wheat from Russia at discounted rates.

Azizi said that the Taliban were also speaking with Chinese authorities on building a road through the remote, narrow Wakhan corridor that connects Afghanistan with China and that they hoped Afghanistan would eventually develop into a route for trade between China and Iran. He said Afghan commerce ministry officials had been recently been sent to China for training.
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                  Summer storms likely from Friday to Tuesday                
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                                Summer storms are expected to bring some relief from weeks of punishing heat from Friday through Tuesday, but people need to be on alert for high winds and hail, according to the Meteorological Department.
Winds from the West, Southeast and South are expected to reach extremely hot regions in the Central Plains and northern and northeastern regions of the country, it said on Thursday.

Upper parts of the North and the Northeast are expected to experience a pickup in westerly winds from Friday to Sunday. Then on Monday and Tuesday, winds from the South and Southeast will affect the Northeast, East, Central Plains and lower North regions.

Consequently, people can expect summer storms -- including possible hailstorms -- in the North, Northeast and Central Plains on Friday and Saturday and in the North, Northeast, Central Plains and East from Sunday to Tuesday.

The department said it expected the wet season to start in earnest in the fourth week of this month.
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                  Four stranded French divers rescued off Sattahip                

                Men spent the night on an island after their boat broke free of its mooring and floated away
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                                Four French divers were rescued on Thursday after being stranded on an island off Sattahip in Chon Buri overnight after their boat broke free of its mooring and floated away.
The men boarded a rented boat at Jomtien beach to go to Koh Manwichai at 8am on Wednesday. The boat was spotted floating in the sea off Koh Sichang on Thursday with nobody onboard.

A Facebook user named Tai Ek posted a photo of a boat with the message: "Friends, please help share. This boat left Na Jomtien beach about 7-8am on May 1 and has not yet returned to shore. Four people who went with the boat could not be reached. Anyone who finds them, kindly please contact me."

The empty boat was later found floating in the sea about 11 nautical miles off Koh Sichang in Sri Racha district of Chon Buri. This prompted tourist police and rescue workers to immediately launch a search.

[image: ]
The boat that the four foreign divers had rented is found floating in the sea off Koh Sichang with nobody onboard on Thursday morning (Photo: Pattaya Tourist Police)



Rescuers later found the four men on Manwichai island about 15 nautical miles offshore from tambon Bang Saray in Sattahip district. They were taken to the beach at Bang Saray around noon. Nobody was injured.

The four were identified only as Andrien, 38, Medhi, 47, Vincent, 30, and Stefan, 32, all French nationals.

Pattaya tourist police spoke with the four foreigners to find out what had happened.

Mr Andrien told police that he and his friends had gone to Koh Manwichai to dive on Wednesday and anchored the boat there. When they emerged from the water, their boat had broken free and floated away.

They all had to stay overnight on the island before they saw a rescue boat on Thursday morning. They signalled for help and were later taken to shore.
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                  Govt confirms B400 minimum wage by October                

                Spokesman says some businesses affected by higher costs might be eligible for help
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                                The government plans to increase the daily minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide from October but some affected businesses might get help, spokesman Chai Wacharonke said on Thursday.
The national tripartite wage committee will meet this month to assess which industries are prepared for the increase and what assistance could be offered to those that are not ready, he said.

The current minimum wage rates ranging by province from 330 to 370 baht, approved by the committee late last year, were just 2.4% higher on average than the previous rates. Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has complained that the increase was insufficient.

A 400-baht minimum wage is currently in effect in parts of 10 provinces, but it applies only to tourism-related businesses and four-star hotels with at least 50 employees.

In a Labour Day statement released on Wednesday, Mr Srettha said workers deserved to have a decent income.

"I will never forget the promise to raise the minimum wage and salary, reduce your expenses, and boost your income because I understand your struggle to have a good life," he said.

The ruling Pheu Thai party campaigned on a promise to bring the minimum daily wage to 600 baht by 2027.

It had been speculated earlier that the government would make the 400-baht rate nationwide on Labour Day.

However, Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn said on Tuesday that the increase was unlikely to happen until Oct 1.

The tripartite wage committee -- comprising representatives of the government, employers and employees -- is scheduled to meet on May 14 to discuss the issue further, he said.

Proponents of a higher minimum wage say that putting more money into workers' pockets will spur consumption at a time when the economy is struggling to find momentum.

The Ministry of Finance this week cut its economic growth forecast for 2024 to 2.4% from 2.8%, but said growth could still reach 3.3% if its signature 500-billion-baht digital wallet handout designed to boost spending is launched in the fourth quarter as expected.


	Related: Wage hikes stir discontent

	Editorial: Workers' welfare first
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                  Thaksin's trip to Phuket under scrutiny                

                Paroled ex-PM says it was a leisure trip, opposition asks why was he inspecting projects and meeting officials
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                                Paroled former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra's trip to Phuket, which he claimed to be a private leisure trip, has drawn flak as he was seen meeting several local administrative officials and business figures on the island.
The trip has also raised questions about its real purpose and whether it violated the conditions of Thaksin's parole.

Thaksin, still viewed by most as the de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, arrived in Phuket on Monday and left on Thursday.

Chaithawat Tulathon, the leader of the opposition Move Forward Party, said his impression was that Thaksin's visit had something to do with the government's plan to push for the establishment of a new entertainment complex, complete with a casino on the premises.

Phuket, he said, is among the cities the government believes have the potential to host such an entertainment complex.

In the last general election, Move Forward secured a surprising clean sweep of all three constituencies on the resort island.

Nattacha Boonchaiinsawat, an Move Forward MP for Bangkok, said no one would have questioned the purpose of Thaksin's trip had he kept a low profile instead of going around inspecting various development projects and pitching his suggestions.

"What Thaksin is doing might not be illegal, but the bigger question is, was it appropriate?" he said, noting that even though Thaksin has been released on parole, he is still on probation.

Thaksin was sentenced last August to eight years in prison -- later reduced to one year under a royal pardon -- for conflict of interest and abuse of authority while in power from 2001-06. He never spent a night behind bars but instead spent six months in Police General Hospital. He qualified for parole in February based on his age and health condition and the fact that he had served half his sentence.

Technically, Thaksin remains a prisoner even after his release on parole, meaning he must limit his travels.

He said corrections officials and even the justice minister would have a hard time explaining why other parolees were not given the same privileges as Thaksin appears to enjoy, said Mr Nattacha.

The MP noted that Thaksin's trips gained more attention from the media than the government's mobile cabinet meetings.

He said every move Thaksin has made since his release on parole was meant to send the message that he could do whatever he pleases now that the government is on his side.

Thepthai Senapong, a former Democrat Party MP for Nakhon Si Thammarat, said Thaksin is often met by high-ranking officials and business leaders on his provincial trips.


	Related: Justice minister shrugs off misconduct petition in Thaksin case
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                  Ayutthaya and Rayong chemical blazes linked                

                Police searching for culprits after latest fire causes evacuation of hospital in Ayutthaya
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                                AYUTTHAYA - A warehouse where a chemical fire caused the evacuation of a hospital in this central province is owned by a company that is linked to a firm in Rayong where illegally stored chemicals caught fire last month, police say.
Thick smoke from the fire at the deserted chemical warehouse in Phachi district of Ayutthaya forced the temporary closure of the nearby Phachi Hospital on Wednesday night.

Of the 35 patients at the hospital, four were discharged and the rest were transferred to four other hospitals in the province, said Opas Karnkawinpong, permanent secretary for the Ministry of Public Health.

The fire broke out at about 6pm on Wednesday, engulfing the warehouse and sending smoke, tinged with the smell of chemical substances, to the hospital, which was about 600 metres away. The blaze was brought under control at about 2am Thursday.

According to officials, about 4,000 tonnes of mishandled chemicals, seized long ago and awaiting disposal, were stored at the warehouse on Uthai-Phachi Road.

Residents affected by the fire sought shelter at Wat Khok Muang, which also houses a school.

Health officials were checking on the affected people given the widespread smoke from the scene, said Dr Thongchai Keeratihattayakorn, director-general of the Department of Disease Control.

Government spokesman Chai Wacharonke said Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin had instructed the relevant agencies to work together to identify any remaining chemicals at the site and help people affected by the fire and smoke.

Thira Kaewphimon, an officer at the Ayutthaya industry office, said that after the fire, toxic chemicals had spread to areas around the warehouse and come into contact with concrete and metal nearby, causing chemical reactions and creating plumes of smoke that billowed up into the air.

Various agencies are working together to bring the situation under control and residents nearby have been advised to wear face masks, he said. (Story continues below)

[image: ]
Phachi Hospital in Ayutthaya was closed on Wednesday night after a fire broke out at a nearby warehouse. Thirty-one of its 35 patients were moved to other hospitals and four were discharged. (Photo: Sunthorn Pongpao)



Business links

A source at the Central Investigation Bureau said that Aek Uthai Co, based in Phachi district, rented the warehouse to store the chemical waste.

Police launched an investigation against the company under the Hazardous Substances Act last year, and are expected to conclude their work shortly, the source said.

The police Natural Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division (NED) also found a link between the company and Win Process Co in Ban Khai district of Rayong, where two fires broke out at its hazardous waste storage site last month.

The first fire on April 22 affected 100 residents nearby. Officials did not rule out arson as the cause, noting the plant's electricity supply had long been disconnected. A second blaze broke out on April 24, with authorities detecting high levels of dangerous chemicals in the air over the surrounding areaa.

The source said that some of the chemicals at the Rayong plant owned by Win Process had been transferred to five warehouses and plants owned by companies affiliated with Aek Uthai Co, including the warehouse at Phachi in Ayutthaya.

The other warehouses and plants are located in Uthai district in Ayuthaya, Nakhon Ratchasima and Phetchabun, the source said, adding that the NED is also pursuing legal action against them under the Hazardous Substances Act.

Police are also monitoring the other warehouses and plants to prevent any possible fire breaking out, the source added.

Pol Maj Gen Watcharin Phusit, the NED commander, said the fire at the warehouse in Phachi was the second one to have occurred there. Authorities are gathering evidence to take legal action against those involved, he said.


	Special report: Menace of toxic waste lingers on



[image: ]
A driver captured this image of smoke from the Ayutthaya chemical fire on Thursday. (Photo: @bartelsv X account)
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                  Maid 'inherits' B100m in assets                

                Windfall follows death of wealthy French businesswoman on Koh Samui
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Nutwalai Phupongta, 49, said her employer had said she had cancer but had not spoken about wanting to take her life. (TV screenshot)]
                                              
                          Nutwalai Phupongta, 49, said her employer had said she had cancer but had not spoken about wanting to take her life. (TV screenshot)                        

                                          

                  

                                SURAT THANI: A French businesswoman reportedly left about 100 million baht worth of assets to her Thai maid after she died on Koh Samui on Monday.
Catherine Delacote, 59, the landlord of five pool villas on the resort island, reportedly granted 100-million-baht worth of assets to Nutwalai Phupongta, 49, her housemaid of 17 years.

Ms Nutwalai said the assets included the villa she was living in at the time of Delacote's death, a two-rai land plot near the villa, cash, a car and other assets.

Delacote and her ex-husband, who is also French, moved to the island 12 years ago, Ms Nutwalai said, adding that the couple later divorced and the deceased lived in the villa alone.

According to Pol Maj Yannaphat Malai, the local station inspector, Delacote was reported to have died by a firearm on Monday.

Her body was found on a daybed next to the swimming pool in her villa, with a gunshot wound on her left temple and gunshot residue on her left wrist, he said.

[image: ]
French businesswoman Catherine Delacote was found dead from a gunshot at her villa on Koh Samui (Photo: Supapong Chaolan)



A 45mm automatic firearm, a bullet shell, a glass of vodka, a pair of sunglasses and a pack of cigarettes were found near the body, he said.

A spent bullet was found inside the house, and a gunshot hole was found in a villa door, Pol Maj Yannaphat said.

A pool maintenance worker found Delacote's unresponsive body and a pool of blood at 8am, he said, adding that the worker then called his supervisor to notify the police.

A medical team from a nearby hospital was called in and later moved her body to the floor in an attempt at resuscitation before the police arrived, he said.

Further investigation showed that Delacote had previously transferred 500,000 baht to Ms Nutwalai to pay for her funeral, he said.

Ms Nutwalai, who resided in another house, believed her employer committed suicide, saying that Delacote sent messages to several people shortly before her death saying that she would give her assets to her maid.

The deceased had reportedly told Ms Nutwalai that she was suffering from cancer. However, she did not say anything about wishing to commit suicide, the maid said.

The gun found at the scene was acquired by Delacote following a break-in robbery at the villa earlier, according to Ms Nutwalai.

A funeral ceremony for Delacote will be held at Wat Bo Pud in Samui district sometime later, Ms Nutwalai told reporters.
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                                The government plans to increase the daily minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide from October but some affected businesses might get help, spokesman Chai Wacharonke said on Thursday.
The national tripartite wage committee will meet this month to assess which industries are prepared for the increase and what assistance could be offered to those that are not ready, he said.

The current minimum wage rates ranging by province from 330 to 370 baht, approved by the committee late last year, were just 2.4% higher on average than the previous rates. Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has complained that the increase was insufficient.

A 400-baht minimum wage is currently in effect in parts of 10 provinces, but it applies only to tourism-related businesses and four-star hotels with at least 50 employees.

In a Labour Day statement released on Wednesday, Mr Srettha said workers deserved to have a decent income.

"I will never forget the promise to raise the minimum wage and salary, reduce your expenses, and boost your income because I understand your struggle to have a good life," he said.

The ruling Pheu Thai party campaigned on a promise to bring the minimum daily wage to 600 baht by 2027.

It had been speculated earlier that the government would make the 400-baht rate nationwide on Labour Day.

However, Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn said on Tuesday that the increase was unlikely to happen until Oct 1.

The tripartite wage committee -- comprising representatives of the government, employers and employees -- is scheduled to meet on May 14 to discuss the issue further, he said.

Proponents of a higher minimum wage say that putting more money into workers' pockets will spur consumption at a time when the economy is struggling to find momentum.

The Ministry of Finance this week cut its economic growth forecast for 2024 to 2.4% from 2.8%, but said growth could still reach 3.3% if its signature 500-billion-baht digital wallet handout designed to boost spending is launched in the fourth quarter as expected.


	Related: Wage hikes stir discontent

	Editorial: Workers' welfare first
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                Occurrences beyond 42 days post-inoculation should not be attributed to Covid jab, say experts
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                                Blood clots have been reported within a short time after AstraZeneca Covid-19 vaccination, but such cases were very rare, according to the Department of Disease Control (DDC).
Dr Thongchai Keeratihattayakorn, the DDC director-general, acknowledged the issue on Thursday, saying AstraZeneca's Covid vaccine was administered at a time when there was limited global awareness of potential adverse effects, as the vaccines had been developed very quickly.

The only other available vaccine at the time, he said, was the inactivated one from Sinovac, but it was not widely accepted in the West. As a result, visitors were required to be inoculated with the vaccine developed by AstraZeneca, as mRNA vaccines were not yet available.

"Instances of blood clots after AstraZeneca shots were observed between five and 42 days post-inoculation," said Dr Thongchai. "Any occurrences of blood clots beyond this timeframe should not be attributed to the vaccine, and recipients of the AstraZeneca vaccine need not worry."

The issue came to light this week, when the multinational drug company admitted for the first time, in court documents in a UK class-action suit, that the vaccine can "in very rare cases", cause Thrombosis with Thrombocytopenia Syndrome. The condition is characterised by blood clots and a low blood platelet count in humans.

However, regulators have acknowledged for some time that "unusual blood clots with low blood platelets should be listed as very rare side effects" of the AstraZeneca vaccine. 

The European Medicines Agency, in a report dated April 7, 2021, said most of the cases reported had occurred in women under 60 years of age and within two weeks of vaccination.

"Based on the currently available evidence, specific risk factors have not been confirmed," it said.

In any case, it said, the benefits of taking the vaccine were seen to outweigh the risks.

In Thailand, about 48 million doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine were administered to about 20 million recipients, with the latest shots given in March last year.

Dr Thongchai said that 23 people in the country were reported to have experienced blood clots after receiving the AstraZeneca vaccination, with seven confirmed to have been linked to the vaccine. Two of the confirmed cases died, he said.

"Covid is no longer classified as a dangerous communicable disease, so current inoculation efforts must use vaccines that have undergone impact studies and are officially registered," he said. Only the mRNA vaccine from Pfizer is currently registered for use in the country, he said.

Adverse effects from mRNA vaccines were mostly reported in North America, he added.
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                                The country's four largest banks expect a limited impact from the reduction in their loan interest rates based on the specific customer demographics and the limited time frame of the debt relief measures.
Bangkok Bank (BBL), Krungthai Bank (KTB), Kasikornbank (KBank) and Siam Commercial Bank (SCB) each announced decreases to their lending interest rates.

This move stems from the prime minister's directive urging them to lower loan interest rates to alleviate the debt burden on vulnerable customers.

According to an analyst in the banking sector, the loan rate cuts by the four major banks account for 7-10% of each bank's total loan portfolio.

"The impact of the loan rate cuts will be limited, helping the banks in managing asset quality amid an uneven economic recovery," said the analyst, who requested anonymity.

BBL, the country's largest lender by total assets, cut its minimum retail rate (MRR) by 25 basis points across all segments for a duration of six months, effective from April 29.

This adjustment primarily affects individuals and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), said BBL.

KTB decided to reduce all types of loan rates, including MRR, minimum lending rate and minimum overdraft rate, by 25 basis points for a six-month period, from May 16 to Nov 15.

The rate cut will specifically benefit vulnerable customers identified as of March 31, according to KTB.

The bank classifies vulnerable  clients as individuals still using its  debt aid measures, mortgage clients with a maximum credit line of 2 million baht, and SMEs with a maximum monthly income of 2 million baht and a credit line of no more than 10 million baht.

KTB's loan rate reduction is estimated to affect about 300,000 retail loan accounts with a total credit line of 200 billion baht.

KBank announced a decrease of 25 basis points for floating-rate loans, effective for six months from May.

This rate cut applies to vulnerable customers as defined by the bank, encompassing mortgage and SME loans.

Around 200,000 customers qualify for the loan rate reduction, with a total credit line of 82 billion baht, according to KBank.

For mortgages, the rate cut applies to customers with a maximum credit line of 2 million baht as of March and earnings of no more than 30,000 baht per month.

KBank also extended the rate cut to SME clients with outstanding loans and working capital not exceeding 2 million baht, as well as annual sales of up to 200,000 baht.

SCB said it will lower its MRR by 25 basis points for six months for vulnerable mortgage and SME customers, starting from May 16.

The bank identifies vulnerable mortgage customers as those with a maximum credit line of 2 million baht, while vulnerable SMEs have a maximum credit line of 2 million baht, as of March.
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									Decoding the past

									Explore the Kingdom's rich history at 'Priceless Documents Of Siam'
								

								Just as how hieroglyphics on pyramid walls indicate a pictorial writing system in ancient Egypt and how the cuneiform led to the evolution of languages in ancient Middle East, the Ram Khamhaeng Inscription underscores the development of the Thai alphabet during the Sukhothai period. At the National Museum Bangkok, visitors now have a chance to view and learn how to read it.
								This long weekend, those looking to indulge their wanderlust can pretend to be treasure seekers and discover the "Priceless Documents Of Siam" exhibition, which is on view until June 30 to mark National Cultural Heritage Day.

It boasts more than 200 historical pieces from the National Library of Thailand, the National Archives of Thailand and the Office of Literature and History, using different materials and techniques to chronicle Thailand's rich cultural legacy and history.

"Everyone who has studied history is acquainted with these records, particularly the Bowring Treaty. This exhibition features significant documents with original content that traces the development of Thai writing, reading and alphabet," said Sutheera Satayaphan, a literature expert at the Office of Literature and History.

"In fact, antique manuscripts like stone inscriptions, samut Thai [folding khoi paper manuscripts] and samut bai lan [palm-leaf manuscripts] are housed at the National Library of Thailand. The National Archives of Thailand has preserved a collection of crucial documents, including letters from the royal family members and official government documents, while the Office of Literature and History has studied and reproduced the original literary works to better educate people."

The exhibition can be divided into six zones, with the entry area serving as a prologue to the timeline of the global evolution of languages, culture and civilisations such as Egyptian hieroglyphics and Ban Chiang three-legged pottery in Thailand.

[image: ]
The Ram Khamhaeng Inscription marks a significant milestone in the development of the Thai alphabet.



To provide more information on the history of Thailand from the Sukhothai period to the political and administrative reforms during the reign of King Rama V, the Insight Siam From The Scripts zone takes visitors back in time when King Mongkut was ordained as a monk and went on a pilgrimage to the ancient town of Sukhothai where he discovered the King Ram Khamhaeng Inscription at Noen Prasat. This siltstone inscription was written in traditional Thai and was designated as a Memory of the World Register by Unesco in 2003.

The transition from the Sukhothai to Ayutthaya eras is visible to visitors. An enormous statue of Phra Buddhatrairattananayok, also known as Luang Pho To, was constructed 26 years before Ayutthaya was declared the capital city, and its splendour continued until the reign of King Naresuan the Great, according to The Ayutthaya Chronicle: Luang Prasoet Aksonnit's Version.

Composed by Prince Dhammathibet in 1736, Nandopanandasutra Kham Luang No.120 is the sole manuscript using the simplified Thai alphabet to reflect the Buddhist influence in the late Ayutthaya period. It recounts a battle between Moggallana and the naga king Nandopananda utilising three different ink colours -- red for Khmer characters, black for simplified Thai characters and gold for important phases.

The Manuscripts Of Urangadhatu narrate the legend of Phra That Phanom with Tham Isan characters, which was formerly used in northeastern provinces of Thailand and Laos. Listed as a Unesco Memory of the World Register last year, it illustrates how people learned to weave together several folktales to build myths honouring their hallowed sites.

[image: ]
Nandopanandasutra Kham Luang No.120 was written by Prince Dhammathibet during the Ayutthaya period.



"This document takes us back on a linguistic journey that began in Pallava, South India, to the ancient Khmer empire and Myanmar. In Thailand, the Northeast used Tham Isan characters, while the Central Region embraced Khmer and the North employed Lanna letters for religious purposes," Sutheera added.

The Manuscripts Of Ramakien Epic Volume 117 were written during the reign of King Rama I to serve as a screenplay for lakhon nai (a traditional court dance drama). It used mural painting techniques to depict each character and their respective roles in each scene.

Another noteworthy item is the Manuscript Of Phra Horathibodi's Chindamani, which was reproduced in 1782 by royal scribes at the Grand Palace. Written in the first year of the Bangkok era, this ancient manuscript on Thai orthography and poetics influenced modern textbooks during the educational reform.

In the Ancient Cartography And Provincial Seals zone, visitors can study how people lived in each region and how the country changed from the Ayutthaya to Rattanakosin periods through historical maps.

Initially, cartography was used for religious purposes. For example, the Kalapana Map (Land Donation Map) of Sathing Phra Peninsula in the Ayutthaya period depicts the areas under Wat Pha Kho's authority. In Phang Yang and Sathing Phra, this pictorial manuscript illustrates 250 locations, 63 temples, 70 villages, 11 ponds and 23 canals that showcase traditional southern architectural styles.

[image: ]
Three Seals Law No.41 was revised during the reign of King Rama I.



Based on European concepts, the first maps during the reign of King Rama V were designed to be used for road construction in Bangkok, the installation of telegraph cables, navigation and maritime defence before expanding to include field surveys to gather topographic data. For instance, the Map of Sampheng Sub-district was made in 1906 to show Bangkok's commercial area in a scale of 1:1000.

The Thai Historical Laws And Treaty Documents zone provides significant examples of how Thai society evolved, how laws were notably transformed and how Siam built relations with other countries during the Rattanakosin era. On display is the Three Seals Law No.41, which King Rama I revised in 1805 to establish a national code law. It was in operation until the legal system was reformed during the reign of King Rama V.

Known as the Bowring Treaty, the original Treaty of Friendship and Commerce between Great Britain and Siam was signed in 1855 by Sir John Bowring on behalf of Queen Victoria, and five Siam plenipotentiaries on behalf of King Mongkut and King Pinklao.

In addition, a copy of the treaty is available for visitors to open and read, encompassing provisions on assurance of friendship, commerce facilitation, judicial matters, criteria for establishing a consulate, zoning for foreigners' habitation as well as rights on land rental or utilisation, merchant ship regulations and customs tariff.

[image: ]
The Treaty of Friendship and Commerce between Great Britain and Siam, signed in the reign of King Rama IV.



Visitors can also find the Slavery Abolition Act and Types of Slaves in Siam, Monthon Burapha (eastern province) and Monthon Phayap (northwestern province), which took effect in 1874 and affected the purchase price for child slaves to be reduced annually as they grew up, ranging from the age of eight to 20. The Act applied to all children who were born to slave parents starting from 1868.

The Beginning Of Printing In Siam zone highlights Siam's shift from traditional writing techniques to cutting-edge printing technology. The first obstetrics medical textbook, entitled Khamphi Khantha Raksa (Treatise On Midwifery), was written by American missionary Dr Dan Beach Bradley who arrived in Siam during the reign of King Rama III.

Later, King Rama IV founded the royal printing house Rong Akson Phimphakan in the Grand Palace with an aim to spread news and legal regulations across the country. There, the Ratchakitchanubeksa (Royal Gazette) was produced and distributed free of charge to various locations every 15 days.

Taking a step further, the Plans Of Civilization zone showcases Siam's modernisation through a sketch of Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall, which blends traditional Thai and 19th century European styles. Another highlight is Dusit Palace's Furniture Books, which were created by London's Maple & Co on King Rama V's order.

[image: ]
The Bangkok Recorder was published in 1844.



The journey comes to a close in the Beautiful Memories And Reminiscences zone, where visitors can observe how Western culture was incorporated into everyday Thai society like sending postcards, writing letters, using imported fragrances and smoking cigars.

On view is a collection of postcards Prince Mahidol sent to King Rama VI, correspondence between Prince Damrong Rajanubhab and Prince Narisaranuvattiwongse, and vintage perfume labels with portraits of Rama V.

The "Priceless Documents Of Siam" exhibition is on view in Siwamokkhaphiman Throne Hall, National Museum Bangkok, until June 30. It's open Wednesday to Sunday from 9am to 4pm. Admission is 30 baht for Thais and 200 baht for foreigners. Find out more details, call 02-224-1333 or visit facebook.com/nationalmuseumbangkok.
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Ratchakitchanubeksa (Royal Gazette).
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Plans for Phya Thai Palace, constructed in 1909.
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Postcards from royal family members.
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A collection of antique perfume labels.
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Kalapana Map (Land Donation Map) of Sathing Phra Peninsula from the Ayutthaya period.
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A Koran from 1754.
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The Manuscripts Of Urangadhatu recount the story of Phra That Phanom.
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The Provincial Seals.
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The Manuscript Of Phra Horathibodi's Chindamani was reproduced in 1782.
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Traibhumikatha (The Story Of The Three Planets Of Existence).
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Sam Kok Volume 96 was one of the first novels translated during the reign of King Rama I.
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The Ayutthaya Chronicle: Luang Prasoet Aksonnit's Version captured many important events.
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                  Push for new power trade system                

                Scheme hampers use of renewables
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                                Businesses are repeating their call for the government to change the country's electricity trade from the decade-long enhanced single buyer (ESB) system because it does not facilitate increased use of renewable power.
Officials can partially or gradually change the ESB scheme, but they urgently need to consider taking action, said the Federation of Thai Industries' Renewable Energy Industry Club.

Under ESB, the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat) serves as the single buyer that sells electricity to the public.

If power companies want to sell electricity produced by renewable resources, they are required to sell it to Egat and state power distribution agencies, which then distribute electricity through their grids to companies and households.

This system does not support peer-to-peer power trade between renewable power producers and business operators, as some factory owners want to buy electricity directly from power companies.

Multinational firms that relocate their production facilities to Thailand need more renewable power as they are committed to reducing carbon dioxide emissions from their businesses, said Natee Sithiprassasana, chairman of the Renewable Energy Industry Club.

Direct electricity sales between clean energy producers and customers are increasingly important as regulations on carbon dioxide emissions keep changing and growing more complex, causing manufacturers to demand a power supply system that can facilitate their shift towards renewable energy, he said. An alternative is adjustment of renewable power policies, said Mr Natee.

Some foreign companies set a goal for carbon neutrality, a balance between carbon dioxide emissions and absorption, by 2035, ahead of the Thai government's time frame of 2050, he said.

Mr Natee said he does not think the ESB system is compatible with changes in companies' power management policies as concerns related to global warming are increasing.

In fact, ESB could weigh on foreign investors considering expansion of their businesses to Thailand, he said.

Mr Natee suggested the government allow companies to buy renewable power directly from producers.

"The state power distribution agencies -- the Metropolitan Electricity Authority and the Provincial Electricity Authority -- can impose a wheeling charge on peer-to-peer power trade," he said.

A wheeling charge refers to a fee collected from the use of the state transmission lines to deliver renewable power.

The government needs to change the ESB policy to serve companies that require more renewable energy, yet remain dependent on the state grid, with almost 70% of electricity supply coming from fossil fuels, said Mr Natee.

Changing the system is not difficult, requiring approval from only the National Energy Policy Council and the cabinet, he said. The ESB was approved by the cabinet in 2003.

Mr Natee suggested the government start piloting peer-to-peer power trade in the Eastern Economic Corridor, which covers parts of Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao.

The Energy Regulatory Commission is testing this type of electricity trade under its sandbox scheme, but it does not cover a large area and is not suited for large businesses, according to a source at the Energy Ministry who requested anonymity.

Peer-to-peer electricity supply is not included in the revised version of the national power development plan, but authorities will discuss this issue next week as part of efforts to promote renewable energy, the source said.

Egat and the state power distribution arms are ready for a partial change to ESB after the EU decided to enforce the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism to better control carbon-intensive manufacturing of imports, said Warit Rattanachuen, assistant Egat governor.
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                                Tourism operators are urging the new tourism minister to resume the plan to collect a 300-baht fee from tourists because it is not considered an obstacle to arrivals.
The Tourism Council of Thailand (TCT) said it plans to discuss the necessity of this project with Sermsak Pongpanich, the new tourism minister, as soon as he takes office.

Surawat Akaraworamat, vice-president of the TCT, said most stakeholders in the industry as well as the Thai Chamber of Commerce agree that initiating this fee collection is important because the tourism development priorities do not have other mechanisms to raise funds.

For instance, he said the Tourism Department has 56 tourism-related standards that operators nationwide should apply to ensure quality of services, but the budget for regulating tourism standards is only 10 million baht per year.

"We have serious problems with safety standards," said Mr Surawat.

"The Tourism Department can set guidelines for each type of tourism service, such as tour buses, restaurants and adventure activities, but it lacks sufficient budget to regulate and audit all operators."

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin recommended freezing the fee collection to pump up the number of tourists, but the TCT believes implementing the levy would not impact the flow of tourists, said Mr Surawat.

Wuthichai Luangamornlert, chief executive of Siam Park City Group, the operator of Siam Amazing Park, said he agrees with collecting the fee.

"The 300-baht fee, which is only US$9-10 for tourists, would definitely not impact the market," said Mr Wuthichai.

"The budget for tourism development is reduced every year, and this should be viewed as a serious problem for our industry."

Sisdivachr Cheewarattanaporn, president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents, said the government should have fee collection methods that do not affect other types of arrivals, as it is not only foreign tourists who enter Thailand.

"In addition to tourists, we also have business travellers required to visit Thailand several times per year," said Mr Sisdivachr.

"The fee collection might be redundant for them."

He said the tourism fund should have clear guidelines for usage, differentiated from other fees that have been implemented, as tourists still have not seen development or improvement of tourism sites for years, such as entry fees for national parks.

Tassapon Bijleveld, executive chairman of Asia Aviation Plc, the majority shareholder of Thai AirAsia, said the Airlines Association of Thailand might pursue setting up a meeting with new finance minister Pichai Chunhavajira to resubmit a proposal asking for a reduction in the fuel excise tax, after a previous attempt failed to obtain a positive response.

He said costs for airlines have risen by 20%, attributed to rising maintenance prices, as there are limited suppliers.

The price of jet fuel, hovering  around US$100 per barrel, is regarded as high for airline operations, said Mr Tassapon.
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                EXPLAINER: The Customs Department will begin collecting VAT this month on all goods arriving in the country via postal services
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                                Thailand has embraced the digital economy, with trade on foreign online platforms increasing rapidly, disrupting domestic entrepreneurs.
Local businesses are struggling to compete on price, resulting in some fading away. The government was pushed to act by domestic entrepreneurs as cheap Chinese products flooded the market.

Imported goods sold for less than 1,500 baht per package were previously exempt from value-added tax (VAT) and import duties.

Online platforms selling goods from China import a large quantity of low-priced goods in containers, each containing tens of thousands of items.

This poses a significant challenge and it would require a considerable amount of time if each box had to be opened in order to assess the correct rates of tax, as proposed by the Finance Ministry.

This unfair competition prompted the Finance Ministry to recently rule to cancel the value-added tax exemption for low-priced goods.

Starting in May, the Customs Department is collecting VAT for imported goods sent via postal services, regardless of the value of the goods.

Q: Is the practice of exempting tax levies for low-priced goods accepted globally?

According to Theeraj Athanavanich, director-general of the Customs Department, exempting taxes for low-priced goods is a principle adopted by many countries, as they perceive that the importation of low-priced goods from other countries by individuals in the country is unlikely to be carried out for commercial purposes. Therefore, taxes are exempted for low-priced goods, with each country setting different thresholds concerning the value of the goods.

In the case of the US, the country set its threshold for imported low-priced goods at no more than 20,000 baht per item, while Thailand has deemed that low-priced goods are those valued at no more than 1,500 baht per item. The exemption threshold depends on the economic conditions of each country.

E-commerce now plays a significant role in both domestic and international trade. Purchasing a single item such as a shirt from overseas has become increasingly accessible. In the past, such a purchase was difficult due to the high costs involved or a lack of economy of scale.

This type of trade is now impacting domestic businesses, creating unfair competition or a lack of a level playing field because these exempted goods face no tax burden.

Consequently, many countries are starting to impose taxes on low-priced goods, such as Australia, while the US is also considering implementing similar taxes.

Q: How will the VAT collection  operate?

According to Mr Theeraj, the department will allow platforms to declare the price of the imported product and deduct the VAT from that price, then send the tax payment to the Customs Department.

The department already collects VAT for goods valued at more than 1,500 baht apiece.

For individuals who import such goods from abroad and have them sent via a postal service, the Customs Department already has a tax collection system in place.

A tax notification is sent to the recipient's address, stating the tax obligation. The recipient must then make the tax payment to the department before collecting the goods from the post office.

According to Mr Theeraj, during the Covid-19 pandemic, e-commerce trade expanded significantly compared to the years before the pandemic, especially for low-priced imported goods from China transported by trucks.

The statistics for express imported goods (parcel express) -- exempted from tax since 2021 -- imported through Suvarnabhumi Airport Customs Office and Mukdahan and Nakhon Phanom Customs Offices combined, amounted to 40.8 million packages worth 9.84 billion baht.

In 2022, the number increased to 47.1 million packages worth 11.6 billion baht, and the latest data for 2023 reveals an increase to 56.8 million packages worth 17.9 billion baht.

Regarding imports via postal services (all dispatched via Laksi mail centre), there were 4.09 million packages worth 1.14 billion baht in 2021, with the number decreasing to 2.91 million packages worth 895 billion baht in 2022, and further decreasing to 2.11 million packages worth 676 billion baht in 2023.

Mr Theeraj insisted the purpose of the VAT collection is not to increase tax revenue for the government, but rather to promote fairness between domestic and foreign businesses.

Q: Will collecting VAT from cheap imports sent via the postal system level the playing field?

Paul Srivorakul, group chief executive of aCommerce, a leading e-commerce enabler, said the VAT collection ensures that all goods, regardless of origin, are subject to the same tax standards, thus levelling the playing field for local products and domestic businesses. This should also increase government revenue through both import duties and VAT.

However, enforcing the new duties on lower-value goods might introduce complexity in customs processes, potentially slowing down the importation of goods and impacting businesses reliant on imported products, he added.

The e-commerce sector, especially the marketplaces, which benefits significantly from the sales of imported low-value goods may face an impact from the VAT collection on cheap imported goods.

However, the benefits to local SMEs and the Thai economy far outweigh the impact on Chinese e-commerce platforms.

Mr Paul added that Thailand also needs a simplified tax structure, possibly a flat-rate tax model for low-value imports to ease the administrative burden on customs and businesses.

Alessandro Piscini, the founder of CREA, a leading e-commerce enabler, said the tax collection would reduce the gap between local SMEs and Chinese players regarding cross-border products, but he noted that the large China-based factories would most likely continue to have a cost advantage.

Kulthirath Pakawachkrilers, president of the Thai e-Commerce Association, said Thai entrepreneurs who do not import from China should feel better about the issuance of this tax measure. From the perspective of Thai entrepreneurs who trade with China, they should see the tax as an increase in costs.

Ms Kulthirath said that by implementing this VAT policy, related ministries and state agencies should examine the related agreements between Thailand and China as the policy could have some impacts that might affect their bilateral relations.

Q: Is the measure likely to be effective?

Aat Pisanwanich, an independent analyst on international trade, said imposing the 7% VAT on cheap imported goods, mostly from China, might not deter the influx of products because their production costs are significantly lower.

Even with the additional 7% tax, Chinese goods remain cheaper than similar goods produced in Thailand.

According to Mr Aat, relying solely on tax measures is not the ultimate solution to protect domestic producers. It is necessary to complement tax measures with other actions, such as controlling the standards of imported goods to ensure they meet domestic standards or have good agricultural practices (GAP) standards, among others.

He cited Indonesia as a good example of using measures to protect domestic businesses. For instance, if goods are imported at a lower price than domestically produced goods of the same type, a tax must be levied on those imported goods to ensure their selling price is equivalent to domestically produced goods.

At the same time, measures have been taken to prohibit the sale of low-priced goods worth less than 3,500 baht on online platforms. The steps taken in Indonesia have helped reduce the trade deficit with China, whereas Thailand faces the largest trade deficit with China, amounting to 1 trillion baht a year.

He noted that Thailand's significant consideration towards China may be due to various factors, including the country's heavy reliance on China, be it exports, investment inflows, or tourists.

Q: What is the outlook for industries affected by the flood of cheap Chinese goods?

Mr Aat said many industries are being affected by the influx of Chinese goods, particularly the steel industry. Instead of importing steel from China for sale in Thailand, Chinese entrepreneurs are now establishing steel production plants within Thailand by importing raw materials and machinery from China.

The production capacity of a single Chinese-owned steel plant now equals that of all Thai steel producers combined.

Furthermore, they can sell their steel at a lower price. As a result, Thai-owned steel plants currently operate at only 30% capacity because they cannot compete with the prices of Chinese steel. The steel industry serves as a reflection of the broader impact of the inundation of cheap Chinese goods on Thai industries.

He proposed Thailand establish conditions for foreign investment in the way that Indonesia has, which mandates a local content requirement for foreign direct investment.

Mr Aat said if Thailand doesn't implement any additional measures to help Thai entrepreneurs, it is believed that in no more than five years from now, Thai entrepreneurs will completely vanish.

He referred to the situation in which China evidently dominates businesses in Thailand. For example, Chinese traders already control around 70% of fruit sales in Thailand.

If Chinese traders gain complete control over fruit farms in Thailand, Thai traders are unlikely to be able to survive. In fact, he noted that Thai traders are merely the Chinese traders' stooges.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2785657/how-vat-on-cheap-imported-goods-adds-up



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Top Stories
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business
          
        

      

      News

      
        
          	
            Top Stories
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinion
          
        

      

      Business

      
        Taliban touts regional energy trade hub
        KABUL - The Taliban has agreed with Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan to build a logistics hub in western Afghanistan aimed at making the war-torn nation a major logistics point for regional exports, including oil from Russia to South Asia, the country's commerce minister said.

      

      
        Govt confirms B400 minimum wage by October
        The government plans to increase the daily minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide from October but some affected businesses might get help, spokesman Chai Wacharonke said on Thursday.

      

      
        Investment pledges jump 31%
        Investment pledges to Thailand were up 31% in the first quarter of 2024 when compared to same period a year earlier, the Board of Investment (BOI) said Thursday.

      

      
        Bitcoin ETF discounts reach records after late-day selloff
        NEW YORK - Prices of some of the biggest spot-Bitcoin exchange-traded funds closed Tuesday at their largest discounts to the value of their underlying assets since they were launched.

      

      
        Impact of loan rate cuts on key players deemed as limited
        The country's four largest banks expect a limited impact from the reduction in their loan interest rates based on the specific customer demographics and the limited time frame of the debt relief measures.

      

      
        Navigating the Future of Work with AI and ML
        The world of work is on the brink of massive transformation. AI and ML are reshaping the global workplace. From the bustling business hubs of Thailand to dynamic markets worldwide, organisations are awakening to the potential of these technologies to redefine growth, efficiency, and competitive strategy despite challenges such as data quality and clarity of application cases.

      

      
        Push for new power trade system
        Businesses are repeating their call for the government to change the country's electricity trade from the decade-long enhanced single buyer (ESB) system because it does not facilitate increased use of renewable power.

      

      
        Call to renew levy on tourists
        Tourism operators are urging the new tourism minister to resume the plan to collect a 300-baht fee from tourists because it is not considered an obstacle to arrivals.

      

      
        Tech chiefs set out their strategies
        The new head of IBM Thailand and regional leader for Schneider Electric have sounded off on their visions for Thailand amidst multiple challenges, including geopolitical conflicts, economic obstacles and disruptive technology.

      

      
        How VAT on cheap imported goods adds up
        Thailand has embraced the digital economy, with trade on foreign online platforms increasing rapidly, disrupting domestic entrepreneurs.

      

      
        
          	
            News
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinion
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Taliban touts regional energy trade hub                

                Afghanistan and neighbours see big potential for handling Russian oil shipments
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                                KABUL - The Taliban has agreed with Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan to build a logistics hub in western Afghanistan aimed at making the war-torn nation a major logistics point for regional exports, including oil from Russia to South Asia, the country's commerce minister said.
Following a meeting between representatives of the three countries in the Afghan capital last week, Taliban acting commerce minister Nooruddin Azizi told Reuters that technical teams would draw up a written agreement within two months on the formal plans for the hub, which all three countries would invest in after six months of talks.

As foreign aid to Afghanistan falls and the predominantly agricultural economy is marred by persistent drought, its officially unrecognised Taliban government has faced questions over how to fund development and avoid economic stagnation.

Azizi said the new hub was part of broader efforts to take advantage of Afghanistan's strategic location, once a thoroughfare for the ancient Silk Road trade route, lying between South and Central Asia and sharing borders with China and Iran.

"Based on our discussions, a logistics centre is going to be established in Herat province, which can connect the north to South Asia," Azizi said, adding that the Taliban were eyeing the millions of tonnes of oil they expected Russia would be selling in coming years to South Asian countries, particularly Pakistan, to pass through the new hub.

"The three countries have done their best to prove Afghanistan's claim as a connectivity point," he said.

"Reaching Pakistan through Afghanistan will be the best option," Azizi added, saying they were focused on Russian petroleum exports and that Kazakhstan was also planning to export goods through Herat into South Asian markets.

Kazakhstan's trade ministry said in a statement to Reuters that it wanted to develop roads and a railway through Afghanistan to connect with South Asia and the Gulf, with the hub serving as an important logistics point.

"The creation of the hub will allow for the development of multi-modal services by consolidating truck shipments in the dry port where they will be sorted and sent along railroads on the North-South corridor to sea ports in the Gulf, Pakistan, and Indian Ocean, towards India," the statement said.

Azizi said the logistics hub's initial capacity would be one million tons of oil but he did not give a date for when it would be operational.

Turkmenistan's government did not immediately respond to a request for comment and the Russian government did not respond to a request for comment during a national holiday.

Pakistan's foreign office and energy minister did not respond to a request for comment. Pakistan is a major trading partner with Afghanistan and has signed on to regional energy connectivity agreements.

However, Islamabad has had strained relations with the Taliban in recent years over accusations Afghanistan is harbouring anti-Pakistan militants, which Kabul denies.

Cash-strapped Pakistan last year became Russia's latest customer, snapping up discounted crude that has been banned from European markets due to Russia's war on Ukraine.

Afghanistan also buys oil, gas and wheat from Russia at discounted rates.

Azizi said that the Taliban were also speaking with Chinese authorities on building a road through the remote, narrow Wakhan corridor that connects Afghanistan with China and that they hoped Afghanistan would eventually develop into a route for trade between China and Iran. He said Afghan commerce ministry officials had been recently been sent to China for training.
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                  Govt confirms B400 minimum wage by October                

                Spokesman says some businesses affected by higher costs might be eligible for help
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                                The government plans to increase the daily minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide from October but some affected businesses might get help, spokesman Chai Wacharonke said on Thursday.
The national tripartite wage committee will meet this month to assess which industries are prepared for the increase and what assistance could be offered to those that are not ready, he said.

The current minimum wage rates ranging by province from 330 to 370 baht, approved by the committee late last year, were just 2.4% higher on average than the previous rates. Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has complained that the increase was insufficient.

A 400-baht minimum wage is currently in effect in parts of 10 provinces, but it applies only to tourism-related businesses and four-star hotels with at least 50 employees.

In a Labour Day statement released on Wednesday, Mr Srettha said workers deserved to have a decent income.

"I will never forget the promise to raise the minimum wage and salary, reduce your expenses, and boost your income because I understand your struggle to have a good life," he said.

The ruling Pheu Thai party campaigned on a promise to bring the minimum daily wage to 600 baht by 2027.

It had been speculated earlier that the government would make the 400-baht rate nationwide on Labour Day.

However, Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn said on Tuesday that the increase was unlikely to happen until Oct 1.

The tripartite wage committee -- comprising representatives of the government, employers and employees -- is scheduled to meet on May 14 to discuss the issue further, he said.

Proponents of a higher minimum wage say that putting more money into workers' pockets will spur consumption at a time when the economy is struggling to find momentum.

The Ministry of Finance this week cut its economic growth forecast for 2024 to 2.4% from 2.8%, but said growth could still reach 3.3% if its signature 500-billion-baht digital wallet handout designed to boost spending is launched in the fourth quarter as expected.


	Related: Wage hikes stir discontent
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                                Investment pledges to Thailand were up 31% in the first quarter of 2024 when compared to same period a year earlier, the Board of Investment (BOI) said Thursday.
The total value of investment applications rose to 228 billion baht (US$6.2 billion) in the three months ending in March, it said, with more than half coming from foreign investors. 
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                                NEW YORK - Prices of some of the biggest spot-Bitcoin exchange-traded funds closed Tuesday at their largest discounts to the value of their underlying assets since they were launched.
While that type of dislocation is typically a troubling sign for an ETF, the chief investment officer of one issuer called it "more an accounting quirk than a real issue" due to the unusual way in which the funds track the value of their assets.  

The discounts appeared in closing data after the cryptocurrency sank to a two-month low on Tuesday, including a dip of about 2% between 3pm and 4pm New York time, which is the hour in which average prices are used to track the value of the ETFs' Bitcoin. The US$16 billion iShares Bitcoin Trust (ticker IBIT) on Tuesday closed about 1.7% below its net asset value -- the largest dislocation since it began trading in January, according to data compiled by Bloomberg. The $9 billion Fidelity Wise Origin Bitcoin Fund (FBTC) saw a 1.1% discount while the $2.5 billion ARK 21Shares Bitcoin ETF (ARKB) and the $2 billion Bitwise Bitcoin ETF (BITB) both closed with discounts of more than 1.4%, also the biggest on record for each.

"That's not a great look," said James Seyffart, ETF analyst at Bloomberg Intelligence, adding that it would have been more concerning if the discounts were isolated to one fund. "It's a little out of the ordinary in the fact that we've seen premiums and discounts in the range of -1% to +1% and this is bigger. But it's not groundbreaking."

Tuesday was the last day of the month, which is a common time for investors to rebalance portfolios, especially around the 4pm closing auction in the stock market. The largest Bitcoin ETFs saw heavy selling pressure near the equity market close, reaching a peak during the time leading into the closing auction, according to Teddy Fusaro, president of Bitwise. The ETFs calculate net-asset value using a 60-minute time-weighted average price for Bitcoin, which can lead to differences between market prices and NAV during large price moves in the last hour of the day, as was the case yesterday, he added. 

"We expect such dislocations during periods of high volatility to be common and brief, often occurring in the last few minutes of trading," Fusaro said. Earlier during Wednesday's trading session, he added, "all ETFs are trading within a few basis points of their estimated NAV during today's session. We expect that all of these ETFs will trade at slight premiums and discounts to NAV depending on market conditions and whether or not there is net buying or selling in the marketplace."

His colleague Matt Hougan, chief investment officer at Bitwise, wrote in a post on X, formerly known as Twitter, that since the premium and discount figures are based on average prices between 3pm and 4pm in what's known as the CF benchmark reference rate, it is "more an accounting quirk than a real issue. A better measure of tracking is to chart a Bitcoin ETF vs. the spot price of Bitcoin and see how closely they match."  

Still, the discounts underscore how Bitcoin's volatility may pose more-complex issues to ETF investors than funds focused on traditional financial assets. At the same time, the volatility creates profitable opportunities for specialised trading firms known as authorised participants who are tasked with keeping the price of the funds in-line with their net asset values. 

"We remain confident that the inherent underlying volatility of crypto as an asset class will drive sustained elevated opportunities in crypto ETFs," Virtu Financial Inc Chief Executive Officer Douglas A. Cifu said on a conference call last week to discuss the company's earnings, which included record performance in crypto market-making operations.

Expectations for fund flows were exceeded after the ETFs were launched as the cohort broke one record after another in the more-than $8 trillion US industry. Hopes remain high that more institutions will adopt spot-Bitcoin ETFs as they establish a track record. But the price of Bitcoin has historically been affected by the macro-economic environment and a case is building for the Federal Reserve to signal a delay in rate cuts after officials conclude a policy meeting Wednesday. That's generally a tough backdrop for speculative assets like digital tokens.

"It's possible it stays at a discount if Bitcoin continues to slide, but that remains to be seen," said Mohit Bajaj, director of ETFs at WallachBeth Capital.
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                                The country's four largest banks expect a limited impact from the reduction in their loan interest rates based on the specific customer demographics and the limited time frame of the debt relief measures.
Bangkok Bank (BBL), Krungthai Bank (KTB), Kasikornbank (KBank) and Siam Commercial Bank (SCB) each announced decreases to their lending interest rates.

This move stems from the prime minister's directive urging them to lower loan interest rates to alleviate the debt burden on vulnerable customers.

According to an analyst in the banking sector, the loan rate cuts by the four major banks account for 7-10% of each bank's total loan portfolio.

"The impact of the loan rate cuts will be limited, helping the banks in managing asset quality amid an uneven economic recovery," said the analyst, who requested anonymity.

BBL, the country's largest lender by total assets, cut its minimum retail rate (MRR) by 25 basis points across all segments for a duration of six months, effective from April 29.

This adjustment primarily affects individuals and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), said BBL.

KTB decided to reduce all types of loan rates, including MRR, minimum lending rate and minimum overdraft rate, by 25 basis points for a six-month period, from May 16 to Nov 15.

The rate cut will specifically benefit vulnerable customers identified as of March 31, according to KTB.

The bank classifies vulnerable  clients as individuals still using its  debt aid measures, mortgage clients with a maximum credit line of 2 million baht, and SMEs with a maximum monthly income of 2 million baht and a credit line of no more than 10 million baht.

KTB's loan rate reduction is estimated to affect about 300,000 retail loan accounts with a total credit line of 200 billion baht.

KBank announced a decrease of 25 basis points for floating-rate loans, effective for six months from May.

This rate cut applies to vulnerable customers as defined by the bank, encompassing mortgage and SME loans.

Around 200,000 customers qualify for the loan rate reduction, with a total credit line of 82 billion baht, according to KBank.

For mortgages, the rate cut applies to customers with a maximum credit line of 2 million baht as of March and earnings of no more than 30,000 baht per month.

KBank also extended the rate cut to SME clients with outstanding loans and working capital not exceeding 2 million baht, as well as annual sales of up to 200,000 baht.

SCB said it will lower its MRR by 25 basis points for six months for vulnerable mortgage and SME customers, starting from May 16.

The bank identifies vulnerable mortgage customers as those with a maximum credit line of 2 million baht, while vulnerable SMEs have a maximum credit line of 2 million baht, as of March.
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                How AI and ML are redefining growth and efficiency for modern organisations
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                                The world of work is on the brink of massive transformation. AI and ML are reshaping the global workplace. From the bustling business hubs of Thailand to dynamic markets worldwide, organisations are awakening to the potential of these technologies to redefine growth, efficiency, and competitive strategy despite challenges such as data quality and clarity of application cases.
The Transformative Power of AI and ML in Business

The deployment of AI and ML within corporate environments signifies a major shift in operational paradigms, particularly in areas such as workforce management, financial operations, and general business processes. These technologies have the capability to unearth patterns from within large datasets, facilitating more informed decision-making, streamlining business operations, and ultimately saving valuable time. Furthermore, they are instrumental in risk management, offering vital insights, and identifying outliers that may warrant further investigation.

Expanding Horizons: AI and ML in Customer Experience and Innovation

In addition to operational efficiencies, AI and ML are revolutionising customer experiences and driving innovation across sectors. By personalising customer interactions and predicting trends before they become mainstream, organisations can not only retain a loyal customer base but also attract new clientele. Given that the relationship between employee experience and customer experience is symbiotic and pivotal to the success of any business, leveraging Workday solutions that have AI embedded in the core not only enhances operational efficiency but also empowers employees to be their most productive. This, in turn, helps enable organisations to deliver exceptional employee experiences.

 

 Enabling the Workforce for Tomorrow

The Workday platform is built with AI at the core to help customers enhance productivity and decision-making as they seek to gain a competitive advantage. In Thailand, Workday is helping local businesses streamline and enhance their people management processes.

For example, Bangchak Corporation Public Company Limited, one of Thailand's leading petroleum companies, has been leveraging Workday Human Capital Management (HCM) since 2018 and to unlock efficiencies and digitally transform their HR processes to support their business objectives. In addition to enabling greater data access and transparency across the business, the organisation was able to facilitate strategic HR practices and enhance connectivity among employees, even in distributed work environments. This standardised, cloud-first system allows employees to better connect and work from anywhere.

Skills are also fundamental to the future of work, with AI and ML invaluable in helping to shape an organisation's skills-based strategy. Workday Skills Cloud is a true differentiator for organisations in Thailand as it enables them to go beyond the traditional mindset of solely relying on educational qualifications as thresholds for talent evaluation. More than 2000 Workday HCM customers globally are live on Workday Skills Cloud, helping them to strategically align talent with organisational needs, nurture career growth and development, and empower them to address challenges in a more efficient manner.

 

[image: ]
AI-embedded solutions enable employees to be more productive through the provision of data-driven insights and the streamlining of workflows.



 Embracing Change: The Path Forward with AI and ML

In the journey toward a future dominated by AI and ML, organisations are at a crossroads: either embrace the wave of change or be left behind. Workday stands as a beacon in this technological frontier, guiding enterprises through the labyrinth of digital transformation. With AI and ML built into the platform, Workday not only equips its customers with the tools for today but also prepares them for the challenges and opportunities of tomorrow.

The future of work is being rewritten. AI and ML are not just part of the technological landscape but integral to the very essence of how businesses operate, compete, and succeed. In an age of ever-accelerating transformation and change, organisations must leverage AI and ML to unlock unparalleled insights, drive efficiency, and stay ahead in an increasingly competitive and dynamic marketplace.

Learn more about Workday here.
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                Scheme hampers use of renewables
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                                Businesses are repeating their call for the government to change the country's electricity trade from the decade-long enhanced single buyer (ESB) system because it does not facilitate increased use of renewable power.
Officials can partially or gradually change the ESB scheme, but they urgently need to consider taking action, said the Federation of Thai Industries' Renewable Energy Industry Club.

Under ESB, the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat) serves as the single buyer that sells electricity to the public.

If power companies want to sell electricity produced by renewable resources, they are required to sell it to Egat and state power distribution agencies, which then distribute electricity through their grids to companies and households.

This system does not support peer-to-peer power trade between renewable power producers and business operators, as some factory owners want to buy electricity directly from power companies.

Multinational firms that relocate their production facilities to Thailand need more renewable power as they are committed to reducing carbon dioxide emissions from their businesses, said Natee Sithiprassasana, chairman of the Renewable Energy Industry Club.

Direct electricity sales between clean energy producers and customers are increasingly important as regulations on carbon dioxide emissions keep changing and growing more complex, causing manufacturers to demand a power supply system that can facilitate their shift towards renewable energy, he said. An alternative is adjustment of renewable power policies, said Mr Natee.

Some foreign companies set a goal for carbon neutrality, a balance between carbon dioxide emissions and absorption, by 2035, ahead of the Thai government's time frame of 2050, he said.

Mr Natee said he does not think the ESB system is compatible with changes in companies' power management policies as concerns related to global warming are increasing.

In fact, ESB could weigh on foreign investors considering expansion of their businesses to Thailand, he said.

Mr Natee suggested the government allow companies to buy renewable power directly from producers.

"The state power distribution agencies -- the Metropolitan Electricity Authority and the Provincial Electricity Authority -- can impose a wheeling charge on peer-to-peer power trade," he said.

A wheeling charge refers to a fee collected from the use of the state transmission lines to deliver renewable power.

The government needs to change the ESB policy to serve companies that require more renewable energy, yet remain dependent on the state grid, with almost 70% of electricity supply coming from fossil fuels, said Mr Natee.

Changing the system is not difficult, requiring approval from only the National Energy Policy Council and the cabinet, he said. The ESB was approved by the cabinet in 2003.

Mr Natee suggested the government start piloting peer-to-peer power trade in the Eastern Economic Corridor, which covers parts of Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao.

The Energy Regulatory Commission is testing this type of electricity trade under its sandbox scheme, but it does not cover a large area and is not suited for large businesses, according to a source at the Energy Ministry who requested anonymity.

Peer-to-peer electricity supply is not included in the revised version of the national power development plan, but authorities will discuss this issue next week as part of efforts to promote renewable energy, the source said.

Egat and the state power distribution arms are ready for a partial change to ESB after the EU decided to enforce the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism to better control carbon-intensive manufacturing of imports, said Warit Rattanachuen, assistant Egat governor.
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                                Tourism operators are urging the new tourism minister to resume the plan to collect a 300-baht fee from tourists because it is not considered an obstacle to arrivals.
The Tourism Council of Thailand (TCT) said it plans to discuss the necessity of this project with Sermsak Pongpanich, the new tourism minister, as soon as he takes office.

Surawat Akaraworamat, vice-president of the TCT, said most stakeholders in the industry as well as the Thai Chamber of Commerce agree that initiating this fee collection is important because the tourism development priorities do not have other mechanisms to raise funds.

For instance, he said the Tourism Department has 56 tourism-related standards that operators nationwide should apply to ensure quality of services, but the budget for regulating tourism standards is only 10 million baht per year.

"We have serious problems with safety standards," said Mr Surawat.

"The Tourism Department can set guidelines for each type of tourism service, such as tour buses, restaurants and adventure activities, but it lacks sufficient budget to regulate and audit all operators."

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin recommended freezing the fee collection to pump up the number of tourists, but the TCT believes implementing the levy would not impact the flow of tourists, said Mr Surawat.

Wuthichai Luangamornlert, chief executive of Siam Park City Group, the operator of Siam Amazing Park, said he agrees with collecting the fee.

"The 300-baht fee, which is only US$9-10 for tourists, would definitely not impact the market," said Mr Wuthichai.

"The budget for tourism development is reduced every year, and this should be viewed as a serious problem for our industry."

Sisdivachr Cheewarattanaporn, president of the Association of Thai Travel Agents, said the government should have fee collection methods that do not affect other types of arrivals, as it is not only foreign tourists who enter Thailand.

"In addition to tourists, we also have business travellers required to visit Thailand several times per year," said Mr Sisdivachr.

"The fee collection might be redundant for them."

He said the tourism fund should have clear guidelines for usage, differentiated from other fees that have been implemented, as tourists still have not seen development or improvement of tourism sites for years, such as entry fees for national parks.

Tassapon Bijleveld, executive chairman of Asia Aviation Plc, the majority shareholder of Thai AirAsia, said the Airlines Association of Thailand might pursue setting up a meeting with new finance minister Pichai Chunhavajira to resubmit a proposal asking for a reduction in the fuel excise tax, after a previous attempt failed to obtain a positive response.

He said costs for airlines have risen by 20%, attributed to rising maintenance prices, as there are limited suppliers.

The price of jet fuel, hovering  around US$100 per barrel, is regarded as high for airline operations, said Mr Tassapon.
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                                The new head of IBM Thailand and regional leader for Schneider Electric have sounded off on their visions for Thailand amidst multiple challenges, including geopolitical conflicts, economic obstacles and disruptive technology.
Crafting a strategic plan

"In an uncertain, complex world, the best course of action is to concentrate on what truly matters. Essential for achieving success in both life and business is the ability to focus on the aspects within our control," Anothai Wettayakorn, IBM Thailand's new managing director and technology leader, told the Bangkok Post.

By identifying these elements, crafting a strategic plan, and maintaining a positive outlook, leaders can remain concentrated on what truly counts and effect positive change, said Mr Anothai.

An unprecedented convergence of technologies is driving a new era of discontinuous innovation, and Asia-Pacific as well as Thailand hold enormous possibility, he said.

Artificial intelligence (AI) is one part of this extraordinary convergence of technologies -- including hybrid cloud and quantum computing -- that offers real solutions to challenges facing the country, such as climate change, increased urbanisation, and trade and labour force disruption.

"Generative AI is at a defining moment as it infuses throughout the economy and society, becoming vital for our future prosperity and quality of life," said Mr Anothai.

In Thailand, the generative AI market is projected to grow by 23.5% from 2024 to 2030, resulting in a market volume of US$1.08 billion in 2030, according to global data researcher Statista.

IDC expects at least a quarter of 2,000 global companies to credit their AI capabilities with contributing to more than 5% of their earnings.

It is no surprise that AI investments are likely to continue to grow as around half of Global 2000 firms plan to increase AI spending, viewing it as a strategic imperative.

Mr Anothai said that in the next industrial revolution, making the right investments in this emerging technology and empowering people with skills to work creatively, productively, and responsibly with generative AI will create a multiplier effect for businesses.

But the wrong bets could open the door to data privacy concerns, legal liabilities, and a whole host of ethical issues.

Deepfakes are, for example, one of the most pressing challenges posed by generative AI. As AI becomes powerful and pervasive, responsible AI cannot be an afterthought, Mr Anothai added.

"For IBM, the purpose of AI is to augment -- not replace -- human expertise, judgement, and decision-making. Data and insights generated from data must also belong to their creator, not their IT partner," he said.

Most importantly, powerful new technologies like AI must be transparent, explainable, and free of harmful and inappropriate bias for society to trust them, Mr Anothai said.

While 2023 focused on AI's endless potential and impacts to various aspects of society, in 2024, organisations that want to employ AI to unlock new value and insights, to accelerate discovery or to gain competitive edge have a fundamental responsibility to foster trust in the technology.

"We must ensure AI is trustworthy, fair, transparent, accountable, and aligned with human values. Without responsible AI and AI governance framework, companies won't be able to adopt AI at scale."

[image: ]
Mr Mongkhon says Schneider Electric plays a significant role in assisting organisations with their digital transformation to foster sustainability.



Green Gap

Mongkhon Tangsiriwit, cluster president of Schneider Electric for Thailand, Laos and Myanmar, told the Bangkok Post that the company assists organisations with their digital transformation to foster sustainability.

He cited the company's survey in partnership with Milieu Insight, in which more than 90% of businesses acknowledge that digital transformation is a crucial sustainability driver. Many organisations also focus on energy efficiency as a fundamental component of their sustainable strategies.

About 4,500 business leaders from nine East Asian countries, including 500 respondents from Thailand, were surveyed on their perspectives around sustainability and the environment.

The survey's purpose is to identify the intention-action gap in practising green action among companies in Asia and Thailand. The survey also examined the perceived importance of sustainable business practices and the investment or tangible commitment towards achieving them.

In Thailand, 98% of respondents indicated that their organisations have sustainability plans and objectives; however, only 53% have clearly implemented a comprehensive sustainability strategy, resulting in a "green gap" where 45% of them have not been implemented yet.

Mr Mongkhon said Schneider Electric's portfolio encompasses comprehensive technologies to support clients across various industries, including residential and buildings, data centres, industry, and infrastructure.
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                EXPLAINER: The Customs Department will begin collecting VAT this month on all goods arriving in the country via postal services
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                                Thailand has embraced the digital economy, with trade on foreign online platforms increasing rapidly, disrupting domestic entrepreneurs.
Local businesses are struggling to compete on price, resulting in some fading away. The government was pushed to act by domestic entrepreneurs as cheap Chinese products flooded the market.

Imported goods sold for less than 1,500 baht per package were previously exempt from value-added tax (VAT) and import duties.

Online platforms selling goods from China import a large quantity of low-priced goods in containers, each containing tens of thousands of items.

This poses a significant challenge and it would require a considerable amount of time if each box had to be opened in order to assess the correct rates of tax, as proposed by the Finance Ministry.

This unfair competition prompted the Finance Ministry to recently rule to cancel the value-added tax exemption for low-priced goods.

Starting in May, the Customs Department is collecting VAT for imported goods sent via postal services, regardless of the value of the goods.

Q: Is the practice of exempting tax levies for low-priced goods accepted globally?

According to Theeraj Athanavanich, director-general of the Customs Department, exempting taxes for low-priced goods is a principle adopted by many countries, as they perceive that the importation of low-priced goods from other countries by individuals in the country is unlikely to be carried out for commercial purposes. Therefore, taxes are exempted for low-priced goods, with each country setting different thresholds concerning the value of the goods.

In the case of the US, the country set its threshold for imported low-priced goods at no more than 20,000 baht per item, while Thailand has deemed that low-priced goods are those valued at no more than 1,500 baht per item. The exemption threshold depends on the economic conditions of each country.

E-commerce now plays a significant role in both domestic and international trade. Purchasing a single item such as a shirt from overseas has become increasingly accessible. In the past, such a purchase was difficult due to the high costs involved or a lack of economy of scale.

This type of trade is now impacting domestic businesses, creating unfair competition or a lack of a level playing field because these exempted goods face no tax burden.

Consequently, many countries are starting to impose taxes on low-priced goods, such as Australia, while the US is also considering implementing similar taxes.

Q: How will the VAT collection  operate?

According to Mr Theeraj, the department will allow platforms to declare the price of the imported product and deduct the VAT from that price, then send the tax payment to the Customs Department.

The department already collects VAT for goods valued at more than 1,500 baht apiece.

For individuals who import such goods from abroad and have them sent via a postal service, the Customs Department already has a tax collection system in place.

A tax notification is sent to the recipient's address, stating the tax obligation. The recipient must then make the tax payment to the department before collecting the goods from the post office.

According to Mr Theeraj, during the Covid-19 pandemic, e-commerce trade expanded significantly compared to the years before the pandemic, especially for low-priced imported goods from China transported by trucks.

The statistics for express imported goods (parcel express) -- exempted from tax since 2021 -- imported through Suvarnabhumi Airport Customs Office and Mukdahan and Nakhon Phanom Customs Offices combined, amounted to 40.8 million packages worth 9.84 billion baht.

In 2022, the number increased to 47.1 million packages worth 11.6 billion baht, and the latest data for 2023 reveals an increase to 56.8 million packages worth 17.9 billion baht.

Regarding imports via postal services (all dispatched via Laksi mail centre), there were 4.09 million packages worth 1.14 billion baht in 2021, with the number decreasing to 2.91 million packages worth 895 billion baht in 2022, and further decreasing to 2.11 million packages worth 676 billion baht in 2023.

Mr Theeraj insisted the purpose of the VAT collection is not to increase tax revenue for the government, but rather to promote fairness between domestic and foreign businesses.

Q: Will collecting VAT from cheap imports sent via the postal system level the playing field?

Paul Srivorakul, group chief executive of aCommerce, a leading e-commerce enabler, said the VAT collection ensures that all goods, regardless of origin, are subject to the same tax standards, thus levelling the playing field for local products and domestic businesses. This should also increase government revenue through both import duties and VAT.

However, enforcing the new duties on lower-value goods might introduce complexity in customs processes, potentially slowing down the importation of goods and impacting businesses reliant on imported products, he added.

The e-commerce sector, especially the marketplaces, which benefits significantly from the sales of imported low-value goods may face an impact from the VAT collection on cheap imported goods.

However, the benefits to local SMEs and the Thai economy far outweigh the impact on Chinese e-commerce platforms.

Mr Paul added that Thailand also needs a simplified tax structure, possibly a flat-rate tax model for low-value imports to ease the administrative burden on customs and businesses.

Alessandro Piscini, the founder of CREA, a leading e-commerce enabler, said the tax collection would reduce the gap between local SMEs and Chinese players regarding cross-border products, but he noted that the large China-based factories would most likely continue to have a cost advantage.

Kulthirath Pakawachkrilers, president of the Thai e-Commerce Association, said Thai entrepreneurs who do not import from China should feel better about the issuance of this tax measure. From the perspective of Thai entrepreneurs who trade with China, they should see the tax as an increase in costs.

Ms Kulthirath said that by implementing this VAT policy, related ministries and state agencies should examine the related agreements between Thailand and China as the policy could have some impacts that might affect their bilateral relations.

Q: Is the measure likely to be effective?

Aat Pisanwanich, an independent analyst on international trade, said imposing the 7% VAT on cheap imported goods, mostly from China, might not deter the influx of products because their production costs are significantly lower.

Even with the additional 7% tax, Chinese goods remain cheaper than similar goods produced in Thailand.

According to Mr Aat, relying solely on tax measures is not the ultimate solution to protect domestic producers. It is necessary to complement tax measures with other actions, such as controlling the standards of imported goods to ensure they meet domestic standards or have good agricultural practices (GAP) standards, among others.

He cited Indonesia as a good example of using measures to protect domestic businesses. For instance, if goods are imported at a lower price than domestically produced goods of the same type, a tax must be levied on those imported goods to ensure their selling price is equivalent to domestically produced goods.

At the same time, measures have been taken to prohibit the sale of low-priced goods worth less than 3,500 baht on online platforms. The steps taken in Indonesia have helped reduce the trade deficit with China, whereas Thailand faces the largest trade deficit with China, amounting to 1 trillion baht a year.

He noted that Thailand's significant consideration towards China may be due to various factors, including the country's heavy reliance on China, be it exports, investment inflows, or tourists.

Q: What is the outlook for industries affected by the flood of cheap Chinese goods?

Mr Aat said many industries are being affected by the influx of Chinese goods, particularly the steel industry. Instead of importing steel from China for sale in Thailand, Chinese entrepreneurs are now establishing steel production plants within Thailand by importing raw materials and machinery from China.

The production capacity of a single Chinese-owned steel plant now equals that of all Thai steel producers combined.

Furthermore, they can sell their steel at a lower price. As a result, Thai-owned steel plants currently operate at only 30% capacity because they cannot compete with the prices of Chinese steel. The steel industry serves as a reflection of the broader impact of the inundation of cheap Chinese goods on Thai industries.

He proposed Thailand establish conditions for foreign investment in the way that Indonesia has, which mandates a local content requirement for foreign direct investment.

Mr Aat said if Thailand doesn't implement any additional measures to help Thai entrepreneurs, it is believed that in no more than five years from now, Thai entrepreneurs will completely vanish.

He referred to the situation in which China evidently dominates businesses in Thailand. For example, Chinese traders already control around 70% of fruit sales in Thailand.

If Chinese traders gain complete control over fruit farms in Thailand, Thai traders are unlikely to be able to survive. In fact, he noted that Thai traders are merely the Chinese traders' stooges.
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        Why the economy is heading for a crisis
        I wish I were this good when it comes to picking winning lottery ticket. Just a few days ago, the Ministry of Finance (MOF) lowered its 2024 GDP growth projection from 2.8% to 2.4%, citing blah, blah, blah.

      

      
        World oblivious to risk of all-out war in Africa
        'We could see an all-out war between all the tribes and that is really the doomsday scenario. At this point, it's not unrealistic," the head of an international non-government organisation that is working in Sudan told the Al Jazeera news agency last week. (She asked them to withhold her name to protect her in-country team in North Darfur.)

      

      
        Cabinet conundrum
        Less than eight months into office and Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has decided to reshuffle his cabinet to, in his own words, "put the right man in the right job".

      

      
        Workers' welfare first
        Today's Labour Day celebrations could have been even merrier as the government made a solemn promise over two weeks ago to raise the universal minimum daily wage to 400 baht across the nation.

      

      
        Blinken's diplomatic dance in China
        US Secretary of State Antony Blinken visited China for whirlwind discussions with the People's Republic political grandees in Shanghai and Beijing with the hope of "stabilising the relationship" between both countries. So into the Beijing/Washington political turbulence, Mr Blinken flew to smooth the Sino-American political rivalry, especially over China's military assertiveness towards the South...

      

      
        How elections bring about a cycle of devaluation
        The proposition that major currency devaluations are more likely to come immediately after, rather than before, an election is being tested anew. In the biggest voting year in history, the implications could be far-reaching.

      

      
        Burnout rate shows price of success
        The search for success can be elusive, and possibly nowhere more so than in Singapore, one of the most competitive and overworked places on the planet. Long hours are the norm, a reputation it has built since the island-state gained independence from Malaysia almost 60 years ago and had to carve an identity for itself in an uncertain and scary world.

      

      
        Asean centrality in a changing world
        What is Asean centrality? It can mean different things to different people, but broadly, it can be seen as a regional framework that supports Asean's role as the dominant regional platform to overcome common challenges and engage with external powers.

      

      
        Protect rights of refugees
        Intense fighting between the Myanmar military and rebel factions in the key border town of Myawaddy has driven scores of Myanmar citizens to seek refuge in Mae Sot, Tak province. As such, the state needs to proactively act in order to safeguard the basic human rights of the refugees and national security.

      

      
        Ozone layer recovery offers hope
        There was a time, not so long ago, when the depletion of Earth's ozone layer seemed like an insurmountable challenge. Decades of using harmful chemicals, such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), had threatened to cause irreparable damage to our planet. Without swift action, we faced the risk of climate destabilisation, ecosystem collapse, and the breakdown of our food system. Consequences that were...
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																I wish I were this good when it comes to picking winning lottery ticket. Just a few days ago, the Ministry of Finance (MOF) lowered its 2024 GDP growth projection from 2.8% to 2.4%, citing blah, blah, blah.
The growth projection range is 1.9%-2.9%. But the MOF will not be lonely for long as other economic research houses will soon lower their growth projections as well. For Dr Chartchai, he stands firm on his projection of -1.5% to 1.5% growth for 2024 with a base case of 0.0% growth.

March economic data was released on April 30th which I have not had much time to digest it. However, I intend to do a full review of the quarterly performance in the next article. After a quck look, the March data appear to be much weaker than I expected. Key features are a further decline of 5.1% in manufacturing production, a private consumption index contraction of 0.6%, and a dangerously low level of private credit growth, which expanded merely 1.2%. The credit growth data is important as it indicates a non-functioning banking system.

Because of the weak March economic data, I am not surprised the MOF suddenly adjusted its 2024 growth projection downward. Q1/2024 GDP growth could be less than 1%. Official Q1 GDP data will be released by the National Economic and Social Development Council (NESDC) around mid-May. Prepare for a shock.

Q1/2024 economic performance is important for two reasons. First, it would set the tone for this year's GDP growth. If the 1st quarter GDP growth is low, say around 1%, no one would believe Thailand can achieve annual GDP growth of 2.6%-2.8%.

Even the MOF's 2.4% growth projection would be optimistic. Second, with low Q1 GDP growth and even lower Q2 GDP growth, the risk of an economic crisis in the second half of the year would be prominent due to the low ability to service debts by the Thai corporate sector. Q2's economy is likely to be weaker than Q1, as extreme heat retards economic activities.

Even my fanclub thinks that I am too pessimistic about the economy. They do recognise problems with the Thai economy but with strong tourism income and demand recovering from Covid-19, things will get better and Thailand will soon join other high growth Asean economies, or so the argyment goes. Q1/2024 GDP data, once released, might persuade them to think otherwise.

At the onset on 2023, everybody, World Bank and IMF included, foresaw Thai GDP growth would be around 3.6% to 4% for the year, largely owing to returning foreign tourists. Actual outcome is 1.88% growth. What went wrong? Tourists did increase by 154% from 11 million to 28 million. So what are reasons for low growth?

There are four problems hindering Thailand's economic growth. They are (1) inadequate liquidity, (2) an ultra-high level of bad debt, (3) receding manufacturing production, and (4) increasing competition from China. If these problems are not eliminated or, at least, reduced, Thailand will never get growth beyond 2%.

Adequate liquidity is central to economic growth. Banks need money to expand their loan portfolios. With increased credit from banks, consumers consume more and producers produce more.

In 2020, the Thai monetary system had excess liquidity of 658 billion baht and, consequently, total credit growth, which includes government borrowing, was 4.4%. In March 2024, excess liquidity was 796 billion baht in the red and, consequently, total credit growth dropped to 2%. The only reason why Thai banks could afford to extend credit at a time of negative excess liquidity is they are getting extra liquidity from foreign sources. As of Q4/2023, Thai banks borrowed US$36.4 billion (about 1.3 trillion baht) to support their lending activities.

Unfortunately, domestic credit expansion was not enough to satisfy the liquidity needs of the Thai corporate sector. The corporate sector borrowed $121 billion from abroad on their own. Please note that corporate foreign borrowing is 3.3 higher than that of the banking sector. With severe liquidity constraints and heavy reliance on foreign funding, it would be difficult for me to remain optimistic about the Thai economy. To me, this is a Tom Yum Kung II crisis in the making.

Thailand is famous for bad debts. According to my estimation, based on National Credit Bureau (NCB) data, the level of bad debts in Thailand is 12.6% as of Q4/2023. This figure is in stark contract with the BOT's NPL figure of 2.66%.

I am not in a position to argue whose number is right. I only will say that if NPL is as low as the BOT's figure, Thai banks would not be extremely cautious about credit extension. And private credit growth would not sharply plummet to 1.2%. No one can hide a skeleton in the closet forever. Japan and US ran into a financial crisis when their NPL levels exceeded 5%. With 12.6% real NPL, the Thai financial system, for all intents and purposes, is in bankruptcy stage and will not function properly.

Am I being pessimistic or realistic? Thailand is an over-consumption nation. Over-consumption is the root of all problems. Demand for cash for consumption outpaced supply of cash from income. Therefore, domestic liquidity became inadequate and the economy relied more and more on foreign financing. Uncontrolled consumption-demand created unsustainable debt levels, pushing the household debt to GDP ratio to 91.3%. Theoretically, policymakers can rein in excessive consumption by applying macroeconomic policies of high interest rates and conservative government spending. It is clear the current Thai government is pushing for the opposite policies.

Thailand is also facing an under-production problem. The Manufacturing Production Index was at 108.5 in January 2019 and was 99.9 in January of 2024, a disturbing 8.5% contraction. Inexperienced economists might attribute that to weak demand after Covid. The facts suggest that is not so. Consumption demand grew robustly at 6.2% in 2022 and 7.1% in 2023, compared to average consumption growth of 3.4% before the Covid outbreak. Thai consumers did consume; the problem is they did not consume Thai products.

This leads to the fourth problem: competition from China. There is no need to argue that Chinese products are both cheaper and better. Imports from China rose from 9.3 % of GDP in 2019 to 13.8% of GDP in 2023, causing the trade deficit gap to double from 676 billion baht to 1.295 trillion baht. The situation is likely to get worse in 2024 as China lowers product prices to boost exports. With these four problems of (1) inadequate liquidity, (2) a maddening level of bad debt, (3) shrinking manufacturing sector and (4) intense competition from China, the chances of Thailand escaping a crisis are slim. Call me a pessimist if you like, but at the end the truth shall be revealed as it was in 1997.
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									World oblivious to risk of all-out war in Africa								

															

																'We could see an all-out war between all the tribes and that is really the doomsday scenario. At this point, it's not unrealistic," the head of an international non-government organisation that is working in Sudan told the Al Jazeera news agency last week. (She asked them to withhold her name to protect her in-country team in North Darfur.)
"Doomsday" is a strong word, but the fighting in Sudan is probably already killing more people per day than are dying in the wars in either Ukraine or the Gaza Strip. An estimated nine million people have fled their homes in Sudan since the war began just over a year ago, and severe hunger is already setting in there on a Gaza-like scale.

So why, you might well ask, have you heard so little about it?

"News" has to be about events that people care about, and that is largely a function of distance: the farther away it is, the less important it seems. But there's another factor at work in the relative silence about Sudan: "news" needs to be new. That is, it needs to be different from the normal, the usual, the past. Unfortunately, war in Africa is none of the above.

There are 54 countries in Africa, which means that there are many opportunities for things to go badly wrong. However, there are also fifty countries in Europe, but apart from the Balkans wars of the 1990s and the current war in Ukraine there have been no major wars in the region since 1945.

Africa is very different. In addition to the big war in Sudan right now, the internal war in Ethiopia between Amhara and Tigray states is starting up again. Major Islamist insurgencies are underway in Niger, Mali, Burkina Faso, and Chad, in each case controlling large chunks of the country's territory.

Internal, essentially tribal wars continue in the new country of South Sudan and in various parts of the Democratic Republic of Congo. The English-speaking minority is in revolt in Cameroon, the Islamist al-Shabaab group still holds most of southern Somalia (the north has broken away), and there are Islamist rebels in northern Mozambique.

Eleven countries out of 54, containing more than a quarter of Africa's population, are at war, and mostly they are at war with themselves. There's nothing new, nothing radically different, nothing for outsiders to be surprised by. THAT's why the rest of the world isn't paying much attention -- but why is Africa like this?

Maybe it's because there are at least 75 African languages with more than a million speakers, and probably another hundred with at least a quarter-million. Moreover, only a dozen have more than 20 million speakers. Language is the biggest element in cultural and political identity, so Africa is by far the richest continent in terms of ethnicities and identities.

This is a triumph of sorts, because in Eurasia and the Americas that same spectacular cultural and linguistic diversity was ground down over millennia and finally extinguished by repeated conquest, migration and assimilation.

In Europe, only eight languages now account for 80% of the continent's population. Just two languages, Mandarin and Hindi/Urdu, will enable you to speak to almost half Asia's population. This homogenisation, accomplished mostly by force, did eventually produce long periods of peace over large areas, like the Roman empire or the Ming dynasty in China.

Africa did not take the same road. Iron-working began in Africa at about the same time as in Europe, India and China, but big empires did not follow. African empires did exist, but they came and went relatively fast and never controlled a large part of the continent.

That's why Africa retains so much of its original diversity in language and culture. This is not a "post-colonial problem". Small but frequent wars were the price Africans paid for that rich diversity all through their history, and they are still paying it today.

Since modern communications technologies now make it almost impossible to suppress all those languages and cultures, the only possible solution is to integrate them into broader shared identities. The work has begun, but it will take at least another generation. Meanwhile, lots of wars, mostly internal ones.
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																Less than eight months into office and Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has decided to reshuffle his cabinet to, in his own words, "put the right man in the right job".
Yet the shake-up, which has already resulted in the loss of one prominent cabinet minister, has caused more than a few raised eyebrows.

Foreign Minister Parnpree Bahiddha-Nukara made it clear he was upset about losing his deputy prime minister position in the shake-up.

Removing Mr Parnpree's DPM position is indeed unusual as there is no quota problem that made the change inevitable.

His abrupt resignation is an ill omen for a government in dire need of public support. Mr Parnpree is one of the few ministers in the cabinet to have earned praise from government critics. Indeed, most analysts find the PM's reasons for the shake-up unconvincing. Some believe the ruling Pheu Thai Party is suffering from a lack of unity among its leadership.

His rapid replacement by Maris Sangiampongsa, a retired diplomat close to former premier Thaksin Shinawatra, as foreign minister may make it look like the dust has settled. But in reality there is a bigger problem involving a new face, Pichit Chuenban, an adviser to Mr Srettha and one of Thaksin's lawyers, who joins the cabinet as the PM's Office minister.

Mr Pichit is no stranger to controversy. In 2008, he, together with his two colleagues, was sentenced to six months in jail for contempt of court when he dropped a box of snacks containing two million baht at the Supreme Court, in what was seen as an attempt at bribery.

Mr Pichit then represented Thaksin and his ex-wife, Khunying Potjaman na Pombejra, in the infamous Ratchadaphisek land purchase case. Thaksin was handed a two-year jail term that year. His misdeeds cost him his lawyer's licence. His attempts to reclaim it have been denied.

Mr Pichit's appointment has angered political activists. Networks of activists on Tuesday petitioned the Election Commission (EC) to look into his eligibility, or lack thereof, and forward the matter to the Constitutional Court.

Submitting the petition were Pichit Chaimongkol, leader of the Network of Students and People Reforming Thailand, and Anond Klingkaew, leader of the People's Centre to Protect the Monarchy.

In their opinion, Mr Pichit is unfit to serve in the cabinet under Section 160 of the charter, which covers the moral and ethical standards of a minister. They have asked the charter court to suspend the minister from duty pending a ruling. At the same time, the activists lashed out at Mr Srettha, saying he should not submit the name of a cabinet minister with a dubious background like Mr Pichit for royal endorsement.

They are preparing to petition the National Anti-Corruption Commission to investigate the prime minister for failing to properly verify the qualifications of those who will become cabinet ministers. The activists are adamant cabinet ministers must have high moral standards.

When Mr Srettha formed the government last August, many believed Mr Pichit would be in the first cabinet line-up. But fears of public disappointment prompted his withdrawal from the list. With those petitions, Mr Srettha will find just how hard it could be for his new government to perform efficiently. On top of that, the Pichit factor could put his government in political danger.
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																Today's Labour Day celebrations could have been even merrier as the government made a solemn promise over two weeks ago to raise the universal minimum daily wage to 400 baht across the nation.
However, spirits were dampened after Labour Minister Pipat Ratchakitprakarn abruptly postponed the schedule last Friday.

The government, as it turns out, still has to await the outcome of the tripartite committee meeting on May 14.

Labour Minister Pipat recently admitted that the hike would be implemented on a gradual basis to avoid harshly impacting the economy.

Such hiccoughs have become a pattern when it comes to implementing labour policies under the Srettha Thavisin government.

In fact, this has been characterised so far by the elected parties struggling to realise their pledge to raise the daily minimum wage. In last year's election campaign, the ruling Pheu Thai Party vowed to raise this to 600 baht.

Hiking the daily wage is easier said than done.

In Thailand, the decision to set the amount is made by a tripartite committee comprising representatives of employers, employees and officials, with the use of an approved calculation formula.

Therefore, the government, especially Pheu Thai and PM Srettha who are used to fast and flexible business operations, found itself frustrated after the committee chose not to accommodate its wage hike promise.

The Srettha government spent seven months cajoling and hectoring the tripartite committee to raise wages, with limited success.

To be fair, though, the panel did approve a gradual wage hike. For example, on April 13, the minimum daily wage in 10 tourist areas was raised to 400 baht.

This, of course, prompted workers in other fields to lament the lack of an equal playing field, while many budget or lower-cost hotels complained this would eat into their margins and hurt their business.

Labour experts have also warned the government that it must let the market and the tripartite mechanism determine the true or fair labour costs.

Indeed, there are many things the government and labour ministry should have done better to improve workers' lives.

One labour problem that policy makers and governments often ignore is taking care of the rights of workers who have been laid off or dismissed unfairly. This means the disgruntled former workers must resort to protests or court cases.

The government, especially the labour minister, must order labour officials to provide a sound legal service to ensure laid-off workers are fairly treated and taken good care of.

Another ignored labour issue is pollution in workplaces such as factories. A glaring example is workers at recycling factories in Samut Prakan and Bangkok, who have been exposed to toxic cadmium tailings.

Such hazardous work conditions would not exist if the government had imposed a mechanism to audit workers' health and welfare in risky workplaces. But that is not the case in Thailand. Whenever there is a crisis, the responsible ministries and administrations prefer to pass the buck.

The economic conditions in Thailand may not favour a quick and substantial wage rise. But that does not mean the government can fail to improve workers' lives. The elected political parties must strive to boost the welfare of workers first and foremost.
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									Blinken's diplomatic dance in China								

															

																US Secretary of State Antony Blinken visited China for whirlwind discussions with the People's Republic political grandees in Shanghai and Beijing with the hope of "stabilising the relationship" between both countries. So into the Beijing/Washington political turbulence, Mr Blinken flew to smooth the Sino-American political rivalry, especially over China's military assertiveness towards the South China Sea, Taiwan, the Ukraine war, and naturally two-way trade.
"It was clear coming in that the relationship was at a point of instability," Mr Blinken told a press conference. "And both sides recognised the need to work to stabilise it."

Among the key concerns "shared by a growing number of countries" remains China's "provocative actions to the Taiwan Strait, as well as in the South and East China Seas." Mr Bliken stated. "I discussed the PRC's dangerous actions in the South China Sea, including against routine Philippine maintenance operations... Freedom of navigation and commerce in these waterways is not only critical to the Philippines, but to the US and to every other nation in the Indo-Pacific and indeed around the world."

Significantly, the secretary reaffirmed the US's "one China" policy and stressed the importance of maintaining peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait." He was referring to harassing flights of Chinese military aircraft which circle the self-ruled democratic island of Taiwan, as well as Beijing's baseless territorial claims to islands, shoals and waters in the South China Sea.

On the human rights front, Mr Blinken "raised concerns about the erosion of Hong Kong's autonomy and democratic institution" as well as "ongoing human rights abuses in Xinjiang and Tibet." Was it virtue signalling that the secretary and entourage visited a Tibetan restaurant while in the Chinese capital?

Commercial ties between the US/PRC are huge but still massively favour China through longstanding trade deficits with the US While American exports to China have importantly increased, the trade imbalance last year still reached a whopping $279 billion (10 trillion baht).

A point Mr Blinken made to sceptical Chinese trade officials was to clarify the US stance towards China, namely that the US is not seeking to "contain" China economically. He added, "We are for de-risking and diversifying. That means investing in our own capacities and in secure, resilient supply chains."

Turning to the war in Ukraine, Mr Blinken warned his Chinese counterparts over "our serious concern about the PRC providing components that are powering Russia's brutal war of aggression against Ukraine. China is the top supplier of machine tools, microelectronics, nitrocellulose, which is critical to making munitions and rocket propellants, and other dual-use items".

Later discussions with Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi were described as "candid, substantive and constructive", in other words, not exactly warm and friendly. Mr Wang told Mr Blinken that the United States should respect China's "red lines", namely the PRC's territorial claim over democratic Taiwan as well as "introducing measures to contain China".

Chinese communist leader Xi Jinping, using the grandiose setting of Beijing's Great Hall of the People, acted as a latter-day Emperor in greeting Blinken, telling his American visitor that China and the US should be partners, not rivals, with both countries seeking "mutual success". Mr Xi warned against "vicious competition" between Beijing and Washington over political flashpoints such as Taiwan and the South China Sea.

One area of cooperation remains education, but the balance tilts largely towards Chinese students coming to America. Mr Blinken asserted, "While there are more than 290,000 Chinese students in the United States, there are fewer than 900 Americans studying here in China, and that's a significant drop from a decade ago when we had about 15,000 Americans studying here." Naturally, the Covid-19 pandemic emanating from the Chinese city of Wuhan closed the country to foreign visitors and students.

But China has indeed focused on American education; setting up the dubious Confucius Institutes on many campuses and emerging as a major donor to US universities. According to a survey by the Wall Street Journal, China made $2.3 billion in contracts and grants to over 200 American Colleges between 2012 and 2024.

The rivalry between China and the United States is rooted in profoundly different political systems, not to mention serious trade imbalances and enduring strategic competition in East Asia and the developing world. It's all very complicated.
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									How elections bring about a cycle of devaluation								

															

																The proposition that major currency devaluations are more likely to come immediately after, rather than before, an election is being tested anew. In the biggest voting year in history, the implications could be far-reaching.
Economists will recall the Nobel laureate economist William D Nordhaus's influential 1975 paper "The Political Business Cycle". According to Prof Nordhaus, in the year leading up to an election, governments are more inclined to pursue fiscal and monetary expansion. The idea is that accelerating output and employment growth will boost the incumbent's popularity before the election, with the bill -- in terms of debt troubles and inflation -- coming due only after the vote.

But Prof Nordhaus's seminal paper also predicted a political foreign-exchange cycle. Emerging market and developing economies, he suggested, might seek to prop up the value of their currencies before an election, even if it means spending down their foreign exchange reserves, only to undergo a devaluation soon after.

The theory of the election-devaluation cycle was more fully developed in a series of papers by Ernesto Stein and co-authors. Devaluation might be pursued intentionally, with the incoming government blaming the consequences -- including inflation and, often, economic contraction -- on its predecessor. (Devaluations are so unpopular that a political leader is almost twice as likely to lose office in the six months following one as in normal times.) Or it might be forced on the country in the form of a balance-of-payments crisis.

Recent events appear to support this claim. Consider Nigeria's February 2023 presidential election. The incumbent, who was term-limited, had long used foreign exchange intervention, capital controls, and multiple exchange rates to avoid devaluing the naira. But Nigeria's new president, Bola Tinubu, oversaw a 49% devaluation on June 14, 2023, just two weeks after his inauguration. (This was not enough to restore equilibrium in the balance of payments, and the naira has since plummeted further.)

Turkey offers another example. Before the May 2023 elections, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan famously instructed the central bank to keep interest rates low in order to boost growth and to intervene to support the lira, attracting considerable ridicule for his insistence that the populist policy would reduce soaring inflation. After the vote, the lira was immediately devalued, and it continued to depreciate throughout the year.

Then there is Argentina, which surprised the world by electing Javier Milei in its presidential election last November. Often described as a far-right libertarian, Mr Milei -- who does not represent an established political party -- campaigned on a promise to reduce the government's role in the economy and abolish the central bank's ability to print money.

Two days after his inauguration, Mr Milei devalued the peso by more than half. He has also slashed government spending (for example, on energy subsidies), thereby rapidly achieving a budget surplus, and introduced sweeping pro-business reforms. Though inflation remains very high, the central bank's foreign exchange reserves stopped falling after the devaluation -- an outcome that is consistent with Prof Nordhaus's theory.

A fourth example is Egypt. President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi's control over state institutions and neutralisation of any serious political challenger would have been enough to assure his re-election in last December's election. Nonetheless, Mr Sisi's government postponed unpleasant economic measures until after the vote, even though the economy had been in crisis for some time. The widely expected devaluation of the Egyptian pound (by 45%) -- part of an International Monetary Fund programme that also included the usual unpopular demands for monetary and fiscal discipline -- came on March 6.

Finally, in Indonesia, the rupiah has been depreciating ever since February's contentious presidential election. It neared an all-time low earlier in April. President-elect Prabowo Subianto -- who won the election thanks to the backing of his popular but term-limited predecessor, Joko Widodo -- has not even been inaugurated yet. It is almost as if the departing government is attempting to do Mr Subianto a favour by getting the devaluation out of the way.

Of course, elections do not always bring devaluations. Neither India, where elections are now underway, nor Mexico, which will hold a vote in June, seems to be in need of major exchange-rate adjustment. But the election-devaluation cycle could play out in, say, Bolivia, which is under considerable balance-of-payments pressure, with dwindling international reserves, as it approaches its 2025 presidential election.

One could also imagine this cycle taking hold in Venezuela, where the economy is in shambles owing to long-term mismanagement, and the currency (the bolivar) is chronically overvalued. But just as the government effectively prohibits political challengers -- no major opposition candidates are being allowed to run in this July's presidential election -- it essentially outlaws foreign exchange purchases. As a result, it might be a long time before equilibrium is restored to the foreign exchange market.

Spending foreign exchange reserves is not the only way to fend off a currency devaluation; capital controls or multiple exchange rates can also be employed. But while such measures can enable governments to delay difficult reforms -- especially in a repressive political environment, where leaders are insulated from voters' wrath -- the pressure to adjust to macroeconomic fundamentals is unavoidable. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Jeffrey Frankel, Professor of Capital Formation and Growth at Harvard University, is a research associate at the US National Bureau of Economic Research.
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									Burnout rate shows price of success								
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																The search for success can be elusive, and possibly nowhere more so than in Singapore, one of the most competitive and overworked places on the planet. Long hours are the norm, a reputation it has built since the island-state gained independence from Malaysia almost 60 years ago and had to carve an identity for itself in an uncertain and scary world.
Today, Singaporeans enjoy some of the highest living standards in Asia. But all of this has come at a price. It is also one of the most stressed-out societies. There is a silent epidemic of depression and mental health hiding just under the surface as citizens struggle to balance work, life, family, and their own private aspirations and dreams. Making it can mean huge personal sacrifices.

Some have decided to opt out all together. Ashish Xiangyi Kumar is a 31-year-old retiree. He has a LinkedIn page that is a little different from most of his peers. Under his name and above the prestigious University of Cambridge mention it says, "Happily Free".

He is also a Singaporean success story: Its top Indian student in 2004, and one of the highest scorers in primary school leaving examinations. He studied at one of the most prestigious schools, winning a government scholarship to Cambridge, where he graduated second in his class with a law degree. He came back to Singapore to work in a prized government job, allowing him to earn a decent salary at a very young age. But he told Rice Media accomplishment to him is about more than just good grades, or the right job, or the amount in his bank.

His decision to retire at such a young age has prompted scores of Singaporeans to marvel at the path he has taken. Especially as the government has been raising the official retirement age every year. From 2026, employees can only be asked to retire when they turn 64, all part of a move to progressively increase the retirement age to 65 by 2030.

"Burnout culture is really strong in Singapore," Hykel Quek, a senior writer at Rice Media who interviewed Mr Kumar, told me. "People have been really supportive of what he is doing, but he also acknowledges that he is privileged. He received a government scholarship, has no debt or liabilities, and he's not interested in a romantic relationship or having kids. So this life works for him."

It's not a life that can work for the majority of us. Recent studies show that burnout culture in the city-state is at an all-time high, and much of that is due to the competitive work environment. There is also the stigma of seeking help for mental issues, which adds to the burden of depression and anxiety. Much of this begins from an early age, with expectations of having to outperform at school. Parents often add to the pressure from the education system by giving children tuition classes to increase their chances of getting into a good secondary school and university. It is a weight that continues through their lives, the demands of a society that typically has never rewarded the path less trodden.

Which is why Mr Kumar's story stands out. But the nomadic life he's chosen -- filled with writing, reading, long-distance hiking, and classical music -- is also unrealistic to try and emulate.

Singapore is not unusual in pressure-cooker Asian societies. South Korea and Japan have comparable rates of stress. The Singapore Dream, though, is heavily prescriptive -- anyone choosing a different route is seen as a bit of an anomaly.

The vast majority of Singaporeans get married in their twenties so they can apply for government-subsidised housing, then go on to attempt to have the recommended number of kids, buy a car for a small fortune, and reap the rewards of a conventionally successful life. Except that these days, fewer and fewer are choosing to have children because of how expensive they've become and how stressful it is. As people hit the middle years, they begin to wonder what it's all for. This is often when the dreaded midlife crisis hits, compounded by the feeling of purposelessness, and being stuck in their lives: Looking after young children and ageing parents while trying to strike a balance between work, family, and personal care.

It is an experience I have seen firsthand, juggling an ageing and unwell parent with the demands of raising children in a highly demanding society. The city-state is facing a silent epidemic that needs to be addressed, but many are also reluctant to speak up about their mental health issues because of the stigma around getting treatment. Admitting you need help is considered a weakness in many Asian cultures, and Singapore is no different, although thankfully, this is changing among the younger generations.

The government is trying to improve things by introducing more flexible work and encouraging employers to provide help for those who need it. Talking about mental health and the pressures of working life more openly would help. An acknowledgment that the route to success doesn't have to be linear, and is paved with mistakes, would also aid in changing expectations of what success looks like. Mr Kumar is an outlier -- but his story is one of hope and the path less travelled. More Singaporeans may be tempted to consider it. (c)2024 Bloomberg

Karishma Vaswani is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering Asia politics with a special focus on China.
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									Asean centrality in a changing world								

															

																What is Asean centrality? It can mean different things to different people, but broadly, it can be seen as a regional framework that supports Asean's role as the dominant regional platform to overcome common challenges and engage with external powers.
For citizens of the Asean community, they know its intrinsic value as it has kept the region stable and resilient throughout its more than five decades of existence.

In a fast-changing world, questions are frequently asked about whether the Asean centrality concept should be redefined. Indeed, the concept of Asean centrality was one of the major issues that Asean leaders discussed in the bloc's latest meeting in Hanoi last week.

The discussion on Asean centrality is lively and stimulates questions and even cynicism. At a lunch retreat, Vietnamese scholar Nguyen Hung Son, vice president of the Diplomatic Academy of Vietnam, gave a good account of the evolution of Asean centrality. He said back in the 1980s, when the concept of Asean centrality did not exist, the region was depicted as "flying geese", meaning that member states, such as Singapore, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, had the potential to develop quickly.

In the following decade, Asean was perceived as a "driver" for regional cooperation. Questions were raised about whether it was just a driver and whether the passengers (member states) were setting the direction. No matter what the answer was, Asean would go on to assume that it was in the driver's seat, which helped to drive regional processes. Complaints were also made about there being too many hands on the wheel.

As Mr Son observed, when Asean entered the 21st century, the bloc turned itself into a "central hub"--akin to an airport able to provide navigation and protection services. But when it came to regional issues that required the bloc's reactions or action, Asean was seen as a "talk shop" or the "Nato" (no action, talk only) of Asia.

Today, Asean centrality is recognised for its part in driving high economic growth in the region. But what form will Asean centrality take over the next 20 years?

Asean is currently wrapping up its new Asean Vision 2045, which envisages a bloc that is future-ready, future-proof, nimble, and agile. In the not-too-distant future, it is projected that the Asean region will become the world's third-most populous region and fourth-largest economy, with a fast-growing middle class that will outweigh the ageing population. Moreover, given its diversity and good connectivity, the region will become an innovative society.

Mr Son said he believes that Asean should be bolder in the future. It should become the leading "goose" of growth, a pioneer in green transformation, digital connection and innovative economics. Asean also can be an example of turning contestation and confrontation in the South China Sea into cooperation and connectivity.

In addition, Asean can serve as an example of how to successfully address multiple crises, such as climate change and water and food security in the Mekong region, thus providing solutions to other regions.

On centrality, Mr Son concluded with a proviso that the concept must not make the bloc complacent; Asean, after all, must not shy away from attempting to lead and shape in future.

In retrospect, similar observations were made in 1977 when Asean opened up for dialogue, market access, and assistance with foreign partners.

At that time, Asean officials were only concerned about locations and setting agendas. They insisted all meetings be held in an Asean capital and all agendas fixed by the rotational chair and its members. Back then, the Asean centrality concept was merely a procedural affair.

Subsequent economic cooperation and engagement with the dialogue partners increased the bloc's confidence that its agenda should be further discussed and shared with others. From the 1990s onwards, the bloc has increased Asean-led mechanisms that take in dialogue partners on cooperation on matters related to political/security, economic, social/cultural, and development.

At the 9th East Asia Summit in Nay Pyi Taw in 2014, its key agendas were initiated by the US, especially on global health issues and epidemic disease (Ebola).

Because Asean aims to be the main driving force in the region and prevent any hegemony from outside, active engagement from dialogue partners such as the Asean Regional Forum, the East Asia Summit, and the Asean Defence Ministerial Meeting is a must. Luckily, Asean is not a military grouping; it only promotes peace-making and peace-keeping. It has never weaponised conflicts, near or far.

Today, Asean centrality has already gained traction as the great powers, particularly the US, China and EU, continue to woo Asean.

During the first special Asean-US summit in California in February 2016, the Obama administration, for the first time, openly supported the Asean centrality and Asean-led mechanism in the evolving regional architecture. Other dialogue partners such as China, Japan, South Korea, India, Australia and New Zealand have long accepted Asean centrality as a pivotal tool for forging closer cooperation and partnership between the bloc and dialogue partners.

To make Asean centrality sustainable and relevant, its members' governments and their lawmakers must show goodwill and implement all Asean agreements and policies in a way that only promotes the bloc's centrality.

Meanwhile, younger generations also need to be exposed to Asean affairs in a more holistic way, not fragmented as it is currently. For instance, the region's school children should be able to sing the Asean Way, the bloc's anthem. Activities and programmes promoting the Asean identity and strengthening the sense of belonging should be encouraged.

With its convening and convincing power, Asean centrality 2.0 can go global and create a milestone, especially the efforts to build a better and peaceful world.

Taking advantage of the current situation, with the ongoing desire of the US-China to improve their strained relationship, Asean could provide a neutral venue for them or, for that matter, any conflicting parties to exchange views and mend their relationship because the bloc does not take sides.
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									Protect rights of refugees								
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																Intense fighting between the Myanmar military and rebel factions in the key border town of Myawaddy has driven scores of Myanmar citizens to seek refuge in Mae Sot, Tak province. As such, the state needs to proactively act in order to safeguard the basic human rights of the refugees and national security.
While the government has repeatedly promised to provide humanitarian aid to those affected by the fighting without discrimination, doubts about the government's commitment emerged when over 2,000 vulnerable refugees from Myanmar were sent back to the conflict-stricken country following news that Myawaddy had fallen to rebel forces.

The premature repatriations highlight the gap between official rhetoric and action.

Despite the losses, the Myanmar military is showing no signs of giving up control over Myawaddy due to its strategic importance as a border trade hub. Last week, the junta deployed jets to flush out rebel fighters in the area out of hiding. But the conflict is unlikely to end any time soon, and until then, the refugees will continue to flock to Mae Sot in search of safety.

The fighting in Myanmar has undergone a significant change since it started. Initially, violent conflict was sporadic, so refugees could return as soon as the fighting died down. These days, the battles are intense and prolonged, with no end in sight. As a result, the economy has collapsed, and the education system is in ruins.

Consequently, hundreds of thousands of people are looking toward Thailand for safety, employment, and education.

However, Thailand has just five designated temporary shelters, which are only able to accommodate about 3,000 refugees.

The influx of refugees has also overwhelmed Mae Sot Hospital, triggering a medical emergency response and prompting Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to form a special committee to oversee the situation.

The committee needs to acknowledge the reality of the situation and refrain from sweeping the problem under the carpet.

These refugees know they will be here for a while, so they brought their family members over, along with whatever resources they could scrabble together to invest in their future. Outside the shelters, many are staying with relatives who came earlier to Mae Sot as they search for employment.

As a result, the economy in Mae Sot is thriving despite the national economic downturn.

The government must stop pretending that these refugees do not exist. If their goal is ensuring national security, forcing hundreds of thousands of refugees underground definitely won't do them any good. Instead, these refugees need to be registered so they can access support while they wait for the situation in Myanmar to improve or move on to another country.

Working-age refugees should be permitted to work, while children and youths should be allowed to enrol in Thai schools because, under Thai law, all children have the right to education, regardless of nationality.

Despite being in effect since 2005, the law still faces numerous barriers due to ethnic prejudice. Many schools, including those in Mae Sot, still refuse to accept the children of migrants and refugees. They must face disciplinary action for violating the law and children's rights.

Only by acknowledging the hundreds of thousands of refugees will the government be able to achieve its goal of protecting national security.
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									Ozone layer recovery offers hope								

															

																There was a time, not so long ago, when the depletion of Earth's ozone layer seemed like an insurmountable challenge. Decades of using harmful chemicals, such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), had threatened to cause irreparable damage to our planet. Without swift action, we faced the risk of climate destabilisation, ecosystem collapse, and the breakdown of our food system. Consequences that were once almost unthinkable became painfully real.
But then, the most remarkable thing happened: humanity united to protect the ozone layer. Heeding the warnings of Nobel laureate scientists Paul Crutzen, Mario Molina, and Sherwood Rowland, whose research underscored the severity of the threat, we did not ignore or dismiss the scientific evidence, nor did we bury our heads in the sand and claim that the challenge was too daunting. Instead, the global community recognised the urgent need for collective action.

By harnessing scientific knowledge, entire industries have been transformed, and equitable policies have been put in place to shield countries that did not contribute to the problem. Thanks to the Montreal Protocol, ratified by 197 countries, nearly 99% of ozone-depleting substances have been phased out. This includes the reduction and replacement of CFCs, which has slowed climate change by at least a decade.

The successful global effort to protect the ozone layer should serve as a beacon of hope for all of us. It is one of humanity's greatest environmental achievements, showing what we can achieve when we act together with commitment, respect, and determination.

But it can also serve as a warning. A 2023 study by Johan Rockstrom and 28 other leading climate scientists revealed a startling new reality, underscoring the need to adopt a collaborative approach to protecting the planet before it is too late.

The planetary boundaries model, introduced by Prof Rockstrom and others in 2009, provides a useful framework for assessing the planet's health. It identifies nine interconnected factors -- including climate, freshwater availability, biodiversity, and land use -- that are crucial for the planet's stability and habitability. In their recent study, Prof Rockstrom and his co-authors found that six of these nine boundaries have already been breached, putting Earth on a dangerous course that undermines the planet's resilience and jeopardises human well-being. Notably, the ozone layer is the only area showing signs of improvement.

Given that Earth functions as an interconnected system, we cannot solve one problem without addressing the others. Despite being aware of the critical role of planetary boundaries in preserving our Earth's habitability, we have not acted decisively enough to halt our slide toward catastrophe.

For example, we know that more than a million species are on the brink of extinction, potentially triggering the collapse of entire ecosystems. We also know that nitrogen and phosphorous runoff leads to the proliferation of toxic algae blooms in oceans and freshwater systems, thereby breaching the biogeochemical flow boundary. Similarly, tolerating dangerous levels of chemical pollution and allowing our children to ingest microplastics compromise the life-support systems necessary for humanity's survival.

To restore Earth's stability, governments must recognise the need to respect the nine planetary boundaries. This requires a steadfast commitment to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and protecting biodiversity and water resources. Moreover, our chances of success increase exponentially when we cooperate: if the international community can unite as it did when it agreed to repair the ozone layer, there is hope.

But first, we must heed the advice of indigenous peoples and local communities and listen to what nature is telling us. Despite making up less than 5% of the global population, indigenous communities act as the planet's wise custodians, protecting at least one-quarter of the world's land and seas and 80% of its biodiversity.

To advance this approach, we have joined forces with Planetary Guardians, an independent collective of global leaders, scientists, and environmental advocates championing the planetary boundaries model. Our goal is to promote its adoption as a framework for assessing and guiding collective climate action.

By bringing together leaders from various countries, industries, age groups, genders, and cultures, Planetary Guardians aims to leverage our diverse backgrounds and experiences to find solutions to protect the planet. While our planet's resources are finite, there is no limit to human ingenuity and our capacity for solving complex problems. The real question is what Earth we wish to leave to future generations.

To be sure, there are no simple answers or quick fixes. Our future hinges on the steps each of us is willing to take. But in saving the ozone layer, we have already shown that taking swift, informed, collective action can facilitate the changes needed to sustain human life on Earth. (c) 2024 Project Syndicate




Robert Redford, co-founder of the Redford Center, is an actor, director, and producer. Xiye Bastida, a climate justice activist from the Otomi-Toltec indigenous community in Central Mexico, is an organiser with Fridays For Future and Co-Founder of the Re-Earth Initiative.
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        Microsoft pledges $2.2bn in AI investment in Malaysia
        KUALA LUMPUR - Microsoft Corp will invest US$2.2 billion to build digital infrastructure in Malaysia, the latest in a series of big-ticket bets on Asia's rising prominence as a technology market.

      

      
        Decoding the past
        Just as how hieroglyphics on pyramid walls indicate a pictorial writing system in ancient Egypt and how the cuneiform led to the evolution of languages in ancient Middle East, the Ram Khamhaeng Inscription underscores the development of the Thai alphabet during the Sukhothai period. At the National Museum Bangkok, visitors now have a chance to view and learn how to read it.

      

      
        Sweet treats at Siam Paragon Tropical Fruit Parade 2024
        The best and freshest fruits sourced from over 30 top orchards across the country will be presented during Siam Paragon Tropical Fruit Parade 2024, which will take place at Parc Paragon of Siam Paragon, from May 6-15.

      

      
        Two chefs unite for a special dinner
        Chef Bank of Aromkwan, who shares a mutual love of smoke, charcoal and open-flame cooking, will join hands with chef Shane of Quince Bangkok for the "Quince x Aromkwan: Inferno" dinner, at Quince on Soi Somkid, Phloenchit Road, on May 16 at 5pm.

      

      
        Discover the finest chocolate creations at CentralWorld
        After a successful debut last year, Thailand Craft Cocoa is back to please chocolate and cocoa lovers with a variety of "craft at heart" cocoa products at the Eden Zone and Central Court, 1st floor of CentralWorld, Ratchadamri Road, from today until May 8.

      

      
        Nakhon Sawan honours Chinese deities
        The annual Chao Mae Thapthim-Chao Pho Chao Mae Takhli Festival is back in Nakhon Sawan and runs until Sunday at the Chao Mae Thapthim Shrine in Takhli district. Throughout the day, pilgrims and tourists can worship Chinese deities for prosperity, success and fortune.

      

      
        Government salutes AI industry
        The government is moving to fully embrace and support the artificial intelligence (AI) industry and pave the way for digital infrastructure in the future, according to Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.

      

      
        New movies out this week: May 1-7
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        New releases for your streaming pleasure: May 1-7
        Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!

      

      
        Exhibition explores the duality of flowers
        Art viewers are invited to ponder the journey of beautiful flowers during "Yummy Rose", which will kick off this Saturday and run daily from 11am to 8pm until July 21, at Hop Photo Gallery, 3rd floor of Seacon Square, Srinakarin Road.
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									Microsoft pledges $2.2bn in AI investment in Malaysia

									
								

								KUALA LUMPUR - Microsoft Corp will invest US$2.2 billion to build digital infrastructure in Malaysia, the latest in a series of big-ticket bets on Asia's rising prominence as a technology market.
								The company plans to spend the money over four years, constructing infrastructure for its cloud computing and artificial intelligence (AI) services, Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Satya Nadella said during a visit to Kuala Lumpur Thursday. It will also give AI training to 200,000 people in Malaysia and work with the government to boost the nation's cybersecurity capabilities.

Microsoft is vying with the likes of Alphabet Inc, Amazon.com Inc and Alibaba Group Holding Ltd to win over businesses in Southeast Asia, a fast-digitising region of more than 650 million people. Tech companies are expanding their operations in Malaysia and nearby countries such as Singapore, diversifying beyond China to reduce geopolitical risks amid tensions between Beijing and Washington.

"We are committed to supporting Malaysia's AI transformation and ensure it benefits all Malaysians," Nadella said at the end of a whistle-stop tour of three countries in the region. In Kuala Lumpur, he met Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim before addressing business leaders and developers at a company event.

The investment is the biggest by Microsoft in its 32 years in Malaysia and underscores Microsoft's effort to emerge as a winner in Asia. Nadella has pledged at least $7 billion to build out the company's services from Japan to India, while touting AI as a growth engine and prodding countries to boost investment in the technology.

In Malaysia, the southern Johor Bahru region -- connected by a causeway to Singapore -- is emerging as one of Asia's rising AI data centre hotspots. Nvidia Corp last year teamed up with local utility YTL Power International Bhd. to build a $4.3 billion AI data centre park in the area.

AI adoption is still nascent in Southeast Asia but has the potential to add about $1 trillion to the region's economy by 2030, with Malaysia capturing about $115 billion of that, according to a report by consulting firm Kearney.

Microsoft this week said it will train a total 2.5 million people in AI skills in Southeast Asia by 2025. About 680,000 developers in Malaysia used the Microsoft-owned coding platform GitHub platform in 2023, a 28% annual increase.

Earlier during his trip, Nadella announced a $1.7 billion investment in Indonesia and an undisclosed amount in Thailand in similar efforts to build out AI cloud and digital infrastructure. As part of the Thailand outlay, Microsoft plans to invest about $1 billion for a new data centre in Thailand, the Bangkok Post reported.

[image: ]
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, left, welcomes Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella and presides over the "Exclusive Networking Lunch Microsoft Build: AI Day" at Santi Maitree Building in Government House, Bangkok, on Wednesday. (Photo courtesy of Government House)
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									Decoding the past

									Explore the Kingdom's rich history at 'Priceless Documents Of Siam'
								

								Just as how hieroglyphics on pyramid walls indicate a pictorial writing system in ancient Egypt and how the cuneiform led to the evolution of languages in ancient Middle East, the Ram Khamhaeng Inscription underscores the development of the Thai alphabet during the Sukhothai period. At the National Museum Bangkok, visitors now have a chance to view and learn how to read it.
								This long weekend, those looking to indulge their wanderlust can pretend to be treasure seekers and discover the "Priceless Documents Of Siam" exhibition, which is on view until June 30 to mark National Cultural Heritage Day.

It boasts more than 200 historical pieces from the National Library of Thailand, the National Archives of Thailand and the Office of Literature and History, using different materials and techniques to chronicle Thailand's rich cultural legacy and history.

"Everyone who has studied history is acquainted with these records, particularly the Bowring Treaty. This exhibition features significant documents with original content that traces the development of Thai writing, reading and alphabet," said Sutheera Satayaphan, a literature expert at the Office of Literature and History.

"In fact, antique manuscripts like stone inscriptions, samut Thai [folding khoi paper manuscripts] and samut bai lan [palm-leaf manuscripts] are housed at the National Library of Thailand. The National Archives of Thailand has preserved a collection of crucial documents, including letters from the royal family members and official government documents, while the Office of Literature and History has studied and reproduced the original literary works to better educate people."

The exhibition can be divided into six zones, with the entry area serving as a prologue to the timeline of the global evolution of languages, culture and civilisations such as Egyptian hieroglyphics and Ban Chiang three-legged pottery in Thailand.

[image: ]
The Ram Khamhaeng Inscription marks a significant milestone in the development of the Thai alphabet.



To provide more information on the history of Thailand from the Sukhothai period to the political and administrative reforms during the reign of King Rama V, the Insight Siam From The Scripts zone takes visitors back in time when King Mongkut was ordained as a monk and went on a pilgrimage to the ancient town of Sukhothai where he discovered the King Ram Khamhaeng Inscription at Noen Prasat. This siltstone inscription was written in traditional Thai and was designated as a Memory of the World Register by Unesco in 2003.

The transition from the Sukhothai to Ayutthaya eras is visible to visitors. An enormous statue of Phra Buddhatrairattananayok, also known as Luang Pho To, was constructed 26 years before Ayutthaya was declared the capital city, and its splendour continued until the reign of King Naresuan the Great, according to The Ayutthaya Chronicle: Luang Prasoet Aksonnit's Version.

Composed by Prince Dhammathibet in 1736, Nandopanandasutra Kham Luang No.120 is the sole manuscript using the simplified Thai alphabet to reflect the Buddhist influence in the late Ayutthaya period. It recounts a battle between Moggallana and the naga king Nandopananda utilising three different ink colours -- red for Khmer characters, black for simplified Thai characters and gold for important phases.

The Manuscripts Of Urangadhatu narrate the legend of Phra That Phanom with Tham Isan characters, which was formerly used in northeastern provinces of Thailand and Laos. Listed as a Unesco Memory of the World Register last year, it illustrates how people learned to weave together several folktales to build myths honouring their hallowed sites.

[image: ]
Nandopanandasutra Kham Luang No.120 was written by Prince Dhammathibet during the Ayutthaya period.



"This document takes us back on a linguistic journey that began in Pallava, South India, to the ancient Khmer empire and Myanmar. In Thailand, the Northeast used Tham Isan characters, while the Central Region embraced Khmer and the North employed Lanna letters for religious purposes," Sutheera added.

The Manuscripts Of Ramakien Epic Volume 117 were written during the reign of King Rama I to serve as a screenplay for lakhon nai (a traditional court dance drama). It used mural painting techniques to depict each character and their respective roles in each scene.

Another noteworthy item is the Manuscript Of Phra Horathibodi's Chindamani, which was reproduced in 1782 by royal scribes at the Grand Palace. Written in the first year of the Bangkok era, this ancient manuscript on Thai orthography and poetics influenced modern textbooks during the educational reform.

In the Ancient Cartography And Provincial Seals zone, visitors can study how people lived in each region and how the country changed from the Ayutthaya to Rattanakosin periods through historical maps.

Initially, cartography was used for religious purposes. For example, the Kalapana Map (Land Donation Map) of Sathing Phra Peninsula in the Ayutthaya period depicts the areas under Wat Pha Kho's authority. In Phang Yang and Sathing Phra, this pictorial manuscript illustrates 250 locations, 63 temples, 70 villages, 11 ponds and 23 canals that showcase traditional southern architectural styles.

[image: ]
Three Seals Law No.41 was revised during the reign of King Rama I.



Based on European concepts, the first maps during the reign of King Rama V were designed to be used for road construction in Bangkok, the installation of telegraph cables, navigation and maritime defence before expanding to include field surveys to gather topographic data. For instance, the Map of Sampheng Sub-district was made in 1906 to show Bangkok's commercial area in a scale of 1:1000.

The Thai Historical Laws And Treaty Documents zone provides significant examples of how Thai society evolved, how laws were notably transformed and how Siam built relations with other countries during the Rattanakosin era. On display is the Three Seals Law No.41, which King Rama I revised in 1805 to establish a national code law. It was in operation until the legal system was reformed during the reign of King Rama V.

Known as the Bowring Treaty, the original Treaty of Friendship and Commerce between Great Britain and Siam was signed in 1855 by Sir John Bowring on behalf of Queen Victoria, and five Siam plenipotentiaries on behalf of King Mongkut and King Pinklao.

In addition, a copy of the treaty is available for visitors to open and read, encompassing provisions on assurance of friendship, commerce facilitation, judicial matters, criteria for establishing a consulate, zoning for foreigners' habitation as well as rights on land rental or utilisation, merchant ship regulations and customs tariff.

[image: ]
The Treaty of Friendship and Commerce between Great Britain and Siam, signed in the reign of King Rama IV.



Visitors can also find the Slavery Abolition Act and Types of Slaves in Siam, Monthon Burapha (eastern province) and Monthon Phayap (northwestern province), which took effect in 1874 and affected the purchase price for child slaves to be reduced annually as they grew up, ranging from the age of eight to 20. The Act applied to all children who were born to slave parents starting from 1868.

The Beginning Of Printing In Siam zone highlights Siam's shift from traditional writing techniques to cutting-edge printing technology. The first obstetrics medical textbook, entitled Khamphi Khantha Raksa (Treatise On Midwifery), was written by American missionary Dr Dan Beach Bradley who arrived in Siam during the reign of King Rama III.

Later, King Rama IV founded the royal printing house Rong Akson Phimphakan in the Grand Palace with an aim to spread news and legal regulations across the country. There, the Ratchakitchanubeksa (Royal Gazette) was produced and distributed free of charge to various locations every 15 days.

Taking a step further, the Plans Of Civilization zone showcases Siam's modernisation through a sketch of Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall, which blends traditional Thai and 19th century European styles. Another highlight is Dusit Palace's Furniture Books, which were created by London's Maple & Co on King Rama V's order.

[image: ]
The Bangkok Recorder was published in 1844.



The journey comes to a close in the Beautiful Memories And Reminiscences zone, where visitors can observe how Western culture was incorporated into everyday Thai society like sending postcards, writing letters, using imported fragrances and smoking cigars.

On view is a collection of postcards Prince Mahidol sent to King Rama VI, correspondence between Prince Damrong Rajanubhab and Prince Narisaranuvattiwongse, and vintage perfume labels with portraits of Rama V.

The "Priceless Documents Of Siam" exhibition is on view in Siwamokkhaphiman Throne Hall, National Museum Bangkok, until June 30. It's open Wednesday to Sunday from 9am to 4pm. Admission is 30 baht for Thais and 200 baht for foreigners. Find out more details, call 02-224-1333 or visit facebook.com/nationalmuseumbangkok.
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Ratchakitchanubeksa (Royal Gazette).
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Plans for Phya Thai Palace, constructed in 1909.
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Postcards from royal family members.



[image: ]
A collection of antique perfume labels.
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Kalapana Map (Land Donation Map) of Sathing Phra Peninsula from the Ayutthaya period.
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A Koran from 1754.
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The Manuscripts Of Urangadhatu recount the story of Phra That Phanom.
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The Provincial Seals.
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The Manuscript Of Phra Horathibodi's Chindamani was reproduced in 1782.
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Traibhumikatha (The Story Of The Three Planets Of Existence).
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Sam Kok Volume 96 was one of the first novels translated during the reign of King Rama I.
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The Ayutthaya Chronicle: Luang Prasoet Aksonnit's Version captured many important events.
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									Sweet treats at Siam Paragon Tropical Fruit Parade 2024

									
								

								The best and freshest fruits sourced from over 30 top orchards across the country will be presented during Siam Paragon Tropical Fruit Parade 2024, which will take place at Parc Paragon of Siam Paragon, from May 6-15.
								The much-anticipated fruit festival is a chance to try varieties of durian, ranging from musan king durian wrapped in luxurious pure food-graded gold flakes to durian grown with brackish water in Chanthaburi, chanee Koh Chang durian from Trat, volcanic durian from Khao Kitchakut of Chanthaburi, ochee durian, long laplae and lin laplae durian from Phitsanulok, Nonthaburi durian and many species of benjaphan durian.

They will be accompanied by a handpicked selection of the season's top quality fruits including Sam Roi Yot golden pineapple, classic Thai mangoes like okrong and nam dok mai, Khao Khiri Wong mangosteen, daeng suriya jackfruit, Khlong Hat rose apple, Koh Sukon watermelon and fragrant coconut.

Also available will be a delectable array of fruit-derived treats and refreshing beverages including tamarind slurpee, mango rolls, mango paste jelly, premium organic watermelon smoothie, durian with sticky rice and cream cheese coconut sauce, cold-pressed soursop juice, mon thong durian coffee, and ice cream in various flavours and designs.

Prepare for a buy-1-get-1-free session which will run daily from noon to 1pm and again from 5pm to 6pm.

Highlights of the festival will be the all-you-can-eat durian and tropical fruit  buffet featuring a wide variety of durian like mon thong, chanee, phuangmanee, nok yip and other benjaphan durian varieties, along with a symphony of seasonal fruits.

There will be seven rounds a day, each lasting for 60 minutes, priced at 990 baht per round.

Visit facebook.com/siamparagonshopping or call 02-610-8000.
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									Two chefs unite for a special dinner

									
								

								Chef Bank of Aromkwan, who shares a mutual love of smoke, charcoal and open-flame cooking, will join hands with chef Shane of Quince Bangkok for the "Quince x Aromkwan: Inferno" dinner, at Quince on Soi Somkid, Phloenchit Road, on May 16 at 5pm.
								The evening is set to be a fun and indulgent feast which will draw inspiration from both restaurants and be stacked with flavourful bites.

However, it's not just about the food but the experience. It's about gathering with friends, sharing stories and making memories over plates piled high with goodness.

In true Aromkwan fashion, this meal will be accompanied by chef Bank's trademark performative flair. Anyone who has had a meal at the restaurant will be aware of the show in store for guests on this special night.

[image: ]
Chef Bank, left, and chef Shane. (Photos courtesy of Quince Eatery)



This special sharing menu is best enjoyed with family and friends. All pre-bookings will receive a complimentary welcome cocktail or mocktail designed by Quince's talented bar team especially for this event.

Wine Garage will also have their fingerprint at this event and provide a fun and energetic selection of special wines by the glass and bottle, chosen carefully to match the energy of dishes being served.

Seating starts at 6pm and will go until late. The fee is 2,900 baht per person.

For bookings, call 094-868-2639 or email sirihouse@farandolegroup.com.
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									Discover the finest chocolate creations at CentralWorld

									
								

								After a successful debut last year, Thailand Craft Cocoa is back to please chocolate and cocoa lovers with a variety of "craft at heart" cocoa products at the Eden Zone and Central Court, 1st floor of CentralWorld, Ratchadamri Road, from today until May 8.
								Held to support the community of Thai cocoa lovers for a second year, the festival is an opportunity to indulge in drinks made from quality cacao beans from plantations throughout the country.

Among the famous chocolate cafes ready to serve award-winning items will be Sakulthai Chocolate, winner of the Gold Prize Craft Drink from the International Chocolate Award 2024, whose cocoa is sourced from a farm in Surin; and AfterChoc.Chocolate whose Si-Da, a chocolate drink with guava juice and smooth foaming texture, won the XOCO Craft Brewer Championship 2023.

Also participating are Yayaz Chocolat, which presents 100% vegan chocolate from cocoa farms in northern Thailand; and Siamaya, a well-known chocolate brand from Chiang Mai which offers a new experience in its signature Thai Bullet Chili, an exotic homemade dark chocolate.

[image: ]
Cocoa cocktail by Creating Brew Lab. Central Pattana



Other highlights are premium cognac-filled chocolate from Cocoa XO by Centara Grand, as well as craft cocoa from two Filipino brands -- Kokomo Cordillera Chocolate and Theo and Philo Artisan Chocolates.

At this year's special Bar Take Over zone craft cocoa drinks are served under a different concept each day. Prepare to sip creative cocoa cocktails presented under the "Cocoa Mixologist" concept by Creating Brew Lab brand, and unique Thai chocolate drinks under the "Cacao Ceremony" concept by Kokomary.

The week-long event also features special activities by "Craftmunity", allowing visitors to sample craft cocoa from 15 plantations across Thailand. Special discounts and promotions will be available for The 1 cardholders and AIS clients.

After this festival, lovers of Thai cocoa can shop for more items at the Craft Cocoa Village which will be held at three locations -- Central Lardprao from Aug 15-21, Central Rama IX from Sept 23-29, and Central Westville from Dec 26  to Jan 6.

Visit campaign.centralpattana.co.th/thailandcraftcocoa2024 or facebook.com/CentralWorld.
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Si-Da by AfterChoc.Chocolate. Central Pattana
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Cocoa XO from Centara Grand. Central Pattana
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A chocolate drink from Kokomary. Central Pattana
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Thai Bullet Chili by Siamaya. Central Pattana
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Sakulthai Chocolate. Central Pattana
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									Nakhon Sawan honours Chinese deities

									
								

								The annual Chao Mae Thapthim-Chao Pho Chao Mae Takhli Festival is back in Nakhon Sawan and runs until Sunday at the Chao Mae Thapthim Shrine in Takhli district. Throughout the day, pilgrims and tourists can worship Chinese deities for prosperity, success and fortune.
								When night falls, the temple ground will turn into an entertainment venue complete with lion and dragon dances, a traditional Chinese opera, cultural performances by students and concerts from well-known artists as well as hundreds of stalls selling a variety of street food and products.

Visit facebook.com/thailandfestival or facebook.com/jaomaetubtimtakli.

[image: ]
Sea Life Bangkok.



Sea Life Bangkok offers deals to KTC Proud members

As part of its Jellyfish Universe campaign, Sea Life Bangkok has joined hands with Krungthai Card (KTC) to launch the Fun package for KTC Proud cash card members until May 31. It includes admission to Sea Life Bangkok and a 4D movie ticket for 650 baht (Monday to Friday), and 700 baht (Saturday to Sunday and public holidays).

The aquarium boasts a gigantic underwater tunnel that allows visitors to view a wide range of aquatic animals against the backdrop of coral reefs. The rainforest zone features a variety of exotic insects, including Asian forest scorpions and hissing cockroaches, while the frozen land is home to a colony of penguins.

At the 4D movie theatre, visitors can wear VR glasses and experience the splendour of the ocean while taking a glass-bottom boat ride. Following that, they can engage in a Shark Dive behind-the-scenes tours to see the feeding of sharks, stingrays, penguins, small short-clawed otters, seahorses and tigerfish.

Those signing up for an annual membership for weekday visits will get a 200 baht discount. It is priced at 890 baht for children and 990 baht for adults. Additionally, KTC credit cardholders will receive up to 12% cash back upon spending at Sea Life Bangkok or redeeming KTC Forever points equal to the amount spent.

Visit ktc.co.th.

[image: ]
Qin Shi Huang Mausoleum in Xi'an, China.



Travel to China with Trip.com

For those visiting China, there are more choices available on the online travel site Trip.com. In Xi'an, it provides exclusive offers, opportunities for guided tours and information about the rich history of the Emperor Qinshihuang's Mausoleum Site and Terracotta Warriors.

In Shanghai, the site has collaborated with China Eastern Airlines for the "Beyond Shanghai: Experience China" campaign to offer travellers who book flights to Shanghai a complimentary domestic flight in mainland China.

In collaboration with Air China, Trip.com also offers travellers from the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, Spain and Switzerland a complimentary extra flight within China when they book a single round-trip ticket to the country as part of the "Explore China" campaign.

To enhance convenience for visitors to China, the site has also added a China Travel Guide to provide easy-to-follow guidelines and instructional videos on a wide range of topics, including internet connection, payment options, entry requirements, transportation and more.
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									Government salutes AI industry

									Nation 'ready for the future', PM says
								

								The government is moving to fully embrace and support the artificial intelligence (AI) industry and pave the way for digital infrastructure in the future, according to Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.
								"Today, no one can deny that AI is one of the most transformative forces we have witnessed in this decade," he said at the launch of the "Microsoft Build: AI Day Event" held at Queen Sirikit National Convention Centre (QSNCC) in Khlong Toei district on Wednesday.

"AI has certainly changed many aspects of our lives, workplaces and how we do business today, and we are glad to assure you that Thailand is now ready for AI and the government is moving to fully support the AI industry in this country. Our digital infrastructure is ready for the future,'' he added.

Around 2,000 developers and business and technology leaders attended the event.


	Related: Microsoft to build first data centre in Thailand



Mr Srettha said Thailand ranks among the countries with the strongest internet and digital infrastructure in the region, including broadband internet, mobile connectivity, fifth generation (5G) infrastructure and an international submarine cable network.

The "Ignite Thailand" vision, launched in February, demonstrated the government's commitment and clear path to transform Thailand into a regional hub in eight key industries, Mr Srettha said.

This includes digital economy, tourism, wellness and medical, food, aviation, future automotive, and finance. An important part of this vision is to turn Thailand into a "digital economy hub" of the region, if not the world. This vision involves attracting high-tech industries of the future, and also nurturing a secure digital ecosystem, including infrastructure providers and developers, he said.

Since he took office last September, Mr Srettha said the government has implemented several key policies, both short-term and long-term, to strengthen Thailand's competitiveness and enhance the country's global stature.

At the national level, the second phase of the national AI strategy and action plan for the period of 2024-2027 are being pushed forward. This is to further harness the power of AI and cloud computing in the country by implementing projects to strengthen AI ecosystem, he said.

Mr Srettha went on to say that Thailand's Board of Investment (BOI) has placed the digital industry among the strategic options for investment. This encompasses a comprehensive investment incentive package, crafted to help foster digital-related activities.

In addition, the government is working on the green energy transition.

Mr Srettha said businesses need renewable energy to achieve their net-zero targets. It is the government's priority to achieve global climate change commitments, both on carbon neutrality and net zero, as well as the policy of having 50% of energy production come from renewable sources by 2040.

The government has also committed to provide more than 9 gigawatts of new energy capacity through the Utility Green Tariff system by 2030. This will ensure that any business looking to invest in Thailand will have easy and affordable access to clean energy, he said.

The government will also be working closely with leading digital companies like Microsoft to create a sustainability sandbox aimed at fostering environmental innovation.

Mr Srettha said he was delighted to learn Thailand's commitment to propel the nation forward aligns with Microsoft's vision.

Last November, the government and Microsoft signed an MOU to pursue the vision of a cloud-first, AI-powered Thailand.

"In this regard, I'm also pleased to learn that Microsoft will participate in the effort to develop our human resources and help increase access to education and opportunities for local communities nationwide,'' Mr Srettha said.

He said the collaboration with Microsoft will lead to a brighter future and the government is committed to making Thailand a perfect destination for the digital industry.
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									New movies out this week: May 1-7

									Guy Ritchie and Henry Cavill reunite in 'The Ministry Of Ungentlemanly Warfare'
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 The Ministry Of Ungentlemanly Warfare

Directed by Guy Ritchie.

Who's in it?

Henry Cavill, Alan Ritchson and Alex Pettyfer.

What's it about?

Billed as a true story about a secret British World War II organization; the Special Operations Executive. Founded by Winston Churchill, their irregular warfare against the Germans helped to change the course of the war, and gave birth to modern black operations.

Why watch it?

Based on the 2014 book Churchill's Secret Warriors: The Explosive True Story of the Special Forces Desperadoes of WWII by Damien Lewis.
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 Challengers

Directed by Luca Guadagnino.

Who's in it?

Zendaya, Mike Faist and Josh O'Connor.

What's it about?

Tashi, a former tennis prodigy turned coach is married to a champion on a losing streak. Her strategy for her husband's redemption takes a surprising turn when he must face off against his former best friend and Tashi's former boyfriend.

Why watch it?

To prepare for her role, Zendaya spent three months with pro tennis player-turned-coach, Brad Gilbert.
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 Tarot

Directed by Spenser Cohen and Anna Halberg.

Who's in it?

Avantika, Olwen Fouere and Jacob Batalon.

What's it about?

When a group of friends recklessly violates the sacred rule of Tarot readings, they unknowingly unleash an unspeakable evil trapped within the cursed cards. One by one, they come face to face with fate and end up in a race against death.

Why watch it?

Referenced in All About: All About Horror in 2024 (2023).
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 My Boo

Directed by Khomkrit Treewimol.

Who's in it?

Maylada Susri, Sutthirak Subvijitra, Chaleumpol Tikumpornteerawong and Dharmthai Plangsilp.

What's it about?

A man who unexpectedly inherits a haunted house.

Why watch it?

Thai slapstick horror-comedy drama. What's not to love?!
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: May 1-7

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

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


Premieres on May 1

The hit bilingual series returns to Las Colinas for season three. It's time to reconcile past mistakes and exciting new beginnings. In the present story, older Maximo finds himself returning to a Las Colinas he no longer recognises. While in 1985, younger Maximo continues his climb up the ladder of success while potentially jeopardising all the relationships he's worked so hard to build.



NETFLIX
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 Deaw Special: Super Soft Power


Premieres on May 1

From an all-star soccer game to awkward dating problems, Thai comic Udom Taephanich shares candid stories from his chaotic life.
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 The Zookeeper's Wife


Premieres on May 1

When the Nazis invade Poland, Warsaw Zoo caretakers work with the underground resistance to save Jews from the horrors of the Third Reich.
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 Blended


Premieres on May 1

What's worse than a dreadful blind date between two single parents? Crossing paths once again -- but this time at a resort with their kids in tow.
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 Cry Babies: Magic Tears: Season 3


Premieres on May 1

Cute little babies with big personalities explore this imaginative world where tears are magical and carry special powers. The tears are triggered by emotions of love or happiness as the babies overcome challenging situations together.
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 Dark Waters


Premieres on May 1

The biopic movie looks at the fight of an attorney who goes up against his own firm to expose toxic waste-dumping scheme.
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 Down The Rabbit Hole


Premieres on May 1

Mexican comedy about a 10-year-old boy who begins partaking in his father's illegal activities.
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 Outlander: Season 6


Premieres on May 1

After a two-year wait, Netflix is getting a new batch of Outlander episodes. This epic tale adapted from Diana Gabaldon's popular series of fantasy-romance novels focuses on the drama of two time-crossed lovers.
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 Dr. Stone


Premieres on May 1

Awakened into a world where humanity has been petrified, scientific genius Senku and his brawny friend Taiju use their skills to rebuild civilisation.
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 Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar


Premieres on May 1

The scheming Mallikajaan rules over an elite house of courtesans -- but a new rival threatens her reign as rebellion brews in British-ruled India.
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 Cherry Magic! Thirty Years of Virginity Can Make You a Wizard?!: Season 1


Premieres on May 1

After a shy office worker unexpectedly gains the ability to read minds, he discovers that his handsome colleague can't stop thinking about him!
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 Jujutsu Kaisen


Premieres on May 1

When a curse womb attacks a juvenile detention center, Yuji's group is called upon to rescue any remaining survivors -- but combat isn't an option
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 Mortal Kombat


Premieres on May 1

On the brink of being conquered by Outworld, Earthrealm fighters driven by an ancient prophecy must win the final tournament to save humanity.
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 Rather


Premieres on May 1

The documentary about veteran journalist Dan Rather's landmark career in news. The feature utilises the story of Rather's life on television to also explore the evolution of broadcast journalism, the troubles a free press now faces, along with the slide of American society from hard-fought advances in social justice and democratic freedoms.
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 The Great Wall


Premieres on May 1

Searching for gunpowder in Song dynasty China, European mercenaries discover an epic war being waged between the country's heroes and savage monsters.
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 The Matrix: Resurrections


Premieres on May 1

Trapped again in the simulated reality of the Matrix, Neo believes he's video game creator Thomas Anderson -- until he's offered another chance to escape.
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 The Unbroken Voice: Season 2


Premieres on May 1

Against all odds, a young Arelys Henao pursues her dream of a singing career in this music-packed drama inspired by the Colombian icon's early life.
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 Unnatural


Premieres on May 1

Japanese mystery drama limited series about a forensic doctor looking into some perplexing cases.
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 A Man In Full


Premieres on May 2

Facing relentless foes and sudden bankruptcy, an Atlanta real estate tycoon must claw his way back to the top when his empire begins to crumble.
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 Beautiful Rebel


Premieres on May 2

Italian musical biopic on the life of rockstar Gianna Nannini.
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 Secrets Of The Neanderthals


Premieres on May 2

A documentary on the primative creatures that roamed Earth before us. Narrated by Sir Patrick Stewart.
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 T P Bon


Premieres on May 2

Sci-fi anime series based on the classic manga following the Time Patrol who save innocent lives from the past.
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 Selling The OC: Season 3


Premieres on May 3

A feud between Austin and Sean, more million dollar deals and the breakdown of Alex Hall and Tyler Stanaland's relationship.

 

[image: ]

 John Mulaney Presents: Everybody's In LA


Premieres on May 3

In six live instalments, John Mulaney explores Los Angeles during a week when pretty much every single funny person is in town.
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 Postcards


Premieres on May 3

When a Nigerian single mother travels to India for a medical check-up, her journey will end up touching the lives of everyone she meets.
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 Unfrosted 


Premieres on May 3

Comedy movie on the breakfast wars of the 1960s with a big ensemble cast led by Jerry Seinfeld.
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 Side By Side


Premieres on May 3

A young man living a quiet, simple life is forced to face his own buried secrets when a figure from his past begins to appear to him.
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 The Atypical Family


Premieres on May 4

Blessed with superpowers, a man and his family begin to lose their abilities under the weight of the world -- until a mysterious woman changes everything.
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 It Lives Inside


Premieres on May 6

A teenager with conflicted feelings about her Indian heritage lashes out, accidentally unleashing an ancient entity that terrorises those around her.
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 Super Rich In Korea


Premieres on May 7

A Singaporean tycoon, an Italian luxury brand heir, a Pakistani noble and more. Explore the lavish lives of super rich individuals living in Korea.



PRIME VIDEO
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 The Idea Of You


Premieres on May 2

Based on the acclaimed, contemporary love story of the same name, the movie centres on Solene, a 40-year-old single mum who begins an unexpected romance with 24-year-old Hayes Campbell, the lead singer of August Moon, the hottest boy band on the planet.
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 Clarkson's Farm: Season 3


Premieres on May 3

Episodes 1-4 are scheduled to be released on May 3, followed by episodes 5-8 on May 10. Jeremy Clarkson's girlfriend, Lisa Hogan, is moved to tears as she witnesses a fragile baby piglet struggling to move. Emotions run high as the challenges of farm life unfold. Kaleb Cooper is appointed farm manager and is introduced to a new venture: pigs. As Clarkson demonstrates an unconventional method of berry-picking, using a vacuum cleaner attached to a truck, he discovers one of the pigs has made a mess in his jacket pocket. The season also delves into Clarkson's strained relationship with the locals, with tensions escalating as a mishap with a digger threatens to flood the nearby village, putting his alliances at risk.



HBO/HBO GO
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 Turtles All The Way Down


Premieres on May 2

The film tackles anxiety through its 17-year-old protagonist, Aza Holmes. It's not easy being Aza, but she's trying to be a good daughter, a good friend and a good student, all while navigating an endless barrage of invasive, obsessive thoughts that she cannot control. When she reconnects with Davis, her childhood crush, Aza is confronted with fundamental questions about her potential for love, happiness, friendship, and hope. Based on John Green's best-selling novel of the same name.



CARTOONITO
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 Builder Brothers Dream Factory


Premieres on May 2

10-year-old twins, Drew and Jonathan Scott are property brothers whose extraordinary imagination, creativity, grit and heart help solve problems in their neighbourhood by dreaming big and sometimes too big.



DISCOVERY CHANNEL
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 Dual Survival: Brazil


Premieres on May 7

Two people with drastically different backgrounds and survival strategies take on some of Latin America's most unforgiving terrain in Dual Survival: Brazil. This unlikely duo will demonstrate how the right skills and creative thinking can be the key to keeping you alive in the most dangerous situations.



TLC
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 The Family Chantel: Season 5


Premieres on May 2

The final, most explosive chapter. Last season ended with Pedro hitting his breaking point and ultimately making the decision to file for divorce. Chantel, desperate for support, had Winter and Karen move into her home she once shared with Pedro. The division between the two families manifested to the extreme while jaw dropping revelations and emotional moments played out between Pedro and Chantel. Now, the finale brings us to the end of this couple's story.
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									Exhibition explores the duality of flowers

									
								

								Art viewers are invited to ponder the journey of beautiful flowers during "Yummy Rose", which will kick off this Saturday and run daily from 11am to 8pm until July 21, at Hop Photo Gallery, 3rd floor of Seacon Square, Srinakarin Road.
								This is a solo exhibition by Naraphat Sakarthornsap who uses flowers to convey profound meanings when presenting stories of inequality in society and gender discrimination through photography and installation art.

This show, however, touches on the production, consumption and trading of flowers in Pak Khlong Talat, a flower market in downtown Bangkok. It particularly focuses on market manipulation and the price control of flowers.

It emphasises observing the fresh flower purchasing industry, which impacts production and brings renewed attention to the origins of flowers that bloom from the dedication of gardeners.

The artist showcases images of a hundred red roses that journeyed from farms in Chiang Mai to Bangkok. The shaking force from their journey on trucks caused some to lose their shape.

Naraphat's work presents the transformation of flowers for consumption, reflecting the  image of raw material management before being sold as products and entering a business process where the exploitation of gardeners appears.

The consumption lifestyle persists through the use of products that respond to needs, while manufacturing companies create desires beyond necessity using media as a tool.

This leads viewers to perceive that the existence of these beautiful floral plants is only an indication of social status, leaving behind thought about the labour who sweat in producing these flowers.

Email hop.project.th@gmail.com.
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